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For Nadia and Roland,

best niece and nephew an aunt could ask for

(and not *just* because you’re the only ones—

though that does help)

;)




PREFACE

SOPHIE STARED AT THE GLEAMING trail that wound down. And down. And down.

Disappearing into the misty shadows far below.

The path of ancient silver and gold stones shouldn’t exist—and yet it had been there all along.

Hidden in plain sight.

Buried under lies.

Wiped from memory.

But never truly gone.

She glanced at her friends as they braced themselves for the dangerous journey ahead, and found their expressions mirroring her own.

Reluctant. Rattled. But also: Ready.

Whatever waited in those murky depths was far more than a secret.

It was an answer.

A truth.

And it was time to uncover it.

Time to stop believing the pretty stories they’d been fed all their lives.

Time to see their world for what it really was.

Time to take something back.

So together—as one—they locked hands and started the long, slippery descent.

Into the past.

Into darkness.




ONE

YOU REMEMBER ME?”

The question slipped from Sophie’s lips before she could stop it, and the weighted words seemed to hit the floor of the messy bedroom with a thud.

The wide-eyed, trembling girl standing in front of her slowly nodded, and Sophie’s heart swelled even as it plummeted into the sour pit of her stomach.

Her little sister shouldn’t remember her.

Technically, she wasn’t even her sister—at least not genetically. Sure, they’d grown up together in the same house in San Diego, California, both believing they had the same parents—despite the fact that Sophie’s blond hair and brown eyes didn’t match her family of light-eyed brunettes.

But that was before.

Now they were in the after.

A world where elves were real creatures—and nothing like the silly stories that humans had invented about them. They were beautiful. Powerful. Practically immortal. Living across the globe in hidden glittering cities. Ruling the earth from the shadows.

And Sophie was one of them.

Born from humans—but not human—as part of a rebel group’s secret genetic experiment called Project Moonlark. Her DNA had been tweaked. Her abilities enhanced and manipulated. All to mold her into something special.

Something powerful.

Something she still didn’t fully understand.

And after years of feeling out of place—even among the family she loved—the elves finally showed Sophie the truth about her life and brought her to the Lost Cities. They’d planned to fake her death to cover her disappearance, but she’d begged to be erased instead, to spare her parents the grief of losing a child. So her family’s minds had been “washed” by specially trained Telepaths, to make them forget that Sophie had ever been born. And they’d been relocated to a new city and given new names, new jobs, even the fancy new Tudor-style house that Sophie now stood in, with its quaint windows and wood-paneled walls.

But erased memories were never truly gone. All it took was the right trigger and…

“I don’t understand,” her sister whispered, rubbing her eyes like it would change what she was seeing. “You… shouldn’t be here.”

Major understatement.

Sophie wasn’t supposed to know her family’s new names or where they lived—and she definitely hadn’t been allowed to visit them—to ensure that something like this never happened. And yet, here she was, raising a mental shield to block her sister’s chaotic thoughts as they pounded through her consciousness like stampeding mastodons. Human minds were more open than elvin minds, and they broadcast everything like a radio station on full blast.

“Listen, Amy—”

“That’s not my name!”

Sophie kicked herself for the slip. “Right, I meant—”

“Wait.” Her sister mouthed the name a few more times, as if her lips were remembering the feel of it. “It is, isn’t it? I’m… Amy Foster?”

Sophie nodded.

“Then who’s Natalie Freeman?”

“That’s… also you.”

Amy—Natalie—whatever Sophie was supposed to call her—groaned and pressed her fingers against her temples.

“I know how confusing this must be,” Sophie told her. Triggered memories tended to flash back in scattered bits and pieces, leaving lots of holes. “I promise I’ll explain, but—”

“Not right now,” a crisply accented voice finished for her.

Sophie flinched. She’d almost forgotten they had an audience for the Most Stressful Family Reunion in the History of Family Reunions.

“Who are you?” her sister asked, backing away from the guys standing slightly behind Sophie.

“That’s Fitz,” Sophie said, pointing to a dark-haired boy whose teal eyes flashed as he offered a smile that would put any movie star to shame. “And that’s Keefe.”

Keefe gave her sister his famous smirk, reaching up to smooth his expertly tousled blond hair. “Don’t worry—we’re all in the Foster Fan Club.”

“They’re my friends,” Sophie clarified when her sister shrank back another step. “You can trust them.”

“I don’t even know if I can trust you.” Her eyes narrowed at Sophie’s outfit: a fitted purple tunic with black leggings, boots, and wrist-length black gloves. Fitz and Keefe also wore tunics and pants, and while none of the outfits were that elf-y, they definitely stood out next to her sister’s jeans and TARDIS T-shirt.

“You trusted us enough to stop hiding, right?” Keefe asked, pointing to the still-open closet door.

Sophie’s sister turned toward the dark nook she’d emerged from, where most of the clothes had been heaped into a pile on the floor. “I only came out because I heard you guys say you’d get my parents back.”

And there it was. The reason Sophie had broken all the rules and raced to the Forbidden Cities to check on her family. She’d spent months protecting her adoptive elvin parents, believing they were the ones that Keefe had warned her were in danger. But they’d both forgotten she had another family to worry about—a family without powerful abilities and bodyguards to keep them safe.

“Can you really find Mom and Dad?” her sister whispered, giving Sophie the cue to tell her, “Of course we will! Everything is going to be okay!”

Sophie wanted to. But… the Neverseen were behind this.

The same villains who’d kidnapped Sophie, tortured her, and killed people she dearly loved. And no matter how hard Sophie fought to stop them, they always seemed to be ten steps ahead.

Keefe reached for Sophie’s shaky hand. “We’ll get them back safe. I promise.”

His tone was pure determination. But Sophie could see a shadow darkening his ice-blue eyes.

Guilt.

A few months earlier, Keefe had run away to join the Neverseen, planning to be a double agent and destroy the wicked organization from the inside out—but they’d played him the whole time, tricking him into leading Sophie and her friends down the wrong paths.

Part of Sophie wanted to shove Keefe away, let him shoulder the blame for every terrible thing that had happened. But deep down she knew he wasn’t the only one who’d missed the warning signs. He’d also been working every day to make up for his mistakes. Plus, it was dangerous to let him feel guilty. The elvin conscience was too fragile for that kind of burden.

So Sophie squeezed his hand, twining their fingers together as she turned back to her sister. “It’ll help if you tell us everything you can about the people who took Mom and Dad.”

Her sister wrapped her arms around her stomach, which wasn’t as plump as Sophie remembered. She looked taller now too. And her curly brown hair was cut shorter. In fact, everything about her seemed so much older than the hyper nine-year-old she’d been when Sophie had left—and it hadn’t even been two full years.

