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            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






HENRY MEYER

        

      

    

    
      Henry Meyer felt old.

      There weren’t many days where he felt this way. Most of the time, he was accustomed to the aching in his knees, the constant pain in his back, and the feeling of fatigue that washed over him after he had done even a half day’s work. All of those things were part of the aging process. Meyer had seen it often enough over his years of serving King Porman as his executioner, but it was a different thing to feel it himself.

      Having settled into retirement, Meyer had begun to think that perhaps he would age gracefully. The work had been difficult enough that he had come to know the strain on his body, and had realized that over time, it would wear on him to the point where he would age more rapidly than most, simply because of the stress of the job. Few understood that serving as an executioner was a physical endeavor, but it was. Oftentimes, it was so physical that Meyer awoke with the kind of pain that only came from hard labor.

      Still, it had been essential work. He felt that way even now, knowing that he had done what the king had asked of him, and that he’d needed to perform those duties.

      But he was supposed to have been done with them.

      He got up from his chair, rubbed his back, and let out a groan. It did nothing other than make him feel his age again, but there was something to be said about letting out some of that irritation.

      The inside of his home was made of a rich stained wood, and filled with furniture that he had acquired over the years, most of it since he had retired. Plush carpets covered the floors, soft chairs were situated in all corners, and paintings hung on the walls. It was his home. It was cozy. It should provide him with the opportunity to relax, except spending time here didn’t always feel relaxing these days.

      A knock came at his door, and Meyer hobbled over to it, leaning on his cane far more heavily than he preferred. It was a smooth piece of polished wood made for him by Esmerelda, who’d claimed it would help him.

      Help him. He snorted at the thought. Then again, if Esmerelda had made it, there was little doubt in his mind that it would offer him some benefit.

      When he pulled open the door, he half expected one of the Archers to be standing on the other side. Ever since the king’s arrival in Verendal, Meyer had been bothered by them on a regular basis. Almost too regular.

      It wasn’t them.

      The boy standing on the other side of the door could not have been any older than twelve or thirteen. It was hard for Meyer to gauge such things these days. He was small, with shaggy black hair and a pale complexion. The freckles on his cheeks made him look as if he could be hegen, though he didn’t strike Meyer as looking like any hegen he’d ever seen.

      “Out with it,” Meyer said.

      The boy blinked, then looked behind him as if searching for support, but there was no one there. It was early morning, though. The sun wasn’t quite up, yet the day had already turned a particular shade of gold that cast a warm light over everything. A cool breeze hung in the air. It didn’t smell yet, though he knew that the later it got into the day, the more the smells of the city would begin to build, to the point where they would be almost unpleasant.

      “My name is Pippin Grains, sir.”

      He waited for the boy to say more, but he didn’t. “And?”

      “And I was sent to help.”

      Meyer frowned, his brow furrowing as he did, and he tapped the cane on his door frame in annoyance. Someone had been sent to help?

      He knew what that meant: He had been sent an apprentice. But given everything he had been through and the fact that he was retired, he didn’t expect an apprentice. He expected an opportunity to settle in and enjoy his remaining days. He expected to relax, but he couldn’t even do that.

      “Who sent you?”

      The boy looked behind him again, before turning back. “They just said that I was supposed to come here. That you would know what to do with me.”

      Meyer grunted and smacked his cane on the floor, then stepped aside. “Is that right? Well, you might as well come in. We got work to be doing.”

      Pippin took a tentative step inside. “What kind of work do you do?”

      Meyer scoffed. “You don’t even know what I do?”

      “Well,” the boy started, his face turning red, “I know that you’re the executioner.” He peered up at Meyer, and in that moment, there was a bit of steel in him that hadn’t been seen yet.

      If he was going to be his apprentice, then he needed to have that steel in him. It had been so long since he’d had an apprentice. Long enough that Meyer wasn’t even sure that he remembered what to do with them. The only one he’d really ever trained had been Finn, and that had been out of necessity. This boy…

      “That’s right. Executioner.”

      “I just didn’t think there were any executions upcoming. What with the king in the city and all, I figured we had a break,” Pippin said.

      “Justice doesn’t stop just because the king is here.”

      In fact, it had been Meyer’s experience that justice definitely didn’t stop just because the king was in the city. Often, having the king present meant that they had to take a different approach with the executions, not necessarily speeding them up, but certainly expediting the sentencing of certain crimes.

      Meyer glanced toward the door. “You have anything with you?”

      “They just sent me here to help.”

      “They?”

      “You were supposed to know,” Pippin said. “I thought—”

      Meyer waved his hand. “I’m sure it’s the court,” he grumbled, “which means I don’t have a whole lot of choice in it.”

      Even though he had retired, Meyer still respected the executioner court. He had spent his entire career serving it, so if it had decided that he was to take on an apprentice, even one so young, then he would do so. Besides, he wouldn’t keep the apprentice forever. Eventually, Finn would return to the city, and then he would be responsible for them. Gods, but it could even be Finn who had sent this boy here. As the head of the executioner court, Finn might be responsible for choosing him. Even though Finn had his own apprentice, it was one he had not been terribly thrilled by. What if he had found somebody new?

      “Wait here.”

      The boy stood in place. Meyer glanced over to him and shook his head. So young.

      But with everything that was going on in the world, youth wasn’t necessarily a privilege any longer. Young people had to work, and the city didn’t have need of more able-bodied men like Meyer. Most didn’t want to do the kind of work he had taken on, though perhaps it was work that had a different value these days, especially given how Finn had changed the perspective of executioners in Verendal.

      He made his way back to his office, where he grabbed his cloak, then glanced at the stack of papers resting on the table. There was so much that needed to be done, that he thought he’d finished long ago, but so much that could not be abandoned. It was the reason he had agreed to take on this responsibility when Finn had been sent away. Well, when Finn had decided that he needed to leave.

      And now Meyer didn’t know when he would return.

      Not “if.”

      That had been his real concern. When Porman had shown up in the city without any sign of Finn, Meyer had started to question whether something had happened to Finn on his journey. There had been no word of him, and reportedly the king had not known, which meant that Meyer could not know.

      It bothered him, though perhaps it shouldn’t. Finn was certainly capable, and he was traveling with someone who had their own capabilities. Meyer knew it probably didn’t matter all that much what he did or said, or how much he worried about Finn, but how could he not? Finn was like a son to him.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like that. Being master and apprentice was strictly an educational relationship, but he had found a connection to Finn that he had never anticipated, which made him struggle all the more when something happened to him.

      He let out a frustrated sigh, then set his cane down and made his way toward the door. Today would be one of those days where he wasn’t going to use the cane, regardless of what it might offer him.

      When he reached the front door, Pippin was waiting for him, looking up at Meyer through his timid eyes.

      “Come along.”

      Once Pippin scurried after him, Meyer secured his door, before motioning for the boy to follow him through the walled garden outside his home. The fragrance of the flowers permeated everything, and he hesitated a moment. There was gardening to be done, flowers to be planted, but not right now. They were things he just didn’t have the time for any longer. When Finn returned, then Meyer could hand over the responsibilities to him, and he could stop worrying.

      “Are all of those your flowers?” Pippin asked.

      “They are.”

      “Do you use them when you torture people?”

      Meyer glowered at him. “Why would I use a flower when I torture someone?” He shook his head. “And we don’t call it torturing. It’s questioning.”

      “But you have to make them suffer when you question them, right? That’s what everybody says. The stories of what Master Jagger does are legendary.” There was almost a sense of awe in his voice. And as he said it, Meyer could practically imagine Finn’s smug satisfaction at assigning someone like this to him. Finn probably knew that the boy idolized him and the kinds of things he did.

      Meyer would show him. He was going to get back at him, and make sure that Pippin understood what kind of work Meyer did, along with the kind of work executioners were supposed to do.

      “Is that what you think we do?”

      “I assume you have to get information. I’ve heard stories. Mostly about Master Jagger.”

      “I’m sure you have,” Meyer said.

      Pippin frowned. “Well, he’s pretty well known, isn’t he?”

      “He is.”

      “And he’s said to have changed things all throughout Reyand. It’s because of Master Jagger that the witchcraft war ended.”

      Meyer snorted. He started off down the street, and he didn’t wait for Pippin to keep up with him. “I suppose he did.”

      “It’s also said that the king favors him.”

      “The king favors all executioners,” Meyer said, looking over to Pippin knowingly. “Especially those who are master executioners.”

      “Are you?”

      “What did you call me when you first came to my door?”

      “Master Meyer.” His eyes widened. “Oh.”

      Meyer tipped his head in a nod, and he hobbled down the street, forcing himself to ignore the pain in his legs.

      “Where are we going? Is there somebody we need to question?”

      “Something like that.”

      Pippin went quiet, which Meyer certainly appreciated. This was a natural time for him to wake up, though not necessarily a natural time for him to be out in the streets. Most mornings—at least, most mornings before he had been called out of retirement—he would spend his time sipping tea in his kitchen. He would read and relax, and only once the ache in his knees and back began to abate would he finally make his way out to his garden. That was where he was the most at ease these days.

      Well, until everything had changed and the world had gone to shit.

      Meyer had thought the witchcraft war had been bad enough, and it had been, but what they were dealing with these days was even worse. The kind of danger that existed in the world, the kind of danger they had coming at them, was worse in many ways.

      “Did they give you any idea about what you would be doing?” Meyer asked Pippin as he trekked alongside him.

      “They just said to come to you.”

      “I’m sure they did.”

      It had to be Finn. If that was the case, Meyer should be relieved. It meant that Finn was still somehow influencing the executioner court, which put his mind more at ease. And if so, then he shouldn’t worry. But he still did. His absence from the city suggested that something worse had taken place. Knowing that Porman had come here, knowing that war had spread to the capital and destroyed it, meant that nothing was safe. Not the city, and certainly not Finn.

      They stopped outside a shop on the shore of the river that ran through the city. It was in the Olin section, which had amused Meyer when the shop had first opened. It was a nice building, and being established along the banks of the river gave it access to supplies that could only come from outside Verendal. A narrow dock lined the riverbank, permitting the owner to have supplies dropped off behind the building so they didn’t have to leave the shop if they didn’t want to. But Olin was not necessarily an upper-class section. With the money that came through the shop, Meyer knew that the shop owner could’ve afforded a place almost anywhere in the city, especially given their reputation. Yet they had chosen Olin.

      “Here?” Pippin asked.

      “What do you think this is?”

      “I don’t know. It smells strange.”

      “You had better get used to places like this,” Meyer said. “You’re going to be expected to know the various supplies you can acquire here. And you may be asked to determine what’s needed. In time.”

      “What is it?”

      “An apothecary. Probably the best in all of Reyand.”

      Meyer pushed open the door. A soft bell jingled as he did, and he headed into the shop. He didn’t come here often. He didn’t need to. Typically, Lena ensured that he had all the supplies he needed and delivered them directly to him. But now that he had an apprentice, perhaps it would be best to start with Lena, as she could provide the boy with instruction that Meyer didn’t have the patience to.

      The shop was better organized than any other apothecary he had ever visited. The rows of shelves were neatly lined, with canisters and jars and various bins that were all labeled clearly so there was no doubt as to what was in each location. Prices were also marked, making it so that Lena’s assistants did not have to worry about what she charged and could simply package the items.

      Lantern light illuminated the shop, keeping the shadows out. And though Pippin had commented on the smell, Meyer actually found it quite relaxing. There was something soothing about a place like this, and how he could see a name for every item and simply grab what he needed.

      But he wasn’t going to pick out supplies today.

      He straightened and made his way through the shop to the back, then paused at the counter. There was no one there, but Meyer knew it was only a matter of time before Lena approached.

      “What do you need here?” Pippin asked, though his voice had dropped to a whisper. “Are these medicines you use in your torture?”

      “Not torture,” Meyer said again. “Questioning.”

      “Occasionally torture,” a voice said from behind him.

      Meyer turned, and Lena strode toward him. Her chestnut hair was pulled back, wrapped with pale blue ribbon. She looked lovely in a matching blue robe, with stripes on the lapels. He could only imagine the cost.

      She frowned at him. “Have I not been sending enough supplies to you, Henry?” She rested her hand on his cheek before she drifted behind the counter. Then she turned, looking over to Pippin. “Or is there another reason for your visit?”

      “Apparently someone has decided I needed help.”

      A twinkle flickered in Lena’s eyes. “Someone has? Wonderful. I think that with everything you’ve been asked to do since Finn left the city, it would mean you had more than one apprentice.”

      “I don’t think your brother intended it quite like that.” Meyer turned to Pippin. “I want you to walk around the shop, but don’t touch anything. Identify the compounds you have seen before. I want you to work on memorizing the names on the shelves.”

      “Why? What’s the point in that?” the boy asked.

      “The point is that you don’t question what I’m asking of you.”

      Pippin glanced over to Lena, who nodded to him, and then he slipped away.

      “Are you sure this was Finn?” Lena said.

      Meyer shook his head. “He showed up at my doorstep, like a stork dropping off a child.”

      “And you think Finn is responsible for it?”

      “I don’t know who else would be.”

      “I suppose the court might have wanted you to have help, especially given that you had to come out of retirement in order to serve the city.”

      “It was supposed to be temporary,” Meyer said.

      And now they were several weeks into temporary. Long enough that Meyer had gotten into a routine again, which should be reassuring, but it only meant that he had served far longer than he had thought he would have to.

      “He’s going to come back, Henry,” she said.

      “I hope so.”

      “You don’t think he will?”

      Meyer watched Pippin. “They wouldn’t have assigned me someone like that if they thought Finn wouldn’t return. The boy’s too young to have much in the way of responsibility for quite some time. And I’m sure the court knows I’m not going to be able to serve in this role indefinitely.”

      At least, he hoped that the executioner court wouldn’t expect him to. At this point, he didn’t even know. He had not heard anything from the court. Then again, he had not anticipated hearing anything. When Finn had approached him, asking him to fill his shoes, he had thought it would be brief. They both had. There had been no need to involve the court. Having Pippin assigned to him suggested a level of formality to this post that Meyer didn’t necessarily care for.

      “Maybe they just realized you’ve been asked to do so much,” Lena said. “Between your responsibilities as inquisitor, leading the sentencing, and dealing with the people of Sanaron outside the city, there’s quite a bit taking place. Perhaps it’s nothing more than that.”

      “I hope that’s all it is, but I worry.”

      “You worry about Finn, but you should be worried about yourself.” She ducked underneath the counter, and when she stood again, she held a mug and a pot of water that was somehow already steaming. She set them in front of him, poured the water into the mug, and stirred. “Drink.”

      “I already had my tea this morning,” Meyer said.

      It hadn’t been nearly as restorative as it should have been. He hadn’t even had the opportunity to spend time reading like he wanted. And she knew that. Lena had lived with him for many years while Finn was in training. Meyer had brought both of them into his home, along with their mother when she’d been sick, and had wanted to give them an opportunity they wouldn’t have had otherwise.

      It wasn’t until Lena was in the home that Meyer had recognized her brilliance. He’d love to claim that he had identified something in her much sooner than any others, but it wasn’t until she had spent time with him, reading his books on the side and paying attention to what he had been doing, that he had come to realize that she had more of an aptitude for apothecary medicine, and healing in general, than he had ever seen from anyone. Were times different, she could have made an excellent physician. Yet she made an excellent physician nonetheless.

      “You already had your tea, but I heard you hobbling in here,” she said. “If you aren’t going to use your cane, then you’re going to need something to fortify you. This should last most of the day. You’re going to be tired by the time this is over, and you’re going to need a full night’s sleep. Promise me that you aren’t going to try to push through and ignore what your body needs.” She arched a brow at him as if admonishing him.

      “I promise,” he said, shaking his head.

      She smiled. “I worry about you, Henry.”

      “You don’t need to.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that.” Her gaze settled on Pippin, who continued to weave around the shop, doing exactly what Meyer had asked him to. “It really is good that you have help.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ve been trying to do too much. I’ve been sending as many supplies your way as I can, but I can’t keep track of what you need everywhere. I don’t know what the supplies are like inside Declan or the debtors’ prison, or even in the women’s prison. And that’s just the kinds of supplies I can help you with. Finn made sure the inquisitors could handle many aspects of the job, and there were others you could outsource.” She flicked her gaze past him again to Pippin. “And he doesn’t have to be well trained to do that. At least, he doesn’t have to be particularly well trained. Besides, you know enough people in the city now who can help. I’m more than happy to assist him with learning what things you need so that when you send him here, I can keep you supplied.”

      “I’m sure you’ll charge a fee for it,” he said, flashing a smile.

      “I won’t charge you the fee. If Porman thinks to pay what I’m worth, then so be it.”

      “I don’t think the issue is Porman so much as it is the viscount, but regardless,” Meyer said. “Maybe you’re right. I need a little help. And I have to give Finn credit—not that I’m going to tell him that. The inquisitors he’s established throughout the city have made it easier. I don’t have to spend nearly as much time questioning. It’s only when we have more difficult cases that I have to get involved. He has seen to that.”

      “I think he tried to make the job as comfortable for himself as he could. He put his own spin on things. He was trying to modernize justice,” she said, pitching her words almost as if she were mimicking hearing someone else say it. And Meyer knew who. Her brother had said that same phrase to him often enough that he could even hear him saying it now. “Besides, the king emboldened him to do it, didn’t he?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Not since he came to the city,” Meyer said.

      “That’s part of your issue, isn’t it? You worry about him.”

      “I don’t know why I couldn’t. When Porman used to come to the city when I was still master executioner, I was often invited to visit with him.”

      “You’re still master executioner,” she said, her voice soft.

      “Right, but I’m not the master executioner any longer. I’m just Henry Meyer.”

      “You will never be just Henry Meyer. And if you’re concerned about Finn, get word to him.”

      “I’ve already sent word to Porman.”

      “Then go see him,” Lena said.

      “You think I can just walk up to the palace and force my way in?”

      “It’s not a matter of forcing your way into anything. It’s more a matter of walking up to it and demanding that he talk to you. You are serving as a favor, not because this is your assignment.”

      “I doubt the king will see it like that, Lena.”

      “I’ve put out feelers as well,” she said, looking up and meeting his gaze. “I’ve been waiting for any word of Finn, but I haven’t heard anything.”

      “That’s my fear,” Meyer said. “We don’t know what happened in the capital. All we know is that people have been fleeing.”

      “That’s even more reason for you to get involved, Henry. More reason for you to dig so you can understand why and what happened, and so you can learn if anything happened to Finn.”

      “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I have to push the issue. I have to use my authority. Then again, I might find out that I have no authority.”

      “You’d be surprised. Your name still carries quite a bit of weight here.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But thank you.” He straightened, and he really did feel better. He didn’t even know what Lena had added to his tea, only that the combination left him feeling more energized than he had in some time. It didn’t surprise him that she knew the right mixture.

      “You know, there are others you can go to for information,” Lena said. “Others who cared about Finn as much as you do.”

      Meyer wrinkled his nose. “I’m not going to him.”

      “Then I will. I’ve been thinking about it anyway, and figured that if anyone would have any information about him, it would be Oscar.”

      “Finn always appreciated Oscar’s connection to the underworld. I’m not sure I feel the same way.”

      “If we want to help him, we need to use the same resources he would,” Lena said.

      “Maybe.” He took a deep breath, and he turned, looking over to a young woman who had entered the shop. He glanced back to Lena. “Well, it looks like you have another customer. I won’t bother you.”

      “It’s never a bother. And I hope to see you here again. If not you, then send him.” She motioned to Pippin. “I will help him learn whatever I can.”

      “Thank you,” he said softly.

      He gestured for Pippin to follow him and then started out of the apothecary. Once outside, he looked off into the distance toward the palace. Lena wasn’t wrong. It was time that he pressed the issue.

      He was little more than an executioner whose role was to ensure that justice was served. But Finn had made that role something different.

      It was time that Meyer try the same.

      Not for himself. He didn’t need that responsibility. But in order for him to get Finn the help they needed, it was time that he push—before it was too late.
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HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      The skiff sliced through the water, moving with steadiness despite its small stature. Honaaz didn’t generally care for a boat this size, but this one was well made, just like all the fucking ships they had stolen from the invaders. The oar even fit his hands as if it were made for him. Then again, somebody like him had probably used these oars.

      “We should be almost there,” Biggins mumbled, keeping his voice low under the blanket of night.

      Honaaz glanced in his direction, shaking his head. “You don’t have to fucking whisper. It’s not like they’re going to hear us.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “The fuck we don’t. I can see them.” Waves splashed all around him, and Honaaz tried to focus on the water, making sure they were moving quickly but remaining hidden at the same time.

      Biggins sat up, scooting closer to him. “Sometimes I forget that you have that ability.”

      “It’s not my fucking ability,” Honaaz muttered, growing irritated that he had to say it again and again. It was almost as if the man was too fucking stupid to remember.

      Careful, Honaaz cautioned himself. Lily hates it when you get like that with other people.

      Then again, Lily wasn’t here. It was just the two of them. Well, and Boney.

      Boney sat on the bow of the skiff, and was clever enough to not rock it too much. Ever since the battle on the shore, some part of the berahn talisman had changed, turning him into something that was almost alive. If Honaaz didn’t know any better, he would’ve thought that Boney truly was alive. And at this point, it didn’t matter to him. Boney had stayed by him, offering him protection and also companionship.

      “Well, it’s just up here,” Biggins said again. “I don’t think we have to worry about them catching us.”

      Honaaz snorted. The talisman Lily had carved for him showed him the water just fine. It was dark, almost perfectly black, with only a pale sliver of a moon and plenty of starlight, but all of that was obscured by the dense clouds. With the talisman, he could see out into the water, far enough that he could make out the various shapes of the ships just sitting there.

      That’s why they’d chosen to use the skiff. If they had taken one of their ships, it would’ve drawn attention to what they were doing. The skiff was small enough that he doubted it would attracted any real attention. At least, that was the hope.

      Honaaz didn’t really know how good of eyesight their enemies had. For all he knew, they could see as well as the tall bastard, who had incredible eyesight.

      “Tell me again why we need to go out here?” Biggins said.

      “Because this point controls the city. And if we can keep control of the city, we don’t have to worry about those fuckers attacking us the way they had threatened to.”

      “We don’t know that it’s going to work.”

      “And we fucking don’t know that it won’t.”

      Honaaz looked over to Boney. “He has to stop acting like this.”

      Boney sat up and turned his head, making it look as if he were turning his attention toward Biggins. It might be Honaaz’s imagination, but it seemed to him that Boney even bared his fangs at him.

      It was enough that Biggins actually looked away.

      Honaaz smiled at that. At least there was that much. He didn’t have any idea how much Boney knew, but at this point he figured it didn’t even matter. With what he had experienced with Boney, he was real enough. And that was all he cared about.

      Honaaz slipped the oar through the water again, gliding quickly. He could feel the way the water pulled on him, and an occasional spray of salty water on his face, which was comforting in a weird sort of way. Salt water felt like home to him.

      All of this was strange for him. Strange in that he shouldn’t feel like he was pulling on the paddles of a skiff that reminded him of home, though it did. Strange in that he shouldn’t be battling somebody who had magic the way they did—the fucking sorcerers his people never would have wanted to fight. And strange in that he couldn’t help but feel as if he were right where he needed to be.

      There were secrets he still didn’t understand, but at this point, Honaaz didn’t fucking care. As long as he protected Lily and beat these bastards back, none of that mattered.

      “You see anything?” Biggins asked, whispering again.

      “They haven’t moved, if that’s your concern. It’s the same as every other night. They don’t move. They just sit there.”

      Waiting.

      Neither of them had to say that. They both knew that the sorcerers were just waiting, though they didn’t know what they were waiting for. That was part of the problem. Honaaz had been tempted to take a ship out to sea, to wage battle with one of these others, but he didn’t dare, especially because he didn’t know how much power they had. After having barely survived the last time, he wasn’t sure he could handle anything like that again.

      Lily might make more talismans for him, which would help. Because she had the Alainsith bones from the battle on the shore to take advantage of, there was no shortage of material to create talismans, though that didn’t mean he wanted to race in like a fool.

      But he didn’t have to go without scouting, which was why they were out here.

      “Okay,” Biggins whispered, “we’re getting close. I can feel it coming up on us. You’re going to have to be careful of the rocks—”

      “I can see the fucking rocks,” Honaaz muttered. This time, his voice was a little too loud, even for him. He dropped it to a more manageable tone and growled in irritation. “I’ll guide us into shore. You’re coming with me this time.”

      “I told you I didn’t—”

      “I don’t give a shit what you claim you did or didn’t do. All that matters is that you’re coming with me.”

      Biggins shrugged.

      Honaaz didn’t actually think Biggins had been responsible for stranding him on the island last time, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He didn’t want to run the risk of having to figure out some way back. Then again, he had a hard time thinking that Boney would allow Biggins to strand him. The talisman would probably rip him apart before he had a chance to do so. Honaaz didn’t know if the talisman could swim or if he’d just walk on the seabed, and he wasn’t all that eager to try to find out, but he did know that Boney was not one to be trifled with.

      He guided the skiff closer to a flatter section of rock. On this island, no section was completely flat, and nothing here was easy for him to slide into, but he figured it was easy enough. He moved to the back of the boat, continuing to paddle them forward and angling ever so slightly to the north. They glided up onto land, with a grinding sound of stone against the skiff’s wooden bottom, but it was soft enough that Honaaz thought it should be masked against the night.

      “Let’s get moving,” Honaaz said.

      “We should tie it off.”

      “I’ll tie it off.”

      Biggins glanced over and shrugged again. There was more irritation on his face than there had been the last time, though Honaaz didn’t care.

      He jumped onto the rock, keeping his boots dry, and Boney followed him. Biggins scrambled forward, and Honaaz tossed him one line while he worked with another, tying the skiff to the stones. They were going to take no chance in this. At this point, Honaaz did not dare risk the possibility that the skiff might drift out into the water.

      If it did, at least there were others who knew where they were going this time. He could send one of the other talismans back to shore, and probably even get help before anything happened to them, but probably was not good enough.

      “Last time we were here we got ourselves a navy,” Honaaz said, patting Boney on his massive head. The thing was nearly the size of a horse, though Honaaz had not ridden Boney the way he had ridden horses. That was something he’d only ever done in this land, never in his own.

      Boney rubbed his head against his hand.

      “That thing… Well, it scares me a little,” Biggins said.

      “I suppose it should,” Honaaz said. “Something like this, well, fuck. Can’t even tell if it’s alive or not, can you?”

      “How do you deal with it?”

      “Deal?”

      “I don’t know. How do you deal with the thing being the way it is?”

      Honaaz shrugged. “Lily made him. I suppose that’s all I care about. If something like that comes from her, I know it’s good and all.”

      “It’s sorcery,” Biggins said.

      “Fuck it is.”

      Even though he claimed that, he couldn’t really argue too much with Biggins. There was something sorcery-like about Boney, though it wasn’t quite sorcery. What sorcerer could create a creature out of bone and make it come alive? This was something more like what the Alainsith could do—the tall bastard and his kind of magic. Honaaz wasn’t entirely sure what to make of that, though what he did know was that it made a difference in some way.

      They scrambled forward, but Honaaz grunted softly, spun back to the skiff, and darted into it to grab the supplies he’d left behind. He kept them in a bundle of cloth looped underneath his arm, and he jogged after Boney and Biggins.

      “You said the highest point?” Biggins asked.

      “Highest point we can find. Then we’re going to place some of these along the shoreline as well.”

      That was the plan, at least. Talismans would be stationed on the island, some of them for defensive purposes, and some to tell them in advance if anything else was coming.

      Honaaz picked his way around, moving carefully until he found the remains of the temple he had seen when he had been here before. The stone had crumbled. When he stepped wrong, sections of it shattered, turning to dust underneath his boots. He wasn’t exactly sure why that happened, but he didn’t care. He crouched down, tracing his hand along the stone, seeing little more than shadows of gray in front of him.

      He looked over to Biggins. “Figured we’d leave one here.”

      “This is your party.”

      “Well, I figure we ought to leave one here.”

      He reached into his bundle of fabrics, and he sorted through the various talismans Lily had made. He chose one that was particularly long, slender at the top with a stouter base. He had no idea what bone this had been made from, or if it was more than one. Most of Lily’s talismans were carved from a single section of bone, but this one seemed almost too large for that. Then again, if she had poured some of herself into its creation, it was possible that the bone had changed and elongated, much like Boney had done when Honaaz had poured some of himself into the berahn. He shifted rocks around until he had them set neatly on the ground, placing them in such a way that they would support the cylinder, and then angled the talisman out over the water.

      This was the part he wasn’t sure about.

      He looked over to Boney. “Well?”

      Boney didn’t say anything, though Honaaz hadn’t expected him to. The talisman just peered up at him as if he were ridiculous, which Honaaz felt a little bit.

      He pulled one of the bone knives out of its sheath and set to work, jamming it into the meat of his palm. He waited until a small pool of blood collected, which he then smeared along the bone. This was the part he was needed for. Somehow he had some internal power. At least, that was the way Lily had explained it to him. Honaaz wasn’t exactly sure if he believed it, or if he even knew whether it mattered, but it did seem as if it had worked for him in the past. And while he felt a soft stir of cold work through him, it was brief enough that he didn’t know if there was actually anything to it.

      When he had felt something like that before, he had experienced a bit of weakness. It was part of the reason he was careful with this, especially because when he felt that weakness, there was a potential danger to him. But he knew Boney wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him, even if Biggins decided to try something.

      The talisman started to change, and he was less certain of the next part.

      He had to focus on what he wanted.

      When he had targeted the sorcerers in the past, Honaaz had used the owl talisman to help him, but something else about the talisman had made the difference. He still wasn’t entirely sure what it was, nor did he know why he had been able to do it, but he could feel something now, and that was what he thought was important.

      He waited until he could sense that power shifting, and then began to focus on it, keeping one hand resting on the bone. Gradually, the bone started to grow and elongate, and then it changed altogether.

      “What are you making?” Biggins asked.

      “I don’t know,” Honaaz muttered, keeping his hand in place. He held the owl talisman in his other hand so he could see the ships in the distance, though he didn’t know if there would be any change to the owl given that he was now adding some part of himself, as Lily would call it, to the other device.

      “Look at the way it’s setting into the stone,” Biggins said.

      Honaaz looked down. Biggins wasn’t wrong. The bone did shift, and it seemed to be setting down legs that were stretching into the stone, as if trying to stabilize itself. Then several openings started to form, mouths of a sort, giving it the look of some horrid monster that had been created by Honaaz’s desire.

      Was that what he wanted?

      He wanted this to work. He wanted to offer a measure of protection to the city. He wanted to make sure that none of them were going to be surprised by the invaders again.

      Yeah. This was what he fucking wanted.

      When it was done, Honaaz studied it. The talisman was still cylindrical, though it was now taller and wider, like a tower of rock that was nearly his height and only as wide as one leg. It had a series of holes—mouths, eyes, maybe ears—that made it look as if it were some terrible creature designed to guard them.

      “Come on,” Honaaz grumbled. “We got more work to do.”

      “How many more of those do you think you can make?”

      “Those? Oh, I’m not going to make any more of those. That’s just a special one.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Honaaz frowned. “I don’t know. Probably nothing. It’s just a statue.”

      “That’s no statue,” Biggins said. He held his hand out, moving toward one of the mouths, but he didn’t get too close to it. It was almost like he was afraid of doing so, as though he worried that reaching toward it might somehow influence him in a certain way. It was enough to bring a smile to Honaaz’s face.

      “It’s not going to fucking bite you,” Honaaz said.

      “You don’t know that.”

      Honaaz shrugged. “You know, you’re right. I don’t know that. Maybe it will.”

      He strode forward with the bundle of fabrics and the other talismans tucked underneath his arm. When he reached the point at the end of the island, he crouched down, unfolded the cloth, and then began to sort through the talismans. At this point, what he needed was to find any of the items that might offer the best way to see what was out there. He didn’t expect to use them for anything more than surveillance, but any sort of early warning would be beneficial.

      Now that he had added some of himself to the talisman in the center of the island, Honaaz could feel part of it still with him. He wasn’t sure what that meant, and he didn’t know if it was a problem for him to have that connection. Maybe he was always meant to have that connection to the talisman. Or perhaps it was just the fact that he was the one activating it that had changed things, and turned the talisman into something else—something more.

      He found one he thought would be helpful. It looked like an owl, though it had strange-looking legs and a different contour to it. He set it on the shore, close to the water.

      He made quick work of tracing blood onto it, and when he felt the wave of cold wash through him, it was fainter than last time. Whatever he’d done was not nearly as powerful as what he had before, though he didn’t know if it was more dangerous or not. At this point, he didn’t even care. He had enough strength for whatever he was going to do here. Enough strength that he didn’t have to worry about getting diminished, and he certainly wasn’t afraid of any sort of assault on the city at this point. He wasn’t alone.

      That, more than anything else, relieved him in ways that he was still trying to come to terms with. Fucking Kanar Reims was here in the city. Honaaz knew he should be annoyed by that, but knowing that the Blackheart was ready to fight if it were to come down to it, along with the tall bastard and that double-bladed woman, made him feel as if they were in a position where they didn’t have to worry.

      He got to his feet and stood there for a moment. A hint of dizziness worked through him, just enough that he could feel it in the back of his head, as if he had too much to drink. That was the sign that he needed to be careful. Too much of this, and he might overextend himself. He didn’t think he would pass out if he activated another half dozen of these, but there was always the possibility. Then Boney would have to drag him back to the skiff, and he’d have to trust Biggins to guide them back to the city.

      “Let’s keep moving,” Honaaz said.

      They made a circuit around the island, starting on the city side and working steadily, placing a few talismans around it. Each one led to just a touch of dizziness within him. By the time they reached the small inlet on the north side of the island, Honaaz had started to feel the effects of the talismans he activated. He knew he would start to grow weaker and weaker if he wasn’t careful.

      He looked over to Boney, who stayed close to him. Honaaz rested a hand on his head, feeling the white fur and recognizing that it felt soft, thick, and lifelike in a way that it had not even a few weeks ago.

      “Fuck,” Honaaz murmured, shaking his head.

      “We should be about done,” Biggins said.

      “We are.”

      They were about done, but that didn’t mean they were done. And he still had one more thing he needed to do so he could fulfill Lily’s plan. And it was her plan, not his. She believed that doing this would make the biggest difference, though he still wondered if she was right.

      As he crouched and set down one of the talismans, Boney made a strange sound. Honaaz had heard that sound only a few times, and not recently.

      He jerked to his feet, immediately going for the bone blade Lily had carved for him after his last one had been shattered. Another feeling of dizziness worked through him.

      “What is it?” Biggins asked.

      “Fuck if I know,” Honaaz said.

      He turned carefully, spinning in place while holding the blade. Boney creeped forward, and Honaaz could almost feel something from the berahn. There were times when he was better connected to the talisman than others, and this was one where he felt as if that connection was more pronounced and profound. He was thankful for that.

      This was the inlet where he had run into trouble the last time.

      “There was a ship here before. This is where I got them,” he said to Biggins.

      “I don’t see any ships.”

      Honaaz didn’t either, but that didn’t make him feel any better. All of this felt weird for some reason, though he wasn’t entirely sure why that was. He hurriedly placed the last of the talismans he intended to leave. He activated it quickly, feeling the strange energy coursing through him like before, and readying for the possibility that something different might be happening.

      But there was nothing. Just the wave of cold that worked through him, followed by a sense of emptiness.

      He looked over to Boney. “Am I really that jumpy?”

      “I think the better question is if you really think that thing is going to talk to you,” Biggins said. “Unless it has that ability, too.”

      “I don’t know what ability it has,” Honaaz murmured.

      He got to his feet and looked out over the water, feeling the same energy as before. The ships had been here, but there was no sign of them now. That should reassure him. And there was a part of him that was reassured, but he also feared that he’d missed something.

      Boney was still making a mysterious keening sound that suggested he was searching for something but not finding it. The talisman was looking toward the north, out over the water, his nose tilted slightly as if sniffing at the ocean. His tail was also rigid. If he were a dog or wolf, that would have meant he was suddenly alerted to some danger. But Boney was a talisman. And yet, Honaaz couldn’t shake the feeling that the talisman was still on edge from something Honaaz didn’t understand.

      He moved closer to the water and looked out into the distance. As he did, he squeezed the owl talisman.

      Everything shifted. But not enough.

      Honaaz slipped the talisman into his other hand, the one he had stabbed, putting a little bit of his blood onto it and forming a greater connection to the owl. There were risks to in connecting to the talisman as quickly and as powerfully as he was doing, especially as he had done quite a few so far this evening, but he also didn’t like the idea of lingering here unless he understood what was going on.

      The owl talisman granted him some aspect of its eyesight. It permitted Honaaz to see things far more clearly and easily than he could otherwise, and as he stared out toward the water, the darkness faded, turning into some shifting layers of gray, though not much more than that.

      But he didn’t need much more than that.

      As he stared, Honaaz could make out the changes in the distance, and he recognized what it was that had drawn the talisman’s attention.

      Ships.

      There were a dozen ships coming.

      A dozen of them were already anchored outside the city, but now there were another dozen on their way?

      What were they going to do?

      He shook his head, feeling another wave of nausea work through him. Then he turned to Boney and rested his hand on the talisman.

      “Time to get back,” Honaaz said.

      “What is it?” Biggins asked, a noted of worry rising in his tone.

      “An invasion.”
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      Kanar stood on the shore. He’d come out here many times, each time trying to remember exactly what it was he had heard before that had helped him find the power of the blade. To become the Bearer, as Jal kept calling him. Each time he had done so, Kanar had begun to feel some part of him changing. And it was tied to what Honaaz, of all people, had told him.

      He had to just be the magic.

      For so long, Kanar had fought that, had fought what he was asked to do, and the possibility that he might have some understanding of that power within him. He couldn’t fight it any longer.

      He had magic. It might not be the same kind as what was around him, but that didn’t change the fact that he was the Bearer.

      Every so often, he could hear the long, soft howl of one of the berahn that called to him. The song, as Jal called it.

      Kanar could feel the song. He could feel the way it was trying to draw him in. He could feel so much, but he didn’t understand it.

      “There you are,” Jal said, appearing from the darkness.

      He was doing that quite a bit lately. He stepped forward, his bow slung on his shoulder, leaving Kanar to wonder what Jal had been doing and where he had been. Kanar had been trying to figure out where his friend would sneak off to, though most of the time, he thought Jal was going away to speak to the berahn, as the creatures didn’t want to get too close to the city, but they also didn’t want to leave Jal.

      That was Kanar’s understanding of it, at least, though he wasn’t sure if he was right. Having the berahn around was also reassuring for him. There had become some normalcy to him with the berahn, but he’d also started to feel as if he needed to understand what Jal was doing, and how he managed to control the berahn—if he was in fact controlling them.

      “You know where I’ve been going,” Kanar said. “I’m trying to see if I can’t find that connection again. It doesn’t seem to work.”

      “It’s a matter of finding consistency. You’ve done it twice now, and both times under duress. The first time… Well, I don’t know that we can really explain the first time. But the second time, you were in control.” Jal turned to Kanar with a smile. “You may not have felt like you were, but we both know that was the case.”

      Kanar shrugged. The second time, he had definitely been in control. He had felt something. He’d been trying to understand what it was and recognize just what he might be able to learn of that song, and how it would fill him with it, but he had not fully mastered it.

      There had been enough, though. That was what Jal had told him repeatedly. What Kanar had done had been enough. They had needed to free the berahn from the influence of the other Alainsith, and they had done so.

      But they were still not without danger around them.

      “I keep coming back here, thinking I might be able to find some understanding that I didn’t have before,” Kanar said, glancing over to Jal, “but every time I come here, I find myself in no different situation than before. Does that make much sense?”

      “The only thing that makes sense is that you’re struggling. And to be honest, I can’t blame you. The Bearer came so long ago that the song stopped singing of it.” He turned, looking out over the water. “But I had never thought to ask the berahn. They didn’t forget.” When he faced Kanar again, he had a tight smile and a faraway look in his eyes, even though he had his entire focus on Kanar. “I wonder what my grandfather knew. Did he know that the berahn would still remember the song? Was that why he had stayed with them?”

      “You’ve said that about him before,” Kanar said.

      “He was an interesting man. I learned so much from him. Not just about the berahn, but about myself. And about my family, unfortunately,” Jal said, shrugging. “They refused to acknowledge him the way they should’ve. And to all of our detriment.”

      “The berahn have longer memories?”

      “I’m not sure if it’s longer memory, or if it’s what they remember. Or maybe it’s just a matter of perspective. I can’t really say with any certainty. I can say that I do appreciate what they know, and I appreciate how they have shown it.” He smiled, this time genuinely. “And I appreciate the fact that you’ve been willing to listen to their song.”

      Kanar snorted. “Well, during our travels, I don’t know that I had much of a choice. The berahn were howling for the better part of the last week, and they didn’t give us any option but to listen to their song.”

      Jal grinned. “They make such interesting music. Maybe that was why some of my people wanted to chase them off. I think it’s partly that, but I think it’s partly that they also feared them. It’s understandable. They have a nickname for a reason.”

      “They’ve always helped when we’ve been around them,” Kanar said.

      The Alainsith and their relation to the berahn was a complicated and unique one. Kanar wasn’t sure that he fully understood it even now. In all the time that he’d been around the berahn, he still didn’t know why they were treated the way they were by the Alainsith. Valued, in some regard, but not entirely. There were some Alainsith who viewed them as mindless, violent creatures.

      “When we go back, I intend to show my family. I think my grandfather will hear the song, and he’ll begin to understand. Once he does, we can convince my people.” Jal’s grin faltered slightly. “At least, that’s the hope. I don’t know if it will work or not. I keep thinking…” He shook his head, and there was a look in his eyes that Kanar couldn’t quite read. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I keep thinking. I’m out here with Kanar Reims. The Blackheart, the Bearer.” He smiled again, looking just like the Jal that Kanar had come to know when he had first gone to Sanaron. “And here we are once again in a seaside city, peering out over the water in the darkness of night, and—”

      “Not watching because of a job,” Kanar said.

      “I suppose we aren’t plotting any sort of job, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t plotting. We just have a different purpose behind it.”

      Kanar grinned. He focused on the blade he held, and could feel the power coursing within it, even if he did not have any real control over it. He was distinctly aware of the energy there, and he recognized that it was connected to him. But it was when he could open himself to the truth of the blade that really mattered. Once he could do that, he could become something much more. And he could truly become the Bearer, which was what Jal and his people hoped he could be. Either that, or they feared that he could be. Kanar wasn’t sure which it was.

      “We don’t have to stay here,” Kanar said. “I’m sure Lily would like to talk with us again.”

      “You don’t have to worry about her. She’s making preparations. I can’t believe that our little Lily has taken control of the city.”

      That had been quite the surprise for Kanar as well. Then again, Lily had a commanding presence when she chose to use it. It was just that most of the time, she simply did not want to.

      “We won’t be able to stay here for much longer,” Kanar said. “Eventually they’re going to attack, and we—”

      “We’ll have to decide what we’re going to do,” Jal said. “I’m well aware, Kanar. I can feel the effects here, which I suspect you can too. This seems to be their entry point. If we stop them here, we may be able to stop them altogether.”

      Kanar wasn’t exactly sure what it was he felt. Uncertainty, perhaps. And maybe that was from him, or maybe that was from the berahn that surrounded them, occasionally letting out their strange cries that suggested a warning. Whatever it was, Kanar did feel something around him that made it seem like things were not quite right.

      “Why don’t we test whether you can find your connection again,” Jal said. “Listen to the song. I fear that it’s going to become necessary soon.”

      Kanar looked over to him. He didn’t quite know what the song told him, but he had learned that there was something about the song that gave him prophetic abilities. Was Jal speaking of something he had seen?

      “It’s the song,” Jal said. “Around here, and around these people, I suspect the song is not going to be as reliable as it should be.” He smiled to himself. “I suspect that’s the same thing that our friend has said about her cards.”

      “Something like that.”

      Kanar had questioned Esmerelda a few times to see whether she had managed to uncover anything with her hegen cards, but she claimed they were unreliable right now—something she remained troubled by.

      Jal nodded. “The connection is similar. She doesn’t really understand it, and to be honest, I can’t speak of it in any way other than to say that it’s comparable. But she, and you, have to know that the song must be listened to in order to understand what it’s telling us.”

      “And what if it doesn’t tell us anything?”

      “The song tells us all,” Jal said. He sounded serious when he said it, and it was only in times like that when Kanar was reminded of just what kind of being Jal was. He was not human. He was powerful in ways that Kanar scarcely understood. The only thing he really knew was that Jal and his people were the ones responsible for the creation of Kanar’s sword, as well as other similar things, which meant they were responsible for gifting power to those who had none.

      Those like Kanar.

      “I wish they understood your song,” Kanar said.

      “That’s where your problem lies,” Jal said. “You’re trying to understand my song, but you aren’t trying to understand yours. That’s the key here. If you can hear it, then you can follow it, and you can come to understand what the song is telling you. I’m sure there’s a message there. I don’t know what it is for me, but I believe that there is one.”

      Kanar squeezed the hilt of his sword and focused on what he could feel. Power. Magic, he knew. And it was that magic that he believed made a difference, if only he could master it. The problem was that he had to find some way to open himself to that power, and then he would have to find some way of controlling it. The issue was that he didn’t know what that involved, and he didn’t know if there was going to be anything he would be able to do when he tried to open himself to it.

      He continued to grip the blade, feeling that power and trying to focus on what had happened before. When he had done something similar the last time, Kanar had not known the full extent of the power he was trying to grasp. Even now, he did not know if he had any measure of control over it. That power was there, but reaching into the depths of it was something he struggled with.

      Hear the song. Feel the song. Become part of the song. Those were the messages Jal had given him, but each time Kanar had done so, it had fallen apart for him.

      Jal wasn’t wrong, though. Kanar increasingly thought he needed to understand the song so that they would be able to use what he felt, and to learn from it so they could defend themselves against the dangers that were coming at them. The more he learned about those dangers, the more he couldn’t help but feel as if he was going to need to be able to use what he’d come to know so that they could defend themselves against that power and pressure.

      A howl caught his attention.

      He turned. When he did, there was a bit of a flow to the movement, and for a moment he thought he sensed a hint of the song that he might be able to follow. That was what Jal had hoped he would do, thinking that Kanar would somehow hear the song and follow it, as if he were singing some campfire tune, but it never came to Kanar quite like that.

      “That was different,” Kanar said.

      “It was different, and they were not far from us,” Jal said. He had removed his bow from his shoulder, holding it out so he could reach for an arrow from his quiver if needed. Kanar had seen Jal carving those arrows himself, so he knew that he had made them all on his own.

      Kanar looked over to Jal. “Well?”

      “We should investigate. I don’t know what we might find, but we should check it out.”

      He started running.

      Jal moved quickly, as Kanar had come to learn that all Alainsith did. He also knew that Wular had a more dangerous grace to her than even Jal. Kanar, powered by the sword, could keep pace, but doubted that he’d be able to do that for a long period of time. There was a part of him that wished he had a berahn to ride on so he didn’t have to run.

      Strange to think like that, though. The berahn weren’t horses, but they did travel faster than any horse, chewing up the landscape far more quickly than Kanar could even consider possible.

      As they headed south, the landscape shifted. It started to rise, with a gentle rocky drop-off toward the ocean below, waves lapping at the shore. The farther they went, though, the steeper it became, until they reached a sheer cliff that led down to frothier waves. This was where Jal slowed. A berahn was perched on the rock, looking out while it howled softly, as if trying to catch their attention.

      Kanar hurried up to the berahn, and he glanced over to Jal, curious if Jal knew anything about why the berahn was here, or what it had found.

      “Is it telling you anything?”

      “I’m still struggling to understand their song,” Jal admitted. “There are times when I feel like I should be able to understand it better than I do, but most of the time, I just feel like I’m listening to it, feeling the pull. Occasionally I can find something trapped within it that helps me understand myself, and hopefully my people, better than I did before, but it fades again.” Jal reached the edge of the rock, where he stared out into the distance.

