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      Rsiran Lareth settled to his knees on the ground, shifting the long, heartstone alloy sword he carried to the side. He’d grown more accustomed to carrying it, now hidden beneath the long cloak of black wool that he chose to wear. Six lorcith knives were tucked loosely into his belt as well, easy enough to push if the need came. He maintained a heartstone-infused shielding over his mind, especially here where Readers might be able to reach through simpler barriers.

      A shadow swept past him in the street, moving quickly. He detected no lorcith on the person, though hadn’t expected to. The metal was rare enough in Upper Town; down in Lower Town, the only people who would carry lorcith were those Rsiran had given it to.

      “Where is she?” Jessa crouched behind him, buried in the shadows as well, though she carried so much lorcith on her that she nearly glowed. Not only the lorcith charm she wore around her neck, a white flower now pressed into it, but the bracelets that he’d forged for her shone with a white light as well. Thankfully, he was the only one able to see the lorcith light glowing from them.

      “I don’t know,” Rsiran answered in a whisper, praying to the Great Watcher that his voice didn’t carry.

      With the steady crashing of waves striking the shore farther below him, not much sound managed to carry, but he’d learned to be careful. Those with enhanced hearing, people known as Listeners, might be able to catch what he said, regardless. The ability wasn’t as common as Sight, but common enough, even in Lower Town.

      “Tell me again why are we watching her like this?”

      Rsiran turned to Jessa. Her hair had grown past her shoulders now, and she tied it back with a loop of lace, accenting her sharp jawline and pointed nose. Her chin tilted toward the flower she kept tucked in her charm, and she sniffed at it softly. He had yet to learn the meaning of the flower, but felt confident it had something to do with what happened to her before she returned to Elaeavn. It was a time she rarely spoke of, even to him. Maybe especially to him, he decided.

      “Because I know she won’t ask for my help, and she doesn’t understand the extent of the threat.”

      “Do you understand the extent of the threat?”

      Rsiran turned toward the street again, watching the shadows. Finally, he detected the faint sense of lorcith approaching. This wasn’t one of his forgings, so the tug on his senses wasn’t as strong, but he could still tell when it neared. “I don’t know what I know anymore.”

      Jessa reached toward his hand and squeezed it. She said nothing else, but then, there wasn’t anything for her to say.

      The lorcith came closer, and gradually the figure carrying it came into view as little more than a shadow down the street. Rsiran crept closer to the street, still keeping himself under the cover of darkness.

      When Alyse neared, he recognized her primarily by the way the lorcith necklace that their father had crafted tugged on his senses. Other than that, they had no real connection. She might be his sister, but she had abandoned him long ago, leaving him to the darkness of his father’s punishment.

      Rsiran had been watching her for the last two weeks, monitoring her comings and goings to and from her small apartment. Ever since he had learned about the guild, and had done what he could to stop the Forgotten, he had monitored her. The Alchemist Guild had released her once the rest of the smiths had been returned, leaving her back in Lower Town, alone. She had not searched for him in that time.

      If she had only taken his offer for direct protection, this wouldn’t be necessary, but Alyse was stubborn. In that, they were more similar than she would ever admit.

      The mornings were less worrisome for him. Enough people were out in the streets that it made it less likely that someone would try something against her. Not impossible. Rsiran had learned enough to know that nothing was really impossible. But grabbing her off a street full of people would raise the kinds of questions that the people after him—either the remnants of the Forgotten or Venass—would rather not have asked.

      Nighttime was when he worried. He could track her as long as she wore her lorcith necklace, and he’d made a point of ensuring that he remained attuned to it, even if he hadn’t forged it. With enough focus, he was able to follow her throughout the city. Nothing like his connection to the charm Jessa wore, but he was tied to it well enough now that he generally knew when she left.

      That was the reason he ended up here. From here, he could follow her all the way back to her apartment. Each night had been uneventful, and he hoped it would stay that way, but he wouldn’t ignore the threat to her, not when she’d already been used against him once.

      As Alyse neared the small alley where he and Jessa hid, she glanced in his direction.

      Rsiran tensed and prepared to Slide deeper into the shadows, but held off. Jessa had taught him that movement only drew the eye. Remain still, and he was less likely to be spotted, even if he was more out in the open than he would have liked.

      Then she moved on. At least she remained alert. That gave him a certain sense of reassurance that she might make it safely through streets that could be dangerous, and for her, likely were.

      Rsiran held Jessa’s hand and prepared to Slide.

      She squeezed and pulled on him. “How much longer do you intend to watch her?”

      “As long as I have to.”

      “You know you don’t have to do this.”

      Rsiran glanced over to Jessa. “She’s my sister. Alyse might not claim me, but that doesn’t mean I can ignore that, especially after what happened.”

      Jessa punched him softly. “That’s not what I mean. There are others, now. We don’t have to do this by ourselves.”

      Rsiran sighed. For so long, it had been Jessa, Brusus, and Haern. And Della, but she rarely left her home. Now there were others, though he still struggled with how much he could—and should—trust them. Had Sarah and Valn come to him sooner, had they been willing to bring him into their planning rather than trying to chase him throughout the city, Rsiran might have found Alyse sooner. He might have found a way to even save his father from Venass. But they had not, choosing the secrecy the guilds—especially the Alchemist Guild—were known for.

      “Eventually,” he said.

      “You know I’ll help with whatever you need,” Jessa said.

      When Alyse disappeared from view, they Slid, moving down the street and emerging in the shadows of another alleyway. The street looked little different. Gradients of shadows from the buildings were all he could see. If lorcith were present, it would brighten the street for him, but he hadn’t dared place lorcith so openly around the city. Not yet, anyway. He had planted many of his own forged items for him to anchor to, but they were placed discreetly, out of sight. Now that the lorcith glowed for him, he thought to use the ore to light his way, but had not done so yet. There was always too much to do.

      From their new location, he strained to reconnect to the lorcith necklace Alyse wore, but didn’t find it where he expected to.

      Rsiran frowned and cast a wider search for the lorcith. When he discovered it, she was two streets from where he would have expected her.

      “What is it?” Jessa whispered.

      “Probably nothing.” He hoped that was true. Alyse took the same path both ways—to and from her apartment—and had never diverged from it, but it was possible that she needed to stop for food or supplies or… or maybe she hadn’t stopped at all.

      Grabbing tightly to Jessa’s hand, Rsiran pulled her in a Slide. When he emerged this time, he did so along the edge of a wider street. He should be more careful, but sudden worry for Alyse made him a little reckless.

      He saw her at the same time that she saw him, her eyes going wide.

      A man had her thrown over his shoulder as he carried her down the street. From where Rsiran stood, he could smell the stink from the docks wafting off the man. He was tall, with thick muscles that strained at the rolled up sleeves of his shirt. Even as a smith and working the forge as often as he did, Rsiran hadn’t grown nearly as muscled as this man.

      “Not of Elaeavn,” Jessa whispered.

      Rsiran couldn’t see the color of his eyes, but he trusted Jessa and her Sight. He could see the outline of scars on his forearms, making Rsiran immediately fear that the man worked with Venass. “Release her,” he said.

      The man turned slowly. There was a soft whistle.

      Jessa slammed into him, and they tumbled to the ground.

      “Some kind of dart,” she said.

      Rsiran pulled himself into a Slide, not needing to stand. When he emerged, he was behind the man, and pushed a knife at him, aiming for his legs.

      Somehow, the man detected the knife and stomped on it, dropping it to the ground.

      The man puffed his cheeks and there came another soft whistle.

      Rsiran Slid.

      He emerged to the left of the man, and pushed another knife toward him. Without waiting to see if the man would notice him, he Slid again, emerging on his other side, and pushed another knife. Three knives remained.

      Rsiran Slid back to where Jessa waited.

      “I think you slowed him,” she said.

      The man lumbered toward a darkened alley.

      “Doesn’t look like I slowed him much.”

      “Have any other ideas?”

      He forced a tight smile. “Yeah, but you’re not going to like it.”

      Unsheathing the sword, he slammed it into the stone. Jessa started shaking her head as Rsiran Slid again.

      This time, he emerged behind the man. Rather than attacking, he grabbed onto Alyse and Slid.

      The man was strong, but Rsiran anchored to the sword, using it to help pull him while carrying Alyse. The Slide was an oozing sensation, and then he felt her pop free of the man’s grip as they emerged back near Jessa and his sword.

      The large man turned toward him.

      Rsiran grabbed the sword, and pulled as he ripped it free from the stone. Jessa grabbed his hand, and then he Slid all three of them away.

      When they emerged near the Wretched Barth, he lowered his sister to the ground, and she backed away from him, mouth agape and seeming a bit wobbly. A deep bruised had formed on her cheek, likely from when the massive man had grabbed her.

      He leaned against the side of the tavern and let out a shaky breath.

      “Damn, Rsiran,” Jessa whispered. “That was a little too close.”

      “How did you… how did you…” Alyse brought her hand to her cheek and rubbed it.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Okay?” Alyse asked, already regaining the hard edge to her voice that she always managed with him. “I was attacked in the streets, and you’re asking if I’m okay? What do you think, Rsiran, that this happens to me every day?”

      Jessa grinned at him. “Seems like she’ll be fine.”

      “I’ve been watching to make sure that you stay safe. After what happened the last time, I didn’t want to risk anything else happening to you.”

      “You feel some responsibility for me? Since when? I seem to remember that you were the one who abandoned us, Rsiran. Where did this sudden protective streak come from?”

      “Enough!” Jessa said. She pulled a knife from a hidden pocket more quickly than Alyse could blink, and jabbed it toward her. “You think to lecture him after what he did to save you? We can take you back and let that man have you if you want. I don’t have to think too hard to imagine how he would use you. Trust me when I say that a man like that only knows one way to treat women.”

      Alyse blinked and her shoulders sagged. Whatever fight she had in her faded. “He didn’t say that he wanted anything from me. He grabbed me, and that was it.”

      “The silent ones are the worst,” Jessa said. “At first, it’s slaps, but the fists come soon enough.” She pointed to the bruise that bloomed on Alyse’s cheek. “Maybe that one just jumped to the fists. I’m sure Rsiran could Slide you back to him. Won’t take him but a moment.”

      Alyse shook her head vigorously. “How do you know?”

      Jessa grunted. “Not all of us get to live your charmed life.”

      “Charmed? My life is anything but charmed. Ever since he decided to run off, there’s been nothing charmed about it. We’ve had to work for everything and still have nothing.”

      Jessa slipped her knife back into its sheath beneath her jacket. “Most of us always had to work for everything.”

      Rsiran suppressed a grin. He had been with her long enough to know that she hadn’t necessarily worked the same way that Alyse meant. Sneaking as she did required a certain level of work, but he imagined that what Alyse had been through was worse than what Jessa knew.

      “Are we done?” Rsiran asked.

      Jessa glared at Alyse. “Depends on her. She didn’t answer whether she wants you to take her back to that big man. You could Slide her there if she wants.”

      “No,” Alyse said softly.

      “What was that?” Jessa asked, stepping toward Alyse.

      “I said no. I don’t want to go back there. Not if he’s there.”

      Rsiran tipped his head and studied the bruise again, finally piecing together what Jessa had been saying. He had thought her taunting Alyse, and that might have been a part of it, but not the whole reason. Jessa had seen something that Rsiran had missed. With her Sight, that should not surprise him.

      He realized that it wasn’t only the new bruise; there were others that he hadn’t seen at first. In the faint lantern light out on the street, he could make out the edges of the bruising around her right eye, but also scratches to her arms. Then there was the tentative way that she walked, moving slowly, and carefully, as if it hurt when she moved too quickly.

      “You’ve met him before,” Rsiran said.

      Alyse backed away, looking more uncertain than he’d ever seen her. The defiant way that she had stared at him when he first rescued her took on a different meaning. It wasn’t defiance; it was posturing. “I’ve not met him,” she said. Jessa arched a brow. “There’s another. He doesn’t hold me… after.” She said the last softly, and Rsiran almost missed it. “But this man… I hadn’t seen him before. He grabbed me and said nothing.”

      Rsiran glanced to Jessa. “You knew?”

      The irritation that had been in Jessa’s face eased. “Look at her, Rsiran. Look what she’s been through.”

      How had he missed it? He’d been watching his sister daily… but only as she made her way to and from her place of work. Never had he considered watching her there. Had he bothered to check on her there, would he have known?

      Possibly, he had to admit.

      “Alyse,” he began, “I’m so sorry.”

      She shook her head. “Why should you care? You’ve never cared.”

      He glanced at Jessa. Now that he knew what had been happening, he couldn’t let Alyse return to where she’d been staying. Whatever else, he needed to do whatever he could to keep her safe.

      “Come inside,” he suggested. “At least let’s get you out of the street. Have something to eat, or drink, and then you can decide whether you want to return.”

      Alyse hesitated, and in that moment, he thought she might choose to return, but then she nodded.
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      The inside of the Wretched Barth welcomed Rsiran. From the warm fire blazing in the hearth, to the smells of bread and meats and ale all mixing together, the Barth had been a second home to him. It was here that he first realized that he had a different kind of family, and here where he had come to grips with his ability. Without the Barth, and the people within, Rsiran didn’t know where he would have ended up.

      That wasn’t quite true. Likely, he would have remained in the mines, thinking that his father would come for him eventually, though Rsiran doubted he ever would have. He also doubted his father would have allowed him to continue his apprenticeship. So instead, Rsiran had learned a different kind of lesson, one that few others within the city knew or understood.

      Rsiran spotted Brusus coming through the kitchen door, carrying several pints of ale. He was here most nights now that owned the tavern. At first, Rsiran thought he’d bought it for nostalgic reasons, a way to remember the former owner and love of his life Lianna, but it served another purpose. Brusus had become legitimate with the purchase of the Barth, a shopkeeper who could call upon the constables.

      They took a table toward the back of the tavern. For Rsiran, that was habit as much as anything. In all the time that he’d been coming to the Barth, they always seemed to sit near the back of the tavern. It was quieter there for them, but there was an easier escape from here as well.

      Alyse looked around before sitting. In the brighter light of the tavern, Rsiran could more easily see the extent of her bruising. What he’d thought was a fresh bruise was purple and yellow, probably several days old. She sat gingerly, and he wondered what had happened to her, and why Alyse would put up with it. She had always been a proud woman, and he couldn’t imagine her letting anyone treat her like that.

      The door to the kitchen opened again and Brusus hurried out. When he saw them, he made his way to their table, stopping at others along the way, talking to everyone in the tavern. Rsiran couldn’t help but smile. He’d gone from thief to businessman.

      Brusus noticed Alyse immediately, and he nodded to her politely. “Welcome to the Barth,” he said. “Can I offer a mug of ale, or maybe a flagon of wine?”

      Alyse shook her head and placed her hands in her lap, not meeting Brusus’s eyes.

      “Rsiran,” he said. His tone suggested that he would have many questions for him later. Each night, Brusus had different questions for him, mostly trying to determine if he would manifest any different abilities. After learning that Rsiran was also descended from the Elvraeth, Brusus had treated him slightly differently.

      Then again, many of the people he’d been in contact with now treated him differently. Worst was Della. Since learning that he was related to her, she had become distant. She’d always kept secrets from him, but those had never seemed to impact him directly. She might not have known until Reading Rsiran’s mother, but she hadn’t made an effort to share when she’d discovered it, either. This time, her secret had impacted him directly.

      Brusus gave Jessa a quick nudge hello before heading off to engage with his other patrons. Once he’d left, she picked up the dice sitting in the middle of the table and started shaking them. She tossed them across the table where they came up a pair of ones. Watcher’s Eyes. Some considered the hand lucky, while others thought it unlucky.

      “You could have remained with the guild,” Rsiran said as he watched Brusus leave. “Instead you returned to Lower Town. They would have kept you safe. They would have ensured that you were unharmed.”

      “They wanted service as well,” Alyse said softly. “Maybe not the same as…” She shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut as she did. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. Why won’t you let me help you?”

      She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “You want to help? You can start by telling me what happened to Father. Since he left, everything has been different. Once he’s back, things can begin getting back to the way they were.”

      Rsiran watched her, wishing that she could understand that for him, there was nothing about the way things had been that he wanted to return to. Even with all the challenges he’d faced, and everything that he’d learned since leaving his childhood home, it was still better than what he had known before.

      “I thought you returned the master smiths?” she went on.

      Should he tell her what happened to their father? She still didn’t know that their father had been taken by Venass, or why. Rsiran still wasn’t sure that he knew why or what it meant, but he would have to find out, especially now that he had made himself a target by destroying most of the Forgotten, most importantly Evaelyn and her inner circle.

      “Most,” he said. The smiths had returned to Elaeavn, but were under close watch by the Alchemist Guild; the alchemists didn’t want to risk the blood of the smiths leaving Elaeavn again. He could imagine how the Smith Guild took that news.

      “But not Father?”

      “He was not with the others.”

      Alyse bit her lip as Brusus brought out two mugs of warm ale and a glass of blood red wine. He dropped onto one of the stools and glanced from Rsiran to Jessa, and then finally to Alyse.

      “Seems like I came in the middle of something.”

      “Not now, Brusus,” Rsiran said.

      Brusus frowned and pulled the dice toward him and flicked them across the table with a casual toss. They skittered to a stop with a pair of threes. Beggars. Not an unlucky hand, but not one that would win. His eyes narrowed slightly, and he grabbed the dice again.

      “Seems to me if she has questions, you should answer them, Rsiran.”

      Rsiran stared at Brusus, incredulous. “You’re the one to talk. Think of how little you’ve shared with us.”

      Brusus put on a hurt face. “Ah, Rsiran. That’s just not nice. I didn’t want to get you in any deeper than you needed to be. Besides, think of all I’ve shared with you over the last few months.”

      Rsiran shook his head. “Fine. If Alyse wants to know everything, then I’ll tell her everything.” He turned to his sister. “Some of it you might not want to know.”

      “What can you know that I wouldn’t want to know?”

      Jessa coughed and covered her mouth when Rsiran shot her a look.

      Everything that he could tell her he’d learned gradually, over months, allowing him to slowly become accustomed to it all. And now he would dump it on Alyse all at once. Knowing would not make her any happier, but that wasn’t his choice to make. How frustrated had he been when he discovered that Brusus had been keeping the secret of what he’d been working on from them? And then with Della, hiding what she knew of the crystals, and then what she knew of his birth?

      “Father is held in Thyr,” Rsiran started.

      “Thyr? How is it that Father is in Thyr?”

      “Because he went with me… Or more specifically, I took him there. I found him in Asador, abducted by the Forgotten. When Brusus was poisoned, I needed an antidote and was told to go to a place called the Tower of Scholars in Thyr. I learned that Father had been to Thyr, and I forced him to guide me there.” He watched Alyse and when she said nothing, he continued. “When we got there,”—Rsiran nodded inclusively toward Jessa—”they somehow captured us. They later released Jess and me, but they kept Father.”

      “I don’t understand. The Forgotten took Father? Why was he in Asador? How did you know? I thought you hated him? Why would you have helped him, and why would he have helped you?”

      Rsiran knew that it was a lot to take in. In hindsight, everything that had happened seemed impossible. When he’d found his father in Asador, he hadn’t been searching for him. He’d gone looking for Jessa, afraid of what Josun might do to her. Bringing his father back to the city with him had only been an act of necessity, not of kindness to their father.

      “It’s complicated,” was all Rsiran could say.

      “If you know where he is, why haven’t you saved him?” Alyse had an edge to her voice, as if she was on the verge of scolding him.

      “Because the scholars want me.”

      “Why would they want you?”

      “That’s also complicated.” And he wasn’t even sure he understood it himself. He had known that his abilities were unique, but now he understood why. He had the blood of the smiths as well as the blood of the Watcher. With that had come a combination of gifts that had been Seen, but had never manifested in anyone. As far as Rsiran knew, it was possible that Alyse shared those gifts, too, since she shared the same bloodline. “It has to do with Father and Mother.” Rsiran hesitated. “Have you seen her since… since the guild released you?”

      She hadn’t been a prisoner, not entirely, but she also hadn’t been allowed free to roam the city. That was why Rsiran hadn’t found her, and why he hadn’t known that the guild had her, rather than the Forgotten, or even Venass as he had feared. Had he known it was the guild, would he have searched with the same intensity? He couldn’t say whether he would have. At least she was in the city. Safe. Everything he had gone through as he searched for her had put him in more danger. Not only him, but those few people whom he cared about.

      “Mother thinks it’s safest that she doesn’t see me,” Alyse answered.

      Rsiran glanced to Brusus who shook his head. “Can’t force that, Rsiran. She holds onto a different kind of anger.”

      “Anger? Why would you describe my mother as angry?”

      Rsiran sighed. This was what it came down to. This was how everything that had happened to his parents really came together. Secrets that they’d hidden from him, as well as his sister, their entire lives. Now that he knew, and knew more about what it meant, he still didn’t know how to react. There was anger, but he figured that was natural given what had been kept from him, and by those who knew how much he’d suffered.

      “Because that’s what she is. Angry,” Rsiran said. “Have… have they ever told you about their life before we were born? Anything about how they met?”

      She shook her head. “You know that Mother and Father aren’t sentimental like that.”

      He grunted. Describing them as not sentimental seemed an understatement. “You asked what happened to Father and why he was in Thyr. I told you that I’d learned he’d been there before, but I didn’t know why at first.” Rsiran paused, looking at his sister’s expectant face. “That’s where he met Mother.”

      The corners of Alyse’s mouth pulled up in what he recognized as an annoyed expression. He’d seen it countless times growing up. “That’s ridiculous, Rsiran. Mother and Father met in Elaeavn. If I know anything, I know that much.”

      “Mother couldn’t have been in Elaeavn.”

      “Fine. I’ll play along. Why?”

      “Because her father is—was—one of the Forgotten.”

      And Della’s brother, but that seemed less important to Alyse. For him, that piece was much more important.

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Why?” Rsiran asked. “We don’t know anything about their lives before we were born. You said so yourself. And I have seen Mother. She told me enough to figure out why Father had been in Thyr, and why the Forgotten wanted him. The rest… well, for the rest, I had help.”

      “It’s not possible because I’ve met our grandparents. I’ve met Mother’s parents.”

      Rsiran frowned. Alyse was only a few years older than he was. How would she have met their grandparents but he had not?

      “When?”

      Alyse bit her lip.

      “Alyse? This is more important than you realize.” Maybe more than he realized. “When did you meet them?”

      She let out a long sigh. “It’s been a few years. They came to the house when you were at the smithy with Father. They only stayed for the afternoon. Mother tried to get them to stay longer, but they wouldn’t. I don’t remember much, but there was an argument. That’s the only time I’ve ever heard Mother angry,” Alyse said.

      A few years made it recent enough that they could still be active with the Forgotten. When he had killed Evaelyn and the others who had stolen the techniques of Venass, most of the Forgotten had been destroyed. At least, they figured that most of the organized Forgotten had been destroyed. The Alchemist Guild thought that was all that needed to be done with the Forgotten, especially now that they had rescued the kidnapped smiths, but Rsiran wasn’t sure that was it. There had been too many exiled for too long for the Forgotten to be completely eliminated. Others still searched for the remnants of the Forgotten, those with the ability to Slide mostly, and some like Sarah with the ability to detect Sliding, but he didn’t know what they’d found.

      “Do you remember their names?” Brusus asked when Rsiran didn’t answer.

      Alyse bit her lip again and looked from Rsiran to Brusus. “Not their names. I don’t even know what they looked like. Mother wouldn’t let me meet them, but I… I wanted to listen. They were my grandparents. I had to know more about them.”

      Brusus nodded, though his face appeared troubled. He grabbed the dice and shook them, tossing them on the table. They came up a pair of ones. Watcher’s Eyes again. The furrow in his brow deepened. He took a deep breath and tapped the table. “Right,” he said. “Well, I have customers to attend to, and I think you have some drinking to do.” Brusus smiled, flashing warmth that spread to his pale green eyes. He leaned toward Alyse. “I know this might not appeal to you, but I seem to be short a waitress these days. If you’re interested… Well, the position comes with a room above the tavern as well. It’s not much, but it’s warm and clean, and I can promise there won’t be any of that.” He reached toward her bruised cheek before catching himself. With a shake of his head, he sighed. “Anyway, think on it.”

      Alyse glanced to Rsiran, and then Jessa, before craning her neck to peer around the tavern. The Barth had become Rsiran’s second home. It was a place of warmth, a place where his friends gathered. They had shared happiness here, and drowned their sorrows in ale. What did Alyse see when she looked around the tavern?

      “I think… I think I would like that,” she said.

      Brusus’s smile widened. “Good. You can start tomorrow. When you’re ready, I can show you to your room.”

      Before he left, Brusus squeezed Rsiran’s shoulder. Rsiran considered his friend, wondering what he intended by offering Alyse a job.

      Brusus leaned in and whispered to him. “This way, you won’t have to spend so much of your time chasing her. Trust me, Rsiran. This will be good for you too.”

      He looked over to his sister, bruised and beaten, a different person than she had been when they shared a house with their parents. She blamed him for much of it, but the fault was not on him. Brusus was right, though. This way, he knew that she would be safe, and he could focus on what else might come at them.
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      In the light of day, Rsiran found the faint blood trail along the street more easily.

      He hated returning here without Jessa, but he wasn’t about to bring her to the place where his sister was attacked without knowing what he might have missed. Alyse claimed she’d been attacked regularly, but the man who had taken her had not seemed like a typical attacker in Elaeavn.

      Then again, there weren’t typical attackers in Elaeavn. The city had its share of minor crimes. Theft and other things that Rsiran had been a part of, but physical violence was uncommon. Partly because the constables—men and women he now knew to be guild members—kept the city under reasonable control, but partly because there was a certain code of conduct most in this part of the city lived by.

      An older couple pushed past him, weaving around where Rsiran knelt over the stones, eyeing the trail of blood. Thankfully, there hadn’t been any rain overnight to wash it away, but the heavy clouds overhead and the sticky humidity told him that wouldn’t last long.

      He followed the blood trail as it weaved through the street. After they’d escaped, Rsiran should have returned alone to find out what the man had wanted. It would have been easier to question him alone, when he didn’t have to worry about his sister or Jessa getting injured. Now all he had was the blood to follow.

      Maybe he should have asked Jessa to come along with him. At least with her, he’d have her Sight, and would be able to follow it more easily. Tracking it this way required him to almost crawl in certain places. It looked strange enough for him to be crouching on the street, but when he got down on his hands and knees to track, he looked even more ridiculous.

      When he lost the trail, Rsiran searched toward the docks. Going farther into Lower Town seemed the most likely. The man had the look of a seaman, and from there, he could have slipped onto one of the ships leaving port, and gone anywhere. Jessa had noted that he was not of Elaeavn. If he intended to abduct Alyse, going to sea would have been the easiest way out of the city.

      He found nothing that indicated that he had gone this way.

      Up the street?

      Rsiran’s gaze turned toward the Floating Palace. In this part of Lower Town, the illusion didn’t hold quite as well as it did other places, but parts of the palace still seemed to float, stretching off the rock high above him. Blue lights glowed in a few windows. Once he would have been impressed by the lanterns there. Still was, he supposed. But now, he understood how the lanterns worked, and that it was heartstone generating the blue light. Strange that he’d broken into the palace twice, and now, working with the alchemists, he could move unfettered beneath the palace.

      He found the trail again and followed it up the street, as if toward the palace.

      That made no sense. Why would the man have been moving up the street and toward the palace? He wouldn’t have been able to leave the city from there, at least not easily, and not without passing through the Aisl Forest, taking a road that was considered one of the more dangerous ways from the city.

      The forest provided protection to Elaeavn, but also isolated the city. The Elvraeth never seemed to mind that isolation, but now, Rsiran wondered if that had more to do with the fact that some—likely the council and the guildlords—knew about the Forgotten and their organization, as well as Venass. Having the protection of the forest was another layer that prevented access to the city.

      He continued along the street, following the trail of blood. It began to space out, making it more difficult for him to follow, and he wondered if the man had paused long enough to bandage his wounds. Rsiran’s knives had cut him a few times, but apparently, not badly enough to stop him.

      “Why are you staring at the ground?”

      Rsiran looked up to see Sarah standing along the edge of the road. He hadn’t realized it, but he neared the middle section of the city, with Upper Town not far from him. The guild houses were in Upper Town, but he had grown up in this part of the city, and his father’s old smithy was still here, empty now.

      “Nothing,” Rsiran said. He hadn’t seen Sarah much since their attack on the Forgotten, and then learning about his family history. Mostly, that was his choice. He didn’t like the way that Sarah had looked at him, questions in her eyes when she did, as if she wanted to study him. In some ways, she made him feel no different than he had when captured by Venass.

      “Nothing? Not even the blood that you seem to be following?” She skipped across the street and tapped the most recent streak with her toe. “I thought it might be yours, but it’s dry. It looks like you’re following someone.” She met his eyes and smiled. “Almost like a wolf tracking a wounded animal.”

      He considered denying what he was doing, but that wouldn’t help when Sarah simply followed him. Sliding might take him away from her, and he’d proven that he could mask his Slides, even from her, but he couldn’t avoid the guilds forever. Now that they knew about him—and he had helped them—it seemed unlikely that he would be able to avoid them altogether.

      “There was an attack last night,” he started. “My sister.”

      Sarah’s mouth tightened into a concerned frown. “Why would your sister be attacked?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “She claims that she suffered regular attacks before you captured her.”

      Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and tossed her dark hair over her shoulder. “Your sister was never held prisoner. She was a guest—”

      “Who wasn’t allowed to leave.”

      “—while we searched for you. After everything that you have learned, you have to understand that.”

      Rsiran sniffed. “I understand that your father was willing to take my sister hostage to get me to do what he wanted. I know that he shared only what he needed to share to coax me into doing what he thought was necessary. That’s not so different from what Venass attempted.”

      Her eyes widened. “Careful using that name around here,” she warned. “There are some who know what it means, probably working for them, and if they overhear…”

      “If there are any Listeners around, they wouldn’t have to strain too hard to hear someone talking about that place.” Not with the way the guilds searched for information. He once had thought them subtle, but now, they seemed anything but subtle. “Anyway, do you really think there’s anything to worry about here? They haven’t attacked Elaeavn.”

      “Yet.” Sarah stepped toward him, and her eyes darted up and down the street before returning to him. “There is movement, but we don’t know what it means. And since the attack on the Forgotten, the guilds haven’t exactly been getting along.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Father thinks to lead, but with what happened to the smiths… and almost happened to the miners…”

      Rsiran waited, expecting her to say more, but she didn’t. “What kind of movement?”

      Sarah shook her head. “This isn’t the best place to be having this conversation. Father intended to call you to the,” she lowered her voice even more, “to the Guild Hall, but wanted to have more information before he did.”

      “Why would he be calling me?”

      Sarah stepped away and sniffed. “Because you can help. Don’t you want to help? Elaeavn needs your abilities. I think you’ve proven that already.”

      Elaeavn might want and need his abilities, but Rsiran wasn’t entirely certain that he wanted to help Elaeavn. What had he ever received from the city?

      “Lareth, you might be the key to understanding what they want. Do you really intend to refuse to help the guild?”

      “I’m not refusing,” he said. “I’ve shown that I’ll do what’s needed to keep my friends safe.”

      Sarah shook her head. “But you won’t help the guilds.”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything I can do that would help the guilds, not if Venass is involved.”

      “I hadn’t thought that you were a fool. But maybe I was wrong. If you think that you can hide from what’s coming, and that you won’t have a role to play in it even if you don’t want to.... The Great Watcher has called you into this whether you like it or not.”

      She turned away, leaving him on the street without giving him the opportunity to respond.

      Rsiran stared after her before returning his attention to the trail of blood. As he followed it, making his way up the street, he wondered if she was right. What if the Great Watcher had pulled him into this fight? He’d been granted access to the crystals, so hadn’t that called him? And if so, could he refuse then?

      He pushed the question to the back of his mind, deciding to think on it later.

      For now, he wanted to know about the more immediate threat. Not to him, but to his sister. And maybe to him. Regardless of what she claimed, there was something off about the man who attacked her, something that seemed to be about more than … whatever it was that Alyse had been doing. Rsiran didn’t want to think about what that might have been, what had changed Alyse and stolen her confidence.

      The blood trail veered off the street, leaving the city as it went into a grassy area that stretched into the forest.

      Rsiran had worried that Alyse’s attacker might have gone into Upper Town to hide, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. Instead, the massive man had gone into the forest, as if leaving Elaeavn. But where would he go from there? There was no road, nothing but more trees and the forest.

      Rsiran hesitated a moment, knowing what Jessa would say if she knew what he was about to do, and then started into the forest.

      Oaks and elm trees rose at the edge of the forest, not the massive sjihn trees that grew deeper into the woods. The sjihn and the Aisl had once been the home of their people, long before they had moved to the city and built along the shore. Rsiran had spent enough time in the forest as a child, wandering near the heart of the forest with his mother, to know that there was a certain quiet to the forest, a weight that seemed to fill the air, in the place his people once had lived.

      Once in the forest, Rsiran wasn’t able to pick up the trail. He moved deeper into the trees, but then began to wonder what he was doing. Even if he found the trail, how far did he intend to follow it?

      He almost turned back, but there came a sound from deeper in the forest, and he started forward again. As he did, he Slid, moving a few steps at a time. The next Slide took him deep into the forest, where the canopy stretched high overhead, blocking out the sunlight. The air changed here, and cooled, losing the humidity. He shivered briefly and listened for lorcith, but didn’t detect any other than what he carried. He switched his focus to heartstone and heard nothing at first.

      There came a soft echo.

      Rsiran paused and listened. Lorcith, but why hadn’t he detected it before?

      He walked carefully, weaving around the trees as he made his way deeper into the forest. Some of the underbrush grabbed at his ankles as he walked, and he had to kick himself free.

      The ground through here had been trampled. Either the man he sought or others had definitely been through here. But why the forest? What was here that would have drawn him in?

      And where had he gone?

      A distant sense of lorcith seemed to flicker to the far north.

      Rsiran froze. There was only one way that lorcith would do that, and it meant someone else in the forest with him could Slide.
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      Listening for the lorcith, Rsiran focused on it, waiting for it to next appear. When it did, he pulled himself into a Slide, drawing toward the lorcith.

      It was foolish of him to do this. He knew that, but still couldn’t help himself. He wanted to know.

      The Slide took him beyond the edge of the forest. The snow-capped peak of Ilphaesn rose to the north, but also to the west. He’d never been here before, and should have been more careful Sliding, especially without knowing where he’d emerge.

      When he did, he readied his knives, prepared to push them if needed.

      He saw nothing.

      Rsiran closed his eyes and focused on the lorcith that he’d detected. There was a signature to it. All he had to do was find it. When it flickered into existence again, it was again far from him.

      Anchoring to the sense of the lorcith, he pulled himself again.

      This time, he emerged and saw a massive city rising to the east. Walls of gray stone encircled it. Buildings rose over the tops of the walls, with a central palace visible from the hillside he stood upon. A wide road led into the city, passing beneath a gate, and dozens of people moved in and out of the city. He searched for Ilphaesn, thinking that the mountain would help his bearings, but he didn’t see it. And he heard no sound of the sea crashing against the shore, nothing that implied that he was near the ocean.

      This wasn’t Asador. And not Thyr. What city was it?

      He should return rather than continue to chase the Slider as he jumped from place to place, but whoever it was had been in the forest. Rsiran was certain of that. He wouldn’t have been able to detect the lorcith otherwise.

      Listening again for the lorcith, when it flickered back into existence, he pulled without waiting, this time, emerging from the Slide standing in a wide grassy plain. Another city rose in the distance, but different from the last. No wall surrounded this city. He saw no sign of people within it. But he detected lorcith.

      Not the flash of lorcith that he’d detected before, but more than that. Some had a familiarity to it, likely from his forgings. He would have to get closer to know for sure, but from here, it seemed to be the case. There was the strange, soft music of unshaped lorcith within the city as well. Once he had thought that unshaped lorcith was rare, but seeing the collection in Asador, and Venass, he knew that the metal was not as rare as he once believed. How many knew of the potential trapped within lorcith? Venass knew, and the guilds, but how many others were privy to that?

      He waited, listening for the lorcith that he’d heard before. With the other lorcith in the city competing for his attention, finding it was more difficult than it had been. Then it flickered. When it reappeared, it remained in the city.

      Rsiran pulled himself into a Slide, moving toward the source of lorcith.

      This time, he emerged at the edge of a busy square.

      He backed toward a nearby building, afraid that his sudden appearance would draw the attention of the crowd in the square, but no one seemed to notice him. This was a market, Rsiran realized, much like the market in Lower Town. People wandered past booths and tables where hawkers called to passersby, trying to coax them to come to their booth. Others shouted, yelling to people nearby. Smells assaulted him, sweet and sour and thick and different. A mangy dog streaked past, and a trio of children chased after it. Everything had an energy to it that pulled him forward.

      As much as he was interested in what he might find here, he had come because of the sense of lorcith that he’d detected. He focused on it, listening for the song, and heard it clearly.

      He started away from the wall and into the crowd. A few people pushed against him, but most seemed not to pay him any mind. Rsiran almost pulled himself toward the lorcith again, but decided not to. He considered pulling it to him, but that was dangerous as well, especially not yet knowing what he might find here.

      At the nearest table, he saw a collection of vegetables. Rsiran moved on. A few more food stands were next, and then he passed one with silks and fabrics of all colors. He’d seen something similar in the crates within the warehouse. Rsiran resisted the temptation to make his way to the booth and touch the fabrics. All looked more exquisite than the simple wool that he wore, which was still finer than anything he had owned growing up.

      A few tables held pottery and ceramics, some painted with amazing skill. He passed a few other stands before reaching one where the lorcith pulled on him. This was a metalsmith stand. On it, he saw a few pots, some jewelry, and then a few knives. Three of the knives were lorcith, and forged by his hand. Next to the knives was another lorcith forging, this in the shape of a star, nothing but decoration. This was the lorcith that he detected.

      “You there,” a small man shouted. “You’re eyeing my collection?”

      Rsiran took a step toward the booth and picked up one of the lorcith knives. Holding it, he could hear the way the metal sang to him. He ran his finger over his mark at the base of the knife. Like all of the knives that he’d made, he had placed his mark on it, one that could not be traced back to him.

      “Ah, I see you’ve found the mark of the smith. As you might know, these are highly valued for the level of skill required to forge such a knife. Not many smiths are able to demonstrate this type of detail. Do you see the way the metal creases?” he asked.

      Rsiran didn’t need to see the way the metal folded. He could feel it. Then again, as he had been the one who made the knife, he remembered the way his hammer had felt as he worked the heated blade, bending and folding the lorcith as it took shape.

      “I see,” Rsiran said.

      The man looked up and noted Rsiran’s eyes and nodded. Did he recognize that he was from Elaeavn? When he’d been in Thyr, and attacked, his attackers had recognized his heritage. Not only his, but Jessa’s, and had intended to use that to sell her off for more money to a slaver.

      “Yes, I’m sure you do,” the man said. He held his hand out and waited until Rsiran handed the knife back. “These are pricey, though. Not able to see too many of this quality, and certainly not here in Cort.”

      Cort. Before returning to Elaeavn, Jessa had once lived in Cort.

      At least now, Rsiran knew where he was. Firell brought his ship through Cort, so that could have been how his knives ended up here. Cort was beyond even Eban, situated along the wide Thyrass River, near the eastern Vayan Mountain range. Beyond the mountains, Rsiran didn’t know what he’d find. With his ability to Slide, he could Slide beyond the mountains, but he’d risk himself in an attempt like that.

      “You’re probably right,” Rsiran said. “How much do you want for it?”

      The hawker’s eyes took on a bright gleam, as if he’d hooked Rsiran. “You appreciate the shape?”

      “Not only the shape, but the metal as well,” Rsiran commented.

      “A good eye for this, I see, but considering where you’re from, I shouldn’t be surprised. Yes. The metal. Also expensive, especially where this is made. Rumor says it comes from deep beneath the earth, mined by their most valued men, and brought out a few grams at a time. Takes months to find enough to make this blade.”

      Rsiran fought against the urge not to smile. “You don’t say?”

      The man nodded. “I do say. And it is even more impressive that I have three. Think on how long it took to find the metal required to make these three knives? Some traders will search for years before finding something this valuable, and here Connor Jons has them sitting on his table!”

      Rsiran set the knife down and resisted the urge to pull on the other two. They were as familiar as any blade he’d every crafted, the forging creating a connection between him and the metal.

      “You haven’t said how much.”

      “Didn’t want to scare you away until you learned how rare these are. Something like this might not be seen in Cort for months.”

      Rsiran smiled and waited.

      “Five talens,” Connor said.

      Rsiran coughed. “Five?”

      Connor nodded vigorously. “Five. I can’t part with them for anything less than that.”

      “For all three?”

      “Ah, not all three. Five each.”

      Rsiran wondered what Brusus would say if he knew what his knives were fetching outside the city. He’d sold them to Brusus for only a few dronr, and now to hear that they were getting so much in gold… Rsiran couldn’t imagine.

      “That… that’s more than I have,” Rsiran said.

      He started to back away. The lorcith that he’d sensed was here, but Connor wasn’t the one who had Slid. Rsiran could tell that from the way the man watched him, and his pale brown eyes.

      “Ah, well, perhaps I could let one go for four, especially seeing as how you seem to be a purveyor of fine craftsmanship.”

      Rsiran stopped and turned his attention to the decorative star. “What about that?”

      Connor blinked and lifted the star. “This? Not the same level of skill into this. Pretty plain really. A man like you would be better served with one of these knives. Not only decorative, but practical, too, if you know what I mean.”

      Rsiran sniffed. “Not for four talens.”

      “Ah, well. I have buyers who appreciate such things.” He grabbed the star and held it up to the light. “This, on the other hand, is more primitive.” A smile came to his face. “That’s not to say that it’s not as valuable. Primitive can mean that it holds a different kind of significance. Sometimes primitive is the most valuable.”

      Rsiran could detect the lorcith from the star and noted that it was the one that he’d tracked. But who had carried it and why leave it here?

      “How long have you had it?”

      Connor shrugged. “Not long,” he admitted. “Another recently traded it to me.”

      “For what?”

      “I have many items of value.”

      “Like more of these knives?” Rsiran asked.

      The hawker shook his head. “These knives are not as common as that. And what I traded was nothing more than a simple charm.” He leaned toward Rsiran. “I probably got the better end of the trade, if you ask me. Look at this,” he said, holding the star toward Rsiran. “Though it doesn’t carry the smith’s mark like the knives, you can tell that this was created by a master smith. The way the metal comes together is the key. See this seam here?” He pointed to a place that looked no different from the rest. Even drawing on his sense of lorcith didn’t tell him that there was anything different about what the hawker tried to show him. “This is how you know the skill of the smith.”

      “How much?”

      Connor shook his head. “I haven’t had a chance to fully evaluate its worth. This sort of thing normally takes time for me, and I wouldn’t want to overcharge you…”

      Rsiran could tell that Connor was only trying to consider exactly how much he could squeeze from him. If it were anything else, he wouldn’t have been interested, but he wanted to know why someone would have brought this from the forest outside of Elaeavn to here. And he would really like to know what he had traded it for.

      Rather than waiting for Connor to make another offer, Rsiran pulled one of the knives from his pocket, choosing the one most like the one the man already possessed. He flipped it in his hand before setting it on the table in front of the hawker.

      “I’ll trade this for that,” Rsiran said.

      Connor’s eyes widened, and he quickly counted the knives he had on the table, mouthing to himself as he did. “You already had one,” he said with an amused smile.

      Rsiran only nodded.

      “May I?” the man asked.

      Rsiran nodded again.

      The hawker took the knife and held it to the light. The metal of the blade flowed nicely, and Rsiran couldn’t help but feel pride in his work as he looked at it. Like the others, his mark adorned the bottom of the blade.

      “The same smith,” the hawker whispered. “How did you...”

      “Will you trade?” Rsiran asked. He had considered simply taking the star—and the knives for that matter—and Sliding away, but that would make his visit to Cort memorable, and he didn’t want that. He would rather the man remember him only for making a trade, and his interest in lorcith. That was much less exciting than a man who stole from him and then simply disappeared.

      Connor handed him the star and took the knife. “Such skill,” he said slowly and then looked up at Rsiran. “I don’t say this often, but are you certain this is the trade you wish to make? I’ve already told you what I can fetch for these knives. That,” he pointed toward the star with the blunt end of the knife, “won’t bring nearly the reward. You could sell it yourself for nearly as much.”

      Rsiran felt better about not simply taking the lorcith star from Connor. “And who would I sell it to? Seems that you’re the only vendor here interested in such metalwork.”

      Another smile spread across Connor’s face. “Ah, well in that you are right. Not many others with the same interest in these items. But I can’t have someone saying that Connor Jons didn’t bargain fairly.” He leaned behind his booth and rustled through a few items before standing and handing another piece of lorcith to Rsiran. “Here. This is much like the one I traded for that.” He tapped the star with the flat of the knife.

      Rsiran took the lorcith. Unlike with the star, in this, he detected enormous skill in the forging. The star was simple, a forging he would have been able to create almost before he even started listening to the call of the lorcith. But this other… In some ways, it reminded him of the map of grindl that he’d found that led to the Alchemist Guild house. This wasn’t quite as detailed as that, but it would have required a master smith to forge it, nonetheless.

      It formed the shape of some sort of symbol, like that of a fox’s head, with one eye that practically followed him as he turned it from side to side, but that wasn’t the extent of the shape. That might be all that he could see, but he sensed a deeper pattern.

      “Take this as well. Together with that,” Connor said, touching the star again with the knife that Rsiran had traded him, “that is a much better trade. Now you won’t go spreading the word that Connor Jons cheated you.”

      Rsiran took the forging and slipped it carefully into an empty pocket. Unlike the star, that shaping would have taken skill and time to create, and he would need to study it to see if he understood how to create it. Even with all that he’d learned, making something like that would be difficult for him.

      “I wouldn’t say that.” He considered leaving, but then hesitated. “I have an interest in interesting metals,” he told Connor. “Will you be here long?”

      Connor shook his head. “Not here, I’m afraid. From here, I travel to Eban, and then south, beyond the forest, to Yilan and Tsot.” A wide smile spread. “I have to replace what I’ve traded, and each place values something different.” He shrugged. “What you find interesting, those in Yilan will likely not. And Tsot… they have an even different appreciation for my wares.”

      “Well, if you ever come across anything interesting, keep me in mind. I might be able to find another knife to trade.”

      Connor laughed and slapped the top of his table. “Another? Didn’t you hear what I said about the metal? Months to acquire! And now I have four!”

      “Where’s the market for these?” Rsiran asked.

      Connor shook a finger at him. “If I told you where I can sell them the best, you’d do it yourself. Don’t worry, you didn’t get that bad a trade!”

      Rsiran tipped his head in thanks and started back into the market crowd. He had found himself in Cort by following whoever had been Sliding in the Aisl Forest, and he had gone to the forest in pursuit of the man who had attacked his sister. He’d failed to find either. But maybe he’d found something better.

      He fingered the small circular shape, running his finger over the fox head and probing the lorcith as he did. There seemed to be almost something serpentine hidden beneath the fox, but he couldn’t be certain.

      When he returned to Elaeavn, he would need to ask Jessa if there was anything her Sight could help him with. She’d be angry that he left the city without her, but she would forgive him. She always did eventually.

      Rsiran bumped into someone as he started away and detected a sense of lorcith. As he turned, the lorcith flickered and disappeared.

      He reached for it, but found no sign of where it had gone.

      With a frustrated sigh, he made his way into one of the alleys leading away from the market, and Slid back to Elaeavn.
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      “I don’t see why you think you need to come here,” Jessa said. She walked along next to Rsiran, holding tightly to his hand, as if he would Slide away again without telling her. She still hadn’t completely forgiven him for Sliding all the way to Cort without her.

      “You’ve seen the medallion,” he said to her. He had no other way to describe the fox head carving. Now, he was even more certain that there was a serpentine figure set beneath the fox head, as if the second one had been formed over the first. He could feel it, but couldn’t see it. And Jessa couldn’t see it, either. That made him feel somewhat better about it.

      “I’ve seen it, but I don’t understand why you’re so excited about it. This is different from the map that you found. At least I understood why you were so excited about that.”

      He fingered the medallion in his pocket, tracing the shape of the fox head. With enough time and focus—and the right tools—he thought that he could recreate the fox shape, but he wasn’t sure that he would be able to bury another shape beneath it. That took more skill than he thought even he possessed.

      “It’s because you can’t see it. If you understood…”

      “I understand.” She tilted her chin forward as she breathed deeply of the pale blue flower tucked into her charm. “But I don’t think that we need to come here.”

      They turned onto a wide street leading out of Lower Town. Shops and other businesses lined the street, most with brightly painted signs hanging from eaves. This was a place that Rsiran knew well, and had once been comfortable in, but in the time that he had been with Jessa and spending his days in Lower Town, he had become less and less comfortable in this section of the city.

      One of the shops in particular caught his eye. It was a smithy, much like his father’s, and Rsiran had known the master smith before everything that had happened, but had not taken the time to come to this section of the city to visit with Seval since he’d returned from the mines. Yet, when he had been given the medallion, the first thing that Rsiran had thought to do was to ask Seval what he might know. Of all the smiths that Rsiran had ever interacted with, Seval was one who had the skill to craft the most intricate work. Before, he had always assumed it was because he had trained the longest, but now, Rsiran wondered if there was something about Seval’s connection to lorcith that had given him the skill needed to create such detailed forgings.

      “This is the only place that I could think of coming,” Rsiran answered.

      “After everything—”

      “But everything has changed, hasn’t it?” he asked. “With what we did to help the guild, we don’t have to hide the same way. I don’t have to worry about the other smiths as we did before.” He still worried that everything would change on him again. He wasn’t accustomed to not worrying about having his smithy discovered or what the guild might do to him. At least those threats were gone. Maybe another might be gone, too, if the Forgotten were really as weakened—or even decimated—as the guild claimed. Of that, Rsiran was less certain, and it was something that he needed to determine for himself. “And now I can go to one of the master smiths and ask this question.”

      “What if he won’t answer?”

      It was possible that Seval might see him and be angry. It was no longer a secret that he could use lorcith in the way that he did, especially not from the smiths that they had rescued. Much like the secret of his Sliding had gotten out. It was still a secret from most, but not the same as it had been before.

      “Then he won’t answer. And I could go to the Alchemist Guild.”

      He stopped at the entrance to the smithy and paused. Inside, there came the familiar ring of hammer on metal, and the scent of hot coals drifted through the door. A muted voice called out, but then was overpowered by the sound of the hammering.

      When Rsiran opened the door and stepped inside, he was overcome with a feeling of familiarity. Each smithy was set up a little differently, and Seval’s was no exception, but it felt like a combination of his father’s smithy and the abandoned smithy that Rsiran had claimed.

      Jessa held tightly to his hand as they stood in the doorway.

      “Be with you in a minute,” a gruff voice called.

      Rsiran closed the door and stood watching. Seval was a large man, and still heavily muscled at his age, though his belly started to bulge and strain at the belt he wore. Sweat stained his dark work shirt, and a streak of dark soot crossed his brow. A slender hammer beat at a narrow length of metal—silver, Rsiran noted. He turned the metal quickly, moving it from side to side, as the hammer connected.

      After a few moments, Seval set the hammer down and held the length of silver carefully in his tongs as he set it on his workbench, before looking over. When he saw Rsiran, his eyes widened.

      “Lareth.”

      “Master Seval,” Rsiran said in greeting.

      Seval grunted, checking the forging before coming over to them. “Not sure you need to use that term around me, Lareth. I’ve seen some of your work.”

      Rsiran felt his heart sink. If Seval had seen it, had he minded the fact that Rsiran violated the custom of the Smith Guild and continued to work the forge? “I—”

      “You’ve got real talent. Shame you and your father didn’t see eye to eye. Think you could have learned much.” He smeared the soot across his forehead with a swipe of his arm. “Mind you, I think I could still teach you a thing or two.”

