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      Whatever the Light Realm was, Lucian soon learned there was also darkness.

      They followed the Seven-Fold Path deep into the forest, leaving Blood Wyvern far behind. The golden sun was lowering through the silvery branches of the trees, the graceful arches of which formed an interconnected living canopy reminiscent of a cathedral. The thick, towering trunks were like pillars, beneath which spread the forest’s natural mosaics and heavenly scents—lush, multicolored grasses, babbling brooks, and low shrubs bearing succulent fruits. It was a living temple of paradise, where it seemed around every bend, there was a new wonder to behold.

      And through the middle of it all, the Seven-Fold Path forged ahead with its prismatic colors, weaving through majestic trees toward an uncertain end.

      It was mostly quiet; Lucian figured everyone was still getting used to their heightened senses. Every whisper of the breeze, every trill of birdsong seemed infused with additional layers that were missing from their own reality. Lucian could only wonder how this place, so far removed from their own, even had parallels to trees and birds. If the Light Realm was anything like the worlds in their own reality, evolution took predetermined paths with slight variations. If that was true, then it would be mostly the same here, and while things might appear fantastical to their eyes, they would also be familiar.

      Or, it was often said that the Light Realm was the true reality, of which the Shadow Realm was only a reflection. Perhaps that meant their own reality was only a copy of this one, following the path of what had already come before.

      The silence of the forest was finally broken when Serah started humming and then singing.

      “Follow the Rainbow Road . . . Follow the Rainbow Road . . . Follow, follow, follow, follow, follow the Rainbow Road . . .”

      Fergus scoffed. “What in the Worlds are you singing?”

      “It’s from some old movie I saw,” she said. “I thought it was fitting, given the situation. Even if no one but Lucian can actually see this road.”

      “I think I know the movie you’re talking about,” Mira said. “If it’s what I think it is, the similarities are . . . uncanny.”

      “Uncanny?” Fergus said. “Hmph. I suppose . . .”

      Lucian remained quiet, scanning the surrounding forest for potential threats. He had multiple defensive wards active, and in theory, those wards would alert him long before anything dangerous came close. But he didn’t want to take any chances. They had come too far for that. The last thing they needed was to be taken by surprise.

      Similarly quiet was Emma, who seemed to still be taking their new environment in.

      “One thing’s for sure,” Fergus said. “This Light Realm is strange. Not at all what I expected.”

      “What did you expect?” Mira asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Something more ethereal, I guess. Not sure how to describe it. In fact, this world seems more real than our own . . .”

      “Well,” Emma said, “the Old Masters of the Volsung Academy have always said our reality is the shadow.”

      Everyone remained silent for a moment as they considered Emma’s words.

      “I think you’re right,” Lucian said.

      “That begs the question,” Serah said. “How many realities are we dealing with here? There’s our own, of course, and this one. Are there others? Shadow Realm number two, so to speak.”

      “Who can say?” Emma asked. “We’re dealing with something unprecedented.”

      They fell into silence as the ethereal path continued to cut its way through the mythic forest, glowing even after the sun had set. Lucian had watched the passage of the sun through the trees and found its rate of setting was about the same as it would be on Earth. They were clearly on a planet of some sort, or perhaps even a moon, given that gravity was noticeably lower than Earth. Given the exertion of the day, he was not only tired but hungry.

      For all the differences in this world, some things remained constant.

      Serah seemed to be of a similar mind. “What’s for dinner?”

      “Whatever’s in our packs,” Lucian said.

      “Might be time to set up camp for the night,” Fergus said. His eyes became suffused with green Radiant Magic. “I can see a cliff through the trees there. Might make a nice shelter. We can continue on our way tomorrow.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Lucian led them away from the Seven-Fold Path, into the gloom of the forest. Away from the Path, the forest foliage wasn’t as bright, glowing instead with a dull illumination. By the time they reached the base of the cliff, the trees had ended, replaced by rocky turf intermixed with a sporadic carpet of green lichen. Lucian looked up at the sky to see a multitude of stars in unknown constellations shining down on him, bathing the cliffs in cloudy light. Streams of nebula formed a background against a single world of blue, white, and green. Such was its beauty that Lucian’s breath was caught for a moment. It was much too large to be a moon. Which would mean, as he had previously suspected, that the surface they were standing on was a moon to that world.

      He forced himself back to the situation at hand, taking in the others who were watching him. “Well, one of our questions has been answered. While our bodies might look different, they still function the same way. We still get hungry, tired, and have our usual limits. It seems there are natural laws similar to our own reality. We’re probably on a moon, given the lower gravity and the size of that planet in the sky up there.”

      Fergus pointed his chin upward. “All that, plus there are worlds other than this one, if those stars are any sign.”

      “Anything’s possible,” Lucian admitted. “Let’s set up camp and make sure we’re warded strongly. If something is coming up on us, I want to know about it.”

      They set to work doing just that. Fergus created a powerful Radiant ward to block out the light of their fire, while Lucian created a Psionic ward to prevent interference with their dreams. Anlilta had spoken to him, so he didn’t want to take any chances with other visitors that might be more nefarious. He also created a Binding ward to repulse anything that got too close. If anything came into contact with that barrier, it would alert Lucian immediately.

      They set up in a hollow of the cliff, warming up a quick meal and preparing for their first night in the Light Realm. Lucian checked his slate to see how much time had passed, only to find the device completely defunct. The others’ slates were the same. He wasn’t sure, but his only guess was that passing through the First Gate fried it somehow.

      “One thing I’m wondering,” Emma said, after they had eaten. “Why wasn’t the First Gate guarded? You’d think being the only way to enter the Light Realm, there might be a guard or two posted at the very least.”

      “Maybe they didn’t know we were coming,” Fergus said.