      Kanar joined him, but he saw nothing other than the darkness. It was a remarkably black night. There were many of those out here, he had seen. For the most part, the darkness was absolute, though a sliver of moon would sometimes peek through the clouds in the overcast sky, giving a bit of light for them to see by, but not so much that Kanar could make out anything on the water. In the daylight, he had been able to catch glimpses of the ships out at sea, though even those were difficult for him to see all that well. Jal had made it quite clear that the ships were not heading any closer, and Lily had confirmed that, having her own ways of detecting what was there. She had talismans that were far more powerful and potent than anything she had made when they had fought together in Sanaron.

      “Have the ships moved?” Kanar asked.

      “That was my first thought as well, but it doesn’t seem like it. I keep thinking that perhaps there would be something here, but…” Jal turned, moving carefully and looking out into the darkness.

      Kanar trailed him. “Well?”

      “Nothing,” Jal said.

      He turned to the berahn, who was still perched on the rocky shoreline. Jal rested his hand on the creature’s back and began to pet it, running his hand in a steady circle, then moving it from head down to flank. Then he stiffened and frowned. He darted forward to the shore once again, raised an arrow to his bowstring, aimed, and fired down toward the water.

      Jal fired one arrow after another. Each one landed with a soft thump, and the shouts began to grow more urgent. Kanar could see nothing other than the blackness below and had no idea what Jal was dealing with. He wished he could see what his friend saw, but he felt so helpless, and so useless, standing here with only his blade.

      His blade.

      He squeezed the hilt of the sword. He’d forgotten about how the blade granted him abilities he did not have otherwise. And because of that power, Kanar’s eyesight suddenly changed, brightening everything around him. There were times when he was in control of it, and times when it just happened on its own, without him having any real measure of control over it. He squeezed again, and everything intensified once more. Then he saw what Jal had done. He’d fired on a small boat down near the rocky coast, taking down five hulking men that reminded Kanar of Honaaz, before they reached the shore. The ship bobbed in the waves, everyone dead.

      “Why couldn’t you see that at first?” Kanar asked.

      Jal shook his head. “I don’t know. It was difficult, almost as if it were somehow hidden from me. I’m not sure how that’s even possible.” He grinned. “Only some technique they have. You know how it is with Honaaz.”

      “I know how what is?”

      “How his ability grants him some measure of protection. I think that’s what they had as well. They were protected from me.”

      “Why?” Kanar asked.

      “To be honest, I don’t really know. And now we have something more to look at.”

      “You want to go down there?”

      “Well, I think we need to so we can understand what they’re doing and why they were coming to shore. Don’t you?” Jal said.

      “I think we should make sure there aren’t any others. If there was one raiding party, it serves to reason that there might be more.”

      “There’s the soldier,” Jal said, clapping Kanar on the shoulder. “I should have known better. You can lead us.”

      “That’s not what I was saying.”

      “But you should lead us.”

      Kanar looked along the shore. He held the sword, feeling for the energy within it and trying to determine if there was anything more he could discover, but he was not detecting anything. Maybe there was something out there, but anything he could feel was faded.

      Which left him wondering if perhaps there was anything out there at all.

      Just the water.

      But Jal might be right. And that was concerning to him. Honaaz had some intrinsic resistance to magic. What if Honaaz or these others were somehow impeding their ability to scout? And if so, any protections they were placing would not be enough.

      He should have considered that before. Kanar felt like he was not quite the skillful soldier he once was, and was likely overlooking something he should not have before.

      “Let’s scout,” Kanar said. “Check with the berahn, and we can see if they’ve detected anything along the coast. We can work our way up and down, but we should be prepared for the possibility that others might have already breached our protections.”

      “Lily won’t be very pleased with that,” Jal said.

      “No. I doubt she will.”

      “Should we go back to the city?”

      Kanar looked at the berahn. “Would your berahn friends be able to alert us if any others come?”

      “Oh, I’m quite certain that they would, but I also think there’s a real possibility that we’ll be surprised by anything that might have gotten past us.”

      That was Kanar’s concern as well. Regardless of what had happened and what they’d seen, there was a chance that something had already snuck past—and that was not a chance Kanar wanted to take.

      “Let’s go back,” he said. “If we’re wrong, we can warn Lily. If we’re right…”

      The problem was that if they were right, that meant they were in for a fight. Not that he was afraid of fighting. He was the Blackheart, after all, and he had cut through plenty of magic users. It was just that right now, with the kind of fight they might have to deal with, Kanar wasn’t sure he was fully equipped for it, and didn’t know if they would be ready for what they might have to face.

      They didn’t have a choice, though. The only thing they could do was get back to the city, warn Lily, and possibly be ready.

      Another berahn suddenly howled.

      It was back the direction they had come. He and Jal shared a look, and then they started sprinting.
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      The forest carried the stink of rot mixed with an undercurrent of something unpleasant that Finn couldn’t quite place. He was tired of traveling this way, darting between the trees and encouraging people to migrate with them, making their way ever farther west. Morgan looked annoyed as well, but he wasn’t sure if that was because of him, the situation, or the fact that they continually had to tell people to keep moving, as far too often they had encountered people who had simply stopped.

      “We’re moving too slow,” Morgan said.

      “I don’t know what choice we have,” Finn said. “The entire purpose of this is to try to get as many of these people to head west as we can.”

      “West to where?” She looked over to him. “What do you hope to find?”

      “I hope to get them to the nearest city.”

      Along this road, there weren’t many options. Most of the cities would be smaller and unlikely to provide much protection for the number of people heading in this direction. The next largest city was Vur, though that was far enough away that he wondered if they would all make it.

      Increasingly, Finn thought he had to stay with them.

      “You could always leave it to them,” Morgan said, shifting her now dirty and tattered cloak. She proudly wore the woven protection that Esmerelda had made for her on top of her head. Since the attack, she had not taken it off. Finn didn’t blame her, as he probably would’ve left something similar on him had he the opportunity. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much of one.

      She pointed to the soldiers that were gathered in clusters. There was little organization to them, which irritated Finn. Some of them looked to be Archers, and though they were skilled enough soldiers, they didn’t look as if they were trying to function like skilled soldiers would. There were only a few Realmsguard, notable by their dark leathers and the chain mail they wore, though none had on armor. Still, they should have lent an air of coordination to the proceedings, but sadly, even the Realmsguard didn’t seem interested in trying to organize the migration and retreat.

      It was as if Reyand had fractured.

      King Porman was gone, which Finn felt was for the best. They didn’t have to worry that the king had been captured and tortured, though Finn still wasn’t entirely sure that he’d managed to escape. He believed he had, given what they’d seen in the palace, but what if he had not? What would happen to the kingdom?

      He turned, and he was tempted to go to the lone Realmsguard soldier that he saw, but something else caught his attention. A cluster of figures dressed in colorful clothes walked through the trees, whistling softly to themselves. The sound carried like a gentle tune, a bird’s call, and Finn recognized it.

      He motioned for Morgan to join him as they made their way toward the small hegen family. There were not even twenty of them. They were on foot, which wasn’t uncommon with the hegen, but they were all poorly dressed. The bright colors had faded, and many were dirty, which was something that the hegen despised. They preferred to keep themselves clean, their clothing a marker of the pride they showed, so for them to look like this…

      He approached slowly, climbing down from his horse and bowing while bringing his fingers to his chest in the symbol of the people. Their leader—Finn recognized who he was based on how everybody else seemed to defer to him—tipped his head politely and reciprocated the symbol.

      The man frowned. “You are not of the people.”

      “My wife is,” Finn said. “We are from Verendal.”

      The man looked at Morgan, and his frown deepened even more. “She is not of the people.”

      “She is not my wife. You may know of Esmerelda—”

      “The Hunter,” the man said.

      Finn nodded. It didn’t surprise him much that the other hegen would know him by that nickname. Many did.

      “What happened to her?”

      “We came east, to warn the king,” Finn said, glancing off in the direction they’d been traveling. “We were too late.”

      “It is like that many places. We come from Lanasin, and there is great destruction there as well.”

      That was to the south. Quite a ways to the south, in fact. “You have traveled a long distance,” Finn said.

      “Our journeys never end.”

      “May you find peace in your travels.”

      “May you as well.” He looked beyond Finn. “So many wanderers.”

      “Refugees. They are evacuating after the attack on the capital. I’m trying to coordinate them, but very few have been listening. They don’t understand the danger.”

      “I can’t say that we understand it either. We have not seen anything quite like it. These lands have known war, sadly, and my people have gotten caught up in that in the past, but nothing like this. This is unusual.”

      It was more than unusual. It was a violent, bloody mess that Finn feared they were poorly equipped to handle. It involved magic, and given how they had chased and destroyed magic for years, there would be no way for them to counter it effectively. The only ones capable within the kingdom were the hegen.

      “I don’t suppose you would have any art you could craft to help with protections,” Finn said.

      The man glanced over to Morgan, and he seemed to finally see the design she wore on her head. “Nothing quite like that, I’m afraid. Our artisans were lost. They made what they could.” He spread his hands and revealed metal rings on his fingers, along with what looked like a bracelet on one wrist. “But there are limitations to what they have been able to offer us. We have tried to make sense of what we can, and what we can do, but not having them has weakened us.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      The man bowed his head. “We seek the safety of another family. We thought to come here…”

      “I haven’t seen any others of the people,” Finn said.

      “Neither have we, and so we keep looking. Eventually we will. The Mother will guide us.”

      Finn wasn’t sure if that was true, but maybe the Mother would. He had never been a particularly devout person, though his time with Esmerelda had made him more sensitive to such things than he ever had been before.

      “We’re making our way to Vur,” Finn said. “I don’t know if that fits with where you intend to go or not, but that’s where I’m heading now. You’d be welcome to join us. We would always welcome more of the people.”

      “Not back to Verendal?”

      “Eventually.”

      “Then we will go with you.” He looked at his family, before turning back to Finn, raising his hand to his chest again, and bowing more deeply than he had when Finn had first come. “My name is Armand.”

      “Finn Jagger.”

      They started off and traveled slowly. Finn had been right. Now that they were not just two travelers but a group of twenty, it was easier to convince others to join them, and to keep moving. He hadn’t been certain if that was going to be the case, but it started with a cluster of men he assumed were Archers traveling with them, saying little as they did. Others joined in as well, and by evening, they had increased the size of the caravan to well over a hundred people.

      There were still others out there, though some preferred to travel on their own. Finn had suggested to the hegen and the Archers that they allow the loners to come along at their own pace. There was no point in forcing anyone to join them who didn’t want to. Many trailed them, as if to use their numbers to their advantage, which Finn had no issues with either.

      With as many people as there were, when they camped, they set to work building fires. Armand and his people had an ability to coordinate. No one seemed to pay any mind to the fact that the hegen were the ones issuing suggestions—not commands, Finn noticed—about where to gather firewood, and how to find berries and other plants. One of the Realmsguard, a man by the name of Nathan, had some experience hunting. After managing to find a bow somewhere, he slipped off into the woods with two others and later returned with a deer. They had roast venison, along with a stew that the hegen had made.

      Morgan had been relatively quiet for most of the day.

      “What is it?” Finn asked, sitting across the fire from several hegen, eating his bowl of stew. His stomach had been rumbling throughout the day, and he was thankful for the food.

      “This is the second time I’ve evacuated with a group of people, and the second time the hegen have been involved.”

      Finn smiled. “They are comfortable traveling.”

      “It’s unfortunate. They don’t have a home.”

      “It depends on your perspective. I think that if you were to ask them, they would tell you the road is their home.”

      “You know what I mean,” Morgan said.

      “I know.”

      She was quiet for a while. Someone started to hum a song, and it carried through the camp. Several others picked it up, a steady chorus beginning to build. There was something soothing about it, even if Finn understood that there was a darkness that hung beneath everything.

      “What happens if the king was caught in the attack?” Morgan asked.

      “I don’t think we should talk about that,” Finn said.

      “I think we need to. At least, somebody from your land needs to. If the king is dead, who is next in line?”

      “There has always been a king, and I don’t know who is next in line. I never really worried about it, though.”

      “Then let’s talk about what you would be concerned about. What happens to your court?”

      “There’s nothing quite as formal as that,” Finn said.

      “That’s not what I’ve heard. The executioner court is regarded as an influential body within the kingdom. And second only to the king and his court.”

      “The executioner court serves at the king’s behest. None of us have any desire to rule, only to carry out the king’s justice.”

      He looked over to the sword Justice lying next to him. It felt strange carrying it so openly these days, but it had become a comfortable companion. He had always felt comfortable with Justice and, in some ways, more comfortable with that blade than with the one Meyer had made for him. Perhaps that was because Justice was an ancient sword connected to power he had only imagined, or perhaps he had always known there was something more to it.

      “I saw the palace,” she said.

      “I’m not getting what you mean,” Finn said.

      “In the lower level of the palace. I saw what was there. You have to have known the significance.”

      “I’m not sure that I do. What are you getting at?”

      “It was a marker for the court, but it was something else. You noticed those statues.”

      Finn shrugged. “They’ve been there for a long time.”

      “Maybe, but I recognized something else that perhaps not many others would have. There was Alainsith power in them.”

      Finn saw no point in arguing with her, as he believed she was right. It was something that the executioner court had known, though not the kind of thing he expected Morgan to have identified so quickly.

      “You haven’t shared much about the connection to the Alainsith,” he said. “The techniques. If it’s something that can be replicated?”

      “I don’t even know,” Morgan said. “My family always had a connection to it. It was something we were born to, or so my father said. Over time, I learned that it could be honed and harnessed, and when I was working with Adira, I realized that she also had a bit of potential.” She reached into her pouch and pulled out a small, heavily worn notebook, which she set on her lap. She turned the pages slowly. “I made notes as I traveled, through your lands and others. I tried to make sense of the Alainsith power, and what that might mean for me. And what it might mean for others. But there are things I’ve seen that raise questions.” She looked over to him. “Primarily about the hegen.”

      “If you’re implying that they’re connected to the Alainsith, I already know.”

      “Connected is one thing, but feeling that they have some derivative power is another. And having something that strikes me as nearly the same?” She shook her head. “It’s in their writing, and in the ink, and it’s in the energy I felt when I was around a hegen settlement. Which I have only been one time.”

      She held his gaze. She meant Verendal, he was certain.

      Was the reason the cards had worked in the past—and now had stopped—because the hegen were more tightly bound to the Alainsith than Esmerelda let on, or even knew about?

      Esmerelda had been complaining lately that the cards were not sharing as much as they were supposed to, so he couldn’t help but wonder if there would be something to that.

      “It’s not as impressive as I imagine you would like it to be,” Morgan said. “What we have come to know of the symbols is that there’s a similarity to the writing, and it’s that writing that connects them. It’s almost as if it bridges some truth.” She shrugged. “Much like I haven’t managed to uncover why some of the Alainsith structures have stored power in them, only that they do.”

      “How do you access that power?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. Some of it involves me learning to appropriate specific symbols and patterns,” she said, and then began to move her hand steadily, causing a bit of fog to swirl. It rose slowly up from the ground, more so than she’d been able to do lately. “The pattern is the key. That, and whether a place is powerful with it.”

      “But some places, you don’t have as much control.”

      “There are places where I don’t have any control. There are places where the power I feel is not anything I can access. Like what we experienced on our journey. I don’t know why the hegen art provides some defense against it, and why I can’t control it.” She seemed bothered by that thought. Finn didn’t have a good explanation for her, and wished that Esmerelda were able to answer the question. He suspected that Esmerelda would have known something, and at least would’ve known how to explain why Morgan’s power didn’t work as she believed it should.

      “We’re heading away from the capital, and taking a more southern route than we took the last time,” Finn said. “It should be safer, and it should also be connected to more Alainsith structures. They are more frequent here.”

      “That’s my concern,” she said.

      “I thought you wanted to have access to them.”

      “I do so that I can use the power within, but what if we encounter those I can’t? If we find something akin to what we encountered on the journey here, how are we going to avoid it?”

      She fell silent and looked down at her book.

      It wasn’t just how they might be able to avoid it. Some of it was tied to whether or not they had to. Neither of them understood if it was dangerous. The Alainsith had not attacked their people in quite some time, as there was no reason for them to do so. But with what they had found, and felt, there was still a danger for them.

      “We need to find more of the hegen who understand the art, then,” Finn said. “If they have a way of deflecting these attacks, we might need to have somebody who has that capability.”

      Morgan glanced up. Her gaze drifted across the fire, toward the hegen. “How common are they?”

      “Are you asking so that you can make notes?”

      “I’ve always been a scholar, first and foremost. It was the one thing that always irritated Kanar,” she said, her voice dropping low. “And it was what kept us apart when it probably didn’t need to.” She turned to him. “I don’t intend to betray any hegen secrets.”

      “I’m not sure there are any secrets to betray. And I don’t know that the hegen would necessarily hide that from you.” He sighed. “Not all the hegen are born with the ability to create the kind of art that enables power. Only a few do.”

      “Why do you think that is?” She made a few notes in her book, not looking up at Finn.

      “I have my theories, and I have what I’ve heard from Esmerelda.”

      With that, Morgan did look up. “They’re different?”

      “If you ask somebody like Esmerelda, she will tell you that some people are drawn to an aspect of the art, whereas others are drawn to different types of art. They have craftsmen, painters, teachers, dancers, weavers…” Finn shrugged. “The hegen consider themselves an artistic people, and it’s the way that the art manifests within each person that matters. But only some are drawn to that kind of art.”

      Morgan settled her hands in her lap and watched him. “If that use of the art is what grants the hegen people as much power and ability as it does, why would they not encourage more people to use it?”

      “That’s a question I asked as well,” Finn said.

      He remembered when he had first started truly getting close to Esmerelda. It had been a long, circuitous route before the two of them ended up together, and for a long time they had simply been friends, though incredibly close friends, that were drawn to many of the same interests. As he had come to learn more about her people, he realized that if he wanted to have a life with her, then he would need to better understand the hegen. After that, Finn started to try to learn more about the type of art her people practiced. He wanted to know more about that and what it took to use magic, especially as he had seen it firsthand.

      “Do you have any interest in singing?” Esmerelda had asked one night while they were in her small home. He was holding her hand, and they were sitting shoulder to shoulder, looking at the fire crackling in the hearth. A mug of tea rested on his lap. It was relaxing, especially given the toils of the day.

      Finn chuckled softly. “I don’t have much of a voice for singing.”

      “What about drawing?” She looked over. “You have a deft hand, and your fingers…” She held his hand up and squeezed it for a moment, before a hint of a smile tugged her full lips. “I imagine that you can draw.”

      “I see where you’re going with it. You’re saying your people aren’t interested in that kind of art.”

      “That’s all there is to it.”

      “How many hegen have the ability to use that type of art?”

      “Those who want to do it can,” she said.

      Finn pushed, trying to get more information, but Esmerelda deflected each time he did. It was not because she didn’t have any interest in answering, but because she didn’t feel that there was any different answer to offer.

      He shook that memory away. It made him miss Esmerelda so much more than he already did. Being away from her was difficult. There had been many times in their life together that they had been pulled apart. Finn had obligations that took him away from Verendal, though Esmerelda would often travel with him on those trips. But this was a different feeling. Not only because he didn’t know how long it would be before he saw her again, but increasingly, he started to wonder if whatever was taking place would tear them apart.

      “I think there’s only a small subset of hegen who can use the art,” Finn said softly to Morgan. “It’s something they are born to. Whether they are truly drawn to it, or whether they don’t have any choice but to use it, I don’t know. I haven’t been able to determine that.”

      “But you’re married to one.”

      He smiled at her. “Marrying a hegen doesn’t mean I understand their way of thinking. I wasn’t raised within the people. I understand them as well as I can, and I certainly do my best to support them, but there’s a cultural element I don’t know.”

      Morgan made a few notes, then looked up at him. “If we assume that hegen art—traditional hegen art, that being magic—is tied to Alainsith power, similar to what I can do, doesn’t it make you wonder?”

      “What is it supposed to make me wonder?”

      “The Alainsith. They retreated, didn’t they?”

      “Not entirely,” Finn said. “I gave you the history of Reyand and the Alainsith—”

      Morgan waved her hand. “Much of that history is not exactly factual,” she said, and she glanced to her satchel for a moment before looking back at him. “I’ve gone through most of the histories, particularly when I started to realize that there was something to the Alainsith that mattered to me, and I wanted to know whether there was anything within what I might be able to find that would make a difference. Unfortunately, what I’ve uncovered suggests that many of the Alainsith wars were not what we believed.”

      Finn sat silently for a moment, then finally said, “They weren’t.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there were skirmishes, and many of the battles Reyand has fought over the years that they attributed to the Alainsith were actually battles with someone else. Not with the Alainsith. At least, not that I believe.” She shrugged. “Again, I’m nothing more than a single scholar, and you can take what I’m telling you with a grain of salt. Or sand. I don’t know what your saying is here.”

      “Grain of salt,” Finn said absently.

      He wasn’t sure what to make of what she told him, only that if it was true and Reyand hadn’t fought the Alainsith, why would they have come to believe that?

      A shout startled him, and Finn got to his feet.

      “Where are you going?” Morgan asked.

      “We’re in a war camp,” he said. “Things happen, and that means I have to fulfill my obligations. I will meet with you again later. I’d like to continue this conversation.”

      She turned her attention back to the book, and Finn headed away, focused on his thoughts but knowing he didn’t have time to truly worry about what he had started to think about.
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      Getting into the palace was proving to be impossible. Meyer had attempted to go there several times, but each time he’d tried, the Realmsguard had blocked his entrance. He had sent word, trying to tell them that he was the master executioner and all he wanted was to speak to King Porman, but there had been no response. He’d been sent away each time, and the opportunity for him to speak to the king had begun to dwindle.

      Verendal had changed over the last week as well, mostly because of how full it now felt after hundreds upon hundreds of immigrants had come. It was different for them than it had been for the Sanaron refugees, as those from Sanaron were not part of Reyand and had been treated differently. The new people who had come were still citizens of Reyand, and they had been welcomed more warmly and brought into the city, but it had still caused burgeoning chaos. Meyer kept waiting for other representatives of the executioner court to show up from the cities that had been evacuated, but there had been none. It was only him.

      He looked up from his desk. He had been penning several letters, trying to dig for more information about what had taken place and about how he might be able to get the help he wanted, but any time he tried, he found nothing further.

      Meyer glanced to the cane he’d taken to using these days. He didn’t need it all the time, but more often than he preferred. If he could get away with not using it, he certainly would. Especially when he went to the prisons, the cane came off as a weakness. Meyer had trained his entire life to try to ensure that he did not give off any appearance of weakness, but age had a way of taking even that from him.

      The door came open and Pippin stepped in. “Is there anything I can get you, Master Meyer?”

      “I don’t need anything,” Meyer said, waving his hand at the young boy.

      An apprentice. He didn’t want to be a master executioner anymore. He was done with all of that, but then Finn had gone and gotten himself caught up in something that had required his particular style of investigation. Now Meyer was stuck after being brought back out of retirement and forced to serve once more. The executioner court could have denied Finn, but then again, he sat at the head of the court, so if anyone was going to make that decision, it would be him. Meyer wasn’t sure he would’ve gotten out of it.

      “I’m supposed to make sure you have everything you need. That’s what they told me.”

      “I’m sure they did. What else did they tell you?”

      Meyer hadn’t even learned who had assigned the boy to him. He assumed it was the executioner court, though it wasn’t terribly common for the court to assign an apprentice like this. Certainly not somebody so young, but then again, was he all that young? Meyer had questioned Pippin when he’d first come to him, the way he questioned anyone who came to him, and though he didn’t have answers as to Pippin’s age, Meyer had a sneaking suspicion that he was younger than most apprentices. Definitely younger than Finn had been when Meyer had taken him on.

      “Just that I’m supposed to help you. I’m supposed to help keep your calendar, make sure you don’t miss appointments, and do any household chores for you.”

      Meyer shook his head. Some apprentice.

      Then again, maybe he wasn’t an apprentice. He still hadn’t come to terms with what he was supposed to do with Pippin. Even though he assumed that it was the executioner court that had assigned Pippin to him, and that Finn was somehow responsible for it, there had been no word from the court. What if he had it wrong?

      He glanced back down to a stack of reports he had from various inquisitors. Verendal had become far busier than it ever had been before, which meant that crime was higher too. It was all difficult for him to handle. He tried to navigate the chaos in the city and keep peace, understanding that there was a reason for the unsettled sense that seemed to hover over everything.

      Meyer felt much the same way. How people in the city felt was tied to the danger outside Verendal. So far, Verendal had been safe, but the fact that Porman had come for safety left everyone on edge, believing that eventually the war would come here. If it did, would they be able to defend against it?

      He got up, grabbed the cane, and hobbled down the hallway. “I need you to go to Lena and gather whatever supplies she recommends. You remember how to get to her shop?”

      “You brought me there five times,” Pippin said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I remember.”

      “Good.”

      He had also led Pippin to a dozen general stores, as Meyer always preferred to distribute supplies throughout the city so that no one person was responsible for outfitting the executioner at a time. Finn had taken a different approach, having several that he chose to work with. But if Meyer was going to temporarily serve as the executioner, then he would outfit his position as he saw fit.

      “I’d also like you to go to any of the general stores you prefer and gather these.” He handed Pippin a list.

      The boy took it. He had shown himself to be resourceful. That was a benefit. Meyer hadn’t been entirely sure, but the spark of steel that he’d seen in him the first day had proven to be a larger vein of it, and for that he was increasingly thankful. Not that he wanted to encourage the boy to become an executioner, unless that was what he was destined to be, but he did appreciate the help.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with? You haven’t taken me into any of the prisons yet.”

      “You learn this aspect of the job, and then you begin to learn others,” Meyer said. “It’s all part of your education.”

      Pippin looked as if he wanted to argue with him, but he just nodded.

      Meyer headed out, and once he got into the street, he paused. He glanced over to the palace in the distance, which sat on a small rise so that its peak was visible anywhere he went within the city. He was tempted to make his way toward it again to try to push his way in and see if he might be able to get information from Porman, but there was no reason to believe that he could or would be able to get past the Realmsguard. The only thing he could do was what he had already done, which was to continue sending letters to Porman and hoping they got through to him. And if they didn’t, then he wasn’t sure what he was going to need to do.

      He still wanted information about Finn.

      There had been no word. Other than ongoing talk of immigrants coming to the city, Meyer had heard nothing about Finn or the Sanaron woman who had traveled with him. He kept thinking he would hear something, that there would be some evidence of him and his travels, but there had been none.

      Meyer had to fight his way through a thicker crowd than he was accustomed to. The streets were packed, and only some of the people were locals. The locals in this part of the city were all dressed in simple clothes in the same style, the jacket and pants of a similar cut. The dress was so different than that of the immigrants, whose clothes were often soiled, or they wore flowing silks or fabrics that were more heavily embroidered than what was found in Verendal. Many of them looked weary, and some were dirty, though once they reached Verendal, most had an opportunity to get cleaned up and wash off the dirt of their travels. There were others mingled within them, though. Not the Sanaron people, though every so often he caught sight of somebody who obviously came from Sanaron. But others from lands beyond.

      When he caught sight of the distinct bright, flowery dress of someone from Yelind, Meyer paused. He had never visited Yelind, though the nation was not too far west of them. They’d had some difficulty with the people of Yelind over the years, and had even been targeted by their attacks. Since the beginning of the witchcraft war, though, those attacks had eased, leaving a general unease between their peoples, but a measure of peace that Porman had done a good job of trying to foster. Much like he had attempted to foster peace with the Alainsith.

      The only people Porman had failed to maintain peace with had been practitioners of witchcraft. Maybe there was something else the witchcraft practitioners were after.

      He pushed those thoughts aside. Those were the kinds of things that Finn would worry about, not him. Meyer was more worried about fulfilling his obligations to the king, not worrying about the politics of the realm. That wasn’t his concern.

      He headed toward the Teller Gate at the edge of Verendal, where he paused and looked out beyond the borders of the city. There was a measure of safety here. The wall itself was designed to defend Verendal, the gates rarely closed.

      Somebody jostled past him. Meyer leaned on his cane for a moment, then spun and slapped his cane on their wrist. It was a boy, probably no more than twenty, and he had quick hands, but not quick enough to keep Meyer from recognizing what he did.

      He dropped Meyer’s coin purse.

      “Go, before I call the Archers,” Meyer said, his voice gruff.

      The boy’s eyes widened, and he scurried off, heading into the city and disappearing into one of the outer sections. Meyer breathed out a heavy sigh as he scooped his coin purse off the ground, securing it more tightly in his front pocket. He should have been more careful. With as crowded as things were, crime had started to increase, as there weren’t as many opportunities for those who were not from Verendal. Meyer knew that.

      And this boy… Well, maybe he wasn’t a boy. He was a young man who should have known better. Still, young men made mistakes. It wasn’t Meyer’s responsibility to force them to learn from their mistakes. He only sentenced those who made them.

      He headed outside the gate. Even here, things had shifted. When Finn had left, the Sanaron camp had just been established, little more than makeshift buildings that sprawled along the outer wall, looking surprisingly like hegen construction. In the last few weeks, the Sanaron encampment had grown and developed to the point where it now had a measure of structure and organization. There was a permanence to it. Homes and buildings had been erected out of wood. The people had added their own stylistic flair to them, and though they were temporary buildings—at least, that was what they claimed they were—they had some artistic elements that were not present within Verendal itself, nor within the rest of Reyand. The Sanaron styling was more colorful than what was found in Verendal, and the people had taken to carving into the woodwork. Some of the carvings were familiar, reflective of the gods, but most of them represented aspects of the sea: fish and dolphins and crashing waves.

      The hegen compound was not too far, though now it felt as if it were leagues away. Makeshift shelters of tents and sheets had been built all around the outskirts of Verendal’s walls to accommodate the hundreds upon hundreds of refugees who’d come from other places within Reyand, all looking for safety and security. Even if they didn’t manage to make it inside the walls, they camped outside, as if that would lend them some protection.

      The crowd of activity had begun to pile up, leaving only a narrow path. The Archers had to guard the roadway to allow people to leave the city, though not many people did so. Instead, a line of refugees snaked toward the city at all times.

      Meyer picked his way down the road, tapping on his cane to clear a way, carefully smacking one person who got too close and another who attempted to slip her hand into his pockets. He also made a point of stopping one young woman who tried to seduce him. Everyone had become desperate.

      By the time he reached the edge of the makeshift town outside Verendal, he was tired. He should’ve brought some of Lena’s tea with him so he could fortify himself on the way back. He hadn’t realized how massive this section had become, spreading far beyond the borders of the city. If he had to guess, he would say that it had doubled the size of Verendal, which had been large to begin with. It had probably been home to one hundred thousand people or more, but now it had to be twice that. And more people were coming.

      What did the king intend to do?

      He reached the Archers patrolling near the edge of the encampment and found one he recognized. Gregan was a senior-level Archer, and having somebody like him stationed outside the city was something that once would have been surprising but was now commonplace—and necessary. They needed to ensure the line of command.

      “Executioner,” Gregan said, chewing on a long length of straw, his gaze sweeping out from the city. He had a sword strapped to his waist, something else that was uncommon for Archers. They had always carried crossbows. Gregan had one of those as well, but it was the close-quarter weapon that provided more of an intimidation factor. “What brought you all the way out here today?”

      “I was just surveying.”

      “Looking at your Stone?” Gregan glanced behind him.

      Meyer followed the direction of his gaze and found that the Raven Stone—the elevated white platform used for executions throughout Verendal—had people pressed all the way up to it. Thankfully, no one had taken to camping on top of it, but given how little space there was, Meyer suspected that was next.

      “I wasn’t, but perhaps I should have.”

      “Seems to me that if we need to have a sentencing and a festival, we’re going to have to push people back.” Gregan shook his head. “That’s not something I look forward to.”

      “Most of the sentencing has been put on hold,” Meyer said.

      “Can’t do that indefinitely.”

      Meyer nodded. The man wasn’t wrong. They had delayed some of the sentencing of criminals lately, which had shifted the dynamics in the city. There was a measure of justice in an execution, but there was also a matter of preventative justice that went into them.

      “No. Can’t do that indefinitely. I’m sure the king won’t permit us to hold off for too long.”

      Gregan turned toward the city and the palace in the distance. As far as Meyer knew, most people were aware that the king was in Verendal, which was probably the reason Porman hadn’t been seen. Too many people knew he was there, so he stayed holed up in the palace.

      “I’m starting to wonder how long this is going to last,” Gregan said. “We got the army camped only a half day from here, as if trying to protect us from the rest of Reyand.” He turned to the west. “And not from Yelind.”

      “I know,” Meyer said.

      “And the rumors coming…”

      “Anything new?”

      Gregan shrugged. “At this point, all the rumors are just that—rumors. And all are worrisome. How can they not be? They talk about the king retreating, some attackers being too powerful, and witchcraft—”

      “What about witchcraft?” Meyer tried not to sound too interested, but those were the kinds of rumors he knew Finn would have been chasing.

      “I don’t know what to make of it. To be honest, it’s probably nothing.”

      “Any rumors you’ve heard will be helpful.”

      “I didn’t think you traded in rumors. You prefer facts.”

      “Yes, but sometimes we have to start with rumors in order for us to build up to something more,” Meyer said.

      “I see. Now you sound like the Hunter.”

      It was a compliment, and he couldn’t help but feel amusement at the fact that somebody would compare him to Finn, rather than the other way around.

      “I suppose the king needs a Hunter.”

      “I think the king needs a bigger army,” Gregan said.

      A large wagon caravan came rumbling through, and Gregan tipped his head toward the Archers nearest him. A pair of men darted forward, slowing the wagons.

      “Can’t have the wagons coming through here. Not enough space,” Gregan explained.

      “Even merchant caravans?” Meyer asked.

      “Well, we routed most of the caravans along the river. Easier to distribute goods in the city, though to be honest, there are plenty of things that people out here need. It’s getting hard to keep everybody rationed.”

      “What happens with the wagons?”

      “Either they abandon them, or they turn back.” Gregan shrugged. “Can’t say I care one way or the other, especially given what we’ve been dealing with.”

      “How many merchants are willing to abandon their caravans?” He hadn’t heard that aspect of things yet.

      “More than you would think.” Gregan motioned toward the forest in the distance.

      Meyer followed where he pointed, and he saw a line of broken debris in piles. Even from here, he could tell that it was the remains of what had been destroyed. Wagons were the lifeblood for merchants, and they were so willing to give them up?

      “There has to be dozens there,” Meyer said.

      “And that’s not all of it. Plenty decide to keep their wagons, though we think they’ve found a place to stash them.”

      “Why?” Meyer whispered. He didn’t expect Gregan to have an explanation, but the man answered nonetheless.

      “Figure they’ve seen something outside the city. Whatever it is, it’s enough that it scares them so that they want protection. Can’t say they’re able to get that protection here, but…” He shook his head. “It’s probably better than wandering in the woods.”

      They fell silent, and Meyer watched as the caravan leader—obviously a merchant, judging from his neatly cut jacket and pants—helped others off the wagons, climbed out himself, and then left them as they blended into the crowd. They simply abandoned them.

      “Now we take whatever goods they have, and we decide who needs it,” Gregan said.

      “How long has it been like this?”

      “Only a couple of days. We were letting wagons through, but it’s just gotten too hard to do that, and we decided to keep them out.” Gregan looked over to him. “I’m sorry we didn’t get word to you about that.”

      “That’s not my domain,” Meyer said.

      And it wasn’t, though it did trouble him that he hadn’t known about what was taking place until now.

      But perhaps it shouldn’t. Perhaps the only thing that should bother him was the fact that so many people were coming to the city that it would be difficult for him to find Finn if and when he did return. When. He was convinced it was a when, and not an if.

      If only Esmerelda were still here. She probably had some way of knowing whether Finn was still alive.

      “I’d like for you or other senior Archers to send a report to me each evening,” Meyer said. “I want high-level information: Pockets of trouble. Skirmishes you’ve encountered. Crime you might have uncovered.”

      “We aren’t able to stop all crime,” Gregan said.

      “I know. But if you see tendencies, I’d like to know about them. And I want you to tell me about any rumors that begin to have teeth.”

      “What kinds of rumors are those?”

      “The ones that might give me more insight into what’s happening.”

      “You can just go to the king, can’t you?”

      “The king needs to know about those rumors too,” Meyer said.

      That stiffened Gregan’s spine a bit. “I’ll make sure you get your reports, Master Meyer.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Now, unfortunately, I have more that I need to do. We have some bastard thinking he’s going to rob this wagon before we have a chance to distribute everything here.”

      Meyer watched as the Archers grabbed the man trying to rob the wagons and held him down. The man struggled for a moment, but then he abandoned his fight.

      There had been a time when a man like that would’ve been brought to one of the prisons, but what was the point in it? It was a crime of opportunity, and tied to hunger and necessity, Meyer suspected. The man was dirty and thin, and he probably wasn’t alone in needing much more than what he had.

      And what the people needed now were supplies.

      The king should be the one controlling that and directing the movement of supplies, but it seemed as if he wasn’t willing… or able. Thankfully there were men like Gregan who had taken it upon themselves to help coordinate, but at what point would everything fall apart?

      Verendal continued to expand, even though the actual borders had not shifted. The Archers needed help, and it wasn’t anything Meyer was normally accustomed to helping with. At this point, he wondered if perhaps he had no choice but to do so. Maybe what he really needed to spend his time doing was to help organize the city.

      Until he had a handle on that, he wasn’t sure that he’d be able to offer any measure of justice.

      He started back toward the city, pausing when he neared the Sanaron section. He needed to visit with Adira to see what help her people might need. Even though executions had been halted, at least for now, that didn’t mean Meyer had nothing he could be working on. In fact, it felt as if he had more to do than ever before.

      All while he was supposed to be enjoying his retirement.
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      Lily sat inside the well-lit tavern, a stack of bones resting next to her, feeling the heat of the hearth glowing behind her. It was comforting in a certain way, not only because she was sitting here with other hegen, but also because she felt as if she were making some measure of progress on her preparations.

      Distantly, she was aware of her hawk-and-owl-hybrid talisman flying overhead. She had to push that thought out of the back of her mind, knowing that if she didn’t, she would focus only on it and lose herself in what that talisman saw. She didn’t want that to be the only thing she paid attention to.

      The knife skittered across the bone quickly. The knife itself was not altogether special, other than the fact that it was particularly sharp and made of a type of alloy that could carve and peel away the bone more easily than others. She had experience with it, at least enough that she knew how to keep it sharp, but worried what would happen if she were to lose the bone knife. She’d lost one once before, and was luckily able to replenish with another hegen supplier, but if she were to lose this one, she would have to either talk to Odell or get to another city where she could find the right kind of supplies. They wouldn’t be found here.

      She was drawing out the talisman with the knife, sensing what she wanted to make, and she could feel the way it was starting to take shape. She understood what it was for, much like she understood just what she might be able to create, if it worked the way she intended. There were times when she wasn’t exactly sure if it would, but this wasn’t one of them. Lily believed she could create this bone talisman in no time.

      “You have even more speed than usual,” Odell said, glancing over to her talisman. The older man’s eyes had a bit of a haze to them, and Lily had always wondered how he’d managed to carve such detailed talismans while losing his eyesight. He had on a gray jacket and pants, and his balding head reflected some of the light.

      He was seated on a chair behind her, which had been found in another home. Odell had taken a liking to it immediately. He sat in place for long stretches of time, rocking as he carved, though his own carvings had begun to go faster than ever before. For all his talk of her speed, it was Odell’s that really mattered. They needed talismans. Lily could only carve so many, especially as it did take something out of her, and Odell could help with that.

      There were not as many hegen who had any real understanding and connection to the art as there could be. So many of them had been steered away from using bone carvings. Lily had a predilection for them, as did Odell, but most others were like her mother—they feared the power trapped within bone, and worried what might happen if they were to exclusively use it.

      The door to the tavern opened, and Lily glanced up. Her hand paused in the middle of carving another explosive talisman. If they were to be attacked, she wanted to have as many as possible, and she wondered if they had much time for her to spare.

      Esmerelda strode in, looking lovely. She reminded Lily of her mother, but only from the sense of authority she exuded, not based on her appearance at all. Esmerelda had raven hair and almost milky-white skin, whereas Lily’s mother had auburn hair, with a darker, tanned complexion and freckles.

      She wore a jacket that she had woven, and even as she approached, Lily could feel something from that jacket and recognized the latent energy within it. There was some potency to it, though Lily wasn’t exactly sure why she could feel that so strongly from Esmerelda, nor did she know what it meant that she had something like that.

      “There you are,” Esmerelda said, taking a seat at the table. “I was hoping that we could talk.”

      “I’m making preparations,” Lily said.

      “I don’t intend to interrupt. I believe you’re skilled enough that you can have a conversation while carving, are you not?”

      Lily frowned. “I’m skilled enough to do that, yes.”

      “As I thought. What I’d like to see is whether you have any interest in learning about other techniques you can incorporate into your talismans.”

      “I don’t know if I have enough time for that.”

      “And I don’t know that we don’t have time.” Esmerelda looked over to Odell. “You have chosen to abandon other techniques.”

      “Not abandon,” he said. “It’s just that my art has never really involved many other flourishes. I generally have taken much more time with my carvings, until I began to work with her.” He nodded to Lily. “And ever since I have, I’ve found that I need to use a more efficient approach. I’m not saying I mind, as she does invite a certain element of urgency to what she’s taught us, doesn’t she?”

      “She absolutely does,” Esmerelda said.

      Lily set her bone knife down. “What do you hope I might be able to learn?”

      “You’re creating protections. That is to be commended. We may need those, given what we might have to face, but at the same time, there are other ways of augmenting what you’re doing. I see your talisman circling above the city, and while it works, there may be a better way for you to do that.”

      “It’s the only thing I know.”

      “How much strength does it take from you?”

      Lily shrugged. “I don’t even think about it.”

      “But you should,” Esmerelda said. “You may not want to think about it, but you should. You absolutely should. The more power that you put into each talisman, the more your own energy is divided. That matters. You may not think it does, but it does. And if we’re attacked, you’re going to have to find a way to use every bit of your potential in order to help protect the city, and the people. We all will.” She touched her hand to her jacket. “What do you think I placed into this?”

      “I don’t know. It looks like grasses and flowers and…” Lily leaned forward. “Maybe a few stones.”

      “Though they’re hidden beneath the rest, they provide a framework. But each aspect builds on the other. The branches and the woven grasses combine with the energy of the flowers, along with the strength of the stone, to grant me power that I wouldn’t have otherwise. Had I not used each of them, I would have found that the protections here were not enough.”

      Lily snorted. “You want to help me figure out a way to make my explosives more potent. Great. The citadel was trying to do that for a long time, and unfortunately, they failed. Or maybe I failed. I don’t know which it was. They had their own techniques, and while they were more than happy to share certain aspects of those techniques with me, there were some that either they didn’t want to share the origin of, or they thought I would uncover them on my own.”

      That was a part of the citadel that had always maddened Lily. For all that they’d taught her, they’d also kept secrets. She’d been expected to contribute to their knowledge, but had never been given an opportunity to partake fully of that knowledge. In some regard, Lily suspected that was because they hadn’t entirely trusted her, though she wondered if that was the only reason.

      “Much like your talisman that flies over the city, there are other ways of making your explosive more effective,” Esmerelda explained. “You’re putting quite a bit of yourself into its making. Using only bone is certainly one technique, but it’s not the only one. The bone could be the base of the construct, but think about what you need for the explosive.”

      “I have no idea what I’m using as the explosive,” Lily admitted. “It just seems to work. I fire it, and it blasts the ships.” She hadn’t done so in quite some time, which was fine for her. It had taken some of her strength when she had done it the last time, and she didn’t know if she’d be able to re-create that strength if it came down to it. She certainly didn’t want to have to unleash the power of that explosive again. Not with how much it had taxed her the last time.

      Honaaz had even had trouble, and for whatever power he possessed, he was certainly gifted in ways that she still couldn’t understand. And he had a challenge with that. She didn’t know why, and she didn’t know what it meant that Honaaz had struggled the way he had, but she understood that she needed to be careful.

      “You’re probably using less art,” Esmerelda said. “It’s not something I understand all that well, as it’s not something that any of our people understand all that well, but pouring so much of yourself into it also requires considerable strength. It’s a wonder you survived when you did the last time.”

      Odell grunted.

      Lily shot him a sharp look, and the old man leaned back, returning his attention to his work. He looked to be making something that resembled a hawk, and though it was a small carving, his skill was incredible. But it was more than just his skill that she thought she needed.

      She needed him to finish. He was too deliberate.

      “No. He’s right,” Esmerelda said. “You did push so much of yourself into it that you very nearly didn’t survive.”

      “I’ve told you about the attack, and I’ve told you what I did, so none of this is news to you.”

      “Perhaps not.” Esmerelda fidgeted with her hands, twisting a grass bracelet on one wrist. “It’s a shame that you weren’t able to stay with your people longer.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t want to. I simply did not have the opportunity.”

      “Be that as it may, in the time that I’m with you, I will teach you as much as I can. I’m hopeful that you will find a way to manipulate the art so it will grant you a different connection to it than what you have already done. I’m also hopeful that you can find a way to control it that won’t require you to pour so much of yourself into it. That’s my hope.”

      “How would you have me do this?” Lily asked, holding up her carving.

      “An explosive?” Esmerelda leaned toward her and traced her fingers along the bone. “I can think of several different ways this could be attempted.” She frowned. “It depends on how violent you need it to be.”

      “Incredibly violent.”

      “She doesn’t do anything by halves,” Odell said, chuckling softly. “So when she says she wants it to be violent, I’m sure she means incredibly violent.”

      Lily shot him another look. “That’s exactly what I just said.”

      Esmerelda nodded. “There might be other ways for you to control the kind of power you’re looking to control. And there might be other ways to make it even more potent than what you have already accomplished. Unless you feel that what you’ve done is enough.”

      Lily knew it wasn’t, but she also didn’t know if it made much of a difference. At this point, given what she could do with her art, she wasn’t sure if it made sense to draw on even more power or not. But if she could do it without taking so much strength from her, and without weakening herself as much as she often did, there was value in that. She couldn’t deny that. And as she looked at Esmerelda, she understood that the woman saw the truth in that as well.

      After spending all this time with the hegen and traveling the way she had, Lily still needed to learn. She could easily imagine what her mother would have said. Then again, her mother might’ve been pleased. She would have wanted Lily to want to understand her art, and would have wanted her to find some way of controlling it so that she could use it to help her people. And increasingly, Lily felt as if the hegen that they had sailed with, and established a place with, were her people.

      “What do you propose?” she asked.

      “That we talk about some of the basics.”

      “The basics? I feel like I’m a little beyond the basics.”

      “Perhaps you are,” Esmerelda said. “But until we know if you are, we should start there. And once you’ve proven yourself, we can move past them.”

      Lily was tempted to argue, but decided against it. There was no point doing so with somebody like Esmerelda, who was accustomed to teaching and doing things her own way. It wasn’t altogether different than Lily’s mother and how she had taught lessons. She had started with what she considered the basics, though Lily suspected that the two women had a very different sense of what was basic.

      “I have a few items we can begin with,” Esmerelda said. “I suspect that some of these will be familiar to you.” She pulled out a satchel, set it on the table, and began to unroll it. “These grasses are part of it, but not the entire effect. There is much you can learn. Start with the grasses. Each blade forms a different aspect of the protection here. As you can see by how I’ve woven them into it, the grasses themselves have begun to grow together, bonding and becoming something more. And if you were to peel away one blade, you would start to feel the diminished energy of this entire thing.”

      “It’s not altogether dissimilar from what we have with the bone carvings,” Lily said.

      Esmerelda smiled. “Not at all. And in fact, I think it’s quite similar. Each piece of bone you peel away adds to what you need for the carving. With every bit that you draw off, there is an aspect that’s layered atop it, creating something else. And together, it becomes something more.”

      Lily looked down at her carving. She hadn’t thought about it that way. When she was carving the talisman, it was more about creating the shape she wanted, thinking that by drawing out the bone, she could feel some aspect of it starting to shift and change. Yet she had never thought about how each carving she made added to the overall piece of art.