      That wasn’t the reaction that Rsiran had expected. He hadn’t known exactly what to expect, only that he didn’t think that one of the master smiths would be willing to have him apprentice under him. After being forced from his apprenticeship under his father, he had given up on the idea that he would ever be allowed to run his own shop. That had hurt more than he expected. Then when Brusus had discovered the abandoned smithy, and Rsiran had made it his own, he had become more comfortable with the fact that he would never run his own smithy, at least not openly, and that he could be content with the knowledge the lorcith provided. In time, he might even gain enough skill where he wouldn’t feel limited by what he didn’t know. But the more that he worked the forge, the more he wondered what lessons he might have missed out on by not finishing a formal apprenticeship.

      “I’d like that,” Rsiran managed to say.

      Seval laughed. He had a deep voice, and his laugh was booming. “You would, huh? Probably you’d like to show me how skilled you are. Perhaps you think you could skip a full ‘ship and be raised straight to the guild?”

      “That’s not what I was saying—”

      Seval glanced at Jessa. “Not what you’re saying, but what you’re thinking, eh? Why don’t you show me something?”

      Rsiran glanced at Jessa, and she only shrugged. She’d been with him long enough to have spent hours with him at the forge, listening to the rhythmic crashing of the hammer and the way it struck the metal, forming the forgings that he needed to make, too often drawing weapons from the lorcith.

      “What would you like to see?” Rsiran said. He looked at Seval’s set up and noted the hot coals and the massive anvil, but he had an assortment of finer tools. Rsiran no longer had access to those tools, not as he once did. Some he had made, but others he had no need for, considering that most of the items he forged were weapons.

      “From what I hear, you have a talent with lorcith. I’d like to see a journeyman project. Think of it as a way to demonstrate your skill. Impress me.”

      Rsiran made his way to the forge and took stock of the equipment. Impressing Seval would be difficult, but if Rsiran didn’t, he wondered if the man would bother answering his questions about the medallion. Making something simple like the knives that he’d been crafting wouldn’t be enough for Seval. He would need to forge something that required more delicate skill.

      A large wooden crate held Seval’s supply of lump lorcith, and Rsiran stood, listening to it. There were several pieces in the bin that were willing to take on whatever shape he wanted, while others sent him images of what they were willing to take. There was one, though, from which Rsiran detected something different. An interest in working with him. Together, to see what they could create.

      Taking the piece of lorcith, he took it to the coals and listened to the song of the metal. As he often did when he decided to forge without any real intent behind it, he let the way the metal called to him sit in his mind, as if together, they could come up with something outstanding. He wanted to impress Seval, but he needed something distinct. This wasn’t a massive piece of lorcith, but large enough that he could begin to see its potential.

      As the lorcith heated, Seval leaned toward the forge. “How did you choose your lorcith?”

      “It spoke to me.”

      “And you listened?”

      Sometimes he did, and sometimes he asked the metal, choosing the lorcith based on his intent. This time, he wanted to work with it. “I always listen, Master Seval. Lorcith is never as strong as when you listen to its needs.”

      Seval’s brow furrowed, but he said nothing.

      When the metal took on a soft, orange glow, Rsiran took it back to the anvil and set it there. The metal cooled slightly, just enough to be pliable yet firm under his hammer. Rsiran grabbed the smaller hammer—the same one that Seval had been using—and began working at the lorcith.

      His strokes came slowly at first, striking carefully, but then he fell into the pattern, letting the metal guide him. The shape that began to form in his mind had more detail than he would ever expect to manage with the lorcith, but he would try.

      He lost himself in the hammering.

      It felt good to be working the forge, but strange at the same time to be in someone else’s smithy. All the time that he’d been on his own made it difficult to accept that another would watch, and judge. But all the time on his own had given him a confidence with his abilities that he hadn’t otherwise possessed.

      Setting the hammer down, he grabbed a slender rod meant for finer shaping. Using this, he worked through the metal, prying the desired shape from it. It wasn’t fine enough for the detail in his mind. He went with another rod, but found no better luck with it.

      For a moment, he considered creating his own. It wasn’t uncommon for smiths to need to make tools as they went, especially when what they needed wasn’t readily available, but he didn’t think that would allow him to attain the detail that he sought.

      Rsiran stepped back and focused on what he imagined in his mind. Using this image, he pushed on the heated metal, sending it rippling. He’d never attempted this technique with forging before, but as he did, it made sense.

      Keeping the temperature just hot enough for the metal to change, he continued to push and pull on the lorcith in different ways, drawing the shape out of it. He lost track of how long he worked, only that he began to circle the anvil, noting the shape of the lorcith that he intended slowly manifesting. Details formed that he’d never attempted before as the shape took hold.

      Then he stopped. The forging was complete.

      Rsiran quenched the metal and then set it on Seval’s bench. He might not have Sight, but he could feel the detail within the lorcith in ways that he could never—would never—see, even with the soft glow that he now saw from lorcith.

      He wiped an arm across his head, smearing the sweat, and felt a sense of pride in what he’d made.

      “That’s incredible,” Jessa said. “The detail in the trunk and the leaves… You can tell exactly which sjihn tree you were thinking about.”

      Rsiran nodded. When the lorcith had started speaking to him, the image of a sjihn tree came into his mind, and he figured that would be as good a way as any to demonstrate to Seval the type of skill that he possessed. The only problem had been that Rsiran didn’t—or hadn’t—had that level of skill before. Now that he looked at what he’d made, he agreed that he could tell which tree he had in mind.

      “This is Lianna’s tree,” he said. It took on the shape of the sjihn that watched over Lianna in the heart of the forest.

      “You should show this to Brusus.”

      “This isn’t mine,” he said. “I used Seval’s lorcith and his forge. This would be his.”

      Seval stood from a stool along the far wall, setting down a pen and coming over to his bench. He lifted the lorcith sjihn tree and twisted it as he studied it. “The metal spoke to you of this?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “Not of this. I worked with it, trying to choose a shape that it would help me with.” The sjihn had come into his mind, but the lorcith had agreed to it. Without that, Rsiran didn’t think that he’d have been able to create the level of detail that he’d managed with it.

      “You stopped using tools.”

      Rsiran nodded. “They weren’t fine enough for what I wanted. Maybe for you, but I don’t think that I could have made this with your tools.” He doubted that he could have made it with tools that he fashioned himself. The only way that Rsiran had been able to create the tree was by pushing on the metal, something that he’d never attempted.

      “You have an interesting technique, Lareth, but there is no doubting your skill.” He handed the lorcith tree to Rsiran. “This is yours. Something like this could be more valuable than you realize.”

      Seval turned to the bench and lifted a small lorcith platter. Rsiran could feel the detail used to make it. “There are some who’ve seen your work, myself included, who know that you’ve learned lessons that many smiths never learn. Others still aren’t certain about the way you learned—a little too focused on the way apprenticeships have been run to remember that smith blood once provided all the education a man needed.” He nodded to Rsiran. “And you got smith blood, don’t you?”

      Rsiran noted the interested twinkle to his eyes. “I can hear the lorcith, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Hear it? From what I’ve seen,” he said, nodding to the tree, “you’ve more than heard it. What you’ve done there is nothing short of extraordinary.” He handed the lorcith platter to Rsiran. “This is what my last journeyman made for me. Detailed, yes. Impressive? Certainly. He was as skilled as I’d seen in a few years.” Seval took the platter back and set it on his table. “Or had been, until today. I think I understand now the push to make you a member of the guild.”

      “Push? What push?”

      Seval smiled. “After what you did for the guild, it shouldn’t take a demonstration of skill, but I admit that I wasn’t certain. At least, I hadn’t been before today. Now… well, now I think I understand why the alchemists would see you legitimized.”

      Rsiran glanced at Jessa. He had never considered the possibility that he could somehow be legitimized with the guild. All the time that he’d been working at his unsanctioned smithy, all he wanted was to avoid drawing too much attention to himself, so that he could continue to work, and not fear the constables coming and trying to shut him down. But if the guild recognized him… he wouldn’t have to fear that anymore. Not that he really did now, anyway. If the alchemists recognized him, he wouldn’t really have to worry that the constables would come for him, especially now that he knew the constables were members of the guild. The smithy was as safe as it could be.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Seval nodded to the lorcith that Rsiran held. “Think of that as your journeyman project for my smithy, Lareth. And let me tell you, the apprentices who’ve come before you will tell you I was a harsh master to work under. Most stayed much longer than they’d intended before achieving journeyman status. But you… damn, man. You achieved in hours what took most years to accomplish.”

      Hours. Rsiran hadn’t known how much time he’d lost when he had been working with the lorcith. It wasn’t uncommon for him to lose time while at the forge, but hours? That wasn’t all that common. The only times he’d managed that had been when he was making dozens of knives, but he had been very aware of the time when he had.

      “Anyway, you have my support, Lareth. Not that you need it. Seems like you can do whatever you want with lorcith.”

      That wasn’t what Rsiran wanted, but then he hadn’t come to Seval expecting to make something for him, and certainly not a demonstration of his ability with lorcith. “That’s not really why I came to you today.”

      Seval frowned. “Isn’t it? Thought maybe the alchemists… Doesn’t matter. I stopped figuring I knew what others would do when I was abducted from Elaeavn. Damn Forgotten thought to use us, thinking to make us create those horrible piercings. Not the kind of thing that most of us knew how to make.”

      Rsiran hadn’t realized that they had been asked to make the piercings, but it made sense, especially with what he’d seen from Inna and the others working with her. “I’m sorry they took you from your home.”

      “Not the worst of it for me,” Seval said. “Others had it worse. Besides, I’m tougher than most.” He flashed a smile. “What did bring you here, if not a desire to show off how much more skilled you are with lorcith than I am?”

      When Rsiran arched his brow at the comment, Seval laughed. “Just lorcith. Can’t say that you have the same skill with other metals until I see it for myself. But with that… damn, you certainly can outdo my attempts. That’s practically art like the ancient smiths used to make. The kind that they have up in the palace.”

      Rsiran made a point to remember that he would need to visit the palace and see some of the work of the ancient smiths. Then he might be able to see how skilled they were and if there was anything that he could do that could replicate their work.

      He fished the medallion out of his pocket and handed it to Seval. “What can you tell me about this?” he asked.

      Seval took the medallion, held it out, and cocked his head to the side. Rsiran wondered if he was Sighted and used the ability to gauge what had gone into the creation of the medallion, but he couldn’t tell, and he wasn’t about to ask him if he was. That wasn’t the kind of question you asked. The longer Seval held the medallion, Rsiran began to wonder if maybe he listened to the lorcith in it, much like the way Rsiran did.

      “Surprised you didn’t recognize this.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t see the details?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “I’m not Sighted.”

      “Don’t have to be, I expect. You’ve got a connection to lorcith that should tell you all you need to know about this piece.”

      Jessa took the medallion and held it up. “What is it? Why should Rsiran recognize this?”

      Seval studied her for a moment and nodded to the medallion.

      “Because his grandfather is the one who made it.”
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      Rsiran sat in front of his forge, watching the red coals as they softly cooled. This was a place of comfort to him. He was surrounded by lorcith and heartstone alloy protections he’d put in place, using forgings that had come from his hand, crafted with a sense of urgency and the desire to keep Jessa and him safe. Every time that he left here, he wondered if he would be able to return, and whether he would find the same safety when he did.

      A pair of knives rested on the anvil, shaped by him as he had worked the forge. They were small—ideal for pushing—and were born from a request to the metal to allow him to make the shapes needed for the knives to fly true. He’d made knives like these before, often enough that he knew they would be perfect for what he needed, but had added a little extra heft to the handle of the knife in case he needed to use it in a different way. Fighting off the man who had attacked Alyse made him realize that cutting with the knife might not always be the best solution. There might be times when he simply needed to knock someone out. He could push with significant force behind the lorcith, enough to incapacitate but not kill.

      He had hoped that spending time working would help clear his head. Usually, when he worked at the forge, he found that he was able to think more clearly, but after meeting with Seval, and his comments about the guild, his mind practically buzzed. For the first time, the forge hadn’t helped, probably because it was the reason his mind raced.

      The door to the smithy opened and he spun quickly, Sliding to it. He expected Jessa, but it was not her. Haern entered, and met him with his sword held in outstretched hands.

      “Thought you might want to spar a bit,” Haern suggested.

      “Why?”

      “Sometimes, work is helpful to focus the mind, other times, you need to do something. Seems to me that this is one of those times when you just need to act.”

      Rsiran glanced over to the forge. The coals were cooling enough that he wouldn’t have to worry about them. He pulled the knives that he’d just made to him, catching them from the air and slipping them into his pockets. “Where?”

      “You need a bit more of a challenge than in your smithy. Let’s try the Aisl this time.”

      “The last time you took me to the Aisl to practice we came across the guild.”

      “This won’t be like the last time.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Haern grunted. “Because you’re more skilled than you were the last time, and we know about the guild. Nothing really to fear there.”

      It seemed to him that there was always something for him to fear. If not his father and the mines, then Josun Elvraeth, or the Forgotten and Venass. There might never come a time when he didn’t have something to fear.

      He slipped the locks closed, but didn’t fully bar the door. The locks would keep most out of the smithy, but not Jessa unless he barred it completely. Then he grabbed Haern and Slid them to the Aisl.

      When they emerged, Haern shook his head. “Still not sure I can get used to that. The way you did that was… seemed to have a different draw to it than the first time I went with you.”

      “Pulling like that is the only way I know to keep the members of the Thenar Guild from detecting when I Slide.”

      Rsiran looked at the trees rising above them, the massive sjihn trees found only in the Aisl, and tallest this deep in the forest. The clearing here was one that Rsiran had been to many times, but now it had a different significance for him. Lianna rested here, buried after Josun had killed her. Brusus hadn’t said much about her death, but Rsiran suspected that he still searched for Josun, wanting revenge for what happened to her. Rsiran wanted nothing more than to avoid the man who’d done so much harm to his newfound family.

      “Why here?” Haern asked.

      “I know this place.”

      “Yeah, but why here?”

      Rsiran looked to the trees and considered Sliding to one of the branches, standing among treetops that had once provided shelter to his people. But it had been over a thousand years since they had left their homes among the trees to live along the shores. Sliding would have been useful back then, allowing easy travel between the branches. There was a time when he’d felt his ability wasn’t useful at all, but at least that had changed.

      “My mother used to bring us here when I was a child.”

      Hearn frowned at that, and his eyes went distant for a moment. “Into the trees?”

      “I think she liked the forest.”

      Haern blinked. “Not many within the city ever come out here, and certainly not this deep into the forest.”

      Rsiran hadn’t ever given it much thought, but Haern was right. Now that he did think about it, it was strange that his mother had brought them out here. Why to the forest, and why this deep into the forest?

      “I’ve never really questioned it.”

      Haern’s mouth tightened into a frown. “You get enough experience, and you start to question everything. I think you’re getting there already, but Jessa is right, Rsiran. You got blinders on when it comes to your family.”

      “She thinks I’m blind when it comes to anyone I care about.”

      “Well, we can all be accused of something similar. But you have a forgiving heart, though I don’t know why. I’ve heard what they did to you, and you were lucky to have made it out as intact as you are. Had you stayed there, you might not have developed the way you did. Maybe you need to be thankful about what happened.”

      “I am thankful,” Rsiran said.

      Haern grunted. “Fine. But always think to question. Something doesn’t look right, or doesn’t sound quite right, you got to push. Trust your gut. You’ve done well so far trusting your instinct. Now—”

      He flung a knife at Rsiran without any further warning.

      It wasn’t lorcith. Rsiran pushed on one of his knives and knocked Haern’s from the air. Haern smiled at him and threw another knife, but as he did, he rolled to the ground and unsheathed his sword. With a quick slashing movement, he swiped toward Rsiran and almost managed to hit him.

      Rsiran Slid back a few steps and emerged, unsheathing his sword.

      “Good,” Haern said. “Now try without Sliding.”

      “I don’t need to try without Sliding,” Rsiran said.

      “What if your ability fails? You’ve already seen how you can be too weak to Slide, or too sick to Slide. There may come a time when you can move, and fight, but you can’t use your abilities. Need you to be prepared for that.”

      Haern lunged at him, and Rsiran brought his sword up to counter. Without meaning to, he pulled on the sword as well. Haern seemed to have expected the move, and reversed the angle of his sword and jabbed it under Rsiran’s blade.

      Rsiran Slid backward.

      “Without Sliding,” Haern said in a grunt.

      Rsiran swiped at Haern with his sword, bringing the blade around in a sharp cut, before swinging down. Haern countered, driving the tip of Rsiran’s sword down.

      The clang of metal on metal echoed through the forest. Haern attacked, forcing Rsiran back, and Rsiran continued to struggle against the urge to Slide. He also resisted the urge to push on the sword. Fighting this way felt like fighting in the dark. He had grown accustomed to using his abilities as he attacked. Haern had trained him so that he would use them, and made certain that Rsiran had the skill needed to fight with not only the knives that he made, that he could push on, but also adding his ability to Slide to them. The combination had been how he’d managed to stop Evaelyn.

      Now, he fought with only his mediocre sword skill. His heartstone alloy blade created a bright bluish light in the forest, illuminating Haern, but he still struggled using the sword as more than a long knife. Nothing like the skilled sellswords that were found guarding the warehouse.

      “Keep your focus, boy,” Haern said.

      He smacked the flat of his sword against Rsiran’s arm, and he dropped his sword. “Damn!” Rsiran grabbed at his arm, feeling a welt already starting to form. “You’re asking me to fight without any of my abilities but you don’t limit yours.”

      “Limit? What advantage do you think me being able to See gives me?”

      “Can’t you predict where I’m going to attack?”

      Haern grunted and flicked Rsiran’s sword back to him. Rsiran pulled on it, and it came flying up to his hand. “With others, yes. But you know I can’t See you. That makes you dangerous for me. You’re the kind of person I would’ve avoided when given an assignment. Not enough to See, you know?” Haern took his attack stance. “Besides, you don’t need to use your abilities to defeat me. You got size and strength. Use that to your advantage. Working as a smith made you strong, so use that if you need to.”

      “Like this?” Rsiran ran at Haern and knocked him to the ground before Haern had the chance to react. He wrestled Haern’s sword from him, finding Haern much stronger than he would have expected, and then stood.

      Haern remained on the ground, holding his arm. “Like that,” he said. “Anyone else, and I would’ve Seen it coming. That’s your advantage, Rsiran. You’ve got many, but you got to remember to use them. Slide if you need to. Push on the metal as you do when you can. But if it comes down to it and your abilities fail, you need to think about what you’d do to get away.”

      Rsiran sheathed his sword and reached out a hand to help Haern stand. “I’ve had my abilities taken from me already, and we’ve managed to get away.”

      Haern shook his head, rubbing the same arm that he held. “Not the same. When you’ve been caught, your abilities saved you. With Josun, you figured out another way to Slide. Same with Venass. With the Forgotten, you waited until you got well enough before you got away.”

      “Why are you so worried about this?”

      Haern sheathed his sword and sighed. “Mostly because I don’t want you hurt. Can’t keep you out of this, even if we wanted to. You’re a part of it now, and because of you, so is she.”

      “Why are you so concerned about Jessa?”

      Haern laughed softly. “You worried about my intentions, Rsiran? Jealous? I’m old enough to be her father.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “What, then? You don’t like it that I want to keep your girl safe?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. You’ve always been concerned about her, but it’s more than that with you. Everything you do is about her.” Rsiran didn’t want to remind Haern of the time when he’d attacked him. There was no point in throwing that back out there. “First trying to keep her from me, and now you’re training me so I can protect her.”

      “You don’t think I want to see you safe?”

      “Maybe,” Rsiran agreed. “But I think that your intent is different.”

      Haern glanced around the Aisl, his gaze catching on the trees and the tall grasses before turning back to Rsiran and holding him. “See? Now you’re starting to question. Good for you.” He started walking, moving toward the trees. Rsiran ran after him, choosing not to Slide. “I have to watch after Jessa,” Haern said as they passed beneath the first sjihn tree. His voice was hushed here, as if the trees swallowed it. He continued another few dozen steps, stopping at one of the massive trees and touching the trunk without turning his attention back to Rsiran. “Given your relationship, you have a right to know. Probably ought to tell her more than I have.”

      “Tell her more about what?”

      “Her father. We knew each other, once. He’s the reason I got away. Without him, I wouldn’t have managed to get free of Venass, and the Hjan.”

      “What are the Hjan?” The name sounded strange to him, an accent to it that didn’t quite fit his tongue, as if the language was not one he was meant to speak.

      “Assassins. That’s where I got my training. Not all of Venass are like the scholars you met. That group is interested in power, and understanding things that they have no right to understand, but there are others, a secretive group with powers of their own. The Hjan. That’s what I was a part of. And once you’re in, you don’t leave, at least not easily.”

      “How did Jessa’s father get you out?”

      “Other than cutting out Venass’s ‘gift’?” Haern touched the scar along his cheek.

      Rsiran nodded. “He would have needed to have some Healing ability.”

      “Not many with that other than Della.”

      “Then how did he?”

      “That’s between him and me. All you need to know is there was a price, and he paid it. Because of that, I owed him.” Haern took a deep breath and punched the tree, leaving an indentation in the trunk. “With what happened to him when he was caught, and what happened to her… well, I owed her father my life and promised that I would do whatever I needed to keep her safe.”

      Rsiran circled the tree until he was standing in front of Haern, and forced the man to meet his eyes. “You’re the reason he was captured. The reason he stole.”

      Haern nodded. “Lost his hand because of me. And then his life when it got infected. Nothing I could do for him, as much as I wanted to try. So you see, Rsiran, there’s a reason why I would do anything to keep Jessa safe.”

      “Haern… you know how I feel about her. You know that I, too, will do whatever it takes to keep her safe.” That had been the reason he’d fortified his smithy, and the reason that he was willing to go after the Forgotten, and even Venass if it came to it. He would do what he needed to keep his friends, but especially Jessa, safe.

      Haern grunted. “Know that now. I wouldn’t tell you these things otherwise. That’s why you need to keep working. This business with Venass. They aren’t like the Forgotten, who play by rules you understand coming from Elaeavn. Venass, well, they make their own rules. You’ve seen some of it, but when—or if—you truly make an attempt to engage—then you’ll learn how far they will go, and you’ll have to decide how far you’re willing to go. That’s what I want you to be ready for, Rsiran. Something you can’t understand until it comes at you.”

      Rsiran nodded at Haern, wondering what he might be required to do in order to stop Venass. What might he need to do to finally keep everyone he cared about safe? How far was he willing to go?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      Rsiran sat at the Wretched Barth, staring into the mug of ale, wishing he had answers that wouldn’t come to him. Seval telling him that his grandfather had made the medallion did nothing but raise more questions. The level of detail in the medallion was the kind that Rsiran had not seen before. Even with what he’d demonstrated—mostly to himself—by creating the sjihn tree out of lorcith, he still didn’t know if he would be able to bury another shape inside of one.

      “You need to stop asking so many questions,” Brusus said. He tapped the dice he held in his hand and then shook them and, with a flick of his wrist, sent them spilling across the table. “I’m surprised the alchemists thinks they can convince the Smith Guild to legitimize you. Something like that Rsiran… damn. That is valuable in ways that we don’t even know yet.”

      Rsiran smiled. “I’m sure you could come up with ways for it to be valuable. But, from what I’ve heard, the guilds aren’t necessarily working well together. So the alchemists might not hold much sway over the smiths.”

      “Not sure that matters. Besides, if you can get legitimized in the eyes of the Smith Guild, think of what we could do!”

      “Like selling more of my work?”

      “Ah, you say that like it’s a bad thing. I seem to recall that I’ve helped you out a fair bit.”

      Rsiran looked up. “I didn’t tell you that I met a man who wanted five talens for one of my knives.”

      Brusus sent the dice skidding across the table. “Five?”

      Rsiran nodded. “In Cort.”

      He took a shaky breath and reached for the dice. “Cort isn’t really a nice place, Rsiran.”

      “Thyr isn’t really a nice place, either.”

      Brusus laughed. “Yeah, I suppose we can say that about most of the cities outside of Elaeavn. Why were you in Cort in the first place?”

      “I was following the man who attacked Alyse and ended up tracking someone I sensed Sliding while in the forest.”

      “You need to be careful. Chasing after someone and Sliding when you don’t even know where it’s taking you? Do you think he knew you were following him? Were you led there intentionally?”

      Rsiran hadn’t come up with an answer to that. Whoever it was, he was able to Slide, and though he’d Slid to another unknown city on the way, Cort seemed to be the destination. Rsiran was certain of that. But why Cort, and why make a stop to visit a trader?

      The kitchen door opened, and Alyse came out carrying a large tray burdened with three plates and four mugs. She balanced it well. From here, Rsiran could see that the angry bruise on her cheek hadn’t fully faded. “I’m not sure Elaeavn is all that much different. We want to be, and pretend our city is better than others, but is it really?”

      Brusus shrugged. “It’s home, though. More now than it ever was before.”

      When Jessa joined them and sat next to Rsiran, he nodded. “It’s home,” he agreed.

      But even here, even in the place that he called home, he had questions and wasn’t sure that he would ever find the answers that he sought. Why had his father kept so much from him? What more did his mother know? He might have to go to her again for answers. Now that Alyse was safe, maybe he owed it to her to share that. That had been the one thing that his father had wanted as well.

      “Is she happy?” he asked Brusus as he watched his sister serving customers.

      “She’s a tough one. Likes to have things a particular way. Can’t say that she’s wrong most of the time, either. But happy? Ah, Rsiran, I’m not sure your sister will ever be happy, not with the way things went for her.”

      At least she was safe. Maybe that was enough.

      Alyse stopped at their table and set a plate in front of Rsiran. “You need to eat. Brusus tells me that you don’t get enough food. I made this one for you.”

      Rsiran set his mug of ale down. He hadn’t expected that from her. “You made it?”

      Alyse had always been a wonderful cook, but an even better baker. If this was her work, and she had been the one to make the bread and the meats, the Barth might finally have something worth eating again. After Lianna’s death, her sister had taken over the tavern, and the food had taken a turn for the worse. When Brusus purchased the Barth, he’d deemed himself the new cook, but that hadn’t resulted in a significant improvement in the quality of the food. Rsiran might eat more, but there was definitely room for improvement in the quality.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      She huffed and nodded. “Thank me after you eat.” With that, she turned away from the table and made her way back into the kitchen.

      “She’s cooking now, too,” Brusus said. “I couldn’t keep her away from the kitchen if I tried. She told me that she couldn’t stand serving food that smelled like what I made. I thought she was just being rude, but then I tasted what she offered. Damn if she wasn’t right. Of course, I wasn’t going to tell her that she was right. Don’t need another Lareth getting a big head on me.”

      “What do you mean by ‘another’?” Rsiran challenged.

      “Hey, you’re the one who went out and sought recognition from the guild. Glad you did it, but not sure that was the right play.”

      Rsiran smiled at the playful look on Brusus’s face. “This is for you,” he said. He pulled the lorcith-forged sjihn tree out from under his chair.

      It was wrapped in cloth, mostly to keep safe as he carried it. As Brusus peeled the wrapping away, his eyes went wider and wider and his hands started shaking. “What is this?”

      “This was my demonstration to Seval, who then presented it to the guild as my journeyman project,” Rsiran said.

      Rsiran’s attention was pulled away when he saw Alyse come out from the kitchen. She saw Brusus and started toward him but stopped short, a flush coming to her cheeks, and turned back toward the kitchen.

      “You made this?”

      Rsiran watched his sister’s retreat, considering the expression he thought he’d seen on her face. Then he turned back to Brusus, nodding his head. “It’s the best that I could do. Jessa thought that you would want it. Not sure that she was right, but…”

      “This… this is amazing.” He stared at the tree, tears welling in his eyes. “It’s almost like I can feel her with me.” Brusus swallowed and took a deep breath. “Thank you, Rsiran.”

      Brusus continued to stare at the tree, saying nothing. His hands still trembled, and he didn’t touch his ale or the dice, both surprising given that it was Brusus.

      “Maybe I was wrong about you getting a big head,” he said. “Maybe you have what you’re supposed to have.”

      Rsiran smiled. “It just seemed the right thing to make.”

      Brusus stared at it for a little while longer and then stood and carried it to the hearth at the back of the room. There he set it on the mantel and stared a few moments longer. When he turned back, he had a resolute expression in his eyes as he returned to the table. “We need to honor her memory.”

      “I thought that was what you were doing by running her tavern.”

      “That doesn’t honor her. That carries on her work, but it’s not the same.” He grabbed the dice and shook them, staring at them as they came up Watcher’s Eyes. “I’ve been trying to figure out what I need to be doing. Running the tavern is all well and good, and I like the legitimacy of being allowed to run it, but I feel like I’m missing something.”

      “Like breaking into somewhere?” Jessa suggested.

      Brusus smiled. “Maybe that’s all there is.”

      “I think there’s something more,” Rsiran said. He made a point of not meeting Jessa’s eyes; he hadn’t really spoken to her much about his thoughts after meeting with Seval. She would understand—he knew that she would—but he felt much like Brusus had been feeling. There had to be something more than what he was doing. He hadn’t realized that until meeting with Seval, and realizing how much he wanted the recognition of the guild. He’d managed to tell himself that it didn’t matter, that he was able to deal with the fact that he would always have an unsanctioned guild, but he wasn’t sure that was true anymore.

      But first, he had to find stability. Until he knew that whatever contingent of the Forgotten that was left wasn’t going to come crashing in on him, and that Venass wouldn’t continue to chase him simply because of his ability, he wasn’t sure he could let his guard down to actually enjoy the recognition of the guild. But that meant he would have to do something he had been avoiding. That meant he would need to attempt to do something about both of the organizations that were after him.

      “Ah, probably. Having stopped the Forgotten doesn’t mean that Venass has given up.”

      Rsiran shook his head. The man he’d followed into the forest was likely from Venass. Which meant they were still after his family. And worse, if they risked coming into Elaeavn, it meant they weren’t afraid as they had once been. “I don’t think they have.”

      “What do you intend to do, Rsiran?” Brusus asked.

      Jessa looked from him to Brusus, before glancing up to the lorcith tree sitting on the mantle. She sighed, and Rsiran knew that she understood what he would have to do. That he couldn’t sit around and do nothing. Jessa had known him long enough to know that whenever he chose to act—and admittedly, it always put him at risk, it was to protect her, and others he loved. But his actions often put them at risk as well. That had to end. He was thankful that she didn’t try to dissuade him or claim, as she always did, that she could take care of herself. It was his presence in their lives that exposed them all to these dangers. It was his responsibility to remove the threats that remained, so they could all live in relative peace once again.

      When he didn’t answer, Brusus nodded. “Be smart, Rsiran. That’s all I ask of you. I know you’re skilled, and I know that you’re capable, but please just know that concern flows both ways.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      Outside the tavern, Jessa took his hand. “Walk with me a ways,” she said.

      “We don’t have to walk.”

      “What, and let you Slide us? You’ve been walking all throughout the city lately. Don’t think that I haven’t noticed. I think Brusus noticed, too, but he won’t say anything. It’s almost like you’re afraid to Slide these days.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “Then what is it? You think you might lose your ability for some reason, so you want to learn our streets the old-fashioned way? Or you think… Great Watcher only knows, Rsiran. But I know you’re trying to prepare for something. It’s like what you do when you work with Haern. You think you’re preparing.”

      “I am preparing.”

      “I don’t think you are. I’m not sure what you’re doing, but it’s not preparing. Unless you’re willing to work with the alchemists…”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      Jessa nodded. “Them grabbing your sister probably wasn’t the best way to convince you. But you’re preparing and biding your time for something that might never come to pass. And neither you nor anyone else, not even the alchemists, can really know what that something might be.“

      They left Sjahl Street, the wide road that ran along the Barth, and turned onto a side street. As they did, Rsiran knew where Jessa led him.

      “She’s not going to want to see us at this time of night,” Rsiran said.

      Jessa paused and glanced back at him. “What are you talking about? Remember the first time you met her? That was much later than this.”

      “But I needed healing.”

      “I’m not sure that you don’t right now,” she said.

      Rsiran shook his head and said nothing more until they reached Della’s door. The Healer lived in a tidy house on the edge of Lower Town. Rsiran had Slid to her home—or been pulled as Della influenced his Sliding—often enough, but hadn’t been to visit since learning the connection between them.

      Before they could knock, the door swung open and Della stood in the doorway with her hair in a neat bun and a striped shawl wrapped around her shoulders. The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes had smoothed over the last few weeks, not as deep or as pronounced as they had been, but then she hadn’t been asked to Heal and save anyone in a few weeks. The last person she’d Healed had been Jessa, after the attack by the Forgotten, when Inna had nearly killed her.

      “You brought him,” Della said.

      Jessa nodded. “I told you that I would.”

      Rsiran glanced over to her. “Why do you want to see me, Della?”

      She waved them inside and started to stir three mugs of mint tea while they settled into chairs around the hearth. Every time he’d come to Della’s when he first met her had been because either he or someone he cared about was injured. Tonight, he saw her home through different eyes. There was a certain hominess to Della’s place. Even the familiar scent of the mint tea soothed him.

      Della came around her counter walking with less of a limp than he’d seen in a while. She handed them the mugs of tea and then stood with her back to the fire. “Yes, I asked Jessa to bring you to me. It has been too long since your last visit, Rsiran, and I know that the last time you were here, you learned things that you still haven’t dealt with.” She raised a hand to silence him before he could even say anything. “Don’t pretend that you have adjusted to what you’ve learned. I think I’ve come to know you well enough that I can read when you’re struggling.”

      Rsiran held the bracelets up to Della. He’d seen what happened when someone tried to Read him while he wore them.

      “I said read, not Read. I don’t need to use any ability to know how you have been struggling. You’re hiding from the guild when you should be embracing them. You should be leaning on those who can help. And you haven’t come to me, when I know that you want to.”

      “Because you’ll tell me the answers I need?”

      Della shook her head. “There are answers I can provide, but there are some you must find on your own.”

      Rsiran took a sip of the tea. It was hot, but not too hot, and tingled on his tongue. He savored the flavor, welcoming the warmth and the way that it instantly began to soothe him, much as it always had. He took another sip and tension began to leave his shoulders, tension that he hadn’t even really been aware that he’d been carrying.

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” he asked Della, unable to mask the hurt in his voice. Della had always been fair to him and had provided answers and guidance when so often he had none. So for her to keep from him the fact that she was related to him, knowing that he had suffered so much with his family, had hurt him more than he had been able to put into words.

      “Would it have mattered?”

      “You let me kill Evaelyn. She was my family.”

      Della leaned forward, close enough that he could smell the mint on her breath mixed with a bitter scent. “You’re wrong there, Rsiran. She was my family once, but even that was no longer. And she was never your family.” Della took a sharp breath. “Your family is this wonderful woman, Brusus down at the tavern, even Haern, though you struggle with admitting that you have a connection with him. They are your family, the ones that you have chosen, and who have chosen you. That is who you have an obligation to, not the blood line that thought to abandon you long before you ever met them.”

      Rsiran stared at her, unblinking. “If that is true, I should have left Alyse. And I refuse to believe that would have been the right thing to do. Regardless of what you might think, there is something to the blood connection. I refuse to believe that it is irrelevant, something easily denied.”

      Della smiled at him. “But you had a connection with Alyse before. That is why she could be redeemed. Perhaps your father and mother, too, though I do not See them clearly. But Evaelyn… Evaelyn made her choice long ago, and you had no family obligation to her, to try to help redeem her.” She sighed. “As to what I hid from you, there are many things that I have needed to keep from you, but the fact that you—that we—are related, trust that I wasn’t even certain, not until only recently.”

      “What do you know about your brother?” he asked. “Why was he exiled?”

      “Not for the same reason as Evaelyn, if that is what you fear. His fault was one of compassion. He forgave too easily and wanted to help those who were exiled. In that way, I think that you would have gotten along well with him. Like you, he cared about his family. And when Evaelyn was banished, he thought he could find a way to redeem her. Danis was always able to see the good in people. But once someone is banished, the council does not forgive, and they do not forget. So when he went after Evaelyn, thinking that he could help her, and possibly find a way to bring her back to the city…” Della sighed. “It was the beginning of the end for our family.”

      Rsiran frowned. “I thought you are Elvraeth.”

      She nodded. “I am. Was. But we are not all part of the same family. Some of us descend from a different branch of the tree.”

      “Like me with smith blood.”

      Della shook her head. “Even that is different. With you, it is like you are a crossing of two different types of trees, a pairing that together is hardier than either alone would have been. The combination of smith blood and blood of the Watcher has been sought for years, and promised to come. I had never expected to see it.”

      “What makes him special?” Jessa asked.

      Della laughed. “I thought you would know the answer to that.”

      Jessa flushed. “Why do they all want him?”

      “Because there are some on the council who have sought the crossing for years. They would control it, thinking that it would be the key to power. Those of the Forgotten would have wanted the same. But Venass… Venass wants only power. They do not care how they acquire it, only that if they believe that you have it, they will chase it. And you, Rsiran, have abilities that they have never seen before. That makes you desirable to them.”

      “We know all this,” Jessa said.

      “No. You know that Venass has chased Rsiran, but you do not understand why the pairing is unique, and why it must be protected. That is something that neither I nor the guild has shared with you yet.”

      Della made her way behind the counter and returned with a small stool and sat on it facing both Rsiran and Jessa. “The blood of the Watcher. It means the abilities that we often associate with Elaeavn. Abilities like Sight and Listening and Reading. These are the abilities that our people claimed were first given to us by the Great Watcher himself. Those on the council who know of the crystals believe they came from a time when our people first claimed the crystals. That holding the crystals was the reason that we gained our abilities. And having held one of the Great Crystals myself, I cannot disagree.” She met Rsiran’s eyes, and he didn’t look away.

      When he had held one of the Great Crystals, he had a vision of sitting above the world, and gained knowledge of lorcith and heartstone. Abilities that he already possessed had been augmented, and changed in subtle ways. But he had those abilities before.

      “I didn’t gain abilities of the Watcher,” he said. “Mine were all tied to the blood of the smith.”

      Della nodded. “That is why you are unique. None with the Blood of the Elders has ever been granted the gift of holding the crystal. The fact that you were allowed tells us that you are special.”

      “Blood of the Elders?”

      “The descendants of the guilds. Smith Guild in your case.”

      “What is Sliding?” He had thought that it was one of the ancient abilities, but there was the matter of the bitter scent of lorcith that mixed with his Sliding.

      “Sliding is a talent, though it is even older. Some in their guild claim that it is even more pure than the abilities we consider commonplace. If any were to know, the guild would.”

      “You still haven’t said why my pairing is unique,” he said.

      “But I have,” Della answered. “You are a skilled Slider now that you have begun to master your ability. When we first met, you were hesitant with it, and I could barely detect the ripples as you Slid. There was potential, but not much strength. You have practiced, some out of necessity, and some because you have chosen to hone this skill. But I did not see until Ephram suggested it, that Sliding might not be your greatest gift. Your smith blood is strong. Possibly as strong as some of the ancient smiths. That is why you can control the metal as you do. That is what makes your Sliding unique and so much stronger than others with your ability. You have no weakness when it comes to Sliding. What that means is beyond me. Those who first Saw the potential of such a pairing were not able to See much beyond the potential. So I cannot tell you what else it means that you are able to do all that you can, only that you are destined to be one of the more powerful individuals to have lived in a long time.”

      Rsiran took a sip of his tea. If not for the tea, he might shiver at the suggestion that he was destined to be powerful. He didn’t want power. “What if I don’t want any of this?”

      Della smiled at him, though it was a sad sort of smile. “That you don’t want it tells me that the Great Watcher chose the right person. Think of all those you have met who have sought power. Look at what they have done to achieve it, or even to maintain it. Yet you who has wanted nothing more than to protect those you care about, and who care about you, have gained more power than they can ever understand.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      Della shook her head. “I don’t know what you are supposed to do. I trust that you will decide that on your own, much as I trust that the decisions you make will be because you are wanting the right things for others.”

      Rsiran took another sip of tea. “That’s why you wanted me to come here? You wanted to tell me that I was going to be powerful?”

      “No, I wanted you to come here so that I could apologize for keeping what you deserved to know from you. And to let you know that when I discovered our connection, I… I was happy.” Della turned to the fire. “You speak of family, and what you have lost, Rsiran, but you have gained family as well. And like you, I have lost much of my family. I had not thought that I would have a chance to find any of my family again, especially with what I knew of Evaelyn. So to learn that you… that we… share some commonality…”

      She trailed off and didn’t say anything more.

      Jessa shot him a look, and Rsiran stood and went to her by the fire, and slipped his arm around her shoulders. They stood for a moment, listening to the crackling of the flames, and in that moment, he did not worry about what it meant that he would become powerful, or that he somehow still had a role to play that he had yet to understand. In that moment, he had only the quiet of the fire and family he had not expected to have.
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      “What do you make of this?” Rsiran asked Jessa, holding the star made of lorcith out to her. They sat together on their bed in the back corner of his smithy, with flames from the hearth crackling steadily. The forge cooled behind them, and the knives that he’d made rested in a line on top of the table, glowing with a soft light. No longer did Rsiran need to light the heartstone lantern he had in the shop, and Jessa didn’t really need the light, either.

      She took the star from him and studied it. He’d already done the same using his connection to lorcith, but there might be something her Sight would let her see that his ability didn’t show him. “A decorative star? This is sort of basic for you, but if that’s what you want to make, I won’t be the one to stop you…” Her smile faded when he didn’t return it. “This is what you found in Cort, when the hawker included your grandfather’s medallion in the trade. But what is it? Why is it important?”

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

      Jessa punched him in the shoulder, and he winced. “That’s for going to Cort without me. You saw what Thyr was like.”

      “Cort wasn’t anything like that.”

      “Not in the part you were. But I’ve been there. I know what it’s like once you leave the city. You’re still a babe when it comes to that kind of experience.”

      “It’s been years since you were in Cort.”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t change what those places are like. I told you what they wanted me for there.”

      “You haven’t.”

      She pulled her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. “Well, I don’t think I need to tell you anything more than what I have. Just know that it was awful.”

      Rsiran draped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close to him. “I know that it was. And I’m sorry that you had to go through it.”

      She relaxed against him and didn’t say anything for a while. “Who do you think you were chasing?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. Someone able to Slide carrying lorcith.”

      “Valn?”

      Rsiran wasn’t sure. There was an easy way to find out, but that meant returning to the Alchemist Guild, and he hadn’t decided whether he wanted to do that yet. “Maybe.”

      “There aren’t any others in Elaeavn able to Slide.”

      “Not here,” he said.

      Jessa sighed. “You think the Forgotten?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t really know. But it’s possible that it was the Forgotten. We know we stopped Evaelyn, and the others who were with her, but we don’t know about the rest.”

      Jessa pushed away from him. “Like your grandfather.”

      Rsiran nodded. “Yes, my mother’s father. And Brusus’s mother. We haven’t found her yet, either.”

      “Maybe they weren’t with the rest of the Elvraeth Forgotten,” Jessa suggested.

      Rsiran sighed. “I remember something that Della said to me once when we were talking about the Forgotten. She mentioned that when the Elvraeth were exiled it was hard on them. They were accustomed to power. But I think they were accustomed to something else as well. The structure of the palace. Think of what we know about the Elvraeth in the Floating Palace. They fight and argue for position. But there’s a council that rules over everything. What if the exiles had formed a similar structure?”

      Jessa bit her lip. “If so, then what we thought was the end of the Forgotten might not be the end at all. Maybe they are establishing their new leadership structure as we speak?”

      He nodded.

      “There’s another possibility,” Jessa said.

      “What’s that?”

      “What if there was a second group of Elvraeth exiles? They might not have agreed with Evaelyn. It’s possible that they formed a second group.”

      Rsiran turned to the fire and stared at it. From what Della had said, wouldn’t Danis have been with Evaelyn? Unless he controlled another faction of the Forgotten. They needed to be certain that the rest of the Elvraeth exiles weren’t going to make a play for Elaeavn, but would the guild think the Forgotten any sort of threat, when they were so focused on Venass?

      “If there’s a second group, then we’ll need to know that too,” he said.

      “You want to go back to the Forgotten Palace,” Jessa noted.

      It was as if she almost beat him to the decision he’d just made in his mind. If he didn’t go back to the Forgotten Palace, he would never know what else they might have hidden. He knew that members of the Alchemist Guild had returned to the Forgotten Palace after he’d killed Evaelyn, but not what they had found.

      “I think we need to return.”

      Jessa stood and took his hand. “Then let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      She threatened to punch him again. “If we don’t, I think you’ll probably try to return sometime without me, so, yes, now.”

      The Slide took them from his smithy all the way to the Forgotten Palace. He fixed on the distant sense of heartstone as he Slid, using it to both anchor and to pull himself forward.

      When they emerged, he immediately detected the sickly sweet scent of heartstone. Evaelyn had surrounded herself with heartstone, as if she intended to use it to protect herself. And with any other Slider, she would have been able to do so. With Rsiran, that protection failed her.

      “I know you wanted to see if the Forgotten continue to gather, but I’m not sure that coming to their stronghold is the right way to do it,” Jessa said.

      She held tightly to his hand, ready for him to Slide them to safety if needed. A long-bladed knife was in her other hand. The modified bracelets on her wrists—now with heartstone mixed in—glowed with a soft blue light.

      “After what Della said, I have to wonder if there is more for us to fear from the Forgotten, even with Evaelyn gone. She might have controlled these Forgotten, and made the alliance with Venass, but if her brother Danis—my grandfather—still lives, then why wouldn’t he control a faction of the Forgotten as well?”

      “That’s what worries me. This time it’s your family that we’re talking about.” When he frowned, she went on. “I know you, Rsiran. I know how you feel about your family, and that you think you can save everyone. Even your father. You’re willing to help him, and risked your life to save him, because of that connection. And I get it. I want those connections as well. I’d give anything to have my family back, but some people can’t be redeemed.”

      “I’m not going to risk you to understand what happened with my grandparents,” he said.

      “That’s not what I’m afraid of. I worry that you’ll risk yourself to find out what happened.”

      He looked away, not wanting her to see the anxiety on his face. She didn’t need to be a Reader with him. With her Sight, she was able to pick up subtle changes to his expressions, and had shown time and again how she could do it. With this, she was right. He wanted to understand, and needed answers.

      “The bodies are gone,” he said.

      Jessa pulled him around to look at her. “Promise me that you’ll not do anything stupid.”

      He forced a smile, knowing that she could tell. “I promise I won’t do anything stupid.”

      She studied him a moment before shaking her head. “I wish I could believe you.” She turned away and surveyed the room. “Yeah, no bodies, and no traces of blood. The place has been cleaned.”

      “That would seem to confirm that the Forgotten remain intact,” Rsiran said.

      “Maybe. Or it could be a few of them, those who were left in the palace, who took the bodies away.”

      Another thought came to him, one that troubled him more than the possibility of the Forgotten remaining intact. With them, he at least understood their abilities, and had some idea of how to counter them. What if the alliance with Venass had gone deeper than he realized? He didn’t know enough about what the scholars were capable of doing. They had already demonstrated a unique knowledge of how to replicate the abilities of the Great Watcher. He had nearly died when attacked by Forgotten who had only recently acquired an ability to control lorcith. What would happen when he encountered some who had been using it for years?

      They stopped at one of the shelves stacked with books. These were important to Evaelyn and the Forgotten for some reason. Important enough that they would conceal them in this room. But it wasn’t the books that he wanted to understand. There had to be other items here, much like the solid rod of heartstone that Evaelyn had possessed.

      “See anything?” he asked Jessa.

      “Nothing that jumps out at me. What are you expecting to find?”

      He didn’t really know. Maybe something that would explain the Forgotten’s relationship with Venass, or maybe something that would tell him more about how long they had been organized here. Anything.

      But even that wasn’t really necessary. Not now that he knew that others had been here. That had been the real reason that they’d come, and maybe to understand … what? Why the Forgotten had been willing to work with Venass? He understood their desire for power, and the longing to regain control of Elaeavn.

      “Come on,” Jessa said. “We should look through the rest of the palace.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She shook her head. “Not sure, but I know you’re curious, so come on.”

      They started toward the door before Rsiran stopped and turned. They had been through that door before. On the other side, the palace went up several floors, as well as down. But there was another door, one that Evaelyn had come through.

      He focused on searching for the other door. It was hidden, concealed in the wall, but using his ability to sense the heartstone, he was able to find the cracks in the wall, and probed for a way to open it.

      “There’s a handle,” Jessa said.

      She reached for a part of the wall that seemed nothing more than solid metal, and grabbed onto a handle that suddenly materialized for him. It had been obscured in the steady blue glow from the walls.

      The door opened into darkness, at least for him. That meant no lorcith, and no heartstone. Rsiran hated the dark, and unsheathed his sword, holding it out as he made his way forward.

      “That looks strange,” Jessa said.

      He glanced over to her and smiled. “Not scary?”

      She chuckled. “Not the way you hold it. You look like you’re using it as a torch.”

      He shrugged. That was pretty much how he did use it. “Maybe it will keep us from getting attacked if anyone attempts to jump us.”

      “I think if anyone appears, you’ll be better off pushing your sword at them. Even throwing it.”

      “Haern has been working with me...”

      “Yeah, and that’s your problem. Haern doesn’t know what he’s doing any more than you do. You’d be better off going to Neeland and training. At least there, you’d know that you were learning something useful.”

      He chuckled softly. The idea of going to Neeland to train was about as ridiculous as anything else that he’d done. “Maybe then, I could learn about their poisons and keep Brusus from getting poisoned again.”

      “I didn’t say you should become a sellsword,” she said as they reached the end of a corridor. Blank stone walls rose around them, and he hadn’t seen anything that looked like a door or a way out from this corridor. But this had been where he’d seen Evaelyn come from, as well as Inna and the other Forgotten. Something was back here.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked Jessa.

      “Thought maybe your lorcith sensing might pick up something. I don’t see anything here but shades of gray.”

      That meant that without the sword, the hall would be pitch black. Jessa saw only grays when the darkness was that absolute. With the sword, he was able to see the walls and everything around him. “Well, my sword isn’t so strange, after all,” he said. “Because I can see more than you this time. Now who’s the babe?”

      She flashed him a grin and started pushing on the stone until it clicked. “I didn’t say that I could see nothing, And you’re still the babe in the dark, but that’s okay. That’s why you have me.”

      A door swung open, and heartstone interspersed with lorcith lined the walls. Somehow, he hadn’t detected it even though it was only on the other side of the wall. Now that the door was open, though, he had full awareness of both.

      “Tell me you see this,” he said.

      “I see it. Don’t know what it means.”

      Rsiran didn’t, either, but the way the two metals alternated created a pattern, and that pattern pushed against him. Whatever else this did, it seemed designed to work against his lorcith abilities, and possibly even to counter his ability to Slide.

      They reached the end of a hall. “Look at this,” Jessa commented.

      Rsiran swung the sword around to light his way and saw what she was pointing to. There was the outline of a door, with a small loop of metal for a handle. The door appeared to be set into the lorcith and heartstone pattern so that the opening created a zigzagging pattern. The entire section of the wall pushed against him.

      “There’s something here,” he said. “Or there was.”

      “Let me see if I can open it.” Jessa pulled out her lock-pick set and began working at the lock that he had barely noticed. The more he focused on the lorcith, the more the heartstone began to pulse at him. When he shifted to the heartstone, then the lorcith began to pulse against him. They countered each other, a painful balance that forced his focus away so that he could barely keep his mind focused. Standing here, he would struggle to Slide, and he would struggle to detect either lorcith or heartstone distant from him.

      “This is a prison,” he said softly.

      Jessa turned to him and frowned. “What? Why would they have a prison here? We’ve already seen the kind of prison the Forgotten uses. This isn’t one of them.”

      “This is meant for me.” That was the only explanation he could think of. They had learned enough about his abilities that the Forgotten had come up with a way to counter them. And unlike what Venass had used on him, this might work.

      Had Evaelyn shared this with Venass?

      “Rsiran, they wouldn’t have had the time to create something this elaborate in the time between when they discovered us and when we returned.”