      “Should that matter, though?” Serah asked. “Emma’s right. The First Gate is probably one of the most important locations in the Light Realm, if not the most important. Because it wasn’t guarded last time, the Ancient One could steal the Orbs. Seems like a pretty big oversight by these Ascendants.”

      “You have a point there,” Lucian said, “but anything we come up with is just speculation, right? We can ask Anlilta when we meet her. We should get some rest. I’ll take the first watch tonight.”

      “I’ll stay up with you, for a bit at least,” Mira said. “I want to learn more about my magic.”

      “Don’t stay up too late,” Fergus said, already rolling over. “Wake me up when it’s my turn to keep watch. Good night, all.”

      Emma and Serah settled down as well, clearly ready for sleep.

      Mira nodded toward a clearing close to the fire. “Come on. We can get an hour of practice in.”

      Lucian followed his mother, passing the first trees into the small meadow. He created a light sphere above them to give some illumination. As his mother faced him a few steps away, Lucian felt a moment of vertigo as he looked at her face. It was beyond strange to see her roughly the same age as him, as she would have appeared when he was still a young child. He was struck by how alike they were in appearance, with the same narrow face, dark brown eyes, and brown hair. They might have been siblings.

      And now he was in the strange position of having to teach her how to use magic. Somehow the act of her entering the Light Realm had given her a Focus. Or had she had one all along, and the Light Realm had merely awakened it?

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Mira nodded. “Ready.”

      “To begin,” he said, “close your eyes and tell me what you see.”

      She did so without question. “I see seven lights.”

      Lucian watched her, surprised. “Really? Just like that?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. That’s what it’s supposed to look like, right?”

      “Usually, it takes months of meditation to sense your Focus for the first time. But it seems you can do it right away.”

      “It’s there all right.”

      “Maybe it has something to do with us being in the Light Realm. Magic might be more easily accessible here.”

      “Or maybe I’m just a natural.”

      Lucian chuckled. “Maybe so. Now, do you notice anything about the lights? Describe them.”

      “They are bright, but one is brighter than the rest.”

      “Which one?”

      “The red one.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Lucian remembered she had already produced a flame in her hand upon first entering the Light Realm. That she could stream with no prior instruction was already remarkable.

      “Let’s begin there, then,” Lucian said. “Can you sense the ether within your Focus?”

      “I can sense power. Potential.”

      “That’s ether. It’s the substance that powers all magic. You can’t see it, but you can feel it and stream it. Here in the Light Realm, it is thick. Always present, always available. In the Shadow Realm, it’s spread much more thinly. To use magic, all you need to do is reach for your Focus—those lights—and push through the red one to create a flame.”

      “That’s not how I did it last time.”

      “What did you do, then?”

      Mira opened her eyes, holding out her hand from which red flames leaped to life. “I just imagined it, like I’m doing now.”

      Lucian’s eyes widened. Sorcery, then. It didn’t require following any rules, merely imagining what one wanted. That she could do that without even thinking about it . . .

      “It takes years of training to even approach what you’re doing,” Lucian said, somewhat in disbelief. “And even then, not everyone can do it.”

      Was it the Light Realm, or was it her?

      The flame in her hand sputtered out. “What happens if I reach for the other lights?”

      She threw out her hand, and instantly, a bolt of lightning materialized and forked its way in his direction. Lucian shielded himself just in time.

      Mira gasped. “Lucian! I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, cracking a smile. “Strong in Dynamism, too. That would be a tertiary Aspect for you, so that’s surprising as well.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That means you’re strong. Uncommonly strong.”

      Either that, or the thickness of ether in the Light Realm simply made everyone that much stronger.

      “What about the orange light?” she asked. “Should I try it?”

      “That’s Atomicism. You don’t want to touch that unless you want to cause a nuclear explosion.”

      She shuddered. “Never mind, then.”

      “Stick with Thermalism for now,” Lucian said. “It’s the magic of thermal energy. Heat and cold. It’s what you’re strongest with, and once you’ve gotten good with it, you can branch out to other Aspects.”

      “Sounds good. Exciting stuff, huh?”

      Exciting, but also scary. Lucian and the others had yet to stream in this place. If Mira was this strong with magic, how much more so for him and the others? It needed testing.

      For the next hour, Lucian gave her a crash course on basic Manifoldic Theory, much like he had learned at the Volsung Academy long ago. But he wondered if there was any point to the lesson. If she could simply think of magic and make it reality, using sorcery from the start, she might not even need to understand these basic principles. In fact, they might only serve as a hindrance.

      He stopped himself and instead thought back to Lakhmu’s lessons, and even Vera’s original instruction. Deep down, he knew their lessons were far more important than what he had learned at the Academy. Streaming from a place of soul’s truth, imagining what you willed, and willing what you imagined, was the heart of magic itself.

      If Mira began her journey without limits, nothing would stand in the way of her development.

      She had a unique opportunity to start as a blank slate. The Volsung Academy’s curriculum would only hold her back, as it was developed in consideration of two concerns at cross purposes: developing one’s abilities to the fullest extent, but never at the cost of risking the fraying. This resulted in mages who were always held back from their full potential. Stunted.

      But the fraying wasn’t a threat anymore, so there should be no holds barred in his mother’s instruction.

      So, with this in mind, Lucian taught her as he saw fit, using Psionics to understand her thoughts and correct the flaws in her thinking. With Psionics, speaking became unnecessary. He simply had to share his knowledge with her, much as Themba had done aboard the Tempus. Everything he knew, he transferred as a single stream of thought.

      The originally prescribed hour passed quickly, and by the time a few more had gone by, Mira had learned more than the typical mage could learn in a year, if not more.

      She blinked, completely bewildered. Lucian had pushed her far, to where she was bordering on being overwhelmed. But because of his Psionic Magic, he knew her limits as well as he knew his own.

      “That’s enough for now,” he said. “Just a few more hours of practice, and you’ll be as good as the rest of us.”