“I don’t remember much,” her sister mumbled. “Dad was helping me with my homework when we heard strange voices downstairs. He told me to stay quiet while he went to see what was going on, but I snuck out to the landing and…” She swallowed hard. “I saw four people in the living room wearing long black cloaks with these creepy white eyes on their sleeves. Mom was passed out over one of their shoulders, and another had a cloth pressed over Dad’s mouth. I wanted to run down and help—but there were so many of them. And Dad stopped moving a couple of seconds later. I tried to crawl to a phone to call the police, but then I heard them say something about searching the rest of the house, so I ducked into the nearest closet and buried myself in clothes.”

Sophie shuddered as she imagined it, and her nose burned with a sweet scent, remembering the smell of the cloying drugs the Neverseen favored during their abductions. “Did you see any of their faces?”

“They had their hoods up the whole time. But one of them…”

“One of them what?” Sophie pressed.

“You’re not going to believe me.”

“Try us,” Keefe said. “You’d be surprised what we can believe after hanging around this one.”

He elbowed Sophie gently in the ribs, and Sophie knew he was trying to break the tension. Humor was Keefe’s favorite coping mechanism.

But she didn’t have the energy to joke around. Especially when her sister whispered, “One of the guys kept disappearing somehow. Like with quick flashes, fading in and out of sight.”

Fitz muttered something under his breath. “That was Alvar.”

“You know him?”

“He’s done a lot of awful things,” Sophie jumped in, shooting Fitz a please-don’t-say-he’s-your-brother look. She doubted it would help her sister trust them.

“How did he disappear like that?” her sister whispered. “It almost looked like…”

“Magic?” Sophie guessed with a sad smile. “I remember thinking that too, the first time I saw it. But he’s what we call a Vanisher. All he’s doing is manipulating light.”

“What about the mind-reading thing?” her sister asked. “One of them said he was listening for nearby thoughts as he searched the house, so I thought about darkness and silence just in case.”

“That was really smart,” Sophie told her, stunned she had managed to pull that off.

Her sister shrugged. “I’ve seen a lot of movies. But… could he really do that?”

“If he was a Telepath,” Fitz said. “Which means it was probably Gethen.”

The name sent Sophie spiraling into nightmares of crumbling castle walls and jagged mazes of rubble. Screams echoed in her ears as the world turned red—partially with her rage, but mostly with the memory of a wound that cut too deep for her to stop the bleeding.

A slow breath cleared her head, and Sophie concentrated on her churning emotions, imagining her anger, fear, and grief as thick threads before tying them into a knot under her ribs. She’d learned the technique from her inflicting Mentor, a way of storing the power as a reserve. Embracing the darkness to let it fuel her later.

“Are you okay?” Keefe asked, tightening his hold on her hand.

It took Sophie a second to realize he was also talking to her sister, who’d turned so pale her skin had a greenish sheen.

“None of this should be real,” her sister whispered. “These things you’re telling me. These weird names you keep saying. Mom and Dad being taken. And then you show up out of nowhere and it feels like… like you should’ve been here this whole time. And now my name feels wrong. And this house feels wrong. Everything feels wrong.”

Sophie hesitated before moving to her sister’s side and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. They hadn’t been touchy-feely sisters back when they’d lived together. In fact, they’d spent most of their time bickering.

But after a second, her sister hugged her back.

“Where have you been, Sophie? And how do you know these scary people?”

Sophie sighed. “There’s a really long, really complicated story I need to tell you. But right now, we need to stay focused on finding Mom and Dad, okay? Did you hear anything else that might be useful?”

“Just the part I already told you, about taking them to Nightfall. Do you know what that means?”

Sophie glanced at Fitz and Keefe.

They’d only seen the word once, in one of Keefe’s recently recovered memories—an inscription carved in elvin runes across a mysterious silver door set into a mountain:

The star only rises at Nightfall.

They didn’t know what the phrase meant, or where the door led, or even precisely where the door was. But they knew it unlocked with Keefe’s blood, and that his mom—who’d been one of the leaders of the Neverseen before getting trapped in an ogre prison—had declared it to be his “legacy.”

If that door leads to Nightfall, Sophie transmitted to Keefe, sending her thoughts directly into his head, wouldn’t the Neverseen need to have you with them in order to get inside?

Keefe focused on the floor. They would, if they didn’t already have some of my blood.

WHAT?

Yeah… not-so-funny story: I traded some for part of the secret I needed to steal the caches.

ARE YOU KIDDING ME?

Caches were marble-size gadgets the Councillors used to store Forgotten Secrets—information deemed too dangerous for anyone to keep in their memory. Councillor Kenric had given Sophie his when he died—and Keefe had stolen it from her to buy his way into the Neverseen. But he got it back before he fled—and he also took the cache that belonged to Fintan, their leader. Dex was now trying to use his ability as a Technopath to hack into the gadgets. But even if they learned something important, Sophie never would’ve told Keefe to trade his blood for the caches.

I know, Keefe told her. It wasn’t my most brilliant idea. I thought I was so close to taking the Neverseen down that it wasn’t going to matter. So, when Fintan asked for my blood, I told him he needed to prove that I could trust him by answering one question. And once he did, I had to hold up my end of the deal.

But I thought you were going to trade Tam’s leaping crystal for that information, Sophie reminded him. Wasn’t that why you left me stranded in one of the Neverseen’s hideouts?

Keefe cringed.

Of all the mistakes he’d made during his time with the Neverseen, that one had been the hardest for Sophie to forgive.

That was my plan, Keefe admitted. But Fintan interrogated me when I got back, and I had to use the crystal to convince him not to burn off my arm.

Ice rippled through Sophie’s veins. You never told me that part.

I know.

His shadowed eyes made her wonder what other nightmares he’d secretly endured. But she’d have to save those worries for another time. At the moment, they had much more complicated problems.

Do you really think Fintan would help you steal the caches if they’re actually important?

Yeah, Foster. I do. Because he had no idea that he gave me the other piece of the code phrase weeks earlier, after he had too much fizzleberry wine. Trading my blood was a bad call. But I SWEAR the caches are still a score. And I should’ve told you—I was planning on it, and then everything happened in Lumenaria and I forgot.

Sophie closed her eyes, wishing she could stop her mind from flashing to crumbling walls. But the memories refused to be ignored.

In one night, the Neverseen had destroyed the elves’ magnificent glowing castle while Sophie, the Council, and the leaders of all the intelligent species were inside for the ogre Peace Summit. Most of the leaders made it out with only minor injuries—and Lumenaria was already being rebuilt. But nothing could erase the message the Neverseen sent that day, or bring back the prisoner that had escaped from the dungeon, or the lives that had been stolen away.

I’ll fix this, okay? Keefe promised. I’m going to fix everything.

You mean “we,” Sophie corrected. WE are going to fix this.

If they’d learned one thing from all the disasters over the last few months, it was that none of them should be working alone. It was going to take all of their abilities, all of their ideas—and a scary amount of luck—to get through whatever this was.

