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      Haern Lareth hovered over the ground, pushing on the sense of lorcith far below. He used only the tiniest amount, barely more than a grain of sand, yet he hovered far more easily than he ever had been able to before. Now that he was here, floating amidst the clouds, with the wind whipping around him, he looked down and focused on the sense of lorcith, stretching his senses outward to see if there was anything he could use to understand how much the lorcith had changed.

      The sense of it was distant and faded; even so, he understood what was taking place down there. The power of the lorcith was creeping forward, a change occurring somewhere deep within the earth, something that should not have been. There had to be an answer here that he had yet to fully understand, and he needed to better comprehend the nature of the lorcith in order to learn what the Shadow Queen attempted.

      More than ever, Haern was certain the Shadow Queen was after something. She was attempting to harm, and with her power and influence growing, he knew he would have to intervene. Yet the longer he was here, the less he knew what that intervention would have to entail.

      He hovered above the clouds for a while, letting the power and energy of this place fill him. He had come thinking he might find understanding, but the only thing here was the sense of power. Then again, Haern had been coming here every day, floating in the sky and searching for answers. Every day was the same. There was the creeping sense of the twisted lorcith, an awareness of the Shadow Queen and her servants, and a simmering fear that regardless of what he might attempt, there would be no way of stopping her.

      That was what he feared most of all. Haern had to uncover some method of overpowering the Shadow Queen. It would require not just him, but others who would sit upon the Council of Elders, which included Lucy Elvraeth now, as well as Daniel Elvraeth and Ryn Valeron. Of them all, he knew Ryn the least. She had worked with Olandar Fahr, which made her unique, and her power was different from Haern’s.

      There was still a fifth seat to be occupied on the Council. If they could claim that seat, then they could push out the Shadow Queen and end this conflict.

      That was what he wanted most of all.

      Somehow, they would have to find those answers, and somehow he was going to have to fight for the others.

      A sense of lorcith shifted, coming toward him.

      He remained in place, waiting. There were many others who had control over lorcith, and he had grown accustomed to feeling them move. More and more people had begun to take after him, trying to mimic the power and technique he’d demonstrated. So far, none had fully succeeded.

      He had turned the metal within him into an alloy, had merged himself with the metal in a way that had not been possible before, and he would have to do the same with others. He’d hesitated to do so—the process was painful, and it was only through someone like Elise that they would be able to use that power, to spread that heat and pain among all the others she’d claimed so that whoever experienced it wouldn’t be overwhelmed with pain.

      The sense of lorcith continued to streak toward him, and Haern prepared several coins, pushing them away from him. There was a time when he would’ve worried that someone else with power over lorcith would overwhelm his connection, but that time had passed. With the connection he now shared with lorcith, very few people had the potential to overpower him.

      Haern continued to push on the metal, ready for whatever was coming. The sense of lorcith began to slow. It was far below him, but the sense stopped directly underneath him, making it clear they knew where he was.

      It was possible they weren’t strong enough to send themselves as high as he had. Since he’d taken on his augmentation, Haern had used his connection in this way often enough that he understood what was required. He recognized the way that power worked and could hold on to it more than someone else.

      He focused on the lorcith within the other person. For someone to have this level of control, to be able to reach this high in the sky, their connection to the metal would have to be similar to his—which more than likely meant whoever it was was also augmented.

      Unsurprisingly, he recognized the lorcith.

      Haern descended slowly, looking for the person holding on to that lorcith. He could feel it, and as he did, he grasped on to it, ensuring they weren’t able to attack.

      As he dropped down to a level with Olandar Fahr, he studied the man. He was large, muscular despite his age, and there was a knowing look in his silver eyes. Always silver, although Haern suspected he had a connection to Elaeavn much like himself. He would have to, given the way he’d taken on the augmentations and had gained strength and power.

      “How did you know I was here?” he asked.

      “From what I understand, you come here often,” Olandar Fahr said, his voice muffled somewhat by the wind whipping around them.

      “I come here as often as I need.”

      “Do you fear that the Mistress is moving?”

      Haern chuckled at the use of the term. He had a hard time thinking he should refer to her as the Mistress. “I think we all should fear the Mistress moving,” he said.

      “I fear her, but only because I don’t really understand her,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Haern looked around. Even this low, he could feel the energy in the air, the strange sensation pulling on him, the connection to lorcith changing. “You’ve been facing her longer than anyone else.”

      “As long as I can remember.”

      It was still strange for Haern to have a conversation like this with Olandar Fahr. For so long, all he’d wanted was to catch this man. Destroy him. Now that he was here, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else he needed. Though he had attacked them, and though he was as dangerous as Haern had always believed, Olandar Fahr had done those things to try to prevent an even more devastating outcome.

      That was something Haern understood.

      As he floated in the air, he focused on that sense of lorcith all around him. Eventually, he would have to make a decision. All of them would have to make a decision. That decision was going to involve them drawing upon power and waging an attack on the Shadow Queen.

      It had been incredibly difficult for him and the others to slow her before. It had required him to fuse with the metal, and that wasn’t something everyone would be able to do. He had to find another strategy.

      “Why did you come looking for me?”

      “Must I have a reason?”

      Haern turned his attention to Olandar Fahr. Part of the reason he came out here was because it was so far away, and he was able to avoid detection. He didn’t want Olandar Fahr to know where Elise and the village were, though even if he tried to hide it from him, the other man already knew.

      “You’ve been making your own preparations.”

      “I fear those preparations will no longer be sufficient.”

      “She’s not moving,” Haern said. Even now, he was aware of the pressure of the lorcith. With everything he had been doing, the way he’d been pushing on the metal from these lands, countering that of the Shadow Queen, he worried his efforts would fail. For now he was still able to push against them.

      “She might not be moving, but that doesn’t mean she’s any less of a threat. You’ve felt it. I can see it.”

      “We both know I have felt her power.”

      “Then you understand how dangerous she is.”

      Haern took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. They needed time to prepare. The longer they had, the easier this would be, though Haern wasn’t sure any of this would be easy. He wanted to get others ready for what they might have to face, but he had no idea what that would involve or whether there was anything he could even do. If there wasn’t, he needed to find some other place to go. A safe place.

      “I’m making every preparation I can,” Haern said. “We will succeed.”

      Olandar Fahr waved his hand. “Unfortunately, I am not as certain. I have some of my disciples looking for answers, but those answers are not easily found.”

      “Disciples? Do you still ask them to worship you?”

      “I’ve never asked anyone to worship me, but there are some who see value in serving.”

      Haern tried to suppress his frustration. There was no point in allowing himself to get caught up in it, no point in allowing Olandar Fahr to know how anxious all this made him. And he was anxious. He had to defend those who had come to him expecting his protection. Not knowing if he’d be able to ensure their safety left him unsettled.

      Perhaps this was the Shadow Queen’s greatest feat. She’d continued to draw power, and she continued to push, and her plans had been in the works for many years. If, as others suggested, she was one of the earliest Elders, then she was impossibly old. She would have far more knowledge and ability than Haern could hope to counter.

      But that didn’t mean he couldn’t try—that he wouldn’t do everything in his power to defeat her. All it meant was that he didn’t know if they would succeed.

      “You will have to work with us,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I think it’s the other way around,” Haern said.

      “I’ve been preparing for this for far longer than you and your people could understand.”

      “We’ve seen the way you prepared. Despite everything you’ve done, my people have had far more success.”

      “Only because of what I have Seen.”

      Haern cocked his head. “You would have me believe you’re responsible for all of this?” He motioned to himself. “For all of us? I think that unlikely.”

      Olandar Fahr turned and stared out toward the water.

      Haern could feel the other sources of lorcith all around him, including that from Ilphaesn, from the distant volcano, and from many different places scattered all around. His awareness told him that the song of the lorcith had not yet changed. How much longer would it remain the same, though?

      It wasn’t difficult for him to imagine the Shadow Queen sending her servants. He’d already experienced that, and he worried she would send more. If they weren’t prepared, there was the very real possibility that those servants would succeed in twisting the metal. If they managed to influence enough lorcith, there might not be anything Haern could do. Although he was connected to the lorcith in a way very few others were, there were limitations to his power.

      “I appreciate that you haven’t continued to attack,” Haern said.

      “Why would we continue to attack? We’re looking for the same things,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “Perhaps, but you’ve been attacking our people for a long time.”

      “I have done what is necessary,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Haern wished he could think of something more to say, some way of countering him, but he understood that Olandar Fahr had done what he’d thought necessary.

      “When will you decide whether we can work together?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Would it be helpful if we made an exchange?”

      “What sort of exchange?”

      “An exchange of people. I would offer you someone close to me, and you would send someone close to you as a symbol of our cooperation.”

      It was a reasonable suggestion, one that Haern thought might be beneficial. If they did make such an exchange, would they be able to work together? They’d been fighting each other for so long that Haern simply didn’t know if it was possible, as much as he knew they needed to work together.

      Then again, that was his father’s way of thinking. It was an old way, and he had to be better. They all had to be better. He had to find some way to work not only with Olandar Fahr, but with the people he’d trained.

      The Ai’thol would have to be their allies.

      That was surprising to him. All this time they had been searching for allies, thinking they’d need them in order to survive the attack by the Ai’thol, and all this time, the ally they needed was none other than the Ai’thol themselves.

      Then again, the danger they faced was so different than what they’d expected. None had known about the Shadow Queen.

      “I will check with the others.”

      Olandar Fahr watched him. “You don’t speak for them?”

      “I don’t know that anybody speaks for them.”

      “You will have to change that. Someone needs to be the voice. Otherwise, there can be no organization.”

      “I thought the voices were members of the Council of Elders.”

      “Perhaps that is all it will be. Or perhaps it will have to be something else.” Olandar Fahr watched him, a dark intensity in his eyes. In that moment, Haern could almost imagine the other man would attack, but he simply stared. “I faced your father for many years.”

      “I didn’t think the two of you had much interaction.”

      “Perhaps not, but I encountered the danger of Lareth for many years. I respect him.”

      “Most who have faced him respect him.”

      “I respect him because of the reasons for his actions.”

      It was strange to hear the man his father had been facing off against all these years, the man who was responsible for the Forgers, sharing with him a level of respect for his father.

      “What about Carth?”

      Something about Olandar Fahr’s expression changed, and as Haern studied the man, he couldn’t help but think perhaps there was something more that he didn’t truly understand.

      “Carth is something different.”

      “She’s dangerous,” Haern said.

      “Dangerous isn’t the half of it. She can be ruthless. Single-minded.”

      “I think she would say the same about you.”

      “And she would be correct. In that, we are similar.”

      “How many times have you faced her?”

      “Not as many as I would’ve liked to.”

      “Why would you like to?”

      “When you play the game, when you want to challenge yourself, you need to play against your equal. When it comes to Carthenne Rel, I found someone who could be that rival for me.”

      Olandar Fahr turned away. There was silence for a few moments, and the other man started to glow softly, shadows swirling around him. It reminded Haern all too much of what Carth did and the way she took on the aspects of her various magics. In the case of Olandar Fahr, though, Haern didn’t know if he came by his power naturally or through augmentations.

      When he had stripped away the metal, tearing away Olandar Fahr’s augmentations, Haern had thought they’d be free of his influence at least for a while. But his power had remained, which left Haern wondering how strong he had been without any augmentation. Haern himself hadn’t been particularly powerful without his augmentation. He had a connection to lorcith and had been able to use it in ways that others could not, but though he had trained, trying to increase his control over it, he’d never been able to do the things he did now.

      “If Carth speaks for you, I would warn you she has other motives,” Olandar Fahr said softly—or maybe it was only that the wind was carrying his voice away. It forced Haern to lean in, and as he did, he realized how dangerous that was. Getting too close to Olandar Fahr put him in danger.

      And yet, Haern didn’t feel any danger around him. Perhaps that was because of his control over lorcith and the way he could feel it in the other man. He hadn’t formed an alloy with it, though the metal flowed deeper within him than it had been before. It was almost as if Olandar Fahr was trying to mimic what Haern had done, but he wasn’t able to draw it out as effectively.

      “Why do you fear her?”

      “Because she struggles to move on.”

      “The same could be said for many people.”

      “Yes.” Olandar Fahr turned toward him, watching Haern for a long moment. “Including your father.”

      Haern nodded. “I am not my father.”

      “I think that’s beneficial. If you were your father, we might not be able to accomplish nearly as much.”

      Haern sighed, holding on to the connection to lorcith, feeling the way it flowed outward around him. He had struggled against that for so long. For years, he had wanted to have his father’s abilities, to be able to Slide, to know the nature of that power, and now that he had his own connection to a different sort of power, now that he was augmented, Haern couldn’t imagine anything else.

      But his father was different. He’d traded a peaceful life for the anger and violence he had allowed to consume him after the attack on Elaeavn. Haern had never really known his father the way he’d wanted to. It wasn’t until recently that he’d had any sort of relationship with him.

      Some of that was Haern’s fault. Not wanting to train or to learn about the nature of his powers, Haern had never had the opportunity to work with his father until recently.

      “I will speak to my people,” he said again.

      Olandar Fahr nodded, and as he started away, Haern pulled on the sense of lorcith within him, keeping him from disappearing.

      The other man twisted, a hint of anger tugging at the corners of his eyes. “What is it?”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “You aren’t the only one who has a connection to lorcith, Haern Lareth.”

      “I understand, but how did you know I was up here?”

      He had thought his ability with lorcith would allow him to avoid detection, or at least to keep anyone from pinpointing his location. Olandar Fahr had not only located him but would have been able to reach him, if Olandar Fahr could fly as high as Haern.

      “I’ve been working on my connection, trying to understand what it will take for me to use this lorcith. I have understood the nature of the power for a long time, but working with you has revealed I have not mastered it nearly as well as I would have liked.”

      “Most people who have other abilities find they don’t master any of them as well as they could.”

      “You have another ability,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Haern turned and looked outward. “Sight isn’t quite the same as other talents.”

      “Isn’t it? I suspect if you had no others, it would be considered quite impressive.”

      Haern smiled to himself. For the longest time, he’d thought it would be the only ability he had, and even now, knowing what he did, he no longer used it.

      “It hasn’t changed.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to determine why that ability hasn’t increased like the others.”

      “The metal does what it does,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I understand that as well as any,” Haern said.

      “I suspect that you do, Haern Lareth.” He emphasized the last name, and the hint of a smile tugged at his mouth. It did nothing to change the intensity in his eyes, the darkness that swirled around him. As they hovered there, the brightness glowed more intensely for a moment, and then Olandar Fahr freed himself from Haern, pulling on him.

      Rather than trying to pull back, Haern let him go.

      “I will be in touch,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I will wait.”

      When he was gone, Haern hovered in place, feeling the pressure of lorcith all around him. It was an incredible sensation, and he couldn’t help but wonder if there would be some way for him to free himself from another’s drawing of lorcith the way that Olandar Fahr had demonstrated he could.

      Perhaps there was something he could learn from the other man. If so, he would have to submit himself to Olandar Fahr and to his training.

      And perhaps that was the answer.

      As much as others might disagree, the idea that they would need to work together remained fresh in his mind. He couldn’t help but think they would have to find some way to do so.

      But there was not yet the need for them to make a dangerous decision. For now, the sense of lorcith had not changed. The moment it did, the moment the twisted lorcith began to encroach upon his land once again, was the moment they would have to decide.

      Would they be ready?

      Somehow they would have to find a way. Somehow, Haern would have to be a part of that. Somehow, his connection to the Council of Elders, whatever that meant for him, was going to be tied into it.

      He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, wondering what that might mean. As he leisurely descended back into the village, guiding himself across the land, he wondered if he might be able to find the remaining member of the Council of Elders. That was going to be the key. For them to overwhelm the Shadow Queen, they would need not just him and his friends, but others with power.

      Haern let out a shaky breath. He pushed himself toward the village, toward his people, and toward the sense of lorcith.
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      “You’ve been quiet.” Elise sat in front of a crackling hearth, a blanket over her lap. She fidgeted with it, working a stitch up and down in a steady rhythm. She had a quick hand, and yet she didn’t need to look as she worked, something that surprised Haern. His mother had never been much of a seamstress, but Elise had taken to it quickly and easily, helping to make clothing and blankets and many other things for the people of the village.

      “I don’t know that there’s much for me to say,” he said, leaning back in the chair. He was near enough the fire that he could feel the warmth of it, and there was a certain comfort that radiated from the flames, washing over him. It was pleasant.

      “Are you afraid to tell me?”

      He glanced over to her, but she hadn’t looked up. She wasn’t really looking at her work, either. It was hard for him to know what she was looking at, if anything. It was possible she had her eyes closed with the way her head was angled, her hair falling down in front of her face. And perhaps they were closed. With her connection to others tying her to the rest of their people, he wouldn’t be surprised if she were focusing on them.

      “It seems as if you already know.”

      “I know you’ve been distant. I can feel something else, but I’m not sure what it is.”

      In the time since he had connected more tightly to his augmentation, forging something of an alloy within himself, the bond that he shared with Elise had been stronger. That surprised him. He had expected the connection to grow weaker, especially as his previous augmentation had protected others from Reading him.

      Then again, Elise didn’t Read him the same way others from Elaeavn Read. Her ability was different. It was a connectedness, a shared experience and emotion, something powerful and unique and something he appreciated.

      “I keep seeing him,” he said. “I keep seeing Olandar Fahr.”

      There was no point in denying what had been taking place, just as there was no point in hiding the fact that Olandar Fahr had come to him.

      “I see,” she said. She looked up then, fixing him with her dark gaze for a moment. “Why?”

      “He wants us to work together.”

      “And you don’t think we should?”

      “I think we’re going to have to,” he said. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that their people would need to work together, to find that common ground, and yet Haern wasn’t sure what it was going to take. Maybe it was exactly what Olandar Fahr had suggested, that they work together, sharing resources and knowledge. If that was the case, then Haern would have to find a way to do so. He didn’t know if it was just about finding that way, though. Perhaps it was about finding the right person.

      “I thought you said the sense of lorcith hasn’t changed.”

      Haern closed his eyes. From here, he still felt nothing different, though he knew that sense was out there, the odd and awful twisted sense of lorcith. It was near enough he could practically reach it. Haern wanted nothing more than to avoid that sensation, to ignore that pressure, but he didn’t know if he would be able to.

      “It hasn’t changed, but eventually it will.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Haern smiled at her. “Always the optimist.”

      “It’s not optimism. It’s confidence in what we’re able to do. Look at the things you’ve accomplished. Look at the way you’ve held on to your power—the way you’ve changed. If anyone is going to prevent them from manipulating the lorcith and attacking, it will be you.”

      “I don’t know.” Haern glanced down, running his hand across the front of his pants, feeling the lorcith coins within them. He could manipulate them through the fabric, though he didn’t. “I hear the song of lorcith far more easily now than ever before, but there’s still something off.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure. But the Shadow Queen has been working with lorcith for a long time, and the more she’s learned, the harder it will be to overpower her.”

      Elise got to her feet, setting down her sewing, and came to sit on the edge of the chair. She took his hand, squeezing it. “I know you fear for everyone.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know what it means for us to be a part of this Council of Elders. I don’t know what it means for me.”

      “And you fear that?”

      “Well, to be honest, I think I should fear it.”

      “Perhaps you do.” She squeezed his hand again, bringing it up to her lips and kissing it. She smiled at him. “If anyone can figure this out, it’s you. Us. You forget, you’re not doing any of this alone.”

      Haern shook his head. “I haven’t forgotten that. I don’t know that I ever could.”

      It was another difference between him and his father. Whereas his father had always gone off on his own, attacking the Forgers by himself using his control over lorcith and Sliding, Haern had known he couldn’t do that. In order to succeed, he would need to work with others—the women of the village, Lucy’s women, along with other women he had taken to working with. Haern was far better equipped than his father had ever been.

      But then, the dangers were greater than what his father had faced, too. Whereas his father had put only himself in danger, Haern risked others with him. People he cared about, people he didn’t want to lose, and people he couldn’t imagine suffering any harm.

      “We will do whatever it takes,” Elise said.

      “I know.”

      “That’s not what troubles you, though.”

      He looked up, meeting her eyes. “You know me so well.”

      “It’s not so much knowing you as it is feeling you.” She squeezed his hands. “It’s interesting.”

      “Your ability?”

      She nodded. “I can feel others, the same way I can feel you, the way I can feel the emotion flowing through you. I can sense it from everyone within the village—even people I’m not sure I should be able to feel it from.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as your mother. Your grandfather.”

      “We thought that was because you formed a connection,” Haern said.

      “It is, yet I wonder if it’s a connection to everyone. Many of the people I’m able to detect are people I don’t know that well.” She looked up, staring toward the fire. “Isn’t that strange?”

      “I would say most of these abilities are strange.”

      “What’s even stranger is that I want to do what you’ve done.”

      “You want to do what? Talk to Olandar Fahr?”

      “Not that. At least, not yet. I think it will take some time for most of us to let go of what he did.”

      It was hard enough for Haern, and he was the one who was there, recognizing the need to communicate with Olandar Fahr. As he gained an increasing awareness of Olandar Fahr, Haern couldn’t help but feel he needed to do something different. Maybe it was to work with him, to understand his people, and to find common ground with the Ai’thol. Or maybe it was something else.

      “I want to know what it will take for me to have my ability strengthened.”

      “We talked about that,” Haern said, watching her. He could feel the lorcith within her and understood what she was asking. She wanted him to see the lorcith, to merge it with her more intensely, though he wasn’t sure such a thing was even safe for anyone else. In his case, he had been able to do it because he was the one in control of the lorcith. For everyone else, he feared losing control over the metal and somehow harming people he wanted to protect.

      “You’re going to have to try it on someone,” she said.

      “I’d rather it not be you.”

      “Why not me?” She sat up, turning toward him, crossing her legs as she did. “Why not someone that you care about, and someone we know can benefit?”

      “Will it benefit you?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I guess I’m saying we don’t know that it will change anything for you. You’ve already become incredibly powerful.”

      “The same could be said about you, Haern.”

      He breathed out heavily, knowing it was true. Before he’d merged with the metal, truly merged to the point where it was basically flowing through his bloodstream, he’d been powerful. The way he’d stretched out the lorcith, stabilizing it and securing the song within him, had made him that way.

      He couldn’t help but feel as if there could be something more—that if he somehow found that connection, somehow understood just what was there, he might be able to help more people. If he did, he would be better able to oppose the Shadow Queen when she attacked. Having the lorcith within them, that metal she could twist, put them in danger.

      And he hated that.

      “I worry we’ll lose it,” he said.

      “You have control over the lorcith, Haern.”

      “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “And what if it does?” She took both of his hands, squeezing them, and he looked into her eyes.

      He’d fought against doing it, but it had been selfish. He’d fought against doing it because he didn’t want to hurt Elise, and more than that, he didn’t want to lose her were something to go wrong. Dealing with augmentations like this, controlling metal within another person, presented a real danger.

      Of all the people he could lose, Elise was the one whose loss he would be least able to tolerate.

      “All right,” he said. She watched him. “I think you’re right.”

      “Then do it,” she said.

      Haern cocked his head and focused on the metal within her. “Now?”

      “Now. I don’t want you to get the idea you have to protect me from something and avoid doing this later.”

      “What makes you think I would?”

      “Because I know you, Haern Lareth.”

      He let out a heavy breath, sighing, and stood, taking her hands and standing before her. “It will hurt.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s pain unlike anything you’ve ever experienced before.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re going to have to fight through it.”

      She smiled at him, leaning forward and kissing him on the lips. “I know.”

      Haern didn’t like doing this, but at the same time, it was something he needed to do. All of them needed more power. If this was what he had to do so that Elise would be able to better connect to everyone she claimed, then why couldn’t he? Why shouldn’t he?

      He held on to the sense of lorcith, focusing on it. That was the first step. He didn’t want to change it, not yet. All he wanted was to feel the way it was flowing through her. He began to home in on the nature of the song, to pull upon the metal, to let that vibration fill him. He had an increasing awareness of the metal and the way it flowed within him.

      With that, Haern was able to draw more and more power. He pushed on the metal. And then he pulled.

      By pushing and pulling, changing the frequency and vibration, he was able to draw more and more strength out of the lorcith. In doing so, he was able to feel the effect of the metal, the way it vibrated deep within her, and he held on to that.

      Working with the metal was like working at the forge, which he had never been very good at. He had the blood of the Lareths within him and should have been a skilled blacksmith, but his lack of interest had slowed him.

      This time, he was going to have to find a way to control that. What he was going to do now would have to be subtle, controlled, and far more skilled than anything he had tried before.

      Haern thought he could do this. But that wasn’t going to be enough. He had to know he could do it.

      As he focused, he called upon that control over the metal, letting it fill him. The sense of the metal rolled through him, an awareness he could feel all the way through his body. It was no different than breathing. It was an understanding of everything within him, all around him. As he focused on it, he was certain there was a way for him to use it, and to control it.

      He held on to the lorcith, and then he began to heat it.

      It was a series of small pushes and pulls, subtle and slight. He changed the vibration and the energy within the lorcith and was able to modify and draw power from the metal.

      The more power he could pull, the more energy he was able to draw from the lorcith, the more certain he felt that he would be able to do this.

      Elise started to cry. It was almost enough to make Haern lose his focus, yet he knew he couldn’t. He needed to continue to push, drawing more energy through the lorcith, merging it with the rest of her.

      She nodded to him, locking her eyes on his. “I’m okay,” she whispered.

      She swallowed, and he renewed his focus on the metal, drawing it out. He heated it, moving more slowly than he had before, careful he didn’t use too much strength. It began to vibrate within her. The metal was changing, and it was changing her as well. Haern could feel that. It was different from this side of things than when he’d been the one to alter with the metal. He continued to hold on to it, letting more and more power into her. He eased it out, letting that sense of lorcith stretch. The metal softened, and he could feel it transforming.

      Elise whimpered. As before, that was almost enough to make him release his hold over it, but he didn’t think he could. At this point, if he didn’t complete the process, she would lose her previous augmentation.

      He had to keep going. He could feel it. Now the lorcith was guiding him.

      The more he focused on the lorcith, the more he could feel the song of it changing things for him. It was a powerful sense, and he held on to that, letting it flow through him, letting that awareness fill him.

      And Haern let go.

      He pushed on the metal.

      It was like a release of energy. It was power that flowed outward. As it worked, it rolled through Elise.

      She cried out, dropping to her knees.

      Haern was there, crouching in front of her, holding her hands. He squeezed, trying to take some of the pain from her, but she didn’t give him any.

      She was protecting him. If she didn’t, he might be distracted and stop doing what was necessary.

      As much as he hated it, she was right to keep this from him.

      Haern held on to it, focusing on the energy going through her, the way the lorcith flowed, and he could feel it changing within her.

      With the lorcith now turned into a liquid, he pushed on it one last time.

      She cried out, crumpling to the ground. Haern slipped his arms underneath her neck, her back, cradling her to his chest as he continued to push on the lorcith. She was crying, moaning, but there was nothing he could do other than what he was already doing. If he stopped now, she would lose that ability, and they would lose her connection to the others. He had to hold on to it.

      Haern sent more energy into her one last time, ensuring the change he’d pushed would take hold. And then he was certain that it did.

      As he crouched next to her, cradling her up against him, he could feel her breathing slowly, whimpering, and he held on to the sense of lorcith, trying not to push on it anymore.

      That awareness was still there. There was power within her, the kind of power he had. He’d succeeded. No longer was he the only one who had turned the lorcith into an alloy. Now there was also Elise.

      He carried her into the other room and set her on their bed. She was breathing heavily, moaning every so often, and he sat on the bed next to her, stroking her hair.

      He said nothing. He waited, hoping she’d dispersed enough of the pain away from her so she didn’t have to suffer all of it, but fearing she’d tried to hold on to far more of the pain than she should have. It was the kind of thing Elise would do.

      She said nothing. She continued to breathe heavily, never opening her eyes. Haern reached into the connection between them, focusing on it, and felt something. It was the sense of energy flowing through her, the power of the lorcith, the augmentation that had changed her.

      It was a strange sensation.

      Finally, she opened her eyes, looking up at him, meeting his.

      “Did it work?”

      He nodded slowly. “I think so.”

      She breathed out, her voice shaky. “It hurt.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t think it was going to hurt so much. I tried to distribute the pain, but…”

      He squeezed her hand, leaning down and pulling her toward him, hugging her. “You didn’t want others to suffer.”

      She looked over at him. “How could I want others to go through that?”

      “If we’re going to do this again, we’re going to have to find a way to let others experience it.”

      “We will.”

      “You’re going to have to be willing to let others take on some of that pain.”

      “I will,” she said.

      “And then we’re going to have to figure out what has changed for you.”

      She sat up, taking a deep breath and focusing, listening outward. “I don’t know what has changed. Perhaps nothing.”

      “And if nothing has, then we’re going to have to find a way to better understand it.”

      She nodded again.

      This was the first step. Haern felt it. They were going to have to do this it with many others—perhaps everyone who had an augmentation. In order to defeat the Shadow Queen, everyone would have to suffer. Even then, he wasn’t sure they would be safe.

      How many others did the Shadow Queen have at her disposal? How many could she call upon in order to draw power? He’d already seen her servants—the power they had at their disposal, the way they were able to fight—and with everything they could do, he knew they’d have to find a way to do more. It might mean placing even more augmentations—or it might mean something else.

      Elise squeezed his hand, and a wave of relaxation rolled through him.

      Perhaps that was nothing more than her previous ability, but he couldn’t help but think it might be something new.
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      Waves crashed along the shore. Haern found them soothing, though the ocean was violent today. Whitecaps surged throughout, and as he stared, he couldn’t help but think there was something out there. Perhaps it was nothing more than an energy, or perhaps it was the sea itself he was detecting. Whatever it was, it came with a sense of power.

      “You’ve been staring out here for a long time,” Elise said, joining him and taking his hand.

      He looked over, meeting her eyes. There was something different about them, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Perhaps it was only the way she looked at him, or maybe it was about the change that had taken place. As far as they both could tell, she was better connected to their people than before.

      “I’m not sure what else I should do,” he said.

      “You have been debating when to help the next.”

      He locked eyes with her. “Are you Reading that?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. At least, I don’t think it works like that. I’m not able to Read anything. All I can do is detect your emotions.”

      “I am concerned. I don’t want anyone else to go through what you suffered.”

      “Then only take the volunteers.” She said it knowingly, with a twinkle in her eye, and Haern thought he knew why. It was unlikely that anyone would refuse. The more he’d come to know these women, the more he understood just how strong they were. All of them would likely take on the augmentation willingly, knowing the risks and the pain they would experience. They were strong women.

      “When do we begin?”

      “You’re not even challenging me?”

      Haern shrugged. “I didn’t know I could.”

      “I wasn’t sure if I was going to have to push you harder.”

      “You don’t have to push me anymore.” He smiled as he said it, realizing it was true. He had done enough, and because of it, he thought he had offered a certain level of protection to these people. The more he did, the more he believed he could continue to offer that protection.

      “I want to check on something,” he said.

      “That’s not your way of avoiding this, is it?”

      “No. I don’t intend to avoid it, but…”

      He looked out toward the sea, focusing on the ocean as it crashed along the shores below him. There was an energy there, and the more he felt it, the more certain he was that he needed to do what he planned.

      “I need to find him again.”

      “Right now?”

      “Now. Later. Either way, I need to find him soon.”

      It was his way of securing allies.

      It always came back to that. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that this was what they needed to do. Haern looked around, turning his attention back to Elise. “Maybe I’ll help them first.”

      “Good. Because if something happens to you…”

      He didn’t like to think like that, and he knew she didn’t either, but she was right. If he went off looking for Olandar Fahr and something happened to him, there wouldn’t be any way to help these people.

      Haern took Elise, pushing off on a coin, and it carried them toward the center of the clearing.

      “I’ll go and speak with them,” she said.

      He remained there, saying nothing, focusing on the sense of lorcith all around him. Within the village, it was everywhere. He could feel it all around him, the sense of power and the sense of the metal within the women. Partly that was just related to the nature of the lorcith itself, and partly it was because he had been the one to modify the augmentations, making them something more—something stronger.

      Standing here, he was filled with the song of lorcith all around him. He could practically feel what it said to him, how it filled him with that energy. He could use that song.

      The lorcith didn’t always have the same song, not as he once had believed. When he had first begun working with lorcith, shifting it within the women, he’d believed it was a single song that came from him and that he was somehow modifying it in a way that would help them. The more he was around it, the more certain he was that was not the case. There was another way for the metal to be used.

      Someone had once told him the metal was something alive, and Haern couldn’t help but feel as if that were true. The metal often did feel as if it were living—as if it were something real and tangible, calling to him in a way that he could hear it and understand it.

      A sense of lorcith approached him, and Haern looked up to see a tall, slender woman with dark hair and dark eyes.

      “Eve,” he said.

      “I hear you intend to modify people again.”

      “Only if they want to.”

      “You think it’s necessary?”

      “What do you think?”

      Haern understood Eve’s control over lorcith enough to know she could detect it within him the same way as he detected it within others. Even now, he could tell she was trying to probe him, though there wasn’t much she would determine from him.

      “I think you need to start with me.”

      Haern smiled. “Are you sure?”

      “If it’s going to give me a greater understanding of the metal, then I want to.”

      “It hurts.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “It’s like nothing you’ve ever felt before.”

      She watched him. “I can imagine.”

      Haern glanced over to where Elise was talking to some of the women. She saw him looking, almost as if she were aware of it, and he supposed she was. It was probably tied to her connection to him, her way of using her power.

      Haern focused on Eve, on the metal within her, and began to push and pull, drawing it outward. The more he focused on the metal, the faster he was able to understand what needed to happen. And he was able to modify the song within it, to use it in a way that would twist the metal.

      She tensed, but she didn’t cry out. Instead, she stood rigid, watching him. Her eyes widened slightly before she corrected even that.

      Haern continued to draw power, and as he did, a trace of awareness came to him—a faint sense of heat that flowed outward. It came from Elise, letting him share in her connection, letting him understand what Eve was going through, but it was just the barest amount of that sense. He could have felt more, but because she protected him, he had no idea how much pain Eve really felt.

      And perhaps she was stronger than him.

      Knowing what he did about Eve, he had to believe that was true. She was strong.

      Haern continued to push, letting the awareness of the metal flow through him, and a different awareness came to him. Once he was able to modify her, she might be able to help him.

      He pushed, drawing upon that power, and he felt the metal changing. It was different than it was within him. The metal surged, growing warmer and warmer.

      Elise allowed him a greater connection to it, and he wondered why. Was there some reason he needed to feel what was happening to Eve?

      Unless she just wanted him to know the process was effective.

      She couldn’t know he didn’t need that awareness. He could already tell it was effective. Then again, now that he had that thought, he knew she was aware of it. She could feel it, much as she could feel him.

      Haern pushed again.

      The metal surged, changing, and then it filled Eve.

      It swept through her, washing outward, away from her bloodstream as it flowed through him. This came differently. As it did, he focused on it, noticing the way it rolled into her flesh, and then deeper, into her bones.

      Eve staggered back.

      He focused on the metal within her. It was subtle, as if the lorcith wanted to prevent him from having an awareness of it.

      “I feel it,” she said. “It’s everywhere.”

      “How badly does it hurt?”

      “It was like nothing I’ve ever felt, but…” She looked up at him, locking eyes. “But I’ve felt much pain in my life.”

      Haern looked around the clearing, and another realization struck him. Here he had worried that these women he was trying to help and protect weren’t strong enough, but that wasn’t the case at all. All of these women were incredibly strong. How could they not be when they had gone through so much?

      He breathed out heavily. “The placement of your augmentation.”

      She nodded slowly. “I don’t like to think about it, but it was terrible.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s not your fault. And this gives me a different advantage.”

      “How much do you feel?”

      “I feel so much more,” she said.

      He nodded. As he looked around the clearing, a line of women began to come toward him. He locked eyes with the next woman. Marcy. Of course it would be Marcy. She had proven herself with him already.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I am.”

      “This will hurt, but Eve tells me it won’t be as bad as I thought.”

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      Haern pushed on the metal.

      He continued working, drawing power, forcing it upon these women, letting it flow into them, changing them. As he did, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were harming them, but he also couldn’t help but feel this was what needed to happen.

      He was going to be tired.

      Manipulating lorcith was no longer as exhausting as it had once been, but there was something about using it like that, using it so frequently, that still took quite a bit out of him, especially when he used as much as he had been here.
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      Haern sat at the edge of the clearing in the heart of the village. There was a sense of power here, of energy, and through it all, there came the strange changed sense of lorcith.

      Everybody in the village had been modified.

      He had been responsible for the majority of it. Near the end, Eve had begun to help, and he began to think that with her assistance, he might be able to modify more people if it came down to it.

      Haern rested his arms on his lap, looking around him.

      Elise was nearby, talking quietly to several of the women, and he smiled at her, though he had the sense she was fully aware of him at all times.

      He leaned his head back against a building, breathing in the energy of this place, focusing on everything all around him, on the sense of power.

      “You look tired,” Elise said. “Did it take that much out of you?”

      “It started to,” he said.

      “Everyone is talking about what happened,” she said.

      “I’m not entirely sure what happened,” he said.

      “I am. You protected us.”

      Haern took a deep breath. “I hope it works.”

      “You said they weren’t able to influence the lorcith once you did this.”

      “They weren’t. Then again, they didn’t know what I was able to do was even possible.”

      He thought they would be better protected this way than with just the augmentations, but what if he should have done something else? What if he should have taken the opportunity to remove the metal?

      Most of the women didn’t want that. He knew that. He understood the presence of the augmentation had been welcomed by almost all of them. And he understood why it would be. It was the same reason he appreciated the augmentation. With the augmentations, they were more.

      But what if they could still be twisted?

      That was the part he worried about. As much as anything else, Haern wanted to offer whatever protection he could to them. The more the Shadow Queen influenced them, the more uncertain he was there would be anything he could do to stop her.

      “You’re unsettled,” she said.

      “I’m not sure I like this connection,” he said, smiling up at her.

      “You would hide that from me?”

      “I wouldn’t hide anything from you. It’s just I worry.”

      “You’ve always have been a worrier.”

      “I guess I’m like my father in that.”

      “It sounds almost as if you are giving your father some credit.”

      “Is that what I’m doing?”

      “If you’re saying that worrying about your people is what you’re doing, then I would have to say yes.”

      Haern smiled. They were his people, even more so now than they had been before. Because of his connection, because of the way he’d helped with their lorcith, they had become his.

      Now he wanted to continue to protect them. He thought that by modifying them in this way, he could.

      “I don’t even know anymore,” he said. “Now that this is done, I think there’s more for me to do.”

      “I can tell.”

      “You understand what it might mean.”

      “I understand you might go to Olandar Fahr and his people and help them.”

      He nodded. It might just be a matter of showing Olandar Fahr what he had done and revealing the secret to it. Once he did, then Olandar Fahr might be able to modify these metals. And then… then he would be empowering the Ai’thol, which left him troubled.

      He wasn’t sure he wanted to strengthen the Ai’thol, and yet they needed to be allies. That was clear to him. It might not be so clear to all of them, and as he looked around the clearing and thought about what the women had been through, he wondered how many of them would understand. Probably more than what he gave credit for.

      “You do know you don’t have to go alone?”

      Haern let out a heavy sigh. He didn’t have to, but he didn’t want to bring Elise with him into the heart of the Ai’thol. It was something he thought he could and should do himself, but perhaps having her with him would offer a certain type of protection.

      “I would love it if you would come.”

      “I wasn’t saying I would be the one to go,” she said, offering a hint of a smile.

      “Now you’re trying to back out?”

      “When we first came here, I was needed most of the time. I still think they need me, but in a different way.”

      “They needed you because they didn’t understand how we were all connected,” Haern said. He could see the women talking softly, could feel the energy from them, the way the lorcith flowed through them differently than before. There was power in that lorcith.

      “I know. And now… now we’re connected in a different way.”

      They were. All of them had been touched in a similar way. All of them had an augmentation placed, though not all in the same fashion. The women who’d traveled with Haern had been given an augmentation by him, taking it willingly, and he’d used his control over the metal in order to ensure they were able to accept the augmentation. The women who had come with Lucy, rescued from the C’than, had gone through quite a bit of suffering, and they had been changed because of it.

      “I’m not needed here as much,” Elise said. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her thighs, smiling. “They will be fine without me. Besides, it’s not as if I’m not still connected to them.”

      He wondered what her ability felt like. It was one thing to know how his worked, and yet the way she was connected, the way she was able to Read and feel the emotions of others, would be helpful.

      It was the same benefit Lucy had. With her connection to her abilities, her ability to Read, she had been given a gift that the rest of them had not, but had it diminished her in some way? It was a strange thing to think about, but perhaps Lucy was diminished because she had become reliant upon Reading. When she hadn’t been able to Read, she had struggled.

      “Once you ensure that everybody is safe, we can go.”

      “Who will they send?”

      Haern didn’t know. He worried about the choice, and he wasn’t sure sending someone to the village was even the right solution. In order to feel comfortable with the trade, he felt that they needed to have an equal swap.

      But what would that be?
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      Lucy Elvraeth looked around the clearing in the center of the forest. She’d been here for the better part of the day, and in that time, she had continued to feel as if something were off, though she wasn’t quite able to place what it was.

      Sunlight filtered through the treetops, reflecting off metal on the trees, the lorcith that surrounded them, and she found herself drawn to it. She had no ability with lorcith on her own, though now that she knew how to borrow abilities and could use aspects of others’ power, she was more aware of it.

      It was a strange feeling, having that connection. The longer she was here and the more she detected, the easier it was to understand what she was feeling. She could detect that energy, that power, and it came to her as a gradual sensation.

      She knew there was lorcith all around her. Since she had borrowed Rsiran’s sense of that power, she had been increasingly aware of just how much of it was out there. Here, it was easier for her to really understand the nature of lorcith.

      Not only was it around the tree, but it was also deep below, and it stretched distantly, near the mountain. The sense of lorcith began to fade, drifting away from her.

      As it did, she scrambled to hold on to that connection, but she didn’t want to grasp on too tightly. She didn’t want anyone she was borrowing from to be too aware of what she was doing.

      A part of her felt a little guilty at drawing on that power and using it in that way. She knew she didn’t need to. She understood that Rsiran didn’t mind—at least, she didn’t think he minded. He had granted her the ability to borrow from him, and yet, it was an invasion.

      It was no different than Reading someone. In doing so, she was taking something from them, using that part of them, and becoming something more.

      She took a deep breath, breathing in the sense of the forest, the sense of lorcith and of everything around her. She closed her eyes, focusing on what she could detect. If there was some way for her to know that lorcith, she wanted to memorize it; then she might know exactly what the trees and the sacred crystals would do for her.

      She still didn’t fully understand it. She had placed the crystal and activated the trees, but she wasn’t really sure what it meant.

      “You have been looking up at the trees for quite some time.”

      Lucy opened her eyes and looked over to the old healer Della. She was dressed in a gray robe but had a colorful silk scarf around her neck. Her deep green eyes were drawn, with deep wrinkles at the corners, and there was something knowing in them.

      “I’ve been borrowing from Rsiran.”

      “I can feel it.”

      “You can?” She wasn’t accustomed to anyone being able to Read her. Since she’d had her augmentation, no one had managed to, so for Della to know what Lucy was doing was strange—and more than a little troubling.

      “I can feel the way you are borrowing power. I don’t know if I would feel it anywhere else, but Rsiran and I have a very different connection.”

      “Because you’ve known him for so long?”

      “Because we are related.”

      Lucy frowned. “I didn’t realize that.”

      “It’s not something either of us speak about. His grandfather was my brother. He would like to ignore that fact.”

      Della started to make a small circuit within the clearing, glancing from tree to tree. She paused at each one. There was a sense of energy that radiated from the trees. The healer was doing something, though Lucy wasn’t sure what. As far as she knew, Della didn’t have the ability to use lorcith.

      “What have you detected?” Della asked.

      “I haven’t detected anything. I’m simply trying to better understand the nature of the lorcith here.”

      “What is it about the lorcith that you think you need to uncover?”

      “I don’t understand it.” She had been changed by the augmentation, and then, when Haern had stabilized it, she had been changed again, but experiencing the nature of the metal, the way it flowed around her, left her feeling the same as when she’d first been augmented. Now there was something even more than what she had known, but it was an understanding that the metal was there, that there was a certain power to it.

      She had been trying to know her powers, trying to know what they meant, and in the time she’d been using them, she thought she had begun to master them. Certainly when it came to Reading, she had begun to master the ability, and when it came to Sliding, she could anchor to someone else’s mind. Not only was she anchoring to their mind, she was borrowing something from them.

      It opened her up to endless possibilities, something she didn’t quite know how to handle. She didn’t need to possess all the abilities anymore. If she was near someone she could Read, she could use their abilities.

      What else might she be able to do?

      She thought about the things she’d seen from Haern, the way he controlled the lorcith, and couldn’t help but wonder if she might be able to use it the same way Haern did. If she could travel high above the ground, that would provide a very different vantage. Maybe she would see the world in a different way.

      Or perhaps not.

      She smiled to herself, pushing the thoughts away, and studied the tree again. The distant sense of lorcith was there, though it was filtered. As Della stared at her, Lucy suspected she was responsible for what was taking place.

      “Lorcith has been a mystery to our people for many years. Some believe it is a gift of the Great Watcher. In the days of Rsiran, he was taught to believe that the metal was rare.”

      Lucy shook her head. “It’s not rare at all.”

      “We know that now. I think at the time, Rsiran knew that. It was possible even those within the mines knew it. They created a scarcity, as if they wanted to control it.”

      “Did the Elvraeth know?”

      “Who is to know what the Elvraeth were aware of? At the time, they were hidden. They still are, to an extent.”

      “Why do we have this connection to lorcith?”

      “That’s a question I suspect people like Rsiran have given much thought to. The metal exists everywhere. It’s a part of the world. Perhaps a core part of the world. Metal that exists everywhere is meant for us to know and understand and to control.”

      “Control?”

      “Perhaps not control,” she said after a moment’s thought. “But perhaps it’s more about understanding the power that exists within the world, and trying to find a way to use it.”

      Lucy breathed out again and focused on the trees. Ever since Haern had restored the trees by shifting something about the metal, they had been healthier. They stretched high overhead, the canopy shading the entire clearing. When the trees had initially been injured, they had suffered, and it wasn’t until Haern had done whatever he had using his connection to lorcith that they had begun to recover. Even using Rsiran’s ability, she hadn’t been able to determine what Haern had done. Rsiran was limited in his knowledge.

      Haern had discovered something his father hadn’t known.

      That still surprised her.

      She needed to know more about the metal, which meant she had to find Haern. She had searched for him and had come up empty. As far as she knew, he’d gone off to Dreshen. She’d returned here, waiting while trying to find the answers, thinking she could reach him, but there were no answers.

      “You’re thinking about him again,” Della said.

      “You can Read me?”

      “Not entirely.”

      Lucy breathed out heavily. “Not many can Read me since this,” she said, tapping her head.

      “Perhaps not. Though it creates a barrier, it’s incomplete.”

      “Incomplete? Haern said he changed the nature of the metal within me so that it would even be more effective.”

      “More effective than what the crystals have given me?”

      Lucy locked eyes with Della. “What do you mean?”

      “I have a gift that was given to me by the sacred crystals. I suspect it is even more than what you were given by your augmentation.”

      She hadn’t considered that. Would that mean that Cael Elvraeth could Read her? She was supposedly the most powerful of the Readers, and her abilities stemmed directly from the sacred crystals.

      “I didn’t know there would be any way for you to look beyond my barriers.”

      “You have to realize there will be others of incredible power in the world.”

      Lucy snorted. “My experience has shown me.”

      “Your experience has shown you continue to grow in abilities and power, and yet, you have not quite seen everything that exists in the world.”

      Lucy knew that was true.

      The sense of lorcith continued to fade, growing weaker.

      “Are you doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Separating Rsiran from me.”

      The longer she tried to use his connection to lorcith, the more it was fading, and the harder it was for her to know whether she would be able to use and control it. And yet, she couldn’t help but feel as if she needed to hang on to that sense in order to understand it and to help. When she went to Dreshen, another place where there was considerable lorcith, she wanted to be ready for the metal she might encounter.

      “I’m doing nothing.”

      “You’ve been separating me from Rsiran.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you’re trying to protect him.”

      “You borrowing his ability does nothing to diminish him, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      Lucy frowned, tearing her gaze off the trees and lorcith all around her, and looked at Della. “There’s something about him that’s diminishing, then.”

      Della frowned as well, meeting Lucy’s eyes before turning and hurrying back toward her cottage. She moved far faster than Lucy would’ve expected, and the younger woman followed, worried.

      Inside, she found Jessa Lareth sitting alongside Rsiran, stroking his hair. Jessa was a distinguished woman, and age had been kind to her, leaving her skin smooth, her deep green eyes untouched, and her hair with only a hint of gray.

      “What is it?” Jessa asked as Della came back in.

      “Lucy detected something.”

      Jessa looked up at her, meeting her eyes. “What did she detect?”

      There was a hint of suspicion in her words, and Lucy couldn’t deny she had been using her ability to Read. She didn’t think there was anything she could say to convince Jessa she wasn’t going to harm her husband. She had no interest in harming Rsiran, but she knew something had happened. Since they’d returned from the space in between Slides, Jessa hadn’t left Rsiran’s side.

      Della rested her hands on Rsiran, and surprisingly, Lucy could feel what was taking place. She wondered if Della wanted her to know what she was doing.

      “Something is off,” Della said.

      Jessa sat up, her eyes narrowing. “You said you healed him.”

      Della pressed her hands on Rsiran’s chest, and the power of her Healing flowed out from Rsiran. There seemed to be something within that healing that Lucy could understand, but as she focused on it, she wasn’t able to determine exactly what. She thought she had to know the nature of that ability; if she could grasp that, perhaps she could use it to help others. It would be incredibly valuable if she could Heal. That was what she wanted, to keep her people safe.

      Then again, after seeing the way Elise kept everyone in line the last time Lucy had gone to the village, she no longer knew if she was even necessary. The other woman was running the city.

      Lucy had done her part. She had created a sanctuary, and now the women were choosing for themselves, taking on different responsibilities and gaining power and skill.

      “What do you detect?” Della asked, not looking over to her.

      “What was that?”

      “You felt something wrong,” Della said, looking at Lucy. “What is it?”

      She headed over to the bed. Rsiran was much pastier than she remembered, and though he had always been a strong man, something about him appeared diminished. In the days they had been back, she’d not spent much time around Rsiran, only knowing he’d been restored, Healed by Della. And yet, as she focused, she was able to Read him and could feel that something wasn’t quite right.

      Returning from the place in between Slides had been difficult for him. She had recovered since then, but Rsiran still struggled.

      “I don’t know. Something about his connection to lorcith that was altered.”

      “Lorcith?” Della whispered the word and focused on Rsiran, holding her hands against him, and the sense of the healing washed over him. As it did, Jessa sat upright, watching Della work. There was nothing obvious, nothing visible, and yet Lucy was able to feel the sense of the Healing, the way it flowed through the other man.

      “The sense of lorcith has been diminished,” Lucy said. She didn’t really understand it, but what mattered was that what she detected was real—the sense of lorcith had changed, and they had to find some way to stabilize it.

      “What do you detect?” Della asked again.

      Lucy focused on Rsiran, Reading him.

      She didn’t hold back this time. There was no resistance within his mind, no barriers as there usually were. She found it incredibly easy to search through his thoughts, his mind, and she moved beyond the superficial.

      Images of things he had done or seen came flashing through her mind, brutality that he had experienced. She gasped, trying to ignore it. Someone grabbed her, and she opened her eyes to see Della leaning close to her.

      “You have to focus.”

      “It’s just too much,” Lucy said.

      “If you think it’s too much, then imagine what it was like for Rsiran.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, breathing out, and focused again, digging deeper and deeper into Rsiran’s mind. She could feel the nature of his thoughts, the connection he had. She didn’t need to know his thoughts in order to understand what she needed to do to heal him. She needed to find out what had changed about his connection to lorcith.

      And it wasn’t just lorcith. His ability to Slide was also diminished.

      Could having been in between Slides for so long have changed him that much? She didn’t know why it would have. They had experienced the nature of that power, but nothing had been done to him.

      Unless the Shadow Queen had tormented him and he hadn’t even known it. If so, the only person who might be able to help him would be Haern.

      Lucy took a deep breath, focusing on the sense of lorcith. She wished there were some way for her to help, but she couldn’t feel anything.

      “I… I don’t know,” she said aloud. “There’s something there, though I can’t tell. His sense of lorcith has changed.”

      Della moved closer to Lucy. “How?”

      “I don’t know. In the place in between Slides, there was a dark sense of power.”

      “He said you called her the Shadow Queen,” Jessa said.

      “We did. And she is supposedly one of the remaining Elders, the Watchers who sat at the Council of Elders and were responsible for holding us there.”

      They had thought it was tied to what the Shadow Queen had done, though the more she understood, the more she thought that unlikely. And now…now she had to figure out what they had done to Rsiran. Maybe it was because they didn’t need him. If so, why would they have tormented him like this? There would be no reason. Rsiran had done nothing to them, and they should have no reason to use him in this way.

      Could she help him?

      She thought about taking him back to the place in between Slides, and she had no interest in doing that, either. They had barely survived the last time. If they returned, she worried that something more would happen, that they would suffer even greater harm. It would be best—safest—for them to remain here.

      She focused on him again, letting her Reading work. This time, she didn’t try to find any sense of his thoughts. All she wanted was to know the nature of his connections and whether there was anything within his mind she could reach. If she could, then she needed to borrow it.

      It was there, buried deeply—an energy that flowed from Rsiran.

      As she pulled on it, she felt it was off. There would be no way to stabilize him. No way to restore his natural abilities. Della had said the gifts of the sacred crystals couldn’t be overwhelmed, but Lucy wasn’t sure that was true.

      What about an augmentation?

      If he had an augmentation, and if someone could guide the augmentation, then perhaps they would be able to restore him—at least restore some of his connection.

      But if they failed…

      If they failed, Rsiran would be lost anyway. She had to do something.

      “We have to place an augmentation,” she whispered, looking up to meet Della’s eyes.

      The healer frowned.

      “No,” Jessa said.

      “I don’t know if he will survive otherwise,” Lucy said.

      “No,” Jessa said again. “He wouldn’t want that. He’s railed against what the Forgers have done.”

      “This wouldn’t be an augmentation of the Forgers. This would be an augmentation of Elaeavn,” Lucy said.

      She didn’t know if that would convince Jessa, but did it matter? Short of drawing upon augmentations, she didn’t know if there was anything she could do to save Rsiran.

      As she focused on Rsiran, feeling the fading connection to his lorcith, she worried that if something didn’t change soon, she wouldn’t be able to help him.

      When she looked up again, Della was watching her, almost as if she could Read her. There came a hint of movement in the back of her mind, a fluttering sensation. As it came, Lucy couldn’t help but think that maybe Della was able to Read her.
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      Lucy sat at the edge of the cottage, looking inward. Rsiran remained on the cot, motionless, and Della worked around him. Her apprentice, Darren, was with her, and they were working together. It was strange seeing the two Healers together. Since Della had returned, Darren had gone to Elaeavn, taking the opportunity to move into the city and offer his services there, but for Rsiran, it seemed as if everyone had come back, doing whatever they could to try to help the other man.

      Neither of them had been successful. Lucy didn’t need to Read that—she could feel it.

      As she focused on Rsiran, Reading him, she could feel he was not recovering as well as he should have.

      Jessa paced around the tiny cottage, making a pathway back and forth in front of the hearth. Her hands were clasped in front of her, and her jaw was set, and every so often, she would look over to Rsiran. She said nothing, but they all knew exactly what she was thinking. There was fear in her eyes.

      Lucy could Read that emotion. She could feel Jessa’s worry for Rsiran, and she understood everything the woman had gone through over the years. All the times she thought she had lost Rsiran, she had maintained hope.

      This was something different.

      For whatever reason, having Rsiran dying in front of her was harder. There was something to be said about knowing the person you cared about had gone off and was doing what they thought necessary, that they were fighting on behalf of others and failing there. Having them perish in front of you when you thought you should be able to do something—it had to be devastating.

      It was devastating for Lucy, and she wasn’t nearly as close to Rsiran.

      If only there were some way to summon Haern. If anyone would be able to help Rsiran, it would be him.

      That was it.

      She got to her feet and prepared to Slide to the village, but Rsiran started to twitch. The others pressed their hands down on him, and the Healing washed over him. It was soothing, but it did little to ease what was happening to Rsiran. All their efforts only partially restored him—it was limited, as though their ability were limited.

      Whatever was happening to Rsiran, whatever change he had experienced in the place in between Slides, had made it so that he couldn’t recover.

      “We have to place an augmentation,” Lucy said again.

      Any thought of returning to the village was gone. Even if she left, there was no guarantee she would even find Haern.

      Then again, if there was something he might be able to do for his father, Haern would want to know. He would want to be here.

      “I…” Jessa shook her head, pausing in her pacing. She looked down at Rsiran and shook her head again. “Do what you need to.”

      Della looked up, locking eyes with Lucy. “Find Neran.”

      Lucy turned and hurried out of the room, into the clearing, and made her way over to the blacksmith. Smoke rose from the chimney, drifting up. In the time she’d been here, she hadn’t seen Neran often, but she knew he had checked in on Rsiran, thinking he might be able to help him, though there hadn’t been anything he could do.

      When she pulled open the door, the heat from the forge was overwhelming. She heard a steady pounding, the hammering of metal as he worked at something, and she approached slowly. Neran was old but still muscular and strong. At this point, he looked to be hardier than Rsiran.

      When Neran saw her, he slowed and looked over, his hammer hovering on his shoulder. “What is it?”

      “Della wants you to come to her.”

      “Why would Della need me?”

      “Rsiran is…” Lucy wasn’t sure how to finish. How could she explain to Neran that Rsiran was suffering a way that was impossible to understand? She didn’t even understand herself.

      But as she Read Neran, she could feel the alarm coming from him. He and Rsiran shared a special connection. As soon as she mentioned Rsiran’s name, she could feel the way that Neran had become concerned.

      “We need you to come,” she said.

      Neran nodded and set down the hammer, ignoring the metal resting on the forge. He dusted his hand on his leathers and followed her across the clearing to Della’s home. Once there, he raced over to Rsiran, grabbing his hand.

      “Is he dying?” he asked.

      “He is, but slowly,” Della said.

      “That’s why you called me?”

      “No. Lucy seems to believe you might be able to help him.”

      Neran looked up at her, locking eyes. “Why might I be able to help?”

      “She seems to think that if you place an augmentation—”

      “No,” he said.

      “You don’t understand,” she said, joining Neran and Jessa, looking down at Rsiran. He was motionless, his breathing irregular; whatever was taking place was accelerating. She could feel the sense of lorcith fading from him.

      How much longer did he have?

      Given everything Rsiran had done, all the ways he’d helped her people over the years, losing him like this seemed wrong.

      “I don’t know what’s happening to him, but whatever happened in the place in between Slides is draining something from him. The longer we wait, the more unlikely he’ll recover, but I think that if we place an augmentation, we might be able to restore him.”

      Neran sat holding on to Rsiran’s hand, looking down at his son. “He wouldn’t want that,” he said.

      “Even if it meant he survived?”

      “You’ve seen the way he attacks them,” Neran said.

      Lucy nodded. And yet, in the time she’d spent with Rsiran in the space between Slides, she had come to a different understanding of him. He cared about his people and wanted to help them, but he also was far more open-minded than she had ever believed he would be. He understood that, though Olandar Fahr had been responsible for so much, there might be a way for them to work together. That wasn’t the marker of someone who wouldn’t want to use every available resource to survive.

      “I think his attacks on the Forgers are over,” Lucy said.

      “You don’t know that,” Neran said.

      “I had many conversations with Rsiran while we were together.” She took a deep breath, looking from Neran to Jessa; neither of them wanted to meet her eyes.

      She couldn’t blame them. She was asking them to force something upon Rsiran that he had made clear he wouldn’t want. It would be much like what the C’than had done, the way they had forced augmentations upon people. Because of that, she had no idea what the right answer was. Perhaps Rsiran wouldn’t have wanted it, and if not, then anything they were going to do would cause him to suffer and fail.

      “If we don’t do this, there’s no way for him to survive,” she said.

      Della locked eyes with her and nodded.

      Lucy Slid back out to the clearing and made her way around the trees. It wasn’t her place to decide. That was for Jessa and Neran. But losing Rsiran would be a big hit to their people. As much as the Elvraeth ruled in Elaeavn, Rsiran Lareth had served as a figurehead, a celebration of the people of Elaeavn. They would be diminished without him.

      She continued to circle the trees, focusing on lorcith. If Rsiran fell, would she lose that connection as well? Perhaps she could bond to somebody else with a connection to lorcith—perhaps even Neran—but without Rsiran, she had no idea what would take place.

      She wandered among the trees, feeling the sense of lorcith pushing around her. There was no guarantee it was going to work. Anything they might do could fail. Rsiran was already far along whatever path he was going to take, and it was possible he wouldn’t recover. But she had to believe there was some way for him to make it through. With the power of the augmentation and the energy he might gain from it, there had to be something they could do to restore him.

      She focused, Sliding and pausing in the space in between Slides, and when she emerged, she found the crystal glowing toward the center of the clearing. It was the only thing here, other than the trees.

      She crouched next to the crystal, feeling the energy. If only there was some way for the crystals to help Rsiran. The crystal had chosen him before, and it seemed to Lucy that they should choose him again.

      In this space, there was nothing that could help him.

      “You’re sad.”

      She looked over to see the gray-haired Watcher looking at her. “I thought you were able to disappear.”

      “We can’t disappear until all of the Watchers have been chosen,” she said.

      “Are you going to trap me here again?”

      “You understand it was necessary.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know that anything was necessary.”

      “We must choose. If we don’t, Melanie will continue her attack, and another great darkness will appear.”

      “I don’t know if I can believe that,” Lucy said.

      “You can believe it or not, but I tell you what we experienced.”

      Lucy turned her attention back to the crystal and set her arms on her lap, her legs crossed in front of her. It was strange sitting in the heart of the forest in this way, with a crystal glowing in front of her and the sense of the lorcith all around.

      The sense of the lorcith.

      She could still feel it. Even here, in this space between Slides, she could feel the nature of the lorcith. It was stronger than it had been before.

      Why would that be?

      Something about the lorcith had changed here, been modified in some way. For some reason, she thought that was important.

      “Why have you returned?” the Watcher asked.

      “A friend of mine is dying,” she whispered.

      “Is this another Watcher?”

      Lucy looked up then, meeting the other woman’s eyes. She looked impossibly old, her skin heavily wrinkled, and the depths of her eyes difficult to pierce.

      Something was changing for her. Lucy wasn’t sure what, but as she looked at the other woman, she could determine that something was different.

      Was it because Lucy had been chosen?

      Having been chosen didn’t mean anything for Lucy. She might be able to sit at the Council of Elders, and she might now have a different understanding of what she was asked to do, but she didn’t know if there was any real power to it.

      “He’s not another Watcher. We thought he might be, considering that he held each of these.”

      “A Guardian,” she breathed out.

      “What?”

      The Watcher approached slowly and stood across from Lucy. Still, it felt as if there were distance between them. “They were called the Guardians. They were given the ability to handle each of the crystals and use that power, given gifts that would allow them to protect it. Most often, it was knowledge and understanding, but there were times when they needed to be granted additional abilities.”

      “Such as the ability to fight?”

      “When necessary,” the Watcher said.

      Lucy took a deep breath, letting it out. “That is who is dying.”

      “If he’s dying, then his service is no longer needed.”

      “Are you so certain?” Lucy looked up, meeting the Watcher’s eyes. “If Melanie isn’t defeated, then how do you know he is no longer needed?”

      The Watcher looked up, away from Lucy. “Perhaps I am wrong.”

      Lucy turned her attention back to the crystal. She couldn’t help but wonder if the Watchers were wrong more often than they acknowledged. Then again, they’d lived an impossibly long time, and it was possible they knew far more than she did. In this place, they weren’t able to see or influence anything of the outside world.

      “Is this my fate?” she asked without looking up.

      “Being trapped here?”

      Lucy glanced up, nodding. “Is it my fate?”

      “As long as the cycle repeats, it should not be your fate.”

      “What do we do to ensure that the cycle does not repeat?”

      “The Council needs to be restored in full.”

      “You mean we need to help the trees regrow.”

      Lucy closed her eyes, thinking about the inside of the cave, the place where she had another sense of the power she knew to be the Council of Elders. In placing the crystal there, she’d known there would be something more, though she wasn’t sure what.

      “In order to do this, we have to reach the Council that Melanie protects.”

      “You do,” the Watcher said.

      “And if we can’t?”

      “Then you will fail. Others will be chosen. Or they will not. There’s a possibility that this will be the last cycle—that Melanie will finally achieve what she has long sought.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Power. Destruction. Death.”

      Lucy shivered. As she looked up at the Watcher, locking eyes with the other woman, she wondered how much of a person remained. At this point, it was difficult for her to know. All she was able to determine was that the Watcher was powerful, but that power was limited. She might have incredible influence in this place, but there was no influence on the other side. That was where she needed to have influence. If she could somehow find a way to use the power from this space to reach the outside of the space between Slides…

      “How much can Melanie exert her influence here?”

      “She trapped us here. Her influence in this realm is limited.”

      “Why would she want to have control over this realm?”

      The Watcher took a seat across from Lucy, crossing her legs in the same fashion as Lucy, her arms over her lap, and they locked eyes. “I believe she would want to have that control, but by trapping us here, she has limited what she is able to do.”

      “So because you’re here, she is unable to do anything else?”

      “Until we are gone.”

      “Are you dying?”

      “Time passes differently here,” the Watcher said.

      “How much time do we have?”

      “Unfortunately, we cannot even See that. We have tried, but our influence has grown limited.”

      At least Lucy knew they had some sort of influence. They had used Olandar Fahr, had forced him to serve, drawing upon his connection and his power. If there was anything she might be able to do, she was going to have to figure out what it meant for her to have these abilities.

      “What gifts were given to those who took a seat on the Council of Elders?”

      “Everyone served in a different way,” the Watcher said.

      “But you must have some idea. I was chosen by someone. You, probably,” she said.

      The Watcher met her eyes and said nothing.

      Lucy only shook her head. All of this was incredibly frustrating, but there was nothing else she could do. Arguing with the woman wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She needed to Slide back to the clearing and see if there was anything she might need to do to help Rsiran. If Neran and Jessa had decided to place an augmentation, they might require her help. She certainly had some experience with augmentations. She might not know nearly as much about lorcith as Haern, but she could use what she did know to help Rsiran.

      “I need to save the Guardian,” she said.

      “You have all you need in order to do what you must,” the Watcher said.

      “I don’t know that I do.”

      The Watcher stared at her, and for the first time, there came a strange fluttering in the back of Lucy’s mind. She was being Read. She tried to fortify barriers so the Watcher couldn’t reach into the back of her mind and steal her thoughts, but the other woman was too powerful.

      After a while, the fluttering eased, and the Watcher leaned forward, locking eyes with Lucy. “You have everything you need, Lucy Elvraeth. The need is great. You must stop her,” she said.

      “If I must stop her, then you need to help.”

      With that, Lucy leaned forward and focused on the other woman. She had never attempted to Read her before, but now that the woman had Read her, a connection had formed, and Lucy believed there was some way for her to reciprocate. She had seen that when she had been working against the Architect.

      She was able to track the connection, and she flowed into the other woman’s mind. There was resistance, but also something else.

      Knowledge.

      It was expansive and impressive and powerful.

      Lucy forced herself in, dragging that knowledge forward. She focused on what she was able to Read and forced her mind into the other woman’s. There was a merging, a mingling.

      Lucy gasped.

      There was too much of a connection. She tried to withdraw but was unable. She had dug deeper than she ever had before. It was there, filling her.

      The sense of it was too much.

      As Lucy focused on that sense, she tried to withstand the overwhelming nature of it, but she also wanted to gain the other woman’s knowledge. This was the first time she had wanted to take everything someone knew as she Read them, to use it for her own purposes and hold on to it.

      If she failed at this, then she would fail Rsiran, and the others that depended on her.

      The Watcher blinked, and the connection disappeared as suddenly as if a candle were winking out. Lucy was thrown back into her own mind, but not without remnants of what she had taken from the Watcher.

      “Did you find what you need, Lucy Elvraeth?”

      Lucy could scarcely breathe. The knowledge was there, and she thought she could dig through it, sort through those thoughts and knowledge. If she did, she might understand what had happened.

      “Did you allow me to reach your mind?”

      The Watcher stared at her. “As I said, the knowledge you need was always there.”

      It was always there. Which meant she needed to connect to the Watcher, and the Watcher had known it and had allowed her to do so. Another time, Lucy would have taken the time to try to understand what she had gained, but right now there was something else she needed to do.

      Rsiran needed her.

      She sat back, focusing on what she could recall from the Watcher. She closed her eyes, thinking about the sense of lorcith, thinking about what she had detected from Rsiran. She used the thoughts she had taken from the Watcher, and she searched through those memories to find anything she could use to help him.

      That knowledge might be there, but she didn’t have a way of controlling it. It was the same as when she had the visions. Too often, the sense of those visions flooded through her, more powerful than she could handle. In this case, she was trying to deal with something else—with knowledge that wasn’t hers—trying to process it, trying to understand what it meant for her and the people she wanted to help.

      She opened her eyes, thinking she could ask the Watcher, but the woman was gone. Lucy’s breath caught. She looked around the clearing. Where had the other woman gone?

      The knowledge was there. That was what she had said. Somehow, Lucy had to find it—before it was too late.
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      The Temple of the Mind was quiet today. The longer Ryn was here, the more she felt she wouldn’t find the answers she wanted. She needed to understand something about this place, and yet there was nothing available to her. She turned in place, surveying everything she could see, waiting for the priest to call to her.

      “What does it take for the priests to come to you?” Tessa asked.

      Ryn shook her head, staring at what served as the altar in this temple. In the time she’d been here, the temple had always been empty. “Usually they find me.”