      “Will it be that simple?”

      “Maybe. Your progress has been amazing so far. We got to every Aspect, and you’re already learning how to combine them. That’s advanced stuff.”

      “Guess I really am a natural. I was just joking before.”

      “Well, it’s no joke. You’re strong.” He nodded back toward the camp. “Let’s get some rest. Big day tomorrow.”

      Mira nodded numbly, heading to their shared campfire with the others. She closed her eyes and was instantly asleep.

      Lucian stood watch, even though he knew his wards would make it unnecessary. He needed some time to think, to take in this new world. A cool wind blew, carrying with it a sweet fragrance he recognized to be one of the silver fruits he’d seen growing in the trees. He climbed a stand of nearby rocks, looking into the starry sky, watching the stars wheel as the hours passed. With Radiance, he peered at the orbiting planet above, sharpened his senses until he could pierce the atmosphere and distance. He saw lights on the surface. Cities, then. Was that where the Seven-Fold Path was leading them?

      Looking at the stars, he realized any of them could hold the Heart of Creation. The thought stilled him with its enormity. He felt overwhelmed in a way he had never experienced, even when traveling through time. At least with time, they were still dealing with a universe based on rules they were familiar with.

      Here, the rules were different. And anything different was dangerous.

      How could he protect himself, or the others, if he didn’t even know what to protect them from? Certainly, he knew this place still had agents of the Ancient One. Anlilta had warned him of that in her vision. Though the Ancient One’s form had been vanquished back in the Shadow Realm, he still abided somewhere in the Heart of Creation. And as long as the Orb of Shadows existed, he might be resurrected if anyone ever embraced its power.

      According to Anlilta, the Ancient One’s agents would leap at the opportunity to wield it, to become the reincarnation of their master.

      There was only one thing Lucian knew to do. He had to return the Orbs to where they belonged. And he had to protect them every step of the way.

      Of course, this raised questions about his own reality. Would returning the Orbs cut it off from magic entirely, causing the Gates to stop working? Was there a way to guarantee the Shadow Realm’s safety?

      There was only one person who might have an answer. In the City of Anshar, Anlilta was waiting. And not only her, but other Ascendants, including Enkius, the original holder of the Orb of Creation. According to the Time Weaver, the Orb of Creation had been sent into the Shadow Realm hoping Lucian would use it to vanquish the Ancient One there.

      Now that Lucian had done just that, what did Enkius plan for him and the Orb? Did he even know they had arrived, or was Anlilta the only one? Would he want the Orb of Creation back? Perhaps even all the Orbs?

      He was deep in thought when he felt a touch on his shoulder and turned to see Fergus. “Lucian, get some sleep.”

      Lucian nodded and went to the fire. Such questions would have to wait.
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      Golden beams of light broke through the canopy of the forest, falling on Lucian’s eyes. He blinked awake to find the fire low and the others still resting, with Fergus keeping vigil atop some rocks. Fergus turned, noticed his movement, and took a sip of coffee from his cup. He’d likely gotten that from his mother’s pack. She carried the stuff practically everywhere, including, it seemed, the Light Realm.

      Lucian filled his own cup and joined him. The morning stew was already steaming over the coals, filling the forest with a tantalizing aroma. The same bird-like, butterfly-like creatures he’d noticed the previous day fluttered in the sunbeams in vortices of blue and silver. He and Fergus watched, marveling as the forest came to life, all the surfaces bedewed and glittering under the growing sunlight.

      “Nothing to report,” Fergus said quietly, taking another sip.

      Mira stirred at his voice, and with her movement, Emma and Serah roused.

      Serah was the first of the women to blink awake, putting a hand to her head. “Why do I feel so hungover?”

      “Have some coffee,” Fergus said. “I made it extra strong.”

      “I wonder what coffee tastes like here,” Serah said. “Maybe it’s stronger by default.” She stood and filled her cup with it, steam curling over the rim. She gave a mock toast. “To the Shadow Realm’s finest!” She took a sip and looked as if she wanted to spit it out. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. Tastes like gloombat venom.”

      “How would you know what that tastes like?” Fergus asked.

      Serah gave a mock sigh of exasperation. “A regrettable excess of curiosity.”

      Emma stood and went through a few stretches, seeming to wake up rather quickly. “I don’t see why anyone needs coffee here. This air is so fresh, it’s like you’re breathing in pure energy!”

      “Ugh, morning people,” Serah said with a shudder.

      They ate quickly and packed everything with trained efficiency. They continued on their way, Lucian leading the way. Or rather, the Seven-Fold Path, leading the way.

      Since the Path itself moved in relation to Lucian, they found many obstacles in their way, the first of which was the cliff they had camped under.

      Lucian tethered everyone to the top, only to find more forest along the path.

      “These trees are never-ending,” Serah said.

      “Let me scope things out,” Lucian said. “There might be a faster way.”

      Lucian surrounded himself in a Gravitonic aura, floating off the ground toward the highest tree in sight. Once at the top, he scanned the surrounding forest, finding that it stretched to every horizon. He peered in the direction from which they had come, finding a line of high white-capped mountains in the distance. In the direction they were traveling, the land sloped downward among gentle hills before the rainbow path was lost to the horizon. Nowhere in the forest was a sign of the First Gate.

      He lowered himself back through the trees, finding the others waiting for him. “A long way to go.”

      “Better get moving, then,” Fergus said.

      They walked through morning and into the afternoon with no change of scenery. As Lucian had suspected, he was getting used to the vibrant sensations of the Light Realm and didn’t really notice them unless he forced himself to pay attention.

      Afternoon quickly gave way to early evening. They began scanning their surroundings for a place to set up camp when one of Lucian’s wards prickled.

      He came to a sudden stop. “Something’s nearby.”

      “I feel it, too,” Fergus said. “A mage.”