Does that mean you don’t hate me? Keefe asked. His mental tone sounded softer—almost timid.

I told you, I’m never going to hate you, Keefe.

But I keep giving you new reasons to change your mind.

Yeah, you really need to stop that. She offered him half a smile, and he gave her the same when she added, But we’re in this together.

Team Foster-Keefe IS pretty awesome.

And Team Vacker-Foster-Keefe is even better, Fitz transmitted, making Sophie wonder how long he’d been eavesdropping.

Fitz was one of the only Telepaths who knew how to slip past Sophie’s impenetrable mental blocking. Actually, he was the only one, now that Mr. Forkle was…

Sophie shut down the devastating thought, not ready to tear open the still-too-fresh wound.

Don’t worry, she told Fitz. We’re going to need all the help we can get.

Though we need a WAY cooler name, Keefe jumped in. How about Team Foster-Keefe and the Wonderboy?

Fitz rolled his eyes.

“Why are you guys staring at each other like that?” her sister asked, reminding them they had someone watching their rather lengthy mental exchange.

“We’re just trying to figure out where Nightfall could be,” Sophie told her.

She’d have to reveal her telepathy eventually—as well as her other special abilities—but she wanted to give her sister more time to adjust before she dropped the I can read minds and teleport and inflict pain and speak any language and enhance other people’s powers bombshells. “Can you think of anything else that might be important?”

“Not really. After they said the thing about Nightfall, the house got super quiet. I waited another couple of minutes to make sure it was safe, and then I ran for Mom’s phone and called 911. I was scared the police would take me if they knew I was here alone, so I said I was walking by the house and saw men dragging two people away. I hid in the trees when the cops showed up—but maybe that was a bad idea. I heard them say they thought my call was a prank, since there were no signs of robbery. One of them said something about following up in a few days, but so far, I haven’t seen them.”

“How long ago was that?” Fitz asked.

Her chin wobbled. “Five days.”

Keefe looked like he was trying hard not to swear. Sophie felt like doing the same—or punching the walls and screaming as loud as she could.

“You don’t think it’s too late, do you?” her sister whispered. “You don’t think they’re…?”

“No.” Sophie let the word echo around her mind until she believed it. “The Neverseen need them alive.”

“Who are the Neverseen?” her sister asked. “What do they want with Mom and Dad?”

“I wish I knew,” Sophie admitted. “But they won’t kill them.”

At least not yet.

The Neverseen had been trying to control Sophie since they’d first learned she existed, so she was sure they’d use her parents as the worst sort of blackmail. But there had to be more to it. Otherwise they would’ve let her know the second they had their prisoners.

At least the Neverseen didn’t know her sister heard them say they were going to Nightfall. All they had to do was find that door—and Sophie was pretty sure she knew how to do that.

She just wished it didn’t involve trusting one of their enemies.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Keefe told her. “And I’m in. All the way.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Fitz said, pointing toward the windows, where the sky was fading to twilight. “First, we need to get out of here. They probably have someone watching this place, waiting for us to show up.”

Sophie nodded to her sister. “Go pack a bag as quick as you can. You’re coming with me.”

“Uh, that’s way too dangerous,” Fitz warned. “If the Council found out—”

“They won’t,” Sophie interrupted. “As soon as we get back, I’ll hail the Collective.”

The Black Swan—the rebel organization that created Sophie—had an extensive network of secret hideouts. And they’d always come through when Sophie needed their help.

Then again, that was before Mr. Forkle was…

This time, she couldn’t stop her brain from finishing the sentence with “murdered.”

She pressed her palm over her chest, feeling for the new locket under her tunic, which held the last task Mr. Forkle had entrusted her with before he took his final breaths.

When an elf passed away, they coiled their DNA around a Wanderling seed and planted it in a special forest. But Mr. Forkle had asked Sophie to hold on to his seed, claiming she’d somehow know when and where to do the planting. He’d also asked that his body be removed from the rubble before anyone saw it, which meant only a handful of people knew he’d been killed. But the rest of their world would find out soon enough. The Council had extended Foxfire’s midterm break in light of the tragedy in Lumenaria—but school was scheduled to restart in less than two weeks. And one of Mr. Forkle’s secret alter egos had been principal of the academy.

Keefe moved closer, leaning in to whisper, “I’ll take care of your sister, Foster. The place I’m crashing in is small—and it smells like sasquatch breath mixed with rotting toenails. But I guarantee no one will find us.”

Keefe had been living on the run ever since he’d fled the Neverseen—and his offer wasn’t a horrible suggestion. But Sophie wasn’t letting her sister out of her sight.

“She’s coming with me to Havenfield. We’ll figure out the rest once we get there.”

“Uh, I’m not going anywhere with a bunch of strangers,” her sister informed them.

The last word stung more than Sophie wanted to admit, but she did her best to shrug it off. “Do you really think you’re safe here? Even if the Neverseen don’t come back, the police might. Do you want to end up in foster care?”

Her sister bit her lip, leaving indentations in the soft flesh. “What about Marty and Watson? Who’s going to feed them?”

Sophie’s eyes prickled. “You still have Marty?”

The fluffy gray cat used to sleep on her pillow every night, and it had broken her heart to leave him behind. But she’d figured her family would need him. And Watson must’ve been the dog she’d heard barking when they’d first arrived. Sophie had asked the elves to move her family somewhere with a yard big enough to allow them to finally get the puppy her sister had always wanted.

“I guess we’ll bring them with us,” Sophie decided. “Get Watson on a leash and put Marty in his carrier.”

“Okay, seriously, we can’t do this,” Fitz said, reaching for Sophie’s hands to force her to listen to him. “You don’t understand how dangerous this is.”

“It’ll be fine,” Sophie insisted. “The Black Swan will keep her hidden.”

“The Black Swan,” her sister whispered. “Wait. I think… I think they said something about that. Everything was happening so fast, it’s hard to remember. But I think one of them said, ‘Let’s figure out why the Black Swan chose them.’ ”

Sophie shared another look with her friends.

“I take it you guys know what that means?” her sister asked.

“It… might be about me,” Sophie said. “It’s part of that long story I have to tell you—but we should get out of here first.”

She tried to reach for her home crystal, but Fitz wouldn’t let go of her hands.

“You’re not understanding what I’m saying,” he told her. “Do you have any idea how risky it is to light leap with a human?”

He’d kept his voice low, but her sister still snapped, “What do you mean a human?”

“Exactly what you think he means,” a slightly deeper, even crisper voice said from the doorway.

Everyone whipped around to find the three others who’d insisted on joining Sophie, Keefe, and Fitz on this hastily planned—and highly illegal—excursion to the Forbidden Cities. Fitz’s father, Alden, who looked like an older, more regal version of his son. And Sandor and Grizel, who instantly triggered a massive amount of screaming.

“It’s okay,” Sophie promised. “They’re our bodyguards.”