      When she’d come and spoken to the priest before, she’d never had to do anything other than simply arrive. Then again, she’d never been selected to sit at the Council of Elders. She wasn’t sure if that change meant she would no longer be able to visit with the priest, but it was the kind of shift where she thought she needed an opportunity to do so.

      The last few times she’d come, there had been nothing—no response from the priests. Ryn wanted to speak with them, to better understand the Shadow Queen and what the Council of Elders meant for her.

      Tessa wandered around the temple, and for the first time, Ryn no longer feared that something would happen to her friend. Now it was a matter of finding the priest, speaking with him, and learning how she might be able to serve.

      “Where are you?” Ryn whispered, wondering if there was some way to summon the priest. Letting out a heavy sigh, she started to turn when the air rippled and shimmered.

      Ryn tensed, prepared for one of the priests to appear, but that wasn’t generally how it worked. Usually the priests called her into their domain, a place that was different than the rest of the temple—a place of light and emptiness, where she had struggled to find anything other than the blank walls.

      That she was here now, that the shimmering came, suggested whatever was coming was different. When it ended, Olandar Fahr stood in front of her.

      She glared at him. “Why have you come?”

      He turned, the hint of a smile suggesting his amusement, but Ryn was not amused. This was her place, and it was not a place she wanted Olandar Fahr to violate—yet here he was.

      “You don’t think I have a right to be here?”

      Ryn breathed out heavily, trying to mask her frustration. “It’s not that,” she said. “It’s just that this is the Temple of the Mind.”

      “I’m well aware of what this is.”

      “You weren’t ever able to reach it before.”

      That was the only thing that she knew about the temple and his experience with it. Olandar Fahr had failed to locate the temple. It had taken Ryn and her connection to it, her ability to reach it, for him to find this place. She didn’t like that he was here—worse, that he had chased her. There was no other way he could have known she was here.

      “You’re tracking me.”

      “I thought it best. We aren’t completely safe.”

      “The Temple of the Mind isn’t dangerous to me,” she said.

      “Not that you are aware of.”

      Ryn shook her head. After her experiences with the Temple of the Mind, though she knew there was still some potential for danger, she didn’t worry about it as she had when she first had come. Now it was a place where she believed she could find answers, but it was also a place where she’d thought she could get away from Olandar Fahr, not worry about him and what he might be doing.

      “Where’s the priest?”

      “He’s not here,” Ryn said.

      “You seem disappointed,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “It’s not disappointment,” Ryn said.

      She glanced over to Tessa, who stood near the altar watching, hands at her side and confusion on her face. Ryn understood that expression. Tessa still wasn’t sure what she needed to do, and she had a hard time thinking of Olandar Fahr as anything other than the Great One. But she hadn’t gone through what Ryn had, hadn’t had the opportunity to see him the way Ryn did. Tessa still viewed Olandar Fahr the way she always had, as the powerful man that he still was. He was a man Ryn now questioned.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “Do I have to have a reason?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because our task is not done,” Olandar Fahr said. “There is much we still need to accomplish, and spending time in places like this won’t help that.”

      “What do you think we need to do?”

      “We need to find answers.”

      “You want to understand what’s happening with this Shadow Queen.”

      Olandar Fahr bowed his head. “You’re using his term for her.”

      “It’s fitting.” Ryn thought of the man who had controlled the metal, the way he’d used it, and the way she’d seen the darkness spreading within the Temple of the Mind. That description was apt. If that darkness was coming and she was behind it, then she truly was a Shadow Queen.

      What they had to do was find some way to overpower her, and to overpower the kind of things she might be able to do. Ryn wasn’t certain what that was going to take or what her role in all of it would be. Yet the longer she served—and considering what Olandar Fahr had told her—the more certain she was she would have to play a role.

      She wasn’t a fighter, though. She could surround herself with those who did fight, and she now led them in a way that gave her a certain authority, but she herself wasn’t a fighter. But perhaps all that mattered was that they could arrange those who had the necessary skills behind her and prepare for what they might face. If they didn’t, a greater darkness might come.

      “I suppose it is fitting, but I have known her differently,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “And how is that?”

      “I’ve known her as my opponent. In all the years I’ve been maneuvering, she’s been the one staying just ahead of me.”

      “You once told me you didn’t have a challenger.”

      “I thought that I didn’t, but…” He turned his gaze up toward the ceiling high overhead. The shadows swirled there, high enough that Ryn couldn’t even see into the upper reaches. “Once I thought Carthenne Rel would be the one who would challenge me. She certainly was skilled, and I think if she had focused more on the nature of the game, she might have been my greatest threat, but I was never truly challenged by her.”

      It wasn’t common for Olandar Fahr to share such things with Ryn. He would talk about his experience with Rel, and she had heard about the game and even possessed several of the pieces he prized, but she didn’t know much more than that.

      “This other has been maneuvering around me for much longer. I haven’t always been aware of it. Even when I was, I didn’t know it was her.” Olandar Fahr smiled, as if the idea amused him. “I can’t help but be impressed by the level of skill she’s shown.”

      “She’s dangerous,” Ryn said.

      “I’m aware.”

      “Are you?” Ryn met his eyes.

      “I can be impressed by an opponent, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to do anything other than what I’ve already done.”

      “You’ve been trying to accumulate power. I’m not fully aware of why.”

      “Because I need to stop her.”

      Ryn frowned at him. The one thing Olandar Fahr had taught her was how to observe. With the blessing he’d offered her, the gift she now possessed, she had the ability to observe in ways she never could before. She saw the slight tension at the corners of his eyes, the way the muscles twitched when he spoke, the shift in his posture. She even noted the faint bead of sweat along his forehead. That, combined with his fidgeting, however slight it might be, told her he wasn’t completely comfortable.

      Then again, how could he be comfortable when they were having to deal with what they had in front of them? The priests within the Temple of the Mind had shown her the danger, and she had seen the way the darkness was spreading. There was something more taking place, even more than what Olandar Fahr might be aware of.

      As much as she wanted to stop whatever was to come, she was also afraid. How could she not be? She’d lost so much in her life. When she’d lost her father, she’d also been forced to leave the only home that she’d known, chased away. Now she understood she had been chased away for a very specific reason—and not the one she had believed for so long—but she still wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      Then there was losing Vuahlu. When the village had been destroyed, leaving her once again homeless, both parents gone, she had been changed again. Ryn had latched on to Olandar Fahr, thinking he might be able to provide her with some stability, and he had.

      But then again, he had used her need for that stability and taken advantage of her. Ryn was determined not to be taken advantage of again.

      “Do you intend to stop her, or do you intend to take her power?” Ryn asked, watching him.

      There was hesitation. Ryn would have been surprised had there not been. A hint of a smile crossed his face. “You continue to surprise me.”

      “That wasn’t a denial.”

      “There can be no denial. I can’t deny that I’m intrigued by the nature of the power she possesses.”

      “The nature of the power she possesses is dangerous and deadly, and I’ve seen what she intends.”

      “You’ve seen it in a place that’s not real,” Olandar Fahr said. “You are within the Temple of the Mind.”

      “That’s real enough.”

      “No. The Temple of the Mind, at least what you experienced, was within your own mind. It’s not real within the world.”

      Ryn held his gaze, unwilling to look away, but she wished she could make him understand, make him see what she had seen and show him how much she knew. Even though what she had seen within the Temple of the Mind was within her own thoughts, she also recognized that what she had experienced was real, at least in a certain regard. What he was describing, the way he intended to draw upon power, was just as real.

      “The priests called you within the Temple of the Mind. You weren’t the first, Ryn Valeron. I suspect in time, there will be others summoned here as well. The visions one has in the Temple of the Mind are incredibly real and complex, but they are not accurate within the greater world.”

      “What about what you See?” she asked. “Is that accurate?”

      “Most of the time,” he said.

      “Why would that be accurate and what I experienced is not?”

      “Ryn—”

      Ryn shook her head, turning away. She watched Tessa near the far end of the room and worried that the other woman might be upset by the tack Ryn was taking with Olandar Fahr. If others of the Ai’thol who served Ryn knew how she was speaking to him, she wasn’t sure how they would take it, either. Most had come to the Ai’thol by their servitude to Olandar Fahr and not because of Ryn, even though many of them had come to follow her more directly.

      “You need to be careful with what you experienced,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I know what I experienced. I know what I saw. I know how accurate it was.”

      “What will you do?”

      There wasn’t anything other than a question in that. He didn’t seem as if he were going to try to force her. Maybe he was going to listen to her.

      “I’m not sure. There are others who sit upon the Council.”

      “There are.”

      “You would like that power as well, wouldn’t you?”

      Olandar Fahr held her gaze. “There was a time when I would’ve said I wanted nothing other than that. Then I thought I might be able to direct that power, to guide it, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But I no longer do,” Olandar Fahr said. He forced a smile, though it never spread to his eyes. “I realized I was never going to be the one to sit upon the Council. Despite how much I worked, how much influence I tried to have upon the Council, trying to understand the nature of power, it was unlikely I was ever going to be able to do anything more than what I did.”

      “You seem disappointed.”

      “No. I just thought I would be given a different opportunity,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “I have been chasing the understanding of the Elder Stones for my entire life.”

      “And you’ve been placing augmentations.” She used the term his opponents had rather than his own term, blessing. The term augmentation was fitting, she realized. What else was it but it an augmentation? It allowed the servants of Olandar Fahr to gain power and confront the people like Lareth, and Carthenne Rel, and the others who served all of them. Because of that, they had grown in strength and numbers, and their growing power had allowed them to push outward, to take over places like Dreshen and Lexa and Vuahlu and countless others.

      For what reason?

      That was the real question she needed answered now. There had to be a reason Olandar Fahr was pushing like that, a reason he was so motivated to search for power, to exert his influence, and it had to be more than simply trying to gain an understanding of the power of the Elder Stones.

      How much of all this had he known?

      Ryn no longer knew. She no longer knew if it was even necessary for her to have those answers. Her experience within the Temple of the Mind suggested he had been used.

      “I wanted power,” Olandar Fahr said. “I won’t deny I understand the world in a way that would help me establish peace.”

      “Peace?”

      She had seen elements of his peace. She’d seen the way he’d ruled, and the way he’d allowed his people to fight and attack—the way he stood back, not intervening when things became difficult and dangerous. It was how she’d almost lost Lexa. Had he stepped in sooner, there might not have been such danger; they might not have lost nearly so much. Because he’d stood by, trying to understand what was taking place, much had been lost. All because this was a game to him.

      It wasn’t a game to her. The people she’d been working with and working for weren’t pieces on some game board to her.

      Perhaps that was what she needed him to know.

      As she met his eyes, noting the hardness around the corners, she thought he did know that.

      And how could he not? He had the ability to look into her thoughts, and he was aware of her in a way that so few others were.

      It was a violation, but one that she accepted. Though she didn’t want him digging in her thoughts, she didn’t know if there was anything she could do to prevent him.

      “You know what I’m thinking,” she said. “You know I don’t share your view on how you use your people.”

      “They are your people, too.”

      “They are.”

      In a way, they were more her people now than his. Many of the Ai’thol had taken to serving her more directly. She was their Emissary, something more than what she had been before. And because he’d allowed her to do what she had, Ryn had taken on a different understanding of herself and of the power she possessed.

      She was no longer Olandar Fahr’s Emissary.

      Maybe that was the key. Regardless of what he was trying to do and how he wanted to use her, she had to take ownership of who she was and the power she now possessed, of what she could do and the way she could work with the others within the Ai’thol to prepare for the coming of the Shadow Queen.

      “Why did you really come?”

      “Because it’s time for you to take the next step, Ryn Valeron.”

      “What step is that?”

      “The next step in understanding how you fit within the Council of Elders.”

      “And what do you See as necessary?”

      She had no doubt that he was able to See something. He had spoken to her of his visions, granted to him by the Elders, that allowed him to know things he wouldn’t have otherwise. Because of those visions, he had taken actions she doubted he would’ve under different circumstances. Because of those connections, those visions, he was prepared to act in ways that he wouldn’t have if he didn’t possess that knowledge.

      Perhaps because of that, he was also doing what the Elders wanted him to do. Was it even necessary anymore?

      If she sat upon the Council of Elders now, and if others took a place there alongside her, were they not now in a position to use that power?

      “My visions have become cloudy as of late,” he said. “But what I have Seen before is still accurate.”

      “Is the future fixed?”

      “You know it’s not. What have I taught you?”

      “You haven’t taught me anything about seeing into the future.”

      “It’s not about seeing into the future. I’ve trained you to observe and report.”

      “I no longer need to report to you,” Ryn said, crossing her arms over her chest and fixing him with a hard gaze. Behind her, she practically felt Tessa watching her, preparing to Travel to her and take her away from here, though she didn’t want Tessa to risk herself like that.

      “You have no reason to report to me, but you still have to observe.” He smiled. This time the expression did spread to his eyes, and he looked at her with the warmth she had known from him from the very beginning. She had welcomed it, the kind of warmth that had spoken to her, filled her with the belief that she could serve. And yet now that he looked upon her like that again, it felt somewhat demeaning, though she was certain he didn’t intend it that way.

      “I still observe,” she said.

      “Of course you do,” Olandar Fahr said. “You’ve worked too hard at it, and your blessing—”

      “My augmentation.”

      “Your blessing,” Olandar Fahr said again, “has allowed you to regain something you lost.”

      “I never had it before.”

      “You had aspects of it, but you needed to regain it. It’s the reason I’ve been working for so long to place these blessings. There’s a purpose behind them, Ryn. Our people, the Ai’thol, needed the opportunity to reclaim some of what was lost when many of them were exiled from their homeland, much like your people were.”

      “I don’t know anything about what happened with my people and why they were exiled.”

      “Don’t you have any curiosity as to it?”

      “I don’t.”

      Ryn had thought about it before and understood there must have been a reason her people had been exiled from Elaeavn, but she wasn’t sure she even cared anymore. It was much like the reason behind why her village had been destroyed. The more she had come to understand, the more certain she was that the Shadow Queen had been responsible and not Lareth, as she had always believed. Even then, she no longer knew that it mattered.

      It was in the past, and the only thing she could do now was move forward and be prepared for what she would encounter in the future.

      Which, perhaps, was what Olandar Fahr was trying to tell her.

      “Perhaps that’s for the best,” Olandar Fahr said. “You can remain focused on your assignment.”

      “You think anything I might learn would take me away from what I must do?”

      “Seeing as how I have no idea what you must do, only suspicion, I have no idea if it will do so or not. The only thing I worry about is whether the nature of what you’re learning, and of what you have become, will clash with where you have been and who you could have been.”

      Uncertain what to say, she looked around the temple. As she had known from the very beginning, the priest wasn’t going to come. It was possible he wasn’t able to come anymore. She had to believe the knowledge he had shared with her was still there within her, and all she had to do was find it. If she could, maybe she could understand what he had wanted her to know.

      Maybe she could understand what the priest had done.

      As far as she knew, he was a man of power, and he could even be an Elder, whatever that might mean.

      Perhaps she needed to find the other Elders, the other members who now served upon the Council, and learn what they needed to do to prepare to face the Shadow Queen.

      She turned to Tessa, nodding.

      “You would go with her?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      “I would prefer to go with her than with you,” Ryn said.

      “I am disappointed,” he said.

      “I know.”

      With that, he shimmered and then Traveled away from her.

      Ryn breathed out, looking around the inside of the temple.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked.

      “He wants me to go with him,” Ryn said.

      “What about us?” Tessa asked her.

      “Now it’s time for us to figure out what comes next.”
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      Daniel Elvraeth sat with the Tsatsun board in front of him, debating his next move. The longer they sat here, the more he questioned what the appropriate maneuver would be, and yet, there was none that came to mind. He was stuck. In the time he’d been playing Tsatsun, he’d grown in skill, and now he was unaccustomed to not knowing how he would move. Yet at the moment, he struggled with it.

      “Are you going to take another minute, or do you intend to move?”

      Daniel looked up at Carth and noticed the slight smile working her lips. She was trying to antagonize him, and it was working. She knew how much he hated losing, even more so since he had begun to develop real skill in the game.

      “I thought I might take another minute. Anything to delay you losing.”

      Carth only smiled, resting her hands on the table as she leaned forward, studying the board.

      Daniel didn’t have to look up to know that Carth’s mind was working through the various scenarios, already strategizing and planning for how she would move when it was her turn. More likely than not, she had already come up with a dozen different moves he might take, and in response, she had dozens of different countermoves. She was able to think through them far more rapidly and thoroughly than anybody else he had played.

      He stared at the board. It was a bit more difficult than the usual game of Tsatsun. They were trying to play in such a way that they would sequester all the pieces, maneuvering so that the Stone was not pushed out of place.

      Balance.

      That was the key to the way they were considering things, and the more he thought about it, the more certain Daniel was that balance made sense. The key was somehow tied to understanding how they would uncover that balance.

      So far, Carth had managed to play more effectively than he did.

      Then again, Carth was playing from the Shadow Queen’s vantage, trying to position in such a way that she would win. It was all too easy; the Shadow Queen had an advantage and had been playing at this far longer than the rest of them.

      More than anything else, Daniel wanted to discover whatever it would take for them to secure the board, to find a balance, and to ensure they didn’t lose control of not only the Stone, but also of any of the Councils of Elders.

      No answer was visible.

      The more he stared, the more certain he was that Carth had already beaten him. He hated that.

      The key to playing the game this way wasn’t quite the same as when he had first learned to play Tsatsun. Then, there had been strategies, all of which involved removing as many of the opponent’s pieces as possible in order to control the Stone. In this game, it was more about maintaining control over the Councils of Elders, surrounding the Stone.

      He stared, thinking about how they had been positioned, the way the Council of Elders within the tree was set up. There had to be some way for him to succeed, if only to figure out another move, but he couldn’t come up it.

      “If I may offer a suggestion?”

      “Do I look as if I need one?”

      Carth smiled again. “Unfortunately.”

      “I think we need to play as if I can’t have your suggestions,” he said.

      “Perhaps that’s true, but I think we also need to use any advantage we have, and that involves bouncing ideas off each other.”

      Daniel continued to stare at how the pieces were arranged. There were clusters, all of the twenty-five pieces on either side of the board arranged in such a way that they would surround the Stone.

      Then again, there were no longer twenty-five pieces. He had lost many as they’d played. So had Carth; he’d been successful in removing some of her pieces and weakening her position.

      They controlled more of the Councils of Elders, at least as far as he knew. He knew about the one in the tree, the one in the cave, and—from what they had learned from Lucy—the distant and remote one that Haern had somehow been tied to. And then there was the final one, the one within Elaeavn. That meant their side had control over four of the Councils of Elders.

      Yet somehow, the Shadow Queen had greater influence than them.

      That was the way they were playing it. They were trying to ensure they understood the nature of the game, the way the pieces were set out, and attempting to come up with some solution.

      The shadows were spread all around the board, and anywhere he might move, he would come into contact with one of Carth’s pieces. Limited by that, he was forced to retreat. And every time he did, the game shifted again, and she was able to push another piece forward, claiming more of the game board. It was difficult for him to watch, knowing that every captured piece suggested another loss to the Shadow Queen. Already, much had been surrendered to her. As much as they had succeeded in preventing her from gaining too much of a foothold here, that was all they had done.

      “What’s your suggestion?”

      “I would suggest that you attack rather than retreat,” she said.

      “Anytime I attack, I push myself into her territory, and we know what will happen then.”

      “Do we?”

      “We’ve seen what happens.”

      Any attempt to pressure the Shadow Queen involved facing more of her strange attackers. Too often, those attackers were not just dangerous but impossible to kill.

      That was the hardest part of all of this. He found it incredibly strange that there would be creatures that could not be killed. He’d faced them and somehow managed to survive, but he worried they wouldn’t be able to evade the attackers again.

      Which meant they had to find some way to gain either more power, or more numbers.

      As he looked at the board, he couldn’t come up with such a solution. He worked through the various possibilities. It was more than just trying to maneuver here, wasn’t it? He needed to find some way to not only position the pieces, but control the way they moved.

      He could do that.

      Daniel took a piece and slid it forward. It was a sacrificial piece, and he worried he wasn’t moving it aggressively enough. By making this move, he was forcing Carth to react. Either she attacked his piece, which opened her up to more attacks from his end, or she would retreat. Knowing she was playing like the Shadow Queen, he suspected she wouldn’t retreat.

      Carth frowned. “You attack.”

      “I thought you said I needed to.”

      “I did, but I wasn’t sure you were going to be confident enough.”

      Daniel stared at the board, considering the possibilities. Whereas Carth had taught him to try to anticipate dozens of moves in advance, thinking through the dozens upon dozens of possibilities, he preferred to think only a few ahead. In doing so, he could grasp a bit more nuance in the game and understand the various possibilities far better than if he were trying to anticipate much further in advance.

      Then again, Carth probably knew everything he might anticipate.

      “Now are you going to take hours to move?”

      Carth smiled at him and slid one of her pieces forward.

      This was the Archer, and she slid it forward in attack, but away from the piece he had moved. She had neither retreated nor fully attacked. In order for him to counter that, he was going to have to decide whether to react on the opposite side of the board. In doing so, he ran the risk of facing off against her Archer. If he could claim her Archer, he would weaken her position.

      As he stared at the board, trying to figure out the various possibilities, he debated which one would give him the best possibility of success. It wasn’t the most immediate move. That was the key to the game. Sometimes the crucial move was the one that wasn’t the most obvious. That was something Carth had taught him. By planning ahead, anticipating the various possibilities, he could come up with a stronger position, but only if he knew how to take it.

      Daniel sat back, thinking about Carth’s counters. In every counter, he would lose at least one piece, and sometimes more than one. Losing one or two pieces wasn’t the worst thing, though. If he was careful and anticipated correctly, he might be able to move forward in such a way that he could capture her Archer with one of his stronger pieces.

      He made a move, sliding one of his Watchers closer to the Archer. Not so close that he would sacrifice it. The Watchers were even more important than they’d ever understood before. If he was right, and if what Lucy had shared with them was accurate, then the Watchers were perhaps the most pivotal part of the entire game. If the Watchers were lost, the cluster they contained would be too.

      Carth glanced up, locking eyes with him before turning her attention back to the board. There was a hesitation on her part. She took one of the soldiers, essentially a throwaway piece, and retreated.

      That was unexpected. She left the Archer exposed, but she still wasn’t in any real danger. If Daniel attacked, she could use one of her other pieces situated behind the Archer to counterattack.

      “That’s an interesting move,” he said.

      “I thought it was prudent.”

      “I don’t know that the Shadow Queen would retreat.”

      “Are you so certain? When Haern secured the mountaintop, she removed her presence from these lands.”

      Daniel stared at the board, nodding to himself. That much was true. They had successfully pressed the Shadow Queen back—him, Carth and Rayen and others—Haern, working with Olandar Fahr of all people.

      He studied the board for a possible move, but every possibility he found would sacrifice too many pieces. Attacking was dangerous, yet he thought he had to find a way to do that to be successful.

      “You hesitate again,” she said.

      “I’m trying to come up with the appropriate next move,” he said.

      “There may not be an appropriate next move.”

      “Then I’m looking for an inappropriate next move.”

      Carth nodded. “My experience has been there are times when you must be prepared for sacrifice.”

      “I don’t want to have to sacrifice,” he whispered.

      “None of us want to sacrifice, but we all must do so if it’s for the greater good.”

      “How will we know?”

      “That’s the problem. We won’t.” Carth sat back, never taking her eyes off the board.

      As Daniel stared at it, he couldn’t help but wonder who might be involved in the sacrifice. Who would be the next one lost?

      If they were right, they couldn’t lose anyone who had been tied to the Council of Elders. That would give the Shadow Queen the opportunity to set somebody else there. Those pieces had been protected by the Elders—the Watchers.

      Now they were giving up that position, allowing others to take their place, which meant Daniel and Haern and Lucy and the others all had to step up. Perhaps that was the point.

      “It would be helpful if I were a Seer now,” he said, smiling as he stared at the board.

      “Because you would be able to anticipate what I might do?”

      “Maybe not what you would do,” he started. There were people like Carth who obscured others’ ability to See. She had a strong enough connection to the Elder Stones that she couldn’t be Read and couldn’t be influenced by a Seer. There had to be some advantage to that.

      Lucy might have the advantage, though she had never fully mastered Seeing.

      “You think the Shadow Queen knows what we might do.”

      “I think it’s likely,” he said.

      “I agree,” Carth said, not taking her eyes off the board. She sat back silently in her chair, her hands clasped in her lap.

      Daniel again tried to work through the various maneuvers but didn’t come up with anything helpful.

      “Anything I might do now will lose too many of us,” he said.

      “So you would favor doing nothing,” Carth said.

      “I’m not saying it’s a draw, but if we make any maneuver, then we fail.”

      “And if you do nothing, then I can make another move. Would you rather wait for me to act, or would you rather move ahead, anticipating that I might attack before you have an opportunity to do anything?”

      Daniel turned his attention back to the board, knowing the answer to that question. Although he didn’t want to attack, didn’t want to deal with the possibility that he would lose pieces—people, when it came to the real world—he also didn’t want to let the Shadow Queen make the first move.

      Which was exactly Carth’s point.

      What if they didn’t try to attack?

      Besides, they didn’t need to destroy the Shadow Queen. They needed to control the other Councils of Elders. If he considered that possibility, if he anticipated the need for them to control rather than to destroy, would it change things?

      Rather than trying to push back all of the Shadow Queen, all of the darkness, all he needed was to find a different solution.

      Daniel glided his Watcher toward the center of the board. Carth watched silently, frowning, though he hadn’t expected her to say much of anything. Most of the time, she was simply observing, strategizing, and trying to anticipate what he might do so that she could figure out how to defeat him.

      And as she played, he thought he could come up with something that would help him uncover just what he needed to do.

      She moved her Archer, chasing after his Watcher. At this point, all she was doing was pursuing.

      He drew another piece forward, and this time he debated between an attack-oriented piece and one like the Watcher. He pulled the Watcher forward.

      By doing so, he was able to move greater distances, but he wouldn’t be able to attack nearly as effectively as with other pieces. Then again, attacking wasn’t his goal.

      “An interesting strategy,” Carth said softly. She never looked up at him. Not needing to look at the board, he watched Carth instead.

      She hesitated, one hand hovering above the checkered board, moving between pieces as if she couldn’t decide how she wanted to react. She took another of her Archers, gliding it forward.

      It was going to wedge him in.

      It was his turn, and he moved the Watcher.

      By doing so, he was able to surround the board in a way that would give them a certain level of protection.

      Daniel slid the Watcher again, hesitating.

      Carth paused. This time, she simply moved backward, no longer retreating but defending instead.

      It was the safest move, but not the kind of move he thought the Shadow Queen would make.

      “She wouldn’t play like that,” he said.

      “And you think you know how she would play?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t think she would play like that.”

      Carth shook her head. “Perhaps not, but I’m trying to come up with a mixture of strategies. We have to be prepared for her to react in a way we can’t anticipate.”

      “She won’t expect us to sacrifice something like this,” he said.

      As he stared at the pieces, he realized it wasn’t the sacrifice that was the key—it was what they were willing to sacrifice.

      It was him and the other people who had taken places at the Council of Elders.

      If they could reach the final Council of Elders and find some way to claim it, they could unseat the Shadow Queen, and then they wouldn’t have to worry about the other pieces.

      That was the challenge.

      It wasn’t so much attacking her other people, the way he had been approaching it from the beginning; it was a matter of moving forward in a way that would give them the greatest chance at success.

      “What is your hesitation?” Carth asked.

      “I guess my hesitation is knowing exactly what we’re sacrificing,” he said.

      “I think you know exactly what you’re sacrificing.”

      He took a deep breath, nodding. “Then the other part is a willingness to sacrifice.”

      “You aren’t willing to do so?”

      “If we fail…”

      Carth looked up at him, meeting his eyes. “If you fail, then much will be lost.”

      “Can we afford to lose that much?”

      “I don’t know if we can afford anything else,” she said.

      Daniel resisted the urge to shiver and looked down at the board, trying to come up with any other strategy that might work, but as he played the game out in his mind, there was none.

      Perhaps that was the point Carth wanted to make. He wondered if she had already known this would be his only chance. The more he played, the harder it was for him to know whether there was anything he could do differently. As he continued to move, considering the various possibilities, he realized there was only one move that would be successful—only one thing he could do.

      When he looked up at Carth, meeting her eyes, he understood the question that burned there.

      Was he willing to sacrifice himself?
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      The shoreline was rocky and rugged, waves crashing along it. Daniel stood there, breathing in the salty air. In the distance, there was the sense of something, though the longer he stood there, the less able he was to determine just what he detected.

      Perhaps it was the twisted and tainted shadows, though he couldn’t make them out very well. He knew they were out there and had experienced them often enough that he understood they existed, but he wasn’t certain what it meant.

      Somehow they were tied to the Shadow Queen, the same way other strange twistings of the various Elder Stones were tied to her.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked, standing alongside him. She wore a black jacket and pants, a short sword strapped to her waist, and the shadows seemed to swirl around her, trying to cloak her with their own power.

      “I’m just trying to see if there’s anything I can detect.”

      “Because you anticipate needing to attack?”

      “I don’t know, but I feel as if I have to risk myself.”

      He didn’t look in her direction as he said it, not wanting her to know how much it pained him, though he didn’t have to. She would know, as she knew him.

      She took his hand, squeezing gently. “You don’t have to hide from me what you need to do. We both understand this is more important than either of us.”

      “I know it is, but that doesn’t change that I wish there were another way,” he said.

      “I wish there were another way as well. Regardless, you’re not going to get rid of me that easily. I’m going to go with you.”

      Daniel turned toward her, thinking through what he’d seen when playing Tsatsun. It was only a game.

      “You worry about my safety,” Rayen said.

      “I do. I know I shouldn’t—I know you’re incredibly capable—but I can’t help but worry about what might happen to you.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      She leaned forward, kissing him softly. Shadows swirled around them, providing that same closeness they always did when they worked together with them. He breathed in her shadows, controlling them in a way he never would have been able to do even a few months ago.

      Now that he was able to mingle his own with hers, there was something very different about the connection between the two of them. He swirled his own shadows around her, though he didn’t have the same finesse she possessed. His was more of a blunt force, whereas hers was exquisite control. Then again, he was able to use the shadows in a way she wasn’t.

      “When do you intend to go?” Rayen asked.

      “I have yet to decide. I think first, we need to uncover what we can about the others.”

      That involved finding Haern and Lucy, along with the fourth, the person he knew was tied to Olandar Fahr. If they were tied to Olandar Fahr, then they would have to work with him, and rely upon him. It was something Daniel wasn’t sure he was able—or willing—to do. With everything they’d been through with Olandar Fahr, the idea that they would work with him, that they would have to rely upon him, troubled him far more than anything else.

      “Carth went looking for Lucy Elvraeth, which leaves us to search for Haern Lareth.”

      “If only there was some way for us to connect to each other,” he said.

      “The Council doesn’t bind you in some way?”

      “Not in any way that’s meaningful. I can access something…”

      Though he could, he still wasn’t entirely sure what it meant for him or what it might grant him. The longer they worked at it, the more uncertain he was whether what the Elder Stones had granted had any use.

      “I would think the Council of Elders would bind you all together.”

      “You’d think so, but… I wish you were the fifth.”

      “I don’t choose,” she said.

      “I don’t either.”

      As he looked over at Rayen, he could see the irritation she tried to suppress—the twitching in the corners of her eyes and the tension in her lips. She had hoped she would be able to understand the power of the Council of Elders the same way he did. Then again, she had held one of the sacred crystals. The one feature he thought tied them together was that none of them had experienced the power of the sacred crystals.

      What would happen if one of them did? Would they suddenly lose their connection to the Council of Elders? He didn’t know if that was how it worked, though he doubted it. More likely, if one of them were suddenly to experience the power of the sacred crystals, it would be as it had been when he had taken his seat at the Council of Elders. A flash of bright light, a sense of warmth, and perhaps a hint of power—nothing else.

      Rayen watched him, almost as if knowing what he was thinking. “Has anything changed for you since holding the crystal?” Daniel asked.

      “You asked me that before.”

      “I keep thinking you should develop something.”

      Everyone who had held one of the sacred crystals had an ability granted to them, yet it wasn’t always obvious. The abilities could come on gradually and develop over time. His father’s ability at Seeing had increased slowly; he’d grown more powerful, eventually becoming a formidable opponent while trying to manipulate his way onto the Council.

      “Nothing yet. I tried to think about what your people might develop and can’t come up with anything. There’s no enhanced eyesight. There’s no increased sound. I haven’t suddenly developed the ability to Slide,” she said, smiling slightly.

      As he stood there, enjoying the waves crashing along the shoreline, he began to feel unsettled. At first, he wasn’t sure why, but the longer he focused, the more certain he was that the feeling came from the twisting of shadows. They were standing along the far southern shoreline, a volcano in the distance that Haern had apparently secured, but there shouldn’t be any sense of the Shadow Queen here.

      “What is it?”

      “There is… something.”

      He shook his head, frowning to himself, trying to put into words what he was detecting, but they didn’t come. He glided along the shadows, bringing Rayen with him, and when they emerged from the Slide, he looked around at a forest in the distance.

      This was where he had sensed the uncertainty. Now that he was here, there was nothing. It reminded him of when they were chasing the Ai’thol, the way the Forgers were able to disappear on them, always evading them.

      Rayen stretched out with the shadows, probing. With her connection to the shadows, he expected she would be far more capable of uncovering anything unusual, and he waited to see what she might share with him.

      Instead of following her and using his own shadows to probe, Daniel studied the trees around him. He didn’t recognize the forest, though it was somewhere halfway between the shoreline and Elaeavn. There was a gentle slope to the ground, and it was otherwise rocky, with shrubs scattered around the trees. The air was filled with the scent of the fallen leaves, mixed with that of earth and a pungent aroma that was likely from some nearby flowers.

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

      “I’m not so sure you would,” he said.

      “You doubt my ability?”

      “I think they’ve left.”

      He borrowed the shadows from the forest, swirling them together and drawing them to him, searching for something off, a strange sensation, an awareness of anything that would tell him they might have just missed the servants of the Shadow Queen. But there was no sense of that.

      He withdrew his connection to the shadows and looked around. He focused on the shadows again, thinking that if he was going to pick up on anything strange or twisted, it would be here.

      He grabbed onto Rayen with the shadows and Slid again, emerging by the mountain near the shoreline. He could feel the twisted shadows more acutely here.

      “I can feel it,” Rayen breathed out.

      He stared, searching in the distance, but there was no sign of any attackers.

      That was the challenge with the servants of the Shadow Queen. They could hide, becoming essentially invisible without someone like Carth, who had the ability to unmask them.

      He probed outward, drawing from the shadows around the mountain, sending them rolling forward in a fog. He borrowed shadows from Rayen, borrowing strength from her as well, and he pushed them outward, surging. When he did, he felt a sense of resistance.

      There had to be a dozen. Perhaps no more, but enough to tell him that the Shadow Queen had begun to move again.

      If they left, there wouldn’t be time for them to find help and return. The servants of the Shadow Queen might be able to depart.

      “Do you feel them?” he asked Rayen.

      She closed her eyes, focusing on the shadows, and pushed outward the same way as he did, then nodded. “It’s going to be difficult,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “Good thing I like difficult.”

      She squeezed his hand, and then he looped shadows around her. With that, they glided forward along the shadows. When they reached the first of the servants of the Shadow Queen, Daniel lunged, striking at them with a combination of shadows and his sword. He slashed through the nearest, carving through them, and finished with a surge of the shadows.

      He was able to bring them down. The problem was keeping them down.

      He moved on, and already Rayen had lunged into the fray, diving forward faster than him, unmindful of the danger. With Rayen, there was no danger she feared. She was far too skilled to be afraid.

      She wrapped shadows around her, creating something of a barricade to prevent any of the attackers from reaching her. Every so often, the barricade would relax enough for her to lash out, slipping her sword out, and she would slam into one of the nearby servants, bringing down them quickly as they fell before her blade.

      Daniel grabbed for the shadows again and jumped forward, reaching for the nearest of the attackers.

      How many still remained? He was losing track. One thing he had learned while fighting the servants of the Shadow Queen was that he had to keep track of everyone and be prepared for the possibility that they would get back up. Even though he brought one down, that didn’t mean they would stay down.

      He pushed shadows through his sword. If nothing else, he might be able to destroy their ability to return. It had to be tied to some augmentation they’d received, though he didn’t really understand what that ability was.

      As he fought, something began to pull on him.

      It was strange at first, a tingling that became a weight. It was hard for him to continue to fight, almost as if he were digging through mud. He looked over to Rayen, but she didn’t appear to have the same trouble as him.

      Somehow they were holding on to him, suppressing his ability.

      The heaviness increased. It felt as if some part of him were changing. He fought against it, straining, and thought he could tell where it was coming from. It was someplace deep within him, as if it came from where his father had augmented him.

      He had to figure out how to withstand this.

      It was different than trying to withstand the twisted shadows.

      He held on to the connection to the shadows and Slid, moving from place to place, lunging from one attacker to the next. Each time he moved on from one enemy, he was faced with another.

      He was slowing down.

      Daniel was aware of how slowly he moved; he wasn’t going to survive this attack. They were twisting his augmentation.

      He turned the shadows inward. It was the only thing he could think of doing. He felt the influence touching some part of him. He wasn’t aware of what it was, but the only response he could think of was trying to seal that off.

      He probed himself using his connection to the shadows and reached a method that would allow him to shift it, turning against what they were doing. He had to undo what they had done. He focused on it and began to push.

      It was a strange sensation using the shadows on himself. The peculiar twisting, that darkness, began to change. All he had to do was continue to push, and he could overpower what they were doing to him. But it was going to take more strength with the shadows than he’d been using before.

      He was a member of one of the Councils of Elders. That had to mean something.

      Daniel pulled upon the sense of the shadows, focusing on the twisting within him, and on everything he could reach for. He could feel that darkness, the way it was trying to change him.

      And he understood.

      Daniel pushed against it, twisting it, and something began to change within him. It was hot and painful, and though he tried to ignore it, the pain increased. He wrapped the shadows around himself; they had a cooling effect. The shadows often had a strange cooling power, so this was not surprising, but what was surprising was that he had to do it at all—that whatever was taking place was strong enough that he had to find a way to overpower it.

      He Slid, gliding away, yet he was only able to Slide a short distance. The servants of the Shadow Queen held on to him, preventing him from getting too far from them.

      He couldn’t fight, yet he didn’t dare give up on his efforts. If he let go of his grip on his connection to the heat within him, he had no idea what was going to take place.

      The pain was incredible, but what he was doing was necessary. He continued to use his shadows, wrapping them around that part of him, hiding it, holding on to it in a way that would protect him.

      He could feel resistance, and then…

      It was gone.

      The influence on him was gone. The pain was gone.

      Power flowed through him. It was the power of the shadows—the power of more than just the shadows. He could see it all around him.

      Daniel lunged forward, Sliding.

      This was different than before. He was able to glide, but he did so differently than normal. The more he glided, following the shadows, the faster he went.

      When he emerged from the Slide, he darted forward, sending a surge of shadows exploding through the sword. It struck the nearest of the attackers, and he let that power explode from him.

      When it struck, they cried out. He was able to bring them down. But was that even right? Wasn’t the strategy he’d seen when playing Tsatsun with Carth different than this?

      He glided back, focusing on the nearest of the attackers. He could feel that something was off within him, and he used the shadows, sweeping them through his enemy.

      The man cried out again, though Daniel ignored it.

      He tore through him, using his control of the shadows, and encountered the strange flutter of resistance he had before. He pulled all the way through that.

      He turned and moved on to the next attacker, doing the same thing. It was easier the second time. With each person he pulled the shadows through, he could feel something changing, but he had no idea what it was.

      Something else was off.

      They weren’t stopping their attacks.

      They continued to fight, ignoring what he was doing. Daniel raged against them, sending more power outward, drawing it from someplace deep within him, from the shadows all around him, from Rayen nearby.

      As he slipped that power outward, he could feel what was necessary. He could tell that it was working.

      And then he was done.

      There were no other attackers.

      He paused, looking around.

      The men he’d used the shadows on stood motionless. It was a strange thing to observe, almost as if they were lifeless.

      “Daniel?”

      He Slid over to Rayen. The Slide was easier than it had been in some time, easier than it had been since he had taken on the augmentation.

      “What are they?” she asked.

      As he stared at them, he didn’t know.
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      The bars of the cell confined the servants of the Shadow Queen. They hadn’t moved. They remained standing, which troubled Daniel. He would’ve expected them to take a seat. Rayen lingered near the bars.

      “Are you sure it’s safe for us to keep them here?” Daniel asked.

      “It’s safe enough,” Carth said.

      “But if they begin to influence the tower…”

      Carth shook her head. “The cell is designed in such a way that it will protect us. They won’t be able to do anything.”

      He had a hard time knowing whether that was true, but Carth believed it. Then again, Carth had thought the Architect would be confined, and he had managed to escape. He’d used them and had used what they knew. Daniel couldn’t help but wonder if the cell was as effective as they had hoped.

      The bars were certainly thick enough, and spaced so close together that he couldn’t even put a fist between them. Unless someone was able to control the metal within the bars, he doubted anyone would be able to escape from them. More than that, there was a sense of power around everything. It came from the tower itself, and from the Elder Stone energy here. He had to believe there was some safety here, but he worried it wasn’t going to be enough.

      “We can’t do anything else with them,” Carth said.

      “We could destroy them,” Rayen said. When Carth locked eyes with her, Rayen shook her head. “Don’t give me that look, Carthenne. You have control over fire. You could destroy them.”

      “But then we wouldn’t understand anything about them,” Daniel said.

      Rayen glanced over and shook her head. “You’re too much like her.”

      “I’m sorry, but I think Carth is right. That’s the reason we brought her in on this.”

      The more they could understand these people—or creatures, he wasn’t sure—the better they might understand what the Shadow Queen was doing and how she was able to control them.

      Carth shook her head, staring to the cells. “When we faced them before, I didn’t really understand. I think we have to try to understand what she’s done with them. If these are her servants, then we have to know why.”

      Daniel frowned. Could he Read anything? He didn’t have much of an ability with Reading, but did have some. He focused on the nearest of the servants and reached for the other man’s mind.

      Reading was a simple task. It was a matter of projecting a part of yourself, opening yourself up and hearing the thoughts of others. Around Carth, there was nothing but silence. Even Rayen had an ability to mask her thoughts so that he could only capture snippets, to the point where he didn’t bother to try to Read her. Even if he could, he worried it would be too much of an invasion. He cared too much about Rayen to do that to her.

      But this man—or whatever he was—didn’t have any thoughts either. With Carth and Rayen, he had a sense they were actively blocking him from reaching deeper into their minds. With this creature, there was nothing other than an absence—an emptiness that troubled him.

      “There’s nothing there,” he whispered.

      Carth frowned. “What do you mean there’s nothing there?”

      “Within his mind. I don’t detect anything.” He shook his head. “It’s empty. Whatever he was is gone.”

      What Daniel had done had changed them. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but what he had done had felt necessary at the time.

      “This is my fault,” he said.

      “How so?” Carth asked. She was standing near the cell, though she didn’t grab for the bars the way Daniel did as he attempted to Read the man. The metal was slightly warm to the touch and strangely slick.

      “When we were attacked, something was beginning to weigh on me. I didn’t understand what it was, but it was changing me. Tainting me. I had to turn the shadows upon myself.”

      “To heal yourself,” Carth said.

      Daniel nodded. “I didn’t realize that was possible.”

      “The shadows can do many things. Someone who is shadow born and has some experience with using them understands everything the shadows can do. In time, I think we could work with you so you can better understand.”

      “Regardless, I had to turn the shadows inside. When I did, I felt a resistance, as if there was something trying to change me. I was pushing on it and could feel pressure.”

      It was more than a pressure, but he wasn’t sure how to describe it. Thankfully, he’d managed to remove what had been done to him.

      “I did the same thing to these attackers. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I thought I could remove the influence upon them.”

      “I think you removed their connection to the Shadow Queen,” Carth said.

      “I just don’t understand how that’s possible.”

      “We’ve been struggling with understanding her,” Carth said, staring through the bars. “She’s powerful, and she seems to have a knowledge of all of the Elder Stones.”

      Something about the way she said all that struck Daniel.

      “More than what we have.”

      “Yes. We still haven’t found the fifth Elder Stone.”

      Daniel frowned. Could that be it? “You think the Shadow Queen has some control over this fifth stone.”

      “I think she would have to have some control, though I’m not sure what it involves. It all depends upon what the fifth stone is.” Carth turned her attention to the captives within the cell. “It seems to have some influence over life and death, though perhaps that’s nothing more than the Shadow Queen herself.”

      “How could the fifth stone have that kind of power?” Rayen asked, stepping forward.

      “I have no idea.” Carth shook her head. “I’ve gone back to the Wisdom Stone, looking for understanding, but…”

      “But what?” Daniel had no idea that Carth had gone to the Wisdom Stone, though why wouldn’t she have? With everything they needed to know, visiting the Wisdom Stone made sense. If it had worked, if they had been able to uncover more because of it, it would been valuable.

      “Unfortunately, the Wisdom Stone granted me knowledge, but there is a limit. It’s as if there’s something pushing against my knowing.”

      “The Shadow Queen,” Daniel said.

      Carth nodded slowly. “I suspect she’s all too aware of what we’re doing. If she can shield us from understanding the knowledge of the fifth stone, then she will do so.”

      Daniel turned his attention back to the men within the cell. If the fifth stone would grant that kind of ability, did they even want to have that kind of power? It seemed too much. That kind of power was dangerous. What the Shadow Queen was willing to do, the way she was willing to attack—it was far more than what anyone should be subjected to.

      He focused on the others within the cell, trying to Read them. There was nothing within their minds, only the same emptiness he had detected from the first.

      Before he had changed them, had they possessed some knowledge? Maybe it was tied to the Shadow Queen. If she was somehow able to exert her influence over distance, and if that influence allowed others to survive and to operate on her behalf, then it was possible that because of her touch, they were able to act.

      If so, he would have to try to Read them before he removed her influence. Any influence he might Read then would allow him to dip into the mind of the Shadow Queen. And if they were that closely connected, that would be dangerous.

      He would have to be careful. He could get lost, or trapped.

      “Why is it that my abilities seem stronger now?”

      “Since you changed yourself?” Carth asked.

      “It seems everything is stronger—as if the augmentation is stronger. That doesn’t make any sense, though.”

      “It does if you think about where your augmentation came from,” Carth said.

      It came from his father, who had been working with the Shadow Queen. Which meant that anyone who had been augmented within Elaeavn would also have this sort of influence.

      If he were to remove it, would he change them?

      His breath caught for a moment, and he turned to Carth. “We need to go to Elaeavn. The others who were twisted—they need to have the touch removed from them.”

      “If you think so.”

      “I don’t really know what we need to do, and as much as I want to understand how we can neutralize the Shadow Queen, everything we’ve encountered so far makes me wonder whether that’s even possible.”

      “It’s possible for us to defeat her,” Carth said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because the Elders believe.”

      Daniel took a deep breath and squeezed the bars of the cells, feeling the warmth flowing through his hands, the pressure they caused. Did the Elders want them to succeed? If they had, why hadn’t they intervened before now? Why would they have left them alone and not shared with them what was expected?

      All he had done was remove the crystals, trying to prevent the Shadow Queen from exerting any influence. It seemed to him that they could have done so much more.

      “You have questions about all this,” Carth said.

      “How can I not?” Daniel said.

      “I have the same questions. Probably some different ones, but many of the same ones too. So much of this has been lost to us. If what Lucy Elvraeth tells me is true, then the Elders had been unable to reach us. I suspect they thought they had done what they needed to neutralize this Shadow Queen.”

      Daniel grunted. “Neutralize. They’ve done nothing other than hide.”

      “They have lived for an impossibly long time in a place where others cannot survive. I think we need to give them more credit than that,” she said.

      Daniel breathed out, trying to suppress his frustration. She was right, and it did him no good to allow himself to be upset at them, but he couldn’t help it.

      “What would you have us do?” he asked.

      “You want to go to Elaeavn. I think that’s a reasonable step, but I think we also need to prepare for our next move.”

      “We’re trying, but we need to gather the others.”

      Gathering the others was easier now that Carth was back, and especially with the knowledge they had of Lucy and Haern’s experiences. It was the fourth, a woman named Ryn, whom he wasn’t entirely sure of. She had served Olandar Fahr, though he wondered if she still did.

      Trying to get that answer would be difficult, but he thought it was necessary. The more they understood about the others who sat upon the Council of Elders, the more they might be able to understand what would be required of them.

      Perhaps that was what he should be spending his time doing. If he could unlock that mystery, discover the key to what they were expected to do, then perhaps they could stop the Shadow Queen.

      He glanced to Rayen. “Are you ready to return to my home?”

      “We’ve had such wonderful experiences there before.”

      “I’m sure this time will be different.”

      “I think you said that the last time.”

      “I’m sure my father won’t imprison you this time.”

      “That’s a terrible thing to say,” she said.

      “Are the two of you done?” Carth asked.

      Daniel shrugged. “What more do you want from us?”

      “I want you to take us to Elaeavn.”

      He reached for Rayen and then grabbed for Carth, focusing on Elaeavn. The obvious destination would be within the palace, but going there would put him in a bit of danger, though less now that his father was gone.

      The Slide happened more quickly now. As he Slid, he maintained the connection within himself to the shadows. It allowed him a greater strength. He needed that strength in order to reach the palace, or at least he had in the past. As he focused on the shadows and held on to the location in his mind where he wanted to emerge, he found he didn’t need the shadows nearly as much as before. A mere hint of them allowed him far more strength than he had previously possessed.

      He emerged in the entrance to the palace and wrapped shadows around them, noting that Rayen and Carth did the same.

      They needn’t have bothered. Daniel had expected the tchalit to be there and had been prepared to defend the three of them, though he hadn’t wanted to have to attack them. But no one was present.

      Lowering the shadows, he looked along the polished marble of the hallway. He started forward, realizing that Carth or Rayen used their control over the shadows to diminish the sounds of their footsteps. When Rayen flashed a smile at him, he knew which of the two it was.

      He reached the end of the hall and the stairs heading upward. From here, he pushed outward, sending his shadows surging through the entirety of the palace.

      He didn’t detect anything. It could be that anyone here was already protected by whatever augmentation they had, but there might be nothing to worry about.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked.

      “I don’t pick up on anything.”

      “That should reassure you.”

      “It should, but…”

      “It doesn’t.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t.”

      “We will keep looking.”

      They reached the top of the stairs, and from here he could make his way toward Cael Elvraeth and Galen’s quarters. It seemed something of a violation to travel in this way, but he thought it necessary to get the answers they needed.

      There was another possibility that he hadn’t considered before.

      His own quarters.

      He grabbed Rayen and Carth, wrapping shadows around them, and then Slid, emerging in his old family home. It was strange being back here, but stranger still was the layer of dust over everything. This was no longer his home.

      The wall of books called to him, a reminder of what his father had studied, the lessons he’d tried to instill in Daniel. At the time, he’d wanted to follow his father, to sit upon the Council and to lead the Elvraeth.

      “We’ve been here before,” Rayen said.

      “We have,” he said.

      He pushed outward using the shadows but didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary.

      “Why here, Daniel Elvraeth?” Carth asked.

      “My father was influenced by the Shadow Queen. I thought maybe we would find something here.”

      “Your father would leave something like that in his room?”

      Daniel smiled. “My father was nothing if not a proud man. He wouldn’t have expected anyone to outmaneuver him.”

      “Other than his son.”

      “I’m not so sure I did. I think we got lucky.”

      “You understand that luck is a matter of maintaining skill and preparation for the right opportunity to present itself. We might’ve gotten lucky, but you were also prepared for the moment when luck presented itself.”

      Without the augmentation and his sudden understanding of how to use the power it granted, he wasn’t sure he would have survived.

      The augmentation.

      He scratched at his head, where the augmentation had been placed, thinking about when it had happened. There had been pain, a surge of warmth, and then everything had changed. He had wondered at the time why his father had bothered—what purpose would there be in giving him greater access to power? Even after they’d escaped, he hadn’t really understood.

      But now he realized—his father had been serving the Shadow Queen. He had intended for Daniel to serve the Shadow Queen.

      There was something else to consider, something he hadn’t given any thought to before. His breath caught and he looked up before sending his gaze around the room.

      “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Rayen said.

      “My father.”

      “What about your father? You were forced to kill him.”

      Daniel nodded and swallowed a sudden lump that had formed in his throat. “At the time, I thought his death was permanent. What if it wasn’t?”
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      It was early morning. The sun crept up across the sea, sweeping in with bright orange and red streaks that ran along the surface of the calm water. Waves lapped gently at the shore, much quieter than on the previous days. The sky was cloudless, and a hint of a breeze carried the salt in the air.

      All of it felt comforting to Haern.

      Taking a moment, Haern pushed off on lorcith. As he often did, he used the smallest amount in order to test himself. He took a piece of metal little bigger than a grain of sand, dropping it to the ground, and pushed into the sky. As he did, he could feel the wind whipping around him, the air swirling with energy, but there was something else to it.

      Hovering high in the sky, he focused on the sense of lorcith.

      Had it changed?

      It had only been a few days since he had spoken to Olandar Fahr, and in that time, he had been testing the distant barriers, the separation between the lorcith of this land and that of the Shadow Queen. In that time, nothing had changed. Haern didn’t expect anything to be different now, either. Coming up here was little more than a formality, his way of determining whether there was anything he could find; yet he couldn’t help but be a little bit concerned that there might be a creeping shift to the lorcith.

      It was there.

      He focused on it. As he often did when focusing on the lorcith, he made no point of trying to push on it. He knew better than to do that—it would run the risk of influencing him, though he no longer knew if that was even possible.

      Without meaning to, he started traveling toward it.

      A sense came to him.

      It filled him. It was a calling, and it came from back near the village.

      Haern turned, drawing himself back toward the village, hurtling toward the ground and dropping into a run.

      He half expected to find an attack, something wrong, and he prepared the lorcith coins, thinking he might need to push them out from him, attack with them, but there was nothing.

      Elise was standing there, her arms crossed over her chest, her feet set in an angry stance, and her jaw clenched.

      “Were you planning on leaving without me?”

      Haern frowned, shaking his head. “I wasn’t going anywhere. I was just feeling the lorcith.”

      “I could tell you were going.”

      “You could tell?”

      She stormed toward him. “Since you helped me, I’ve been able to sense things more easily. I could tell that you were planning on leaving.”

      “Then you are Reading me.”

      “I don’t think that’s what it is. What I can do is different than what those who can Read do. Mine is more—”

      “Emotions,” he said. “I know.”

      And yet, he hadn’t felt any emotions when he had been focusing on the lorcith, had he?

      But then, he had. The moment when he’d felt something off with the lorcith, he’d been drawn to it, concerned about what it might mean. And as he had been compelled forward, he had felt there was something he’d needed to do.

      Even now, he thought he needed to go, to see what had changed, to be prepared for whatever the Shadow Queen might have done.

      “You’re not going without me.”

      “I don’t know what we might find out there,” he said.

      “And I said you’re not going without me.”

      Haern wasn’t going to argue. For this matter, he had no interest in taking on the Shadow Queen. The sense of lorcith might be shifting, but he wasn’t going to be able to attack her on his own. He would need others to help; they would need to gather everyone capable of resisting.

      And it was a matter of resisting. It might not even be fighting so much as it was pushing back against whatever might come.

      He slipped his arm around her waist and pushed.

      Elise understood what was needed when they traveled like this and held on to him tightly. In doing so, she was able to maintain her hold on him, and he was able to pull on the lorcith within her to help keep her in the air. He looked to see if it caused her any pain.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she said with a smile.

      He nodded and pushed even higher. They swept into the sky, reaching the blue high overhead, and the wind began to pick up. It was colder up here, but not intolerable. As they traveled, Haern directed them toward the sense of the shifting lorcith, quickly pushing and pulling on small amounts of lorcith he’d placed within the water. With as much lorcith as he had scattered, he no longer needed to depend upon his coins, though he still carried them with him. He was always prepared in this way.

      Then there was the advantage of being able to use the sense of lorcith within larger stores of it, such as in Ilphaesn and Asador. He wondered if he would even be able to use the lorcith within the Shadow Queen’s realm. It might be possible for him to connect to that, but then he’d run the risk of being influenced by it, and he was hesitant to take a chance with something like that.

      He traveled quickly, holding on to Elise, neither of them saying anything. When he approached the boundary, where the sense of the lorcith began to shift, he looked around. There was nothing but water below him, though they had passed near several islands. As far as he knew, most of this place was not inhabited.

      “Why are you stopping here?” Elise asked.

      Haern pointed down to the sense of where the lorcith shifted. It was a strange thing, almost as if they were opposing each other, trying to push each other apart, but even that wasn’t quite right. It was more that one sense of lorcith was trying to overwhelm the other.

      “This is where the battle will take place.”

      “Out here?”

      “Maybe not out here, but this is where the pressure begins to build. On the other side of here—wherever this is—there’s a change to the nature of the lorcith.”

      “And you don’t think you can cross over and deal with it?”

      Haern had considered it. If he did, he might be able to influence that boundary, push it back and drive against the Shadow Queen. There was also the possibility that he would fail. For now, with her not pushing against them, he didn’t know that it was necessary.

      “I would like us to be better prepared before we attempt that.”

      “What do you think that will take?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. Maybe getting more people like ourselves ready.”

      “I have the sense you aren’t sure that will be effective.”

      “Because I’m not,” Haern said. “There’s still the metal within you. Though I’ve merged it with you so that it has become a much more integral part of you, it’s still there. If there’s any way for the Shadow Queen to influence it, and therefore to influence you—and any others who have taken an augmentation—I don’t know that we should.”

      “You still worry about us.”

      “How can I not?”

      “You protected us as much as you could.”

      “Not quite as much as I could,” he said.

      Elise’s expression darkened. “Would you remove the metal from yourself?”

      Haern squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on the sense of the lorcith. If he removed the metal from himself, he doubted he would even be aware of what was out there. His control over lorcith would be diminished and muted, nothing like what he possessed now.

      “I don’t know that I could.”

      “Do you think you’re the only one who feels that way?”

      He looked up, meeting her eyes. “If something happens—”

      “Then it will have been our choice.”

      Haern sighed, squeezing Elise. He looked around, trying to understand what he had felt that had been different, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe it was nothing more than the shifting of the lorcith, or maybe the border was moving beyond where he thought it was.

      As they hovered silently, Haern looked beyond that boundary, searching for whatever might be on the other side. If he hadn’t had Elise with him, he’d have been tempted to cross the boundary. At least within himself, he was aware of any influence and could push against it, using his control over the metal to ensure he wasn’t damaged. Would he have the same awareness if the influence were within someone else?

      Perhaps what he really needed was to bring someone like Eve who had a connection to lorcith. And perhaps his father. Others of the Guild. Even someone like Olandar Fahr, who had an understanding of how that power worked and what they might need to do in order to control it.

      He took another deep breath. Even the sea air here smelled a little off, though that might be only his imagination. As he breathed it in, listening to the sounds all around him, the wind that tugged at him, he knew he couldn’t stay here any longer. It was time for them to move on to the next step.

      Perhaps that was why he was delaying. He didn’t necessarily fear Olandar Fahr, though he did worry about the possibility of another attack. When he had gone to the other man, he had not imagined he could be helpful, and yet now he was working with him?

      More than that, he was counting on him.

      More than anything, it troubled Haern not knowing whether he could trust the people he was trying to ally himself with. Partly he was hesitant to believe the Ai’thol could be on their side. It would be nearly impossible to overlook all the years his people had feared them, all the times the Forgers had attacked the people of Elaeavn—but they had to.

      Haern turned, and Elise squeezed him back. They headed north, sweeping along the shoreline, moving farther and farther from the strange demarcation with the lorcith. The sense of lorcith came from nearby, growing stronger in the distance. He used it, pulling it to himself, drawing that sense toward him, letting it fill him.

      Dreshen had a fair amount of lorcith in it. As he approached, he could feel the nature of it. It was scattered throughout the city, but deeper as well, buried beneath the city as it was in Elaeavn and Ilphaesn. It struck him as remarkable that the metal would be found in so many places, though it was at the core of most of them.

      As they neared, he lowered them toward the tower at the center of the city. Haern had been there before, spending enough time here that he understood the landmark was connected to a sense of power below it.

      He waited.

      “Why are we just standing here?” Elise asked.

      Haern looked around the city. It was quiet in the early morning, though there was the sound of people making their way throughout it. There was movement down in the city, a sense of normalcy, something that reminded him of Elaeavn.

      “We need to give Olandar Fahr the opportunity to come to us.”

      There was a certain energy to this place, and as Haern remained there waiting, he couldn’t help but look out upon the city, wondering if there might be anything he could determine about it. When he had been to Dreshen before, he had come for very different purposes.

      Elise squeezed his hand, looking up at him with her deep brown eyes. “We don’t have to do this,” she whispered.

      He forced a smile. “Unfortunately, I think we do.”

      A door opened, and a dark-haired woman emerged. She was wearing a white robe and a necklace bearing a strange symbol.

      “Ryn,” he said. The other member of the Council, though he didn’t know what that meant—yet. She sided with Fahr, which meant he wasn’t quite sure of her.

      She tipped her head. “Lareth.” There was a hint of heat in her voice as she said his name.

      “I’m looking for Olandar Fahr.”

      “Unfortunately, he has not returned.”

      Haern shared a look with Elise. “We had agreed that I would bring people here to work with your people.”

      “I understand.”

      “But if he’s not here, then…” Haern prepared to push off on his sense of lorcith, taking Elise with him, but he didn’t sense danger from Ryn. Besides, she was one of the Council. He would have to find a way to work with her.

      “You are welcome to remain,” Ryn said.

      Haern debated what to do. As Ryn disappeared back into the tower, he contemplated staying where he was, but he needed to get to know the other member of the Council.

      “We need to go,” Elise said.

      “What if—”

      She squeezed his hand. “There are many what-ifs, including what would happen if you don’t go with her.”

      Haern held on to Elise as they headed into the tower. He’d been here before and was all too familiar with the sense of lorcith within the building. It was worked into the walls itself, and as he went down the stairs, he could feel it pushing against him. There was a sense of energy, of power. Why had the metal been used in this building? There had to be a purpose to it.

      Ryn stopped at the altar where he had been injured. She glanced inside, cocking her head and frowning. “You know this place.”

      “I do.”

      She studied him for a moment, something almost unsettling about the way she watched him, as if she could Read him, though he had no sense of that.

      “I’ve had questions for you ever since the attack on Vuahlu.” When Haern arched a brow, Ryn forced a strange smile. “The mountain. It’s called Vuahlu.”

      “If you say so.” Olandar Fahr had told him something similar, though he didn’t know why it would matter to Ryn.

      She watched him, seeming to know everything about him. What did she see when she looked at him?

      “You are the one,” she said.

      “The one for what?”

      “You are the one they used here.”

      He held his hands out, looking at his palms. The scars were still evident. “We both were,” he said, nodding to Elise.

      “Both? I was under the understanding that only one person was given a blessing at that time.”

      Haern snorted. “I’m not so sure I’d refer to it as a blessing.”

      And yet, what else could it be? Because of it, he had been granted something great and powerful, something that had changed him, making him more. It had allowed him to be far more than he’d ever thought he could, and it had allowed him to help the women but it had also been torment.

      “There were others taken here.”

      “Yes. I understand. The temple has been under the influence of them for quite some time,” she said.

      “Them?”

      “I believe you have gotten to know her and some of her people,” Ryn said.

      “They refer to her as the Mistress.”

      “The Elder,” Ryn whispered.

      “You know her?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I know enough about her. I have met one of the other Elders.”

      Ryn continued down the stairs, and Haern shared another look with Elise. How was it that Ryn had met one of the other Elders? But she disappeared around the curve at the stairs, not giving him an opportunity to ask those questions.

      Elise pushed him forward. “You need to go with her so that you can learn all you can about what it means for you to sit on one of the Council of Elders.”

      “I thought I was going to have to learn that from Daniel and Lucy and…”

      Haern wasn’t even sure who else he would have to learn it from. The more he had understood his role on the Council of Elders, however little he truly understood it, the more certain he was that he was going to have to struggle to gain an understanding. It seemed Ryn had a different insight—one they didn’t possess. Maybe that was why Olandar Fahr had wanted him to come—to work with Ryn and gain a better knowledge of the Council of Elders. Perhaps Olandar Fahr thought he might be able to control the Council of Elders.

      “What is it?” Elise asked.

      “I’m just not sure about this.”

      “Which is why we need to go.”

      “Is it?”

      As he looked around the tower, feeling the sense of lorcith here, he thought he understood why they would be brought here. The lorcith would mask others from him. It was almost like going into Ilphaesn, the way the metal would press upon them. Because of it, he couldn’t help but feel as if there were a veiling of sorts, a way to try to hide the other use of power.

      Perhaps that was a mistake.

      He needed to take Olandar Fahr and the others—including Ryn Valeron—outside the city, where he didn’t have to worry about someone using lorcith to hide from him.

      As far as he knew, there were five seats on the Council, and one seat remaining—a seat they would have to find someone else to occupy.

      But how?

      Perhaps Olandar Fahr knew—and if so, Ryn might as well.

      More than anything, that prompted Haern to follow her down the stairs. He needed those answers—they needed to understand what it meant for them to be members of the Council of Elders. Even more than that, they needed to be prepared for whatever it would take to defeat the Shadow Queen.

      Elise squeezed his hand again, and he could feel something washing away from her, a pressure, as if she were trying to send a wave of relief in his direction, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

      How could it, when he had no idea what they would have to face or what role he was going to play?
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      They followed Ryn into a large hall. It was ornately decorated, and the sense of lorcith flowed through the walls, through the floor, and everywhere all around him. The entire building had been constructed of lorcith, drawn from the ground deep below.

      Portraits hung on the wall, many of them faded, the paint chipped or scratched, which made it difficult to make any of the features out. There were sculptures, all of them done in lorcith. None were quite as exquisite as what his father would’ve been able to create using the metal. For that matter, Haern wondered if he himself might be able to use lorcith far more effectively than he once had. He hadn’t tried to mold it the way that his father did, but he had to wonder if it were possible.

      A table of flat gray metal, an alloy of lorcith, occupied the center of the room. Enormous chairs encircled it. Ryn guided them to the chairs, waiting for them to sit.

      “You’ll forgive me if I’m not too eager to take a seat in this place again,” he said.

      “I have no interest in harming you.”

      “Even if your master would require it of you?”

      Ryn frowned. “He is not my master.”

      “Then what is he?”

      “We’re still working on that.”

      Haern studied her, trying to make sense of what she was saying. He wanted to understand more about Ryn, but it seemed to him there was something unusual about her.

      “You called yourself the Emissary,” Elise said.

      Ryn tipped her head and grabbed for her necklace. “He named me Emissary.”

      “And you’re still trying to figure out what that means?”

      “At the time, I thought he was something else. Since then, I have begun to question my role.”

      “And he knows this?”

      “He does.”

      “And he isn’t angry?”

      Haern had a hard time thinking that Olandar Fahr wouldn’t react negatively if he knew his Emissary doubted their role. He’d seen the violence of the Ai’thol. Why wouldn’t Olandar Fahr react with similar violence, especially if his Emissary were to refuse his leadership?

      “I don’t know that anger is quite the right emotion. Disappointed, perhaps?” She took a seat, leaning forward in the chair and resting her elbows on the table. “Or perhaps he recognizes he has accomplished his goal.”

      Haern stood with his hand on the back of the nearest chair. Elise was nearby, her hand touching another chair. With all the lorcith all around him, if it came down to it, Haern could turn these chairs—or the table—into a weapon. He tested them, ensuring he had a connection to that metal. Feeling the metal moving, he knew he would be able to use it.

      “Are you satisfied?” Ryn asked.

      Haern watched her. “What abilities do you have?”

      “Abilities?”

      Now wasn’t the time for the etiquette typically followed within Elaeavn. He wasn’t about to hold back on questioning what her powers were, not when she obviously knew about his.

      But then, she probably didn’t know what Elise was capable of doing.

      Unless she could Read him.

      “You would have some powers,” he said.

      Ryn shrugged. “Before I met Olandar Fahr, I would’ve said none. For so long, I felt powerless. And then he gave me a blessing. Everything changed. It’s different than the typical blessings of the Ai’thol. We took a long time to try to understand what they were, and how they were doing it, and why they would have waited to use this method.”

      “They didn’t know how to do it,” Haern said.  “As far as we can tell, they learned it from the Shadow Queen.”

      Ryn frowned. “Shadow Queen. I suppose that fits her, doesn’t it?”

      “What would you call her?”

      “The Elder. Shadow Queen fits, though. But yes. My augmentation, as you would call it, gave me gifts.”

      “Your ancestors are from Elaeavn.”

      Her expression darkened for a moment. “From what I understand.”

      “Did you know that?”

      She tipped her head to the side, something in her going tense. As he studied her, he could feel the lorcith within her. It had not been fully stretched thin the way that Olandar Fahr’s had been. It could be modified still. He wondered what would change for her if that were to happen.

      “My mother shared it with me right before she died—when my village was destroyed.” Ryn took a deep breath, swallowing and resting her hands on the table. “I believed a man by the name of Rsiran Lareth was responsible.” She turned a pointed stare in his direction.

      Haern said nothing. What could he say? At least he understood her reaction when he’d first told her his name. It was even possible his father had destroyed her village.

      “I don’t think Rsiran Lareth would destroy a village,” Elise said.

      Ryn watched Haern. “For a long time, he was the one I blamed. Olandar Fahr allowed me to believe he was the one responsible. The more I worked with him, the more I came to fear I would never have a chance to get revenge for what happened to my people and my village.”

      “You want revenge?” Elise frowned. Was she able to Read anything in her strange way? If she could, then maybe Elise would know what Ryn was thinking. And if there was some way to reach the other woman, maybe she could help.

      “I did. The more I’ve learned, the clearer it has become that there was something more taking place. Olandar Fahr didn’t want to reveal it to me too soon.”

      “Why not?”

      Ryn cocked her head, watching him. “I suspect it’s because he wanted me to stay loyal. But then, he did show me what I needed to know in order to realize Lareth wasn’t responsible.”