      He didn’t know if that was really true. This wasn’t necessarily complex, more of a regular pattern that served to push against him. “Let’s see if there’s anything on the other side.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. What if you’re right and this is a prison for you?”

      If it was, then he wanted to know, and he wanted to know if there was a way that he could escape if it came to that. “Can you open it?”

      She sighed and returned her focus to the door where she worked at it for a few moments. The slender, metal lock pick tinkled against the stone before the lock snicked open. Jessa pulled on the handle and stepped away from the door.

      Holding his sword out, he saw that the inside of the room was exactly as he expected. It was a cell. There was a low cot, an empty ceramic basin, and nothing else other than a musty smell of filth.

      He held the sword out, looking from wall to wall, trying to understand what this might have been used for. Someone had been kept here, but why in this place? Was there someone else who had the ability to anchor to both lorcith and heartstone? He had thought himself unique with that ability, but maybe he wasn’t, and maybe the Forgotten had found another who they had kept here. From the stink in the room, he knew that they had kept someone here.

      “Rsiran,” Jessa said. “Look here.”

      She stared at a part of the wall above the cot that Rsiran had missed. With the light from his sword, he was able to see a series of patterns, one after another, the shape of which he had seen before. The last time had been many years ago, but there was no mistaking it. It was the same pattern that was on Alyse’s lorcith necklace.

      “Great Watcher,” he whispered. “They kept my father here.”
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      They left the cells, and Rsiran looked for anything else that would tell him where Inna and the other Forgotten had been. His thoughts kept drifting back to the cell, and the uncertainty about what would happen were he trapped in something like that.

      Jessa squeezed his hand. “Stop it.”

      “I’m not doing anything,” he said, holding the sword out from him.

      “I can see the way that room is bothering you, but it shouldn’t.”

      “Why shouldn’t it bother me?” He stopped in the hall that led back to the heartstone room. “It shouldn’t bother me that there are Elvraeth—Forgotten or whatever—who have created an entire room designed to hold me? Or that others have tried the same thing, over and over? Eventually, someone will find a way, and even with all of my abilities, it will work. And then… and then…”

      When he couldn’t finish, Jessa pulled him into her, holding him for a moment. “And then, your friends will come for you. You have it in your head that you’re the one who is responsible for saving everyone, but it’s never been about that. We work together. All of us.”

      Rsiran swallowed the lump in his throat. He knew that Brusus or Haern would come for him, but he was the one Venass was after, the one the Forgotten Elvraeth had been after. At first, he thought they wanted his abilities, but if his bloodline was what Della claimed, they wanted him for a different reason now.

      “Do you want to go home?” Jessa asked.

      “Not yet.” A part of him wanted nothing more than to return to the smithy, to fire up the forge, and to make something. Anything. Clear his head so that he could begin to think, and maybe come up with what he needed to do. But they were here, and the palace appeared empty. He would stay and hopefully find what they might have missed when he had been here before.

      As they approached the door to go back into Evaelyn’s heartstone room, Jessa released his hand and started toward a far wall. The corridor was simple stone, nothing ornate, but she trailed her fingers along it, as if impressed by the skill that had gone into it. She turned back to him, a smile on her face.

      “I can’t believe I missed it.”

      “Missed what?”

      “Look at this wall. Everything else around here has been lorcith, and heartstone, right?”

      Rsiran nodded. “What’s your point?”

      “Only that they don’t impede you Sliding, but Inna and the others were different, weren’t they? They had the same restrictions that you had when you first began to Slide. They couldn’t get past heartstone. Maybe not even lorcith if it’s presented in the right way.”

      Rsiran stopped at the wall, starting to understand what Jessa was getting at. There was no lorcith in the wall, not even any streaks of the ore. From finding the cells, they knew that the Forgotten had known enough about working with lorcith to use it in their work, and with the smiths they had abducted, they would have known how to add lorcith to whatever they wanted. Why not here?

      Focusing on lorcith, he searched through the wall. It had been his capture in Venass that forced him to learn this skill. When he’d been trapped there, he had discovered how he could trace the lorcith, and follow it with his mind. Beyond the wall, there was a subtle sense of lorcith. Nothing more than a faint presence, much like what he’d sensed when he had chased the Slider from the Aisl Forest.

      He withdrew from his awareness of the lorcith, and glanced at Jessa.

      She shook her head. “You’re not leaving me here.”

      “What if—”

      “You get stuck in the wall? Or you Slide us to some place we can’t get out?” She shrugged. “That’s a chance I’m willing to take. But I’m not staying here.”

      He took her hand and pulled them in a Slide toward the faint sense of lorcith.

      When they emerged, they were in a wide chamber that appeared to be similar to the other side of the wall. The gray stone had a ridged texture that had been added to it. Lorcith flared in his mind. Rsiran turned toward the source of the lorcith and found it on the far side of the room, glowing softly.

      A stout oak table, heavily lacquered, held a collection of sharp instruments. Scissors, a few slender knives, and needles. All were made of bright steel that shone from the light of his heartstone sword. None of them held his attention.

      Next to the instruments, were small items of lorcith. A few sharp, barbed pieces of metal, paired. A slim, curved plate about the size of his fist. A few circular disks of the same size with strange patterns etched into them.

      “What is this?” Jessa asked.

      “This is where Venass used the lorcith to modify the Forgotten,” he answered. He hesitated even touching the lorcith. Even knowing that it couldn’t harm him wasn’t enough to make him willing to touch pieces of metal that were meant to go inside of the Elvraeth.

      Jessa touched the plate and pulled her hand back. “It’s hot.”

      Rsiran looked at each of the items. “These need to be destroyed,” he realized. Even the lorcith begged for that release.

      “What are they?”

      “These,” he said, pointing to the paired lorcith piercings, “are what Venass uses to control lorcith.”

      “Like the scholar had through his lips.”

      “Not only his lips, but yeah. That’s what they do. He also had piercings in his stomach, and arms, and…”

      Rsiran struggled to remember where exactly the scholar had them, but couldn’t. Inna and the other Forgotten had used a similar technique to gain power over lorcith. And now he knew where they had done it.

      But it required the skill and knowledge of Venass. It wasn’t simply that you could take the metal and use it on anyone, he didn’t think. The shaping of the lorcith was important. Rsiran thought of how he had created the bracelets he and Jessa wore, and how they inhibited Reading and Compelling.

      The bracelets drew his gaze, as he realized how similar what he had done was to what Venass did with lorcith. But not the same, was it? With the lorcith that he used, he asked the metal to assist him. There was a partnership to it that Venass had not had. With the piercings on the table, there had been no partnership, only the desire to force it into the patterns and shapes that the forger had desired.

      “What about this?” Jessa asked, pointing to the plate she’d touched.

      “I think that’s like what Thom had.”

      “And Haern?” Jessa asked.

      Rsiran nodded. “Before…”

      She blinked and turned away, leaving Rsiran feeling guilty for reminding her of what her father had done for Haern.

      “And these?” She pointed to the circular shapes that didn’t really seem to fit in with the rest of what they saw out on the table.

      “I don’t know.” He listened to the lorcith within them, but didn’t have a good sense of what they would have been used for.

      As he listened, he realized there was other lorcith here, but not out on the table. He searched around the room until he came upon a rolled piece of parchment. Rsiran slowly unrolled it and noted that it appeared to be a schematic of sorts, plans for something much like what Shael had asked him to build.

      “What is it?” Jessa asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “I… I don’t know. Shael had something like these.“ He stared at the page a moment more and then folded it up to stuff in his pocket to study later. His eyes scanned the rest of the room and fell upon a strange box, one that was not formed from lorcith or steel, but a combination of many different metals.

      He listened for lorcith, but detected none present in the box. But there was other lorcith here, only… he traced what he detected, until he reached a wall. “There’s something more here,” he said.

      Jessa touched the wall, much like she did before. Her fingers trailed along the stone and then she stopped. “There’s a door here. Hidden pretty well, but I can definitely see it.”

      “Can you open it?”

      She shot him a look. “Can’t you Slide through it?”

      Rsiran grabbed her hand, focusing as he did on the sense of lorcith on the other side of the door, and pulled himself beyond the door.

      Lorcith flared in his mind on the other side, more strongly than it should have.

      “Where is it?” Jessa asked.

      The room they emerged into was dark. Were it not for his heartstone sword, he wouldn’t have been able to see anything, but with it, he made out a line of tables staggered through the room. Light suddenly bloomed as Jessa turned on a lantern, releasing a bright bluish light that filled the small room.

      “What is this place?” he asked.

      Jessa went from table to table, patting them as she did. “Looks like an infirmary. Some of the larger cities have these when they don’t have Healers like Della.” She traced her finger along one of the tables before pulling it back and examining it. “Blood.”

      “This was where the piercings would have been done,” Rsiran said.

      “All of this is a part of the Forgotten Palace?” she asked. “They didn’t work together with Venass before they started coming after you. Don’t you think it’s strange that they were able to suddenly build this space?”

      “Maybe they always had it,” Rsiran said.

      Jessa glanced to the walls before turning her attention back to the tables. “But why would they have something like this if they hadn’t partnered with Venass? That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? Before they partnered with Venass, why would they have needed something like this?”

      Rsiran didn’t have a good answer, but Jessa was right that it didn’t make sense for this to suddenly be here. That indicated a sort of planning, but what would Evaelyn have been planning? Or had she been working with Venass for longer than he’d realized?

      He had assumed that Venass and the Forgotten were separate, but what if they weren’t?

      “What are you thinking about?” Jessa asked.

      “Only what you suggested. This would have been here for a while. And it’s off the heartstone room, a place that’s sort of separate from the rest of the Forgotten Palace. That seems to tell me that Evaelyn had wanted this to be separate. Maybe the other Forgotten hadn’t known what she was doing.”

      “But you saw what happened. How she had some of the Forgotten pierced.”

      “Some. But not all of them.”

      “Rsiran,” Jessa said, turning to him, and touching his arm, “I know what you’re thinking. You’re doing it again.”

      “Doing what?”

      “You want to think that your grandfather might not have been a part of what Evaelyn had been planning. And I’ll admit it’s possible that he wasn’t, but you don’t know that for sure. None of us do.”

      “Unless we find him and ask.”

      “You want to search for the Forgotten? Don’t you think we had enough trouble the last time we did that?” She rubbed her forehead where Rsiran knew she still suffered from headaches from the attack.

      “I don’t want to find all of them. And this time it will be different.”

      “You don’t know that. Just because we’re going searching for your grandfather doesn’t mean that it’ll be different for us.”

      He surveyed the room. With what Della had said about her brother, Rsiran had to believe the man was different from Evaelyn, that he would never have done what she had to her own people. That he had really tried to save Evaelyn, just like Della had said. Rsiran had to hold onto the hope that he was more like his grandfather than he was his mother, or his father for that matter.

      “I don’t know what it means,” he said. “But I think I have to search.”

      “The guild thinks we have nothing to fear from the Forgotten, now that Evaelyn and her leadership are gone. That Venass is the only real threat that we have now.”

      “And they’re probably right. The palace is empty, so it’s likely the Forgotten who sided with Evaelyn are gone. But that doesn’t mean we can ignore them.” He took Jessa’s hands. “Listen, what if none of them sided with Evaelyn? What if they disagreed with her plans, or were Compelled by her? Don’t you think that we should find them? They might even be able to help.”

      Jessa laughed softly. “You don’t have to convince me. But I suspect you will need to convince Brusus and Haern.”
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      When they returned to Elaeavn, Rsiran took them straight to the Wretched Barth. It was early in the day still, much earlier than when he would usually visit, and he wasn’t certain that Alyse would even be there, but he needed to see her. More than that, he needed to see the necklace. Inside the tavern, he found a few servers, but no sign of Alyse. Not even Brusus, though that was less unusual. He rarely spent his entire day in the tavern. More and more of it, though, especially now that the Barth had grown busier, and now that he actually owned the Barth and no longer had to hide.

      One of the newer servers, a young woman named Molly who had long, blonde hair and wide hips, caught him as soon as he entered and shook her head. “Brusus isn’t here. Said he would be back later,” she offered.

      “What about Alyse?”

      Molly glanced to Jessa before returning her gaze to Rsiran. “She’s not working until tonight.”

      “Tell my sister that I stopped by,” he said.

      Molly nodded. “You can see if she’s up there,” she said, motioning overhead.

      Jessa took his hand and led him through the tavern to the stairs hidden near the back wall. The Barth wasn’t an inn and didn’t have rooms for guests, only for those who worked here. Brusus had taken up quarters here, abandoning his small home and using the Barth instead, and Rsiran knew that Alyse had accepted Brusus’s offer of space here as well.

      At the top of the stairs, a narrow hall led toward three closed doors. “Which one do you think is hers?” he asked.

      Jessa shrugged. “I’ve never been up here. You know how Brusus can be. Doesn’t want anyone to know anything. Probably thinks he’s protecting us.”

      Rsiran hadn’t been here, either. He knocked on the first door and there was no answer. Moving to the next two, he found the same. All were locked as well.

      “Guess no one is here,” he said.

      “You don’t want to Slide in and see?”

      “You don’t want to pick the locks to see?” he countered.

      She smirked. “Can’t say I have the same practice that I used to. With what Brusus has been up to, I haven’t had the same opportunities to use my skills.”

      “Just Brusus?” he asked.

      Jessa shrugged. “Mostly Brusus. But you make needing to sneak past doors less of an issue. Most of the time, I don’t miss it.”

      “There are still doors I need you to open.” He thought of the strange cell that they’d found in the Forgotten Palace. Without Jessa, he wouldn’t have been able to open it. Rsiran doubted that he would have been able to Slide past the door.

      “Not all that many,” she said.

      “Let’s see which of these is Alyse’s,” he suggested.

      “Sliding or sneaking?”

      “Your choice.”

      Jessa scanned the doors, the muscles at the corner of her mouth twitching. “I think Brusus will know if I sneak. Better Slide.”

      Taking her hand, he Slid them past the first door.

      “This is Lianna’s room,” Jessa said with a whisper.

      There was a canopy bed along the far wall. A dresser with decorations on top stood against another wall. A few paintings hung on the walls, and a plush carpet was under his feet. The room looked as if it hadn’t been touched since Lianna had died.

      “Let’s go,” Rsiran said.

      Jessa nodded.

      They Slid through the wall to what appeared to be Brusus’s room. The bed was simple and unmade. A washbasin in the corner had murky water in it, long in need of refreshing. There was a stack of clothes on a trunk at the end of the bed. A few lorcith items—mostly knives, though a few were other decorative items that Rsiran had made—sat on a narrow table and glowed with a soft light, making Rsiran’s knife lantern unnecessary.

      “Brusus,” she said. “He needs to clean this more often.”

      Rsiran smiled. “I would guess Brusus doesn’t think about cleaning too often, at least not here.”

      “He’s got enough help these days. Have one of the pretty girls he’s hired clean up after him.”

      He chuckled. “You think that matters to Brusus?”

      “I think he likes to look at them,” she said.

      “Not the girls. The room.”

      They Slid out and then into the last room. It was the one farthest back from the top of the stairs, and surprisingly, one of the larger rooms, at least as large as Lianna’s room, and much larger than what Brusus occupied.

      The room was empty, though Rsiran hadn’t expected Alyse to be here. Had she been, she would have answered the knock. “Where do you think she went?” Jessa asked.

      “I don’t know.” He held the knife out so that he could use the light to look around the room and saw nothing that would help him know where she might have gone. He needed to take another look at her necklace to see if there was something about it that might explain why their father used the symbols that he’d found in the cell.

      There was nothing.

      But not nothing. A scrap of paper on one end of the table caught his attention. Rsiran picked it up and looked at it. He recognized the handwriting as his mother’s.

      “She’s seen Mother since she started staying with Brusus,” he noted.

      “Are you certain that it was after she came here?”

      Rsiran passed the note over to Jessa. In it, their mother spoke of Alyse’s new residence, as well as keeping an eye on Rsiran. “Pretty sure.”

      He returned the paper to the table and Slid them out of the Barth to the part of Lower Town where he’d found his mother. When they emerged, the sounds of waves crashing on the shore drifted up to him. The air tasted of salt, and a faint breeze drifted through, but not with much force.

      They stepped toward the door of his mother’s home. Like much of the rest of Lower Town, the house was rundown, with fading paint and cracked stone. The street smelled of the rot of some dead animal, somehow worse than the alley outside his smithy. Rsiran considered Sliding inside, but chose knocking. He wouldn’t have her accusing him of sneaking into her home.

      The door opened to his knock, and his mother’s wrinkled face peered out, glancing first at him and then Jessa. Her eyes narrowed, but she pushed open the door and let them in. “I didn’t think you’d come by here again,” she said.

      “No? Not even considering the fact that you knew that I’d helped Alyse find different employment?”

      She fixed him with an unreadable gaze. When he’d been a child, she had always sided with his father and had seemed so quiet and subservient. Now, she reminded him in some ways of Evaelyn. Sizing him up, as if she was trying to come up with ways that she would use him.

      “It is good that you found her,” was all that she said.

      Rsiran glanced to Jessa and shook his head. “That’s all you have for me? I think you have more for Alyse than that.”

      “Alyse wanted to know what happened to your father.”

      “No. I’ve told Alyse what happened to Father. Don’t think you can lie to me.”

      She tipped her head to the side and then winced. Rsiran smiled, realizing that she attempted to Read him. She would find the same difficulty with Jessa.

      “What’s the matter, Mother? Are you having difficulty trying to Read me?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them again, she forced a smile. “Why did you come here today?”

      “I was looking for Alyse.”

      “From what I understand, you helped find her employment, so you would know where she was at all times.”

      “Then you understand wrong. I helped Alyse find a job where she wouldn’t be hurt every day. Would you have it any different?”

      “I would have her back with me.”

      The comment seemed strange to him. Hadn’t his mother wanted Alyse to move on, to leave the home, eventually to marry? Being both Sighted and a Reader, it would have been easy for her to identify a suitable partner for Alyse, especially with the connection their family had to the guild.

      “Why would you have her with you?” he asked.

      His mother turned away.

      Rsiran Slid, emerging in front of her. The house wasn’t large, and Sliding even such small spaces required him to have a tight control. She took a quick step back and away from him.

      “Do not do that here!” she hissed.

      “What are you afraid of? That the Forgotten will come for you like they did for Father?”

      She said nothing.

      “They’re gone, Mother. I helped defeat the worst of them. Your aunt.”

      He waited, wondering if she knew about Evaelyn or if that had been something that she had never learned. Rsiran shouldn’t antagonize her, but she had never done anything to fix the distance between them or to prevent his father from abusing him. She had done nothing when his father sent him to the mines.

      And then when he’d learned about the connection to the Forgotten, a connection that she’d hidden from him… Rsiran felt little more than a numbness toward her.

      “You learned of her.”

      Rsiran nodded.

      “Does Alyse know?”

      “I haven’t told her everything that I’ve learned. Most of it.”

      “Have you found Danis?”

      Rsiran sniffed. “You mean my grandfather? No, I haven’t found him. But his sister is dead.”

      His mother took a sharp breath. “Evaelyn is gone? How?”

      Rsiran considered lying to her, and telling her anything but that he had killed Evaelyn. Admitting that to his mother seemed akin to admitting that his father had been right about his ability. But Evaelyn had tried to hurt him. She had tried to hurt those he cared about. Possibly even his father. She had deserved the fate that had fallen to her.

      “She died trying to harm me and those with me.”

      His mother frowned. “It was you? You killed Evaelyn?”

      Rsiran nodded. “I did what was needed.”

      “Then why was your sister attacked? If you took care of Evaelyn as you claim, then how could she be after your sister?”

      “It wasn’t Evaelyn who had Alyse attacked.” Possibly Venass, but if it had been Venass, it meant they were already making the push into the city. “But I’m keeping her safe.”

      “Safe? I know how little you care about keeping your sister safe. Better to send her here to live with me.”

      Rsiran looked around the small home, his gaze settling briefly on Jessa, then turned back to his mother. “I will do whatever is necessary to protect her.”

      His mother leaned toward him. “Why now? What has changed so that you suddenly care about your family?”

      Rsiran sighed as he shook his head. “That’s just it. I’ve always cared about my family. They just haven’t cared about me.”
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      The Alchemist Guild house was no longer as mysterious as it once had been. There was still an air of mystery to it, but not like there had been when he had been forbidden from entering. Now, he knew some of the alchemists’ secrets, much as they knew his. He tapped on the long guild table, impatiently waiting for Sarah.

      Jessa stood behind him, one hand resting on his shoulder. The other twirled a knife, a technique she mimicked from Haern to maintain the dexterity in her hand. “Tell me again why we came here?”

      “They need to know what we found when we went back to the Forgotten Palace.”

      “What if they’re the reason the bodies were moved?” she asked.

      It was something he’d considered. If the guilds had moved the bodies, had they found the other rooms? But why would they have moved the bodies in the first place?

      When the door opened, Ephram entered. “Have you waited long?” the Alchemist guildlord asked.

      Rsiran shook his head. “You knew we were here?”

      He waved his hands around him. “That is something of the guild house. It shares when there are visitors. Much like your first visit to us, Rsiran.”

      That explained how they knew so quickly that he’d come. If there was something to the building itself that gave them a warning, then he would never have been successful at sneaking into the Alchemist Guild. Maybe he hadn’t really snuck in at all. Was it possible that they had known that he was coming, and had let him in? That was a question to ponder another time.

      “Something troubles you,” Ephram said.

      “You could say that,” Rsiran agreed. “We went back to the Forgotten Palace.”

      Ephram tilted his chin. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because of what you and Della told me about my grandfather. It seems to me that if he is one of the Forgotten, and related to both her and Evaelyn, that he would be a man with some power and influence.”

      Ephram nodded. “That might have been the case once, but Evaelyn wrested control from him. The Forgotten have failed, Rsiran. You saw to that when you helped us reclaim the smiths and took down Evaelyn. Some exiles remain, but they are not organized, not like they were before. Now we must focus on the remaining threat. The guilds finally agreed to send others outside the city to search for signs of Venass activity. Everything we’ve found points to preparation on their part.”

      “Outside the city? People are leaving by choice?” Brusus asked as he strode through the door. He grinned at Jessa and threw himself into a chair next to her at the long, oak table. Haern followed, eyes scanning the room.

      Ephram frowned and considered Brusus for a moment. “The Forgotten—”

      “Aren’t completely gone,” Rsiran reminded. “There might be others.”

      “But not organized,” Ephram said. “Unlike Venass.” He turned to Brusus. “And there is a plan in place for them. You would be welcome to participate. All of you.” He swept his gaze around the others in the room, finally settling it upon Rsiran. “We believe we still have time before they attempt a direct attack on the city.”

      “Not sure you have time like that,” Haern said. “And I don’t think that you believe you have time like that.”

      “What have you Seen?” Jessa asked.

      Haern’s eyes went distant for a moment. “Nothing of use, not when it comes to Rsiran, but they don’t always have the same limitations,” he said, nodding toward Ephram.

      “I think you overestimate our abilities,” Ephram said, “and underestimate yours. We can agree that darkness comes, and that Venass is at the heart of it, just as we can agree that Lareth might be the key to surviving what Venass intends.”

      “Survive? You make it sound like they intend to destroy everything.” Jessa said.

      Haern’s eyes went distant again as they did when he attempted a Seeing. “Not destroy, but with you, Rsiran, it is difficult to know what they intend. I don’t think it’s about destruction so much as it is about gaining power. I’ve been there, and I know how they think. Well, to a certain extent. I was never embedded deeply enough to know the long-term plans. Everything that they’ve done, and that I’ve seen them do, is about power.”

      “We can’t ignore the risk that the Forgotten still pose,” Rsiran said. “They know the limits of my abilities and made a cell to hold me. That’s what we found in the palace. That and the fact that someone had cleaned up after our attack.”

      “Cleaned up?” Brusus asked. “They would only do that if—”

      “If they were still there,” Rsiran finished. “You can see why I’m concerned. They knew enough about my abilities that they would be able to counter them.”

      That hadn’t bothered Jessa nearly as much as it bothered him. How many more prisons would he have to escape? His greatest fear was what would happen when he finally found a prison that managed to secure him.

      “The Forgotten are no longer strong enough to present a threat,” Ephram repeated. “Our Seers can tell that. But Venass… Venass is a different challenge altogether. They will continue to come after us, after you,” he said to Rsiran, “until they understand what you can do, and how you do it. They know you managed to reach the crystals, and they think they would be able to do the same.”

      “Are you sure they can’t?” Rsiran asked.

      “Reaching the crystals requires a connection to the Great Watcher. That was why you were able to do it. But it takes something else. They must be chosen, in a way. Without that, the crystals will not accept the bearer.”

      Brusus leaned forward. “And what happens if someone manages to take one of those crystals from that room?”

      “That cannot happen.”

      “Oh, I get that it shouldn’t happen, and that we want to do whatever we can to prevent it from happening, but let’s just say that it does happen. What then?”

      Ephram sighed. “Ask Rsiran.”

      Brusus and Haern both turned to him. Rsiran crossed his hands over each other, thinking back to what had happened when he had held one of the crystals. He had felt as if he sat alongside the Great Watcher, as if he looked down upon the world and was able to have any question answered. There was power there, unlike anything he could ever have imagined.

      “Holding a crystal unlocked something within me,” he said. There wasn’t a better way to describe what happened to him other than that. “Before I held it, I was able to detect lorcith and heartstone, and I could push on them both. I could Slide. But since then… my connection to the metals has changed. My ability to Slide has changed as well. Everything is different, stronger, more connected, if that makes any sense.”

      Emotions worked across Brusus’s face as he considered Rsiran. “They claim it can only work on those chosen by the Great Watcher. If someone isn’t chosen, then the crystals won’t do anything, will they?”

      Ephram took a seat across from Brusus. “It is unknown what would happen were the crystals held by someone not of Elaeavn, and not chosen by the Great Watcher. Such a thing has never happened. Perhaps nothing. Those who have held one of the crystals know that there is power within them, but it is a reflection of something greater. So it’s possible that without being chosen by the Great Watcher himself, nothing would happen. That the crystals would be inert.”

      “But this is Venass,” Haern said.

      “This is Venass,” Ephram agreed. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a barbed piece of lorcith. One end was smooth and shaped something like a ball, while the other ended in a five long, sharp spikes. “These were recovered from the bodies of the Forgotten after your attack. There are others that we’re studying, but we haven’t found how they used them.”

      Rsiran pulled the piece of lorcith to him and held it up. The metal glowed softly, a pale white light. “There were others like this in the Forgotten Palace. I destroyed them.” The metal had wanted that release, and Rsiran had been more than happy to provide it. “This was what the scholars used as part of their piercing. The scholar in the tower had two like this”—he pressed it to his lip—”and he tapped them together. Somehow, that helped him control lorcith.”

      Rsiran focused on the lorcith, listening to it. The metal offered a soft call that came to him quietly. Through his connection to the metal, he traced the history of this piece of lorcith. It offered him the story of its origin, telling him how it had been mined from a place deep beneath the ground. The small lump a part of something larger, but had been separated. When brought together…

      He blinked. “I know how this works.”

      Ephram frowned. “How can you know how this works? The master smiths have been studying this since their rescue, and they not been able to determine what about the metal allows the control.”

      “There is something about the way the metal was forged. There’s power held here, generated when the lorcith comes together. It wants to come together.”

      “I fail to see how that matters.”

      They all turned to see a large man leaning against the wall. Boldan Thenas, a smith they had rescued from Asador, had his arms crossed over his chest and fixed Rsiran with a hard look. Rsiran hadn’t seen or heard him enter, and noted that he had nothing of lorcith—or heartstone—on him. That wasn’t surprising; the smiths he’d met growing up and working alongside rarely kept anything of lorcith on them. They claimed that the metal was for the Elvraeth, and they would not presume to have such power. Rsiran had always believed that to be the reason, but now he wondered if there might not be something else.

      He took a step forward and nodded his head toward the piercing. “Typical timing to send word that he was here, Ephram.”

      “If you think I kept this from the smiths…”

      Boldan glared at Ephram a moment before turning his attention to Rsiran. “Tell me why you think the lorcith cares, Lareth.”

      “Master Boldan,” Rsiran said, tipping his head respectfully.

      Boldan reached across the table and plucked the piercing off it. He twisted it, squinting at it as he did. Boldan had eyes of a moderate green, and Rsiran never knew his ability. Many smiths were Sighted. It helped with forging and allowed much finer detail than they would be able to produce without Sight. If they were willing to listen to the lorcith, to hear its song, they wouldn’t even need Sight.

      “Lorcith takes shape just like any other metal, Lareth. Some can hear its call,” he said, looking up and meeting Rsiran’s eyes, “but that doesn’t help them shape it any better.”

      “Can you hear it, Master Boldan?” Rsiran asked.

      Boldan set the piercing back on the table. He sighed. “Not as I once could. And what I hear doesn’t tell me anything. This piece is silent. Only the fresh ore speaks.”

      “Not to me.” Rsiran pulled the piercing to him again. Boldan’s eyes widened slightly. Rsiran took the piercing and held it up. “This came from a mine to the south, and deep beneath the earth.”

      “There are no mines to the south,” Ephram said.

      “Lorcith can be found in many places. Ilphaesn is the most plentiful.” He set the piercing back on the table. “As I said, this came from far to the south, deep within a mine. When it was pulled from the mine, it was separated from another half. Joined with the other half…”

      Rsiran closed his eyes and listened for the connection to lorcith, searching for the missing piece. If the alchemists had recovered this one, it was likely they had the other half. They would have been together on the person they were taken from.

      Not knowing what to expect, he was surprised when he found it hidden beneath Ephram’s long cloak. How had he shielded its presence from him?

      Rsiran pulled on the piercing, drawing it free. Ephram’s eyes narrowed as the one piercing joined with the other. “These two belong together,” Rsiran said. “They want to be together. And when they are”—he tapped the metal together and light glowing from them flared for a moment—“they are more powerful.” He realized that he might be the only one able to see the light from the piercings as he tapped them together.

      Boldan took a quick breath. “I hear it.”

      Rsiran pushed the piercings to him. “That is how these work. They were forced into this shape, not asked or coaxed, and given a promise that they would come back together, but a price was required of the lorcith.” How did he know this? Was he able to hear it from the metal itself, or was there something about the way that they were brought together?

      Boldan studied the piercings for a moment and then set them down and looked up at Rsiran with a new light in his eyes. “You have an interesting talent, Lareth. You could have been a skilled smith.”

      Brusus pulled a knife from under his jacket and set it spinning on the table. The knife was one of Rsiran’s more recent creations, one that had a long, slender blade that he had folded dozens of times to give it the appearance of water falling over it, almost making it appear wet. The knife was well crafted, and he had been proud to affix his mark to it.

      “What do you mean he could have been a skilled smith?” Brusus asked. “Seems to me Rsiran here has learned everything necessary, no thanks to his father or the others of the Smith Guild, to surpass your traditional skills.”

      Boldan took the knife and held it out, examining it as he turned it from side to side. “Hmm. Excellent weight. Interesting design. And sturdy.” He set it back on the table. “This is serviceable.”

      Brusus grunted and shook his head, reaching for the knife. “Serviceable. Not seen anything like that out of your sanctioned smiths in generations. Don’t tell me it’s only serviceable.”

      “What is the point of all of this?” Haern asked. He had been sitting quietly, but now leaned forward, looking to Ephram. “Why the focus on the metal, and on Venass?”

      The guildlord sighed. “Because we need to know what Venass might attempt. And we need to know how they might attempt to reach the crystals. If we can’t find out, and we can’t protect them, I fear for what will happen if they manage to acquire one. With Rsiran’s connection to the metal, he might be the only one able to help.”

      “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do,” he started. “As to what they want, we found this when we returned to the Forgotten Palace.” He set the schematic on the table and slid it over to Boldan. “Is there anything about this that you can understand?”

      Boldan stared at the page for a moment. One thick finger ran along the edge as he read it. “Odd. Looks like plans for something like a forcible alloy, but none that I’ve ever seen.”

      Rsiran glanced at Jessa. “Like heartstone?”

      Boldan tapped the page. “Not heartstone. Can’t have lorcith in the making of the forge. And this has both heartstone and lorcith. Not sure I’ve ever seen anything like it.”

      Ephram studied the page, his lips pressed into a line. “The Forgotten were after this?”

      “They had components there,” Rsiran said. “Do you recognize it?”

      He shook his head carefully. “I’m no smith to read these plans. But if the Forgotten were after it, and with Venass working with them, I fear it is for nothing good.”
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      The thin man stood in front of Rsiran, wiping his hands on his apron and shaking his head. “He’s too busy for a visit unless you have a commission.”

      He considered the journeyman. The man hadn’t been here the last time Rsiran had visited Seval. He was no older than Rsiran, and sweat stained his shirt. Once, Rsiran had hoped for nothing more than to be raised to journeyman status. So much had changed for him. “No commission, but he’ll see me.”

      “And you are?”

      “Rsiran Lareth.”

      The journeyman’s eyes widened. Rsiran wondered if he should be alarmed or relieved that the journeyman seemed to recognize his name. “Come inside, but you’ll have to wait for him to finish. He’s in the middle of delicate work.” He rubbed the back of his neck as he turned around.

      Rsiran stood in Seval’s smithy, waiting for him to turn his attention away from the forge so that Rsiran could ask him about the schematics. Boldan claimed Seval was one of the few smiths who might be able to provide an answer. He’d suggested a few others, but as he already knew Seval, he was the first person he approached.

      While he waited, he watched as Seval worked with the journeyman. It was a different method than Rsiran’s father had used with his students. Whereas his father had the journeymen forge simpler items, Seval, instead, alternated tasks with his student. The master smith would hammer steadily, before occasionally handing his project off to the journeyman.

      As they worked, Seval glanced up and saw Rsiran. He nodded and then waved Rsiran over. “Good that you’re here, Lareth. You can help.” When the journeyman handed the project back to Seval, he handed his hammer to Rsiran. “See what we’re working on here?”

      It was a long section of intricate chain, more decorative than anything, and all of steel. He could see a difference between where Seval had been working, and where the journeyman had been. Seval’s section showed much more skill, obviously, leaving the metal folded in such a way that only a master smith could accomplish.

      “Not really,” Rsiran said.

      The journeyman grunted softly, and Seval only shook his head. He went to his bench and grabbed a scrap of paper and brought it over to Rsiran. “Here,” he said. “I don’t know if you had the chance to learn to read schematics like these.”

      Rsiran took the page and scanned it. “That’s what I came here to ask you about,” he said, reaching for the page in his pocket.

      “What can you tell me about this?” Seval asked, pointing to his own schematic.

      Where as the one in his pocket was complicated, this schematic was fairly straightforward. Rsiran was surprised that he actually could interpret most of what they were doing, and saw the way the chain was nothing more than a part of a larger sculpture that had yet to be forged.

      He handed the paper back to Seval. “I think I see.”

      Seval smiled. “Thought you might. Now. If I walk you through it, do you want to help?”

      Rsiran hesitated. “That’s not really why I came here…”

      “No? Well, seeing how Rhan here hasn’t been able to do more than create this chain, I thought maybe you could help.”

      Rsiran smiled and took the hammer that Seval offered and asked, “Can we talk while we work?”

      Seval nodded. “That might be best. Rhan can fetch more iron. Stock is a little low, anyway.”

      Rhan appeared to bite back a retort, and instead nodded. “Of course, Master Seval.”

      He stripped off his apron and left the smithy, leaving Rsiran and Seval to work.

      “Are you sure you want me involved?”

      Seval looked up with a sour expression on his face. “You’re not going to leave me to Rhan again, are you? The boy is fine, and he’ll make a serviceable smith in time, but there are things that he simply can’t do.”

      At first, they simply went back and forth, working through the various elements of the design that had been on the schematics. Rsiran fell into an easy pace, following along as Seval walked him through what he needed to know from the diagram.

      Working with Seval was a strange sort of comfort, one that he’d never had with his father. There was the familiar clang of hammer on metal, the heat from the forge, and an odd comfort in sharing the work with another. Working in his smithy had been lonely. Not always a bad loneliness, but there had never been anyone for him to share with, not like with Seval. It made Rsiran long for what he had not had, and maybe still could not have—recognition from the guild.

      As they worked, the shape of the main element slowly began to emerge from the metal. “What’s the commission for?” Rsiran asked.

      Seval grunted as he hammered, sliding the piece back to Rsiran for smaller detail work. He used a long, slender rod to add a few of the flourishes drawn. “Servants of the Great Watcher. They asked for another marker to replace one that was damaged in the last storm. Not much work from them in the past, so I want to do my best work, you know?”

      Rsiran considered the schematic. Now that Seval mentioned the Servants, he understood the purpose of the chain, symbolizing how the Servants were bound to the land and the people, tying them to the Great Watcher as he sat above them, observing. From Rsiran’s experience holding the crystal, he would have described the Great Watcher differently. Not so much sitting, as he seemed to float, aware of everything.

      They continued through the schematic, moving on to the rest of the sculpture. With the two of them working, the process went quickly.

      The master smith took the sculpture and carried it to a large quenching tub. Rsiran used a large bucket of water to quench, and found that was all that he needed for most of his work. The knives and the sword all fit within the bucket well enough. But Seval had a large tub—much larger than Rsiran’s father had—that he used, and stirred it briefly before he placed the sculpture inside.

      “Why stir it?” he asked.

      “To mix the polyseed oil. Gives a smoother finish.”

      “My father never used anything other than water.”

      “Neran? Are you sure? Your grandfather is the one who taught me about polyseed. Kept the ratio a secret, though it’s something that I figured out over time. Water is fine for most, and for lorcith, I think it’s all you can use, but when you’re working with steel—especially like this for the Servants—the polyseed dulls the shine a bit and gives it that weathered appearance they seek.”

      When cooled, Seval pulled the sculpture from the water and set it back on the anvil. He took a step back and held the schematic out as he studied it, nodding his head as he did.

      “Ah… look at that. Such subtle work. Beautiful.”

      Seval pointed to the area that Rsiran had worked on and showed how it matched the diagram made by the Servants. “I’m not sure I would have caught that. See how you got the steel to curve here?” Seval noted, touching an area of the sculpture that had troubled Rsiran as they had worked. He’d found it difficult to get the metal to roll without heating it too much, which would have deformed the rest of the sculpture. “You matched the schematics almost exactly.” Seval glanced over to the door, but Rhan hadn’t returned yet. “And that’s not something that Rhan would have been able to do. Not too many capable of this…”

      Seval sighed as he took a step back, his head shaking.

      “Master Seval,” Rsiran said, breaking the silence that stretched between them. “I was hoping you could tell me if you saw my father while you were being held by the Forgotten.” It wasn’t the question that had brought him here, but he was still curious, especially after what he’d found in the Forgotten Palace when they returned.

      Seval set the schematics back on his table and turned to Rsiran. “Neran wasn’t there.”

      “Are you sure?” He’d not yet seen Alyse to confirm the patterns in the cell were the same as those on her necklace, but he felt certain. So if he hadn’t been there, then who would have drawn those patterns on the wall?

      “It’s possible that he was somewhere I never saw. When you came, you saw what they had us doing. They kept us separate, working with lorcith. The last few days, they tried to get me to make…” He frowned and shook his head. “Damn, not even sure what it was that they asked me to make.”

      “Piercings,” he said.

      Seval looked at him askance. “Piercings?”

      Rsiran sighed. The smiths needed to understand, or they risked Venass attempting to use others to make them. If not Venass, it could be any of the Forgotten, even the Elvraeth from within the palace. “They use the potential within lorcith and force it. You know what happens when you force lorcith in ways that it doesn’t want to go.”

      Seval nodded thoughtfully. “That’s the way I was trained. Work with the metal. Ignore the way it calls to you. Listening is a way toward danger. Seems like those who taught us didn’t know what they were doing.” He clapped Rsiran on the shoulder. “You got a different kind of skill, Lareth. Maybe raw in the ways of the modern smith, reading diagrams and schematics and such, but when it comes to the actual work, that which makes us smiths, you’re not raw at all. More refined than nearly any master in Elaeavn, I’d wager.”

      “Not all feel the way that you do, Seval.”

      The master smith shrugged. “Then they don’t know what they’re doing. I can teach you how to read schematics, and can show you how to mix the right quench if you’ll help me get back in touch with the call of lorcith.”

      “Well… if it’s schematics,” he said, pulling the page from his pocket.

      Seval took it and studied the page quickly. “A forge of sorts. Not like the usual forge, but one to mix alloys. Not something smiths often do. Usually the area of the alchemists, especially when you’re dealing with certain metals.”

      “Why certain metals?” Rsiran thought he already knew. His experience with heartstone had taught him enough to know.

      “Can’t really explain why. Some will mix, but there’s something missing in order to get them there. Heartstone is one. I hear you’ve got some familiarity with that.”

      “Some.”

      “This would be like that, only… only it’s more complicated.” He folded the page back up and handed it over to Rsiran. “Wish I could help you more, but don’t really have the answer.”

      Rsiran nodded. It had been unlikely, but he’d had to ask. “I’ll still do what I can to help you hear the lorcith.”

      Seval grinned. “Good. Then start with that,” he said, pointing to a piece of lorcith sitting on his table.

      “Why that one?”

      Seval grinned. “Because with that one, I can almost hear it. When I close my eyes and focus…” He did just that and started rocking in place, swaying as if hearing a soft song. Which, if it was anything like what Rsiran experienced, he did.

      Rsiran took the piece of lorcith and held it. It called to him, but not strongly, not as it must for Seval to hear it. Rsiran shouldn’t have been surprised that it was different for him. The ore reacted differently for each person, so what was stronger for Seval wouldn’t necessarily be the same for him.

      But he could still hear the song. When he listened carefully, he began to understand where this lump came from within Ilphaesn. He felt the memory of when the miner had pulled the ore from the mountain. From there, he could trace it back to its time in the mountain, a sense of purpose there, as if placed by the Great Watcher himself.

      How could he hear that? And how could he explain that he heard it without it sounding all too strange?

      “What do you hear?” Rsiran asked, setting the piece of lorcith back down on the table.

      Seval shook his head. “When I was younger, when I first picked up a hammer, I remember the way that lorcith seemed to hum.” He laughed softly as he shook his head. “Sounds crazy to talk about sometimes. I would hear that hum when I worked with it, and sometimes, I would hear it louder when I tried ignoring it, like it wanted me to hear it. I remember saying something to my father once—like you, my father offered me my first apprenticeship—and he told me much the same that Neran probably told you. ‘Ignore it and it will go away. Only then can you master the ore.’”

      Rsiran remembered the rage his father had when he talked about hearing the lorcith, but there was also something like compassion. It was then that Rsiran had realized that his father shared the same gift, and heard the lorcith as well. Or had.

      “How long did it take to go away?” Rsiran asked.

      Seval closed his eyes, and Rsiran wondered if he strained to hear the lorcith again. “It never completely went away. Oh, I had a certain control over it and could force lorcith into whatever shape I wanted, but if I slipped, if my focus drifted even a little, that hum would still be there.” He opened his eyes and looked to Rsiran. “Is that what it’s like for you? You hear a hum?”

      “Maybe at first,” Rsiran said. “There was someone I met who called it a song, and I think that’s more fitting. Especially when you’re in the mines and you hear nothing but the song of the lorcith. It seems to fill you, to surround you, and you realize that it is everywhere.”

      “But lorcith is scarce in Ilphaesn.”

      “That’s what we’ve been taught, but I can tell you that it’s not. There are massive amounts of lorcith in the mines. And not only there, but lorcith can be found elsewhere. We have always considered it valuable, and scarce,” he said, thinking of the trader Connor and the rumors of how hard it was to mine lorcith, “but that simply isn’t true.”

      “That explains how they were able to have so much.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was there. In Asador or wherever they had taken me. They had so much lorcith, more than I’d ever been able to acquire. And the waste… they didn’t care if something failed. They would simply have the forger start over. That’s not how I run my shop.”

      Rsiran’s father had been much the same. He’d not wanted to waste lorcith, knowing how expensive and how valuable it was. That was part of the reason he’d come down so hard on Rsiran when he started making knives.

      “You asked what I hear,” Rsiran said. “It’s different with each piece. With this, I can tell that it would offer itself willingly to any shape, but more than that, I can tell you where it came from in the mines, and what it remembers of the time there.”

      Seval laughed. “Now I know you’re joking with me. How can it have a memory like that? I don’t deny that sometimes it’s easier than others to work with lorcith, as if it’s more willing as you say. But you expect me to believe that you can hear the history of the lorcith?”

      Rsiran shrugged. “You don’t have to believe it if you don’t want to. But listening is what gives me a different type of control.” He pulled on the metal, and it floated over to him, landing in the palm of his hand. With unshaped lorcith, it required more force than it would with lorcith that he’d forged, but a piece this small still responded to him.

      “Great Watcher,” Seval said. He glanced over at the door, as if expecting Rhan to return. “Would you show me?”

      “Show you?”

      Seval nodded. “You speak of the mines, and how they sing. I would like to see them.”

      Rsiran wondered if he should refuse. Returning to the mines wasn’t something that he intended to do. The last time he’d gone there, he’d done so mostly as a test to see whether Della could influence his Sliding. But he’d learned that something had changed, and that lorcith moved more freely from the mines than it had in years. That should have warned him that the Forgotten were planning something more, but it hadn’t.

      This time, what would he find? The tunnels glowed with the light of the lorcith, so Rsiran didn’t need to fear the darkness. Would the miners even still be there?

      Rsiran realized that he needed to return. It had been too long since he’d gone.

      “I’ll take you,” Rsiran said.

      “I’ll make the preparations. The transport will only take a few days—”

      Rsiran shook his head and grabbed Seval by the arm, and then pulled them to the mines in a Slide.
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      They emerged outside the Ilphaesn mines. Wind whipped around Rsiran, cold and biting, and carrying only a hint of the sea. From here, Ilphaesn loomed high overhead, her peak wrapped in snow and clouds. A few birds circled before moving out toward the sea.

      This close to Ilphaesn, the sense of its lorcith became overpowering. Rsiran had to actively push away his awareness of it, so he didn’t lose his sense of other lorcith, like his anchors scattered throughout Elaeavn, or the knives he carried. But he had to do so without also losing his awareness of heartstone. It was a matter of balance so that he didn’t push either of them too far to the back of his mind.

      The tunnels snaking through the mountain flared like a map in his mind, the void in the lorcith like a darkness to him. Finding his way through the mines was no longer the challenge that it once had been, but then again, he no longer had to walk in darkness. The white light from the walls of lorcith lit his way.

      Seval pulled his arm free, and looked up at the mountain. “Forgot you can travel like that. It’s… strange.”

      “You get used to it.”

      Seval grunted. “All the years that I’ve lived in Elaeavn, and I’ve never been this close to Ilphaesn. Can you believe that?”

      “I don’t think many smiths ever think to visit the mines,” Rsiran answered.

      Seval shrugged. “Probably true. The Miner Guild discourages it, anyway. Makes them a little uncomfortable. Why here?”

      It was early afternoon, and the sun hid behind Ilphaesn, but the sky was still light. “Habit mostly. When I came before, if I went straight into the mines it would have led to a different set of questions,” Rsiran answered. When he’d been here last, the mines had been empty out of fear for what the Forgotten might do with the miners. Now that the guild thought the Forgotten were no longer a threat, had they returned? “Especially at this time of day. Were we to come later, after the mining is done for the day, we could move more freely.

      “You’d rather return later?”

      Rsiran wasn’t sure whether that mattered now that he could Slide more openly. “I think we should go see the mine. Then you can tell me whether you hear the song.”

      They walked around the curve of the mountain. Rsiran hadn’t brought them too close to the main entrance into Ilphaesn, knowing that the miners might be working, and that the foremen might watch the entrance. Simply appearing in front of the mine would generate questions that he didn’t want to answer.

      But as they reached the entrance to the mine, he found it gated and locked.

      Seval pulled on the gate. “Usually locked like this?”

      “Not during the day. Guess the guild hasn’t sent them back since…” He glanced to Seval who nodded.

      Rsiran Slid them past the gate, emerging in the mouth of the mine. The bitter scent of lorcith became nearly overwhelming, and he breathed it in.

      Here, the light from the lorcith began to simmer. At first, he noted it as a dim light, but it gradually intensified as they walked deeper into the mine, almost a blinding light. Rsiran found that, much like his awareness of the lorcith itself and the call that he heard in his mind, he could push away some of the brightness.

      “Are you Sighted?” Seval asked.

      “Not Sighted.”

      “How do you move so comfortably here?”

      Rsiran stopped and realized that Seval made his way carefully through the mine, holding his hands out to each side to keep from falling. Rsiran remembered all too well how he’d felt when he’d been in the mine in the blackness, and how terrifying that could be. Sensing the lorcith had helped, but what would it have been like if he couldn’t even do that?

      “At first, I could sense the lorcith around me.”

      “It’s here?”

      Rsiran smiled, studying the walls. Lorcith permeated everything within Ilphaesn, almost as if the mountain were lorcith with rock around it. “It’s everywhere. Having that sense, I could follow the voids where miners had removed it.”

      “You sound as if that’s not what you do now.”

      “Now it’s different,” Rsiran agreed. “Something changed with lorcith for me. Now I can see it.”

      “I don’t understand how that would help you navigate through this.”

      “Because it glows for me. Like a lantern.”

      Seval was silent for a moment. “You’re a strange one, Lareth.”

      Rsiran laughed. “That’s better than what others have called me.”

      He hooked his arm through Seval’s and guided him deeper into the mine. They reached the open area where the miners camped for the night. At this time of the day, the miners should still be working deeper in the mines.

      “Where are we now?” Seval asked.

      Rsiran realized that it took a great deal of trust from Seval to rely on Rsiran to guide him through the mines. “We’re in a wide cavern. This is where the miners sleep.”

      “So dark,” he whispered.

      “This wasn’t so bad when I was working the mines,” Rsiran said. “There was always a lantern glowing here. Even before I could see the lorcith, this was a place where I never really felt the same oppressive sense as I did deeper in the mines.”

      Seval looked all around. “Such a horrible punishment.”

      “Someone told me that the miners were once some of the most esteemed men of Elaeavn.” Della hadn’t really expounded on that, but knowing now what he did of lorcith, he could believe that to be true.

      He stopped them near the back of the cavern and discovered the lantern. Much like the heartstone lanterns, this one operated with a dial that opened a shade, allowing a faint orange light to spill from it.

      Seval blinked. “Thanks.” The master smith took the lantern and held it out from him.

      “Can you sense anything here?” Rsiran asked.

      Seval looked over with a troubled expression on his face. He studied Rsiran for a moment and then sighed, shaking his head. “Nothing here.”

      “Let’s try deeper in the mine.”

      “This isn’t deep enough?”

      Rsiran smiled. “You’re only seeing the beginning of the mine.”

      He took Seval’s arm and Slid.

      They emerged with lorcith all around in the open staging area of the mine, where the foremen tallied the finds for the day. The brightness surprised him, but more surprising was that the collection of lorcith that had been here when Rsiran last came was now missing.

      He had expected to find the huge lumps of lorcith, and thought that if anything would have triggered the memory of the song for Seval, it would be them. But they were gone.

      Where had they gone? And who had taken them?

      “What is it?” Seval asked.

      Rsiran shook his head. “Nothing.” He wouldn’t put that burden on Seval, not when the master smith could do nothing to answer it.

      “Why did you choose this place?” Seval asked. “Seems you can go anywhere in the mines.”

      “This leads into the separate mine shafts. From here, you can access other parts of the mine. Lorcith is all around here, even more than at the entrance to the mine. I thought that if you were to hear it anywhere, you could here.”

      Seval set the lantern down and made a slow turn, closing his eyes as he did. The master smith had the potential to hear it. How could Rsiran help him?

      He listened, searching for lorcith that called the most strongly. Had he been thinking, he would have brought a pick or a hammer. That had always seemed to make a difference with the lorcith, especially as he started to remove it from the rock.

      A particular piece of lorcith overhead glowed the brightest. As Rsiran focused on it, he recognized that its song was loudest as well.