That only seemed to make her sister scream louder.

To be fair, both Sandor and Grizel were seven feet tall and gray, with flat noses and massive amounts of rock-hard muscle—plus gigantic black swords strapped at their sides.

“Wh-what are th-they?” her sister stammered.

“Goblins,” Sandor said in his unexpectedly high-pitched, squeaky voice.

“And we mean you no harm,” Grizel added in her huskier tone.

A hysterical laugh burbled from her sister’s lips. “Goblins. Like from the bank in Harry Potter?”

Fitz grinned. “She sounds like Sophie did when I first told her she was an elf.”

The word triggered another round of hysterical laughter.

“Okay, so two things,” Keefe jumped in. “One: How is she understanding us? I just realized we’ve all been speaking the Enlightened Language, and she has too.”

“I gave her—and her parents—a basic understanding of our language before we relocated them,” Alden explained. “In case something like this ever happened. Communication can be a powerful weapon, and an essential defense.”

“What is he talking about?” her sister shouted. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY BRAIN?”

“That’s the second thing,” Keefe said, fanning his arm the way he always did when he was reading emotions through the air. “I’m betting your sister is about three minutes away from a meltdown of epic proportions.”

“I’d wager it’ll be sooner than that,” Alden said through a sigh. “This is exactly the kind of worst-case scenario I hoped we’d never have to face. Fortunately, I came prepared.”

“What are you doing?” Sophie asked, yanking her hands free from Fitz as Alden reached into the inner pocket of his long blue cape. She’d been afraid he’d pull out a vial of sedatives. But the round silver disk he tossed at her feet was much more terrifying.

Sophie had used the same gadget the day she’d drugged her family so the elves could erase her. And as the world spun to a blur, she realized she should’ve held her breath the second the disk hit the floor.

“Please,” she begged when her sister collapsed. “She’s going to need me. You can’t erase me from her life again.”

Keefe lunged to help Sophie, but only lasted a second before he went down. Fitz followed a second after that.

Sophie’s knees gave out, but she crawled for her sister, pleading with Alden to change his plan. He’d always been so kind to her—a loyal, trustworthy advisor. Almost a father figure. But his face was sad and serious as he released the breath he’d been holding. “Don’t fight the sedatives, Sophie. You can’t beat them.”

He said something else, but she couldn’t understand him. Her ears were ringing, and the light kept dimming.

She hated this feeling—hated Alden for putting her through it. But she couldn’t focus enough to rally any of her defenses.

“Please,” she said again as her face sank against the carpet. “Please don’t take my sister away from me. Not again.”

Through her hazy eyes she saw Alden crouch beside her, his lips mouthing, I’m sorry.

Then darkness swallowed everything.




TWO

WAKE UP, SOPHIE.”

The words floated around her mind, starting out muffled and growing louder and louder. Sophie wanted to shove the voice away—wanted to curl up within herself and never be dragged back to face whatever reality was waiting for her. But then the voice added, “There’s no reason to worry,” and she rushed back to consciousness in a wave of fury.

She only knew one person who used that expression. The same person she wanted to punch as hard as she could—which was pretty darn hard, thanks to the Sucker Punch gadget clamped around her wrist.

A pale blue glow stung her corneas as she ripped open her eyes and found herself in a dimly lit sitting room filled with fancy furniture that was so pristine, it looked like it had never been used. Alden sat across from her in a plush silver armchair, and his hair and clothes were uncharacteristically disheveled.

“Where’s my sister?” Her head felt like a T. rex had been chewing on it, and her mouth might as well have been covered in fur.

“Sleeping peacefully in the next room,” Alden promised. “Grizel brought Fitz and Keefe back to Everglen. And Sandor—of course—insisted on staying by your side.”

Sandor nodded from the shadows in the corner.

“As for your sister’s pets,” Alden added, holding up his arms to show her the shredded sleeves of his tunic. “We brought them with us—though they were not happy about it.”

“At least they could put up a fight,” Sophie muttered.

“I thought that might be your response. So let me assure you that your sister’s memories have not been altered.”

She waited for him to say, yet. When he didn’t, she relaxed her grip, realizing she’d been squeezing a velvet cushion from the long black sofa she lay stretched out on.

Alden handed her a bottle of Youth—the special water that elves drank for its unique enzymes. “You must be thirsty.”

“Yeah, that happens when someone drugs you.”

She was tempted to dump the bottle over his head. But her throat felt like it had been lined with crumpled paper, so she sat up and chugged a huge gulp, letting the cool sweetness clear her foggy mind.

“I know you’re angry,” Alden said, “and you have every right to be. But your sister was seconds away from a breakdown, and it would’ve been impossible to leap her in such a frantic state. Fitz wasn’t exaggerating when he said that light leaping with humans is risky—even under ideal circumstances. Not only is their concentration weak, but they tend to panic as their bodies split apart and their instincts tell them to fight our assistance. So given her hysteria, the only way to move her safely was to render her unconscious.”

“That doesn’t explain why you drugged me,” she argued.

Alden leaned back in his chair. “Tell me this: Do you think your sister would’ve ever willingly taken a sedative?”

“Probably not.”

“I agree. And who do you think she’ll be more likely to forgive after being sedated without her permission? A sister who was drugged right along with her? Or a sister who stood by and let it happen?”

Sophie really hated that he’d made a good point.

“And what happens now?” she asked, studying the dim room again. Most of the elvin houses she’d seen were bright and airy, with tons of windows and chandeliers. But the only light came from a single sconce set onto the crystal wall, flickering with a small flame of blue balefire.

“Now we wait for your sister to wake up—which should be soon—and then you’ll explain all the arrangements I’ve made. It took me most of the night to get everything settled.”

“Wait—how long was I unconscious?”

“A little more than fourteen hours.”

FOURTEEN HOURS?!

“Don’t worry,” Sandor said from the corner. “I let Grady and Edaline know you’re safe and that I’ll be bringing you home later.”

“Thank you,” Sophie told him, glad to hear her adoptive parents weren’t worrying. “But why didn’t someone wake me up sooner? I could’ve—”

“Done what, exactly?” Alden interrupted. “Contacted Keefe’s mother?”

Sophie refused to flinch, even if she was surprised that he’d guessed her plan. “Lady Gisela’s the only one who knows where Nightfall is.”

“Indeed. And I believe she warned you that the next time you contacted her, you needed to use her son’s blood.”

Keefe’s mom had altered his Imparter, adding a listening device and a special sensor that accessed a secret channel when smeared with Keefe’s blood. Dex had bypassed the blood sensor once, but Keefe’s mom had made it clear during their brief conversation that she wouldn’t answer again unless they reached out the creepy way.

“I have no doubt that Keefe will do anything to help,” Alden continued. “But that request does not bode well for what her assistance will cost. Let’s also not forget that there’s a good chance the abduction of your family was part of her original plan.”