      “Who was responsible?” Haern thought he knew, after having seen the Shadow Queen’s attacks and how willing her people were to destroy. It was part of their way of purging, preparing a place for the change in the lorcith. With no one left to resist, to push back against the nature of the metal, there would be no way to stop them.

      “The same reason you’re here today,” she said.

      “You still blame Lareth,” Elise said.

      “Letting go is difficult,” Ryn admitted.

      “Even though you know he didn’t do it?”

      “Even though I know, I still can’t find it within me to let go of what happened.” She clenched her jaw, breathing out slowly. “And perhaps he wasn’t responsible for it all, but I couldn’t help but feel as if he had some role.”

      “He did have a role,” Haern said.

      “I know he’s been attacking the Ai’thol,” Ryn said.

      “He has.”

      “And I know that Olandar Fahr intends to use him.”

      That was news to Haern, though it wasn’t surprising. Olandar Fahr thought to control, to prepare for an attack on the Shadow Queen.

      “He held him captive for some time,” Haern said.

      “How do you know this?”

      “Because I know him,” Haern said.

      “You have his ability,” Ryn said.

      He nodded.

      “And Olandar Fahr suggests I need you to help me with mine.”

      “Why?”

      “He said you have a way of solidifying it. Making it so they won’t be able to use it against me.”

      “I think he’s trying to master that himself.”

      “He might be trying, but you’ve succeeded.”

      Haern studied her. She was a member of the Council, which meant he would have to work with her, but he didn’t know how. “Where was your Council?”

      “In a place far from here,” she whispered.

      “Can you take us?”

      “I can’t Travel, if that’s what you are asking. Without Olandar Fahr, I don’t know that we can reach it easily.”

      “I don’t need to Travel in order to move quickly,” he said.

      “I don’t know where to find it,” she said.

      Which meant she’d only been Slid there. Without her knowing how to locate it, Haern didn’t know if they would be able to reach it.

      How many of the different places did he know about? He’d been at the one Lucy had shown him, and then there was one within the tree, and then there was the one that Ryn had discovered.

      There had to be others, though what were they?

      Until they found them, they wouldn’t be able to stop the Shadow Queen.

      Unfortunately, he believed one of the Council locations was within the Shadow Queen’s realm. In order to defeat her, they would have to push forward into it, risk themselves.

      Haern looked at Elise. She watched him silently for a long moment. He could feel the emotion within her, the way she allowed him to know her emotions. She wanted him to be safe, but she also wanted all of them to be safe. She recognized the need for them to possess a different sort of power. In order to gain that power, they would have to reach beyond themselves and find something more—a sense of energy that was beyond them.

      And that was going to involve working together.

      He had already started the process, risking himself by coming to Olandar Fahr, willing to ally with the other man. More than that, they’d have to trust one another. That was the real challenge. He didn’t know whether he could or should trust Olandar Fahr, yet his whole purpose in coming here was to find a way to work together. He believed the other man wanted to oppose the Shadow Queen, and he had to trust himself, to rely upon his own assessments, not on those that had been given to him. If he had relied upon only what his father and Carth and others had told him, he wouldn’t have been able to stop the attack on Vuahlu before.

      It was because of Olandar Fahr that he had succeeded, at least in part. The other man hadn’t been there for him during the attack, and he certainly hadn’t assisted when Haern had needed him, but he had to think there was something more they would be able to do.

      “I can help,” he said to Ryn.

      “What will it take?”

      “Pain.” He leaned forward and shook his head. “Unfortunately, there’s no way to do anything without it.”

      “Pain is the only way for us to change,” she said. “And I have experienced much pain.”

      He held her gaze, seeing in her eyes that she had indeed experienced pain.

      What had Olandar Fahr done to her?

      She referred to herself as his Emissary and had called him the Great One once, but every time since then, she had referred to him by his full name, the same way Haern did.

      Why would Olandar Fahr keep her here? Why would he allow her to remain if she was not willing to believe in his goals?

      Maybe that wasn’t what he wanted.

      As much as he thought he understood about Olandar Fahr, and as much as he had been working with the man, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more to him—as if he had greater plans. Regardless of how well he might think he knew him, he knew very little.

      “If you think you’re ready, I can help you,” he said.

      “I am ready whenever you’re willing to do it.”

      “It requires more than just me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t remove the agony you will experience.”

      “You don’t have to remove the agony.”

      “He does,” Elise said.

      Ryn turned to Elise, watching her. “He did this for you?”

      “For me. For others with us. All of them experienced the change, but it is painful.”

      Hearing that from Elise left him shaking. He hated that she had suffered, hated that he was partially responsible for it, but at the same time, he had succeeded, and he was going to be the one responsible for ensuring her safety.

      “What do you need from me?”

      “We need you to allow us to connect to you. You need to let us claim you,” Elise said.

      Ryn frowned, saying nothing, but Elise stared at the other woman unblinking.

      “Olandar Fahr tried the same thing.”

      “I’m sure he did,” Elise said.

      “He wasn’t quite so upfront about it.”

      “There is no purpose in fighting what we need,” Elise said.

      Ryn nodded. Elise focused on Ryn, and Haern didn’t feel anything. He couldn’t tell whether anything was changing, and he prepared, reaching for the sense of lorcith within Ryn. He listened to it, noting the song within the metal, the way it called out to him, and knew it would be a simple thing for him to shift the nature of that metal, to disperse it within her. But he also knew it would be very painful. He had no desire to be the reason she suffered, not without knowing whether he could do anything to suppress that pain. So he waited.

      With more passing moments, he kept expecting Elise to tell him it was safe for him to do something, but she never did. He turned to Elise, holding on to the connection to lorcith, and still there was no response.

      “Elise?” he whispered.

      “Just wait,” she said.

      He waited, wondering if there was something he was missing. Elise continued to stare at Ryn, and neither of them said anything.

      “I don’t know,” Elise finally said. “I can’t tell if it worked.”

      “How will we know?”

      “You try it,” Elise said.

      “If we try it and we fail…” He had that sensation from working with the others. If he tried to modify the metal, he knew how painful it could be, and he knew how much it would change for them. It was possible that something would happen to the person the metal was within, and he didn’t want to harm Ryn. He didn’t know her well, but he didn’t want to be the one responsible for removing her augmentation.

      “I can’t say with any certainty,” Elise whispered. “For some reason, it feels…” She shook her head. “I don’t really know how to describe how it feels. Only that it’s different.”

      Haern focused on Ryn. “We don’t know if this will work.”

      “You can try,” Ryn said.

      “If it doesn’t work, your blessing will be twisted. It might no longer be effective.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why would such a thing be the case?”

      “If you aren’t able to tolerate the change, I won’t be able to stop. I have to push through it.”

      Ryn glanced to Elise. “All because I can’t promise to let you claim me?”

      “I don’t really know how it works,” Haern said.

      “You’re the one in control of this.”

      “I’m in control of one part of it, but the others have to help you as well.”

      “What others?”

      “The others I’ve claimed,” Elise said.

      “Claimed.” She clasped her hands together, leaning forward. “You understand how that sounds.”

      “It might sound a certain way, but it isn’t. All that I can say is that I have a connection to those I’ve claimed, and I’m able to use it to disperse the overwhelming sense of pain that comes with what Haern will do.”

      Ryn watched, and the corners of her eyes twitched. “Try it.”

      Haern focused on the sense of lorcith, debating what he wanted to do. If he wasn’t successful, it was possible that change would nullify the fact that she had been chosen as a member of the Council of Elders.

      It might be better—and safer—to do nothing.

      It might be better for Ryn to stay with them.

      That was what Olandar Fahr wanted.

      He must have known.

      “Why don’t you return with us, and we can wait and see if this will work?” he said.

      “You would take me from my people?”

      “I don’t want to take you from anyone, but I do want to ensure that I don’t harm you. I have no interest in taking what you’ve been given.”

      “What makes you think you could?”

      He locked eyes with her. “Because I did the same thing to those who serve the Shadow Queen.”

      She took a deep breath. “I am unwilling to go alone.”

      “Who would you bring?”

      “There is a friend.” There was a hesitation in the way she said it. With everything she’d gone through, everything Olandar Fahr had put her through, she must have found it difficult to make friends.

      “Your friend should come too.”

      That, more than anything, seemed to allow Ryn to relax. Finally, she nodded.
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      They returned to the village through the power of his connection over lorcith. When they landed near the shores, he released his hold on Ryn and the dark-haired woman named Tessa. She had a jagged scar under her chin and a sword strapped to her waist. She carried a look of suspicion in her eyes and looked around at everything with concern. Unsurprisingly, she stayed close to Ryn.

      “Where is this?” Ryn asked.

      “Near Asador,” Haern said.

      “Why here?”

      “Because everybody here has been hurt,” Elise said.

      “How were they hurt?” Tessa asked.

      “We thought it was the Ai’thol,” she said.

      “What do you mean you thought?” Tessa asked, frowning deeply.

      “When we first came across what had been done to them, we believed the Ai’thol responsible,” Haern explained. “But now we know it wasn’t the Ai’thol at all, but a branch of the C’than.”

      “Show me,” Tessa said.

      Haern smiled tightly and grabbed on to them, carrying them up to the ledge near the outskirts of the village. Once there, he paused. There was activity in the village, dozens of women moving around in the streets, the sense of lorcith coming from them. Several of them were Sliding, flickering in and out as they moved, now with incredible power and control. In the short time they’d been gone, many of the women had gained far more control over their abilities.

      “It’s… strange,” Tessa said.

      “It’s more than strange,” Elise said.

      “What do you mean?” Tessa asked. “I thought you said these women were all given a blessing.” She frowned and cupped her hand over her eyes, blocking the bright sunlight.

      “They were all given an augmentation, but it was different than the way your people gave them,” Haern said, meeting her eyes.

      Tessa brought her hand up to her cheek, running her fingers along the scar. “How did you learn this?”

      “We found some of them and discovered the nature of the metal. Then we used what I determined of the metal to place the same augmentation.”

      “It took us a long time to understand it,” Ryn said. “Many were lost.”

      “Lost?”

      She nodded. “Placing a blessing was not always successful.”

      Haern watched the look Tessa and Ryn shared and thought he understood.

      “You’re a Forger,” he said to Tessa.

      In trying to understand the Ai’thol, that was something he’d struggled with. His father had believed all the Ai’thol were Forgers, and it wasn’t until they had encountered Olandar Fahr and his people that they’d come to terms with the fact that not all of them were. The Forgers were only those responsible for placing the augmentations; the others were something else. Many of them were soldiers.

      “I am a Forger,” she said.

      “Haern,” Elise said, taking his hand and squeezing it.

      He pushed away the thoughts, trying to move past them. There was no point in getting caught up in their history. At this point, he needed to deal with what it would take for them to work together.

      “I don’t detect anything about them,” Tessa said.

      “Would you normally?”

      “Normally there’s a sense that comes from those given a blessing. It marks them.”

      “None of these women were given a blessing the same way as your people were.” He turned his attention to Ryn, focusing on the metal within her. “Similar to what was done to Ryn.”

      “Olandar Fahr placed that blessing himself,” Tessa said.

      “And he did it only after he had learned from the C’than,” Haern said.

      That was important, somehow. The more they learned about what the C’than had done, the more certain he was that a splinter group of the C’than had been working on behalf of the Shadow Queen, though no one knew why. What reason would she have for trying to place augmentations and to give power like that?

      Haern guided them into the village, and Elise looked up at him before breaking off and heading over to one of the groups of women. When she did, she pushed out a sense to him, an awareness of what she was doing and who she was talking to. More than that, she gave him an awareness of the emotion she felt. It was strange and powerful, and it seemed to him that he was far more attuned to it than he had been before.

      She was gaining strength and skill. He shouldn’t be surprised. She was already skilled before he’d manipulated the metal within her.

      Looking around the village, seeing how powerful the women all seemed, he couldn’t help but feel as if the nature of what had been done here was far more significant than he had known. These women had all been given a powerful gift, changed in a way that allowed them access to abilities they hadn’t had before. Some of them might have had traces of those powers, but some of them had had none. Like Elise.

      “All of this is unusual,” Ryn said.

      “We brought them here in order to keep them safe.”

      “Why would they need to be kept safe?” she asked.

      “Because they didn’t understand the nature of their gifts. Think about when you first had your… blessing.” He almost said augmentation, but he needed to use the word she used for it.

      “It was difficult,” Ryn said. “I wasn’t sure what I was detecting. It changed me, though it took time to understand how.”

      “What did it do to you?”

      “At first, everything was heightened. Smells. Sounds. Voices. My eyesight.”

      “Everything?” If she’d had every sense heightened, that would imply she had aspects of Elvraeth abilities. If so, wouldn’t she be able to See, Read, Listen? It was possible she could do other things as well.

      “It overwhelmed me. Sometimes it still does.”

      “Did Olandar Fahr know?” Haern asked.

      “He wanted me to observe. That’s what he trained me to do.” She sighed. “That was part of my role as his Emissary. I watched. I reported. I observed. It was all part of his plan.”

      Haern studied her for a moment. “Did he tell you what the plan was?”

      “Olandar Fahr didn’t reveal anything he thought wasn’t necessary for me to know. At the time, I learned it was better not to question.”

      Elise looked over and motioned for Haern. He guided the others toward the group of women. He wasn’t surprised to see that Marcy was among them, though Eve was not. Perhaps that was for the best. Eve could be hotheaded, and with someone like Ryn—and Tessa, he decided—having Eve around could pose dangers.

      After introducing them, Elise took his hand, guiding him away.

      “What was that about?”

      “Giving them the opportunity to get to know her better,” she said. “We have to let them make the connection.”

      “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      Elise shrugged. “I don’t know anymore. All I know is that in order for them to get to know her, and for her to get to know us, for us to make the connection in order to help her, we have to allow them time.”

      Time. With everything they’d experienced, it was possible they wouldn’t have the necessary time. He had no idea how long they had before the Shadow Queen began to push again. When she did, they would have to find a way to oppose her. If that meant fighting, they would need everyone available.

      He watched as Ryn stood with the others in the village, tension within her.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Elise said.

      “I know, I just…” He didn’t know what he felt. All he knew was that if she was a member of one of the Councils of Elders, they were going to need her help.

      “While you’re here, I’m going to check on something,” he said.

      “You’re not going to disappear on us, are you?”

      “I’m not going to disappear,” he said with a smile.

      Even though he would be leaving two Ai’thol with his people, he no longer worried about them. Not only did he not have to worry about what the Ai’thol might do, but he also didn’t worry about whether his people were strong enough.

      As he looked around the clearing, he felt a sense of lorcith moving, the way he had added that lorcith, and couldn’t help but feel as if there was potential here that hadn’t been before.

      They were safe. Because of what he had done. His change.

      And it wasn’t just him. It was because of Elise and the connection she’d formed.

      He pushed off, taking to the air, and looked below. Ryn glanced in his direction, locking eyes with him, and then she looked away.

      He pushed off again, heading north, out over the water, using the connection to lorcith he had placed. He felt the wind whipping around him. There was a freedom in traveling like this. As he traveled, he could breathe in the salt of the air, the breeze that gusted around him, and he was far more aware of the energy around him.

      That energy filled him.

      The more they traveled, the easier it was to feel the demarcation between the sections of lorcith. It was pressure, a waging battle, and he found himself drawn to it as he often was. He reached the portion where the border began to shift.

      What would happen if he went through it?

      If he went by himself, he risked being captured, alerting the Shadow Queen and her people to his presence. He had a way of fighting off their ability.

      Haern glanced behind him, looking for anyone that might be around.

      Once he passed through, he was going to have to focus on lorcith.

      The lorcith he carried with him, the coins he brought with him at all times, and even perhaps the sword, would be influenced. He didn’t believe he’d be able to withstand any attack that shifted the lorcith he carried. He could protect the lorcith around him, but that was it.

      There had to be another way.

      He started back.

      As he did, something began to shift.

      It was a strange and shimmering sense, as if there were pressure around him. Haern looked around but saw no one.

      He pushed off on the lorcith below, but something about it had changed.

      The Shadow Queen was attacking.

      He focused on the lorcith deep below the ocean, making sure it stayed connected to him, to his song, and tied to that of Ilphaesn. That was the song of lorcith he used most of all, anchoring to it, ensuring it was safe.

      He pushed, sending himself higher into the sky, but still there came the sense of resistance. Haern focused on it, letting that sense fill him, trying to gain an understanding of what was around him.

      The pressure was building. There was an attack, but why would it suddenly come now? They must’ve known he was coming.

      He checked on his lorcith, ensuring it was still connected to him, that they hadn’t had an opportunity to change it, to twist it. Once assured the lorcith within him hadn’t shifted, he decided to try another approach.

      He began to probe the sense of lorcith all around him. It was there, faint and faded. There was an attempt to mask it from him. He battered through it, and suddenly five people became visible. They were hovering in the air as he was, and they were below him. Circling around him, they held him in place.

      He felt the energy they were using and knew it was connected to the twisted lorcith.

      When he had battled the others, he had done so in a place where there had been enough lorcith for him to anchor to. Here there was no anchor.

      He focused on the lorcith he detected around him. It was there, faintly.

      And he shifted it.

      There was resistance.

      The only way he might be able to escape would be to push even higher, but he wasn’t sure he had the necessary strength. He had the ability to push, and he could go higher than his attackers, but would he be able to escape their pressure?

      What he needed was to draw them someplace where he could counter them more effectively. Whether that was to Ilphaesn or Vuahlu, or even to Asador, where there was a significant collection of that lorcith, he didn’t know.

      Haern pushed.

      He drew upon every ounce of energy he had, connecting deeply to the lorcith, letting it send him higher and higher into the sky, until his breath became short. This high, it was difficult for him to maintain a connection to anything. Pressure still built around him. Whatever they were doing to trap him still held despite his altitude and distance from them.

      There was something else he could try.

      He focused on the distant sense of lorcith, using Ilphaesn. From this high up, he could anchor, though it would be a different sort of anchor. Rather than being able to push and pull, he could only pull. Any push would propel him away, out toward the Shadow Queen’s realm. He wasn’t sure if the connection he shared with Ilphaesn would be enough to pull himself back.

      He pulled, tying to that distant sense. He drew upon that power, letting it fill him, and felt some give to the trap around him.

      He reached out for Vuahlu, straining as he did, feeling that distant mountain, the upheaval within the volcano he had tied to. He pulled.

      He wasn’t sure he could overpower the resistance. He could feel himself beginning to get drawn away.

      He held on to the anchor, tying to the sense of Ilphaesn and Vuahlu, using the lorcith out there, and pulled with more strength than he ever had before.

      The resistance was there, but he could overpower it.

      Then he was freed. He went flying uncontrolled, streaking faster and faster, high into the air.

      He started to black out.

      Haern focused on the sense of lorcith, afraid that if he were to lose consciousness, he would hurtle to the ground. He needed to maintain his control.

      He started to push, trying to slow himself, but everything was a haze around him. Haern struggled to resist, to slow himself.

      Then he started to drift off.
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      Emerging back from the space in between Slides, Lucy stopped in the clearing to see if she could feel the sense of lorcith. It was there, diminished, though something about the lorcith felt changed for her. Why should she notice that? It was as if what she detected here and what she detected in the space between Slides was different.

      If only she better understood. She thought that was important to know, though she didn’t know what it would be.

      She hurried toward Della’s home and stepped inside. Other than Jessa and Della, it was empty. Where had Darren and Neran gone?

      “Lucy Elvraeth,” Della said. “Where have you gone?”

      “I went looking for answers.” Lucy took a deep breath and looked over to Jessa. “I went to the space in between Slides, and I spoke to the Watcher there.”

      Jessa’s eyes widened, and Della only nodded.

      “She allowed me to Read her. Or I was always able to Read her. I don’t know which.”

      Della locked eyes with her and nodded.

      “What did they decide?” Lucy asked.

      “They decided they want to do whatever they can to help Rsiran,” Jessa said.

      “Even Neran?”

      Jessa nodded toward the door. “He went to see what he could do,” she said.

      Lucy stared for a moment, not sure what she could say. She had shared thoughts with the Watcher and therefore believed she could help Rsiran, but she didn’t know what it was going to take. The memories had to be there; the knowledge had to be buried within her mind.

      She had experience with searching through her own mind and thought she should be able to find it, but tracking her thoughts to uncover what she needed would be difficult.

      Jessa was watching Rsiran, and there was sadness in her eyes.

      She thought about what she had done with the Architect, the way she had dug into the connection between them, tied into that knowledge. She had to be able to do something similar now.

      She focused, preparing for what she needed to search her thoughts, Reading herself. She closed her eyes, pressing her hands together, and homed in on what she had experienced when she had Read the Watcher. She was certain the knowledge she needed was there.

      The answer came to her.

      She opened her eyes, focusing on Neran. He was outside in the clearing working on something, and she Pushed knowledge into his mind. She hadn’t used her knowledge like that before, but now she understood that it worked that way. When she had Pushed before, she had controlled. This time it was different; she was trying to ensure he was aware of what she was doing and gave him the information he needed.

      It was the same information the C’than had, the way they had tied the metals together in a manner that had created power.

      Haern likely had that knowledge, and now Lucy did as well.

      It didn’t take long before he came racing over to them, carrying several lumps of metal. He nodded at Lucy and then hurried over to Rsiran.

      “What is this?” Jessa asked.

      “This is what we need.”

      “It’s so many pieces of metal,” Jessa said.

      “It might be more than what we have used before, but I think… I think this will work,” Neran said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because Lucy told me it would,” Neran said.

      Jessa glanced at Lucy and said nothing.

      Neran began to work, pressing the metals together rather than heating them. Lucy was aware of how he was pushing. Connected to lorcith as she was through Rsiran, she felt how he was using it, the same way as she had with Rsiran. She thought she could mimic that if it came down to it.

      He was mingling aspects of the metal, and they were augmenting each other. Once that was done, he had to place that augmentation.

      He glanced over at Lucy. “I don’t know what else to do now.”

      “Now we augment him,” she said.

      The actual technique of the augmentation was one piece of information she wasn’t quite sure she had. Neran didn’t seem to know either. At this point, they had the metal but no other way of helping Rsiran. She searched through the knowledge the Watcher had given her, expecting to find what she needed. But then she realized—the Watcher hadn’t known how to place the augmentation. She had known about the metal, and that was all.

      Somehow, they were going have to place it in his head.

      “Let me help,” Della said.

      “Do you know how to do it?”

      “I know what it feels like once the augmentation has been placed,” the old Healer said.

      She held on to the lump of metal, pressing up against Rsiran’s head, and a connection flowed from her. It was different than when Rsiran was pushing on metal, but Lucy felt the Healing flowing through Rsiran. Whatever she was doing seemed to be working.

      Lucy began to push upon the lorcith too—slowly at first, a gentle touch, but the more Della worked, the more confident Lucy became. She was borrowing from Rsiran, but also from Neran, connecting to him and the way he was controlling the metal.

      Metal flowed into Rsiran, pressing through his scalp, into his head. Once it was there, she let the metal begin to stretch through him using her knowledge of the augmentation. This was something she could control. She stretched the lorcith out into thin filaments, the same as Haern had done. Now that she was within Rsiran’s mind, she could feel how the filaments needed to be stretched outward.

      Neran pushed on the metal, and she realized what he was doing. He was changing it, not just allowing her to draw it out but calling to it, seemingly doing what the metal wanted.

      She pushed and pulled, drawing the metal, Neran working alongside her, connecting to her. Della continued to use her Healing, pressing it into Rsiran.

      Then it was done.

      Neran rested his head in his hands and looked over at Rsiran.

      “Was it enough?” Jessa asked.

      “I don’t know,” Della said. “I could feel what they were doing, but…”

      Della turned toward Lucy, locking eyes with her and attempting to Read her. Lucy no longer resisted. There was no point, and she wondered if Della could borrow from her knowledge and memories the way Lucy was able to borrow from others. If she could, then Della didn’t need to ask whether Rsiran was well. She could use what Lucy was able to detect.

      There was no sense from her. It was as if Della couldn’t Reach her.

      “What do you detect?” Della asked.

      “I don’t know how much of it is from Neran and how much from Rsiran.”

      “What do you mean?” Neran asked, looking up.

      “When we were helping Rsiran, I was borrowing from you.”

      Neran glanced from Della to Lucy before frowning. “You shouldn’t be able to borrow an ability like that.”

      “You can if you’re one of the Watchers of the Council of Elders,” Lucy said.

      She Read Rsiran. There was no sense within him; he was quiet. She pressed deeper, trying to reach through a barrier, and there was a sense of the lorcith. But there was something more she needed to do.

      In order to help Rsiran, she had to find out what was weakening him. Rsiran should be powerful, healthy, and with his control over lorcith, he should be able to restore himself.

      That was what she needed to use now.

      In order to know whether she could help Rsiran further, she needed to find Haern.

      As far as she could tell, whatever had happened to him had stabilized. He was at least safe, if not completely restored. And safe was better than he had been.

      Della looked over at her. “You need to go,” the other woman said.

      Lucy nodded. “I think I need to find Haern. He has a very different understanding of lorcith these days. If anyone can help Rsiran and ensure he fully recovers, it’s him.”

      “Where would he have gone?”

      “Last I heard, he’d gone to Dreshen,” Lucy said. “There’s power there.”

      It was more than just power. It was the possibility that Olandar Fahr was there. If he was, she didn’t think Haern was going to try to battle him, though she didn’t know. Haern was one who wanted to understand before he made any sort of move, more interested in protecting his people than attacking.

      He might also have gone to the village. If he wasn’t there, Elise might be able to help. Perhaps that was what Elise needed to do.

      Jessa frowned. “Find Haern.”

      Lucy nodded, locking eyes with Della one more time, and then she Slid.
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      The village was quiet today. There was almost a somber sense to the air, and the distant sound of the ocean crashing along the shore caught Lucy’s attention. She listened, checking for the chaos within the waves. There should be something soothing about it, but for whatever reason, today there was not.

      “Lucy?”

      She turned around and found Elise approaching. She attempted to Read her, but as before, there was resistance. Ever since Haern had done whatever he had, the women had become distant to her, but today Elise seemed even more distant than before. Before, Lucy had had a muted sense of the woman; now even that was absent.

      “What happened?” Lucy asked. “I can’t Read you at all.”

      “Haern has a way of using the metal. He…” Elise shook her head, frowning. “I’m not exactly sure what to make of it, but he calls it making an alloy of the metal with us.”

      Lucy stared at the other woman. “Haern was here?”

      She nodded. “He was, but he already left.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “He said there was something he needed to do. That’s why I came to you.”

      “What happened?” Lucy could tell that something was wrong. Something about the way Elise looked at her, the discomfort in her eyes, told Lucy that she was worried about Haern. It was strange to think that with his connection to lorcith, he was able to travel so well, almost as fast as Sliding. Certainly far faster than someone without any abilities would be able to go.

      “There was an attack. He’s been looking for evidence of the Shadow Queen.”

      Had Lucy been gone for so long that she hadn’t even been aware of that? It seemed impossible to believe, but the more she looked around, the stranger things felt within the village. There was an absence of sound—more than that, an absence of anything she might be able to Read.

      That was what she had detected. It was as if Haern had shut her off from all of them.

      When he’d modified their abilities by changing the metal, he’d diminished them, muting them from her, but it hadn’t separated her nearly as much as this did.

      “I need to know all about it,” she said.

      “Haern went to Dreshen and faced people he claimed were with the Shadow Queen. He had to work with Olandar Fahr.” Elise said that with a little trepidation. “They stopped the Shadow Queen’s attack and pushed them back. Haern discovered something else. A new connection to the metal. A new way to protect us.”

      “That’s why I can’t Read any of you.”

      Elise nodded. “It changes us. It adds to our abilities, makes them more innate somehow, as if they were always supposed to be there.”

      The way she described them sounded almost as if they were the abilities of the Great Watcher.

      “I need Haern.”

      “I don’t know where he is. He’s gone silent to me.”

      If Elise had a strong ability and was somehow able to Read them, and that had suddenly changed, that meant something had happened to Haern.

      “Tell me everything.”

      “There’s not much to tell. He was here, planning his next move, and then he went off. He frequently goes off to test the borders.”

      “Test them?”

      “He uses his connection to lorcith in order to try to understand the balance. He can feel the influence the Shadow Queen tries to exert, and he pushes against it. He wants to make sure she’s stopped moving.”

      Interesting. If Haern could detect whether the Shadow Queen was moving, that would be incredibly beneficial. If Haern was able to control the metal that effectively, then Lucy was going to have to find him, though she no longer knew if she would be able to Read him and borrow his knowledge. It might be up to Haern to use the knowledge himself.

      She took a deep breath, looking around the clearing. There was no sense of danger here, and the people here were safe.

      How was she going to find Haern?

      “Why are you looking for him?” Elise asked.

      “So I can help his father.”

      Elise nodded slowly. “I’m sure Haern would want to be a part of that.”

      “I’m not sure there’s any way for us to help him otherwise.”

      “I will let you know when he returns.”

      Lucy frowned. “How will you let me know?”

      “I will let you know.”

      A strange surge of something came through Lucy, and it seemed to summon her to the village. She frowned again.

      “You can still use that on me even though I’ve been augmented?”

      “I don’t know that your augmentation does anything to prevent me from using my ability. My ability seems to be tied to the connection we share. Even after Haern modified the others, I can still feel them, so I have to believe whatever else has happened hasn’t prevented me from maintaining that connection. There might be something else. Eve could help you,” Elise said.

      “Eve is back?” Last Lucy had known, Eve had been in Dreshen.

      Elise nodded. “She returned. Haern brought her.”

      Lucy followed Elise to a small building on the outskirts of the village. Elise knocked and the door came open, Eve storming out. Her dark green eyes blazed with irritation, so at least that much hadn’t changed for her. When she saw Lucy, she frowned.

      “It’s about time you returned.”

      “I didn’t mean to be gone for so long. I was trapped in the space between Slides. I couldn’t escape.”

      She studied the other woman, unable to detect anything from her. Maybe Eve could help. Eve had always had a strong connection to lorcith, but never so strong as to replicate what Haern could do. She had no idea what the other woman was able to do now that Haern had changed her.

      “I need you to help Lucy,” Elise said. “She’s trying to aid Haern’s father.”

      That seemed to motivate Eve. She stepped forward, and pain surged through Lucy. She gasped. Everything within her throbbed, heat rolling through her, yet there came a sudden connection, as if everything were bonded to her. She looked from Eve to Elise, trying to understand what was taking place. She fought, but even that was not necessary. She could feel something happening to the lorcith, and because she had that distant connection to Rsiran, she thought she might be able to use it. There was no way for her to overpower what they were doing to her. They continued to push on her, sending energy into her, and there was increasing pain, heat, and a surge of agony.

      Lucy cried out. She knew they weren’t attacking her, but whatever they were doing was painful. Was this what Haern had done to them?

      She had a hard time thinking that the others would have allowed him to do that. They wouldn’t have wanted so much pain after what they had gone through, but then, perhaps this wasn’t anything compared to the torment they’d already experienced.

      She breathed out and tried to hold on to the connection to lorcith, but it slipped away from her. The lorcith within her began to change, and she cried out. If they stole that sense from her, she would no longer have that connection she’d once possessed.

      Would she lose her ability to Read? Would she lose her ability to Slide as effectively as she wanted?

      There came a distant soothing sense, and she realized it came from Elise. She was trying to reassure Lucy. But pain and fear coursed through her, and she felt she had to find some way to overpower what was happening.

      And yet, there was nothing she could do.

      Lucy stopped fighting, letting the pain and torment flow through her. And then it was gone. Suddenly, the sense of voices all around filled her mind.

      Reading.

      She focused for a moment, testing whether she could Slide, and when she was able to do that, she looked over to Eve.

      “What did you do to me?”

      “Elise said you wanted to have yourself modified.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “All you need to know is that we have made it so the metal within you can’t be influenced.”

      “I thought Haern had already done that.”

      “Haern had done everything he thought he was able to do, but it wasn’t until he began to understand the nature of the alloy that he found a way to do more.” She glanced to Elise. “Were it not for her, you wouldn’t have been able to tolerate it.”

      “I did as much as I could, but diffusing that much pain is difficult. There’s only so many of us who can remove it.”

      “I don’t understand what you did.”

      “You don’t have to understand,” Eve said.

      “From the way Haern tells it, the Shadow Queen won’t be able to influence the metal within you in this way,” Elise said.

      Lucy looked around. The voices around her were muted but no longer absent as they had been before. Her connection to her abilities was greater. Perhaps she was able to Slide even better than she could before. Had she been modified once again?

      Considerable power worked through her. She could feel it, the energy she was fighting against, and knew that whatever else happened, she had to better understand its nature.

      “I’m going to need your help,” she said to Eve. “Until we know what happened to Haern, we’re going to need you to help his father.”

      Elise nodded at Eve, and the other woman shrugged.

      Lucy grabbed for Eve and Slid.
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      They reached Elaeavn quickly, and Lucy held on to Eve. The other woman hadn’t been to Elaeavn as far as Lucy knew, and part of her was concerned about bringing her here, knowing she’d blamed Elaeavn for her trauma. She studied her as they emerged within the clearing in the forest.

      “What is it?” Eve asked.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were fine.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be fine?”

      “I don’t know. I…”

      Eve snorted, shaking her head. “You don’t have to worry about me, Lucy. I can tolerate being here.”

      “Just tolerate?”

      “Am I supposed to do more than that?”

      Lucy considered a response, but there wasn’t much to say. “Thank you for your willingness to come.”

      “If this is for Haern, then I’m willing to do it.”

      Lucy wished that she could better Read Eve. There was a hint of emotion from her, though it was difficult for her to know exactly what it was.

      “In here,” she said, guiding Eve into the room. Rsiran was there, no different than he had been before, though it was just Della and Jessa with him now.

      Della looked up, frowning at Lucy. “Something is different,” she said.

      “It turns out Haern has a different understanding of the metal.” She nodded to Eve. “And she understands that as well.”

      “Even different than what you knew?” Della asked.

      “I never understood the metal the way Haern did. Anything I knew came from Rsiran.”

      Eve glanced over, frowning at her. “What do you mean that you had an understanding of the metal?”

      “I think that’s part of my ability. I’m able to use what I can Read from others, and I can draw it through them.”

      “You can control the metal now?”

      “Not the same way that you can, but… yes.”

      Eve pressed her lips together in a tight line, shaking her head slowly. “It’s not really fair, is it?”

      “Why not?”

      “You were already incredibly powerful. Now you can do the same thing we can.”

      Lucy held her gaze a moment before she turned toward Rsiran. “Has anything worked?”

      “Nothing more than what I’ve already done for him,” she said.

      Jessa leaned forward, looking worn out from everything she’d been through. Lucy wished there was something she could do for her—take some of her pain away, perhaps alleviate her distress.

      “What now?” Lucy asked.

      “I just have to see if I can help him. Unfortunately, I don’t have the same connection that Elise has, but—”

      “I can help with that,” Lucy said.

      She wasn’t sure if she would be able to reach Elise, but if she could, she could draw that sensation from Rsiran. A sense of connection came slowly, different than what she was able to Read normally. She was aware of what the other woman was able to do, the way Elise could connect to others all around them.

      As she focused on her, an understanding came to her. It seemed to unlock something within her, flowing through her to Rsiran.

      She nodded to Eve. “I think it’s going to work.”

      Eve frowned. “If you say so.”

      She started to control the lorcith.

      At first, it was subtle, little more than a shifting of the metal. The sense of the lorcith within Rsiran began to change.

      Having an even more powerful Rsiran might be beneficial. The Watchers had called him a Guardian, but perhaps Rsiran was something more than that. Maybe Rsiran could be one of the Watchers, could sit upon the Council of Elders the same way she, Haern, and Daniel did.

      Something came through her connection to Elise. It was a strange sensation. It seemed to her the other woman wanted Lucy to know something.

      “I’m finding resistance,” Eve said. “It’s difficult for me to do anything.”

      Lucy frowned. If there was resistance, it would limit everything they intended to do. Any attempt to merge the metal within him would be ineffective.

      “Is there anything you can do?” she asked Della.

      “Maybe, but I might need Darren in order to do this.”

      “Who is Darren?” Eve asked.

      “Another Healer,” Lucy said to Eve. Turning back to Della, she asked, “Where would I find him?”

      “In the city. The palace.”

      Lucy frowned and focused on the palace, then Slid.

      She emerged in the courtyard outside the palace, finding it empty, then Slid again, appearing inside the doorway. It had been a while since she’d been here.

      She focused on the thoughts within the palace. Surprisingly, some of them were muted to her—far more than she would’ve expected. She headed through the marble halls, glancing from sculpture to sculpture made of lorcith, remnants of Rsiran’s work.

      Within Elaeavn, everyone had a way of protecting their mind, though not all were equally skilled.

      She searched for Darren. He had held one of the crystals and had been given the ability to Heal, but he’d never been a Reader, at least not a strong one. If he was here, that meant he was trying to Heal someone—in which case Lucy would be interrupting.

      She found him on one of the upper levels and headed up there, then paused. This level would lead to Cael Elvraeth’s quarters. She didn’t like interrupting, especially as Cael Elvraeth led the Council, but this was urgent.

      Focusing on the sense of what she could detect from Darren, she Slid, emerging in a small bedroom. A young woman sat upon her bed, and Darren sat next to her, holding her hand. As she Read him, she could feel the way he was trying to Heal, pushing through her. It was strange, but she recognized the young woman. She’d seen her before.

      “Talia,” she said. The name came to her mind because she was borrowing from Darren.

      The other Healer looked up at her with deep green eyes in his youthful face. A gray cloak hung over his shoulders, and he carried himself with a stiff posture. He stiffened even more when he saw Lucy.

      “Lucy Elvraeth, what are you doing here?”

      “Della needs you.”

      “Why would Della need me?”

      “Rsiran.”

      He got to his feet, glancing over at Talia. “I’m sorry, Talia, but I will have to return.”

      “Of course,” she said.

      Lucy held Talia’s eyes for a moment and detected another hint of muted conversation in the back of the other woman’s mind. She realized why that should be. Talia had been augmented.

      “Lucy?” Darren asked.

      She took a deep breath, grabbing Darren, and they Slid. They emerged in the cottage, and Darren went running to Rsiran. He and Della pressed their hands on his chest, healing washing through him.

      “How is it?” she asked.

      “This is harder than the others,” Darren said. “It’s almost as if…”

      “It’s almost as if the augmentation was placed by someone who didn’t know what they were doing?” Lucy said.

      Eve looked up, locking eyes with her, and then nodded.

      “Because it wasn’t. We did it to try to save him.” Eve studied her, and Lucy went on. “Because of whatever happened to him. We were trapped in the place between Slides. Since we returned, he has been suffering.”

      Eve turned her attention back to Rsiran. There was nothing Lucy could do, so while Darren and Della continued to work with Rsiran, she took her leave and headed back to the palace.

      She emerged within Talia’s room, curiosity overcoming her. Talia looked at her as if unsurprised that she would appear.

      “You knew I would come,” Lucy said.

      The other woman nodded. She had dark hair and eyes and the same lovely features as Cael Elvraeth. As Lucy attempted to Read Talia, there was a sense of resistance.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Other than having an augmentation forced upon me?”

      “It was forced?”

      Talia nodded. “They wanted to use me against my parents.”

      “I’m sorry you had something forced on you. I know what that’s like.” Even as she said it, she couldn’t help but feel as if forcing an augmentation on Rsiran was similar, although he might not have survived otherwise.

      “I can’t Read anything of you,” Talia said.

      “No,” Lucy said.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because of the nature of my augmentation.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s been changed.”

      “Can you change mine?”

      “I can’t, but there are some who can.”

      “I didn’t even know if I wanted it, but now…” Talia looked down at her hands, twisting the fabric of her dress. “It’s strange to feel that way. I didn’t really want this, but now that I have it, I can’t imagine living without it.”

      “I suspect many of us feel that way.”

      “Many of us?”

      Lucy took a seat next to her on the bed. “I don’t know how many people in Elaeavn were forced to take an augmentation.”

      “Many were,” Talia said.

      “That’s what I feared.” At least that explained why there were so many muted voices within the palace. “There are others who experienced something similar. Fortunately, they have begun to understand the nature of their connections.”

      “Because you have others who can help them.”

      “Because they share something.” Lucy frowned. They shared something, but she didn’t. She had brought them all together and had helped to create the connection, but she wasn’t part of it. That troubled her, though perhaps it shouldn’t. She was never really one of them, though she had been much like them.

      She had set herself apart, coming and going, working with the C’than, but as a result, she had never really gained the same sense of community that Elise and the others had.

      Perhaps that was why Eve favored Haern. He had been there, staying with Elise. When he was there, he would have been committed to her and the village. When Lucy had been there, she had been conflicted. There was always the threat she would leave again. Elaeavn wasn’t home for her, but perhaps even the village was not.

      “What is it?” Talia asked. “I can see from your face there is something wrong.”

      “What can you see?”

      “It’s the tension around the corners of your eyes. It’s the way your mouth is set. There are many different signals. My father taught me to recognize them.”

      “Why did your parents hide you?”

      “They didn’t want anyone to be able to use me.”

      “How did they hide you?”

      “It doesn’t take much for someone who can Push as effectively as my mother.”

      Of course Cael would be able to Push. She was incredibly powerful as a Reader, and Lucy’s experience had taught that those who could Read were also skilled at Pushing.

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work.”

      “To be honest, I think my parents are relieved. They didn’t like that they had to hide me. My mother recognized dangers to allowing me to be out in the open, especially when I was young, but as I’ve gotten older and have begun to better understand the nature of my abilities, they wanted to bring me back into the city.” Talia forced a smile. “But then, I wonder if they really want me here, or if they would prefer for me to be in the forest.”

      “Why wouldn’t they want you here?”

      “There are dangers within the palace, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      Lucy nodded. There were always people scheming within the palace, and though the Elvraeth were all related in some distant way, they fought, jockeying for position, all struggling to ensure that one family would supersede another. Lucy’s father had always been willing to pretend he was content to remain in the background, but he was no different, scheming the same way so many others did.

      “Where are your parents?”

      “My father is somewhere in the city,” Talia said, squeezing her eyes shut. She tilted her head to the side, and Lucy Read her, focusing on what she was doing.

      The other woman was Reading, though her ability was still incomplete. She was not unskilled, though she didn’t have a gentle touch. When she was using her ability to look for Galen, she went searching through the city with a force. Lucy Pushed, just a hint, but enough to help Talia recognize what she was doing.

      The other woman sucked in a breath. “I didn’t realize,” she whispered.

      “That’s something your mother could teach you.”

      “My mother has been busy with the Council. Ever since the attack, she’s wanted to do everything she can to ensure there wouldn’t be another one.”

      “I’m sure she will secure the safety of the city,” Lucy said.

      “She will. And I will.”

      Talia smiled. The sense of warmth and contentment she had when thinking of her parents was impressive. It was something that Lucy had never shared.

      She patted Talia’s hand, getting to her feet, and focused on Della and Darren and the way they were Healing Rsiran. Perhaps they would succeed, and she could return to him, but what if they didn’t?

      She would have to find Haern. Perhaps she needed to find him regardless.

      She took a deep breath and nodded to Talia. “Thank you for letting me interrupt.”

      “When you see Darren, have him return.”

      “Why was he here?”

      “Headaches,” Talia whispered.

      “I understand. I had the same thing. Once we have an opportunity, I will send one of my people to come and work with you. They should be able to help with those headaches.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It worked for me.”

      Whether it was Eve or Haern, someone would have to shift the nature of the metal so that Talia didn’t have to suffer the same way Lucy had for so long.

      She focused on Eve, on Della and Darren, and on the changes within Rsiran, but there was nothing she was able to pick up on. She could feel Eve’s frustration.

      It was time for her to return.

      She Slid, appearing back within the cottage, where she remained against the wall, watching the efforts to work with Rsiran and feeling the way the people here cared about him, the emotion they shared. She wondered if she would have people care for her in the same way. If she didn’t, what was the purpose of all of this?

      As much as she tried to push those thoughts away, they stayed with her.
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      Water lapped at her feet. Lucy hadn’t been to the shores of Elaeavn in some time. There was a time when she couldn’t have imagined going anywhere else, though she had also wanted to explore the world beyond the boundaries of Elaeavn. She and Haern had planned to explore together, believing that, because of her ability to Slide, they could go anywhere.

      What would that person she had once been think about her now?

      Lucy had changed considerably since she had left Elaeavn. She was connected to something greater, bound to two people she had never expected. She felt as if she were a part of something in a way she had never imagined.

      And yet, she was still alone.

      When she was younger, pursued by Daniel Elvraeth, part of her had always thought she would marry him, partly because he had courted her with such vigor, and partly because her parents had made it clear they wanted that union.

      Since she had left, she had no longer felt that same desire, though there had never really been a desire for Daniel Elvraeth.

      More than that, he had moved on. He had found someone else. His ties to Rayen made sense. They fit each other far better than she ever could have fit him. Seeing him happy, seeing him no longer alone, she wanted something similar. She wanted to find happiness, but what was happiness for her?

      Happiness involved ensuring the people she offered protection to were safe. Happiness involved understanding how to use her abilities. Happiness involved stopping the dangers taking place around them.

      There wasn’t time for herself.

      She breathed out, looking around the shoreline. There were ships out in the sea, bobbing softly. It always amused her to think of how many ships were here, how they weren’t nearly as isolated as they had long believed.

      She wandered along the shoreline, taking in the sight of the city, every so often glancing back out at the water. A sense of the others in the forest came to her, that of Eve, Darren, and even the vague sense of Della.

      Rsiran would be fine. Eve had helped, though she hadn’t been able to stretch the lorcith fully throughout him. Perhaps it was something about Rsiran. He was unique among them. The augmentation had been placed differently as well, because of her and Neran, and adding a Healing from Della. Because of that, there might be no way for them to change the metal within him. They might need to find Haern for that.

      “I like to come here as well,” a voice said.

      Lucy looked behind her and frowned. It was Brusus, Haern’s uncle, and she was surprised to see him here. His eyes flickered, going from flat green to a deep green as if he were trying to Push, yet she felt no sense of that. His mind was distant to her, though she could feel a hint of his thoughts. She didn’t dig. There was no point in it. She had been around Brusus often enough that she understood him.

      “I haven’t seen you around in quite some time,” Brusus said.

      “I’ve been preoccupied,” she said.

      “From what I hear, you have been preoccupied the same way that Haern has been.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “And where is Haern?”

      She shook her head. “If only I knew. We’ve been looking for him, but he’s been missing.”

      Brusus clasped his hands behind his back, turning to stare out at the water. “I used to spend considerable time down here. I worked along the shores, you know.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said.

      “Perhaps not. Haern wouldn’t know the stories as well as his father would, and his father never liked to talk about them.”

      “He wasn’t around.”

      “No, he wasn’t.” Brusus breathed out heavily. “I hear you’ve been responsible for trying to help him.”

      Was that what this was about? It was strange that Brusus would come to her, question her, yet that was what this felt like. She could feel his attempt to Read her, though she was able to block it with ease. She didn’t want Brusus digging into her mind, knowing her fears, the thoughts she had when she was standing here alone at the shoreline, lamenting her loneliness.

      It wasn’t as if she would even change anything. What had happened to her had occurred for a reason. She believed that now.

      She had to wonder if the Watchers had been part of it. She knew they had been influencing Olandar Fahr, so they were probably involved in the way he had used her, the way he had essentially triggered her to get the augmentation.

      But that wasn’t quite right. Olandar Fahr wasn’t responsible for what had happened to her. It was the C’than.

      Perhaps the Watchers weren’t involved.

      But then, somehow she’d been pulled into it.

      Maybe that was why she hadn’t been welcomed as a member of the Council of Elders at first. Maybe they questioned whether she deserved it.

      “You’re quiet,” Brusus said.

      “I have a lot on my mind,” Lucy said.

      “Would you like to share?”

      She sighed. “I don’t know that I have time.”

      “There’s always time to share. There’s always time for food and drink. Sometimes taking a moment to yourself, to gather yourself, gives you the opportunity to figure out what you need to do next.” He flashed a smile. “And even though I can’t Read you”—there was something in the way he said it that hinted at irritation—“I get the sense you need to come to terms with what you must do next.”

      Lucy couldn’t deny it. She had no idea what she needed to do, as much as she was trying to figure that out. Somehow, she was going to have to find a way to reach the others on the Council. That involved finding Daniel Elvraeth, and Haern, and anyone else who might be involved.

      “Come with me, Lucy Elvraeth,” Brusus urged.

      She took one last look at the water before joining him. There was no harm in going with him, and he was right. It might be beneficial for her to relax even if it was only for a moment, to prepare for what would come next. She had no idea what that would be, but she couldn’t help but feel as if she were going to be manipulated in ways she couldn’t predict.

      Brusus led her to a tavern. Lucy had been here with Haern before and knew the cooking was good. When they stepped inside, Brusus motioned for her to take a seat at one of the high-top tables. An older woman came out from the back, Haern’s aunt, and when she saw Brusus, she nodded and then hurried back into the kitchen, returning with a tray laden with food.

      She set it in front of Lucy. “Eat what you can.” When Lucy frowned, she smiled. “You helped Rsiran.”

      With that, the other woman disappeared back in the kitchen.

      Brusus took a seat across from Lucy, resting his elbows on the table. He reached for the cup of dice that sat on the table and shook it gently, tipping the contents out onto the tabletop.

      He smiled to himself. “When I was younger, working with Rsiran, there were times when we thought we were facing impossible odds.”

      “Because of the Hjan?”

      Brusus nodded. “We didn’t understand them, and I suppose I still don’t. They were after power, but I’m not entirely sure what kind of power.”

      Lucy had come to believe the Hjan were a part of the Ai’thol, though she wasn’t sure if that was accurate. What was more likely was that the Hjan had been used by the Ai’thol, the same way others had been used by them. Olandar Fahr would’ve taken any opportunity to use anyone if he thought it would be beneficial to his cause.

      “Rsiran took so much upon himself, yet he didn’t need to.” Brusus shook his head before scooping the dice off the table and shaking them again. “We could help, though he wasn’t willing to allow us. Rsiran thought he needed to protect everyone. I suppose that’s the same way you feel.”

      “I don’t know that it’s my role to protect everyone.”

      Brusus looked up, locking eyes with her. For a moment, his eyes fluttered from a deep green to a fainter color. “I suppose you don’t. You and Haern are different. You recognize that each of you has your own strength.”

      “What are you trying to get at?”

      Brusus shrugged. “I feel I’m no longer a part of any of this. There is a point where you realize you’re not able to do the things you once thought you could do, and…” He tipped the dice out onto the table and let out a sigh. “Unfortunately, I still think I could be useful, though I don’t know if I should be. Does that make any sense to you?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, I guess what I’m getting at is that you and Haern have come to realize you need to count on others to work with you. That’s a gift, you know.”

      “I suppose,” she said.

      “Rsiran often went off, thinking he could sneak around behind our backs. There were times when he needed to do that. There were times when we wouldn’t have been able to do what he did, but there were other times when we could’ve made it easier on him. Have you experienced anything like that?”

      She knew she needed to gather the others for the Council of Elders and that she wasn’t going to end this fighting without them, but she wasn’t entirely sure what it was going to take.

      “There are times when I get lost,” Brusus went on.

      Lucy looked up, taking a bite of food. “I don’t know that I’m lost,” she said in between bites.

      “You probably know better than most, but there is a difference between knowing where you are and knowing who you are.”

      Lucy frowned at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m not trying to disparage you, Lucy Elvraeth. I’m just trying to offer you a little insight.”

      She frowned at him, wondering if he knew something. Then again, she knew he was close with Della. If anyone would know something about her, it would be the Healer.

      “You’ve been talking to Della,” she said.

      “Maybe I have,” he said, smiling. “And if Haern were here, I would probably have the same conversation with him.”

      “Why?”

      “Mostly because none of us can understand what you’re going through, but we understand that change is difficult. Everything you’ve been dealing with—none of us can fully know what it means. What we do understand is that something has changed for you. We would like to help you in whatever way we can.”

      “By telling me that I’m lost?”

      “Well, perhaps not that, though I can see that something troubles you.”

      Lucy stared. She was troubled, though perhaps not for the reason he thought. She didn’t know who else she needed to work with or who she could trust. Maybe that was what Brusus was trying to get at—that she might not know who she could trust, but she had to find some way to trust someone.

      She took another bite, enjoying the food. Haern’s aunt really was a good cook. While Della was a decent cook, she had nothing on Haern’s aunt.

      Brusus sat watching her. Every so often, he picked up the dice, shaking and rolling them. Most of the time, they were scattered, but every so often, it seemed as if he came up with the same roll. She wondered whether he was controlling them in some way.

      She took another bite, looking at Brusus. “How long are you going to watch me?”

      “As long as you allow it,” he said, smiling.

      “You can’t Read me,” she said.

      “I believe that.”

      “You don’t even have to ask why?”

      “From what I understand, you have an augmentation that’s changed things for you, Lucy Elvraeth. I believe it has created a barrier that prevents me from Reading you.” Brusus shrugged, smiling at her. “Or maybe it’s that you’re so powerful an Elvraeth I wouldn’t be able to Read you anyway.”

      She grunted. “I can see why Rsiran and you got along.”

      “We didn’t always—not until he had a sense of himself.”

      “I still struggle with who I am,” she admitted.

      “We all do, but over time, you will come to accept who you are and what it means. I have faith, Lucy Elvraeth, that you will make the right choice.”

      He leaned back, tipping the dice again and sending them scattered across the table. They came up two ones.

      Brusus winked at her. “Watcher’s eyes.”

      Lucy stared at them, thinking that wasn’t a coincidence. Whatever else Brusus was doing, whatever message he was trying to give her, it was tied to that.

      Did that mean he knew she was now bound to the Watchers?

      How could he?

      “Enjoy your meal, Lucy Elvraeth. And know you are never alone.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      “Do you?”

      She looked up, meeting Brusus’s eyes, and they flickered from deep green to something else. She couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more within his eyes, some knowledge he had.

      “I know that I’m not alone, but sometimes…”

      Brusus smiled at her, nodding. “Sometimes we all feel alone. When you feel that way, search for those who care about you. You have many who do.”

      “Thank you, Brusus.”

      “I should be the one thanking you. From what I gather, whatever you’re intending will be dangerous.”

      Lucy breathed out and leaned forward, taking another bite. “I don’t know how dangerous it will be.”

      “Dangerous enough, I suspect, that you shouldn’t be alone in what you’re doing.”

      “I won’t be.”

      “Good.”

      Brusus disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Lucy with her tray of food. It was strange—she hadn’t realized she was feeling so down, or that she needed that reassurance from Brusus, but she felt much better than before.

      She got to her feet. She needed to get back to work. It was time to find the others who served the Council. When she did, she could take the next step. Lucy had no idea what that would be, only that it would be a difficult task.

      There were people who cared about her, as Brusus had reminded her. It was time to find her help. All of it. Then they had to find the other Council. They had to find the other place like that within Elaeavn, that within the tree, within the strange distant city, and even the cave. And somehow, they had to find another person who could sit upon the Council.

      She glanced toward the kitchen and wished she could Read Brusus better, but all she sensed was contentment. Perhaps that was enough. Doing what she needed to do would bring her own sort of contentment.
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      Haern opened his eyes. Everything was dark. Everything within him ached. Where was he?

      As far as he knew, he had gone far off course. He had not controlled his landing as he normally needed to.

      He was alive, though.

      He tried to sit up, but his body didn’t move the way it should. Everything throbbed; pain coursed through him. He leaned over, vomiting.

      Maybe he’d been injured worse than he’d realized.

      Haern tried to blink, opening his eyes again, but there was nothing out there.

      It was dark.

      He focused on the sense of lorcith. There was metal around him, he could feel it, but he wasn’t sure where he was.

      Could he use the song of the lorcith?

      As he focused, listening, he thought there was a familiar aspect to it, but he was uncertain that it was really there. Perhaps what he detected was something else.

      Taking a deep breath, he focused inward. With his augmentation and his connection to lorcith, he thought he should be able to determine whether he was injured or not. Haern tried to move, to focus on the pain, but it coursed through him, more than what he could tolerate. Attempting to move again sent more pain surging through him, overwhelming him.

      He used that sense of the metal, trying to trail it through him, seeking to understand what had happened and how badly injured he was. It was possible he might be able to track what had happened. If he could, then perhaps he would be able to save himself.

      The metal was there.

      For a moment, he’d worried that something had happened to the metal, or to the connection he shared with the lorcith, but it remained intact, still coursing through him. He tested it for a moment to see whether there was any change to his connection, whether the song had been shifted, but nothing seemed different. There had to be some way for him to use it.

      Haern listened to the metal, focusing on the way it flowed through him and letting the awareness fill him. The metal was there, the alloy that coursed through him, a part of him. He listened for the song, testing whether there was any way he could use that to better understand what was taking place.

      The sense of lorcith all around him was what he needed to borrow from. Haern focused on it and drew that sense to him. As he did, he could feel it.

      There was power to it.

      He pushed.

      The sense of pain intensified and caused him to cry out, but the metal within him guided him. It showed him how things should be within him, and how things were now. He continued to push, then pull, and then warmth flowed through him—the same sort of warmth that had come to him when he had tried to solidify his connection to the metal, but not nearly as painful this time.

      Haern continued to push and pull, using the song of the lorcith to hum within his mind, filling him with an awareness of it once again. Haern held on to that connection.

      It cried out against him.

      He screamed. His voice was hoarse, and then that cleared.

      Something moved.

      It took a moment to realize it was his leg. He hadn’t even been aware that his leg was bent awkwardly, but as he pushed through the lorcith, letting it flow through him, he became aware of how it was changing, shifting, and the way his leg returned to its normal shape.

      How badly had he been injured?

      Breathing out, Haern held on to that metal, letting it roll through him.

      He had to focus. Everything within him hurt, and he wasn’t sure if he could withstand what was taking place, or what he was trying to do. As he continued to push and pull, trying to correct the nature of the lorcith that was flowing through him, he didn’t know if he had the strength.

      He had to find it, to control it, and then he might be able to restore himself. The song of lorcith continued to change, flowing through him. As it did, he waited, checking to see if he was restored.

      There was an edge to the song. He listened to the lorcith around him and realized something was off. The lorcith around him had a different song.

      Had something happened to him? At this point, he wasn’t sure if his song or that of the lorcith around him was right.

      What he needed was to remember.

      All he knew was that he was restoring himself as he pushed and pulled on the metal. He could feel his energy returning, drawing through the sense of lorcith all around him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that his actions were causing even greater problems.

      It was possible that the lorcith he was calling upon was changing him, shifting him. If so, then he was strengthening the Shadow Queen by altering himself.

      Haern couldn’t see anything, so he focused on the lorcith and what he could See. This was one aspect of his abilities he hadn’t paid as much attention to since he had been altered; now he realized he should have spent more time trying to understand it.

      Gradually, his vision changed, and he was able to make out gradations of contrast.

      At first it was bright and dark, nothing more than that. Haern sat up. The pain was still there, though less severe than it had been.

      As he focused on that sense, feeling for the agony that had been there, he pushed on the awareness of the metal within him, holding on to it. He got to his feet and stood for a moment, focusing, letting the sense of that pain fill him and using that awareness to try to look past it. He thought he might be able to overcome what was happening to him.

      Power surged around him. That wasn’t imagined. His vision cleared even more, and the bright and dark began to leave him with gradations of color. He took a deep breath, steadying himself.

      Those gradations started to become clearer. The longer he pushed and pulled on the sense of metal within him, the more his vision was restored.

      He had restored himself. If nothing else, the injury had taught him that he was able to control the lorcith within himself enough that he could heal himself. Had he suddenly become a Healer?

      The idea surprised him, yet he couldn’t help but think that was what it was. Was this how Della and Darren used Healing? Did they somehow tie into lorcith?

      The Healing was certainly linked to some aspect of the crystals, which were tied to some part of the Council of Elders, and because of that, they had to all be related. But understanding that nature, the connection between it all, was more than Haern thought he could do.

      He breathed in, and the sense of the lorcith continued rolling through him. He pushed, letting the sense of lorcith flow through him, wash over him. He was able to draw that power through him and thought he could restore himself completely.

      All of a sudden, everything clarified.

      His sight intensified.

      He looked around. He was in a dark, rocky field. It didn’t look like Ilphaesn, and the sense of lorcith from it didn’t strike him as that of Ilphaesn, even though he had been pulling on lorcith in that place when trying to free himself from the Shadow Queen and her attackers.

      Was it Vuahlu?

      Haern looked around, focusing on that song, on the sense of lorcith. He had enough experience with the volcano that he thought he should be able to tell, but that didn’t seem right either.

      There were other places of lorcith, but this one was different. Had it been tainted?

      He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and looked around. The sky was dark and cloudy, yet something about it was off. He took a few steps, and everything moved past him quickly, as if he’d been pushing on metal as he was walking.

      Where was this? Wherever he was, it was someplace unique. Was he trapped by the Shadow Queen? They’d had a hold of him before this had happened. But as he looked around him, he didn’t think so. When he had been holding on to the sense of lorcith from both Vuahlu and Ilphaesn, he’d had no impression of the Shadow Queen pulling him toward her. And the way he had flown would have taken him toward Ilphaesn or Vuahlu, or at least toward lorcith that he had detected; instead, he was here.

      Wherever here was.

      He took a deep breath. Even the air smelled strange. He hadn’t noticed it before, but then he had been so focused on his injuries he wasn’t sure he would have. There was something taking place around here, but wherever it was, it didn’t seem to be any location he’d been before.

      Could it be where Lucy had taken him? It didn’t look like the city, yet there was lorcith around, as there had been in that place.

      A different thought came to him, one that troubled him. This place reminded him of one he’d visited before, a place that had been filled with power. And if this was that place, if it was somehow twisted in that way, then all of this was a disaster.

      How could he have managed to get caught in the place between Slides?
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      As Haern wandered, there was a sense of rapid movement, almost faster than what should be possible. Everything in this land was bleak and dark. The sky remained cloudy, with nothing but a gray light that filtered around him. He was increasingly certain he was in the place in between Slides, though he remained completely confused about how he had ended up here.

      He searched for some way to free himself, but he was unable to Slide. Without that ability, he wasn’t going to escape from here on his own.  Someone would have to find him, but they would have to pause in between Slides and come searching for him. The only people he knew were capable of that were Lucy and his father. If they weren’t aware that he was missing or had no idea where to search for him, then it was unlikely anyone would save him.

      He had tried to reach Elise countless times, but the place in between Slides had separated them, severing him from his connection to Elise and the others, though he didn’t understand how such a thing was possible.

      The more he wandered, the more hopeless things felt. What would it be like, trapped here? As far as he could tell, there was no food. He hadn’t seen any animals, and the plants were strange, withered and twisted. Even stranger, he wasn’t really hungry.

      There had to be something for him to find here. Every time he reached another pocket of lorcith, he would pause and focus on it, searching for the nature of the song, but even that was off. Haern no longer questioned why, recognizing that the nature of the song was altered because this place was different.

      There came another sense of lorcith that built toward him, and he headed toward it, searching for anything he might be able to uncover. Little was familiar to him in this strange and foreign land. He understood there was a strangeness to it, but there should be a sense of familiarity as well.

      That was what he needed to find. He needed to find something he could use. Was it Ilphaesn? If he went to the village, then maybe he could reach Elise.

      He still had no idea where he was. The only thing he recognized was that everything seemed to move past him more rapidly than it should. There came a sense of power, but he had no idea what it was or whether it was real or imagined. He remembered what his father had said about this place. It was where his namesake had died, and Rsiran hadn’t been able to save him. Haern wondered what would happen if he were to die.

      Perhaps it would be impossible for him to die in this place.

      He focused on the sense of lorcith. He had to use that in order to navigate. If he could understand the lorcith, if he could use it to triangulate where he was, then perhaps he could find Ilphaesn, and from there he could reach the village.

      The only problem was that once he reached the village, there might not be anyone capable of Sliding him to safety. They had people of power, people who had significant knowledge, but they didn’t have many people who understood how to Slide in between.

      What he needed to do was find Lucy.

      He focused on the sense of lorcith and then began to push and pull his way. Traveling even faster than he did outside this realm, he came to a stop near an enormous pocket of lorcith. As he focused on the metal, trying to gauge whether he had visited this place before, he found nothing familiar. Haern pushed off, hovering in the air, and it felt as if there were some sort of resistance to how high he could travel. He could feel everything around him, and he stretched, straining for another sense of lorcith. He reached for some distant location, and though it was there, he wondered if he would be able to pull himself to it.

      Drawing on the sense of lorcith, letting it fill him, he was pulled along. When he stopped, he was in another pocket of lorcith, and much like the last one, it had a different song to it. Haern wondered if there was any way he could use it. He tried to push higher, but there was the ongoing sense of resistance. More and more, Haern thought some aspect of this place was designed to prevent him from getting too high; he had to figure out what that was and how he could overcome it.

      Hadn’t he overwhelmed the resistance in the other world?

      It was tied to his understanding of lorcith.

      Perhaps it was related to the fact that the lorcith here was different than that in the outside world. The song of it was different, and if he could allow himself to shift with that song, he might be able to escape, though he didn’t know if that would be safe to do. It was probably better to avoid that. It was better to deal with the limitations in this place and continue to move on.

      Haern focused as he went, searching for another pocket of lorcith. There had to be something similar to Ilphaesn. The strangeness was almost predictable. If he could use it, he might be able to find his way.

      Pausing at the next pocket of lorcith, he focused, listening to the way it called him. That was the key when it came to lorcith. In this case, the understanding was the most difficult part, and he waited. He walked in a steady circle, holding his arms out to his sides, his stance wide, using the sense of lorcith that battered against him.

      As he listened to the song, he had no choice but to attempt to shift the lorcith within him, changing the way it resonated with the song. There was a soft change, a part of him spinning, and then he felt the pressure of lorcith explode all around. He breathed out a sigh of relief. The sense of lorcith around him had changed, diminishing once again.

      At least he knew he could call it back if it were necessary.

      He took a deep breath, the nature of the lorcith shifting, and he flowed with it. It might have a different song, but now that he was familiar with it and had tuned it so he could resonate with it, he knew he could use it.

      More and more, that sense continued to flow through him, and he pushed outward, letting that awareness overtake him.

      Power filled him.

      Haern pushed, taking to the air and hovering. He breathed in, drawing that energy and letting himself go higher and higher into the sky. All around him, he could feel the sense of lorcith that he needed to reach.

      Shifted this way, he was able to detect the various pockets far more easily. They called to him, and there was something else about the sense of lorcith he was able to understand.

      He pulled on one aspect of it.

      He went flying toward it, drawn through a strangely windless sky. When he reached it, he smiled to himself.

      Ilphaesn.

      He wandered around the mountain. It was different than on the other side, wherever that was, but similar enough that he knew where he was and how he could use that energy. If he could hold on to it, he thought he might be able to draw enough power from this place to free himself.

      From here, he could feel the drawing sense of the lorcith within Asador. It would take barely more than a push, and as he soared from here to there, he thought he should be able to find the others.

      Taking a moment, he traveled. It went quickly, though not nearly as quickly as he’d thought he could go. In this place, it seemed as if the connection to lorcith was even stronger than outside of the space between Slides. When he reached the place where he thought the village to be, he lowered himself to the ground.

      There was nothing here.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on Elise. She would be here, and he had to believe he could find some way to connect to her, but he felt nothing, only emptiness. Losing his connection to Elise left him feeling hollow. He hated it.

      Haern looked around. Maybe he was mistaken. Maybe this wasn’t the village. He pushed off, taking to the air again, finding it much easier to do in the place in between Slides. It seemed as if there were lorcith everywhere.

      In this place, could he find the Shadow Queen?

      If he could, then maybe he could go to her, stop her from this side. Then they could defeat her.

      He didn’t know if that was possible, but there had to be some way of reaching her. So far, he had proven that trying to get to her from the other side was dangerous. If her people, who were able to turn themselves invisible, had propelled him far from where he should be, they would be even more dangerous to others who didn’t have his control over lorcith. Maybe somebody skilled at Sliding would be safe—Lucy or his father or even some of the women he had helped—though he didn’t know.

      Haern looked around, walking in a tight circle, focusing on the sense of lorcith. There had to be something he could understand, but so far, he had come up with nothing.

      Maybe it wasn’t going to be here.

      Pushing off, he found himself in the heart of the Aisl forest. It was strange returning here. As he looked around the trees, something about it felt off. It took him a moment to realize the lorcith around the trees was a bit different, and he twisted that, shifting it, helping the lorcith resonate more like the lorcith on this side.

      When he did, there came a burst of light. Energy exploded around him. Had he made a mistake? Perhaps there was some point in having that lorcith twisted, keeping it from causing danger, but he didn’t think that made sense. He headed into the circle of the Elder Trees. As he did, there came a strange sense. He been here before, but at the same time, he had never been to this place.

      The Council of Elders.

      He looked around, trying to understand why he would feel that way, but it struck him in the same way as the other place Lucy had taken him—the same as even the tree where he had gone with Daniel and Lucy.

      And yet, if this was a Council of Elders, how had it stayed hidden so long?

      The crystals. That had to be it, but why?

      It seemed as if something about this place had changed since the last time he’d been here.

      Someone had found it.

      Was it the place Ryn had gone? He didn’t think so. Ryn had admitted she had an understanding of Elaeavn, so she would have known he was from Elaeavn and known how to describe it to him.

      That meant that someone else had found it.

      Could something have happened on the other side?

      Even more than ever, he wanted to get out of this place in between Slides.

      He stepped toward the center, focusing on the heart of the forest. When he did, the power of the lorcith around him continued to build, higher and higher. There was an energy in the air. Haern focused on that energy, listening to the way it crackled against his skin, and he thought he understood. It seemed to come from lorcith, but from something else as well.

      It reminded him of the Council of Elders, though he didn’t understand why.

      He wandered from tree to tree, looking at them. The metal glowed surrounding the tree, and there was an energy radiating from it. It was as if the growth of the tree had been augmented by the metal, as if the implant on the bark had changed something about the tree, changed something about the power of this place, and perhaps had added to it. He was surprised that the C’than would’ve done that—and not just the C’than. If everything he’d learned was right, this would’ve been the result of the Shadow Queen’s actions. She would’ve planned for this.