      “Over here,” he said to Seval.

      They stood beneath the lorcith. In that place, it would have been difficult for miners to remove.

      “Where?” Seval asked.

      “Just listen.”

      Seval closed his eyes.

      As Rsiran waited, he stretched out his awareness of lorcith through the caverns, listening to all of the ore buried in the mountain. Tunnels that he had never visited shone brightly in his mind. As he searched, he realized they stretched deeper than he would have imagined, diving deep beneath the earth. Lorcith glowed everywhere.

      And there was something more. Unexpected.

      Rsiran focused, straining for what he detected, listening as he suspected that Seval listened. As he did, he realized why the lorcith felt different. There was the strange clamoring sense that he always had when lorcith was removed from the earth.

      Someone mined there.

      But they were deep in the ground, far deeper than the mines that he’d known.

      His heart fluttered, thinking through the possibilities of who might be mining. Not the guild from Elaeavn. They used these more superficial mines. Venass? Rsiran assumed they used the source of lorcith closer to them. Or the remaining Forgotten? It was possible that they found a way into the depths of Ilphaesn, but they had a different source and wouldn’t need to mine here.

      He needed to know.

      Seval still stood with his eyes closed, swaying in place.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      Seval didn’t seem to notice. Rsiran took that as assent.

      Focusing on the distant source of lorcith, the piece that still sang softly in his mind as it was freed, he Slid, careful not to emerge too close to where he detected the lorcith.

      Emerging from the Slide, he readied the knives he carried with him. Not knowing what he might find made him nervous, even if he could Slide back out of the mines. He held a lorcith anchor in mind, choosing a place in his smithy, so that he could escape quickly if needed. He would have to return to the upper mines to retrieve Seval before he was discovered too.

      The air in this part of the mines was cooler than above. The steady breath of the mines almost swirled around him here. The bitterness of the lorcith was offset by a damp odor, one that he could practically feel in his bones.

      He searched for the lorcith that he’d detected.

      At first, he thought that he’d missed it. Or that whoever had been mining the lorcith had departed, either Sliding, or hiding somewhere in the mine. But the lorcith remained, and the sense of it remained.

      Rsiran stepped around a small bend in the cavern. A figure was shadowed against the brightness of the lorcith. The ore didn’t glow quite as strongly here, though he still had to push it toward the back of his mind, shielding himself so that it didn’t overwhelm him.

      “I see you,” he said.

      The person holding the nugget of lorcith spun. Wild eyes stared into what would be darkness for him, but was not for Rsiran. The way the person held the blunt pick in one hand told Rsiran it was a man.

      Rsiran took a step forward. “Who are you?”

      The figure shook. Long hair hung in front of his face, obscuring him. A foul odor emanated from him. He swung the pick back, as if to attack.

      Rsiran Slid, emerging long enough to grab the pick before he could swing it again, and then Slid away, tearing the weapon from the man’s grip. When he emerged from the second Slide, he pushed on the unshaped lorcith in the man’s hand so that it went bouncing off the walls of the cavern.

      “Now. Who are you?” he asked again.

      The man took a step back, holding now-empty hands out in front of him. “Please. Don’t take me from the song.” He had a soft voice that didn’t match the wild way he had looked at Rsiran when he first emerged.

      Rsiran hesitated. “You hear it?”

      The man trembled. “Don’t take the song from me.”

      There was something in the way he said the word ‘song.’ Rsiran forced away the awareness of the lorcith even more, dimming the brightness within the cavern. Could it be the same boy he’d known when working in the mines?

      He was taller, but the months that had passed would do that. And thinner, but if he was alone, where would he have found food?

      “I know you,” Rsiran said.

      The boy pushed the hair away from his eyes. When he saw Rsiran, he took another step back. “Please. Go away! You already tried to silence it!”

      Rsiran considered leaving the boy here. The time alone had made him crazy, and he had already been a little crazy to begin with.

      But the more that he studied the boy and saw his gaunt features and the way he held his thin arms across his chest, Rsiran realized that he couldn’t simply leave him here. Maybe Della could help him.

      “Go away!” the boy said again.

      Rsiran sighed and Slid to the boy, grabbing him before Sliding back to where he left Seval.

      He released the boy after he emerged. Seval still stood, rocking in place.

      “I think... I think I can hear it,” Seval said.

      “Good,” Rsiran told him. “Because it’s time for us to go.”
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      Taking both Seval and the boy with him as he Slid back to Elaeavn proved harder than Rsiran expected. Seval was easy. The master smith barely moved as they Slid. But the boy writhed under Rsiran’s grip. Only with the strength that he had managed to gain during his time working the forge was he able to keep ahold of him. And even then, he feared losing the boy during the Slide. Rsiran didn’t know what would happen if he did. There always seemed to be something in the space between Slides, but he’d never been able to determine what it was.

      He emerged outside Della’s home. If anyone could help the boy, she could. The street was empty, and shadows trailed down it from the fading sun. Somewhere, a cat yowled once and was followed by another.

      “We can try again another time,” Rsiran told Seval, releasing his grip on the master smith.

      Seval stared at the boy, as if only finally now seeing him. “What is this?”

      “He’s one of the miners sentenced to Ilphaesn. Someone I knew when I was there.”

      “I thought all the miners were gone,” Seval said.

      The boy tried backing away, but Rsiran squeezed on his arm, holding him in place. As thin as he was, he feared crushing his arm, or breaking it. He relaxed slightly. There wasn’t anyplace really for him to go here. If he ran, it would be into the city, and from the wide-eyed way that he stared at everything, Rsiran could tell that he didn’t want to do that.

      “Not all gone,” the boy said. His voice went high as he said it. “Not all gone!”

      “What’s wrong with him?” Seval asked.

      “I think,” Rsiran began, “it has something to do with the fact that he was left alone in the mines. The rest of the miners were gone, but he remained.”

      “Take me back!” the boy said.

      His voice rose louder, now shouting. If he got much louder, he would draw the attention of the constables, which would draw the guilds. He wanted a chance to understand the boy before that happened.

      “Why would he want to go back there?” Seval asked.

      “Because he hears the lorcith.” The boy must have some smith blood for him to hear it. In some ways, he might even be more connected to lorcith than Rsiran. The boy had spent years in the mine; years spent listening to the song.

      Seval nodded. “Can we help him?”

      The question made Rsiran smile. “I intend to.”

      The door opened and Della stood watching them. Her bright green eyes seemed to take everything in quickly, glancing from Seval to Rsiran and then to the boy. “About time you brought him to me.”

      Rsiran tipped his head. “About time?”

      The boy started shaking. “Take me back!” he shouted.

      “Best get him inside,” she said. “Don’t want to draw any more attention here if we can avoid it.” She nodded to Seval. “You, too,” she said.

      They pulled the boy into Della’s home. Once inside, she closed the door, slipping a complicated lock in place. The boy tried struggling again, straining to get away from Rsiran, but he held firm, refusing to release him. For as much as he had to be malnourished, he was quite strong. Seval moved toward the hearth in the small home, getting out of the way.

      Della calmly held out a cup of mint tea toward the boy. “Drink.”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m not going to hurt you and you look thirsty. If you drink, we can talk about getting you what you want.”

      Rsiran shot her a look, but she made a point of not meeting his eyes.

      “I want to go back,” the boy said. He had a little less force to his voice this time, and at least stopped shouting.

      “I think the entire street heard you,” Della said. “Now drink before I force it down your throat.”

      The boy tried backing away from her, but when Rsiran continued to hold him in place, he eventually took the offered mug of tea and sipped. Rsiran could practically see the way he relaxed, the tension fading from his shoulders, and he stopped pulling so hard to get away.

      “Now,” Della said. She touched his hand and her eyes flared green for a moment.

      The boy trembled again, and tea splashed out from the mug, before it eased.

      Della pulled her hand back. “You can release him now, Rsiran.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She looked at him with amusement. “Have you ever known me not to be sure?”

      Rsiran shrugged and let go of the boy’s arm.

      The boy rubbed his against his chest, as if trying to wipe away Rsiran’s touch, but didn’t run. Instead, he took another sip of the tea and then let out a soft breath.

      “Come. Sit by the fire with me,” Della suggested. Her voice had a soothing quality, one that seemed to mix with the scent of the tea.

      The boy nodded and followed her to the hearth. Seval moved away and stood next to Rsiran. “Who is she?” he whispered.

      “Della. She’s a Healer.”

      “I’ve never seen a healer like this before,” Seval said.

      “Not healer. A Healer.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “About the same as Rhan working the forge and—”

      Seval chuckled. “And you?”

      “I was going to say you, but sure.”

      Della occasionally touched the boy’s hand, patting it as he sat facing the hearth. She whispered to him softly as he drank his tea. After a while, his breathing started to slow, and his head began to bob, dropping to his chest. Della slipped the mug from his hands and set in on the ground.

      She nodded to Rsiran. “Lower him to the pallet over there.” She pointed near the fire.

      Rsiran scooped the boy from the chair and laid him down on the pallet, pulling a thin sheet over him. Asleep as he was, the boy looked so young. Scars ran along his arms, most faded and old, but there were some that were newer as well. A few bruises ran along the exposed skin of his legs. Whatever he’d been through had left him injured.

      “He needs a bath,” Rsiran said.

      Della chuckled. “The same could be said about you the first time you came to me.”

      Rsiran flushed, thinking that Jessa had been the one who’d brought him to Della. How badly had he smelled? He’d been in the mines for… several weeks, maybe longer, but he’d lost track. Of course he would have stunk.

      “Do you need me to stay?” Rsiran asked.

      “I think I can handle a boy his age.”

      “What if he…”

      “You think he’ll attack me when he comes around?” Della asked.

      “I don’t know what he’ll do. Only what I saw. He’s not right, Della.”

      She tottered back behind her counter, weaving with a little less stability than she had before. How much effort had she put into Healing the boy? Saving Rsiran, and Brusus, and most recently Jessa had taken quite a bit of strength from her—he’d seen how weakened she was when she helped them, especially with Brusus—but those had all been injuries of poisonings. This boy…

      “Not so different, Rsiran,” she said softly, as she stirred another mug of tea. She handed one to him, and then offered a second to Seval. The master smith took it with a grateful nod. “The mind can be sick like the body. Sometimes that can be Healed. Other times… other times there is no bringing you back.”

      She started to pull a few different tins off her shelf and measured out powders in a lorcith bowl, one that Rsiran had made at her request. Several of the powders were aromatic, almost overwhelmingly so. Then Della took a few rolled leaves and dipped them into a cup of water, before adding these to her bowl. She mashed the leaves into the powder, mixing them together into something like a paste.

      “Where did you find him?” she asked as she worked.

      “Ilphaesn.”

      She cocked an eye at him. “More specifically, please.”

      “We had gone to Ilphaesn. Master Seval wanted help listening to lorcith”—Della glanced at him and nodded slowly—“and I thought that Ilphaesn would be a good place to start. The mines were empty. I’m not sure when the guild will replace the miners, but the entrance was gated and locked and there was no one there.”

      She stopped stirring her paste. “What else did you find?”

      “When we were there, I could tell that someone mined, but it was deep in the mountain.”

      “How could you tell if it was deep in Ilphaesn?”

      “That is my gift,” Rsiran answered.

      “Where did you find him?”

      “That’s just it,” Rsiran started. “There wasn’t anything else around. I hadn’t even known the mines went that deep. He was alone.”

      Della looked over the top of her counter toward where the boy rested. “Not alone, not going by those scars. There is something we’re missing.”

      “When I first met him, he mined at night. Something—or someone—had forced him to mine.”

      “In spite of the Compelling to prevent that.”

      Rsiran nodded.

      “Interesting that you were not affected, even then,” Della said.

      Rsiran started to object, but then, it was true, wasn’t it? When he’d gone to Ilphaesn, he had always heard the sound of the lorcith, and the way that it called to him. He tried to ignore it, but couldn’t. Only when he actually took away lumps that were too large was he attacked. And injured.

      “You Healed me,” Rsiran said.

      Della frowned. “I don’t know that I did. It’s possible that what happened was a subtle touch.”

      “Like Evaelyn?”

      Della frowned. “I don’t know.” She glanced to Seval and then turned back to working at her paste, mashing it together.

      Did she imply that Venass had somehow been responsible? Had they been involved for longer than he had realized?

      Della finished mixing and made her way around the counter again, and then took a spoonful of the paste and smeared it across the boy’s cheeks and forehead. She whispered something softly, and the paste took on a sharp odor. The boy’s breathing slowed again, and he settled into sleep.

      “Will he get better?” Rsiran asked, leaving unsaid his concern about whether he would have to return the boy to the mine.

      “Time will tell. He has been tormented for a long time,” she answered.

      “And Compelled.”

      She nodded. “Hearing the lorcith would not change him like this. That tells me he has smith blood, but that has never driven anyone insane.”

      “Except for my father,” Rsiran said.

      Della crossed her arms over her chest. “Then you misunderstood what he intended. Fearing a thing and having it change you are different, Rsiran Lareth. What happened to this boy was caused by another.”

      Her comment was intended to have another effect. “You think I need to find out who.”

      “If we wish to understand. If we wish to ensure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “I can’t go there alone again or Jessa will kill me.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone alone the first time,” Della said.

      “Someone else might have been injured.”

      “And what of you? What happens if you are injured? You have great control over your abilities, but even they have weaknesses. I think Haern has demonstrated that to you.”

      “Too often.”

      “Good.”

      She turned her attention back to the boy, and Rsiran knew that their conversation was over. Della had made the point that she wanted to make, and now she would return her focus to Healing.

      He nudged Seval toward the door and stepped out into the street. Darkness had fallen in full, leaving only the sliver of moon overhead mixing with the distant street lamp for light. “We should get you back to your smithy,” he told Seval. “I’m sure your journeyman will have questions.”

      “Rhan has not been with me long enough to ask questions,” Seval said. They started up the street, away from Lower Town and toward Seval’s smithy. “You will do as she suggested, and you will return?”

      “She thinks someone Compelled the boy.”

      “I’m not familiar with this term.”

      “You’re lucky,” he said, but was surprised that the Forgotten hadn’t attempted to Compel the smiths they abducted. Maybe they figured the threats would be enough. “Similar to Reading. Compelling is forcing someone to do what they might not want to do.”

      “And this boy, he has been Compelled?”

      Rsiran shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible that smith blood protects us. Maybe that’s why he’s been affected the way that he has.”

      “What of others? How do they prevent themselves from being affected?”

      “Most cannot.”

      “Most?” Seval asked.

      They reached the wide street where they would find his shop. Noise from a few taverns they passed spilled out into the street, the music mixing with the night. Rsiran had never visited the taverns in this part of the city. He’d never really been to any, other than the Barth. But these taverns had been where his father had gone to get drunk.

      “I found a way to protect people from it,” he said.

      “With lorcith,” Seval said.

      Rsiran nodded. “Lorcith mixed with heartstone. The combination makes it most effective. But you have to find the right nugget of lorcith, and you have to explain to the lorcith what you intend, otherwise…” Otherwise it wouldn’t work. For something like that, depending on it and having it fail was the worst thing that could happen.

      Seval shook his head as he stopped at the door to his smithy. “I think… I think that there are others things that I could learn from you, Lareth. But I’d still like to rediscover how to hear the lorcith.” Seval pushed open the door, and Rhan looked over at them from where he worked at the forge. “When you return to Ilphaesn, may I come with you?”

      “Seval—”

      “I understand the risks, Lareth, but I almost heard it this time. I think I only need a little more time. Please. I’ve lived long enough ignoring that part of myself.”

      Rsiran considered telling him no, but if he worked with Seval, then he had the hope that the master smith might work more with him. Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      “You’ll need a weapon, just in case.”

      “Like your knives?”

      Rsiran grunted. “A sword might be better.” A troubled expression passed over Seval’s face, and Rsiran realized that he had said the wrong thing. “The knives are fine. We will try to go tomorrow.”

      “Not tonight?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “Tonight I have to try to explain to Jessa where I’ve been in a way that keeps her from tearing my head off.”

      Seval smiled. “I’ve got a wife who would do the same. Tomorrow then.”

      The master smith closed the door behind him, leaving Rsiran standing in the street a moment before sighing to himself and Sliding to the Barth.
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      The tavern was busier than it had been in months. Dozens of people sat around the tables and a bandolist and flutist played an up tempo song, leading a few people to even dance near the back of the tavern. Rsiran stood in the doorway, shocked.

      “Close the door!” Brusus yelled and then saw Rsiran. “Damn, Rsiran, you’ve been gone a while. Jessa’s been looking for you. Can’t say whether she’s going to be happy to see you or whether you’ll be too happy to see her.”

      “Where is she?” An older couple, both dressed in slightly tattered robes, occupied the table he and his friends usually sat at.

      “She’s in the kitchen.”

      “Jessa?”

      Brusus shrugged. “Not cooking if that’s what you’re asking. I wouldn’t risk all these people coming here for that.”

      “They’re here for the food?”

      Brusus grinned. “Good food will do that. Can make or break a tavern, you know? Word is finally getting out that the cooking is better than when Gillian was here.”

      “This is all because of Alyse?” Rsiran asked as his sister pushed open the door to the kitchen and made her way out, carrying trays laden with food. She moved with a purpose that he hadn’t seen from her since before he’d been sent to Ilphaesn. When Alyse saw Brusus, she nodded sharply to him.

      “Ah, damn. She wants me to get moving. Sorry, Rsiran, but we’re pretty busy, so I’ve got to go help.”

      As Brusus disappeared, Rsiran couldn’t help but laugh. In the time that Rsiran had known him, Brusus had gone from a thief with many secrets to an honest, respectable tavern owner, now somewhat cowed by his bossy new cook. Rsiran watched as Brusus stopped at each table, chatting for a few moments before moving on to the next.

      Rsiran made his way to the kitchen. Heat from the ovens nearly overwhelmed him, but the scents of bread and roasted meat and vegetables sent his mouth watering. He searched the kitchen for Jessa and found her sitting near the back. At first, he thought she was eating, but then, he realized that she was busy scooping food onto plates and arranging it neatly.

      She glanced up as he approached, and her eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t say anything. From that, Rsiran knew how angry she was.

      “Jessa,” he said.

      “Don’t.”

      She slopped a few more scoops of food onto a plate and set it to the side. Alyse came into the kitchen. She opened her mouth to say something, but closed it again. She was probably going to warn Jessa not to let the anger of her fiery stare burn the plated food, but thought better of it.

      Alyse quietly lifted the plates that Jessa had filled and placed them on her tray. She offered Rsiran an expression much like the one she had worn when their father had wanted to speak to him, one that was a mixture of pity and relief that it wasn’t her.

      When Alyse left, Jessa set down the spoon and turned toward him. “Do you even know why I’m upset?”

      “Because I didn’t have you come with me?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Because you snuck off without me. You don’t think I know you went back to the smithy? What happens when the guild decides that you’re more of an inconvenience than anything else? Do you think that Brusus will be able to help you when you’re brought before the Elvraeth council?”

      “Jessa, the guild knows about me. I was with one of the guild members. What does it matter if I—”

      “Just because they know about you doesn’t mean that you go throwing your presence in their faces. They’ve left you alone. For now. But how much longer will that last? And when you don’t help the alchemists this time, do you think they’ll simply leave you alone? They have power, Rsiran, real power. Regardless of what Della tells you that you might become, the alchemists and the other guilds hold a different kind of power. The kind that can see you exiled. Or worse.”

      He had known that Jessa worried about him, but hadn’t really understood the reason that she didn’t want him going to the guilds. Now he thought he might. “You’re not going to lose me,” he said. “Whatever they do, I can Slide us to safety—”

      “What about when you can’t? You’ve said so yourself that they keep trying to find newer and better traps for you. What happens when you can’t escape their trap? Some punishments there’s no coming back from.”

      She turned away from him and looked back at the pot and lifted the spoon to begin scooping stew onto plates. She said nothing.

      Rsiran moved closer, smelling the sharp scent of the flower she wore today, a spicier deep red flower that she wove into the charm. “Seval wants to learn how to listen to the lorcith again,” he said. “That has to be a start of something important, don’t you think? He was like my father, trained to ignore the smith blood side of himself, but if he wants to hear it again, maybe the other smiths will also.”

      “Or maybe he only wants to learn your secrets so he can better help them trap you.”

      “I don’t think that’s what he is after,” Rsiran said. He touched her shoulder. “We found the boy.”

      “The boy?”

      “The one I told you about. The boy I couldn’t find when I searched before. I found him.”

      “Where was he?”

      “In an area deeper in the mines than I knew even existed, and injured.”

      Jessa sucked in a sharp breath. “Did you leave him there?”

      “He’s with Della. She thinks he was Compelled.”

      “I can tell by the way you say it that you don’t. You think you know more than Della? When have you been Compelled to know how it might feel?”

      “That’s just it. When have I ever been Compelled?”

      Jessa lifted the spoon and swung it toward him, sending a splatter of stew at him. “You think you can’t be Compelled? You’re special, Rsiran, but now you’re starting to think that you’re more than special.”

      “That’s not it. I think there’s something in the smith blood that protects me. It’s the reason the Forgotten weren’t able to Compel the smiths to make whatever they wanted, they had to find a way to manipulate, to force them.”

      Jessa frowned and set the spoon down again. “I don’t know. Look at how Brusus can Push you. Look at how Thom Pushed us both.”

      “I think that’s different. He thinks that’s different.”

      “So now you believe that you’re immune to someone trying to Compel you? What, are you just going to leave those off?” She jabbed at his heartstone bracelets.

      “They keep me from getting Read too. But that’s not what I’m trying to get at. This boy was crazy. He didn’t want to leave the mine, as if he couldn’t. I remember that he was strange when I knew him before, but this is different from even that. I think—”

      “You think whoever is trying to Compel him has made him crazy.” Rsiran nodded, not surprised at how quickly Jessa would have worked it out. “And Della? What does she think?”

      “She thinks he’s not right in his mind, that there was something done to him that made him sick. But she’s trying to Heal him too. And she thinks that she can.”

      Jessa grunted. “Knowing Della, she can.” She stood up and turned to him, arms crossed over her chest as she confronted him. “I suppose you’re only telling me all of this because you intend to return.”

      “Della wants me to go back. If there’s something there that will help us understand what happened to him—”

      “That’s not why you want to go back,” Jessa countered. “You think this has to do with the Forgotten.”

      “Or with Venass,” Rsiran agreed.

      Jessa shook her head. “You’re an idiot, you know that? Why risk ourselves? There are others who have a greater stake in this now. Let the guilds handle it. Great Watcher, let the Elvraeth handle it. It’s their palace they want.”

      “You know this is about more than the palace,” Rsiran said.

      Jessa shook her head, and her straight brown hair swished as she did. “I’m not sure what I know. This… whatever we’ve been drawn into… this is bigger than us, but that doesn’t mean that we need to worry about it.”

      Rsiran watched her, knowing that her anger and frustration was just because she worried about him as much as he worried about her. He would do what was necessary to keep her safe, and if that meant finding the remaining Forgotten and dealing with the threat of Venass, so be it. Once they were taken care of, they could finally have peace of mind. Rsiran could choose to hide in his smithy, or maybe even find one outside the city. But it would be his choice. Jessa could be with him, and they would no longer have to fear anyone coming after him. That was all he wanted.

      “I know,” Jessa finally said. “I just don’t like it.”

      “I don’t think we can like it.”

      Jessa sighed. “And when do you want to return to Ilphaesn? I know you’re not planning to wait too long. That’s not the Rsiran that I know.”

      “With the boy out of the mine, we can’t wait too long, or whoever might be Compelling him will find out. I don’t want them to know. Not yet.”

      “And when they know that we know?”

      Rsiran smiled and pulled Jessa to him. “I promise I won’t be alone.”

      She nodded and let him hug her and pressed her head against his chest. Rsiran breathed in the clean scent of her hair that mixed with the fragrance from the flower, and prayed they would be able to stop fighting soon.
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      When they returned to Ilphaesn, the sun had already climbed above the peak, reflecting off the snow on the top of the mountain and almost blinding him. The air had the same cool bite to it, but this time, Rsiran had worn a thicker cloak. He had a dozen knives with him, half of them strapped to his waist. The rest were tucked into pockets where he could easily push on them. The long heartstone sword hung sheathed at his side.

      Seval wore a thinner cloak, but had it cinched tightly around him. When they emerged from the Slide, he had released Rsiran’s arm and stepped toward the mountain, tipping his head to the side as if he would hear the call of lorcith already. Rsiran did, but then Rsiran could hear it from Elaeavn.

      Jessa refused to release his hand. She had shot him a look when they emerged outside of Seval’s smithy, but had remained silent. Even now, she still didn’t say anything.

      “Why here?” Seval asked. “Why not take us into the mine directly?”

      Rsiran had considered doing that, but emerging outside of Ilphaesn allowed him to reorient before going into the mines. “Safer this way.”

      Jessa pulled on his arm and whispered in his ear when he leaned down to her. “We should have someone else with us besides him.”

      “Like Brusus?” Rsiran answered. “He’s too busy with the tavern now. And I can never find Haern when I want to.” Rsiran wasn’t sure that Haern would be much help, anyway, though Seval wouldn’t be, either. He was Sighted, but not nearly as strongly as Jessa. Until he managed to hear the lorcith, that deep in the mines, his Sight—and probably Jessa’s—wouldn’t help much.

      “Still.”

      “We’re only searching for answers. Nothing more.”

      She punched his arm softly. “Now you’ve done it. Haven’t we had our biggest challenges when we go searching for answers?”

      “Not this time. If anything happens, we’ll Slide back to Elaeavn.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “At least having you with me gives me additional motivation.”

      She punched him again, but held tightly to his hand.

      “Are you ready?” Rsiran asked Seval.

      The master smith nodded, and then pulled back his cloak to reveal a slender sword sheathed at his waist. Rsiran couldn’t hide his shock. Even Jessa sucked in a quick breath.

      “You told me a sword would be better. I… I have never made a sword before, but this gave me an opportunity.”

      “Not even for the constables?” Jessa asked.

      Seval shook his head. “Constables contract with smiths outside of the city for their swords.” He pulled it from the sheath and held it out. The sword was made of steel rather than lorcith or heartstone like those that Rsiran had made, but there was no denying the craftsmanship. Seval had even managed to place a series of decorative etchings into the blade. “I envisioned a knife, only longer.”

      “May I?” Rsiran asked.

      Seval handed the sword to him, and Rsiran swung it as Haern had shown him, moving through a few quick attack patterns. The steel had a nice heft and balance, though the overall sword was more slender than either of the two that Rsiran had made.

      “It’s wonderful work, Seval.”

      He nodded and took the offered sword back, slipping it into his sheath. “I must admit that it was harder to make than I expected. Not the actual forging, but fending off the tradition that Elaeavn smiths would not make weapons.”

      That had been the same challenge that Rsiran’s father had when he caught him making a sword before he sentenced him to the mines. Rsiran barely had to close his eyes to remember the anger his father had when he’d walked into the smithy and found him forging a sword. Were it not for that moment, Rsiran might never have been sentenced to the mines, and might never have discovered what else he was capable of doing.

      “As a friend once told me, anything a smith can forge could be a weapon.”

      “Very true. Now. Do you intend for us to walk into the mines, or will you carry us with your ability again?”

      Rsiran laughed and grabbed his arm, and then pulled them in a Slide, emerging deep within the mines.

      Light spilled out from the lorcith in the walls. Rsiran immediately forced the connection back in his mind to dull the brightness. Jessa held tightly to him, but Seval pulled away, drawing a small object from inside his pocket. When he twisted a knob on the object, faint bluish light radiated from it.

      “Figured we’d better have something to help augment our Sight,” he said to Jessa.

      She nodded, but didn’t release Rsiran. “That’s like the lanterns in the palace.”

      “You’ve seen them?” Seval asked. “Not many get close enough to them to recognize. The guild sent this one to me to study when they raised me to the guild. I’ve never figured out the secret to making it, but found it useful enough. And it’s small enough that I can slip it into my pocket.”

      Jessa gazed up at Rsiran. “You should have thought of something like that.”

      He pulled on one of his knives and floated it in front of her. “I don’t need that kind of light anymore.”

      “We’re not all like you, Rsiran. Some of us can’t see the magic light coming off the metal.” With the light from Seval’s small lantern, she stepped away from Rsiran and peered around the cavern. “Where did you find him?”

      Rsiran found the small piece of lorcith that the boy had mined and picked it up off the ground. As with all lorcith, he heard a soft calling from it, but this had a certain urgency to it that he didn’t detect with other lumps of lorcith. There was something almost like a throbbing, and as he carried it, he recognized how it pulsed in time with a piece of lorcith still in the wall. Rsiran took the boy’s lump over to the wall, and as he did, the light glowing from them both burst more brightly. He nearly dropped it.

      “Great Watcher,” he swore.

      “What is it?” Jessa asked.

      He held out the lorcith. “This. I wish you could see this. When I bring this piece of lorcith together with this one,” he said, motioning to the other nugget in the wall, “the potential increases. Like it’s magnified. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      Jessa took the lorcith from him and turned it over in her hands, before reaching it toward the wall much like Rsiran had done. As she did, not only did the light coming from the metal increase, but the song coming from the lorcith came louder. Of course, neither she nor Seval could see or hear what he did.

      It couldn’t be an accident that the boy had mined this piece of lorcith. Could Venass have used him to find lorcith with the right potential? If so, had the boy been the one to find all of the paired lorcith that they had discovered since learning of Venass?

      “I think,” Seval said, stepping between him and Jessa and taking the lump of lorcith from her hands, “I can hear it.”

      More than any of the lorcith in the mine, these two pieces together sounded the loudest. When brought together, Rsiran knew they had much potential, even if he didn’t know quite what that meant. Venass might choose to use that potential to augment their people so that they were able to use the power of lorcith, but what would happen were Rsiran to forge them?

      “What do you hear?” he asked Seval.

      “The song. It comes in waves, almost as if there are words. It’s louder when they’re together.”

      “I need to remove this piece,” he said to Jessa. “Do you see the boy’s pick? I know it was here somewhere when I pulled it from him.”

      “There’s nothing else here,” she said. “And don’t you have a bunch of knives? Even a sword could help. But why do you need a tool at all? Can’t you just pull the lorcith from the wall?”

      “I don’t think it works like that.”

      She sniffed. “Only because you haven’t tried.”

      Doubting that it would work, Rsiran turned toward the second lump of lorcith still buried in the wall. Part of the lorcith jutted out, enough that he could grasp it. Had he a pick or hammer, he could chip it from the wall. Rsiran could try his knives, or try chiseling at it using the sword, but what if Jessa was right and that he could pull it from the wall.

      He focused on the particular piece of lorcith and pulled.

      Normally when he pushed and pulled, he did so against something small, and much lighter than him. This time, he pulled against the weight of the stone holding the metal buried in the wall. If he could leverage more weight, he might be able to pull…

      But hadn’t he done that before? Rsiran had used the image of the weight of all of Ilphaesn to push on one of the knives before. That was how he had escaped Shael.

      Holding the image of Ilphaesn in his mind, he pulled on the metal buried in the wall. Rock groaned and then started to crumble. The wall where the lorcith was embedded began to shake, and then, with a burst, the lorcith sprang free.

      Rsiran had to shift his focus from pulling to pushing so that it didn’t knock him out. The lorcith fell harmlessly to the ground.

      “Great Watcher,” Seval said softly. “How did you do that?”

      “Smith blood,” he answered, but wasn’t sure if that was all it was. There seemed more to what he could do than his smith blood explained.

      Rsiran lifted the lorcith and held the two pieces together. And as before, the steady call from the metal sang more loudly. They were smaller lumps than he usually mined, and smaller than what he knew the boy would have been able to find, which made him wonder how the boy had found this piece. Unless he had been draw to them because they were paired and had simply not released the second piece before Rsiran found him.

      He slipped them into his pocket for later.

      “How far into the mountain are we?” Jessa asked.

      Rsiran shook his head. It was hard to describe just how far down they were. Jessa and Seval had no sense of the distance because he had Slid them here, not the same way that Rsiran did through his connection to lorcith.

      He turned to the wall and pointed to a spot high overhead, out of reach. “If that is the peak of Ilphaesn,” he started, and then brought his hand down about a foot, “and this is the entrance to the mines, we are somewhere here.” He tapped on the wall at a place near his waist. That seemed about right to him, though they might be even deeper underground than that.

      “How would he have gotten here?” she asked.

      “He’s Sighted. And he can hear the lorcith. I think he followed it.”

      “But what would he have eaten?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why we’re here. There has to be a reason that he came this deep underground. Why here?”

      Seval had wandered away from them and now stared up at one of the walls of the cavern. His eyes went a little distant, and he turned his head from side to side. “I hear it again,” he said softly. “Here. And here.” He pointed to two spots on the wall.

      Rsiran Slid over to him and listened to the lorcith. As he did, he realized that Seval was right. There were two pieces of lorcith that resonated together, much like the one that the boy had mined. Like the others, they were close to the surface. He pulled on them, drawing with the strength of the mountain itself, and slowly they eased from the rock.

      Seval grabbed them and held them together. “Ah,” he said with a sigh. “Now I definitely hear them. It has been so long since I knew… so long since this song came to me.”

      The pieces flashed brightly as they were brought together, much like the others. “What do they tell you?”

      “Tell me? They sing to me, but they do not speak.”

      “Keep listening,” Rsiran suggested. “That will change.”

      What did it mean that there were two paired pieces of lorcith? He’d never found anything like that before, but in this single cavern, there were several. As he made his way through, he realized that those were not the last of them. Dozens of these paired pieces of lorcith were here, each calling out as if searching for its missing half.

      “This is why the boy was here,” he said as Jessa approached. “He knew about these.”

      “Okay, but what does it mean?”

      Rsiran hadn’t been certain what he’d find when he returned to the mine. There was the question of why the guild stopped mining, and he didn’t have the answer to that, but knew where he could go to learn. Then there was the question about why the boy would have come this deep into the mines, especially with other lorcith so readily available higher in the mountain. But if he sought paired lorcith, or had been convinced that he needed to find it, that would explain why he would risk coming so deep.

      Only Venass really understood the pairing of lorcith, and how to use it to create a bond of sorts to the metal. If they had discovered this place, and if they had learned that a source for plentiful lorcith existed, wouldn’t they have mined it?

      And for them to continue to mine it, even with the guilds present, meant that it was more important than he understood.

      He continued down the mine. The ground leveled out and opened into a wider area. The ground had more scratches in it here than in other places, and he suspected the boy had used this place to sleep. Rsiran walked a small circle around the perimeter and found another opening, disappearing into the darkness. He pushed a knife away from him, and it disappeared into the depths of the tunnel, but he couldn’t see anything more.

      “Why would Venass risk coming so close to the city for the lorcith here?” He detected the heartstone as Jessa approached and she slipped her arm around his waist.

      “I don’t know.”

      “That goes somewhere.” He pointed down the tunnel. It descended deeper and to the west, leading away from the mine. Rsiran thought that it might be a way to sneak into the city, but the angle was all wrong. Heading that direction would take it more toward the Aisl than any place else.

      Seval reached them, and Rsiran thought about Sliding with all of them deeper into the tunnel, but noted the expression on Seval’s face, one of a growing discomfort at remaining in the mines. He’d accomplished what he had wanted, and managed to hear the lorcith. It was time for him to return.

      And then Rsiran would have to come explore again on his own to find out what else might be hiding here.
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      Rsiran stood once more in the depths of Ilphaesn, lorcith pressing all around him. It weighed on him, a powerful presence. This deep in the mine, lorcith glowed with a brighter intensity, with occasional surges where he knew he’d find paired lorcith.

      He’d returned without Jessa, though this time, he’d told her what he intended. She claimed she had something she needed to do with Haern, so hadn’t minded, leaving Rsiran to look on his own.

      As he suspected, the mine stretched far beneath Ilphaesn, as it reached toward the Aisl. Strange that the mine should head in this direction. He found a few side tunnels, but none as wide as the one that he traveled. For the most part, he walked, Sliding every so often when the way appeared straight, eventually coming to a wide natural cavern. Somewhere, he heard the sound of rushing water, and moisture slicked the ceiling high overhead.

      Rsiran thought it likely that most of this area hadn’t seen anyone else for ages when he came across a trail of footprints. They were staggered, almost irregular.

      Sliding.

      His heart started racing as he followed them down a tunnel, which seemed to go even deeper into the mountain. He came upon a narrower side tunnel. Seeing no prints further down the path he was on, he turned and followed it, pushing a knife away from him as he went for light and the possibility that he might find someone.

      The prints continued through the tunnel, which eventually opened up into a small chamber where they disappeared. Rsiran looked around and saw nothing that would tell him who might have been here.

      A piece of lorcith in the corner caught his attention. Sliding to it, he examined it. Long and slender, it looked to be a handle of sorts. He frowned to himself. It seemed that he’d seen that shape before, hadn’t he?

      Rsiran pushed four knives away from him, lighting the chamber. Two other pieces of metal were nestled into a shelf cut into the wall. When he Slid over to them, he noted the ground below was blackened. He sniffed, noting an odd odor to the air. Not lorcith, though lorcith ran through the walls. And not heartstone. The odor was almost a sickly aroma. When he touched the blackened ground, his fingers tingled, and he jerked his hand back.

      The blackened section of the ground was a large circle, nearly ten paces across. He stepped into the circle and his feet tingled the same way that his hand had when he’d touched the blackened ground.

      As he studied it, he realized that it was more than simply blackened earth. A rim of curved metal was pressed into the ground forming a circular enclosure. Rsiran touched this, trailing his finger around it. Not lorcith, and not heartstone, but a mix of iron and copper and possibly another. Near the center of the circle, covered by what appeared to be the same dark ash, was a deep depression. No lorcith pulled on his awareness. He kicked at the ash in the depression and found what appeared to be coals, as if a fire had burned in this spot.

      What had he discovered here?

      Rsiran Slid out of the blackened area and looked around the rest of the cavern. The walls here were smoother than in other parts of the mine, more regular, as if the room had been created for a particular use, not mined for access to what was within the walls. The lorcith here had a muted sense, nothing like the other parts of the mine. The racing in his heart continued, and a slight sweat slicked his palms.

      Then there were the other pieces of metal. He focused on those pieces set into the wall. He had seen them before, but where?

      Then it came to him.

      He reached into his pocket for the schematics he’d found in the Forgotten Palace, schematics he suspected had come from Venass. There on the page, he noted pieces of metal matching those he now saw on the wall.

      Whatever these were for, Venass had been here. And he needed to understand what they might be after.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I would like to see Ephram,” Rsiran said to Sarah.

      She wore a long gray cloak and kept the hood pulled over her dark hair. When she’d arrived, Rsiran had first noted the lorcith she wore. “Ephram is busy with preparations.”

      “For Venass, I hope.”

      “The Alchemist Guild must prepare. With what happened to the smiths…”

      “Only the alchemists?”

      “You don’t understand, Rsiran.”

      Rsiran glanced up the street. They stood near the edge of the city, with the Aisl Forest looming behind him. To his right, Lower Town spread toward the sea. From here, it was easy to overlook the rundown buildings and how the faded paint made the buildings appear more desolate than in Upper Town. The earliest city architects had intended for the entire city to fade into the rocks when viewed from the sea, but Rsiran had stood upon a ship out in the bay and had seen the way Lower Town stood out in stark contrast to the rock, and different than Upper Town. In some ways, it almost appeared as if nothing more than a small village rose from the shore, as though concealing the presence of Upper Town.

      “I found something the guild should know about,” Rsiran said.

      Sarah frowned. “Another visit to the Forgotten? Everything we’ve found indicates that the Forgotten are fragmented.”

      “That’s not the same as destroyed,” Rsiran noted.

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “No, it’s not the same. Clearly, after all these years, there are still many exiles out there. Men and women not of the Elvraeth. But only the Elvraeth have coordinated their efforts enough to be a threat. We are aware that, even after everything we have done, there is no way that we could have destroyed their forces completely. But they are not the threat they once were, and we must focus on Venass.”

      Rsiran didn’t agree, not after what he’d discovered in the palace. There were still many Forgotten that they had not found, Elvraeth like Brusus’s mother and Rsiran’s grandfather, and those not Elvraeth born. If they were still out there, and organized, they couldn’t ignore them, could they?

      “It’s those exiles I fear,” Rsiran said. “Those Forgotten not Elvraeth who founded Venass. But that’s not all that concerns me. I found something in the palace, and now in the mines—”

      “I won’t return to their palace. After what happened there…”

      Rsiran wondered if he could even return. Did he risk it, given what he’d found? With Venass and the Forgotten working together to create a cell he didn’t think he could Slide out of, returning would be dangerous. “We’re going to have to return, if only to understand what they intend. But it’s what’s in Ilphaesn that worries me. I found something there.”

      “With what happened to the Smith Guild, all of the guildlords made a decision to shut the mine. All of the miners sentenced by the council were moved to an iron mine in the north. The others are in place there for now.”

      “Others?”

      “There have always been members of the Miner Guild in the mine. They use their ability to prevent too much lorcith from getting harvested.”

      “And they Compel the miners?” Rsiran asked. That had been what he had long suspected, but having Sarah here gave him the opportunity to know for sure.

      Sarah sighed. “I don’t know what they do. It must be similar to Compelling for it to be effective, but I do not know. Father might know, but as guildlord, he keeps those secrets to himself.”

      Having the mine closed actually might work for Venass. “When do they plan to reopen it?”

      Sarah shook her head. “I don’t know. There’s pressure from the palace. The Elvraeth don’t like it. They’ve grown accustomed to having access to the lorcith. Many of them think it’s nothing more than decoration, and the more you have, the more power you have. But the council… they know that there is potential to the metal. That’s why they’re willing to keep the mine closed.”

      Rsiran gazed toward the palace. “The Elvraeth will let the mine remained closed?” There was so much about the dynamics of the guilds and the Elvraeth that Rsiran didn’t know. He thought that the Elvraeth directed the guilds, and had never considered that the reverse might have been true, but the guildlords allowed the Elvraeth to remain in power.

      Sarah glanced toward Upper Town. Rsiran wondered if she looked toward the palace or if she focused on the guild house. “Whatever Venass plans is bound to be dangerous. They’ve attacked guild members caught outside the city. Had they worked together…” She shook her head, as if trying to shake off her frustration. “We’re still safe here, but how much longer will that be the case?”

      Rsiran frowned. The way the corners of her eyes pulled, he knew more bothered her than only what he’d shared. “What is it?”

      She nodded, as if reaching a decision. “You’re a smith. Maybe not of the guild but you’re as much a part of this as the rest of us.” She motioned toward the Aisl Forest. “Come with me. There’s something there you need to see.”

      Sarah started into the forest, quickly disappearing into the trees.

      Rsiran watched her for a moment, debating what Jessa might say when she learned that he went off into the woods with Sarah, before Sliding into the forest after her. When he emerged, she glanced over to him.

      “Some day, you’ll have to share with me how you hide when you Slide.”

      Rsiran grinned. “Since I held the crystal, when my connection to lorcith became even stronger, I’ve been able to. More than that, I think I can tell when others are Sliding near me.”

      “That is a skill of the thenar,” she said. “You’re smith born. You shouldn’t have multiple talents.”

      “Like you with alchemy and thenar? With your thenar ties, you can detect Sliding. Influence it, too.” When she didn’t say anything, he went on. “I never had any awareness of when someone Slid around me, but now… now I can almost hear it, much like I can hear lorcith, or see its potential.”

      He hadn’t even told Jessa about that. It opened him up to more questions, and he had no answers. He was quickly reaching the point where even the person he usually went to for answers might not have them. Della would want to help, but how much could she understand? Sarah, at least, was a guildlord for the Thenar Guild, which made her the logical person for him to question.

      “You shouldn’t develop abilities. Not when it comes to these. You’re born with them.”

      “Why? Why are they different from the other abilities?”

      Sarah looked toward the forest. “You… you have been away from the guilds for too long. Had things gone as they should, you would have been raised to the guild and would have learned what you should have known before now.” She sighed. “You are smith born. I should not be the one who explains this to you.”

      “Please, Sarah. My father is missing, and who else from the guilds would share?” Rsiran wondered if maybe the time he’d spent with Seval might bring them closer together, but Seval had still made it clear that he wouldn’t share information about the Smith Guild.

      They continued deeper into the forest. As they passed through the first row of sjihn trees, a tingle washed across his skin. It wasn’t the first time that he’d noticed the tingle, but the sensation was more distinct this time than it had been before.

      “There was a time long ago when this was all our home,” Sarah finally went on.

      Rsiran thought of all the time he spent in the forest with his mother when he was younger. “I know.”

      She nodded. “Most have heard the stories, but few have ever visited the ruins of that time. They are protected, kept safe from those who would reach them for a different purpose.”

      “Why would it matter? We left the trees and moved to Elaeavn centuries ago.”

      Sarah continued deeper into the forest. A part of Rsiran felt the urge to turn north, toward the small clearing where they had buried Lianna. He’d always felt that to be near the heart of the forest. Sarah led him away from there.

      A low howl erupted. Rsiran paused, but Sarah continued on, as if unimpressed by the wolf howling at them.

      “We moved to Elaeavn, Rsiran, but not all left the trees.”

      They reached a darker section of the forest that he had never visited. Rsiran had once thought the sjihn trees near the clearing where they’d buried Lianna had been enormous, but what grew here surpassed them, rising so high overhead that even the lowest branches were higher than the tops of those trees. It was almost as if they had entered a different forest. The farther they went, the taller the trees rose overhead.

      Finally, Sarah led him into a wide clearing. Five enormous trees rose up around them, with gnarled trunks larger than any building, and their branches so high overhead that he couldn’t even begin to see them. How massive must these trees be for him to be unable to even see the branches?

      “Where are we?” he asked in a whisper. Speaking any louder than that felt wrong.

      “This is the Aisl. The true Aisl… nothing like the part of the forest that everyone else knows. The rest… that is new growth. These are the Elder Trees. Only a member of the guilds can find these trees.”

      “That’s why you guided me here?”

      She nodded.

      “And this is where the people of Elaeavn lived?”

      He scanned the trees, but found no sign that anyone had ever called this home. But then, given the time that had passed since his people had moved from here, that wasn’t surprising. In the rest of the forest, smaller trees and bushes grew, but none of them were present here, leaving the ground free from anything other than fallen leaves and detritus.

      “They were here, once,” she said. “When I close my eyes, I can almost imagine the homes suspended from the branches, with bridges connecting them. Men and women traveled from branch to branch, and each clan worked together.”

      “Clan?”

      She continued to stare into the trees. “They were clans then, not distinct families. Each organized by abilities. There were the smiths, the alchemists, the travelers, the woodsmen—now the miners, and the thenar.”

      “The guilds?”

      “The guilds, but before they were guilds. They were part of a community. The woodsmen discovered something here, great power buried beneath the ground, that changed our people.”

      “You’re talking about the crystals.”

      She nodded. “They sit beneath each of the Elder Trees. Strange that there were five crystals, much like the five clans, but then most still believe that we settled here because of that, drawn by the power of this place.”

      Rsiran slowly made his way around the trees. He had trouble grasping the enormity of them. As he worked around them, he heard a soft sound, almost a hum or a song, like that of lorcith, but different.

      “You said they sit beneath the trees. Not sat.”

      Sarah nodded slowly. A conflicted expression slipped across her face. “As I said, I should not be the one to show this to you. Members of each guild—full members—are brought here when they are raised to their guild. It was a part of the tradition of the clans, and now the guilds. When raised, they go to their Elder Tree, the same one that the clan once had claimed.”

      “Which one is the smith tree?”

      Sarah shook her head. “That is a secret of the guild. I only know the tree of the Thenar Guild.”

      “Which you will not share with me.”

      “You are not of the guild.”

      “I’m not of any of the guilds.”

      “And yet, as you’ve begun to suggest, you are of all of them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She nodded toward the trees, leading him back out and away from the Elder Trees. Rsiran would like to have had more time with them, and even thought that with enough time, he might be able to tell which tree was the smith tree. But then, seeing the struggle that Sarah had just bringing him here, he knew that he should follow her.

      “The prophesy that you’ve heard—”

      “That of the Blood of the Elders and the Blood of the Watcher joining?”

      She nodded. “There was a time when the clans were guided by a single leader, but when the crystals were discovered beneath the Elder Trees, they could not agree. Within the clans, those with the talents the clans were named after could not reach the crystals. Only those without any talent were able to reach them.”

      “The Blood of the Watcher,” Rsiran noted.

      “Now you begin to see.”

      They reached a part of the Aisl Forest familiar to him. After being near the Elder Trees, these all seemed tiny in comparison. Rsiran could actually see the lowest branches of the trees, and could walk around their bases without growing winded.

      “I don’t think I do.”

      “Even back then, our people were divided,” Sarah said. “There were those who were born of the clan, and those who sided with and supported the clans. No one knows what they were called at that time, but the guilds identify them now as those with the Blood of the Elders and the Blood of the Watcher. Only those with the Blood of the Watcher were able to reach the crystals. When they did, something changed within them, and they developed abilities they had not possessed before.” She sighed. “Over time, these abilities have diluted generation to generation, as have the talents of the Elders.”

      “And the Elvraeth?”

      “They are direct descendants of those who first held the crystals, and believe they are able to draw on more of the crystals’ power. Over time, the Elvraeth have kept that power focused, putting as many of the Elvraeth as they can through a test to determine if they might be able to reach the crystals. Not all can, but those who do—those who reach the crystals—return stronger than they were before, with abilities more focused than they were before. In much the same way, members of the guilds send the masters to the Elder Trees.”

      So much began to make more sense to him. “That’s why me reaching the crystals was important.”

      “That is why,” she agreed.

      “And what of the fact that I seem to have more than one… talent?” Talents seemed different from abilities, much like the guilds were different. “What does it mean that I can use lorcith, and can see the potential, and…” And whatever it was that he was developing. Rsiran still didn’t know what that meant for him.

      “All I can say is that you are the one prophesied to bring the Blood of the Elders and the Blood of the Watcher together. What it means beyond that is unknown.”

      Rsiran looked around the forest, still not certain why Sarah had taken him to the Elder Trees. Now that he’d been there, would he be able to return? He thought that he could find them again, but there was no denying that there was power in that place.

      “You still haven’t answered one question that I asked.”

      “It’s possible that I am not allowed to answer.”

      “Like you weren’t supposed to take me to the Elder Trees?” Rsiran asked.

      Sarah met his eyes. “You might not be of a guild, but that is a place that you needed to see. You need to understand the past to understand what we fight for. Why it is important that we prevent Venass from destroying everything that our ancestors worked for.”

      “I’m not sure how that helped me understand our ancestors.”

      “In time, it will. And you have held one of the Great Crystals. Through that, you have done something that none of the ancient clan leaders ever accomplished.”

      “I still don’t know why me. Why was I chosen?”

      Sarah started through the trees again. “Why any of us? We must walk the path the Great Watcher set us upon. If we do that, we cannot fail.”

      They reached the edge of the city again. Rsiran remained in the tree line, debating what he would do. Sarah considered him a moment before stepping back onto the street leading toward Upper Town. “I will tell Father what you suspect with Venass.”

      Rsiran nodded. “Tell him…” He wasn’t sure what to tell Ephram, but he feared what Venass might be after and what they intended with the schematics. “Tell him I need to take him into the mine. There’s something he needs to see there.”

      She paused and glanced toward Ilphaesn. “The alchemists haven’t gone to the mines in… in a very long time.”

      “Are the guilds as fractured as the Elvraeth?”

      She shook her head slowly. “Not as bad as that, but the guilds are not as close as they once were.”

      “The threat of Venass should bring them together again.”

      “You would think,” she said. “But in some ways, that threat has pushed them even farther apart.”
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      Rsiran stood in the trees, debating whether to return to Lower Town or Ilphaesn while waiting for Ephram. He’d been away long enough, and Jessa would not be thrilled if he returned to Ilphaesn—or even the Forgotten Palace—searching for more answers without her.

      But he still had questions, and only one place that he thought he could find answers.

      He emerged from his Slide inside Della’s home.