      That was when Lucian detected movement to the right of the path, where a herd of creatures similar to deer materialized from the enchanted forest, slender and graceful. It was hard to tell just how many, but there were at least a few dozen of them, their translucent antlers refracting the forest’s ethereal light, casting prismatic rainbows in every direction. Their silky coats shifted colors to blend with the forest’s background as they moved, a kaleidoscope of silver and green. When any of them came to a pause, they almost seamlessly blended into the background, becoming one with the forest. Had they remained utterly still, and if Lucian hadn’t had the benefit of his ward, he would not have seen them until it was too late. Though they looked like deer, he didn’t make the mistake of thinking they were gentle.

      Anything could be a threat here.

      As the ethereal creatures crossed the Seven-Fold Path, their coats did not shift colors to match it, telling Lucian that they couldn’t sense its presence either. The largest of the creatures paused, turning its gaze toward them. Four other “deer” also paused as the rest of the herd scurried on. It seemed these were guarding the retreat of the others. The largest of the creatures leered with bright red eyes, and Lucian could see rippled muscle bulging beneath its coat, making it seem more like a bull than a deer.

      Most of these creatures, Lucian realized, had the mark of magic on them, and the feeling was coming strongest from the buck.

      As soon as he registered this, he felt a push against his mind. Lucian easily rebuffed the Psionic probe, strengthening his shield to be on the safe side.

      “The big one’s using magic,” he said to the others. “It’s testing my strength.”

      “Seriously?” Serah asked. “That would mean . . .”

      “They’re sentient,” Emma said, her voice filled with wonder. “Only sentient creatures can use magic in our reality. It’s probably the same here.”

      “Should we fight back?” Fergus asked, reaching for his spear.

      “No,” Lucian said, waving away Fergus’s action. “They’re trying to figure us out. Let me try talking first.”

      Lucian allowed a small hole in the ward, just enough to accept any communication. There was an instant connection.

      Leave this forest or perish, Shadow Being. Go back to the Shadow Lands from whence you came.

      The words that entered Lucian’s mind were not exactly his own language, but he understood the intentions and layers the speaker meant to convey all too well. He simply watched, creating a counter-Psionic stream to better read the creature addressing him. It was elementary to sneak past its defenses; though the buck was more powerful than most mages Lucian had encountered, the deer was nothing compared to his abilities. The creature didn’t detect the intrusion.

      He sensed a wariness, a readiness to attack at the slightest provocation. Indeed, Lucian knew the creature would have attacked already if not for its curiosity. They saw this part of the forest as theirs, and the humans as intruders and the enemy.

      He worked to decipher the original message. At first, Lucian figured “Shadow Being” meant the deer knew they weren’t from the Light Realm, but by sifting the creature’s thoughts, Lucian discovered this wasn’t the case. Apparently, close to this very forest, was another place called the “Shadow Lands,” which directly opposed this herd. The buck seemed to think Lucian and his friends were spies from this land, and as such, were agents of the Ancient One.

      He also gained a sense of the name for what the deer called themselves: prismharts.

      The trick, then, was convincing these prismharts that Lucian and his allies were no threat and on the same side.

      The prismhart repeated his warning. I’m warning you! Leave this place or perish, Shadow Being.

      The voice was more insistent, and Lucian knew if he failed to give a satisfactory answer, it would come to blows.

      We apologize for intruding on your land, Lucian finally said. We’re strangers here. He also opened his communication to his friends, and any other prismharts who could listen. We’re just passing through and won’t cause any trouble.

      The prismharts were utterly still, and Lucian got the sense that his answer was unsatisfactory.

      At last, the lead prismhart answered, stamping his front hooves in agitation. I find your story unlikely; these woods are sacred, and we have been charged to defend it to the last of our herd. On the Eye of Kadur, there are many enemies of the Light, and not all are obvious.

      Lucian remained silent. He wasn’t sure what “The Eye of Kadur” was, but by once again sifting the prismhart’s thoughts, he learned it was the name of the world they were on, and he also gleaned that it was, indeed, a moon. Why it was called “the Eye of Kadur,” Lucian couldn’t guess. He didn’t want to risk delving too deeply into the creature’s mind, which would make his presence known.

      The only thing he could be sure of was that this creature wouldn’t try to kill them, at least not immediately. Its curiosity was piqued, and as long as it remained curious, there would be no violence.

      Whatever the case, it didn’t seem to think they were from the Shadow Lands anymore, but the point still stood that Lucian was a puzzle to be figured out.

      And until he was figured out, he was a threat.

      Where did you come from? How did you elude our wards? Speak!

      We didn’t pass through any wards, Lucian said. I can’t tell you anything more and you’ll have to be content with that.

      Another prismhart behind the leader stomped its hooves. Lucian intercepted its Psionic communication to its leader, which it had intended to keep private. They must be scouts of a larger force from the Shadow Lands. They must have breached the Barrier! What manner of creature are they, Father? I’ve not seen their like in all the Aetheria! They don’t seem like the Sumaril, so perhaps they are a concoction of Ashurban the Maleficent!

      The lead prismhart bristled at this; Lucian detected he was miffed at the interruption, and that the second speaker was a young buck who had yet to learn the ways of the herd.

      We aren’t from these Shadow Lands you’re talking about, Lucian said. In fact, I don’t even know what that is. We’re strangers to the Light Realm. Just yesterday, we passed through the First Gate from the Shadow Realm. Maybe that’s why we haven’t triggered your wards.

      A long, profound silence stretched between them as the lead prismhart took this information in and processed it, all the while realizing that Lucian had interpreted the secret message. The leader was becoming more difficult to read, due to him streaming more Psionic Magic. Lucian withdrew his own magic before the prismhart could catch wind of it. It was better to be safe in this instance than sorry. If the herd ever became a threat, Lucian could instantly change tactics.

      The First Gate is near, then?

      Yes, Lucian confirmed. A day’s walk away.