      Why would she have wanted it?

      Unless she wanted to bring down the Elder Trees.

      It was all some move in a game.

      He wasn’t equipped for this. There were others who were far more skilled at playing games like this. All he wanted was to stop the attack. He would keep his people safe. Now that he was here, twisting metal, he wondered if he had made a mistake. Had he only done what the Shadow Queen had wanted? It was possible that by coming to this place and changing the orientation of the lorcith, he had done something harmful. He needed to get back, outside of the place in between Slides, and feel the nature of the metal to see if there was anything there he could understand.

      And yet, how was he going to do that?

      He had encountered no one, and as far as he could tell, he’d been here for days. Then again, it was possible he’d been unconscious for even longer. After crashing to the ground, he could have been in the place in between Slides for longer than he knew.

      Wandering. Alone.

      And Elise would be worried about him.

      He could only imagine her response when he finally returned. She would be angry that he had disappeared; she would think that he had gone off on his own to chase the Shadow Queen. But maybe she had known what was happening to him. Given her connection to him, it was possible she recognized he’d been attacked. Would she have sent others to try to rescue him?

      If only he could Slide.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d felt that way since gaining his abilities. For so many years growing up, he had wanted to be like his father, to have his father’s powers. Yet once he had begun to control lorcith the way he now could, he’d no longer felt that way. While his father was incredibly powerful, able to Slide anywhere he wanted, Haern was no longer limited by distances as he had been before.

      This time, though, he did want that ability. If only he could Slide, he could get free of here.

      He focused on the lorcith around him. He was in this place of power, a place surrounded by the Elder Trees, a place that had once stored the sacred crystals. That had to be significant.

      He looked around. There was something strange that he hadn’t noticed before. A soft glowing on the ground.

      He had been so focused on the Elder Trees and the metal around them that he hadn’t paid any attention to the center of the clearing. He started toward it and realized with a start it was one of the sacred crystals.

      How could that have gotten here?

      When they had moved the crystals, they had changed Elaeavn, removing the protections around the city. If the crystal had been returned, then the protections might’ve been restored too.

      Haern frowned, approaching the crystal slowly. There was a steady light to it. It didn’t pulse as it did when someone was chosen. The only time he’d been anywhere close to one of the crystals was when he’d been near the crystal that had burst with power when he’d sat upon the Council of Elders. This one didn’t give him any of that same sensation, yet he was able to approach it.

      He touched the crystal and lifted it.

      The light around the Elder Trees faded.

      Haern set it back down, and once again the light burst into being. Warmth washed over him.

      Whatever else had happened, his changing the trees seemed to have been the right thing to do. And yet, he had no idea what he had done.

      He crouched next to the crystal, holding on to the outside edge of it, running his hand along the surface, wondering whether there was anything he might be able to uncover, but he didn’t feel anything. There was a certain warmth, but nothing more.

      He felt energy.

      Could he somehow use that energy?

      He was now a member of the Council of Elders, wasn’t he? Shouldn’t that somehow tie him into power? He had shifted the metal here, and the metal within himself. He had to believe that would make a difference.

      It had to be connected.

      Only… he had no idea what it was going to take.

      He got to his feet, making a circuit of the trees again. Power and energy came from the trees, but while he could feel it, he couldn’t use it. Maybe that was the key. If he could find some way to use that power, then maybe he would understand what he was supposed to do.

      He made another slow, steady circuit of the trees, focusing on the energy within them. He called upon the power he felt, seeing if it would resonate within him the way the energy of the lorcith did.

      He glanced back toward the crystal. The crystal had to be tied to all of this, tied to everything he could do, yet Haern didn’t know how or what it meant. He knew there was power to it. It had given his people power over the centuries, given them the abilities of the Great Watcher. It was possible that, by pulling the crystal away, they had changed their people. When people were away from the city for any length of time, things shifted. Abilities would fade over generations, as had likely happened to Ryn and her family. He had no idea why that would be, only that it seemed to be tied to the sacred crystals. The crystals weren’t an Elder Stone, but they were connected to the Elder Stones in some way.

      He lifted the crystal. As he did, the light around the trees faded again, and he held on to the crystal, walking around the circle. He looked from tree to tree, searching for something that might give him an understanding of what was taking place here.

      There had to be a tie to the power.

      Perhaps this wasn’t his place to use power.

      He’d found another place, and that place might be tied to him. That was where he had taken a seat upon the Council. Not here.

      It was possible it was a mistake for him to come here, but he didn’t think so.

      He headed back toward the center of the clearing, setting the crystal back down. The light bloomed once again. He lifted the crystal again and watched as the bright light around the trees faded. It was strange, a pulsating light that seemed to come and go. Each time he did it, the light shifted, and he had to wonder if there was something else he could do. He might not be able to speak to the others outside this place in between Slides, but what if he could communicate with them in a different way?

      He continued to lift and set down the crystal. Each time he did, there came a burst of light, and then it faded. Perhaps this could be a way for him to communicate, to send a message. He might not find anyone, but at least in the heart of the forest, there were people who had the ability to Slide. If he could reach them, they might come for him. If they didn’t, he could be trapped here.

      Haern lifted and set down the crystal over and over, praying to the Great Watcher that his effort would be successful. Knowing what he now did about the Shadow Queen, and thinking that she was an Elder, he worried his prayers wouldn’t be answered.
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      Haern had been sitting in place, lifting and setting down the crystal over and over again, for hours. He had lost track of how long he’d been here and worried he was wasting his time.

      Then again, what did he have to do but waste time?

      It was possible that the trees didn’t react the same way on the other side. Maybe the light was only here in this place in between Slides. He had shifted the metal here, but what if he hadn’t done the same on the other side? It was possible he wouldn’t be able to influence anything.

      Even if someone did discover what he was doing, and even if they wanted to come for him, it wasn’t as if people within Elaeavn had enough control over Sliding to be able to come here. His father did, and Lucy had proven it, but as far as he knew, no one else could do so. They hadn’t seen his father in months; he might even have died facing Olandar Fahr and the rest of the Ai’thol.

      The only person who would leave would be Lucy, but she had no reason to return to Elaeavn. She was bonded to her people, to the C’than, and she was working with Carth on… whatever she was doing.

      He leaned back, leaving the crystal hidden in place as it continued to glow, watching it. The bright light filled him with warmth, seeming to taunt him. Haern shook his head, worried he would be trapped here indefinitely. For a moment, he contemplated shifting the lorcith within the trees, but wondered if it would even make a difference. Maybe if he altered the lorcith to orient to his song, he would be able to use that to signal more effectively.

      He started to shift the metal, shifting himself, twisting it so that it would orient to the song that was filling him. Haern could feel that energy, the way the song rolled through him, and he lifted the crystal. When he set it back down, nothing changed. The only thing that came to him was a strange sense, a faint awareness of the crystal settling into place, as if it were meant to be there.

      He twisted the nature of the metal around the trees again, orienting it back to this place.

      When he did, light burst into existence. For some reason, it felt right having that light here. It was where it should be.

      Finally, he stopped. If someone was going to come, they would’ve done so by now.

      Getting to his feet, Haern looked around. There was a sense of energy everywhere, and he focused on it and debated where to go next. The tree was another place of power. If he went there, maybe he would find better answers.

      But what better answers would there be than those found here?

      This was the place where his people were. This was a place where someone would be able to recognize that he was doing something different, where someone would be able to Slide to him, to free him.

      He headed toward the Elder Trees.

      When he reached the edge, he passed beyond the border of the trees and paused, looking back.

      He couldn’t help but feel as if changing the energy around the trees had been necessary and right, but there was something else he’d done. Everything about the clearing now felt different. It felt more powerful.

      Maybe his coming here had served a purpose. If it allowed them to defeat the Shadow Queen, allowed them to somehow find enough energy to prevent her from using her power against them, then perhaps it was for the best.

      As he headed deeper in the forest, determined to reach that strange tree where the other Council of Elders was, he felt lorcith.

      Haern spun, looking back toward the clearing. The sense of lorcith had come from there. It was faint, but it was new. There was only one reason there should be new lorcith. Someone had come. Had it been one of the people of Elaeavn?

      Or perhaps he hadn’t been alone in this place, and the Shadow Queen had her followers working here. If so, he would have to find some way to get to freedom without drawing her attention.

      He looked to the trees, staring as a dark-cloaked figure approached the crystal.

      They lifted the crystal. There wouldn’t be many people who could do  that. It didn’t look like Lucy, or Daniel Elvraeth. Daniel was taller, slender and muscular. This person was large but didn’t have the same build. For a moment, he thought it was Olandar Fahr. The other man had been missing when he had gone for Ryn, so it was possible he could have found them. But if it was Olandar Fahr, why wouldn’t he have come for Haern before?

      Whatever was out there, whoever was out there, it was someone who could reach the crystal.

      Haern started forward. What choice did he have? He was here, and this was the first person he had seen. Besides, he was connected to these crystals, tied to the Council of Elders, and he felt responsible for them.

      When the person lifted the crystal again, Haern pushed. Having oriented his connection to the lorcith of this place, he was able to anchor, pulling with significant force, holding the figure in place. They were forced onto their knees, and the crystal fell back down to the ground. Haern started forward, heading through the trees.

      “Who are you?” he asked, making his way forward.

      The figure didn’t look up. It was strange, though why should that be?

      “How did you find this place?”

      “The same as you,” a voice said.

      There was something familiar about the voice, though what was it?

      As Haern approached, he stayed just out of the figure’s reach, worried they would attack him. Whoever they were, they carried a sword strapped to their side, not of lorcith but of steel.

      “Who are you?”

      He released his hold on the lorcith just a little, enough that the other figure could look up. When they did, Haern staggered back.

      “Father?”

      Rsiran looked back at him. His eyes were haunted, and his face was far more wrinkled than the last time Haern had seen him. His skin had a grayish appearance, and the deep green of his eyes had faded.

      Something had happened to him.

      “Haern?”

      Haern held on to the sense of lorcith, afraid to release it. If the Shadow Queen had somehow twisted him, forcing him to serve…

      He’d seen the way she controlled lorcith, and he knew even the strongest person with a hold on lorcith might be overwhelmed by her. It was entirely possible his father had succumbed to it. If that had happened, then maybe this wasn’t his father anymore.

      “What happened to you?” Haern asked, staying just out of reach of his father. Rsiran was one of the only people in Elaeavn who had held each of the sacred crystals and had been able to use that power. Because of that, he was tied to them in a way that very few were. Haern moved the sense of lorcith, dragging his father away from the crystal, keeping him from that energy. It might not even matter; it was entirely possible Rsiran would be able to use the power of this place regardless of what Haern did. If so, there might not be much Haern would be able to do to overpower his father. His father was the most skilled man he’d ever encountered. Even more skilled than Olandar Fahr. His power didn’t come from augmentations, but from his connection to those crystals.

      Haern wondered if that had changed because the crystals had been scattered. Had that weakened his father?

      “The same that would happen to you if you stayed here. You need to come with me.”

      “Where would you take me?” Haern asked with some trepidation. He had wanted someone to come, had been signaling, but if his father wasn’t himself, Haern could be in real danger.

      “How long have you been here?” his father asked without looking up.

      “I don’t know. Days. Maybe a week.”

      “Days. We only heard of you going missing a day or two ago. I worried somehow you had been pulled here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Lucy had been held here.”

      Haern’s breath caught, and he looked around. He’d seen no sign of Lucy or anyone else in the time he’d been here. “Where is she?”

      “She escaped.”

      “Escaped?”

      “I believe the one you call the Shadow Queen was trapping us. I couldn’t Slide from here. Neither could Lucy. It wasn’t until she placed the crystal here that we were able to escape.”

      “I can’t Slide to get out of here either.”

      “Which makes you trapped,” his father said.

      Haern still hadn’t released his hold over the lorcith, afraid to do so, and his father didn’t make any attempt to resist. Haern didn’t know if his father could even fight him, considering how withered and diminished the man looked.

      “Let me take you to safety.”

      “How do I know you haven’t been influenced by the Shadow Queen?”

      “Can you feel lorcith within me?”

      “Yes,” he said, realizing suddenly that he could. Why would that be? His father had never taken on an augmentation before. “What happened?”

      “There is a limit to how long anyone can stand this place. The longer you’re here, the more diminished you become, and the more difficult it is to return to the other place, at least without quickly growing weak. When Lucy rescued me, I almost didn’t make it. Della did her best to heal me, but I had to have an augmentation placed in order to survive.”

      “Who placed it?”

      “Your grandfather.”

      Haern took a deep breath, meeting his father’s eyes. His grandfather had wanted nothing to do with the augmentations. He was of the mindset that Elaeavn needed to stay isolated.

      “Why would Grandfather have done that?”

      “He didn’t want to lose me, and he remembered what you said about the nature of the metal. It’s because of you that he saved me.”

      Haern shook his head, focusing on lorcith. “I don’t know if I can believe you.”

      “That’s the influence of this place. You need to come with me.”

      “What happens if you take me someplace dangerous?”

      “Test the lorcith within me,” his father said.

      Haern released his hold on the lorcith and studied the sense of the metal within Rsiran. It was there, flowing through him, though not nearly as finely controlled as what Haern was able to do. He tested it for any sort of twisted taint that would reflect the Shadow Queen, but there was nothing. If his father had somehow been influenced by her, Haern was unable to detect it.

      “You have enough control over lorcith, you should have known this wasn’t going to be that effective,” he said.

      “I haven’t had the strength to change it. I was able to Slide here, the only one who could, and…”

      “Why did you come?”

      “Because something was happening to the trees.”

      Haern glanced at the trees. “What did you see?”

      “Surges of power. We didn’t understand it and worried about what it meant. After what Lucy had described, we worried there would be an attack pressing in from this place. If they came from here, we wouldn’t even know.”

      “You could have sent people to guard.”

      “We couldn’t. Coming here takes considerable strength with Sliding, and no one can spend much time here. It’s far too dangerous.”

      “You set other barriers,” he said.

      His father nodded. “Your grandfather helped.”

      “They weren’t effective.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I didn’t encounter any barriers.”

      “You wouldn’t have been able to trigger them.”

      “Are you so sure about that? I’ve changed the nature of the lorcith within myself in order to survive in this place. If I changed and was able to pass through, then the Shadow Queen could have done the same thing.”

      If the Shadow Queen could move openly and reach them using this  space in between Slides, they were in more danger than they knew. It was possible no one even was aware of it. In order to stay safe from the Shadow Queen, they would have to find some way to defend themselves.

      “I will have to adjust it.” His father looked at him, an unreadable expression in his eyes. “Do you intend to release me anytime soon?”

      “I’m debating.”

      “I don’t know what you’ve been through, but I can only imagine that it’s been traumatic, especially if you feel as if you need to hold your father like this.”

      Haern smiled, shaking his head. “I don’t know if you can even begin to understand,” he said.

      “I’ve been through my own share, but no. You’re probably right that I can’t understand. What you’ve gone through is far more than anything I ever experienced.”

      Haern wasn’t sure if his father was just trying to placate him or if there was some other purpose to his words. It was difficult for Haern to see his father like this, weakened and diminished; if he were to stay here, would the same thing happen to him, or would he find himself freed anyway?

      Finally, Haern released his hold over his father. Rsiran turned to him, crossing his arms over his chest. There was a sense of pressure upon Haern, and he realized his father was using his connection to lorcith to probe him.

      “Are you content?” Haern asked.

      “I wasn’t sure,” he said.

      “Are you now?”

      “I don’t understand what happened. How did you do this?”

      “You mean merge the augmentation within myself?”

      His father nodded. “It’s more than I would have been able to do. The modification would have been incredibly painful. I can’t even imagine what you would’ve experienced as you were placing it.”

      “It wasn’t quite what you think.”

      “In order for you to place an augmentation like that, it would have to be just what I think.”

      Haern probed his father with his own connection to lorcith, reaching out and detecting the way the sense of lorcith flowed from his father. He wasn’t the same man he had been before. And it was more than just lorcith.

      “How long were you here?” Haern asked.

      “I was trapped in this place for months. When Lucy finally found me, I thought I was going to be freed, but then we were trapped here together for a while.”

      The idea of being stuck in this place for months terrified him, but that meant that his father had gone months without eating? That seemed shocking as well.

      “How did you survive?”

      “The same way you would have survived had you had to remain here on your own.”

      “How did the Shadow Queen hold you here?”

      “I’m not sure. She has some connection to Sliding that prevents it.”

      “I don’t understand how that’s possible.”

      “I don’t either, but trust me, it is.”

      They locked eyes, and Haern could feel something about his father. It wasn’t just his ability that had changed; there was an aspect of him that felt wrong.

      From the very beginning, a part of Haern had wanted to know his father, to train like him, to be able to fight like him, and in the time he’d been combating the Forgers and then the Ai’thol, Haern had become much like him. But then, he had understood he couldn’t be like his father. He had become something else—something better, he thought. That was all he’d ever wanted. He didn’t want to experience what his father had gone through, or to react the same way his father had.

      “If you don’t intend to hold me here, then are you ready to leave?”

      “I am.”

      He headed across the clearing, taking another look around at the crystals and the power and the glowing here, then took a deep breath. His father reached for him, grabbing his wrist, and they Slid. They emerged inside the clearing after a brief Slide.

      Haern breathed out. He staggered forward, something within him aching in a way it hadn’t before. His father released him, backing away. There was pressure around him that came from the trees rising up.

      Haern looked around at the trees, focusing on the lorcith within them, feeling for that presence, worried that perhaps they had been altered. Last time he’d been here, shifting the nature of the lorcith within the trees, he’d thought he’d done what was necessary. But what if being on the other side, the place between Slides, had changed something here?

      The memory of the way the metal had pushed on him in the other place struck him. A persistence of the power he felt.

      That couldn’t be his imagination.

      Energy. It came from everywhere, from the Elder Trees, from a source deep within the forest—the crystal. Did it exist here in this place, or only in the place in between Slides?

      As he headed toward it, he could feel that pressure, the building of energy, and he could feel everything around him.

      “You’re going to need help,” his father said.

      Haern turned in place, and as he did, he understood. Weakness threatened to overwhelm him, and he staggered back a step.

      “Whatever happened to you on the other side needs to be reversed,” his father said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I could feel it within you when you came to me.”

      “Father?” The sense of weakness continued to build, until Haern could no longer remain on his feet. He strained to stay upright, but an overwhelming sense of fatigue worked through him. He dropped to his knees and pushed, using the sense of lorcith all around him, but even that wasn’t enough. He felt the energy of the lorcith, but there was something else.

      Haern struggled against it, grasping for the sense of power he was sure he could latch on to, but he couldn’t reach it. Still on his knees, he saw faces appear from the trees. They approached slowly, cautiously, as if they were afraid of him.

      Why would the people of Elaeavn be afraid of him?

      He wasn’t going to harm them, yet they couldn’t know that, could they? The only thing they knew was that he’d appeared with his father, and that he had been working with the crystal, somehow modifying the trees.

      The energy continue to surge, and he tried to push again, but it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t enough.

      Haern strained. Through it all, his father continued to watch him with an unreadable expression.

      Had he made a mistake? He didn’t think his father wanted to hurt him, but now that he was here, he felt trapped, no longer able to hold himself up. Maybe his father had wanted that.

      Where was the sense of Elise? She had to be there. Here in the clearing, near the forest and his home, he should be able to reach for Elise and the others, but there was no trace of them.

      “You need to relax, Haern,” his father said.

      “What are you doing to me?”

      “We aren’t doing anything to you.”

      Haern knew that wasn’t true. He could feel whatever was happening to him, the way they were pressing upon him, trying to confine him, and he was certain he would have to come up with some way of escaping. If that meant he was going to have to battle his father, as much as he didn’t like the idea, then so be it.

      “Relax,” his father said.

      As the pressure from the lorcith built, Haern realized what was taking place. The lorcith within him had been shifted. He had to shift it back. The song he’d known, the nature of the lorcith he’d always experienced—it was there, but in a way that he had not known before.

      He had an anchor.

      In the place in between Slides, he’d been forced to anchor, holding on to that sense of lorcith and using it. Now, he thought about what he could detect around him, the way the lorcith called to him, and he called back to it, letting it fill him with awareness of the nature of the song. He drew upon it and shifted the sense of lorcith within himself.

      He collapsed to the ground, overwhelmed. He couldn’t keep his eyes open despite his efforts.

      Someone might reach them. There was lorcith. He pushed against it.

      “Haern,” a familiar voice said. Where was it coming from? Who was it?  “Relax.”

      He rested his head, closed his eyes, and with that, Haern passed out.
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      Lucy focused on the distant sense of Daniel Elvraeth. She was connected to him for other reasons than just their ties to the Council of Elders. He was out there.

      “Do you think you can find him that way?”

      She opened her eyes, glancing over to Elise. The other woman was standing alongside the shoreline, gripping the fabric of her dress tightly in one hand, every so often looking over to Lucy, hope burning brightly in her eyes.

      “I will find him,” she said.

      “It’s not like him to be gone for so long.”

      “I understand.”

      If he was blocked from her the same way others were because of his connection to the metal, she wasn’t sure there would be any way to find him except through connections like the one he had formed with Elise. Thankfully, she was able to access that connection by using Elise’s abilities.

      “You didn’t tell me that there was another here,” Lucy said. She still wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that Haern had brought someone who served Olandar Fahr to the city, or that this woman seemed to be one of the others who sat upon the Council.

      “I’ve been trying to forge a connection to her,” Elise said.

      “Why?”

      “So I can understand her.” Elise looked toward the village, and a deep frown crossed her face. “She remains distant to me, vague, and yet… I feel as if there should be a connection between us.”

      “Because you want one?”

      “Because there should be one,” she said. “Haern was right. We do need to work together to understand what Olandar Fahr had planned. We know he has been preparing, but we don’t exactly know why, or what he thought he might accomplish.”

      “You could ask him.”

      “Ever since Haern has disappeared, Olandar Fahr has disappeared as well.”

      Surprisingly, that troubled Elise. Lucy could Read that. In Elise’s mind, whatever had happened to Olandar Fahr was tied to what had befallen Haern and why he would be cut off from her. Perhaps Haern had realized they needed to find the other Council of Elders and gone in search of it. He might have some way of locating it. With his link to lorcith, he would be better equipped to uncover those connections.

      Lucy turned back toward the village. “I need to talk with her.”

      “You can talk with her. I don’t know how much she will share. She’s been withdrawn the entire time she’s been here,” Elise said.

      They headed to the village, and when they reached a small building on the edge of it, Elise nodded. Lucy knocked, and a moment later, there was a sense of movement on the other side. She couldn’t Read anything. It was as if a shroud hung over something on the other side of the door.

      When the door opened, a dark-haired woman with flat, pale green eyes looked out at her. She was young—far younger than Lucy had expected. And when Lucy smiled, the other woman simply stared at her.

      “I understand you are Ryn Valeron,” Lucy said.

      “Who are you?” She glanced from Lucy to Elise before turning her attention back to Lucy. There was a woman behind her, slightly shorter, with a long scar running along her cheek. A Forger—or at least one of the Ai’thol. Despite that, Lucy wasn’t able to Read anything from the other woman. In the time since she had been augmented, most of the Ai’thol hadn’t been closed off to her, yet this woman was.

      Had Haern somehow helped this other woman as well?

      Borrowing from Eve’s sense of lorcith, Lucy could feel the metal within the other woman, and it didn’t feel as if it had been stretched outward the same way as it had within the others.

      Not like it was within Ryn.

      Whatever had been done to this woman, whatever the reason Lucy couldn’t Read her, it came from something else.

      “I understand you found a place of power,” she said.

      Ryn frowned, crossing her arms over her chest. Her eyes narrowed, just the slightest amount.

      Sight. Lucy would bet her life on it. The way she stared at her, the hint of recognition, suggested she had enhanced eyesight. Focusing on the other woman’s eyes, Lucy wondered where she was from. There was enough green in them that she could be from Elaeavn, though she didn’t think so.

      She turned her attention to Elise, thinking she could Read the other woman to learn more about Ryn, but Elise had nothing she could share with Lucy. It was as if anything she knew about Ryn were closed off to her as well.

      Interesting.

      That had to be tied to something, didn’t it? It was more than just her inability to Read the woman and the other in front of her; it was something about how Ryn was able to shield herself that closed off her mind to Lucy.

      If only she could borrow that ability.

      In order to do so, she would have to be able to Read her.

      Watching Elise, Lucy could feel the other woman straining to try to connect to her, but there was something within Ryn herself that prevented it.

      “Is that why you’ve come?” Ryn asked.

      “I’ve come because I am searching for those who have a place on the Council of Elders.”

      “You’re one of them?”

      Lucy nodded. “I am.”

      “Where?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where were you chosen?”

      Lucy glanced over to Elise before turning her attention back to Ryn. “Within Elaeavn.”

      “Elaeavn doesn’t have a Council.”

      “It does, but it was hidden. The trees within the forest were a Council.”

      “Trees?” Ryn glanced behind her, locking eyes with the other woman, and something passed between them. “The trees wouldn’t have been another of the places.”

      “I suspect you found the place within the cave.” It was only a guess, but seeing as how they were only aware of four such places, it seemed a likely one.

      That left one Council of Elders. That left one person to find.

      Everyone who had been chosen had some tie to Elaeavn. Ryn had the eyes of Lucy’s people, even if she wasn’t from that city. Whoever else was chosen would have to share in that connection. That excluded Carth and Rayen. It might even exclude Olandar Fahr, though it was possible he was somehow descended from her people as well.

      “How do you know this?” Ryn asked.

      “Because I’ve been to it.”

      “No others have been to it.”

      “I’m the one who placed the crystal within it.”

      Ryn’s eyes widened. “You did?”

      Lucy nodded. “I changed something about it. The Council is shifting.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not sure, only that it is changing. All of them are changing.”

      Despite what she knew about the Council, she still didn’t understand what she had done by replacing the crystal.

      “We should check,” Ryn said to the woman behind her.

      The other woman took Ryn’s hand, and then they disappeared.

      Elise gasped.

      “I take it you didn’t know they could Slide,” Lucy said.

      “I didn’t. In all the time they’ve been here, they’ve been separated, though they have been willing to work with us and talk. Haern thought that we needed to connect to them.”

      “I think Haern is right.”

      “I can’t make a connection to her if she’s not with us.”

      “I’m going after her.”

      “You know where she went?”

      Lucy nodded. She wondered why Ryn would suddenly disappear. “I’ll return with her when I can.”

      “Be safe, Lucy.”

      Lucy squeezed her eyes shut, focusing on the cave, and she Slid. It was different Sliding here in this place than in the space between Slides. As she focused on it, she found it was harder for her to Slide there, as if there were some resistance to her.

      When she appeared within the cave, she could feel the energy around her. The crystal glowed softly, illuminating the inside of the cave. It bounced off the ceiling, catching strange symbols marked there, and she hesitated.

      The other woman stood at the entrance to the cave, pressed back by whatever barrier prevented everyone other than those who sat upon the Council from entering. Ryn was near the center, near the crystal, and she turned in place, looking around.

      “It is different,” Ryn whispered.

      “What was it like when you were here?” Lucy asked, taking a step forward.

      The other woman had her hand on the hilt of her sword, and Lucy ignored it. There was no way Ryn was going to be able to harm her. With her ability to Slide, she could simply disappear.

      “The ground was flat. There were plates set into it, but they were flat.”

      “Not any longer,” Lucy said, looking around the inside of the cave. Now there were twisted stone stumps that rose up from the ground, reaching nearly to her waist. They had changed even since Lucy had last been here. She could feel the way the stools were shifting, and she could feel the energy within them. What had placing the crystal done?

      “Can you take a seat on one of the stumps?” Lucy asked.

      “Why?”

      “It seems to be important,” she said.

      Ryn made her way slowly around the circle. Every so often she would pause, looking at one of the five stumps, before finally taking a seat.

      There came a brief surge from the crystal.

      Lucy made her way around and found one of the stools that seemed to resonate with her. It was a strange sensation, as if it were demanding that she approach it. As she took a seat on it, that energy surged briefly. It rolled through her, reconnecting her to the power of this place. There was no change to the glowing of the crystal as there had been when she had taken her place within the Council of Elders at the heart of the forest.

      “What do you think will happen if we all take a seat?” Ryn asked.

      “I think if we all take a seat, then the Council is convened.”

      Ryn watched her. “Haern is one of us.” Lucy nodded. “And you know of a fourth.”

      “I do.”

      “I believe Olandar Fahr has been looking for the fifth.”

      “From my understanding of these places, there has been some manipulation of him.”

      Ryn leaned forward, watching Lucy. “What do you mean?”

      She hesitated to say anything, yet the other woman deserved to know. She didn’t know Ryn well, but she was now like Lucy—a member of the Council of Elders, whatever that meant.

      “When I first discovered these places, there were people still here. I spoke to them—at least one of them. She told me they have been planning for their replacement. They were trapped, held by the woman we refer to as the Shadow Queen.”

      Ryn looked behind her, sharing a look with the other woman. When she turned her attention back to Lucy, there was something in her eyes that Lucy recognized.

      “You’ve seen the Elders.”

      “When I first came to understand this power, I was drawn into what we call the Temple of the Mind. It’s a place of power. From what I understand from Olandar Fahr, it was a place he was searching for.”

      An Elder Stone. Lucy was certain of it, and if it was the Temple of the Mind, then it was the Wisdom Stone. Had Ryn gone to Asador?

      Lucy would’ve known if she had. Asador was well protected, almost incredibly so. The Binders would have known and they would’ve sent word. Not just the Binders, but the C’than.

      Which meant there was another place like that. And why wouldn’t there be? As far as they knew, there were other places of power, other pockets of Elder Stone magic. There were probably many such places.

      “What did you find there?”

      “There was a priest. He helped me understand,” she said.

      “Understand what?”

      “Myself. What we face. Power.” Ryn leaned forward, something in her eyes that seemed almost haunted.

      Lucy thought about what Elise had told her of Ryn, and of what she was able to Read. It wasn’t much. The other woman had been masked to her, shrouded, and even now as she sat across from her, staring at her from the Council of Elders, she wasn’t able to determine much. It was almost as if the other woman’s ability kept her apart.

      “You saw an Elder,” Lucy said.

      “Perhaps,” Ryn said.

      “As far as I can tell, there were four trapped within this space.”

      Ryn looked around, frowning. “What do you mean they were trapped?”

      “We are in a place different than the rest of the world—a place in between.”

      Ryn shook her head. “We aren’t in a place in between. We Traveled here.”

      “We did, but there is something about this place that’s different. It takes us into a place in between Slides.” She glanced toward the woman near the door. “I suspect if you were to ask her how she Travels, she could explain there is a sense of something in between where she starts and where she stops.”

      The other woman near the mouth of the cave frowned. “There isn’t anything there,” she said.

      “There is. If you exert enough control, and if you focus on it long enough, with enough understanding of how you Travel, you can pause. It’s difficult, and it takes incredible control, but it can be done. That is the space in between Slides.” She turned toward Ryn. “That is where we are now. Whatever else these places are, they somehow transport us into that space.”

      “But you said that your Council was in the forest where your people live.”

      Lucy’s people. From what she could tell looking at Ryn, they were probably her people too, or had been. The circumstances suggested she had been exiled, or her parents had been. They were connected by more than Elaeavn. The only other connection she noticed was that so far, they all had an augmentation. That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      Ryn had been augmented by Olandar Fahr. Lucy had been augmented by the C’than. Daniel had been augmented by the Shadow Queen. And Haern… Haern had been augmented by chance.

      It was strange to her. Even stranger was the idea that all of them seemed to have been chosen by someone. Not just chosen, but used. That troubled her. They didn’t know enough, and not knowing was troubling. It seemed to her there was more she should know, more she should be able to understand, yet everything she had learned had come from the Watcher. The woman had shared her thoughts, had opened herself up to Lucy. As a result, Lucy was connected to her, and to the other Watchers. It had to be significant, though she didn’t know why.

      “The forest was where the Council had been found, but I think there’s something more to it,” she said.

      She could show Ryn, though she wondered if the other woman would even want to see it.

      “Olandar Fahr would’ve known,” she said.

      “Maybe, but he might not have. Let me show you.”

      Ryn frowned. “What will you show me?”

      “I will show you another place like this.”

      Ryn got to her feet and watched her. “How?”

      “You will have to allow me to guide you.” That meant Ryn was going to have to trust her, if only a little. She glanced to the other woman standing near the entrance to the cave. “I will take you both.”

      She stepped toward the entrance, out of the resistance that would prevent the other woman from getting to the Council, and waited for Ryn.

      Ryn paused, and then she took a step toward Lucy. Once through the barrier that separated them from the Council of Elders, Lucy grabbed onto her and the other, and with a surge of power, she Slid.
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      They emerged inside the tree.

      There was always a strange energy here—a sense of power, and something else. Lucy couldn’t tell what it was, though. This was not her Council.

      Ryn gasped when she emerged, stepping toward the stumps. A surge of energy washed over Lucy as she followed the woman, much like it always did. The other woman approached and was pushed back.

      “I can’t get any closer,” she said.

      “It’s probably like the other place,” Ryn said. “Keep watch, Tessa.”

      Lucy approached, making her way with Ryn, and she circled the inside of this place. “This was the first place we uncovered,” she said. “Daniel Elvraeth found it. He was the first one chosen by coming here.”

      Ryn wandered around the stools, looking from one to the other before finally taking a seat. There was no surge of energy, though the crystal that sat on the table continued to glow. Lucy made her way around, and when she felt the stool that seemed to resonate more strongly with her, she took a seat. As before, there was no change, no rush of energy, but there was a hint of something. She focused on it, letting that sense come to her. It was tied to this place.

      “I kept the last of the crystals here,” she said.

      “Why here?” Ryn asked.

      “Because this was the first place we found, and because it is protected in another way.”

      “Protected how?”

      “Let me show you,” Lucy said.

      She got to her feet and headed toward the entrance to the tree.

      That was the difference between this place and the others. She understood that by passing through that entrance, it somehow took her from this place in between Slides and carried her beyond.

      The other woman followed slowly, tentatively, and as she did, she watched Lucy, skepticism written on her face.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “Not just you. Your friend can come.”

      Ryn glanced over to Tessa, and they both followed her from the tree. When they emerged, it was early morning. A hint of daylight drifted down into the heart of the city, glistening off fresh dew. It was beautiful. As she looked around, she could feel the energy of this place, as she had always been able to. She was aware of the people here. As she attempted to Read them, she could feel their minds.

      “This place is hidden, protected by the forest. This is the place Olandar Fahr was trying to find, but we had hidden from him.”

      If he had reached it before them, what would have changed? Perhaps nothing, given that the rest of them seemed to have been manipulated, and Olandar Fahr had too.

      Perhaps the only thing they needed to do now was better understand what they could about the places that protected the Councils of Elders.

      “How is it hidden from the world?”

      “Because it’s impossibly difficult to reach. These people kept themselves isolated for hundreds of years. They knew they protected the Council of Elders, and they knew there were others like it.” Lucy turned back. From here, it was nothing more than a tree. It rose high overhead, towering over the rest of the city, and yet, from a distance, she knew the tree wasn’t even visible.

      “Where are we?” Tessa asked.

      “Near the coast. Far to the south.”

      “Is the forest nearby?” the other woman asked.

      Ryn looked over to her, locking eyes. “What do you know?”

      “I don’t know anything, but the Great One talked about a place like this. He believed it had untapped power.”

      Lucy turned to Ryn. “I suspect the cave is the same. To reach the place within Elaeavn, I have to pause in between Slides. There’s another place like that. The fifth place will likely be the same.”

      Finding it would involve traveling in the space between Slides, but that could be dangerous. But as she looked over at Ryn, she realized she wasn’t going to have to search for it on her own. Perhaps that was what Brusus had been trying to tell her. She could use people with her, the others like her, and they could all work together. She nodded to the other two. When they joined her, she Slid again, emerging once more in the cave.

      When they arrived, there was a certain sense of relaxation in Ryn. Lucy thought she understood. This was the place she had connected to and where she was most comfortable. Strangely—or perhaps not—Ryn had connected to the one in Elaeavn, though it was not her home, at least not any longer.

      Was that how Haern felt in his place? What about Daniel?

      “Why did you bring us back here?” Ryn asked.

      “Because you appeared uncomfortable.” Lucy looked around the inside of the cave. “You know almost everything I do about the Council of Elders.” She frowned. “Other than the fourth one. I could show that to you, if you would like.”

      Ryn glanced to Tessa. “Will it change anything?”

      “I don’t know. I have been trying to gain a better understanding of the different Councils of Elders and what it means for us to be interconnected, yet the more I learn, the less I seem to understand.” There was something else she thought she needed to know. “When you took your place on the Council, did you gain any increased power?”

      Ryn met Lucy’s eyes for a long moment. “No.”

      “But you felt something,” she said.

      “A warmth washed over me. There was a sense of power, but nothing was given to me.”

      “Interesting,” Lucy said.

      “Why? What were you given?”

      “I don’t know that I was given anything. I felt the same thing. A warmth passed over me. The crystal surged with power and light, and when it faded, the energy washed over me.” Her smile faltered. “In Elaeavn, my people had a tradition.” She’d almost said “our people,” especially as she looked into Ryn’s deep green eyes. In this place, the crystal reflected off them, making them even brighter. “We were offered an opportunity to come before the crystals, and we were given a chance to hold one of them. The crystals would choose. If we were selected, then we would be given an increased ability of some sort.”

      “What was your ability?” Ryn asked, turning her attention to the crystal at the center of this space.

      Lucy shook her head. “I never took one of the crystals.”

      “Why not?”

      “I wanted to better understand myself before I presented myself. And not everybody get the opportunity. As I said, the crystals choose, and sometimes they don’t choose. It was possible they wouldn’t have chosen me.”

      Now she felt as if the crystals had chosen her. Allowing her to sit at the Council, to feel that warmth wash over her—she couldn’t help but feel as if it were the same thing she would’ve experienced had she been given the opportunity to hold one of the crystals. Now that she was here, would something change for her? Perhaps everything she had done, all the augmentations she’d had placed and everything Haern had done along with Eve to solidify that connection, to change the lorcith within her, had made it so that nothing more would change for her. Perhaps she was as powerful as she was going to be. If she was, could she ask for anything more? She didn’t need any more power than she already had. Everything she was able to do, all the power she possessed, was incredible.

      She looked around. There was no sign of any of the Elders here, though she wondered if she might find something.

      “What is it?” Ryn asked.

      “I saw an Elder in my place. You saw one for you. What about the other two?”

      “Just two?”

      “As far as we know, the Shadow Queen is the fifth Elder.”

      Ryn frowned. “What if she’s doing something to them?”

      “I don’t know. I think she already did everything she can to them. She trapped them in the space between Slides and held them there for centuries.”

      “Why?”

      “They were the ones to move the crystals, hiding them so that the Shadow Queen wouldn’t be able to use that power.” Lucy looked around the chamber. “That’s why the crystals were in Elaeavn—to prevent the Shadow Queen from reaching them and establishing her own Council of Elders.”

      There was a different question she needed answered. Why would the Elders become divided? If they were all working for a common goal, if they were all supposed to be bound together, why would that change? And what did it have to do with lorcith?

      That seemed to Lucy like a question she needed answered.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Ryn said.

      Lucy shook her head. “I’m not looking at you like anything. I need to go and look into something,” she said.

      “I thought we were all supposed to work together to stop her.”

      “I need to learn more about her before we find a way to stop her.”

      “How would you intend to do that?”

      “When I was sitting with the Elder, I Read her.” She hesitated, studying Ryn. “Do you know that means?” The other woman met her gaze, a hint of irritation in her eyes. “You do. I didn’t mean anything by asking that, I just…” There seemed an edge to Ryn, one Lucy wanted to remove, but she didn’t know if she could.

      “What was it like growing up in Elaeavn?” Ryn asked. “Did you enjoy it?”

      It was a strange question, but as she met Ryn’s eyes, she couldn’t help but wonder if the other woman was trying to get at something more.

      “I didn’t know anything different,” she said. “I grew up in the palace as one of the Elvraeth.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Ryn said.

      “It was a place of privilege. Not all within Elaeavn are given such privilege. I was fully aware of it and didn’t want anything to do with that distinction. I wanted to be in the forest, with the others who were interested in a different sort of understanding.”

      Lucy looked away. She didn’t know how to explain it, but that had been what had motivated her most of all. It wasn’t the palace and it wasn’t the library, though she had enjoyed her time working as a caretaker. It was the forest and learning more about the people there and how they were all willing to work together. The guilds were what had driven her.

      “I don’t know much about Elaeavn,” Ryn said.

      Lucy looked up and met the other woman’s eyes. It seemed Ryn had taken her silence as an invitation to share.

      “Before my mother died, she told me we were descended from the people from Elaeavn. My father had died a while before that, and I never knew much about his abilities. My mother, though, claimed she had enhanced eyesight. She showed me how that worked, and I saw how valuable it would be. It wasn’t until I met Olandar Fahr that I really began to understand the nature of the abilities, and how I was connected to a different people.”

      “Your parents were exiled from Elaeavn?”

      “Not my parents—my grandparents. I didn’t know anything about them, or why they would’ve been exiled, only that my mother said they had been.”

      So Ryn was two generations removed from Elaeavn. That explained why she wouldn’t have known about her abilities.

      “There was a time when people were banished from the city for the stupidest of reasons,” Lucy said. “They stopped that some time ago, but the damage has already been done. Living away from the city changes things. The people there have abilities, but when you live away from the city, they fade.”

      “What will happen to your abilities now?” Ryn asked, looking down at the crystal.

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s possible that by moving the crystals, we have weakened Elaeavn, and yet…”

      Despite that, she couldn’t help but feel as if moving the crystals had been necessary to help more than just her people—to help all peoples.

      “They should not have been there,” she whispered.

      “What was that?” Ryn asked.

      Lucy looked up, studying the crystal. “The crystals should not have been there. My people’s abilities—those we attribute to the Great Watcher—we should never have had them. The only reason we have them is because the crystals concentrated them, joining with them the abilities of all the Watchers. But they aren’t the same as the power of the Elder Stones.”

      That power at least persisted. It was different than that of the crystals. Did that mean the members of the guilds, with those other abilities, would persist while those of the Great Watcher would fade?

      She looked at Ryn. “I’m sorry your parents are gone. It sounds as if they cared about you. One of the things I experienced in Elaeavn was that, at least within the palace, parents often tried to force their children into serving in ways they didn’t want.”

      “You?” Ryn asked.

      “Me. Others like me. I was lucky. I was able to get away. My parents didn’t force me nearly as much as others did.”

      “I wish I could’ve asked my parents more questions about where they came from and what they knew of Elaeavn.”

      “It’s possible they never knew it.”

      She didn’t know too many descendants of the exiles. It was a terrible punishment, made all the worse by the fact that dragging people away from Elaeavn separated them from the crystals. Now Lucy had done the same thing. It was almost enough to make her smile ruefully. She could imagine what her father would say if he knew.

      “Will you return to the village?” Lucy asked.

      “Is that where you will be?”

      “Eventually. It’s home as much as anything.”

      Ryn watched her, but there was no way for Lucy to Read anything from the other woman. She wanted to, if only to better understand what she had been through, and to better understand Olandar Fahr.

      “Then I will return to the village.”

      “I will find you there. When I do what I need to, I will come for you.”

      Ryn locked eyes with her, and Lucy turned away and then Slid.
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      The village was quiet, and Ryn looked around, trying to gain an understanding of everything around her. As she looked upon the women gathered within the small clearing at the heart of the village, she wasn’t sure  what there was for her to know. There seemed to be something strange here. Though she had hesitated to come, she thought she needed to be here. They all seemed to have taken on blessings—augmentations.

      All of them were women. Within the Ai’thol, most were men, for whatever reason. Olandar Fahr had preferred to give the blessings to men, and considering how many died when receiving the blessing, Ryn thought perhaps it was Olandar Fahr’s sexist view that men were stronger and more capable of surviving. Yet he had taken her in, and he had trained her, and he had offered her the blessing.

      Then again, he had always viewed Carthenne Rel as his greatest challenge, so perhaps Olandar Fahr didn’t view the world in such a manner—so why would he primarily choose men for the blessings?

      Tessa sat next to her, saying nothing. Since they had come to the village, Tessa had been relatively quiet. They weren’t trapped here. That was one thing that had been made clear to her—they were able to travel.

      Somehow, she was meant to bond with these women. Part of her wanted nothing more than to let that bonding take place, to feel welcomed within this community, but another part of her hesitated. After everything Olandar Fahr had done with her and to her, she found it difficult to trust in a meaningful way. Perhaps that was a failing on her part, but it was who she was at this point. Besides, they had been her enemy at one point. These people—and people like them—had attacked the Ai’thol.

      Even worse, one of them was a Lareth. That was the hardest part for her—coming to terms with the fact that Lareth hadn’t been responsible for what had happened to her, the pain she’d experienced. Every time she thought she was past it, she encountered something new.

      She didn’t want to continue to blame him, she didn’t want to continue to suffer, and yet she also didn’t want to feel as if she were abandoning her family.

      “Are you going to stay there quietly?”

      The tall woman named Eve glared at Ryn, but despite her hard and threatening exterior, Ryn had come to recognize that Eve cared deeply about these other women. She held on to that hard edge in order to protect them, but she was not nearly as dangerous as she appeared. More than that, she had a control over the metal. It had taken Ryn a while to determine what these women’s talents were, but these women were frighteningly competent, perhaps partly because none of them seemed to fear any Great One the way Ryn and the Ai’thol had been taught to do.

      “What would you have me do?” she asked.

      “You can join us,” Eve said.

      “Am I not joining you?”

      The woman grunted and looked away, shaking her head. “Is she serious?” Eve asked.

      Ryn looked around to see who the other woman was talking to, but it didn’t seem as if she were talking to anyone. The fact of the matter was that Ryn hadn’t done anything. She had remained disengaged from these women, not actively involved in what they were doing although they were trying to communicate with her, to draw her and Tessa into the village, welcoming them.

      If nothing else, they had been welcoming.

      That was what had surprised Ryn the most. A part of her wondered whether she deserved such a welcome.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We were trying to celebrate the Even Festival.”

      “I’m not familiar with that festival,” Ryn said.

      As she looked around the clearing, she saw that the other women were swaying in place. Several looked up at the sky, the darkness beginning to fall, and it seemed they observed something that she couldn’t. And perhaps they did, given their enhancements. If so, how was she to take part in whatever festival they were celebrating?

      “The Even Festival is a celebration of fall,” said a red-haired woman named Elizabeth who had been reasonably welcoming to them. “We generally celebrate it at the same time each year, but seeing as how many of us aren’t sure how long we’ve been here or what time of year it is, short of asking Lucy Elvraeth, we’ve taken to studying the stars to determine if it is time for the Even Festival.”

      “Why would you study the stars?” Tessa asked, stepping forward.

      Ryn glanced over at her friend, a bit pleased that the other woman was taking an interest. Since coming here, Tessa had been reserved, even more than Ryn.

      “We study the stars because they give us a sense of time, so we can know when it’s the end of summer and moving into fall.”

      “We always just watch the changing of the leaves,” Tessa said.

      “You could, but we don’t have trees that turn here.” Elizabeth glanced around the village.

      Ryn followed the direction of her gaze, her eyes passing across the drab buildings before heading outward. In the distance, the ocean was visible, small whitecaps glittering in the fading sunlight. There were no ships passing, and in the time she’d been here, she had seen none. That didn’t keep her from looking. It felt wrong that there wouldn’t be ships. It was strange enough to be along the shore again, so close to the water. It reminded her of her days in Vuahlu, but there was no mountain in the background, no volcano threatening to erupt at any moment. There were only small buildings. As Elizabeth said, there were no trees. There was nothing.

      “If you ever watch the skies, you’ll notice the position of the stars changes over time,” Elizabeth went on. “We watch them, and they suggest to us that the time for Even Festival has come.” Elizabeth smiled and turned toward the others swaying near the center of the clearing. “There are a few who believe we still have a bit longer to go, but most didn’t want to wait to celebrate.”

      She left them and joined the others, linking hands with one of the women and starting to sway. Ryn kept her eyes on the other woman, noting the way she tipped her head up toward the sky with her eyes closed, as if she were trying to feel for the starlight, as if she didn’t even need to look at the sky.

      “Did you have an Even Festival?” Ryn asked Tessa.

      “We had a festival that was similar,” Tessa said. “We celebrated the changing of the seasons, the turning of the leaves, and the harvest, before preparing for the coming winter.”

      “We didn’t have anything like it,” Ryn said. “Well, maybe that’s not true. I don’t know what we might have had in my homeland.”

      It was possible that where she’d first lived, before she’d lost her father, there had been a similar festival. If her grandparents had never been exiled from Elaeavn, she might have known a festival there, and then all of this would have been familiar to her.

      She stood back, watching the swaying and listening to the sounds of the celebration, and finally she turned away and headed toward the water. It took a moment, but Tessa joined her, and they stood on the rocky cliff, looking out over the waves.

      “You can join them,” Ryn said.

      “I don’t want to join them if you aren’t going to be there,” Tessa said.

      “I don’t know that I can be there,” Ryn said. “I don’t know that we fit. At least, I don’t know that I fit.”

      “Why don’t you think you fit?” Tessa asked.

      Ryn glanced over at her friend before turning her attention back to the water. As she stood there, listening to the sound of the waves crashing far below, she tried to put into words what she was feeling, but she struggled. She still felt a stirring of guilt, a hint of an obligation to Olandar Fahr, even though she no longer served him the way she once had. But there was something else, some other reason, and Ryn wasn’t sure what that was.

      “They’re only welcoming us because they have to,” Ryn said.

      Tessa turned and gazed for a long time toward the main part of the village. Ryn noted the edge to the woman, the way she leaned forward, almost as if she wanted to return to them.

      And she understood. Tessa also wanted a sense of belonging. For so long, that belonging had come from the Ai’thol. Perhaps it still could, but the longer they were here and the more they recognized there was something else in the world, the more both of them questioned whether returning to the Ai’thol was even possible. How could it be, when they felt a different sense of connection here?

      As much as Ryn wanted to ignore that connection, she wasn’t able to. She could feel it forming.

      “You can go back to them,” she said.

      “Not without you.”

      “I’m not ready,” Ryn said.

      “I thought the entire purpose of all this was for you to gain an understanding of what was necessary.”

      “I think it is,” Ryn said.

      “Then why won’t you go?”

      “I think that I need to, but…”

      “What troubles you?” Tessa asked.

      “What makes you think anything troubles me?”

      “I know you, Ryn.”

      Ryn smiled to herself. It was better that Tessa referred to her as Ryn rather than Emissary. It had taken long enough for her to transition away from that title, and even now there were times when Tessa still defaulted back to calling her Emissary rather than by her first name.

      “It feels as if we’re spending too much time here,” she said.

      “We’ve only been here a week.”

      Ryn looked out over the water. She couldn’t feel anything, but she suspected the Shadow Queen was out there. When she closed her eyes, she could practically see the visions and the images from within the Temple of the Mind, and she couldn’t help but feel as if she needed to prepare for the possibility the darkness would come for them.

      “Maybe, but the Shadow Queen is still out there, preparing.”

      “What are we doing?”

      Ryn turned back toward the village. “Apparently we’re celebrating.”

      “You don’t think we’re preparing?”

      “I would feel better about our preparations if we were to return to the Ai’thol and get them ready.”

      “Olandar Fahr can prepare them.”

      “Can he?” Ryn asked.

      It felt strange to wonder, and stranger still that she believed he might not be the right person to prepare them completely, yet she did. Olandar Fahr was incredibly powerful, and he had been responsible for forming the Ai’thol, but it seemed to her there was something more she had to be ready for.

      It was more than just what Olandar Fahr had planned for.

      She turned her attention back out to the ocean, watching as the sun set and darkness fell. There was nothing out there but the night, but she felt the growing darkness, and a faint stirring of fear with it. The darkness was moving. She was certain it was shifting, coming toward them. Within enough time, that darkness would spread, and she would have to be prepared for what it was and what it would do.

      Standing here in the village, with these other women, even though it was designed to grow a connection between them, felt like a waste of time they couldn’t afford. They had to be ready; they had to take action.

      “There are times when I think I need you to Travel us back to Lexa.”

      “I can do that,” Tessa said.

      Ryn heard the hesitation in her voice and smiled slightly to herself. Tessa wanted to stay. Ryn thought it was good that Tessa was so connected here, that she was finding a place where she felt she belonged. Would Ryn be able to find the same thing? She didn’t know. The longer she was here, the harder it was for her to know whether she would ever feel as if she truly belonged here. These weren’t her people. Her people were the ones she’d worked with, the ones she’d placed the blessings in, the augmentations. She would have to return to them, if only to find some way to continue to serve them.

      Spending time here wasn’t providing that for her. Spending time here was only keeping her away from what she needed.

      “We should go, make sure everything is going well,” she said.

      Tessa watched her for a moment before nodding. “When would you like to go?”

      “Now.”

      Tessa turned and looked back to the heart of the village, then reached out, stretching for Ryn, who paused only a moment before taking her hand. With a flash of color, they Traveled.
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      Ryn took a deep breath. It was reassuring to be back in the palace in Lexa, where she could finally relax in a way she couldn’t within the village. It wasn’t as if she were in any danger within the village, but there was something about the palace that comforted her. It felt almost as if she were home.

      She nodded to the Ai’thol that she passed. There were Jonathan and Traymon, both having received their blessings from her. The two of them bowed deeply when they walked by, then looked back up at her. Ryn smiled, trying to reassure them. She wanted to reward them, knowing they served her well. As she made her way through the halls, she nodded to several other Ai’thol who had served her after she had taken possession of the palace—and the city.

      “What did you hope to see?”

      “I guess I wanted to make sure they knew I was still here.”

      “Did you worry they would forget?”

      “I worried they would move past me.”

      “Like they moved past the Great One?”

      Ryn stopped short. They were in a long hall with portraits hanging along the walls, many of them of the Disciples who had served over the years. Near the far end of the hall, Ryn knew that her portrait had been hung. It was flattering, making her look noble, which surprised her. When the man had come to paint her, Ryn had had no choice but to let him. She had felt out of place, as if it weren’t her position to be recorded in such a way.

      “I don’t think they will move past me like they moved past the Great One.”

      Tessa smiled at her. “He used to pop in like this.”

      She hadn’t given it much thought, but was that what she was doing? Was she becoming more like the Great One than she had ever anticipated? She didn’t want to intimidate those that served her; she was only coming to visit, to try to offer them the reassurance that she was still there. Were they intimidated by her?

      “What more do you want to do here?”

      “Take us to the lower level.”

      Tessa glanced over and then nodded. With that, they Traveled again, appearing dozens of stories below ground.

      The heat struck her first. It took a moment for Ryn’s eyes to adjust, and then she saw the bright glowing light of the item that was down here. Ryn still didn’t know what it was, other than something powerful. It likely represented an Elder Stone, the reason Olandar Fahr had wanted the palace in the first place, but she wasn’t sure if he knew the Elder Stone was here.

      Ryn approached the glowing stone. It was enormous, and the heat radiating from it was almost like the heat coming from a volcano—yet it was self-contained and remained solid despite everything else. It was nothing like a volcano.

      “I still don’t know if we’re supposed to find something here.”

      “What do you think you’ll find other than this?”

      “I think this is it, but…” Ryn approached slowly, holding her hands out. The heat was tremendous, but not unbearable. The longer she was here, the easier it was to tolerate.

      Ryn tried to get a better understanding of the stone, of the nature of the power that radiated from it. She stared at it, studying it as she had when she’d come here before.

      “Every time I come, I feel as if there’s something more I can understand, but understanding always seems to slip away from me,” Ryn said.

      “I don’t notice anything other than the heat,” Tessa said.

      “There’s the heat, but there’s something else,” Ryn said.

      She stared, tilting her head to the side. There was something to the metal, almost as if she could touch it, but she wasn’t sure if she could withstand the heat coming from it. If she couldn’t, how was she going to be able to do anything with the stone itself?

      She stayed a few paces away from it, near enough that she could feel its warmth but not so close that she was in any danger. As she did, she turned her head from side to side, trying to gain a different vantage. Ryn thought about the lessons Olandar Fahr had taught her and wondered if there might be something she could observe, even if she only reported it to herself.

      She stepped forward, bracing for the intense heat, but it never came. That surprised her more than anything else. The heat was there, but it didn’t intensify at all. Though it was pressing upon her, drying out her mouth and eyes and even making her skin feel tight, it wasn’t so much that she couldn’t tolerate it.

      What if she touched it? She’d avoided that so far, but now that they were going to have to deal with the Shadow Queen, Ryn thought she might need to get closer to the stone.

      She held her hand out, and the warmth pushed off, almost as if it were a sentient thing.

      “Ryn? Emissary?”

      Tessa’s voice came distantly, and Ryn ignored it. There was a warning within it, almost as if she were screaming at her, as if she were worried about what Ryn might do. Yet Ryn needed to do this, needed to get closer to the stone.

      Approaching as close as she could, she could feel that heat, and she could feel something else. She needed to get to it.

      She leaned forward. The warmth radiated upward. She pressed her hand forward, touching the stone, and the heat worked through her.

      It was sudden and explosive.

      It filled her. For a moment, she felt that heat, and she could almost sense that there was something more she should be able to understand.

      Then it faded.

      Ryn was thrown back, slamming into the wall behind her.

      When her vision began to clear, she shook her head, trying to look around her, but all she could see was the bright light.

      Tessa was there, grabbing for her, lifting her. When she got to her feet, Tessa pulled her away from the stone, and they Traveled, emerging in her room.

      “What was that?” Tessa snapped.

      “I don’t know.”

      “If you’re going to do something stupid like that, at least give me a warning.”

      “I didn’t think it was going to be dangerous.”

      “You didn’t think. That’s for sure.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Tessa shook her head and glared at Ryn, but Ryn knew she was only scolding her because she was worried. Ryn took a seat in one of her chairs, looking around the small room. She breathed out heavily, trying to get her mind back in order, but images of that flash of brightness came to her. She had touched the stone. She had touched the heat, and it had done nothing to her.

      That wasn’t quite right. It had thrown her against the wall, and though it hurt, she didn’t feel any real pain.

      She would. Ryn was certain of that.

      What had been she thinking? Tessa was right. She should have been more careful. There was no point in risking herself like that. If she was to sit on one of the Councils of Elders, she needed to take that responsibility seriously.

      What would happen if she couldn’t serve?

      The image she’d seen in the Temple of the Mind drifted back to her, that of the darkness moving across the ground, the way it had continued to spread. She couldn’t help but feel as if that darkness suggested what was going to come. If she wasn’t able to serve, then she had little doubt the Shadow Queen would send someone who could.

      “What happened when you touched it?” Tessa asked.

      “There was a flash, and then nothing.” She closed her eyes, thinking back to what she’d experienced and trying to determine whether there was anything more she might be able to understand from it.

      “I’m surprised you were able to get so close to it.”

      “I wasn’t sure if I could, but I just pressed forward.”

      “It didn’t hurt?”

      “A little bit, but the more I stepped forward, the easier it was.”

      What would happen if she tried again? Would she be able to reach it more easily? The stone had already shown its feelings toward her. It had thrown her away, rejecting her, and Ryn wasn’t sure whether it would allow her to get close or whether it would try to throw her back as it had the last time. More likely than not, the stone would repel her just the same way. Or perhaps the explosion would be more dangerous. The stone was a great source of power, but she also had the sense she wasn’t supposed to be handling it.

      Wasn’t she a member of one of the Councils of Elders? Why shouldn’t she be allowed to handle one of the stones the Elders served?

      Unless it wasn’t her stone.

      Then again, were any of them really her stone?

      “Can you take me back to the cave?”

      “Ryn—”

      Ryn got to her feet, shaking off the pain. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, and I’m willing to serve in whatever way I need, but I feel I need to understand.”

      “I can take you back, but—”

      A knock at the door interrupted them, and they both turned toward it. Ryn headed to the door, opening it carefully. Standing on the other side was the old servant Dolan. He was dressed in his black robe, a chain hanging down his chest bearing the mark of the Great One.

      “Emissary,” he said, bowing his head. “There were rumors you had returned.”

      “Rumors?”

      “Fine, there were others who reported that you had returned.”

      “I’m only here for a little while,” she said.

      “A shame. You are valued, Emissary.”

      “That’s nice of you to say, Dolan.”

      “Nice, but also accurate. The people appreciate your presence. They do so in a way that is different than even the way they appreciated the presence of the Great One.”

      She frowned at him. Dolan usually wouldn’t be so forward with his comments, and it worried her that he was now.

      “I’m sure they appreciate his presence just as much.”

      “Don’t misunderstand me, Emissary. They do appreciate him and the power that he reflects, but it’s more about the role you have had in offering direct protection. You have become a part of the palace and of the city.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Will you be staying the night?”

      She glanced back at Tessa. Ryn wanted to stay in Lexa for the night, but she wasn’t sure if that was the right move or not. For her part, Tessa remained quiet, giving Ryn no sign of what she was thinking. For that matter, it was possible that Tessa wasn’t thinking anything in particular. She was simply watching Ryn.

      “If we do, we can fend for ourselves.”

      “It would be my pleasure to prepare your room.”

      “I wouldn’t need that, Dolan. Thank you.”

      He bowed deeply, and when he stood, he met Ryn’s eyes for a long moment before turning away.

      Ryn breathed out and turned back to Tessa. “You want us to go.”

      “I’m not saying anything,” Tessa said.

      “But you want us to go.”

      “I think we shouldn’t be gone for too long.”

      “We’ve only been gone for a short while.”

      “A short while, but our absence will be noticed. If the intention is for you to gain some connection to the others, then any absence will be too long.”

      Ryn wished there were another way, but Tessa was right. She couldn’t stay absent from the village for too long. Worse, she was going to have to take a more active role. If she was going to try to understand what it meant for her to serve on the Council of Elders, and if going to one of the Elder Stones wasn’t a way to obtain answers, then she would have to work with the opportunities that she had.

      Tessa watched her, seeming to understand. Then again, Ryn didn’t want to upset Tessa, either. The other woman deserved honesty from Ryn, and she deserved for Ryn to be careful.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      Ryn held out her arm, and Tessa took it, and they started to Travel. Tessa frowned.

      “What is it?” Ryn asked.

      “There is something restricting me. I’m not able to Travel.”

      Ryn turned toward the door, her heart racing. They had experienced something like this before, and she worried that someone was trying to trap them, but there was no reason for Thornton and his people to be here now, was there? She had dealt with the attack within the city and had removed anyone committed to him.

      “Let me go ahead of you,” Tessa said, unsheathing her sword.

      Ryn didn’t like the idea of Tessa risking herself, but she was more skilled with the sword than Ryn was.

      She closed her eyes, listening. If nothing else, she should be able to determine something from the other side of the door. But she heard nothing. If there was an attack, it was quiet. There came the sound of boots over the stone, but that was not unexpected—just the Ai’thol patrolling the palace. She heard distant, muted voices, and though Ryn couldn’t make out the words, they didn’t sound worried. She focused further, trying to reach beyond what she normally could, but nothing came.

      Where was Dolan? He had been here before, and he wasn’t able to move so quickly that she should be able to hear him. Did Dolan have any abilities? She didn’t think so, but what did she really know about him? He’d served here since before Olandar Fahr, when this place had served a different master. It seemed she needed to better understand what purpose he had in serving.

      “Ryn?” Tessa asked. “Do you detect anything?”

      “No.”

      “Neither do I.”

      Tessa pulled the door open, and Ryn readied for the possibility of danger, but they didn’t encounter anything.

      “Can you Travel?”

      Tessa took her arm and started to shimmer, but that stopped.

      “Not really,” she said.

      “What do you think is holding us here?”

      “It feels different than when the city was attacked,” Tessa said.

      “You didn’t have any difficulty Traveling here in the first place.”

      “I didn’t, but I wonder if there is some way of inviting us here and then trapping us.”

      It would involve a greater control over Traveling than Ryn would’ve expected, but then it was possible that someone would have that kind of power. There were plenty of others within the palace, all of them aligned with Ryn. She had to believe that they weren’t in any real danger. If she could get word to the Ai’thol, they would come for her.

      She straightened herself and headed out into the hallway. Striding alongside her, Tessa had her sword unsheathed, and they marched quickly. Every so often, Tessa would try to Travel, the colors shimmering around her, but then they would fade.

      “I can tell when it fails,” Ryn said. “Keep trying.”

      “I intend to.”

      They reached the end of the hall, and Ryn paused there. From here, the stairs led down to the main part of the palace, and she heard footsteps nearby. She stepped back, looking down the hallway.

      There was a pair of Ai’thol marching, and she hurried over to them.

      They took one look at her and Tessa and unsheathed their swords and fell into place on either side of Ryn.

      “What is it, Emissary?”

      “I’m not sure,” Ryn said. “Tessa isn’t able to Travel. We know something is taking place, but we don’t know what.”

      One of the other Ai’thol started to shimmer, and then it faded. “I’m not able to Travel either,” the man said.

      Ryn studied him for a moment. She didn’t know how many of the Ai’thol could Travel, though she suspected the numbers were greater now than before. Since she and Tessa had begun to place augmentations, the Ai’thol had developed increasing skills, including the ability to Travel.

      “Keep trying. If you are able to get away, go.”

      “What about you, Emissary?” one of them asked.

      “Tessa will get me free from here.”

      The men studied Tessa, almost with suspicion, it seemed to Ryn.

      “I don’t detect anything,” the other Ai’thol said.

      Ryn looked over and wondered what abilities he had. It was something she should have done a better job of cataloging. Now that she needed their assistance, not knowing what each of them could do might put her at a disadvantage.

      “Keep your eyes open,” she said.

      They nodded. There was no sound around her other than their own footsteps. There was nothing other than her heartbeat. There came the breathing of the two men along with Tessa, all of them breathing rapidly, and a sense of anxiety coming from them. The Ai’thol had sweat working along their foreheads.

      Ryn steadied her own breathing, knowing she needed to be in control and ready for the possibility of danger.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs. Another pair of Ai’thol patrolling noticed them, and they joined in. Ryn felt considerably better having these Ai’thol with her. Perhaps that was all she needed to know. She’d been wondering what she needed to do, what role she had to play and what it meant for her to serve the Ai’thol, but the Ai’thol served her. She had to take advantage of that. She had to use their service, what they might be able to offer her.

      There came a steady stirring, and she frowned. It came from deep below them. She shared a look with Tessa, then hurried forward. The Ai’thol raced after, calling for her, but Ryn ignored them. She reached the stairs heading down. Tessa kept up with her, and every so often she would try to Travel, but she would fail.

      “What do you think happened?” Tessa asked, her breath short.

      “I felt it below us,” Ryn said.

      “I felt something too.”

      “And it can’t be a coincidence that I just touched the Elder Stone,” Ryn said.

      As she raced down the stairs, trying to ignore the burning in her thighs, the quickness of her breath, her heart pounding in her chest, she focused on the sense of the stone, expecting to feel the growing heat at any moment.

      But there was no heat. There was nothing.

      As she descended, the darkness something she was able to ignore with her blessing, she found no change in the light as there had always been before. It was as if the light were gone—as if everything that had been here were now absent.

      When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she stopped short. There was no residual sense of either the heat or the power that had rested here.

      Tessa caught up to her and slammed into her back. “Ryn?” she whispered.

      “It’s gone,” Ryn said.

      “What’s gone?”

      “The stone.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Ryn motioned to the darkness, though she knew Tessa didn’t have the same blessing as her. “The stone is gone.”

      “How would that even be possible?”

      Ryn shook her head. “I don’t know.”
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      Ryn stood on the palace grounds. The Ai’thol were patrolling more actively than usual. They were moving in threes, all of them heavily armed. There had to be at least fifty Ai’thol marching along the grounds, yet Ryn didn’t feel safe at all.

      Was it her fault that the stone was gone? The timing of it couldn’t be a coincidence, and she had to believe there was something to it.

      Every so often, one of the Ai’thol would shimmer, but whatever was trapping them here remained. She turned around and headed back into the palace, reaching the tower overlooking the grounds, where she had once spent considerable time. She looked around, searching the darkness, but she didn’t see anything. The city was quiet, and though there was movement on the palace grounds, there was no movement out in the city.

      “I understand there has been an attack,” Dolan said behind her.

      Ryn didn’t turn. “Do you know anything about it?”

      “Unfortunately, I do not.”

      Ryn wanted to turn, but she worried that doing so would reveal her distrust. She had always trusted Dolan before, but what if she couldn’t any longer? What if Dolan was in on the attack?

      Yet why would he wait until now to act? Dolan had served in the temple for years, and he had served well. If he was going to violate the safety of the temple, it stood to reason that he would’ve done so long before now.

      She turned, facing him, clasping her hands in front of her. “Do you know what was here?”

      Dolan tipped his head slightly. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Emissary.” Though he tried to keep his face neutral, he wasn’t as successful as he wanted to be. The more she watched, the more certain she was Dolan knew much more than he was letting on.

      “There was something beneath the temple,” she said.

      “Emissary?”

      “You don’t have to deny it. I’ve seen it.”

      Dolan started toward her and rested his hands on the wall. “We have tried to keep that to ourselves. Even the Great One wasn’t aware of it. He knew there was something here, but he never managed to find it.”

      “I did.”

      “You have a way with finding things others don’t,” Dolan said.

      “It wasn’t difficult to locate,” she said, looking over at him.

      “Perhaps not for you, but others have come searching and have failed,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “It is dangerous,” he said.

      “And now it’s gone.”

      He frowned, turning to look at her. “Gone?”

      She nodded. “That’s what happened during the attack. The rest of the Ai’thol aren’t able to Travel. I suspect it’s tied to what happened here.”

      Dolan’s eyes were tight. He pressed his hands together. “We have housed that great power for hundreds of years within this building.”

      “Hundreds of years?”

      “This place has been designed to protect it, to conceal it. And now it’s gone.”

      “I’m sorry, Dolan.”

      “I don’t know that it’s your fault, Emissary.”

      “I think it is. I went down to it when we returned, and I… well, I touched it.”

      “You touched it?”