      The hearth crackled and a medicinal odor hung in the air. He scanned the room, looking for the boy, or for Della, and saw neither. But she would be here. It wasn’t like Della to leave the hearth burning without remaining to watch it.

      He stepped behind her counter and looked at the powders in tins and jars that she kept. Most were labeled, though he didn’t recognize half of what he saw. They were herbs, either collected by Della or bought, and many of them had exotic-sounding names.

      “Your ability could be useful in my collecting,” she said, coming from the back room of her home. Della wore a simple dark dress with an orange scarf wrapped around her neck. Her bright green eyes sparkled as she looked at him.

      “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

      She smiled. “I could teach you. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had a student. The last… that did not go as planned, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t the right thing to do.”

      “You’ve had other students?”

      She came behind the counter and pulled a few tins off the shelves. As she opened each one and began to spoon them into a bowl, he recognized the distinct mint odor of the tea she mixed. “Only one. Most have no talent.”

      He found her use of the word talent interesting. “He was able to Heal? Like you?”

      “Not like me. I do not think the Great Watcher gives out this particular ability that often. As far as I know, I am unique with my Healing. But there is a knowledge of illness, and of herbs and medicines, that can be learned. That is what I attempted to teach.”

      “What happened?”

      “A mistake. As they usually do. He was much like you. His family chose to abandon him, but he had a good heart. I took him in, at first so that he had a place to go, but later, that turned into teaching.” She kept her eyes on the counter as she stirred the different powders of the mint tea together. “He had a keen mind and learned quickly.”

      “You miss him,” Rsiran noted.

      She nodded. “I miss the possibility of what he could have been. But, alas, that is gone.” She tapped the spoon on the side of the bowl and took a pot of water off the fire to pour both of them a cup of tea. “And you did not come to ask me of my past.”

      “No, but I’d love to hear of it.”

      “Another time, perhaps, when everything has settled. I have a feeling that I am not through with Galen yet.”

      “Galen? Does he still live in Elaeavn?”

      “Were he still here, don’t you think you would have met him by now?”

      Rsiran grunted. “I’m not sure. Valn knew of you when Jessa was injured.”

      “Many know of me, Rsiran—I do not live in the shadows—but few visit.”

      “And what of Galen?”

      “He was exiled for his mistake.”

      Rsiran paused as he brought the cup to his lips. “He’s one of the Forgotten? Is he with Venass or the Elvraeth?”

      “From what I See, he is with neither, though he foolishly draws attention to himself. When we finish with this, I might have need of your help with him.”

      Rsiran took a sip of the tea, feeling its soothing warmth slide down his throat, helping him to relax. “What of the boy? How is he?”

      Della nodded in the direction of her back room. “The boy. His name is Luca. And he will be fine, I think. His mind… it is still not back to normal. Whatever has happened to him has taken place over months and years, rather than days. That type of change requires patience and the right sponsor.”

      “It’s a good thing that he has you.”

      Della tapped on her mug. “I can Heal his mind, Rsiran, but I cannot sponsor his recovery. What he needs is someone who understands him. Someone who will recognize when his mind begins to slip and how that is different from him simply embracing his talent.”

      There was the word again. Almost as if she knew what he’d learned.

      Rsiran took another sip of the tea. “The way you’re saying it tells me that you think I should serve that role.”

      “I think you would be able to help him,” she answered. “You connect to lorcith in a way that no one else would understand. He is not tainted by the guild asking the smiths to suppress their ability. This is a chance for him to learn what this ability means. I think that you are the only person who could do it.”

      Rsiran stared toward the back room. He had a hard enough time knowing what he was supposed to do, and now Della thought that he should work with another? “I’m not even recognized by the guilds.”

      “Perhaps that doesn’t matter.”

      Rsiran thought of the Elder Trees. The guilds mattered more than what Della knew, or if she knew, they mattered more than she let on.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You may ask your question, Rsiran.”

      “What question?”

      “The one that brought you here. Thankfully, I do not need to Read you to know when you’re troubled. You carry your emotion openly.”

      He swallowed another sip of the tea. This time, it didn’t settle him. “I learned a secret of the guilds today.”

      “As well you should.”

      “But I’ve not been raised to the Smith Guild.”

      “Perhaps, but you are clearly of Elder Blood.”

      It was the first time he’d heard Della refer to it that way. “You know of it?”

      “Rsiran Lareth, I know a great many things, including the fact that you are unlike any who has ever sought the Elder Trees.”

      She watched him, unblinking, as if waiting to see how he would react.

      “I’ve seen them.”

      “That… that I did not See.”

      Rsiran set the mug onto the counter and took a deep breath, letting it out with a slow sigh. “Sarah showed them to me. I don’t think that she was supposed to, but she felt that with my talents that I deserved to know.”

      “She would be right.”

      “She said that only those raised to their guild would be taken to the Elder Trees. She seemed troubled by the fact that she took me there.”

      Della sighed. “Not just those of the guilds, but otherwise she is correct.”

      “Who else knows of them?”

      She met his eyes. “I am not of a guild, and I know of the Elder Trees.”

      “Have you seen them?”

      “Not for a great many years.” Her voice took on a wistful quality. “Going there would not be easy for me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “As I suspect you learned, they are the source of power, though a different kind than the crystals. That power prevents most from reaching them.”

      “I can reach the crystals. The guilds protect the access to them.”

      She nodded. “In this place. Tell me, Rsiran, what was it like when you reached for the crystals. Did you feel that you were in the palace, or that you left the palace?”

      “I…” he started, thinking back to the time that he’d Slid into the palace, and into the crystal room, “I felt as if I left the palace, that I Slid from it. But reaching it was difficult.”

      “I suspect that it was.”

      “But at the same time, it seemed as if I was meant to reach them. Does that make sense?”

      Della went back to the counter and mixed another cup of tea. “It does if you believe that you were guided to them.”

      Rsiran thought about his experience with the crystals. There hadn’t been any question that he’d been guided to a specific one while in the room with the crystals. At the time, and since then, he had felt as if it was because of his ability with lorcith. That his connection to the metal had somehow resonated with one of the crystals. That was guidance of a sort, wasn’t it?

      “When you held your crystal, you told me that you felt that you were high above the ground.” She glanced up and waited for him to nod. “That is a common theme of those who have held the crystals. Almost none feel that they are on the ground, or even beneath it. Everyone has a vision from above.”

      “With the Great Watcher.”

      She tipped her head in a slight nod. “The Great Watcher. That is what most have taken it to mean.”

      “But not all?”

      She stirred her tea, and Rsiran noted a different scent to it this time than it had before. The odor was stronger, more astringent. “There are five Great Crystals,” Della said. “And they correlate with the Elder Trees. We have never understood why, other than they are tied to the guilds.”

      “Sarah called them clans.”

      “Once, that would have been correct. They were a collection of like-minded people. Most had similar talents.”

      “But not all.”

      “Not all,” Della agreed. She smiled at him as she took a sip of her tea. “Once those without talents held the crystals and developed abilities, they began to move away from the trees.”

      “Why? The crystals were there.”

      “Because the Elder Trees were controlled by the clans. The earliest of those chosen to reach for the crystals named themselves after the Elder Trees, but using the old tongue.”

      Rsiran found himself smiling. “The Elvraeth? That’s how they took their name?”

      She nodded. “The Elvraeth. They were not a family then. Over time, that has changed. They have continued their rule, and their control over the crystals, and the clans have been relegated to the guilds that you know today.”

      “But how do they still control the crystals?”

      “There was a connection formed between the palace and the Elder Trees, but it took the cooperation of the guilds for that to happen. That is why the guilds help with access. The Elvraeth do not fear them reaching the crystals because they cannot, and the guilds providing the pathway keeps their power intact. There is a delicate balance, far more than most know.”

      Rsiran moved away from the counter. “Why haven’t you told me this before?”

      She took a sip of her tea and set the cup back down. “Would you have understood before now? There are lessons that you can only learn after you have learned others, one following the next. You need a base upon which to build. These lessons, what you learn now, are meant for those with enough understanding of the city to truly understand the dynamic.”

      Rsiran stared at the flames for a moment. “What I don’t understand is why, if the Elvraeth and the guilds are working together, do we even have anything to fear? Neither the Forgotten nor Venass will be able to reach the crystals, not without the guilds to help.” And it suddenly made much more sense why the smiths had been abducted. Had the Forgotten gone after other guilds or did they need to?

      “You have seen the ingenuity of Venass masters. They have people there who have spent years studying the ancient clans and what they mean. They have mastered control over lorcith, and I suspect they have learned to master the potential stored as well. When they manage to recreate each of the ancient clans, and the talents that they possessed, what do you think will happen then?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “I don’t know. But they don’t know how to find the Elder Trees.”

      “Don’t they? I am not certain of that, Rsiran Lareth. And possibly more than even the Great Crystals, the Elder Trees are a source of power, one that the people of Venass cannot be allowed to access. Or destroy.”

      “Why would you think they would destroy them? I thought you said they stored great power?”

      “They do. And from what I’ve Seen, Venass does not know this. They may decide that the only way to the crystals is to destroy the trees. In that, they might be correct. Destroying the Elder Trees—even one—might release the connection to the crystals. That would be a loss we would not easily recover from.”

      Noise from the back room pulled his attention. The boy—Luca—came out, rubbing his eyes. When he saw Rsiran, he took a step back and froze in place.

      “Come out here, Luca,” Della said. She managed to make her voice soothing in a way.

      Luca started forward and then stopped. “Why is he here?”

      “He’s the one who brought you back,” Della answered.

      “He wants to take the song away.”

      Della looked toward Rsiran, her eyes almost piercing. Rsiran sighed. Della thought that he could help the boy, but how was he going to be able to do anything that would help him? And how would he have the time, especially while trying to figure out what Venass might do next? But… he had to wait for Ephram. The alchemist guildlord effectively led the rest of the guilds, and Rsiran wanted—no, needed—to show him what he’d discovered in Ilphaesn. Possibly even in the Forgotten Palace.

      Staring at Luca, he reminded himself that he’d once wanted to save Luca, and had offered to bring him back to the city once before, but the boy had refused. And now… now it seemed that his time in the mines had changed him, possibly permanently.

      But the boy had been welcoming when Rsiran had first been sentenced. He might have been the only person who welcomed Rsiran at a time when he needed it most.

      Rsiran stepped toward him. When Luca backed away, Rsiran stopped and held his hands out in front of him. “Do you hear it here?” Rsiran asked.

      Luca shook his head. “The song is gone. You took it away.”

      Rsiran looked over to Della for help, but she offered none. “What if I can show you that it doesn’t have to be gone?”

      “You’ll take me back?”

      “Not back,” Rsiran said. “There was no one there but you.”

      The boy blinked. “They took them away. They didn’t care about finding the ore anymore, but I still heard it. I wasn’t going to leave.”

      “What if I can help you find the song here?” Rsiran asked.

      He shook his head, and his long, dirty hair swished in his face. “There’s no song here. Not in this place. I only found it when I went there.”

      Rsiran took another step forward, keeping his hands held out in front of him. “There’s a place I can show you where you’ll still hear the song. Let me show you.”

      He glanced to Della again, and this time, she nodded. “I will follow you in a little while and bring him back here,” she said.

      The boy’s eyes widened. “You’re going to take me away again?” He turned to Della. “Why would you let him do this?”

      “Not away. To another place. You’ll be safe.” Rather than arguing with him, he Slid to him, grabbed his arm, and then Slid to his smithy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    
    
      When they emerged from the Slide, Luca jerked his arm free. Rsiran let him and made his way to the long table at the end of his smithy and lit the heartstone lantern, sending a bright blue light shining through the smithy. He didn’t need the light, but the boy did.

      Luca stood in the middle of the floor, his arms wrapped around himself. As he stood there, Rsiran watched as he slowly began to relax. He turned, taking in the sight of the bin of lorcith and the forgings lined up on the table, before facing the forge.

      “Do you hear it here?” Rsiran asked.

      For him, lorcith was always loudest in his smithy. Partly that came from the heartstone and lorcith buried within the walls, his way of preventing someone who could Slide from entering. But there was also the soft steady song from the unshaped lorcith mixed with what he heard from lorcith he’d forged, the knives and the sword and the many other creations that he had in his smithy.

      When the boy nodded slowly, Rsiran was unsurprised. “Where do you hear it?”

      “There,” he said, pointing to the bin with the unshaped lorcith.

      “What does it say to you?”

      He frowned at Rsiran. “There are no words in the song.”

      “If you listen, there can be.” The same words he shared with Seval. At the table, Rsiran lifted a circular platter, decorated with ornate markings. “The lump of lorcith that created this told me how it wanted to be turned into something both useful and beautiful. The lorcith—the metal,” he corrected, when he saw the confusion on the boy’s face, “helped guide me when I made this.”

      Luca took a step toward the bin, tipping his head to the side. “The song is different here.”

      “Probably.”

      “Why?”

      “The lorcith changes when you pull it from the mountain. Haven’t you noticed that as you mine?”

      “Once I take it from the rock, I hand it to him to keep it safe.”

      “To who?”

      “Ilphaesn.”

      Rsiran held one of his most recent forgings, a long, slender knife with etchings along the blade, and frowned. “Ilphaesn is the mountain.”

      The boy nodded vigorously. “And he does not want his metal taken. That’s why I pull it from the rock and return it to him.”

      “Have you seen him before?”

      The boy shook his head. “He is all around, and everywhere I go. I hear him, like I hear the song. And he tells me that I need to return the metal to him. He shows me what he wants me to find for him. If I don’t, he says that he’ll silence the song.”

      “That’s why you were so deep in the mountain?”

      “Ilphaesn wanted me to go there. At first, I ran when they came for the others. I hid, but then I heard the song, and the way others sang together. Ilphaesn wanted me to help him find others like that.”

      The paired lorcith. At least he knew that was the reason the boy had been that deep in Ilphaesn. But who had been trying to force him to mine the lorcith? If they sought paired lorcith, that made it likely it was Venass, but Rsiran thought they would have a source of their own. Why would they need the boy to find it for them?

      For him to understand, he suspected that he’d have to return. Now that he knew there was paired lorcith there, and how that could be used, he almost had to return.

      “Can I hold it?” the boy asked.

      “Hold what?”

      “That one,” he said, pointing to a smallish piece of lorcith in the bin.

      It pulled at him no differently than any of the others, but must have sung loudly to Luca. What did he hear from the lorcith?

      Rsiran pulled on the lorcith and handed it to him. Luca’s eyes widened at the way Rsiran controlled the lorcith, but then he focused on the lump of metal in his hands, turning it over as he held it, before lifting it to his face and resting the lump of metal against his cheek. He listened like that for long moments and then sighed, suddenly more relaxed than Rsiran had seen him since bringing him from Ilphaesn.

      “What do you hear?”

      The boy kept his eyes closed as he answered. “The song. It… it is different. The metal sings to me, tells me of its joy of being freed. There is more, I know it, but I can’t quite understand.”

      Rsiran smiled. “Keep listening,” he said. “It is telling you what it wants to be, or what it is willing to become. Sometimes, they are different, but often they’re the same.”

      Luca’s eyes opened, and he glanced to the forge. “You make these?” He motioned to the table covered with items that Rsiran had forged.

      “I am a smith.”

      “Does it hurt it when you change them?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “The lorcith—the metal—wants to change. Heating it, hammering it, hurts it no more than when you use your pick to remove it from the stone.”

      Luca stared at him as if unwilling to believe.

      “Let me show you,” Rsiran suggested.

      The boy hugged the lump of lorcith in his arms tightly to him. “No!”

      “Not with that one,” he said. Rsiran focused on what he sensed from the bin and pulled on a smaller piece of lorcith, sending a message of what he wanted from it. For this purpose, the lorcith quickly agreed. “Watch me.”

      He heated the coals, and once they glowed a soft orange, he set the piece of lorcith into them. Lorcith took heat easily and quickly. As the metal began to glow bright orange, he grabbed it with his tongs and set it on the anvil to begin hammering it into the shape. As he hammered, much like he did when working with Seval, he pushed on the metal, using his talent to help shape it into the design he envisioned. The lorcith worked with him, taking on the shape.

      Luca approached him slowly and stared at the anvil as he worked. His brow wrinkled in a tight line, and he breathed heavily. “There is no pain.”

      Rsiran shook his head, not wanting to lose his focus. “Listen to it as I work.”

      He continued to hammer, now switching to a smaller hammer and pushing while working, molding the shape with more control than he’d have without using his talent. The metal began to slowly twist, initially forming a cupped shape that reminded him in some ways of the charm that he’d made for Jessa. As he pushed on the metal, it continued to form, a peak rising from it and he pushed the definition into the shape.

      Then he finished. Rsiran took the formed lorcith to the bucket of water where it cooled with a quick hiss of steam. Once cooled, he handed it to Luca.

      He took it with uncertainty and tipped his head to the side as if trying to listen to it again.

      Rsiran waited.

      “What do you hear?” Rsiran asked. He hadn’t been certain that the song would work, but the shape felt right, especially for Luca.

      Luca held it out from him and his eyes practically swallowed the shape. “How did you make this?”

      Rsiran chuckled. “You watched me.”

      “The detail in this. And the song!”

      “You hear it then?” Rsiran asked.

      “It is clearer than it was before you burned it.” Luca held the sculpture of Ilphaesn out to him.

      Rsiran shook his head. “That’s for you. Keep it.” When Luca pulled his hands back and cradled the forging to his face, Rsiran chuckled. “And not burned. Heated. Heat can change something about the metal, but not always. And heat allows it to take on the desired shape, but only the right heat. With other metals, you can get them as hot as you want, but lorcith is different. There’s a range of allowed heat before you start to lose the effect you want.”

      Without realizing what he was doing, Rsiran had pulled another small lump of lorcith from the bin and set it on the coals. Was he really going to demonstrate to Luca how to heat the ore?

      But seeing the intensity with which Luca stared at the metal, he realized that he was. And Rsiran could use this piece, could hear the way the lorcith expressed a willingness for whatever he might need to make, and decided to turn it into a pair of knives. Eventually, he would have to figure out what to do with the paired lorcith that he’d reclaimed from Ilphaesn, but that was for another time. Now it was about demonstrating.

      As the metal took on the soft orange glow, Rsiran lifted it from the coals. “It turns this color when it’s ready. If you see it reddish or with a bluish blush, it will not work the same.”

      “The song is different,” Luca whispered.

      Rsiran frowned. When he started forging lorcith, he usually lost focus on the song from the metal, but now that Luca mentioned it, that was exactly the reason that he knew the metal was ready for him. He’d never been able to put words to it, only he’d known when the lorcith was ready.

      “The song is different,” Rsiran agreed.

      Luca nodded.

      “What else do you hear?”

      Luca leaned close enough to the lump of lorcith that Rsiran feared he’d get burned, but he stopped, his face barely a few hairs above the metal. His mouth moved silently, as if speaking to himself. “There are whispers… you… you said something to this, didn’t you?” Luca asked.

      “You know that I can hear the song,” Rsiran said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. With enough practice, you can learn to do even more than simply hear the lorcith speak to you. You can speak to it, and…” He didn’t know if everyone could learn to control it like he did, or whether that was something particular to his abilities. Maybe it was tied to Sliding, rather than anything else.

      “You would let me listen?” Luca asked.

      “I don’t think I could stop you from listening,” Rsiran said. “And I wouldn’t want to stop you. I think it’s important to hear the song of the lorcith, and be able to understand it. Too much has happened when others have not listened to the lorcith.”

      Rsiran turned his attention back to the heated metal and started hammering it. As he worked, he realized that Luca watched him, every so often tipping his head to the side as if listening, and then he would nod to himself.

      “Grab a hammer,” Rsiran said.

      Luca shook his head.

      “It won’t hurt you. You can be the striker like I was when I first learned.”

      Luca swallowed and then, cautiously, grabbed the small pick that Rsiran had long ago brought with him from the mine. He waited as Rsiran pointed where he needed him to hit. At first, he worked slowly and carefully, as if afraid to strike very hard, but the longer they worked, the easier it became for him and the harder he hit.

      The work continued, neither of them really speaking, with Rsiran only pointing. And Rsiran was not surprised to find that Luca was a natural, quickly growing to understand where Rsiran needed him to strike. How could he not be, Rsiran decided, since he possessed smith blood?
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      Rsiran made his way through the tunnels leading to the Alchemist Guild. He no longer needed the map he had found, now able to mentally trace the different paths through the underground maze, following them as easily as if they were infused with lorcith.

      “We should Slide,” Jessa suggested.

      Rsiran sniffed. “I thought about it, but there’s something about finding my way through these tunnels…”

      “You think that if you spend enough time here that you’ll understand your father better.” When he tensed but didn’t answer, she laughed softly. “I know you too well, Rsiran.”

      “I hope that I can find answers,” he said.

      “From the tunnels?” She glanced around the smooth walls, probably seeing much more than he could even with the short bladed knife he held extended like some sort of lantern. “What do you think you’ll learn of him from this place?”

      Rsiran sighed and continued onward, taking a turn that the map in his mind told him to take. “I don’t know. Maybe a reason why he hid so much from me. What did he think to protect me from?”

      Jessa grunted. “What makes you think he wanted to protect you from anything? If he wanted to protect anyone, it was his precious Alyse. Or himself.”

      Rsiran glanced at her, noting the clenched jaw and the way she twitched her neck, tossing her hair over her shoulder. She sniffed at the yellow flower she wore today, and said nothing more.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” Rsiran said.

      She snorted. “After what you found in Ilphaesn and then with Sarah, do you think I have a choice?”

      They started up a few steps and were near the wide entrance to the Hall of Guilds. “You don’t have to come with me for this.”

      “You’ve left me out of enough lately, don’t you think?”

      “I—”

      “And now you seem to have taken on an apprentice.” She shook her head when he began to object. “I don’t trust him, Rsiran. I know what Della says, but that doesn’t mean I have to trust him. He’s already tried to hurt you before. What if he really was Compelled? I know you think that with your special connection to lorcith that you can’t be Compelled, but we haven’t tested it, at least not in a way that makes me comfortable with you trusting that he’s not going to hurt you when you turn your back to him.”

      The pair of wide doors hung closed in front of them. Lorcith and heartstone worked into them, and Rsiran had only to push to open them, but once he did, the conversation with Jessa would be over. “He’s not right, Jessa,” he answered. “I know that. And he hears the lorcith in ways that I don’t. Most of that is tied to how long he was trapped in the mines, but I think he prefers to hear the lorcith, and when he doesn’t…” Rsiran shook his head. That had been part of the reason that he’d made the sculpture of Ilphaesn, hoping to create an echo, something like the memory of the song that he would have heard while in the mountain. They had worked together on a few other projects since then. Luca showed a real talent with lorcith, not surprising given his connection to the song. “It’s when he doesn’t that he’s even more unhinged.”

      She rested a hand on his arm. “Then why are you helping him? If you know that he’s not right, why risk yourself?”

      The doors started to open, though Rsiran hadn’t pushed on them. “I’m helping because… because I think that I have to. Della asked me to help, and I wasn’t sure that I should at first, but I understand now why she asked, and what she thinks I can do. I remember when I offered to take him from Ilphaesn, but he refused.” Panicked would be a better way of putting it. “But this time, I didn’t give him the choice. I just brought him out of Ilphaesn because he needed to come.” As the doors finished opening, he glanced to her and smiled. “Besides, weren’t you the one who suggested I find an apprentice?”

      She punched him in the side. “Idiot,” she mumbled.

      Ephram watched him from the other side of the door. “Lareth. You’ve been looking for me.”

      “Did Sarah tell you what I found?”

      Ephram’s eyes narrowed. “She did. And she told me what she did. She shared what she should not have and now faces the consequences, to be handed down by the guilds.”

      Rsiran crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “You are not of a guild, Lareth. You should not have—”

      Sarah pushed past her father and nodded to Rsiran and Jessa. “He’s of more than a guild, Father. You know what was Seen.”

      “That does not change tradition, Sarah.”

      “I think Venass has proven they care little for tradition.”

      Sarah stepped past her father and led them into a small room off the main area of the Hall of Guilds. When Rsiran and Jessa were settled into a pair of chairs Sarah remained standing and glanced from Rsiran to Jessa. “Are you certain that you want her here?”

      Jessa leaned forward, a knife quickly appearing in her hands that she turned so the tip faced outward. “Are you certain that you want to ask that question? I think you’ve been off in the woods with Rsiran enough, don’t you?”

      “That’s not—”

      Jessa stared at Sarah, fixing her with a heated gaze. “I see the way you look at him.”

      Rsiran suppressed a grin. “And what way is that?” he asked in a hushed whisper.

      She didn’t look over at him. “It’s the same way that you’re supposed to look at me.”

      “What do you mean by ‘supposed to’?”

      Jessa didn’t answer, keeping her eyes locked on Sarah.

      Sarah met Jessa’s eyes for a moment before she turned away. “Anyway. You wanted to show something to my father.”

      Ephram had followed them into the room, and now took a seat facing Rsiran. “The miners will not be pleased if I go to Ilphaesn.”

      “Why would they care?”

      “As I said, you are not of the guilds. There is much that you don’t yet know.”

      “I could Slide us there and back out before they knew.”

      “They would know.” Ephram sighed. “But there is something else we need to show you, something one of our travelers noticed on a scrap of metal found outside the city, in a place called Cort.”

      Rsiran sat up straight. Cort. That couldn’t be a coincidence, especially with the fact that he had tracked lorcith through the forest toward Cort. He thought of the medallion that Connor Jons had traded him. Even after learning it had been Rsiran’s grandfather’s, he still hadn’t completely worked out how he had managed to forge it.

      But why Cort? What was significant there?

      “Can I see it?” Rsiran asked.

      Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of lorcith. Rsiran should have noticed it as soon as he entered the room, but something about the symbols on the lorcith affected his ability to hear the call from it. As he studied it, he realized that the symbols were similar to those they’d seen in the Forgotten Palace, but different as well. Those didn’t affect his ability to listen to lorcith, not as these seemed to. And they were similar to those used on the necklace that Alyse wore, but not the same. Almost as if whoever created the patterns continued to work with them to perfect them.

      “These symbols are like what’s in their palace,” Rsiran said. And possibly made by his father as well. But why would it be in Cort?

      “The lorcith tells you that?” Sarah asked.

      Jessa tensed and clutched her arms more tightly to herself.

      “Not the lorcith. There’s something about it that prevents me from hearing it.” The thought made him uncomfortable. Always with lorcith, he heard it. The silence from this piece… it troubled him. “The patterns. They are the same.”

      Jessa shook her head as she studied it. “Not the same. Maybe a progression of the others, but not the same. And why would it be in Cort like the other thing you found?”

      “You’ve been to Cort?” Sarah asked.

      “That’s where I came across this,” Rsiran said, pulling out the medallion that he’d taken to carrying with him.

      “What is it?” Sarah asked.

      Rsiran had wanted to ask her about it when he’d seen her the last time, but had been distracted by the trip to the Elder Trees. “One of the master smiths claims that it’s my grandfather’s.”

      Sarah studied the medallion before passing it back to him. “From what you’re saying, there’s something important about it, isn’t there?”

      “You see the fox head?” he asked. She nodded. “There is another shape buried beneath that. Something like a serpent.”

      “A serpent?” Sarah repeated, looking over to Ephram.

      There was something about the way she said it. “Is that important for some reason?”

      Sarah started to turn away. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. If it was your grandfather’s, it would have been so long ago…”

      “It matters,” Ephram said. He leaned toward Rsiran. “You’ve shown this to the guild?”

      “To Seval.”

      Ephram scratched his chin. “What does he think he’s doing not telling you?” The question seemed asked mostly to himself.

      “What?” Rsiran asked.

      “The serpent,” Sarah started. “Long ago, there were those who knew the serpent as a sign. The meaning has been lost over time, faded like so much of our history that we lost moving to the city, but there are those who know it ties into the ancient clans. That your grandfather should have one…”

      Jessa stood, slipping her knife back into her pocket when Sarah’s eyes widened. “If the meaning has been lost, how is it that you know, then?”

      Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver medallion. On it, shaped much like the lorcith that Rsiran sensed beneath the fox head, was the shape of a serpent. “Because I have one as well. And my father. It’s the mark of the guildlord.”
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      Rsiran stood in the emptiness that had once been his father’s smithy, struggling with what he had learned. Just when he thought he was beginning to understand parts of himself, and of his family, it suddenly was turned upside down, forcing him to look at it differently.

      He stood in front of his father’s forge, blackened and cold for far too long. This had been the smithy of the Lareth family, one that he had once believed he should inherit, but now… now it was nothing more than an empty building. But the Lareth family had secrets that he had not known. His father had grown angry with him, seemingly for his ability to Slide, but that hadn’t been what truly angered him and had him sentenced to the mines. That had been because of his willingness to listen to lorcith. Or maybe more specifically, his refusal not to listen.

      Holding the medallion, he couldn’t help but think that his grandfather must have listened to lorcith. How else would he have managed to bury a shape inside of another?

      But that didn’t make sense, given what Rsiran knew of his father. His mother claimed that his father had been sent from the city as a way to ignore the call of the lorcith.

      He sighed. Of everything that he’d learned, trying to understand the smith side of him had seemed the least important. Rsiran had known that he had smith blood from the moment that Della explained what it meant. Once he gave in to the lorcith and became willing to listen to it, everything had changed for him. Not only did he learn to forge metal more completely than he had ever learned before, but he had learned to master Sliding, and discovered that he had a certain control over the lorcith. It all had to be related, didn’t it?

      Shifting the bracelets that he wore, no longer aware of the solid weight from them, he took another deep breath. The medallion would have been made here, forged in this smithy by his grandfather. Which meant his grandfather had been the guildlord. But how had it found its way to Cort? And why had the symbol been hidden beneath the fox?

      He took a breath and then Slid, moving down the street and emerging inside of Seval’s smithy.

      Early morning, he hadn’t expected anyone to be there. All that Rsiran had wanted was to leave a note for Seval so the man would come find him. Instead, Rhan stood in front of the coals and glanced up when Rsiran emerged in a corner toward the back of the smithy, almost as if he knew he was coming.

      Rhan stiffened as Rsiran took a step forward. “You hear it, don’t you?”

      Rhan gripped a long shovel that he used to mix the coals so that they grew hotter. “How did you get in here?”

      “I Slid.”

      Rhan glanced to the door and then back to Rsiran. “What does that mean?”

      Rsiran took another step toward Rhan. He must have heard the lorcith on him. “It means that I have a different ability than most. But you… you can hear it.”

      Rhan rubbed the back of his neck as he often did. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Rsiran glanced around the smithy. The door to Seval’s office—one much like Rsiran’s father had in his smithy—was closed. A darkened window set in the door told Rsiran that Seval wasn’t here.

      “You hear it, but why haven’t you told him?”

      Rhan’s eyes widened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said again.

      Rsiran Slid to the bin of lorcith and pulled on a piece that sang most strongly. “What do you hear?”

      “You shouldn’t be here. Master Seval—”

      “Knows what I can do. But he doesn’t know about you, does he?” Rsiran asked, realizing that Rhan hadn’t shared that with Seval. “Tell me, what do you hear?”

      Rhan shook his head. “Nothing. This is lump lorcith. I hear nothing.” The journeyman’s eyes drifted to Rsiran’s bracelets and he winced.

      Rsiran suppressed a smile. “You will find that I’m not so easy to Read. There is more to you than what you let on. I think...” Rsiran started in a slow circle around Rhan. The other man simply stood, eyes tracking him as he did. Rsiran resisted the urge to Slide away. “Seval tells me that you’re not as skilled as he was accustomed with his journeymen.” He paused, wondering if he’d see any reaction on Rhan’s face. “But if you hear the lorcith, you would be more skilled than most, especially if you were willing to listen. That tells me that your talent is something else.”

      Rhan pulled his eyes from Rsiran’s bracelets and met his eyes.

      “You knew that I’d emerged, and if you really don’t hear the lorcith, then either you heard me Slide,” which he thought unlikely; when he Slid, pulling himself forward, there was no sound, and even those who could detect Slides, like Sarah, couldn’t hear him, “or you are aware of the lorcith in a different way.”

      There was only one other way Rsiran could think of that Rhan would have been aware of him, but that meant that he could detect the lorcith in a different way.

      “Maybe you don’t hear it at all,” Rsiran wondered. “Do you see it?”

      Rhan stiffened. “I’m a smith. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Rsiran stopped at the bin of lorcith and tossed the piece that he’d taken back onto the top of the pile. “If you see it, that means you’re one of the alchemists, but why would they have placed someone with Seval? Why would the guilds spy on each other?”

      Rhan dropped the shovel that he used, and it fell to the ground with a clatter. He faced Rsiran, the surprise fading from his eyes.

      The hard expression that replaced the surprise took Rsiran aback. “You’re not from the guilds at all, are you?” Rsiran asked. He pulled on a pair of knives, readying them.

      Faster than Rsiran could see, Rhan grabbed something from his pockets. The lorcith allowed Rsiran to know that they were circular shapes, something like balls, but there was something else about them—something wrong.

      Rsiran pushed on whatever Rhan held in his hand, but for the first time with lorcith, it failed.

      Rhan shook his head. “You think that I’m the only one in this city?”

      “Venass. You’re with Venass.” The way that Rhan often rubbed his neck suddenly made sense. Lorcith or heartstone must have been placed there.

      Rhan started to bring his hands together. As he did, Rsiran recognized the potential in the lorcith shift, the song changing.

      “You speak of Venass as if someone like you could ever understand.”

      The metal balls touched.

      Power exploded from Rhan.

      Rsiran flew back from the strength of the explosion. Pain surged through him, and he was distantly aware of lorcith piercing him.

      He heard the lorcith change again, and felt the potential shift.

      Rsiran pushed on the lorcith knives tucked into his waist, sending them toward the balls.

      He wasn’t fast enough. The explosion struck harder than the last.

      Again Rsiran was thrown back and struck the wall. Pain bloomed through him anew. His head began to swim, and he focused on lorcith, on anything that he could detect, trying to find a way to slow Rhan, or at least get himself to safety.

      With the next explosion, Rsiran felt it too late.

      The wall behind him cracked. Or maybe it was him that cracked.

      With it, he lost all sense of lorcith. There was nothing, not even the sense of the pieces he carried. The changing potential sizzled in the air, but he couldn’t hear it.

      Rsiran tried moving, but his arms and legs didn’t seem to work as they should. Wetness ran down his arms and face, and he licked his lips, tasting the warm bitterness of his own blood.

      A sound shuffled toward him. Rsiran heard it only distantly.

      “Venass has studied far longer than you can imagine,” Rhan said. His voice sounded as if it came from a great distance, echoing toward him. “They will be pleased to know that even you can be subdued.”

      Rsiran felt something in front of him, but didn’t know if it was Rhan.

      If he waited, Rhan would take him. Rsiran had no illusions about his ability to get free from Venass again, especially not after what he’d found in the Forgotten Palace.

      He would never get free, and Jessa would never know what happened to him.

      Rsiran tried pushing on lorcith, but the sense of it was gone. He prayed to the Great Watcher that whatever had happened was temporary, but if it was not, then it was even more certain that were he trapped, he wouldn’t be able to get free.

      Could he Slide?

      He focused on a place that he knew well, one that he’d been so often that it was home to him, and attempted to Slide.

      Rhan moved closer. Rsiran could feel heat coming from him. Or maybe it was heat from Seval’s forge. It burned.

      He attempted to push again, and again he failed.

      Pain burned through him. As it did, a surge of light exploded around him, almost like when he held the crystal. It filled his vision, and his head throbbed, feeling as if it might explode.

      Heat and fire pressed on him.

      What was Rhan doing to him? Would he be dragged from Elaeavn? But he felt no sense of movement. Nothing but the fire in him. His wrists burned most of all.

      Light exploded around him again. Rsiran saw nothing else, knew nothing else.

      He tried rolling, but his body didn’t respond as it should.

      The air sizzled with power, and he feared that Rhan intended to bring the paired lorcith together again. If he did, and if it exploded again, Rsiran didn’t think he’d survive.

      Somehow he had to Slide.

      He focused, holding the image of Della’s home in his mind.

      If he survived, he would need her Healing.

      Since he couldn’t move, and had no sense of lorcith to pull himself, he visualized the Slide, praying that somehow he would have strength enough to reach her.

      The power around him exploded.

      Everything went dark.
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      Rsiran knew pain, but that was the only thing that he felt.

      Fire burned in his veins, and his entire body throbbed. He wasn’t dead, but he didn’t know where he was, either. Had he made it out of Seval’s smithy? Had Rhan followed him?

      It hurt even to think. His mind didn’t work as it should, even though he struggled to make sense of what had happened. He remembered the light, and the sudden darkness.

      Wetness lapped over his arm. A soothing voice murmured somewhere nearby. Rsiran tried opening his eyes, but couldn’t.

      Where was he?

      He reached for lorcith and held his breath, fearing that he’d been cut off from it. When he hadn’t been able to reach it following Rhan’s attack, it had been much like the poisoning with slithca syrup. Only worse in a way. With slithca, he felt confident that once it wore off, his abilities would return. His mind wasn’t muddled now, not like it was with slithca. Would his connection return?

      The sense of lorcith was there.

      He let out a relieved breath.

      Rsiran listened to it and found that it was different. Muted. As if the sound was damaged. Or he was damaged, which was more likely.

      He tried moving, but couldn’t.

      Was he restrained?

      The voice murmured nearby, but said something that he could fully understand.

      He tried sitting up, opening his eyes again, anything, but there was nothing. His body didn’t respond.

      Rsiran drifted into darkness again.
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* * *

      When he awoke, light filtered through his closed lids. Rsiran tried opening his eyes. Slowly, he managed to get them to open. He still couldn’t turn his head, but it likely didn’t matter if he could. What he managed to see was blurry.

      “Keep still.”

      “Where am I?” he asked. “Who are you?” A face loomed over him but was too blurry for him to make out clearly.

      “Damn,” the person whispered.

      Rsiran felt a surge of hope. “Brusus?”

      “Yeah, it’s Brusus. Who else did you think would take you in?”

      Rsiran licked his lips. His tongue felt thick and his mouth was dry. “What do you mean take me in?”

      Brusus moved away from him. “You were hurt bad, Rsiran. Need to rest up.”

      “Brusus.”

      Brusus came into view again, only enough for Rsiran to make out the vagueness of his face. “Need to rest, Rsiran.”

      “What happened?”

      “Don’t know. You… emerged in Della’s place basically on fire. Not sure what happened to you. Still don’t know. She Healed you as best she could, but it’s taking steps. She says this kind of Healing can’t be done all at once, not if it’s to work.”

      “Why can’t I see?”

      Brusus sighed. There was the sound of wood being dragged across the ground. “Your eyes were burned pretty bad too.”

      Brusus’s voice caught, and Rsiran could tell that there was something his friend either didn’t want to tell him, or wouldn’t tell him. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Brusus sat. “Your back. That’s why you can’t move like you think you should. Whatever happened sent spikes of metal through you. Most of those went clear through you. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      “Most,” Rsiran said.

      Brusus took a breath. “Yeah, well there’s about a dozen as far as Della can tell that got lodged in your back. She’s working on a way to remove them safely. She can’t finish your Healing until she does.”

      Rsiran licked his lips again. They were dry, and he tried to swallow, but his throat was dry too. At least now, he knew what Rhan had used on him. Those balls of lorcith weren’t simply solid spheres at all, not if they were intended to shoot projectiles at him. Had he been quicker, or had he known what Rhan attempted, he might have been able to push the metal away.

      Was that the reason that he sensed lorcith as something muted?

      “Why can’t she remove them?” Rsiran asked.

      Brusus leaned close enough that Rsiran could smell the mint on his breath. Della had been mixing it for Brusus as well. “She’s not sure it’s safe. Says that if she does it wrong, it’s possible that you won’t be able to walk again.” Brusus set his hand on Rsiran’s arm. “Don’t worry. She’s working with Ephram and the Alchemist Guild to figure it out.”

      “Smiths,” Rsiran said.

      “Not sure Ephram will care much for that. They aren’t working together. Too scared, I think.”

      Rsiran ran his tongue over his lips again. That was similar to what Ephram had said as well. “Guilds are compromised.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He blinked. Other than his tongue and his ability to swallow, nothing else really seemed to work as it should. “Venass. They’ve infiltrated the guilds. The journeyman working with Seval was from Venass. He said there were others.”

      If the Smith Guild could be infiltrated, then the others could as well. The Alchemist Guild was the one Rsiran feared for most. They seemed to lead the others.

      “Ah, damn,” Brusus whispered.

      “Where is Jessa?”

      He would have expected her to be at his side, especially with what happened. That she wasn’t worried him. Had Rhan somehow found her? Maybe they’d left Rsiran to die, and had gone for her instead.

      “She’ll be back any moment. Told her to sleep. Your sister has given up her room for her.”

      Rsiran’s vision was nothing but a blur, but he realized now where he must be. The Barth. Which meant that Brusus had brought him here. “Is this your room, or Lianna’s?” he asked.

      Brusus sighed. “Don’t worry about it, Rsiran.”

      “Brusus.”

      “No. We need to get you well. That’s what’s important right now.”

      “That’s not all that’s important. If Venass is already here…”

      Brusus leaned forward, close enough that Rsiran could almost make out the gray in his hair. “Let others worry ’bout that for now. You need to rest.”

      He started to pull the chair back when Rsiran felt a rush of air.

      “He’s awake?”

      At the sound of Jessa’s voice, Rsiran tried to move, but couldn’t. All he wanted was to go to her, to hold her. In the attack, he thought that he might never see her again.

      “He’s awake for now. He looks to be tiring out, though, so don’t get him riled up.”

      Rsiran could imagine the look that she would have shot Brusus and almost smiled.

      “You sure you want to see me like this?” Rsiran asked as she approached.

      Jessa leaned over and kissed him softly. “Idiot,” she whispered. “Had you taken me with you—”

      “We both would have been hurt,” Rsiran finished.

      Jessa touched his arm, and Rsiran was thankful that he could feel it. “Della will get you fixed up, Rsiran.”

      If anyone would be able to help him, it would be Della. But she would need help, especially if it involved lorcith. “Brusus says she’s working with Ephram. She needs to find Seval.”

      “Rsiran, that’s not a good idea, not with what happened to you.”

      “Why?” Speaking had grown hard, and Rsiran already felt his strength fading, but he wanted to know what Jessa feared.

      “Because of what you said,” Brusus said. He stood close enough to Jessa that they seemed one large blur rather than two distinct people, but he smelled the flower on Jessa and the mint from Brusus. “What if Seval was part of this?”

      “Seval isn’t a part of this,” Rsiran said. The master smith wanted to hear the lorcith, and nothing more.

      Brusus whispered something to Jessa, but he couldn’t make out what it was. When he leaned into Rsiran, he breathed out heavily. “Just rest and give the Healing time. Della will have you back to normal soon enough.”

      Rsiran closed his eyes, unable to stop the growing fear that she might not be able to Heal him.

      What would happen to him then? And what of Venass? Who would stop them?
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* * *

      “Is he awake?”

      “I’m awake,” Rsiran said, not recognizing the voice. He kept his eyes closed. The blurriness hadn’t changed since he’d first come back around. Jessa sat somewhere in the room—every so often he’d hear her say something to someone else, probably Brusus, he decided—and he smelled the faint fragrance from her flower. Brusus had come and gone, but left him alone for the most part, as if afraid to sit with Rsiran too long. Then again, when Brusus had been lying sick and near death, Rsiran hadn’t exactly sat with him. He’d been too busy trying to figure out some way to help him.

      “Lareth. Brusus tells me that it was Venass. How sure are you?”

      Rsiran blinked open his eyes. Ephram stood just outside the range of where Rsiran could see anything, making him little more than a dark blur. “How certain?” he repeated. His mind still felt foggy. “The weapon was Venass. Rhan admitted he was with them.”

      “What kind of weapon?”

      Rsiran sighed. “Powered by lorcith, but darker. Not sure what it was.”

      It reminded him of the paired lorcith piercings that Ephram had shown him at the guild that day, but he wasn’t sure it was the same. Had he known—and he should have known—he might have been able to better prepare for a response.

      But it had been more than lorcith spikes that had struck him. The power that increased as Rhan had brought the spheres together—Rsiran had never seen anything like that, but then, he had little experience with the trapped potential within lorcith. In the mines, he had been able to hear it, but more than that… he hadn’t had the time to truly understand it.

      Rsiran smelled it as Jessa approached and stood at the bedside. “Have you figured out how to help him?” she asked.

      “That’s why I’m here. Lareth. Can you move at all?”

      “Only my head.”

      “What can you feel?”

      Rsiran focused on his body. Thankfully, the pain that he’d experienced upon waking had eased, leaving him with a throbbing sensation. He suspected that Della was responsible for that, but he hadn’t seen her since coming around. “Everything.”

      Ephram touched his arm. “I’m going to turn you—”

      “Della said that’s not safe,” Jessa said.

      “If we don’t, I won’t be able to detect what else happened to him. I’m not like Lareth. I can’t sense the lorcith. If we’re going to come up with a way to help him, I need to be able to see it.”

      Jessa reached Rsiran and touched his cheek and turned to Ephram. “If that’s what you need, then I’m going to help,” she said. “I don’t want you doing anything to him without Della here.”

      “This is only to examine him,” Ephram said.

      Jessa huffed. “Fine. But I’m helping.”

      Rsiran screamed as they turned him. Pain burned through him in ways that he’d never experienced, sharper and more agonizing than anything he could have imagined. Then it began to ease, settling into a dull ache. Jessa touched his face, stroking his cheek, and brushed his hair back as she tried to soothe him.

      “Shh,” she whispered.

      Rsiran focused on his breathing and found himself reaching for the sense of lorcith. Even muted, he could hear it, but could he sense it as well? Now that he was more alert, he hoped that he could.

      It was there. Closer to him than he expected, and embedded within him as Brusus had said, though Brusus had described numerous spikes piercing him. Rsiran couldn’t make out the individual spikes, only the combined effect of the lorcith buried in his back.

      As he focused on it, the pain where they penetrated his skin began to burn.

      He gritted his teeth, but even that wasn’t enough for him to tolerate it. He cried out again.

      “What are you doing?” Jessa asked Ephram.

      “I’m trying…” Ephram began, but didn’t finish. The burning intensified, becoming worse than before, leaving Rsiran gasping for breath. Then it stopped. “Set him back,” he said with a sigh. Rsiran let out another cry of pain as Jessa helped move him onto his back once more. Ephram leaned into him so that Rsiran could almost make out his face. “I see them, but there’s something wrong with them. They’re buried too deeply for me to be of any use. Perhaps Della can find another way…” He sighed. “I’m sorry, Lareth.”

      Rsiran licked his lips again. If there was nothing that could be done for him, would he be stuck like this forever? Unable to Heal enough to see, and unable to walk? What good would he be then?

      Ephram started away from him, and Rsiran called out. “If Venass nearly made it to the Smith Guild, you need to check the others.”

      Ephram sighed again. “We sent word.”

      “That’s not good enough. You can’t trust that you’ll know,” Rsiran said. “They can—”

      Ephram came over to the bed again and leaned over Rsiran, pitching his voice in a whisper. “Each guild will require members to be Read. We will find those who sympathize—or side—with Venass.”

      “And if you miss them?”

      “Pray that we don’t,” Ephram said.
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      When Della finally came to visit him, Rsiran felt as if weeks had passed. Lying in bed, unable to move, barely able to see anything, made it difficult to tolerate the passing of time. Had he just been able to see… but the blurriness didn’t ease.

      Jessa stayed with him, and Brusus came and went, keeping him company. Occasionally, even his sister stopped in, though her visits were brief, and mostly to bring food. She never lingered long enough to talk. Rsiran was thankful that she made the food. If he had to suffer, and linger, at least he would have good food to eat.

      Della announced her presence by the strong odor of the mint tea that she brought to him. He hadn’t heard her enter, but when the distinctive scent drifted to him, his eyes opened.

      “You haven’t visited,” Rsiran said.

      Jessa squeezed his hand, and he suspected that she tried to stifle him from saying anything more.

      “Are you certain? A man Healed needs his sleep.”

      “You’ve been coming while I’m sleeping?”

      Della approached and touched his cheek. “Drink.”

      She lifted his head and placed a mug to his lips. When the tea washed down his throat, he felt a steady relaxation wash over him, and sighed.

      “Ephram doesn’t know how to help me,” Rsiran said.

      “So he says,” Della answered.

      Rsiran took another drink at Della’s prompting. When finished, he asked, “Does it mean that I’m paralyzed?”

      Della pulled the mug away and set it somewhere nearby. “It means that I must keep trying to find a way to help you.”

      Rsiran closed his eyes. What would happen if he was never able to see again? If he could never walk? If he never regained the same connection to lorcith?

      He had feared what would happen were he captured, but in many ways, this was worse.

      “You can’t give up,” Della said, “or you have already lost.”

      “You’ve just told me that I’ve lost.”

      Della touched his cheeks and a tingle raced through him, for a moment pushing back the steady throbbing of pain that he still felt. “For now. You may have lost for now. But Ephram is not the only one we can ask.”

      “I suggested Seval—”

      “The master smith does not hear lorcith well enough yet to be of any use.”

      “Who do you suggest?” Rsiran asked. He heard Jessa gasp. “What is it?”

      “You can’t have him here, Della. I know that you think that he’s Healed, but his mind… he’s still not there.”

      “Quiet,” Della admonished. “Luca has progressed since he’s come back to Elaeavn, and he has Rsiran to thank for much of it. I don’t think that he would have returned as completely as he has without Rsiran’s help.”

      Luca. Rsiran hadn’t even considered asking the boy, but he could hear lorcith. Seval might be a master smith, but the Smith Guild had attempted to push away the connection to lorcith. Seval had only now begun to reclaim it, but his connection would be nothing compared to what Luca possessed, let alone Rsiran.

      “Does it still sing to you?” Rsiran asked.

      He couldn’t see Luca, and could barely detect the lorcith that Rsiran knew that he’d have with him. The boy answered from the door. “The song is so familiar,” Luca said softly. “I never thanked you for it.”

      “What is he talking about, Rsiran?” Jessa asked.

      Rsiran tried to move his head, but couldn’t. “Could you show her?”

      Luca shuffled forward, and Rsiran heard Jessa gasp. “This was yours?” she asked Rsiran.

      “I made it for him.”

      “This is Ilphaesn.”

      Rsiran sighed. He could picture the lorcith sculpture clearly in his mind, even if he couldn’t see it. “He needed something that reminded him of Ilphaesn. He needed to hear the same song he heard in the mines. The lorcith there, all of it together, it has a specific song. And that,” he said, wishing he could see it, “with that, there’s an… echo… of the song.” Rsiran tried to smile. The memory of the song filled him, and he closed his eyes, trying to hear it again. Since the injury, he could hear the lorcith, and sense it, but everything was muted and diluted, nothing like the sense of lorcith should be.

      “It’s beautiful,” Jessa said.

      “That it is,” Della agreed. “He takes it with him wherever he goes. He tells me the song guides him.” She leaned toward Rsiran, and he smelled a bitter odor that was more potent than what he usually detected from her, and nothing like the mint tea that she preferred. “Without you, he would not have returned. As I told you, Rsiran, only you could bring him back.”

      Rsiran sighed. “Maybe once. But no longer.”

      Della sniffed. “And now it is his turn to see if there’s anything he can do to help you.”

      “How?” Rsiran asked. “If Ephram couldn’t find a way to pull on the potential trapped in my spine…”

      “I hear the song,” Luca said.

      “We know that you hear the song,” Jessa snapped at him. “What does that have to do with helping Rsiran?”

      “Easy, Jessa,” he said to her.

      “No, Rsiran. I can’t stand this anymore! You got hurt because you thought that you needed to be the one trying to do everything! You wanted to help Seval. You’re working with Luca. And you wanted to figure out what’s going on with Venass. Why does it have to all be you?”

      “Jessa—”

      She shook her head and started to turn away. “I can’t stand to see you like this,” she whispered to him.

      “And I can’t see you. I guess we’re both miserable.”