      But why should it make a difference? It was not all that dissimilar from what she had seen artists using paints doing. Each brushstroke did something else, creating an additional layer on it, adding more power to a painting.

      “I can see you’re starting to work through it,” Esmerelda said.

      “I’m just considering what you said.”

      “When you learned from your mother, did she not teach you the same way?”

      “I think my mother realized right away that I didn’t have the same technique she did,” Lily said. “Regardless of what I might’ve wanted, I did not have her skill. I didn’t have the same understanding, either. I didn’t mind it, and I also don’t think she minded. We both came to understand that what I did was somehow different than what she did, and different than what others of my family could do.”

      “Your mother was a wise woman if she recognized she could not teach you,” Esmerelda said.

      “I think it disappointed her.”

      Though maybe she had realized that Lily wouldn’t have been able to learn some of the techniques that she wanted to teach her. Could that be why she had sent her away? Lily had always assumed that it was because of her predilection for bone, or at least that was what she had started telling herself over the years.

      “If it were up to my mother, I think she would have preferred to have been able to teach me the way she knew how to create art. And she did. It’s just that I didn’t have her ability.”

      “I can’t say that I have your ability either, but I understand it.” Esmerelda reached into her leather satchel and pulled out a piece of bone that had been carved into a ring. “I made this before we left Verendal. It’s a simple construct meant to provide me with an awareness of my husband. I suspect he doesn’t even know I did it. I would’ve done so to our commitment rings, only that was part of a different ceremony.” She smiled and slipped the bone carving onto her finger. “I can tell that he’s alive. I can tell when he’s under duress. I can tell when he is scared. But I can’t tell anything else.”

      “Why couldn’t you have made it so that you can talk to him?”

      “Such things might be possible, but not for my kind of art,” Esmerelda said. “My art is tied to what I can comprehend.” She took the ring off, then slid it back into her satchel. “I don’t wear it all the time because otherwise I would find myself too caught up in what he’s doing. And there isn’t anything I can do about it. Knowing that he’s alive and well is soothing to me.”

      Lily couldn’t imagine what that must be like for Esmerelda. The Hunter had gone off with Morgan, which she still couldn’t believe, to try to inform the king about what had happened.

      She wondered whether the king would even listen. He wasn’t her king, so she didn’t really care, but having the backing of the throne might make a difference in dealing with the types of dangers they had coming their way.

      “Let us begin with the grasses again,” Esmerelda said. “They are fairly straightforward, and they give you a connection to life in a way that even bone does not. If you work with them and weave them the way we do here, you can begin to feel their influence in how things are bound together.” She set several long blades of grass down on the table and nodded to them. “You don’t have to necessarily work them the way I have. They can layer in different ways. Think about how you would incorporate them.”

      “I only understand bone,” Lily said.

      “Because you’ve chosen not to learn anything different, but that’s not to say that you can’t learn more.”

      “It would be easier if you could just give me a list of what I need to know, and how that all works together. Once you do, I can start to piece it together.”

      Odell chuckled, and Lily looked over to him. He had finished his talisman, an exquisitely carved eagle with wings spread out and talons set as if it were ready to swoop down. She could easily imagine it soaring above the ground, hunting for prey.

      As she considered that, she started to think about the various ways she might even have to activate that talisman. It would involve using some of the energy within herself, or whoever activated it, but doing so would permit them to draw on enough of it to free the talisman so it could fly and hunt.

      “What about you?” Lily asked Odell. “Do you see any way of using these in your talismans?”

      “I’ve tried. There was a time when I tried paint, dyes, oils, trying to add all of them to the bone, thinking that it might make them somehow more potent, but it never did. At least, not for me.” He looked over to Esmerelda, as if apologizing for what he shared with Lily. “I think it’s possible with the right person. Unfortunately for me, that is not me. I don’t have that talent.”

      Lily grabbed the grasses and laid them out in front of her. For what she was carving now, she wasn’t sure how they could weave together in a way that would make any sort of difference. There might be other techniques that she could incorporate, but what would she have to do?

      “So the grasses connect us to the earth in some way,” Lily said, glancing up to Esmerelda, “but what else do they do?”

      “Well, they also bridge the connection in such a manner that permits you to add another element to it.” She pulled out a few pieces of stone. “When you work these together, you’ll find that they begin to meld in a way that adds a layer of strength that wouldn’t be there otherwise. The grasses are a binder of sorts. They tie everything to the earth.”

      “Which is why you use them in this weave.”

      “Part of the reason. I imagine that you could explore the connection enough that you can find something there to help you figure out what that might do. But it’s more than just understanding it. It’s a matter of trying to feel for the other layers so you can decide to adjust what you might need to do to bind even more to it.”

      Lily held the grasses, and she twirled them around her fingers. They were surprisingly flexible, given that she suspected they had been plucked a while ago. She knew there were no grasses like these anywhere in the city, nor outside of it, as she had traveled far enough that she knew the surrounding landscape. Which meant that Esmerelda had carried them with her.

      Her mother had once told her that certain items were better than others, depending on the intention behind them. In the case of these grasses, Lily couldn’t help but question whether they made it so that they were better in some regard for what she wanted.

      She touched the grasses to the bone and did not feel anything there, though she did believe there had to be some connection within them, something to bridge them to what she had used before.

      “I wish I knew what this was,” she said, looking over at Esmerelda, “and I wish I had the time to understand this. It feels important to do.”

      She meant it. There was a time when she would have refused to try to learn things like this, when it wouldn’t have made much of a difference to her, but at this point Lily believed she needed to have an opportunity to better understand aspects of this, and what she might be able to do with it, to help make her art more effective. Without that, she did not know whether anything she created would be useful. At least, not consistently useful. Given how much of herself she had to put into it, there was a real danger in becoming overwhelmed, and she was getting to the point where she wouldn’t be able to react if they were under attack like before.

      She nodded to Odell. “We’re making as many of these as we can, and everyone believes that there’s something here that we can uncover to help us with it, but it’s more than just that.” She smiled tightly, turned to Esmerelda, and shrugged. “Unfortunately, given what we have to face, we also know there’s not much time remaining.”

      “We can’t make excuses,” Esmerelda said. “We can’t choose to ignore what must be done.”

      “I’m not choosing to ignore anything.” Lily grabbed for her bone knife and began to sort through the different items she had in her pouch. “I will listen while I carve. That’s all I can offer you now.”

      “It may not be enough.”

      “I understand. But if not, then at least we should know that I have enough experience with this to use that in our carvings.”

      She waited for Esmerelda to argue with her, but instead, Esmerelda reached into her satchel, pulled out several items, and set them on the table in front of Lily. “If this is the plan, then I’m going to need for you to listen carefully.”

      “I can listen. And I can focus. And I can see if there’s anything you might be able to teach me.”

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      The berahn howled again.

      Kanar listened to the song, trying to make sense of it. There was something to that cry that he could almost make sense of, as if he only had to focus to recognize what the berahn were trying to tell him. Increasingly, Kanar believed the berahn were trying to tell him something.

      Jal raced alongside him, bow off his shoulder, and a pair of arrows clutched in hand and ready.

      “How many more do you think we might encounter?” Kanar asked.

      “That’s a great question. If you listen, you can—”

      “I don’t need to debate this.” Kanar tamped down the irritation he felt. “You’ve been listening to the berahn for most of your life. You have some idea about what they’re trying to tell you. How many do you think we might have to deal with?”

      Jal straightened, and he turned to look out into the distance. “I don’t know. I can feel something coming from them, but I just don’t know what to make of it.”

      “Then we should head back to the city.”

      “We can help the berahn.”

      “I don’t think they need our help, Jal. It seems the berahn are hunting just fine on their own. The only thing they would need us for is if they were somehow captured and corrupted again.”

      If that were to happen, then Kanar would have to find the song again to free them, though at this point, he didn’t know if he could.

      “Don’t say that,” Jal said.

      Kanar followed him while drawing on the power of the sword. By the time the lights of the city came into view, he had half expected to find the place under assault.

      But there was nothing.

      It was quiet—almost too quiet—and had a sense of calm that Kanar had not anticipated. He slowed, though he did not sheathe his sword, not wanting to lose that connection to the blade. Jal didn’t relax either. He continued to hold his bow at the ready.

      The howling of the berahn echoed behind them, though far enough away that meant the city itself was still safe.

      “They haven’t come,” Kanar said.

      “Not yet. You make preparations,” Jal said, turning and looking out into the darkness. “I will follow the berahn.”

      “We can stay together.”

      “This is something I think I need to do, Kanar. You weren’t wrong. The only time we need to worry about the berahn is if they’re somehow corrupted again. If they end up like that, as before, then it will fall to me—”

      “I will help,” Kanar said.

      Jal tipped his head forward. “I know you will.” He glanced toward the city. “I think we need to be ready to depart. Once we do, I plan on going back to my people. I have to talk with them, try to convince them to rejoin the fight. They need to be made to listen.”

      “The song.”

      Jal breathed out softly. “I’m starting to wonder if the song is going to be enough for them. There are some who might choose not to hear it, even though they’re the ones who need to the most.”

      He started away and then disappeared into the trees, fading from Kanar’s view, even enhanced as it was with the power of the sword flowing through him. He hurried toward the city, wandering along the shoreline road, looking out over the water. It was a typical coastal city, though smaller than Sanaron. The buildings were all made of stone, with sloped roofs and hazy green moss that coated the damp structures. The air smelled of salt and fish and filth. Using the power of the sword, Kanar could make out the ships still at sea, but didn’t see anything more.

      There was one moving closer, but it was a small vessel. Honaaz.

      Kanar jogged along the road until he reached the slip that Honaaz guided the boat toward. He waited on shore, then realized that he still had his sword in hand. He hurriedly slipped it into its sheath, though immediately regretted the loss of power. There had to be some way for him to connect to that more consistently so that he didn’t need to hold the blade in hand as he did.

      The boat thumped against the dock, and Honaaz and the other man quickly tied it off. Honaaz looked up at him. “Decided to greet me? You could’ve at least brought some ale with you.”

      “Jal and I were outside the city. We followed something.”

      Honaaz glanced to the other man before looking up at Kanar again. He stood in the middle of the boat, and though the boat rocked slightly from side to side, it didn’t seem as if Honaaz had any difficulty with it. He looked comfortable standing that way, comfortable with the boat bobbing beneath his feet.

      “What was it?” Honaaz asked.

      “Several attempts to make it to shore. We stopped them,” Kanar said.

      Honaaz breathed out. Kanar realized that Honaaz knew about those attempts too.

      “You saw it?”

      “We went to place protections out on the island,” Honaaz said. “Lily has been working on a few things that she figured would buy us a little time. At least, she hopes they will.” He shook his head. “Can’t say I know if it’s going to make much of a difference given what we saw. Another dozen ships were moving toward the city. That’s too fucking many.”

      A dozen more. Including the ships they already had out there that had not yet attacked, Honaaz wasn’t wrong. That was too many.

      “Why here?” Kanar asked, looking around the city. “What makes this place special? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “This must be an important place,” the other man said. Kanar racked his brain for a moment, before coming up with his name: Biggins. He wasn’t nearly as large as Honaaz, but there was something about him that struck Kanar as similar. They were both sailors, and he started to suspect that he had a similar experience as Honaaz did. “Not that I can tell you why. Maybe it’s the ruins out there.”

      “Those aren’t the only ruins,” Honaaz said. He looked over to Kanar. “Do you think they fucking care about old temples and things like that?”

      Kanar breathed out heavily. “We think they’re trying to destroy some record of the past.” The song, according to Jal.

      “Where did the tall bastard go?”

      “He’s off with the berahn. He went hunting.”

      Honaaz grunted and then jumped up, landing on the dock next to Kanar. “Best to go to Lily, then. She’s going to need to make some preparations.”

      “If there are two dozen ships, which means that there are more of the attackers like yourself, and Alainsith, we’ll have to—”

      “I know what we’re going to have to do, Reims. I don’t need you telling me.”

      Kanar offered a small smile. There was a time when Honaaz would not have pushed back so hard. Maybe it was stemming from his coming to terms with whatever it meant for him to have his magical resistance, or maybe it was just a familiarity with Kanar. Whatever it was, Kanar found he was actually glad to hear it.

      “I’m happy to come with you.”

      “Great,” Honaaz muttered, shaking his head. “Now I’ve got fucking Reims coming with me, and an attack heading toward the shore. Lily is going to be thrilled.” He glanced over to Biggins. “Get the skiff tied up. Boney, are you coming?”

      Kanar had barely even noticed the talisman lying in the back of the boat, but it got to its feet, looking far more lifelike than what he had seen from it before, as if every passing day changed something with it to the point where it had begun to evolve into an actual real-life creature. It was a berahn—and it was not.

      The berahn were massive, powerful beasts, and there was a certain stealth to their movements. This talisman didn’t move quite the same way. There was an energy to it, which was what Kanar started to think he felt from it. Some part of that power was connected to Honaaz, though Kanar wasn’t sure why he could even feel it.

      Honaaz grunted. “Come on. I can show you where she’s going to be.”

      They strode down the empty streets. Kanar had come to learn that there had been an attack here, and ever since then, the people in the city had not fully recovered from it.

      They passed several shops and came to a brightly lit building. In this part, the buildings were not quite as damp, so there wasn’t nearly as much moss growing on them. Many of them were close together, almost uncomfortably so. The roads were narrow enough that he wouldn’t have expected any carts to be able to come through, but he doubted they had many visitors by ground, anyway.

      “She’s supposed to be in here making more talismans,” Honaaz said, motioning to the tavern. “Her and a man named Odell. There aren’t too many hegen who can carve the way she does.”

      “Esmerelda might be able to,” Kanar said.

      “I don’t think she has Lily’s gift.”

      Coming from most people, and talking about anyone else, Kanar would have raised questions. Then again, he had seen Lily and her talismans—especially the one that strode next to Honaaz now. But the idea that Esmerelda wouldn’t be capable of doing what Lily could do seemed far-fetched to Kanar.

      Honaaz pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      The tavern was well lit, with a glowing hearth crackling in the back. Lily sat at a table near the center of the space, Esmerelda across from her. The table was covered with various items strewn across the surface, while a long length of gleaming white bone rested in front of Lily.

      Honaaz looked over to Kanar. “Well?”

      Lily’s head was tipped forward as she focused on something on the table. She had a determined expression on her face that Kanar remembered from when they had worked together. Esmerelda watched her. There was something almost maternal about her as she regarded Lily.

      They both glanced up.

      “Jal and I witnessed an attempted attack,” Kanar said. “Honaaz did as well. I think it’s time for us to get moving.”

      Lily squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them again, she shook her head. “I should have seen it.”

      “You’re a little distracted,” Honaaz said, glancing to Esmerelda.

      “What is it?” Kanar asked.

      “There have to be another twenty ships coming,” Lily said.

      “Twenty?” Honaaz’s hand went to the hilt of his white sword. Kanar had seen him carrying that in the days and weeks they’d been in the city. Lily had carved him a sword out of bone.

      What would that offer Honaaz? Maybe some measure of protection that he wouldn’t have otherwise, or perhaps it was somehow connected to him in the same way the strange talisman had been connected to him.

      “That’s the way it looks,” Lily said. “But I wonder…” She squeezed her eyes shut again. Esmerelda continued to have her entire focus on Lily. “Twenty, give or take one or two. The shadows are a little difficult for me to make out. I think that in the daylight, we’ll have an easier time.” She opened her eyes and looked at Kanar. “We need more berahn. If we’re attacked—”

      “I think Jal is more concerned about the berahn getting corrupted the same way they had been before. He wants to take the berahn back to the Alainsith—”

      “He wants to retreat,” Lily said.

      “We can’t stay here,” Honaaz said. “How many people in the city are fighters? Fuck. None. Just the ones that came with us.” He glanced over to where the other hegen man sat at a table in the back, a pile of bones resting near him, several of them intricately carved into the shapes of different animals. “Maybe some of your folk, but not enough. Not fucking enough…” His voice trailed off.

      “Why here?” Kanar asked, but he directed it toward Esmerelda. “Jal didn’t know. And it doesn’t seem like Lily or Honaaz know.”

      Esmerelda pushed back from the table, and she reached into her satchel, pulling out a stack of cards. They were made out of thick paper and had a metallic gold ink on them that would move as they began their predictions. Kanar still didn’t know how they worked, only that they were some ancient hegen magic that was tied to the Alainsith—and because of that, they had been inaccurate lately.

      Kanar grabbed a chair and took a seat next to her.

      She looked up at him. “I can’t say. I don’t know. It’s perhaps possible that there’s something about this place that’s significant, but I cannot tell you what it is. I warned you that the cards are unreliable right now.”

      “Are there ways of making them more fucking reliable?” Honaaz asked. He had grabbed a chair as well and sat down on it. It looked as if the chair might collapse under his weight, since he was far too large for it. He rested one arm on the table, and the other stayed close to his sword, though his entire body was positioned close to Lily.

      “These cards are an ancient kind of power,” Esmerelda said. “I had hoped that spending some time around the Alainsith might help me understand them better, but unfortunately that wasn’t the case. I did learn how to read them, but I already knew how to do that.” She looked over to Kanar, and she shook her head. “It’s more than that, though. These are the kind of power that has been lost with time. We can make them, and we have a supply of ink, but…”

      “You don’t even know how to make them anymore?” Lily asked. “Here you are, trying to get me to use other hegen items in my art, and you can’t even do your own?”

      “I can do my art,” Esmerelda said, “but there are still limitations.”

      Lily shook her head. “Great. There are limitations.”

      “Don’t,” Kanar cautioned her. “Esmerelda is just trying to help. She didn’t have to come along with us.”

      Esmerelda rested her hand on his arm and looked over to Lily, locking eyes with her. “She’s angry, Kanar. She understands that there are limits to what we have and what we know. And I think it’s difficult for her to understand that what she was taught has those limitations.”

      “No,” Lily said. She grabbed the bone she’d been carving and began to work her knife along the surface. “She’s angry because she was once told that she wasn’t good enough for her own people, and was sent someplace to learn, but even that wasn’t enough. And she’s angry because everyone keeps trying to tell her that there are other ways of doing things, but she doesn’t understand it, and she can’t make it work the way it needs to.”

      “We can help you,” Esmerelda said.

      “I don’t think there’s time.” Lily looked over to Honaaz. “There’s too many ships, aren’t there?”

      Honaaz nodded once.

      “We won’t be able to get the people out of here.”

      “Not easily,” he said.

      “You and your navy—”

      “I don’t fucking care about my navy.”

      Kanar didn’t know what was passing between the two of them, though it seemed as if they must’ve had some conversation about all of this before. And he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Honaaz was not being entirely truthful.

      “What if there’s a way of distracting them?” Kanar asked.

      “How?” Lily said. “We have an entire city’s worth of people that need to get out of here. I know that probably doesn’t matter as much to you—”

      “I don’t want the people here to die just because these attackers have come,” Kanar said. “We can figure out why they came here later, but if we can evacuate the people, and if we can keep the ships…” He frowned, and his mind started to work through the scenario. He had never been the planner when he had been part of the Realmsguard, and it wasn’t until he had moved to Sanaron and started taking jobs there that he’d needed to make his own plans and arrangements. This was an important one.

      Navy.

      That thought stuck in his mind. He hadn’t considered it before, but what else was it but that? Honaaz had secured enough ships that they had essentially become a navy. Given that these attackers preferred to come by sea—based on their assault on Sanaron, and now here, and the gods knew where else—it only made sense that they would need their own navy. What better than one formed by capturing some of their attackers’ ships?

      “We need the ships,” Kanar said. He got to his feet, and he started pacing back and forth. “We don’t know what they’re after. Yet. I think we’re going to have to figure it out. That is, if we intend to fight.” He looked over to the others, not knowing if they were interested in fighting or if they simply wanted to run. “And we might need ships. But we’re going to need people who can sail them.”

      Honaaz scoffed. “None in these lands are really sailors.”

      “Probably not,” Kanar said. There were certainly ship captains who were reasonably skilled, but he didn’t know how to find them. Most of those that he knew were merchants, and they were definitely not fighters.

      Which left them in a difficult situation. If they were going to deal with this kind of danger, then they were going to need to be well equipped for it.

      They couldn’t abandon the ships here. They had half a dozen that Honaaz had secured, though the problem that Kanar could see was that they only had a few people capable of sailing them. Honaaz, maybe Biggins, and who else?

      “We need to keep the ships,” Kanar said. “So—”

      “You want to fight?” Honaaz asked. “Let me tell you what I experienced when we dealt with one of their sorcerers.”

      Lily rested her hand on his arm and looked up into his eyes. “They aren’t sorcerers. They’re Alainsith, or at least something like that, but not sorcerers.”

      “It doesn’t fucking matter what they are, or what we call them. All that matters is what they can do. Let’s say we try to fight. Twenty ships. That’s in addition to the twelve that were already there. I had my hands full with a single ship, and that’s with Lily’s blasting devices. I’m sure she can keep making more, but will that make a difference against them?”

      “It will if Lily chooses to understand,” Esmerelda said.

      Lily shook her head. “I’m not trying to be belligerent, and I’m not denying that I need to understand. I’m just saying that I don’t know what I’m going to have to do, and I don’t know if I have the time to learn.”

      “I’m not sure you have much of a choice in the matter. At this point, I suspect that we’ll have to use whatever we can to defend ourselves.”

      “It’s not going to be enough,” Lily said.

      “What if there were more hegen?” Kanar asked.

      She looked over to him. “You’re going to somehow just create hegen.”

      “Well, you have people that have your art, right?”

      “We have those we rescued from Sanaron.”

      “You have those, and then how many others?”

      “That’s it,” she said.

      “What if there were others who could learn what you need to do?”

      “We don’t have time for that either. We might be able to defend, but I doubt we can attack.” Lily turned to Honaaz. “I know you want to keep your navy. I know that’s important now. But unfortunately, I don’t know that we can. I think we have to run.”

      “I’ll do what you want,” he said.

      “Honaaz…”

      He sat up. “I can find more ships. We aren’t letting your people die.”

      “Our people.”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz said, glancing back to the table behind him, before turning his attention to Lily again. “We aren’t letting any of them die.”

      Lily turned to Kanar. “We evacuate. That’s all we have to do.”

      Which meant running. Going by ground.

      Would they even have enough time?
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      They were not far from Vur when Finn had to play the role of executioner.

      It was one thing to be a master executioner who was traveling with an increasingly growing party, and another to have to revert to the obligations he had committed to when he’d taken up the mantle of executioner all those years ago. Everyone had been getting tired, so they’d stopped along the road, which also gave any stragglers a chance to catch up.

      The hegen had organized another meal, as they had each night, along with singing and dancing, attracting people to the festival that the hegen were known for. It was a very different festival than the kind Finn had attended for much of his career. Most of the people that had kept pace with them moved closer to the fire. Those who had been tentative at first also started to move closer, as if deciding that they wanted the security that Finn and the others could offer. Thankfully, they had encountered a small regiment of Archers and Realmsguard, and Finn had taken it upon himself to organize them into offering a measure of protection for the caravan. If they were attacked, they wouldn’t have enough soldiers, but he could help with an evacuation, as could the other soldiers.

      As they rested, he was summoned by one of the Archers. He was an older man by the name of Waltend, and though he had little experience with travel outside Jorash, he had been incredibly useful. His thick mustache covered most of his lip, and it looked like he wasn’t accustomed to growing a beard, as he kept scratching at his cheek.

      “Sorry to bother you, Master Jagger,” Waltend said, glancing past Finn to the massive fire that crackled.

      “It’s no bother. What do you need?”

      “Well… I think we need you.”

      The way he said it suggested to Finn exactly what he was going to have to do.

      Finn took a deep breath and straightened. He had taken to strapping Justice to his back, partly because he didn’t want to even consider leaving the sword behind, and partly because it helped him feel more comfortable, given all that they might have to face. The last few days had been rather quiet—unremarkable, even—and they had traveled quickly.

      “Show me.”

      Waltend flicked his gaze away almost nervously before scurrying off.

      Finn followed. He passed small clusters of people, and he suspected that they were families, as there were children and even a few dogs, catching scraps after the people had eaten in the evening. At one point, Waltend pointed to an Archer who was stationed near a tree on the side of the road, looking in the forest. It was getting dark enough that Finn doubted that the Archer was able to see much of anything, but he liked the appearance of security, and he knew the people traveling with them liked that as well. It probably made little difference in the face of any dangers they might encounter, but if they were to be set upon, having a warning would be beneficial.

      Finally they reached a small clearing just inside the forest. Waltend guided him to a place where there were two soldiers—both Realmsguard—flanking an Archer.

      “What did he do?” Finn asked.

      “He was found on a woman,” Waltend said.

      Finn’s anger rose. Even in war, even evacuating from danger, some people couldn’t help themselves. They’d dealt with some petty theft along the way, but that had been fairly easy for him. There was no way to offer much in the way of punishment, other than how he had forced those he had convicted of crimes to serve as jurors—and essentially the magister as well—but he could force them to carry supplies. And because he kept a few Archers around those he’d convicted of the minor crimes, they couldn’t readily escape their punishment. Finn hadn’t made it too onerous. Doing so would only burden everyone, but he did want it to serve as a deterrent.

      They hadn’t encountered anything like this yet.

      There was a part of him that had known it was only a matter of time. He was an executioner, after all, and he had seen this kind of thing often enough. He recognized the base nature of so many people that he understood that he and the rest of the caravan were not going to be able to avoid encountering this indefinitely.

      The Realmsguard had used rope to tie the man’s ankles and wrists, then bind them all together. It would hold him, though Finn wondered how long or how well it would keep him in place. Maybe not well enough that he couldn’t flee. Under other circumstances, and depending on the crime, he might be tempted to allow somebody like this to just run.

      He strode over to the man and stood a pace away from him. Not much light drifted down. It was growing dark, and though the full moon shone silver shafts of light onto the ground, and a bit of starlight sparkled overhead, it wasn’t bright enough for him to observe the man the way he would have preferred to.

      But it was better that it be here rather than around the other people in the caravan.

      “What’s your name?” Finn asked.

      There were now several dozen Archers traveling with them, along with the Realmsguard. He didn’t know the names of everyone. Perhaps it was time that changed.

      “It was a misunderstanding,” the man said, and he immediately started to babble. He looked over at the Realmsguard and seemed more afraid of them than he was of Finn.

      “Do you know who I am?” Finn said softly, forcing him to turn and meet his eyes.

      The man looked over. “You’re some lord who’s leading the evacuation.”

      Was that the rumor? Maybe because he was traveling with Morgan. He knew the kinds of rumors that had spread, but he didn’t really care. He knew the truth. “My name is Finn Jagger. I am master executioner to King Porman. You may know me by my other name: the Hunter.”

      The man’s face paled. “The Hunter?”

      “You didn’t know we had the Hunter with us?” one of the Realmsguard asked. He looked to the other man standing across from him and shook his head. “Poor bastard.”

      “What is your name?” Finn asked, ignoring the two men.

      “Riven Tals. I’m an Archer in—”

      “What did you do?”

      Finn didn’t want him to think that his position would grant him any leeway. If there was one thing that his nickname had earned him, it was for people to recognize just how little he cared about status. The only person whose status he gave any mind to was the king himself, and even in that, Finn wasn’t entirely sure he should be above reproach.

      Riven looked briefly to the two Realmsguard holding him before turning his attention to Finn, seeming to now realize that he was the true danger here. “Like I said, it was a mistake. I was just talking with her, you see.”

      “Talking?”

      “Well, she might’ve seen it differently. I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

      “And?” Finn asked.

      “And I just thought to show her a good time. You know, let her know how I was feeling.” He turned to the two Realmsguard next to him and started to grin, but when the men didn’t react, Riven’s face fell. “A mistake. That’s all it was.”

      Finn looked over to Waltend. “Show me to the woman.”

      “He admitted what he did. Aren’t you going to… well, you know.”

      “Show me to her.” Finn then addressed the two Realmsguard. “Hold him here. I won’t be long.”

      The men nodded.

      Finn strode back to the camp. Morgan was waiting at the edge of the caravan and hurried over to him, but she seemed to sense something in his mood and didn’t say anything. Waltend guided him through the camp toward one of the families on the periphery. Of course it would be one of the poorer families. They looked as if their clothing had been washed to little more than threads, and they didn’t have any belongings that he could see, though that wasn’t terribly uncommon because of the evacuations.

      Two women consoled a third, who had her back to them as they approached.

      “What are you doing?” an older man asked, raising his hand and trying to put himself between Finn and the women.

      “I’m Finn Jagg—”

      “I know who you are.”

      “I came to take a statement from her.”

      The man glanced back. “No one cares. Not about us. We’re just—”

      “I care,” Finn said, and he realized why the man would’ve made that claim. They weren’t from Reyand.

      Several families who had obviously been traveling from south of the border had joined the caravan, though Finn hadn’t bothered to ask how far they had journeyed. He figured it wasn’t any of his business. None of them had caused any trouble, and all of them were simply looking for safety and the numbers they had, nothing else. He suspected there were others who did not care for their presence.

      “She’s unharmed,” the man said, “and we don’t want any trouble. We just want to be safe.”

      “You deserve justice,” Finn said.

      The man looked past him to the others. “If we say anything, the journey is going to be difficult for us. It’s been hard enough the way it is. We don’t need it to be any worse.”

      Finn hated that he understood, but he couldn’t allow somebody like Riven to get away with their crime. “Let me take a statement. I will ensure that nothing befalls you.”

      “How can you?”

      “If you know who I am, then you know how I can.”

      The man rubbed a knuckle against his temple and then shook his head. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “I know,” Finn said softly. “Let me talk to her. All I want is to take a statement.”

      The man sighed, and he turned to the women. “Larae?” His voice was a whisper.

      “Just leave her be,” one of the other women said.

      “This man needs to talk with her. It won’t be but a minute.”

      “Just let her—”

      “I can talk,” Larae said.

      She turned toward Finn, and he realized she wasn’t a woman at all, but a girl who was no more than fourteen or fifteen. She made her way over to him and stood next to the man that Finn suspected was her father. Her dark hair and dark eyes reminded him of Esmerelda, which only angered him even more.

      “I need to know what happened,” Finn said quietly, and he looked at the others around them. “If it’s easier to talk elsewhere—”

      “They know what happened,” Larae said. “We had camped for a little while, and I went to get water. The camps have been safe, so I thought I could run that errand for my ma and pa.” She looked over to her parents, and Finn saw the pain and anguish in her father’s eyes. The man blamed himself. This wasn’t his fault. Not at all. But Finn knew he wouldn’t stop blaming himself. “He found me in the trees. He pushed me down. Pushed up my dress…” Her voice trailed off for a moment. “He forced himself on me. I cried out, but he cupped a hand over my mouth and—”

      “Enough,” her father said.

      Finn let out a breath and nodded. “Enough. I will make sure that the king’s justice is served.”

      “The king doesn’t care about justice for us,” the man said.

      “I do. If you need anything, find the hegen near the fire. Tell them I sent you. They will provide you with anything you need. You are welcome by our fire. You are welcome to our food. And you are welcome to our supplies.”

      He looked at Larae as he said it, but the words were directed at her father.

      Finn turned away and started back toward the trees. Waltend, who had been silent, walked next to him. Finn suspected that in his time serving as an Archer, Waltend had experienced much crime, but it was one thing to see it, and quite another to be the one asking questions about it.

      “What are you going to do?” Morgan asked.

      “Justice doesn’t stop just because we’re evacuating,” he said.

      “And what will you do here?”

      “The sentence for rape is straightforward.”

      He strode ahead.

      Morgan caught up to him. “I know what the sentence is, but what are you going to do?”

      Finn looked over to her. She had a frown on her face. “I’m going to fulfill my obligations,” he said. “And I’m going to do what is necessary to ensure that this caravan is as safe as I possibly can. If I don’t, what do you think will happen the next time somebody thinks to try something like that? When they decide to find another girl like her, someone not from Reyand who they think has no rights?”

      “Is this because you married a hegen?”

      Finn’s brow furrowed. “Is this because of what?”

      “Because of your marriage to Esmerelda. I’ve not met too many people who are that concerned about outsiders.”

      “The law is the law regardless of who is impacted. Just because they aren’t from Reyand doesn’t mean their rights should be trampled on.”

      “I wonder if your king feels the same way,” she said.

      “Do you ask because of what happened to you?” he asked. When she said nothing, Finn pushed on. “Because the accusation against you was not because you were an outsider. It was because you were observed near a kind of dangerous power.”

      “That’s what they want you to believe,” she said.

      “It doesn’t matter what anyone wants me to believe,” Finn said. “At this point, that’s unnecessary. And it’s in the past. All that matters is what we do moving forward.”

      “Do you know why I study the past?”

      “Because you want to understand.”

      “Exactly,” Morgan said. “I look to the past to see the mistakes that have been made so that we hopefully don’t make them again.”

      “And you think I’m making a mistake?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that I see anger in your eyes.”

      Finn snorted. “Probably.”

      “You don’t deny it?”

      “I can be angry, but I can act rationally.” He reached the two Realmsguard holding Riven. “Let him down.”

      “What?” Riven asked.

      “You have been tried and convicted of the rape of Larae Westil. You will be sentenced according to the king’s justice.”

      “But you can’t do that.” Riven looked over to the Realmsguard. “He can’t do that. There has to be jurors. A magister.” Panic began to set into his voice as his fate became known to him. He tried to pull on his bindings, which forced the two Realmsguard to grab his arms.

      “I am a master executioner, and head of the executioner court. You have been judged, and now you will be sentenced. Say whatever words you need to your gods.”

      Finn slid Justice off his back and readied for the sentencing.
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      Kanar felt like he’d been moving nonstop for the better part of the last few days. Evacuation was the goal, but there were far too many people in the city. Lily and Honaaz were doing their own thing, with Lily making talismans and Honaaz placing them. The hegen had also been organizing part of the retreat, which Kanar appreciated, as he wasn’t sure they had anybody with the necessary organization skill otherwise.

      An older woman by the name of Louisa had been key to all of it, guiding the rest of the hegen in coordinating the evacuation. She reminded him of Esmerelda, and even carried a similar satchel.

      Kanar had been trying to make sense of his sword, and the song, and what it took for him to be the Bearer, since Jal had made it clear that he needed to try to master that. If it came down to fighting the Alainsith, Kanar had to believe that such a thing might truly be necessary.

      Jal had been quiet. Kanar kept waiting for his friend to work with him again to help him understand the sword and the song, but Jal had been distracted, bothered by these other Alainsith. Jal had told him that there was a part of him that felt as if he should know them, and part of him that felt as if he should know the song, even if he could not hear it nearly as well.

      “How many more do you think we have?” Louisa asked, shaking Kanar out of his reverie. The woman had traveled with Lily, though Kanar remembered seeing her in Sanaron, however briefly. She didn’t seem to mind Lily taking the lead, which she most definitely had.

      He looked over. They were on the outskirts of the city, with a rocky drop-off leading down into a small, narrow valley. Given the way they had come into the city, Kanar knew that the valley would eventually open up into a forest, and from there it would spread out and down into the Alainsith lands. When they traveled far enough, long enough, it would be possible for them to even reach Reyand, though he wasn’t entirely sure if all of these people could be evacuated to Reyand. He couldn’t imagine how Porman would respond to so many people coming into his lands.

      “All the reports I have out of the city tell me that there are probably only a few hundred more,” Kanar said. “I don’t know how many were here originally, but it doesn’t feel like that’s nearly as many as there should be in a city this size.”

      “Several thousand have already started to move,” Louisa said. “My people have been helping to guide them, and they’ve been willing to go, but I don’t know that we’re moving fast enough. Lily seems to think that we’ll be able to move these people out of here before the attack, but each day it seems like there’s another ship appearing.”

      She wasn’t wrong. There were more ships each day. How much time did they have before the ships made landfall? They didn’t know why the ships had not done so yet, but the Alainsith must have a reason. With every ship they added, the threat increased. There were simply too many for Kanar and his team to do anything about.

      It was an invasion.

      Why here, though?

      That was a question Kanar didn’t have an answer to, other than the fact that this place must have some importance. They’d been looking for answers, but now there wasn’t time for that. The only thing they had time for was trying to escape.

      “Lily and Esmerelda and the others are making preparations,” he reminded Louisa.

      He rested his hand on his sword. It might ultimately come down to fighting, but they were badly outnumbered. Even if the people of the city fought, they would still be badly outnumbered. The only option they had was to run. But Kanar knew that he was going to have to offer some protection as the city evacuated. These people wouldn’t be able to fight.

      And he was the Blackheart. Shouldn’t he fight on their behalf?

      They aren’t my people.

      Even so, Kanar didn’t know if that mattered anymore.

      “It would help if the people of the city could lead their own evacuation,” he said, shaking his head in irritation. “But then again, it sounds like they had a hard time regulating themselves beforehand.”

      “I think some of that had to do with the pursuit of power,” Louisa said. She looked backward, turning her attention to the line of people making its way down into the narrow valley.

      It was slow going. It had been difficult to encourage people to grab their belongings and evacuate a city they called home. People in this part of the world were isolated, though there were other northern cities that some of them claimed they were going to go to. Places that Kanar wasn’t exactly sure were even safe at this point. How many of those northern cities that they wanted to evacuate to were still in danger?

      “I’ve been trying to understand what reason they have for coming here,” Louisa said. “What is it that they want?”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing. I don’t have any answers. I don’t know that anybody does.”

      Jal had to know something. He was Alainsith, after all.

      And that connection was important to the hegen. Maybe even to King Porman, especially given how he had always respected the Alainsith, more so than almost anybody else. Almost as if he were hegen himself.

      “I doubt that digging for answers is going to help us stop the attack. It has gone beyond that,” Louisa said.

      Kanar knew she was right.

      He looked back. The city blocked his view of the ocean, though he could occasionally hear the waves crashing against the shore, along with some of the seagulls circling. They had been more agitated over the last few days, as though they knew there was danger coming.

      “I don’t know that we have much of a chance of stopping it. At least, not here.”

      Stories of the Alainsith war had been told long ago—long enough that Kanar wasn’t sure how much was accurate any longer. There were tales of how the people of Reyand had pushed back against the Alainsith and defeated them, but given what Kanar knew about their swordsmen, such defeat seemed impossible to believe. Especially having seen Wular fight. Even with his connection to the sword, Kanar would have a difficult time against her.

      Stories like that must’ve been embellished, but the better question was why—and how—his people would have ever fought the Alainsith. He had no experience with that, and it felt strange to even consider.

      “There are ancient structures around the city,” Louisa said. She motioned off into the distance. “There’s one out there. Lily had been using it with some of these people to intimidate them, but I think it only strengthened them. The power here is different. They didn’t view it the way your land does.”

      “My land has always treated magic poorly,” Kanar said.

      He couldn’t deny his role in what had taken place. Kanar had been heavily involved. And now he was no longer the Blackheart, but he was still Kanar Reims, which meant he was still that same person who had targeted those who used magic.

      “Your land had many Alainsith influences, much like these lands had many of them. I suspect that all lands were influenced at one point, as the Alainsith had spread throughout all these places.”

      Kanar knew that. Jal had made it clear. There were supposedly four known Alainsith families, including the Lost that had been exiled. But their journey had suggested that what they knew about the Alainsith—including what the Alainsith knew about themselves—was incomplete.

      If only he could find the song.

      The berahn were the key to it, and key to understanding that past. And if Kanar was supposed to be the Bearer, the only way he would do that would be by finding the truth of the past, and understanding what that meant for him as the Bearer.

      The answer was in the song.

      “We’ve been looking for answers,” Kanar said, “and I suspect that the Alainsith that are coming don’t want us to get those answers. That’s why they’ve been destroying some of the buildings, including the temples, and anything that could have a record that we might be able to use. The Alainsith that traveled with us have been looking diligently, but it’s difficult.”

      “Far be it from me to say anything about the Alainsith,” Louisa said.

      “You can say whatever you feel you need to.”

      “I’m not entirely sure. My people have a certain deference to the Alainsith.” She looked around before she turned her attention back to him. “We have always felt that they’re the answer to who we are meant to be. What we are meant to be.”

      “Even though the ways you use magic are similar to the Alainsith?”

      “Similar, but not the same. Derivative, if anything.”

      Kanar frowned. “You know, Lily says much the same, and Esmerelda. But I’ve seen otherwise.”

      “It is not witchcraft, Kanar Reims.”

      It was quiet between them for a moment.

      “There was a time when I would’ve felt like it was,” he said. “A time when I would’ve questioned. When I didn’t understand. And now I think I do. Or at least, I understand well enough to know that it’s not witchcraft. I don’t know what it is, only what it is not.”

      “Then you have made progress,” she said. “I do find it interesting that we have gone from being the wanderers to those who protect others. I wonder what it would’ve been like for us, and for my people, if we had been like that from the beginning.”

      “What if you had been?” Kanar asked.

      “We have always been wanderers.”

      “I thought Esmerelda had mentioned something about the hegen having cities at one point.”

      “If we did, it was so long ago that the memory has been lost.”

      “Maybe the hegen need to find their song,” Kanar said.

      Louisa frowned at him and then said, “Did you ever wish you could stay in one place?”

      “There was a time when I wanted to settle down. But I think if I had been given the opportunity, I wouldn’t have been able to.” He smiled tightly and looked over to her. “What about you?”

      “I have always envied some of the people who take up position outside the cities in Reyand. Even in Sanaron or other places. That wasn’t my family, so that was never going to be my fate. I have always wondered if perhaps we simply could not stop.” She took a deep breath, clasping her hands together. “I have wondered how life might be different for me if I were able to settle. Maybe it would not be.” She shrugged. “But then again, you aren’t wrong. There’s a certain satisfaction found on the road. Something to be said about meeting different people, seeing the world, and coming to know your place in it.”

      “Sometimes that’s the problem,” Kanar said.

      She smiled. “Sometimes. But I would not have met you had I not traveled. Had I not been in Sanaron, we would not have crossed paths. I think that the Blessed Mother must have known what she was doing.”

      “I’m sorry that your evacuation put you in harm’s way.”

      “We would’ve ended up in harm’s way regardless. We were just made aware of the danger sooner than we would’ve otherwise. I suppose I should be thankful for that.”

      She was probably right about it. Given what they had gone through and the dangers they’d experienced, it was quite possible that they would’ve been attacked one way or another. At least this way they had been given the opportunity to see the attack coming, and might even be able to do something about it.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” he said.

      Louisa nodded, and Kanar turned away. He was tempted to go back to the city, but he couldn’t make talismans the way Lily and Esmerelda could. Though he might be able to place them around the city, he had been told in no uncertain terms that Honaaz was the one most useful at doing so because of his greater strength and the magical draw he possessed.

      Kanar wondered what would happen if he were to tap into the connection of the sword while he was trying to activate them, but he also didn’t know if he’d be able to even do so. There was a real possibility that he didn’t have the necessary power, strength, or connection to those talismans to help him.

      He had to find the song. It was strange, and perhaps ridiculous, for him to think like that, as he was not Alainsith, but there was no denying the pull he had felt from the song, and the way it had guided him when he’d first begun to use it. He didn’t feel as though he had to master it, as Kanar didn’t know if that would be possible for him. But if he could follow it, fall into that flow, and be caught up in the memories trapped within the blade, then perhaps he might find something he could use.

      He made his way to the north end of the city, and the island came into view. He remembered what Honaaz had said about the island, how it had protections placed all around it now that should keep some of the other Alainsith from landing and targeting them, but he also remembered that there was a temple said to have been there.

      He stopped near a rocky section of flat ground, an area that had been cleared of any buildings. He had come here several times over the last few days, far enough away from the ocean that he couldn’t see any ships, either anchored or moving out in the sea.

      In this place, the only things Kanar was aware of were the flat rocks beneath his feet and the gray sky overhead. When he unsheathed his sword, he could sense the power that flowed within it and connected him to something different and greater, trying to bind him in a manner that would help him find that power and hopefully discover a way to use it.

      He unsheathed the blade.

      His eyes went unfocused. Distantly, he was aware of the berahn, howling every so often like they’d been doing ever since they had arrived here. Jal was working with them, though Kanar wasn’t exactly sure what he was doing. Was he training them? If so, there might be something Kanar could learn from it as well, if he listened and understood the howls. That was the connection to the song he needed to find. They were a link to something older, a bridge of sorts, and he seemed to remember how to use that connection to help them find something greater and older that would help them all understand the power that existed in the world.

      He stood motionless.

      All he did was listen to the sounds around him: the noise of the city, the evacuation behind him, caws of the seagulls mixed with the splashing of waves against the shore, whistling wind, the breath from his lungs, and the occasional howls of the berahn on top of everything. All of that came together, becoming something different and greater and, in a way, becoming a part of the world.

      He didn’t move. He didn’t do anything. He simply stood, waiting, listening.

      The power of the sword lingered within him, but there was nothing else.

      Just that sword, the sound, and himself.

      Kanar tried to draw the power of the sword through him, but even as he did, he knew that wasn’t the key to understanding the greater potential of the blade. While he could use that power, he also understood that tapping into it in that way was not the source of something more profound. It strengthened him, and it connected him to the magic, and it did help him become the dangerous fighter known as the Blackheart, but it also kept him from finding something else.

      He needed to find the truth of the Bearer again. So far he had not been able to do it.

      Maybe it was just the threat of danger that had helped him, or maybe it was something about him.

      Honaaz had said that Kanar had to stop fearing magic, and he was right. Kanar didn’t think he still feared it, but he couldn’t use the power that the blade offered. He couldn’t feel the power it could truly provide.

      Not usually.

      Now he was starting to feel something.

      A pressure began to push on him and build, as if it was some external force trying to break through his concentration. The more Kanar focused on it, the clearer that sense became.

      There was a certain directionality to it. Maybe it came from the sound of the berahn, or from the swirling of the wind. Perhaps it was even the shifting of the sounds within the city, or the seagulls and the direction of their cries.

      He started toward the sense of pressure. It brought him to the north.

      The power of the sword filled him, making his footsteps quicker than they would’ve been otherwise. He ran, an easy kind of movement as he loped across the ground, chewing up the distance quickly until he reached a narrow strip of a sandbar that stretched over to the island. It wasn’t so much an island as it was a disconnected peninsula.

      Kanar felt a pull.

      He hadn’t even reached the island when he felt an explosion.

      He didn’t hear it. He felt it.

      And he understood what it was.

      One of Lily’s talismans had fired.

      The attack had begun.
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      Kanar reached the center of the island quickly. He still had his sword unsheathed, and he could still feel the energy of that blade flowing through him, granting him the connection to the power of the Bearer, but something felt off.

      He was acutely aware of the fact that he was alone on an island. Though there were talismans that surrounded it, if the attackers decided to start their assault, what could he do? Perhaps he could slow them, but for how long?

      He paused when he felt another explosion. Another talisman had fired.

      He turned his attention to the bay, but the ships didn’t look any closer than before. They were moving in something of a pattern, which Lily had explained had some significance, similar to the talismans she made. Kanar jogged across the island, moving past the remains of the temple, wishing that he had better control of the power in the sword. He could call on some of it, but not nearly as much as he thought he might need.

      He reached the far side of the island, spotting the line of talismans Honaaz had arranged. They looked like large candlesticks placed into the sand, all angled out over the beach and pointing toward the open water. If they had to fight, Kanar figured that these talismans would help.

      Something bumped into him from behind, and Kanar spun, readying for an attack.

      It was small, about the size of his boot, and bone white.

      A talisman.

      It looked something like a berahn, but the contours weren’t quite right. Kanar remembered how Honaaz had treated Boney, as if he were alive.

      “What is it?” Kanar asked it.

      The talisman bumped up against his leg again, then streaked forward.

      Not a berahn, he realized. Some sort of weasel. It might not even be Lily’s talisman, as she usually carved berahn.

      Kanar followed.

      The weasel reached the far shoreline. Honaaz had placed dozens of talismans here, stationed every twenty or so feet.

      The weasel paused in front of one of them.

      “What am I supposed to see?” Kanar asked.

      The water was flat, with no rippling waves. The overcast sky didn’t reflect off the water, which left him thinking that maybe the talisman had reacted mistakenly.

      The weasel bumped into him a third time. Kanar looked down at it, and when he turned his attention back to the water, something shimmered in front of him.