      “I know I shouldn’t have, and I don’t know if I was meant to, but I felt drawn to it.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. She had gone to it, wanting to touch it; she’d forced her way to the stone until she had given herself up to it. When she had touched it…

      “What happened?”

      “It rejected me. It threw me back, slamming me into the wall.”

      “Were you are able to touch it?” She nodded. “That is most unusual. Most who are guided to it have experience around it. You came to it on your own.”

      “I did.”

      “And you managed to reach it on your own.”

      “I did, though I don’t know what it means that I was able to touch it.”

      “You did more than others were able to.”

      “Like I said, it slammed me into the wall.”

      “What happened when you touched it?”

      “There was a surge of light. There was a sense of power. And then…” Ryn shook her head. She closed her eyes again, thinking back. She tried to grasp what had happened to her, but she wasn’t sure she understood. “There was a sense of heat. A sense of knowing. Then it was gone.”

      “You were gifted by the power of the flame, Emissary.”

      “What does that mean for me?”

      “You will be changed, as all who experience the power of the flame have been over the years. You should know that you were given a great gift.”

      A gift. A stone of power.

      Now it was gone.

      “Who do you think took it?”

      “I don’t know. The Great One is the only other person who might know it was here.”

      “I don’t think he would’ve taken it from here.” Though he might be able to hold someone from Traveling.

      “No, I don’t think so either. Though he chased power, I don’t have the sense he wanted to move it. He recognized the need for that power to remain where it was. As long as he had influence over those areas, I don’t think he had any interest in trying to manipulate things.”

      Ryn wasn’t so sure. “Who else would be after it?”

      “There have been many who sought power over the years.”

      She had to wonder how it would have been removed. Someone might have been able to Travel here, but even if they did, how would they have been able to take the stone away? Moving something like that, something so powerful, would take far more power than anyone should possess.

      More than ever, she felt as if she needed to get the understanding of others who were a part of the Council of Elders. If this was the Shadow Queen’s doing, then she needed to be prepared for the possibility an attack was taking place.

      “I have to go away from here again,” she said.

      “I know,” Dolan said.

      “I don’t know when I will be able to return.”

      “I understand that as well, Emissary.”

      “I will do all I can to protect Lexa.”

      “You have done much in the time you’ve been here.”

      “There are times when I don’t know that I’ve done enough.”

      Dolan turned to her and smiled sadly. “If you didn’t feel that way, then you would not have been the Emissary that you are.”

      “I wish I could have done more.”

      “Go and do what you must.”

      Ryn took a deep breath and started down into the palace.

      How had someone uncovered the stone? Something must have happened when she had touched it. The answers weren’t going to be here. They might not even be with Olandar Fahr. There was another possibility, but it involved committing herself fully to something that she hadn’t yet done. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that she needed to work with the others to find those answers.

      She reached the bottom of the stairs and paused there. A sudden overwhelming image washed through her, filling her mind until she could think of nothing else. Ryn recognized the source of it. It was from the Temple of the Mind. There was the brightness as there had been before, the white all around her, swirling around, trying to call to her, but there was something more. There was a hint of darkness in shadows that whirled around her, as if the Shadow Queen were there with her. It was pressing upon her, pushing inward, forcing itself upon her.

      Ryn shivered, wanting to get away, to hide from it, but as it came through her, into her mind, she could do nothing other than let that sense strike her.

      There was a message in there, and she opened herself to it. She was there within that space. Within the temple. Somehow, she was drawn to it, as if it was calling to her. It filled her. All around her was that sense of brightness and white and nothingness.

      “Priest?”

      Ryn looked around, but there was nothing there. For her to be here on her own, without the priest, left her trembling.

      She started forward, and though she didn’t know if she was Traveling within her mind or if she was somewhere real, she followed. Her feet were silent. She looked everywhere, searching for answers, but no answers came to her. There had to be something here, but Ryn couldn’t find it.

      There was a hint of darkness at the edges of her vision, and she turned to it, trying to focus on it, but she couldn’t make it out. She was aware of that darkness and could feel it filling her.

      She continued forward cautiously. “Priest?” She called out more loudly than before, yet as her voice drifted away, it sounded muted to her ears, as if something swallowed the sound. She steeled herself, looking around, and thought about what she knew of this place.

      It was always in her mind. That was what she had been taught before.

      She hurried forward, looking all around, but didn’t see anything useful. The more she searched, the more certain she was there was something else out there. As she saw that darkness swirling at the edge of her vision, she strained against it.

      The priest wasn’t here. She could find him, though. She knew she could. All she had to do was figure out how.

      When she’d come here before, there had been places where she’d encountered the priest. There had been a space within the Temple of the Mind, a place that had been real, and if she could find that, and if she could find him, then she had to believe she could understand just what she was supposed to learn here.

      Ryn turned, reversing direction and hurrying along the hallway. There was nothing other than that bright white light around her, edged with a hint of darkness. She paused again, listening and focusing, searching through the brightness, but she didn’t see or hear anything. What other senses could she rely upon?

      She might be able to smell something. Her sense of smell had been augmented the same as her other senses, though she had never attempted to enhance it. Now she wondered if she should have.

      As Ryn turned in place, she breathed in the empty air. It was stale. Had it been like that when she’d been here before? She wasn’t sure.

      What could she feel? Perhaps that was the better question. It wasn’t so much what she was able to hear or see or even smell. It was a sense of everything around her, what she was able to feel and uncover.

      Ryn closed her eyes, her mind open, trying to understand what might be out there and what she might be able to uncover. As she did, she thought she felt something off. It was different than what she was able to smell, the staleness to the air, and what she was able to hear, her breath and her heart pounding in her chest.

      A slight trembling came from someplace deep underground. The more she focused on it, the more certain she was it was real. She wondered if she could track that trembling. She hurried forward, focusing on it.

      Pausing again, Ryn looked around, knowing that she had to find the answers here, that she had been brought to the Temple of the Mind for a purpose. She hadn’t come here herself—which meant the priest had called her here. That he could do so suggested even more power than she had ever imagined, although she had known he was powerful.

      Everything was silent, and all she was aware of was herself. Could she turn her focus inward? Maybe then she could find something that would help her provide those answers, something that would allow her to know just what she was experiencing.

      Ryn strained against that emptiness, certain she would have to find those answers buried within her.

      There was the steady trembling. That much was real. There was the stale sense to the air. She couldn’t hear anything, but maybe it was muted in some way. She’d spoken, and her voice had carried. As she focused on that, she wondered if there was any way for her to use that emptiness to search beyond herself.

      As she concentrated, Ryn thought about what else there might be. The bright light made it seem as if there should be nothing, but Ryn knew better. Whatever else she was experiencing, there had to be something here. How could she find a way to look through the brightness?

      That was the key. In the Temple of the Mind, that had always been a challenge for her. She had always struggled against that brightness, trying to find some way to peer beyond that bright light.

      What else had she experienced that was bright like that?

      The Elder Stone.

      Was that what she was experiencing?

      She didn’t think so. The Temple of the Mind was different than the Elder Stone for the flame, but it was no less powerful. The Temple of the Mind was tied to a different Elder Stone, one of knowledge and understanding and insight.

      There came a stirring of movement. It was the first time she’d seen anything since coming here, and she turned toward it. She focused again on the distance, looking through the brightness, and thought she understood. That movement had come from someplace beyond the light. That brightness was something else, something more.

      She opened her mind and searched beyond her. The brightness meant power, understanding. As Ryn stared beyond the bright light, the illumination collapsed, fading and retreating. It became nothingness, and even that nothingness shifted, and then she saw walls forming around her.

      It was the Temple of the Mind.

      She was in a room, the walls surrounding her, windows looking out in all four directions. In the center of the room was a small table, reminding her of when she had been first brought here by the priest. On the table was a platform with a book resting open on it.

      Ryn turned toward it, and when she did, she found something else. A chair near the back of the room. A man sat on it, his head slumped forward, and she headed toward him. It was the priest.

      She watched him for a moment, and in that moment, it seemed everything paused, as if time itself had frozen. She touched the priest. When she did, he moved.

      “You came,” he whispered.

      “You called me here?”

      “It was necessary.”

      “Why? How were you able to call me here from so far?”

      “You are connected to the Temple of the Mind, and so the distance does not matter.”

      “It matters to me,” she said.

      He smiled again. “It might matter to you, but it doesn’t matter within your mind.”

      “You’re dying,” she said.

      “I’ve been dying for centuries.”

      “I found my way to the Council of Elders.”

      “I knew you would.”

      “What does it mean for me?”

      “It means you have been tasked with a great responsibility. It will be dangerous.”

      “I don’t know that I’m ready for danger.”

      “You don’t have much choice, Ryn Valeron.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you are willing to see.”

      She noticed the walls of the Temple of the Mind seemed to be crumbling, fading. Was this place changing?

      “What’s happening?”

      “She has reached me,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, I don’t suppose you do. Perhaps it doesn’t matter. What matters is that she will come for you unless you act.”

      “The Shadow Queen,” Ryn said.

      “If that’s what you must call her.”

      “I don’t know what else to call her, but I do know that she frightens me.”

      “She scares me too.”

      The walls continued to crumble, fading all around her. A sense of terror worked through her, as if cold were pressing in upon her, the walls of the Temple of the Mind dissolving nearby. Ryn wanted to turn away, but she felt she needed to watch.

      An opening appeared in one of the walls, and behind it was nothing but the darkness she had seen at the edge of her vision.

      “How is she doing this?”

      “It was my time,” he said. “You were chosen.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      “And you don’t need to. Not yet. You will come to know in time. You must work with the others and find a way of stopping her.”

      “How are we supposed to stop her?”

      The priest’s head sagged forward, and she checked his neck, but he jerked his head back up again, locking eyes with her. For a moment there was an image of clarity, and his deep green eyes blinked, slashing with brightness and understanding, but then that faded.

      He grabbed her arms, holding on to her wrists. “Stay away from her domain.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “If you go to her realm, she will hold you.”

      “How are we supposed to stop her?”

      “Find the other.”

      “What other?”

      “You will know.”

      With that, the priest sagged forward again and released her wrists. She stood in place for a long moment, not sure what else to do, and yet, as she looked around, there came the ongoing collapse of the Temple of the Mind, the dissolving walls, the sense of everything around her disappearing.

      And if he was gone, and if the power was his, then how was she supposed to escape?

      She had to go back to herself.

      How was she supposed to do that?

      Ryn had no idea how he had brought her here or how she could return. It was in her mind, wasn’t it? All of this was within her. If she could use what she knew and return to herself, then that was what she had to do. Ryn focused, drawing on that knowledge, that sense of power, and she let it call to her, pulling her away.

      She breathed in. That power struck her, and she opened her eyes. When she did, she was back in the palace. She staggered, nearly collapsing, but managed to stay on her feet. When she looked around, feeling everything, a part of her deep within her mind could feel the changing, the collapse of the power of the Temple of the Mind. She worried that it was gone.

      Tessa appeared and grabbed Ryn. “I can travel again,” she said.

      Ryn could only nod.

      “Ryn?”

      “We need to return to the Temple of the Mind,” she said. “I need to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “Whether it’s gone.”

      Tessa looked at her and said nothing. Instead, a shimmering seemed to surround them, and they Traveled.
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      Daniel paced around the small chamber. There was nothing here, no remnants of the attack other than a few bloodstains that reminded him of what had happened. He tried not to look too closely at them, but they were there, and they were clear.

      “It was here,” he said, pausing in front of one section of the ground. It was dark and dirty, and the air stunk of an old foulness, but there were no bodies here.

      “Are you sure?” Rayen asked.

      “Quite,” he said.

      “I don’t know where we moved the bodies,” Cael Elvraeth said.

      She stood off to the side, her hands clasped in front of her, her deep blue robe hanging nearly to the floor. She had watched Daniel, a hint of uncertainty in her deep green eyes, when he had approached with his concerns about the Shadow Queen and those they had killed.

      Or seemingly killed.

      “We have to figure out where they ended up,” he said.

      “I have a hard time believing there could be anything like what you’re describing,” Cael said.

      He nodded to Carth. “Wait for me.”

      Sliding to Cael, he wrapped shadows around her and then Slid again, emerging in the tower. He wasted no time, taking her directly to the row of cells. As he expected, the three prisoners remained standing, all of them where they had last left them.

      “What is this?” Cael asked.

      “These are servants of the Shadow Queen. I removed some influence over them.”

      Cael frowned. “They’re empty,” she whispered.

      “You Read them that quickly?”

      She nodded absently, starting toward the bars and leaning forward. “I’ve never detected anything quite like it. I’ve found a few who have managed to reject my ability to reach into their mind, but even there I’m aware of the effort they use in order to do so.”

      Any question Daniel had about how powerful a Reader Cael Elvraeth was had been answered by that single statement. He had always believed she was incredibly powerful, and for her to simply expect she would have the necessary strength to Read in such a way told him just how strong she was.

      “I wasn’t able to detect anything either. I tried, but they have an absence to them. It’s incredibly strange.”

      Cael looked around the cell. “Where is this?”

      “This is one of the C’than strongholds,” he said.

      “And Carthenne has no problem with you bringing me here?”

      “I think Carthenne realizes what we’re facing is dangerous enough that secrets need to be more open.”

      Cael took a deep breath. “I’ve seen what I need.”

      “Good.” He took a step back. “I don’t like being around them any longer than I need to. It’s easier when I try to kill them, but…”

      Cael nodded slowly. “Galen always told me that the killing was the easy part. Always harder for him was deciding who deserved to live and who deserved to die.”

      There was a time when Daniel would’ve questioned whether anyone deserved to die, but the longer he had been dealing with the Shadow Queen, the more certain he was there were some who simply didn’t deserve to live any longer.

      “I have a hard time finding a way we can succeed by destroying everyone who serves the Shadow Queen. I thought we could find a way to save some of them.” He looked over to the three prisoners, shaking his head. “But if this is what we will end up with, I don’t know that there is any saving.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t try, Daniel.”

      “I understand, and I think I need to do more than I have already. I will continue to try, but I wonder if there is anything I will be able to do.”

      He wrapped shadows around Cael and they Slid, emerging back within the small chamber. Daniel released his hold over Cael and looked around. The air hung with the stench of the deaths that had preceded them, but there was something else about it, something more he thought he should recognize. He thought about what would have happened to the bodies. The tchalit would’ve disposed of them, wouldn’t they?

      But where?

      They should have revealed themselves by now. When they’d fought the servants of the Shadow Queen before, they’d all come back to life rapidly. Whatever else, the effect was quick.

      Unless the Shadow Queen had influenced them.

      She had been here. She was trying to influence the people of Elaeavn, but he didn’t know why. She would have bided her time. Her people could integrate within Elaeavn, and others might not even know.

      “I can see you’re troubled over something,” Carth said.

      “I’m trying to come up with what we might have missed,” he said. “If the others were here, and if they were influenced by the Shadow Queen, she wouldn’t have sent them away.”

      “Unless she took them with her.”

      Daniel took a deep breath. It would be all too easy for her to have sent them out into the city, and from there…

      If she had done that, it could cause countless others to be influenced. How would they detect that?

      “We need Lareth,” he whispered.

      “Lareth is not well,” Cael said.

      Daniel blinked, looking over. “What happened to Haern?”

      “Haern is fine, I believe. I thought you were speaking of Rsiran.”

      “What happened to Rsiran?”

      “He was trapped, and since he returned, he has been weak. Though there has been some work done to try to bring him back, he is not the same.”

      Daniel looked around the room. He could remember when they were attacked, the nature of the power that existed, and how dangerous it had all felt. He remembered all too well how helpless he had felt. At the time, he had thought Olandar Fahr and the Ai’thol were the real threat.

      How little he had known.

      If he had known at that time, would he have done anything different? Could he have stopped the Shadow Queen? He doubted it. Considering how powerful she was, and the way they had barely survived her attackers, he suspected they would have still managed to overpower them. But what would have changed if they had exerted more effort at that time?

      It did little good for him to think about things he couldn’t change. All that mattered now was that they could react, that they could continue to move forward, that they could figure out what the Shadow Queen was doing now. If they could, they might be able to stop her.

      “Is Haern around?” he asked.

      “We don’t know where he’s gone,” Cael said.

      “Then it will have to be Rsiran.”

      “Why?”

      “We need to know what they’re after. We need to know if there are others influenced in the city.”

      “You’ll find him in the forest with Della.”

      The Healer. It surprised Daniel that she would suddenly reappear, and yet if he was right about the generations preceding his, there were others who could have been members of the Council of Elders but had not been. She could be one of them. He suspected Lareth was another.

      “You’ll take me back first,” Cael said.

      He nodded, Sliding her to her chambers and releasing her. She tipped her head in a slight nod and then they Slid again, emerging in the heart of the forest.

      There was a strange energy here, almost a humming, that he hadn’t been aware of last time he’d been here, though now he could practically feel it. Something tugged on him, a sense of familiarity.

      The Council of Elders.

      He’d known there was a Council of Elders here, though he didn’t see it. It was hidden from them, out of view, yet he was able to detect power here.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Daniel said.

      He looked around the clearing. Not much had changed, though there were several buildings situated in between the massive Elder Trees. In one of them, people moved in and out quickly, and in another, there was an occasional cry.

      One of them had to be the Healer’s home, though which would it be? Daniel started across the clearing, keeping close to Rayen and Carth, letting the shadows swirl around them. He approached the nearest of the buildings, moving carefully and slowly. Something about the forest left him unsettled. He’d never felt fully comfortable here, partly because of how he had viewed it when he had still lived in Elaeavn. There was a separation between those who lived in the Elvraeth palace and those who lived in the forest. Worse, Daniel had been complicit in some of the ways those who lived in the forest were treated.

      He focused on the doorway, attempting to Read anything behind it. It was different than what he’d experienced when he was dealing with the servants of the Shadow Queen. At least in this case, there was a sense of some presence, though he wasn’t able to determine what it was. It was almost as if it were pushing against him.

      He hesitated at the door for a moment before knocking. When the door swung open, a short woman stood before him wearing a striped shawl, her hair pulled back into a severe bun. Wrinkles etched her face, which looked more like the bark of a weathered tree than any human face should. When she looked up at him, deep green eyes met his.

      “Daniel Elvraeth. What can I do for you?”

      Daniel couldn’t take his eyes off Della. She had been old the last time he’d seen her, but she looked even older now.

      “I understand that Rsiran Lareth has returned.”

      “It’s more that Rsiran Lareth has been returned.”

      “Rsiran didn’t bring himself back?”

      “He was trapped. Were it not for Lucy Elvraeth, I doubt he would ever have been able to return.”

      “I need his help.”

      “I’m afraid that Rsiran is in no shape to help.”

      “He might not be, but I still need him.”

      “Why?”

      Daniel glanced around the clearing. There were others out, and considering how powerful the people in the forest were, he wouldn’t be surprised if some of them were Listeners.

      “Do we have to do this here?”

      “Would you rather come into my home?”

      He glanced at Rayen and Carth, who shrugged.

      “Why don’t you go with her? We’ll wait out here,” Carth said.

      He had the sense she wanted to remain apart, perhaps to see what she might uncover within the forest. Then again, it was likely that Carth had been here with Lucy. For all he knew, Carth had spent considerable time here and may have even built up her network.

      “If you want me to stay with you, I can,” Rayen whispered, the words carried on little more than a shadow.

      Daniel debated but decided that wasn’t necessary. Besides, having Carth with Rayen might be beneficial for both of them. With their connection to the shadows, they might find something here that he wouldn’t have noticed, something the people of Elaeavn wouldn’t have noticed. For all the abilities their people possessed, there were still limitations.

      “Go. I can find you when I’m done.”

      They glided off, disappearing on the shadows, and he stared after them for a long moment before turning his attention back to Della. She watched him, the hint of a smile on her face, and said nothing.

      “What is it?”

      “You are different. I can no longer Read you the way I once could.”

      Daniel attempted to assert his mental barriers, but if she was no longer able to Read him, then they weren’t necessary anymore. “How easy was I to Read before?”

      “It’s not a matter of easy or difficult, though you were a little more difficult than most.”

      He had the sense she was saying that mostly to placate him, but he didn’t mind. She motioned for him to follow her into the small cottage, and he did. A tidy fire crackled in the hearth near the far wall. A pot rested above the wood, and steam drifted from it. The air carried a spicy odor, pleasant and soothing. A cabinet near him contained row upon row of drawers. Della paused there, looking around the room before settling her gaze on him.

      “Do you care to tell me what this is about?” she asked.

      Daniel turned his attention back to her. There was no sign of Lareth, though that didn’t mean he wasn’t here. It was possible he was in a smaller section of the cottage, or it could even be that he had returned to his home with Jessa Lareth.

      “When the city was attacked before by those who had received augmentations, I worry some of them were influenced in a way that changed them.”

      “The nature of the augmentation is such that it changes people.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” he said.

      Della reached across the counter, touching his wrist. He almost jerked back, but a surge of warmth flowed through him. It was different than anything he had ever experienced, and it was followed by a cool chill that washed over him.

      A Healing.

      He had never experienced a Healing like that before, though he had known plenty of people who had.

      “What was that about?”

      “You’ve recovered,” she said.

      “Recovered from what?”

      “From whatever attacked you. I’m surprised,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because what you have done is different than what the others have.”

      Della smiled and hobbled over toward the hearth, grabbing the pot off the coals, and carried it back over to him. She tipped the liquid into a pair of mugs and handed one to him. Daniel took it, breathing in the aroma. The scent in the cottage came from it, and as he had suspected, it was soothing.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing but a tea. I promise it’s not poisoned.”

      “I didn’t expect it would be.”

      “You should always question whether something is poisoned, Daniel Elvraeth. Didn’t your father teach you better than that?”

      He frowned at her, wondering whether she was making a joke or not, but when she poured herself a mug of tea, she sipped at it quickly. He tasted his and found it just as soothing in his mouth and going down his throat when he breathed it in.

      “When the Shadow Queen attacked the city, she helped others place augmentations. Those augmentations can be used in dangerous ways.”

      “What dangerous ways?”

      “In ways that seem to allow her to control the person who bears the augmentation.”

      Della held her mug for a moment. “Such as someone Pushing.”

      Daniel frowned, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s quite like what she does. She has a different kind of control over them than what we would expect. They can’t die.”

      Della set her mug down, watching him. “What do you mean they can’t die?”

      “We’ve fought many of her servants. Even though we cut them down, we have a hard time killing them. It takes considerable power, most of the time augmented power, to defeat them.”

      The tea soothed him enough that he was able to finally relax. He felt a little sleepy and wondered if that was intentional or not. Was she trying to sedate him?

      “Such a thing is not possible. The Great Watcher would not want anyone to avoid death.”

      “What makes you think we’re dealing with the Great Watcher?”

      “You think we’re encountering something else?”

      “If she’s an Elder, as we have come to believe, then it seems to me that we’re dealing with something else. If the missing Elder Stone gives her that ability…”

      Della watched him for a moment before lifting her mug again and taking a long sip. She breathed out heavily, keeping her hands wrapped around it. “I must admit that in all the possibilities of what we might uncover when it came to that Elder Stone, I would not have expected something like that.”

      “We can’t deny what we’ve uncovered.”

      Della shook her head. “I suppose you could not.”

      “Whatever the final Elder Stone represents, somehow it has given her far greater power than she should possess.”

      Della smiled and made her way over to a chair near the fire, nodding for him to take a seat across from her. Daniel hesitated a moment before doing so. All of this was in order to find Lareth, and once they did, then they could begin to finish this, to remove the Shadow Queen’s influence throughout Elaeavn, assuming there was some influence here. He couldn’t shake the idea that there would have to be something, and that they had not yet discovered it.

      “What have you detected from yourself?”

      “Why?” he asked, meeting her eyes.

      “You’re the first to take a place at the Council of Elders. I find it interesting you were chosen.”

      “You don’t think I’m worthy?”

      “It’s not a matter of whether I think you’re worthy so much as it is a matter of someone else thinking you’re worthy.”

      “You think the Elders chose me?”

      “I suspect they chose their successor.”

      If so, then why him? He’d done nothing remarkable to deserve such an honor—if it was an honor. Daniel was no longer certain whether it was going to end up being a curse.

      “I imagine you’re thinking about why you would have been the one chosen.”

      “I am.”

      “From what I understand, you were the one to have discovered the place within the tree. You are the first to have done so in centuries.”

      “They could’ve chosen someone from Ceyaniah. They didn’t have to choose me.”

      “Perhaps there was an advantage in choosing someone like yourself who managed to reach it. It required you to use a combination of abilities and powers descended from the Elder Stones, and to understand how those powers were utilized.”

      It sounded as if Della knew he was able to use the shadows, but he didn’t think he’d shared with her that he had a connection to Sliding of that nature.

      Had he?

      Then again, before his augmentation had been placed, she would’ve been able to Read him. It was possible she didn’t need for him to share anything.

      “I have wondered about all this. Much of it comes down to, why now? Why weren’t others chosen before?”

      “The Elders were there before,” Daniel said.

      “I suspect they knew their time grew short.”

      “Time passes differently there.”

      Della nodded. “It’s part of the reason Rsiran nearly didn’t survive, and why Lucy was so sick when she finally returned.”

      “If that’s the case, then it’s possible that the Elders didn’t know how much time had passed.”

      “I have a feeling they were aware of the passage of time, but I also suspect the nature of what they experienced was different than what we could imagine.”

      “If they were responsible for moving the crystals”—and from what he understood of the purpose of the Elders, that seemed to be what had happened—“then there would have to be something beyond that.”

      “Why would there? Do you believe they thought such a thing was necessary? I suspect they believed the power of the crystals gathered together would keep the Shadow Queen from reaching them.”

      “Not just the power of the crystals, but the people of Elaeavn,” Daniel said.

      She nodded. “I think that’s part of it. And for many years, we have been isolated. The nature of our abilities has been hidden, though plenty throughout the world have known about us. It wasn’t until recently that things began to change.”

      Daniel held her gaze for a moment, getting a sense of what she was saying. “You blame Lareth for this?”

      “Not in such a way that I would ever share that with him,” she said, smiling sadly, “but I do wonder if perhaps his desire to go after the Ai’thol has outed us, so to speak.”

      It would make a certain sort of sense. If the Shadow Queen didn’t know where to find the power of the crystals before, the fact that Rsiran had been Sliding everywhere, attacking the Ai’thol and the Forgers, would have given them the opportunity to discover where to find their people.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out how to stop her. We know we have to replace her,” Daniel said.

      If they didn’t, she would continue to attack, sending her unkillable soldiers after them. What would happen when he was gone? When Lucy and Haern and this fourth of the Council of Elders were gone? Would anyone be able to stop the Shadow Queen?

      It was reason for them to handle it now.

      “Unfortunately, there aren’t many people who can tell us the purpose behind what they have done, but the Elders must have some reason in mind for their actions. If only we had an opportunity to speak to them.”

      “Lucy has spoken to them.”

      “I believe she has. Was she able to gain anything meaningful from that conversation?”

      If she hadn’t, then it might not matter.

      “All of this might not be significant at all. I believe you feel you have something you must accomplish.”

      “We need to find the fifth of the Council of Elders.”

      “And when you do?”

      “When we do, we…” He shook his head. “We need to understand before we make any further moves.”

      Della smiled at him. “Good. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t going to act in such a way that would lead to danger. If you thought to attack, you might find you lose before you even begin the encounter. If you go at the so-called Shadow Queen in a more intentional way, you might find a solution that doesn’t destroy everything.” Della leaned forward, locking eyes with him. “And make no mistake, Daniel Elvraeth, if what you intend fails, there is a real risk that you will destroy everything.”
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      As Daniel looked at Della, she turned away from him, taking a sip of her tea. Her deep green eyes blazed brighter, as if she were drawing upon the power of the sacred crystals themselves. As far as he knew, she’d only held one of the crystals, though there was something about Della that made him wonder how powerful she really was—or could be.

      “Will you allow me to see Lareth?”

      “I will.”

      “You could help with this,” he said.

      Della set her mug down, and he did the same, meeting her eyes. “I believe that my time to influence things has passed. Perhaps there was a time when I might’ve been a more integral part of what will come, but that is no longer.”

      It fit with what he understood. The more he thought about things, the more he believed there were generations. With each passing generation, the potential to be something more, to become the person who must sit upon the Council of Elders, had passed on from someone like Della to someone like Carthenne and Lareth, and now to him and the others. Unless he had some way of speaking to one of the Elders, he doubted he would ever understand why his generation was chosen and not the others.

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. None of it really mattered when it came down to it. All that was important was that they were able to accomplish the goal of securing the safety of their people.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Am I ready for—”

      He didn’t have an opportunity to finish. There came a surge of movement, and a swirling sense of power and colors, and he suddenly appeared inside a small home. He’d been here before, looking for Jessa Lareth, and the power of the lorcith here always struck him. The sculptures were impressive, even more impressive than the sculptures in the palace, though Lareth was responsible for creating all of them.

      The woman standing near a doorway looked in his direction. She wore a simple dress, a flower tucked into it, and her long brown hair hung neatly behind her shoulders.

      “What are you doing here?” Jessa asked.

      “I’m sorry. Della—”

      Jessa grunted. “Della is responsible for this?” She glanced down, as if she could See through the floorboards. He knew she was powerfully Sighted, but he doubted she could see through the flooring. “If Della was involved, I suppose you’re meant to be here. You came for Rsiran?”

      Daniel nodded.

      “Let me get him.”

      She disappeared into the back room for a moment, and when she reappeared, she was leading a thin man who looked nothing like the Lareth Daniel remembered. He leaned on a cane, his face worn and weathered, beginning to show his age in a way he hadn’t before.

      Daniel couldn’t help but suck in a sharp breath. “What happened?”

      Rsiran met his gaze. His eyes were deep green, but it seemed as if a film covered them. “You don’t have to look at me like that.”

      Daniel couldn’t take his eyes away. The last time he’d seen Lareth had been in the midst of battle, and he’d been still at the peak of his powers, cutting down the Ai’thol so quickly that Daniel had marveled he’d ever been captured. The man standing in front of him now looked nothing like that. He looked as if he would be blown down by a strong wind.

      “I’m sorry. Della told me you were trapped.”

      Rsiran took a seat on a solid wooden chair, resting his hands on either side of it. There was something else Daniel detected, and he wasn’t sure what it was. For a moment, he hesitated, but then he surged forward, using his shadows to probe into Lareth.

      It was an invasion, but he worried something more was taking place with Lareth that he couldn’t See, something that needed to be changed. As the shadows worked through him, he could feel the way he’d altered, the way something within him was off. He swept the shadows, twisting them, doing the same thing as he had to the others. There was little risk that he would cause any harm, but he worried he might leave Lareth the same way as the servants of the Shadow Queen. It was possible his time away had basically killed him, and that whatever had been done to him had brought him back in a way that left him diminished.

      When he was done, Rsiran looked up at him, gasping.

      “What did you do?” Jessa lunged toward him, a knife suddenly in hand, pointing it at him.

      Daniel Slid back, but she was there. He wrapped shadows around himself, creating a barrier, and then sent a streamer of shadows around her, pushing her back gently. “I didn’t harm him. There was something off, and I tried to fix it.”

      She frowned at him, glaring, but then turned her attention to Rsiran, who breathed steadily, his eyes closed. When he opened them, they were clearer than they had been before, and there wasn’t the same sense of strangeness to him.

      “You fixed it,” Lareth said.

      “I’m sorry. I should have warned you. It’s just that I—”

      “There’s no need for you to apologize.” Lareth got to his feet, shaking his head. “You did what you thought was necessary. I’ve done the same myself many times over the years.”

      Daniel gradually eased off on the connection to the shadows, releasing his hold over them and no longer trying to push Jessa away as he had before.

      “What happened?” Daniel asked.

      “I was dying, and they thought to fix me.”

      “By placing an augmentation?” That was what he had detected, though he didn’t know why he should feel it that way.

      “I guess so. They forced it on me, though I think Lucy was right, that I would have died had she not done it.”

      “Lucy did this? She doesn’t have any control over lorcith.”

      “With her powers, she doesn’t have to. She’s able to borrow from someone else’s connection to power in order to use it.”

      Daniel whistled softly under his breath. If Lucy had that kind of ability, she would be even more powerful than she had been before. It was a natural connection to her ability to Read, so he shouldn’t be surprised, but he still was. Borrowing someone else’s ability seemed impossible. Yet, could he do the same thing? If it was a matter of Reading, he had to believe there was some way to use that, to tap into it, and if he could…

      Daniel shook those thoughts away. There was no point in trying to go down that road.

      “Why are you here, Daniel Elvraeth?” Jessa asked.

      “I need Rsiran and his connection to lorcith.”

      “I’m not so sure that I’m to be of much help with lorcith. As you can tell, I am quite weakened, despite what you’ve now done to help restore me.”

      There was a hint of hope in his voice, and Daniel was relieved by that. Having Rsiran back would be helpful, and if they were going to have to face the Shadow Queen, he wanted to recruit everyone who had the necessary power in order to do so.

      “I don’t need you to do much with lorcith, just detect it.”

      Rsiran frowned at him. “I might be able to do that, but why?”

      “When the city was attacked the last time, there was another influence here. The Shadow Queen.”

      Rsiran sat up and leaned forward. “She was here?”

      “She helped my father place augmentations upon others. Including me. I’m not sure what those augmentations were, but it seems they gave her the ability to influence them.”

      “And you think you removed that influence?”

      “I don’t know if I have or not, but I do feel as if there was something that changed for you, and that seems to be tied to whatever it was that I was able to remove,” he said.

      Rsiran took a deep breath, looking over to Jessa. “I should be able to do that.”

      “Rsiran—”

      He moved from foot to foot as if testing whether he could stay upright. “If she was here, I need to do whatever I can to help with this,” he said.

      “You’ve done enough. You’ve done more than enough. It’s not your time anymore.”

      “There’s more I can still do,” Rsiran said.

      Anguish crossed Jessa Lareth’s face, and Daniel thought he understood. Rsiran had been fighting for the better part of his life, working against the Ai’thol, doing everything he could to stop them and remove the threat they posed. She wanted him to remain here, out of danger. Despite any healing he might have offered, anything Della might’ve been able to offer to him, Daniel wasn’t sure Lareth should be involved. Besides, Rsiran wasn’t one of the pieces any longer. As he considered the board and thought about the way the pieces would’ve been laid out, he realized Rsiran wasn’t one of them. Yet that didn’t mean he couldn’t be useful.

      Daniel turned to Jessa. “I don’t think Rsiran needs to leave Elaeavn. All we need is for him to help me look through the city.”

      “And what happens if you find something?”

      “I will take care of it,” he said.

      Jessa shook her head. “You might think you’re capable of doing that, but I know Rsiran, and when he gets something in his mind, he will—”

      Daniel wrapped Rsiran in the shadows and pushed gently, with just enough force to send him back a step, and there was a hint of a strain against Daniel. Rsiran was trying to work against him, surging against the connection Daniel held, but there was no way the older man could overpower him.

      “I’m not the same person I was when I left the city,” Daniel said, locking eyes with Jessa while holding on to his connection to Rsiran. “Much like your husband isn’t the same person he was when he left the city.” The effort to resist him began to fade, and Daniel released his hold on Rsiran. When he was done, he turned to him. “I’d like your help, but I don’t need you to do anything more than just that.”

      “It will be difficult,” Rsiran said.

      “I’m sure it will,” Daniel said.

      “Where do we start?”

      “Somewhere in the city. We need to find the tchalit who’ve been augmented and where they might be hiding.”

      “Hiding?” Jessa asked, approaching.

      “I don’t know what else they might be doing, but if I’m right, they’re still in the city.” He thought about telling them that the Shadow Queen’s soldiers were unkillable, but perhaps that didn’t matter.

      Rsiran started to Slide, but Daniel wrapped the shadows around him and Slid them away. They emerged near the shoreline of Elaeavn. It had been a long time since he’d been here, and he could hear the waves crashing, reminding him of when he’d stood along the shoreline with Rayen before facing the servants of the Shadow Queen.

      “Usually I’m the one doing that,” Rsiran said.

      “I’m sure you are,” he said. “But I think I need to do whatever I can to help you.”

      “You think you have to protect me to preserve my strength?”

      Daniel smiled. “Don’t I?”

      Rsiran grunted. “I suppose you might need to do that. Still recovering, after all.”

      Daniel just nodded.

      Rsiran looked out over the water. “I never really cared much for the ocean.”

      “Why not?”

      “I had some bad experiences when I was younger.”

      “But you could Slide.”

      “I could Slide, but there were some situations when I wasn’t able to do so. I wasn’t always as strong as I am now. Or, as strong as I used to be.”

      Daniel stared at the water, listening to the waves lapping at the shore. He found it peaceful, but he could tell when he looked over to Rsiran that feeling wasn’t shared. “We’re looking for augmentations.”

      “Similar to the Ai’thol?”

      “Similar to what was placed on Lucy.”

      “I think I understand,” Rsiran said. He closed his eyes and clenched his jaw.

      Daniel wondered what it was like for him to detect lorcith in that way, and what Daniel himself might be able to detect if he focused. Could he feel everything throughout the city? Within Elaeavn, there was a considerable amount of lorcith, enough that a single additional deposit of it might go unnoticed. That was probably how the servants of the Shadow Queen had intended to hide. They could use the lorcith around them to mask their presence.

      And then what?

      It didn’t take much for him to think they would use that opportunity to find others who wanted an augmentation.

      In this city, with people of varying powers, some far more powerful than others, it wouldn’t take much for anyone to want something they didn’t have. The more he thought about it, the more he thought that he understood.

      Rsiran opened his eyes, looking over at him. “Unfortunately, I don’t detect anything.”

      “Is there something preventing you?”

      “Not directly, but I just don’t sense anything. We can try deeper in the city.”

      “Where would you recommend?”

      “I would suggest we try closer to the palace.”

      “I’m not sure if the tchalit would hide closer to the palace.”

      Maybe the tchalit would have gone someplace familiar to them. What if they had gone to a place deep beneath the ground, similar to where they had been when they were first discovered? If they had, there would be some way for Daniel to find them.

      He grabbed for Lareth, and they Slid, emerging in a square in the center of the city. It was in a place between Upper Town and Lower Town, a location he’d not spent much time in. A few small stone sculptures occupied it, and grass grew up in the clearing. For the most part, the square was hidden between buildings, blocked from outside view.

      Lareth looked around, the hint of a smile crossing his face before he closed his eyes again. He seemed to be focusing, struggling to understand if there was something more, but Daniel could only watch. He had no idea what it was like for Lareth to probe, to search for power, or whether he was able to detect anything at all.

      All he could do was look around him.

      Perhaps that was enough.

      He drew upon the strength of the shadows, feeling them sweeping around him. It was strange drawing upon that power. There was nothing else for him to detect. He didn’t come across anything strange. He withdrew the shadows, no longer sending them sweeping all around him, but now he probed downward. There were tunnels deep beneath the city, though he hadn’t spent much time in them. As he searched along the length of one of the tunnels, he found something.

      At first, Daniel wasn’t sure what it was. He thought maybe he was imagining it, but the more he pushed, the more certain he was of what he felt. He held on to that connection, grabbed for Lareth, and Slid. They emerged in the darkness. With his enhanced eyesight, he was able to See, but Lareth wouldn’t have that advantage. He wrapped shadows around them both, worried that whatever was down here might pose a danger.

      “Why did you bring us here?” Rsiran asked.

      “I can feel something, but…” He focused on that strangeness; it was distant, but far closer than it had been before.

      “I’ve been here before,” Rsiran said. “When the city was attacked, we used these tunnels.”

      Daniel couldn’t imagine what it was like back then, having to navigate the tunnels by walking. It was bad enough Sliding. Coming through here felt dangerous, but almost as dangerous was the idea he’d done so blindly. It was something he never would’ve considered before, yet he hadn’t even hesitated. Everything he was doing these days was so different than what he had once done.

      “I thought I felt something,” he said.

      Lareth nodded. It was only a moment before he opened his eyes, and he pointed into the darkness, to exactly where Daniel sensed the strangeness. At least he knew he wasn’t imagining it. He focused on the shadows and wrapped them around them, starting forward. Even with his enhanced eyesight, there was a strangeness to the way the shadows swirled around him, but he tried to push through it, ignoring it. There was something more he might be able to find if he turned the shadows in a different way.

      What would it take?

      He held on to the connection to the shadows, looping them around him, and then pushed them off to the side, up against the wall, opening up a corridor in the darkness for them. It was muted, slightly twisted, and he held them outward. He should have brought Carth and Rayen. He could have used them down here in the darkness, regardless of what they might encounter.

      “What is it?” Rsiran asked.

      “I was just realizing that I made a mistake by not bringing the others who came with me.”

      “We don’t necessarily need them.”

      Daniel looked at Lareth and frowned. There was one thing he knew about the man, and that was that he had often gone off on his own, neglecting the others he should have used to help him fight. That wasn’t the kind of person Daniel wanted to be. He preferred to employ a different strategy.

      “We can return easily,” he said.

      He started to Slide but found a hint of resistance. He continued to hold on to the connection to the shadows, trying to push through them, and couldn’t tell what was trying to grab on to them. It was near enough he thought that he might need to try to fight through it. Reaching for his sword, he prepared to attack, though he didn’t want to.

      There was energy in the air.

      Starting forward, he pushed against that resistance, straining against what he could feel, ready to fight. He frowned, glancing over to Lareth. “Can you Slide?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something has prevented me from Sliding, and in this place, I should be able to do so easily.”

      “Why in this place?”

      Daniel swept his hand toward the darkness. “Because we’re surrounded by the shadows.”

      Rsiran frowned but started to shimmer, before it faded. “I can’t.”

      “I wonder if there’s something here, passively holding us in place.”

      “What do you think it might be?” Rsiran asked.

      “I don’t have any idea,” Daniel said. He started into the darkness, holding on to the strange sense around him, prepared for the possibility that something would attack, but he needn’t have bothered. Though there was the darkness and the emptiness, he didn’t come across anything.

      He held the shadows against the wall, pushing outward, and they flowed down the length of the corridor. Daniel glided along them. He didn’t Slide but used the shadows similar to the way Carth and Rayen did. It allowed them to travel more quickly, and there wasn’t the same restriction as with Sliding. As they got closer to the strangeness, he focused on it, keeping it in the front of his mind.

      “Do you still detect it?” he whispered. He didn’t know if his voice would carry, but in the tunnel in the darkness, he wanted to err on the side of caution.

      “I detected something here, though I’m not sure what.”

      “It’s nearby, and much closer than it had been,” Daniel said.

      Rsiran tilted his head to the side, focusing for a moment before nodding. “I agree.”

      They turned, heading toward the sense he detected. Whatever was up there was moving away from them, as if aware of him. Whatever this was had a very distinct source.

      Daniel grabbed Rsiran and glided along the shadows. When they neared the strange sense, Daniel stopped holding on to the shadows with the same strength and looked around. They were in a small room. Somehow they had flowed through a doorway he hadn’t seen. Despite the resistance to Sliding, flowing on the shadows had managed to overpower the strangeness there.

      A man was in front of him.

      Daniel probed, and with a sudden realization, he discovered it was more than just one man. There were a dozen. Possibly several dozen. He tried to Slide himself and Lareth away, but the restriction remained. No matter what he might do, they were captured. Trapped.

      Daniel reached for his sword, reluctantly prepared to fight. As he did so, he hated what was about to come.
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      Rsiran reached for his pockets before looking up at Daniel. “I don’t have any knives with me.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said.

      “I get the sense from you there are more than just a few attackers here.”

      Daniel nodded. “There’s at least a dozen.”

      “You can’t handle a dozen.”

      “Maybe not,” he said.

      And he certainly couldn’t if he was going to try to cut through them, especially not if they were able to regenerate and recover.

      Worse, if they were tchalit—and some of them almost certainly would be—he might not be able to outfight them. They would be trained swordsmen, strong and quick enough to anticipate some of his moves. Limiting his ability to Slide would limit his ability to attack them.

      He could use the shadows, but even that might not be enough. That left employing the strange connection to try to heal them, but he was going to have to work quickly. If any of them had already died, would he lose them? He didn’t like the idea that they would somehow disappear, that their connection to the Shadow Queen somehow gave them life, but the moment he healed them, they would lose it.

      And yet, he didn’t know of any other way.

      Daniel focused on the nearest attacker he could feel. He swept the shadows through them. In this place, surrounded by the darkness, there was enough power he was able to tear through them quickly. He felt the strangeness, and he used his hold over the shadows to sweep through the person and restore them.

      He moved on, gliding on the shadows, holding on to Lareth as he did. He worked the shadows through him, gliding from place to place. All he wanted to do was stay ahead of them. Each time he glided on the shadows, the people in the darkness moved, trying to surround him, but Daniel flowed between them.

      The more he worked, the faster he acted, the more certain he was of what he was doing and that he would succeed. He could feel the effect; all he had to do was continue to move quickly. If he could, then he should be able to stop them from reaching him.

      He might not be able to Slide, and he didn’t want to cut them down, but he thought he could use his other ability. And all it would take was holding on to the shadows.

      Three of them surrounded him. Daniel lashed out, sweeping the shadows through the men. He focused on that power, letting it flow away from him, and could feel it strike resistance. When it was done, it crashed into them.

      Others began to surround him. There was more resistance, something strange and different, and it was twisting, as if the darkness itself were twisting around him.

      Daniel grabbed for Lareth and focused. He needed to glide along the shadows. As he tried to do so, he was trapped. He continued to push, attempting to find a weakness in the attack, but there wasn’t one. Somehow, they’d managed to hold him, using a barricade he hadn’t experienced before. Daniel pushed against it, trying to find a way through. He slammed himself against it, battering at it using the shadows, but he wasn’t strong enough. He exploded the shadows outward, trying to sweep them through the attackers, trying to heal them using whatever power he could.

      Each time he tried something different, it failed.

      He glanced over to Lareth. The man was thin and weakened, frail. Far too frail.

      It was when he’d Slid into this space that it had somehow blocked him, changing him. Now that he was aware of it, he swept through himself, restoring himself. Holding on to that sense, he grabbed onto Lareth and Slid.

      Then he was free.

      They emerged in the forest, and he released Lareth, staggering forward. Bright light shone overhead, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Daniel gasped for air, tired from the attack.

      “What was that?” Lareth asked.

      “That was the servants of the Shadow Queen,” Daniel said, straightening and wiping his hands on his pants. His palms were sweaty, and sweat streamed down his brow, despite the cool air that drifted through the clearing.

      “Why beneath the city?”

      “I can only imagine because they’re the same ones we thought we had killed.” How could there be so many? “We need to go back,” he said.

      “You don’t look as if you can go back,” Rsiran said.

      “I think I have to,” he said.

      They were going to need help, likely the kind of help he would have to find within Elaeavn.

      Who would be strong enough?

      Not Lareth. It would be Carth and Rayen.

      If the tchalit and the others who’d been augmented and survived were still down there, he would have to find some way to get to them and stop whatever they might be after.

      “You need to stay here,” Daniel said.

      “I’m going to go with you.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I don’t think this is going to be your fight.”

      “I saw what you were experiencing down there. Give me a moment to gather some lorcith, and I can—”

      Daniel didn’t give him a chance to finish. He Slid, focusing on the sense of the shadows, and found Carth and Rayen deeper in the forest, shadows swirling around them as they probed the space between the trees.

      When he emerged, he paused, watching them work with the shadows, before he cleared his throat.

      Carth shot him a look. “Did you need to interrupt?”

      “I found them,” he said. “They almost turned me.”

      “I thought you’d healed yourself,” Carth said.

      “I thought I had too, but when I Slid there, they managed to trigger something within me.”

      The idea that they could do so without him even knowing was troubling. Before, he’d at least been able to feel that something was off. This time, there had been nothing. If they could be that subtle, anyone they might offer an augmentation to might not know that something like that was being done to them. That would explain why there had been so many of them. They could build up strength gradually, slowly, and eventually overtake the city from beneath it.

      The Shadow Queen was playing a different game than he’d thought.

      “We need to find the entrances to the tunnels,” he said.

      “We can do that,” Carth said.

      “We have to find others who can work with us.”

      “Who do you suggest?”

      “I found Lareth, but his captivity changed him. He’s not nearly as powerful as he once was.”

      Carth nodded. “That’s a shame. He’s been useful.”

      “That’s all you have to say about it?”

      “You want me to mourn him? He lives, which is more than so many others can say. We can find Galen, but…”

      Daniel didn’t even know if Galen would be able to handle something like that. The man was a skilled fighter, but that kind of power…

      Then again, he wasn’t augmented. They needed to find people who had not been augmented, but who had considerable power.

      That meant people within the palace.

      They would have to work quickly. They’d already been discovered, which told Daniel that either his attackers would move, or they would begin their assault.

      Daniel grabbed for Rayen and Carth and Slid. They emerged near Cael Elvraeth’s quarters, and he knocked.

      When the door came open, a familiar face greeted him.

      “Talia?” He hadn’t seen her since her time in captivity, and she looked older than she had then. There was a certain wisdom in her eyes, and a clarity.

      He sent a surge of shadows through her. There was a hint of something, and he worked through it, removing it. When it was gone, he locked eyes with her.

      “What did you do to me?” she asked.

      “Nothing more than try to remove any extra influence on you.”

      “There shouldn’t have been any extra influence. Lucy Elvraeth already saw to that.”

      Lucy again. She must be using more of her connection to lorcith than he had known, but where was she? If he could find Lucy, they would be able to work together, and they might be able to stop the servants of the Shadow Queen more easily.

      “Where can I find your mother and father?”

      “They’ve gone for the evening,” she said.

      “I need to find them as quickly as I can,” he said. “There’s something dangerous I uncovered.”

      Talia closed her eyes, and when she opened them, she nodded. “They’re coming.”

      “Just like that?”

      Talia shrugged. “Ever since this,” she said, tapping the back of her head, “I’ve had a very different connection to them.”

      Daniel smiled. She’d been through so much and had been hidden from the rest of the Elvraeth for so long that he wondered whether she would ever fully recover, and yet, looking at her now, recognizing the way she’d grown, he couldn’t help but feel as if she would be fine. She was a powerful woman who had been through so much and had come through it with incredible strength.

      “They won’t be long,” Talia said.

      And much as she said, her parents appeared within a few moments.

      Cael frowned, glancing from Rayen to Carth and finally to Daniel. “Why have you returned so quickly?”

      “The ones who were here before—we found them.”

      “Where?” Cael asked.

      Daniel glanced behind her, noting Galen standing there. He had a formal robe around his shoulders, and he hurried off, returning in a jacket and with a pouch at his side.

      His darts and poisons.

      “They’re in the tunnels beneath the city. I almost didn’t escape from them, but I managed to get free.”

      “What do you need from us?” Galen asked.

      “We need people who aren’t augmented.”

      “Why?”

      “Those who are augmented are more easily overcome,” he said. “Unless they actively undo the way the Shadow Queen attempts to alter them, I’m not sure anyone coming would be safe.”

      “I could come,” Talia said.

      Daniel shook his head. “I don’t know that I can keep you safe, either. You’re cleared now, but…”

      He didn’t know how long that would hold, especially against the servants of the Shadow Queen. It was possible they could overpower anything he had done—and that Lucy had done.

      “I will gather those who are loyal,” Galen said.

      “Which who are loyal?” Daniel asked doubtfully.

      Galen shot him a look before disappearing.

      Cael shrugged and nodded to Daniel. “It would be best if we met in the courtyard. That’s where we’ll find Galen.”

      Daniel slipped the shadows around her and Carth and Rayen, and they Slid. As they did, he locked eyes with Talia for a moment. He could feel her irritation but wondered why.

      When they emerged in the courtyard, a dozen tchalit were already starting to appear. More were coming. Somehow Galen had called them. Or it could be that they had been summoned by Cael or even Talia.

      Galen hurried forward. “How many can you Slide?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I haven’t tested it in a while, but I can Slide far more than I once would have been able to.”

      There were too many here, but what choice did he have? He needed to do everything in his power to reach the servants and stop them, to sweep through them and try to restore them. If he could, if he could help at least some of them, they might figure out what the Shadow Queen was after.

      Then he would have to try to Read them.

      That was the part that troubled him the most, the part of it that left him the most uncertain. He didn’t like the idea of trying to Read someone that would lead him to the Shadow Queen, but if they were connected as he believed, then he would have to so that they could better understand what she was planning and figure out some way of stopping her.

      He continued to focus on the tchalit, and when they had fully arrived—nearly three dozen in all—he wrapped shadows around them. He held on to that power, looping more shadows, and gradually, Carth and Rayen added their own shadows to his.

      Then he Slid.

      They emerged in the tunnels beneath the city, in the same chamber where he’d been trapped. He wasn’t surprised to find there were only a few remaining, and those who remained were mindless.

      Cael gasped. “This again.” She approached the nearest of the men and rested one hand on his arm for a moment before looking over to Daniel. “They are in our city.”

      Daniel nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      “Did you know they would be like this?”

      “I don’t know if there is anything left of them,” he said.

      If there was anything remaining, it might be little more than a shell. He could bring them to Della when this was all over, and hopefully she might find some way of helping them. If she could, perhaps they could be restored. Yet if they were gone, if they had died and there was nothing left of them, it was possible there would be no way for her to do anything. It might be that they were lost.

      Daniel focused on the shadows, pushing them down the hallway, borrowing from Carth and Rayen as he did. With their help, he was able to send more power along the hallway, and even faster than he had before. It reached the end of the hallway, and from there, he continued to push, focusing on it.

      There was the strangeness, though it was distant—and growing even more so.

      If he didn’t act quickly, they were going to lose the others. Daniel looped the sense of the shadows around all of them and Slid. It brought them forward, but the effort was more than he was accustomed to, and he nearly stumbled when they emerged.

      He took a deep breath and looked around. There was darkness, and there was a sense of movement, and…

      Someone cried out.

      Daniel pushed on the shadows, swirling them. Carth began to glow, her entire body taking on that quality of power she was able to summon. It was always impressive to see her use that power. As she did, others in the room with them began to glow a little more brightly, illuminated by her power.

      He turned his attention to the nearest of them and nodded to Cael. “We just need to keep them from attacking,” he said. “I’m not sure what else we can do. I don’t want to kill them all if we can help it.”

      “If they’re already dead, it doesn’t matter,” Galen said. He was rolling something between his fingers, and he began to flick his wrist, moving faster than Daniel could imagine possible. As far as he knew, that wasn’t even an enhanced ability. It was simply training. The darts started to strike, and the attackers fell, but not for very long. They got back up as if they hadn’t been struck by a weapon.

      “That’s unfortunate,” Galen said.

      “What did you use on them?” Daniel asked.

      “I tried a sedative, but it usually lasts longer. It seems as if whatever enhanced them has improved their ability to withstand this sort of thing.” Galen began to grab for more darts and quickly load them. “Keep them off me,” he said to Cael and looked over to Rayen and Carth.

      “What will you do?” Cael asked.

      “The only thing I can.”

      Shadows swirled around all of them, emanating from Carth and Rayen, and Daniel focused on that, letting the sense of the shadows fill him. The more he did, the more certain he was he could use that energy. He pushed against the nearest of the attackers and slipped his healing shadows through them. He worked quickly, going from person to person, sending the shadows through them to overpower whatever they had done and trying to find some way to use that connection. Still, he could feel them fighting him.

      This was different than when he had been here with Lareth. At least this time, he no longer had to hold on to someone else and could focus solely on the attempt to heal. As he attempted to do so, he could feel resistance against him, the way they tried to fight him. But he could fight back.

      He pushed, sending more power through the individuals around him, and let the shadows do what they needed to.

      It wasn’t enough.

      “I’m not strong enough,” he said.

      “Tell me what you’re focusing on,” Carth said.

      Daniel pointed at the nearest of the servants and pushed shadows through them. A surge of brightness followed, a blast of light that surrounded them. He had to shield his eyes. With Carth’s control over the flame, he didn’t need to use nearly as much strength with the shadows in order to overpower them.

      It was going to work.

      He turned to the next one, pointing, then sent the shadows swirling toward them. Carth followed with a similar attack, a burst of flame that seemed to explode briefly within the other person’s mind, and like that, the influence was gone.

      Those at the back of the room began to fight with more vigor. The tchalit cried out, and he could feel the pressure against his shadows. There was resistance, and there was whatever was happening to them. He had to fight it, to do everything in his power to overcome what had been done.

      Each time he pointed, Carth followed, sending a blast of her explosive light after.

      Pointing again, he motioned to Carth, and she followed. They started forward, going from person to person, using their connection to the shadows and her connection to the flame. They reached each of the attackers.

      And then there was one final attack.

      It was stronger than the others. It was trying to twist the darkness of the shadows. The more he fought it, the more he found himself struggling.

      He pushed on the shadows, trying to illuminate the last attacker, to remove the invisibility, but he wasn’t able to do so. Something within the shadows told him that what he detected was some sort of a misdirect.

      He wrapped what he detected in the shadows and pointed. Carth didn’t even need him to do so. She used her own shadows, and it became clear that she could feel what he was doing. Flame built, and this time the surge of power was more than he had detected before.

      “Why so much?”

      “Whatever is out there is more powerful than what we’ve already faced.”

      Daniel held on to the shadows, wrapping them around whatever this was, and Carth continued to build the flame. With increasing intensity, he forced more and more energy outward, but as he did, he hesitated.

      What if what they were doing was killing this person? Worse, what if it would take away the opportunity to Read this person? That was what he needed to do.

      “I need you to hold them,” he said. “I want to try to Read them.”

      Carth glanced over at him. “That could be dangerous.”

      “The others were easier to stop because I think they were already gone, but this one…”

      He didn’t need to finish, and Carth nodded. Shadows swirled away from her, and they did the same from Rayen. The two began to send more power out into the distance, toward whatever it was that they were facing.

      Daniel focused but couldn’t overcome the resistance. Was there another way? He thought of how Lucy had mixed her various connections, and how he’d done the same thing with Sliding. Could he do the same with Reading?

      He glided forward, using the power of the shadows, and felt that resistance fade as he struck the mind in front of him. He pushed beyond a familiar sense and felt the connection buried within this individual, the tie he had to the Shadow Queen. It was there, binding him to her. A surge of images came. There was darkness. There was pain. There was control.

      He had to hold on to himself. He had to focus on his sense of being, but with everything he was able to discover from this strangeness, he wasn’t sure if he could.

      And as he focused, he could feel that energy. Somehow, he was going to have to push beyond it.

      How, though?

      He had to hold on to his mind, to everything within himself. As he did, he grasped on to the shadows. He latched on to the sense of Carth, that of Rayen, and most of all the strength within him. In doing so, he was bound to something else, anchored in such a way that he wasn’t going to get lost. It was as if he were tethered to the others, stretching across some great distance using the shadows.

      It was a strange sensation, and yet he was aware of drifting over that distance to someplace he could never have imagined going. He could feel the way it was changing, the way it was flowing out from him.

      The images began to solidify, and Daniel tried to hold on to those, wanting a better sense of the nature of those images, of where they came from and whether there was anything he might be able to uncover. The effect was subtle, and it reminded him of what he had detected in others who’d been Pushed. Yet this was different. It was a bridge.

      He could feel the commands. That was the part he focused on most of all, trying to understand what the Shadow Queen wanted from her servant.

      More attackers. Work from within, much like he had known.

      And be prepared.

      What did they have to be prepared for?

      Daniel remained floating, holding on to that connection, feeling as if there was something he might be able to uncover. The longer he floated in that space in between, the surer he was that he could figure out what he needed.

      Be prepared.

      The Shadow Queen was coming for the Council of Elders. They would have to act soon. They needed to prevent her from reaching their Council, and the only way…

      She was drawing on him.

      Daniel shrouded his mind using the shadows, circling them around him, realizing he’d made a mistake. He tried to withdraw, but he felt the trap closing. The Shadow Queen had wanted him to try this. He’d done exactly what she had wanted. She had access to his mind, to his thoughts, and now she had access to the location of the other Council of Elders.

      Which meant all of them were in danger.

      He focused on the shadows and tried to draw himself back. There was resistance and he held on to that, straining and struggling against that darkness. He knew he could find a way free, but he was going to have to fight beyond what he had done. He felt resistance, as if the Shadow Queen were trying to release her hold on her servant.

      If she did, she would trap his mind to hers.

      Would it forge a connection between him and her?

      Daniel turned his connection to shadows internally, using what he had done before, and glided. It freed him from the trap, and he followed what he could feel, flowing toward Rayen, toward Carth. He used that power and surged back into his mind, separating from the servant, separating from the Shadow Queen. He tried to let go, but he didn’t know if he was strong enough. It was as if the Shadow Queen were there, trying to use him, to take his thoughts, and to hold on to that connection.

      He blinked open his eyes. Everything was dark.

      “Help,” he said. He tried to hold on to the shadows internally, keeping them rolling through him, trying to heal himself, but the foreign touch was there, and he couldn’t do anything to separate from it. “Help.”

      Daniel didn’t know if he was even strong enough to speak loud enough for anyone to hear. He sank into the darkness, praying that someone would be able to help him but fearing he would be left alone.
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      Lucy emerged near the edge of the tower, looking up at it. It had been a while since she’d been here. She could feel the energy of it, the darkness swirling around it that came from the shadows that were somehow stored within the tower.

      It was impressive how those shadows lingered there, impressive how the C’than had managed to hold on to that aspect of the Elder Stone, not diminishing it but borrowing from that power, using the shadows to hide the stone. In hiding it, they kept the C’than separated from the world.

      Waves crashed along the shore behind her, loud and violent. The sky was a flat gray as it often was here, as if the sky were complicit in masking this place from the rest of the world. With the ocean as chaotic as it was, no ship ever came close to the tower, though she suspected that Carth would be able to if it came down to it. Then again, Carth had no interest in coming here. Not by ship, at least.

      She looked around, wondering if the other woman would even be here. It had been a while since she’d seen Carth, and in that time, she had come to understand even more about not only herself, but everybody around her. Would Carth accept that?

      She wanted to ask her about the nature of the missing Elder Stone, but until she could find her, she wasn’t going to get those answers. What she needed now was an opportunity to sit and think, to delve into her own mind, to Read herself so she could understand what the Watcher had been trying to share with her.

      She wandered around the rocky edge of the island. She could go inside, but there was something peaceful here that she wanted to focus on first. It was the ocean. For whatever reason, Lucy always found the ocean to be both soothing and alarming. It was soothing in the steadiness of it, the way that it washed away everything else, but it was worrisome in the way it could be chaotic and violent. She breathed in the salt air. Every so often, a wave would crash along the shore, sending more mist up, moistening her face.

      Lucy paused at one particular outcropping. She remembered having come here when she had first found the C’than. She stared at the sky, out into the vast expanse of the ocean, and felt the presence of the energy of the island. It was the power of the C’than, those who had stood apart from the rest of the world, trying to maintain balance. In doing so, they had allowed great dangers to take place. She disagreed with the way Ras and the others had operated, thinking that if they had intervened, then the Ai’thol might not have gained so much power. But then, perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered.

      The Ai’thol, and Olandar Fahr in particular, had been manipulated by the Elders. She couldn’t help but think that Olandar Fahr would’ve acted in the way he had regardless of what the C’than might’ve done.

      She looked all around and breathed in the ocean air once again before turning toward the tower. Focusing on the library deep within it, Lucy Slid. When she emerged, she did so to a steady lantern light.

      Someone else was here.

      She hadn’t been certain. It had been a while since she’d come to the tower, and she didn’t know if anyone else still used and occupied it.

      Maybe Carth was here. If only she could Read the other woman, she might know.

      She paused in the library, looking around before Sliding, heading higher into the tower. As she did, she searched for anything she might be able to Read, but there wasn’t anything. There was a sense of emptiness near her, though she wasn’t sure what it meant. It was almost as if whatever was there was trying to hide from her.

      There was something else here, though, and that was what drew her. It was pressure against her. The only time she felt pressure like this was when she encountered someone actively attempting to prevent her from Reading them. Why would there be someone like that here?

      Maybe Carth had returned, though she didn’t think so. Even though Carth had a way of traveling along the shadows, she didn’t like to use it often because it diminished her power too quickly, and it took too long for her to fully recover.

      Lucy wandered through the various levels, trying to determine what she detected. She Slid to one level and paused, standing outside a familiar door.

      There was a sense she recognized from the other side of it.

      Lucy Slid through the doorway. On the other side of the door, there was that continued pressure against her. There should be nothing here. Ras was long gone, and anything he had had been taken from here. The only thing remaining was a Tsatsun board in his small office.

      Lucy Slid inside and almost fell over.

      “Ras?”

      He looked up, meeting her eyes. Something about him glowed with a hot intensity, and he stared at her for a long moment. “Lucy Elvraeth,” he said.

      He turned his attention back to the Tsatsun board as if it were completely expected she would appear like this.

      “How is it that you’re here?”

      “Would you like to play?”

      Lucy glanced at the board but shook her head. “You know I’m not much of a player.”

      She tried to Read Ras, but there was nothing. When it came to Ras, she had never been able to Read anything.

      Ras had known she didn’t play Tsatsun. He had never tried to force her, and he had never tried to do anything other than encourage her.

      What if this wasn’t Ras?

      If it wasn’t, then it was some new apparition, some new way the Shadow Queen had of influencing her, but if so, how was she able to do something like that?

      She took a seat opposite him, studying his face. He kept his attention on the board, saying nothing. Every so often, he would flick his gaze up toward her, and she was not able to determine anything from his eyes. There was heat behind them, and a sense of power, which she had often detected with Ras, which left her thinking that perhaps it was him.

      “You can stop trying to Read me,” Ras said.

      “I was never able to Read you,” she said.

      “And you won’t be able to do so now.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Ever since Haern had changed things for her, she had grown increasingly powerful, and she had to at least wonder whether she would be able to Read someone like Ras. Ras was something different, unique in his control over the Elder Stone power. He was more like Carth in that.

      “I would find it unlikely.”

      “Where have you been?”

      “The better question would be where have you been?”

      “I was trapped in the space between Slides.”

      “I understand you have taken a seat of the Council.”

      “You understand that?”

      “I do,” Ras said.

      “Are you one of them?”

      At this, Ras met her eyes. “How long have you known me, Lucy Elvraeth?”

      “Not long enough,” she said.

      He smiled, and when he did, there was a hint of warmth, the echo of the man she had known before, and she could almost believe it was Ras. How was it even possible for this to be Ras?

      “That is a wise answer.”

      “Are you surprised by that?”

      “Not from you, Lucy Elvraeth,” Ras said, turning his attention back to the board.

      He made a move and turned the board, making another play. He played like that, turning the board between moves, maneuvering much like Carth did when she played in this fashion.

      “Are you discovering anything about the game?”

      “Every time I play, I discover something new about the game. That’s the nature of Tsatsun. You can always learn something new about yourself or your opponent.”

      “Who is your opponent today?”

      “My opponent is always myself,” Ras said.

      “Not always,” Lucy said.

      “Not always. Sometimes I will play with somebody who challenges me.”

      “What about Carth?”

      “Carth stopped challenging me a long time ago.”

      “I don’t know that she would like to hear you say that.”

      “I’m sure she would. I stopped being able to defeat Carth a long time ago. We play a different game now.”

      “Why?”

      Ras paused with his hand on one of the pieces, looking up and locking eyes with her. “Because we must. The nature of the game is such that we have to make specific moves and be prepared for what we need to do.”

      “And what exactly is that?”

      Rather than answering, Ras turned the board, making another move, and he continued like that. Lucy sat back, watching him, still struggling to understand whether this was the Ras she knew, or something or someone else.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      “I’m not sure I understand what happened.”

      “Were you brought back?”

      “I’m not sure I was ever gone,” Ras said.

      “The Shadow Queen can bring people back,” Lucy said.

      “Can she?”

      “From what we’ve seen.”

      “Do you think I’ve been influenced by her?”

      “I don’t know. You won’t let me Read you.”

      Ras smiled before turning his attention back to the board. “You need to Read me in order to know?”

      “In this case, yes.”

      Ras laughed softly. “That’s another wise comment.”

      “I still don’t know if you’re insulting me or not.”

      “Never an insult, Lucy Elvraeth.” He leaned back, setting his hands on his lap and looking at her. “What brought you to the tower?”

      “Understanding.”

      “This time, or in general?”

      “Both,” Lucy said.

      “What are you hoping to understand now?”

      “I’m hoping to understand what role we might need to take when it comes to the Council of Elders.”

      “There are four of you now?”

      Lucy nodded. “Did you know that or did I already tell you?”

      Ras cocked his head slightly, frowning. “I seem to have known that.”

      “And you aren’t connected to them?”

      “Not that I know of,” Ras said.

      “We’re trying to understand what role we need to take.”

      “And yet the way you say it tells me you already know.”

      “I don’t,” Lucy said.

      “What is it that you do know?”

      “I know that she was one of them. They took power from her, trying to prevent her from causing any danger, but they weren’t strong enough.”

      “Why weren’t they strong enough?”

      “Because of whatever power she managed to acquire,” Lucy said.

      It was about as much as she understood about the nature of the Shadow Queen. There had to be more to it.

      “And what power do you think she’s managed to acquire?”

      “I don’t know. She’s acquired aspects of the Elder Stones. All of the Elder Stones.”

      “And that troubles you.”

      “We still don’t know what the fifth Elder Stone is.”

      “I suppose not,” Ras said. He turned his attention back to the board. “And you don’t know the location of the fifth Council, either.”

      Lucy shook her head. “The others have been identified, and the people who are meant to sit at the Council as well. Because of that, I think…”

      What was she doing sharing this with him? She didn’t know if this was even her Ras. She thought it was, but she could conceive of ways someone like the Shadow Queen would be able to manipulate her, to convince her this was her Ras. All it would take would be a subtle Push.

      Could that be what it was?

      She turned her thoughts inward, attempting to Read herself.

      She didn’t come up with anything. There was no evidence of a Push, though the one person she feared using a Push on her—the Architect—was nowhere around.

      Ras watched her, seeming to know her thoughts, almost as if he could Read her, but that wasn’t his ability. She continued to try to Read, focusing her thoughts inward, straining to determine whether there was anything there that she might be able to uncover. If it was someone like the Architect, then he would have to have found some way of reaching her. At this point, she no longer knew whether he served the Ai’thol or the Shadow Queen. Given that he was now working with the splinter group of the C’than, she had to believe he was tied to the Shadow Queen at least in some regard. If so, he might have augmentations that would grant him increased abilities to reach across a great distance and influence her.