      Unbelievable, the young buck scoffed, no longer bothering to hide his thoughts. The First Gate has not been sighted on this world for centuries!

      Off with you, the elder prismhart said. Now!

      The young buck let out a low growl before bounding off into the forest, where the other prismharts had hidden themselves.

      The large stag turned back to Lucian. We prismharts are the guardians of these woods, tasked by the Ascendants themselves with a holy purpose. To keep agents of the Shadow from treading in what little remains of the Light on this world. Perhaps you don’t come from the Shadow Lands, but that is hardly the only place the Shadow can be found. Also, I can sense the stain of Shadow Magic upon you, though you think you have hidden it well.

      Lucian didn’t need to ask for details. He was all too aware of the Orb of Shadows in his pack. Despite the Binding brand surrounding it, the scope of its power could not be easily contained. He became convinced, more than ever, that things would soon come to a fight.

      If these beings were allied with the Ascendants, could Lucian risk engaging them? Even if he won, it could be a liability down the road. Nor could he reveal Anlilta’s words to him. If it ever came out that the Chosen of the Manifold was here in the Light Realm, many agents of the Ancient One would fall upon him in droves, all trying to get his Orbs. But there was also another consideration. While the prismharts claimed to serve the Ascendants, Lucian couldn’t trust them to be telling the truth.

      And yet, the rainbow road led forward through the trees, past the area the prismharts were defending. There was no choice but to go forward, whatever the consequences. Lucian knew nothing about the Light Realm. All he knew was that he had to keep following the Seven-Fold Path.

      Lucian needed to buy some more time. I’m not an agent of the Shadow. Far from it.

      Do you really believe we’re so ignorant? I’ve never felt the stain of the Shadow more strongly than I do from you, stranger.

      Not ignorant. There are just . . . certain things you don’t know yet. Lucian realized, after a moment, that this was the very definition of ignorance, and the words would likely be interpreted as offensive. If there was some way to convince you, I would. I’m afraid I can’t say anything else. I don’t want to fight, but I will if it comes to that.

      The prismhart said nothing to this for a long time, seeming to consider and weigh Lucian’s words. At last, it broke its silence. I must admit, this situation is strange. Perhaps you are not agents of the Shadow, but that doesn’t mean you are a friend to the Light. As such, I cannot allow you to cross this forest.

      We have to go forward. We have no choice.

      You will get no better offer than this. Leave. I will not ask again.

      Serah’s voice entered his mind. Nope. Don’t like that . . .

      Alternatives? Fergus asked.

      I don’t want to fight them, Emma said. They’re beautiful.

      Remember what Anlilta said, Fergus reminded her. Many beautiful things here are dangerous. He turned to Lucian. What are you thinking?

      If they choose to fight us, that’s on them. We have one goal: to follow the Seven-Fold Path. There’s no other option.

      There’s got to be a peaceful way to resolve this, Mira said.

      Must there be? Fergus asked. Sometimes, the only way out is through.

      The stag’s red eyes glowered at Lucian. What will it be, stranger?

      Lucian regarded the prismhart before him. Whether through you or around you, I will find my way to Anshar. As far as I can tell, through you is faster.

      The prismhart reared and slammed its two front hooves in front of him, where a kinetic wave blasted forward, which Lucian quickly blocked.

      We need not risk the lives of everyone here, the prismhart said. How about a duel, just you and me?

      Lucian held out his hand, where Lightspear manifested, shining with golden brilliance in the forest, almost to where it was blinding. The prismharts shirked back at its light, and even the leader took an unsure step back.

      You wield the Magic of Creation, it said simply. Are you an Acolyte of Enkius the Golden?

      Lucian ignored the question. Last chance. Let us pass.

      The prismhart snarled, its sharpened teeth a strange juxtaposition with its deer-like body. His fellows backed away while Lucian motioned his own companions to do the same.

      Now, things are making sense, the prismhart said, but I would test your strength to be sure. You might yet be an agent of the Shadow, conjuring a clever trick with that spear of yours. I look forward to uncovering the truth, whether I, the Eldarhart of the Prismwood, will be the first to welcome the Chosen of the Manifold to the Light Realm!
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      Before Lucian could say anything more, the prismhart shot forward with a roar that belonged to a lion rather than a deer, preceded by a wave of pure Psionic energy. Lucian shielded against the attack and leaped high, aided by Gravitonic Magic.

      The prismhart whirled around and charged, giving a running leap while wrapping itself in Gravitonic Magic, flying after Lucian to meet him in midair. Lucian threw Lightspear, using Binding Magic to ensure it hit. But the prismhart phased forward, striking Lucian directly on his Binding shield and sending him hurtling back toward a tree.

      The prismhart had access to Space-Time Magic, then. It wasn’t something Lucian had expected, but now he knew to be prepared for it.

      Two could play that game. Lucian warped behind the prismhart, recreating Lightspear in his hand while the beast wheeled around to face him, green orbs of energy collecting on its antlers. Lucian changed tactics, spouting a column of fire, interrupting the prismhart’s attack. The creature dispelled its Gravitonic aura, dropping several meters while several green lasers shot from its antlers. The attacks reflected off Lucian’s shield.

      As they fought in the treetops, Lucian had no trouble holding his own against the beast. He wanted the prismhart to back off and recognize the folly of fighting him, but after a few minutes, the creature didn’t seem to slow. It drew ragged breaths, trying many magical and physical attacks to best him. Lucian merely dodged and pushed back to prove his superiority, but the prismhart never relented. Lucian had to admire its gumption.

      At last, he decided a harsher lesson was in order. He drew a deep infusion of ether, channeling all of it into a Binding lattice that surrounded the prismhart. A cocoon of writhing blue energy locked his adversary in place, and Lucian just added to the prison’s strength, making it all but impossible to escape. With a single thought, he could lace the cocoon with Psionic Magic, shattering the beast into its constituent elements.