      That’s odd.

      Shimmering.

      He squeezed his sword. When he did, everything in front of him blurred. The lack of waves seemed significant.

      Then the weasel made a strange crackling sound. Kanar peered down, but then the talisman lunged forward, streaking faster than he could’ve imagined one would be able to move. It reached what Kanar thought was the shoreline, but passed through and disappeared.

      What’s going on here?

      Kanar froze for a moment, holding the blade in both hands.

      A berahn cried in the distance. It sounded mournful, sad. As if it was trying to give him a warning.

      Where had the talisman gone?

      He turned his head from side to side, and the landscape rippled again. It seemed as though he was trying to peer through a transparent wave of water.

      Magic. Kanar was certain of it.

      He took a step forward, passing between talismans on either side of him, holding his blade outward. And then he plunged forward in a striking motion.

      A sense of cold shot up his arm.

      As he walked, the rippling parted. He saw waves out over the water that had not been there before. Not only that, but a small boat with seven men the size of Honaaz were on board.

      Shit.

      They looked at him, and Kanar had no time to spare.

      He jumped forward, darting at them with the power of the Blackheart.

      The weasel surprised him. It had reached the boat, somehow unseen, and launched itself at the head of one of the men. It wrapped around his neck, then slashed with surprisingly sharp claws, exposing an artery and leaving blood spurting out. The man crumpled.

      Six remained.

      Kanar rushed at them, drove his blade up into the chest of one, and spun. Then something struck him from behind. He went sprawling forward, landing on the shore, water lapping at his face.

      He blinked, dazed for a moment.

      These men were strong, and the strike was far more forceful than Kanar expected possible.

      Is this what it would be like if I were to fight Honaaz?

      He had never considered fighting him. But knowing what he did about him, and that he had magic resistance, Kanar couldn’t help but question whether Honaaz would be able to withstand his use of the sword.

      Kanar would be able to move quickly, but moving quickly didn’t mean that he was guaranteed victory over somebody who had resistance to the kind of power he possessed.

      He jumped back to his feet and surveyed those who were left.

      The weasel was fighting another. The man being attacked by the weasel shrieked, and Kanar spared a second to watch as the talisman wriggled around the man’s neck, burrowed its teeth into his throat, and ripped it open. The man fell to the ground.

      That talisman was terrifying. Kanar was thankful it fought on his behalf.

      Could he delay long enough for the weasel to take care of the four remaining men? He could keep fighting and also give the weasel a chance to even the odds.

      He felt another explosion. Another talisman behind him rippled, breaking through the barricade. Kanar leaped forward as the remaining men were distracted. He had begun to rely on the power within the sword far more than he had realized.

      Something hit Kanar from behind, and he spun around, trying to maintain his footing so he didn’t fall. One of the other attackers lumbered toward him.

      They were powerful. Of course they would be, if they were like Honaaz. They would have magical resistance. Which meant they might resist his blade and the power he could summon.

      Kanar made a mental note to attempt to spar with Honaaz if he survived. He needed to figure out a strategy for a fight like this if he were to face them again.

      The weasel slithered up toward another of the men, but this one was faster. He grabbed for the weasel, trying to throw it off him, but the weasel bit down on his hand. As he tried to jerk his hand down, the weasel released itself and dropped to the ground, then launched back up at the man. It caught him in the chest, and the sharp claws raked across his clothing and ripped through fabric, leaving streaks of blood.

      Kanar focused on the blade. He was the Blackheart. He could handle this. There was nothing that these men could do to keep him from stopping them. They may be able to resist the power he possessed, but he had an advantage they did not—he could summon enough power that he could move faster than they could compensate for.

      He felt the power within the sword and drew on it, then launched himself forward. He slammed his blade through one of the men’s shoulders, and the speed and force knocked him back a step. Kanar lunged toward him, rolling, and was nearly crushed, but he was able to bring his elbow down into the man’s thigh. He freed his blade and spun to the side.

      By the time he popped up to his feet, the weasel had attacked another person.

      It was larger than the last time he had looked at it. He had a strong suspicion that much like both the berahn talisman and his sword, the weasel somehow fed off the violence and the pain and the power. If so, how was it any different than witchcraft?

      Did it matter, though? At this point, Kanar wasn’t even sure that it did.

      One man still stood. He glanced from Kanar to the weasel and then the boat.

      “What’s it going to be?” Kanar asked. “You just saw a man half your size, along with a little piece of bone, take out six of your buddies. Do you think you have a chance?”

      The man grunted. There was something about the way he did that reminded Kanar so much of Honaaz that it almost made him pause.

      Almost.

      He wasn’t about to give this man an opportunity.

      He felt the connection to the sword, and a stir of violence swelled within him.

      Kanar launched himself forward. This man seemed to know what he was doing more than the others did. He twisted and brought his arms up, crossing them in front of each other. When Kanar’s sword struck, the man blocked it somehow.

      Kanar went flying toward the water. The weasel jumped to attack, but it wasn’t enough. The man kicked it in the side and sent the strange talisman shooting out over the water.

      The weasel shrieked.

      That was odd. Could it actually be alive in the same way Boney was?

      Kanar scrambled toward his opponent. The man was skilled, but so was he. He was the Blackheart. One man.

      He squeezed the hilt of his sword and felt a bit of energy flow through him. The weasel suddenly slithered closer, not coming out of the water, but Kanar could feel it brushing up against his leg.

      The man eyed him for a moment, before he turned his attention to the shore.

      “There’s only one of you, and I’m not letting you go,” Kanar said. “Either get on your boat and return to your masters, or we’re going to talk.” The man glowered at him. “Do you even know why you’re serving them? What have they paid you?”

      The man grunted again. “You can’t understand.”

      His voice was harsh, and his accent thick enough that it made it difficult for Kanar to make out what he was saying. If only Honaaz were here. He might even know some of these people. And given that Kanar had seen Honaaz holding the owl talisman earlier, he might have seen them—or the ships.

      The man grabbed for a pair of daggers at his side. Even in that, he reminded Kanar of Honaaz.

      “Fuck,” Kanar muttered. “I never thought I was going to have to fight Honaaz like this.”

      The man hesitated.

      Kanar used that hesitation and launched himself at him. The sword granted him incredible strength. The power within the blade filled Kanar, even if he had no idea how to control it. He wasn’t even sure what the song he was supposed to follow was, only that he could hear the call to violence.

      Maybe that was the part of the song that Kanar had yet to understand. There was a desire for violence within the song, but then again, there was a desire for violence within Kanar as well. He was the Blackheart, wasn’t he?

      He was.

      Kanar roared, and the noise sounded like the cries of the berahn as they hunted. As he lunged toward the man with his blade outstretched, he struck him in the side. The man managed to spin at the last moment, barely deflecting Kanar’s strike, so that the blade only grazed him.

      Then the weasel jumped. There was power within the talisman that reminded Kanar of the power within the blade.

      The man drove both fists up, one of the daggers scoring the underside of the weasel. There was a slight crack, making Kanar worry that the weasel had shattered.

      He sprang up, bringing his knee into the man’s chest, and practically bounced off him. The man was too strong and too filled with his magical resistance for Kanar to do much. He drove down with his sword toward the man’s wrists.

      Somehow, the man managed to deflect the attack. It seemed like he might have more than just resistance; it almost seemed to Kanar like he had magic as well. That was nothing like what he had seen from Honaaz.

      Kanar landed behind the man, who spun around and regarded him with a look of annoyance.

      The weasel had backed away. It was still upright and seemed be intact, but Kanar had a sense that it was injured.

      “Just stay back there and let me take care of this,” he said, waving his hand toward the weasel. Then he turned to the man. “Just get onto your boat and go back to them. Tell them to leave. Or don’t. Otherwise, you’re going to make me drive this blade into your chest. And I will. You might be strong, you might have magical resistance like the rest of them, but you aren’t strong enough to withstand the force of a blade like this. It’s far more powerful than even someone like you.”

      “You know nothing about men like me,” the man said.

      Kanar snorted. “I know more about your kind than you can imagine.”

      It wasn’t entirely true, but he wanted to give this man reason to hesitate, and needed him to take a moment, nothing more than that, before he decided whether he would attack again.

      “What did you say about resistance?”

      The question surprised Kanar.

      “I know that you have an innate resistance to magic. I’ve fought alongside one of your kind before.”

      “You said a name. Who is it?”

      Kanar didn’t know if it mattered if he mentioned Honaaz or not. “A man named Honaaz. We met in Sanaron. He was marooned there.”

      The man regarded him. “You lie.”

      “I don’t.”

      The man took a step toward Kanar, who brought up his sword, readying to block. He held on to the power within it, feeling the energy coursing through the sword.

      “I think I’ve shown you I am more capable than most,” Kanar said. “You come at me again, and this talisman is going to sacrifice itself. It might shatter, but I can guarantee you’re going to bleed. All I need is a blink of an eye to cut through you.” The man eyed Kanar up and down. “Don’t make this anything more than it needs to be. Leave. Take your people away from here and return to the Isles.”

      The man glowered at him, but he didn’t advance. Then he backed toward the water, went to the boat, and climbed inside, all while continuing to watch Kanar. When Kanar didn’t attack, the man kicked off and began to paddle the boat away.

      As Kanar stood watching, something changed. The strange rippling energy he had seen began to shift until there was nothing left of it.

      The man drifted away, growing ever more distant. Kanar scooped up the weasel, tucked it under his arm, and started back toward the city. He needed to find Honaaz to tell him what had happened. He needed to find Lily to repair the talisman.

      And he felt as if they needed to make preparations. Increasingly, he wasn’t sure what preparations they were going to have to make. He’d come out here to scout, but now began to question how much time they had.

      Worse, Kanar didn’t know if they had the strength to hold back what was coming long enough to save the people who couldn’t save themselves—even if he managed to learn how to control the power in the sword.

      And he didn’t feel any closer to doing that than he had before.
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      The darkness swallowed Jal. A bit of wind gusted around him, carrying some of the salt it brought in from the sea, but it wasn’t so much that Jal was distracted by it. There was also a sweetness to the air.

      He found himself racing across the ground, chasing after the berahn, and listening to the song, which continued to carry out and away. He knew that was significant. The problem for him was whether the song would make any difference to those back in the Alainsith holding. Even if he brought the berahn and their song back to his grandfather, would anybody there be willing to listen? How many of them would object to Jal in particular?

      “What did they find?”

      Jal spun. He hadn’t realized that Wular had been following him. She was moving stealthily, though he shouldn’t be surprised. She was quite capable. She had her swords sheathed, the tassels bouncing as she jogged up behind him, but her gaze was fixed on the darkness off in the distance.

      “They found an attack,” he said.

      “Where? The city?”

      “Outside of it. Though I think if we wait too much longer, the attack is going to reach the city. Kanar and I deflected some of that, but there are more ships coming.”

      “Then we should leave. We should head back to the holding,” Wular said.

      “There are people in that city.”

      “Not our people. It’s not our city.”

      That was what Jal had struggled with. That was why he had fought with his people. That was part of the reason he had not gotten along with his grandfather, even though he had been raised to take on a greater role within his people.

      Jal shook his head. “Do you think we should abandon them to simply die? If we leave, if Kanar leaves, we would be leaving hundreds and hundreds of people to their deaths.”

      He had little doubt that was what would happen. They might be able to fight, and given that Honaaz and Lily were there, it was a real possibility that they would be able to bring down some of the attackers, but he doubted they would have much success against them in the long run. They would eventually fall.

      His friends would die.

      When he had left his home, he had never anticipated that he would end up finding real friendship. That was what he had found, though. They weren’t his people, but perhaps it didn’t matter. At this point, the oath that mattered was that he would help those who had once helped him.

      “You can go back,” Jal said. “If you feel like you need to, go ahead and go back. If you do, all I ask is that you tell them about the song.”

      Wular looked over to him. “It’s not my song to share.”

      “It’s all of ours. Why do you think the berahn have sung it for us? They want us to remember.”

      She glanced toward the berahn but didn’t say anything. He understood that it was difficult for her. She was Juut, and Jal didn’t know what kind of song she could understand. Her people may have lost the memory of the song.

      Wular turned away. “I will go with you.”

      They jogged a little farther. The land changed, though it didn’t do so all that rapidly. The sweeping grassy plains and the tree-filled forests began to empty out, becoming hard-packed earth, and then dark rock. The sound of the sea roared nearby, near enough that Jal could hear it, even if he had no idea how far away it might be. The berahn continued to howl, the sound of their cries guiding him.

      The call hadn’t changed. Jal was thankful for that.

      If these other Alainsith had some way of influencing the berahn, he had to be careful and protect them. That was what his grandfather would’ve wanted him to do. He felt the song sweeping through him, guiding him, so that he could know the stories of the past the way his grandfather had wanted. It was the song of their people.

      “Why do the berahn sound like they’re moving?” Wular asked.

      “Because they have been moving,” Jal said. “They’ve been spreading out. I think they’re trying to tell us something.”

      “Tell us what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That was what worried him. The berahn had been relatively quiet ever since they had rescued them from the attackers. Not silent, but relatively quiet.

      As the ground turned rockier, he saw a berahn and raced toward it. Wular followed him, neither of them speaking. When he caught up to the berahn, he found the massive creature looking away from the sea, head tilted back, nostrils flared, and a soft growl rumbling in its throat.

      “What is it?” Jal whispered. He reached for the creature, but as soon as he did, the berahn’s fur began to stand on end. Jal froze. “No,” he whispered.

      Wular glanced from him to the berahn. “Not here, is it?”

      “They have somehow begun to influence them again. I thought Kanar had managed to free them.”

      That had been the moment when Jal had truly felt the redemption he needed. It was the moment when he had truly believed he had been right all this time. Kanar was the Bearer, which meant he was so much more than the Blackheart that he had been for so many years. It was the moment when Kanar had finally embraced the song, and had become something greater.

      Even if Kanar could not find it again quite so easily, that didn’t change the fact that he was that person, and it didn’t change that he had that power and potential within him.

      But Jal had not expected that the berahn would struggle again.

      Jal dropped to his knees in front of the creature, and he held his hands up. “I know you’re still there,” he said, his voice soft as he remembered the way his grandfather had once talked to the berahn. “I know you want to fight this. I don’t know what it is.” He couldn’t feel anything. “Try to find the song.”

      Jal stretched one hand out toward the berahn, and he began to sing.

      It was quiet, little more than a whisper at first, but the moment he began his song, some part of the berahn changed. Its fur bristled even more, but Jal ignored it and continued his song, continued his connection, continued to work with the berahn. If nothing else, he had to understand and find some way of helping the creature.

      His song began to build.

      Jal kept his eyes open. Most of the time when he joined in the song, he would allow himself to close his eyes, to sway with it, to find the memories washing over him, but in this case he did not dare. But he sang, giving the berahn the story of his father and his grandfather, and an understanding of what his people had done and how they had connected to the berahn over the years.

      Wular’s soft voice joined his, and the two began to mingle, intertwining ever so subtly as the song grew stronger. The berahn did not pull away.

      Jal considered that a victory. But even as the song continued to flow from him, he began to feel power pushing against him. It was familiar, but it was also different, unique, and stronger than his song. He had to fight, though this was not the kind of fight he was accustomed to.

      The song built around him, and he continued to sing, his and Wular’s voices carrying out over the distance toward the berahn. The two of them joined and became something greater, the overwhelming song merging into a chorus of music that reached the berahn.

      With an abrupt howl, the berahn roared, and the fur on its back stood on end. It felt different, as if the berahn had suddenly turned.

      Jal continued singing, feeling as if he had no choice but to do so. He needed to keep making sure that song carried to the berahn so that the creature would know him, and would know Wular, and not lose them again. As his song continued to grow, he still felt something pushing against him.

      “I can feel them,” Wular said.

      “I can as well,” Jal said.

      “What do you think it is?”

      “Our cousins.”

      Jal had only known about a single lost Alainsith family, but it seemed as if there were more than what they knew about. Especially from what they had seen of the song during their journey to this city. There had to be answers somehow, but how was he going to find them?

      And as he looked over at Wular, he wasn’t sure he would find them. She didn’t care to look for answers. She was a weapon, like so many of her people. They may have trained to fight, but none of them had actually fought.

      Jal looked over to the berahn, which was now standing, every bit of muscle in its body tense as it tried to fight and push against what was controlling it.

      His song shifted again. Some part of him pushed against what he could feel. The song filled him and carried out into the distance. It also pressed on him, rising and swaying, with pressure all around.

      Wular stayed close. The berahn stayed close.

      Jal had promised his grandfather that he would come to understand the berahn the way his grandfather had. He had promised that he would fulfill his destiny and help find the song. He had promised that he would not ignore it when it cried out to him.

      So why should he stop now, even when the song became painful? Why should anything change for Jal?

      But it did.

      The song itself started to change gradually. And he realized why.

      “Something—or someone—is coming,” he said softly.

      Wular had her hands on her swords, and she looked ready. The Juut were always ready.

      “What can you tell?” she asked.

      “I’m trying to understand.”

      That was what he had always wanted to do. That was what his grandfather had wanted for him to understand. Not only for himself, but for his people. It was an understanding that came through knowing about the past, anticipating the ways in which that might influence how they worked in the present, and recognizing what it might look like in the future.

      “Jal!”

      He looked up. Wular’s swords were now unsheathed. The berahn still hadn’t moved.

      As his song kept building, memories of his grandfather came to him. They reminded him of the times they had spent together, times when they had sought understanding, and times when his grandfather had promised him that he would one day learn a greater truth, if only he knew how to listen. All that time, Jal had come to question whether he ever could. He had come to wonder if perhaps such a thing would even be possible.

      The song shifted, and Wular moved away from him. The berahn nearest him let out a whimper.

      Jal mixed that sound with the song he’d been hearing, the same song he’d been singing, trying to make sense of it, even though he could not do that quite well.

      That whimper carried to him. It filled his ears, his mind, and it left him feeling like there was some part of him that cried out with the pain of the berahn. He felt it deep inside him, as if he were suffering with it.

      Suffering.

      That was what it was, wasn’t it? He’d been trying to make sense of how he might be able to feel something, anything, related to what he had been dealing with, and trying to make sense of why the berahn seemed to be easy for him to connect, but he had not mastered the key, nor did he know what link he was missing.

      Suffering.

      That came to him so easily now. Jal could feel the berahn suffering, and he recognized that there was some part of that creature, and what it had been through, that needed his help. And if he could help it, then perhaps they could find a way to save the berahn and perhaps be able to rescue it, along with the others.

      Suffering.

      Jal hated the idea of adding that song, but it seemed to him that suffering was a core piece of it. His voice carried, now mournful. The berahn nearest him picked up on that sound, joining him. One by one, other berahn around him began to join in his song too.

      Unfortunately, there was suffering mixed within it. There was nothing he could do to change it. And so he sang.
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      The vantage from atop the wall permitted Meyer to see out over Verendal. The city continued to expand. Even in the last day or so, it looked as if everything had doubled. Trees in the forest outside the city had started to get cleared, to the point where the people were pushing back the forest itself and starting to put pressure on the walls of the city.

      Far more Archers patrolled the walls than there ever had been before. They had added men to their ranks, but it was a slow process to find men they could count on to fulfill the obligation of the Archers, and do so in a way that would ensure the safety and protection of Verendal. They had to be careful because it would be all too easy to rush into training Archers, but it wasn’t just about training them. It was about trying to find those who could best serve.

      The Archers gave him space. Meyer had been standing here for the last hour, looking down upon the city while trying to make a plan for what was to come. At this point, he didn’t know what he needed to do, only that he had a sense that more needed to be done than had been so far.

      The pile of wagons was gone.

      He didn’t know if it had been burned, or if it had been scavenged to use for buildings, as there was a smattering of buildings throughout the crowd. For the most part, though, people used sheets, blankets, cloaks, and branches to create makeshift shelters.

      The only places that had any real structure to them were the ones that had been built before the onslaught of refugees had swarmed the city. The hegen compound looked unchanged. There was a bit of space between it and the rest of the crowd, as if the people there feared getting too close to the hegen. However, with each passing day, that gap between had started to narrow to the point where Meyer wondered if the people migrating to Verendal would eventually abandon their fear of the hegen and venture inside to look for safety.

      The alternative was worse. He worried what would happen if people decided to target the hegen, overrun their area, and try to steal their supplies and their homes.

      What would the Archers do if that happened?

      Nothing. Meyer knew that. Even though the hegen section was in sight of the wall, which meant it was within range of their crossbows, it was unlikely that any of the Archers would go to great lengths to protect the hegen. Hopefully the hegen used their art to provide some measure of protection for themselves, but Meyer just didn’t know. Without Esmerelda here—and Finn, he had to acknowledge—the hegen might not be safe.

      Then there was the Sanaron section. That one remained intact as well, and it continued to grow and evolve, becoming almost permanent. It was impressive, and also worrisome, especially considering all the grumbling in the city about the refugees. A layer of pale, smoky fog hovered over everything. In the early morning, that fog looked natural, like it simply rose up from the grassy ground around that section. But as the day went on, and as it got warmer with the sun rising, that fog started to look more and more unusual, to the point where Meyer wondered whether people might target the people of Sanaron merely because of that.

      He tore his gaze away. He nodded to a pair of Archers, then found the stairs leading down from the wall, hobbling carefully on his cane. At the bottom of the stairs, Pippin waited for him.

      “Did you see what you needed?” the boy asked.

      “I saw the crowd.”

      “Why did you need to see that?”

      “Because the city is changing, and I’m trying to make sense of those changes. We need to offer whatever services we can, but I’m not exactly sure what that’s going to entail.”

      “I thought you were the executioner.”

      Was it disappointment in his voice? Meyer couldn’t tell. Maybe this boy was eager to get involved in executions, though that hadn’t been the sense he’d gotten from him in the time they’d been working together. Pippin had been helpful, that much had been true, but Meyer also still didn’t know much about him. Any time he had questioned Pippin, he’d gotten roundabout answers and evasive comments, leaving Meyer wondering if the court had known anything about the boy before sending him as an apprentice.

      It was a measure of Pippin’s resourcefulness that he could evade Meyer’s questioning. Few people managed to do that. So the fact that he was capable of that suggested that either he was clever, or Meyer was out of practice. And given the way Meyer had been spending his days over the last week or so, it was entirely possible that he was out of practice. He certainly had not been taking the time he once would have to question those around him.

      “My role as executioner has changed over the years,” Meyer said. “And your role as my assistant is one that doesn’t question.”

      Pippin looked at him with disappointment in his eyes, but Meyer ignored it. Let him be disappointed. Was it because Meyer called him his assistant rather than his apprentice? That title was more fitting. At this point, all Pippin had done was help him, rather than truly learn the apprenticeship techniques. He had continued to run errands to various apothecaries, Lena’s primarily, and had gone to the general stores to gather the supplies Meyer wanted, though increasingly, supplies were less and less necessary. Without performing any questioning, and without handling any executions, he found that there simply wasn’t the need.

      It wasn’t as if criminals were having free rein over the city. Finn had established a series of inquisitors that reported to Meyer, and he always had a stack of reports on his desk each evening that he had to review, which made his job easier.

      “Where are you going now?” Pippin asked.

      Meyer glanced over to him. He was dressed better than he had been when he’d first knocked on his door, Meyer had seen to that. He wanted Pippin to dress appropriately as his apprentice, even if he wasn’t really his apprentice. It was no different than he had done when Finn had first come to him. “I’m going to see an old friend.”

      “Now? With everything that’s going on here, it seems to me that you wouldn’t want to visit friends.”

      They veered off, passing through the Unlear section of the city and making their way to Olin. Meyer hadn’t answered Pippin, trying to get his thoughts in line. As they neared the river, Pippin looked out along it and then glanced back to Meyer. They weren’t going to visit Lena this time. His objective was very different.

      He wound to a small clearing in the Olin section, where he paused. Even here the crowd was denser than it normally was, though not so much that he couldn’t manage to push his way through. People milled around, some of them obviously homeless, just looking for a spare patch of street to make their own. Though in a place like this, it was difficult to do so.

      “There?” Pippin asked as Meyer stared at a building across the square.

      Meyer’s gaze lingered on it. The markings over the door were faded from where it had been even ten years ago, though it was still clear enough to make out the wenderwolf on it.

      “A tavern?”

      Meyer nodded. “A tavern.”

      “If you need a drink, there are easier places for that.”

      “This is where I need to go,” Meyer said, pushing his way forward. He fought through the crowd, and Pippin stayed close. If there was one thing that Meyer had not needed to teach him, it was how to navigate through a crowd without getting separated from him. Despite his diminutive size, the boy had little difficulty making his way there.

      When they entered the tavern, Meyer stopped in the doorway. There was no sound of music inside, though it was still early enough that he suspected it wasn’t going to come out until later. There was a somberness to the place, almost too quiet, which was uncommon for any tavern, but especially this one.

      He wasn’t surprised that it was busy, though given the size of the crowd outside, Meyer had expected that it would be standing room only. Tables and booths were occupied with people, and everybody had looked toward him when he entered. For most, it was a subtle turn, as if they wanted to see who had come in but didn’t want to be seen turning toward him. Even the waitresses looked at him, many of them dressed in low-cut gowns, though most had knives visibly strapped to their waists.

      Meyer started to pick his way through, but Pippin grabbed his sleeve and pulled. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be here,” the boy whispered. “This looks dangerous.”

      “It’s not dangerous.”

      “They’re all looking at us.”

      “And they will until he welcomes us,” Meyer said.

      “He?”

      “Just wait.”

      Meyer worked his way to the high-backed booth in the far corner. There were only three people at it. The one in the middle was a tall, lanky man with graying hair and hard eyes that took in everything. The two people on either side of him immediately stiffened, and Meyer didn’t miss how one man’s hands slipped underneath the table. He was likely grabbing a crossbow and aiming it directly at Meyer.

      “This is how you greet an old friend, Oscar?” Meyer asked, glancing to the two men.

      Oscar Richter, the thief known as the Hand, rested his elbows on the table. He watched Meyer before he slipped a languid gaze over to Pippin. “He’s only gone for a few weeks, and you’ve already got yourself a new helper?”

      Meyer didn’t turn to Pippin, but he didn’t need to. He felt him practically tighten completely. “If only this had been my choice. I have a feeling he’s the one responsible for assigning the boy to me.”

      Oscar chuckled. “Sounds about right.” He made a quick motion with his hands, and the two men slid out of the booth immediately and took a seat at a nearby table. One man made no effort to disguise his crossbow, keeping it on the table, leveled at Meyer. “It’s been a long time, Meyer.”

      “It has.” He took a seat, and Pippin stood behind him, still not relaxing. “You haven’t changed much, have you?”

      Oscar’s eyes darted around. “Well, I’ve changed a little bit. I’m a tavern owner now.”

      “I was sorry to hear about Annie’s passing.”

      “I’m sure you were,” Oscar said, his voice low.

      “I was. She was a good woman. Smart.”

      “The best.” Oscar’s voice caught just a little.

      Meyer didn’t know the details about what had happened to Annie, only that she’d been caught up in something after the witchcraft war had started. The details of her death had been mysterious, and though he was curious about them, he had not pressed Finn about it. It wasn’t his place. Finn had dug into it, Meyer was certain, and probably knew more about what had happened to her, partly because he couldn’t imagine Finn letting that drop. Annie was a friend to him as well.

      “What are you doing here?” Oscar asked.

      “It seems as if the rumors are true.” Meyer turned, putting his back to Oscar, which elicited a panicked look from Pippin. That was surprising. The boy realized how dangerous Oscar was? Maybe he did. It suggested that Pippin knew more about the workings inside Verendal than Meyer expected.

      He surveyed the rest of the tavern and noticed that every single person was seated at their own table, several with a few others with them, but all were watching Oscar.

      Meyer finally turned back to Oscar and set his hand on the table. “A real crew leader, aren’t you? But a little different than those who came before you.”

      “Is that what this is about? I’m an honest businessman, Meyer. If you want to watch me, be my guest. I operate this tavern, several others, and—”

      “I’m fully aware of what you do, Oscar. And we can both dispense with the idea that you’re an honest businessman. I know that you and Finn have an arrangement—”

      “I have no arrangement with him.”

      There was real heat in his words.

      What had happened between Oscar and Finn?

      They had been close. Before Meyer had taken Finn in and helped train him as an executioner, Finn’s mentor had been Oscar. He was the man who had taught Finn how to thieve and run the streets, and he had been the reason Finn had been caught in the first place. Were it not for his affection for Oscar, Finn probably would have escaped the kingdom’s notice and would never have been captured and brought to Meyer’s attention.

      “You must have some arrangement,” Meyer said, lowering his voice to a whisper so that others nearby wouldn’t hear, “because otherwise you wouldn’t be permitted to operate the way you do.”

      Oscar sat silently for a moment and then raised his hand. Within a second, one of the young, attractive waitresses slipped over to the table. She tousled Pippin’s hair and leaned toward Meyer, revealing a flash of cleavage.

      Meyer chuckled and turned away. It had been a long time since something like that had tempted him.

      “All she’s offering is ale,” Oscar said.

      “Is that all?”

      “That’s all she’s offering you. Are you too good for that?”

      “I’m not. I’ve always enjoyed a good mug of ale.”

      “We have the best here at the Wenderwolf.”

      Meyer nodded. “I’ve heard it’s passable.”

      “Passable?” The waitress glanced at Oscar. “Are you going to let him talk about your ale like that?”

      “I don’t know that I have much of a choice,” Oscar said, sitting back and crossing his arms over his chest. “This is Master Meyer, executioner for the king.”

      “But the Hunter—”

      “The Hunter is out of the city. And he asked his mentor to ensure stability here. It’s probably for the best. If anyone could keep the city humming, it would be him, wouldn’t it?” Oscar asked, his gaze lingering on Meyer.

      “Ale would be fine,” Meyer said. He glanced over to Pippin. “Water for the boy.” When she left, he turned back to Oscar. “I need your help.”

      “That’s what this is all about? You come in here, making subtle accusations—and I don’t think they’re all that subtle, since you’re about as light handed as an anvil—and now you want my help?”

      Meyer sat for a moment. “I didn’t think I needed to make subtle accusations with you. If you want me to be more subtle, perhaps I could name the men you have here and leave it to you to determine what I know about them.” He glanced behind him. “I see Rocat Long, along with several of his junior-level associates at a table not too far from here. I didn’t realize the two of you were on friendly terms, but given the rumors about you, I suspect that ‘friendly’ isn’t quite the right word. ‘Respectful’ might be better. Then there’s Holz Petaca, and he’s got three others sitting with him. If you’d like, I can use their nicknames. I believe that’s how you prefer to operate.”

      “So you know some of the men in the tavern,” Oscar said, shrugging. “Is that supposed to impress me? You’ve been at your job for a few decades, Meyer. You’re bound to get to know a few men.”

      “But it’s not just a few men that I know in your tavern, Oscar,” he said, emphasizing his given name. Men like Oscar, along with the others Meyer had named, preferred to go by their nicknames. They felt like it gave them a measure of protection from the law. “It’s everybody here. Every one of these men has a crew. And all of them are sitting here, looking at me as if they’re waiting for your signal to jump. That’s more than just them being men in your tavern, isn’t it? That’s a sign of respect. It’s a sign of something that I had heard rumors about, but wasn’t sure if those rumors were true.”

      And if they were, Meyer still wondered why Finn tolerated it.

      How much information had Oscar fed him?

      That didn’t seem quite right, though. The waitress had mentioned the Hunter, and she had done so in a way that hadn’t suggested she was worried about Finn or his presence in the tavern. She had said it in a way that sounded almost as if she had a familiarity with Finn.

      What sort of arrangement did Finn have with Oscar?

      He should have asked Finn before he’d left. Then again, neither of them had expected that Finn would be out of the city this long. Now it was down to Meyer to pick up the pieces and work backward to track what he needed and figure out why things had been happening the way they had.

      “What are you needing from me?” Oscar asked, ignoring the comment.

      “I’m needing organizational help. I figured that was something a man like yourself, a man who controls the crews here, might be able to do.”

      “Not all the crews.”

      “Because there have been too many people coming to the city?”

      The waitress brought the ale over and set it in front of Meyer. She tousled Pippin’s hair again as she handed him the glass of water, before glancing at Oscar and then twirling away.

      “Things have been a little unpredictable lately,” Oscar said. “Partly because the activity outside the city has been unpredictable.”

      “That’s what I’d like to talk to you about,” Meyer said.

      Oscar frowned. “You want to talk to me about activity outside the city? And here I thought you were more concerned about what was taking place inside it.”

      “I think we need to be concerned about both. What happens outside ultimately impacts what happens inside. If we work together, we should be able to find a way to ensure that we—”

      “Together?” Oscar leaned forward, his gaze lingering on Meyer for a long moment, and a smirk crossed his face. A long scar ran down one cheek, distorting his features somewhat. Meyer had never really learned what had happened to Oscar, though he hadn’t cared. The scar had been present the first time Meyer had ever met the man, and probably came from some thieving operation that had gone wrong. “I’m afraid I don’t see why we would work together.”

      Meyer shrugged, and he glanced briefly toward Pippin. He needed to be more careful here. He didn’t want to draw any attention from the boy, and certainly didn’t want to aggravate Oscar, but he also felt it was time to push the issue.

      He was still master executioner, after all, and that mattered in this city, regardless of what others might claim. Meyer had been in Verendal long enough to know it, how it operated, and what part he could play in it. At this point, it was time for him to have a much greater role than he’d had before.

      “What did you and Finn have?”

      Oscar blinked. “What’d we have?”

      “You had some sort of arrangement. I’m sure of it.”

      Oscar snorted and shook his head as he glanced over to the others in the tavern. He turned his attention back to Meyer. “You come in here and make accusations like that?” He kept his voice low, and there was menace to it.

      Meyer knew it was dangerous for him to be in a place like this, surrounded by the people here, especially because he didn’t know how far Oscar might go if he felt he was being challenged.

      “You know this is my establishment. You know the kind of men that are here.”

      “I do know,” Meyer said. “And you know what kind of man I am, and the kind of man we both know. All I’m asking is that you extend the same courtesy to me that you extended him.”

      “What courtesy do you think that is?” Oscar asked.

      “I can’t say that I know. I’m just hoping the two of us can work out an arrangement. The affairs in the city remain complicated, and I fear that things are only going to get more complicated in the days to come. I don’t know what that might involve, nor do I know how you and I might have to interact, but it seems as if we will. And increasingly, I can’t help but feel as if you might need my help as well.”

      He took a slow, steady sip of his ale. It really was good, much like Oscar had claimed. Every tavern owner liked to think they had the best ale. Finn certainly favored the Wenderwolf, though Meyer had always suspected that came from his experience here when he was younger, and how that tended to influence his choices.

      “I’m an honest businessman, Meyer. There’s nothing I need from you at this point.”

      “You might be an honest businessman, but these others?” Meyer flicked his gaze around. “Why, I don’t know what purpose they have in frequenting your establishment or what protections you’ve offered them, but I can say with certainty that you won’t be able to uphold your end of the bargain with them if you’re delayed by my Archers. Or perhaps I’ll have the Archers follow them out of the tavern and see what they might be doing. I might even offer up some security for you. An honest businessman and establishment like this, where there are such dangerous men lurking about…” He flashed a smile and leaned toward Oscar. “I do say that it’s unfortunate you have to suffer like that. I wouldn’t want you to be put in a predicament where you might have to take action you wouldn’t want. So…” Meyer sat back again, finished his ale, and set the empty mug on the table next to him. “Maybe what I should do is send the Archers to patrol the square. There are quite a few immigrants out there, so there would be reason for them to be paying attention to it.”

      Oscar glowered at him. “You’re still a pain in my ass.”

      “I’ve never been a pain in your ass. I can be, though.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Stability. Nothing more. I’m sure you and Finn had a way of ensuring some amount of stability. I’m asking for the same.”

      “There’s not much that can be done outside the walls.”

      “And in that, I think you’re wrong. There’s quite a bit that can be done—you just have to take an interest in it. We may see a mutual benefit if you do.”

      Oscar snorted. “I see. I’m looking forward to when Finn returns.”

      “I am too.”

      Meyer pulled out a silver from his pocket and placed it on the table. “Thanks for the drink.” He got to his feet, nodded at Pippin, and made his way out of the Wenderwolf. Only once he was out on the street did he finally relax. Being in the tavern had left him more anxious than he had been in a while. It was a measure of his time away from the job that it made him that way. Then again, this was uncontrolled, and he had gone to Oscar’s base of operations, which had put him at a disadvantage. Meyer hadn’t known the full depths of the kind of work Oscar had been involved in, but now he had a better sense for that. But he still didn’t know what Oscar and Finn had agreed to.

      It didn’t strike him as something Finn would’ve arranged. Everything he’d done had been coordinated, and everything had been done according to the law. Working with Oscar and agreeing to terms with him—including granting him a measure of safety and protection from the law—left Meyer thinking that perhaps he hadn’t known Finn as well as he thought he did.

      “Master Meyer?” Pippin said. “I don’t really understand what just happened.”

      Meyer stopped on the far side of the clearing, and he looked back at the Wenderwolf. “I’m not really sure what happened either. I’ve been trying to figure out what’s been going on in the city, and whether there might be a way for us to maintain peace as the refugees flood the place, so I made a dangerous agreement.”

      “With a thief?”

      “Oscar Richter is more than just a thief.” Meyer straightened, looked off into the distance, and knew where he needed to go. He wanted to get some tea from Lena. “Come along,” he said.

      “Where to now?”

      “Now we finish our errands, and we let him work.”

      “What do you think he’s going to do?”

      “If I’m right, he’s going to continue what he’s been doing,” Meyer said.

      “Crime?”

      “Maybe some measure of crime. Nothing that would raise the attention of the Archers. It’s what we need from him, though.”

      “And what is that?” Pippin asked.

      “A way of organizing everything happening here.”

      Was he really going to use a crime leader to organize the city?

      Even so, the alternative was worse. He could deal with those consequences later. For now, he hoped he hadn’t made a mistake. He was trusting Finn and his connection to Oscar to make sure that what he had chosen to do, and what he had asked of him, would keep the city safe.
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      Honaaz tried to understand the ship’s movement, but he couldn’t.

      The fucking ships were not making any sense to him. He tried to figure out what purpose they had in simply staying out at sea, not sailing closer to shore, but he hadn’t come up with anything. There was no pattern he could make out, and unless they were readying an attack—something he could not tell with his talisman—he started to wonder if they were just waiting for them.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      Lily looked up from where she was carving. She was seated on a bench along the end of the dock, near enough to the water that she was close to him, but not so close that he would irritate her as she worked. That was one thing Honaaz didn’t want to do. He wanted to give Lily the opportunity to focus on her carving, and not interrupt in any way that would cause her problems. At the same time, he did like having her around, partly for his own peace of mind, and partly because he felt as if she might need him.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “These fucking ships,” Honaaz said, waving his hand. “I can’t tell if they’re doing anything, and it’s really starting to get on my nerves.”

      Lily laughed softly, and then turned her attention back to the carving she was working on. Honaaz watched her trace the bone with her long, sharp knife. He had been curious about the knife, wondering how it could carve bone as easily as it seemed to, but she didn’t say anything about it. Then again, she never seemed to sharpen it, either, so he couldn’t help but feel as if that knife had some secret to it, some story he’d love to hear.

      “They’re Alainsith,” Lily said. “And different from Jal.”

      “They haven’t come any closer, and they’ve been allowing us to continue our preparations.”

      “Preparations.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t feel like we’re making preparations. It feels like the only thing we’re doing is biding our time, giving them an opportunity to build their forces.”

      “Fucking Reims has his plan.”

      Lily nodded, and a frown creased her brow. “Kanar thinks he knows what he’s doing, but I’m not so sure.”

      She had been relieved to see Reims, though Honaaz couldn’t deny that he had also had a moment of relief at seeing him. Not that he felt like he fucking needed Reims around, but he also couldn’t deny feeling a sense of reassurance at his presence.

      And then there was the tall bastard. He had his own ways of doing things, and had seemed to change quite a bit after reaching the city. He had always had an air of mystery to him, but now it was even more than just that. Now there was something else to him that left Honaaz thinking he had gone a little mad.

      And maybe he had. Who knew when it came to somebody like that?

      “We shouldn’t stay here,” he said.

      “We aren’t going to. I’m going to finish with this and then—”

      “I don’t mean that we shouldn’t stay here right now,” Honaaz said, crossing the distance between them and staring out over the water. Waves splashed along the dock, and an occasional spray caught him. The salt reminded him of his home.

      It was that thought that kept coming back to him. Home.

      Something Reims had said stayed with Honaaz. If they could get enough ships, they might be able to turn the tide of the attack. He could have a navy.

      First, though, they would need people to sail and crew those ships. Otherwise, even if Honaaz could get on board and steal a few, they wouldn’t have any way of using them.

      “We have to get past this blockade,” he said.

      “We’re just going to make enough preparations to push them back while we retreat. That’s what we told Kanar we would do.”

      Lily sat up, and she paused in the middle of carving whatever it was that she was trying to make. She had stopped using only bone. It was almost as if the other hegen woman had influence Lily’s thinking, regardless of what Lily had claimed.

      “I’m not saying we’re going to do something stupid.” He looked up briefly, realizing that whenever he denied he was going to do something stupid, it became obvious that he was thinking about doing something stupid. “It’s just that I feel like we need to do something else. We need help.”

      “Which is why we plan on retreating, Honaaz.”

      “Not just that kind of help,” he said. “Even if we bring these people inland, and we get them to wherever it is that Reims wants to bring them, they”—he motioned out at the water—“will continue to attack. How long do we have before they succeed?”

      Lily pursed her lips, and as she turned and looked out at the ships, she picked up the bone she was carving and continued to scrape along its surface. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I feel… Well, I don’t know how I feel.”

      “We need to get a ship past the fleet out there. Then we can get to the Isles.”

      If they had men like that, then they wouldn’t have to worry about who could crew the navy.

      “You want to go home.” Lily smiled sadly. “I can’t blame you. You’ve been away from your home long enough, and this really isn’t your fight. This has nothing to do with you or your people or—”

      “Would you stop talking,” he said, crouching down next to her and taking her hand. “I can’t do this without you. I’m not doing this for me.” He let out a frustrated grunt. “We’ve got this fucking attack about to happen, and we need ships.”

      “So you want to go home, and you think you can somehow encourage your people to join us?”

      “Well… yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because look at them,” he said. “They have the numbers, and we won’t be able to do anything until we can counter that. They have command of the sea, and—”

      “That’s not what I mean. Why would they help?”

      He hesitated. It was a good question, and it was one he didn’t have a good answer for.

      “I don’t know.” He dropped his voice low. “Maybe it’s a mistake.”

      “I do think we need help,” Lily said, and Honaaz looked up. “But from everything you told me about your people, they’ve been working with the Weather Watchers, which suggests that they’ve been working with those who have their own kind of power. They were after you.”

      Honaaz still didn’t really understand why they had come after him. Maybe it was about his uncle, or maybe it was just him in general. He didn’t know.

      “Honaaz?”

      He shook his head. “I’m here.”

      “I know you are. How many of your people do you think they’ve drawn into this?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they were always part of this. Maybe they’ve been used.”

      “If they were used, do you think they can be helped?”

      It was a difficult question. “Depends on why they were used. If it was coin, well, we don’t have any money. If they were forced…”

      That was the part that Honaaz didn’t have a good answer to. If his people had been forced, what would he do? The only ones capable of doing that would’ve been the Weather Watchers, or maybe the fucking sorcerers.

      And if it was either one, it meant that everything he knew of his homeland, everything he knew of the people of the Isles, might already be gone.

      “I’ll do whatever you think we should,” she said.

      Honaaz peered out over the water. “I don’t like running.”

      “I don’t either. But sometimes the smart move is to retreat. Regroup. Find a different way to attack.”

      He looked over to Lily. “Where? We can’t go by water. We go by ground, and we retreat where?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know this land well enough. My people move. We don’t have any particular home. We make our home wherever we are.”

      She glanced up to the ship, where several hegen had remained. Honaaz could hear them on board, and though they didn’t make that much noise, he was aware of his ship at all times. It was his fucking ship.

      “It sounds fucking miserable,” he muttered.

      “It’s not like you have a home either,” she said. “Other than your ship.”

      “A ship is a home.”

      She smiled. “I suppose. You didn’t feel like that was hard when you were growing up?”

      “It was a place. I had a bed. I had family. And I had friends.” He breathed out, looking out toward the ships moving in the water, though not nearly as much as they had been. They were slowing, as if they were starting to make plans for their invasion. “It’s all I knew.”

      “And you made me question what it was like when I was moving around,” she said.

      “I didn’t—”

      She took his hands, squeezing them briefly. “You don’t have to apologize. I just wanted you to know that we’re not that different. You move around on board a ship. I move around across the land. It was home for both of us. It was all we knew, so it didn’t feel strange.”

      Honaaz still missed the camaraderie on a ship, though had he been sailing, he never would’ve met Lily.

      He breathed out carefully. “We do this, and once we stop them, then we go on a journey.”

      “I already told you I was willing to go on a journey with you. I want to see your home.”

      “It’s going to be long.”

      “Have I ever seemed like I couldn’t handle a little discomfort?”

      “I never said it was going to be uncomfortable,” he said.

      “I did,” she said, grinning at him. “A long journey aboard a ship? Even a short journey is uncomfortable.”

      “You just never got used to it. The longer you’re on a ship, the more you start to feel at home.”

      She laughed as she stood and wrapped her arms around him in a tight embrace. She raised herself up on her toes and kissed him. “I’m going to be happy wherever you are.”

      He hugged her back, but his gaze drifted past her, out toward the ships. His mind continued to churn as he watched them. He wasn’t sure what he was going to have to do, only that he felt as if he still needed some answers he didn’t have. And he wasn’t sure he would find them here—or that he would find them at all.

      “Now, go finish with your preparations,” Lily said. “I’m going to keep working on mine. We need to have more of these exploding rods stationed along the shoreline. We can use them against the Alainsith as a distraction to get the people out.”

      Honaaz sighed heavily, and he grabbed the bundle resting on the ground next to her. After slinging it over his shoulder, he headed down to the shore. It didn’t take long before he left the city. He had already set many of those exploding rods around the city, though he wasn’t sure how effective they might be.

      He didn’t know how much these would take out of the person who activated them, but he had committed to Lily—and he wasn’t going to let her risk her strength when he had the strength to do it himself. He reached a rocky section of shore and planted one of the rods into the ground, ensuring it was stable. As he angled it out toward the water, he tried to position it in a way that it would explode far enough to keep the ships from getting too close to shore.

      As he moved onward, he saw tracks in the ground. It looked as if some massive creature had walked through here, which suggested that it was the tall bastard and the berahn.

      Unless it had been Boney.

      Boney had been somewhat distant over the last day or so. He had been roaming around, which left Honaaz wondering what was going on and why the talisman had essentially abandoned him. Then again, Boney was changing. Honaaz didn’t know why, or how, only that he liked the connection he had to Boney as it was.

      He moved farther up the shore, where the rock dropped down. As he situated another of the blasting rods, he noticed an abandoned dinghy.

      Was that what Reims had been talking about?

      He got to his feet and continued making his way until he saw three bodies lying on the shore below. They had been washed against the rock, yet the ocean hadn’t swept them away. Not yet. That was strange enough. It left him wondering if there was some magical connection to them that had kept them in place. Not that he knew about such things, but he also didn’t know why they would have simply stayed in that spot.

      There was no way down to the water, but he wanted to know.

      “I don’t know how to get down there, Boney,” he said, looking back as the talisman bounded up behind him.

      Boney moved forward. He was larger than before, now almost standing as tall as the top of Honaaz’s chest. A sense of energy radiated from him. Boney was the largest berahn Honaaz had ever seen, and all the berahn were large. He might not be real—at least not to others, though he increasingly felt real enough to Honaaz—but he acted as if he was.

      “I just want to see them.”

      Boney nuzzled against Honaaz’s hand, and there was a distinct feeling of fur that had not been there when Boney had first been activated. There had been a smoothness to him then, not this coarse hair Honaaz felt now.