      “What do I need to do to prove to you that I am who I say I am?”

      “I don’t know. There are ways this could be manipulated,” she said.

      “You think someone has Pushed you.”

      “It’s possible.”

      Ras tipped his head, nodding. “I suppose it would be possible. Is there any way you could conceive of that I could prove to you otherwise?”

      “I’m trying to determine if there is.”

      “When you come up with it, let me know.”

      Ras turned his attention back to the board and began to move the pieces once more. As she watched, she realized something. The game could tell her all she needed to know about Ras. She’d seen him play before and had watched his maneuvering. There had to be something to the way he was playing each piece that she could use to ensure he was who he claimed to be. She had to believe there was something about his style of play that would be unique to Ras.

      She watched the game with a different interest than before.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Ryn

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryn stood before an empty square. In front of her was a wide expanse of cobblestones. People traipsed across it, moving rapidly, the sun shining down brightly. Shops were set around the inside of the square, and shopkeepers hollered at each other, calling to the people within the market.

      “It was here, wasn’t it?” Ryn asked.

      “It was here,” Tessa said.

      “It wasn’t imagined, was it?”

      Tessa shook her head. “It wasn’t imagined.”

      Ryn started forward, and as she did, there was no wash of tingling as she had often experienced when she had come to the Temple of the Mind—nothing other than the sounds increasing around her.

      How was this possible?

      The Temple of the Mind had been here before and now was gone. There was nothing—no sign of the arch, no sign of anything, other than what was now missing.

      The shops were here, and there were the people, and the power that was here, but Ryn was aware of nothing else.

      It troubled her.

      “What happened?” Tessa asked.

      “I didn’t know if it was real or not, but it seemed to me it was.”

      “What was it?”

      “Movement.”

      “What kind of movement?”

      “When I was heading out of the palace.” She started, looking around, still trying to take in everything she saw and struggling as she did so. “I saw darkness. And all of a sudden I was drawn into the Temple of the Mind, the same way I had been drawn into it before. I finally came across the priest, but even when I did, I wasn’t sure what purpose he had in summoning me.”

      “Why did he summon you?”

      “Because he was dying,” she said.

      “Dying?”

      Ryn looked around the inside of the clearing and nodded slowly. Even now, it was difficult for her to believe that the priest was dead. Despite all her uncertainty about the experiences she’d had with him, he’d provided her with answers and helped her find the questions she needed to be asking. Because of him, she had been freed from Olandar Fahr and his influence. Because of him, she had found a different sort of peace.

      “I’m sorry, Ryn,” Tessa said.

      She breathed in. “The Shadow Queen was responsible.”

      “You saw her?”

      Ryn shook her head. “I could feel her. I could feel whatever she was doing, just like I was aware of that power.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know anymore. She’s moving, and…”

      The timing of the summons and what had happened to the priest seemed far too coincidental.

      It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      It had to be tied to the Shadow Queen. She was responsible for what had happened.

      Ryn started across the clearing. The Temple of the Mind was gone, much like the Elder Stone beneath Lexa was now gone. What other Elder Stones had she come for? How much more power did she now have?

      If she was gaining increased power, did that mean she was moving even more? She had seen the Shadow Queen attack and had barely survived it before.

      She turned to Tessa as they made their way across the clearing. There didn’t seem to be any darkness here. There didn’t seem to be any strange sensation like she had felt from the others who served the Shadow Queen. Perhaps she was wrong.

      “We need to go to Dreshen,” she said.

      “We should go back to the village. You need to return to the others, so you can know what it means for you to be upon the Council of Elders and work with the others.”

      Ryn nodded. “I do.”

      “Then why do you want to go to Dreshen?”

      “I think I need to find out what Olandar Fahr knows.” Ryn suspected he would be there, or somewhere around there. She suspected he had some way of tracking her even now.

      “What if the Temple of the Mind was only moved?” Tessa asked.

      “I don’t know how it would be moved. And…”

      Ryn didn’t know how to tell her that she had seen the temple dissolving. She couldn’t believe it had been real, yet it had seemed incredibly real.

      She reached out for Tessa, and the other woman grabbed her arm. With a shimmering of color, they Traveled. They stepped free atop the tower within Dreshen. The sudden change was a little jarring. There was the sense of the city, the sense of everything around her. Ryn focused on it, letting that sensation fill her, recognizing it, and taking it all in.

      As she looked around the city, she wondered if there was any way for her to learn anything about the place from here. There was a sense of normalcy within Dreshen. She saw no evidence of darkness, nothing that felt wrong.

      Maybe that was the effect of what had happened when she had been within the Temple of the Mind, a way of opening her mind and allowing her to understand what influence the Shadow Queen might have.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked.

      “Everything is fine,” she said.

      “Then why do you look like you’re troubled?”

      “I was worried.”

      “Worried about what?”

      Ryn spun, and Olandar Fahr stood behind her. He was wearing a gray cloak, with a hood pulled down. He had a short sword at his side, and it seemed as if he glowed softly, but at the same time, shadows seemed to swirl around him.

      Ryn had never noticed that before. Had he gained a different sort of power than he had possessed in the past?

      “Did you know that I returned?”

      “I have ways of telling when you’ve come.”

      “Why?”

      “Can I not be concerned about your well-being?”

      “It’s more than you being concerned about my well-being,” she said.

      “Perhaps it is,” Olandar Fahr said, joining her at the wall. When he did, he looked out, gripping the small railing. “Why did you come?”

      “The Temple of the Mind is gone.”

      “That’s what I felt,” he whispered.

      “You felt it?”

      “I recognized something had changed.”

      “The power that’s in Lexa is also gone.”

      Olandar Fahr turned to her, studying her. “What power existed there?”

      “There was a stone of power. Heat.”

      “The flame,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “How long have you known about this?”

      “Ever since I secured Lexa.”

      He nodded, clenching his jaw. “And now it’s gone.” Ryn nodded. “You’re here because you want to know if there are others that are missing.”

      She nodded again. “Something is changing.”

      “She’s begun to make her push,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “You don’t seem surprised by it.”

      “I knew she was going to eventually make a push. I didn’t know what exactly she might think to accomplish by it. I still don’t.”

      “You don’t think she plans to use that power in some way?”

      “Oh, I’m sure she intends to use the power she’s able to accumulate, I’m just not sure in what way.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “More than what you’ve been doing?”

      “I don’t feel as if I’ve been doing all that much.”

      Olandar Fahr turned to her, and in that moment, Ryn felt almost as if she had disappointed him.

      What troubled her was that she was bothered by that.

      Perhaps she shouldn’t be, and yet, the more she thought about it, the more certain she was that she had disappointed him.

      “What have you been doing?”

      “I’ve been trying to understand the others on the Council of Elders, but I was resistant to it.”

      “Resistant?”

      “I realize I need to work with them, but I’m not sure how.”

      “If you’re not sure how, then I don’t know that I would be of much assistance to you either. If anyone would know, it would be you.”

      “If the Shadow Queen is making her push, we need to work together.”

      “You will,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “How?”

      “After everything else, now you come to me for advice?”

      “I don’t know what else to do,” she said.

      “The answer is within you,” he said.

      “How?”

      “I can’t answer that for you. Only you can answer that. If you believe you are destined to do something more, then do it. Find those answers.”

      “What about what’s happening with the Shadow Queen?”

      “She’s making her moves, and you need to be prepared for the fact that they might involve you. If the Temple of the Mind is now gone, and if whatever influence we had within Lexa is now vanished, we need to be prepared for the fact that she is pressing inward.”

      “How could she press inward?”

      “I suspect the Elder Stones scattered around these lands had protected us. If she’s now claiming them, she’s withdrawing power in a way that will cause problems. I had been trying to situate the Elder Stones, collecting their power, ensuring their safety, but…”

      He turned away, looking out at the city.

      “That’s why you were moving power?”

      “I’m sure you believe I was doing it for myself, and I can’t deny that there is some benefit to drawing that power for myself.” As he said it, it seemed almost as if darkness swirled around him a little more, and he glowed briefly.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to continue doing what I’ve done all along, Ryn Valeron. I’m going to resist her as much as I can.”

      “How can I help?”

      “I’m not sure you can help in this. You have a different mission, one that is incredibly valuable. You must continue to do it, and be prepared for the role you have to take on. I can’t decide that for you. You have to find that power within yourself.”

      Ryn closed her eyes, focusing on the images from when she had been drawn into the Temple of the Mind. There was the darkness, the overwhelming sense of terror Ryn had felt, and there was something else, but she wasn’t sure what it was. The only thing she was fully aware of was that she had to somehow find that answer.

      “I’m scared,” she whispered.

      “You would not be the person I have believed you to be if you weren’t.”

      “I don’t know if we can stop her.”

      “If we don’t, then all will fall and suffer.”

      He took a step toward her, and it seemed he was going to reach for her, but he refrained. Instead, he looked down at her, watching with a gleam in his eyes. “You have been through enough in your life, Ryn Valeron, and I know that you are afraid, but there is no reason for you to remain afraid. You are strong, and you have to recognize that strength the way I recognize it within you.”

      “I can’t see what we need to do,” she said.

      “I can’t see it either, which is part of the reason you need to be involved.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there’s something more there than what I can recognize. As much as I’ve looked and understood the nature of the power in the world, and as much as I’ve Seen, I still don’t know what we will need to do to stop her.”

      She could tell how much it pained Olandar Fahr to say that. She glanced over to her friend, but Tessa was silent, as she often was around Olandar Fahr.

      “Then we need to return to the village,” she said.

      “You need to return to the others and find a way to join with them.”

      “Why can’t you do this?”

      “Because my task is different, and my ability to work with them is different. Everything I’ve done that has led to this point has removed me from that equation. As much as I might want to be a part of it, as much as I had at one point thought I was going to be necessary to its success, I think that unlikely.”

      Olandar Fahr had been a part of everything for a long time, and everything he’d done had bound him to what had happened. He had created a division among the others. With that division, there would be no way for him to continue to work with them.

      It took Ryn, and it took her difference, the way she saw the world. Because of that, she was able to find some common ground with the others, even though she didn’t fully understand how or what she would need to do.

      Olandar Fahr took a step back from her and remained near the railing, overlooking the city. “When I first came to Dreshen, I recognized the power that was here. It’s tied to the metal, the way so many things are. I never really understood it, and though I am still not sure I do, I…”

      Olandar Fahr tipped his head to the side, frowning. As he did, Ryn detected something strange. It was a sense of pressure—a shifting sort of power that left her unsettled.

      Why would she detect anything like that? The only reason she could come up with was that something had happened, but what was it?

      Olandar Fahr grabbed for Ryn and started to shimmer. Tessa lunged, grabbing Ryn, and together all of them Traveled. They appeared within darkness. There was nothing but swirls and swirls of darkness, and she looked around, searching for an understanding, but she didn’t find it.

      “What is this?”

      Olandar Fahr shook his head. “Quiet,” he whispered.

      Ryn strained to see through the darkness with her enhanced eyesight, but something seemed to resist her attempt. Was this a place of shadows? When she had visited Dreshen before and gone deep beneath the ground, she’d known there was likely some place of power here, though she’d never encountered it. The Blacksmith had suggested there was something, but she didn’t know what it was or why Olandar Fahr had valued this place.

      If he had valued it for the same reason he valued many other places, then it was tied to the Elder Stones.

      There was the sound of water running, though it was faint and difficult for her to ascertain.

      Tessa pressed close, and Ryn held on to her hand, knowing that, without the necessary augmentation, Tessa wouldn’t be able to see beyond the black shadows that swirled around them. They followed Olandar Fahr, moving carefully, slowly. Ryn continued to feel something unpleasant, a changing, stirring sort of energy.

      Olandar Fahr crept forward, and Ryn realized he had his sword unsheathed. It was more than just his sword, though. He was using his control over metal, tiny fragments of metal swirling around him in such a tight pattern she could scarcely see anything else. Somehow, he managed to avoid touching her with them.

      She followed him and practically dragged Tessa along the halls with her, and they found themselves drawn further and further along the hallway. Ryn worried that they were heading into some sort of attack. She wasn’t able to fight the way Olandar Fahr was, but if she was going to end up in a fight, then what better person to be with than him?

      He stopped. Ryn practically ran into him and backed up, watching. The darkness began to clear. It was almost as if a shade lifted, letting in a hint of light.

      She was in a small circular chamber, stone surrounding her, and a few paces in front of her was a massive pit that stretched deep below ground.

      Olandar Fahr stopped, looking down into the depths of the pit. “They were here,” he whispered. “They—”

      There was a sense of movement, and Ryn spun.

      Tessa grunted, and Olandar Fahr began to glow brightly. Power exploded from him, and five people were suddenly visible within the chamber. They hadn’t been there before, as if they were invisible to her, but that shouldn’t be possible.

      As she looked around, she wanted to back out, but there was no place for her to go. They pressed forward, pushing her back a step, then another. If they continued to press upon her, they were going to force her down into the pit.

      Ryn could ask Tessa to Travel her free, but she wasn’t sure that would even work. They’d already experienced a trap that prevented them from Traveling before. Would they encounter something similar now?

      “Who are they?” Ryn asked.

      “These are her servants,” Olandar Fahr said. He darted forward faster than Ryn could track and slashed with his sword. Ryn tried to keep track of his movements, to follow what he was doing.

      Tessa grabbed on to Ryn, holding her sword in front of her. “Stay by me.”

      “This isn’t the kind of fight we can be a part of,” Ryn said.

      “It’s not the kind of fight you can be a part of, but it’s one I can—”

      Someone jumped in front of Tessa, and she swung her sword and kicked.

      The ferocity and the violence of the movement startled Ryn, but Tessa knocked down the nearest attacker. Ryn ducked back. They were trapped here. Without Olandar Fahr and Tessa, she wasn’t going to be able to escape. She was going to have to figure out if there was anything she could even do.

      Tessa raised her hand, and there was a sense of power, but nothing else. The other woman grunted, straining, and one of the attackers went flying away. It took Ryn a moment to realize what she was doing—using the control over the metal to send the attackers away from them.

      When she had worked with Tessa before, she hadn’t known the other woman to use her ability in such a way. This would be something new for her, but it wasn’t entirely surprising to see. Given what she knew of Tessa and her ability, Ryn was aware she had that potential, the same way anybody who had the potential of the metal would. She had seen it from Olandar Fahr, and from Lareth—or whoever had pretended to be Lareth.

      The attacker went flying, and Tessa swung her sword again, sweeping it through the next attacker, and got back to her feet.

      Ryn was forced back a step, near the pit.

      Deep below her there was a sense of darkness, a sense of cold.

      Tessa approached, and then somebody else was there. Ryn couldn’t see them clearly, something making them practically invisible, and when she raised her hand to deflect the attack, she stumbled backward.

      And then she was falling.
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      The fall carried Ryn down and down. As she went, she braced herself, closing her eyes. In that moment, she had a hint of a vision, a flickering sort of sensation, something that reminded her of what she had seen in the Temple of the Mind.

      This was different, though. In the Temple of the Mind, there had been the terrifying sense of darkness as the walls crumbled around her; what she experienced now was nothing more than a pure sort of shadow, nothing to fear. There was the ongoing sense of movement, and Ryn could do nothing to stop it. She braced herself for the ultimate impact. Eventually the ground would carry her to her death.

      She was surprised by how long she was falling, how deep this pit seemed. Everything rushed past her, but in addition to the sense of movement, there was something else.

      It was a sense of power.

      She had experienced power before. This power reminded her somewhat of what she’d felt within Lexa, the way heat had exploded around her, throwing her back and slamming her into the wall.

      Ryn opened her eyes.

      She continued to fall. Shouldn’t she have hit bottom before now? Shadows swallowed her, surrounding her, and she reached for them. There was no other way for her to describe what she did, just a sense of the darkness, the shadows. As she reached for them, she felt them respond.

      That was new. She had only known enhanced senses until now. This response to the shadows suggested that perhaps she was going to have access to something more. If she could use the shadows, could she use the heat she’d also touched?

      Ryn drew those shadows to her and tried to control her fall, but she continued to drop, falling deeper and deeper, the sense of movement flowing around her, powerful and overwhelming. The shadows were dense and thick, but there was something else about them she thought she could understand.

      Ryn twisted. It seemed to her she had some control over her movement, despite the fact that she was falling and falling and falling.

      Would she be able to reverse it?

      If she had control of the shadows, maybe she could use the shadows to climb back to freedom.

      A different thought came to her. What if none of this was real?

      And how could it be real?

      It seemed impossible to believe she would gain some sort of control over the shadows, or that she would be able to use them in any meaningful way. She was almost certain all this was in her mind, and yet…

      Ryn thought she could use the shadows, control them, and she tried to pull upon them. They grew within her, and that sensation filled her. She breathed in that sense, letting it flow through her. Almost certain she wasn’t imagining it, she pulled upon the shadows, encouraging them to fill her and swirl around her.

      She began to gain a sense of control.

      And then she paused.

      She had experienced that pause before.

      It was like what had happened in the Temple of the Mind.

      It was almost as if everything around her froze in place, as if time itself halted so that she could have an opportunity to better perceive everything. It gave her an opportunity to focus, to see what she could around her, to smell what she could. To breathe in the odor in the air. To feel the way the currents swirled around her skin. And to listen.

      There was something there, and she drew upon that sense, opening herself to it. That was what she needed to do—that was the lesson she’d taken from the Temple of the Mind. If she could do this, maybe she could understand the nature of the power. There had to be some purpose in her having this ability to pause, for everything to surround her with that energy. She might finally know what the priest had wanted to show her.

      Ryn looked around, searching for understanding. She was floating within a swirl of darkness. Were there walls nearby? She breathed in the air. The smell was clean, crisp, but cold. It was strange to describe a smell as cold, but that was the way it seemed to her. It was different than what she’d experienced in Lexa. There, when she’d breathed in the air, it had been hot and humid, yet not unpleasant. Then again, the air here wasn’t unpleasant, either.

      Ryn breathed out, trying to control her heart, which threatened to hammer out of her chest, and gain an understanding what was happening to her. Was there anything else she could feel? In the Temple of the Mind, the trembling had helped guide her. If there was something similar here, maybe she could use that. She focused, drawing on that energy she could detect and opening herself to it.

      There was a sense of power near her, but where was it coming from? It tingled along her skin, feeling like a pressure against her, one that flowed through her. Currents of it swirled around her skin, working around her fingers and up her wrists and around her torso before radiating down her body and stretching all the way down to her toes.

      A distant part of her thought she was taking too long with all this, but she pushed away those thoughts, knowing she needed to understand what was taking place. If she didn’t take this opportunity to use what she had been given, she might never fully understand this sensation or what she was detecting all around her.

      Ryn kept herself open and let herself draw in the sense of that power that swirled around her, the energy she was able to detect. As she did, she thought she understood it. It seemed to vibrate along her skin, in time with her, in tune with something inside her. It increased, and the pressure built along her skin.

      Ryn used that, wrapping it around her. It tied to the shadows. When she had first started falling, she had thought she might be able to use that energy, but now she was even more certain. It was even clearer that whatever was happening had given her some connection to the shadows, but also a link to some other energy she wasn’t able to ascertain.

      There came a surge of energy that crackled through her entire being, and then she went flying upward. There was the sense of movement, the lurching sensation of everything jolting forward, as if the pause she’d experienced had suddenly unfrozen, sending her tearing through time again.

      Ryn was thrown free. She struck something and was thrown back down. There was pain, but not nearly as much as she’d expected.

      Olandar Fahr was there. Tessa was there. And three of the remaining attackers. Ryn looked at them and, using the energy flowing through her, she exploded at them. It was strange, but she was able to push outward, to let that energy strike them. When it did, there came a burst of power, a surge of light mixed with swirls of darkness, and then there was nothing.

      Everything was cast in the darkness again.

      Ryn froze. It was almost as if using that connection had drained her of her awareness, her understanding of the powers that flowed through her, yet she couldn’t help but feel that what she had done was necessary.

      A voice penetrated the darkness. “Ryn?” It was soft and gentle, and it reminded her of someone she had known. “Emissary?”

      This was definitely Tessa. Where was she?

      Ryn staggered forward. “I’m here.”

      There came pressure. Ryn focused on that pressure, but when she tried to turn, she was thrown back against the wall. She strained against that force, trying to use her newfound connection to that power, that energy that coursed through her. Pressure continued to build, holding her against the wall.

      Ryn focused on that pressure, distantly aware of movement near her. It reminded her of what had happened before the attack. More of the people who served the Shadow Queen were here, but other than holding her against the wall, there was no attack.

      There came a strange surging of energy, a stirring sensation, and Ryn continued to focus on it, trying to recognize what was happening, but then power began to drain—from near her, but also from within her. Every ability she had to resist, everything she might have within her to oppose what was happening, began to fade. Ryn fought against it, but there was nothing she could do.

      The power continued to drain away from her. Somewhere nearby there was a cry. She continued to feel the power fading, as if what she had just gained were now being dragged away from her. She strained against it, hating that she would lose what she had just obtained. That power had allowed her to attack—to defend herself, to protect others as she had never been able to do before—and now she would lose it.

      Could she find that energy along her again?

      The darkness around her faded. Some part of her realized that was a problem. Ryn strained to maintain the darkness for herself and hold on to that power. Part of her knew she needed to maintain that connection; then perhaps she could thwart the servants of the Shadow Queen.

      The power was gone. As she noticed the gradual lightening around her, there didn’t seem to be anything more she could do. The pressure holding her against the wall faded, and Ryn staggered forward. She was aware of the open area in front of her, but not in the same way as she had been before.

      Ryn looked around. Olandar Fahr lay in a heap nearby, and Tessa cowered in the corner, her sword lying useless several paces from her. There was no one else here.

      Ryn continued searching, trying to determine through the darkness if some of the servants of the Shadow Queen might be masked from them, but she didn’t see anything.

      She thought she knew what had happened.

      There was no need for her to hurry forward. The answer was clear from the fact there was no more power here. Whatever else had been here, the Elder Stone Olandar Fahr had hidden beneath the ground was missing.

      The Shadow Queen had succeeded. She had stolen that power, and she had weakened them again. How many more would she be able to steal?

      Ryn hurried over to Tessa, checking on her friend. Tessa shook her head, blinking a few times before looking up and meeting Ryn’s eyes.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “Why?”

      “I saw you fall into the pit. Olandar Fahr said you were lost, and then…” Tessa shook her head again and looked past Ryn, toward the opening.

      Ryn turned her attention toward it. She could remember the sensation of falling, but she also remembered the control she’d gained. She wondered if she might be able to use it again. Still, it was likely she’d had that power stripped from her when the Shadow Queen had stolen the energy of the Elder Stone, weakening not only Ryn, but also apparently Olandar Fahr.

      Could that be what the Shadow Queen was after? It was likely she feared him more than anyone else, so it made sense that she would do whatever she could to stop him and those who served him—which meant she would be coming after Ryn. The Ai’thol. People Ryn cared about.

      “I fell, but then I seemed to stop.”

      “He said he was doing all he could to save you, but he didn’t think he was able to do enough.”

      Could that have been why she had stopped falling?

      She looked over to Olandar Fahr, studying him as he lay there motionless. She left Tessa and crouched in front of Olandar Fahr, touching the side of his face. His flesh was still warm, so she thought he was still alive. But if he wasn’t, what did that mean for her and the others?

      She couldn’t lose him. He’d protected her. As much as she had begun to doubt him, he’d still worked on her behalf, doing everything he could to protect her. If he hadn’t, Ryn wondered if she would’ve continued to fall.

      Then again, maybe it wouldn’t have mattered. Maybe she would have eventually gained control over the power and learned how to manipulate the shadows, and she would have been able to explode herself to freedom regardless of what he had done. But it was hard to believe she could have done any of that without his assistance. Ryn breathed out, feeling a mixture of fear and worry.

      She checked for a pulse and found one, though it was weak.

      “Wake up,” she said, touching his shoulders. There was no movement. “We need to get moving. I need to get you out of here.”

      He took a breath.

      “Come on,” she said again, shaking him gently.

      Tessa crawled over to her, holding her sword with one hand, and she looked at Olandar Fahr with fear in her eyes. “We can’t have lost him,” she said.

      “I don’t know that we did,” Ryn said. “He might just need to rest. Can you Travel us from here?”

      Tessa nodded. She grabbed for Olandar Fahr, and for Ryn, and there came a shimmering. It came slowly, faint and gradual. Ryn worried she wouldn’t be strong enough. It took a moment, but then they Traveled, emerging in the main part of the tower within Dreshen.

      There was movement, and Ryn straightened and looked around. When she saw one of the Ai’thol, she motioned to him. “You. I need your help.”

      The man turned, blinking. “Of course, Emissary.”

      Ryn sighed. She was going to have to play that role a bit longer. Once she ensured Olandar Fahr was safe, she could return to whatever else she needed to do within the village. Ryn no longer knew what that was, only that she needed to take care of this first. As she looked down at Olandar Fahr, knowing what he had done for her, the way he’d fought to protect her, she knew she owed it to him to do everything she could to ensure he recovered.

      Even if it meant delaying her return.
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      Ryn sat on the edge of a chair, looking down at Olandar Fahr. He rested on a large canopy bed, sheet drawn up to his chin, his eyes closed. Sleeping as he was, he appeared frail, and far weaker than he had. It was likely just her imagination, but he seemed somehow diminished.

      This was still Olandar Fahr, a man she knew to be incredibly powerful, despite the fact he was basically unconscious. She would have to find some way to help him more than she already had. The healers had done everything they could, providing some medicines, but she wasn’t sure it would be enough.

      One of the healers stood near the back of the room, mixing up another compound, but Ryn refused to leave. Every so often, the healer would glance in her direction, suspicion shining in his eyes. If the situation was reversed, she would likely look upon herself with the same suspicion. She was the one who had brought a weakened and nearly dead Olandar Fahr to the healer.

      She kept waiting for him to come around. It seemed to her that he should wake up at any moment, but the longer he remained unconscious, the more she questioned whether he would awaken at all.

      A knock sounded at the door, and the healer went to it and pulled it open. On the other side of the door, Tessa looked past, watching Ryn.

      Each time she came, Ryn understood why. Tessa grew concerned about the time they were away from the village. After the attack, something had changed within Tessa. She felt more urgency about trying to understand what the Shadow Queen was planning and seeing if there was any way for them to defend themselves.

      “He’s still resting,” the healer said.

      “I understand,” Tessa said. “I need to speak with the Emissary.”

      The healer grunted, annoyance shining on his face, but he turned toward Ryn and waved his hand. Ryn wasn’t going to say anything, and she certainly wasn’t going to continue to argue with the healers. It had been enough of a battle for her to remain within the room with Olandar Fahr. Although she’d been the one to bring him to the healer, she had a sense that the man didn’t care much for her or her involvement.

      Tessa made her way over and paused in front of the bed, looking down at Olandar Fahr for a long moment. “I always saw him as so powerful,” she said.

      “He’s still powerful,” Ryn said.

      “I understand, but I think we’re starting to see a different sort of power,” Tessa said.

      Ryn couldn’t deny what Tessa was saying. She’d felt the same way. It was a strange thing for her to see him like this as well, to know there might be someone even more powerful than him. It gave even greater weight to his fear of the Shadow Queen. Not that Ryn needed much more to fear about her, having seen the way the power had changed in the Temple of the Mind.

      “We can’t stay here indefinitely,” Tessa said.

      “I know,” Ryn said.

      “How long do you intend to stay?”

      Ryn shook her head. “I…”

      She hadn’t given it much thought, though she knew she should. Somehow, whatever she needed to do was tied to finding a way to work with the others on the Council of Elders, helping them understand their abilities and finding out whether she had some sort of power of her own. After what she had just experienced, she had to believe there was some power they possessed. And for a while, she had possessed it.

      It was strange to miss something she’d had so briefly, but for that moment, Ryn had become far more than she had been before, had been allowed to do something she thought would be necessary when it came time to face the Shadow Queen. That power had given Ryn the strength to destroy some of the Shadow Queen’s servants, she suspected, though that chance was gone when the power had been stripped from her.

      “That’s what she was doing,” Ryn whispered.

      “What’s that?”

      Ryn shook her head. “The Shadow Queen. She’s trying to strip our powers from us,” she said. “She wants to take away any power we have, to diminish us.”

      How long would it take before they were diminished to nothing? If she continued to steal Elder Stones, if she managed to reach that power and claim it, the Shadow Queen would quickly become so powerful they wouldn’t be able to do anything to withstand her. Perhaps that was her way of dealing with the formation of the Council of Elders.

      Then again, if there was anyone who understood striving for power, trying to gain the strength of the various Elder Stones, it would be Olandar Fahr. He had done the same thing for years and had gained significant power. He needed to come around and recover.

      Ryn leaned back in the chair, closing her eyes for a moment. As she did, she was taken back, almost unintentionally, thinking of the power that she’d possessed—the way things had felt in that moment, the way she had felt when she had held on to that magic. She had seemed capable, powerful in a way she could never have imagined. She wanted that power again.

      There came a cough, and Ryn opened her eyes. Olandar Fahr rolled his head toward her, looking at her. “You’re back,” she said.

      “You survived,” he said.

      “Tessa tells me I have you to thank for that.”

      Olandar Fahr coughed again and rolled his head, glancing around the room. Ryn looked, but Tessa was gone. Had she disappeared while Ryn was resting, or when Olandar Fahr had come around? Ryn knew Tessa still feared him.

      “Perhaps, but you might have survived regardless,” he said.

      “You had the power of an Elder Stone here.”

      “Every place I’ve secured has the power of an Elder Stone,” he said.

      “How many are there?”

      “How many Elder Stones, or how many places have I secured?”

      “Yes.”

      Olandar Fahr smiled. “As far as I can tell, there are many Elder Stones. It’s power that has been dispersed throughout the land, and yet, it is not inaccessible.”

      “That power was.”

      “Was it?” He coughed again. “I’m not sure it ever was meant to be inaccessible.”

      “Why?”

      “What does Dreshen have that other places also have?”

      “You already told me. It has an Elder Stone.”

      Olandar Fahr tried to sit up but couldn’t. The healer was there, trying to administer something to Olandar Fahr, but he shook his head, pushing the healer away. “I need to be awake for this. I will take your medicines later.”

      “All I want is for you to recover, Great One.”

      Olandar Fahr coughed again. “I will recover. Thanks to you.”

      The healer smiled and bowed his head. He shot a look at Ryn but hobbled out of the room, leaving Ryn and Olandar Fahr alone.

      “You did well to survive that,” he said.

      “I don’t know that I would have if not for the power of the Elder Stone.”

      “You were able to control it?”

      “I think so. For a little while.”

      He coughed again. “A little while. She stole it.”

      Ryn nodded. “After I escaped, there was another attack.”

      “It was a distraction, I think.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s clever. She drew us down, she weakened us, then she sent another wave at us. I suspect she had still another wave prepared in case the first two didn’t succeed.”

      “She was willing to sacrifice so many?”

      “I suspect she would have continued to throw attack after attack at us until she succeeded.”

      It was hard for Ryn to comprehend what it was like to be so willing to sacrifice others, and yet, as she looked at Olandar Fahr, she thought she understood. She had seen a similar willingness in him. He had offered others up, far too willing to make sacrifices when necessary. They had gained power, but at a cost.

      It was the kind of cost Ryn wasn’t sure she would be able to pay.

      “What do you mean by asking what this place has that others do?”

      “The metal,” Olandar Fahr said, coughing again. “Everything is tied to the metal. It’s what binds us. I suspect it is the true Elder Stone. It has long been used to help us place our blessings, but recently I have come to believe that the metal has some greater purpose. If only I can understand that, perhaps we can know just what she’s after.” He coughed again, sitting up. “You did well to do everything you could to stop her.”

      “I didn’t do anything to stop her.”

      “You did as much as you could. And now you’re going to have to do more.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “You have to find the others who can fight.”

      “If you aren’t able to fight, then how will they be?”

      Not to mention whether Ryn would even be able to fight. She wasn’t a fighter and didn’t want to go into battle, but to stop the Shadow Queen from hurting others, Ryn was determined to do whatever it took.

      “I’m not responsible for this fight anymore. I think she wanted to make that point.”

      “By taking away the power of the Elder Stone?”

      “She’s taking away my power, but not yours.”

      “I felt the power leave me,” Ryn said.

      “The power you had was temporary. There’s another part of you, another ability you possess, that is not temporary. You need to understand it, reach for it, and be prepared for anything else you might need to know.”

      “What now?”

      “Now I stay here. Now I rest.”

      “You can’t rest, not when there’s so much to do.”

      “That’s just it. There isn’t much for me to do. She’s begun to take the power I was able to accumulate. I suspect she will continue to claim the power of the Elder Stones. As she does, there will be a diminishing of our people. You need to do what you can to stop her, and work with the others who sit on the Council of Elders. When you do that, you might finally be able to stop her.”

      She stared at Olandar Fahr, wishing there were something more she could do, something more he could do for her. But perhaps he was right. Despite everything, seeing him like this and knowing he’d acted on her behalf, that he had tried to help her, offering himself up for her, had given her a sense of peace. She knew it shouldn’t have been necessary, yet it made her feel better to know that Olandar Fahr cared about her. Ever since going to the Temple of the Mind, she had begun to question whether Olandar Fahr had used her or had truly wanted to help. She still wasn’t sure she knew. Using her wasn’t necessarily wrong, either. With what they had gone through, if Olandar Fahr had used her, it had been for a purpose greater than herself. Seeing the way he was willing to sacrifice himself, it seemed to her that he had been willing to use himself for the greater purpose as well.

      He coughed again, and she turned her attention back to him.

      “Will you recover?”

      “Eventually,” he said.

      “How long will it take?”

      “This isn’t something a blessing can cure,” he said.

      “What will it take?”

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

      There was concern in his voice, and she knew he hated that he had been weakened. If the Shadow Queen was stealing the power of the Elder Stones, then it was weakening him in a different way than what she had known. She’d believed he’d taken a blessing and that it had been the reason for his power, but then, she’d seen the nature of his power. She had to believe his power was tied to something else as well, something more than just the blessings.

      “Are you safe here? I don’t know how secure Dreshen is.”

      “Since we nearly lost Lexa, I ensured that Dreshen is safe.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I worried I would need a place I could count on.”

      Ryn regarded him, wondering if there was anything more she could say or do. “Is there anything more you need?”

      “Just for you to do everything you can,” he said.

      “You know I will.”

      He smiled warmly at her. “I know you would. I have Seen it.” He leaned forward, grabbing her hand and squeezing, and a strange sensation surged through her—a sense of connection, almost a reminder of the power she’d had for a moment and then lost.

      Then it was gone.

      When he leaned back, he was weakened again, and his eyes drifted closed. Ryn watched as he began to breathe slowly, and then got to her feet. She paused outside the door, glancing over at the healer. “Give him a moment to rest.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing but talk to him.”

      She hurried off through the halls and looked for Tessa. She focused on the other woman, listening for her, searching for her throughout the palace, and when she found her, it was a strange connection, one that made it easy for her to detect the other woman. She drew upon that connection and hurried to her, finding her in a small room. Tessa sat quietly, looking down at a book, and she glanced up when Ryn entered.

      “Has he recovered?”

      “A little bit,” Ryn said.

      “Has he recovered enough?”

      Ryn shook her head. “I don’t know if he will.”

      That was a troubling thing for her to acknowledge. If he didn’t recover completely, what did that mean for her? What did it mean for the Ai’thol?

      Maybe nothing. Olandar Fahr was strong and powerful, but there were others who were as well. Perhaps now she needed to find them, to work with them, as he had wanted her to do.

      “It’s time to return to the village,” she said.

      Tessa got to her feet, nodding. “I think we’ve needed to. Even more so following these attacks.”

      “I don’t know what we might face.”

      “You think I’m going to be scared off?”

      Ryn smiled at her. “You? I would doubt you’d be scared by anything.”

      Tessa hurried over to her, taking her hand, and with a surge of colors and energy, they Traveled.

      When they emerged near the shoreline, Ryn glanced over to Tessa. “Why did you bring us here?”

      “Something about this place draws me,” she said. “It’s the energy here. There’s something peaceful about the waves, the way they crash along the shore, and the wind that gusts through here.”

      Ryn breathed in the air and recognized the sense Tessa enjoyed. She felt a similar connection to it and thought that perhaps that bond was what she needed. Turning back to the village, she studied the buildings; they were quiet, calm.

      “Will they welcome us back?” she asked.

      “Is that what you want now?”

      “I think we have to find a way to work with them.”

      “If that’s what you want, that I have little doubt that they will welcome you.”

      But the more Ryn thought about it, the more uncertain she was whether that was what she wanted. When she’d been working with Olandar Fahr, she’d not known what role he was going to play or how important he would be. With him injured, it was possible he was no longer a part of what was to come.

      Which meant it was up to Ryn, and the others. She took a deep breath and headed into the village. She knew where she needed to go. There was a building at the center of the village, and she reached it, knocking. It didn’t take long for the door to open.

      When Elise looked out at her, she smiled. “We wondered where you went.”

      “There was something I needed to do.”

      “Is it done?”

      There was a question behind the question in Elise’s words.

      Ryn met the other woman’s eyes and nodded. “I think it’s done. For now.”

      “Good.”

      “I would like to visit with you.”

      Elise hesitated, a hint of tension in her, but then she pulled open the door. Ryn glanced over to Tessa, then followed Elise into the room. It was comfortable; that was about the only thing she could say about it. A fire crackled, generating a pleasant heat. The scent  of something baking nearby drifted out of a kitchen, and one woman sat in a chair near the fire, knitting. She glanced over to Ryn and Tessa when they entered, then looked to Elise as if wondering whether she needed to go.

      “I will leave it up to them,” Elise said.

      “She can stay,” Ryn said.

      “If you don’t mind,” she said.

      Ryn looked across at Elise. There was something guarded about the woman, more so than the last time Ryn had been here. Elise had wanted to work with Ryn, to form a connection, but part of Ryn remained aloof as well.

      Why, though?

      The hesitation was her own, nothing to do with the women and everything to do with herself. Ryn wasn’t sure what troubled her, only that some part of her hesitated.

      She glanced over to Elise and focused on her. What could she determine from the other woman? It was times like these when she wished she could look inside someone else’s mind, yet even without any way of doing so, she wasn’t helpless. She could study her, evaluate her, and see if there was anything she might be able to uncover.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” Elise asked.

      Ryn glanced over to Tessa and nodded. “I would take whatever you have ready.”

      Elise made her way to the kitchen and returned carrying a tray with steaming mugs. Ryn took one of them and breathed in a fragrant tea. It was pleasant, and she took a sip. A warmth washed down her throat, and she relaxed. She took a seat, and Tessa did the same.

      Elise set the tray down, took one of the other mugs, and remained near the fire, looking down at them. “Is there anything I can do for you?” she asked.

      “We came back,” Ryn said.

      “I’m aware of that,” Elise said.

      “I left because I wasn’t sure if I was would be able to stay here.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Elise said.

      Ryn looked up, meeting her eyes. Elise had deep blue eyes, nothing like so many of the others within the village. “How did you receive your blessing?”

      Elise frowned at her. “What was that?”

      Ryn tapped the back of her head. “Your blessing. How did you receive it?”

      Elise exchanged glances with the woman who was seated, working on her knitting. “ I was given the augmentation by Haern. Not all of these women were given such a gift. Many of them were forced to take an augmentation against their will. It was part of an experiment done to them.”

      Ryn shivered and glanced over to Tessa. There was something in Tessa’s eyes, and Ryn realized she’d known that. Of course Tessa would’ve known that. Tessa had been forced to take her blessing, at least somewhat. She was thankful for it and had gained considerable skill, but she hadn’t had much of a say in receiving it. The Great One had forced her to, and as dangerous as the process was now, it would have been far more dangerous at the time.

      “I was given my blessing by Olandar Fahr himself,” Ryn said, turning her attention to the fire. “He said it would restore me to what I was.”

      “And has it?” Elise asked softly.

      “I don’t know. I have enhanced senses, though from what my mother said, I probably would’ve had some aspect of that before.”

      “I have a connection to the people in my village,” Elise told her.

      “I know.”

      “That connection allows me to know when they need me—when they are hurting or when they’re happy. It’s not the same as Reading someone’s mind, but it’s no less useful in my experience.”

      Ryn wasn’t entirely sure how such an ability would even be helpful—perhaps in knowing where others were. She suspected Elise was suggesting there was something more to that power, yet what would it be?

      “I can tell now that your friend is hurting.”

      Ryn looked over and locked eyes with Tessa. Had Tessa agreed to be a part of this? That might explain why she had been so withdrawn, so quiet.

      “I thought I was going to tell you,” Tessa whispered.

      “You don’t have to explain.”

      “I do. That’s why I was afraid…”

      Ryn reached over, touching Tessa’s hand and smiling at her. “I know you’re afraid. I don’t need to Read your thoughts to know that. You’re my friend, and I can recognize when you’re hurting.”

      “There is just so much good here,” Tessa said.

      “That’s why you wanted to return.”

      “That’s why we needed to return,” Tessa whispered.

      Ryn breathed out heavily and looked over to Elise. “What will it take for you to connect to me?”

      “You have to find it within yourself to accept it. Something in you is holding back. Until you release it, you won’t be able to welcome the connection.”

      “And what if I can’t?”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m going to reject you,” Elise said, smiling. “The people here all understand. We’ve gone through much and realize that everybody has their own journey. And it will take you time for you to know what you need to do, what will be required for you to understand yourself and find that peace within yourself.”

      “Peace?”

      Elise nodded as she took a sip of her tea. “It’s always about peace.”

      Ryn looked toward the fire. Could she find peace? She didn’t know if that was what she was looking for, but something about it struck a chord with her. Perhaps the other woman was right. Maybe it was a matter of her discovering a sense of peace. And what else did she need? For so long, she’d been looking for something. First through Olandar Fahr, but now that she wasn’t sure he could provide the answers she sought, perhaps it would have to come from someone else, someone like the women of this village. More likely, it was going to have to come from someplace within herself.

      She took a deep breath, taking a sip of the tea and letting the warmth flow down her throat. There was something relaxing about it, and she welcomed it. Ryn breathed out and locked eyes with Elise.

      “I will try.”

      “That’s all you can do,” the other woman said, smiling.
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      Bright light exploded within Daniel’s mind. With it came a strange heat, but then it faded into nothingness. There was a familiarity to that heat.

      Carth.

      She was there, sending her power through him, using her connection to help. He took a gasping breath, trying to steady his mind. He felt the strange influence begin to retreat. There was still something there, but it was less than it had been before. He probed, using his connection to the shadows to reach deeper into his mind. The combination of the shadows and the flame exploded within him.

      Daniel would’ve expected that to be painful, but as it worked through him, it seemed to fix something he hadn’t even known was broken. He snapped his eyes open, looking over to Carth, who crouched in front of him, hands on his shoulders.

      “There you are,” she said.

      Daniel coughed and tried to take a deep breath, focusing on his thoughts, hoping nothing had trapped him. He thought he had managed to get away in time.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I connected to the Shadow Queen,” he said. “It was horrible.” He shook his head.

      “What happened?” Carth asked again.

      “I was trapped. I think she knew I was going to make the connection, or that someone was. She planned for it. She wanted someone to do that.”

      “So she could learn from us,” Carth said, shaking her head. “Clever. I think we have to assume she can now anticipate everything we have considered.”

      “I think it’s worse than that,” Daniel said.

      “How could it be worse?” Carth asked.

      “I suspect she now knows the location of the various Councils of Elders.” He sat up, rubbing his head. It throbbed, but it wasn’t nearly as painful as what he would’ve expected, considering there had been an explosion of shadows and flame within his mind. “I don’t know what we’re going to have to do to protect it.”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything that we can do to protect it,” Carth said.

      “We have to secure them.”

      “One of the Councils of Elders is in Elaeavn. Another is in Ceyaniah. Still another is in a distant cave that the Ai’thol now have secured. And the fourth one is in a distant place that only Lucy has uncovered. I think they are protected enough.”

      Daniel hoped that was true, but he had the sense that wasn’t necessarily the case. “We need to do whatever we can to ensure we have those places secured,” he reaffirmed.

      “With what forces?” Carth asked.

      What would they use? The Binders might not be strong enough to hold them, not against people like that. The people of Elaeavn weren’t trained for it. Many of them were blessed by the Great Watcher with powerful abilities, but would there be anything they could do? Most likely not. Their best hope was to find somebody who was augmented but able to resist what had happened. Even with Daniel’s connection, with his attempts at healing himself with the shadows, he’d still been influenced by the Shadow Queen. What was to say that the same thing might not happen to others?

      Daniel got to his feet. “How many were lost?”

      “We lost none of the tchalit,” Cael said, joining them. “And we have several dozen of these shells remaining.”

      Daniel looked around the room. The darkness had faded, and it took him a moment to realize that someone had lit a lantern. He could make out the forms of the servants standing motionless, watching. One lay on the ground, arms pinned on either side, legs strapped down, and Daniel approached. This was the one he had manipulated to try to connect to the Shadow Queen.

      “Mother?”

      She thrashed, writhing in place, and he pushed outward with the shadows, sending them sweeping toward her, healing her. Carth was there, tapping a burst of flame. She used more than she had before, as did Daniel. When their combined healing exploded, the writhing stopped.

      His mother had never been a large woman, but now she was even thinner than before. She was dressed in a simple gray shirt and pants, with scuffed boots. There were scrapes along her arms and wrists, and her eyes were hollowed out, as if shadows lingered around them, though he didn’t sense that she had any control over the shadows.

      She must be augmented to have such power and such a connection to the Shadow Queen, but he wasn’t strong enough to detect it.

      “We didn’t know what happened to her.” Cael stood next to him, looking down at his mother. “When your father was gone, or at least we thought he was gone, your mother went missing. Most thought she ran off, ashamed of what he’d done.”

      Daniel couldn’t believe his mother would have taken an augmentation, but perhaps she hadn’t done so willingly. It was likely his father had forced one upon her as he’d done to Daniel.

      “She needs to be Healed,” he said.

      “We can’t leave her out like this,” Cael said.

      “I will take responsibility for her.”

      “You don’t know how difficult it was for us to pin her down,” Cael said.

      Seeing the sweat streaming down the brows of the tchalit standing around her, he thought he understood. Whatever augmentation his mother had taken on had given her incredible strength, and apparently she’d nearly managed to fight off four men who outweighed her by a considerable amount.

      “If she’s been Healed, even partially, she won’t be able to fight the same way,” he said.

      Maybe there was some way for them to remove the augmentation. If he could do that, then he could have his mother back. He’d never been particularly close to her, but he’d already lost his father. If there was anything he might be able to do to help her, he thought he should be responsible for it.

      “Did you find my father?” he asked.

      Cael shook her head. “There was no sign of him.”

      Either he was truly gone, or the Shadow Queen had valued him enough to call him back. Considering the role his father had played in forcing others to take augmentations, Daniel couldn’t help but think that he had to be important to her.

      “I can Slide us out of here,” he said.

      “Rest as much as you need,” Cael said.

      He looked around. “I don’t want to be here any longer than necessary.”

      He got to his feet and began to draw upon the shadows. He called for the shadows that were lingering down various tunnels, drew upon the strength he could borrow from Carth and Rayen, and Slid.

      Daniel didn’t try to Slide traditionally. Rather, he used his connection to the shadows, gliding them along them, and they flowed along the tunnels, moving faster and faster as they went. Eventually, they emerged in the daylight. He took them to the palace courtyard and paused. He looped the shadows around Carth and Rayen, keeping them around them, and then Slid again, emerging back in the forest.

      He grabbed for his mother, carrying her toward Della’s home, and  barged through the door.  A cot had been prepared, as if Della were waiting for him. She appeared in the doorway at the back of the cottage and motioned for Daniel to bring his mother forward.

      “You knew we were coming.”

      “There are some things I can See clearly,” she said.

      Daniel set his mother down on the cot, and Della pressed her hands on her shoulders. She closed her eyes, and when she worked, his mother contorted, writhing in place for a moment, then sagged back on the cot.

      Della breathed out slowly. “That was more than I was expecting,” she said.

      “Was there anything remaining?”

      “Not as much as I suspect there would’ve been had you and Carthenne not have acted,” she said, not looking at either of them. “But still there was a hint of something. I believe I was able to remove it, but when it comes to her touch, I could be wrong. We might need Haern to join us so that we can use his control over lorcith to better understand what additional influence she faces.”

      “We need to find Haern anyway. We need to gather those on the Council of Elders,” Daniel said.

      “I will stay with her. I don’t believe she will cause any harm, but to be on the safe side…” Della tapped his mother on the forehead, and she closed her eyes, her entire body going limp. “That should last long enough to allow us to make sure anything that happened to her will not persist. I trust you will look for the others and then return?”

      “I will return, but I don’t know if we will come straight here.”

      “I understand. You have other things you must do.”

      Daniel stepped back outside the cottage. Rayen took his hand, sending shadows swirling around them.

      As she did, she looked up at him. “I know it can be difficult.”

      “It’s not, though,” Daniel said.

      “Why?”

      “I actually lost my parents long ago. There’s really not much left of them for me.”

      It was terrible to admit, but the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that it was true.

      “What do you intend to do now?” Rayen asked.

      “I think we have to see if we can uncover where Lucy went.” It was more than just Lucy—it was about Haern, and about finding this other who belonged on the Council. “We have to find her, and if that involves finding the people who work with her, we have to do that.”

      He worried he might upset Lucy, but they both served on the Council of Elders now, and he needed to know what had become of her.

      “You intend to go after Lucy Elvraeth,” Carth said. “I can help you.”

      An image suddenly flashed in his mind. That was rare enough itself, as Carth was protective of how much she shared and rarely let anyone Read anything of her, yet she had done this before, revealing just enough for him to determine where he needed to Slide. In the image were a shoreline, a small village, and familiarity.

      Daniel wrapped the shadows around them, and they Slid.
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      He walked along the shore, looking up at the village, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The village was painted in drab colors. The buildings were small, and they fit together in a way that reminded him of Elaeavn, as if they were determined to blend into the rock. From the sea, any passing ship might be completely unaware of the presence of the village. Without knowing the village was here, there would be no purpose in sailing toward it. With the rock stretching high overhead and nothing more than a small rocky beach to land upon, there would be no reason for sailors to come here, especially not with Asador nearby.

      “Why here?” he asked.

      “This was where she settled,” Carth said.

      “How long did it take you to discover this?”

      Carth laughed softly. “Lucy intended to keep it from me as long as possible. I think if it hadn’t been necessary for me to know, I still wouldn’t.”

      “Why was it necessary?”

      “The attacks,” she said.

      Daniel looked around, but there was no sign of any attack. People wandered along the streets, and as he swept his shadows through the village, worried there might be some strange influence on them, he didn’t detect anything. It was as if all the people here had been healed in some way, but that healing was incomplete.

      He pushed on the shadows, letting them swirl through the villagers. There came a hint of resistance, but then that faded.

      “What did you do?” Rayen asked.

      “I still felt that something was off,” he said.

      “It was subtle,” Carth said.

      “You felt it?” Daniel asked, meeting her gaze.

      “I felt it, but I’m surprised you did.”

      “You might still need to use your connection to the flame.”

      “I doubt that will be necessary,” Carth said.

      “I don’t know. I think that by using both the shadows and the flame we are better able to protect them.”

      At least, that was what had happened to him. But what he had detected and experienced was different. He didn’t quite know what it was, and he didn’t know what it would mean for him, but he did understand that what he had been required to do, the method required to heal him, had been somewhat different than what he detected from these women.

      The need was less.

      It was as if the women here were not nearly as altered as those he had worked with in Elaeavn. As he approached the village, focusing on the shadows, he wondered why that might be. If there was some way for him to connect to the metal, he might be able to better understand.

      A woman appeared with deep brown hair, round hips, and a hint of darkness across her face. She had blue eyes, almost matching the ocean they had come from.

      “What is this?” the woman asked.

      She ignored Daniel, apparently believing Carth was the one in charge. For that matter, Carth probably was the one in charge, though he liked to think he had some role here.

      “I’m Daniel Elvraeth. We’re looking for Lucy.”

      “Lucy has recently departed,” the woman said.

      “Do you know where she went?”

      The woman shook her head. “Lucy Elvraeth doesn’t share with us where she goes. She has much she’s been trying to accomplish.” The woman cocked her head, frowning at Daniel.

      When she was done, she turned and motioned to someone behind her, a tall, slender dark-haired woman with moderate green eyes. Daniel didn’t recognize her from Elaeavn; either she was a child of the exiles or just someone he’d never gotten to know. There were thousands of people in Elaeavn, but he thought that if any had come here, Lucy would’ve told him.

      “Eve. You need to work with him,” the first woman said.

      “Why him?” Eve cocked her head toward Daniel, tipping her hip slightly and crossing her arms over her chest. “He… I see. How did you know this?”

      “I could tell,” the woman said.

      “You don’t have any control over lorcith, Elise,” Eve said.

      “No, but I recognize the ability when I see it. Besides, if what Haern has told me is true, then Daniel Elvraeth has been augmented. You need to make sure the augmentation has not been twisted.”

      A warm pressure built within him, and he immediately reacted, wrapping shadows inwardly.

      Eve glared at him. “Stop fighting and you’ll find this goes a lot easier for you.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “You have an augmentation, don’t you?”

      Daniel glanced between the two women. “What is this about?”

      “Until we manipulate it, the augmentation can be used against you by the Shadow Queen.”

      Was that how the Shadow Queen had been able to control him? Had she somehow used his augmentation?

      “How is it that you know how to alter the metal so it can’t be used against me?” he asked.

      “Haern taught me,” Eve said.

      He released his hold on the shadows, expecting a strange warmth to flow through him, but it was diffused and minimal. There was a hint of it and a slight stirring of pain, but it wasn’t nearly as much as before. It faded, and he could feel it washing through him, something stirring, shifting within him. He had no idea what he was feeling, only that some part of him seemed to be changing.

      He met Eve’s eyes, waiting as she continued to work, and could feel the power flowing out from her as something within him changed, shifting, sliding around. Gradually, there came a slight alteration to his connection, the way he felt the power within himself. It reminded him of what he’d felt when he had worked his healing upon himself, as if she were freeing some additional part of him. It was amazing, powerful, and his breath caught as the enormity of it washed over him.

      Then Eve stepped back, looking at him. “It’s done, but there’s something different about the nature of the connection.”

      Suddenly, it was as if Daniel was aware of everyone within the village. He looked around and locked eyes with Elise. It was something she was doing. “You’re the one who helped heal,” he said.

      “I’ve helped as much as I can,” Elise said. “There’s something to be said about the bonds that form between us, and between those we’ve chosen. That’s how I can help so many.”

      Daniel wasn’t sure what that meant, but strangely, it reminded him of what he had heard of the Shadow Queen. Was she using a similar magic? He didn’t think that likely, but he didn’t really know anything about these people.

      “I need to find Lucy and Haern if you have some way of reaching them,” he said.

      “They are in search of answers regarding the Council,” Elise said.

      “We have to reach the Shadow Queen,” he said. “We have to uncover some way of stopping her before she takes control of power in these lands.”

      “As far as I know, she doesn’t know anything about the power in these lands. It’s been shielded from her.”

      “It might have been, but that has changed.” He hated to admit that the change was his fault, but he had to own up to it, had to be prepared for the possibility the Shadow Queen would reach them because of his mistake.

      “I can help you find Haern, but I don’t know what happened with Lucy Elvraeth. She disappears to a place that is blocked from me.”

      “You have an augmentation as well.”

      Elise nodded. “It connects me to everyone around me.”

      “So that you can Read them?”

      She shook her head. “Not quite, but similar enough. Regardless, when Lucy disappears, she is shielded from me. I don’t know that she does it intentionally, but I don’t really know. She can be mysterious.”

      Where would Lucy have gone that would shield her from them? The only thing he could imagine was that she would have gone someplace there was an Elder Stone.

      “Can you alert Haern that we need him?”

      “I’ve been trying, but he has been difficult for me to reach. There is something blocking our connection.”

      He wondered what that might mean, but another woman behind her caught his attention. She had dark hair, and her deep green eyes locked onto him. A flash of recognition passed between them, but he didn’t think he had ever seen her before. A brown-eyed woman standing off to her side with a short sword strapped to her waist watched him too, as if they were trying to make sense of what they were doing here.

      Daniel turned his attention back to the green-eyed woman. He couldn’t take his eyes off her and realized she was watching him just as intensely. He pushed out with the shadows, letting them swirl away from him, and something within her stiffened.

      She was aware of the shadows. Not many could See them, yet she’d known the moment he’d begun to use them, although he’d used barely more than a soft push—which suggested that she was incredibly gifted with eyesight.

      “Who is she?” he asked.

      Elise glanced over her shoulder. “She’s the other you would want to speak with if you’re looking for those who sit upon the Council of Elders.”

      It was Olandar Fahr’s person.

      Daniel glided forward on the shadows, and she didn’t move. The woman with her reached for her sword and flickered forward, emerging in front of the first woman.

      A Slider.

      “I don’t intend to harm you,” he said.

      “You won’t be given the opportunity,” she said.

      Daniel ignored her. “They say that you sit on the Council of Elders.”

      The first woman met his eyes. “I do.”

      “My name is Daniel Elvraeth.” There was a spark of recognition behind her eyes, but she said nothing. “You serve Olandar Fahr.”

      “I did,” the woman said. “I don’t serve anyone any longer.”

      Daniel frowned. “Does he know that?”

      “He encouraged it.”

      That surprised Daniel. “Do you know where Lucy might have gone?”

      “To a place of shadows—a place where she could learn and understand.”

      Daniel glanced back to Rayen and Carth, yet he thought he understood. There was a place of shadows, and it was not Landon. He doubted she would venture there on her own. She would be more likely to do so with someone else who might ensure her safety. Lucy understood the danger that existed within Landon, probably as well as any did. He doubted she would venture to Ih, either. That left one other place—a place that wasn’t nearly as potent with the shadows, but still had the influence of the Elder Stone.

      “It’s time for the Council to gather,” Daniel said.

      “And then what?”

      “And then we must push toward the Shadow Queen.”

      The two women met each other’s eyes, and finally the green-eyed woman looked back at him. “Good.”

      “Can you Slide?”

      “I can help her travel,” the other said.

      “I don’t know how to show you where to go.”

      “You don’t need to show me.”

      “I do if you haven’t been there before,” Daniel said.

      “Where do you intend for us to go?”

      “I don’t know yet. Once I reach Lucy, we can figure out the best way to approach.”

      “You don’t intend to attack her the way you’ve attacked the Ai’thol?” the green-eyed woman asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “I don’t think that’s the right strategy. She’s far too powerful. Even if we try, I think she’ll be able to withstand anything we might do. The better strategy is to find the final Council of Elders. Then we can uncover the final Elder Stone as well.”

      The woman nodded and stretched out her hand. Daniel ignored it. He swirled shadows around her and around the other as well before grabbing for Carth and Rayen and Sliding.

      They emerged inside the tower. It was dark, with only a single lantern lit, and there was a strange energy in the air. The other two women looked around, taking in everything within the tower before turning back to him. Carth hurried forward, reaching the stairs.

      “It troubles me that you are able to Slide here so easily,” she said.

      “I don’t know that there was anything easy about it,” Daniel said. “Besides, with my connection to the shadows, there shouldn’t be anything that troubles you.”

      Daniel trailed after her up the stairs. At the landing, there was a faint tapping sound. He cocked his head, frowning. Other than Lucy—if she was even here—there shouldn’t be anyone within the tower.

      Other than the prisoners.

      He grabbed for Rayen and Slid, emerging in the cells. The servants remained trapped behind bars, and they still hadn’t moved.

      “What is it?” Rayen asked.

      “I’m not sure. I felt something.”

      It was more than just what he had felt; it was what he had heard. He could have sworn there was something else here, though he wasn’t sure what.

      If it wasn’t here, then it was deeper in the tower, but where?

      Grabbing for Rayen, he Slid again, returning to where they had been. Carth was gone, but the other two women were there.

      “What is it?” the brown-eyed one asked. She had her sword out, holding it as if she were ready to attack at any given moment. If she had trained with Olandar Fahr, she would be formidable. It would be good to have someone like that alongside him. For that matter, the other woman was likely an imposing fighter as well. Olandar Fahr valued those who could fight.

      “I don’t know—I felt something.”

      “I didn’t hear anything,” the green-eyed woman said.

      “And you would?”

      “The Emissary would have heard it. It was her blessing.”

      Daniel glanced at the woman with the sword. “The Emissary?”

      The green-eyed woman nodded. “I was known as Olandar Fahr’s Emissary.”

      “Is that what you want me to call you?”

      “You can call me Ryn Valeron.”

      “What about her?” he asked, tilting his head at the woman carrying the sword.

      “This is Tessa.”

      He shoved his hand out and waited for Tessa to take it. When she did, he shook it, then turned to Ryn and shook her hand as well.

      “There’s something else here. I could hear it, though I don’t know what it was, now with Carth having disappeared…”

      “Carth?” Ryn asked, frowning to herself.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I’ve heard stories of one named Carth. Olandar Fahr respected her.”

      Daniel grunted. “I’m not surprised. They faced each other often enough over the years.”

      “She challenged him.”

      “Don’t let her know that,” Rayen said.

      The tapping came again, and Daniel frowned. He couldn’t figure out where it came from, though it seemed to be somewhere nearby.

      He glanced over to Ryn. “Didn’t you say your augmentation allowed you enhanced senses?”

      “All of my senses have been increased,” Ryn said.

      “You don’t hear anything?”

      She shook her head.

      Daniel frowned at her again, and this time, he tried a different approach, focusing on the sense of Ryn and pushing his shadows through her. There was a hint of resistance, as there was each time he used it, but he was growing accustomed to that opposition and was able to push past it and overcome anything she might try to do.

      At last, there was no further resistance. She sucked in a sharp breath, and then it faded. “What did you do?”

      “I have a sense you thought you were restored, but I also have a sense there are other ways of restoring your abilities.”

      And as he looked for Carth, thinking about how she would need to use her connection to the flame, he wondered if what was needed was for everyone to find some way to tie themselves into the Elder Stones. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that this was the key. Which meant they would have to find the fifth Elder Stone to protect themselves, and discover some way to use the power within Keyall. Daniel had been to Keyall. He had plunged within that water and had experienced that power. The problem was that he didn’t have any control over it.

      Could that be the key to their remaining person?

      That didn’t seem to be the case. As far as he could tell, everyone who was a member of the Council of Elders had an augmentation, but they didn’t seem to represent any of the Elder Stones in particular. The only unifying feature was that they were from Elaeavn. Knowing what he did about the way the Elders had moved the crystals, he had to believe that was intentional.

      

      Now that he saw Ryn’s eyes, he believed that her family was at least descended from Elaeavn.

      “Do you hear anything now?” he asked after the tapping came again.

      Ryn nodded slowly. “Below us.”

      Daniel glanced over to Rayen and wrapped shadows around them. He pushed downward, using his connection to shadows to probe.

      When he had been here before, he had never tried to reach below the tower. There’d been no need. As he focused on it, he could feel a void that his pressure on the shadows seemed to fill.

      He wrapped the others within the shadows and glided along them, heading toward that void. It was a strange way of Sliding, but he was able to trail along, following the shadows, and he could feel the power filling him. He followed the strangeness he was detecting and emerged in an open chamber.

      He wasn’t alone.

      Daniel recognized the man standing across from him, his face contorting in an angry mask.

      “What are you doing here?” the Architect asked.
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      Daniel reached for his sword, wrapping shadows around the Architect, but the man was quick, and he Slid.

      There was power to him, and a control over his Slides.

      Daniel didn’t know much about him, only that he had been the one responsible for Lucy’s training. He also knew the man was incredibly gifted, and he had served Olandar Fahr.

      He turned to Ryn, locking eyes with her for a moment, but he saw no sign of recognition on her face. If she knew the Architect, she certainly wasn’t showing it. But how was it that she didn’t know the Architect? And why didn’t she know him?

      “You escaped this place,” Daniel said.

      “Did I?”

      Daniel prepared to Slide them away if necessary, but they had the Architect outnumbered. Despite how crafty he was, despite how powerful he might be, Daniel didn’t fear any real danger.

      The Architect might Slide away, though—was there a way to prevent him? Could Daniel use the shadows?

      “Why did you stay here?”

      “There is much that can be learned from this place,” the Architect said.

      “You wanted to steal knowledge from the C’than?”

      “It was knowledge they didn’t deserve—knowledge they should have never stolen from us.”

      “I don’t know that the C’than stole anything from the Ai’thol.”

      The Architect sneered at him. “Do you think I serve the Ai’thol?”

      Daniel glanced over to Ryn before turning his attention back to the Architect. “I thought you did. Are you telling me you don’t?”

      “I did what was necessary, but when the Mistress revealed herself to me, I knew who I needed to serve. I knew what I needed to do in order to serve.”

      Daniel pushed on the shadows, preparing to incapacitate the Architect, but he encountered resistance. The Architect was able to use his power to prevent Daniel from doing anything that would stop him.

      Daniel held on to the hilt of his sword, ready to unsheathe. He didn’t know how skilled a fighter the Architect might be, but knowing he’d worked with Olandar Fahr, even if it was only for show, left him thinking he would have to possess some skill.

      “She’s already lost,” Daniel said.

      “Has she? Do you think she hasn’t prepared for all possibilities?”

      “Has she prepared for the possibility that the Council of Elders has begun to sit?”

      “Planned for it? She’s counted on it.”

      Daniel almost shivered. He tried to think through the various reasons why she would count on the Council of Elders being seated, but he couldn’t come up with anything. What would the Shadow Queen gain? The only thing he came up with was that, by doing that, she didn’t have to worry about the others who had come before.

      That made sense.

      Of course she would have worried about them. They knew what she was capable of, and they also had the knowledge necessary to stop her. What kind of knowledge would Daniel and Lucy and Haern and Ryn possess? Certainly not enough to defeat the Shadow Queen without risking too much.

      If that was true, then perhaps she had already won.

      “You’re doing everything she wanted you to do. Everything she anticipated you would do. You can’t begin to see the board the way she does.”

      “You’re mistaken if you think she’s the only one who understands gaming.”

      “Do you think that she fears Rel? There’s no reason for her to do so. Rel has served her purpose, and even now she becomes useless.”

      Daniel resisted the urge to respond, knowing the Architect was trying to get a rise out of him. The problem was that it was working. He didn’t like this man making such comments about Carth, but at the same time, none of it really mattered. All that mattered was finding some way to stop them.

      He focused on the shadows and sent them swirling around the room. Daniel lined the room with them. He didn’t do anything else with the shadows, only held on to them, coating the entirety of the room. Using them in this way might allow him to hold the Architect.

      “Where is your daughter?” Daniel asked.

      “She’s where she needs to be,” the Architect said.

      “She’s not really your daughter, is she?”

      The Architect smiled, shaking his head. “My daughter was lost long ago.”

      “Was anything you ever claimed true?”

      “Lareth destroyed my homeland,” he said.

      “Lareth would not have done that,” Daniel said.

      “I was there that day.”

      “I always believed Lareth destroyed my homeland, too,” Ryn said, taking a step toward the Architect. There was something about her that troubled Daniel. Was she going to side with him?

      He didn’t know much about Ryn, only that she was something of a gamble on his part. With her siding with Olandar Fahr, there was a danger to bringing her with him, but as a member of the Council of Elders, she also had the potential to be valuable. They needed to work together.

      Daniel moved toward Ryn, prepared to grab her and Slide away, but she only stared at the Architect.

      “Lareth didn’t destroy my homeland as I was led to believe. It was your mistress.”

      “The Mistress doesn’t destroy.”

      “I’ve seen the bleak landscape left behind when she works her power. I’ve seen what she leaves in her wake. I’ve seen what she intends for the world.”

      “You know nothing of what she plans. You see only what she wants you to see.”

      “And are you sure you can’t say the same thing?”

      The Architect turned toward Ryn and frowned, but then a hint of a smile appeared at the corners of his mouth.

      “His Emissary. I heard rumors of you. You were quite prized by him.”

      “I wasn’t prized. I was used.”

      “As we all are,” the Architect said.

      “You don’t have to be used,” Ryn said.

      “Much like you don’t have to be used?”

      “I’ve chosen to no longer allow myself to be used,” Ryn said.

      “Unfortunately, you don’t get to make choices like that. You are used or you are not. You are the one with power, or you are not.”

      “I don’t necessarily have power, but I also recognize what I can see around me. I was able to see clearly enough to realize the destruction I was led to believe was caused by one person was not caused by that person at all.”

      “I believe you were shown that with a purpose,” the Architect said.

      The fear that had filled Daniel as Ryn had approached the Architect dissipated. She was strong, even if she didn’t look it. She had a determination about her. As she neared the Architect, Daniel started to think through what he’d known.

      The Shadow Queen had valued the Architect’s daughter enough to manipulate the situation so that they had saved her. She had been in Landon, though he didn’t know why.

      How many others had the Shadow Queen abducted, thinking she could find a way to use them to sit on the Council, to serve as she wanted? How many others did she think she could place?

      A different question came to his mind. What if she’d already succeeded? If there were others seated at the Council, it was possible she was trying to create her own Council.

      Were they in a race to place people upon the Council?

      That was one thing he still didn’t fully understand, though he suspected the Shadow Queen did. They were working without any real knowledge of how the Council of Elders operated, without really knowing what that power could offer them.

      “That’s why you’re here,” he said to the Architect. “She’s still using you.”

      “As I’ve told you, I’m not being used. I’m serving my mistress.”

      “You’re serving her because she’s using you,” Daniel said. “You’ll continue to be used.”

      “You don’t understand anything about it,” he said.

      Daniel smiled at him. “I understand far more than I did before.”

      Daniel squeezed the shadows down, constricting them. He started with the walls, squeezing them in, sweeping them over Rayen and over Tessa, the other woman staying silent near the walls. He continued to squeeze, moving them ever closer to the Architect. As he worked, he could feel the shadows closing in upon him, and he knew he would be successful.