      Della grabbed his hand and pulled Jessa’s hand into his. She did something, and the same steady tingling washed through him.

      “I hear the song,” Luca said again. He was closer to them now.

      “I know that you do,” Rsiran said. “And I’m glad that you haven’t lost that.”

      “But I hear it,” Luca said.

      Rsiran tried to look past Jessa and Della, to see Luca, but he saw nothing more than the blur. “What do you hear? From the sculpture I made you?”

      “Not that,” Luca said. His voice had gone softer, and he shuffled closer to the bed. “In you. I hear the song. You never had the song in you before. It’s there, but it’s wrong.”

      “What’s he talking about, Rsiran?” Jessa asked, suppressing a sob.

      “I think he hears the lorcith in my back,” Rsiran answered.

      “In you,” Luca repeated.

      “What does he mean that it’s wrong?”

      Rsiran licked his lips. The lorcith in the spheres Rhan used against him had felt wrong too. Was that what Luca detected? “I can’t help. Since my injury, I haven’t been able to hear lorcith the same way. It’s as if whatever Rhan did muted it for me. I can sense it, but nothing more than a vague awareness, not the focus that I should have.”

      “The song is wrong.”

      “Can you fix it?” Della asked.

      Luca now stood next to her. “I’ve never tried to fix the song before. It’s always been there, but I’ve never had to do anything but listen.”

      If Luca could somehow change the song and guide Della, would she be able to remove the lorcith from his back? And if so… “If the lorcith were gone, could you Heal me?” he asked Della.

      “The lorcith prevents me from completely helping you,” she said. “I could remove the spikes, but if I pull them out in the wrong order, then you won’t survive. It’s safer to leave them for now.”

      “But if Luca can guide you?”

      “Rsiran,” Della said, “it’s still possible that even if we remove the lorcith from your back, that I won’t be able to Heal you. Some injuries… some are more permanent than others. Venass would know this. I suspect it’s the reason they chose to use a weapon like they did.”

      “But if you could.”

      “It’s possible,” she said with a sigh.

      Rsiran closed his eyes and tried to listen for lorcith, to sense it in him. This close, he should be able to detect something, but it still was nothing more than a vague awareness. And he hadn’t sensed anything from the lorcith that Jessa wore or the Ilphaesn sculpture. It was as if they weren’t even there.

      While recovering, he’d tried Sliding a few times, just to see if he could move even a little, but he had failed at that too. All of his abilities were limited, or gone. Venass had taken them from him, taken all that he was, leaving him stuck in something like a shell. It was a prison, and one far worse than any other that he’d ever experienced.

      “Let him try,” Rsiran said.

      Jessa squeezed his hand. “Rsiran!”

      “What’s it going to hurt?”

      “You could die,” she said.

      He took a deep breath. “I’m dying now. I can’t move. I can’t see you. I can’t sense lorcith. And I can’t Slide. There’s nothing for me.”

      “There’s me,” she sobbed.

      “There’s you,” he agreed. “But if I don’t try, I’d be a burden to you. To everyone. I can’t do that.”

      “You’d be no burden,” Della said. She pulled Jessa and Rsiran closer together. “I will attempt this if you both agree, but I won’t if you can’t.”

      Rsiran already knew how he’d answer. Trying was the only thing that he could do. If he did nothing, if he remained in his current state, he might as well be dead.

      Jessa said nothing as she sobbed, squeezing tightly to his hand. He couldn’t even move enough to squeeze back.

      “I hear the song,” Luca said.

      Jessa sobbed louder. “Do it,” she said.

      Rsiran licked his lips, and swallowed. “Please.”

      Della sent a wave of tingling through him again, and when it eased, he felt nothing. No throbbing. No pain. Nothing. “For this, you must be on your stomach,” she said. “Jessa, you can hold his hand, but you need to be on the other side.”

      Rsiran was aware that he was being moved, but nothing more than that.

      Della maneuvered herself into his line of sight. “Breathe. I will talk you through what I am doing.”

      Rsiran closed his eyes. “Listen to the song,” he said to Luca. “You know how it should be and you must be the one to find the way to fix it.”

      “I can hear it,” Luca said.

      Hands touched him, running across his back. For a moment, whatever Della had done to remove his pain held, but then it faded and fire bloomed anew in his back.

      “This one and this one,” Luca said.

      “What about them?” Della asked.

      “They’re wrong.”

      Rsiran wished that he could see where Luca pointed, and what Della would do, but what use would that have been? Without being able to sense the lorcith, seeing it wouldn’t help. And he wasn’t certain that he could watch, anyway.

      “I will remove the first,” Della said. “Breathe, Rsiran.”

      He focused on his breathing, slow and steady breaths. Fire suddenly surged in him, working out from the middle of his back and radiating to his feet and hands. Then it eased, fading once more.

      “Is it done?” he asked.

      “Only the first,” Della answered.

      Rsiran strained for whether he could hear the lorcith any better now that one of the spikes had been removed, but there was no change. The song and his awareness of lorcith remained a faded and distant sense.

      “What next?” Della asked Luca.

      “The song is different.”

      “Can you tell what it should be?” Della asked.

      A few moments passed with Rsiran squeezing his eyes shut, focusing on the throbbing in his back. “It’s… softer,” Luca said.

      Hands moved across his back, and twinges of pain would occasionally shoot through him. What must Luca be sensing? Was there anything that he found with the lorcith that would help Della know how to help him, or was Rsiran destined to remain broken like this?

      “Here,” Luca said softly.

      “Breathe,” Della said.

      Rsiran steadied his breathing once again, trying to forget the pain that had come when the first spike was removed from his back.

      Pain seared through him again, and Rsiran gasped and bit back a scream, hoping that he didn’t move accidentally. Then he nearly laughed. He couldn’t move. That was the entire reason they attempted this.

      The pain seemed to last for hours and then faded, but not completely. His back still throbbed, but something had changed. Rsiran recognized the sense of lorcith differently. It was there, buried in his back, and for the first time since he’d awakened after the attack, he could pick out the individual spikes that remained. He couldn’t hear them as Luca did, not yet, but did he dare hope that it was possible he would?

      “Here,” Luca said.

      “Are you certain?” Della asked. “The last one was…”

      Rsiran didn’t hear what the last one was. Pain suddenly shot through his back again, blinding and bright.

      “Hurry!” Jessa’s voice broke through some of the pain. Rsiran thought that she squeezed his hand, but couldn’t be sure.

      “Patience,” Della said. “If I hurry, and remove the wrong one, he’ll be left…”

      The pain exploded again.

      “Where is he going?”

      Rsiran didn’t know who spoke. Maybe Jessa.

      The pain intensified. He thought that he screamed.

      “I’m here, Rsiran. I’m with you.” Jessa spoke soothingly to him, whispering softly in his ear. Rsiran knew her well enough to know that she strained to keep the fear from her voice, but her words still held an edge to them, enough for him to know how much she worried for him.

      The pain changed. There was no other word for it. It was there, then—fleetingly—it was gone, long enough for him to think that he might recover. Then pain like nothing he’d ever experienced before tore through him.

      He screamed.

      “This is not working,” Della said.

      “Take them all out,” Jessa cried.

      “As I’ve said…”

      Rsiran couldn’t hear anything more. The pain prevented it.

      He tried to relax, to focus on the things that he could control: his breathing, the sense of Jessa’s hand in his. But that was not enough to help him ignore the pain.

      Rsiran shifted his focus to the lorcith. Now that he could sense it, even slightly better than before, maybe focusing on it would help him.

      Each of the spikes in his back was distinct. He held onto his focus of them, drawing them to the forefront of his mind, focusing on them and nothing more. As he did, he could sense an intent to each of them, one that had been forced upon the lorcith. It, like the way that Venass used lorcith, was wrong, but was there anything that he could do?

      Not until they were out of him.

      The metal in his back caused the pain. He was certain of that, even if he couldn’t tell if there was a sequence he needed to follow to remove them. They all needed to come out.

      I will end your suffering if you end mine.

      Rsiran couldn’t be certain, but it seemed the metal responded.

      “Move,” he whispered.

      “Rest. Breathe. This will be over soon,” Jessa said.

      He licked his lips and tried to swallow. “Move.”

      “What are you saying?” she asked.

      If he attempted to push on the lorcith, he ran the risk of the spikes hitting Jessa, or Della. But he couldn’t tell them what he wanted to do, and even if he could, would they move? Della focused on trying to Heal him, but she could not, not with the metal in him. Rsiran felt that with certainty.

      Could he Slide? Even to the side of the room, away from them. The sense of lorcith had changed, maybe his ability to Slide had returned as well.

      He eased his awareness of the lorcith and shifted his effort into Sliding.

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again, this time, trying to pull himself, and nothing happened.

      Pain suddenly surged in him, overwhelming everything.

      He wanted nothing more than for his suffering to end, but it would not. The pain continued to increase, a constant intense fire that burned throughout his body. He couldn’t tell if he screamed again.

      It needed to end. He needed peace like he’d felt in the heart of the Aisl Forest, not the torment that he now experienced. But he would never return to the Aisl…

      But he could imagine it.

      An image of the Elder Trees came to him. With it, came a strange relaxation. If only he could Slide there, but he could not. At least he could see them, if only imagined, in his mind.

      Pain exploded again, but different.

      And then was gone.
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      Rsiran held his breath, waiting for the pain to return, but it didn’t.

      He opened his eyes, looking for Jessa, but saw nothing but bright light around him. Had his vision changed again? Was he no longer able to see even the blurriness?

      At least the pain had stopped.

      There was nothing but a strange sense of nothingness. No pain, but also no sense of Jessa holding his hand, and no fragrance from the flower that she wore, and none of the spice of Della’s mint tea. Not the sense of lorcith. Nothing.

      Had he died?

      If so, at least his suffering would be over.

      Yet… this didn’t feel like death.

      There was nothing, but there was light.

      Rsiran focused on the light. Pure and bright, a sense of warmth came from it, the only other sense that he had.

      An area seemed to pulse, drawing him to it. He tried Sliding, but nothing happened. He tried pulling himself toward it, but again, nothing happened. All he wanted was to be nearer that light…

      Rsiran didn’t think that he moved, but the light changed, and he was next to it.

      Up close, there was nothing about the light that was different than it had been from a distance, but he sensed power from it, a great and enormous power. Almost a weight with it, as if the light were something more than simply light.

      Another light called to him, and he imagined himself moving to it. Like the last, it brightened and he was there, next to it. As with the other, he had a sense of power from it.

      If he wasn’t dead, where was he?

      No longer in the room above the Barth, at least his mind wasn’t, but where could he have gone? Sliding hadn’t worked for him. He hadn’t even been able to pull himself. But he’d imagined himself moving, and had imagined the Elder Trees…

      Could that be where he was?

      He turned his focus, looking for signs of other light. Across from him, he saw it. Another powerful light, much like the first two. Rsiran imagined himself there, and he was. This light pulsed slightly, thrumming against him, as if it tried to push him away.

      There had been five Elder Trees, hadn’t there? If he really was in the Aisl Forest—at least his mind—and if he really had somehow reached the Elder Trees, had he found three? And if so, could he find the others?

      More than that, could he reach the crystals?

      Maybe that was what he saw. It was possible the bright white light came from the glow of the crystals. If what Sarah had told him was true, the crystals were deep beneath the ground, only found by the ancient woodsmen.

      He looked for another of the lights, but didn’t see it at first. Then, dimly, he saw what he suspected was one of them. Rsiran imagined himself there, and he was.

      Something about this light was different. Faded. But why?

      Why would this not be as bright as the others? If these were the Elder Trees, at least his mental creation of the Elder Trees, why would this one be different?

      Did he not have a connection to this one the same way as he did with the first three?

      Rsiran didn’t know.

      As long as he remained, the faded light didn’t change, remaining dim, distant.

      He turned his attention away. What of the fifth? Where was that?

      Rsiran saw nothing like the bright light that came from the others, and nothing even like the dim, fading light of this one. There was darkness.

      All he wanted was to reach the other Elder Tree.

      Rsiran had a sense of movement. It was slow, subtle, but definitely there.

      A presence loomed near him, but unlike with the other trees, there was no sense of light, nothing that would tell him that this was an item of power.

      Nothing but darkness.

      What did it mean that he saw only darkness here? Was his connection to this tree that much less than the others?

      He looked toward the now distant spots of light. Three burned brightly, drawing on him even here, and one remained a faded light. Then there was this.

      Rsiran had the sense that he drifted in painless nothingness.

      What was the purpose of him coming here? He had wanted the pain to end, and now that it had, he wondered what else he would find. Was this it? Was this the reason that he’d come here?

      But he had come only in his mind, not with his body. At least, he didn’t think that he had.

      And he didn’t want to return to his body. Not yet. It was injured, broken, leaving him with nothing but agony. At least this way, he had escaped the pain, if only briefly.

      What of the crystals?

      He imagined the wide, empty room where he’d seen the crystals. There was power there as well, maybe even enough for him to understand what Venass tried to do, even if there was nothing that he could do any longer to stop it.

      His eyes closed, and when they opened, he was there.

      Or was he? How much of this was in his mind and how much was real?

      Rsiran realized that it didn’t matter. There was no pain here. Nothing but a sense of warmth and the overwhelming awareness of a greater power. Maybe the Great Watcher, but maybe something else that he didn’t yet understand. If he remained, he had a sense that he could understand.

      He looked around at the crystals. Each glowed a bright blue, set upon a wooden pedestal that he now suspected was part of the Elder Trees. They were no different than the last time he’d come, but then, that made sense if this was nothing more than his imagination.

      Only, why had the Elder Trees been different this time?

      Rsiran moved from crystal to crystal, basking briefly in the sense of each before moving on to the next. As he did, he realized that one of the crystals seemed to flicker. The change was subtle, barely more than a shifting of light, but he was certain that it was real.

      Each of them appeared shaped the same, and other than the fact that one of them glowed with a rhythmic, pulsing light, there was no difference between them. Even the pedestals they rested on, the wooden stands that he was convinced came from some part of the Elder Trees, appeared the same for each.

      As he approached the flickering crystal, he gazed upon it, realizing that in this state, he had no way of holding it. If this was somehow more than a memory, then he was here in mind only. Wasn’t he?

      Rsiran floated closer and closer to it. As he did, the light from it continued to glow, and pulse, and then… then he merged with it.

      A strange heat so intense that it was practically cold washed over him.

      As it did, he had the sense that he floated, moving, this time aware of the movement.

      Sensation returned to him, and with it came something like an awareness of pain, but it mixed with the steady song from the lorcith. Rsiran pulled on that sense, somehow knowing that there was a necessary sequence—a pattern to follow so that the lorcith could speak to him more clearly. The pain faded, and then disappeared, followed by the sense of lorcith disappearing as well.

      Darkness spread around him.

      After the brightness from the Elder Trees, and whatever light that came from the crystals, the sudden change jarred him.

      Mixed with the darkness, though, Rsiran had the sense that he was not alone.

      “Hello?” he asked. Or tried to. No words came out of his mouth.

      Rsiran continue to move, aware that he did move, but not certain how.

      A near complete blackness overcame him.

      He shivered, though was not cold.

      All around him, he had the sense of another. In some ways, it reminded him of what he had sensed when he had last held one of the crystals. That time, he’d felt as though he had sat alongside the Great Watcher, looking down upon the world. When he had, there were patches of bright light mixed with the blue light, what he had thought were lorcith and heartstone.

      Now there was nothing, as if the light from the lorcith had faded. Or been taken from him.

      After learning to see the potential within the lorcith, after no longer needing to fear the darkness of the mines, Rsiran didn’t want to lose it.

      “Please,” he tried to say softly.

      Again, nothing came out.

      That was all there was: nothing.

      Was this the end for him? Was that why he could not speak, and why he had no awareness of anything else? Had he died and was only now ascending to join the Great Watcher in the After?

      But he wasn’t ready. He wanted to be with Jessa, to help his friends, and to prevent Venass from achieving whatever they intended.

      Light surged around him. Warmth flooded painlessly through him.

      The source of light became clear, flashing from below. One area bloomed brightest, with thin filaments stretching out from it. The colors shifted, and then darkened, before fading. The darkness returned, leaving him in emptiness for a moment that felt like it lasted indefinitely. Slowly, the light began to return, first with a faint bluish-white, and then steadily more brightly, no longer only pure white but with a hint of a bluer light. Soon, the light he saw blazed incredibly bright.

      “Heartstone?” Rsiran tried to ask, but no words came out.

      There came a flash of movement. The light soared past him, toward him, demanding his attention. Rsiran wanted nothing more than to reach for it, but felt as if he flew past it.

      Darkness returned.

      And he breathed.
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      “Rsiran!” Jessa shouted at him, panic in her voice.

      Pain surged through his back, the steady burning pain he’d known before disappearing with the vision or whatever he’d experienced, and he was aware of each of the pieces of lorcith, his connection to it fully restored. As it had been in his vision, he recognized the song from the lorcith, the pattern he had to follow to hear it more clearly, and he pushed on it, easing the lorcith from him.

      With a sigh, the pain changed. No longer was there the burning pain, now it was nothing more than a throbbing, steady discomfort. A hand moved over his back, and even that faded.

      Rsiran took a deep breath and opened his eyes. Part of him feared the blurred vision returning, but he also feared the nothingness, of leaving Jessa before either of them was ready, and the risk of losing her to Venass.

      “I’m here,” he whispered.

      She moved in front of his face, and he saw her.

      Not blurred, and not distorted, but Jessa. Tears welled in her eyes as she cupped his face between her hands.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “What happened?” Della repeated. Her voice sounded tired and worn, stretched as thin as he’d ever heard her, and that included when she had kept Brusus alive while the poison tried to set in. “You disappeared on us.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “I thought you were dead,” Jessa said, sobbing again.

      “Your mind was gone. I don’t know how else to describe it,” Della said. “And now… now it is back, but different.”

      Rsiran took a breath, and tried to move, thrilled to discover that his neck worked. He rolled his head around, craning to see Della, but Jessa held onto him, preventing him from moving too much.

      “Rest easy,” Della said. “Don’t know whether this will stick.”

      “The lorcith…”

      “I see that you’ve regained your connection to it,” Della noted.

      Rsiran took another breath, drawing in his awareness and connection to the lorcith around him, thankful that he still could feel it. But… something changed. He sensed lorcith, and could hear the soft song from it, but he had to focus in order to do so. What he heard more easily was a different sound, one that surprised him most of all.

      “Heartstone,” he breathed.

      “What about heartstone?” Jessa asked.

      He moved his arms and wiggled his feet, moving them mostly to prove to himself that he could. Everything worked.

      Could he Slide?

      He needed to rest, to recover. He didn’t doubt what Della told him, but he had to know.

      Thinking of the door, he tried pulling himself toward it.

      And failed.

      Not able to Slide yet.

      “What was that?” Della asked.

      “I… I tried to Slide,” Rsiran admitted.

      “That was no Slide,” she said.

      “No. It didn’t work.”

      Della touched his back and his arms, and then she began to roll him over. Jessa helped, and together, the two of them flipped him onto his back. There was none of the pain that he’d been feeling, nothing but a dull throbbing, like a memory of the pain.

      Rsiran took a deep breath. His strength began to return, but he felt weakened, as he had when first learning to Slide. Maybe that was why he hadn’t been able to Slide.

      “What happened?” he asked. “Where’s Luca?”

      “He ran,” Jessa said. There was more anger in her voice than Rsiran would have expected. “When the third spike came out, something happened.”

      “He was afraid,” Della said. From her firm tone, Rsiran suspected they’d had this conversation already. “Rsiran’s screaming frightened him. It was as if the spikes weren’t meant to come out at all.” Rsiran started to sit up, but Della pressed a hand on his chest trying to force him back, but he still managed to sit all the way up. “You shouldn’t be sitting up yet.”

      “And I can’t stay here,” he said. “That Venass would attack me—”

      “You think it means they no longer fear you.” Della patted him on the chest. “But you still need your rest.”

      “Given the attack, clearly they don’t,” Rsiran said.

      “Rsiran, do you really think they are not fearful of the man who can Slide past their heartstone? I think you gave them greater pause than you realize.”

      Jessa grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back down. “Rest. I can see how tired you are, even if you think you’re hiding it.”

      “I’m not hiding it. I am tired, but I can’t wait here any longer.”

      Della blocked him. “What happened to you when you disappeared?”

      “I thought you said I didn’t go anywhere.” He stopped trying to stand and took a deep breath.

      “Your body might not have gone anywhere, but…” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I thought you were gone, only your heart still beat and you still breathed. Had you not… had either of them stopped… I would have expected you to be dead from what I could tell by trying to Read you.”

      Rsiran touched his wrists and realized the bracelets were gone. Della must have removed them at some point. He shouldn’t have expected anything less, especially given that she needed to understand what was happening to him and find a way to help. But where had she put the bracelets? Having the reassurance that he couldn’t be Read, and that he couldn’t be Compelled, was valuable to him.

      Without the bracelets, he’d been too sick to prevent her from Reading him. With as much as he’d gone through, shielding his mind was the last thing he would have thought about. And he wasn’t even sure that he would have managed it even if he had remembered. Shielding it effectively required holding onto a connection to lorcith or heartstone. He wouldn’t have been able to do that as injured as he was.

      “You haven’t answered,” Della said.

      “I… I don’t know what happened.”

      “Tell me where you went first. Then we can figure out what happened.”

      “I’m not even sure I know where I went,” Rsiran said. “I think I was by the Elder Trees, and then beneath them, with the crystals. I held one. Or merged with one.” He tried to shrug. “I don’t really know. It all seemed something like a dream.”

      Della took a step back, and her eyes widened, the color in them darkening. Rsiran felt a soft rustling through his mind as she Read him and didn’t have the strength or the desire to attempt to stop her.

      “You returned to the forest,” she said in a whisper. “You actually did it.” She met his eyes, and he saw unexpected emotions there.

      Rsiran took a deep breath. Whatever had happened there felt too faded, too indistinct now, almost as if it weren’t real at all. And maybe it wasn’t. How could any of that have been real? He had only imagined that he traveled to the Elder Trees, and only imagined that he returned to the crystals. Hadn’t he?

      “I didn’t do anything. I wanted the pain to go away. I wanted to find a place of peace.” That had been why he’d imagined the Aisl and why he had returned to the Elder Trees. “Like I said, it was a dream.”

      “I think,” Della began, “that you had something much greater than any dream. I believe that your mind Traveled.”

      “How can a mind simply travel?” Jessa asked.

      “Rsiran Travels. He calls it Sliding, but the ancient clans called it Traveling. A talent.”

      “So you have said,” Rsiran said.

      “But I have never spoken to you about the stories of those who most fully manifested their talents. They were said to Travel, but their bodies would never leave. Such a talent… I would not believe it had you not described what happened. And had I not been here to know that your mind had departed.”

      “Wait. You actually believe that he Slid only his mind?” Jessa asked.

      “Based on what he described, that is exactly what I mean.”

      “But it wasn’t anything like Sliding,” he said. “For this, I only imagined the forest, and the crystals.”

      “And then you were there?” Della asked.

      Rsiran nodded.

      “I think you Traveled much like the most powerful of the ancient clans once were able to Travel. It would explain why you are so fatigued.”

      “I thought that was your Healing,” he said.

      “Rsiran, I have done little to Heal you. When you returned—when your mind returned—your body did not require much Healing.”

      He glanced over at Jessa, and she watched Della with an incredulous expression.

      “Tell me what you remember of what you experienced,” Della said. “All of it.”

      Rsiran closed his eyes and tried to envision what he’d seen. “It was mostly about light,” he started. “When you were…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Trying to Heal my back, trying to remove the spikes, there was so much pain.” Rsiran didn’t think that he could forget that pain. Even now, he ached with the memory of it. “I wanted to escape. I needed to escape, if only because everything hurt so much.”

      “How did you Travel to the forest?” Della prompted.

      “I didn’t know that I did. I had an image of the forest, of something soothing, and then I disappeared. There was nothing but darkness.”

      “You said there was light,” Della said.

      “There was light. But I didn’t know it at first. There were three bright lights, and I could feel a sense of… power… from them. It was like nothing that I’ve ever experienced.”

      “You told me there were five Elder Trees,” Jessa said.

      “There are,” Rsiran answered.

      “But what about your three lights?”

      “I saw the three, and then looked for the others. One was dim, as if the power had faded or maybe I wasn’t attuned to it the right way,” he said. “It was there, but not as bright as the others.”

      “And the fifth?” Della asked.

      “That one I could not see. It was dark. I wouldn’t even have known it was there except for the fact that I suspected I was near the Elder Trees.”

      “So some part of you knew that you had Traveled,” Della asked.

      “I… I don’t know what I thought. It all seemed like a dream. I was there with no pain at first, and then began to feel some before it faded.”

      “The fifth tree,” Della asked, “what do you remember of it?”

      Rsiran sighed. “I remember that it had the same sense of power as the others, but it was dark to me.” He finally opened his eyes and met Della’s. “I don’t think I was meant to reach that one.”

      Her brow wrinkled and she turned away for a moment. She mixed something, and he smelled the scent of the mint tea, but with a more bitter edge to it, as if she added something else to it. When she turned back to him, she handed the mug to him.

      Rsiran took it and inhaled. The aroma helped clear his head, and the memory of what he’d seen, and what he’d experienced, came flooding back to him.

      “What happened then? You mentioned the crystals. Were you able to see them again?”

      He nodded. “I think,” he started, trying to remember what it had been like when he’d been in the crystal room, “that I held one again. Much like the first time, one of the crystals flickered. I had no hands, but I sort of…” He struggled again for words. Jessa squeezed his hand to reassure him. “I merged with the light coming from it.”

      “You merged?” Jessa asked.

      He nodded. “That’s the only way I can describe it. There was the pulsing blue light, and I tried reaching for it, and then… then I was with it, and floating again.”

      “You should not have been able to hold one of the crystals again,” Della said. “Of those who’ve held one, none has ever held it again.”

      “I’m not sure I actually held it.”

      She nodded. “The point is the same. What you describe is unusual.”

      Rsiran smiled as he took a deep breath. “I think all of what happened to me is unusual, don’t you think?”

      Della motioned to the mug, and he took a sip. Warmth flooded through him as he drank, and rather than feeling relaxed, he instead felt invigorated.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “A different mixture,” she answered. “For this, I think you will need your strength.”

      “For what?”

      “For taking us to the forest.”
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      Rsiran thought that he might be too exhausted to Slide them all to the Aisl, but there was something energizing about the tea that Della gave him. After a few more sips, his strength had returned enough that he felt confident in attempting to Slide again.

      With Della on one side of him, holding onto his arm, and Jessa on the other, he stood from the cot and glanced briefly around the room. As Rsiran had suspected, Brusus had put him up in Lianna’s room. Most of her belongings had been pushed to the side of the room. The air had a sickly odor to it—from him, he realized. A basin of water sat on a table near the door.

      Della prompted him to take another drink. “Are you certain that you are strong enough to do this?” she asked him.

      “I don’t know. Sliding doesn’t take the same strength from me as it once did, but…”

      “You have Traveled. There is much strength required for that.”

      He thought about how much strength he could manage. “I think I can carry all of us.”

      Jessa pulled him close, squeezing on his arm. Whatever else, she didn’t seem like she was about to let him go without her.

      “I’m not,” she whispered.

      He rubbed his arms, realizing what was missing. “The bracelets,” he remembered.

      Della’s mouth puckered. “I have removed them—”

      “I would like them back. I don’t want to risk having someone Compel me.”

      “You have already decided that smith born cannot be Compelled.”

      Rsiran didn’t know if that was true or not, but it seemed possible, even likely from what he had seen. “It’s not only the Compelling.” He didn’t want to tell Della that he hated the idea of someone Reading him, but that was the greatest benefit of the bracelets. And likely, given that she’d been Reading him throughout his recovery, she already knew his feelings.

      Jessa pulled his bracelets from a pocket and handed them to him.

      Rsiran slipped them on and found the heartstone in the bracelets much warmer than he remembered. “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Jessa squeezed. Della nodded.

      Rsiran focused on the Aisl Forest and pulled them in a Slide.

      Sliding came as a whistle of air and a flurry of movement. Warm, sweetly scented air swept past. And then they emerged in the Aisl, near the Elder Trees.

      Rsiran hadn’t wanted to Slide all the way into the middle of the clearing, not certain whether he could, anyway, so he’d chosen a place outside the edge of the trees for them to emerge.

      The air immediately took on an earthy, humid note, and a solemn silence seemed to fall all around them. Della released his arm and stared at the trees rising up from the ground. Jessa remained locked onto his arm, unwilling to let him go.

      “How do you feel?” she asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Not too tired?”

      Surprisingly, the Slide hadn’t bothered him, not even taking both of them with him. “Not yet.”

      Jessa finally seemed to see the first of the Elder Trees, and her breath caught. “Oh.”

      “I haven’t seen them for... years,” Della sighed. “It’s easy to forget how enormous they are, until you stand in front of them once more. Great Watcher, but they are impressive.”

      Rsiran stood next to Della, staring at the massive trunks. From here, they were larger than Della’s home, larger even than the Barth. “Do you know which tree belongs to which clan?”

      Della stared up, but her eyes were closed. “The trees belonged to all of the clans.”

      “That’s not what Sarah said.”

      Della took a deep breath. “Perhaps they claim differently now, but when our people lived among the trees, the clans did not claim a specific Elder Tree. How could they, when the Elder Trees served all of the people?”

      “Why would it be different,” he asked. “What would have changed.”

      Della turned to him. “They discovered the crystals.”

      “You sound like you know it better than the guilds,” Jessa said.

      “Because I do.”

      Della started around the nearest massive tree, her hand trailing along the trunk. She paused at the clearing, and a slight smile spread on her face. “Imagine what it would have been like. Imagine bridges spanning the space between these trees, and homes built along the branches. Children scurried high above the ground, and those with talent, those able to Travel… they would not need the bridges.”

      “Della,” Jessa started slowly, “were you alive then?”

      Della turned to her and shook her head. “Girl, I’ve lived a long life, but most of mine has been spent in the city.”

      “Then how do you know all this?”

      She sighed. “I’m a Seer.”

      “But that only means you can See what might happen.”

      Della shook her head. “Not all, but some Seers can See both directions. What has happened, and what can happen.”

      “That’s why you know about this place?” Rsiran asked.

      “This isn’t the first time I’ve been here,” Della said, “only the first time in many years. I was a younger person when I last visited, and had not lived the life that I have. Now… now I feel a different sense as I stand here.”

      “What sense is that?” Rsiran asked. Did Della know which trees he’d seen in his vision? Could she know which of them had been dim, and which one was darkened?

      “Hope.”

      She strode into the middle of the trees, leaving Rsiran and Jessa staring after her.

      “What now?” Jessa asked.

      “I don’t know why she wanted us to come here,” Rsiran said. “But I need to find out what Venass plans.” They knew Venass was after something—everything that they’d seen so far indicated that, from the attack outside the city to the attack on him in Elaeavn—but what?

      “That is why I wanted us to come,” Della said.

      She stood near the center of the clearing and stared up to the darkness. The Elder Trees rose so high overhead that their lowest branches were nothing more than shadows. No sunlight made it through, though Rsiran didn’t know whether it was daytime or night. Maybe there was no sunlight to drift through the branches.

      “Why?”

      “When you mentioned what you saw when you Traveled.”

      Rsiran Slid him and Jessa to Della. “What? The bright lights that I saw?”

      Della shook her head. “That is what should be when you visit a place of power, especially this place of power. For someone like you, the Elder Trees should be bright.”

      “What do you mean for someone like Rsiran?”

      Della looked to Jessa. “Do we have to speak of this again?”

      Jessa shrugged. “Seeing as how I don’t know what you mean, I guess the answer is yes.”

      Della looked up. “These Elder Trees. What do you feel, Rsiran?”

      He looked around the clearing. “I don’t know. The trees are impressive. And enormous. But am I supposed to feel anything else?”

      “Think of your abilities. What do you feel?”

      Rsiran frowned and shifted his attention to lorcith. As he did, he felt a throbbing, but realized that came from the bracelets and from the charm that Jessa wore. Even the knife tucked into her waistband. They were there, and he could feel them, but that wasn’t quite what he detected.

      The sense of lorcith was indistinct. Or his awareness of it was imprecise. Once, he would have thought that impossible, that his connection to lorcith was too potent for him not to know what he detected, but the injury had changed something for him. Since recovering, he was aware of lorcith, both near and far, and could push on it, but there was not the same constant awareness of it all around him, not like there had been before, and not with the same bright intensity that he once had known.

      Strangely, heartstone did blaze in his mind, though he still wasn’t sure what to make of that. Normally, heartstone was something that he had to focus on, that he had to push away the awareness of lorcith for him to detect, but now… now he felt the constant warmth from the bracelets he wore, and he easily sensed the heartstone in the Barth back in Elaeavn, and even the heartstone used in the palace to prevent Sliding. All of that lit up in his mind, much like lorcith.

      Maybe the lorcith spikes really had changed something in him. Had he lost some of the control of lorcith, yet somehow become more connected with heartstone?

      Rsiran would have to study it later to find out.

      But those familiar pieces weren’t the only sense of heartstone around him. Buried in the trees, or growing within the trees, he detected a deep and powerful vein of heartstone running within each. His eyes widened.

      “Heartstone,” he finally answered.

      Della nodded. “Heartstone. And with it, you might note that other metals are present. Perhaps not now, but you will.”

      “What other metals?” Jessa asked.

      “There are others besides lorcith and heartstone with potential, but they have been lost to time.” She smiled at Rsiran. “There is something unique about you, Rsiran Lareth, and that is what the others fear.”

      “What the Seers know?” Jessa asked.

      Della nodded. “Possibly something more than that as well. Rsiran hears the potential of the lorcith. The ancient smiths were able to do that as well. But he’s gained an ability to see that potential as well. That is much like the alchemists. From the sculpture of the sjihn tree that now rests on the mantle in the tavern, I gather he has gained an even greater ability to manipulate lorcith. Perhaps even heartstone.”

      “What are you getting at?” Jessa asked.

      Della finally pulled her attention away from the trees and focused fully on Rsiran. “Do you not see a connection to the other abilities? Those that you view as traditional ones?”

      As he thought about it, he wasn’t sure that he understood. “They’re different,” he said.

      “Different, but similar enough that those ancient clans saw the connections. Some wanted the abilities kept separate from the talents, while others wanted to merge them, a joining of the power of the Watcher and the power of the Elders.”

      Della’s eyes were closed as she spoke, and she turned slowly. Rsiran realized that she attempted a Seeing.

      “Over time, they came to mingle, but only with those of weak talent. The same could be said for those with strong abilities. For some reason, those with the Blood of the Elders could not hold the crystals. But a time would come, a time when the Blood of the Elders would join with that of the Watcher. We must prepare and be ready, or both the power of the Elders and that of the Watcher will be lost. If one of the trees has gone dark, we might already be too late.”

      Della staggered to the side.

      Rsiran Slid to her and scooped her before she struck the ground. Wrinkles etched deeply at the corners of her eyes. She stared up at him blankly.

      “We should get her back. Whatever she detects here is too much for her.”

      Jessa took his arm, and together they Slid, returning to Della’s home.
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      Rsiran stood next to Brusus outside of Della’s small home, thinking that perhaps he’d made a mistake in bringing her back here. Ephram and Sarah had come, along with a few others Rsiran had not met before. Now only a few remained.

      “Will she be okay?” Rsiran asked.

      “This is temporary,” Ephram said. “But she’s very weak. Whatever happened there… it was almost too much for her. If nothing else, it has galvanized the guilds to work together again. That is something.” A grim expression pulled the corners of his mouth. “And now we must return to the Hall of Guilds to make our preparations.”

      Rsiran looked at Della’s house, feeling numb. “I didn’t know what would happen when we went there.”

      Brusus nodded to Ephram and Sarah as they departed, then patted Rsiran on the shoulder. “Of course you didn’t know. No one blames you for what happened. Damn, Rsiran, I think most of us are just happy that you’re standing. Can’t believe that she managed to Heal you. Between that, this Traveling that you described, and whatever happened when you went to the forest…”

      Rsiran still hadn’t explained to Brusus about the Elder Trees. It didn’t seem as if Brusus needed to know, but more than that, he wasn’t sure that Brusus should know. He had explained his newfound talent with him and Haern, but neither had heard of Traveling before.

      Jessa crouched against the side of the house and didn’t look up as they spoke. She’s said little since their return. Seeing Della weakened had taken a surprising toll on her.

      “I need to return to the Barth,” Brusus said to him. “Alyse does a fine job with the tavern, but she gets a bit twitchy when I’m not there.” He shrugged. “I’ll count on you to let me know as soon as something changes.”

      Rsiran nodded. “I’ll let you know.”

      Brusus glanced to Jessa and continued in a lower voice. “Take care of her, too, will you? Not sure what’s bothering her, but she’s been moping.”

      “I don’t mope,” Jessa said.

      Brusus grinned. “Good. Then you can help your man. You’ve already seen what trouble he gets into when you’re not with him.”

      Rsiran thought that she might smile at the comment, or make one of her own, but she didn’t do anything. She barely even blinked. But she nodded toward Brusus and stared at the knife she held in her hand, running the flat of the blade along her pants.

      Brusus frowned and leaned into Rsiran. “Know what the problem is?” he whispered.

      “Probably me. She saw what happened when Rhan attacked me. I think she’s afraid of what I might do next.”

      Brusus grunted. “And what will you do next?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, whatever you do, just… Just be careful. And know that you have help.” Brusus patted his shoulder again and started toward the Barth.

      He and Brusus stood in silence with Jessa watching him, as if trying to determine his thoughts. The door opened, and Haern popped his head out and nodded to Rsiran.

      “She’s awake. And she wants to see you.”

      He helped Jessa stand, and then they went into the house. Haern nodded toward the back room. Rsiran had rarely visited the back room, but had spent more time there in the last twenty-four hours, since returning Della from the forest. A candle flickered next to the bed, wax dripping down the side. There was a hint of a medicinal odor that he didn’t understand until he saw a thick paste smeared across her forehead. Rsiran frowned at it before deciding that Haern must have mixed it. He had some knowledge of herbs and medicines as well. Not the same as Della, but then, Rsiran doubted that anyone had that level of understanding.

      A mug sat on the table next to the candle. And Della lay covered by thick sheets, only her head and her nest of gray hair visible. The wrinkles around the edges of her eyes hadn’t changed. If anything, they had deepened. But her eyes were open, she seemed alert.

      “You don’t have to look at me like that,” she said to him.

      “Like what?”

      Della pushed herself up onto her elbows. “Like I’m dying. I will heal. Just tired, is all.”

      “I guess it’s my turn to ask you what happened.”

      Della took a deep breath. “The Elder Trees are powerful. They hold the memories of our people. That was part of the reason I wanted you to take me there, but I didn’t expect it to overwhelm me the way that it did.”

      “You Saw something, didn’t you?”

      Della nodded. “You told me about the darkened tree that you saw when you Traveled.”

      “The one that I didn’t have a connection to.”

      “Perhaps. But what if it’s something more than that?” Jessa pulled a chair into the room and took a seat next to the bed. Della smiled at her. “I’m all right. You don’t have to fear for me.”

      Jessa swallowed. “We’ve lost enough already.”

      Della’s eyes narrowed. “We’ve lost some, but we’ve gained much as well. And I’m not gone yet.” She sighed. “When the vision overcame me, I understood what happened, and why you saw the trees the way you did.”

      “Because I don’t share a connection to them?”

      “When you first mentioned that, I believed it might be a possibility. But the more I see of you and the more I realize what you have done, I think you are somehow connected to both the Elder Trees and the crystals. If what you described was real, you have held two of the Great Crystals. And yet you also were able to see the Elder Trees.”

      “What do you mean that he saw the trees? They’re massive. I can see them,” Jessa said.

      “Not like he did. There is a different connection—one that I suspect the guilds hold secret. Seeing the Elder Trees is much like holding one of the Great Crystals. I have never known anyone to hold a crystal more than once, much like I have never known anyone to see the potential of more than one of the Elder Trees.”

      Rsiran realized that she didn’t mean seeing them as the trees that they were, but as the power that flowed through them. That was what he’d witnessed in his vision. “I saw three.”

      “But there are five,” Della said. “And the forth was there, but dimly for you?” Rsiran nodded. “Yet the fifth was not.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Della sighed again. “I thought I might See the answer when we visited the forest, but that was not the vision that came to me. I Saw our past, much farther into the past than I have ever glimpsed. It was… it was overwhelming, even for someone accustomed to such visions.”

      “Maybe Rsiran hasn’t made a connection to the fifth tree,” Jessa said.

      “That is a possibility, but he can see each of the Great Crystals, and he does not have each of the abilities. Were it only the dimly lit tree, I would not have the same concern, but you described one of the Elder Trees as dark. And you were aware that it was dark.”

      Rsiran nodded. “Only because I knew the tree was there because of my visit with Sarah. I wouldn’t have found it otherwise.”

      “That is my concern.”

      “What happened to the fifth Elder Tree?” Rsiran asked.

      Della sighed. “That is what you must find out.”

      “Venass,” Jessa said. “You think it’s Venass that did something to the tree.”

      “I think that Venass possesses knowledge that most have lost. I think they understand connections in this world that many others cannot imagine. They have shown a great power in their attack on Rsiran—power that I have never seen before. And I think that they search for power that they have not been able to possess. Would that involve the Elder Trees?” She shook her head. “Once, I would have said that it would not, but I am no longer certain. When the smiths were abducted, I think Venass realized that they overlooked something. That must be why they wanted your father, Rsiran.”

      “So if what you’re saying is true, then Venass did something to the last Elder Tree.”

      “That’s what I fear.”

      “But what? What could they do to one of the Elder Trees?”

      “The Elder Trees aren’t protected the same way the crystals are.”

      Rsiran considered what he’d seen when he Traveled to the Aisl when injured and thought he knew what Della was concerned about. “But this isn’t about just reaching and accessing that power, is it? It’s what they will do with the power.”

      Della nodded. “We’ve seen that Venass doesn’t want a power to exist that they can’t understand. More than that, they don’t want a power to exist that they can’t access. And the Elder Trees represent both. If they are somehow able to harm the trees…Once they are gone, Venass must believe that they will be able to reach the crystals. And from there… there I do not know. Much as they have with lorcith, they will pervert the intent and the power stored within the crystals.”

      Della fell back in her bed, and her eyes drifted closed. “Do what you can, Rsiran. You might be the only one who can do something.”

      “I… I don’t know how to stop them. Every time I’ve faced Venass…”

      He didn’t have to finish. Every time that he’d come into contact with Venass, either he or someone he cared about had been hurt. Would he—could he—risk that happening again? But could he risk doing nothing, especially if he knew that Venass intended to destroy the Elder Trees?

      Rsiran knew that he couldn’t.

      But he needed help. Not only from his friends, but from the guilds. All would suffer if Venass succeeded. And what of his friends? Would Rsiran use them? Would he ask them to risk themselves?

      “Is that your choice?” Della asked.

      He glanced to his wrists to check that he still wore the bracelets to avoid her Reading him, and did, but she had Read him. “I… I don’t want anyone else hurt.”

      “Much like they don’t want you hurt,” Della said. “I know it’s hard for you to see that, Rsiran, but there are others who care about you besides this girl. They all want you to be safe, and happy, and to live a life that you have dreamt of. But none of you will be able to live in peace if Venass manages to reach what they intend.”

      “Why now?” he asked. “What changed for them? Why do they attack now when they haven’t for so many years?”

      “The only ones who can answer that are not here. And it may be that they only attack now because of what you have shown, Rsiran. You have demonstrated the power and ability that is possible. You have shown them what they are not able to do, in spite of years spent researching and studying and thinking that they had the answers, that their knowledge would be able to overwhelm the gifts of the Great Watcher.”

      Was that it, or was there more to it than that?

      But Della was right. The only ones able to answer weren’t here. And even if they were, he wasn’t sure that they would come up with an answer that satisfied.

      “How will we know how to find them? How will we know how to defeat them?”

      Della actually smiled. “I think we have Venass to thank for that. If not for them, you would never have learned of another aspect of your abilities. You might never have learned that you can Travel.”

      A smile began to spread across his face. If he could Travel… and if he didn’t have to be someplace in person, maybe he would be able to find an answer. Then, they wouldn’t be able to trap him, would they?

      “Do they know that it’s possible?” he asked.

      “There are not many in Elaeavn who remember that it’s possible. But Venass is different. I would not presume to know what they have discovered in their studies. You must prepare as if they might know. You must be ready.”

      Jessa stood and grabbed his hand, pulling him around to face her as if he intended to Slide that very moment. “You don’t know anything about this ability, Rsiran. If you think you’re going to use it to defeat Venass…”

      “And there is risk,” Della said. “Do not think that nothing can happen to you simply because your body is not there. If you’re separated, and if something happens to your body while your mind has Traveled… I think such a thing would be dangerous. I do not know for certain what would happen. The only ones who might know have been gone from this earth for hundreds of years, and they have not left a vision for me to access. But caution.”

      Rsiran nodded. He would need to practice. And then, he would need to prepare, knowing that all the while, Venass might attack again.

      The next attack might be more than he and his friends could survive.

      “There is nothing more I can do to guide you, Rsiran,” Della said. “What you must do can only be guided by the Great Watcher. I pray that you will succeed.”
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      The coals of the forge were cold and Rsiran resisted the urge to fire it up to hammer some lorcith. He might be able to calm his mind, and to find a sense of peace, but he would find no answers, and he would only delay what he needed to do. And that was searching for answers. Right now, he had no answers about Venass. There was nothing but more questions.

      Jessa rested on their bed, but she watched him. She had stared at him constantly since leaving Della’s place. Mostly, he thought, because if he figured out how to Travel at will, she wouldn’t be able to go with him. This wouldn’t be like Sliding where he managed to bring her along with him. This would be like when he first started to Slide, when he had to do everything himself. This would be on his own.

      And it must be, he knew.

      Rsiran held one of his lorcith knives gently in his hand. There was a reassuring presence to having the lorcith with him, though he still hadn’t discovered what had changed with his connection to the metal. Something was different, much like something with his connection to heartstone had changed. Become stronger in some ways, but he didn’t know why, or whether it mattered.

      Had the injury changed the connection, or was it the fact that he had essentially held one of the Great Crystals a second time?

      More questions for another time.

      What he needed to know was whether he could learn to Travel when he wasn’t near death. Was it possible for him to pass beyond his body, to leave it behind as he Traveled? And if he could, what might he learn?

      Rsiran could think of many uses, but so many reminded him of the way that Readers seemed to invade others minds. He didn’t want to do the same, though he would if it meant understanding Venass and finding a way to stop them.

      He closed his eyes. When he had Traveled before, it had been nothing like Sliding. When he first started Sliding, that had been taking a physical step, and a sense of movement. Only later had he discovered that he could pull himself in a Slide, something that had to be connected to his ability with lorcith, only he didn’t really understand how.

      But Traveling, at least what he remembered of it, had come from something almost like imagining where he wanted to be, and then he had been there.

      Could he do that again?

      Rsiran already knew where he would start. If it had worked the first time for him to reach the Elder Trees, he would attempt that again. Maybe there was something to the trees or the forest that helped him reach it. Or maybe it didn’t matter.

      He took a deep breath and envisioned the forest.

      At first, there was nothing. He sensed the smithy around him, the sound of Jessa’s steady breathing, and all of the lorcith around them.

      Slowly that began to fade, growing more distant as his awareness of the smithy faded and the sense of the forest appeared.

      Like before, there were no smells, and there was nothing like the earthy scent to the air that he knew when he Slid himself entirely. There wasn’t even a sense of movement. Only nothingness.

      Rsiran again wondered if it was nothing more than a dream. Could he really Travel, sending only his mind from his body? Such a thing seemed more impossible than anything even the Elvraeth were able to accomplish.

      The bright light appeared before him. As before, there were three such lights, and he felt drawn to each of them. Rsiran reached for them, recognizing the power from the trees, before floating away, back toward what he imagined was the center of the clearing. What of the dimly lit tree? Could he find that one as well? As he searched, he discovered it, but the light was more faded than it had been before. That made it less likely that the faint light was because of the lack of connection he shared with the tree, and more likely that it had something to do with why the other tree was dark.

      He focused on the darkened tree and felt it loom near him, though he could not see it.

      The temptation to return to the crystal room came to him, but that wasn’t why he had come here. He needed to understand if he could control this ability.

      Would he be able to Travel to other places that he knew?

      Rsiran thought of Ilphaesn, of the depths in the mine where he’d seen evidence of Venass. It had to be tied to their attack on him, especially with the paired lorcith they had used. As he thought of it, he was there. The cavern had changed since he was last there. The ground was still blackened, but the rim of metal was gone, and the other pieces of metal were gone. Whatever Venass had been doing here was no longer.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that it had been important. If only he could determine what it was, he might figure out how to stop them.

      Staying here gave no answers. Where else could he Travel?

      He thought of the Barth. What better place to Travel than a place that he knew as well as his smithy?

      His awareness reached the Barth, and he settled inside the tavern. Unlike in the forest, where there was nothing but the light from the Elder Trees, in the Barth, he heard the music as if he were there, and saw the tavern filled with people. Some sat at the tables and diced or ate, and laughed, but others danced.

      Alyse appeared, and Rsiran attempted to reach for her, but he had no way of doing so. In this form, he had no body, and no way to even speak to her. He was limited to observing only.

      She moved from table to table with that new sense of purpose that she had. Rsiran was pleased to know that she had found something, but wondered if she would ever find happiness.

      She reached a table where Brusus sat with Haern. Rsiran saw how Alyse paused, and how her eyes lingered on Brusus, and then on how Brusus’s eyes lingered on her.

      The shock at that was nearly enough to jolt him back to his body. Alyse and Brusus?

      He shook away the surprise, and then shifted his attention and his focus, imagining another smithy, this one much like his father’s, the forge much like the one where Rsiran had first learned to swing a hammer, and first learned to work the coals, getting the temperature to just the right level.

      Inside Seval’s smithy, he saw the master smith. He stood before his anvil, instructing a thin boy with short brown hair on where to strike. It wasn’t all that long ago that the boy had been Rsiran. As he watched, he realized that he recognized the boy. Luca.

      “I hear it,” Luca said. “It wants us to hit it here.” This time, it was Luca who pointed to the lorcith. What Rsiran had presumed was Seval instructing Luca appeared to be something different. A type a teamwork that had not been seen in an Elaeavn smithy in many years.

      “Where now?” Seval asked.

      Rsiran found himself smiling. Seval wanted so badly to regain his connection to lorcith that he had been willing to work with Luca—a mere boy. And Luca had finally found a way to listen to the lorcith in a way that was useful. Perhaps some good might actually come from that.

      Floating as he was, he turned to survey the smithy. He expected damage to it from the explosion, but saw nothing. No sign of anything that would indicate that the smithy had suffered any permanent harm.

      He should return to Jessa and his smithy. Traveling appeared to work. So far, he had managed to see the forest and the Barth and even his new friends in their smithy. What more was there for him to see?

      For a moment, he thought about going to the guilds, but that was something he needed to do in person, especially if he intended to engage the guilds in helping him with Venass. Or with helping them with Venass. Rsiran wasn’t even sure which it was anymore. They might know more than he did.

      Just when he was about to return to his smithy, he decided there was another connection that he had that he should check on. It had been a while since he’d gone to her, and the last time had not gone well. But she was still his mother. As much as a part of him wanted nothing more than to forget about her and to leave her to whatever might happen, he couldn’t. If nothing else, Alyse would want to know.

      Imagining his mother’s home was only slightly different from the other destinations. With the others, he had a connection to either the place or the people that made it easier. For some reason, that seemed to help him. With his mother, the connection might be biological, but not one that he had chosen.

      Yet he reached her home, and settled inside.

      A lantern glowed with a soft blue light. Elvraeth light. She should not have Elvraeth light.

      That wasn’t the only surprise.

      A voice came from the other end of the house, one that he hadn’t heard before.

      “You should be more careful summoning me here.”