      Lucian lowered himself to the ground, continuing to draw ether to block the beast’s Focus with Psionic Magic. He only allowed a small sliver of magic to escape, enough for the prismhart to communicate and hopefully surrender.

      You would not best me, the Eldarhart said, but utterly humiliate me!

      Will you let us pass now?

      You are prophesied by the Speaker Anlilta! Has she thus summoned you to Anshar?

      Yes, Lucian said, deciding to trust him.

      You must forgive me, but I had to be sure of your strength. When I saw Lightspear, I thought it might be a trick of my eyes. Others know of Anlilta’s prophecy, after all, who belong to the Shadow, and it might have been a trick of Radiant Magic. I don’t know why I sense the power of the Shadow upon you; that part makes little sense. But I cannot ignore these signs. If you are not the Chosen, none are.

      It’s a long story about the Shadow Magic, Lucian said. But I’m not on the Ancient One’s side.

      I believe you, the prismhart went on. We will do all that we can to speed you through these woods. There is great danger here, danger that might undo even the Chosen if he were caught unawares. You have my word that while under my care, no harm will befall you. But of course, you must free me first.

      With his Psionic Magic dominating the prismhart’s mind, he knew the creature wasn’t lying. First, he undid the Binding lattice. The prismhart pranced free, giving a graceful shake.

      Lucian headed toward the others, who watched him with wide eyes. “The prismhart knows who I am. He says we can pass, but he’ll need to help us through the woods.”

      “Seriously?” Serah asked. “All that kerfuffle just to get a tour guide?”

      Before anyone could respond, the clomp of hooves announced four more prismharts, including the young buck the elder prismhart had just reprimanded. One creature went to each person, standing a few paces away.

      These are the fastest in our herd, the Eldarhart said. They will bear you and your squires with the utmost speed.

      My friends, Lucian corrected. How far is Anshar from here?

      Lucian felt something like humor emanating from the prismhart’s mind. Anshar is many worlds away, on a planet called Eänna. Many call it the World of Light. I’m afraid we will not be going so far. Our purview ends at the edge of the Prismwood. We can take you no farther, but without guidance, I fear you’ll never make it to the end of these woods alive. It has a way of confusing strangers and leading them down dark paths.

      The prismharts probably didn’t realize that Lucian had access to the Seven-Fold Path, which would eventually lead them out of these woods. But riding on the prismharts would certainly make things go a lot faster.

      What’s the name of the world we’re on now? You said something about the Eye of Kadur.

      Yes, that is its name. Usually, it is simply called the Eye. Aside from one small part in which you find yourselves, it is in the clutches of the Shadow.

      Lucian pondered this. So, to get to Anshar, we need to travel to this Eänna, which is an entirely different planet. Any idea how we can do that?

      You would need a ship, and a fast one. But getting one powerful enough to travel the Gates is easier said than done. You might try the Kingdom of Ninshar. A powerful Ascendant of the same name rules from there. Or at least, he did last I heard. He is the Steward of the Eye, appointed by Enkius the Golden himself, though I have not traveled there in many years, when times were better. Ninshar’s palace rises high from the largest island above the Crystalline Sea. We can convey you as far as the shoreline, where the Prismwood ends. Perhaps Ninshar can help you where I cannot.

      We are in your debt, Eldarhart, Lucian said, intrinsically knowing this was the right thing to say.

      The Eldarhart then kneeled nobly, allowing Lucian access to its back, along with all the other prismharts to Lucian’s companions. The fact they were being afforded this honor spoke of the prismharts’ belief in Anlilta’s prophecy, and his respect for Lucian’s role. Lucian knew he could consider them allies, at least for now.

      Without hesitation, Lucian climbed onto the Eldarhart’s back, boosting himself with Gravitonics. He nodded at the others to do the same for their own steeds.

      “I guess we’re doing this,” Serah said.

      She mounted a dappled doe with small antlers next to his, who Lucian knew to be the Eldarhart’s mate. Fergus mounted a large beast, the same young buck the Eldarhart had chided earlier. Mira mounted a stag with large and reflective antlers, while Emma sat upon a sleek doe that had the look of speed about her.

      Once all were settled in, the prismharts turned to face the direction the Seven-Fold Path was leading them. Lucian knew they couldn’t sense the Path like him, but by sheer coincidence, they were pointing the same direction. At least now they had a lead in this Ninshar, and if he was an Ascendant, then he would definitely know something about Anlilta and how to get to Anshar.

      Without warning, the prismharts shot forward, far faster than even a horse could gallop. And yet, their gait was so smooth that Lucian hardly felt the ground moving beneath them. The air rushed past his face as the trees streamed by in an ethereally glowing blur, almost like a crystal tunnel. It seemed as if they even ran right through trees, but they were going so fast that it was hard to tell exactly what was going on.

      When Lucian reached out to sense the magic the harts were using, he was surprised to detect the streaming of both the Dynamistic and Space-Time Aspects. The creatures were creating warp bubbles while phasing through trees as needed. Such was their speed that Lucian knew all it took was one mistake, one miscalculation, to spell disaster, but such was the prismharts’ knowledge of their own woods, down to the smallest tree and blade of grass, that they could fly at this speed without fear.

      Lucian found it easy to remain seated; there was hardly even a jostle as they sped through the forest. His mother was the only one he was worried about, but she seemed to do just fine holding tight to the neck of the stag beneath her, even if her eyes were wide and afraid. Lucian streamed a calming ward designed to ease everyone’s nerves, and within seconds, it took effect. Mira’s eyes transformed from fear into wide-eyed wonder.