      He watched the Architect, wondering if the other man was aware of what he was doing. For his part, the Architect gave no sign that he was. The other man simply stared, smiling at him.

      “Do you think you can succeed where others have failed?”

      “You’re here, aren’t you?” Daniel asked.

      “I’m here because I choose to be here, not because you prevent me from going anywhere.”

      “How long do you think that will last?” Daniel asked.

      “You think you can continue to hold me?”

      “I think I can hold you far better than you realize,” Daniel said.

      The Architect smiled at him, and he attempted to Slide. Daniel surged, squeezing with the shadows. He wrapped them tightly around the Architect and held him in place. There was a push against him, a surge of power, and he could feel the energy the Architect was trying to use, the way he strained against Daniel, but he wasn’t about to let go. He held on tightly, squeezing as much as he could, trying to constrict the man and prevent him from doing anything to escape.

      The Architect flickered, but the Slide failed, and he glared at Daniel for a moment before attempting to Slide again. Daniel found that as the Architect attempted to Slide, he was better able to push inward, to use that connection to the shadows to wrap them around the other man. But it wasn’t just Daniel. Rayen was there, squeezing the shadows around her as well, and together they were binding the Architect, constricting him, trapping him in place.

      Daniel approached. No longer was he concerned about the Architect, no longer was he worried the man might find some way of escaping. The Architect glared at him, his gaze flickering from Daniel to Rayen and finally to Ryn.

      “You think you’ve beaten me?”

      “We’ve stopped you from going anywhere,” Daniel said. With that, he reached forward and slammed the hilt of his sword into the Architect’s head. The man stood for a moment, and Daniel jammed his sword again, crushing it against him until he finally collapsed. When he did, Daniel held on to the shadows, keeping them wrapped around him.

      “I wish there was some way to hold on to that more easily,” he said.

      “With practice, you’ll find you can maintain that connection,” Rayen said.

      “Is there any way of sealing it off so that he can’t escape?”

      “Not easily.”

      “So you’re saying there is some way,” Daniel said.

      Rayen grunted. “You may try it, but even those of us who are shadow born find it difficult to tie off the shadows in such a manner. It takes time and experience.”

      Which meant that Carth might be able to do it.

      Daniel reached down, scooping the Architect off the ground, and wrapped the shadows around the others, then Slid. He emerged back in the hallway. This time, they were no longer alone.

      Lucy was there with Carth, along with someone Daniel hadn’t expected to see. Ras lived.

      “Daniel?” Lucy asked.

      Her gaze drifted down to the man he was holding, and her eyes widened. “Where was he?”
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      Lucy stared at the Architect, meeting his eyes. There was darkness within them. For the first time, she no longer feared him. She had no idea if he was still trying to influence her mind, trying to Push on her, but she didn’t think so.

      It was strange seeing him confined this way, wrapped in shadows. It was something she would’ve expected from Carth, or even from Rayen, but these shadows were distinctly coming from Daniel, swirling around the Architect and practically suffocating him.

      For his part, the Architect seemed unperturbed. It was almost as if he didn’t mind being here, as if he were the one who had chosen to come, and she had to wonder if perhaps he had.

      “You have developed well,” the Architect said.

      “That’s what you want to say to me?” She stalked forward and stopped just in front of the shadows that held him, glaring at him.

      “Should I say something else?”

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “So many questions, and yet you have never asked the right one.”

      “And what question is that?” Lucy asked.

      She kept her focus on the Architect, but there were others nearby. She wanted to turn and look, to see if there was anything she might be able to determine from Daniel or from Ras, or even from Ryn and her friend.

      If anyone might understand the Architect, wouldn’t it be someone who had also served Olandar Fahr? Yet Ryn didn’t look at the Architect as if she recognized him.

      Perhaps she didn’t recognize him. Lucy no longer believed that the Architect truly served Olandar Fahr.

      “How long have you been her servant?” she asked.

      “Now you begin to ask the right questions.”

      “Are you going to answer?”

      “What is there to answer? You understand who she is, and you understand there is nothing you can do to stop her. She is far more powerful than you.”

      “Perhaps,” Lucy said.

      “Only perhaps? You stand there with her gift in your body, the abilities she has permitted you to possess, and you think you have the strength to withstand her?”

      “I might have her ability within me, but I have my own ability. What was done to me has been modified. It is different than what she placed.”

      “Do you really believe your modification makes any difference to someone who has lived as long as she?” He looked from Lucy to Daniel before his gaze slid into the darkness, turning toward where Ryn hid. “All of you believe you are so powerful. All of you believe you have some gift that matters to her.”

      “If it doesn’t matter, then why is she making such an effort to come after it?”

      “She’s not making an effort to come after you,” the Architect said. “It’s the others she cares about.”

      Lucy frowned but thought she understood. She had seen the Elders. If they were still a threat, there would have to be some way for them to defeat her. Or there had been. The Elders were disappearing. Not by choice, but perhaps their time was ending. They had lived in the space between Slides for a long time, far longer than anyone should.

      “You begin to understand,” he said.

      “I don’t begin to understand anything,” Lucy said.

      “That’s a shame, then.”

      “She’s not going to survive this,” Lucy said.

      “She’s already won, but you don’t see it. She does. That’s her gift, after all. She can See things that will happen far beyond what you can understand. And she has the ability to control them in a way you cannot even fathom.”

      “You don’t know what I can fathom,” Lucy said, wanting to strike him more than ever.

      “You believe you are so closed to me? So difficult for me to understand?” The Architect grinned at her. “You have never been a challenge, Lucy Elvraeth. Even when you thought you were concealed from me, you have not been. Nothing in your mind has been hidden from me.”

      There was no question he was powerful. He would have been skilled before having his augmentation placed, and even more skilled after it.

      “What is she after?”

      “She’s after what you are after,” the Architect said. “Only she is far more capable than you. I’m but one servant of hers, and my assignment has been simple. It is now complete.”

      Lucy stared at him, trying to Read him, but as it often had been, the Architect’s mind was closed to her. But did it have to be? She thought there was a way she could reach into his thoughts, dig into his mind, if she tried. The only thing she could think of was to Slide partially into his mind.

      If she did it now, what would happen? Would she be able to borrow from his thoughts?

      Lucy focused on him and attempted to Read him. She felt the same resistance, but there was some part of them that had been connected.

      They had always been connected. As much as she hated it, and as much as she hated that he knew her the way he did, that he was able to use her, that he could Push on her and influence her, there was that part of her she could draw upon.

      Doing so was going to be dangerous. If she ended up trapped, she worried that with his connection and his knowledge of her and his ability to Read and Push, he might be able to hold her within his mind. She would have to anchor.

      Thankfully, Daniel Elvraeth was here.

      He was the first person she had learned to anchor to, and even now, she could still feel a hint of him. It was that familiarity, that connection they still shared. She would use that if it came down to it.

      Lucy focused on the Architect and Slid.

      It carried her partially into his mind. There was resistance, but she Slid past it, moving even further. She could feel him scrambling, trying to erect barriers, but Lucy focused on his mind and found something else there.

      There was help.

      She was able to navigate through Daniel’s mind much more effectively. She twisted through his mind, using her connection to Daniel and then to the Architect to shift through the shadows, and she overcame the barriers he was trying to hold.

      She felt him pushing against her, yet there was nothing he could do. Because of Daniel’s connection and her familiarity with the Architect, she was able to push deeper and deeper into his mind. He tried to force superficial thoughts to the surface, those of his service to Olandar Fahr, to the Ai’thol, and even memories of what they had gone through together, but Lucy recognized the tactic. She peered beyond it, ripping through those memories, and found his connection to the Shadow Queen.

      He had hidden those thoughts deep within his mind, almost as if he were trying to hide them from himself rather than from Lucy. She tore at those thoughts, searching for understanding and knowledge of what he was doing and why.

      He had come here and stayed here with a purpose. At first it had been about the girl—something about her had been important to the Shadow Queen—but then it was something else. It was nothing more than an image. The more she focused on it, the clearer that image became.

      It was nebulous at first. Dark, swirling.

      Shadows.

      Lucy’s breath caught, and she started to withdraw. Something tried to hold her, and she latched on to her connection to Daniel, using it to pull herself free. She fought through the barriers and stared back at the Architect.

      “That’s what this is about?”

      He said nothing, and she glanced over to Daniel. “Did you Read any of that?”

      “I wasn’t able to Read anything. I lent you what I could, but…”

      She breathed out, focusing on what she could of the tower. She had been to this stronghold often enough that she thought she should understand it, that she should recognize it, and as she focused on it, she realized something had changed.

      The darkness was different. The shadows were different.

      “This was about an Elder Stone,” she said to the Architect.

      The Architect just stared at her.

      Turning her attention to Ras, Lucy asked, “Is that what this is about? There’s an Elder Stone here?”

      Given the way she had seen the shadows swirling around the tower, Lucy should have suspected there was something more to it, but she had never known there was an actual Elder Stone here. She had believed the power of the Elder Stone had existed here, but not an actual stone. What she had Read from the Architect suggested he’d come for more than just her or the C’than. He had come after the power of an Elder Stone—and he had already succeeded.

      “The strongholds were built in places of power,” Ras said.

      “Did Carth know?”

      “She knew the strongholds were built in places of power.”

      “Did she know this was an Elder Stone?”

      It seemed to Lucy that she should have known, given Carth’s connection to the shadows and the level of skill she possessed with them. She was the most powerfully connected to the shadows of any of them.

      “We did not believe it was an Elder Stone,” Ras said.

      The Architect laughed, a dark and bitter sound, and jerked against the shadow bindings Daniel held on him. “How could you not have known? The power was there, always there.”

      Ras shook his head. “We didn’t know.”

      Now that the Architect had come, doing whatever he had on behalf of the Shadow Queen, the Elder Stone had been moved in some way.

      “We lost it,” Lucy said.

      “They wouldn’t be able to move an Elder Stone,” Ras said, “even if that’s what it was.”

      “You know so little about the power of the stones,” the Architect said. “So many of you believe that the stones are something small and tangible. What they represent is power. When you understand that power, you can use it, and you can move it.”

      Lucy turned to Daniel. “What is she after?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said.

      “Do you think we can stop her?”

      Daniel’s knowledge of Tsatsun, the way he’d played the game with Carth, should have told him what the Shadow Queen was seeking. If he didn’t know, did Carth? If not her, then perhaps no one did.

      Lucy trembled at the idea that Carth and Daniel and all the others who had played Tsatsun would struggle against someone like the Shadow Queen. If the Shadow Queen had acquired the power of another Elder Stone, she’d grow stronger and stronger, and there might be nothing they could do.

      They would need to secure places on the Council of Elders. And even that might not be enough.

      “What should we do with him?” Daniel asked.

      Ras turned to him, his body glowing. “I will take care of him.”

      “The last time we left him here, he was able to escape.”

      Ras glared at the Architect. He was filled with power, an energy that crackled along the surface of her skin, and Lucy could barely stand to look at him. The power that radiated from him was enormous.

      “What will you do with him?” Ryn asked.

      “What is necessary.”

      “And what is that?”

      The Architect raged, slamming himself against the shadows, but Daniel managed to hold on to him tightly, keeping him in place. Daniel’s power had grown, his control over the shadows far stronger than before, but he couldn’t hold the Architect indefinitely. From the way Ras looked at him, Lucy suspected the Architect wouldn’t survive for long.

      She latched on to Daniel’s mind and Slid, Reading the Architect.

      No longer did he try to resist her, and she wondered if he could. With Daniel there, the way he was able to Slide, using the shadows, it was possible the Architect was helpless. She continued to work her way through his mind, digging around, moving from place to place, shifting layers.

      She found more and more information that she thought she could use, but there still wasn’t enough. There was knowledge of the Shadow Queen, but what she needed was more than that. She needed to know what it would take to defeat her.

      There came a surge of satisfaction from the Architect.

      Within his mind came a singular thought.

      They wouldn’t be able to defeat her.

      The Architect couldn’t stop her from going through his mind, but that didn’t matter to him nearly as much as sending her the message that regardless of what they might do, they wouldn’t be able to overcome the Shadow Queen.

      The answers had to be there. The Architect had an understanding of the Shadow Queen and enough experience with her that she believed she could find those answers. She continued digging.

      She found herself going deep—deeper than she had before.

      There were his earliest memories of when he had first met Olandar Fahr. At that time, he had been impressionable, having lost his family, wanting to blame someone. Olandar Fahr had given him the idea it had been Lareth, but from what Lucy could tell, there was no evidence of that.

      Olandar Fahr had planted that seed, inducing the other man to serve. In doing so, had he opened a greater darkness? From everything she could tell, the Shadow Queen’s movements had begun shortly after the Architect had begun to serve her.

      Why, though?

      That was the key.

      She continued pushing, borrowing from Daniel as she did, wanting to Read as much as she could. The answers were there; all she had to do was find some way of uncovering them. But the more she strained, the more she dug, the harder it was for her to come up with those answers.

      She found a deep part of his mind.

      It wasn’t that she hadn’t been able to find those answers; it was that they were buried so deeply in some protective part of his thoughts.

      At first, Lucy thought they were hidden from her, but that wasn’t the case at all. He had hidden them from Olandar Fahr, masking his true allegiance to the Shadow Queen.

      She started to withdraw, expecting him to try to trap her as he had before, but there was no trap. There was nothing other than his ongoing thoughts.

      When she withdrew, she fixed him with a hard gaze. “How long have you served her?”

      It was obvious he had served her. In serving her, he had sacrificed a part of himself. Traces of his mind remained within hers, mingled.

      The Architect didn’t answer.

      There was nothing else she would be able to obtain from him. The Architect had been involved with freeing the Shadow Queen. All along, he’d made a point of showing that though her abilities might be powerful, there were others who were equally powerful.

      Perhaps that was a lesson the Architect wanted her to have.

      He’d been working with her, trying to teach her, wanting to let her master aspects of her abilities, but he had done so with a goal in mind.

      She frowned, cocking her head as she stared at him.

      “You were trying to use me, but for what?”

      The Architect stared at her, unblinking, and Lucy wanted to grab him and shake him, to force him to share those answers, to free that deep part of his mind.

      But it wasn’t the deep part of his mind that tied to her.

      That was the part she needed to understand. It wasn’t that he was trying to hide that from her. He had wanted her to know about the connection, and he had wanted her to know what he was doing with her, the way he was using her, and the more she thought about it, the more she thought she understood.

      She took a step back. Memories started drifting through her, and she believed she could grasp everything.

      The Architect had used her.

      What was it about her that he was trying to use?

      He was using her to try to gain a different sort of power. It was the same way that Olandar Fahr had been using Ryn, she realized.

      The Council of Elders.

      If he had been using her, and Olandar Fahr had been using Ryn, then was someone using Daniel and Haern?

      She nodded to Daniel. “We don’t need him anymore.”

      Daniel stared at her for a moment, then squeezed. As he pulled on the shadows, they exploded around him, and the Architect collapsed.

      She turned to Ras. “See that he doesn’t get away this time.”

      “I will do my best.”

      She held his gaze. “No. You have to do more than just your best. You have to ensure that he doesn’t go anywhere. If he does escape, we run the risk of the Shadow Queen knowing what we intend.”

      Ras watched her. “What do you intend?”

      “I intend to gather together the rest of the Council. It’s time for us to make a stand.”
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      When he blinked his eyes open, there was a sense of lorcith everywhere. He could feel it coursing through his body, but staggered throughout everything around him as well. There were dozens of augmented people around him.

      He tried to sit up but winced. Pain coursed through him, from his head to his feet. He was stiff, and his body throbbed, but he had a distinct sense of someone else with him.

      Elise.

      She was aware of him.

      He breathed out, thankful for that connection, and worried about why he would have lost it.

      When he finally sat up, he found himself in Della’s home. Or perhaps it was Darren’s home. Haern no longer knew whose it was, only that both of the Healers used it.

      “Hello?”

      A stooped figure approached slowly and stopped in front of him.

      “Haern. You’re awake,” Della said. She had her hair pulled back into a silver bun tied with a colorful ribbon. Her hands were clasped over her chest, almost as if she were trying to hold herself together.

      “What happened?”

      “The way I hear it, you were in the space in between Slides and something happened to you.”

      “It was the metal,” he said.

      “From what I understand, you have merged yourself with lorcith.”

      “I didn’t do that in the place in between Slides,” he said. “I did it before, when we faced the Shadow Queen.”

      He rubbed the side of his head. It throbbed, but it wasn’t nearly as painful as it had been. He looked around Della’s home, and everything here was familiar. It had the familiar spiced tea aroma that he remembered from when he was younger, though that had been when his mother had made tea for him. A fire crackled in the hearth. There were other odors in the air, all of them tied to the medicines Della used in her healing. She had more traditional methods of healing than just her abilities, and there were times when she needed to use those.

      “Your father tells me you were responsible for what happened to the trees.”

      “I don’t even know what I did to the trees.”

      “They were changed. There were some who were afraid it meant Olandar Fahr had succeeded in his goal.”

      “Olandar Fahr isn’t the enemy.” Haern took a deep breath, looking around, but they were alone. “Olandar Fahr isn’t the enemy. We have to work with him in order to stop the Shadow Queen.”

      “Olandar Fahr has been trying to acquire power.”

      “He’s been acquiring power so he can stop the Shadow Queen.”

      He realized how strange it sounded that he was trying to encourage them to work together to help Olandar Fahr, but he knew that was what they needed to do. He didn’t know where Olandar Fahr was or how long he had been gone, but he still believed the key to stopping what was to come was to work together. They had to find the allies they’d been searching for all along. In this case, the allies were the people who had once been enemies. Perhaps they still were.

      “You have an interesting perspective.”

      “My perspective is based on what I’ve experienced,” he said.

      “I have no doubt of that, Haern.”

      He scooted to the edge of the cot for a moment, resting there. He couldn’t shake the overwhelming fatigue that washed through him.

      “You should rest. I’ve done what I can for you, but it may take some time before you fully recuperate.”

      “You had to Heal me?”

      “Not exactly,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You needed rest. Nothing else.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s something about the place in between Slides. We don’t understand it, only that things are different there. Your father was trapped there for a long time, and he barely survived.”

      “He said that was why he had to be augmented.”

      “Did he?” She glanced toward the door, pressing her lips together in a tight line. “Perhaps it was, though I’m not entirely convinced it was necessary.”

      “Why wouldn’t it have been necessary?”

      “Only because your father has other resources that most do not.”

      “You mean abilities?” She nodded. “Tied to the crystals?” She nodded. “And the rest of us do not.”

      “The rest of us have abilities, but Rsiran is unique. He has always been unique. I think the Great Watcher chose him for a specific purpose, though I don’t entirely know what that purpose is.”

      She headed toward the counter, and Haern looked away as she worked. He could hear her mixing and stirring, and he wondered what she might bring him.

      When she came over to him, she handed him a small mug. Haern took it slowly, and he took a deep breath of it, breathing in the scent of the tea.

      “You should relax,” Della said.

      “I don’t know that I can. I don’t even know how long I was gone. There are others who need me to return.”

      “We have word from them.”

      “You do?”

      “There is one who traveled here. They’ve made certain they keep abreast of your recovery.”

      “How long have I been recovering?”

      “Several days, Haern,” she said.

      Several days. And he’d been in the place between Slides for several days before that, which meant he’d taken too much time in returning. Time was a luxury they didn’t have.

      The Shadow Queen was out there, and he had to find out if the barrier between their two lands had shifted.

      Taking a deep breath, he sipped at the tea. As he suspected, a wash of energy came through him. It was one of her more traditional treatments, not a Healing but a healing.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “I would like to know more about your experience with Olandar Fahr,” she said.

      “From my conversations with him—”

      “You had conversations with him?”

      “Yes. We faced attackers from the Shadow Queen together. Had he not been there, I doubt we would’ve been able to stop her.”

      “How do you know he wasn’t using that as a way to gain your trust?”

      Haern frowned, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s likely.”

      “Why don’t I tell you something I’ve uncovered about that man?” Della said, turning toward the hearth. “He is clever. Devious. And dangerous. We have to be cautious with him. We have to make sure we don’t underestimate him. If we do, then we run the risk of him harming our people.”

      “I think he truly intends to try to work with us,” he said.

      “And if he doesn’t? Would you be willing to deal with the consequences?”

      He met Della’s eyes, and he couldn’t help but feel as if she were disappointed he didn’t want to attack Olandar Fahr. His father would likely feel the same way.

      Others like his father and Carth had dealt with the dangers of Olandar Fahr far longer than he had. They had a unique perspective when it came to him, and he wondered if they would be let down by his desire to try to find common ground.

      But if they were going to find some way to overpower an enemy like the Shadow Queen, they were going to have to work together.

      “She was twisting the lorcith,” he said.

      “And you understand he is incredibly gifted with his connection to lorcith.”

      “He’s gifted, but I can hear the nature of the song within the lorcith he uses.”

      She frowned. “You sound like your father.”

      “My father is the one who taught me about it,” Haern said. “And it’s true. I can hear that song. I believe he isn’t trying to twist the lorcith. It’s what the Shadow Queen has done.”

      As much as he wanted to believe they could work with Olandar Fahr, there was a possibility the other man would twist things, and would try to use them.

      What would Haern do?

      He didn’t want to fight Olandar Fahr. It wasn’t that he was afraid of him. The other man had power, but Haern was more powerful now than he had ever been before, and he believed he had the ability to manipulate the metal in such a way that Olandar Fahr wouldn’t be able to overcome him.

      It was something else. It was more about the nature of the relationship. He wanted to believe in him.

      Maybe that was just Haern and his own faults. He wanted to believe in the good in the man. Yet it was possible there was no good in him.

      “You don’t believe he can be trusted?”

      “Does it matter what I believe?”

      “You’re Della.”

      She smiled at him, tapping the side of her chin. “That much is true.” She looked down, whistling softly under her breath as she did.

      Haern took another deep breath, focusing on the lorcith, and took a long drink of the tea, breathing in the aroma. He thought he’d rested enough, and from what Della had said, he’d been sleeping for days, so he should be recovered.

      He focused on the lorcith around him. His connection to lorcith remained intact. He let out a relieved sigh.

      “Were you afraid it wasn’t going to work?” Della asked.

      “I didn’t know,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because of what happened when I was in the space in between Slides.”

      “I must admit it is quite interesting the way your power worked. I’ve been giving some thought to how your father and Lucy were trapped in that place. Such a thing should not be possible, not with as strong as they both are.”

      “There are ways to prevent people from Sliding,” he said.

      “I am aware, but this was different. This involved holding one person who can Slide by anchoring the metal, and another who can Slide by anchoring to thoughts. I suspect that others with similar powers would have equal difficulties.”

      “You think it was the metal.”

      “I think it is possible. If this Shadow Queen is capable of manipulating metal, as she seems to be able to do, and if she were somehow able to change things so that your father and Lucy weren’t able to Slide, then I can’t help but wonder if there wouldn’t be something tied to the metal.”

      “I didn’t detect anything tied to lorcith. What I detected was the strangeness of that place. I don’t think it was anything she had done.”

      Then again, he didn’t really know. Though he was able to sense the strange song of lorcith, to shift it in a way that would allow him to utilize that song, he wasn’t sure if there was anything more he could have done.

      “Someone has to figure out what she’s done if we are to stop her.”

      “But you’re concerned about Olandar Fahr.”

      “I’m concerned about whoever can use the lorcith in a way that it shouldn’t be used. If that is Olandar Fahr, then we must stop him. If it is this Shadow Queen, then we must stop her. I cannot See how we are to do it, though.”

      “I think it’s going to involve the Council of Elders.”

      “Seeing as how only three members of the Council have been selected—”

      “Four,” he said. “The fourth is a woman who serves Olandar Fahr.”

      “That is unfortunate,” she said.

      “Because we don’t control her?”

      “Because it becomes unpredictable. Given what we know about Olandar Fahr, and the type of things he’s willing to do, not knowing who works with him and the nature of the power they might unleash makes it worrisome.”

      He thought about what he knew of Ryn. She was potentially dangerous. She blamed his father, which made her a risk. At the same time, he had to believe there would be some way to connect to her, to bind her to the rest of them. That was what Elise tried to do. The more time she spent around Ryn, the more likely Haern thought it was that they would find that answer.

      “I can almost feel something within your mind,” Della said. She offered a hint of a smile. “One of the things that has been interesting about you ever since your return is the way you are closed off from me, Haern Lareth. Even your father isn’t so shielded from me.”

      “My father?”

      “Oh, he thinks he can place lorcith barriers and use them to fortify his mind and prevent me from accessing his thoughts, but enough drift out that I can detect what he’s thinking. At least I can detect what he’s planning.” She cocked her head. “Unlike you. There is something very different about you.”

      “The way I merged the metal within me.”

      “How were you able to do that?”

      “I couldn’t do it alone. It took others with me.”

      “That’s a lesson your father never learned.”

      “That he had to count on others?”

      “That there are others who are equally capable. He has his own gifts, but he likes to believe he is the only one who can do many things. Despite the fact that he has been shown time and again there are others who are incredibly capable, he refuses to see.” She flashed a smile and grabbed for one of the cups, pouring liquid from the pot atop the fire into it. “You seem to have learned that lesson more easily. Why do you think that is?”

      “I have someone who helped me See.”

      “I thought you were able to See before.”

      He smiled. “I was able to See, but now I can truly See.”

      Della laughed softly, taking a drink. “Where is she?”

      “Not far from here. And I imagine she is concerned about me.”

      “I imagine she is. Do you need to go?”

      “Soon.”

      He would need to visit with his father and then his grandfather, and he thought he needed to better understand what was taking place with the trees.

      “Be careful who you trust,” Della said. “I know you want to believe Olandar Fahr is someone you can rely upon, but I don’t know.”

      “I don’t know either, but I think he has the potential to offer us something others cannot—knowledge.”

      Haern got to his feet and tested to make sure he was steady enough. He found he had to push on the lorcith he detected around him, but only enough to ensure he was stable as he meandered through her cottage to the door. Glancing back, he locked eyes with Della. Hers remained deep green, and the wrinkles around the corners of her eyes left him questioning just how old she was. She had been old when his father had known her, and before that, she had trained Galen, so she had to be incredibly old, but she never spoke of it.

      “Your knowledge of the metal might be the key,” Della said. “Be careful.”

      He stepped outside and breathed in the smells of the forest. As he did, he found the Elder Trees called to him. He paused in the middle of the clearing, focusing on the lorcith within them. He could feel the nature of the lorcith, but he didn’t sense anything off. Although he had shifted something in the place between Slides, it didn’t seem as if anything had been changed here.

      Could that have been a mistake?

      He focused on himself, feeling the way the lorcith oriented itself within him. There was power there, and there seemed to be something else, though he wasn’t able to determine what it was.

      “You’re up.”

      He turned to see his grandfather behind him. He wore a leather apron, his shirt and pants smudged with soot. Sweat streaked down the sides of his face.

      “Grandfather,” he said.

      “I heard your father brought you back.”

      “I hear I have you to thank for that.”

      “Because I placed the metal within him?” Neran waved his hand. “Unfortunately, I didn’t have much choice. The metal seemed to be necessary in order for your father to return.”

      Haern wondered why that would be, but maybe there would be no answer. All that mattered was that his father had survived, and then he had come for him.

      “How did you know which metals to use?”

      “When you were here before, I began to experiment, and then there was the bit of work that was done in the palace. I’ve been around enough of the others who have been augmented to determine what was done.”

      He had forgotten there were augmentations placed by others within the city. He shouldn’t have. It had been significant, and he believed the people of the city might be in more danger than they realized—especially since he now understood that Daniel’s father had been serving the Shadow Queen. That had been the only time she had moved openly.

      “We have to be careful with that metal,” he said. “I think there’s someone who’s using it differently.”

      “For power. There have been many examples of that,” his grandfather said.

      “This is different,” Haern said. He focused on the nature of the lorcith within himself and shifted it. It was easy to do now that he knew how, and he oriented it the way it had been in the space in between Slides.

      The moment he shifted it, there came a sense of his strength sagging, and the metal all around him began to feel off. It was odd that he should be so quickly aware of that.

      “What do you detect of the metal within me?”

      His grandfather frowned, leaning toward him, and there came a slight pull on his lorcith, barely a hint of energy, as if his grandfather weren’t sure. It was a tentative touch.

      He realized something else. This was how he could protect himself from the Shadow Queen. By twisting the sense of lorcith, he could confuse her people and prevent them from using his lorcith against him.

      Could he help others this way? It didn’t seem all that difficult to shift the lorcith within himself, to change the way it resonated, and he had to assume it would be equally easy to do that for others.

      “I detected something, but I’m not sure what,” his grandfather said, dropping his hands down to his sides.

      Haern shifted the lorcith back, returning it to the way it should be, letting the song of the lorcith call out.

      “What about now?”

      As soon as he shifted it, the nature of the lorcith rolled through him, a wave of energy, but more than that, a reverberation with everything around him. It matched this land, the power that filled him, and there was an incredible sense of it.

      It would be an easy thing for him to use that sense of lorcith, to draw upon it and push upon it, but that wasn’t what he wanted to do. All he wanted now was to hold on to that lorcith, to let that sense fill him.

      “Now I feel the lorcith within you,” his grandfather said, a deep frown creasing his brow. “What did you do?”

      “There’s a song to the lorcith.”

      “I have been around the metal long enough to know the song, Haern.”

      “I can change that song,” he said.

      “Haern… your father made it clear that doing that goes against the nature of the lorcith itself.”

      “This is different.” He didn’t know how else to put it. It wasn’t that he was changing the song—he wasn’t trying to force the metal into doing something it wasn’t supposed to do, or trying to change the metal itself. All he was doing was shifting the frequency of the song.

      “The metal you placed in my father—there’s someone else who twists it. It’s something I’m still trying to understand, but they want to change all the lorcith around us. Ilphaesn. Asador to the north. Vuahlu to the south. Many different places.”

      “There are that many places of lorcith?”

      “More than we ever knew.”

      His grandfather took a deep breath, looking around the clearing. “Your father said you were somehow influencing the metal around the trees.”

      “I was, though I’m not sure what I was doing.”

      Even now, he was not sure what he had done, or whether it had made a difference to the trees, but as he focused on it, Haern thought something significant had changed.

      And he realized he could change them even now.

      What would it be like if he changed the metal to the way it had felt in the place in between Slides? He wasn’t sure he wanted to, at least not yet, but at some point, he might need to.

      “I worry about your father with the way this metal was placed.”

      He doubted his grandfather had enough control over lorcith to change it the way Haern had, but if he could, then it would be even more useful to him. What would be even more useful would be for his grandfather to take an augmentation. Then they could use his skill and knowledge to gain even more control over lorcith.

      “It’s troubling,” his grandfather said.

      “I think it protects us.”

      “Protects us, or something else? If it’s tied to the metal, and if there are expectations…”

      “What sort of expectations?”

      “The metal places obligations on you. If it seems to think you will serve it, it will allow that.”

      “I’ve worked with the metal enough to gain an understanding of it,” Haern said.

      “Do you find that you have mastered it?”

      “I don’t think so. There’s always going to be something new to learn,” he said.

      And that was the strangest thing about lorcith. There was always something more for him to discover. If the Shadow Queen had been working with lorcith for her entire life—however long that was—it was likely she was far more powerful than any of them.

      Haern thought he was prepared, and he wanted to be ready for the danger she might bring them, but he had no idea what else he might have to do.

      “How many others did you place an augmentation upon?”

      “Not many. There have been too few who have really understood the nature of the metal.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I feel as if there has to be a match between the metal and the recipient.”

      Haern didn’t know if that was quite true, though there had been a certain connection between the metal and to those who had taken it. Then again, he’d only come upon most of the women later, after the augmentations were in place. They’d all come to him willingly.

      “What has it changed?”

      “More than I would’ve expected,” his grandfather said. “It’s as if they had held one of the crystals, yet many of them had not.”

      “Many of them?”

      “All of them had tried, and they found that their connection to the metal was different.”

      Haern wasn’t sure what that meant, and he worried it meant they might all be augmented, that they were taking on characteristics of the powers the Shadow Queen wanted of them.

      Which meant he was going to have to somehow work here, helping people, preventing them from being influenced by her and her servants.

      If he didn’t, they could be used against Elaeavn. They could be used against him and his people. To prevent that, Elise would have to claim them.

      It would be easy enough with his father. He suspected her claiming his father came naturally, tied to who he was, but the others…

      Haern patted his grandfather on the shoulder and nodded. He pushed off on the lorcith, taking to the air. He turned slowly in place, checking for the connection to lorcith all around him. To the north, there was Ilphaesn. Farther from that, there was Asador, and then beyond that was Thyr.

      He turned to the south and sensed Dreshen and Vuahlu, and other places, all staggered around. It occurred to him that the sensation of the lorcith was far more acute than normal, and he couldn’t help but think that was tied to what he had experienced.

      Or perhaps it was just that he was better rested than he had been in a while.

      Gradually, Haern lowered himself back to the ground and looked around. He would have to find some way to protect everybody within the city, though he had no idea what it was going to take.

      He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. As he did, something surged. There was a flicker of power, of lorcith, and he turned to it.

      Haern smiled to himself. “Lucy.”
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      It had been a long time since Haern had seen Lucy, and in that time, she had changed considerably. She was far more self-assured, carrying herself with grace and confidence of the power she possessed.

      She looked around, locking eyes with him. “You returned.”

      “I didn’t realize you were looking for me.”

      “I’ve been looking for you for quite some time. The villagers didn’t know where you went. Elise thought you might have gone after the Shadow Queen on your own.”

      “I went to investigate the border between our lands, and when I was there, I encountered several of her servants, and in order to escape, I…” He smiled, shaking his head. “All that matters is I escaped.”

      She cocked her head, frowning. “I can’t Read you at all.”

      “That’s what Della just said.”

      Lucy flicked her gaze toward Della’s home, and the frown on her face deepened. “Did she?”

      “I changed the metal within me.”

      “Much like the others. I didn’t know you had done that with yourself.”

      “I did it on myself first, Lucy.” He watched her. That had to be why she was coming to him. She probably wanted to have her augmentation altered, the same as everybody else had. There was increased power in it, and he could easily imagine that Lucy wanted to reach that power.

      “If you want me to help you, I’m happy to do it.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not why I came, though I think I need you to.”

      “You will. She can influence lorcith.”

      “There are other reasons besides that,” Lucy said.

      He studied her, wondering what she wasn’t telling him; she seemed troubled by something.

      “What is it?”

      “We need to go. We need you to take your seat at the Council.”

      “Why?”

      He focused on what he could feel of Elise. In the time he’d been away, and since he had been able to sense her once again, he had wanted nothing more than to return to her, to reassure her that he was fine and to explain what had happened.

      And yet, he wasn’t sure he even needed to. Elise was fully aware of what happened to him. With her power, the way she used the connections, she probably understood just how he’d survived.

      “We have to claim them.”

      “I thought we did.”

      “We were granted them. Now we have to claim them.”

      “What happens after that?”

      “An attack on the Shadow Queen. An attack on the Elders.”

      Haern locked eyes with her, debating whether or not to laugh, though he didn’t get the sense she was joking.

      “You would have us attack the Elders?”

      “Not all of them, only those that continue to resist.”

      “Lucy, you realize how that sounds.”

      “I do, but I can tell you what I have experienced, and it is necessary.”

      Haern wished he could Read, but without it, he was going to have to get Lucy to explain. She glanced up, flicking her gaze around her, and as she did, there was concern written on her face.

      “I don’t know how much longer we have,” she said. “There is pressure on this place, which means there will be pressure in other places.”

      “What sort of pressure are you concerned about?”

      “I’m concerned about the Shadow Queen using her influence on the Councils in order to gain control of them. She has nearly managed to unseat Daniel.”

      Had he missed so much?

      “What would you ask of me?”

      “What I told you. I need you to claim your position.”

      “What’s involved in that?”

      “I will tell you as we travel.” She Slid to him.

      Haern hesitated. This was Lucy, his friend, but what she was asking was potentially dangerous.

      Lucy carried him in a Slide. When they stopped, there was a gray sky, cloudless, and a sense of energy around him.

      It was a place where he’d been before.

      “This is the place in between Slides. Why here?” he asked.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because you brought me here before. And because I was nearly trapped here before.”

      “This is how we’re going to have to make our next move,” she said.

      They Slid again, and this time it was a faint stirring of energy, quick and jarring, and then they stopped. Haern realized there was a massive tree rising up around him. It was enormous, powerful, and while he had been here before, he hadn’t been aware of the sense of energy within it.

      When he turned his attention back, he saw that there were others here. “Rayen? Daniel Elvraeth?”

      He turned to each of them. Something had changed about them since he’d seen them last. Rayen had shadows swirling around her, but they were different from what he’d seen before. Then there was Daniel Elvraeth. He looked different than the last time he had been here in some way Haern couldn’t quite place. Was it a sense of energy from him? No, it wasn’t just energy; it was shadows as well. They seemed to come from Daniel as well as Rayen.

      They stood outside the seats, which were positioned in such a way that they would create a ring of power. He wondered if there was some purpose behind it; he could feel that energy.

      “Why this one?” he asked.

      “This was the first of the Councils of Elders that we discovered,” Lucy said.

      “Does that matter?”

      “Probably not,” a voice said behind him.

      Haern turned and saw Carth, though she was standing in the shadows, trying to conceal herself.

      “There you are,” he said.

      “You didn’t know I was here at first?”

      “You have no metal in you,” he said.

      “I do not. I have other ways of augmenting myself.”

      As far as he knew, her way of augmenting was just as effective as placing the metal. He had seen some of the Binders with their incredible skill, the way they were able to avoid attack, and wondered if they would be useful in facing off against the Shadow Queen. Then again, the fact that there was only this small group here suggested that at least Lucy didn’t think so.

      “Are you going to tell me why we’re here?”

      “We’re here because we have to claim our places,” Lucy said.

      “That’s what you said, but I think I claimed my place.”

      Carth strode forward, separating from the shadows. She looked at Haern, meeting his eyes. There was something different about her too. Perhaps it was his ability to See that had changed, the way he was able to penetrate the darkness. Perhaps the augmentation had given him far more abilities than he had realized, or perhaps it was something else, something he didn’t even know about.

      He realized there was another person here. He could feel them, the energy within them, and there was a sense of the metal that was different, unique, and yet it vibrated with a familiar sort of energy.

      Haern focused on that metal, and he reached across the distance, using the connection he shared with Elise, and pushed softly on the metal.

      He turned his attention to the others. Lucy had already had her metal shifted, though it was incomplete. He did the same to her, and then to Daniel Elvraeth. All of them had an augmentation?

      The only ones who didn’t were Rayen and Carth.

      Which meant that the four of them with augmentations were those who sat on the Council of Elders. Why would that be the case?

      “You have returned,” Ryn said.

      Haern nodded. “There’s something different about you.”

      “Not yet, but I think there could be.”

      Haern frowned, wondering what that meant. There was something different about her, although she denied it; Haern could feel it, and it seemed to come from the nature of the energy, the metal. But there was something else about her. It was almost an awareness, a sense of magic and power, and a connection to her abilities.

      “Now that we’re all here,” Daniel said, stepping forward, “I think we need to see if we can’t understand what the others know.”

      Haern looked past him at the table in the center of the room. Resting on the table was one of the sacred crystals, the same way he knew there was a sacred crystal at the other places that represented the Council of Elders. Beneath the table was the final crystal, the one that had not yet been replaced, and he suspected that was the key. But how would they be able to do it, especially as the Shadow Queen controlled the final place?

      “She’s been claiming power,” Ryn said.

      “What?” Lucy asked, turning toward her.

      “I haven’t had the opportunity to tell you, with everything we’ve gone through, I…” Ryn looked down at her hands. “I was in the village, and I wasn’t sure if I belonged, and I returned to Dreshen. While I was there, something happened. There was a sense of power. She was claiming various Elder Stones.”

      Carth started forward, shadows swirling around her. “She was doing what?”

      “She was claiming various Elder Stones. The first was the Temple of the Mind, and then she—”

      “What is the Temple of the Mind?” Lucy asked.

      “It was an Elder Stone in the city of Ylinar. I suspect it is tied to knowledge and understanding, but I don’t know much more about it than that.”

      “Wisdom Stone,” Carth breathed out.

      “Why is that important?” Rayen asked.

      “Because we’ve only discovered one.”

      “One?”

      “We suspected there were others, but we only uncovered the one.” She turned to Ryn. “Does Olandar Fahr know where the others are?”

      “I don’t know. He told me he placed his positions of power around areas of the Elder Stones, and had secured them, but then she attacked others.”

      “What others?”

      “There was one in Lexa.”

      “What stone was in Lexa?” Carth asked.

      “There was a stone of heat and power and—”

      “The flame,” Carth breathed out. She shook her head. “All this time we’ve been looking for a way to understand the stones, and all this time, the understanding has been there, yet we have not fully appreciated it.”

      “And then there was one for the shadows in Dreshen,” Ryn said.

      “The shadows?” Haern asked. “I’ve been to Dreshen. I didn’t detect anything there that would suggest there was an Elder Stone.”

      “The Elder Stone was protected, hidden deep underground. Had Olandar Fahr not taken me there, I probably wouldn’t have known about it. The Shadow Queen managed to take all three of them.”

      “She’s beginning to make her move,” Daniel said.

      He frowned and began to pace, first in a circle, then back and forth, squeezing his chin, his mouth pressed outward in a frown.

      “That’s what Olandar Fahr said as well,” Ryn said.

      “Did he have any idea what she was doing?”

      Ryn shook her head.

      “We need him,” Carth said.

      “What?” Lucy and Daniel said at the same time.

      “We need him,” Carth said. She took a deep breath and gritted her teeth. “If we are going to stop her, we need someone who understands the game the same way she might.”

      “What about the two of you?” Lucy said.

      “The two of us?” Carth asked, looking over to Daniel. “We might have a certain understanding, but I don’t think either of us can claim nearly the knowledge of strategy that Olandar Fahr possesses.”

      “He will help,” Haern said.

      He could see the others’ hesitation. He’d been around Olandar Fahr enough to know the other man would be willing to work with them, and there was no reason he couldn’t—or shouldn’t. They had to work together, or they couldn’t possibly defeat her.

      “I don’t know if he can help anymore,” Ryn said. “After the attack, he was weakened. He was drained of power. There isn’t much left. He thinks he will recover, but…” Ryn shook her head. “I don’t know how much he truly will.”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut. “Lareth. Now Olandar Fahr. I can only imagine she’s coming after me and then…”

      “The previous generation,” Daniel said.

      Carth looked up, meeting his eyes, and nodded.

      “That’s what she’s doing. She’s removing the others who might be able to help.”

      Carth nodded again. “Layers of defense. The generation preceding us was a threat as well, and they tried to remove elements of that, but so far they are intact.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re getting at,” Haern said.

      “And I’m not entirely sure what it means,” Carth said. “All we can do is what we’ve been doing. All you can do is find a way to claim your power, and then we can move onward.”

      “We need to get Olandar Fahr,” Haern said. “I worked with him. Fought alongside him. I know others don’t want to trust him, but he will have to help.”

      He couldn’t help but feel as if Olandar Fahr would be able to do something. They had no choice but to continue to fight, to find some way to move beyond what had happened.

      “I can go for him,” Ryn said.

      “You will need someone who can Slide,” Carth said.

      Daniel nodded. “I will do it.”

      “He’s not our enemy anymore,” Haern said.

      Daniel looked over at him and frowned. “I know that.”

      “I just want you to be aware that he—”

      “I am aware,” Daniel said.

      Haern bit back from saying anything else, not wanting to argue with the other man, yet he thought maybe he needed to say more. He didn’t know Daniel. He didn’t really know Lucy, not anymore. The only people he knew were those he’d been working with, those he’d been helping.

      Carth made a steady circle, looking similar to Daniel as she was pacing, and she shook her head. “If she intends to try to weaken us, we need to understand why that is. If she’s attempted to weaken first Lareth and now Olandar Fahr…”

      “What are you getting at?” Rayen asked.

      “We need to bring them all here.”

      “I don’t know that Rsiran can handle that again,” Lucy said. “He was weakened. He was trapped in the space in between Slides for a long time, and he nearly died. I did everything I could to help him, but it might not have been enough.”

      “We need to stay together,” Carth said. “Lucy did what she needed to save your father, Haern.” She frowned. “I begin to wonder if perhaps I must take on an augmentation.”

      “Why?”

      “If she’s going to target us, we need to be prepared for anything she might do, and I might need an augmentation to be able to withstand her attack.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” Rayen said.

      Carth smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, I wonder if I do.”

      “If you’re right and you do represent the previous generation, it doesn’t even matter,” Daniel said.

      “It might matter if we have to face her,” Carth said.

      “But Olandar Fahr has already proven there’s no way of stopping her with that kind of power.”

      “Perhaps not, but I’m willing to do what is necessary to survive this,” Carth said. She watched Haern for a long moment, holding him with an intense gaze, and then she forced a smile. “I’m going to have to ask you to do this for me.”

      Haern nodded slowly. “I will.”

      What choice did he have? She was right. If they were going to survive, to succeed in what they needed to do, then they were going to need all the power that was possible for them, and that might involve placing and taking augmentations when they wouldn’t otherwise have been willing.

      “And then I need to go to my father.”

      “Of course. We will need him.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucy

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy stepped away from the Slide, emerging once again within Elaeavn. There was a sense of strangeness in returning here. The trees rose high overhead, and she could feel the energy within this place. It was something she’d been distantly aware of even before she’d gained her augmentation, but she hadn’t known what it meant.

      It was about more than just the Council of Elders that was situated here. The energy was tied to the Elder Trees, the fact that they had been given an opportunity to flourish and grow…

      Lucy cocked her head, frowning. She stepped toward her Slide and paused. When she did, she emerged in the place in between Slides. This wasn’t what she was supposed to do. She had been sent to find Lareth and take him back to the others, but this wouldn’t delay things all that much.

      She needed to better understand the nature of these trees, and the nature of the Council of Elders.

      Looking around, she saw nothing that would provide answers. She could see the sacred crystal, the way it glowed with a soft blue light, illuminating the place in between Slides.

      She looked around, the trees rising in a circle around her, the sense of power filling her, reminding her of just how much power the Elder Trees possessed. It was a place of the Council of Elders.

      When she had visited the other places, there was no growth like this. The crystals had changed, given a certain sense of power, but there hadn’t been anything quite like this.

      She was troubled. The Architect intended to use her, she was certain of that. He had wanted her to serve on the Council of Elders, and he had also wanted the girl they’d rescued to serve on the Council. That was tied together, but how?

      There was something else that bothered her—the idea that others were trying to manipulate and create those who would serve on the Council. There was what Olandar Fahr had done, forcing Ryn into a type of service. She still didn’t know what had happened with Haern, but she had a sense that Rsiran had been responsible for that. What about Daniel?

      Had all of them been positioned by others? Or was it because of their actions?

      She paused, feeling the power of the crystal. She could feel the energy working around her, the way it flowed, and she drew upon it, able to access that energy in a certain way.

      Serving on the Council of Elders had to have some meaning.

      Lucy made her way around the inside of the clearing, walking from tree to tree, holding her hand out, feeling the energy of the Elder Trees. Understanding just what that energy meant was critical.

      As she focused, she worried she might be trapped here again, but she started to Slide and found that she was not. She stepped free of the Slide, emerging back within the clearing. When she did, Della was there.

      “You returned,” the old Healer said. She wore a striped shawl that hung on her shoulders, the colors dimmer than they had been before. Her eyes were wrinkled and her hair pulled back in a sharp bun.

      “I’m looking for Rsiran. We think he might be needed.”

      “He isn’t in any shape to battle, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      Lucy nodded. Some of that was her fault, since, as much as she hated it, she had been the one responsible for placing the augmentation; although if she had not, she strongly suspected that Lareth would not have survived.

      “We think we need him in order to stop the Shadow Queen.”

      “It’s not his fight anymore.”

      “It’s not about him fighting,” Lucy said.

      She wasn’t entirely sure what it was going to be about, but having Lareth there, bringing him to the others, getting an understanding of what he knew, seemed valuable to her.

      “What happened?”

      Lucy shook her head. “The Elder Stones are disappearing.”

      “Then she is making her final push.”

      “Or perhaps she is only doing what she has planned all along.”

      “If this is what she has planned, then we have been underprepared.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, letting it out. “We have others who are able to fight. We have others training.”

      She thought about the women she’d rescued, the way they’d prepared themselves, the power they all possessed, and she couldn’t help but think they would be necessary for whatever was to come.

      It would have to be the same with Carthenne and her Binders.

      As hard as it was for her to believe, there was another person who had been preparing. Olandar Fahr and his Ai’thol would offer another layer of protection. Now that they knew how to change the augmentations to protect them from what the Shadow Queen might do, she had to believe they would be able to defend themselves against her.

      And all of them might be necessary against the coming threat of the Shadow Queen and her servants.

      What about Elaeavn?

      As she looked around, she could see the people here were not prepared. They moved through the forest as if there was nothing to fear—and to them, there was not. No one had weapons. None could use their abilities to defend themselves, not the way Lucy knew would be necessary were the attack to come here.

      It was startling.

      Regardless of anything else, these people had the abilities to do far more than what they had. None of them needed augmentations, yet none of them had trained in a way that would be beneficial in dealing with the Shadow Queen.

      Was that intentional?

      She couldn’t help but feel as if there was some aspect of it that she needed to better understand, as if the Shadow Queen had a hand in it as well.

      “Where is Rsiran?” she asked.

      “You can find him with me,” she said.

      She followed Della back to her cottage, where Rsiran was sitting near the fire, resting with his elbows on his knees. When she entered, he looked up. He looked weary, but stronger than the last time she’d seen him.

      “Lareth,” she said.

      “What is it, Lucy?”

      “We need your help.”

      “For what?”

      “We need you as we face the Shadow Queen.”

      Rsiran smiled sadly. “My days of fighting are done, Lucy Elvraeth.”

      “There are others who will be fighting. We need your experience. Your knowledge. Your concern for your son.”

      Rsiran took a deep breath and looked past Lucy, who turned slowly to see Jessa standing in the doorway.

      “What’s going to happen?” Jessa asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lucy said.

      “It will end things, though, won’t it?”

      Lucy hesitated. If they succeeded, then there would be peace. Not the kind of peace Rsiran had searched for all of his years, the kind that involved continually trying to defend themselves, but a real peace. It was the kind of peace that the people of Elaeavn needed and deserved. They might finally be able to leave the forest and the city, spread out throughout the world, experience more than just their own borders. It was the kind of peace none of them had ever really known.

      Even while growing up within Elaeavn, Lucy had understood there was darkness in the world. Not all of it was tied to the Shadow Queen. There was enough darkness tied to the types of things that men would do, but even in that, there was something almost simplistic about it. If they could stop the Shadow Queen, they could deal with these others.

      “It will end the most dangerous of things,” she said.

      “Then you need to do it,” Jessa said, looking over to Rsiran.

      “You didn’t want me to leave again,” he said.

      “And I still don’t, but I’ve grown accustomed to you leaving over the years.”

      There was pain in her voice, and that anguish troubled Lucy. She knew what Haern had gone through all those years when his father had disappeared, running off to fight the Forgers.

      If all of this worked out, then perhaps his father would never have to leave again. Perhaps his father could have a sense of peace, and a semblance of his family.

      Despite that, it would be too late. Haern had moved on, found a life of his own, and he had come to recognize his own role. His father might have motivated him to a certain extent, but now Haern was his own man.

      Much like Lucy had become her own person.

      “I can show you how to find it,” she said.

      “Just show me?”

      “There’s something else I need to do,” she said.

      Rsiran got to his feet, and she focused on him, Pushing the thought into his mind. Rsiran wasn’t able to Read, but she didn’t need him to—by Lucy’s placing that image in his mind, he would know exactly where he needed to go to find the tree.

      “I understand,” he said.

      “I will be there soon.”

      Rsiran grabbed Jessa, hugging her and kissing her on the forehead, and then he disappeared in a quick shimmer. Jessa watched Lucy for a moment before turning and walking out of the cottage, leaving Della alone with Lucy.

      “Are you scared?” Della asked.

      “Terrified. I don’t know what will be involved.”

      “None of us know. All we can do is take the next step.”

      “And I don’t know what that is either.”

      “And yet, you have the ability to See.”

      Lucy snorted. “In all the time I’ve had this augmentation, I’ve never managed to fully master it.”

      “There are ways for you to understand.”

      “What ways are those?”

      “What gifts do you possess?”

      “I can Slide. I can Read. And I…”

      She understood what Della was getting at. There were others who had the power to See, who understood the nature of their visions. Because of her ability to Read, the way she was able to connect to others, Lucy wasn’t trapped within her own mind; she was able to use what others could give her.

      “Is there any way you can help me with that?”

      “My understanding of the visions is limited. I do have some ability to See, but it is not as powerful as some. Find one who has incredible knowledge of it, and use what they might be able to teach you.”

      Lucy took a deep breath and reached for Della. “Thank you.”

      “Do what must be done,” the other woman said.

      With that, Lucy Slid. She emerged within the village and headed straight toward Elise. The other woman seemed to be expecting her. She strode forward, joining Lucy and frowning. “You have come back so soon?”

      “I need the women here to be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      Lucy took a deep breath. This was the part that troubled her the most, and yet this was the part she thought was most important.

      “I’m going to need all of you ready to fight. If the servants of the Shadow Queen come, you should all be protected from suffering under their attack. If they come, we must have some who are able to oppose them.”

      “We aren’t all fighters,” Elise said.

      Lucy looked around the clearing, taking in familiar faces. So many of these women were ones she had brought here, women she had rescued, helped to find a place of peace. But there was something else for them. So many of them had suffered. She had done everything she could to protect them. Even now, she wanted to do more than what she had, to offer them the kind of training they needed to better understand the nature of their gifts. But, as Elise said, not all of them were fighters. She wasn’t about to change that, either. She didn’t need them to change; she didn’t need them to become fighters. What she did need was for them to use what they had, the abilities they possessed, and to find something within themselves. If it came down to opposing the servants of the Shadow Queen, then they would all have to work together.

      Elise grabbed her arm and squeezed. A sense of warmth washed over Lucy, and with it came a strange sense of connectivity, as if she were bonded to others around her.

      “What did you do?” Lucy asked.

      Elise cocked her head, smiling. “All I did was acknowledge you.”

      Lucy thought it was more than that, but perhaps it didn’t matter. All that really mattered was that they were ready. For so long, Lucy had been trying to protect the women, to prevent them from joining the fight, not wanting them to suffer anymore, but that wasn’t her task. She couldn’t protect them, and she didn’t necessarily need to.

      They were powerful, and they had proven themselves. As she looked around, glancing from face to face, noting the power she could see here, she knew she didn’t need to do anything more for them.

      They were strong, and she wasn’t about to diminish them.

      “You could come with me,” Lucy said, looking to Elise. She suspected Haern would welcome her.

      Elise smiled, and another wave of warmth washed over Lucy. “I’m with him already.”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” she said.

      “None of us know, but perhaps we don’t need to know. We just need to do what is necessary.”

      “And I don’t know what is going to be necessary,” Lucy said.

      “You will find out for yourself. Regardless, I will be with you as well.”

      Lucy took a deep breath, and the sense of comfort and well-being, the sense of warmth from being here, continued to pass through her. She thought she understood. Whatever else Elise had done, she had formed a connection. Because of that connection, Lucy understood these women, and hopefully they would understand her, too.

      She paused, Sliding to the shoreline and looking out over the water. She hoped it wasn’t for the last time. She had spent so much time standing at the shore, watching the waves crashing below, listening to the power of them, yet she had always felt chaos before. Now, for the first time, she felt a sense of calm.

      “You’re at peace.”

      Lucy glanced over, surprised to see Olivia there. “You returned from the C’than tower.”

      “I went through everything I could, and Ras thought it was time for me to return.”

      “Why?”

      “He seems to think I’ll be needed here.” Olivia shrugged, glancing toward the water. “I’m not sure if that’s true or if he was just trying to get rid of me.”

      “The waves seem calmer now.”

      “They have seemed that way for the last few days,” Olivia said.

      “How long will you stay?”

      “I don’t intend to go anywhere. Well, maybe that’s not true. Eventually, I think I need to go to Asador to see what they might have at the university, but from there I intend to return.”

      Lucy breathed out. She could tell from what she could Read of Olivia that the other woman had found a sense of calm as well. That was good. For so long the other woman had suffered, struggled with what she would need to do and the nature of her abilities and what they meant for her, so for Olivia to find peace meant that something good had come from all of this.

      Perhaps if nothing else, she had found a place to belong. It was what all of them wanted. It was what all of them deserved.

      Lucy turned to the other woman, smiling. “Keep them safe.”

      “I’m not sure that will be my task, but I will do what I can,” Olivia said.

      “I’m sure you will,” Lucy said.

      With that, she Slid.
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      The air hung with the metallic scent of the lorcith, and Haern suspended a sphere of it in the air, holding on to the energy and twisting it in place. It was a strange power, but he had used it often enough that he was familiar with the way it worked. He was prepared to slam it into Carth, but he hesitated, worried he would change more than he intended to.

      She watched him, smiling, a hint of sadness in her face. “You don’t need to hesitate.”

      Haern glanced around the inside of the tree. They were in the place in between Slides, yet they were in a place of the Council of Elders. The air was strange here. There was a power he was able to detect, but it was a peculiar sort of power.

      “The moment I do this, something changes for you,” Haern said. “I don’t know how to remove it without harming you.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Carth said, smiling at him.

      “I pulled it free from the servants of the Shadow Queen, but I changed something about them as well.”

      “You did what was necessary,” Carth said.

      “What if I do this to you—”

      “I accept the risks,” she said.

      “You haven’t taken an augmentation before.”

      “Because there hasn’t been a need.”

      “Is this the move you think you need to make?”

      He wasn’t entirely sure if this was some part of her strategy or if this was simply her grasping, trying to find some way to succeed, to survive. Even if that was all it was, he didn’t blame her. There was a need for them to grasp, for them to find that understanding, and until they did, they might have to scramble for knowledge.

      “This isn’t part of the game, not anymore,” Carth said.

      “I thought you said everything was part of the game.”

      “Perhaps I did.” She smiled at him and lay down, resting her head on the floor.

      Haern sent the sphere of metal circling over her, preparing to send it coursing into her. When he did, he wasn’t sure what would change for her. Carth was already powerful and had a connection to two or more of the Elder Stones, and she had held the Wisdom Stone.

      “I could do it if you want,” a voice said behind him.

      Haern turned and saw Daniel standing alongside Olandar Fahr.

      There was something different about Olandar Fahr. He seemed frailer, a hint of unsteadiness to him. His face was wrinkled in a way that it hadn’t been before.

      “I’m not so sure you can.”

      The other man forced a smile. “I’m not so sure she would allow it.”

      It was a testament to Carth’s strength that she didn’t move at the presence of Olandar Fahr; she simply lay unmoving, waiting for Haern.

      Finally, he pushed, sending the sphere of metal slamming into the back of her head. He didn’t hesitate this time, as he had when he had placed augmentations before. He forced it into her. While he did, he focused, trying to reach for release, to use Elise’s ability to help disperse the discomfort, but realized there was something missing.

      Carth didn’t have a connection to Elise.

      “You’re going to have to withstand the pain,” he said.

      “More than this?” Carth asked.

      “More than this,” he said. “It will be heat.”

      “Heat I can handle,” she said.

      Haern pushed even more, letting the energy flow into her, and he focused on dispersing the metal, creating an alloy with her. The metal seemed to resist him in a way that it hadn’t with the other augmentations. If he failed, he worried, he might be the reason Carth was destroyed.

      They needed her.

      Haern focused on the metal, concentrating on everything he had learned about it, and realized there was an aspect of the alloy that was wrong.

      Carth didn’t need such a heavy predominance of lorcith.

      Haern pulled, drawing some of that out and pushing it aside. It shifted the nature of the alloy inside her.

      Carth cried out, but she remained rigid on the floor. Haern held on to his connection to the metal. The faintest amount of lorcith in it allowed him control over the alloy, and he was able to change the metal, to send it rolling through her. He forced more and more power through her, and he could feel the energy she tried to withstand. The alloy itself was unique, different from what he had used on the others. There was still a hint of resistance, and Haern listened to the metal. It always came back to listening to the metal.

      He was able to hear the song, the way that the metal hummed, singing to him. Haern stopped trying to force the metal into Carth.

      She cried out. There was nothing he could do about it. Olandar Fahr was there, standing at his shoulder, watching Carth. Was he doing something? Haern didn’t think so. What was it he was detecting?

      There was an aspect of the alloy he needed to change, but it would be a matter of matching that alloy to what he detected within Carth. It was not as straightforward as he’d thought it would be.

      He had to understand the nature of that alloy. Not just the alloy, but he had to understand the nature of Carth.

      He focused, listening to the metal. The song was there. Haern homed in on it, letting that knowledge gradually fill him. The lorcith vibrated, but other aspects within the metal called to him too, and all of them seemed to have a signature, a song. He had never paid much attention to the other metals and the signatures within them before now. Now he thought he understood.

      Rather than pushing, forcing the metal, he eased it.

      Carth stopped screaming.

      It was a measure of her strength that she had tolerated as much as she had already, and yet as he continued to push, he could hear her crying out, the occasional scream. He hated doing this to her, but he needed to keep going. If he stopped now, he knew what would happen.

      The energy flowed, but it wasn’t quite as potent as what he had used before. He shifted a little more, and then a little more, and each time he did, he could feel that working through Carth. Haern focused, changing the nature of the metal, shifting it just a little here and then a little there, and the metal sang to him. All of a sudden, the song exploded in his mind, a chorus of sound, and reverberated within him.

      He had found the right frequency. The alloy had formed.

      Carth cried out, but the sound was different. He staggered back, and someone was there, holding him up. Haern looked over his shoulder and saw his father looking up at him. There was a distant sense of metal through him, and something about it wasn’t quite right. Without even thinking about it, Haern pushed again, sending a shift to the metal.

      His father’s eyes grew wide, and he sucked in a sharp breath. “You should’ve warned me,” Rsiran said.

      “I’m sorry,” Haern said.

      His father stood across from Olandar Fahr, watching him. It was a strange sight, these two men who had warred for so long, along with Carth, all in the same space. And stranger still, all of them were weaker than they had ever been before. Something about all of them had diminished in the time since they had begun their battling, and now they were changed.

      They had diminished.

      Their influence on the world had changed.

      “Are we going to have a problem?” Haern asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Rsiran said.

      “I’m in no shape to fight him,” Olandar Fahr said.

      His father surprised him by chuckling. “Neither am I. I’m glad you said that.”

      Haern breathed out and focused on Olandar Fahr. There was a sense of metal within the other man, and surprisingly, the song vibrated at the right frequency. There was nothing he needed to change. Olandar Fahr had learned from Haern.

      “I don’t think I could have done what you did,” Rsiran said, looking over at Carth.

      “I couldn’t either,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Haern turned his attention to Carth and focused on the metal, listening to it. The frequency within it was still there, unchanged, and not harming her. She was modified, augmented, and he couldn’t help but wonder what that would do for her. Not just for her, but to her.

      All this time she’d fought having an augmentation, and all this time she had never needed one, and here he was the reason she would take one? Haern couldn’t deny the need. If they were going to stop the Shadow Queen, they would need all the power they could summon, and that involved Carth taking on even more than what she had. The only problem was that she might not have enough time to learn to control it.

      Slowly, Carth got to her feet, locking eyes with Haern. The shadows swirled around her, though they seemed to be changed a little bit. She glowed softly, but even that was different than what he had seen from her before.

      “It is interesting,” she said.

      “It takes some time to understand how it will change you,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I am certain it will,” she said.

      “What now?” Haern asked.

      “Now you need to take your places on the Council.”

      “She is going after the Elder Stones,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “There’s a limit to how much power she can take,” Carth said.

      “There isn’t a limit to the power. If she acquires all the Elder Stones, the position of the Council will be diminished. That is the entire purpose behind what she’s doing. When she is able to acquire that power, then she will remove any possibility the Council can overpower her.”

      “We have to move on her,” Daniel said, stepping forward.

      “How?” Olandar Fahr said, studying him. It seemed as if something about Olandar Fahr had changed in addition to his physical weakness, but Haern wasn’t sure what it was. When it came to Olandar Fahr, Haern wasn’t sure he knew the man well enough. He trusted that he was willing to work with them, and he had fought at their side, and he had worked against the Shadow Queen, but beyond that, Haern wasn’t sure. Maybe it wasn’t just about trusting him. Maybe it was simply knowing they needed to work together, knowing they needed to find that common ground.

      “You’re the Tsatsun master,” Daniel said.

      Olandar Fahr waved his hands, shimmering for a moment, and a Tsatsun board appeared. Had he Slid that quickly? He was powerful, Haern knew, but he hadn’t expected the other man to Slide so quickly that Haern could barely see it.

      “I have played Tsatsun my entire life,” Olandar Fahr said. “And yet, I have had only one real challenger.”

      Haern glanced over at Carth, who shook her head. She joined Olandar Fahr at the board, looking down at it. “I wish he were talking about me.”

      “You posed something of a challenge. When you first appeared, I thought perhaps you might be on her side, one of her servants, and yet, you played skillfully.”

      “Not skillfully enough,” Carth said.

      “You delayed me,” he said.

      “Have I, or have I done what the Elders wanted?”

      Daniel joined them, and Carth and Daniel stood on one side of the board with Olandar Fahr on the other. He quickly arranged the pieces. Haern watched as Olandar Fahr made his first move. Daniel and Carth shared a look, and she played one piece, but Daniel caught her wrist, moving a different one.

      It was strange watching. They went back and forth, piece after piece, and the game was beyond him. There was a measure of strategy to it, and something about the game that he thought was important for him to know.

      “Why do you think the Elders wanted that?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      As he spoke, there came another shimmering, and Lucy appeared. Ryn followed, with Tessa, though Haern was surprised she was allowed to come to this place. Then again, why wouldn’t she be? She was a part of this, as they all were now.

      “I think the Elders wanted each of us to serve in the way they desired to direct,” Carth said. She made a move, and Daniel didn’t resist. She was supposed to be the Tsatsun master, yet she often deferred to Daniel to make his move.

      And Olandar Fahr was reacting. The more Haern watched, the more he began to understand. Playing two against one was somewhat of an advantage. Olandar Fahr didn’t know which of them was going to make the next move, so he wasn’t able to shape his plan as effectively as he would have otherwise. Haern had played some games over his days, but not enough to fully master something like Tsatsun. And yet, he did recognize there was a strategy in what they were doing.

      “We don’t know that.”

      “We know the Elders were involved,” Lucy said, standing with Daniel and Carth, looking down over Daniel’s shoulder. “They made it clear they have involved themselves in all this.”

      Ryn joined them, standing with Lucy and Daniel and Carth. “When they called me to the Temple of the Mind, I knew they were involving themselves.”

      “And you think we all have been used?” Olandar Fahr asked.

      “I know we have,” Ryn and Lucy said almost at the same time.

      Olandar Fahr made another move and then froze. The board was arranged strangely, with groupings of pieces, and all of them seemed to surround pieces from Olandar Fahr’s side.

      “Interesting,” he said.

      “Why?” Haern asked, looking down.

      He didn’t know the game well enough to understand what was taking place. Haern glanced over, sharing a look with his father, who only shrugged. Neither of them played the game, but then, strategy wasn’t his strong suit. When he had been training with Galen, he’d learned how to plan and prepare, but none of the plans had involved understanding anything quite like this game. There were almost an infinite number of possibilities, and one thing he understood about Tsatsun was that it was too complicated to easily master. He had no interest in doing so, but he also simply didn’t have the mind for it.

      “If you had played this way, we might never have reached the point we did,” Olandar Fahr said.

      “I would never have discovered this on my own,” Carth said, looking over to Daniel.

      Olandar Fahr looked up at Daniel, locking eyes. “You?”

      The other man nodded. “It’s the groupings. They’re tied to the Elder Stones, the same as everything is linked to the Council of Elders.”

      Olandar Fahr made another move and shook his head, stepping back. “I have studied the origins of this game for my entire life, and I have tried to master it, to understand the nature of it, wanting to be as skilled as I could. My very first lessons taught me that the strategy of the game would allow me to understand any opponent I might face, and it has held up over the years. In playing Tsatsun, I have known of incredible powers in the world, and I have still been able to defeat them.”

      “Not just defeat them, but you’ve used many of them,” Carth said.

      “When it was necessary,” he said. “Now I’m not a part of it anymore.” Olandar Fahr glanced over to Ryn. “I began to See that a while ago, but after a while, what I was able to See became hazy. I questioned whether it was accurate. Then Ryn Valeron began to develop her abilities—to observe in a way I wasn’t able to do any longer—and with her gifts, I understood. I was no longer at the center of the game.”

      Olandar Fahr stepped back and looked at the others. Part of Haern worried about what the other man might do. Would he try to attack? Even Carth and Daniel seemed concerned. There was tension in their postures, and they looked at him as if afraid he might act in a way that would lead to danger, yet Olandar Fahr simply stood there, staring down at the board.

      “All these years I have wanted understanding. Never did I think the game itself was from the Elders, but it makes sense now. It was a way for us to know what they needed of us.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s what it was,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “If so, you would have been drawn in more directly.”

      “Are you so certain I wasn’t?”

      “Have you taken a seat at the Council?” Carth asked.

      “No. But I have been used to ensure others have.” He glanced from Daniel to Ryn to Lucy and finally to Haern. “I can see that now. Everything is much clearer than it has been in quite some time. But then, ever since meeting Haern Lareth, everything has been quite a bit clearer. He helped me understand how I needed to use the metal more effectively, and because of that, I know what I need to do.”

      Olandar Fahr looked down and made another move. Carth and Daniel sucked in a breath.

      “Are you sure?” Carth asked.

      Olandar Fahr nodded. “It’s the only move, isn’t it?”

      Carth stared at the board for a long time, and after a while, she looked over to Daniel. The two of them said nothing, but Haern had the sense that whatever passed between them was important.

      “It is,” Carth said.

      “Unfortunately, that’s what I See as well.”

      With that, Olandar Fahr took a step. He shimmered with a Slide and then disappeared. There was silence for a long moment, and it was Ryn who spoke.