      “We need to protect Lily,” he said, “and I don’t know that I’m going to be able to do that until I can get a sense of what we’re dealing with. She may not be wrong, though. My people might’ve gotten involved.”

      And here his thought had been all about what it would take for him to return home, to try to get help, but she had made a sensible point, as Lily often did, that it might already be too late for them to find any help. His people might already be lost, forced to serve these fucking sorcerers.

      If so, then there would be nothing for them to find if they returned to the Isles.

      Not that he really thought he could go back. After his exile, the only way he had wanted to go back was with his own ship—or a navy—but it might already be too late.

      Fuck.

      “I need to get down there,” Honaaz said, this time mostly to himself.

      Boney shoved his head toward Honaaz and forced himself between Honaaz’s legs, jerking his head up quickly, which dropped Honaaz down onto Boney’s back.

      Then the talisman jumped.

      Honaaz wrapped his arms and legs around Boney, too startled to do anything else.

      What was the talisman doing?

      They landed on a small ledge of rock that Honaaz could not even see, but Boney must’ve known it was here. Then he jumped again, this time landing on the narrow rock protruding from the ocean near one of the bodies. Boney stood, somehow stable as could be on top of this rock, unlike Honaaz, who felt like he was going to fall off at any moment.

      “Now that you got me down here, I suppose you expect me to hop in the water.”

      Fuck.

      Boney surprised him again by jumping.

      When he landed in the ocean, Honaaz was pleasantly surprised that it was only up to the middle of his body, but Honaaz stayed mostly dry.

      Boney walked over to the nearest of the bodies. Honaaz pulled the man up by his jacket and rolled him over. He was a little bloated from his time in the water, but he had a wide face, black hair, and light gray eyes that stared blankly up at the sky. He found no weapon on him.

      He moved on to the next, who looked much like the first, only he had reddish hair, pale skin with freckles, and a mark on one arm. Honaaz frowned. He had seen marks like that before—it was a tattoo that signified rank in the Isles.

      Once he moved the third body, Honaaz froze. He recognized the man, Dalzon, who had served on another ship, though Honaaz and his uncle had interacted with that captain more than a time or two. Dalzon was a good man. He was older, probably Honaaz’s uncle’s age, and had as much experience on the sea as anyone. How had he gotten drawn into this?

      Honaaz let him go, pushing him out toward the water, where a wave pulled him down. Dalzon didn’t come back up. Honaaz forced the other two bodies down as well, letting the ocean claim them. He was thankful that none of them popped back up.

      He looked out toward the horizon.

      He might not be the only one who had been betrayed.

      And now Honaaz couldn’t help but wonder what was going on—and if he could find any way to help the people he had once called his own.

      “Fuck.”
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      The nondescript building was situated on the outer edge of the city, far enough away that Lily had to cross through most of the city to reach it, but still within the borders. The windows on the front side of the dark stone had bars set into them, giving the building an impenetrable appearance. There was something imposing about the feel of this place, something that Lily appreciated, though some of it came from the aspects that she had added.

      As she looked over to the building, she felt the same surge of irritation that she’d experienced ever since she had first dealt with these people come back to her even now. She reached into her pouch, fingering the various prizes she had carved, and starting to think through what she might need to do here, if anything. This was only a matter of trying to find answers.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me why you brought me here,” Esmerelda said.

      Lily looked back at her. She had resisted bringing Esmerelda with her, though it had been out of stubbornness rather than any real logic that had made her feel that way. Esmerelda could be useful, not only because she was hegen, but also because she was married to the executioner. Unfortunately for Lily, that was the aspect of Esmerelda that she needed now. She wanted the woman who might know techniques that Lily did not.

      “When we came to the city, we met some resistance,” Lily said, not taking her gaze off the plain wooden door. “We didn’t know what it was. To be honest, we thought it was probably nothing more than a misunderstanding, but the more we came to learn, the more we realized there was a danger here that we could not fully understand.” She turned to Esmerelda. “The people in the city were in league with the Alainsith, and as far as we were able to determine, they were responsible for the Bloodless—people who had been human but were turned with a form of dark witchcraft.”

      Of course, in Lily’s mind, all witchcraft was dark.

      “You said as much,” Esmerelda said. “I take it that this is where you’ve decided to bring me. You thought I should see this?”

      Lily shifted her satchel on her shoulder, then turned her focus to the door again. “I don’t need you to see it. What I’m looking for is your help.”

      “Help with what?”

      “I need a few questions answered, and I think you might be the right person to help me get those answers.”

      Esmerelda’s face soured, and annoyance flared in her eyes. “If you think I’m going to—”

      “I don’t think you’re going to do anything, but I did want to see if you might be willing to assist. This is important in helping our people, along with people of the city. If you don’t think you can do it, just tell me, and I’ll make whatever arrangements I need for me to find the answers I need.”

      Lily waited, hoping that Esmerelda might be able to help. At this point, she did need the help of somebody who had experience with interrogation, but she wasn’t sure if Esmerelda was going to. The woman had offered to work with her on her art, training her to a certain extent, but had not done much else. She had been trying to glean the various options she had to try to master more of the patterns needed to do what they were doing, but Esmerelda hadn’t given her any additional advice, and certainly nothing that would help Lily with this part of what she needed to do.

      “I suppose you asked Isabel already?” Esmerelda said.

      Lily had forgotten about the connection that Isabel had with Jagger. She shouldn’t have. She had talked to Isabel about it before, and even though she had asked for Isabel’s help in questioning, she had not forced her to do anything she didn’t want to. Ever since the attack, Isabel had been scarce.

      “I asked her for help. She was willing to offer a little, but I don’t think she cares for it.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Esmerelda said.

      “What do you know of her story?”

      “Not as much as Finn. He was asked to help her. I can’t say I know how, or what that would look like, only that he was asked to do that.”

      “By the king.”

      Esmerelda shrugged. “Does that bother you?”

      Lily let out a laugh. “Why would something like that bother me? I don’t have any loyalty to anything here, and if the king decided that he wanted to force her into servitude, then so be it. I guess I’m more bothered by the fact that she didn’t want to admit that she was of the people, and hadn’t had an opportunity to learn what that means.”

      “Like you learned?”

      “I’m not going to apologize for how I ended up.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you to. But I don’t want you to assume you’ll get an apology for how Isabel turned out either. We both know that had you stayed with the people, you would have been someone—and something—other than what you’ve become.” Esmerelda breathed out slowly. “And so… I think I will help. There are no guarantees of what I can do, or what that might do for you, but you have my help.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lily finally pushed open the door and stepped inside. There were simple protections around the building. She had placed most of them herself, and they were all talismans that were quite powerful, and certainly strong enough to hold any kind of magic inside. But they weren’t the only protections here. There were other layers of protection that were meant to ensure that anybody inside this building wouldn’t be able to unleash power. It was how she had hoped to protect the others in the city.

      She found Isabel sitting in a chair, a bone resting on her lap. Lily had been teaching her so she could begin to understand the techniques involved in forming talismans, though she had encouraged Isabel not to use one of the Alainsith bones.

      “It’s about time,” Isabel said, flicking her gaze past Lily and noticing Esmerelda. “I hear we’re getting ready to move?”

      “Eventually. We need to do a few things before we leave, which is why we’re here,” Lily said.

      “I haven’t been able to get anything out of them.”

      “I didn’t think so, which is why I have asked Esmerelda to help.”

      “I don’t have my husband, nor your approach. I can try something else, though,” Esmerelda said.

      Isabel got to her feet and slipped the bone she was carving—something that looked almost like a snake—into a pouch that she slung over her shoulder. “I wish he were here,” she said with a sigh. “I have often wished that.”

      “He has other responsibilities,” Esmerelda said. “But I think if you were to ask him, he would’ve felt the same way. He would’ve wanted your presence with him as well.”

      “I don’t think he would. He made that quite clear repeatedly.”

      Esmerelda watched Isabel, then shook her head. “Then you didn’t understand him. He wanted you to learn. The real question was what he wanted you to learn. Perhaps it wasn’t what you believed.”

      Isabel frowned.

      “Listen,” Lily said, getting in between them. “We don’t need an argument. Isabel, guard the door and make sure nobody gets inside until we’re done.”

      Isabel nodded slowly, leaned back, and started to whistle. It felt as if Lily had heard that whistle before.

      “And Esmerelda, you’re going to do what you promised.”

      Esmerelda said nothing as she followed Lily. Only once they got a little farther down the hallway did she speak. “This is quite an interesting structure that you have here.” There was a bit of amusement in her words.

      “It was an office building of some sort,” Lily said. “We converted it into a little more. It took some time, but we have some skilled people working with us.”

      Esmerelda swept her gaze around. “Where do we go first?”

      Lily stopped at the nearest door. “The woman inside here served one of their leaders. Maybe they see her as leading now. I guess I don’t know. She doesn’t talk much, but I’m hopeful that maybe she will to you. They say nothing when I question them. Honaaz calls it clamming up, something from the sea, but I prefer to think of it as keeping secrets from us.”

      “You might be giving me too much credit here.”

      Lily pushed the door open, and she waited. She felt a faint surge, but nothing more than that. It came briefly, and then it faded. That surge was her way of knowing that her protections still held. She had placed them around the walls to maintain a seal on the inside of the room and prevent anybody from using magic here.

      “This was skillfully done,” Esmerelda said.

      “You didn’t think me capable of it?”

      “I didn’t say that. I merely complimented you. You should learn to accept a compliment.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lily said quickly. “You’re right. I… I spent much time putting these in place and tend to be protective of work I’ve done.”

      Esmerelda patted her on the shoulder, and then she smiled. “Let me begin.”

      She pulled what looked like a flower out of her pouch, but it was a flower that was woven out of grasses, twisted into a brown rose. As she headed forward, there was a jerk of metal chain dragging across the stone, and then light bloomed around the rose Esmerelda held.

      The woman sat in the middle of the room. She had a chain bound to one ankle, but otherwise she was free to move around the entire room. She had access to water, a commode, and even a thin mat for her to sleep on. Lily had made sure that they treated their prisoners as well as possible, even though she knew they probably wouldn’t have done the same thing had the situations been reversed.

      Esmerelda stopped just out of the woman’s reach. She knelt down on the ground and held the flower before her. It glowed with a soft white light, filling the room with an energy that Lily was aware of. It took her a moment to realize why she could feel it. Whatever Esmerelda was doing reminded Lily of her mother.

      “My name is Esmerelda Jagger,” she said, tipping her head forward. “I am a visitor to your city.”

      The woman sneered. “You are an outsider.”

      The woman was young, and at first, it had surprised Lily that she led them—at least until Lily had uncovered that the woman had access to some potential that was probably hegen in origin, or maybe it was just witchcraft.

      “You’re right. I am an outsider,” Esmerelda said, her voice soft and soothing. The power glowing from the woven rose seemed to augment it, amplifying it so that she seemed even more soothing. It was a vastly different tactic than what Lily and Isabel had been using, though she suspected that Esmerelda would’ve already known that, and that was the reason she had chosen to take this approach. “There are many outsiders here, but in a place like this, outsiders are common.”

      “Not common. We protect our own.”

      Esmerelda shifted, and her dress moved around her, though Lily didn’t see her touching it. It spread outward, as if there was something…

      Lily smiled to herself. Esmerelda had something woven into the dress as well. She had been wearing a jacket when she’d first come to the city. Though Lily had not seen what Esmerelda had done with it, she could feel a certain power within the jacket. Something had been woven within it as well, perhaps as a measure of protection.

      “These lands were not yours before,” Esmerelda said. “I’ve seen the island. I’ve seen the temple. Well, the remains of it. There is even an island nearby with similar temples.” The light continued to glow from the flower she held. “It makes me wonder, and I suspect it would make any curious person do the same.”

      “We protect our own,” the woman said again.

      “I would say the same thing. My people tend to move around. We don’t have a home. At least, not all my people do. We live outside cities, on the road, and we live here,” she said, patting the left side of her chest with her free hand. “But we are all connected.”

      She smiled and leaned forward. The flower burst with a flicker of power, the light glowing even more brightly. Lily couldn’t tell what she was doing, but she recognized that there was magic within that flower, and she wondered just what Esmerelda drew upon as she called that power out.

      “It can be tempting to try to learn different techniques to protect our people. My people taught the art.” Esmerelda twisted the rose in her fingers, and the light began to intensify even more. “We have used this kind of thing for many years to protect our people and bond them. It was the one way we would maintain our cohesiveness even after we were chased from a land that once was ours.”

      Lily frowned in surprise. She had never known that the hegen had a homeland. They were scattered, but they had never called one place home. What was Esmerelda doing?

      “My people once had towns and cities, though it was a long time ago. Stories are passed down through generations, and they begin to change and shift. If you know anything about my people, you would believe that we love the road, but that was not always the case, and is not the case even now. Our homeland, however, was lost. It can be hard to think that one place is your own, hard to believe that you possess a thing, only to have it taken from you. Many would go to great lengths to ensure that doesn’t happen.”

      The woman glared at Esmerelda. “What do you know about it?”

      “I know it can be painful, especially when you start to think you know better than others. Is that how you felt?”

      The woman looked down.

      “I imagine there were others within the city who didn’t feel the same way you did, but then you found those who agreed with you. You took steps to understand. You took steps to try to make sure that your people—people you had grown up around, that you had cared for, that you felt a part of—were protected, whether or not they knew they needed it.”

      “It was necessary,” the woman said.

      “And you did what you needed to, until you realized that something wasn’t quite right.”

      The woman glanced up at Esmerelda but said nothing.

      “There comes a time when everybody begins to question. It’s a feeling. You recognize it—at least you do if you pay attention to it. And you can feel it in your heart, I suspect. It’s there, and when it is, you begin to realize that there’s something to it that tells you whether you’re doing what you should be, or whether you’re doing something you should not. It’s when you listen that you begin to feel.” Esmerelda leaned forward, and the flower glowed more brightly. “Did you feel that way?”

      The woman still didn’t answer.

      That didn’t seem to bother Esmerelda.

      “I found that sometimes we get carried away. Sometimes we take the path we need to take, but sometimes not. Either way, there’s a lesson, and a truth, that we must find.” Esmerelda frowned. “I have learned the extent I would go to in order to protect those I care about. It was a harsher lesson than I had anticipated, yet it was one I needed, but did not realize I needed.”

      With a quick movement, she pressed the woven flower into the stone. It stood upright as if it had been sharpened. Its light radiated around the room. There was a faint rustling sound that Lily didn’t fully grasp until tendrils began to stretch from the base of the flower, sweeping out and wrapping the woman. They worked their way around her chained ankle first, then grabbed her arms and pinned her to the ground.

      Esmerelda looked down at the woman. “You will tell me everything you learned, or you will see the lengths I will go to so I can protect those I consider my own.”

      Lily couldn’t tear her gaze away. She had thought that Esmerelda was going to try to use the hegen art to convince the woman to help, or perhaps coerce her, but this was something else entirely. Lily had never seen power like that. It was nothing like what her mother had used, but it was powerful nonetheless.

      And here she had thought there might not be any reason for her to learn Esmerelda’s techniques, but what she was seeing of the magic that existed here was even more than what Lily could do with her bone talismans.

      Which is why Esmerelda agreed to come.

      The woman cried out.

      Esmerelda shook one finger at her. “You should be quiet. I find that silence helps us think.”

      With a gasp, the woman became silent.

      The steady rustling sounds continued as the strange grasses twisted and moved across the ground, then crawled up the walls.

      “The others nearby will face a similar fate,” Esmerelda told the woman. “If you don’t talk, there will be one who does. Eventually I will find someone who understands that it’s best to share. Best for you. Best for your suffering. Best for us all.” She glanced back at Lily. “You may leave us. I will get the information you need.”

      Lily stepped out and stood in front of the closed door, wondering at Esmerelda. She had never thought Esmerelda would be capable of anything like that, but perhaps she should have known better. The woman was married to the Hunter, after all.

      By the time she reached Isabel, her mind still hadn’t worked through what she had seen.

      “You left her in there?” Isabel said. “She’s too soft. Those women are going to tear her apart.” She started to get to her feet, but Lily raised a hand to stop her. “I’ve seen her around Verendal, Lily. I know the kinds of things she does. She has a good heart. She never even charged for her art.”

      “I don’t think it matters,” Lily said.

      “What if they—”

      “They won’t be able to do anything to her.” And for that matter, Lily didn’t even know if she would’ve been able to do anything to Esmerelda. She had not seen that level of control before. It startled her.

      But it also reassured her.

      “I’m going to keep making talismans,” Lily said. “When she comes out, tell her that I will be by the shore.”

      “If you insist. It might be better if you stay nearby.”

      “I don’t think she needs me.”

      Isabel looked down the hallway. “She’s going to get hurt.”

      “I don’t think so. But if you’re concerned, you may certainly go and see if you need to protect her. I doubt you do, however.”

      Isabel frowned. “What’s she doing?”

      “To be honest, I have no idea. She was using power beyond anything I’ve ever seen before. And I’m glad she’s on our side.”
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      The waves crashed against the shore. Lily had been sitting for a while, testing different grasses, different types of flowers, and even different oils that Esmerelda had lent her, all trying to work them into her talisman. She still struggled with the technique.

      “You have to let yourself feel it,” Esmerelda said, striding toward her.

      Her pale skin seemed to glow in the growing moonlight, and she moved with confidence that Lily hadn’t seen from her in the time she’d been in this city. It was almost as if attacking that woman—which was what it had felt like to Lily—had changed something for her.

      “I’ve been trying to feel this aspect of art my entire life, and have never gotten anywhere closer to an answer. The only time I can is when I carve bone.”

      Esmerelda smiled, then looked out, turning her attention to the water. “I imagine you have questions.”

      Lily snorted. “Shouldn’t I?”

      “You heard what I said in there.”

      “I heard. You’re willing to do whatever you have to do in order to protect those you claim as your own.”

      “I am,” Esmerelda said.

      “I’ve not seen the art used like that before.”

      “It has not always worked quite like that. To a certain extent, it’s this land. But there’s also something to be said about where I harvested the grasses used in that art. I spent some time with the Alainsith, and they have their own influence over the land.”

      It had to be more than that, Lily knew. Even spending time with the Alainsith, and using something that had been tied to them, shouldn’t be enough to do what she had seen. That was power. Real and raw power. And it was so different than anything Lily had ever witnessed before.

      “Did she tell you anything?”

      “She told me enough,” Esmerelda said. “I doubt I discovered anything new for you. They have been learning from them. Not only about witchcraft, which we knew the Alainsith were responsible for.” Her tone sounded troubled.

      Lily understood, as she felt much the same way. She had been taught to revere the Alainsith.

      And then she had come to know Jal. He was not what she had believed of the Alainsith.

      “Go on,” Lily said.

      “I’m not sure what else to tell you. The Alainsith want to reclaim these lands. They believe them to be theirs and think we are simply in the way. The real issue is not with us, or with Reyand, or Sanaron, or even the hegen. The real issue they have is with the rest of the Alainsith. Jal and his people. Wular and hers. Even the southern family.” She shook her head. “And to be honest, I don’t know what we can do.”

      “But you think we should do something.”

      Esmerelda watched her. “You do not?”

      “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying that there are likely going to be people who feel we should leave the Alainsith to their own war. Let them have it out, as it were.”

      “You know what would happen if that were to be the case.”

      “We would be caught in the middle,” Lily said. And it would be no different than what had happened during the witchcraft war.

      So many had been caught in the middle. Like her family.

      “Is there something else?” Esmerelda said.

      Lily shrugged, as she wasn’t exactly sure how to answer for several long moments. “I’d like to know how you managed to make that flower turn into… well, something more than just a flower.”

      “Was it more than a flower?”

      “It was.”

      Lily knew what she had seen. It was a far greater use of the hegen art than anything she had experienced before. In some ways, it had looked more like Alainsith power. How could that be possible, though? Maybe it was because Esmerelda had used some aspect of the Alainsith in her art? If so, it wouldn’t be all that dissimilar to what Lily did with the Alainsith bones.

      “What you saw was me encouraging the rose to find its form. And that is what mattered. When it does, eventually the flower will blossom, much like a real flower.” Esmerelda shrugged.

      “So I could do something like that?”

      “Perhaps, or perhaps not. I don’t know what potential you may have, only what I suspect.”

      “My mother once tried to teach me something along those lines,” Lily said, looking down at her hands. “She would’ve loved to have seen what you did. She would’ve believed that she could have learned that, and perhaps that I could have learned it.”

      “I believe you could.”

      “How is it that what you did felt Alainsith?”

      At that question, Esmerelda’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know. There have been times in the past where I have felt a shifting of my potential and my art. Times when it feels more potent than others. Sometimes, as with the cards”—she reached into her pocket and pulled out a stack of cards, as if for emphasis—“I feel like I’m close to an understanding. Other times I feel as if we are no more than servants to a greater power. As if we are merely glimpsing at potential.” She smiled tightly. “For so long, I believed that to be the case. That we as a people could never grasp the truth of the power of the Alainsith. Lately, however, I have started to question.”

      “What have you started to question?” Lily asked.

      Esmerelda held her gaze for a long moment. “I imagine the same questions you’ve been asking about your art. There is more potential in it than we give ourselves credit for. Both of us. That potential may be different than Alainsith magic, but I no longer feel that it is any less powerful.”

      “It’s not?”

      “Do you feel like your talismans are less powerful than what you have seen from the Alainsith?”

      Lily opened her mouth and was about to say she believed that, but at the same time, was that the truth? She had seen some of the things Jal could do, but she also knew what she could make, regardless of what substrate she made it out of.

      “I can see that you don’t have that answer,” Esmerelda said.

      “I don’t.”

      “It raises another question, then.”

      “About our power, about the hegen, or about the Alainsith?” Lily asked.

      “All of it. What if we have a similar connection to the Alainsith?”

      Lily frowned. “If that’s true, then it means…”

      Esmerelda nodded. “I know what it means. Or what it could mean.” She took a deep breath, looked out over the water for a few moments, then patted her pouch. “For now, we must do what we can. This war, which is coming, impacts us all.”

      She was right, yet at the same time, Lily wasn’t sure what they needed to do. Evacuate the people? Make talismans? Fight? Or all of that?

      “I would appreciate you trying to help me understand this as best as I can,” Lily said. “I think it would be beneficial for me to know more about all of this so I can decide what I might be able to do, and whether I might be able to modify it in a beneficial way. At this point, that’s what I need the most. Would you be willing to do that?”

      “I’ve been trying to understand what purpose they might have in the city.”

      “Well, that’s part of the reason we wanted to question the captives.”

      “It’s possible they won’t provide us with what we need to know,” Esmerelda said. “Which is unfortunate, but if there’s anything I learned from Finn, it’s that people don’t always do what is in others’ best interest. Some of this is a matter of strategy. Why this city? Why Sanaron? And what others do you think they might have targeted?”

      “We thought it was tied to the Alainsith structures, but the temple was already destroyed, and the ships have remained. Given what you and Kanar and Jal have said about the structures you encountered along the way, I don’t even know what to make of it.”

      “We had better hope that someone learns before it’s too late. Otherwise, how can we stop the war if we don’t even know why it started?”

      Lily didn’t have an answer. Maybe there wasn’t one. She got to her feet and stared off into the distance. “My intention is to help protect the people here as much as I can.”

      “How do you propose to do that?”

      “Whatever talismans I need to make. Whatever steps I need our people to take. Whatever those who are with me can do.”

      She waited, and when Esmerelda turned to face her, she anticipated resistance, suspecting that Esmerelda would not approve of what Lily asked of her. It would be difficult, she knew. She was asking for Esmerelda to fight, but it was more than just that. It was a matter of taking her art and using it in a way she had obviously not wanted to demonstrate fully.

      “I will help as long as I can remain,” Esmerelda said. “Though I can’t make any promises as to how long that will be.”

      “I understand.”

      She took a seat on the bench where Lily had been sitting, pulled out some items from her satchel, and began to work them together. Lily was tempted to ask Esmerelda to show her more, but at this point, she wasn’t sure if she would even learn anything useful that would make a drastic difference in the short time she had.

      There was something she could do, though.

      It was something she had started to think about once she had spoken to Esmerelda. Lily needed answers. They were the kind of answers she wasn’t going to get sitting and talking. At least, not with Esmerelda. They were the kind she needed to get from the one person she had avoided questioning, for good or bad. It was time that she change that.

      She looked over to where Esmerelda was working, before taking her leave and heading toward the warehouse, and toward Isabel. She needed answers about the Alainsith. It was time that Isabel provide them.

      The building was dark. Quiet. Lily approached, and paused as soon as she did. She was aware of the sense of something coming from inside, though the energy she felt from within it was quite different than what she’d expected she would find. The change here was considerable.

      Some of that must have come from what Esmerelda had done. She had planted a flower woven from grass and had used that to hold these women and question them. Lily found that amazing. That kind of power was more than just hegen, she suspected.

      Esmerelda claimed that her abilities came from spending some time in the Alainsith lands, but it had to be more than just that, didn’t it? If it were merely about that, then any hegen who went to the Alainsith lands could presumably gain that level of control and skill, and Lily simply did not believe that to be the case.

      She pulled open the door.

      Isabel still sat in the same chair, leaning back, whistling softly to herself. She frowned when she saw Lily. “I wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon.”

      “I came to talk to you.”

      She flicked her gaze down the hallway. “I thought you were here to talk to some of our prisoners. I don’t know what she did,” she said, glancing toward the door, “but I’ve never seen her use anything quite like that before. Even when I was in Verendal with her, there was nothing like that.”

      Lily sniffed, grabbed a chair, and pulled it over to sit next to Isabel. Every so often, somebody shouted, but it was weak, and they quickly fell silent. “I need to question the people here a little more,” Lily said. “We need some answers before we evacuate.”

      “You don’t have the right mindset for it,” Isabel said. When Lily arched a brow at her, Isabel shrugged. “I know you have your training and that you’re skilled enough, but it takes a very different approach when you’re questioning and looking for specific answers.”

      “We need to know why they were working with the Alainsith.”

      “Maybe they don’t know. That’s something I learned from Master Jagger. Sometimes people do things because they’ve been told to do them. Other times, they do them because they get caught up in emotions, not because they’re some nefarious mastermind.” She started to grin as she turned her attention to Lily, but it faltered. “Well, at least, not most of the time. We haven’t been a part of too much like that. At least, I haven’t been. When I was assigned to him, most of the war efforts had been over by then. I doubt that I would’ve been assigned there otherwise. The war started there, you know. They targeted Alainsith buildings.”

      Lily frowned. “They did?”

      Isabel sat up and leaned forward. “I don’t know all the details. You can ask Esmerelda. I’m sure she would know much more. She was around then. I don’t think they were a couple at that point, but they certainly were together, from everything I’ve heard. But she was part of helping stop it.”

      “Why would they have destroyed the Alainsith structures in Verendal?”

      “Because they could?”

      “Would it have powered witchcraft?” Lily asked, though she didn’t really expect Isabel to know. It was a question more for Kanar, though even he might not have the answer. Maybe if she had Morgan with her, somebody who had studied things like that, it might be helpful, but without her, she didn’t know.

      “Well, everything they talk about witchcraft requiring would be tied to destruction, wouldn’t it? So I guess it’s possible. Destroy a few buildings, even those that are supposedly not able to be destroyed, and with the right connection, you might be able to power something.”

      That didn’t fit with Lily’s understanding of witchcraft, though. Her understanding was about how pain and suffering were required for that magic. Not this.

      “That’s not what I came to talk to you about,” Lily said. However, now that she was here, it was the question that lingered more than anything else, and she figured that she was going to come back to it. She would talk to Kanar, first. Once she had a better understanding and a better idea of what was involved, then maybe she could learn more. “I want to know more about you.”

      Isabel fidgeted and stared at Lily for a moment. “What do you want to know?”

      “You keep a lot of yourself hidden. I’m curious how long you’ve known about your potential.”

      “I’ve always known a little bit.”

      “And the king?”

      “What are you really getting at, Lily?” Isabel asked.

      “I just want to know more about you, and perhaps why the king sent you to work with the executioner.”

      Isabel snorted. “He thought I would find him honorable, and that I might receive some grounding in what it’s like to make difficult decisions.”

      Could that be it?

      Lily had started to believe that there was some ulterior motive, especially given what she now had come to know about the executioner’s sword and the connection it had to the Alainsith. What if the king really had only wanted her to work with the executioner to try to understand how to be an honorable servant of the people? He had to have known what she was.

      “For a land that claims to discourage magic, having somebody with such proximity to the king engaging in magic is surprising,” Lily said.

      “It’s not that he dislikes magic. It’s the form of magic.”

      And maybe that was all it was. Maybe the king realized that witchcraft was dangerous, and recognized the reason behind that danger. And if so, was there anything different that she needed to do?

      “I’d like to talk about something else,” Lily said.

      Isabel watched her with a darkness in her eyes. Had Lily not known better, she would’ve expected Isabel, not the Hunter, to be the executioner. In that moment, she felt a flicker of hesitation, and wondered if it was a mistake to push this.

      “Does your father have the art?”

      “My father and mother do. Well, did,” Isabel said. She peered down at her hands, and when she looked up, some part of her expression had shifted. She had grown stronger. More determined. “I’m not a part of the people, but my father believes that it’s not only the hegen who have a connection.”

      Lily shook her head. “Probably not,” she said, and knew that was true. They had long believed that it was probably not only the hegen who had access to the art, but far too many people feared magic. After the witchcraft war, even more feared it.

      What was strange was that everything now seemed to be tied to magic. The Alainsith. Witchcraft. Even the hegen. The key to protecting everything that she knew and cared about was connected to her art—and to power that Lily was not sure she fully understood.

      And maybe nobody did.

      Only those responsible, and they were still trying to make sense of that.

      In the meantime, Lily would do what she could. She would make talismans. She would work with the art. She would try to find answers. And she would protect those she cared about—using whatever means necessary.
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      Honaaz stayed low in the boat as it moved through the water. It was getting dark, and he needed to use that darkness as cover. He wanted answers. And he was not about to linger here too much longer without trying to get those fucking answers. Not if they were going to have to do the kinds of things he thought he did, and take the kinds of steps he feared he needed to. He wasn’t about to sit around and wait.

      He was alone, other than Boney, and he figured that was probably for the best. He was prepared for whatever might happen to him, and had no interest in telling Lily what he planned on doing. Otherwise, she’d try to talk him out of it. She was the only person who might actually succeed in talking him out of something when he got it in his head.

      Honaaz rowed through the water, the oars sliding through the waves slowly. He wanted to time this the right way. Additionally, he figured that if he used the owl talisman, he might be able to see what was taking place on one of the ships and give himself enough of an advantage that he could target one that was not nearly as compact as others. Having dealt with a magical attack already, Honaaz knew what they were capable of doing, and knew he would have to be ready to use whatever magical resistance that he had to defend himself. That is, if it worked.

      He looked over to Boney. The massive white talisman sat in the bow of the boat, looking out over the water, as if he had been born to the sea. Given that he was connected to Honaaz the way he was, maybe he really had been.

      “What do you think, Boney? Am I a fucking idiot?”

      The talisman turned to him, and the milky eyes watched him as if trying to decide how to answer, before his attention returned back to the water.

      “I’m taking that as a no,” Honaaz said.

      He had to know one way or another. Somehow.

      Before they took anything else, Honaaz needed to know. He had committed to Reims and Lily that he would help them escape, and while he still intended to do so, there was a part of him that wondered if escape was the right strategy, particularly now that he knew some of his people were involved. It was one thing to see men who looked like him, and quite another to see a man he recognized from his land.

      The small boat rocked on the waves, and Honaaz put more effort into rowing. He was tempted to return to shore, especially because it had gotten late. He knew better than to upset Lily by taking too long to get back.

      Honaaz had considered bringing Biggins with him, but he still wasn’t exactly sure about Biggins’s loyalty. Besides, Honaaz had several talismans with him, so he wasn’t exactly going alone. He had Boney, but he also had another talisman he could use if it came down to it. Lily had made a point of ensuring he was well provided for.

      He followed the flow of the water, then turned. He decided to focus on one of the outer ships. Though that might put him at a bit more risk, it also left him more likely to be able to sneak aboard, avoid attention, and get what he wanted. Honaaz figured he could steal a ship. Or sink it. He didn’t want to do that if he didn’t have to, but if it came down to his own death or sinking the ship, well, he knew what he was going to decide.

      He bobbed in the waves, when he realized that his small boat wasn’t alone.

      Fuck.

      Boney sat up, as if suddenly alerted to what was taking place, and there came a strange vibration within him, almost like a growl.

      He rested a hand on the talisman. “I see it.”

      He slipped the oars back into the boat, grabbed the owl talisman, and squeezed it. Doing so allowed him to see that there were three men on a little boat. Three men didn’t intimidate him, but three men in the water was a different matter altogether. They were all his size, though he didn’t recognize any of them.

      That’s a good thing.

      They were heading closer to shore.

      He had a choice to make: keep his course, or follow them in.

      Honaaz might be the only one able to handle them, so he turned the boat. Boney stood, as if aware of what Honaaz intended to do, and stayed with him as he began to row as quickly as he could. He stayed behind the other boat, figuring that the men would not expect that somebody would be following them. They would likely anticipate that the only boats behind them were the ones they came with. He worked as silently as he could, but he did worry that each time he pulled the oars out of the water, there was a bit of spray, and the slapping of the waves on the side of the boat would draw the attention of the men.

      A gigantic wave blocked his view.

      Honaaz glided with the wave. Something like this had to be taken head-on, but he also didn’t like the idea that he might pop atop a wave at the same time that somebody on the nearby boat would be looking in his direction. Honaaz hurriedly pulled on the oars, when something slammed into the side of his boat. It trembled before going quiet again.

      He dropped down and craned his head just over the gunwale.

      Two of the men were looking in his direction. One of them had some strange device held in hand. It reminded Honaaz of what Lily had given him, though he suspected that these sorcerers wouldn’t be using something that was the same as her talisman. They probably had some other technique for their magic.

      He looked over to Boney. “What do you think?”

      The talisman had not ducked down. It was almost as if Boney didn’t give a shit about the others seeing him. Given the power within him, he probably didn’t give a shit.

      Another blast of energy struck the side of the boat, and they started taking on water.

      Just what we fucking need.

      Honaaz let out a frustrated breath and started paddling more furiously.

      Now he angled toward shore. He wasn’t going to face these men directly, but he wanted to let them think he was afraid. They could chase him, and once he got to shore, Honaaz could use one of the talismans Lily had left him, or he could send Boney at them.

      Another blast collided with them.

      Honaaz was thankful that he’d stayed low, but this time, the blast sent a spiked ball through the side of the boat. He glanced down at it with a frown, when a moment of alarm hit him—it probably wasn’t just a spiked ball. There would be something magical in it, much like Lily’s magic. He hurriedly tossed it into the water, and just in time. As soon as he did, there was a burst of sea spray, a fountain shooting up into the sky as the spiked ball exploded.

      If that had been on board the small boat, Honaaz’s his magical resistance might not have made any difference. It might have blown him up as well.

      Boney watched him, seemingly unconcerned.

      “I don’t suppose you have some way of getting to shore faster?” Honaaz said.

      He didn’t expect Boney to answer, and he didn’t. Instead, the berahn stood at the bow and continued looking out over the water. Honaaz strained as he pulled on the oars, and didn’t manage to move them any faster than before. He was getting tired too. Not that he would admit that to anyone, but he was.

      Water started to pour into the boat. He had to work quickly and try to find a way to get to shore before he wouldn’t be able to.

      When the water was ankle-deep inside the boat, Honaaz started to worry that he wasn’t going to be fast enough. He had a small boat, but it was just him and Boney, so they had less weight than the other boat with the three men in it. The water slowed him down, and the men started gaining on him. Fortunately, they hadn’t hit the boat with whatever bizarre explosives they had, but Honaaz fully anticipated the fuckers to shoot at him again.

      Another explosion hit him. He hurriedly looked around to make sure another spiked ball hadn’t landed inside the boat, and thankfully didn’t see one. When he was content that there was nothing, he leaned forward and peered into the distance. He wasn’t that far from shore, but it still felt too far away.

      He continued angling away from the other boat. It was best to get to shore. Then he could deal with everything else.

      A blast struck them and sent another one of those strange spiky balls toward them, which came to rest in the bottom of the boat.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz scrambled forward, grabbed it, and tossed it… and almost not in time.

      The ball exploded just moments after he threw it into the water, and it created another fountain of spray that shot up from where it had landed.

      He glanced over to Boney. The talisman looked toward the shore, unconcerned.

      Another wave hit the boat, sending them high up, and Honaaz felt something he hadn’t before. A tingling sensation washed over him. Then something else slammed into the boat. There was no spray, which he figured was worse.

      An explosion thundered.

      Water surrounded him.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz swam. He’d been in the ocean many times, though it was rarely this cold.

      Where was Boney?

      The talisman had better not be hurt, or Honaaz was going to skin those three men. This was his talisman.

      As he swam, he realized he was going the wrong direction. He had gotten disoriented after being tossed from his boat. And now he was heading the wrong way, toward the other boat.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Honaaz dove underneath the next wave, shifted his course, and kicked as hard as he could. The chilliness of the water slowed him down. He knew the dangers of icy water like this, and doubted he’d be able to tolerate being in this cold for long. He needed to get out of here. Somehow.

      Honaaz kicked again.

      Something brushed up against his leg. He kicked it off, not sure if it was a fish, some other underwater creature, maybe even a rock, though he didn’t think he was that shallow or that lucky. When it brushed up against his leg again, he kicked once more, then something came sweeping up underneath him.

      It took him a moment to realize what it was: Boney.

      Honaaz climbed onto the berahn, which glided quickly through the water, carrying him away from the three men and toward land.

      “We have to get to the shore. And I’m going to need to be ready to deal with these three fuckers,” Honaaz said.

      Boney seemed understand what he wanted, and they swam fast—impossibly so.

      Once they reached the rocky shore, Honaaz jumped off, staying low and looking out toward the water, but it was too dark to see much. At some point, he had lost the owl talisman, but thankfully he had something that would work similarly. It wasn’t another owl, but it was a flying construct that Lily had made for him. He fished it out of his pouch, pricked his finger with a knife, smeared blood on the talisman, and felt a soft stir of cold energy work through him.

      The talisman was shaped like an owl, but it had a hawk’s head, sharp talons, and sleek, dangerous-looking wings. Those features would be useless, since he didn’t think that the thing would actually act like a bird. Lily had described her other talisman as being something like a statue that could catch the wind to carry it up into the air.

      He was surprised when the talisman began to flex its wings, beating at the sky.

      An image appeared in the back of his mind, and he saw the shape of the boat cutting through the water as it worked its way toward him. Boney must’ve seen it as well, as he sniffed at the air as if he were a real berahn.

      Honaaz patted Boney on the side. “Back away from the water. We can wait until they get closer. Then we attack,” he muttered.

      A vibration came from Boney. Honaaz took that as approval.

      They backed into the rocks, hiding in the shadows, and he waited.

      Using the hawk-owl talisman, Honaaz could see where they were coming from and how they angled their way slowly toward shore, working stealthily toward them. Honaaz stayed low, his bone daggers now unsheathed, ready for whatever they might try.

      Rage bubbled within him. Anger at what they had done to him, the boat, and the possibility that they might harm Boney all mixed together, but he realized that was a mistake. He shouldn’t be so angry with them. If they were working on behalf of the Alainsith, they wouldn’t even know what they were doing. That was what he had to tell himself.

      It was hard. Honaaz had been betrayed. He had been marooned in Sanaron and left behind. He had been stranded.

      Honaaz squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force those thoughts out of his mind.

      The men were still a good fifty yards away from shore. It would take them a little time to navigate in, especially if they were sweeping the area and looking for evidence of where he had gone. Honaaz opened his eyes and looked through the talisman’s eyesight but saw nothing more.

      It had been a night like this when he’d been abandoned in Sanaron. He had been dumped into the sea, much like this time. Not off a dinghy, though. No. That would’ve been too much of a blessing.

      After his uncle had been killed, he’d had little choice but to jump, knowing that they had him outnumbered and that he wouldn’t be able to fight his way to safety. He had his daggers, but that was it.

      He could still remember the looks on the others’ faces as they had forced him overboard: satisfaction.

      Could he even work with those willing to toss him and his uncle overboard? Or would it be better just to get revenge for what they had done? His uncle deserved that much, at least.

      The boat was getting closer, but Honaaz was no closer to an answer.

      He kicked a rock, drawing their focus. He wanted to make a little noise so they would come into shore.

      A tingling sensation washed over him as something else fired at him. Probably the same magical attack they had used on his boat. Now that he was on land, he didn’t worry quite as much. The blast struck the ground about ten feet in front of him. Rock sprayed upward, and a blast of wind followed.

      “I saw him move,” a deep voice said.

      The sound of someone from the Isles.

      Honaaz shifted. What was the right strategy here? Should he go and raise enough attention for them to know that he was there, or was the better option for him to stay hidden, wait for them to come on shore, and then try to draw them out?

      If he waited, though, they might move farther up the shoreline, and Honaaz would lose his chance to go after them.

      He didn’t get the opportunity to make that choice.

      He heard something collide with the boat. It sounded like they hit a rock. When he poked his head up and saw that Boney wasn’t with him, Honaaz knew exactly what they had struck.

      He focused on Lily’s bird talisman. He could feel the connection he had with it, which was similar to what he felt with Boney, though perhaps not quite to the extent that Boney’s had become.

      “See if you can claw their eyes out,” Honaaz muttered.

      He wasn’t sure what would happen, but the talisman suddenly swooped down, moving far faster than he would’ve expected as it dove toward them. Someone shrieked.

      He couldn’t even see what happened. The movement was so fast that it glowed in the back of his mind. Was that what a hawk saw when it dove? If so, they were terrifying creatures.

      He scrambled toward the water and reached for a rock on the ground, then hefted it and that talisman. He struck one of the men in the back of the head.

      Then Honaaz darted into the water.

      He expected to have to swim to the boat and was surprised when Boney scooped him up and glided through the water to carry him to it. Honaaz launched himself off Boney’s back, catching the remaining man in the chin with an outstretched fist, and then drove his other fist into the side of his head until he collapsed to the ground.

      The fight was over. Just like that.

      Honaaz against three.

      Though it wasn’t just him, was it? He’d used Boney and the other talisman.

      He looked up to see the hawk-owl circling in the sky. It was already larger than it had been before. Whatever he had added to it seemed to strengthen that talisman, much like Boney had been strengthened.

      What was Honaaz doing to them?

      “Well, I guess we need to give you a name.”

      There was a mysterious rippling of wind, and it sounded almost like a whistle, or a shriek. The talisman was calling back to him.
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      Lily sat on the chair across from the door, waiting. Honaaz had been inside the room, binding the last of his prisoners, and she had chosen not to say anything to him. She felt it when he had activated the last talisman and turned it into something else.

      It was an interesting thing, she realized. She poured some of herself in the making of the talismans, but when she wasn’t the one to activate them, they were changed in a way she had not fully expected—like the berahn talisman that Honaaz called Boney, which was sitting in front of the door, waiting on Honaaz as if it were some sort of pet dog. There was also the other talisman that circled over the city, and hadn’t gone anywhere after Honaaz’s return. It was nothing like the talisman she had connected to. She suspected it had something to do with him and his own natural magic, but it was strange, to say the least. She had no idea what to make of it, and no idea how Honaaz had that connection, nor did she know what it meant for him to be as powerful as he was.

      The door came open. Boney looked up and wagged its tail, which was now not nearly as rigid as it had been before, and looked like an actual tail with long, flowing strands of fire hanging from it.

      The talisman actually wagged its tail at Honaaz.

      Lily shook her head. That was nothing like she had ever imagined.

      But she had made it. She had been responsible for carving that talisman, and though she might not have been the one to activate it, she had been responsible for helping Honaaz with it. And she’d been the one to turn it into something.

      Honaaz had used his own connection—whatever that might be—to the magic, but she couldn’t help feeling as if there was something about all of this that she still didn’t fully understand. That was more reason for her to go to Esmerelda and ask additional questions. More reason for her to again see if there might be something else she might know.

      Then again, she wasn’t sure Esmerelda would know.

      Honaaz came over to her. Boney strode alongside him, and she held her hand out to pet the talisman. If it was going to act like a berahn, she was going to treat it like one.

      “Do you want to talk about what happened?” she asked Honaaz.

      “I don’t fucking care. I—”

      Lily got to her feet, and she slipped her hand into his. “I’m not angry. I just wanted to know that you’re safe. You need to make your own choices.”

      Honaaz glanced down at her. She wasn’t sure what the look in his eyes was. Was it disappointment? No. She didn’t think he was disappointed in her. He was upset. She had a hard time reading him, though she’d been trying to get a sense of him and what he might do in different situations. He was usually so stoic that it was difficult for her to know, though. And in this case, given what he had just been through, she still didn’t have any idea.

      “Fuck,” Honaaz muttered.

      “I hear you,” she said. “I’ve been trying to make sense of what happened.”

      “It’s not just what happened,” he said, looking down at Boney. “I didn’t know that I was going to form another connection to one of your talismans.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      “No. It saved me. It came down and attacked one of the men. Damn near pulled out an eye.” Honaaz chuckled as he said it.

      Lily had needed to heal the man, which irritated her because he was the enemy. Still, she wasn’t going to have him die from an infection when he could provide information.

      Honaaz’s expression turned serious. “What do you think I am?”

      “I think you have something magical. But none of that is really what you’re concerned about, is it?”

      He glanced back toward the door. “I want to know why the Alainsith are using them.”

      When he looked over to Boney, the talisman watched him, as if it wanted to tell him that he was being ridiculous.

      “Did you find anything?” Lily asked.

      “No. I need to ask questions, but I don’t know if I’m going to get any answers.”

      Lily had the sense that it bothered him. She didn’t know for certain, but she suspected that they were from his homeland. “I can help,” she said.

      “And what?”

      “There might be a way to get them to talk.”

      Esmerelda had a way of getting people to talk, especially given her own connection to the art. And Lily guessed that if anybody could convince these three to say anything, it would be Esmerelda.

      “Let me sit with them a little longer,” Honaaz said. “Don’t go torturing them quite yet. I can do that if it comes down to it.” There was increasing venom with each sentence. Lily wasn’t going to push.

      “Is there anything you need me to do?” she asked.

      “Just let me be.”

      He pulled his hands free, patted Boney on the head, and then left the room.

      Lily understood his frustration, but she also wished that there was something more she could do to help him. Instead, she headed toward the nearest of the doors, paused in front of it, and rested her hand on it. The small talismans sitting on either side of the door looked up at her. One resembled a squirrel and the other a bird. Both of them turned their attention to Lily, but did not have any other reaction.

      “Keep an eye on me. Don’t let anything happen out here.”

      Lily pushed the door open and stopped just inside. Honaaz had secured the man to the wall using two chains, anchoring them to both ankles and pinning him in a way that his legs were slightly spread. His hands were bound in front of him, though with rope, rather than with chain. The rest of the room was empty. He would need someone to feed him, and probably help him relieve himself. Otherwise, he’d soil his clothes.

      This was one of the men who had not been pecked at by the hawk-owl talisman. He was large, though not quite as muscular as Honaaz, with deeply tanned skin, tattoos along one side of his neck, and a scar that ran from the corner of his ear down to his chin. His lanky black hair hung down in front of his face as he looked at her.

      “What’s your name?” Lily asked, closing the door behind her but not stepping any farther into the room.

      The man said nothing.

      Lily pulled out one of the berahn talismans from her pouch, pricked her finger, and smeared blood on the bone. She set it on the ground across from the man, and the talisman began to grow and expand until it was the size of a large dog. She could feel the power within it, even if she wasn’t sure whether this man was aware of that power.

      “I’m not going to ask again,” Lily said. “What’s your name?”

      The talisman moved forward, creeping ever so slightly. There was a stiffness to its movements, nothing like what Boney had. Lily still didn’t know what Honaaz had done to make Boney quite as fluid and lifelike as he had. Maybe it was the fact that Boney had been involved in other attacks, or perhaps it was something about Honaaz himself. That, more than anything else, was likely.