“I know,” Sophie mumbled, choking down the sourness in her throat. “I’m still figuring out what to do about all of that. Maybe I would’ve made more progress if I’d been able to talk to my friends, instead of being drugged for the last fourteen hours!”

Alden fidgeted with his shredded sleeves. “I truly am sorry for the lost time. But I didn’t want to wake you until I had your sister settled. I know you wanted to hide her with the Black Swan, since you’ve grown to rely on their order—”

“I’m part of their order,” Sophie corrected, holding up the swan-neck monocle she’d earned when she swore fealty several months earlier. “So are your son and daughter. And your wife.”

“Which makes me very proud of my family,” Alden said. “But it doesn’t change the fact that the Black Swan is in turmoil. After losing Mr. Forkle”—he paused, as if mentioning the name merited a moment of silence—“the remaining Collective members need time to put into practice whatever contingency plan he mentioned. I reached out to Tiergan tonight, and he assured me that the Black Swan will work tirelessly to help you find your human parents. But he also agreed that the order is currently incapable of providing any sort of stable home.”

“If Tiergan doesn’t think my sister should stay with the Black Swan, I wouldn’t have argued.”

“And what about when I tell you that the only reasonable alternative is to place her somewhere that will be very difficult for you to visit?”

He pointed to the crystal set into an etched silver loop in Sophie’s choker-style necklace—an elvin registry pendant, which tracked and recorded her every move. “The Black Swan’s Technopath has scrambled our signals for the next few hours. But we can only pull that trick so many times, and this apartment is an incredibly valuable secret. Tremendous lengths were taken to keep this fifty-first floor concealed—and how long do you think it would take before the Council came to investigate why you’ve been frequenting this building?”

“If you think I’m going to leave my sister alone—”

“Of course not,” Alden interrupted. “I’ve arranged for her to live with guardians—temporary guardians,” he clarified when Sophie cringed. “None of these arrangements are meant to be permanent. I’m simply trying to create a safe, stable environment for your sister until we reunite her with her parents.”

“And then what happens?” Sophie had to ask. “Are you going to wash their minds again?”

“I haven’t planned that far ahead. And neither should you.” He reached for her hand. “I know how painful it was for you to let yourself be erased last time, so I understand why you don’t want to live through that again. But—”

“This isn’t just about me,” she jumped in, pausing to chase down the words to explain what she was slowly realizing. “My family is a part of this—whether we want them to be or not. And I think they need to know that. Maybe they would’ve done something differently when they heard the Neverseen in their house if they’d known that someone might come after them. Think about it. My sister found a way to keep her thoughts quiet enough that Gethen couldn’t find her—and the only reason she was able to do that is because you gave her a way to understand what they were saying.”

“Yes, but allowing them to have a subconscious knowledge of our language is a very different thing than leaving them consciously aware of our world. Do you really think they could keep that kind of secret and go about life as normal? Or that they’d be okay with the fact that someone else has adopted their daughter?”

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted, hating how complicated the whole mess was. “But erasing their minds doesn’t feel like the right answer anymore.”

Alden leaned back in his chair. “No. I suppose it doesn’t. But this isn’t the time for us to be figuring these things out. Right now there’s an eleven-year-old girl in the next room who’s just discovered that everything she knew about the world is wrong. You remember how that feels—and you didn’t have the added trauma of watching your parents be abducted. She needs someone to help her understand what’s happening. And I need you to convince her that this apartment is the perfect place for her to be—because it is. Tell her you’ll visit when you can, but that you’ll also be busy working to find her parents and bring them back to her safely.”

“You really think she’s going to agree to sit around while I hunt for my family?”

“She won’t have a choice, given the limitations of her species. And do you honestly want her in that kind of danger?”

No.

Especially if Keefe’s mom was involved.

“Perhaps if you help your sister to understand exactly how vicious the Neverseen can be, she’ll be grateful for the safe hiding place,” Alden suggested.

“Right, because hearing that the people you love are in danger always makes you want to do nothing.”

Alden sighed. “I never said this would be easy. But I have the utmost confidence that you’ll find a way to convince her. Please, Sophie,” he added when she opened her mouth to argue. “I know you’ve gotten out of the habit of turning to me for help. But you used to trust me to handle things like this. I put a lot of thought into the best solution for both you and your sister. She cannot light leap safely. Cannot defend herself. Cannot even fully grasp the intricacies of our daily lives—not to mention that her very presence in our world is illegal. All she’ll do is slow you down, limit where you can go and how you can travel, and give you one more—very vulnerable—person to protect. And your time is already going to be strained between school and—”

“School?” Sophie interrupted. “You think we won’t have this settled before school starts?”

“I… think it’s wise to prepare for the long term—just in case.”

She wrapped her arms around her stomach to fight the rush of nausea. “I’m not going back to Foxfire while my family’s missing.”

“I think that would be a mistake. Your education has been interfered with enough, between your banishment and this midterm break extension—not to mention all the time you’ve missed in order to recover from your various injuries. And Foxfire is going to be on an accelerated curriculum when it resumes, so each day will be even more crucial. I promise, while you’re at school, others—including myself—will be hard at work looking for your family, or doing whatever else needs to be done to resist the Neverseen. That’s the advantage to being part of an order. Everyone in the Black Swan has other facets to their lives, and they trust others in the organization to take up the reins while they tend to them. You and your friends are no different. But let’s not argue about it until we’re to that point—if we get to that point, okay? Can we agree that in the meantime, the responsible thing to do is to keep your sister here, where she’ll be safe, hidden, and cared for?”

Once again, he’d made a bunch of annoyingly valid points. And there had to be ways to visit her sister more often than he was saying. Maybe she could—

“I see those mental wheels still spinning,” Alden interrupted. “And if you find an alternative solution, I’m open to suggestions. But for now, our focus needs to be on convincing your sister that as long as she stays here, everything is going to be okay.”

“But what if it isn’t? What if my parents…?”

She couldn’t say the rest.

Alden leaned closer, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear. “We both know I can’t promise that there won’t be challenges ahead. But I can promise that whatever happens, you’re strong enough to handle it.”

Sophie knew he meant the speech to reassure her. And it did help a little. Except…

“Sometimes I get sick of being strong.”

“I don’t blame you. You’ve endured more in these last few years than most of the Ancients have in their long lives. And it’s forced you to grow up far too soon and shoulder responsibilities no one your age should ever need to bear. I can’t tell you to keep fighting, but… the only alternative is giving up, and—”

“And then they win,” Sophie finished for him.

She stared at the swan’s neck curving around her monocle and reminded herself of the oath she’d sworn in order to earn it.

I will do everything in my power to help my world.

“Where exactly are we?” she asked, switching to a subject that didn’t make breathing feel impossible.

“Of all the places you can think of, where would be the most naturally suited to house a human? Hint: It’s also in a city that the Council rarely visits because it’s such a tedious process to access.”