      They hadn’t been traveling for more than an hour when the woods came to a sudden end. Somehow, Lucian knew that as many as a thousand kilometers had passed in that time, what would have taken weeks to travel on foot. Their mounts came to a pause before a tall cliff overlooking a silvery sea beneath a golden-hued sky, in which several bright stars were visible. The sea stretched all the way to the horizon, with several ethereally glowing islands rising above the distant waves. To Lucian’s surprise, many of those islands seemed to float high above, glowing subtly with silvery Gravitonic Magic. He counted a dozen of these larger floating islands, along with some smaller ones interspersed between them.

      There lies the Kingdom of Ninshar, the Eldarhart said solemnly. This is where we leave you.

      Lucian floated off the Eldarhart’s back and landed in front of him, just steps away from the cliff. The others came to stand beside him, leaving their own mounts behind.

      Thank you, Lucian said. You’ve saved us a lot of time.

      Make all speed to Anshar and my master. Tread carefully, Chosen. Though we are firmly in the Light Lands, the Light is weak on this world. Agents of the Shadow are everywhere, and even this far into the core of the Light Lands, the Barrier is never far.

      I assume the Barrier is some sort of border?

      Yes, the Eldarhart said. And it advances upon the Light Lands more with each passing year. But if you fulfill the promise of Anlilta’s prophecy, then there is hope that this won’t be the case for long. Farewell, Chosen. May the Manifold guide your steps . . . to the very end.

      The Eldarhart gave a noble bow, inclining his neck low, and the others followed suit. As soon as this was done, they turned as a single unit and within seconds, were blazing across the hills and back toward the line of forest from which they had come. In the space of an eye blink, they had vanished, leaving the humans standing alone on the cliff with the golden sun setting behind them.

      “Wow,” Serah said. “That was crazy.”

      “It’s like we’re in a fantasy land,” Emma said. “Yet it’s more real than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

      “Dangerous, too,” Fergus said, straightening his pack. “It’s late. We should try to find a spot to camp before tackling these islands tomorrow.”

      “There’s probably something down near the beach,” Mira said. “Where there are cliffs, there is probably shelter, too.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Lucian said. “We’re doing well so far. Hopefully, we can find this Ninshar and figure out the next step.”

      He led the way down the incline, toward the cliffs and the silvery water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4

        

      

    

    
      Lucian led the group down to the shoreline, using a combination of hiking and Binding tethers. After about an hour, they stood on a shore made from white, shining crystals, which glowed subtly in the fading evening light. The waves gently lapped the beach as the sun set over the water. More stars appeared in the sky above, and the Seven-Fold Path stretched and disappeared over the indigo blue horizon. Wherever they had arrived, it was the end of the line, at least as far as this landmass was concerned.

      They found shelter in a small cave on the cliff, creating a fire and setting their wards. As they ate dinner, they discussed the events of the day and theories about their new environment.

      “It’s clear in the Light Realm, magic has always been around,” Fergus said, taking a bite of his stew. “Emma is right. It’s Fantasy Land.”

      “There are Gates here, too,” Lucian said. “The Eldarhart said we’d need a ship to get through them.”

      “So, there are spaceships,” Serah said. “We have that much in common, at least.”

      “Whatever the case, it doesn’t look like there are many people on this world,” Emma said. “So far, the prismharts are the only thing we’ve met. If there are spaceships, we have yet to see one.”

      “Plus, everyone living here has never seen a human before,” Mira said. “Remember the Eldarhart’s kid mentioning the Sumaril? I think that’s what he called them.”

      “Yeah,” Serah said. “Sounds like they could be another species of some sort. We’ll probably know what one is when we find one.”

      “Not much we can do but keep our eyes and ears open,” Lucian said. “Ninshar is our lead. From him, we can figure out more.”

      “What about language?” Fergus asked. “I could understand everything the Eldarhart was saying, but that was because of your Psionic ward, Lucian. Will you keep that ward active all the time?”

      “For now, that’s what I’ll do. It’s not much effort for me. But when I’ve had time to learn the language, I can teach it Psionically, just like Themba did—only it’ll be faster and easier.”

      “I hope so,” Fergus said. “Anyway, tomorrow’s plan. I say we wake up at the crack of dawn and head up to the biggest island, the one that’s floating over the horizon. The Eldarhart mentioned Ninshar’s palace would be there. If nothing else, it’ll give us a good vantage point.”

      “And what do we do if we run into any locals?” Mira asked. “Try to blend it? Hard to see how that might work.”

      Lucian was about to respond when he felt a psychic disturbance from one of his proximity wards. His body stiffened, an action not missed by the others. The disruption was coming from the direction of the beach.

      “Everything okay?” Serah asked.

      “Something just set off one of my wards.”

      “Let’s check it out,” Emma said.

      “Ward Space-Time,” Lucian said. “If it’s anything like the prismharts, they can use it.” He looked at the rest. “Between you three, cover the rest of the Aspects.”

      “Got it,” Fergus said. “After you.”

      Lucian ducked out of the cave, streaming an invisibility shield over everyone using Radiance. The beach below was well lit by the panorama of stars above, while the glow from the floating islands lent additional luminescence. However, even considering his enhanced vision, Lucian could see nothing in the direction his proximity ward had triggered.

      Anything? Emma asked Psionically.

      Not yet. Stay alert.

      Once they reached the shoreline, Lucian scanned the beach for any potential threats. He stood just a few meters away from the spot where his ward had triggered. There was nothing.

      “Must’ve just been an animal or—”

      Lucian felt a force slam against his shield, breaking it and throwing him backward. As soon as he righted himself with magic, an entity loomed before them. Something Lucian could only describe as a shadow with baleful red eyes reminiscent of coals.

      Lucian summoned Lightspear just as a column of fire intermixed with lightning shot from the shadow. Mira came to her son’s defense, throwing up a hasty shield, which was snuffed out in a shower of cinders and sparks. Emma created a light sphere and began feeding it with ether; Lucian recognized the stream, the same one she’d used on Nai Elyn to attack the swamp monsters. Within half a minute, it would start raining death from above, but until then, he needed to watch her back.