      “You’ll get this opportunity to tell me more. Not any other. Share what you’re doing here, or else you’ll find out what this talisman will do.”

      Lily leaned against the door. She had her arms crossed, though she could feel the connection she had to the talisman. It continued to move slowly toward the other man, as if preparing for an attack.

      She looked down. “Go ahead.”

      She had said it softly, but the talisman moved forward, seeming to still understand her. It stumbled toward the man, moving its stiff legs in a fashion that made it look like a walking statue—which was almost exactly what it was. When it reached the man, he tried to push against the talisman with his bound hands, but could not.

      The berahn stomped on his leg.

      The man cried out in pain.

      It took another step forward and trampled on his other leg.

      He cried out again. Blood stained his pants where the talisman had crushed his legs. She didn’t think the talisman was all that heavy, but whatever it was doing seemed to hurt.

      Lily smiled sadly. “I’m afraid that your lack of answer is not going to work for me. I need to know what you’re doing here. And until I know, I’m going to take whatever time and effort I have to in order to find out.”

      The man looked up, his eyes stained with tears.

      “Do you intend to talk? Otherwise, we can keep this up. Don’t mistake my delay for compassion. At this point, I have no compassion for you.”

      He locked eyes with her, and for a moment, he looked like he was hoping that she might react differently. She turned away, and the talisman retreated and moved closer to her.

      “We were sent here,” he said. His accent was thicker than Honaaz’s, and his voice a bit harsher. His voice quavered a little.

      “Who sent you here?”

      “We were sent here.”

      Lily looked at him again. “As I said, I’m not going to keep going through this. Who sent you here?”

      The man flicked his gaze past her toward the door. Lily wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but she had the distinct impression that he thought help might be coming. Given what she had encountered so far with these men, it was entirely possible that they thought somebody would come for them.

      Lily reached into her pouch, grabbed one of her more archaic pieces of art that she’d carved long ago, and wiped her blood on it.

      “Maybe it’s time we try something different,” Lily said as she set the piece of art on the ground in front of him. “Maybe instead of asking questions, I just act more like you.” She smiled tightly, flashing her teeth. “From what I’ve gathered, you have a little experience with various talismans. You might call them something different, but you understand the general way they work. I’m going to leave this one here. Perhaps you have resistance to it, or perhaps you don’t.”

      Lily stepped back, and she was left wondering what Isabel—and even Esmerelda—would’ve done here. Esmerelda had her strange magic, the use of her art that was so different than Lily’s. She might have bound him and held him down. Should Lily do the same?

      She crouched down, holding his gaze. “By now, you might be feeling the way it’s starting to work. I don’t know what it feels like to someone like yourself. Maybe like your skin is getting tight. As if you’d been out in the sun too long. You have the look of a man who’s familiar with the sun. Maybe that sensation is starting to work its way through you. Maybe you can feel a flutter of dangerous power that’s building, threatening.” She glanced down at the talisman. “And you probably have started to wonder what will happen when it does activate. Will it be simple? Who can say what ‘simple’ is. But perhaps you’ve seen items like this, and you think you know how to handle them, and you know what you might have to do were it to fully activate.” She gave a small shrug and watched him. “Or perhaps you’ll feel something else. Maybe it’s little more than a whisper of wind across your skin. Something that tells you that everything isn’t quite right. Or maybe you won’t feel anything at all until the moment this explodes, sending fragments of bone deep into your flesh, ripping through you.”

      He looked up and met her gaze.

      “And as you bleed out, I collect your blood, use the power that remains stored within you, and I get the answers to the questions I want regardless. Once I collect all that, I will have everything I need.”

      Let him think I have such power.

      “You can’t do that,” he said.

      “I think I can do whatever I must do.”

      He didn’t take his eyes off the bone. “Move it. Please. I will tell you whatever you want to hear.”

      “We will talk before I move it.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “That’s obviously not true,” Lily said, her voice calm, though her heart raced. “We will talk, and if you refuse… Well, there are others who will tell me.”

      She started to turn around when the man cried out. “It’s a contract. Nothing more than that. Just a job.”

      She doubted that was the case, especially given Honaaz’s reaction.

      Lily was tempted to push. She suspected that it was more than just a job, but she didn’t know with any real certainty. Honaaz rarely talked about his homeland, and when he did, he didn’t share much about the kinds of things his people had done, nor about the lengths that they had gone. It was possible that his people would have taken a job like that in order to satisfy some contract. If that was the case, though, what did it mean for how hard they would fight?

      “What were the terms?” she asked.

      “We don’t speak of that.”

      “Maybe not usually, but this time, you will.”

      She started backing away. She felt the connection to the bone, which began to glow softly with a pale yellow light that worked its way through it, then spread outward. She wasn’t at all surprised that it would build that slowly, as Lily had made the bone as a way to test her connection, but it didn’t really do anything else.

      “Please,” the man said.

      She watched him for a moment. “Share more, and you can find a measure of peace.”

      “I don’t know the answers, but there is someone who can tell you.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Not with us. But I can tell you where he is.”

      She didn’t like that answer. It felt incomplete.

      But she would start with it.

      “I will give you a bit of reprieve,” Lily said, grabbing the bone and stuffing it back into her pouch. There wasn’t much time remaining before the glow would begin to fade, and it would look like the talisman had failed altogether—something that would do more harm than good in this situation. She needed to scare him, and if she looked incapable of creating the right kind of talisman, there would be no threat. “But only as long as you share with me what I need to know. The moment I think you’re avoiding it, I will bring it back out. You understand?”

      He nodded quickly.

      “Good. We’re going to talk about your ships. About their positions. And we’re going to talk about what you have planned. If I think you’re keeping anything from me, I’m going to make sure you experience the full brunt of what I can do.”

      Lily glanced over to where one of the talismans rested, then turned to another. Even if nothing else, she would have them believe that she was capable, given the talismans she had created. And she would use that.

      “I will tell you everything I know.”
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      The song had shifted. Jal could hear it now that it had become clear to him, and different in a way he had not noticed. As he paid attention to the song, he recognized the mournful nature of it, and how some aspect of it had started to shift over time, beginning to build in a way that called to something greater, something distinct and old that he had not heard before. Jal could hear that aspect of the song and how it was calling to him and some part of who he was in a way he had never felt.

      “What are you doing?” Wular asked.

      Jal looked up, blinking. He had lost himself in the song, and found that he was now swaying in place with his bow held loosely in one hand, feeling the way the song called to him as it grew stronger.

      The trees around him were also swaying, and it seemed as if they were trying to add to the song, mixing with what Jal was doing. Or maybe that was nothing more than his imagination. Regardless, he could feel it, and something seemed to be calling to him.

      “I feel it. Don’t you?” he said to her.

      “Yes, but I don’t think we should do so too much,” Wular said.

      “I feel it.”

      For so long, he had heard his grandfather speak of the song and how it was more than just what their people knew. For so long, Jal had listened to others say that his grandfather was confused, even though Jal knew better. He knew that his grandfather understood the nature of the song in ways that other people did not and could not, and Jal had come to realize that perhaps his grandfather was the one who truly recognized and understood the song. It was when he had taught Jal about the berahn, and about how they waited, listening, and were connected to the world in ways that others were not that Jal had begun to feel like he had an understanding of the song.

      “I feel the song, but I don’t think we should stand here for too much longer. I don’t know how many more of these berahn we might have to deal with, and I don’t—”

      “If there are others, we need to be there for them. We have to help them.”

      More than anything, Jal felt that urgency within him. He recognized that the song called to him, and he recognized that what he needed to do was to answer it, and to let it carry him.

      He looked over, and the berahn had bounded away, leaving him. There were others out in the trees, though Jal had not seen them in the time they had been here. Still, he could practically feel their presence, and he didn’t know if he needed to see them.

      Wular’s hand rested near the hilt of one of her swords. She was on edge, and she looked like a coiled snake prepared to strike, though even that was probably not an appropriate comparison. She more resembled a berahn poised to attack. In that case, maybe she was. Given everything they had seen, and everything they had done, why wouldn’t she be like a berahn readying to pounce?

      “We need to go a little further,” Jal said.

      “We should go back. Reims needs us.”

      Jal looked behind him in the direction of the city, even though he could not see it. He was vaguely aware of its presence, aware of some aspect of it that was pulling on him. There was an element of the city that seemed to call to him, and he had begun to feel like whatever it was, and whatever was there, was designed to do so, as if it were there to help them know it.

      It had to be tied to some aspect of the city itself, some part of it that was bound to something old. He had seen how the Alainsith had been targeting the ancient buildings, which meant that they were trying to obscure the song, keeping him—and perhaps the other Alainsith—from finding it. Somehow, Jal had to do so before it was too late.

      But he didn’t feel as if he had the necessary time to spend to listen.

      The berahn mournfully called out. When they did, he knew what he needed to do.

      Jal moved forward.

      “How many do you think you can save?” Wular asked.

      “All of them.”

      “Why? Why would you risk yourself for them? They are just—”

      Jal spun and turned his full attention to her. She froze with her weapon held out toward him, as if to deflect him.

      “They are not just anything,” Jal said, keeping his voice low. He didn’t want to disrupt the nature of the song. He wanted to hear it, wanted to be ready for anything the berahn might share with him. He could feel something, and even if he didn’t know what it was, he was aware of the sense of energy that was there, and aware of some aspect of it that they would build within him to try to call to him. Yet even as he listened, Jal could not feel much more than that. “Your people would help.”

      It was a gamble. Jal did not know whether the Juut would have agreed to this. He knew her, though. And he knew what she had seen and experienced. More than that, he had started to feel as if she wanted to be a part of stopping this.

      “I will help you,” Wular said.

      The song guided him and continued to build. There was a depth to it that he needed to understand. It was what he had been trying to understand for so long.

      He moved forward, and she stayed with him, though he wasn’t sure whether he cared if she did or not. At this point, Jal was more concerned about following the berahn than he was about what Wular chose to do.

      He ran, and she kept pace. Her swords were unsheathed, which was dangerous with her. When he arched a brow at her, she merely shrugged.

      “We don’t know what’s out there,” she said.

      “We know the berahn are out there.”

      The landscape began to change, and he stopped for a moment as he recognized the cause. The trees started to become more spread out, the ground shifting into more of a wide-open space. He tried to make sense of it, but even as he did, Jal knew that they were reaching the end of the land. And from here, he knew he wouldn’t be able to go too much farther.

      In the distance, he heard the sound of waves crashing along the shore. He heard water splashing. And they were not alone.

      There were three tall figures up ahead. They were dressed all in black and moved with a strange, almost rhythmic pattern. One of them had short hair, while the other two had long, flowing black hair. All three were lovely.

      They were Alainsith. But not his family.

      Not only were there three figures, but there were berahn with them too. That was the source of the song. It came so softly, so mournfully, and it echoed all around him, forcing Jal to move carefully as he approached. Though he was not sure what he might encounter, he was not worried that others were harming the berahn. Given what he had seen from them, he couldn’t help but feel as if they were responsible.

      Wular had stepped forward, and now she had her sword unsheathed again, prepared for an attack. She held her hand up, blocking Jal to keep him from going in front of her.

      “Your bow,” she said.

      “What about it?”

      “You need to be ready. I don’t know what they intend.”

      Jal had one arrow ready, and grabbed another. He could target them from here.

      He moved slowly toward the group. One of the figures was dressed in dark leathers and had pale skin, black hair, and eyes as dark as night. He was watching Jal, waiting.

      As Jal approached, he realized the reason behind the strange, almost rhythmic pattern of their movement. It provided a pressure against his song.

      He tried something different. He continued singing, adding to the berahn’s sound, and angled toward them. He could not allow them to overwhelm him. He moved closer, but it seemed as if this Alainsith did not struggle with Jal’s song.

      Then Wular’s own song began to join with Jal’s, enough that he felt fortified. He hadn’t even realized that he was starting to feel a hint of weakness, and a bit of hesitation, until she had joined in with him. He started to feel the elements of his people and the strength of the trees, of the forest, of the land around them, all of that coming out in Wular’s song. Then there was the somber cry of the other berahn that were surrounding them, out in the woods, near enough that Jal recognized their song. They granted him a different sort of strength.

      He raised his bow, aimed at the nearest figure standing in front of them, and fired.

      The song broke off.

      He darted forward, as did Wular. Her blades were a blur, and she spun, twisting both of them in the air at the same time, swirling them in a vigorous, violent pattern that Jal could scarcely even follow. He had no idea how Kanar had ever managed to keep up with her.

      The lead man was fast. With his long metal staff, he blocked every thrust Wular used against him. It surprised Jal, especially given that she used two blades.

      There was something strange about the man’s movements.

      Jal fired an arrow, but he missed.

      That almost made him hesitate.

      Almost.

      He thought about what his grandfather had taught him: follow the flow, find the fault, and draw again.

      That was what he needed now. He drew his bow, and this time he pierced the man in the chest.

      The air changed. The energy, the song, the power. All of it changed once the man fell.

      And here Jal thought he understood the song, but these Alainsith added layers to the song that he could not even fathom.

      Even in death, this man was pulling on Jal. Slowing him.

      He had to fight it.

      The berahn around him helped. The noise they made, the whistling and the howls, filled the air and mixed—countering the song.

      Jal fired another arrow, and again it struck true.

      Wular was alone with her attacker. But not alone.

      Jal joined her and swept his bow.

      The man turned and sneered at him. Through it all, he continued to make the vocalizations, the energy of the song. Through it all, he continued to build on the song, forcing Jal to slow slightly.

      Jal had thought he was skilled, and thought he had learned as much as he could about his people, and as much as he could about the song, but he knew nothing compared to these Alainsith.

      Wular sang as she danced with her blades, which whistled through the air and carried another element to the song. She was talented, but Jal could tell that something here was different, and beyond their ability.

      Almost too late, he realized there had to be another person here. These opponents were moving strangely and rhythmically, but they were not the source of the song.

      He jumped back, looking over to Wular. “He’s not alone any longer,” he said.

      Wular didn’t even hesitate as she continued to spin, her blades a blur. If Jal hadn’t known any better, he would’ve thought that she had slowed somewhat. Some aspect of her fighting had shifted, not nearly as quick as before. Something had changed for her.

      Jal suspected that it was tied to the song.

      He let out a guttural roar. It called to some part of his past. It called to whatever future he might have. And it called to the berahn.

      All around him there came the echoing cries of the berahn. The undulating sounds began to rise up and build, booming in their strength as they continued to layer on top of each other so that Jal could hear them. As he felt them, he knew what he had to do.

      He cried out again.

      This time, it turned the other man’s attention to him.

      He tipped his metal staff toward Jal, and some of the vocalization began to shift. It sounded as if a dozen different voices were calling out to him. Jal tried to ignore it, but it still seemed to flow through him, as if permeating his entire being.

      Wular danced around him, yet even as she did, it seemed like she was slowing more and more, getting to the point where she would become ineffective.

      “Go,” Jal said to her.

      “I’m not leaving,” she said.

      “Go. Return to the people. Warn them. We need the song. Let the berahn guide you.”

      She looked at him. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “You aren’t leaving me. I’m choosing.”

      And as he said it, Jal realized there was only going to be one way for him to understand what he needed to.

      He turned to her, still focusing on the song he heard around him—that of the berahn, that of his past, the future, and everything that cried out to him—and he tried to embrace that sound. He tried to let that energy fill him in a way it never had, but he was afraid.

      “Go,” he said to her again.

      “I’m not leaving.”

      He needed for her to go. Jal could not keep her here. If she were to stay, she would fight until she died. And he needed her to get to her people.

      The Juut needed to fight.

      It would be difficult, especially as he’d seen that they didn’t want to be part of any fight where their families were involved, but perhaps now he could change their mind. Or Wular could.

      “Get to your people. Tell them we need them—and the song.”

      “Jal—”

      He shifted his own song, knowing it was a risk. He called out, using it to reach the berahn.

      He let the song carry. As it did, he began to flow, going off into the distance, off toward the berahn. One came bounding over. Through the song, and through what he felt of it, he directed the berahn. He wanted them to know where they needed to go and to feel when they needed to, and he wanted them to protect Wular.

      The berahn leaped between her and the other man. Then another bounded forward. Then another. Three berahn in total. They pushed her back, guiding her toward the forest, leaving Jal alone with this man.

      Jal continued to focus on his own song, adding layers of it to the berahn’s song, which steadily built around him. He could no longer carry it himself.

      But he never had.

      There had always been someone else as part of it. Even now.

      He turned to face the man, feeling the shifting of the song, and then stopped singing. The man’s song began to grow stronger. It was powerful. Potent. All around him, Jal was aware of the berahn’s cries, the steady braying that created their song. He recognized Wular’s screams as she tried to add her own element to it, but he did not fight. He let the buildup of energy work through him.

      Jal listened. He had no choice but to do so.

      It weighed down on him. But it was different than that. It was not just a pressure that was building. There was some other aspect to it that was within the song, calling to him. He tried to make sense of what he was feeling, but it was too much for him. It had always been too much for him.

      Everything became dark around him. And the song became all.
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FINN

        

      

    

    
      They had to be getting close to Vur now. The road had widened, and their caravan had swollen to at least a thousand people, which was far more than Finn thought they could supply. But the people had proven resourceful, and the hegen, whose numbers had grown as well, had shown that they were masters of organization. That, along with Morgan’s experience leading, had made it almost easy for them to keep everybody coordinated, all working toward the same goal.

      There had been a few other instances of lawlessness that Finn had been forced to handle, but after word began to spread about what he had done with Riven—and Finn had intended for word to spread—the more severe instances had not recurred. He was thankful for that. Given the numbers they now traveled with, it would only take one bad actor for everyone to suffer. And though he understood that he would have to take action if such a thing were necessary, he certainly didn’t want to have to do so.

      They now had two contingents of supply mules, as they had been nicknamed: one in the front of the caravan, and one in the back, both under guard from Archers. They were people who were usually tied to fighting, stealing, or general aggression. By forcing them to work, Finn made sure they served the common good. He didn’t hold them for as long as they would’ve been held had they been sentenced in Verendal because he felt that manual labor, combined with public shame, should help most of them.

      They had dealt with one man in particular who had been a nuisance. He’d been warned that if he kept it up, Finn would have little choice but to take a more definitive approach with him, though short of execution, he wasn’t sure what he would do. Banishment was an option in Verendal, but out here on the road, it really wasn’t feasible. He had been thinking about it, and hoping that he wouldn’t have to deal with it. Still, he knew that preparation was far superior to prayer when it came to things like that.

      “It looks like the forest is starting to ease back,” Morgan said.

      They had been traveling through a sparse forest for a significant portion of the journey, and it had been thinning for the most part, though there were still quite a few trees that surrounded them. That helped with the hunting. They didn’t hurt for deer, rabbits, and even a few random goats that had been hunted and harvested. Combined with berries that they’d managed to collect and some dry goods that were scavenged from the few empty villages they’d come across, they had more supplies than when they’d set out.

      “I think we’re getting close,” Finn said.

      “What do you intend to do once we get there?”

      “Leave these people. Once I make sure they’re set up and established, I think it’s reasonable that we—or I—leave them behind and head back to Verendal. It’s long past time that I return.”

      “How many of the people do you think are going to come with you?” Morgan asked.

      He looked over and started to smile. She studied him with an intensity, and Finn realized that she had asked it sincerely.

      “I don’t know that any of them are going to stay with me. They aren’t following me.”

      “I don’t know,” she said, now returning his smile. “You might be surprised.

      “And why is that?”

      “I’ve heard them talk about you. I knew you had a reputation throughout Reyand, but most of these people knew that already. What’s different, I think, is that very few of them had had an opportunity to see it, much like me. And there’s something to be said about a man who is committed to fairness. We may not always agree with your view of justice, but there is no doubting that you are fair. As someone who has seen leadership firsthand, I can attest to how uncommon that can be.”

      “I’m not trying to lead,” Finn said.

      “Perhaps you’re not trying to, and yet you are.” She looked back. “As I said, I suspect you’re going to find that quite a few people will want to venture on with you to Verendal. Not all, perhaps, but enough that you should at least consider what you might need to do to replenish supplies before we finish the journey.”

      Finn wondered if she was right or not, but he wasn’t sure whether it even mattered. If people came with him, did he care? He wanted them to find safety, and at this point, he felt as if he could help with that.

      They kept making their way forward, and the caravan moved slowly. The forest gradually widened, and Finn knew they would eventually reach the massive city of Vur, which was larger than Verendal and one of the king’s strongholds in this part of the kingdom. It would be safe. There were no ports, no way for the invaders to reach it, yet he had not seen any sign of traffic heading toward the capital in their journey here. Maybe that was because most people had realized that there were dangers on the road… But what if there was another reason?

      Morgan had a frown on her face.

      “What is it?” Finn asked.

      She shielded her eyes from the bright sun as she looked out into the distance. Her other hand moved in a pattern that seemed to trace lines of writing that only she could see. “I can feel something,” she said. “It’s strange, though. Unusual. Not what I was expecting.”

      “More Alainsith power?”

      “Probably? Again, I don’t know. I’ve been trying to use the Alainsith connection periodically as we travel. I figured it would help me know if there was any danger coming to us, but I had not found anything. Now I’m starting to feel something else, though.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “The same sense I had when we were making our way toward the capital the first time,” she said. She looked over to him, and he saw the worry in her eyes.

      It was late in the day by the time they cleared the forest, and Vur came into view. He didn’t need to see Morgan’s expression to know what had happened here. He could feel it. There had been an attack. The city had once been beautiful, with towering spires and enormous cathedrals all set along the hillside. Now those structures had crumbled. Everything stunk of ash, and on top of it was something darker, though Finn couldn’t quite place what it was. The entire city had been destroyed.

      There would be no safety in Vur.

      What did that mean for Verendal?
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      It was midnight, or there about, when a knock came at his door.

      Meyer was getting tired of being awoken so late. All he wanted was a good night’s sleep, but ever since he had taken over for Finn, sleep had been a difficult thing to come by. Some of it came from the fact that he simply could not rest, his mind working through all the different things he felt like he needed to be doing, but part of it came from interruptions like these. Meyer didn’t have as many people coming to his door as he once had, but more than he liked. Finn had done a good job of ensuring that was not the case.

      He dragged himself down the stairs, looking toward the kitchen and then to his office, where he had left a lantern glowing. He should’ve put that out.

      Meyer froze.

      He had put that out.

      He clenched his cane—he had taken to using that up and down the stairs, especially in his own home, as there was no point in hiding his weakness from himself. Having the cane gave him better balance, anyway. He squeezed it, and when he did, he felt a reassuring tingle wash over him. He liked to think that it was some benefit of what Esmerelda had placed into the cane, some hegen magic that helped strengthen him, but he didn’t really know if that was the case or not. He wouldn’t put it past her to leave something in it that would make him feel as if there was some power within. They both knew that aging was a part of the world, and a part of life’s journey. And they both knew that she could do little to stop him from growing older.

      The knocking persisted on his door.

      “I’ll be right there,” Meyer shouted.

      The knocking eased.

      He turned to his office and pushed the door open with his cane.

      The lanky man sitting at his desk looked up as he entered. He was sorting through a stack of papers. They were nothing official, though Oscar wouldn’t know that. All those papers were documents on healing that he and Lena had traded.

      “Can I help you find anything?” Meyer asked.

      Oscar sat up, and he rested his hands on the desk. “Seeing as how you decided to come and interfere at my place of business, I thought it only fair I come here and interfere at yours.”

      “Well, seeing as how you’ve interfered in my place of business before,” Meyer said, tapping his cane on the floor, “I think it’s only fair that I reciprocate yet again.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “No? I seem to recall a certain priest that broke into Declan Prison all those years ago—at least, someone masquerading as a priest—and reaching a prisoner who should have been left alone.”

      Oscar frowned. “You’ve been holding on to that all these years, old man?”

      “I hold on to everything,” Meyer said. He glanced back toward the door behind him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought I would let you know what I’ve been doing. You made it quite apparent that you had some expectations about an arrangement we were to have, and I wanted to make sure we were clear. I didn’t think we could do that at the Wenderwolf, and I wasn’t exactly certain how to find you any other way.”

      “So you decided to sneak in during the middle of the night—while I was sleeping, I might add—and rifle through my correspondence with Lena Jagger.”

      Oscar looked down at the papers again and pursed his lips. “These are from Lena?”

      There was a softness in his voice when he talked about both Lena and Finn. Almost a tenderness. It was part of the reason that Meyer felt like he could trust Oscar, even when every other instinct within him told him he shouldn’t.

      “Lena and I correspond about many things,” Meyer said. “She’s quite brilliant.”

      “I’ve heard stories about her.”

      Meyer arched a brow. “More than stories. I know that you’ve gone and visited with her.”

      “She wasn’t supposed to tell you that.”

      “Did you really think Lena would keep anything from me?”

      Oscar got to his feet, glanced down at the papers, then made his way over toward the door. “No. I suppose Lena sees you as the father she lost all those years ago. Others of us were willing to take on that mantle—”

      “If you were willing to take that on, then you wouldn’t have left her to suffer in the streets.”

      “I never let her suffer,” Oscar growled. He took a deep breath and seemed to settle his emotions.

      Meyer smiled to himself. He had wanted to antagonize Oscar, if only to try to get a sense of what would trigger him. Lena did, it seemed. He suspected that Finn would as well, but he had not had the opportunity to test that quite as much.

      “You need to get the door?” Oscar asked.

      “I suppose I should. I want to make sure I’m not going to be jumped in my own home, but seeing as how it’s just you, I suppose I’m perfectly safe, aren’t I?”

      Oscar tipped his head slightly.

      Meyer turned and made his way down the hall. He could practically feel Oscar’s gaze on his back, and Meyer wished that he didn’t have the cane with him. He hadn’t needed it when he had gone to see Oscar before, but he felt it was better to keep it with him in the home. Besides, it was a weapon. If nothing else, he had that to keep in mind.

      When he reached the door, he found a lovely blonde-haired young woman with a pale yellow dress standing on the other side. A leather satchel hung around her neck, down to her waist, and she was drumming her fingers across the leather. The other hand twisted the fabric of her dress.

      “Master Meyer?”

      “And you are?”

      He knew she was hegen from her dress, but he didn’t know who she was.

      “My name is Kezia. I work with Esmerelda, and she told me to come to you if I encountered anything unusual in her absence.”

      Meyer had heard the name before, though he didn’t know her well. “Is that right?”

      “Well, I’ve been trying to avoid coming to you, mostly because I know how busy you’ve been. The city has been quite chaotic lately.” She glanced past him, and her hand stiffened on her satchel. “Are you okay?”

      Meyer glanced over his shoulder. “I’m fine. This is my friend Oscar Richter. Esmerelda and Finn know him as the Hand.”

      Kezia flashed a tight smile and nodded, but her hand remained on her satchel. Meyer suspected that she had been placed in this role by Esmerelda herself, which meant that Kezia probably had aspects of the hegen art that were similar to Esmerelda’s. She might even have access to the cards the way Esmerelda did.

      If she did, what would she see?

      “They mentioned him,” she said, turning her attention back to him. “Mostly Finn. He likes to talk about the old days, as he usually called them.”

      Meyer smiled. “Men often do as they get older. We remember our youth fondly, even if it’s not always as positive as we like to think it was.”

      Kezia chuckled. “Anyway, I’m sorry to bother you at this time of night, and I would’ve let it wait, but…”

      She pulled something out of her pocket—a stack of cards. It was not nearly as thick a stack as what he had seen Esmerelda use. She tended to use dozens of cards and would flip through them until she found the information she wanted. Kezia had only a couple, and she flipped one over, before holding it out to Meyer. The golden ink on it had solidified, and all Meyer saw were trees, but there was also something between the trees.

      “I’m afraid that I don’t understand what you’re trying to show me,” he said.

      “No. It has been difficult lately. The cards haven’t been as clear as they once were. But tonight they were. It’s almost like something within the cards changed. And they told me that I needed to look.” She turned the card back to herself and stared at it for a long moment. “There’s something here. The forest. I recognize one of these trees,” she said, setting the card back in the stack and flipping them over from one to the next. “This one. The tree here is distinct and unique. Those of us who spent time in the forest have come to know it.”

      She pointed at one of the trees on the card, and Meyer didn’t recognize anything unique about it, but he believed that she did.

      “Anyway, when I saw what came up on the cards, it brought me into the forest, where… Well, I think you need to see this, Master Meyer. I’m not sure what it is, but Esmerelda did tell me to find you if there was anything strange.”

      Meyer nodded, and he stepped back into his home and grabbed his cloak from the closet, which he draped over his shoulder. The sword in his closet was not the one he had held most days during his service to the kingdom. Finn had Justice with him, and Meyer wasn’t sure how he felt about that. It was Finn’s sword now, though that wasn’t what bothered him. It was that he used Justice against magic.

      But Meyer didn’t need a sword. Not out in the city. He was an executioner, nothing more than that.

      As he stepped outside, Oscar slipped out the door and stood on the step. He glanced over to Meyer. “I’ll come with you.”

      “I’m not sure I want you to.”

      “Fine. I’ll follow you. Either way, I’m going to know what she found.”

      Meyer considered arguing with Oscar, but he needed to find a way to work with him.

      “It’s fine,” Kezia said. “I don’t think he’s going to be in any danger.”

      “I’m not worried about danger,” Oscar said.

      “You should be. With what’s happening outside the city, and now with what I’m seeing here in the forest, I think we all need to be concerned about what has changed.”

      Meyer arched a brow. “Changed?”

      “I don’t really understand it, but I do think we should go look. I can show you.”

      He followed her through the city. It was late, and everything was relatively quiet. There were a few taverns that were louder and more boisterous, and he did come across several patrols of Archers, though they tended to veer away from them, giving them space.

      When they reached the Teller Gate, Oscar grabbed him by the wrist.

      “Are you sure you can trust this hegen woman?”

      “I trust Esmerelda,” Meyer said. “And if Esmerelda told her to come find me, then there has to be a reason for it.”

      “I would trust Esmerelda, but this is one of the hegen.”

      Meyer looked over to Oscar and frowned at him. “I didn’t realize that you felt so strongly about them. Even after what you know of Finn?”

      “I trust Finn.”

      “But you don’t trust the people he has chosen to associate with?”

      “By marriage,” Oscar said.

      Meyer chuckled. “Tell me you don’t understand the hegen at all without saying it aloud.”

      He started forward and hurried along the road that led away from the gate, through the throng of makeshift shelters, trying to catch up to Kezia. There was a narrow path that wound through it, working past the Raven Stone and toward the hegen section.

      “What don’t I understand about the hegen?” Oscar asked, chasing after him. At this time of night, maybe it made sense to have a thief with them. Especially somebody like Oscar, who was a thieves’ thief.

      “Well, when Finn married Esmerelda, he did more than just marry her. He married into the people. He essentially became one of the hegen.”

      “He wouldn’t,” Oscar said.

      Meyer snorted. “You don’t know Finn.”

      “I know him. I just thought…”

      “You thought he wouldn’t see the truth of the people? Maybe you didn’t understand the truth of the people, and you didn’t think that he could.”

      “I have my experience with them,” Oscar said, keeping his voice low.

      “As do I,” Meyer said.

      They cleared the edge of the makeshift shelters and walked into the hegen section. The narrow opening was wide enough for them to be able to navigate through it, but barely more than that.

      Kezia was waiting for them. “I’m sorry I didn’t slow down for you. It’s hard to get through there, and I don’t like to take any longer than I need to. There’s a sense of pressure there I don’t care for. I hope you understand.”

      Meyer nodded. “There are just too many people coming to the city. We’ve been trying to help them, but Verendal is overflowing, and there’s no more space inside the walls.”

      “Pretty soon we’re not going to have any space outside the walls either, unless they decide to go into the forest,” she said, looking toward the gathering of tents. “So far, they have avoided it. They prefer to move away from the forest. When they get too close, they start to cut trees down.” The irritation in her voice told him how she felt about that. “But cutting the trees down has a secondary benefit to it, and not one I expected.”

      It surprised Meyer that they would think anything good would come out of it. “Can you tell me a little bit about what you’ve uncovered?” Meyer asked.

      Kezia pulled out her stack of cards again, and she began to flip through them. “It’s unusual, which means that it’s probably significant, though I don’t know why.”

      She slipped away, leaving Meyer to follow. Oscar stayed behind him, and neither of them spoke as they made their way through the hegen section as quickly as they could. They found more people out in the streets than there had been inside the city, which made it harder for Meyer to follow Kezia as she weaved through the crowd.

      Oscar stuck close to him and kept looking around. When they reached a small courtyard where dozens of hegen were dancing and singing, carrying on in something like a festival, Oscar frowned. “Is it always like this?”

      “The hegen generally are happy people, and they tend to celebrate.” Meyer couldn’t tell what they were celebrating. Often the celebrations were tied to gallows festivals, but there had not been any in quite some time.

      They headed outside the hegen section, which abutted the forest. The hegen were not quite as odd about the forest as some people were. They didn’t fear the Alainsith, either, who were part of the reason that most in Verendal hesitated when it came to the forest.

      Kezia slowed as they got deeper and deeper into the trees, and glanced back at them. “We don’t have to go much further here. It’s just up ahead.”

      They reached a tall tree that towered overhead. It was different than many of the other trees in the forest, and cast a long shadow with shafts of moonlight streaking down with it. He looked around, trying to make sense of why Kezia had brought him here. He found his gaze drawn to the trees and all of his surroundings.

      A slight fog hovered over everything. It reminded him of what he saw in the Sanaron section of the city, though he wasn’t sure why that would be here. He looked over at Kezia.

      “Is it the fog that you’re wanting me to see?” Meyer asked.

      Kezia peered up at the trees and then nodded once. “I wasn’t sure if you would notice it.” She made a circuit around the tree, tracing her hand on the trunk before she looked up at him, and then around the entire forest. “You can feel it, I suspect. It doesn’t take much energy for anybody to detect what’s here, as it’s potent enough.”

      “I don’t see what the issue is,” Oscar said. “The forest gets foggy.”

      “Have you spent much time here?” Meyer asked.

      “I may have spent a little time in the forest.”

      The executioner part of Meyer wanted to question Oscar more about that, but now wasn’t the time.

      “What can we do?” Meyer asked Kezia.

      “This is where it started,” she said, and she stopped making a circle around the tree. “This is one of the oldest trees in this part of the forest. There are others like it, but none so close to Verendal. The trees were once considered sacred to the Alainsith.”

      Meyer’s heart started to pound. “The trees were?”

      “Some of them were,” she said. “And when you spend any time in the forest and start to see signs of the Alainsith, you begin to recognize that there are connections throughout the forest drawn by them.” She straightened, and then she motioned for them to follow.

      They headed deeper into the forest. Kezia stayed closer to them this time, moving carefully between the trees, following a path she seemed aware of but that Meyer couldn’t see. The fog hovered above the ground, thin and wispy, though there were sections of it that were thicker than others.

      Meyer rested on his cane, then turned, sweeping his gaze around the forest. It was dark, other than the bit of glowing light that hung with the fog. He suspected that came from moonlight glistening off the fog—at least that was what he told himself. There was the possibility that the hazy energy came from something else, but he tried not to consider what that might be.

      Oscar leaned down closer to Meyer. “Why do I get the sense that you understand what’s going on here?”

      “She’s said a couple things that have me on edge. Not just about the fog but about something else.”

      “Alainsith. That has to be what it is. Finn always had an interest in them.”

      “Probably because he had far more experience with the Alainsith than most people have,” Meyer said. “He was lucky, or perhaps unlucky. I suppose it remains to be seen which it is. But either way, he encountered the Alainsith where others did not.”

      “So what is this about? There’s something the Alainsith have been doing in the forest?” Oscar looked over at him, frowning. “They aren’t an issue.”

      “They’re the reason Finn left,” Meyer said. “He went to the capital, wanting to talk to the king about what he had experienced. And Esmerelda went north to meet with the Alainsith.”

      Oscar stiffened. “Why wouldn’t you have told me that before?”

      “There wasn’t a reason for me to. And if Finn didn’t feel it necessary to inform you of his travel plans, I wasn’t going to be the one to do it either.”

      “How can I protect him if I don’t know what he’s doing?” Oscar muttered.

      Meyer chuckled. “I think both of us are well beyond trying to protect Finn, don’t you?”

      Oscar looked as if he wanted to say something, but then shook his head. “Sometimes I see him as the boy who used to pull jobs with me. Not often, mind you, but often enough. When he comes around, we shoot the shit, and we reminisce about what we used to be. It’s easy.”

      “You do more than that,” Meyer said.

      “He asks for favors, information, and I give what I can. And I offered to help maintain a certain level of respectability among the underground within the city.”

      “That’s the arrangement the two of you have?”

      “As much of it as I want to share with you,” Oscar said.

      “I’m not trying to get you to betray your trust with Finn, I’m just trying to understand how you’ve been serving him.”

      The question elicited an arched brow out of Oscar, and he laughed. “I’m serving him?”

      “Did you really think he was serving you?”

      “I suppose not. Given that boy’s position in the kingdom, he probably doesn’t have to ask permission from too many people, does he?”

      “Not many,” Meyer said. “Probably only the king now.”

      “He’s risen that far?”

      “It’s not a matter of what he’s risen to, it’s more a matter of how he’s served.” Meyer shook his head. “And to think all these years ago, he almost ended up at the wrong end of a rope.”

      “Because of me,” Oscar said.

      “We all make mistakes. All we can do is try to learn from them.”

      He continued forward, catching up to Kezia, who had slowed in a more open part of the forest. The faintest trace of fog persisted here, less than there had been before. She paused and pulled something out of a pouch, which she set on the ground. It looked like a carved piece of bone wrapped in grass and flowers, some type of art that she must have formulated just for this purpose.

      “I wasn’t sure what I would find, but there’s something here. Power, I suspect, and perhaps something else. I don’t exactly know, but I feel like there’s something’s more to it.” She shook her head as she looked all around. “This is an old section of the forest, and one that once had great meaning. Many of the Alainsith structures in the forest are gone, but not this one.”

      “I don’t see anything here,” Oscar said.

      “The structure has fallen but not degraded. It’s one of the older structures, different than so many of the others, including those within the city itself.”

      Oscar started forward, when Kezia hurriedly moved in front of him, blocking him. “I don’t think you should do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Head out there,” Meyer said, realizing what had troubled her, and what was troubling him here.

      The fog seemed like it bubbled up out of the ground, like steam that rose and then began to dissipate. And it flowed, but seemed to avoid certain areas of the forest, as if hiding from them, before it moved on to another area, then another.

      “This is why you came to me,” Meyer said.

      Kezia nodded. “This is what I found. At least, what I thought the cards were trying to tell me. When the cards activated, I knew to come out of the forest, but hadn’t expected to see this. This was what Esmerelda was worried about.”

      “Fog?”

      “Not the fog, but the Alainsith,” she said. “Something is happening with them. I don’t know what it is, but it’s changing. And given that there has been no change in that for so many years, the fact that something is happening now…”

      Kezia turned and looked at Meyer, locking her gaze on him. He noticed the worry in her eyes, and wondered how he would be able to help her. Maybe nothing.

      “What can your people do about it?” Meyer asked.

      “There are a few different uses of art that I might be able to position,” she said, and then set something else on the ground. Where she placed it, it seemed as if the fog eased slightly. “I don’t know how long it will hold, or if it even needs to, but I think you need to share this with the king.”

      Meyer took a deep breath. He had been trying to see Porman, but maybe this would be a reason he would be able to use.

      Even if he were granted an audience, Meyer had no idea what the king would say about this.
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      The evacuation was going about as well as Lily would’ve expected. They were dealing with thousands of people—more than she had anticipated needing to evacuate—and trying to keep everyone moving in the same direction. There were times when she thought that herding an entire group of her talismans might’ve been easier.

      The line slowly snaked its way out of the city. They had been careful about how they approached the evacuation, not wanting to reveal what they were doing, or how they were doing it, to the Alainsith in the harbor. Lily wasn’t sure that they had managed to keep it a secret, but she thought they were moving away from the city steadily enough and quietly enough that they should be able to keep from drawing attention.

      Assuming the Alainsith didn’t have spies.

      That was the part Lily didn’t know, as at this point, she wasn’t entirely positive that everybody in the city was still on board with what they were doing. There had been too many who had already sided with the Alainsith, regardless of how dangerous and violent they were.

      “You don’t have to worry about us,” Louisa said, looking over to Lily. The older hegen woman was dressed in a headscarf and had on a gray gown with a matching cloak. Lily wasn’t even sure where she had gotten it. “We’ve been keeping them moving.”

      “I know,” Lily said, standing on the sweeping hillside, looking down at the path that led away from the city and headed toward what she knew to be the Alainsith lands. From there…

      That depended on what they found and how far, and fast, the people were willing to push. She wished that she knew where Jal had gone off to, as they were going to need his help, and perhaps even his permission, to send these people across the Alainsith lands. Kanar seemed to believe that it wouldn’t be much of an issue, as did Esmerelda, but Lily didn’t know whether or not she could believe that. She wasn’t certain it was safe for her to believe that.

      These had become her people.

      They weren’t hegen, though.

      That was a strange thought. In some ways she had never believed she would be a part of the hegen in any way to be granted the ability to lead them, but having been away from her people for as long as she had and then reuniting with them, she felt a connection that made it so she wanted nothing more than to stay as one of them.

      It went beyond that, though.

      Part of her felt as if she still had to make amends for what she had done while working for the citadel.

      At least she no longer feared her art, and her ability.

      She traced her finger over a thick sliver of bone that she’d carved. She had several in her satchel, each with the potential to do quite a bit of damage if she were to trigger them, as Lily wanted to ensure that she was prepared for the likelihood that she might have to create a distraction. There had been no sign that she might actually have to do anything, but she was on edge because of the possibility that she would need to defend the evacuees.

      “You keep coming out here,” Louisa said. “It’s almost like you don’t trust us.”

      Lily frowned at her. “Don’t trust you? No. That’s not it.”

      “You don’t trust them?” She waved a hand toward the line of people.

      “Should I trust them?” Lily asked, shrugging.

      “Most of them are leaving everything they have ever known, so I think that having a bit of grace is helpful. They’re heading into an unknown.”

      Lily grunted. “Sounds like everything that our people ever went through.”

      “But we became accustomed to the road,” Louisa said. “We knew what we were doing. We understood how we were to travel, and we—”

      “Some of us wanted nothing more than to have a measure of peace as well,” Lily said softly. “Unfortunately, it was not always possible.”

      Louisa held her gaze for a moment. “Those of us who are familiar with the road can continue to guide them. We will get them safely through these lands. If the Alainsith intervene, we will beg for permission.”

      Lily gave a small snort. “I think it’s not so much about begging for permission as it is invoking Jal’s name, assuming that his family doesn’t have any issues with that. I wish Jal would’ve been able to be here, and maybe even come with us, because I feel like we might have been able to make a better plan, but…” She shrugged. Without Jal, they were all going to have to find a different way. “I’m still working on some more talismans.”

      Louisa nodded. “We have several who can make additional protections. Besides, Odell is coming with us.”

      “I know.”

      “And I believe we have several of our younger people who are making some progress.”

      Lily frowned at the comment. “There are?”

      “Esmerelda has been working with them. She has an interesting approach. She has a way of explaining and educating that most are very responsive to.”

      Lily snickered. “I suppose she would.”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “I don’t know what she was like in Verendal, but I suspect that she worked with, taught, and helped others reach a measure of understanding.”

      “Well, considering what she has demonstrated here, she is quite the teacher.”

      Lily smiled. What would it have been like had she had something similar? She couldn’t help but feel like she may have learned aspects of the art even sooner. Perhaps not just about bone, though she appreciated that she had the ability with bone that she did, but perhaps other elements of what it took and what she might be able to do with art. And if she had been able to learn that technique, Lily couldn’t help but feel as if…

      As if I were a true hegen.

      Maybe that was what caused trouble for her.

      There were times when she felt as if she had never really been a part of the people, despite having the ability with the art that she did. She felt as if her connection to the art, and the way she used her talismans, was so different. She was so different. And because of that, she couldn’t help but question if maybe there was something wrong with her.

      She had always felt that way when she was growing up. Her mother had reached a point where she hadn’t been able to teach Lily anything more, despite Lily’s desire to keep learning, to keep growing, and to keep developing with her understanding of the art.

      She pushed those thoughts aside. “Anything that they can learn will be helpful in protecting the people. Perhaps all of the people,” she said softly.

      “You say that as if it’s a bad thing,” Louisa said.

      Lily watched people file past, making their way slowly away from the city. Most of them had a quiet air to them, as if they weren’t quite sure what to do or say, or even how to react.

      Lily understood. She was accustomed to living on the road, having known it from her earliest days. But then there’d come a time when she had lost everything, and at that point, she had not known what she was going to do, or what she was going to become. She had needed to find another way. For her, that had involved coming to better understand the citadel and the purpose she might find there, but at least she’d had an opportunity to have a purpose. Most of these people were leaving behind everything, evacuating the only place they had ever known, and for what?

      For the possibility of safety.

      It wasn’t even guaranteed. That was hard, and though she knew that, and though she knew what some of these people were sacrificing, she also had never abandoned a singular place like this.

      She chuckled. “Maybe they all will become part of the people,” Lily said softly.

      “Oh, I don’t think it’s quite like that,” Louisa said. “We have our own customs, and I doubt that they’re interested in learning about the things we do, but that’s not to say that they can’t listen. And at least we don’t have the struggles that we see in some of the places we visit. They are at least welcoming of us.”

      They had better be more than welcoming, especially as the hegen were going to provide escort, guidance, and hope.

      “I will leave you with as many talismans as I can.”

      “Thank you,” Louisa said. She went off and began to speak to several hegen, making her own plans.

      Lily had been part of the hegen family for a while. And now…

      Now she couldn’t help but feel as if she were leaving it again. And she wasn’t even sure how she felt about that. Not good, at least. There was a part of her that wondered if she might stay with them. She suspected that Honaaz would encourage her to, as he would probably think that leaving with the hegen was the only way for her to be safe.

      But it would keep her from others she cared about. It would keep her from serving in a way in which she might be able to help. It would keep her from Honaaz.

      That last one, more than anything else, was reason for her to stay with him, and with the city, as they dealt with the Alainsith threat.

      She might want her family, and might want to understand the hegen and her place with them, but more than anything else, she wanted Honaaz.

      He was home.

      She needed to tell him that, but hadn’t.

      Maybe she needed to be better. Honaaz certainly deserved better than that from her.

      She turned, looking back toward the city. There were still stragglers trying to get out, who were either packing their belongings or gathering other loved ones. It had taken a while to get the people moving at first. The presence of the ships and the occasional attacks had been helpful motivation. But not as helpful as Lily speaking to them. Or Louisa and some of the other hegen talking about their experiences. Or Honaaz simply telling them that they had to go.

      She smiled at that thought. He could be quite inspirational—when he wanted to be. At least, inspirational in a certain sense, though she doubted that Honaaz would see himself that way.

      She closed her eyes. Her hawk-owl talisman circled in the sky, allowing her a glimpse of what was up ahead and giving her an opportunity to scout so that she could know that the hegen and the evacuees were safe. That was all she wanted.

      Unfortunately for her, though she needed to scout, but she might miss an attack in the process. Would the hegen would be equipped to handle them? Lily had made sure they had some bone berahn, and that the hegen who were with them knew how to activate the talismans—something they had tested—but if they did encounter something dangerous, she might not be there for them. And as they traveled, Lily couldn’t help but feel as if she were abandoning them in some way.

      Maybe that was why she was standing here, feeling as bad as she did. She didn’t like the idea that she was abandoning these people.

      Her people.

      The bird talisman didn’t show her anything. She had searched, half-afraid that she might come across the Bloodless, but there had been no sign of them.

      Not that she really expected that. Though she had scouted and they had searched, ever since defeating the Bloodless in the city once before, there had been no further sign of them. It would have taken some of the Alainsith, or those who served them, to be able to create more, and Lily simply did not think there were any remaining. Not with that particular ability. However, given the frequent, dangerous incursions on the city that Kanar and Honaaz had interrupted, there was the possibility that there might be spies among them trying to infiltrate and instigate something dangerous, but they had not found anything. If there had been something off, it had been dealt with by those in the city itself.