“You brought us to Atlantis?”

“Yes—and the cat did not enjoy the journey.”

Sophie had to smile at that, imagining Alden holding Marty’s thrashing body while sliding down a gigantic whirlpool to the bottom of the ocean. No wonder his sleeves were shredded!

The elves had originally built Atlantis to serve as the union between the elvin and human worlds—a place where both species could live together and learn from one another. But several thousand years ago, the humans started planning a war to take over, and the Ancient elvin Council decided the smartest solution would be to disappear. So, they sank the city with a massive tidal wave and shielded it inside a dome of air, letting it thrive in secret under the water while humans forgot that elves were real.

“You really think it’s a good idea to hide my sister in the middle of a city?” Sophie asked, remembering the crowded streets and bustling canals she’d seen during her visits.

“So long as she remains here, no one will be able to find her.”

Sophie stared at the windowless walls again. They were shimmery and smooth and actually quite pretty. But the room still felt like a prison.

“It’s a big apartment,” Alden promised. “And it’s filled with all kinds of luxuries to keep her as comfortable as possible. I also took the liberty of packing some of her human things before I brought her here.”

“But what is she going to do all day?”

“Whatever she wishes. She’ll have her guardians. And her pets. And she’ll have an Imparter, so that you can check in with each other whenever you want. I’ve also arranged to bring in a supply of books and games to entertain her. And Quinlin and Livvy have been working on a schedule to educate her about the complicated history between elves and humans.”

Fun as that sounded…

Sophie was about to voice the complaint when she recognized one of the names.

“Quinlin Sonden? The Telepath you brought me to see in Atlantis the day I moved to the Lost Cities?”

Alden nodded. “This is technically his apartment, though his official address lists him as living on the fiftieth floor. He built this place—as well as the restricted level you might remember seeing at his office—so he could better assist me with projects that needed to be kept away from prying eyes. No one will protect your sister as faithfully as Quinlin will. And his role as Chief Mentalist will also allow him to watch the Council for signs that they might suspect something.”

“But what if my sister feels weird living with some strange guy she’s never met? Especially since I don’t remember Quinlin being very… cuddly.”

Gleeful laughter rang out behind her, and Sophie turned to find an elegant black female standing in the narrow arched doorway, clutching her sides as she cracked up. She needed several gasping breaths before her voice was working well enough to say, “No, that’s definitely not a word I’d use to describe my husband.”

“You mean ex-husband, don’t you, Livvy?” a sharp voice corrected from the hall.

Livvy’s smile faded as she stepped aside to let Quinlin stride into the room. He looked exactly as Sophie remembered him—dark skin, shoulder-length black hair, and sharp features to match his expression. Still insanely handsome—as all elves were. But everything about him seemed serious.

“Actually, I never made the ‘ex’ official,” Livvy retorted, tossing several of the tiny braids woven throughout her hair. “I didn’t feel like dealing with the drama. So unless you decided to file the match-fail on your own, you’re still legally stuck with me.”

It sounded like they were talking about divorce—which Sophie didn’t realize existed in the Lost Cities. The elves relied on an incredibly strict matchmaking system, where any couples that disobeyed were branded a “bad match” and faced scorn for the rest of their lives—and so did their children. It was one of the few ways that the elves were deeply prejudiced. They didn’t care about wealth or skin color. But bad matches—and the Talentless—were considered a disgrace, despite how unfair and arbitrary the distinctions were.

Quinlin let out the kind of sigh that made his whole body droop as he turned to Alden. “I still think it’s a mistake to involve Livvy. I can handle this—”

“Well now, what was that? Thirty seconds?” Livvy interrupted. “That’s all it took to get to, I can do everything myself ? And the mystery of why I left is solved!”

“And you barely made it thirty seconds before picking a fight,” Quinlin snapped back. “Now you know why I never chased after you.”

Livvy’s eyes narrowed. “If I’d wanted to be chased, you can bet you’d be begging at my heels.”

Alden cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should save this conversation for when you two are alone?”

“We won’t be alone,” Livvy informed him. “I’ll be living up here and he’ll be living downstairs and the only time we’ll be together is when we’re with the girl.”

“She has a name,” Sophie said, even though she wasn’t sure if her sister wanted to be called Natalie or Amy. “And is this what it’s going to be like for her? Being trapped in this apartment listening to you guys snipe at each other all the time?”

“No,” Alden, Quinlin, and Livvy all promised as one.

“I’m sorry,” Livvy added. “It’s strange being back after so many years. But Quinlin and I have lots of practice at pretending things between us are normal.”

“And… I suppose Livvy will make your sister feel much more at home than I can,” Quinlin said quietly. “She’ll also be able to keep her company when I have to work.”

“And vice versa,” Livvy added. “Though I’ll be doing most of my work here. I’m planning to do a full detox on your sister to rid her body of all those human chemicals. And I’ll give her a thorough checkup as well.”

“Are you a physician?” Sophie asked, remembering how Elwin had done similar things to her when she first moved to the Lost Cities. And something about Livvy’s answering smile set her mind itching.

The connection finally clicked when Livvy tossed her braids again, revealing tiny blue jewels twinkling among the tight weave. Sophie sucked in a breath. “You’re Physic!”
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I’D WONDERED HOW LONG IT would take you to put it together,” Livvy—Physic—said as she patted Sophie on the head. “Though, to be fair, my disguise was pretty minimal.”

Physic was known for wearing colorful Mardi Gras–style masks that only covered the top of her face—way easier to see past than the bizarre full-body camouflage the rest of the Black Swan hid behind. And yet, as Sophie studied Livvy’s full lips and softly rounded nose, she doubted she would’ve recognized her if it hadn’t been for the way she kept tossing her sparkly braided hair.

“Wait,” Quinlin interrupted. “Who’s Physic?”

“I believe she’s the physician who works with the Black Swan,” Alden said, studying Livvy from a different angle.

Quinlin went very still. “You’re with the Black Swan?”

Sophie couldn’t tell if Livvy looked nervous or proud as she told him, “Surprise?”

Silence followed, stretching so long that it went from uncomfortable to suffocating.

“Well, this is definitely a twist I hadn’t anticipated,” Alden eventually said. “But the Black Swan has proven time and again to be masterfully unpredictable. And… I owe you a tremendous debt, Livvy, for saving my son’s life.”

Fitz had been impaled by a giant bug’s antennae during the Black Swan’s less-than-perfect prison break into Exile. If Physic hadn’t sealed the wound—and helped Fitz purge the venom from his system—he never would’ve survived.

“No debt at all,” Livvy assured him. “I was just doing my job.”

“And how long have you been doing that job for?” Quinlin demanded.

Livvy’s smile faded, and she squared her shoulders. “Okay, if you really want to do this… I swore fealty about a year after you and I were married. And that bulging vein right there”—she pointed to his forehead—“is why I never told you.”