      “What was he talking about?” She reached for the piece Olandar Fahr had last moved. “What was this about?”

      “Tsatsun is many things,” Carth said. “Has he taught you much of it?”

      “Not of the game itself. He told me there were pieces that were important. The nature of the game is one of strategy. The more you play, the more you can understand your opponent.”

      “Exactly,” Carth said.

      “But how does that help?”

      “Because we were playing as the Shadow Queen,” Carth said, looking down at the board.

      Haern looked down, but he didn’t understand anything about the board. All he could see was that Olandar Fahr had lost a considerable number of pieces, while Carth and Daniel had not.

      “What does that mean?” Ryn asked again.

      “The only move he has left to make, the only move that might allow him to succeed, and therefore us, is the one Olandar Fahr just left us to make,” Carth said.
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      As Daniel stared at the Tsatsun board, he couldn’t help but feel as if there were something there he hadn’t seen before—something he should have understood. Playing with Olandar Fahr just now, he had come to recognize what was taking place in a way he hadn’t before.

      Now the other man was gone.

      The move had been simple, straightforward, yet it was the only move he could have made. The more Daniel stared at the board, the more certain he was that Olandar Fahr was right. That wasn’t surprising. More surprising was his willingness to make the sacrifice. He wasn’t sure if he would’ve been willing to do the same.

      Carth watched him. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m just thinking that we let him go.”

      “We didn’t let him do anything. He made a choice.”

      “And I think it’s our turn to make a choice,” he said.

      “You’re hesitating,” Carth said. “It’s time to take action, as you say.”

      He considered what they needed to do and couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be something more for them, but the moves he’d played out seemed far too challenging.

      He glanced over to Lucy and Haern, talking softly amongst themselves, and then found Ryn standing off to the side.

      “It’s time for us to take the next step,” he said.

      “And what step is that?” Haern asked.

      Daniel smiled. There was a time when he would’ve been angry at the idea that he had to work with Haern. So much had changed for him and the others.

      He looped the shadows, swirling them around himself, and focused on that power, sending it inward, preparing for what he needed to do. He might not be able to do anything more than he had already, but he thought he understood how they needed to act.

      “We’ve been trying to understand what we must do to reach the Shadow Queen, but making an attack on her is dangerous. Deadly.”

      “We can’t attack her,” Haern said. “I’ve tried. Her servants are too powerful, even for me.”

      There was no arrogance in the way he said it, just a matter-of-fact statement, and Daniel thought he understood. Since Haern had been augmented, his control of the metal had increased to the point where he had no rival.

      It wasn’t much different for Daniel. For his part, with his growing understanding of the shadows, the way he was able to Slide using them, and having been around the other Elder Stones, part of him was different, more deeply connected.

      And yet, he still feared the potential of the Shadow Queen. She was powerful, and the people who served her were nearly so. Playing the game with Olandar Fahr, he finally understood he had overlooked an obvious solution.

      “We can’t face her directly,” Daniel said. “We have to find another way, to come at her from a direction she wouldn’t expect.”

      “Like I said, I’ve tried to face her, but she’s too powerful. With the way she’s twisted the lorcith, the darkness swirling around, I don’t know that we can do anything to stop her.”

      “Not like that.”

      Lucy turned toward him. “You mean to take us in between.”

      Daniel glanced over to her, nodding. “I think it’s the only way. You were trapped because the Elders needed you. This is different.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ryn asked. Daniel had a hard time knowing what she was thinking, but he suspected she was troubled by what had happened with Olandar Fahr. She was only here because of him.

      Daniel had given up the idea that the Ai’thol were dangerous, at least in the way he’d once thought. They probably were dangerous, but there was something about them he thought they could use, and he thought Olandar Fahr would help.

      They could pit the Ai’thol against the servants of the Shadow Queen.

      “These spaces, the place where we are now, are in the place in between Slides.”

      “Lucy has said that,” Tessa said.

      Daniel glanced toward her, glad Lucy had explained it so he didn’t have to. “We’re going to need everybody capable of Sliding like that, pausing in the space in between Slides, so that we can reach the Shadow Queen.”

      “How do you expect to get to her?” Lucy asked. “You forget I was trapped there for a while, and were it not for the help of Della, I might still be.”

      “You were trapped because of the twisted nature of your augmentation,” Haern said.

      “Your father wasn’t trapped because of that.”

      Haern glanced over, watching his father. “Perhaps not, but I wonder if they had more of an opportunity to work with him, to continue to try to influence him. It’s not as if they didn’t have time over the years.”

      “Why would you say that?” Carth asked.

      “Because I was trapped many times,” Rsiran said. “The time you helped rescue me wasn’t the only one. Most of the time, I’ve managed to escape on my own, but not always.”

      “And because of that, you fear they were able to influence you?” Carth asked.

      “If the Architect was involved, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Daniel said. He looked over to Lucy, meeting her eyes. “We’ve seen how he was working with and secretly against Olandar Fahr. It’s possible even some of his simplest influences change things.”

      If that was the case, then others of the Ai’thol might also be influenced. Then again, they had already encountered others of the Ai’thol who had been compromised, and they had done everything they could to try to remove that influence.

      Daniel stared down at the game board again. “It can’t be a coincidence that the Councils of Elders are all in the space in between Slides,” he said. “It can’t be a coincidence that the ancient Elders were still here.”

      “If we don’t do this the right way, we’ll end up trapped,” Lucy said.

      “If we stop her, it will be worth it,” he said.

      She watched him for a moment before nodding.

      Haern frowned, glancing from face to face, and Daniel worried that he wouldn’t be willing to do what was necessary. How could he not see what it would take? It was obvious to Daniel. After having played Tsatsun with Carth against Olandar Fahr, the game made a complete sense, as did the following movements he needed to make.

      It wouldn’t take much for them to make the next step, and the one after that, and the one after that. The more they moved, the more obvious it was to him what needed to happen.

      “When would you have us do this?”

      “I think we need to go soon,” he said. “Considering that she’s been moving, attacking Elder Stones, I don’t know how much time we have.”

      “We don’t even know where to begin.”

      “But we do,” Daniel said. He pointed to the board. “Tsatsun has given us everything we need to know.”

      “You can’t believe the game board will provide you with all the answers,” Haern said.

      “Olandar Fahr did,” Ryn said.

      “Olandar Fahr is more like her than like anyone else,” Lucy said, nodding to Carth.

      Carth shrugged. “That is not an insult. And it is not inaccurate. I’ve been working to better understand the nature of how things maneuver all this time, and I can’t deny that there is some benefit in working with others.”

      “It’s not about working with others. It’s about manipulating others, maneuvering them to get them to play things out the way you need them to.”

      Carth shrugged. “If the game has provided the answers, then it has done what it needed to do.”

      Daniel stared at the board. He could see what was going to be necessary, the way the game would need to play out, and the way they would need to move to stay ahead of the Shadow Queen. If they could, then he thought they might be able to prevent what she intended.

      He looked over to Lucy and then to Haern and finally to Ryn. “We have to be prepared to unseat her.”

      “We don’t know who else would need to sit upon the Council,” Haern said.

      “But we do. We’ve known that all along,” Lucy said.

      “How?” he asked. He stared at the board, wondering if he’d missed something that Lucy had seen. Lucy had Read the Architect and had delved deeper into his mind than even Daniel had. When she had bound him to her, using his ability so that she could dig deeper into the Architect’s mind, he had known aspects of his thoughts and had been able to Read some of them, but not nearly enough to know the answers.

      The answers had been there. He was certain of that, but the challenge was in understanding what the Architect knew.

      “The Elders choose their replacement.” Lucy swept her gaze around, locking eyes with each of them. “And the Shadow Queen was trying to protect Indassa.”

      How had he not seen that? He’d been with Lucy, and he’d seen the girl.

      “She was chosen by her,” he whispered.

      “We were chosen by the Elders as well,” Lucy said.

      Daniel frowned, staring at the board. Was that it? How could it not be? All of that was true. He didn’t know which of the Elders had selected him. Unlike the others now chosen to the Council, he’d not had an opportunity to speak to any of the Elders, but he did feel as if he’d been placed here.

      It was enough for him to know that someone had selected him. The other would have to be chosen by an Elder as well. If the Shadow Queen was the Elder, then she had already chosen. That was what Lucy was getting at.

      “We need to find her and ensure she isn’t twisted.”

      “If the Shadow Queen has been working with her, then the chances are good she’s already been twisted,” Lucy said.

      “There’s a possibility we might be able to remove what’s been done to her,” he said.

      “You know what might happen,” Carth said.

      Daniel realized she was right. If they removed the influence of the Shadow Queen, it was possible this girl would be left as a shell, no different than the men who had served the Shadow Queen.

      Maybe if there was a way of undoing the Shadow Queen’s influence without harming her, if they could find that answer, perhaps they could then do what was necessary to use her, to involve her in what was going to take place.

      “It’s a risk we have to take.” Daniel looked at the others. “Besides, I think the rest of us might be able to find some way of getting to her.”

      “We’ll stay behind and guard the remaining Council.” Carth looked over to Rsiran, who just nodded.

      “You’re just going to stand guard?” Haern asked.

      “This isn’t our fight anymore. You might have given me an augmentation, but even with it, I don’t know that I’m going to be able to do that much. Besides, we have four Councils we need to protect, and there’s only three of us, but—”

      “The Council at the heart of Elaeavn is safe,” Lucy said. “Della is there.”

      Carth clenched her jaw for a moment before nodding. “I suppose it is. That leaves three for us to protect. If Elaeavn can protect one, then I could have the Binders guard one, and your people another, which leaves—”

      “The Ai’thol,” Ryn said.

      “The Ai’thol,” Carth agreed.

      Daniel turned his attention back to the board, trying to make sense of what he was seeing and whether there was anything more he could grasp from it. The answers had to be there. Everything made sense. It fit. They were able to protect the four Councils of Elders they’d uncovered. If they used the people they had access to, then they could do even more.

      From there, they would have to find the rest of the answers.

      “Are we ready?” he asked.

      He looked over to Rayen, who was quiet. Shadows swirled away from her, and he probed for her, reaching toward her with his shadows, straining to grab her. When he did, when they connected, there was a sense of comfort, of relaxation, and he breathed out.

      “You won’t be able to come with me for this,” he whispered, sending the communication between the shadows.

      “I know,” she said.

      “I wish you could.”

      “You need to do this. When you’re done, you can come back to me.”

      He hoped he would come back to her, but as he looked at the board and played out the various moves, he wasn’t sure. There were possibilities that didn’t involve his return. He wasn’t about to tell Rayen that, though she knew the game of Tsatsun well enough to recognize some sacrifices might need to be made. Regardless of what Olandar Fahr had gone off to do, it was possible other losses would be required.

      “Come back to me,” she whispered again.

      As she did, the shadows swirled, constricting briefly, and he nodded. There was nothing else for him to do or say, and yet, Daniel couldn’t help but feel as if he were going to disappoint her.
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      Ryn moved softly through the darkness. Every step she took seemed to blur past her, and everything around her reminded her of the Temple of the Mind. The others ignored her, and she couldn’t blame them. They seemed far more comfortable with all this than she did, as if they had done this before.

      She stayed toward the back of the procession but was still able to observe. She had no one to report to, though. At this point, the only person she needed to report to was herself, and she knew to be prepared for what she saw and what she might have to do.

      All of this suggested a great power. As they moved, everything blurring past them, she couldn’t help but feel as if they were doing what was necessary. The others believed they were going to be able to secure a fifth Council, but Ryn was no longer certain. Somehow they had to find the location. She had no idea what it was going to take or whether it was even possible. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that the answers were somewhere nearby. She had spent considerable time within the Temple of the Mind, and a part of her thought the answers had to be there.

      Every so often they would pause, and Haern Lareth would look around, shooting above the ground with his control of the metal and hovering in place. Something about the way he did this reminded her of Olandar Fahr, but the control that Haern Lareth possessed was far more than even what Olandar Fahr had.

      Ryn kept waiting for some part of her to change. Since she’d been close to the various Elder Stones, she had expected that some part of her would evolve, but none of her had. She remained herself. She’d exposed herself to the shadows and the flame, but she didn’t feel as if she were any different. Perhaps she wasn’t going to change. Perhaps it was just a matter of having a proximity to them that showed her the nature of their power.

      Then again, she did have the augmentation. With that, she was able to experience everything in the world around her far more acutely than she had otherwise.

      She looked into the distance. The ground rolled forward, and it seemed almost as if there were a mountain peak far ahead of them, though reaching it would take days or weeks, or, given the way that things moved in this place, perhaps only a few hours.

      There were no grasses or trees or any other living things. She heard no sound of birds or insects. Occasionally the sky would thicken, but for the most part it was a muted gray.

      Everything was strange and foreign, an unusual sensation, and Ryn had to believe there was something more about this than what the others had told her. They called it a place in between Slides, a place between traveling, but she didn’t fully understand what that meant. All she was able to determine was that something had taken place here. She could feel the energy.

      It was a strange thing for her to be so aware of, but that energy surrounded her, and every so often she focused on it, thinking if she could find its source, maybe she could understand its nature and determine if there was something she could use. The memories of when she’d pulled upon energy in the past had come to her, the way she’d drawn the energy when she had been falling into the pit, when she had neared the glowing Elder Stone, and even when she had been within the Temple of the Mind.

      All that had been a sort of power. Despite that, despite the sense that there was power there, Ryn wasn’t able to reach it.

      She thought she would have to find some way. The longer she was here, the more certain she was that it would be necessary.

      “How do we know we’re going the right way?” Lucy asked.

      “I think we are,” Haern said, coming to land on the ground. He spread his arms out, and metal swirled around him in a torrent. How long would he be able to hold on to that? It seemed there should be a limit to his powers, but everybody here seemed to be continuing to draw upon their abilities.

      Not Ryn—at least not anything beyond her senses. Then again, when it came to her senses, she never became fatigued.

      “We should keep moving,” Haern said.

      Ryn followed. The others stayed quiet. When they paused again, she thought about what she had seen in the Temple of the Mind. The priest had wanted her to have answers, hadn’t he?

      That was what she needed.

      So far, they’d met with no resistance. The others seemed unsurprised by that. Ryn still kept expecting an attack, and she wondered how much of a fighter this Lucy Elvraeth would be. She had a dangerous sense to her, and she seemed powerful. So did Haern Lareth and Daniel Elvraeth.

      That left only her as unable to fight. It was troubling being the one who didn’t have that ability, and yet if she was able to draw upon the power she’d had while falling, maybe she would be able to fight. Even if she couldn’t, that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try.

      Ryn thought about what the priest had told her. The answers were there. That was the key, he’d always said. The answers were within her mind. But what if they weren’t?

      She looked at the others. “Who among you have spoken to the Elders?”

      “What was that?” Haern asked, turning to her.

      “The Elders. Who among you have spoken to them?”

      “Lucy has,” Haern said.

      Lucy met Ryn’s gaze. The other woman had deep green eyes, pale white skin and soft cheeks. She was lovely, but that did nothing to change the danger Ryn felt from her. It was possible that danger was not real, but Ryn felt it radiating off the other woman regardless.

      “I spoke with one of them, but I didn’t get any answers.”

      “Sometimes the answers are there, but we don’t know.”

      “What do you know about them?” Lucy asked.

      Ryn closed her eyes, focusing on the Temple of the Mind. “They were there for me, too. I met with a priest, though I think he was one of the Elders.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      Ryn took a deep breath. “He wanted me to find answers for myself,” she said. “He helped me search for those answers, and I was able to find things that I couldn’t otherwise.”

      “Such as what?”

      “Such as that I didn’t need to follow Olandar Fahr as closely as I had,” she said, opening her eyes.

      Lucy studied her, and Daniel frowned, but Haern Lareth of all people nodded. “You have to look within yourself and find your own questions,” he said.

      “I’ve done that. Now I am trying to help you understand,” she said.

      It had to be more than that. If the answers were there, wouldn’t they be able to find them? Would they be able to understand just what they needed to do in order to stop the Shadow Queen?

      It wasn’t so much about stopping her, was it?

      It was about finding this missing Council.

      When they did, then they could replace the person who was to sit at the Council. If they did that, they would have control over it, and they would be able to stop the Shadow Queen. At least, that was their hope.

      Ryn wasn’t even sure if this plan was going to work. She went along with it because she sat upon the Council of Elders along with the others, but she was no longer certain what role she was to have, what role they would create for her.

      “When I met with the Elder,” Lucy said, “I didn’t know what she was. All I knew was that she was someone powerful. She called herself a Watcher.”

      “A Watcher?” Ryn said.

      Lucy nodded. “In Elaeavn, we believe in the power of the—”

      “The Great Watcher,” Ryn said. “I’ve heard.”

      There were gods in every place they had visited, which was not uncommon, but in her time with Olandar Fahr, they’d traveled to various lands, and there had been no other place that celebrated the Great Watcher.

      Was that significant? Probably not. Every land had its own religion, its own way of looking at things. Ryn wasn’t surprised Elaeavn would be the same way. Elaeavn was a place of power, and places with power often had strange beliefs about how they had acquired that power.

      “Yes, we believe it was because of the power of the Great Watcher that our people were left with abilities.” Lucy looked around and met each of their eyes. “There has to be a reason all of us are either from Elaeavn or descended from those who were.”

      “What about the girl?” Ryn asked. “If your theory is right, then she would have to be from Elaeavn as well.”

      “I don’t know. If she’s tied to the Architect the way he said, then she would be.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Architect was descended from Elaeavn, though he was exiled.”

      “Like my grandparents,” Ryn said.

      “We don’t do that any longer,” Lucy said.

      “I don’t understand why it was ever done.”

      “Because doing it took the people away from the power of the sacred crystals. Eventually, the gifts connected to the power of the Great Watcher would fade, and the exiles would be left with nothing.”

      Ryn looked down at the hard, rocky ground. It was such a horrible thing, and she couldn’t help but wonder what would’ve been different for her if she had remained within Elaeavn. She never would have met Olandar Fahr. She likely never would’ve known whether she was supposed to serve on the Council of Elders, and she might never have discovered anything about herself.

      Then again, she likely would have known a different sort of power. She would have grown up with her abilities, those that were gifted to her by the Great Watcher, and maybe she never would have needed a blessing.

      But it had happened. She’d been taken away from the land of her ancestors, never knowing it the way others did. Because of that, she’d been diminished until she had come across Olandar Fahr.

      She looked up, meeting the others’ gazes.

      “We should keep moving,” Daniel said.

      Lucy watched Ryn for a moment. It seemed almost as if Lucy recognized something in her that Ryn didn’t know herself.

      She turned her attention to the ground around her and followed the others. With each step they took, everything seemed to swirl past them, and she hurried along.

      They made good time, and the ground began to change, from flat rock to the slope of a mountain to something else. Every so often, she had a sense there was something else near them, though she didn’t know what. A troubling energy came to her. She tried to ignore it, but she couldn’t.

      Ryn had allowed herself to believe that she didn’t belong, that she was an outsider—but hadn’t she proven herself? She didn’t need their approval. She had served in ways that had saved her people. They might believe Elaeavn was theirs, but she knew better. Elaeavn wasn’t hers, and she didn’t want it to be. It wasn’t a place she needed.

      What she needed was to protect the Ai’thol.

      That was her role. It was a role she’d taken on willingly, one she’d welcomed. She couldn’t allow anyone to choose for her. It was what Olandar Fahr had done for so long, deciding for her, forcing her along her path. Even though it had served some greater good, and even though she truly believed she was meant for this, she wasn’t about to let anybody else choose for her. It was up to her to decide how she would feel and what she needed to do.

      She belonged here. She had been chosen by the Elders to sit upon the Council for a reason. The others might not know what reason that was, but they knew nothing more than she did.

      Ryn had actually spoken to the Elder. Having the opportunity to speak with the priest, to see what he’d wanted to show her, should have helped her know more of the truth—but what truth?

      The priest had made it clear the truth was within her.

      She paused.

      The Temple of the Mind.

      There was a book within the Temple of the Mind. What had Olandar Fahr said? He’d claimed the Temple of the Mind was all in her head, and perhaps parts of it had been, but other parts hadn’t. The Temple of the Mind had been real—she was certain of it—but she wasn’t sure what it meant.

      “Wait.” The others kept walking, and Ryn hurried in front of them, holding out her hand. “Wait.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just something I was thinking of.”

      “What?” Daniel asked.

      She let out a heavy sigh, thinking through things. “When I was taken to meet the Elder, I was summoned to a place called the Temple of the Mind.”

      “That was where the Shadow Queen had stolen the Elder Stone?” Daniel asked.

      “She destroyed the temple, and I suspect she stole the Elder Stone, but the Temple of the Mind was something else,” she said.

      They all frowned at her.

      “It might be a construct that can be recreated.”

      “How?” Haern asked.

      She looked over to Lucy and then to Daniel. If nothing else, she knew the two of them had the ability to dip into another person’s thoughts. With that talent, she had to believe they could borrow from what she had seen.

      Wasn’t that the key?

      They had to come together.

      “The Council is five chairs arranged in a circle,” Ryn said. “The one where I was welcomed was different than the others, but all of them are structured the same. All of them have five seats surrounding the crystal. It tells me the five are equal.”

      “What are you getting at?” Daniel asked.

      “I think we need to share our knowledge.”

      Lucy nodded. “I see.”

      “You need to use me, but you need to share with me.”

      For them to be able to do what they needed, she was going to have to work with the others. If she could, then they might be successful. They might be able to stop the Shadow Queen. They might be able to understand just what they needed to do, and to have the knowledge they required in order to reach for the remaining Council member. That was what they needed at this point.

      “We should form a circle,” Haern said.

      “You think she’s right?” Lucy asked, looking up at him.

      He looked over to Ryn, meeting her gaze. “I think she’s right.”

      The rest of them faced each other, and Ryn stepped forward. She took a hold of Haern’s hand, and she had a flash of strangeness knowing she was holding the hand of the son of the man she had long blamed for her family’s death. In that moment, Ryn was all too aware of how far she had come since then.

      It wasn’t Lareth.

      And it wasn’t Olandar Fahr.

      The Shadow Queen was responsible for had what happened to her family, and she was about to do what she needed to prevent the Shadow Queen from harming anyone else.

      Ryn was about to do everything in her power to help.

      Daniel took her other hand and squeezed it, looking over at her and smiling. Lucy stood across from her, and the two of them stared at each other for a long moment.

      Ryn said nothing, feeling a certain trepidation, yet she knew they needed to do this, and the longer they stood there, the more certain she was that she would have to.

      For a moment, she wasn’t sure what would happen.

      “I can lead this,” Lucy said.

      “What are you going to lead?” Haern asked.

      “If she’s getting at what I think, she wants us all to share our thoughts and memories of what we’ve experienced with the Elders.”

      “I think we need to in order to determine whether there’s anything else we could learn from them. I have certain experiences, and you have certain experiences. Without knowing what those are, the context of them, it’s possible we won’t be able to know just what the Elders knew.”

      She took a deep breath, letting it out, and then opened herself.

      A sense came to her from the others.

      It was strange and powerful, and it was an awareness.

      It was something she’d never experienced before. That awareness came to her, rolling to her. With it, she knew the others in a way she had never known anyone before.

      With Haern there was a desire to please. Part of it came from a yearning to know his father, a man who had been absent his entire life. He had looked up to his father and wanted his approval, but he had moved beyond that. There was something more to Haern, a sense of purpose, the desire to help others, and an affection for someone that was buried deep within him, filling him. That sense of affection overrode everything else, and it filled Haern with a sense of purpose. He wanted to help, not because he felt he was the only one able to do so, but because he felt he had to.

      From Daniel, she sensed something else. His mind seemed to work constantly, and something about it reminded her of Olandar Fahr, though that wasn’t entirely surprising. He had a strategy to him, the way he thought and planned and anticipated. There was an activity within his mind, a calculating nature, but within that was a need to understand. It was a strange dichotomy, but she recognized him.

      Lastly she focused on Lucy, welcoming the knowledge of the other woman, trying to understand her, to know what she could share with her; and as she did, she could feel it. There was a distance within Lucy. An uncertainty. Everything Lucy had done since her attack, she had done because others had wanted it of her. The only thing she had done for herself was trying to help some women—the women of the village. Faces and names flashed through Lucy’s mind, along with the concern Lucy felt for them, the desire to do everything she could to help them. Ryn recognized what Lucy was trying to do, the way she was trying to help, and she realized Lucy never felt as if she were doing enough.

      That wasn’t right.

      How could this woman who seemed so confident and so dangerous be so uncertain and aloof?

      Other knowledge began to drift through.

      Images flickered into her mind, slowly at first but then with increasing speed. Lucy had seen the Elders, and Ryn shared in those visions, shared her knowledge. Haern had seen something, but he wasn’t even aware of what it was. Even Daniel had seen something, had spoken to someone, but he had not known them as an Elder. All of that merged within Ryn.

      She opened herself up.

      She allowed them to share what she’d seen in the Temple of the Mind, what she’d experienced with the priest and what she had felt, the way that power had come from her, and she allowed them to know her. There was no point in hiding anymore. They needed access to her experience; they needed to know her in order to share in her knowledge.

      Ryn stood fixed in place.

      All of that knowledge merged together, and as it did, the book resting on the pedestal opened in front of her.

      There was something missing.

      There were words on the page, but they were blurred.

      Ryn could practically see it in her mind, but she had to unlock that.

      What was it going to take?

      What did they know?

      Others had seen the Shadow Queen. Ryn hadn’t, and as far as she knew, Olandar Fahr hadn’t had any direct contact with her, but Lucy and Daniel both had.

      And both of them had the ability to Read.

      She focused on what they knew. As she did, the memories and visions of the Shadow Queen came to her, but it seemed to her there was a barrier.

      Was there anything Ryn might be able to find?

      She was trained to observe. There had to be something more, something she could unlock. If she could do that, then she would be able to uncover the secrets. Ryn was certain the answers were there; she simply had to dig for them.

      She focused, searching through their minds. Images of the Shadow Queen came, one after another, Daniel and Lucy’s experiences with her. And not just the two of them. Haern had seen the Shadow Queen, although he wasn’t able to Read.

      It was like a puzzle coming together.

      Ryn focused on the image of the book on the pedestal. Now those words that had been blurry started to come into focus. Everything began to make a certain sort of sense. As she stared at it, she thought she could find the answers.

      When she did, she grabbed for it.

      Then it was there.

      Ryn held on to that knowledge, terrified that if she let go, she wouldn’t be able to grasp it again. She focused on the book, on the pages, and thought about what the priest at the Temple of the Mind had shown her.

      In her mind, she formed the temple, she formed the bright lights, she formed the white and the nothingness all around her.

      She was there again.

      But she wasn’t there alone.

      “What is this place?” Lucy said.

      “You’re here?” Ryn asked.

      “I’m here too,” Daniel said.

      Haern frowned and looked around, but he nodded.

      “This is the Temple of the Mind, but I just imagined it.”

      “It feels plenty real to me,” Haern said.

      It had felt plenty real to Ryn when she’d been here as well.

      “What are you looking for?” Lucy asked, joining her at the book.

      “This was in many of my visions,” Ryn said. “It’s a book, one the priest kept.”

      As she flipped through, the words began to make sense, getting into her mind, and she was filled with understanding.

      Daniel’s breath caught. “I know where we need to go. It’s this,” he said, spreading his hands around. “This Temple of the Mind. It’s a construct, but it’s not the only one. There are others.”

      “Can you find it?”

      “We don’t have to find it. We just have to let it find us.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ryn said.

      Daniel smiled. “We don’t have to.”
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      The construct all around him faded, and Daniel looked around in the space between Slides. Everything had been so real, the brightness that had surrounded him, the book on the pedestal. He held the others’ hands, feeling the energy from them, that power rolling off them, and he knew them in a way he never had before.

      There was a closeness to them; it was that closeness that they needed.

      “Hold on.” He Slid, emerging within the space between nearest to Elaeavn.

      “Why here?” Haern asked, looking up at the trees.

      “Where is here?” Ryn asked.

      “This is Elaeavn. These are the Elder Trees. I was trying to understand where we needed to go and what we needed to find, and I realized we were wrong. We thought we had to go to the Shadow Queen to defeat her, but that’s not it at all. The other Councils of Elders were destroyed in a certain way.” Daniel turned to Lucy, shaking his head. “Think of inside the tree. There’s nothing but stumps remaining. And in the place you found, that’s different too. Or the cave. That isn’t like this,” he said, motioning to the forest around him. “It’s almost as if the Elder Trees were the only power remaining. That is where we kept the crystals.”

      The answers had been there all along, and they should have known it.

      “What do you intend?”

      “We have to let her come to us,” Daniel said.

      “Here?” Haern said.

      Daniel looked up at the trees. “Here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the battle is for the trees.” Daniel smiled to himself, shaking his head.

      It wasn’t until Ryn had pieced things together that it had all come together in his mind. Now that he had it, he understood.

      They had all been used.

      All of this was an attempt by the Shadow Queen to reach this place.

      It wasn’t as if she hadn’t known about it. It was that she hadn’t had any way of reaching it before.

      “What are you getting at?” Lucy asked. “We have the other places protected, and—”

      Daniel shook his head. “It doesn’t matter if we have them protected, and it doesn’t matter that these places are tied to us. It doesn’t matter that this is the place of our people.” He smiled. “This is where it started. The other Elders concentrated the power here, and they brought their followers here. We’ve been looking for understanding about the Great Watcher, and that’s what this is. The Great Watcher is not one person but the Council. And the Council brought their power here, concentrating it, keeping it from the Shadow Queen. In doing so, they weakened the rest of the Councils.”

      He’d been trying to work through things, to think about how Tsatsun related. Now he thought he knew. This was what needed to happen. Being here now made it that much clearer.

      “She was separated from this place. She was never allowed to come here,” Daniel said. “That was how they kept her from power. They claimed the crystal, and they claimed that power, but she was exiled.”

      Lucy frowned. “Exiled?”

      Daniel nodded. “The same way we’ve exiled people. The same way we separated them from their power. We should’ve noticed that before.”

      “But she was never separated from her power,” Lucy said.

      “Not quite the same way, but she was disconnected from the power of the Council. She’s been looking for it, searching for a way to reach it, ever since then. Because of what was done to her, she was diminished.”

      “I don’t understand,” Haern said. “Everything we’ve seen suggests she’s incredibly powerful—what about her is diminished?”

      “Not obviously diminished,” Daniel said. “But think about what we’ve encountered.” He locked eyes with Ryn, who shook her head. Turning to Lucy, he smiled. “We’ve seen that placing augmentations changes us. We wondered why we would be the ones who would gain additional power, when there were certainly others who could also gain the power. All of that is tied to what we’ve experienced, and to Elaeavn. All of it is linked to what was done all those years ago when she was exiled.”

      “You think all this was her way of trying to regain power?” Lucy rubbed the back of her head.

      Daniel smiled. She was getting it. Then again, how could she not? This was what he had been trying to find, the answer they had struggled with.

      All of it was tied to something they had overlooked, but the answers were there. And regardless of what they had done, regardless of those answers, they hadn’t been able to find it.

      But he thought that he understood.

      He had to believe it was connected to lorcith. Considering what they had learned, the way the Shadow Queen used the augmentations, the way she’d granted them power, he should have known it was tied to that.

      “Lorcith?” Haern hovered in place, floating above the ground for a moment. “All of this is about lorcith?”

      “It’s about the metal, but it’s about something else. You’ve known that there is power to the metal, and yet, we haven’t really understood why that metal has such power.”

      “The metal itself is the power,” Haern said.

      “No, it’s the way it’s used, combined with other things, that gives it that power. We don’t really understand how that alloy works, but we know that it does work.”

      “And she’s the one who gave us the alloy,” Lucy said, touching the back of her head once again.

      “Exactly. Now we have to find out if there’s any way for us to use the alloy against her.”

      “She’s been twisting lorcith,” Haern said.

      “That is her way of using it, but that doesn’t mean it’s not possible for others to use it as well,” he said.

      The first step was drawing her here.

      He wasn’t able to anticipate many steps beyond that, though he did believe the first step would be critical. To understand what they needed to do, they would have to reach for that power, and they would have to figure out what would come next.

      “You just want to draw her here?” Lucy asked.

      “We have to call her back.”

      “How do you want us to do that?” Haern asked.

      Daniel looked at Haern. “We have to remove the resistance your father has placed.”
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      Haern focused on the sense of lorcith, and when Lucy Slid him beyond the place in between Slides, he immediately shot into the air. He wasn’t sure whether this was the right thing, but it did make a certain sort of sense. He understood the use of the lorcith, the way the alloy could be utilized, and he couldn’t help but think there was something more to it, something the Shadow Queen had uncovered. If so, they would have to figure out what it was and use it against her.

      He listened, focusing on the metal, and as he did, he pulled.

      He’d never focused on the metal in Elaeavn quite in that way before. Now he yanked free the influence his father had placed, barriers he had erected around Elaeavn. Freeing them from the ground, he sent them hurtling toward Ilphaesn.

      He hovered there for a moment, holding on to the connection of lorcith, and he realized something else. There was more than just that barrier. There was additional power, and he didn’t think his father was responsible for all of it.

      He began to pull, to shift, drawing that metal free. There was an incredible sense of metal, and it plunged deep within the ground, so deep he wasn’t sure he would be able to call to it. He pulled, letting all that metal come free from the ground, and he continued to call to it, but realized that wasn’t even necessary.

      He didn’t need to draw the metal out. All he needed to do was change the nature of the song. He focused on the song, the way the metal was calling out to him. Then he shifted it.

      He wasn’t trying to change the lorcith, only to redirect the energy that was designed to hide Elaeavn.

      He’d never noticed that before, but the lorcith buried all around the city, surrounding the forest, surrounding the city itself, all had a purpose. He didn’t think his father had been the one to place it or the one responsible for changing it in such a way. The nature of the metal was such that it was filled with a powerful song, and something about it resonated within him.

      It reminded him of what he had experienced in the place in between Slides. Could this be what the Elders had done? It made sense that they would have wanted to hide this place.

      He focused on the lorcith, continuing to shift it. It reminded him of facing off against the servants of the Shadow Queen before, the way he’d tried to prevent them from damaging the volcano. But now he wasn’t attempting to thwart an attack. He was trying to invite one.

      As he acted, a part of him hesitated, hating that he was doing this, worried about what it meant.

      It ran the risk of changing something dramatic about Elaeavn.

      Continuing to push, he felt the shifting.

      Then it was done.

      He lowered himself back to the ground, back to Lucy. “What is it?” she asked.

      “Can’t you Read me?”

      “I can Read that something troubles you, but not much more than that.”

      “There was a protection around the city I hadn’t expected. It was more than just what my father had placed. I think the Elders established it.”

      Lucy frowned and nodded. “That makes sense. They would’ve wanted to prevent others from reaching it, but in doing so, they also isolated us.”

      “Do you think they knew that would happen?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think they knew that placing the protection in that way would restrict the crystals?”

      Because that was what he had noticed. By placing the protection of lorcith in that manner, they had also restricted the crystals, the power for the crystals. Haern was certain that was an unintended consequence.

      “We have to return,” Lucy said. She grabbed them, and they Slid.

      When they returned, the crystal blazed brighter.

      It was surprising.

      “What happened?” Haern asked.

      Daniel shook his head, staring at the crystal in the center of the clearing. “Something happened. All of a sudden the crystal began to glow incredibly brightly. Whatever your father placed was very powerful.”

      Haern shook his head. “It wasn’t my father. I think the Elders were responsible for this.” He told them about what he had experienced, the way he’d removed the power around the city, and Daniel just stared. “And there’s something else we’re missing.”

      “Does it even matter anymore?”

      “If this is all tied to the Elders and the way they were using power, it matters. We have to try to understand what they were doing, and what they wanted to show us.”

      Haern looked around the clearing, feeling the power coming off the Elder Trees. This was where it all started, wasn’t it? Because of the attack on the forest, on the city itself, the Elder Trees had changed. The power within them had changed, and something else had shifted.

      When it had happened, they’d blamed the Ai’thol for it, but it had been the C’than—at least, those of the C’than who worked for the Shadow Queen. Knowing that, Haern had to believe the lorcith in the trees created a danger.

      What would happen if he removed it? After the lorcith had been there for as long as it now had, he didn’t know whether there was anything he could even do—or should do. Would the trees die? Or were they meant to be like that now? He didn’t know, and he was afraid of unmerging the lorcith from the Elder Trees.

      “What are you staring at the trees for?” Lucy asked.

      Haern paused in front of one. “Do you remember when the attack first came and what we were able to do?”

      “I seem to recall us not being able to do anything.”

      “When the trees were first attacked, we didn’t know what was taking place. We only knew we were in danger. We thought my father had done something, and perhaps he had, but…”

      Haern focused on the trees. In this place, he was able to feel the power from the trees; he was able to recognize the lorcith within them, and how lorcith had merged with the Elder Trees far more than before.

      In that way, it was like an augmentation.

      It was different than his augmentation. But did it need to be? His allowed the Shadow Queen to use him, and to change him, but he had to believe the same would be true if the augmentations in the trees remained unchanged.

      Which meant he was going to do something different with the trees.

      Haern focused, thinking about the power of the trees, thinking about the lorcith, about that energy. The lorcith had a song he could feel humming within it.

      Haern held on to that energy and listened to the nature of the metal. There was something about the song. He focused on the nearest of the trees and began to push. It was the same thing he had done before, but the metal began to glow within his mind. As he pushed and pulled on the metal, as he focused on it, trying to create the alloy within the tree, he realized something else. Whereas with the alloy within himself, he was able to use Elise to diffuse some of the heat, he was unable to do that with a tree.

      Maybe there was some other way.

      He looked over, noticing Daniel and the shadows swirling around him.

      “Is there anything you can do with the shadows?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to take away some of the potential to influence the trees,” Haern said.

      Daniel joined him. Shadows swirled out from him, striking the trees, sweeping through them, and then the heat began to dissipate.

      Ryn approached and tilted her head to the side, studying them, and then she began to do something. It took a moment for him to realize what she was doing.

      “You have power over the flame?”

      “Is that what I’m doing?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I can feel there is something here, an energy, but I can’t really pinpoint anything else about it.”

      Haern shook his head, turning his attention back to the tree. If she could do that, perhaps using the flame would be all he needed to do. He could focus on changing the metal. But there was so much metal within the tree, and it had influenced so much of the tree, he didn’t know if even withdrawing it would be enough.

      He glanced over to Lucy. “You’re going to have to help.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “I need you to help connect the trees together, and use that in order to diffuse the heat I’m sending through,” he said.

      “I don’t know if it’s possible.”

      “You have to try,” he said.

      She took a deep breath and stood by him. Haern had to hope this would be enough.

      Haern held on to the connection to the trees and focused on it, waiting for the sense of the lorcith to fill him. He felt the power of the Elder Trees begin to shift, the strength of that change.

      He continued to push and pull, using the connection to the trees, drawing that energy. He could feel that changing.

      Continuing to use his connection, he shifted the metal. Between the four of them, they were able to diffuse the heat and send the altered lorcith through the Elder Trees. The others were there, working with him. Then something changed.

      There was pressure.

      Haern turned, looking behind him, still holding on to his connection to the tree, and realized what it was.

      They were no longer alone in the clearing.
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      Daniel frowned as Haern turned, looking over his shoulder, struggling to see what the other man was noticing. There were shapes around them. They were nebulous, but he pushed out with his connection to the shadows, and as he did, he had an awareness.

      The Shadow Queen.

      Why wasn’t he surprised that she was here? She had made her presence known and had drawn increased power.

      There had to be something he could do, but he couldn’t leave Haern.

      “I think I can do this,” Haern said, gritting his teeth. “But I can’t fight them off at the same time.”

      Daniel glided forward, unsheathing his sword. As he did, he wrapped the nearest of the Shadow Queen’s servants in bands of shadows and squeezed. He attacked, hacking, bringing his sword through them, and realized that wasn’t going to be enough.

      He Slid, dragging them away.

      He emerged within Dreshen.

      He had chosen Dreshen as a place for the Ai’thol to attack. Daniel looked all around, not surprised there was a considerable sense of power nearby.

      He had expected to encounter that, and now that he did, he searched for anything that might be there to help him. When he came across it, he flung the servants of the Shadow Queen, then Slid again.

      He emerged partway between the Slides, back within Elaeavn. There were others there.

      Lucy Slid, moving quickly, but she didn’t appear to have any way of fighting. She was skilled at Sliding and was moving rapidly, but she wasn’t doing anything more than that. He had to wonder if she was even able to do anything more.

      He focused, drawing upon his power, gathering everything he could, thinking he needed to find some way to reach for that energy.

      Not just the energy, but he also needed to use the shadows.

      He lashed them around and Slid, emerging briefly, sending them toward the Ai’thol, and returned to the place in between Slides.

      “Where have you been taking them?” Lucy asked.

      “To the Ai’thol.”

      She nodded. “I will take mine to the village.”

      She Slid—far faster than he had ever seen anyone Slide before—returning in the blink of an eye. Each time she flickered, another of the servants of the Shadow Queen disappeared. Daniel worked with her, lashing shadows around several at a time, sweeping them together and dragging them to the Ai’thol. He didn’t know how much time he would have, but he continued to work at it.

      When he returned after the third stop, he glanced over to Haern, who stood in front of the tree, staring at it. Daniel worried that perhaps they hadn’t been successful.

      “Did it work?”

      Haern nodded. “This one seemed to work, but we have four more to go.”

      Daniel realized that somehow they would need to find a way to use the shadows and the flame to remove the damage around the trees.

      As he stared, he realized the newly formed Council wasn’t going to be enough.

      He turned to Lucy, meeting her gaze. “Hold them off,” he said. “I’m going for Carth and Rayen.”

      “They have to protect the other Councils.”

      Daniel shook his head. “If we fail here, the other Councils won’t matter.”

      Lucy met his eyes. “I can go faster.”

      Daniel realized she was right. Not only that, but he was better equipped to fight. He nodded. “Go.”
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      Lucy Slid, emerging briefly and grabbing Carth. The other woman didn’t say anything, and the moment they appeared in the clearing in Elaeavn, she was already beginning to attack. Shadows surged away from her, and she exploded with flame.

      “We need you near the Elder Trees,” Lucy said.

      Carth glanced over her shoulder. “Not to fight.”

      “That’s not your responsibility.”

      She attacked another of the servants but then turned away, joining Haern.

      Lucy flickered, emerging near the Council of Elders where she had encountered the others and grabbing Rayen. The other woman started to circle shadows around her, but when she realized it was Lucy, she retreated. Lucy grabbed her, Sliding them back to the clearing.

      When they emerged, Rayen started doing much as Carth had, and Lucy had to grab her, sending over toward the trees.

      That left only Lareth.

      He was at the other Council of Elders by the cave, but perhaps his presence there wasn’t even necessary.

      They needed to work together, and she was going to need Lareth along with everyone else, and so she Slid.

      When she emerged, she grabbed him. She Pushed, sending a hint of what she was going to do, and he stopped resisting. And then they Slid.

      When they emerged, he didn’t engage in the fight.

      Lucy was thankful he didn’t, knowing it wouldn’t matter if he did. They needed to bring away the servants of the Shadow Queen, not leave them here.

      But then, that was something he could help with.

      She Pushed again, sending that message to him, and Rsiran turned toward her. “Where would you have them go?”

      “The Binders,” she said.

      “I don’t know whether the Binders are ready for them.”

      “Outside of Asador,” Carth yelled.

      Rsiran nodded and then Slid.

      Lucy hadn’t seen him Slide since his injury and wasn’t sure how the augmentation would affect him, but she marveled at how quickly he was able to Slide, the control he demonstrated. As she watched him, she couldn’t help but feel as if she should have known better.

      Rsiran flickered in and out, disappearing and then reappearing. Each time he did, he grabbed more of the servants of the Shadow Queen, and then he disappeared again.

      They worked back and forth, all of them, Daniel and her and Rsiran, yet more and more servants of the Shadow Queen were coming.

      Was it a mistake?

      Haern had removed the protections around Elaeavn, which seemed to her the reason they would suddenly be able to appear.

      She glanced over to Daniel.

      Of all of them, he would be the one to know if the Shadow Queen was planning something, yet he remained focused, staring at the various attackers, fighting one after another.

      What would she be able to do?

      She grabbed for another of the servants of the Shadow Queen, Sliding them. Back and forth she went, moving so quickly that she lost track, praying the other women were taking care of them. That they were strong enough, that they were powerful enough, and that all she had to do was give them the opportunity to fight. That was what they had wanted.

      Another Slide, and this time she grabbed two.

      She was held.

      She couldn’t move from the clearing.

      She looked around, but Daniel was trapped as well. So was Rsiran.

      They were somehow restrained from Sliding, confined by these servants of the Shadow Queen.

      And then there was another Slide.

      This one came quickly, and she saw its shimmering power, a swirl of light and color, and she understood where it came from.

      Lucy had never seen the Shadow Queen appear, though they had expected her. And now Lucy wasn’t sure they had done the right thing.

      They had drawn the Shadow Queen to them.

      And she was powerful.
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      Haern focused on the trees, knowing he could do nothing else, but he had the feeling there was something more he needed to be doing. There was activity all around him, more and more attackers coming. With each attack, Haern struggled, worried they weren’t going to be fast enough.

      What choice did he have?

      In order for them to stop the attack, he was going to have to continue to push on his connection to the metal, to push and pull, to be prepared for anything the Shadow Queen might throw at them. As he worked, he felt ongoing resistance, more so with each passing moment.

      Haern strained, trying to maintain his connection to the next tree.

      The servants of the Shadow Queen continued to attack, movement all around him. With each one, he felt his focus distracted.

      He wasn’t going be able to do this on his own. He needed the help of the others, mostly to minimize the energy of what he attempted. He felt what was happening, the change within him, and worried he wasn’t going to be fast enough.

      He couldn’t destroy the trees. Haern had to be careful. He had to use his connection with the trees to find some way to protect them.

      Suddenly Carth was there.

      “Use your shadows to control the heat,” he said.

      “You don’t need my shadows for that.”

      With that, the heat he was generating within the tree began to dissipate, and he realized she was using her control over the flame to accomplish that. But they might need more.

      Suddenly, Rayen was there. Carth let her in, and the two of them began to work, holding on to their connections.

      He focused on Elise. They were going to have to dissipate some of the heat through her.

      She wasn’t able to reach him. It was as if whatever had happened, the separation that had occurred, had made it so that she couldn’t. Even if she could, he had no idea whether she could offer him any help. When it came down to dealing with the trees, he wasn’t sure that dissipating heat among the others would even be possible.

      That didn’t stop him from trying.

      There was no response from Elise, but he continued to focus on the tree, pushing and pulling, and thought about something else.

      There was another way for him to release the heat, something he hadn’t considered before. Now that he did, he realized it made the most sense. He could use his connection to the trees and transfer some of the energy and heat into the metal around him.

      He could use the lorcith.

      Haern focused on the lorcith, and felt that energy washing through him. He drew upon that energy and let it flow from him, radiating away and dissipating deep into the ground.

      The more he pushed and pulled, the more certain he was that he was going to be able to do this.

      Haern continued to work, pushing and pulling, focusing on the metal, and he found there was an easier way of distributing that heat. He let it flow from him, striking the lorcith deep beneath the ground. There was pressure around him, but Haern ignored it, trying to do anything but allow himself to be drawn into that sense.

      Dozens upon dozens of people were behind him—all of them trying to converge on the clearing, all of them servants of the Shadow Queen, and all of them determined to attack. He would have to find some way to ignore that.

      As he watched, Daniel and Lucy flickered in and out, grabbing the servants, disappearing with them. His father was there as well, grasping them and disappearing.

      He had to maintain his focus on the trees.

      He turned to the next, zeroing in on the Elder Tree nearest him.

      Would he have time?

      As the attack converged, he didn’t know.

      Haern used everything in his ability to focus on the next tree, to push and pull, to change it, to shift it toward whatever needed to happen.

      And as he worked, he could feel the energy within the tree changing, and he could feel the way Carth and Rayen were working to withdraw the heat, to dissipate it. He forced whatever else he could down, sending it deep within the ground.

      Haern felt the alteration of the third tree.

      The metal joined within the tree, forming an alloy.

      He turned, heading toward the next tree, but five of the servants of the Shadow Queen were there, surrounding the tree. He prepared to fight, but they were quick, darting at him. He pushed off, floating above the ground.

      From here, he was able to focus on the tree.

      Carth and Rayen attacked, but they were distracted.

      There was pressure and power. He drew upon the power and forced his way into the tree. He pushed and pulled, and rather than waiting for Rayen and Carth to work, he sent his connection to the lorcith deep below.

      Haern continued his efforts, and he could feel the tree changing.

      Something struck him.

      He caught himself, righting himself in the air, and spun around, looking for where the attack had come from. There was no evidence of it. He turned his attention back to the ground and concentrated on the tree. It was far below him.

      There didn’t seem to be a way, not from here.

      He was struck again.

      Haern pushed off, and with each push, he went higher and higher, far above where anyone should be able to reach him. He turned, focusing on the trees.

      He shifted, pushing and pulling, sending the connection downward, and then rotated it, twisting it toward Ilphaesn. The distant sense of lorcith there absorbed the energy.

      Quickly, Haern turned to the final tree.

      All he needed to do was find a way to overcome the effect of what the Shadow Queen had done, the way the C’than had attacked, and ensure the safety of this place.

      From this vantage, he could see better and knew what he was going to do, and the more he pushed and pulled, the more certain he was that he could accomplish it. There was an explosion of energy, and something came streaking toward him.

      Haern ignored it, focusing only on the tree, and he pushed as hard as he could, forming that alloy quickly, redirecting the energy downward into the lorcith.

      And it happened.

      The tree was restored.

      An explosion struck him.

      Haern went flying and blacked out.
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      Ryn looked all around her. There was movement, and there was nothing she could do. The attacks continued, and the others were Traveling, flickering from place to place, taking the servants of the Shadow Queen away. There seemed to be something she needed to do. Haern Lareth was working on the trees. She could feel it, though she wasn’t sure what he was doing. She saw how Lucy and Daniel were flickering, moving quickly, and then there were other attackers.

      It was all overwhelming, but as she focused on it, she was aware of what was happening, and she thought that she could follow it.

      She turned around, searching for anything she could control, determined to find it.

      Someone appeared.

      Ryn had only seen the Shadow Queen through her connection to the others, but now that she had appeared in the heart of the clearing, standing near the glowing crystal, there was no mistaking her.

      She had power; she was raging with it. She strode around, sending it streaking away from her.

      Ryn had had power once. That one time had shown her that she possessed the necessary ability and skill to use that power. What would she be able to do?

      Ryn strained for that power, focusing on it.

      There had to be something here.

      The Shadow Queen locked eyes with her, and Ryn froze.

      “The only one not fighting. You can be useful.”

      A pressure built deep within her mind. Ryn felt the Shadow Queen trying to force herself on her, just as she’d heard other people were forced to serve her.

      The woman wasn’t going to be stopped.

      “You aren’t going to succeed,” Ryn said.

      The Shadow Queen sneered at her. “No? You keep taking my people away, yet you take them to others who aren’t strong enough to withstand our power.”

      Ryn shook her head. “The Ai’thol can stop you.”

      “The Ai’thol are what I made them.”

      The cold way she said it left Ryn unsettled.

      “You might’ve made them, but we perfected them,” Ryn said.

      The Shadow Queen glared and took a step toward her. Ryn tried to move but found she was frozen.

      “Perfected what? Look at you. Look how helpless you are.”

      Ryn tried to think about what they needed to do. They needed the fifth—they needed to find the girl. Once they did, they might be able to unseat the Shadow Queen, to sit at the Council, but how were they going to do it?

      Something changed.

      Ryn could feel it around her, the way the energy suddenly shifted. Pressure built on her. Ryn had felt that pressure before, and she wondered if there was any way for her to use it. It sizzled, working its way along her skin, reminding her of when she had been falling beneath Dreshen, and then it exploded all around her. She didn’t have a chance to think about what it meant; she just pulled it within her and blasted it back out.

      The energy struck the Shadow Queen.

      The suddenness of it sent her staggering away.

      Ryn didn’t see any sign of Haern Lareth. Daniel and Lucy were flickering around, traveling from place to place, bringing the servants of the Shadow Queen from here.

      They needed to use this power.

      Ryn gathered power and sent it outward against the Shadow Queen.

      There was movement in the sky—someone was falling.

      “Haern?”

      Daniel Elvraeth was there, and he paused, looking at her. “What is it?”

      “Look,” she said, pointing to the sky.

      He was falling, and moving faster and faster.

      Daniel Elvraeth suddenly flickered, trying to Travel, but he wasn’t able to do anything.

      “Lareth!”

      Rsiran Lareth was there, and Daniel pointed to the sky.

      With a surge of something, Rsiran Lareth took to the sky, shooting faster and faster into the air. Ryn couldn’t tell if he would get to Haern in time to keep him from crashing to the ground.

      A blast of energy struck her. Ryn turned toward the Shadow Queen and forced power at her. The Shadow Queen glared at her.

      “Good. Now we have two of you.”

      Suddenly, the Shadow Queen began to draw upon the same energy that Ryn was pulling on.

      And she was stronger than her.
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      Lucy felt a sudden change in the air. It was a strange sensation, the way the energy shifted, and it took her a moment to realize what had happened. Haern had succeeded. Whatever he had done to the trees had freed them, and freed the power within them, causing it to explode.

      The sense of it filled her. There was a tingling as he released the power within them.

      The Shadow Queen was there, and there wasn’t anything Lucy was able to do. Ryn opposed her, suddenly blasting her.

      Lucy watched, amazed at the control the other woman used. Was there any way she could draw upon that power?

      Of course she could. She could borrow from Ryn.

      She focused, pulling on it, and then the Shadow Queen moved, blasting power at Ryn and Daniel.

      Lucy Pushed, sending knowledge to Daniel, then focused on Haern, but there was something clouding him. She forced her way through it, a jolt of power, Pushing into his mind, using his connection to lorcith to reach him and tell him what he needed to know to control this energy.

      And then she exploded it against the Shadow Queen.
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      Haern came awake with a jolt.

      He was falling, but it was a controlled fall.

      “I’m here,” a familiar voice said.

      He looked over to see his father. “How are you here?”

      “The augmentation seems to have given me a greater control over the metal. I wasn’t sure if you were going to come around, but…”

      Haern looked down. “I need to go.”

      “Haern—”

      Haern shook his head. “I have to help.”

      “There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing any of us can do. She’s too powerful.”

      Hearing this from his father, hearing the desperation in his voice, knowing his father of all people was afraid of the Shadow Queen, left Haern with a moment of fear, but he didn’t allow himself to be consumed by it. How could he when he understood what needed to happen?

      Lucy had given him that knowledge. He pushed off on the lorcith, separating from his father, and came crashing down to the ground.

      He stood alongside Lucy.

      Daniel was there. Ryn was there. And Lucy.

      The four of them faced the Shadow Queen.

      The Shadow Queen continued to draw upon the energy of the trees.

      “It has taken you long enough to do what I needed,” she said.

      “To do what?” Lucy asked.

      Haern frowned. Could they have made a mistake? He’d thought using the lorcith in that way, changing it and forcing it into the alloy that surrounded the trees, was what they had needed to do. Could he have been wrong?

      “Now all I have to do is take control of it,” she said.

      Haern listened, focusing on the song within the lorcith, and knew that, regardless of what she said, there wasn’t anything she would be able to do.

      He had used his power.

      And there was a way to guarantee that it was working.

      “Lucy,” he whispered.

      She glanced over at him, and he tapped his head.

      There came a rustling in his mind, and then she nodded.

      There weren’t many times he was thankful she was able to Read him, but this was one of them.

      Something passed between her and Daniel, and he spun, sweeping shadows toward the trees, using much more power and control than Haern would have expected. Something shifted within the trees. The metal called out, a powerful sound. Ryn spun and sent a surge of energy away from her. It exploded in a circle, striking the trees.

      As it washed through them, there came another calling.

      What else would they need to do?

      Lucy closed her eyes. He couldn’t tell what she was doing, but a Push of power came through him. As it did, the trees shifted again.

      The song cried out, a chorus of metal, all of it calling to him, letting him know what was needed. The more he focused on it, the more certain he was he could protect the metal.

      The Shadow Queen tried to overcome them, and Haern resisted, pulling it to himself.

      There came a shimmering.

      Olandar Fahr was there.

      His face was battered, bleeding, and one arm hung at a strange angle, but he carried with him a young woman.

      “Fix her,” Olandar Fahr said.

      Haern frowned, but a sudden Push of knowledge came to him.

      He focused on the girl and connected to her, sweeping his energy through her using his control over the lorcith. He shifted the lorcith, twisting it in such a way that it matched what he was feeling here, matched the way the trees were.

      Daniel turned to her, as did Lucy and Ryn. All of them focused on her.

      Something changed.

      The Shadow Queen raged, trying to get to them, but Daniel Slid, grabbing her, and disappeared.
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      The sudden appearance of the girl told Daniel all he needed to know. Olandar Fahr had been successful. He hadn’t had to sacrifice himself—at least not yet. He was injured, barely able to stand; he still might not survive this.

      As Daniel slipped the shadows through the girl, he could feel the shifting. Whatever the Shadow Queen had done to her, however she had forced her to serve, he needed to help repair what had been done to her.

      He pulled the shadows through her, trying to spin them in such a way that they would protect her, but he wasn’t sure if it was effective or if it was enough. The more he pulled on the shadows, the more he felt that energy working through her.

      The Shadow Queen turned toward them.

      Daniel did the only thing he could. He Slid.

      He grabbed the girl, and then he emerged at the center of the clearing. The crystal was glowing brightly.

      “You’re the fifth of the Council,” he said, looking down at her.

      She said nothing.

      Daniel focused on her, trying to Read her, but he wasn’t able to dig deep enough into her mind.

      He reached for Lucy, and suddenly her connection to Reading, her ability, surged through him and connected him to the girl.

      Knowledge filled him.

      But that wasn’t what he needed. He needed to impose upon her what was happening, the nature of what they were experiencing, and the potential danger if they failed.

      All that was difficult to convey in the blink of an eye, but there was one way he thought he might be able to.

      He showed her Tsatsun.

      In the form of Tsatsun, he showed her how all the pieces were actually real, living people. Thousands upon thousands of people, all of them injured, destroyed, depending upon what the Shadow Queen chose.

      He could feel the resistance in her mind, but the more he pushed, the more certain he was there would be some way to get through to her.

      And Lucy helped. She guided him, and together they worked.

      There was something there. He saw it.

      The fifth Council.

      Daniel focused on it and Slid. When he emerged, there was pressure all around him, but he was able to resist using the shadows. He stood inside a smoky chamber with a window above, with stars flickering in a foreign sky overhead. The air was stale, pungent, and odd-looking lanterns hung on each wall.

      A series of jagged rocks rested in a circle.

      That was the Council.

      He’d forgotten something.

      With a sudden shimmer, Lucy appeared, and he let out a relieved sigh when he saw what she was carrying.

      “I hope this works,” she said.

      “We have to remove her from the Council,” Daniel said.

      This was the only way. If this girl was going to be the fifth Council, they could use her and disarm the Shadow Queen by taking her power. She’d already proven herself powerful, and even with them having access to whatever power and energy was within Elaeavn, it didn’t seem to him they would be able to stop her.

      The only way he could think of stopping her was to remove her.

      Lucy brought the crystal to the center of the clearing. She passed through, gasping briefly before setting it down. There was a flash.

      Daniel looked at the girl. “I don’t know anything about you, but you can’t want everybody to be destroyed.”

      As he looked at her, he took in her dark hair, her pale skin, and finally her deep green eyes.

      Another idea came to him.

      He borrowed from Lucy again and Pushed, sending images of Elaeavn through her. As he did, there came a torrent of other images, from Lucy, and then from Haern, and then from others within Elaeavn. All of that flooded into the girl.

      Some of them were strange, distant memories; Daniel wasn’t sure if they were even real. As they flickered through the girl, she gradually started to blink, and then she took a step.

      She reached the edge of the barrier, and then she passed through.

      Daniel joined them. The girl headed toward one of the jagged rocks and sat. When she did, light exploded. The crystal glowed, and power thundered.

      “What now?” he asked, looking to Lucy.

      “Now it’s time to return.”

      Daniel and Lucy grabbed the girl, and they Slid.
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      Ryn pulled upon the power around her, letting it fill her, and the energy struck the Shadow Queen, holding her at bay. It was only her and Haern, and they were no match for the woman.

      Something changed.

      The crystal flashed, and though she didn’t know what that meant, the Shadow Queen screamed.

      Daniel and Lucy reappeared. The girl was with them.

      They stood at the center of the clearing. The crystal continued to glow, and the Shadow Queen continued to scream, attempting to draw upon power, but even as she did, less and less power came from her.

      “What’s happening?” Ryn asked. But she could see what was happening. The Shadow Queen was dissolving.

      She had seen it within the Temple of the Mind, and she knew there was a limit to how long she would be able to hold on, to withstand the power she was calling, but as she watched, she couldn’t help but wonder if the Shadow Queen wasn’t going to be able to recover from this.

      The Shadow Queen continued to wail.

      And then she disappeared.

      Ryn couldn’t blink. There was power, energy all around her, and there were five of them.

      “Take your tree,” Daniel said.

      “What?”

      He nodded to the trees. “Take your tree.”

      Ryn headed back toward the trees and reached one.

      The others did as well, with the girl going last. There came a flash from the crystal at the heart of the forest, and then it faded. With that flash, she had a name, and understanding, and she knew this girl.

      She was from Elaeavn.

      Abducted, abused, tormented and chosen by the Architect on behalf of the Shadow Queen.

      But now she was here. She was safe. And she was like the rest of them, manipulated and used in order to serve some other purpose.

      What would she choose?

      Ryn looked across the clearing, locking eyes with the girl.

      She had to know this was going to be her choice. She had to know that the Shadow Queen was gone.

      When all of them took their places at the trees, there came a thunderous explosion. The trees shook. Power slammed into her and flowed to her from the tree, and into the crystal.

      And in a flash, everything went white.
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            Haern

          

        

      

    

    
      Haern sat cross-legged at the heart of the Aisl Forest. Everything in his body hurt. He’d been drawing upon too much energy, too much power, and yet he didn’t know if there was any other choice.

      He looked across the clearing, watching as Della spoke softly to the young girl. Unsurprisingly, it seemed as if she had known her.

      “What’s going to happen now?” he asked, looking from Lucy to Daniel and finally to Ryn. They all sat near him, all equally weary, though none of them were harmed.

      “Now we get to choose,” Daniel said.

      “We are the Council of Elders?” he said.

      As he sat there, he could feel the power coming from the trees. It was incredible. With the enormity of that energy, that power, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something he could use it for.

      He knew how he would use it first.

      How could he do anything otherwise?

      He needed to draw upon that power; he needed to use it to restore the lorcith that had been changed, the barrier the Shadow Queen had created.

      Unsurprisingly, he had a sense of energy coming across through the connection he now shared with the other three—no, four.

      He knew where the final Council was.

      He could practically see it in his mind, almost as if it were a memory of his, though he had never been there, and he wondered why he should be so aware of it.

      It meant the others had been there. They must have been, to have unseated the Shadow Queen and survived. It was Daniel who had come up with that.

      “We are, though I have no idea what that means for us,” Daniel said, smiling softly.

      Rayen stood on the far side of the clearing, talking with Carth and Rsiran. Olandar Fahr leaned propped up against one of the trees. Energy came from him, but Haern couldn’t tell if he still lived. Without him, they would never have succeeded.

      “How did he get her?”

      Daniel shook his head. “He went to the Architect. I didn’t know that he was going to be successful, but…”

      “He’s tougher than we were,” Lucy said. She stared over at Olandar Fahr.

      “Will he survive?” Ryn asked.

      “He’s dying,” Lucy said. She looked troubled, and it was a strange emotion given the man they were talking about, and yet Haern shared in that. Despite everything that Olandar Fahr had done, his role in all the conflict and suffering, he had truly sacrificed himself. Without Olandar Fahr, none of this would’ve been possible. They had all been manipulated in some regard or another, but because of him, they had succeeded. They had survived.

      Now he wouldn’t.

      There came a surge of the connection from Lucy, and it linked him to Olandar Fahr. She was right. Olandar Fahr was dying.

      But there was something more than that.

      Satisfaction.

      The other man was pleased with what had happened, and that they had survived. They had succeeded. And because of Olandar Fahr, they had defeated the Shadow Queen.

      A new Council of Elders had been formed.

      “Don’t mourn me,” a voice came, drifting through their connection.

      “Thank you,” Haern said. He could tell that the others were doing the same thing, a connection that was shared, a way of communicating with Olandar Fahr, of celebrating him.

      And they should celebrate him.

      “Thank you,” Haern said again.

      Olandar Fahr took a deep breath, but no more.

      Haern was aware of his passing, and as he felt it, some part of Olandar Fahr drifted into Haern, and to the others. There came another sense of the satisfaction from Olandar Fahr, however fleeting.

      He looked at the others, and tears streamed down Ryn’s cheeks. He understood. She had been closest to him.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “Now we have to understand what we do, and how we serve,” Lucy said, gradually getting to her feet. “I think I need to return to the village.”

      “I do as well,” he said.

      “I will stay with Rayen,” Daniel said.

      “What about you?” Haern asked, looking to Ryn.

      “None of you are staying here?”

      Haern frowned. He thought it was strange that he had no interest in remaining in Elaeavn. Even though the Elder Trees were here, and the connection to power, he didn’t feel he needed to be. More than that, he didn’t necessarily want to be here.

      “I have a feeling we’ll remain connected to this place regardless of where we go,” he said.

      “I need to return to the Ai’thol. With Olandar Fahr gone, someone needs to lead.”

      “How will you lead?” Lucy asked.

      “With compassion,” Ryn said.

      She made her way across the clearing, joining Tessa.

      There came a flicker of movement, and then they disappeared.

      “Where will your journeys take you?” he asked Daniel.

      “Wherever Rayen chooses to go. She’s been following me long enough.”

      With that, he glided across the clearing, joining Carth and Rayen, and they spoke quietly for a few moments before he disappeared with the Slide.

      That left Haern and Lucy sitting side by side, neither of them speaking for long moments.

      “I think back to when we were younger,” she said.

      “You do?”

      “There are times when I think back to what we had planned for ourselves.” She smiled. “Both of us wanted to see more of the world. Now we have.”

      “We have,” he agreed.

      “I can’t stay in the village,” she said.

      Haern glanced over. “I understand.”

      “I want to teach them, as many as want to learn, but…” She turned her attention back to the center of the forest. “I think I ultimately have to come back here.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Is it?”

      “You connect us. Because of you, we can reach the others. If you’re here, you can ensure we have anything we need.”

      She smiled. “I’m glad this happened.”

      Haern almost said that he didn’t know if he was glad, but the more he thought about it, the more uncertain he was whether that was true. Had none of this happened, he wouldn’t have met Elise, and he would not have discovered anything about himself the way he did.

      As he looked around at the trees, he could feel the power, the energy, and he couldn’t help but feel as if something were changing.

      “What do you think the trees will do?”

      “Can’t you feel it?” she asked.

      “Feel what?”

      “The way the power is moving.”

      “What’s it doing?” Haern asked.

      “It’s going toward the crystal.”

      “Is it?” Haern had been too tired to focus on that. He wasn’t even sure he could tell whether or not the power was flowing toward the crystal, but he believed Lucy. “Why would it?”

      “I suspect it does so to connect to the others.”

      “What will happen with them?”

      “I don’t know. And maybe that’s a good thing. Regardless of whatever else happens, the Council has been reformed. Now we need to better understand what that means for ourselves, and for the world.” She looked at the trees for a long moment. “For so long, the power of the crystals was concentrated here, granting the people of Elaeavn the abilities of the Great Watcher. I have to feel that by dispersing the crystals, by allowing their power to be redistributed into the world, we will find something else. Perhaps something greater.” She smiled. “Or perhaps that’s a mistake. Who knows?”

      Haern got to his feet and looked around the clearing. He found his mother waiting behind his father, a look on her face that he hadn’t seen before.

      Hope.

      With this over, with his father’s fight over, he could stay.

      He headed to his parents, gave them a hug, and nodded to Lucy before pushing off on the lorcith.

      It didn’t take long for him to reach the village, and when he landed, there was a massive fire—the bodies of the dead. He found Elise at the heart of the village. Running to her, he threw his arms around her, hugging her tight before giving her a deep kiss. She kissed him back, and there came a swirl of connection, a swirl of power from her, almost more than what he could imagine.

      When it was over, he took a step back, looking around the village. Other than the massive fire burning in the distance and the stench of smoke, everything else appeared as it had been.

      “How many were lost?”

      “None of ours,” she said.

      “None?”

      She clenched her jaw. “When you started bringing them here, we weren’t sure what was going to happen, but there was enough time in between, and with all of our power, we were able to hold them.”

      “Did you have to destroy all of them?”

      “Not all, but far too many.”

      “Were any saved?”

      She nodded. “Some were. We didn’t keep them here.”

      “Where are they?”

      “They are gone for now.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He turned his attention toward the sea. Across the water was the distant land where the Shadow Queen had come from, a place where the lorcith had been twisted and changed. He wondered if it would still be that way. He would have to go there, or someone like him would. When they did, perhaps they could truly form a bridge between their peoples, to understand the purpose of the Council of Elders, and to find a way to maintain peace.

      “You’re not going to go after them, are you?”

      He turned his attention back to Elise. For a moment, she watched him the way his mother had once watched his father. “Not by myself.”

      She took his hand and squeezed. “Whatever you need to do.”

      “Right now, I need to be here with you. With the others. Eventually we will need to know what it means for us to serve as the Council of Elders, but for now…”

      For now they had succeeded. The Shadow Queen was defeated. They could have peace. Real peace.

      As he hugged her again, the sound of the waves crashing along the shore caught his attention, and he smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Check out the first book in a new series The Dragon Misfits:  Ice Dragon.

      

      Looking for another epic story? The Lost Prophecy series starts with The Threat of Madness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Council of Elders. I hope you enjoyed it. This series has been an incredible journey for me, and I really appreciate your staying with me for it!

      If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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