      “Lily?”

      She opened her eyes and looked over at Isabel, who was standing with her back up against a nearby tree. Her arms were crossed, and there was a distant expression on her face.

      “I was just scouting,” Lily said.

      “Figures. And I figure you’re also going to have a hard time letting go. Honaaz thought that, at least.”

      “Did he? I think I’m going to have to have some words with him about that, then.”

      Isabel snorted. “You can do whatever you need to. He just knows you. Or at least, he said that he knows you and what kind of reaction you might have, and he figures you might be looking for something dangerous. Or to hear him say it, ‘using those fucking talismans to search for more of the fucking Bloodless.’”

      “Well, that does sound like Honaaz,” Lily said.

      “I found something I want to show you.”

      “How far away?”

      “It’s going to take a little walk. I know you have a lot going on with the evacuation, making more talismans, and the defense of the city, but I think you need to see this.”

      She frowned at her. “Anything I need to be prepared for?”

      Isabel glanced at Lily’s pouch, then shook her head. “Nothing like that. This will be a little different. And to be honest, I’m not sure what to make of it. You will probably have your own opinion, and I suspect that you will probably be right.”

      “Why don’t you just tell me. We have so much going on that I don’t know that I have time to go wandering.”

      “I would, but I think this is something you’re going to need to actually see. Just trust me. Can you?”

      There was a note of pleading to it, as if she were begging for Lily’s approval instead of asking. Given that they had been working through what Isabel’s role had been and what it meant for her to have some connection to the hegen—though it was not a connection that Isabel truly understood—Lily recognized something in the way Isabel said it. She was searching for something. Answers, perhaps?

      Or maybe it was more than that. Maybe she was searching for an identity.

      Lily nodded to her. “I’ll trust you.”

      Isabel breathed out heavily, almost in relief.

      She motioned for Lily to follow, and they set off. As they walked, Isabel reached into her own leather satchel, pulled out a few grasses and flowers, and began to weave them together. Lily recognized Esmerelda’s technique and influence in the way Isabel was working. Unsurprisingly, she had a much better technique than even Lily did. Then again, Lily’s time with the citadel had changed her connection to her art in such a way that she no longer used it as others did, and it changed how she was able to perform.

      “You’re getting quite skilled.” Lily nodded to what Isabel was making.

      “It’s actually easier than I would’ve expected,” Isabel said. “I’ve known I was connected to the hegen—‘the people,’ I suppose I should start saying—ever since I was young, but I never learned anything like this.” She looked down at what she was weaving, then back up at Lily. “It feels like I should’ve known how to do this for a long time. As if I was always meant to do it.”

      “That’s something my mother used to talk to me about, that there are forms of art for everybody. Not everyone uses it the same way. When you grow up among the people, you learn that you can use the art to do things like this. Or there are some who are painters, storytellers, craftsmen, teachers, and so on and so on. Each person has a different potential. And each person needs to find where the art, and their potential, brings them.”

      “But how do you get people to do the jobs that nobody wants?”

      “I suppose it depends on what you consider a job that nobody wants,” Lily said.

      “I don’t know. I can’t imagine being a farmer.” She wrinkled her brow. “All that digging and planting and harvesting and…” She laughed. “Then again, I also couldn’t imagine being an executioner, and…”

      “Well, I think to begin with, I wouldn’t call you an executioner. You are apprenticed to one, but you decided to leave that, didn’t you?”

      Isabel nodded. “I did.”

      “And about farming. You’d be surprised to know that in places like Verendal, where there are more hegen settlements, there are some who actually love the idea of having time out in the fields, time away from anybody else, where they can simply be with nature, with their thoughts, with the gods.”

      “The people don’t have many places like that, though.”

      “No,” Lily said.

      “And that bothers you?”

      Lily shrugged. “You know, if you would’ve asked me when I was younger, I would’ve said no. There was no reason anything like that should bother me, as there was no reason that we should want anything other than what we were given. But I have started to question.”

      “Good,” Isabel said.

      “Why is that good?”

      “Because of what I found.”

      She continued weaving her item and then wrapped it around her wrist. Lily found herself wondering what it was that Isabel had made. It was a wreath woven of grasses and flowers, and it looked far more complicated than anything Lily had attempted while working with Esmerelda. Then again, it didn’t look more complicated than what Esmerelda had made.

      They reached a section of the landscape where it became a little rockier and began to drop off into a dense valley. The grasses were thick, coming up to Lily’s knees, and her clothes snagged on a few brambles as they worked their way through. She looked over to Isabel, wondering if the woman was aware of how far they were getting from the city.

      “Do you think we have time for this?” Lily asked.

      “I told you, we may not have time, but we need to make time. Especially for this.”

      Lily saw an area where the grasses had been trampled. This had to be where Isabel had come through before.

      “How did you even find this?”

      “I was using one of your talismans to scout,” Isabel explained. “Honaaz had asked me to help, so I was helping. I thought I might be able to find something out here, given everything we have seen all around the city, and I figured I needed to at least investigate. Honaaz agreed, so I came out here. I would’ve liked to have traveled on his little berahn friend”—she glanced back at Lily with a grin, as if calling Boney a berahn friend was some sort of a joke—“but he wouldn’t give him up. A shame, really. I’d like something like that myself.”

      “Maybe just ask Honaaz,” Lily said.

      Isabel seemed to consider for a moment. “You think it’s that easy?”

      “Well, it’s interesting, isn’t it? I’m carving these talismans out of Alainsith bone, and he’s activating them, turning them into something greater than I ever could.”

      Isabel frowned. “I don’t know if that’s quite true because what you do is just different. It’s not better or worse, it’s just… different.”

      She motioned for Lily to follow, and they walked for another ten minutes or so before they stopped.

      And Lily understood why Isabel had brought her here.

      The grasses led up to a section of the ground that was rockier than others. It didn’t take long for her to realize that this wasn’t just random rock so much as it was a ruin of some old settlement.

      “So you think that the Alainsith, or their representatives, came through here,” Lily said, approaching the rubble but not getting too far into it. If there was something here, she knew to be careful, even if she didn’t know if there would be any way for it to harm her.

      “Actually, I don’t think so. This was already integrated. When I was using one of the talismans, I saw it and thought that maybe it was something they did. I figured that we needed to check it out before we sent people over this way, even though the evacuation hasn’t really headed in this direction. But when I got out here, I didn’t feel anything.” She patted her wrists before holding them up and waving her arms from side to side. “I made these. Esmerelda helped. They have a way of detecting anything related to the Alainsith.”

      Lily pursed her lips. “She has a way to detect Alainsith?”

      “Detect. Protect. The technique, according to her, is challenging, but she said that I have a knack for it.”

      Lily scoffed. “I wish she would have shown me,” she muttered.

      “I think she’s trying to show you something else.”

      Lily said nothing, knowing that Esmerelda was working with her. She knew that it wasn’t so much that Esmerelda was trying to keep anything from her so much as it was that what Esmerelda was trying to show her was a technique to augment what she could make. That would make her own talismans, and her art, much more effective.

      “Anyway, the reason I wanted you to come out here was because of this,” Isabel said.

      She stopped at a section of stone. It looked like a pile of debris had heaped in front of what might have been a doorway. There was a section of what could have once been a wall, and Lily tried to visualize it, using her talisman that still circled overhead to give her an advantage in identifying what was here.

      But she couldn’t tell. Maybe it was just another ruin.

      Only it was not Alainsith, from what Isabel was implying. If it was, she would’ve expected that Isabel would have been able to detect something in it. And without that, she realized, there wasn’t anything they would be able to fully utilize.

      “What am I supposed to be looking at?” Lily asked, crouching down next to Isabel.

      But as soon as she saw it, her breath caught. She knew exactly what she was looking at.

      Lily frowned and glanced up at her. “This writing. It’s ours.”

      “I know,” Isabel said. “I can’t read it, not like somebody who is truly of the people—”

      “You are truly of the people,” Lily said absently.

      “Well, I can’t read it, anyway. But there’s something here that I recognize—the markings. And I thought that you, or somebody, should know about it. What does it mean?”

      “How extensive are these ruins?”

      “It looks like there’s only a single building here, but when I was investigating, I noticed several others. I think this was at least a village, but it’s hard to say. Maybe it was an actual town.”

      “Really?” Lily asked.

      An entire town. Hegen writing.

      “Does this mean what I think it means?” Isabel asked.

      Lily nodded slowly. “Have you said anything to Esmerelda?”

      “I wanted to, but I thought I should show you first.”

      “Why me?”

      “This is your place. These are your people.”

      Lily shook her head. “These aren’t—”

      But they were, weren’t they? This was her place. They were her people.

      “We will need to get Esmerelda out here. And then we can decide what this means, if anything.”

      “Can you read it?” Isabel asked.

      “A little bit. The writing is faded. There might be a way to augment it, but it is faded nonetheless.” If there was a way to augment it, she wondered what that might help her with.

      She stood, sweeping her gaze around.

      There had been stories of hegen settlements. She had heard about them since she was young, but they had been nothing more than just that—stories.

      This was possibly evidence of one.

      What did it mean that it was here? And what did it mean that this was where the Alainsith had chosen to attack?

      Could they be connected?
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      Lily made a small circuit around the ruins. She had spent far too long here, and wished that she could ignore it, and could ignore what this might mean, but she couldn’t shake the possibility that this was somehow significant.

      A hegen settlement.

      From everything she’d been able to identify, it was much larger than they had known. It was at least a town, but it had been long ago destroyed, or perhaps it had crumbled. Though in Lily’s mind, it seemed far more likely that it had been destroyed.

      Esmerelda stood at the edge of what Lily now called the hegen town, and had her hands clasped together. She was working her fingers in a small circle, rolling a tiny stone that was clutched in her palm, as if trying to use that to understand what was here.

      Finally, Esmerelda looked over to Lily. “Most of the writing is faded enough that there is little here to understand,” she said.

      Lily straightened and then climbed over a pile of rubble to make her way over to Esmerelda. She had spent the better part of an hour exploring while Isabel went back to the city to get Esmerelda. They had returned on top of one of Lily’s bone berahn. She smiled at that. She had considered riding one herself, but had never thought the berahn would permit it. In fact, there was a part of her that worried that the talisman would not be pleased with her doing so. Yet Esmerelda had done it easily.

      Was it because it reacted to her, as she had been the one to activate it, or was it because of something intrinsic to the fact that Lily had made it, and the berahn was willing to bring Esmerelda to her?

      There was still quite a bit about these talismans that Lily did not know. There were things she speculated about, and she questioned whether there would be anything for her to find and understand. But so far, her time with the berahn and working with those talismans had made it so that there was too much she still didn’t know.

      “You can read the writing already?” Lily asked.

      “I used a method of detection.” Esmerelda held up the stone, which wasn’t just a stone, Lily realized. Somehow, Esmerelda had worked flecks of metal into it. And had she even used flower petals? It seemed as if they were all mixed together, but not in any way that Lily understood.

      “It allows you to read everything?”

      “It’s fairly straightforward,” Esmerelda said. “We’re testing for remains here, correct? We’re looking for something that allows us to track what’s here, and what could be.”

      Lily frowned at that. She supposed that was one way to describe it. That didn’t seem to be what they were doing, though it also seemed to be something more than that.

      “I can’t read all of it,” she said. “I recognize the patterns, and I recognize that there’s still something here that seems to be carrying a message within it, but I haven’t been able to catch more than a few familiar words.”

      Esmerelda nodded. “It’s too bad we don’t have any way of reading it because I do think it would be valuable to us. And for us. There should be something here that we can use, and follow, to make sense of this.” She sighed. “But unfortunately, it is lost to time.”

      “Is there any way we could dig through here and find anything?” Lily asked.

      “Possibly.” Esmerelda turned to her, still holding the stone and twisting it in her fingertips. “But do you really think we have time for such dalliances?”

      “Dalliances? We’re talking about proof of hegen settlements.”

      “Do we need proof?”

      Lily stood stunned for a moment, not sure how to answer, not even sure what she could say to that.

      Did they?

      She had certainly wanted proof, but maybe that was because there was a part of her that had always wanted to know if her people had a home. Perhaps that was tied to the part of Lily that had always felt like she wanted more of a home.

      But did they really need it? Did they need such proof?

      No. They didn’t. She knew that nothing they had, and nothing they learned here, would change anything for her. It wouldn’t change anything for the hegen either. They had long told stories about what it was like before their people setting out on the road.

      And because of that, there was no reason to feel anything different.

      Lily inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I just wish that it made sense.”

      Esmerelda smiled. “What meaning are you really looking for here?”

      “I don’t know. I suppose I’m looking for meaning in everything we’re doing. Everything we’ve done. And I guess I’m looking for an explanation as to why this city was targeted.” Lily looked over to the ruins. “There’s a part of me that wonders if maybe it was tied to this. But then, it was already destroyed, so maybe not.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “So you think it’s not at all related.”

      “I don’t have that answer.”

      Esmerelda strode forward, pulled out something from her satchel that she had already woven together, and tossed it on the ground. The grasses around where she had dropped her piece of art began to twist and writhe, growing outward, almost as if she spun them to life in some manner. Lily wished that she had that control over the art, though regardless of what she did, and regardless of how she did it, the technique and control she had was not at all like what Esmerelda possessed.

      “Our people were last here long enough ago that the land reclaimed it,” Esmerelda said. “We can’t find anything. Perhaps we shouldn’t find anything.” She looked up and breathed out slowly. “There might be answers, at least to your other question.”

      “Back in the city.”

      “Well, that’s not in the city. Perhaps the answers will be found elsewhere. With others.”

      “If we can find someone knowledgeable to question,” Lily said.

      “If. Now, I do think it would be a better use of your time to keep making additional talismans. I don’t want to presume to tell you what you need to be doing, but with the evacuation underway…” She squeezed something that Lily suspected gave her an ability to glimpse what was going on with the evacuation, the same way Lily used an item that allowed her to detect what was going on with it. “We must expedite everything else that we’re doing. If there are ways we can protect others, then we need to be doing it.”

      Lily smiled, mostly to herself, but she also realized that what she needed to be doing was exactly what Esmerelda had implied.

      Maybe she had to stop searching for meaning and explanations, because there may not be any. At this point, what if the only explanation was that these Alainsith had come looking for power? Maybe they wanted to reclaim these lands, assuming that they had been here before. Or perhaps it had nothing to do with anything other than the Alainsith. Jal had certainly not been forthcoming about it, but Lily also had a feeling that Jal had not known anything more than what he’d let on. The Alainsith barely knew what was going on.

      “And there’s something more that you need to be working on,” Esmerelda said. “Because if you do intend to fortify your art”—she used her term for how Lily was supposed to develop her art more effectively—“you need to take some time to experiment. I would rather do that in a more controlled setting so we can ensure that we know what has worked, and what has not.”

      “Fine,” Lily said, and she knew she sounded as if she were pouting. “Anyway. Let’s get back to the city.”

      Esmerelda looked outward. “You know, I do not blame you for all of this. I understand why you want to understand our people better. And perhaps I should be the one listening to you rather than you listening to me. I’m a little more set in my ways about the people than you are, and to some, I’m considered quite progressive.”

      Lily glanced over at her and realized that Esmerelda was making a joke.

      “Our people have long been content with our place in the world,” Esmerelda said. “Whether it’s wandering, as we have long done, or whether it’s moving beyond the borders of certain cities, or whether it’s the fact that we have always deferred to the Alainsith and viewed ourselves as somehow less than them, I suppose we have never questioned.”

      Hearing Esmerelda phrase it in that way was odd, but also a stark reminder of what their people had gone through over the years. Even when Lily was younger, she remembered how her mother and other hegen had viewed the Alainsith. It was something she had struggled with when she had first learned that Jal was Alainsith.

      But it shouldn’t. They were just people. Magically connected people, but people nonetheless.

      My art is magically connected, as well.

      She smiled at that thought. Her art was not less than anything that the Alainsith could do. It was different, but not less.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t be questioning it,” she said. “I haven’t really been part of the people for a long time now, and it just feels like I don’t deserve to question anything more.”

      There seemed to be a look of real irritation in Esmerelda’s eyes. “Do you really feel that way?”

      “I suppose I don’t know.”

      “I need to know. Do you feel like you really aren’t a part of the people?”

      “When I was younger, when I had a different use of art, and when I couldn’t learn from my mother the way I wanted to,” she started, thinking that she needed to choose her words carefully, as she didn’t know whether she was going to anger Esmerelda, “there were times when I felt like I was different.” She shrugged. “I suppose I’ve gotten used to it.”

      “Is that why you went where you went?”

      “You can say it,” Lily said. “You can say that I went to the citadel, and that I learned… well, whatever I learned.”

      “You don’t even say it.”

      Lily reached into her pouch, and she pulled out one of the pieces of bone that she’d carved using techniques she had learned at the citadel. “I don’t hide from it. There’s no point in it. I’m not necessarily proud of what I did, or where it brought me, but I guess I’m also not not proud of it?” She wrinkled her brow. “It’s strange to think of it that way.”

      “You never leave the people,” Esmerelda said.

      “We both know that’s not true. There are those who are Lost, and the people are willing to take them back, but that doesn’t change that they view them as Lost.”

      Esmerelda was quiet. “Perhaps you’re right. And perhaps it’s my mistake in thinking otherwise.” She let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe it takes somebody like yourself, somebody who has been Lost, and returned, to understand how to truly lead the people.”

      “Do you think the Alainsith feel that way?”

      Esmerelda’s brow furrowed. “Gods, but I hope not,” she said.

      She turned, strode back toward the waiting bone berahn, and climbed onto it. After she leaned forward and whispered something to it, it carried her back toward the city.

      Lily waited for a moment. Maybe that was what the Alainsith felt. It was weird to think about, but at the same time, they had been looking for answers to what the Alainsith were after, why they thought they might be able to do what they had done, and what they hoped to accomplish. Lily had thought it was about revenge, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was about something else? What if it was about feeling as if they understood what the people needed more than those who were currently leading them? What if the Lost had decided that it was time for them to lead?

      She stood, dusted her hands on her pants, and then she made her way over to the berahn that was sitting and waiting. “Well? I know you aren’t quite as big as Boney, but do you think you would be able to carry me back to town?”

      It might have been her imagination, but it looked to Lily as if the berahn turned and considered her for a moment, like it was trying to decide whether it should answer in any meaningful way. But then it didn’t. It said nothing, yet it waited. It was almost as though the berahn was trying to consider what Lily needed from it.

      She climbed on the berahn’s back, and it took off, moving quickly as it streaked through the grasslands. Lily was back to the city in no time.

      Everything was quiet. Not empty, just quiet. There were still stragglers who were working to evacuate, fewer and fewer remaining with every passing hour. Eventually, she had to believe that they were going to succeed in fully evacuating the city. And then the challenge would be ensuring the safety of the people so they didn’t have to worry about the Alainsith or their allies catching and harming them.

      Which meant that Lily needed to do what she had promised Esmerelda. It was time that she get back to making more talismans, which was probably the best use of her time, anyway.

      She stopped in the small warehouse where Honaaz had piled up the bones she could use, ones that had been harvested for her purpose. She gathered a few pieces of dry bone, then walked to the shoreline and took a seat, settling down with the bone in her lap.

      The berahn that she’d ridden back to the city waited behind her. It remained alert, as if keeping guard over her. And maybe it was. She appreciated that about the berahn, and she appreciated the fact that it was just watching and waiting and giving her a moment.

      She needed more than a moment. She needed an opportunity. She needed to know.

      Lily began to carve. As she did, she found her thoughts troubled, as they had been of late. Some of it came from everything she had been dealing with, and some of it came from thoughts about the Alainsith. She needed Jal to return so they could talk about what the Alainsith might be after, as Lily had her own theories, but she wanted to speak to somebody who was actually Alainsith about that. And for that matter, she had not had much time with Jal ever since he had returned. He had been so much more focused on the berahn, on Kanar, and on this song that he believed was important, that Lily had not had an opportunity to spend time with him the way she had hoped she would. She missed her friend.

      And it wasn’t just Jal who was gone. Wular was as well. Where were they?

      There was something she could do about that, she realized. She hadn’t bothered to try searching for them, but she could.

      She grabbed for one of the hawk-owl talismans, before changing her mind. Instead, she picked up a fresh length of bone and began to carve. She wanted something functional. Something swift. Something that could also be a weapon, if necessary. And selfishly, she wanted something that might even serve her much like Boney served Honaaz. Lily didn’t know if she would be able to do anything like that, or convince any of the talismans to treat her like that, but she had to believe that there was at least the potential.

      The carving took shape quickly. Lily wasn’t surprised by that, as she had learned to just pour herself into the carving and no longer worry about perfection. In her mind, though, she had never truly been worried about perfection. Odell had tried to get her to learn to carve with a much greater exactness than she wanted, but it had not been useful for her. There were aspects of carving that way that could be useful, but there were books she had found not so useful. Primarily it was helpful in trying to draw on the connection that she shared with the bone, in pouring herself out into it, in gifting it a specific intention. But this time, Lily found herself pushing even more. She wanted to have a way of searching for her friends. She wanted a way of searching for her people. Of protecting them.

      All of those thoughts went into what she was working on.

      By the time she was done, she looked down at the bone. Lily hadn’t even been paying much attention to what she was carving, nor the shape that was emerging, and she wasn’t terribly surprised that it turned out to be a falcon.

      The question that she had, however, was how large it would get.

      The owl talisman would only elongate to a certain size. Maybe if Honaaz were here, he could add a little bit of himself to it and make the falcon into something much more substantial, but Lily didn’t even know if that was safe to do. So she pricked her finger and smeared the blood along the surface of the bone, then watched as it began to absorb into it. A wave of cool energy washed through Lily as it quickly formed a connection.

      That sense of cold was familiar to her.

      That was what she had always warned Honaaz about, but for Honaaz, it seemed to take quite a bit of activations for him to be affected by them. Either he had more magic inside him—something that Lily supposed was possible—or she placed more of herself into her talismans when she made them. Maybe that was what it was. She had never activated anybody else’s talismans, so she didn’t know what it would be like if she were to try to draw on the power in them separately.

      The falcon in her hand gradually stretched, and more than that, it began to move its wings. Its head twisted, and it looked up at Lily with dark eyes that seemed to be where the blood had concentrated. The falcon continued to elongate, getting larger than any of the others Lily had made.

      She looked down at it. “Well, you look like something,” she muttered.

      The falcon spread its wings. Could they have really gotten that large? They had to be a foot on either side, and it wasn’t even done growing.

      “I need to know what you see. I need you to hunt, protect, and show me.”

      The bird let out a strange sound. The fact that it made any sound whatsoever was enough to surprise Lily, and she tried not to be scared by it, but she couldn’t shake the unnerving feeling she had.

      The falcon took off. This was different than what she experienced with some of her other talismans. When she had made birds before, they had simply launched and didn’t look lifelike, as if the magic stored inside the bone, within the power that gifted them, was what gave them the ability to fly. But the falcon was different. It took off like it was an actual bird, flapping its wings, stretching, and then circling.

      Lily watched it, and then gradually became aware of herself watching from its point of view.

      The falcon turned. She had thought that maybe it would head out over the water, but instead it circled above the city and then began to make its way toward the line of evacuees.

      Wasn’t that what she had said to it, though? To watch over her people. To protect them. More than that, she had wanted it to defend them if necessary.

      And hopefully it would work.

      It wasn’t a wasted talisman. It would actually do something.

      Maybe more falcons would be in order. They could search, protect the line of people from the air, and guide them.

      Lily smiled tightly to herself and began to carve more.

      That was what she would do. That was how she would help.

      She needed more bones, but that hadn’t been an issue for them so far. She would find some, she was certain. And if she couldn’t, then Honaaz would make sure she had them. Maybe she would even ask him to help activate these talismans, and help protect her people. Knowing Honaaz, he would be pleased to do it.

      They just had to do it in time.

      Because if they didn’t, then the Alainsith Lost would return, and war would start.
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      Honaaz stayed low in the boat, looking at the line of talismans arranged around him. Lily had made many different ones—not only berahn, but others that would help defend against what they might encounter. He had to be ready.

      “They’re going to see us,” Biggins snapped. He was sitting in the bow, holding a pair of oars, and he had another talisman resting in front of him. It was a small weasel that Reims had claimed was incredibly useful. Honaaz wasn’t sure it would be any better than the berahn, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt, he figured.

      “It’s black as fucking night.” Honaaz grunted, pulling on his own oars and looking around the sea.

      “Well, it’s night,” Biggins grumbled.

      “We’re just going to one of those ships and then back.”

      “It’s still dangerous.”

      Boney rested next to Honaaz. The berahn seemed to be even more solid than the last time Honaaz had traveled with him, and had curled up near his feet, lounging like a massive dog. He was big enough that he should have caused the boat to be unstable, but somehow he didn’t.

      “Just talk me through this again,” Biggins said. “We get on one of these ships. We take over. You see if there are others like you.” He arched a brow at Honaaz. “And then what? We go running?”

      “We need ships,” Honaaz said.

      “But that’s not what you’re talking about, is it? You’re talking about getting men.”

      That was what Honaaz had been talking about. He needed help with ships, and with the navy he intended to make.

      My people.

      At least, they had been. It felt like a long time ago, though. Honaaz had changed in the time he had been in Sanaron, and it was more than that. He had different desires. When he had first been marooned in Sanaron, all he had wanted was a ship so that he could return to the Isles. Time with Lily had changed that.

      Now he wanted to be with Lily. To keep her safe—even though that wasn’t necessary. He thought she wanted the same thing. Well, at least to stay with him. Not for him to keep her safe.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, and he continued to stare off into the distance. “I’m talking about getting men. Maybe I’m not going to be able to do it, but I have to give them a chance.”

      “By attacking them,” Biggins said.

      “You don’t know my people.”

      “So you need to get your people by attacking your people? That’s pretty fucking twisted.”

      “Like I said, you don’t know my people.”

      They continued gliding through the water, moving silently. Honaaz was careful with the oars, not wanting to make any sound. The sorcerers might have some way of hearing his movement, so he had to be careful as they rowed closer.

      The plan was dangerous. Stupid. Especially taking a little boat like this up against ships. But it wasn’t like he was going alone. He had his talismans, and he had Boney. Biggins was fine too.

      “Are you willing to kill some of your people?”

      “It’s not going to come to that,” Honaaz said.

      “But if it does.”

      Biggins’s tone had changed.

      Honaaz breathed out a sigh of frustration. He’d been trying to work through that possibility as well, and hadn’t come up with a good answer. Lily had asked him the same thing. Was he willing to kill his own people? She’d been more than happy to help him, but then again, this wasn’t anything he was going to ask of her. He needed to do it himself.

      “I’m not going to have to kill them,” Honaaz said.

      “You might not have a choice.”

      “I know.”

      “And you might be doing them a favor.”

      “Huh? How would I be doing them a favor?”

      “Well, if you free them from sorcery, as you’re calling it, that would be a favor,” Biggins said, shrugging.

      Honaaz snorted and turned his attention back to rowing. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it?”

      Honaaz shot him a look. “It’s fucking ridiculous. That’s what it is.”

      They started to get closer to one of the ships. Honaaz was ready, though he wasn’t sure if he was going to have to attack, or if he would be able to sneak aboard, place the talisman he intended to use, and then move on. Given his luck, Honaaz had a pretty good idea about what he was going to need to do—he just wasn’t sure if he was ready for it.

      He looked over to Biggins, who swept his gaze along the inside of the boat and paused as he studied some of the talismans that were there. “I still don’t think this is going to be enough,” Biggins muttered, shaking his head.

      “It will be,” Honaaz said.

      They drifted near one of the ships.

      Honaaz turned to Boney. “Are you ready for your part?”

      Boney sat up and looked over to him, almost as if trying to tell him something. What Honaaz wouldn’t give to have some way of actually talking to the talisman, but at least it seemed as if Boney understood him, even if he couldn’t respond.

      “Get going.”

      Boney stood on the edge of the gunwale, then slipped in the water, barely making any noise as he swam toward the other ship.

      “You’re putting a lot of faith in that talisman,” Biggins said.

      Honaaz grunted “I’m not so sure it’s just a talisman anymore.”

      The boat approached the ship, and Honaaz stood up carefully, keeping his body against the ship itself. He guided them in as quietly as he could, trying to make sure the water didn’t send the boat slamming into the ship and make too much noise. Thankfully, a wave struck at just the right time, and they slowed enough that Honaaz could put his hands out and race to block them from crashing into the ship.

      He had experience on those vessels. The design among them was fairly similar, and he suspected that they probably came from the same shipyard. They were narrower than the typical ships of the Isles, and each one was probably forty to fifty feet long. Though they had twin masts and rather basic rigging, they were fast. He guessed that the sailors used some type of sorcery to speed through the water, which was how he had come to think that he had an idea about how to take a few of them.

      At least until these fuckers caught wind of what he was doing.

      Getting onto the ship would require just a little jump, and it would make noise. The moment he slipped up, he had to be prepared to fight. He waited. Now it was a matter of whether Boney knew what he wanted, and whether the talisman would react the way Honaaz had asked him to. He figured that he would, but he didn’t really know with any certainty. A thud came from the far side of the ship.

      That was Honaaz’s cue.

      “Be ready,” he said, looking down to Biggins.

      Biggins sat up, then nodded. The weasel stayed near him.

      Honaaz scooped up five of the talismans, slipped them under his arms, and then jumped. He came to a soft landing on the deck of the ship. Three men about his size were on the far side, looking over the railing, trying to figure out what had struck the ship. Boney had done a good job drawing their attention away.

      One other man stood nearby and raised his sword as Honaaz came aboard.

      Honaaz, ready for that possibility, launched himself at the man and drove a fist at him. His blow connected. The man grunted softly, and Honaaz sent another strike into his temple, knocking him unconscious.

      He set the other talismans down, activated them with his blood, and felt a sense of cold work through him. It was subtle for the first three, but for the fourth and fifth, the wash of cold was far more significant. Honaaz had known that it would be. There was a limit to how many talismans he could activate so quickly. One or two was never a problem. Once he got to more than five, Honaaz began to feel the effects of it.

      The talismans began to elongate and grow. They became more like Boney, but not quite as large. Honaaz didn’t need for them to be that size. One of the talismans lunged toward a man standing next to the railing, striking him in the back. He fell overboard and splashed in the water, where Honaaz knew Boney would drag him over to Biggins before he came around. Or died.

      That left two for Honaaz. He struck the one on the left, catching him in the back and sending him staggering, and it was the one on the right who turned to him.

      He was dressed in the long leathers that all the Alainsith were wearing, with broader shoulders than most of them and a clean-shaven head. He looked more like Honaaz’s people than these fucking Alainsith.

      Because they were trying to mask themselves.

      Fuck.

      The man regarded Honaaz with an amused smile. “Going against your brethren?”

      Even his way of speaking irritated him.

      He took a step toward the man and began to feel as if there was a heaviness weighing on him.

      Honaaz had felt that before. He knew how to fight through that, and was ready to crack this man’s skull. “I’m not going against anything.”

      “They chose their side. Why can’t you?”

      Honaaz grunted and took another step. That weight was building, but he was strong.

      “So simple to control. Even with your size and your natural proclivities, your kind have proven quite easy to manipulate.” He smiled again. “And thankfully, we have offered what your kind prefer the most.”

      Honaaz wanted nothing more than to drive a blade into his eye.

      He hadn’t even unsheathed his daggers. He had made a point of avoiding that, not wanting to kill if he didn’t have to. Besides, with the talismans, Honaaz didn’t need to use that kind of approach. He could fight without harming so long as he could get close.

      “The others were easy enough to buy off,” the man said. “Perhaps we could make an arrangement for you that would be satisfactory.”

      “I don’t want your fucking money,” Honaaz growled.

      The man tipped his head to the side and grinned. The weight on Honaaz intensified. He should have been ready. It was his own damn fault that he hadn’t kept his bone knives in hand.

      “Indeed?” The man glanced down at the talisman making its way toward him and then pressed his palm down, as if throwing a stone onto the deck of the ship. With a sharp crack, one of the talismans shattered.

      Honaaz felt it be destroyed. That was unusual.

      The man flicked his gaze up to him. “Playing with powers that you don’t understand, I see. Unfortunate. You know how much of yourself you have to sacrifice here?”

      “I’m not sacrificing any-fucking-thing,” Honaaz said.

      One of the other talismans lurched toward the Alainsith. It was another berahn, which had started to swell but was still small. Honaaz had come to see that even the smallest of the talismans were still brutally effective when they attacked. He fully anticipated it getting to this man and knocking him down. As before, the Alainsith swatted a hand behind him, and there was a crack as the talisman shattered.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz had underestimated him.

      He needed Boney, but he didn’t want to risk Boney coming on board and getting destroyed like that. But would he?

      Boney had been changed by everything he had done, no differently than Reims’s sword had been changed. Why couldn’t he help?

      Honaaz took a deep breath, then let it out as he focused on the strength within him. There was a resistance to magic. He knew that. He just had to figure out some way to draw it through himself, to make it real enough that it would work for him.

      The man turned back to him. “If this is what we have to face with your so-called resistance, there is very little we need to fear. I think our hesitation, and our buildup, has been delayed long enough.” He flicked his gaze to the city. “And to think she’s trying to break him.”

      What was he talking about? Break who?

      Honaaz clenched his jaw, took a step forward, and got close to the man, when his body stopped working. His knees buckled. He collapsed to the deck.

      He tried to get up, but he couldn’t move.

      The man leaned down toward him. “So confident.”

      “The same can be said for you.”

      Honaaz whistled.

      Boney appeared. Honaaz had felt him nearby, but hadn’t been sure it would work. It was almost as if the connection he shared with the talisman had left him with some aspect of that power that filled him.

      Honaaz braced himself for Boney’s attack.

      The talisman crashed into the Alainsith’s back and stepped on him, which allowed Honaaz to roll away once the power pressing on him dissipated. He spun, bringing his fist around to strike him in the side of the head. The man cried out, and for a moment there was a bit more weight that tried to squeeze down on Honaaz, but then it faded.

      Boney pushed his paws down on the man, then shoved his head up against Honaaz’s cheek. When he did, a curious resurgence of power flowed into Honaaz, almost as if he gained strength from the talisman.

      He sat up, rubbing his forearms. “That fucker,” he mumbled. “Should we kill him or keep him?”

      Boney shifted how he was standing on top of the man’s chest. Honaaz wasn’t sure how he’d rolled the man over, or what the talisman was trying to tell him.

      “Get back to the ship. We saved a few others, but I don’t know if it’s going to be enough. And we need the ship. Can you do that?”

      Boney nuzzled him.

      “Fine. You can. Think this will work?”

      He looked down at the three remaining talismans. Two of them were small berahn, and the third was a weasel. They circled the Alainsith man but didn’t stand on him. Finally, Boney nuzzled against Honaaz’s hand again.

      “I’m going to take that as another yes.”

      Honaaz grabbed the fallen man, carried him to the edge of the railing, and dropped him down onto the boat. Biggins looked up, then flicked his gaze to the other two men that were now there.

      “Give me a moment,” Honaaz said.

      He made his way over to the others he had knocked out, grabbed them, and tossed them down. When he was done, the three remaining talismans jumped off the railing, landed on the small boat, and then took up positions around them.

      Honaaz leaned over the railing. “Are you ready?” he asked Biggins.

      “Are you sure this is enough for all of them?”

      “You can knock them out if you want, but it’s going to work.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to like it,” Honaaz snapped, keeping his voice to little more than a hiss. “Besides, I’m the one who has to get into the fucking water now.”

      He checked the rigging, settled the tiller, and then followed Boney, where they both jumped into the water. He clung to Boney, who was far quieter than he was, as he affixed the other talismans to the stern of the ship and smeared a little blood on each of them.

      It didn’t take long before the ship started moving. He hadn’t been sure how it was anchored, as he hadn’t seen anything with the owl talisman, but once he realized that there had been one of those magic users on board, he understood. Fucking sorcerers were keeping the ships stationary. Knowing that gave Honaaz the chance to know what he could do to prevent them from succeeding. At least, to do something that would keep them from succeeding.

      He clung to Boney’s back, and the ship moved, until he got the reaction he anticipated. Two other ships began to move after it.

      Honaaz gritted his teeth and patted Boney on the side. “This had better fucking work,” he grumbled.

      He readied himself, preparing for the fight that he knew was to come. And he was ready. He would make this work. He would get his navy. More than that, though, Honaaz was determined to get more of his people to safety. At least, to keep them alive until he could figure out how to turn them back.

      He still wasn’t sure what that was going to take. If these Alainsith had been paying them, how could Honaaz counter that? Not with enough money. But maybe there was another way that he could.

      Another concern came to him.

      Who was the Alainsith referring to about breaking?

      It had to be somebody important, probably even someone from the Isles, given that the man had mentioned him to Honaaz. And if so, who had they caught?
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      Kanar found the night to be too cool for his preference.

      He had taken to coming to the shore, looking out, and watching the ships to try to make sense of what they were doing. He had even borrowed some of Lily’s talismans, using what she claimed was most effective for peering into the darkness. The owl-shaped bone talisman did shift the colorations of darkness so that he could make out more than he would’ve otherwise, but he still hadn’t managed to piece together what these Alainsith attackers were doing. They hadn’t attempted to move any closer.

      As he watched, he held on to his blade. There was something peaceful about holding the sword, even if he wasn’t exactly sure he had the necessary control over it. Even practicing gave him a sense of fluidity and a sense of the power that he knew existed within the sword itself, connecting him to some other greater part of the Alainsith.

      Kanar needed to master that connection. Otherwise, he wasn’t sure how they would withstand the attack again.

      He needed Jal’s help, but he had been gone for longer than Kanar was accustomed to. And he had taken Wular with him. The only thing Kanar heard that reminded him of Jal was the steady, mournful sound of the berahn around the city. They were chasing something, though he didn’t know what.

      He needed to listen, and he needed to understand.

      He was the Bearer.

      As he stood with the sword in hand, he thought of his first days with the Realmsguard, times when he would go to the barracks yard and spar with those who were better than him, wanting to improve as fast as he could. Once he reached the Order, he had to push himself again, always trying to become stronger—and something more.

      Now that he was here, it wasn’t about pushing himself. Not like he had. Now it was about understanding what he already possessed. The problem Kanar had was that he did not have the real insight to see it. He had always known that, and Morgan had been quick to remind him, as well. He had to find a way to become the Bearer.

      So he stood.

      The waves beneath him crashed, as if washing away all of his old memories. He let that work: wash away the thoughts, wash away the beliefs, wash away who he had been.

      He was the Blackheart.

      But that wasn’t who he needed to be anymore. He needed to be the Bearer, and that was somebody very different than the Blackheart. The Blackheart feared magic, and hunted those who wielded it. That could not be Kanar’s purpose now. The Blackheart had been given the blade to serve Reyand. Though Kanar wondered if he needed to still serve the kingdom, he also wondered if perhaps he needed to do something different—something greater. This was about more than just the people of Reyand.

      It was easier fighting for them than it was fighting for the unknowns that were Reyand and King Porman. Or trying to understand just how much about all of this the king had known and anticipated.

      Kanar let a measure of peace come over him. It seemed to come with the rolling of the waves, and his thoughts began to drift. He let it sweep away thoughts of himself, thoughts of the soldier, the Realmsguard warrior, the Blackheart, everything that he had been. None of that was needed any longer.

      He needed to be the Bearer.

      But what was the Bearer?

      It was somebody who had connected to the blade, and who had come to understand the power that existed within it, though Kanar didn’t know if he had the necessary understanding. He could feel the magic inside the sword, and the connection to the Alainsith, but how could he hold on to that intentionally?

      The howls of the berahn seemed to trigger something, as they often did. There was something in their call that left a sense of longing deep within him, as if the berahn were attempting to push him closer to his own understanding of the sword and what it meant for him. Jal certainly believed that was the case, and thought that if Kanar was going to connect to the sword, he needed to understand the song of those who had come long before, prior to his people having any understanding of the song.

      As he was listening to the waves crashing, listening to the berahn behind him, and feeling the breeze around him, he noticed a soft explosion of light out on the water.

      Kanar froze.

      That was the first time he had seen anything on one of the ships before.

      He had been coming out here each night, using this vantage to look out over the rocky precipice, and had never seen anything. Even with the help of the owl talisman, the only thing Kanar had been able to truly determine was the location of the ships, but not much about the people on board.

      He didn’t see any other explosions of light.

      The ships were casting large shadows, making it so that all he noticed was the blackened hull, the ship’s masts, and the rolled-up sails.

      They were waiting.

      But for what?

      They’d created the Bloodless that Lily had described, and which Kanar thought he had some experience with, but even in that, he wasn’t entirely sure that he understood all that had been happening. Why were the Alainsith waiting?

      They were anticipating something.

      Did they want the city to evacuate?

      Or maybe they were afraid.

      Kanar and Jal had arrived when the city was under siege, so it was likely that the Alainsith out there regrouping and trying to understand what sort of defense they’d managed.

      One of the ships began to sail toward the shore.

      Kanar watched the movement. He needed to sound the alarm, especially if they were going to start attacking, but so far it was just one ship. Then two others broke off, near ones that headed toward the first.

      Kanar frowned. The first ship was moving fast. He squeezed the owl talisman to see better. A smaller boat bobbed in the waves near it. Bodies were piled inside, and there was the distinctive gleam of bone.

      Talismans.

      What was Honaaz doing?

      Kanar needed to help.

      As the vessels veered along the shoreline, he started jogging after them, squeezing his blade to try to draw upon power. He ran faster than he would’ve been able to otherwise. As he reached Honaaz, he saw the ships getting closer.

      Kanar let out a cry, and then jumped, the power of the blade carrying him far higher than he would have been able otherwise.

      Wind whipped around him. As it did, he heard the splashing of waves, felt the pull of the wind, and started to sense that there was something within it that was trying to guide him, as if there was something he might even be able to understand. But he dropped quickly, and then came to land on the deck of one of the other ships.

      His sudden appearance startled those on board.

      He’d fought others like them before, but he’d had talismans with him at the time.

      This was a mistake. He knew it was.

      But Honaaz needed him.

      Kanar tipped his head to one bald man, and then launched himself and his blade forward. He slammed his blade into the man’s shoulder, immediately withdrew, and then jumped, driving the hilt of his sword down onto the top of another man’s head. He kicked off the deck, the power within the sword granting him strength and speed, and when he landed, he swept his leg around. Kanar drove the blade into the nearest man’s thigh, before standing and shoving it into his belly.

      Three down.

      There had to be at least three more.

      He found one at the helm. Kanar knew that the man wasn’t going to move until he had to, which meant he had two others to choose from. He had to move quickly. He needed to figure out who was most dangerous.

      Then he saw her.

      She was dressed all in black leathers, with long, flowing black hair and eyes that seemed the color of night. She was slender, but she also radiated power. Her gaze lingered on his blade, and it seemed as if she recognized it.

      He turned toward her.

      Almost too late, Kanar recognized a thudding through the floorboards of the ship. He dropped, spun, and shoved his blade forward, but he missed.

      Something grabbed him from behind.

      Kanar tried to fight, but they were strong. They held him tightly, squeezing their arms around him. He tried to draw power through his blade. He tried to feel for the song.

      Another figure stood over Kanar, watching.

      “A Bearer has come to me,” she said, her speech heavily accented and the words filled with derision. It almost sounded like satisfaction.

      Kanar blinked. He felt as if there was some sense of pressure wrapping around him, but he had to find a way to fight through that. He understood that the power here was not just magic, but it was the strength of those like Honaaz. They had natural resistance to magic, so anything he might be able to draw through the sword would be useless.

      Straining against the man holding him wasn’t going to work.

      Could he grab a different blade?

      “Release the sword,” the woman said.

      “Is that why you’re here?” Kanar asked, scarcely able to get out what he wanted to say.

      With a soft laugh, she tilted her head, regarding him with amusement. “Do you think we would come all this way for a blade we could make ourselves? In fact, a blade we have made ourselves?”

      She twisted her hand, and something began to wriggle its way around Kanar’s legs, slowly snaking up his body and then tightening. It was like a band of invisible power that was compressing him.

      What kind of magic was this? He had seen Alainsith magic, but it had a foundation in the world around it. This was more like witchcraft.

      Could that be what they were using?

      Kanar could fight witchcraft. He was the Blackheart.

      But he kept thinking that he had to be something different. That he had to let go of being the Blackheart. That was the key to understanding what he needed to do to unlock the power of the sword. And if he couldn’t do that, he wouldn’t be able to be the Bearer. Not the way he needed to.

      “What should I do with him?” the person who’d captured him asked.

      “You do nothing,” the woman said. “I can’t believe that the Bearer thought he would be capable of stopping us by himself.”

      “Who said. By. Self?” Kanar said, barely able to get the words out.

      She arched a brow. “The other ship is empty. And you appeared as if from nowhere. The Bearer.” She watched Kanar, and now there was more than just amusement glittering in her eyes. There was malevolence.

      “Not. Me.”

      Where was Honaaz?

      “A little help,” Kanar said, raising his voice.

      She looked around, and then she turned her attention back to Kanar, delight still curling her lips. “Do you anticipate that others will come to your aid? Interesting. I wonder why you think that. What is it, exactly, that you believe will change for you?”

      Maybe nothing.

      Kanar couldn’t move.

      Talisman.

      What if he could reach for one of the talismans? Better yet, what if he could call to one of them?

      He had brought them along with him to track the ships, and they had been coming with him so he could have some protection, though Kanar hadn’t wanted to bring too many with him given the possibility that the talismans might need to protect the city. Why would he want to pull some of them away from the city if he was going to need to be there as well?

      He whistled.

      It cut off oddly in the middle when the Alainsith woman did something with her power that compressed Kanar’s chest, making him cough.

      But there was a strange, almost mournful quality to the way he had whistled. It was similar to something he had heard before—the berahn.

      Kanar whistled again. This time, he forced it out, turning it toward the berahn’s cries. When he did, there was something in that vocalization that struck him as not just familiar, but right. He whistled a third time, and then he heard an answer.

      The woman spun toward the sound.

      It gave Kanar an opportunity. He grabbed for a dagger sheathed at his waist, managed to pry it free, and jerked it behind him. The man grunted and eased his grip, allowing Kanar to jab back again.

      Then he was free.

      He dropped down, rolled, and then came back up. As he did, he decided to try something different. He whistled the way the berahn did, and something within that trembled deep inside him. It was a somber cry, a sadness, but as he sent that sound out, Kanar began to feel something within him. The berahn cry was the key. That was what Jal had been telling him, though Kanar had not understood at the time.

      He turned his attention to the power within the blade. As he did, he could feel something more. There was some other connection there that he might be able to draw from. The blade, and being the Bearer, tied him to power all around him.

      The other man barreled toward him.

      Kanar flowed off to the side, drifting on what felt like a gust of wind. Then he drove his blade into the man’s back.

      The Alainsith woman turned toward Kanar. Her bands of power began to work around him again. They weren’t just bands of power, though. Kanar felt a burning sensation along his skin. And when he looked at the way the woman was moving her hand, he noticed that she had flecks of what appeared to be metal worked into her nails.

      Seeing that reminded him that these Alainsith had been partially responsible for teaching about witchcraft. Could the metal in her nails be something like her wand? If so, then any attempt to fight it would be no different than what he needed to do with witchcraft.

      “Interesting,” she said. “You have learned more than I would’ve expected.”

      “You heard their cry,” Kanar said. “They aren’t going to be long.”

      “And they will rejoin the pack.”

      “I don’t think so. We’ve freed them from your control.” He hoped that was true. He didn’t really even know.

      The bands around Kanar squeezed him, keeping him from moving. He whistled again, and another answer came, this time from close by.

      Much closer.

      A blur of shadow streaked down from above and came crashing onto the ship. A massive berahn stood on the deck.

      The Alainsith woman started to raise her hand, but the berahn snapped, grabbed her in its jaws, and shook with one rapid movement. A loud crack split the air, followed by a cry. The berahn flung the woman from its mouth, and she went flying out into the water, where she disappeared beneath the waves.

      Kanar blinked. He had seen the berahn fight before, but that was a measure of violence he had not expected.