“I have a right to be upset that I’ve been lied to for”—he counted on his fingers—“nearly eighteen years!” He sank into the nearest chair, covering his face with his shaky hands. “Eighteen years.”

“I’ve always wondered if some part of you suspected,” Livvy said quietly. “Apparently not.”

Quinlin’s laugh was so cold, it left goose bumps on Sophie’s skin.

“Eighteen years,” Alden repeated. “You must’ve been one of their founders.”

“Actually, the Black Swan has been around far longer than anyone realizes,” Livvy told him. “But Forkle brought me in to help with Project Moonlark and—”

“You were part of Project Moonlark?” both Alden and Quinlin interrupted.

“You knew that, right?” Livvy asked Sophie.

“I guess I should’ve assumed.” Sophie had known that Physic had once been a member of the Black Swan’s Collective. And she’d known that Physic had helped the Black Swan heal her abilities after she’d faded. Physic had even slipped once and revealed that she’d been involved with the mysterious allergic reaction that Sophie had when she was nine—but Sophie still didn’t know exactly what happened that day. Mr. Forkle had erased the memory and never given it back.

“You were truly part of the project?” Quinlin murmured, staring at Livvy as if he’d never seen her before in his life.

“Forkle wanted my medical expertise,” Livvy explained. “Not that I knew much about modifying genetics. But he did most of that with Calla.”

Another name that punched Sophie right in the heart.

Calla had been one of the gnomes living in Alluveterre, and she’d chosen to sacrifice her life to save her people from the deadly plague the Neverseen and ogres unleashed. All that was left of Calla now was a beautiful tree—called a Panakes—growing in the Havenfield pastures, blooming with the same pinkish, purplish, bluish blossoms that Sophie had in her pockets. Ever since she’d lost Mr. Forkle, she’d kept a handful of the healing flowers with her at all times. It probably wouldn’t have saved him, but she’d forever wish she’d had the chance to try.

“My role was preparing Sophie’s embryo for implantation in her human mother,” Livvy continued, “and making sure her mother’s body would accept the baby as though it were her own.”

Sophie squirmed. The way Livvy talked about the process made her feel like she was some sort of alien spawn.

“Why did you choose my parents?” she asked, remembering what her sister had heard the Neverseen say. “Was there something special about them?”

“Yes, and no. They were special because they weren’t special, if that makes sense. We needed you to keep a low profile in the human world, so we searched for a family who didn’t seem like the type to use your intelligence or beauty for their advantage. They also had to be kind, loving people who would provide a safe, healthy home. And Mr. Forkle especially liked your mother’s mistrust of human medicine, since that meant she’d be less likely to ply you with those chemicals as you grew up.”

“And that’s it—there weren’t any other reasons you picked them?” Sophie pressed.

“If there were, Forkle kept them to himself. Why?” Livvy asked.

“It might be important. Is there anyone else in the Collective who would know?”

“…Maybe.”

Sophie didn’t miss Livvy’s hesitation.

But Alden was focused on a much bigger revelation. “So… you knew Prentice was innocent when I arrested him?”

Livvy closed her eyes. “Yes.”

The word was barely a breath, but it seemed to reverberate off the walls, shaking the room—the apartment—the entire world—to its very core.

Because Prentice’s arrest had changed everything.

Prentice had been a Keeper for the Black Swan, in charge of protecting their most valuable secrets—the most important of which had been Sophie’s existence. And back then, the few elves who knew about the Black Swan had believed that the shadowy organization was run by villains. So when Alden discovered Prentice’s involvement, he had him arrested and brought before the Council. The Councillors ordered a memory break—a brutal method of extracting memories by telepathically shattering the person’s sanity—and assigned Quinlin and Alden to perform the task. They both gave Prentice a final chance to cooperate, but Prentice held firm, letting them turn him into a babbling, drooling mess in order to keep Sophie hidden. And Quinlin and Alden had spent the next twelve years scouring the human world to find her, while Prentice spent the same years locked away in Exile as his wife was murdered and his son had to be adopted and raised by Tiergan.

“How could you not tell me?” Alden demanded. “How could you let me arrest him?”

“We didn’t know you’d caught on to Prentice until it was too late,” Livvy said quietly. “Even when he called swan song, I thought it had something to do with what he was investigating, not that he was about to be arrested.”

“What was he investigating?” Sophie asked.

“Honestly? I have no idea,” Livvy admitted. “We didn’t share as much back then. It was safer to keep everything compartmentalized.”

“Well, we know it had something to do with the Lodestar symbol,” Sophie reminded her.

She’d recovered the asterisk-shaped map to the Neverseen’s hideouts from the shambles of Prentice’s mind—and only after she’d transmitted the words “swan song” to him. But that still didn’t tell them how Prentice had found the symbol to begin with, or if he’d learned anything else when he made the discovery.

“What made you go after Prentice?” she asked Alden, regretting the question when his eyes clouded over.

He blinked several times to clear the regrets away. “Quinlin noticed discrepancies in Prentice’s records. Times when his registry pendant claimed he was at his post as Beacon of the Gold Tower, but he wasn’t actually there. So I started watching closer.”

Livvy frowned at her husband. “You never told me you had anything to do with Prentice’s arrest.”

“And you never told me the Black Swan were on our side!” Quinlin snapped back. “Even when I admitted that I had reservations about performing the break!”

Alden flinched.

He and Quinlin used to be Cognates—the same rare telepathic relationship that Sophie shared with Fitz. But it required absolute trust and complete honesty, and when Quinlin hid his doubts from Alden about breaking Prentice’s mind, it damaged their connection beyond repair.

“I did what I could,” Livvy argued. “I warned you not to do anything you didn’t believe in. And I fed you questions to ask when you met with Prentice—”

“You met with him?” Alden interrupted.

Quinlin looked away.

“The day before the break,” Livvy answered for him.

Alden sank into the nearest armchair. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because… it didn’t change anything,” Quinlin mumbled. “It was obvious that Prentice was hiding something.”

“That was the problem.” Livvy rubbed the center of her forehead. “Even if the two of you had refused to perform the memory break, the Council would’ve ordered another pair of Telepaths to do it. And Prentice couldn’t reveal where Sophie was hidden—not when it was still so early in the project. The point of having her born from humans was to let her gain a unique perspective on the species—the kind of perspective she could only acquire by truly believing she was one of them during her formative years. If the Council dragged her back to the Lost Cities, everything we’d worked for would’ve been a waste. And Prentice knew that. He also had faith that Forkle’s genetic modifications would give Sophie the ability to heal shattered minds someday—and he was right. She will fix him.”

“As soon as you tell me it’s time,” Sophie agreed.

“I wish it were up to me,” Livvy told her. “I think he’s ready. But the Collective is afraid that since we still don’t know why his consciousness disappeared, it could happen again.”

“I thought he got buried under his shadowvapor,” Sophie reminded her. “And that’s why Tam was able to use his ability to bring him back.”