      The shadow creature immediately eddied toward Emma, producing a sphere of pure darkness that could only be Shadow Magic. Lucian countered with a wave of golden light, wrapping it around the being and trapping it in place. The entity threw itself at the shield, barely breaking free with a pained shriek.

      Emma’s Radiant stream, now sufficiently powered, began raining light arrows from above, blasting the strange creature to little effect. Lucian now knew the only thing that would kill it was Creation Magic.

      While the others threw magical attacks at the shadow monster, Lucian surrounded himself with a golden shield, shooting forward with Lightspear extended. The shadow melted into the surrounding air, shirking his advance.

      It appeared behind Emma. She seemed to move in slow motion, her Space-Time ward buckling under the shadow’s malevolent presence.

      Lucian reached out with the Space-Time Aspect, warping her away just in time to his side, where she would be covered by his shield.

      “It’s slowing time,” she said, her eyes wide. “I can hardly contain it!”

      “Forget about the light arrows!” Lucian shouted. “Shield Space-Time with everything you’ve got.”

      The others continued taking magical potshots at the shadow: fireballs, ice spears, forks of lightning. The attacks were powerful in their own right, but Lucian knew they would serve as nothing more than a distraction. This shadow seemed to be a more powerful version of the ones that had attacked them on Nessus. Nothing but Creation Magic would stop it, but that was difficult to do when it could slow time long enough to warp to a new location.

      Lucian warped behind it, strengthening his Creation shield while shooting forward again. Lucian stabbed Lightspear, warping the space between him and the monster to bridge the gap.

      It was a move the shadow hadn’t counted on. It shrieked in dismay, its form wrapping around Lightspear like a boa. The endeavor was pointless; Lightspear was newly forged with the strength of ten million years of Creation Magic. It would take millions of such creatures, if not more, to extinguish its light.

      The shadow contracted and became split by golden beams. Lucian’s arm shook with the effort, but he held firm, not buckling before the onslaught. At last, the light was all-consuming, and not even the smallest trace of deep shadow remained.

      The beach was quiet, and the sudden darkness made motes swim before Lucian’s eyes. The only sounds were the waves and the rush of wind. The monster had been vanquished, and everyone was safe.

      Lucian reset his original proximity ward. Where there was one of these things, there could be more. He set a ward of Creation Magic, which would hopefully be enough to deter other such creatures. Emma, likewise, set a Space-Time ward, which would prevent anything from warping too close.

      Such powerful defenses couldn’t be masked by Radiant Magic, but to Lucian’s mind, they had no choice. Even with a powerful Radiant ward, the creature had found them, likely drawn by the power of the Orb of Shadows. Might as well do what they could to repel anything similar.

      Serah, Fergus, and Mira joined him and Emma. “What the hell was that?”

      The others looked to Lucian for an explanation, as if he knew. He shook his head. “Looks similar to those shadows on Nessus,” he said. “But this one . . . this one was worse.”

      “It reminds me of the Ancient One . . .” Serah said. “It’s not him, is it?”

      “No. Something like him, maybe. A less powerful version. My guess is it’s one of his minions.”

      “And it was just . . . wandering on the beach?” Fergus asked. “Seems too much of a coincidence.”

      Lucian had to agree. Already, a theory was forming in his mind. “Remember what Anlilta said? The Ancient One still has a lot of followers here. If any of those followers grab the Orb of Shadows, they can unleash the Ancient One again. That thing could probably feel the Orb of Shadows.”

      “As in, it was attracted to it?” Emma asked.

      “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      Serah’s eyes widened. “That would mean anyone with Shadow Magic can detect you!”

      “Yes. Probably so. Luckily, I have Creation Magic, but yeah . . . the situation is dangerous.”

      “What can we do to prevent that?” Emma asked.

      “Realistically, probably nothing. If I’m right, then the Orb of Shadows is like a beacon. Too powerful to be contained. Maybe my Creation ward will keep the weaker stuff away, but it’s not ideal. Like Serah said, it’s likely that anything that serves the Ancient One can feel its power if they’re strong enough, like that thing was. They will be drawn to it. I had the thought earlier in the forest, but this seems to confirm it.”

      “There could be more of them,” Serah said.

      “Could be?” Mira said. “There probably are. Lucian . . .”

      “We just have to be careful. As dangerous as this one was, there is probably far worse here. Anlilta hinted some Ascendants are secretly on the Ancient One’s side. That means they’ll have access to Shadow Magic. Meaning they can sense the Orb, too.”

      “And it’s just in your pack right now,” Emma said in disbelief. “With nothing more than a simple Binding brand to keep it from touching anything.”

      “That about sums it up. Although, I’d have to be taken out before any of them could access it. My brand is strong.”

      “They’d have to get through us, too,” Serah said.

      “One thing’s for sure,” Fergus said. “We need to get to Anshar quickly. I’m assuming it’s probably safer than this place. Hopefully, we won’t have to deal with one of these attacks again, but like Lucian said, we need to stay alert. We were lucky it didn’t happen when we first arrived.”

      “It probably takes time for one of these creatures to track us down,” Lucian said. “One found us, so it’s only a matter of time before others do as well.”

      “What now?” Serah asked. “Are we just supposed to sleep as if everything’s normal?”

      “No choice there,” Emma said. “We’ve done everything we can. All the essential wards are up.”

      “Hopefully, this is something we won’t have to worry about too much longer,” Lucian added. “The next step is to find this Ninshar. Get some information, and hopefully a ship. That’s all I’ve got.”

      “And what if this Ninshar isn’t to be trusted?” Fergus asked.

      “What other choice do we have?”

      At the others’ silence, Lucian realized they didn’t know either.

      “Let’s get some sleep,” he said. “We’ll head out to the islands tomorrow.”
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