      “There is nothing for us to fear in this place any longer. Now that he is gone…” Rsiran recognized that voice as his mother’s, but not the tone. There was no edge to it, not like there had been when was a child.

      “Are you sure?” a man asked.

      Rsiran focused on the voices and traveled toward them, floating through walls and doors until he managed to reach the tiny kitchen where he saw them sitting at the table. His mother sat with her arms crossed over her chest, a long bar of lorcith with patterns printed on it gripped tightly in one hand. Her hair was twisted into a braid that hung past her shoulder, making her look more severe than the last time that he’d seen her.

      The man sitting across from her was older and wrinkled, with silver hair, and eyes that flashed as deep a green as Della’s. “The guilds were warned,” the man said. “Which means that he lives. And it is because of her. She should not involve herself in this. She will regret that she did so.” He set his hands on the table, palms down, as he took a few steadying breaths. “Do you remain committed to this task?”

      His mother tipped her head. “Of course, Father. I have always been committed to this task.”

      Father. The familiarity suddenly made sense. Rsiran had seen those features before. Not only with Della, but also with Evaelyn.

      Could this really be his grandfather?

      Rsiran knew that his grandfather was one of the Forgotten, banished for supporting Evaelyn. Della claimed that he was too soft-hearted. But why was he here, and what task did he refer to?

      “You have not always been committed, my daughter. They have softened you.”

      She bowed her head and closed her eyes. Rsiran wondered who his grandfather meant.

      “You have seen to it that the connection to my children is gone.” When he got no response, he continued. “You understand what we’re after. And now, we are so very close.”

      She looked up and glared at her father. “It’s because of them that you’re close.”

      “It’s because of them that we were forced to act. Had he not shown himself…”

      Rsiran’s mother turned her gaze to the ground and shook her head. “I have done all that you have asked of me. It is because of me that you’ve found the heart—”

      “And how long has it taken you to find it? You said that Neran would lead you there years ago.”

      “He wouldn’t. You know that I tried, but I was not strong enough with him.”

      Rsiran frowned. What did his mother mean? Not strong enough for his father?

      “Yet you manage to influence others.”

      “There is something to Neran. And Rsiran. I have never been able to guide them as I could with Alyse, but even that has failed me the last few years.”

      Rsiran started to draw away in shock. By guiding, his mother meant Compelling. He was certain of that. And because his father was smith born, and Rsiran as well, they had been immune to the effects of her Compelling.

      But not Alyse.

      His mother went on. “The drink helped. At least when he was drunk, I could direct his temper somewhat. But he never shared the location. He called it a guild secret and became angry whenever I would speak of it.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Did his mother imply that she had been trying to discover the location of the Elder Trees?

      But of course she would have. That had been what she’d wanted his entire life, hadn’t it? She had always had a strange fascination with the Aisl Forest, one that no others in the city shared. All those times when she’d leave them alone and go off to the forest for hours… They made sense now.

      Yet he couldn’t believe that had been the reason that she was with his father. That couldn’t be the reason that his father had taken to drinking. Could it?

      “Where you failed with Neran, you succeeded with the son. Such irony, isn’t it?” his grandfather said.

      “You asked me to follow him, so I did.”

      “A good thing that you did. Interesting that it would be he who would lead us there. All these years, we’ve wondered, and all these years, the guilds have maintained the secret the ancient clans once kept. And now, we might finally see to their downfall.”

      A knock at the door delayed Rsiran from returning to his smithy. He needed to return. There was too much that he had to think through, and had to understand, but he couldn’t, not without seeing who else might appear.

      When the door opened, Rsiran nearly lost control.

      The last time that Rsiran had seen Thom, he had left him above Thyr with the intent to return to him for answers. But the man had disappeared, somehow escaping from him.

      This time, Thom had returned to Elaeavn, and was at his mother’s house.

      “Master.”

      His grandfather welcomed Thom into the house with a sweep of his arm.

      As Thom came in, his eyes narrowed, and he swept his gaze around the small space. He passed over Rsiran, so far missing that he was here, but Rsiran didn’t want to risk remaining too long.

      “He lives,” his grandfather said.

      “He can’t. Rhan was there. And now Rhan is in Thyr. I am sure.”

      Rsiran wondered if he would manage to remain so calm were he in his body. Hearing Rhan’s name, knowing where to find him if not how, would leave him angry. Because of Rhan, he had nearly died. Had Seval been in his smithy, it would have been likely that Seval would have been killed. Rsiran had almost been unable to do anything to save himself. Trying to help Seval would have proven impossible as well.

      “But the guilds have become dark,” his mother said.

      Thom nodded. “To us as well, but it means little. Our efforts to fragment them have worked. Even better, Rhan said the spheres worked as planned. Each was laced with heartstone and lorcith, and coated with a layer of shadowsteel. We’ve proven its efficacy. You saw the effect on the tree.”

      The older man’s eyes narrowed. “I saw. The others remain.”

      Thom shrugged. “We had only managed to make that much before he found the forge. A good thing Rhan neutralized him or—”

      “You have not neutralized him. He lives.”

      “And he knows that we can stop him. What does it matter? He believes he understands the threat, and thinks that he understands the reason, but he has no idea that this is about much more than exiles and scholars.”

      “If he has been to the heart, then he might know that this is about more than exiles. He might know of the clans, and of the others. We can’t risk that he might succeed in finally uniting the people.”

      Rsiran still struggled with what he heard. It was possible that his mother sided with the Forgotten, but now it turned out that it was much more than that. Could she work with Venass?

      “You must escalate the production of shadowsteel, and it must be taken to the others in the heart. Once there, even if he understands what we plan, there will be little that he can do. I would see this finished in my lifetime.”

      Thom laughed. “And how many more years do you think you can claim?”

      His grandfather scowled at Thom. “Careful, or I will see that plate torn from your skull. Do you think your gifts will work the same without it there to augment them? I will ensure that the scholars do not return it to you, either.”

      Thom raised his hands. As he did, his gaze swept around the room again.

      “What is it?” his grandfather asked.

      “I am not certain. This damn thing,” he said, tapping at the plate beneath the scar, “is buzzing. It’s never done that before.”

      His grandfather became very still. His eyes flashed a deeper green than anything that Rsiran had ever seen, very nearly black, and then widened. “He is here.”

      Rsiran’s mother spun. “Here? Where? How?”

      “He has discovered Traveling,” he said.
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      Back into his body, Rsiran’s heart hammered wildly. Fatigue threatened to knock him over, but he fought against it. He needed to remain awake. He needed answers. And he needed to warn the others.

      “What is it?” Jessa said, surging into motion as soon as his eyes opened. “Did it work?”

      He grabbed her hand and pulled a dozen knives to him. They streaked toward him faster than intended. In his tiredness, he didn’t control them as well as he should. Switching to a soft push, he slowed the knives and caught them before they injured him or Jessa.

      “It worked. And now we need to move.”

      He focused on the Barth. First, he would tell Jessa what he learned. Then, he would find Brusus to warn Haern, and then, they needed to go to Della. Rsiran focused on his lorcith pieces at the Barth to anchor the Slide and pulled. In his weakened condition, he didn’t want to get stranded as he Slid. When they emerged on the second floor of the Barth, in Lianna’s room, he glanced around to confirm they were alone, then turned to Jessa.

      “I saw my mother. And my grandfather.”

      “Your grandfather? So he does live.”

      “Alyse had thought both of our grandparents still lived, and with what Della said, I knew that it was possible, but now I know for sure. At least my grandfather lives.”

      “Where did you see him?”

      “When I Traveled, I first went back to the forest, and then to Seval’s smithy, before going to see my mother. When I was there, I saw her with him. Even had she not referred to him as Father, the resemblance to Della and Evaelyn was undeniable. And then Thom came—”

      “Thom came? Your mother knows Thom?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “I don’t know if she knows him, but he knew my grandfather. Thom came to meet him. And then they seemed to know that I was there.”

      “Traveling can be detected?”

      “I don’t know. Sliding can be detected, so why wouldn’t it be possible to detect Traveling as well? They’re related somewhat.”

      “Yes, but so are Reading and Compelling. They’re related abilities, but so different that they might as well be something else entirely. How do you know that they sensed your presence and that you could Travel?”

      “Because I heard it,” Rsiran said. “I heard what my grandfather said.”

      “Grandfather?”

      Rsiran spun and saw Alyse standing in the door. She carried a pitcher of water that tipped forward as she watched him.

      “You saw grandfather?” she asked.

      Rsiran glanced over to Jessa. What was the right answer for Alyse? Should he explain that he hadn’t actually seen their grandfather in person, but by Traveling to their mother’s home? Would she even understand what it meant that he’d Traveled?

      “I saw him… at Mother’s,” Rsiran said.

      “What… what did he say?”

      “Alyse…”

      “No. What did our grandfather say when he saw you?”

      “He didn’t see me. And neither did Mother.”

      Alyse stalked into the room and set the pitcher down with more force than was needed. “You think you’re protecting me from something. I may not know you as well as some,” she said, and her gaze drifted to Jessa, “but I can tell that there’s something you don’t want to share. Which means that you think to protect me. You’ve already gotten me free of that darkness. There’s not much more for you to protect me from.”

      Rsiran closed his eyes and wished that he could forget the memory of what their grandfather had said, and what their mother had said. “There are things that you are better off not knowing,” Rsiran said.

      “Such as your ability to jump from one place to another? The dark ability that Father warned you from using?” Alyse took a step toward him and took a deep breath, drawing her shoulders back. She was not a short woman, and though not nearly as tall as Rsiran, she still somehow managed to make herself appear imposing. “You don’t have to worry about me with that. I’ve seen the good that you’ve done with your ability. Father was wrong about it.”

      “Father was wrong about many things,” Rsiran said with a sigh.

      “What does that mean?” Alyse asked.

      He turned away, but Jessa stopped him. “You need to tell her. This affects her now. She’s a part of it, no different from you. And remember how you felt when Brusus withheld information from you?”

      Alyse’s expression changed with the mention of Brusus’s name, and Rsiran remembered what he had observed when he Traveled to the Barth.

      He sighed. “What I saw,” Rsiran said. “It’s… it’s dangerous.”

      “Dangerous like what happened to you?” She reached for him before pulling her hand back. “I’m glad that you’re better. When I saw how you were… and that you nearly died… I sent word to Mother that you weren’t going to make it. I haven’t told her that you survived.”

      At least that answered how she had seemed to know that he was injured.

      “Well, my injury had another effect. You have always known about my ability,” Rsiran began. Alyse’s mouth puckered at the mention, and she appeared to force herself to relax. “I still don’t know how or why, but it changed. I discovered something else about what I can do, something that the ancient clans were able to do, but something that had been forgotten with time.”

      Was that the reason that Sliding had been ostracized over the years? Had that been the reason that the Elvraeth had seemed to work to eliminate the ability? Could it be that they feared something more than Sliding, that they feared Traveling?

      But that wouldn’t explain all of the heartstone around the palace. Unless heartstone somehow normally blocked Traveling, but it didn’t with Rsiran. Then again, it didn’t block him from Sliding, either.

      Alyse watched him, waiting for him to say more. Rsiran debated how much to share with her. She might be his sister, but she had never really been on his side. She might appreciate the support that he’d offered, but that wasn’t the same as siding with him.

      But how could he explain what he’d seen without describing Traveling? How could he get her to understand that their mother had been the one to deceive them?

      And could he even get Alyse to understand?

      If she had been Compelled, it was possible that there was nothing he could say that would convince her of the type of person their mother had become—or always had been.

      “I can Travel,” Rsiran said. “My body remains, but my mind leaves so that I can go other places and observe.”

      Alyse stared at him before turning to Jessa. “You believe he can do this?”

      “I have no reason to ever doubt Rsiran.”

      Alyse took a deep breath and then nodded. “Then what you saw disturbed you enough that you fear sharing. Tell me what it was, Rsiran.”

      “Grandfather and Mother. They have been working together and trying to find—” He debated whether he should share how they sought the Elder Trees, but decided that was something that he would not reveal to Alyse. “—something in the Aisl Forest. From what he said to her, it sounded like he’d assigned her a task… many years ago… She was to use Father… to find something out from him.”

      Alyse blinked and then she laughed. “You expect me to believe that Mother used our father? After everything that you saw growing up, you think Mother was even capable of something like that?”

      Rsiran hadn’t, and had he not observed her himself, he wasn’t sure he would have believed it if someone had come to him with the same story. But he had seen it. “She played a part,” Rsiran said. “She did what her father wanted of her. She used him. She used all of us.” He said the last softly and had to swallow back the lump that formed in his throat.

      Jessa squeezed his hand, but he didn’t trust himself to look over to her. Even after everything his parents had done to him, they were still his parents. There had always been a part of him that had hoped that he would be able to connect with his family again, that he would be able to find some way of reaching them, but with what he had seen, that time was gone. There was no way he could ever forgive his mother for siding with Venass. When he’d thought that she and his father were Forgotten, he’d almost felt sympathy for them. But he had been attacked by the Forgotten, by a woman he was actually related to, and now… and now…

      “Rsiran,” Jessa said.

      He shook away the hurt and realized that he had been pushing on the lorcith knives. They floated away from him, sending Alyse back a few steps, as if he might use them against her.

      Rsiran called the knives back to him and placed them in his pockets.

      “You’re wrong,” Alyse said. “When I went to her the last time, Mother told me what happened with Father. She told me everything that she shared with you. She assured me there were no more family secrets.”

      “Did she tell you how she tried to Compel him? Did she say that because of his smith blood, she could not?” His voice started to rise. “Did she share how when that failed, she encouraged him to drink, thinking to control him that way?” The door opened, and Brusus stood watching. Rsiran realized that he had been yelling. But his father turning to ale had been when his apprenticeship had changed. Could it have been because of more than just his father discovering that Rsiran could Slide. Could it all have been about his mother wanting to find out about the Elder Trees?

      And his father had managed to hide that knowledge from her despite everything she tried. Rsiran had been the one who failed. He had been the one who caused the Elder Trees to fall. Venass and his grandfather had finally found them because of Rsiran, not anything that his father had done.

      His father had been a true member of the guild. He had protected the Elder Trees, as he had been tasked to do. What had Rsiran done but expose them to possible destruction?

      “That can’t be true,” Alyse said, her soft voice a sharp contrast to the anger and volume of Rsiran’s.

      “It is true. And Father never was the person I thought him to be. Neither was Mother.”

      Alyse stared at him before turning and running from the room.

      Brusus reached for her, but she shook him off, and Rsiran heard her steps as they raced down the stairs. “Well, that was unexpected,” Brusus said.

      “Why, because you weren’t—” Rsiran caught himself before saying something that he might regret. He’d already said too much to Alyse, and he didn’t want to send Brusus away as well. “I’m sorry, Brusus. I should have handled that more tactfully. I know how you feel about her. I’ll make sure I apologize when I see her next.”

      Brusus flushed and his eyes widened.

      “Wait… how does Brusus feel about her?” Jessa asked.

      Rsiran shrugged. “It’s fine, Brusus. I see the looks you give her, and I’ve seen the way she looks at you. I’m… I’m happy for you.”

      Jessa coughed. “You… and Alyse?”

      “I haven’t said anything to her,” Brusus said softly. “With her being… well, who she is, I haven’t wanted to say anything. I was going to leave it well enough alone. Safer that way for all of us. Besides, I’m not all that certain that she’d be receptive to me, anyway.”

      “You won’t know until you say something,” Rsiran said.

      “And now you’re giving him romantic advice?” Jessa asked. “What happened to you while you were sick?”

      Rsiran laughed. It felt good for him to be able to do so. “I told you. I held the crystal again.”

      Jessa shook her head.

      Brusus glanced toward the door before turning his attention back to Rsiran. “What happened with Alyse? I gather that you saw something, but I’m not sure why that would have affected her so much.”

      Rsiran told Brusus about what he’d seen at his mother’s house.

      Brusus became increasingly tense the longer that Rsiran shared. At least Brusus recognized the danger with what Rsiran had seen.

      “And you’re certain that he knew you were there?” Brusus said.

      “He knew. It was Thom,” Rsiran said. “The heartstone plate in his head reacted to me. He didn’t know what it was doing, but when he said it ‘buzzed,’ my grandfather knew someone had Traveled. And somehow, he managed to pick up that I was there.”

      Brusus turned toward the door. “We need to find her.”

      “Who? My mother? I know where she is, and I’m not sure that finding her now would be the right thing, especially considering that my grandfather might still be with her. There’s no telling what abilities he might possess.” They needed Della. She should know what her brother was capable of doing.

      “Not your mother,” Brusus said, “though I think we will have to find her too. But Alyse. Your mother knows that she’s been with you. And now that they know how you’ve discovered them—”

      Brusus didn’t have the chance to finish. A harsh scream rose from the tavern below.
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      Rsiran Slid with Jessa to Brusus, and grabbed him. The next Slide took them into the main part of the tavern, where they emerged into chaos.

      Tables were overturned. The musician cowered along the back wall, a gash in his forehead. Food and drink were spilled onto the floor. Those who had remained in the tavern backed against the wall.

      Rsiran’s eyes were drawn away from all of that.

      A trio of men stood arrayed around Alyse near the hearth. She’d lifted the sjihn tree sculpture and swung it something like a club, spinning to hold them back. A spray of light and pressure came from it as she did.

      “Did you know that it could do that?” Jessa asked in a whisper.

      He shook his head. “Watch for others,” he told Brusus.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What Haern trained me to do.”

      Rsiran pushed on three of his knives and sent them streaking toward the men facing Alyse. Without any of the men turning, the knives stopped and dropped to the ground.

      He swore under his breath. At least he knew they controlled lorcith.

      Alyse swung the sjihn sculpture in his direction. The light shooting from the base washed over him, a familiar sort of energy, and slipped harmlessly away.

      The men attacking her were not left quite the same way.

      Rsiran felt a stuttering sort of power. It took a moment to realize what he sensed: they attempted to Slide. Somehow, the sculpture kept them from being able to.

      But not him.

      Rsiran pulled himself in a Slide and emerged near the hearth. As he did, he pushed on a pair of knives, sending them flying, at the same time he pulled on the knives that now rested harmlessly on the ground, drawing them back to him.

      One of the attackers turned. With a wave of his hand, the knives Rsiran sent at them went flying. He pushed, keeping them from hitting any of the others still in the tavern.

      Using lorcith wasn’t going to work.

      And he couldn’t run, not like he had the last time that Alyse had been attacked. He might be able to get himself free, and possibly his friends, but there were too many others here. If he left them, they would be as good as dead.

      That meant finding some way that he could contain and stop these attackers.

      Just because they could control lorcith didn’t mean they could control heartstone.

      Rsiran unsheathed his sword and swung it in a pattern that Haern had demonstrated.

      The man who had deflected his knives smiled and drew a sword from beneath his cloak. The metal was a deep black and like nothing he’d ever seen. Could it be the shadowsteel that he’d overheard Thom mention? If so, he would need to study it to understand what it could do, and whether there was any potential to it that he could discover, especially if it was the reason that the Elder Tree failed.

      Alyse kept the other two attackers at a distance as she swung the sjihn sculpture.

      The man challenging Rsiran darted forward, swinging his sword in a quick cutting motion. Rsiran blocked it and Slid back a step. The other man attempted to Slide—Rsiran saw it as a stuttering type of motion—but failed, still controlled by whatever Alyse did.

      “Better if you just leave,” Rsiran said.

      The man grinned. “Like the last time you faced one of the Hjan?”

      Rsiran frowned. That was a term Haern had used for the assassins of Venass. “I’m better prepared this time.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      The man slipped forward, gliding as if on ice, as he ducked low, stabbing with the sword.

      Rsiran had been ready and slashed, blocking the movement. The man spun, bringing his sword around. Had Rsiran not Slid to the left, he would have been hit.

      This time, he pushed his entire sword toward the man.

      Since his attack, the connection to heartstone had changed. No longer did it have the same slippery quality. Now, Rsiran had a tight grip. When he pushed on the sword, it flew straight.

      The sword pierced the man in the chest and he fell.

      Rsiran pulled his sword back to him. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Jessa sneaking toward the attack.

      “Careful,” he warned. “They can control lorcith.”

      “So can you,” she said.

      “Grab the sword. I might need—”

      One of the men attacking Alyse spun and threw a knife at Jessa.

      It wasn’t lorcith.

      Rsiran reacted the only way that he could. He Slid, grabbing Jessa, and pulled her to the side. He wasn’t sure that he had been fast enough.

      When they emerged, she was unharmed.

      The man grabbed a sword and spun toward Rsiran.

      Rsiran shoved Jessa behind him and held the heartstone sword out from him. When this man attacked, he moved faster than a snake. He didn’t even need to Slide to be deadly.

      He pushed on his sword, but he knew he wouldn’t be fast enough.

      Then the man fell to the ground. Two knives stuck out his back.

      “Never cared for the Hjan,” Haern said, grabbing the knives, “even when I was one of them.”

      Only one of the men remained, and Alyse had him confined with the sjihn sculpture, bathed in white light that spilled from the end of the sculpture.

      Haern simply walked up to the man and smacked him on the back of the head with the end of his knife. The man crumpled to the ground.

      Alyse swung the sculpture toward them before catching herself. She lowered it slowly, but didn’t set it all the way to the ground. “What happened?” Her voice trembled nearly as much as her arms.

      “Seems that Venass thought it was time to attack you,” Haern said.

      Rsiran glanced around the tavern. Brusus had shooed everyone else out, and blocked the door. When Brusus saw Alyse still standing, Rsiran watched relief flood his eyes.

      “Why would I be attacked?” Alyse asked.

      “Because of him,” Haern said, pointing a thumb at Rsiran. Haern turned to Rsiran. “What changed? I See… something is different. I can’t tell exactly what.”

      Rsiran glanced to Alyse. That she would be attacked so soon after Rsiran had overheard their grandfather meant the Venass were no longer going to hide their intent. And if Alyse could be attacked…

      “We need to get to Della,” he said.

      Brusus nodded. “Go. I’ll stay here and find out what he might know,” he said, nodding to the fallen man, “and I’ll keep her safe. Take Haern.”

      Haern smiled. “Seemed like she’s the one who kept herself safe.”

      Rsiran Slid, grabbing Haern. He turned to Jessa. “Stay with Brusus and keep each other safe,” he said.

      “You shouldn’t…”

      “Haern will be with me.”

      Jessa looked like she wanted to say something else, but she bit her lip and shook her head. With a nod, she went over to Alyse.

      “You ready?” Haern said.

      “I’m not sure we have a choice but to be ready,” Rsiran answered.

      They Slid, emerging in Della’s home.

      A body lay on the floor near the hearth. Rsiran Slid to it and checked for a pulse, but there was none. He rolled the person, and didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t one of the guild members that Ephram had asked to keep watch over Della.

      “Hjan,” Haern said.

      “Like you?”

      Haern tapped his scar. “Not anymore.”

      Haern traced a finger over a scar on the man’s chest. Rsiran listened for lorcith, and then for heartstone, but detected neither.

      “What did they use to augment their abilities?”

      “Some were lorcith, others heartstone.” Haern traced a finger over his scar again. “Others… well, the most dangerous of the Hjan used something else.”

      “Shadowsteel,” Rsiran said.

      “What kind of metal is that?”

      “When I Traveled and overheard my grandfather. They spoke of shadowsteel.”

      Haern inhaled slowly. “Not sure that I ever heard of that.”

      Rsiran started toward the back room, where he’d last seen Della. With a dead body by the hearth…

      When they reached the back room, they found it empty.

      “Where is she?” Haern asked.

      “She was here. Resting after we went into the Aisl.”

      Rsiran made his way around the bed, looking for sign of where Della might have gone. And had she fled from the Hjan attacker? With one dead on the floor, would that mean there’d been more than one, and that maybe Della had been taken? Or worse?

      “Where do you think she went? Do you think she’s in danger?” Rsiran asked.

      “Not much I can See with her. She’s too powerful for one like me.”

      He noticed a trail of blood near the bed and leaned to it. Not only blood, but a silvery mixture mingled with it. “She’s hurt.”

      Haern leaned over him. “Hmm.”

      Rsiran stood and returned to the main room. There were no other signs in the home to help them determine what happened.

      “We need to find her.”

      When Haern said nothing, Rsiran turned.

      Haern stood in the doorway to the back room, staring at Rsiran with a blank expression. Behind him was Thom.

      “Didn’t expect to see you up and around so well,” Thom said.

      Rsiran Slid forward in anger before catching himself. “And I didn’t think that you were foolish enough to face me again.”

      “What’s foolish when you have the advantage?”

      “What advantage is that?”

      “You still don’t understand what I can do, do you?”

      Rsiran pushed on a pair of knives, sending them toward Thom. “And you still don’t understand what I can do.”

      Haern spun and Thom’s eyes widened. He dropped and kicked at the same time, sending Haern flying toward Rsiran. Something cracked as Haern landed.

      “You won’t be able to Compel him,” Rsiran said to Thom. “And you remember what happened the last time you tried to Compel me.”

      “Interesting. It almost makes me want to capture you alive.” He spun a pair of knives in a blur.

      “They don’t want me alive?”

      A dark smile passed over Thom’s face. “They did, but you’ve proven more troublesome than you’re worth. And they think they now understand what they needed, anyway.”

      Thom took a step toward Rsiran.

      Rsiran pushed on his knives.

      Thom blocked two of them, but he wasn’t quick enough to block the pair that Haern had been carrying. Those Rsiran pulled, and caught Thom in his arms, and pushed hard enough to drive him back, forcing him all the way to the wall where the knives sank into the wood.

      His face darkened, and he writhed in place, kicking toward Rsiran, straining against the knives that held him against the wall, but Rsiran used the strength of Ilphaesn, imagining the lorcith in the mountain itself, and held him down.

      “Where is Della?” Rsiran asked.

      Thom stopped moving.

      Rsiran kept himself far enough away that Thom wouldn’t be able to reach him. “Where is she?”

      Thom lifted his chin. “You know, when I first met you, I thought you were soft. You came looking for your father, thinking that he might have some answers for you. It was then that we thought maybe he had more of a hold over you than we’d anticipated. But you left him to Venass. Never went after him. And we realized that hold might not have been so strong, after all.”

      “Where is Della?” Rsiran asked again.

      “But then you went and saved your sister. I’ll admit that I didn’t think she would hold any sway over you, but he was convinced that you were more tightly tied to her than we realized. I don’t know that I would have believed it. A good thing that we now have her.”

      Rsiran held his sword toward Thom, the point nearly piercing his flesh. “If you thought that you managed to grab my sister, then you were wrong. I was there. She’s safe.”

      Thom only smiled. “Is that what you think?”

      Rsiran glanced to where Haern lay on the ground. He hadn’t moved since landing. Rsiran would have to get him help before too long. He’d have to find Della for Healing. But he needed answers as well. And Thom would have them.

      “Where is Della?”

      He stabbed with the sword, drawing a wheel of blood from Thom’s neck. He winced and jerked his head back. Only then did Rsiran see that Thom’s eyes drifted to the far side of the room.

      Rsiran pushed the blade a bit deeper, then pulled it back and spun, swinging his sword around.

      His grandfather stood across from him. A dark smile spread across his face.

      “Rsiran. Finally, we meet.”

      Rsiran readied to push a pair of knives. Quietly, he counted the remaining knives that he had on him, and realized that he might have to pull on those still in Thom if the fight became too much.

      His grandfather eyed the heartstone sword and waved his hand. The sword dipped to the ground, nearly forced out of Rsiran’s hand.

      Rsiran gasped.

      “You are not the only one able to control the potential of lorcith.”

      Rsiran glanced to the sword blade. It wasn’t lorcith. Which meant that his grandfather could also manipulate the potential of heartstone.

      “If you can do that, why did Venass need me to study?”

      His grandfather moved his eyes from the sword to Rsiran’s face. “Did you really think that you were the only one with your gift? There are others. There have always been others.”

      With a push that Rsiran felt, one that was stronger than he would have imagined possible, the sword fell to the floor, pinned there.

      His grandfather waved his hand and a pair of lorcith knives flew to him. Blood stained the tips, and Rsiran turned in time to see that Thom was freed from the wall. Thom stepped over Haern, and stood next to his grandfather.

      “Why?” Rsiran asked. “Why would you side with Venass?”

      His grandfather tipped his head, and amusement wrinkled his brow. “Side with? My dear boy, I think you fail to grasp the entirety of the situation. I have never sided with Venass.”

      “Then why are you working with them?”

      His grandfather’s smile widened. “Again, I think that you have missed the point of what is happening.”

      Rsiran glanced from his grandfather, to Thom, and then down to Haern, where he still didn’t move. An overheard comment came back to him, one that he hadn’t grasped the significance of while Traveling and observing his mother and grandfather. Thom had called his grandfather ‘Master.’

      “You don’t side with Venass because you control them, don’t you?”

      His grandfather tipped his head. “Control would imply something along the lines of Compelling. I do not have the same gift with that particular ability as my sister does. Or did.” He smiled again. “I’ll admit that I was surprised that you managed to overpower her. She had always thought that her abilities were superior, but when she met you, she finally came to me, searching for help that I was all too willing to offer.”

      “But you were exiled as well. You’re one of the Forgotten!”

      “Exiled. What a pleasant phrase for what they put me through. No. I was never exiled in the same way. I chose my exile. Why remain here, with the illusion of power, when I could find the real source of power?”

      His grandfather smiled and nodded to Thom. “We can talk more later. Take him.”

      Thom glided forward, moving almost in something like a Slide, only it was not a Slide.

      Rsiran pulled himself back, dragging his sword with him as he did, emerging long enough to reach Haern, and then Slid, departing Della’s home.
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      They emerged in the Barth. For a brief moment, he feared that his grandfather had managed to send another attack into the Barth while he and Haern had searched for Della, but they were all here, including the trapped assassin of Venass.

      When he emerged, Brusus saw them first. “What happened?”

      “Thom. And my grandfather.”

      Alyse gasped and covered her mouth.

      “Where is Della?”

      “I don’t know. Gone. There was a body near the hearth and blood in her room, but she wasn’t there.”

      “Then she got away,” Brusus said.

      Rsiran hoped that was true. He couldn’t imagine how he would feel if he discovered that something had happened to Della, and because of his grandfather. But then, he was her brother. She had more of a claim to him than Rsiran.

      “We can’t stay here,” Rsiran said. “They know about the Barth, and they know about Della. I’m not sure how much longer we have before they make another attack.”

      “Where would you have us go?” Jessa asked.

      He considered his smithy, but that wasn’t safe enough. Not after what he’d seen from his grandfather. It was possible that the heartstone alloy wouldn’t limit him, and that might not even matter. They could knock down the door and get in.

      “The Hall of Guilds,” Rsiran said.

      Brusus closed his eyes and nodded slowly. “Might be the safest for now. How many trips do you need to take us all?”

      He counted, considering whether he could take everyone at once or whether he would need to make another trip. Even leaving the man from Venass—there was no way that Rsiran was going to take him into the Hall of Guilds, or anywhere near the guilds—what he intended would require Sliding five, including himself.

      “One,” he said. Jessa shot him a look that he ignored.

      “What about him?” Brusus asked.

      “We can’t take him. I don’t want to risk someone from Venass reaching the Hall.”

      “Good point. Let’s go. Need to get Haern some help, anyway.”

      They all gathered, with only Alyse remaining back, as if reluctant to join them. Rsiran went over to her and took the sjihn sculpture, and her hand.

      “You need to come with us if you’re going to be safe.”

      “I haven’t been safe since you made Father leave,” she said.

      Rsiran sighed. “I didn’t make Father leave.”

      He was beginning to think that their mother had been the reason that their father had left the city, but now wasn’t the time to try and convince Alyse of that fact. Now, he only wanted to get them to safety, which meant getting her away from here. The Barth should have been a safe place for them, but it no longer was. Not with his grandfather after them.

      “Keep this,” he said to her, handing her the sculpture. “It seems to keep you safe.”

      Had she even noticed what had happened when she swung the sculpture? Probably not, or she wouldn’t take it from him as willingly as she did.

      She followed him reluctantly, and they joined the others. Rsiran hesitated, then went and grabbed one of the blackened blades the Hjan carried. Whatever else, he needed to study and see if he could understand the shadowsteel.

      Then he took Jessa’s and Brusus’s hands, with Haern and Alyse holding onto his arms. They Slid, pulled into the Slide as they reached the Hall of Guilds. Ephram was there, as were dozens of others. This was where the guilds finally came together to coordinate their attack on Venass.

      Alyse looked around, her eyes wide as they stepped free from the Slide. She glanced to Brusus and then to Rsiran. As she did, she reached into her pocket and pulled something out.

      Rsiran recognized the spheres immediately.

      He had feared bringing the other Hjan assassin, but it was Alyse that he should have been concerned about. He had presumed that his mother’s comment about not being able to Compel her for the last few years had been true, but what had changed?

      “Everybody back!” Rsiran said.

      He dove toward Alyse as she began to bring the lorcith spheres together.

      Jessa screamed.

      Rsiran ignored it. He had to, if he wanted to keep them all safe.

      He grabbed Alyse, and then Slid.

      This time, he Slid to Ilphaesn.

      Within the mines, light bloomed all around. He barely had time to register it.

      He focused on the spheres and pushed with all the energy that he could muster. Within Ilphaesn, he found strength easier to access, and the spheres flew from Alyse’s hands and hit the walls, where Rsiran pinned them.

      Alyse cast her gaze around her, eyes wild as she did. “What did you do?” she demanded. “Where are we?”

      Rsiran stepped away from her, and shook his head. “Of course you wouldn’t recognize it. It’s the place that Father sent me. I seem to remember you had no trouble with that then.”

      She looked around, her eyes still wild. “You’ve brought me to the mines? How could you?”

      Rsiran Slid toward her. “How could I? I’ve done nothing but try to keep you safe. And this was how you repay me?” He stopped directly in front of her. “How long have you been working with Venass?”

      “Venass? I haven’t—”

      Rsiran motioned to the spheres he’d pinned to the walls. “No? Those would suggest otherwise.”

      Alyse looked over to the spheres and her eyes widened. “What… what are those?”

      “Those are what nearly killed me once. Those are what you brought to the guild to destroy everyone gathered there. Venass thinks that they can end the battle with the guilds. They believed that you would destroy everyone in the Hall of Guilds. They have failed again. You have failed.”

      Alyse shook her head. “Rsiran… I wouldn’t. I’ve never seen those before!” She lowered her voice and met his eyes. “They must have forced me. You said they have that ability.”

      Rsiran frowned. “Mother made it sound like she couldn’t Compel you any more, so why should I believe that they somehow suddenly managed to force you to do what they wanted?”

      “Believe whatever you want, but I didn’t do this, Rsiran. I would never hurt others, especially… especially…”

      She didn’t need to finish. Rsiran knew that she had developed feelings for Brusus. Real feelings.

      But if she didn’t want to attack, that meant that she had been Compelled. How could that be, if her mother couldn’t do it? Who would have Compelled her now?

      He needed someone who could help discover the depths of what had happened. With Della missing, he knew of only one person he could ask.

      That meant that he either took her back to the Hall, or he brought Brusus here. Rsiran didn’t want to risk leaving her here, but at the same time, he feared taking her back, exposing others to potential danger.

      “Take off your cloak.”

      Alyse looked at him incredulously. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “If you want me to take you back with me, take it off.”

      Alyse hesitated, and then pulled her cloak off her shoulders and tossed it toward him. “Now what?”

      He listened for lorcith that might be on her, but detected nothing. “Do you have any pockets on your dress?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Your shoes. Take them off.”

      She scowled at him, but complied, and kicked her shoes over to him. Rsiran studied her, looking for anything else that might pose a danger.

      Something that he expected to find was missing.

      “Where is the necklace that Father made for you?”

      She shook her head. “After you told me what he did, I took it off.”

      Rsiran frowned. “How long ago was that?”

      “Why?”

      “How long, Alyse?”

      “After… after you took me to the Barth. At first, I didn’t believe, but you’d said nothing that would make me think that you were lying to me.”

      “Where is the necklace now?”

      “In the Barth. I… I couldn’t throw it away, regardless of what he’d done.”

      Rsiran stared at the walls around him. Could it be that their father had made the necklace to protect Alyse? If that were the case, then he had known—or at least suspected—what their mother did. But then, why had he tried to send Rsiran away?

      “Come on,” he told Alyse.

      He Slid, emerging in the upper level of the Barth. Noise from below rose up to him, and he raised a finger to his lips to silence Alyse.

      They Slid into her room, and he mouthed, “Where is it?”

      She grabbed the necklace off a table next to her bed.

      “Put it on,” he said.

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Put it on,” he whispered.

      Alyse snapped the chain around her neck at the same time the door to her room slammed open.

      Their grandfather stood in the doorway, with their mother behind him.

      Rsiran pushed all the knives that he had on him at them.

      Their grandfather waved a hand and they dropped. “Strange that you would return.”

      “You failed,” he said to them.

      His mother’s eyes widened.

      “Your spheres are now harmlessly hidden away. Once I understand how they’re made, they won’t be a threat to me anymore.” Rsiran pushed on the knives again, drawing from the memory of Ilphaesn as he did, using the strength of the mountain to send the knives at their grandfather.

      His grandfather pushed against him, but Rsiran held onto his connection, bound more tightly than he ever had been. The five knives moved with more force and strength than Rsiran had ever attempted.

      Seeing that he couldn’t stop them, his grandfather stepped to the side.

      Three of the knives sank into Rsiran’s mother.

      She shivered and dropped.

      Alyse gasped.

      Rsiran should have felt sadness, sorrow of some kind, but after learning how she had used his sister, had attempted to use him, and all that she had put their father through for the sake of Venass… he had a hard time generating any emotion.

      His grandfather glanced at her, and shook his head. “You really are the monster she always thought you would become. Look at what you do. You have killed your own mother.”

      “Stop,” Rsiran said. “Do not think that you can Compel Alyse.” He glanced back to his sister and she stood, shivering, but otherwise unable to move. “I realized that Father protected her, and it wasn’t until she took off his protection that you were able to manipulate her. But she has his protection again. More than that, she has mine.”

      Rsiran pulled on the knives again, and sent them at his grandfather.

      This time, one of the knives struck.

      His grandfather sucked in a breath. With a cry of anger, he pushed on the knives, sending them toward Rsiran.

      The knives moved quickly, but Rsiran was connected to them. They were his forgings, and it was his connection. His grandfather might be able to manipulate lorcith, but he wasn’t a smith. And Rsiran wondered if he possessed control over lorcith naturally, or whether he had implants that augmented his connection much like the rest of Venass.

      Rsiran grabbed the knives from the air.

      He Slid to Alyse, grabbed her, and then Slid away from the Barth.
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      When they emerged into the Hall of Guilds a second time, Rsiran made a point of staying by Alyse. He didn’t think that she would do anything again, but he wasn’t about to risk that he might have overlooked something.

      “I’m fine,” she whispered to him.

      Brusus was the first one to run over to him when they emerged. “What… what happened?”

      Rsiran glanced to Alyse, and then took her hand and placed it into Brusus’s. “She was Compelled. And my father apparently knew that she was in danger. She should wear this,” he said, pointing to the lorcith necklace that their father had made her all those years ago. Rsiran had once thought that she had been treated differently and given a much more expensive gift than he would ever have received, but then his father must have known that Rsiran wasn’t in danger in the same way, that he couldn’t be Compelled the same way.

      “Father did this?” she asked, fingering the necklace.

      “I’m thinking Father was more complicated than I gave him credit for,” Rsiran answered.

      “I saw… I saw what you did to mother.”

      Rsiran swallowed. “That wasn’t my intent. You have to know that I didn’t want to—”

      Alyse placed her hand on his arm. “I do not blame you. Not anymore, Rsiran. You did what you had to do.” She looked over to Brusus with a pained expression. “And I’ve never thanked you for helping me,” she said to Brusus, “and for giving me a chance to… a chance to…”

      Brusus pulled her to him and hugged her.

      Rsiran turned away and looked for Jessa. He found her by the lorcith in her charm. She stood with Ephram and Sarah.

      “Where did you go?” Jessa asked upon his approach.

      Rsiran glanced to Sarah and then to Ephram. “The spheres. She was Compelled. I think they wanted to destroy the guilds.”

      “And how do you know that she’s safe now?” Ephram asked.

      “I don’t. But she doesn’t have anything else with her. She’s as safe as she can be. Besides, I couldn’t leave her behind, not with my grandfather making his way through town and every place that we’d ever been.”

      “Yes,” Ephram said, “it seems that Venass is moving more openly now that they’ve been discovered. We have done what we can to slow them, but…”

      “What can I do?” he asked.

      Ephram watched him. “You’re not too injured? Della warned me that you shouldn’t exert yourself.”

      “I can help,” he said.

      Ephram looked around the others before his gaze settled back on Rsiran. “Then you have to—”

      Ephram didn’t get the chance to finish. An explosion suddenly rocked them.

      “Venass,” the guildlord hissed.

      Another explosion came, this one louder, and stronger than the last. Someone—probably Alyse, Rsiran thought—screamed. Debris rained down from the ceiling.

      “We can’t stay here,” Rsiran said.

      Ephram shot him a hard look. “What would you have us do? You know what we protect, why we remain here. Otherwise, the guilds would have left Elaeavn long ago.”

      Rsiran hadn’t known. He glanced around him, wishing he had Della. He had questions, and she would have answers, even if they were answers that were Seen. But she was gone, either lost, or abducted, or… or something he didn’t want to consider. Once, he would have looked to Brusus, but his friend was out of his depth here, and his attention focused only on Alyse. Haern was injured, maybe fatally.

      Of all his friends, that left him.

      “You can lead the people deeper into the tunnels,” he suggested.

      “And when they breach the guild?” Ephram asked as another explosion came.

      The concern was valid. Rsiran knew the strength of Venass all too well. More than their strength, they possessed knowledge that gave them an edge. “What of the Elvraeth?”

      Ephram grunted. “The Elvraeth? Have you ever known them to leave the palace if they did not have to? And that is how the guilds like it. If the attack is here, on the guild houses, the Elvraeth will not move. They have wanted to reduce our influence for centuries. Likely they have sent the tchalit, to investigate, but…”

      Rsiran didn’t need him to finish. The palace guards wouldn’t be able to do anything against Venass, not if they attacked in full. And with the guild losses… that left few able and willing to face Venass.

      He had to do this.

      Jessa pulled on his sleeve. “No. Rsiran, I see what you’re thinking.”

      “It’s my grandfather,” Rsiran said. “If I can do anything to stop this, I need to.”

      “This isn’t your fight!”

      He closed his eyes. “Maybe it shouldn’t be, but I can’t let Venass win, not if there’s something that I can do.”

      “Then I’m coming—”

      He kissed her gently on the lips. “Not this time, Jessa. I will need to move quickly.”

      “You’re not Sighted.”

      “And you can’t see lorcith.” He sighed and met Ephram’s eyes. “How many remain? Of your fighters, how many remain?”

      Ephram glanced to Sarah. “A dozen all together. When we were searching alone…” He didn’t need to finish for Rsiran to know that Venass had taken advantage of the fracture within the guilds to destroy them. “Maybe a few more. We were never strong enough.”

      “They’ll be enough.” They would have to be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While Rsiran waited for the remaining fighters to gather, Jessa and Brusus went with the others into the depths of the tunnels. As she passed Rsiran, Jessa mouthed, “I love you.” It was almost enough to make him reconsider.

      Valn approached wearing a long leather cloak that covered steel mesh. A short sword hung at his side, and he carried a leather helmet under his arm. He tipped his head to Rsiran. “This is all we have.”

      Rsiran pulled his eyes away from Jessa and looked at the men and women with Valn. There were thirteen, all dressed similarly, and each carrying a sword, or crossbow, and some had knives. A few had lorcith-forged weapons, and Rsiran noted that most were made by him.

      “How many can Slide?” he asked.

      “Half.”

      “What guilds?” he asked.

      Valn’s eyes narrowed. “You care about guilds?”

      “I care to know who will be with me.” He leaned close to Valn. “I know how Venass infiltrated the guilds. How do you know that everyone here is with you?”

      “Because Della Read each of them after your attack.”

      Another explosion sent more debris settling into the tunnels. Was that a small crack that formed overhead? They couldn’t wait much longer here. Every moment that they waited was another moment that Venass could attack the guild house. If they managed to breach the walls, they would have access to the tunnels beneath the city, and through them, to the crystals.

      “What will you do?” Valn asked.

      Rsiran had thought about what needed to happen. He knew little about Venass, but he’d seen how his grandfather led. Only, he didn’t know if he was strong enough—or capable enough—to stop him.

      “We need to draw them away from the city,” Rsiran said.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      Rsiran considered where they could go. Where would Venass not have an advantage? He considered Ilphaesn, but that might risk the others, and if Venass had control over lorcith, they might be better suited to attack than the guild soldiers. Where else then?

      Only one place came to mind, but how would he draw them there?

      But… maybe he didn’t have to draw them all there. Maybe he only needed to pull his grandfather away. If he managed that, would the guild soldiers be able to hold the rest of Venass back?

      “Come with me,” Rsiran said.

      Valn frowned, but locked eyes with a petite woman with a sword nearly brushing the ground, and then nodded. “Where?”

      Where could they go that Rsiran would be able to see the attack?

      “The palace wall.”

      Valn grunted. “They’ll know when we Slide.”

      “Not when I Slide,” Rsiran said.

      He grabbed Valn’s arm and pulled into a Slide, emerging atop the palace wall. He’d been here twice before, the last when he had gone after the crystals. This time, he had a different type of urgency. Rather than trying to break into the palace, he wanted to prevent its—and the city’s—destruction.

      It was late in the day, with the sun already dipping below the horizon. Streaks of color filled the sky, and heavy, thick clouds threatened to roll in from the sea. The distant sound of thunder rumbled.

      “You’re Sighted as well?” Rsiran asked.

      Valn nodded. “I am.”

      “What do you see?”

      Valn stared toward the guild house as another explosion struck. Rsiran didn’t need Sight to know what happened. A building near the Alchemist Guild house trembled, and then collapsed. A cloud of debris and a shower of dust were all that was left where the building had been.

      “Probably the same as you,” Valn said.

      Rsiran nodded. All around the guild house, other buildings had fallen. It was as if Venass intended to bring the entire street down. Somehow, the Alchemist Guild house still stood. “Where are the other guild houses?”

      Valn shook his head. “Most no longer keep a true guild house. They meet in the Hall—or did before all of this—but the guild house itself has become unnecessary.”

      “Why the Alchemist Guild then?”

      “They guard the entrance to the Hall.”

      Rsiran didn’t have to ask why the alchemists would be able to guard the entrance. They knew the secret to creating heartstone, and through that, they would be able to prevent Sliding, which made unauthorized access to the Hall almost impossible. Venass wouldn’t be able to Slide there.

      He sensed the building pressure of the next attack and watched as the explosion shook the guild house. It stood alone now, with no other buildings around it to deflect the blast. How much longer would the walls stand?

      “You will need to start your attack there,” Rsiran said.

      “Why there?” Valn asked.

      As he waited for the next attack, he listened for the sense of lorcith. Distantly, he detected a familiar sense, one that had nearly killed him. When the explosion came, Rsiran expected it.

      To stop Venass, he would have to confront his grandfather. He would somehow have to stop him. And even if he did, the guild soldiers would still have to succeed.

      “Because that is where I will draw him away.”
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      Rsiran Slid the rest of the guild soldiers outside of the guild house so that they wouldn’t be detected. If nothing else, they would have the element of surprise.

      Valn remained near him as they emerged in the street, hidden by rubble from fallen buildings. None of the homes in this area still stood. An occasional rumble echoed, but for now, it seemed the attack had eased.

      “How are we going to stop them with this lorcith they use?” Valn asked.

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “And when you’re not? That’s your plan, isn’t it? You intend to draw part of the attack away, do you not?”

      “I do.”

      Valn rested his hand on his sword. “None of us has the same ability with lorcith,” he said. “And only a few can see the potential stored within the metal. We will not be able to withstand an attack.”

      Rsiran rested a hand on Valn’s arm. “I will do as I promised.”

      Valn’s jaw clenched. “I don’t doubt you. I was with you in Asador. We would not have survived without your help. But the others…”

      “This is my fight,” Rsiran said softly.

      “This is all of ours.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “My grandfather. My family. They are responsible for much of what has happened. And I will end it.”

      “If this fails?” Valn asked. “If you can’t stop him?”

      “Then you will have to protect the Great Crystals.”

      Valn’s mouth pulled into a crooked smile. “They’re only great to those who’ve held them.”

      Rsiran clapped Valn on the shoulder, hoping that they both made it through this. Valn was a good man, and someone he could see as a friend. There had been a time when he had never expected to have any friends, and now… now, he would do anything for so many others. “Guard me for a moment,” Rsiran asked.

      Valn nodded.

      As Rsiran closed his eyes, focusing on where he wanted to Travel, he thought he heard the distant yowl of a cat. It repeated, before fading behind another explosion.

      He Traveled. It became easier each time; the sense of being drawn from him body, of separating so that he could reach beyond him, while not easy, at least now was something that he understood. It was a mix of Sliding and pulling, almost a melding of the two. Rsiran climbed free, floating above himself, aware but with no feeling, no sensations.

      Reaching the guild house, he slowly turned, searching not only for his grandfather, but for the other Venass attackers. Circling as he did, he counted four men, each scarred with the hidden augmentation. None he recognized.

      Rsiran moved on, making his way closer to the guild house. The walls were cracked, and soon would fall. Whatever power had been placed in them to begin with, that kept them safe from the attack while everything around them fell, began to fail.

      Then Venass would be able to move into the Hall of Guilds. From there, they would have easier access to the crystals, and to the rest of the city. To his friends, hiding in the tunnels.

      Rsiran needed to stop Venass before they managed to succeed.

      As he searched, using a combination of lorcith and heartstone, he detected nearly two-dozen others around the guild house. Possibly too many for them to stop. And he still hadn’t found his grandfather.

      The sense of Traveling like this, of remaining suspended in the air completely disconnected from his body, was freeing in many ways. From here, he could detect the lorcith weapons Venass used. Could he influence them from here as well?

      He focused on lorcith, and pushed.

      All he wanted to do was force the lorcith to the ground. From there, he could prevent Venass from connecting the spheres, something that seemed critical to trigger their weapons. Rsiran imagined the weight of Ilphaesn Mountain, and pushed on all the lorcith that he detected with the strength hidden there. Would it work? Would it be enough to stop the attack?

      Then he noted a sense of lorcith and a building potential.

      His grandfather had managed to overcome Rsiran’s ability to push on lorcith. Where was he? And why was the sense of lorcith so close to where Rsiran had been…

      Terror sent him streaking back into his body.

      Rsiran snapped open his eyes, grabbed Valn, and Slid.

      They emerged near the guild house.

      “What was that?” Valn asked.

      “Time to fight,” Rsiran said.

      An explosion shook the street back where they had been. Valn’s eyes widened as he looked in that direction. “You knew.”

      “I can sense it. I think I’ve disarmed Venass for now, but you need to signal your attack.”

      “And you?”

      “It’s time I do what I came here for.”

      Valn grabbed Rsiran by the forearm and shook. “May the Great Watcher protect you.”

      Rsiran nodded and gently pulled away from Valn’s grasp. Did the Great Watcher really even care what happened? “Don’t come after me. If I sense anyone…”

      “I understand,” Valn said.

      He Slid, emerging where the last explosion had struck. If his grandfather was there, Rsiran would reach him.

      As he emerged, the sound of fighting filled the street. Metal clanged on metal, and there came an occasional scream. Rsiran ignored it, and focused on both lorcith and heartstone.

      Only since returning to his body after the injury had he managed to reach for both at the same time. Adding them together like that, pulling on the sense of both of the metals, seemed to connect him more strongly to each. He didn’t understand why that would be, but through the connection, he listened for them.

      Lorcith sang to him nearby. The metal pulsed against him, and without hesitating, Rsiran Slid to it.

      He emerged to find his grandfather.

      Danis watched him with deep green eyes and his mouth pulled into a hard line. One hand held one of the lorcith spheres, and Rsiran pushed it away from him. Or tried. His grandfather managed to hold onto the sphere, preventing Rsiran from pushing.