“That was a symptom, not the cause,” Livvy corrected. “Something had to push him that deep. And without knowing what it was, we can’t guarantee it won’t happen again. But I’m not convinced that’s a good enough reason to leave him trapped in madness. He’s suffered long enough.”

“Years,” Alden added. “And you knew it would be that long when you let us break him. You knew Sophie wouldn’t be able to heal him until she was old enough to manifest—and that we’d likely learn the truth about the Black Swan long before she was ready. You had to know the toll that would take on us.”

Livvy looked away. “I did watch to see how you were holding up after we rescued Sophie. But you did too good of a job of pretending to be okay—and when we realized you weren’t…” Her voice hitched. “From the moment Tiergan told us you’d broken, all of us—every single one—worked tirelessly to get Sophie to a place where she’d be able to bring you back.”

Alden swallowed hard. “And what about when our Cognate connection crumbled after the break? No remorse for that?”

“That was between you two. You chose to hide your concerns,” she told Quinlin. “And you chose to let that shake your trust,” she reminded Alden. “Neither had to be the giant, insurmountable things you let them become.”

Quinlin snorted. “Clearly you don’t know anything about Cognates.”

“Maybe not,” Livvy said. “But there was nothing I could do. You were different after the break, Quinlin. You retreated from everyone—even me. It was the beginning of our end.”

“And yet you stayed with me for several more years,” Quinlin noted. “Was it to spy on my search for Sophie—perhaps even to ensure I wasn’t successful?”

“I suppose I deserve that question,” Livvy told him. “But it still makes me want to punch you.”

“Punch me?” Quinlin repeated.

“Yes! You really think I would do that?”

“I honestly don’t know what to think anymore, Livvy. Clearly we never knew each other at all.” Quinlin stalked to the wall, staring at the opaque crystal as if he could see through to the city beyond.

Livvy shook her head, curling and uncurling her fists. “I didn’t come here to analyze our failed relationship, or to relive the Prentice nightmare. I came here because a little girl has been separated from her parents—parents who’ve been unknowingly wrapped up in a dangerous project for more than a decade. I helped bring this trouble into their lives. The least I can do is keep their daughter safe while we figure out how to rescue them. Can we please focus on that and leave the past in the past?”

Several beats passed before Alden nodded.

But Quinlin wasn’t ready to concede. “You told us Forkle recruited you. But you didn’t say why you agreed to join.”

Livvy flicked her hair. “It was simple. Our glittering world is full of cracks, and I thought I was the only one who noticed them. When I met someone who shared my concerns, I decided to trust him.”

“You can do better than that,” Quinlin pushed, turning back to face her.

Livvy sighed, crossing to the opposite end of the room and settling into the shadows. “Fine. You want the whole story? It goes back to my physician training. I spent years learning how each of our cures was developed, hoping I’d someday create my own. And I was stunned to discover that one remedy had its origins in the human vaccine for smallpox. The idea of using one virus to stop another was something no one would’ve attempted if the humans hadn’t found proof that it worked. So I wanted to explore what else we might learn from them—and when I told my professor my plan, he laughed me out of the room. I ended up agreeing to drop the idea, but a few months after you and I were married, I was putting something away in your office, and I discovered that you had a pathfinder with a blue crystal.”

Quinlin sucked in a breath.

Livvy’s eyes dropped to her hands. “I’m sure you had your reasons for not mentioning to your wife that you were one of the few elves approved to visit the Forbidden Cities. But I figured… if you were using the pathfinder in secret, I could too. So, I waited until the Council sent you on an overnight assignment, spun the crystal to a random facet, and followed the path to a city near the ocean, with a long red bridge that stretched across the water.”

“Sounds like San Francisco,” Sophie noted.

“Maybe it was,” Livvy said. “I was too distracted by the people sleeping on the street while others averted their eyes. It was almost enough to make me think my instructor had been right to see no value in anything humans had to offer. But I’d come that far, so I tried to find one of their medical centers. And the longer I wandered, the more I started to see past the grime and disorder. I saw couples hand in hand. Parents caring for their children. Even their architecture, while primitive, had its own sort of beauty. But then I found a hospital.”

Sophie shuddered, remembering her own hospital stays.

“It was horrifying,” Livvy agreed. “Needles and blood and beeping machines leaking radiation. I even saw someone die.” She wiped her eyes. “And the worst part was, I could’ve saved him with one elixir. In fact, I could’ve cured the whole hospital in a few hours. But I didn’t have any medicine with me because I hadn’t gone there to give. I’d gone there to take. I thought I couldn’t be any more disgusted with myself. But as I was trying to leave, I stumbled into the children’s wing, and… I’ll spare you the nightmares.”

“You couldn’t have helped them,” Quinlin said gently. “If you had, you would’ve created chaos.”

“That’s what I told myself when I got home. And I kept repeating it as I spun the crystal on the pathfinder so I’d never find the facet again. But I spent the next few hours vomiting anyway, thinking about what I’d discovered about myself—and about us as a species. We tell ourselves that we’re the superior creatures on the planet. And yet, we’ll scour the globe to preserve animals—we even had the dwarves hollow out an entire mountain range so we could build a Sanctuary for them. But we’ve stood back and let billions of humans die. Yes, their life spans are fleeting. And yes, they tried to betray us all those millennia ago—and I have no doubt that some of them would do it again if they knew we existed. But none of that—none of that—justifies letting innocent people suffer and die. Especially children. You should’ve seen them smiling at me, waving hands that were taped to plastic tubes and needles.”

“You’re talking about that time I went to help the dwarves, aren’t you?” Quinlin whispered. “I came home, and you were so shaky.”

“I thought about telling you what happened,” she whispered. “But I didn’t know how you’d feel about me taking your pathfinder. So I kept it to myself—until I met Forkle. And after he heard my story, he brought me to meet the rest of the Black Swan and showed me their idea to fix the problem between elves and humans—and asked for my assistance.”

Sophie’s stomach dropped when Livvy turned back to face her.

“How am I supposed to fix any of the things you’re talking about?” she asked.

“That’s up to you. It’s one of my favorite things about Project Moonlark. We created you, yes. But your life is still yours. You get to decide what you want to do with it. That’s why we’ve never told you our hopes or goals—why we didn’t make a specific plan. We simply made you to the best of our abilities and let you find your own way. And now here you are, at this turning point in history, facing down enemies with unimaginably evil schemes. No one expects you to solve everything. And we certainly don’t expect you to fight alone. But I personally can’t wait to see what else you do with the gifts we gave you, whenever the time comes.”

“I think we’ve gotten off track,” Alden said, when all Sophie could do was stare and blink.

“Maybe I have,” Livvy agreed. “Forkle was the master of notes and mysteries. I’ve always been better at laying it all out there. So I’ll admit that we don’t have a clue what the Neverseen wants with
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