      Rsiran readied a pair of knives while he waited.

      “I thought you would be dead by now,” his grandfather said.

      Resting one hand on his heartstone sword, Rsiran took a deep breath. “I would have said the same about you, but I had always thought you were dead.”

      “You were such a malleable child. A shame that it comes to this.”

      “Malleable?” Rsiran focused on the lorcith all around him, preparing for whatever attack his grandfather might attempt. Venass had proven far too capable of harming him. He would not let his guard down.

      “Kala thought she could control you and your sister, but it was your father who proved easiest. One of the smiths.” He smiled and pulled another sphere from his pocket.

      Rsiran sensed the lorcith from both. Heartstone mixed with it, along with something else, something dark, that he could just about detect. Could it be shadowsteel? He already knew how they used it in their attempt to destroy the Elder Trees, and had seen the swords, but was this the other element that he had sensed?

      And why did he detect it behind him?

      Rsiran spun and pushed on three of the knives he carried.

      They streaked away with such speed and force that he could barely see them. But he felt it as they struck, felt the resistance, and saw blood bloom over what appeared to be nothing.

      Thom appeared, grabbing at the knives, his eyes darting to Danis as if searching for answers. As Thom fell, Rsiran pulled the knives back to him and held them suspended in the air.

      “A shame to lose another skilled Hjan, but they are replaceable.” Danis smiled. “That is the thing often forgotten”—he laughed to himself at the mention of the word—“by those in the palace. They forget why we left the trees in the first place, how we were forced away, kept separate from the power the guilds claim to protect.” He spat the last. “And my own blood now sides with them.”

      Rsiran shook his head. He focused on the two spheres his grandfather held. If he started to bring them together, Rsiran either had to Slide to safety, or push them from him. He was no longer certain that he could do the latter.

      “I’m not your blood. I’m nothing like you.”

      His grandfather laughed. “Nothing?” Danis Slid. How had Rsiran not known that he could Slide. “You are more powerful than I would ever have imagined! And to think I feared your sister, thinking that she would be the one to manifest the union. You, a boy who had shown nothing other than your weak ability to Travel, with no other abilities of the Watcher, you were not to have been the one. At least your sister could be controlled.”

      Rsiran took a deep breath. He wouldn’t take the bait. “If you thought she was controlled—if you thought my father was controlled—then you were mistaken.”

      “You should see how easily your father can be controlled,” Danis said.

      Rsiran lost focus for a moment. “He lives?”

      He sensed lorcith appear near him and he spun, pushing knives away from him. Rsiran didn’t wait for them to connect.

      His grandfather smiled darkly and nodded. “How many more knives do you have?” he asked in a soft whisper. “How many more can you stop?”

      “As many as I need.”

      He laughed. “I will share your condolences for Kala with Neran. And Alyse.”

      “You will not harm Alyse,” Rsiran roared. Now that he had saved his sister, he felt even more of an obligation to her. He would not let his grandfather—or anyone—harm her again.

      “Harm? I have no intention of harming her, not until I know how much she shares of your talents. But you will not be alive to see that.”

      Danis pushed on the spheres, bringing them close together.

      Rsiran felt the surge of energy from them, and pushed against it.

      Around him, he felt lorcith and heartstone suddenly appear. Stopping them required him to shift his focus, to split it as he continued to pull the spheres apart while at the same time pushing on his knives. He didn’t think he could do both at the same time.

      But he didn’t have to push and pull. Not with lorcith, anyway.

      He could use heartstone. There was heartstone in the spheres as well.

      Rsiran pulled on that, while pushing on his knives.

      Men from Venass circling him fell.

      His grandfather’s smile strained, but only slightly. He Slid toward him, close enough that whatever blast came from the spheres would catch Rsiran. Danis must know some way of keeping himself safe. “A shame I didn’t learn of your potential sooner. You could have been useful. Now… now you are nothing but an impediment.”

      The spheres almost touched.

      As they did, Rsiran heard the mixture of lorcith and heartstone from the metal, and recognized the way they fought against the tainted shadowsteel buried within. When they touched, the retained potential would be released. That was how the spheres worked.

      Do not fight.

      Rsiran tried calling to the lorcith. If the potential could shift, if he could somehow hold it away, the explosion wouldn’t catch him. He could Slide, but he needed to restrain his grandfather. This was his chance.

      The lorcith didn’t respond. Would the heartstone?

      Help.

      He’d never heard the song of heartstone before. He’d never mined it, but he could hear it in some way now. If it would listen to him…

      The spheres touched.

      And nothing happened.

      His grandfather looked down. With his attention drawn away, Rsiran Slid to him.

      There was only one place he could think that would confine his grandfather.

      He pulled him with him in a Slide.

      They emerged in darkness. The air smelled of a mixture of bitter lorcith and the sweet of heartstone. Rsiran held tightly to his grandfather, pulled on the door to the cell buried in the Forgotten Palace, and threw his grandfather inside.

      Danis held onto Rsiran’s arm, and the door closed behind them, locking into place.

      Rsiran released his grandfather and staggered back, unsheathing his sword.

      His grandfather smiled, a dark grin spreading across his face. “Do you really think that you can defeat me?”

      Rsiran held his sword out from him, pushing on it to hold it steady. “You will be confined here.”

      “Here? I helped design this place. I know the way out.”

      Rsiran shook his head. “There is no way out.”

      His grandfather took a step back, and crossed his arms. “Good.”

      Focusing on lorcith was difficult in this place. The reverberations from the strange way it was placed pressed on Rsiran, making it difficult for him to think straight. If he pushed away the sense of lorcith, he was left with heartstone, and the sense of heartstone pressed on him in the same way, both leaving him barely able to think.

      “Others will come for me. And then you will remain. I can hear them. They are nearly here. Then I will return to Elaeavn and finish what was started.”

      “Why?” Rsiran asked. He struggled against the sense of lorcith and heartstone. His head throbbed, which would make it difficult to Slide. His grandfather was right: if Venass came for his grandfather, Rsiran would be trapped. Or worse.

      “As I’ve said, this has been building for far longer than you can imagine. The guilds think to limit access to what is rightfully ours, but soon, they will lose the power they have long claimed.” He smiled. “And you know it.”

      The Elder Trees. That was what Danis meant.

      “What did you do to them?”

      “They are weakened, and soon will be weaker still. By the time I return, it will be done.”

      Rsiran’s heart hammered. The attack had been a distraction, a way to draw him and the guild soldiers away from the forest.

      Damn.

      “I see that you understand.”

      Rsiran pushed on the knives he still had, but his grandfather slowed them and sent them harmlessly into the wall.

      “I can wait. And soon, you will suffer. Perhaps now that you are here, I will let you live. We could learn much from you, though I suspect that you will refuse. But we have ways around that.”

      Rsiran had to get free. Somehow, he had to find a way out of this cell.

      His grandfather leaned casually against the back wall, standing as if he were not trapped at all.

      “Where is she?” he asked.

      “Who?”

      “Who? My sister. I would know where she is. Perhaps if you tell me, I won’t be quite so hard on you.”

      For some reason, the comment made Rsiran laugh. “Hard on me? After everything that I’ve been through, you think that anything you could do might be hard on me?” He laughed again, trying to envision a way free as he delayed his grandfather. “And if Della made it safely from her home, I’m certain that she will find a way to stop you.”

      Danis frowned.

      Rsiran stood up straight. “That’s why you were the one attacking the guild house, isn’t it? You fear her.”

      His grandfather stiffened, the most emotion Rsiran had seen since he’d managed to thwart him from using the spheres to blow him up. “She has always been… troubling.”

      Rsiran smiled again. “I’ve always found her helpful. You know that she was the one who helped me understand Sliding? She was the one who helped me see my smith connection to lorcith? And she…”

      She had told him that his ability threatened Venass. Not only his ability, but his talents.

      There had to be a way for him to escape.

      But how?

      “What else did she do?” Danis asked.

      Rsiran ignored him. Instead of trying to Slide, he let the sense of lorcith fill him. He let the sense of heartstone fill him. He didn’t want to Slide. And he couldn’t Travel; that wouldn’t take his body with him.

      But there was something he’d never attempted.

      Filled with the bitterness of lorcith and the sweetness of heartstone, he realized that the strange pulsing no longer clouded his mind. He might not be able to Slide, and he might not be able to pull himself, but could he take a part of a step and pause?

      Rsiran closed his eyes.

      As he stepped into the Slide, he paused. He Slid, but not all the way.

      There was the sense of movement, and then the scent of lorcith as well as heartstone. Always when Sliding, it had been fleeting, a barely glimpsed sense as he passed between places, but he’d always been aware that there was another place, somewhere in between. He’d feared getting trapped, but this time, he wanted to pause there.

      Swirls of color surrounded him, but he had a sense of bright white and that of the deepest blue. Power like he saw when standing near the crystals mixed with the power he sensed from the Elder Trees.

      Rsiran didn’t think that he could touch that power, that he could use it, but somehow, he was a part of it.

      He breathed in deeply, and then stepped again, finishing his Slide.

      And emerged on the other side of the cell.
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      “What can you hear now, grandfather?” Rsiran asked through the cell door.

      “How?” Danis demanded.

      Rsiran pushed on the lock to the cell, combining the lorcith and the heartstone in such a way that the door could not be opened. He had his sword, and no other weapons, but sensed others carrying lorcith coming. He would prefer to take care of Danis once and for all, but he would have to be content with trapping him for now.

      “You failed,” Rsiran said. “I will stop you plans. And then I will return with my friends.”

      Rsiran started down the hall, ignoring his grandfather’s calls after him.

      A man came around a corner, and Rsiran pushed. The man went flying away, the lorcith buried within him carrying him. He hit the rock with a sickening crack. When those following the first man arrived, Rsiran altered his approach and pulled on the heartstone alloy within them. They came flying at him, and Rsiran swung his sword. A total of seven came, and each fell, as if the time that Rsiran had spent in between the planes had connected him even more tightly to lorcith and heartstone.

      He stepped free, into the heartstone room where Evaelyn had made her home. There had been a time when Rsiran had thought that the Forgotten and Venass were the same. Then he had thought them separate. But learning of his grandfather, understanding that everything tied to his hatred of the guilds, and a thirst for revenge, Rsiran began to wonder if maybe the Forgotten, Venass, and the Elvraeth all shared more in common than he realized.

      That was a question for Della, if he could ever find her.

      For now, he needed to return to the city.

      He Slid.

      This time, he paused again, stopping mid-Slide, gaining a sense of the place in between. As he paused, he felt refreshed, and the fatigue and pain that he’d known from the attack faded. Aches from when he’d nearly died receded, as if Healed by Della. And maybe he was Healed, only by a power greater than her.

      When he emerged near the guild house, he found chaos.

      The building still stood, but was a ruin of what it once had been. One wall had caved completely in, and flames raced across the roof. Bodies lay all around, both guild and Venass.

      The fighting had to stop.

      Another explosion thundered, and there came the sense of paired lorcith coming together. Rsiran pulled on it, drawing all the lorcith that he could sense to him.

      Knives and spheres and other shapes all came to him. Some of the fallen bodies dragged across the ground as he pulled. He didn’t stop, holding his focus, calling now to heartstone as well. Others of Venass were drawn to him. A woman staggered and then fell. Rsiran pushed against the plate in her chest, knocking her to the ground. Another man fell from a building, landing on the street. And then a massive man—the same one who had attacked Alyse, he realized—was pulled into the area near the guild house.

      “Enough,” he said.

      Those of Venass who remained attempted to attack, but Rsiran pushed them down, and held them to the ground.

      Guild members began to appear. Valn first, his face bloodied, and his steel sword held in hand. He held his arm across his body, and Rsiran realized that a large gash had been torn into it. A few others came toward him, all in similar states, and all equally injured.

      “Lareth,” Valn said, his voice hoarse. “What about Danis?”

      Rsiran shook his head. “He’s no longer a threat.” Captured. Defeated. But not killed. Rsiran still didn’t know if he could show mercy by leaving his grandfather alive, or whether doing so risked Venass returning even stronger. When he found Della, he would ask. “And your—” He almost said men, but two of the survivors were women and both looked in better shape that Valn.

      “They are all who remain.”

      Rsiran closed his eyes. So many lost to simply keep the city intact. And now they were weakened. What would happen if another attack came? Who would protect the city then?

      Valn approached and his eyes surveyed the clearing around the fractured guild house. “Venass has been stopped, Lareth. You have defeated their leader. We can regroup.”

      “So can they. And this is not over,” he said.

      Valn frowned. “You said Danis was captured.”

      “He is.” Rsiran debated sharing with Valn where he’d left his grandfather, but decided against it. If any of the remaining Venass soldiers were Listeners, he didn’t want to risk someone attempting to save him. “But this was only a diversion.”

      Valn’s eyes widened. “The forest.”

      “I need to find Ephram and the others and see if there is anything that can be done.”

      Valn took in the remaining Venass soldiers and his jaw clenched. “You can go. We will take care of those who remain.”

      With their injuries, he didn’t think that they could. Rsiran pushed on lorcith and heartstone, using enough force to incapacitate those from Venass. “They’re taken care of. Make sure there are no others.”

      Rather than arguing about Rsiran giving him an order, Valn nodded.

      Rsiran focused on the Hall of Guilds, and Slid.

      When he emerged, he found it empty. Walls caved in around the room. Piles of rubble made it nearly impassable. The guilds would not recover easily from this attack.

      Rsiran Slid deeper into the tunnels, drawn to his sense of one particular piece of lorcith.

      When he emerged, he found Jessa.

      Her eyes widened when she saw him. “What happened?”

      He shook his head. “Later. Where is—”

      Ephram appeared out of the shadows and Rsiran didn’t finish. “Venass?”

      “Mostly gone. But their attack remains. We need to reach the Elder Trees.”

      A pained look crossed Ephram’s face. “That… that is for the guilds only.”

      “Father—” Sarah started.

      “Some tradition must remain,” Ephram said.

      “The Elder Trees will die,” Rsiran said. “I’m going, regardless, but thought you might be able to help. I will Slide us—”

      “Not Sliding. Not to the Elder Trees.” Ephram glanced to Sarah for long moments, and then nodded. “Come with me.”

      He led Rsiran away from the Hall. When Jessa started to follow, one of the other guild members, a short, stocky woman with a tight braid, held out her hand and prevented her from following.

      Ephram’s eyes narrowed and then he nodded once to the woman. She lifted her hand and let Jessa pass.

      Jessa shot her a look as she went with Rsiran. “She didn’t want to mess with me, anyway,” she said in a hushed tone as they left.

      Rsiran smiled. “I wouldn’t, either.”

      Jessa punched him on the shoulder. “You need me.”

      “Yes.”

      She slipped her hand into his as they followed Ephram and Sarah. Every so often, Sarah would hazard a glance back, before shaking her head and turning back to Ephram. Neither of them spoke.

      They were led through a long tunnel. As they went, the tunnel began to narrow and darken. Only from the lorcith in the walls was he able to tell where they went. He couldn’t determine the direction, but felt the pull of lorcith—and heartstone, he noted—all around him.

      “Where is this?” he asked.

      Ephram said nothing.

      The longer they walked, the more the tunnel took on a familiar sense. “This is Ilphaesn, isn’t it? This tunnel leads into the lower part of the mine.”

      Ephram glanced back and nodded. “The earliest work of the Miner Guild.”

      A flash of lorcith caught his attention.

      Rsiran Slid forward, pushing on knives that illuminated the tunnel. A figure dropped.

      Sarah gasped.

      Rsiran spun, pushing another pair of knives, pulling back on them as he dropped the next attack. How many more would be here? How many had Danis sent?

      “We need to hurry,” Ephram said.

      A tingling washed over his skin. Jessa gasped, and Rsiran knew that she’d felt it too. The only other time he’d known a sensation like that had been when he’d first broken into the guild house. Then he had Slid, or had been forced into a Slide, before emerging into the room outside the Hall. This was less of a Slide, and more like a cold rain briefly sprinkled on them.

      There came a sense of movement, but it was slight.

      The air changed, no longer the stagnant still air of the tunnel carrying the hint of the bitterness of lorcith and the sweetness of heartstone. Now it had earthy undertones, and a soft, humid breeze blew against his skin.

      They were in the Aisl.

      Rsiran looked around, but saw nothing but more darkness around him. He pulled one of his lorcith knives from his waistband and held it out. The glowing light gave him enough to see shadows around him.

      “Did you Slide us here?” Jessa asked.

      “Not this time.” Rsiran studied the forest. For some reason, the shadows and the scent to the forest were different from when he’d been here only a few days before. “The Elder Trees have been damaged. That’s what Venass wanted.”

      Ephram shook his head. “And with their loss, the guilds fail.”

      “Shadowsteel poisoned them,” Rsiran said. He still didn’t know what it was, but the dark sword with him would have the answers. “That’s what they were using the mines of Ilphaesn to make.”

      Sarah frowned, but Ephram took a step over to him.

      “Shadowsteel? Are you certain of this?”

      Rsiran nodded. “When I Traveled, I overheard my grandfather speaking of it.”

      “Wait… you Traveled.”

      It was clear to Rsiran by the way that Ephram said it that he recognized the difference between Rsiran Sliding and how the ancient clan had Traveled. “When I nearly died. I discovered then that I could Travel.”

      “What is this, Father?” Sarah asked.

      Ephram glanced from Rsiran to Sarah. “I… I do not know. I had thought that ability lost, like so much else when we left the forest.”

      “What’s shadowsteel?” Rsiran asked.

      “A dark creation, one the alchemists discovered long ago by accident. It’s one that we refuse to create.”

      “But some know how,” Rsiran said.

      A troubled look skirted across Ephram’s face. “The masters of the guilds keep that record.” He started away from Rsiran, and into the trees. Sarah stared after him with a puzzled expression before hurrying to follow him.

      Rsiran closed his eyes and focused on the trees, listening to them, searching for the energy of the trees. Could he detect the energy that he saw when he Traveled while he was here in person? When he’d come with Della, he hadn’t attempted to reach the energy and power of the Elder Trees.

      Rsiran focused on his breathing and tried to envision the bright light from the trees the same way that he did when Traveling. As he did, there was a strange sense of motion, almost a weightlessness, and then he felt like he lifted into the air, as if flying above the ground. Higher and higher he went, until he saw a surge of bright light around him.

      The Elder Trees.

      From here, the three brightly lit trees were so bright that they nearly overwhelmed him. The light filled his mind, and his awareness, with something like a warmth.

      He turned, searching for the dimly lit tree. It was there, but faded even more than it had been the last time that he’d come to the forest.

      What had happened to it? If this was a poisoning, was there anything that he could do to repair it? And what of the other tree, the one that was already dark to him?

      Rsiran spun in place for a moment before releasing the vision and returning to his body.

      “You went unresponsive. Were you Traveling again?”

      Rsiran nodded. “I needed to see if the energy was the same in person as it was when I Traveled. I’m still not sure.”

      “What of the trees?”

      He motioned for her to follow him into the ring of the Elder Trees. Once there, he pointed to the three that he thought were the brightly lit ones in his vision. “Those are the ones that are so brightly lit in my vision.” He turned and looked to his right. “That is the one that is dim to me.”

      “And the fifth?” Jessa said.

      Rsiran turned until he faced the tree that was dark to him. In person, he saw nothing that seemed wrong with the tree, only the massive trunk rising high overhead. “That one. When I Travel, that one is dark.”

      The alchemist guildlord approached and fixed Rsiran with a hard expression. “What do you mean that it’s dark?”

      “I don’t really know,” Rsiran admitted. “I think it has something to do with what Venass has done to the tree. Why? Which one does that represent?”

      Ephram looked away, answer enough for Rsiran.

      “What of the other, then?” Rsiran asked. “The one that still seems to have some light within it, but is otherwise dim? What does that tree represent?”

      Sarah came over to him and stepped between Rsiran and Ephram. “The trees hold special meaning to the guilds,” she said.

      “I know. Each tree represents one of the ancient clans.”

      Sarah nodded. “That, and more. They were home to the clans, the first guild houses, if you will. As I told you when I first brought you here, the identity of each tree is kept secret, known only to each guild member.”

      Rsiran let out a frustrated breath. “So you know which tree represents your guild, but not the others?”

      “That’s not how it was done. There is a certain tradition—”

      “There wasn’t always such a tradition.”

      A shape emerged from the darkness. His breath caught when he realized who it was.

      “Della?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 36

        

      

    
    
      Della limped toward them. Her eyes blazed a deep green that Rsiran had never seen from her before, a green so deep that it could nearly be black, and a color that reminded him more of what he’d seen of his grandfather.

      “What happened to you? We went to your home to warn you…”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      “Haern is injured. He needs Healing or he might not survive.” For some reason, it was Haern that he thought of, and not the fact that he had trapped his grandfather in the Forgotten Palace. Della would need to know, but he would not do that in front of Ephram.

      Della’s mouth tightened, and Rsiran realized that he wouldn’t have to. She Read him.

      This time, he didn’t mind.

      “And Haern will have it,” she said, though a troubled look clouded her face.

      “Why are you here?”

      Della took a deep breath and let it out. “I was called.”

      “Called?”

      Della smiled sadly. “I had forgotten so much about this place, and about the power within it. So much….”

      “What are you talking about?” Rsiran asked.

      “When you brought me here, it awoke something in me that even I had not known was buried.”

      “What did it awaken?” Rsiran asked.

      “Memories.”

      She limped in a slow circle, leaving Rsiran wondering how badly she had been injured. Had her brother hurt her seriously? Della was always the one to Heal others, what would happen if she were in need of healing? Who would help her then?

      “I was able to stop what I could,” Della started. “But the attack had already begun. You saw that, only I didn’t know what it meant,” she told Rsiran.

      “What attack?” Ephram asked.

      Della continued to move in a circle. “Danis shared arrogance with Evaelyn.” She met Rsiran’s eyes. “He thought to draw away the guilds. I Saw that, and came here.”

      “But the attack—” he started, thinking of Venass in the tunnels near Ilphaesn. How many more had attacked?

      “I am not as helpless as I might seem, Rsiran Lareth,” she said.

      Rsiran smiled. “I would never call you helpless.”

      She tipped her head. “But I was not in time. I prevented part of the attack, but not all. Not all,” she said softly. Della inhaled deeply and looked around the clearing. “I have been here before, only I did not remember the details. That troubled me, and I spent much energy attempting to Heal myself, focusing inward.” She tapped the side of her head with a long finger. “Such a thing is dangerous, even for me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Della sighed. “This place. A place of ancient power. A place our people once called home, before the first of us held the Great Crystals. I had not realized that they were the same, that the connection to the crystals was a connection to the Elder Trees, but when you brought me here… As I said, it awoke something inside of me.”

      “But you told me that you’ve held one of the crystals before. You must have known about this place,” Rsiran said, a troubled sense rising within him.

      “I knew of it, but I had not thought that I had been here before.” She smiled at him and stopped, turning her attention upward toward the treetops much like she had when she first came to the forest with him. “And yet I had.”

      “What does this have to do with the poisoned trees?” Rsiran asked.

      Della pulled her attention away from the treetops and met his eyes. “Perhaps nothing. And everything.” She nodded to Ephram. “They have fought against Venass, and failed more often than they would like to admit. The only success has been with you, or through you, Rsiran. I am not certain that I understand why, but there is something about you that thwarts my brother. I am sure that it bothers him greatly. Enough that he is going to great lengths to find a way to stop you.”

      “I saw him at your house. And then at the Barth.” Rsiran swallowed, thinking of how he had nearly failed trying to confine his grandfather. And had Jessa been with him, what would he have done? Would he have managed to get free?

      Della nodded. “Yes, he came to my home. They thought that I was weakened enough that they would be able to destroy me.”

      “And they tried to use my sister.”

      Della’s face darkened. “I Saw that as well. You were able to prevent her from succeeding?”

      “I stopped that attack, and then we returned the lorcith necklace that my father had forged for her that prevented my mother from Compelling her. Did you See that as well?”

      Della frowned. “Your father?”

      “He must have known that my mother attempted something. Why else would he have made her the necklace like that? And Danis says that he lives.”

      Della made another slow circle around the clearing. “Yes. I have struggled to understand the connection, Rsiran. I did not understand at first, but now… now I think that I begin to see what I might have missed. A connection older than any I would have realized, one that others have hidden.”

      Ephram looked away.

      “And now the Elder Trees begin to fail. She pulled something from her pocket, and Rsiran sucked in a surprised breath, recognizing one of the cylinders that they’d found long ago within the warehouse. The curve and the color to the cylinders reminded him of what he’d seen in the mine. “These. I struggled to understand why both the Forgotten and Venass wanted these.”

      “Why did they?” Jessa asked.

      But Rsiran thought he knew. “Those are how they make shadowsteel. That’s how they poisoned the Elder Trees.”

      Della nodded.

      “But Brusus thought those crates were hundreds of years old!”

      “Most were. And that is what bothered me. Why were they sent to Elaeavn?”

      “Only the guilds knew where to find the Elder Trees, and only the guilds would have access.”

      She nodded. “Venass—or some form of Venass—has been trying to infiltrate the guilds for generations,” Della said. “Waiting to bring a way to damage the trees. I wonder if the crates were once intended for the guilds. Had the Elvraeth allowed them out sooner… but they did not. They sat, untouched until Brusus found them, secrets lost for many years until Danis discovered the location of the trees.”

      Had the warehouse been the key to shadowsteel?

      Rsiran had thought he was the reason the trees were damaged, but it went deeper than that, didn’t it?

      He looked up at the trees. “The alchemist tree is dark,” he said. “Which other guild’s tree is damaged?”

      “Ephram, will you still not reveal to Rsiran which tree belongs to each guild. Do you think the ancient traditions still matter?” she admonished.

      Rsiran studied the Elder Tree nearest him. Like with the crystals, there was nothing about the tree itself that he could detect that gave any indication of what it aligned with. But did that matter? Was the tree itself important, or was it the fact that it was damaged?

      “The ancient traditions are all that separate us from them,” Ephram was saying.

      “I would argue that much more than that separates the two,” Della said.

      Could he Slide up into the tree canopy? From here, it seemed impossibly high up, but their people had once lived in these trees, hadn’t they? There must be a way for him to reach the upper branches.

      Only, Rsiran feared Sliding without knowing where he would emerge. What would happen if he attempted to Slide to the top of the tree and failed? Would he fall back to earth or would he have a chance to see the upper most branches, and adjust his Sliding?

      “If we lose those traditions… if we lose the people that we were,” Ephram argued.

      “How long have we lived in Elaeavn?” Della asked. “We have already lost those traditions. We no longer live among the trees. If there is anything that we can do to save them…”

      Rsiran focused on the trunk itself. That part of the tree was massive, and wide enough to house a village…

      “What is it?” Jessa asked.

      Rsiran started toward the nearest of the Elder Trees.

      “Rsiran?” She caught up with him and grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

      “The tree,” he said. “I’ve been trying to think about what I could have missed, how Venass could have poisoned these trees. They’re too large to even cut down. And we see no sign of damage to the trunk.”

      “You said it was shadowsteel.”

      “But how would they get it to the tree?”

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the inside of the tree. He didn’t even have to risk himself with a Slide. Now that he could Travel, he could move with a different technique, one that might be safer for him, where he didn’t have to worry about emerging someplace that might kill him.

      As when he Traveled, there was the sense of separation, and then he pulled free of his body. This time, rather than floating up, searching for the energy in the tops of the trees, he went forward, moving into the tree itself.

      If this failed… if this wasn’t the missing secret that their people had lost, would he even be able to do it?

      But he did. His mind floated into the tree, into a darkness and then… then there was a sense of great light all around him.

      Rsiran stopped. The light was much like what he saw when he moved above the trees, only this encircled him and rose high overhead. This was the tree itself.

      Had he a mouth and a body, he would have laughed.

      Instead, he focused on the next tree, turning to the one that was dim rather than dark. He floated into the tree, and the trunk there glowed with a sickly green light. Occasionally, the light would flicker, before growing more solid again.

      This was where he needed to be.

      But not in this form. Traveling gave him no opportunity to change things. For that, he needed to be here in full. Which meant Sliding.

      Rsiran returned to his body and his eyes snapped open. Della and Ephram still debated. He took Jessa’s hand and focused on the inside of the tree that he’d come from. “Hold on,” he whispered.

      Then he Slid.

      As he attempted to Slide, he felt pushed back.

      The sense was nothing like when he had first been trapped in heartstone chains, or even with what Venass had done, trapping him surrounded by lorcith. This was a living pressure against him. The Elder Tree resisted him.

      Rsiran tried again, and again he could not reach the inside of the tree. By Traveling, he knew that he could, only he couldn’t physically Slide himself there.

      At least not with Jessa.

      “Wait for me.”

      “Rsiran—”

      He released her hand and focused on Sliding, this time attempting to pull himself into a Slide. As before, it didn’t work. He met resistance, as if the tree itself kept him out.

      But he could Travel there. Which meant the tree didn’t intend to completely keep him out.

      Could he attempt the same as he had when escaping his grandfather?

      He stepped into the place in between and stopped. Brilliant white and blue light surged around him. The scent of lorcith and heartstone were stronger than he’d smelled when he came before. Mixed within it, there was a sense of decay.

      Rsiran took a breath, and then pressed into the tree.

      As he did, he experienced a strange sense of movement, something akin to the separation he felt when he Traveled, and the movement he felt when Sliding, and then emerged inside the tree.

      Beneath his feet, the ground was spongy, like soft dirt or sand. The air was still and stagnant, but carried with it the stink of rot. The space around him was enormous, a vastness that his eyes couldn’t fully grasp, but could he imagine his ancestors living here? Without the ability to Slide, how would they have reached the inside of the tree?

      To his eyes, the inside of the tree glowed with a greenish hue, like moss or algae on stale water. Rsiran took a few steps toward the wall, and placed his hand on it. It felt warm, almost hot to him, almost as if the tree had a fever.

      It needed Healing.

      “We need Della,” he whispered to himself.

      His voice carried up into the darkness overhead, and faded like a sigh.

      All of this was the sickness of the tree. And if nothing was done, he knew that the tree would die completely.

      But how would he reach the inside of the tree with another? When he’d attempted to Slide with Jessa, the tree had pushed him back. Traveling the way that he had was different, and Rsiran doubted that he would be able to pull another with him.

      Which meant that there must be another way inside.

      Rsiran focused on the clearing where the others were, and Slid.

      Again, there came the strange sense, that of a separation, followed by movement, then he emerged in the clearing again.

      Jessa breathed out a relieved sigh.

      “Where have you been?” Della asked.

      Rsiran focused on Ephram. “The guilds can access the inside of the trees, can’t they?”

      Ephram’s face blanched, and Rsiran knew that he was right. Without Sliding, there would be no other way to reach the inside of the tree, but the guilds must know something. “How did you—”

      Rsiran pointed to the tree he had been inside. “That one. It’s dying from whatever Venass did to poison it. And that one,” he said, turning toward the darkened tree, “might already be dead. I don’t know if it can be saved.”

      “Only the guilds can reach the inside of the tree. There is a key…”

      A key. Which meant that there was a way to reach inside the tree. “With the key, who can enter?”

      Ephram shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “We’ve already lost one. Are you willing to risk losing another?”
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      Rsiran stood in the clearing, with Della and Jessa, waiting as Ephram went for the other guildlords. With the trees around them, there was a sense of weight, and great age, mixed with power, but the power had already begun to fade. Rsiran felt it, and felt the sputtering of the injured tree. The power flickered, already fading. If it went out, would they be able to rekindle it?

      “We can’t wait,” he said to himself.

      “Only the guilds can reach inside the tree,” Della said.

      “Not only the guilds. I can too.”

      But could he Slide Della with him, and stop in the space between Slides? Seeing the way Jessa watched him, he knew that she wouldn’t let him go without her as well.

      Without overly thinking about it, Rsiran grabbed Jessa’s hand, and hooked Della’s arm, and then Slid.

      When he stopped in the midst of the Slide, he found it harder than when Sliding alone. There was a pressure that pulled on him, but Rsiran drew upon the strength that he sensed around him, that of the brilliant white light he attributed to lorcith and the glowing blue that he considered heartstone. Strength and vigor returned to him, and stabilized him.

      “What is this, Rsiran?” Jessa asked.

      Her voice sounded different in this place, muted, but fuller as well. The contrast was strange, and striking. “This is the place between Slides.”

      “How are you doing this?” Della asked.

      In this place, he noticed that she glowed with a light of her own, different from the bright white and the blue around him. Della practically oozed power. Had he any question about her strength, he no longer did.

      “I don’t know. This was how I escaped from the cell in the Forgotten Palace.”

      “This is… this is something that has never been done before,” Della said. “I have never seen—or heard—of anyone able to stop their Slide in the space between.”

      “Why did you do this?” Jessa asked.

      “Because there’s something about this place that strengthens me. I don’t really understand, but it’s like when Della Heals me.”

      Jessa squeezed his hand. He took another step and finished the Slide, emerging within the damaged tree.

      Della gasped. “You should not have been able to do this.”

      “This is what the guilds can access,” he said.

      “Not this,” Della said. “The guilds… they can reach something like a guildhall with the trees. This… this is something else.”

      “Can you Heal the tree?” Rsiran asked.

      Della closed her eyes and turned her head toward the top of the tree. All around was the sputtering glowing of the tree. If they did nothing, the tree would fail. What would be lost then?

      What had already been lost with the damage to the other tree?

      “I do not know,” Della said. “I will… I will try. You will need to give me space.”

      Rsiran nodded, and pulled Jessa with him. As they backed away from Della, Rsiran had the sense of something else near him. Not lorcith, and not heartstone, but something that he’d sensed before.

      He followed the trail of what he detected.

      “Where are you going?” Jessa asked in a hushed whisper.

      He kept his attention fixed on it. As he approached, the sense grew stronger and stronger. And then he found it.

      A darkness, blacker than night, plunged into the ground.

      Shadowsteel.

      “This is what harms the tree,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      He reached for the shadowsteel and Jessa grabbed his hand.

      “Should you touch it? What if something happens to you when you make contact?” she asked. “Let me do it.”

      “If you don’t think that I should touch it, I’m not about to let you be the one.”

      “I can’t Slide. I can’t control lorcith and heartstone. I’m not attuned to them the same way that you are. Besides, when Venass attacked, they were able to carry it safely.”

      She grabbed the black metal and pulled, grunting as she did, but the shadowsteel didn’t budge.

      “I’m going to have to try,” he said.

      Jessa shook her head. “I still don’t think that you should touch it, not without knowing what it might do to you.”

      Rsiran unsheathed his heartstone alloy sword, and used the edge of the blade to try to pry the shadowsteel free, but it didn’t come.

      What he needed was some way to pull on it.

      Rsiran crouched before the shadowsteel, his sword held out. As he did, something about the shadowsteel drew the sword toward it.

      Not the shadowsteel, Rsiran realized. The tree seemed to push the sword toward it.

      He took the blade and set it alongside the shadowsteel bar. When they touched, there came a brief flash of orange light, and then the shadowsteel started to glow, but so did the heartstone sword.

      “What did you do?” Jessa asked.

      “I… I don’t know. The tree seemed to push these together,” he said.

      He watched and realized that the metals were heating, and softening as they did. In that way, it reminded him of how he worked with heartstone. Could he fold the shadowsteel into the heartstone, and use that to pull it free from the ground?

      Rsiran pushed on the heartstone blade. The sword sagged, and softened even more, and then he pushed, wrapping the metal around the shadowsteel. With another flash of orange, the heartstone enveloped the shadowsteel, and then both began to cool, losing the color quickly.

      He listened for lorcith, and for heartstone. They were still there, muted, but present. There was another sense along with it, one that Rsiran wasn’t sure he really detected.

      When he pulled, he felt the effect of lorcith, of heartstone, and of this other.

      Slowly, the blended metal came free from the ground.

      Rsiran held onto the connection, and then Slid.

      He paused long enough to step into the place between and then emerged in his smithy. He stood long enough to inhale the familiarity of the bitter lorcith, the sweetness that was heartstone, and then pushed the now changed sword under his worktable. Later, he would try to understand what he had done, but now he had to return.

      Stepping back into the Slide, again pausing and drawing strength and healing from this place, he returned to the inside of the tree.

      Jessa waited for him. “What did you do with it?”

      “The smithy. For now.”

      “Do you really think that’s safe?”

      “I need to understand it. And we need to know how Venass was able to use the shadowsteel to poison the tree.”

      “Did it work? Did removing it help?”

      The pulsing and flickering light that he’d seen had stopped. For a moment, Rsiran thought the tree was fading into darkness, much like the other, but then, slowly, he saw color begin to return. At first it was faint and weak, but gradually it came back more strongly.

      “It worked,” Rsiran said.

      He turned, looking for Della, and found her kneeling in the middle of the cavernous space with her head bowed. As he approached, he realized that Della shook slightly. Her eyes turned up in her head, and her body was rigid.

      “Della?” Jessa cried.

      She didn’t answer. Rsiran didn’t expect her to answer in her current condition.

      “Can you do anything?” Jessa asked him.

      Rsiran touched Della’s arm. It was hot and the muscles stiff. The strain of attempting to Heal the tree had taken too much of a toll on her.

      “I…” He almost said that he couldn’t, but was there something that he could do? When he stopped in the place between Slides, he felt a Healing energy. Could Della be Healed the same way?

      He took her arm, and grabbed Jessa, and Slid.

      Stopping this time in the place between, there was no scent of decay. Only the brilliant white light that mixed with bright blue. Lorcith and heartstone, at least to him. Rsiran breathed in, and felt invigorated, strengthened by his connection to this place.

      When they had been here last, Della had glowed. That light had faded, turned almost to nothingness. Whatever happened to her as she Healed the tree had left her diminished.

      “Do you see it?” he asked.

      “See what? All I see is darkness here.”

      Why could he see it and not Jessa?

      Was there a way for him to connect to the power that was here and help Della?

      Rsiran breathed in the connection to the light and power all around him. As he did, it seeped from his hands, from his skin, even escaped with his breath.

      Could he use that to help Della?

      He took Della’s hands. They were frail and crooked, and for the first time, he realized just how old she must be. Older than she admitted. Old enough that she had lived through what others could only try to remember.

      She couldn’t die now.

      Rsiran pulled on the energy around him. He didn’t know exactly what he did, only that here, in this place, he felt connected to power in ways that he couldn’t understand. The light surged, blindingly bright.

      If he could pull on it, could he push?

      He tried.

      Light flowed from him, directed into Della.

      Nothing happened. Nothing changed about her, and the glow that he had seen in her before faded even more.

      Rsiran pulled on more of the power around him, and then pushed again, sending that strength into Della. Light flooded into her once more.

      She gasped.

      He pushed power and light into her mouth, into her lungs, forcing her to breathe it in.

      Della gasped again.

      Light poured back out of her, and the stiffness in her arms, and the trembling through her body subsided.

      “Della?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer at first. Her eyes opened slowly, and she took a deep breath, this time drawing in the energy on her own. Light suffused her skin, leaving her glowing once more.

      “I… I will be fine,” she said.

      Rsiran let out a relieved sigh. “What happened?”

      “Healing. The Elder Trees pulled too much from me. I should have known.” She started to stand, and leaned on him for support. “How? You should not have been able to pull me back.”

      Rsiran motioned around him. “There is power in this place.”

      Della looked around, and then nodded. “There is power in this place,” she agreed. “But how is it that you can access it?”

      Rsiran shook his head. He wasn’t entirely certain how he accessed the power, and what it meant that he could pull it to him, but he had managed to save Della. And, maybe, he would be able to save the last Elder Tree.

      Della sighed. “There is nothing that can be done for that one,” she said.

      She must have Read him. “If it’s gone—”

      “The Elder Trees are tied to the Great Crystals. If the tree is gone, the guilds will need to be even more vigilant in guarding them.” She took another breath, and light poured from her skin, making her appear ethereal. “Venass has weakened us, but they have failed in their plan for now. We will find a way to protect the power that has been entrusted to us.”

      A shiver of fear coursed through him. What if they weren’t able to protect the power? What if now that one of the Elder Trees had died, Venass—or someone else—would figure out a way to take one of the crystals?

      Della rested a hand on him, and a relaxing wave of warmth filled him. “Worry for another time, Rsiran. You have done well. That is enough for today. Let us go, and join the others.”

      He swallowed and looked to Jessa. Taking her arm, and Della’s, he Slid them from the place between and back to the clearing with the Elder Trees.
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      Dozens of people now stood in the clearing inside the circle of Elder Trees. Most were members of the guilds, all with representatives, but others had come with them. Brusus and Haern—now Healed by Della—stood to the side, neither speaking much. Brusus gazed up toward the tops of the trees, as if his eyes were drawn there.

      Alyse had come with the others and made her way over to him, gripping her dress tightly in her fists. She occasionally glanced up to the treetops, but she kept her eyes on Rsiran. “What is this place?” she asked in a whisper.

      “This is the place mother searched for when we were younger.”

      At the mention of her, the image of her falling to the ground with his knives plunged into her filled his mind again. There had been a strange mixture of emotions on her face, like that of both sadness and relief. Rsiran hadn’t noticed it at the time, but now that he thought about it, he could see it clearly. Why should he be able to?

      “I have been wrong about so much for so long,” Alyse said.

      “You couldn’t help it.”

      Alyse touched the necklace that their father had made for her. “But I should have been able to. Especially if he made this to protect me.”

      Rsiran sighed. “This place is as old as our people. This is where our people once lived, before they moved to Elaeavn. Mother searched for it because her father wanted to find it, and destroy it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there is power here.”

      Alyse inhaled deeply, and her hands unclutched her dress. “I can feel it,” she said with a sigh.

      Rsiran studied her. What did it mean that Alyse could detect the power within the Elder Trees? But then again, why should he be able to and she shouldn’t? She shared the same heritage as him, both the Blood of the Elders and the Blood of the Watcher. And hadn’t his grandfather said that he thought Alyse would have been the one he searched for? Maybe there was more to her as well.

      “Rsiran,” she said hesitantly. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “And thank you. For everything. You could have abandoned me. You could have left me, but you didn’t. You… you saved me.”

      “You’re my sister.”

      She sighed deeply. “I haven’t been the best sister to you.”

      “No,” Rsiran said, laughing softly, “you haven’t, but that doesn’t mean you can’t change.”

      Alyse started to say something, but then clamped her mouth shut and nodded instead. She pulled him into a hasty hug and then made her way back to Brusus. As he watched her, he knew the next thing he had to do would be finding his father. If Danis told the truth, he would need to find him. He couldn’t leave him with Venass.

      “Well. That was unexpected,” Jessa said.

      “I thought she’d be angrier that I killed our mother.”

      “Wait… you killed your mother?”

      “When we returned to the Barth. The necklace my father made. It protects her from my mother, keeping her from getting Compelled. Either he knew, or he suspected. We went back for it and saw my grandfather, and my mother. In the attack, my knives…”

      “Oh, Rsiran,” Jessa said.

      “You know what’s funny about all of this?” he asked. “For years, I thought my mother lived in fear of my father and the way that he treated the rest of us. But that wasn’t it at all. She did to him the same thing that had been done to Luca. What if her constant attempts to Compel him changed something in his mind?”

      It still seemed strange to think that maybe his father wasn’t the one that he needed to fear. That maybe his father had been trying to protect them in his own twisted way. And it made him realize that he shouldn’t have abandoned his father to Venass.

      Jessa squeezed his hand, as if knowing his thoughts. “What now?” she asked.

      “Now we’ll have to discover how Venass managed to reach the tree and determine how we can prevent this from happening again. And I have to deal with my grandfather.”

      Jessa said nothing, but squeezed his hand reassuringly.

      Della stepped out of the crowd of people and made her way toward Rsiran. The stiffness and the limp he’d seen before they Slid into the tree were gone. In many ways, she appeared refreshed, and younger than her true years. “They are here because of you, Rsiran. They do not know it, and might not know how they can work together again. You will have to lead them.”

      “Lead? I’m no leader, Della. I’ve only done what I needed in order to keep my friends safe.”

      Della smiled. “And you have succeeded. Pray that you continue to succeed.”

      Rsiran looked around at the people gathered. The guilds—all of the guilds—were here. Ephram stood with a few other men and women, all with serious expressions. The Alchemist Guild. There was Sarah, standing alone, and Rsiran realized that she might be the only one of her guild. Muscular, mostly dark-haired men stood off to another side. Miners, he decided. Then there were the smiths.

      Seval stood among a few others that Rsiran recognized. Many he had saved from Asador. Seval looked over and nodded to him.

      “He wants you to go over to him,” Jessa said.

      “I don’t think so. He’s with the rest of the guild.”

      She poked him under the ribs. “And he wants you to go over to him.”

      Rsiran started toward Seval and he nodded. When Rsiran reached him, Seval stepped back to let Rsiran join the others.

      “Lareth,” Seval said. “We finally have a chance to gather with you.”

      The others of the guild glanced at him, but said nothing.

      “This is unconventional, but I have asked the others of the guild to recognize you and grant you membership.”

      Rsiran looked up. “What?”

      “Each new member to the guild requires sponsorship. I will be your sponsor,” Seval said.

      “I do not know that I agree with this,” Master Kevan said. Rsiran knew him to be stern with the journeymen, often to the point of being harsh.

      Seval met Kevan’s eyes. “Why do you not agree?”

      “Several reasons. We do not have our guildlord,” he said, “and he has not trained an apprentice. That is a requirement for joining the guild.”

      “Not trained?” Seval asked. “You have met Luca?”

      Kevan nodded. “I have met the boy in your smithy. He is… an odd one.”

      Seval shrugged. “Odd or not, he is Lareth’s apprentice. You have seen the work he’s produced?”

      Rsiran hadn’t seen anything from Luca, at least not since the attack, but prior to that, he’d been working with Luca, helping him find a way to use what he heard from the lorcith with a purpose. Could Seval have continued those lessons during Rsiran’s recovery?

      “I have seen the boy’s work,” Kevan said.

      “He may have an apprentice,” Master Marten started. He was an older man, with silver streaks along his temples. Even with his age, he still had the look of a man who could swing a hammer and work the forge. “But he doesn’t have a smithy.”

      “No? The Lareth family claims no smithy?” Seval asked.

      “Lareth lost his smithy,” Kevan said.

      “No. Lareth did not lose his smithy. The Elvraeth may have made that suggestion, but all claims are approved by the guild. Which did not vote.”

      Marten glanced at Rsiran. “I’m sorry, Lareth. I know that you were apprenticed to your father, but you were never raised to journeyman. To go from early apprentice, to full guild… that has never been done.”

      Rsiran nodded. It had been too much for him to think that he could gain recognition. And, he realized, it didn’t matter. He had a smithy, and it didn’t change who he was, and what he would do.

      Rsiran started to turn, but Seval grabbed his arm. “Would you make a true master serve as an apprentice simply because of tradition?” he asked the others.

      “Master?” Kevan asked. “Seval, I know that you think the boy has talent, and you don’t want the guild to lose him, but master?”

      Seval reached into the pockets of his robe and pulled out a forging of lorcith. It was one that Rsiran had helped him make, pushing and pulling on the lorcith as he had crafted it, turning it into the decorative sculpture that he’d help make for the Servants.

      Seval held out the lorcith sculpture. The others stared at it.

      Rsiran could feel the way the lorcith flowed within the sculpture, and could remember the effort that he’d put into its creation. Much like the sjihn sculpture, this was a work that he was proud of. Not a weapon, and nothing that was otherwise useful, nevertheless, the sculpture was something he felt that only he could have made.

      “This was your commission,” Master Kevan said.

      “It was mine. Lareth joined me in the creation of it.”

      Kevan flicked his gaze to Rsiran. “You helped with this?”

      Rsiran nodded.

      Master Marten took the sculpture and then passed it around to the three others, all who had remained silent. “This is… impressive,” Marten said.

      Seval laughed. “Impressive? Damn, Marten, I would challenge you to manage half the detail on this. If you can do even half of it, then I will withdraw my support.”

      Marten frowned, a sour expression. “I still do not think that we should ignore tradition.”

      “Tradition has said that we ignore the song of the lorcith. Why, exactly, do you think we do that?” Seval asked. “Is it because it makes us better smiths? From seeing what Lareth has been able to learn—on his own, I might add—I would argue that it makes us lesser.”

      “You listen to the lorcith?” Master James asked. He was about the same age as Brusus, and had medium green eyes.

      Rsiran nodded.

      “And you were able to create this?” Master Polan asked.

      Rsiran nodded again.

      “He has my support.” This came from Master Eldon, who had been silent for much of the time. Rsiran hadn’t seen him much since rescuing him from Asador, but the man looked to him and nodded solemnly.

      “James? Polan?”

      At first, neither man answered, but then they both nodded. “He has my support,” Polan said.

      “And mine.”

      “Including mine, he has the majority,” Seval said.

      “You neglect one,” Marten said.

      “Neran is not with us,” Seval said. “We don’t even know if he still lives.”

      Rsiran sighed. “He lives.”

      Seval met his eyes. “Are you certain?”

      Rsiran nodded. “Danis told me that he lived. I will find him and bring him back to Elaeavn.”

      Marten studied him. “Your feelings toward him are no secret. You would find him after everything that he did?”

      “I’m no longer certain how much of it was his choice.”

      Marten closed his eyes and then nodded. “You have my vote.”

      Seval grinned. “Rsiran Lareth, you have been recognized and welcomed to the Smith Guild.”

      Rsiran swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. For so long, he had wanted recognition. Mostly from his father, or his mother, but then from his friends. He had not realized how much he wanted the guild’s approval as well. Now that he had it… what did it change?

      “I—” he started, uncertain how to finish.

      Seval nodded. “You might have much to learn about aspects of running your own smithy, but those can be taught. The guild needs you, Lareth, and your skill with lorcith. But first, we must talk about finding you a smithy of your own.”

      Rsiran allowed himself to smile. “That is already taken care of.”

      Seval nodded. “Good. Then there is one other thing.” He looked around at the other master smiths, meeting each man’s eyes. “Now that Lareth is of the guild, it is time we choose a guildlord.”

      “We have—”

      “Had. With the attack and the abductions, we’ve lost our guildlord,” Seval said. “But the mark of the smith has returned to us.”

      “How?” Kevan asked.

      Seval nodded to Rsiran. “Lareth returned it. With him in the guild, I would propose that we choose the next guildlord.” Seval turned to him. “What do you say, Rsiran? Will you lead the smiths? Will you help us regain the connection to lorcith that we’ve lost? Will you serve as our guildlord?”

      The others looked at him expectantly, and none seemed offended by the suggestion. It was as if him joining the guild were a bigger hurdle than having him serve as guildlord. The way Seval watched him, Rsiran wondered if the man hadn’t planned this all along. He had known Rsiran had the mark of the guildlord, but had not sought to reclaim it.

      The idea was almost enough for him to laugh if not for the earnest expression the other men wore.

      Rsiran pulled the medallion from his pocket, and it caught the light filtering through the trees. He could easily detect the serpentine shape buried beneath the visible fox head. The mark of the guildlord.

      What could he say? What should he say?

      Jessa took his hand and squeezed. He looked to her, but she had no answers, only an expression of support.

      Rsiran inhaled deeply and nodded. “I will serve as guildlord.”

      The massive Elder Tree to his right flashed with light briefly as if supporting him. Rsiran didn’t know if he was the right person, but Della was right. It was time for him to step out of the shadows and lead.
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      No longer forced to hide his ability, Rsiran now Slides openly throughout the city as he helps it recover from the recent attack. Requirements of his time continue to mount, not only as he tries to help his friends, but new responsibilities to the guild force him to interact with the Elvraeth, where he discovers the uneasy alliance that exists between the guilds and the council.

      When one of the great crystals goes missing, that alliance is tested, and the quest to find the crystal leads him to realize a secret long hidden, one that risks everyone in the city, and a discovery of a betrayal far deeper than he would have believed. Rsiran must risk everything to save those he cares about, but even that might not be enough to prevent the next Venass attack.

      The penultimate novel in the Dark Ability series.
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