      “Fucking Reims,” Honaaz called from behind him.

      Kanar turned around. Honaaz stood on a nearby ship and was surrounded by three men that were likely from the same place as him. A fourth person—a tall, slender man who must have been Alainsith—was next to them. A bone talisman stood in front of that man, keeping him from moving.

      Kanar glanced to the berahn and whistled. They called back in response.

      Then he jumped over to Honaaz’s ship, and over to help.
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      Lily glanced over to Esmerelda—who had a dozen of her woven grass flowers in hand and was starting to work on another—then turned to stare at the door before her. Several of the flowers had been planted in the ground in front of the door, and Lily was distantly aware of the talisman she had placed inside the cell to try to secure the Alainsith.

      “I don’t know how long this will hold,” Esmerelda said, looking in Lily’s direction. “It may not last as long as you would like.”

      Lily had her knife in hand and a length of Alainsith bone in the other. She had been carving at it, peeling away bone while working steadily to create a few different talismans. From what Kanar had said, the weasel talisman had been far more effective against some of these attackers than the berahn had been. She wasn’t sure why that should be, but she wasn’t above using anything that would be helpful for them.

      “We just need some answers, don’t we?” Lily said.

      She glanced along the hallway to one of the other doors. They’d been questioning their prisoners for a while now, and had gotten no closer to any answers. She had started to give up hope that they would learn what they needed to, when Honaaz had surprised them all with his capture. She supposed that she shouldn’t be terribly shocked that Honaaz had been able to hold one of them. His natural resistance to the power that this Alainsith man possessed would be enough to ensure that they kept him trapped.

      “I don’t like it,” Esmerelda said.

      Lily started to smile, but she realized that Esmerelda wasn’t making a joke. She really was troubled by this.

      “Our people have believed that the Alainsith granted us power for far too long,” Lily said. “It’s time that we take back our own understanding of what we can do—and what we are. We use the art, but that doesn’t mean we’re gifted that ability by them.”

      Esmerelda took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she glanced over to Lily. “I know you’re right, but it doesn’t make it any easier for me.”

      “These attackers are not going to treat us with the same measure of respect that you seem to want to give them. And they aren’t what you believe them to be. They’re what we have seen them to be.”

      It felt strange trying to convince Esmerelda to deal with this Alainsith attacker in the way she knew they needed to. If anything, Esmerelda should be the one trying to talk her into it, only she seemed as if she weren’t comfortable with it.

      “If you’d like, I can be the one to do the questioning,” Lily said. “I just need you to layer your protections around the cell so that they won’t be able to overwhelm it. Honaaz said he can crack my talismans.”

      With enough talismans, Lily thought she should be able to prevent them from destroying any of the others, but there was still a chance that this Alainsith would be able to damage some of them. A chance. Nothing more than that. Lily hoped that her power and Esmerelda’s, combined with Honaaz’s presence, would be all they needed in order to get the answers.

      “I have placed a garden within the room,” Esmerelda said. Her voice was soft, and she seemed uncertain about what she had been asked to do so far, but she looked down at the bundle of woven flowers in hand, drew herself up, and turned to Lily. “It will be enough. You will be safe. If there were more than just this one, perhaps it would be different, but you’ll be safe.”

      Lily glanced at the door. She reached for one of the other talismans and squeezed it tightly, then pulled the door open. Esmerelda stood outside. She didn’t move.

      Lily glanced at the man situated in the center of the room. As Esmerelda had said, there was a garden inside. It started from outside the door, the flowers planted around the perimeter of the cell, and then it grew inward, with vines that seemed to be woven together that created a ring the man stood inside. Five of Lily’s talismans—three of them activated by Honaaz, and two by her—were stationed around that ring. And then there was Honaaz himself, with his massive berahn talisman sitting next to him.

      “Has he said anything?” Lily asked.

      “The fucker hasn’t talked yet. I’m not sure he’s going to.”

      Lily pulled the door closed. She paused outside the ring, stationing herself in front of the man. She stuffed her bone knife and the weasel talisman into a pouch, then grabbed a pair of daggers. They were comfortable, and they were what she had trained to use from the beginning. Not her explosives, and not the talismans she had come to use more often of late.

      “What’s your name?” Lily asked.

      The man looked up. He was tall—certainly taller than her, though that didn’t take much—but not nearly as tall as Jal. He was broader than Jal, but didn’t have the same build as Honaaz. His head was cleanly shaven, and his eyes were pools of darkness. When he gazed upon her, she felt a tremble of fear that she had to fortify herself against.

      A hint of a smile twitched his lips. “They send a child.”

      “Child?” She whipped a knife at him, catching him in the shoulder.

      He winced but yanked it free and tossed it at her. Lily spun and caught the knife out of the air.

      “A trained child, but a child nonetheless. Are you here to intimidate me? Your lapdog certainly did not.”

      Lily looked back at Honaaz. “You hear that? It sounds like you’re my lapdog.” She grinned, then turned her attention back to the man. “My lapdog, as you want to call him, is the one responsible for your current predicament. Now, you can decide whether or not you want to provide me with the answers I need, or you can decide if you’re going to be useless. If that’s the case…” She glanced down to the circle of vines that surrounded him. Several of them had small woven flower buds perked up. They were colorless, like dried brown grass, but they still gave off the appearance of a garden, and she understood why Esmerelda had referred to it in that way.

      The man let out a laugh. “Do you think you can hold me with this? The technique is rudimentary. And I think that—”

      “I think that you’re trying to claim ability you don’t have,” Lily said. “And I think that you’re captured. So either you choose to talk, or I let my lapdog step through this barrier, slice your throat, and I harvest your bones to use as weapons against the rest of your people.” She held his gaze. “I’m sure we would have little difficulty gathering another of your kind.”

      “You will find it harder than you believe.”

      Lily shrugged, and she turned and headed through the door. She left it open and passed Esmerelda, who was situated in the same place as before, weaving a few flowers together. Her movements were a bit stilted, as if she still wasn’t entirely comfortable with this.

      Lily picked up the bloody jacket that Honaaz had brought back from the last of the three ships he had secured. He’d been forced to kill the other Alainsith. They were too forceful, and he hadn’t had much choice in the matter, but Lily didn’t really care. She just needed something to use against this man.

      As she carried the leather jacket back into the room, she noted the sigil on the left shoulder. She threw the jacket on the ground outside the woven circle. “I don’t know what his name is. Or was. His bones are drying outside as we speak. There was another, but I didn’t think she needed proof of two of them. My lapdog was responsible for taking them both out. I believe you have some experience with his particular abilities.”

      The man looked down at the jacket for a long moment, before he met Lily’s eyes. “I will make sure that you suffer the most. I will see that—”

      The vines shot toward him, circling both wrists, both ankles, and one even wrapped up around his neck. Lily looked back to see that Esmerelda stood in the doorway, rage contorting her face.

      “Why don’t we start again?” Lily said. “I can tell that it’s difficult for you to have a reasonable and rational conversation, but given what you’ve done so far, I’m not terribly surprised. You obviously think I’m here to negotiate, but that’s not it. You get a choice. You tell me what I need to hear, or you join your people. Your bones, as I said, will be turned into weapons to be used against the others. And given the power that I’ve found from those bones,” she said, flashing a dark smile, “it’s going to make a formidable weapon. Much like the ones you see here.” She let the words linger.

      Esmerelda caused the vines to constrict a moment, and the man gagged, before she finally eased back and released him. It was a good thing that Esmerelda was here. Lily would have continued to push, trying to get information, but she also understood that there may be limits to what she might be able to do. Given the way this man regarded those grasses now with a renewed interest, Lily suspected that he was fully aware of their origin.

      “Let’s take another approach,” Lily said. “Tell us why you’re here.”

      The man stared at her, saying nothing.

      Lily shrugged. “That’s fine. Esmerelda?”

      She wasn’t sure if Esmerelda was going to follow her directive, and was thankful when the vines began to constrict again, working their way around his throat and squeezing.

      Lily stepped forward past the barricade, ignoring Esmerelda’s caution. It might be impulsive, but if anything happened, she had her knives, and she strongly suspected that her talismans, along with Boney, would be enough for her to handle anything that came at her. She leaned close to the man and sneered at him.

      “Are you afraid of our ships?” he asked. He tried to lean toward Lily, but he was bound too tightly and couldn’t get to her. She was even more thankful for Esmerelda’s presence and what she was willing to do.

      “I don’t fear your ships,” she said.

      “You should. How much of your coastline do you think will survive?”

      Lily pursed her lips. “I know that you’re probably capable of capturing, and probably destroying, most of the coastline. And there may not be much that we can do about it. May not,” she said, emphasizing that as much as possible. “But I’m also aware that that isn’t all you’ve done.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. She wasn’t sure how much Esmerelda would be able to hear, but she wanted to get her point across. “We faced your Bloodless. We faced your magic. You can deny your culpability in it, but you’ve been responsible for attacks on this land for far longer than when you sent your ships.”

      The man smiled. “You’ve seen that, then?”

      “Why?”

      “To reclaim what is ours.”

      “These aren’t your lands. They never were.”

      “How little you know,” he said, his voice still hoarse but filled with even more disdain than before. “Your memories are too short. If you speak to those who have a longer view of the world, perhaps you would see just how little you know. You’ll see how little you are.”

      “You’d like us to believe that you once lived here,” Lily said, starting to try to piece together what she knew. “And if that’s the case, then you’d like us to believe that you’re somehow owed these lands?”

      “We are not owed anything. We’re simply coming to reclaim what was taken from us long ago, and it’s time that your people see the error of what you’ve done. She will show you.”

      “And who is she?” Lily asked, tipping her head to the side, regarding him with a renewed interest. Was she getting somewhere now? It seemed as if the man had been almost eager to tell her something, but at the same time wanted to withhold it from her.

      “She is one that you cannot understand.”

      “You’d be surprised at what I can understand.”

      He snorted. “Because you’ve made these little toys?” He waved his hand around. “Or because you think you’ve have shown me anything significant? Your desperate attempt at understanding the forces that work in the world is laughable.”

      “I’ve seen your attempt at trying to show us your forces,” Lily said. “We have dealt with the witchcraft you’ve tried to disperse around here. We have defeated it.”

      “You’ve barely begun to see what we can do.”

      “And what do you think you can do?”

      He lifted his head. When he did, Lily became aware of something.

      The woven grasses that worked their way around his wrists and ankles had started to change, as well as the barricade that created a ring of power that Lily thought he shouldn’t be able to break through. The vines had shifted. They weren’t the same deep brown anymore. Now there was almost a tinge of black to them. Even the flowers she had worked into the vines had begun to change.

      He had somehow taken control of Esmerelda’s art.

      Lily had never seen anything like that before. She knew there were some who were more powerful with the art than others, yet everything she had seen of Esmerelda had suggested that the hegen woman was one of the most powerful practitioners of the art in all the hegen lands. And this man had managed to overcome it with little more than a distraction.

      Lily strode toward him, jamming her knife up against the soft spot in his neck. “Just say the word. All I need is an excuse to send this through your skull.”

      “And you will prove everything that we have known,” he said.

      “Is that right?” Lily sneered at him, shoving her knife until it cut slightly. She could feel his breath on her, the heat of it mixed with some strange smell that emanated from him, not from the grasses Esmerelda had woven. “You’ve already proven everything I need to know about you. So go ahead. Try to break free. My blade goes into your throat. Your bones get turned into talismans that I’ll use against your people. And your ships will be destroyed. Every single one of them.”

      “And his people will die,” he said, flicking his gaze past her to Honaaz.

      Lily hesitated.

      She realized her mistake the moment she paused.

      The man jerked his head back, his hands pulling free of the vines. He kicked, and Lily fell backward. She tumbled into the vines, and they began to ensnare her, snaking up around her as if to hold her in confines that Lily could not even fathom breaking free of.

      She struggled to get out of them, feeling the energy pressing up against her, and fully aware that there was considerable power within them. She had no idea what it was going to take for her to escape from this, only that she could feel the power and pressure within them in a manner she had not been aware of with much other magic before.

      Honaaz was immediately by her side. She felt his presence in a way that she wasn’t sure she should. He hacked at the vines, ripping and tearing at them with the blade she’d made for him, and then she was free.

      She jumped to her feet. The talismans she had set around the ring of power had already moved and taken up position near the door, but not so close as to stop the man from getting to Esmerelda. He stood across from her, and though she was holding her bundle of flowers, he had somehow caused them to change, and to gradually shift.

      Esmerelda let out a strained sound.

      “And you think you know so much,” the man said.

      Lily tried to get closer to him, but he had erected some invisible barrier, keeping her from getting through it.

      “Honaaz?”

      “I’m trying,” he muttered, and he slammed himself up against that barrier and used one of the bone knives she had carved for him. It created a ripple of power, barely enough that he bulged toward the attacker but wasn’t able to pass through that barricade. Whatever he had placed had prevented Honaaz from getting through it.

      Esmerelda took a step back.

      The ground in front of her had begun to undulate as the vines that she had quickly planted created a ring, but even that wasn’t going to be enough.

      “You can’t use that on him,” Lily said, recognizing the danger, even if Esmerelda did not. She understood that placing that ring gave him some substrate to work upon, and he could use Esmerelda’s own power against her.

      He hadn’t managed to control the talismans. Not yet. Lily didn’t know if he could. From what Honaaz had said, he had shattered the talismans rather than trying to use them. Maybe it was tied to the fact that talismans were made out of bone.

      Lily turned to Boney. “Stop him.”

      Boney looked up at her, then turned to Honaaz.

      “Go,” Honaaz said.

      The bone talisman lunged forward.

      Lily hadn’t been exactly sure what was going to happen, as she didn’t know Boney’s power, only that she had heard Honaaz talk about it in terms that gave her some understanding of what had happened to the talisman as it evolved. The act of creating Boney had changed something, but it was more than just that that mattered. It was what he had done since his creation. Boney had become much like the sword that Kanar used, and perhaps even like witchcraft itself.

      As the talisman struck the invisible barrier, there was a trembling sensation.

      It forced the Alainsith man to turn back to Boney. He crouched down, pressing his hand against the ground, and then everything around it began to blacken and spread.

      Lily took a pair of bone fragments from her pouch and hurriedly pricked her fingers, feeling the wash of cold energy work through her. She leaped forward and jammed them into the ground.

      Where Boney had been standing, the barricade had eased. She slipped them forward, far enough that the barricade cracked, trembled for a moment, and then shuddered.

      An explosion sounded, and thankfully they were not affected by it.

      “Suggestions?” Lily asked Honaaz.

      “Fuck,” he said, and then took a step forward.

      Honaaz stood in front of the barricade, holding his hand out and leaning on it. The Alainsith man regarded both of them, then flicked his gaze to Boney.

      “Honaaz,” Lily said, “I don’t know what it’s going to do to your talisman, but you have to give him more strength.”

      “What?”

      “I can feel something building.”

      She wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that she was distantly aware of the weird vibration of energy that was starting to build from this Alainsith, and she felt its focus, even if she didn’t understand why he would be concentrating on Boney. Did he really fear the talisman more than he feared the two of them? Given what Boney had become, maybe he did. Boney had been created out of Alainsith bones, and had drawn the dark power of witchcraft, or something akin to it, and that kind of power might be more than what the Alainsith could withstand.

      Honaaz let out a frustrated roar as he grabbed the dagger, sliced his palm, and slapped it down on Boney’s back. Something happened then that Lily hadn’t expected. Some part of Boney began to ripple, taking on a faint reddish discoloration. It was almost as if he was drawing in Honaaz’s blood, but Lily didn’t think that was how the talismans worked.

      Honaaz sagged, dropping to his knees. “It’s fucking cold,” he muttered.

      What had he done?

      Lily had seen Honaaz use his connection in the past, but had never understood how he did, nor did she know what it would take for him to get past all of that. He had considerable strength, and considerable reserves—enough that she thought he should be able to fight through this, but she didn’t really know what it would take, given that she didn’t entirely know how he used it.

      “Keep fighting,” she said.

      Lily had her own knives, and she had other talismans, but what she really needed was her old technique. To use what she had learned at the citadel.

      She grabbed several small fragments of bone from her pouch, activated them with her blood, and tossed them forward. Boney seemed to help, though Lily wasn’t exactly sure how or why the talisman could do that. As that bone pressed through the invisible barricade, there was a ripple, and then a quake.

      The talisman exploded.

      Lily braced herself, though she didn’t even need to. Boney had done something. His fur stood up, and for a bone talisman to have fur that could move like that… Lily could scarcely do anything but marvel at it.

      Only then did the Alainsith man regard Boney with a different look in his eyes: concern.

      He tried to reach for the ground, but Boney snarled and lunged, shoving its massive head up against that strange barrier. It snapped its jaws, and the barricade shattered. A gust of air pressed against Lily, a foul odor being carried with it.

      Boney charged forward, knocking the man down. He tried to push up on Boney but couldn’t do anything.

      Lily jumped onto the man’s chest and pressed her dagger into his throat. “I warned you,” she said.

      “Think of how much you lost just stopping me.”

      “We haven’t lost.”

      “You have. You just don’t know it.”

      He shoved his head forward, and her dagger buried into his throat. Blood spurted out and around. Anything his blood touched began to ripple, and the ground immediately started to corrode.

      She scrambled back. “Boney, get Honaaz out of here.”

      The talisman grabbed Honaaz in its jaws, somehow lifting him in a way that Lily could scarcely even comprehend, and then jumped, clearing the blood. Lily grabbed the Alainsith’s leg and pulled on him, but his clothing started to tatter and dissolve. Everything within him was corrupting, and Lily knew that she wasn’t going to have the bones she wanted. He had defeated her in that.

      She looked around, then jumped across the room.

      Once she ran out the door, she stumbled as she tripped over someone in the hall.

      It took a moment for her to realize that it was Esmerelda. She sat with her legs splayed in front of her, her eyes glazed. One of her flowers had pierced her belly, and black blood bloomed around it.
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      The air was cool around Meyer. He breathed in, tasting the crispness of it, but noticed that there was something else on the wind that should not be there. An energy, perhaps, or some smell he couldn’t quite place. That was unusual for him. Meyer had trained for his entire career to know the different smells of plants, flowers, and everything he might encounter, so having anything elude him surprised him.

      Kezia stayed close to him. She’d been a near constant companion after they had found the fog in the forest, almost as if she were afraid of leaving him. Either that, or she looked to him for answers. She had a strength to her, though. She didn’t need him to provide her with any answers. She led her people, and was probably a similar age as Esmerelda had been when she’d taken a leadership role among the hegen.

      “We’ve been placing different pieces of art around the forest,” she said, motioning to what looked like a woven grass statue, though when Meyer leaned close to it, he recognized that it seemed to be made out of stone and dirt with grass wrapped around it. “So far, it’s pushing back the fog.”

      “Are you sure we should be pushing it back?” Adira asked.

      Meyer looked over to her. He hadn’t known whether he should go to the Sanaron leader, but when he saw that they were dealing with fog, it seemed like it would only make sense for him to go to the one person who had some understanding of it. Someone who might be able to help him grasp what that fog could do.

      Kezia shrugged. “There’s something about it that feels unpleasant. I can’t quite say what it is, but those who are more familiar with the Alainsith, and familiar with the kind of power they’ve have exhibited around Verendal over the years, suggests that it needs to be resisted.” She looked over to Adira. “Unless you can find something else within it.”

      “If only Morgan were here,” Adira muttered, shaking her head. “This is not my area of expertise.”

      “Do you think she would understand it any better than you?” Meyer asked.

      He didn’t fully understand the workings of the Sanaron leadership, but from what he’d been able to ascertain, Adira had not been in her position for long. He wasn’t sure why Morgan had left her in charge, though perhaps it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the Sanaron people responded to her. And she had a skill for organization that had helped ensure that the Sanaron section was not overrun by the new immigrants.

      “Morgan has a lifetime of working with it. My understanding of it has come more recently.” Adira paused between a pair of tall trees. This part of the forest was unique in that there were more of these ancient trees that towered over them.

      Kezia didn’t join her, instead standing behind and clutching a woven piece of art in one hand. She wore a necklace that looked similar, though Meyer didn’t know if that was for her protection, or her way of detecting the fog. He wasn’t exactly sure of all the things Kezia could do with her art.

      For his part, Meyer had not taken nearly the amount of time to understand the hegen art as Finn had. There was power within it, which he had seen firsthand, and he knew that the power was unlike anything he could find elsewhere. But he wasn’t entirely sure how they used that power, nor did he know what else the hegen could do with it.

      “I can feel the fog,” Adira said, “but I have been reluctant to draw too strongly upon it. With the way you have it confined, I thought it would be best if we’re careful.” She glanced toward the little woven statues that looked as if they’d collapsed. They surrounded the ancient Alainsith structure, which had fog spilling out of it. “Ideally, I’d like to go inside and test, but I don’t know if that’s wise.”

      Kezia shook her head. “I can tell you that it’s not.”

      “Why don’t we track around this again,” Meyer said.

      “We’ve already made a circle of it twice today,” Adira said. “We haven’t uncovered anything about it so far, just that it’s focused here.” She waved her hand toward the clearing in the trees.

      From here, Meyer could see the evidence of Alainsith stonework, but it had changed in the time the fog had been working around it. The stone looked hazy, and though he couldn’t tell anything from it, the fog rising up from the ground left him thinking that some power was building here.

      “I have several people looking for other places, if that would help you in any way,” Kezia said.

      Adira waved a hand at her. “I’ve visited most of the other places in the forest. Some have potential trapped within them, but nothing like this.”

      “You’ve visited them?” Meyer asked.

      Adira glanced over at him. “Alainsith structures are designed to hold power. That’s what we’re talking about here, isn’t it? And given that there’s an unknown within Verendal for my people”—the way she said it suggested that she still struggled with the concept of her people—“we wanted to have as much protection as possible. I didn’t know what it was going to involve, and thought it would make sense for me to explore the forest around Verendal for other places that might be useful to us.”

      That was better than going into the city and exploring Alainsith structures. They’d already dealt with that in the past, and Meyer didn’t like the idea of anybody who could channel Alainsith power being in a building and potentially destroying it, which had happened before.

      “There aren’t any other places like this, though,” Adira said, looking over to Kezia. “You’ve never been to my home. Sanaron is a lovely city, and for a long time, it was layered in a thin fog, but over the last few years, the fog has intensified. We didn’t understand until the attack came.”

      “If this is anything like that, then I think you should be as cautious as she suggests,” Meyer said. “If this could damage the city…”

      He wasn’t sure what it would take to combat that.

      The hegen had placed whatever protections they could, sealing it inside, but would there come a time when it was too powerful for that?

      “I’d like to make another circuit around here,” Meyer said. “You can return to your people.”

      Adira shook her head, though she still looked as if she was trying to appraise him to decide whether she wanted to attack him or consume him. There was something almost predatory in the way she regarded him.

      “I should thank you, Master Meyer. I haven’t yet.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “For the assets you placed outside the city. We were starting to run into difficulty, and I worried that I might have to impose a greater influence to ensure the safety of the people of Sanaron, but once you set up your own assets, that became less necessary.”

      He shrugged. “They aren’t my assets. They are Finn Jagger’s. I only motivated them to do what they needed to.”

      “Regardless, it was not unnoticed.” Adira strode away from them, and a faint trace of fog began to lift from the ground as she walked back toward the city, though it was not nearly as dense as it was around the clearing here.

      When she was gone, Kezia looked over to him. “What assets?”

      “Friends of Finn. At least, people he might have once called friends. Those who have a different understanding of how the world works.”

      He snorted at his own comment. He had done little to encourage Oscar, but after Oscar had come out, seen the fog, and felt its presence, he had taken it upon himself to make sure that the people outside Verendal were as protected as possible by distributing supplies. But more than that, he had crews working to guarantee a measure of organization and cooperation that simply would not have been possible without that influence.

      “I’ve been trying to see the king but haven’t managed to get an audience, unfortunately.”

      It was getting frustrating. Meyer tried not to feel annoyed, as there was no reason that he should be granted an immediate audience with Porman, but he should have been given an opportunity by now.

      “And I think there has to be something your art might do to help,” he said.

      “The rest of the people are working on creating other designs from the art,” Kezia said. “We recognize the danger that’s here, and are content to try to do whatever is needed to remove it. Although, as I see this building, I’m not entirely sure it’s possible for anything to be removed.”

      They had paused near another group of trees, which seemed significant to Meyer, especially because they ringed that building. They were where the hegen placed the majority of the pieces of art, as if the trees themselves created some sort of border—and a barrier. The fog didn’t spill past that.

      “I’ve been thinking about this, Master Meyer,” Kezia said, pulling out a stack of cards and flipping through them.

      He’d been keeping track of how many cards she had on her. With Esmerelda, he had never been able to. She had dozens upon dozens, he suspected, and he knew that she handed them out in exchange for favors, so he assumed that she’d once had many more, or she continued to make them. Kezia only had about a dozen, at least at first. Now it seemed as if she had closer to twenty. He didn’t know the significance of that, or how she manufactured the cards, but he knew that the hegen cards were important to the people.

      “Esmerelda had told Finn that the cards weren’t working for her quite as well.”

      “They weren’t. I’m not sure why they would suddenly change.”

      “Because of this,” he said, waving his hand toward the fog. “If there’s something powerful here, don’t you think this is activating them?”

      “It’s possible,” Kezia said.

      They made a circuit around the forest, neither of them speaking. The fog was thicker at the center of the clearing, and thinned out the farther they went. There were aspects of it that made it look as if it lapped against the barrier that the hegen had created, though other times he simply felt as though the fog thinned too much to overpower that. He didn’t know which it was.

      They stopped, and he looked over to a pair of giant, towering trees that cast shade on the forest. The hegen had placed three pieces of their art around it, and one of them looked like a man standing between the trees. The others looked like wolves, though they were blunted and might merely be clumps of rock or dirt wrapped in grass that gave that appearance.

      Meyer turned to Kezia. “You said something when we were first here, then again with Adira. That the stone was different in this place. That the Alainsith structure was different. Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t really know. We don’t explore the forest extensively, mostly because it can be dangerous. There are different types of Alainsith structures found throughout the forest. Most of them are like what you see in Verendal, but not all. Some are like the one I showed you, that’s found closer to the clearing here.”

      “Most are like the one in Verendal, but how many others are not?”

      She held his gaze. “I’ve had the people looking, Master Meyer.”

      He wasn’t surprised by that. Kezia had proven herself to be quite organized. And she was doing what she probably thought Esmerelda would have done were she here.

      “How far out into the forest did you have to look?” he asked.

      “There are no others near us, so in order for us to find more, we have to head deeper into the forest, and somewhat to the north.”

      “North?”

      She nodded. “It’s unusual, to say the least, but there is a smattering of different structures like that. Not many, but the further you go to the east, and the further you go to the north, the more you start to encounter.”

      “How far do they stretch?”

      “You could practically follow the line of trees,” she said. She looked up at the upper branches of the trees, then back at him.

      “These trees are the key to it?” He felt like he was getting close to understanding, but he wasn’t sure.

      The trees. The Alainsith. The fog. What did it all mean?

      Maybe nothing. And even if there was some meaning, it wasn’t for him to understand. He was a simple executioner. He was not supposed to worry about such matters.

      “The trees are old,” Kezia said. “And you can feel how they have touched things.”

      Meyer couldn’t feel anything, but he couldn’t deny that the trees themselves had created a ring around the Alainsith structure, and it was that ring and the clearing it surrounded that seemed to work together with the hegen in order to contain that fog.

      “What would happen if we were to touch that fog?”

      “I don’t know that you want to do that.”

      Meyer snorted. “I don’t either, but I wonder what would happen.”

      “Have you noticed anything?” Kezia asked, and she faced the forest. “Have you noticed that there are no animals? No birds chirping in the trees. No squirrels scurrying along branches. No wolves, wenderwolf or otherwise. And there have been no insects.” When she turned back to Meyer, she arched a brow at him. “Almost as if whatever had happened here pushed everything away.”

      “Or killed it.”

      She frowned. “I suppose that’s a possibility as well. I hadn’t thought of that, but it’s unfortunate that it might be true.”

      He looked back. “I think it’s time for me to return to the city. And I’d like for you to let me know if the hegen uncover anything more. Anything unusual.”

      “I think this is unusual enough.”

      “Anything more unusual than this,” Meyer said, and he smiled at her.

      She nodded, and then he started making his way back toward Verendal, leaving Kezia behind. He knew that she was safe enough here in this part of the forest, though he did wonder what would happen if she were to venture too far, or too deep into the trees. There had always been a superstition about this place that said the forest was unwelcoming of outsiders. Meyer had never put much stock in that, but then again, he had never spent much time in the forest. He was an executioner, after all, and there was no purpose in that.

      His purpose was to serve the city. At least, that’s what it had always been.

      He passed the hegen section outside the city as he made his way toward the wall surrounding Verendal. He didn’t need to wander through it, and he certainly didn’t need to interrupt what the hegen were doing. Instead, he stayed close to the wall until he reached the refugee encampment. Once there, he slowed, picking his way through it until he found a narrow path that permitted him to navigate more easily. By the time he made it to the Teller Gate, his mind continued to churn through the various possibilities of what else he might encounter. He thought of fog. Alainsith. He thought of everything he had seen in the city so far, and all of the questions that remained.

      It was time to get answers.

      He made his way through the gate, when Pippin caught up to him.

      “Were you just waiting for me?” Meyer asked.

      He was sharply dressed, and his hair was combed, giving him a more respectable appearance than when he’d first shown up at Meyer’s door. He still looked young, but there was an air about Pippin that left Meyer wondering if he had the boy’s age wrong.

      “I figured that you still needed my help, and I wasn’t going to be useless.”

      “I had given you assignments to do to start the day.”

      “I got them done. What were you doing out there?” He glanced toward the gate. “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time out there. Is something happening out at the refugee camp?”

      “Not there,” Meyer said softly.

      “Then Sanaron. That’s what it is. You know, there are stories about them. Strange powers. Flashes of light. Magic.” His voice trembled a little bit at the end.

      Meyer turned to him. “The people of Sanaron are here because their city was destroyed. We have welcomed them. I don’t want you to think otherwise.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Pippin said.

      “I’ve heard those rumors myself, and there is nothing to them.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, though. The Sanaron people, and Adira in particular, had an understanding of the power in the world that was different than what most people did. And it wasn’t just their understanding of it. It was their willingness and their use of it that was different.

      Meyer trudged forward, making his way toward the main road that led through the city. It weaved in an irregular pattern as it headed toward the palace. By the time they reached the river, he found Pippin watching him intently, but the boy didn’t say anything. Meyer hurried across the bridge.

      “I’m going to try again to meet with the king. I’ll keep going until I get an audience. I have questions, and I need them answered.”

      By the time he reached the palace, he started to slow. He was tired. These days spent wandering outside the city with Kezia and Adira and making their circuits around the forest were draining him in ways he had not counted on when he had taken over for Finn.

      He didn’t bring his cane with him all the time, though today might’ve been a day when he should have. He had used so much energy walking around the clearing several times that he probably would’ve benefited from having the cane with him, if only to offer him a measure of support. It was inevitable that he would become weak enough to stumble and fall.

      Thankfully, he wasn’t all that far from Lena’s shop, and he could go back to her and ask her for help restoring him if needed.

      He paused on the far side of the street from the palace and looked up at it. There were no lights on in the windows. With the king’s presence in the city, he had expected there to be far more activity in the palace. Typically when the king was here, the palace was brightly lit at all times. There were certainly enough Realmsguard patrolling that it left him thinking that the king was holed up inside, but Meyer wondered why he had not been granted an audience with the king yet.

      He let out a frustrated sigh and picked his way across the street, directly toward one of the Realmsguard. The man frowned at him.

      “We have passed on your concerns,” the soldier said.

      “I’d like to see the king.”

      “As I said, we have passed on your concerns.”

      Meyer had seen this very man several times in the visits he made to the palace. He didn’t know his name, but most of the Realmsguard were the same. Incredibly skilled, competent, and all armed with both a sword and crossbow. Much like many of the Archers were these days, he realized.

      “He needs to know that there’s something taking place outside the city.”

      “We have passed on word, Master Meyer,” the man said. He stepped forward, drew himself up, and loomed over him. “Don’t make me force you away from the palace.”

      “I am the master executioner in the city. I hold authority here.”

      “Not authority over the palace.”

      Meyer looked up at the sky with a huff of annoyance, then turned back to the Realmsguard. “Pass on word that I strongly request an audience with the king.”

      “It has been done.”

      Meyer shook his head. There might not be anything else he could do. Not at this point. “Fine. Then I will return tomorrow.”

      “You can return all you want, but the answers aren’t going to change just because you want them to.”

      Meyer had rarely felt so impotent. Ever since he had become a master executioner, he had been granted considerable leeway in Verendal, and with the king in particular. It felt odd that he wouldn’t be given that same flexibility now that they were dealing with something happening within Reyand, and so close to the borders of the city.

      Yet he didn’t have any choice but to back away.

      Short of trying to break into the palace—something he knew was impossible—he had to wait. Eventually, the king would summon him, wouldn’t he?

      He had to believe that he would. He had to believe that at some point, he could get an audience with the king, and that he would be able to share what he had learned about the fog, the hegen and the Alainsith, and the dangers that existed here.

      Until then…

      He had to be patient.

      He was an old man, and patience was not something he had in abundance.
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      The swaying of the waves smashing into the ship startled Jal. He had been lost in thought for an unknown period of time. He had begun to feel the undercurrent of the song, the way it was building, swaying, and starting to press down on him in a way he could scarcely comprehend, let alone master. He’d thought he understood the song, but he had known nothing compared to these people.

      All around him, he was distantly aware of layers of elements that were still there, as if some aspect of that song lingered. It was a danger to him, but one that he had no intention of trying to counter. Instead, Jal focused, wanting to listen, thinking he could understand it.

      When he had first heard the song, he had believed that it was composed of layers of different voices, all coming from one person. Even now, he still felt that was the same case. There were different layers that he thought would be impossible for one person to vocalize, to the point where it felt as if he were part of some choir. The sound was muted now, but it still surrounded him.

      He looked around. He was in the hold of a ship. He had only been on board one ship before, which had been nothing like this. Jal imagined that Honaaz had once sailed on something similar. It would be just like him.

      The hold was well kept. The floorboards gleamed, and a lantern hung in the corner of the room, glowing with a dim light. A scent permeated the air—a strange spice he had never smelled before. There was some aspect of it that struck him as familiar, despite having never smelled it. Maybe it was the traces of a floral fragrance that he had known from his homeland. Perhaps it was some aspect of the trees, the forest, or perhaps it was simply a familiarity with places he’d visited in Sanaron and elsewhere after leaving his home. Whatever it was, Jal recognized some part of it, and thought it was there for him to discover.

      He was alone in the room. Well, as alone as someone could be while still confronting the ongoing pressure coming from that song. As the song had built around him, everything had become black, so the fact that it had faded reassured him a little bit.

      He attempted to move but was bound by chains that looked to be made out of stone. They worked their way around his legs, and his arms were tied behind him. He was seated on a simple wooden chair, and was held in place effectively.

      He focused instead. He tried to feel for the stone and the wood, and tried to recognize the rocking and swaying beneath him, thinking that if he could find some way to connect to what he felt around him, he could use that to escape. Doing so would involve a kind of power that Jal wasn’t exactly sure he had. At least, the kind of power he had not tried to use for quite some time.

      He sat and listened.

      When the soft thudding of boots over the floorboards began to join in the song, he turned and looked over to the door. It came open slowly with a swirl of gray, followed by the boots he’d heard.

      One person.

      They were alone.

      He looked up, expecting the man he had seen on shore, but it was not him. This was a tall, dark-haired woman, her skin the same pale complexion of all the others they had encountered so far. She stopped just inside the room, before closing the door and watching Jal.

      “Did you think we wouldn’t know when you were awake?”

      Even her voice sounded as if it added to the song, the aspect of it far more musical than the other men had been. There was an element to it that sounded harsh, almost sharp, and it demanded that he listen, that he pay attention. Jal refused to fight it, letting himself be swept up in the song, letting it carry him, regardless of how much power there might be in it.

      “Where are you taking me?” he asked.

      She snickered and stepped toward him, though she didn’t come far into the room. “I understand that you’re familiar with the creatures’ call. It’s because of you that we’ve lost them. I think you will help get them back.”

      Jal smiled. “The berahn? I’m afraid that they aren’t going to come back to you. They have been protected from you.”

      He hoped he had protected them, at least, though what did he really know?

      “They are skilled hunters. They will be reclaimed.”

      “They are more than skilled hunters,” Jal said.

      The woman stopped near one of the walls and tapped her foot. Even that sounded as if she were doing so intentionally, adding to the song. How important was the song to these Alainsith?

      For Jal and his people, the song was an aspect of who they were, a way of remembering, of understanding, but it was not carried at all times. His grandfather had long believed that the song was far more important than their people had allowed themselves to believe, but very few shared that sentiment. Even Jal had questioned whether there was anything in the song that was as important as what his grandfather had believed. After seeing what he had here, and feeling the energy that was present, he couldn’t help but question if perhaps the song was far more potent and far more important than he had known. And if that was the case, then maybe his people could use what they knew.

      Use the berahn and the song they had, and they could become something more.

      Assuming they could find the answer. Assuming that Jal could find his way out and get the help he needed. And assuming they could somehow escape the city. Jal didn’t know if such a thing would even be possible. The only thing he knew was that he felt the strange energy here, and the way this woman was adding to it.

      “Why did you come to these lands?” he asked.

      “Because they are ours,” she said, cocking her head and regarding Jal as if he were asking a child why she was throwing a tantrum. “Why must you fight us?”

      “These are not your lands.”

      She tapped her foot again, this time more sharply. Jal tried to listen to the elements within the sound to see what she was doing and to make sense of the aspect that she added to it, but it was not clear to him. There was nothing about what she did or how she layered into the song that fit with what he knew.

      “Did you think that we would forget? We have not. The people of this land are the ones who have forgotten.” She tapped her foot a third time, even sharper.

      There was a crack.

      As it rang out, an element to the sound seemed to build, an energy within it that called out to Jal as if to warn him. Whatever she was doing, and whatever she was trying to tell him, was caught up in that crackling energy that she sent sweeping out from her.

      “We have not forgotten. Many have ignored the promises that we made, and too many believed we would not return, but we’re here. We are here to reclaim what’s ours.” She stepped sharply again. This time there was something else mixed in. It wasn’t just the sound of her boot.

      He noticed that she was doing something with her hand. Was she snapping her fingers? Perhaps she was rubbing them together. There was another element to the song here. He ignored her words and instead focused on what she was doing, how she was adding to the song, and how it made him feel. If Jal could make sense of everything, that would be significant. The problem was that he was not an expert in making sense of the song, and doubted that he would be able to the way he would like. He strained to do so, though, but even as he attempted to, he felt some part of it challenging him.

      The song was trying to wear him down again. Jal had felt that before, and had recognized the way that these Alainsith used the song as a weapon.

      It was far different than how his people used the song. For them, it was not a way of trying to harm. Only, given how these Alainsith had used the song to corrupt the berahn, and how they had used the song against him and Wular, Jal recognized that there was some part of it that was different than what he had ever felt before. And he might not be able to counter what they were doing.

      He thought he could focus, and might even be able to learn something about what they were doing—and how to combat it. He may not have her experience, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t learn.

      “You fight,” she said, pausing. There was a moment, nothing more than that, where it felt as if the song had stopped altogether. “Why do you fight?”

      “Because it’s in my nature,” Jal said.

      She laughed, and even that seemed to swirl and build, becoming something more, and a different part of the song. “You have no idea what’s in your nature.” She paused again, and much like the last time, Jal could hear a hesitation that carried through.

      Instead, he tried to listen to what was taking place around him. That was just as significant. The song was not just from her. The song was everywhere.

      It was far more connected than he had realized. And it was made up of multiple voices, not a single one like he had initially suspected. It was the swaying of the boat, the waves splashing against it. It was the breath of wind in the air. It was the creaking. It was everything.

      It was far more complicated than anything his people had ever sung. Their songs were straightforward, building together and sharing a path to the past and a way into the future, while this was an entire chorus.

      The woman took a step toward him. She did so deliberately, much like she seemed to do with everything. Her boot provided a soft accent to the rest of the song.

      Jal decided to try something different. He shifted his chair, moving ever so slightly, drawing on the energy he could feel and hear around him. As he did, he made a point of trying to rattle the connections that were holding on to him. He made no attempt to add to the song, only to disrupt it. He wanted to see how she might react.

      Again she paused a moment, barely more than that, but it was in that pause that Jal recognized what she did. She had shifted the song subtly.

      As she approached, he lifted his feet, stepping down quickly with a loud crack. She immediately changed the way she was walking, compensating for the sound. Somehow even his footsteps had mingled with the song.

      “You have quite the complicated song,” Jal said, looking over to her as she neared. “I wonder if perhaps you’re interested in sharing it.”

      She frowned. “Why would I share it with you?”

      “Consider it a curiosity.”

      “You cannot comprehend it.”

      “You don’t think so?” He wasn’t sure that he could either. His grandfather had known a far more complicated song than the rest of his people, and what Jal heard now was leagues beyond that. It was a complex pattern that continued to build. Had he not known what it was, Jal wasn’t sure that he would even have recognized that there were layers to it.

      Maybe they weren’t real, but he thought they were.

      “Your footsteps are part of your song,” Jal said. The woman stopped walking, barely a step away from him. He brought his boots down, which elicited a slight movement from her. It was subtle, just a tap. He smiled to himself. “My people believe that the song is designed to help us remember, but you use it differently. I’m quite impressed by that.”

      She shifted so that her foot slid across the floorboards. There was an urgency to it, and something about the way she moved her foot forward sent a shiver through Jal’s body. It was enough to make him suspect that she did so intentionally. She was trying to counter him, trying to keep him from reacting, and trying to overwhelm him.

      “I can keep trying,” he said.

      “You can.”

      She tapped her foot on the ground. There was a snapping sound, as if she had metal in her boot, and then another tap. A steadiness began to echo around Jal, building up rapidly until it started to overwhelm him.

      “How many have you brought to bear on the city?” she demanded.

      She took a step toward him, and her boot again snapped, and the intensity of the sound became all that Jal could focus on. It was almost as if everything blurred around him, leaving him with only her looming in front of him, and only the sound of the song filling his mind. That, and the desire to answer.

      “How many?” she said.

      It was Jal’s turn to try something, though he wasn’t sure what he could do. He felt the need to try to resist, and the only thing that came to mind about how he could resist was the one thing that had worked before.

      The berahn.

      Jal didn’t know if it made any sense for him to use the berahn’s song, but it seemed to resist what she was doing. And so he howled. It was ridiculous, the vocalization making him sound—and feel—as if he were mad. But something about it changed.

      The woman stepped closer, still tapping her foot.

      The song shifted.

      He could feel what she was doing, and if he could feel it, that meant he had to be able to counter it.

      “You will not resist indefinitely,” she said. Even in that, he heard her speaking, singing, sweeping her threat through him.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Jal said. “I don’t know why you’re here, but you don’t need to do this.”

      “Because this is not for you.”

      She spun and stomped away, leaving Jal feeling the effect of the ship swaying around him. The energy of what she had done and what she had said filled him, but it was more than that. There was an energy to it that he had to counter, and the song of the berahn might not be enough.

      Jal made a point of continuing to focus on the berahn, on their howling, on their song, and used what they had taught him in order to resist. He hoped that he could do so long enough to learn what they would need to do to defeat them.
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      The corrosive blood from the fallen Alainsith man began to slowly ease its way toward Esmerelda. The ground around her continued to crumble. Lily suspected that they didn’t have much time. How many people who were trapped in this building would die because the structure would collapse? Lily had no idea if there’d be any way for her to save them.

      So many of them were from the Isles, men that Honaaz had taken the time to rescue, thinking he would somehow get through to them and keep them working with him. Though if they had been bought off, Lily didn’t know how Honaaz would be able to get through to his people, or if he even could.

      She turned to Esmerelda. “Come on,” Lily urged.

      Esmerelda didn’t say anything.

      “I need you to get up,” Lily said. “I know that something is wrong, but I need you to get up. Just stand.”

      Esmerelda continued to stare blankly, looking toward the room.

      What had happened to her?

      Lily hadn’t even known that Esmerelda had been harmed, but perhaps she should have. Perhaps she should have understood the danger in holding that man captive. He had already proven that he was powerful.

      And now she had no idea how to help Esmerelda.

      “Come on,” Lily said. “I need you to help yourself. You need to start recovering.”

      But even if Esmerelda came around, Lily wasn’t sure what to do.

      The blood. That was the issue, wasn’t it? It was corrosive in some way, and if the man had somehow used that on Esmerelda, then Lily could see it causing more damage to Esmerelda in some way.

      “Lily?”

      She turned. Honaaz was on his hands and knees, leaning against the wall, looking toward her. “What the fuck happened?”

      “He got past us,” she said. “I don’t know what he did, but now he’s hurt Esmerelda. And I don’t know how much time we have before the walls crumble and we lose this entire complex.”

      Honaaz looked toward the door to the other cells.

      Lily nodded. “We have to get them out of here.”

      He started to get to his feet and staggered for a moment, but Boney was there for him, giving Honaaz something to rest his hand on. Lily glanced behind her. She had to get Esmerelda out.

      “I’m going to help her into the street, and I want you to start rescuing some of these prisoners. Use the talismans to hold them if you have to.”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz growled.

      “I know.”

      He took a deep breath, and she could practically see him willing himself to have more strength. Then he started off.

      Lily scooped her hands underneath Esmerelda and dragged. Esmerelda was heavier than Lily would’ve expected, though she wasn’t sure how much of that came from the flower that now pierced her belly. She needed to remove it, but she also worried that if she were to, she would remove some focus of that power.

      When she reached the door leading to the street, she kicked it open and then pulled Esmerelda out. The sky was turning to night, the moon hanging fat and low, and there was a strange odor in the air.

      It took her a moment to realize the source of that odor, and how similar it was to the smell of the Alainsith man’s blood.

      What had he done?

      It had to be some sort of witchcraft. He had taken his own life. He had died willingly.

      It wasn’t all that different than what she had seen from witchcraft in Sanaron. There were other ways of using that power that could be destructive, and given everything she had seen so far, everything that she understood, she couldn’t help but wonder if he had chosen this because he knew what would happen.

      And because he had known that it was the only way to destroy this city.

      She settled Esmerelda on the far side of the street. One of the small berahn talismans had come with her. She patted it on the head, then smeared a little more blood onto it. She had no idea whether activating it a second time with her blood would make much of a difference, but it had seemed to with Boney, changing that talisman even more. Some of that change came from the blood Boney consumed as it fought, but some came from the connection it had forged to Honaaz. If she could do something similar now, she might be able to use this talisman more effectively.

      “Go get Louisa.”

      The talisman looked at her. Lily didn’t know how to describe the other woman to it, only that if there was anybody in the city who could help Esmerelda, it would be the hegen woman who had some understanding of healing arts.

      “Find her. Tell her that we need her. Or drag her if you have to. I don’t really care. We just need to get her here.”

      The talisman bounded off. In that moment, Lily had no idea whether it would do what she wanted, but there was nothing else she could try other than to send it off.

      She turned back to the collapsing prison. Honaaz staggered out, hauling one of the men with him. He was unconscious. Boney had another, dragging him in his jaws.

      “What’s going on?” Lily asked.

      “The fucker didn’t want to come with me, and I wasn’t going to stop and have a conversation about whether or not he would get out, so he’s coming anyway.”

      “And that one?”

      “I told Boney to get another one.” Honaaz shrugged. “He’s different. I can feel him. I can almost understand him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You want to talk about it now?”

      Lily shook her head. The air continued to stink, and she looked over to the building, realizing that a faint haze seemed to hang around it. There was almost an energy that was drifting there, but she suspected that it wasn’t just an energy so much as it was the power that the Alainsith had used as he had died. Some of that power had caused the corruption, and it had caused everything to start to shift and expand outward, altering it enough so that Lily did not know whether it could be stopped.

      She followed Honaaz back into the prison.

      They reached another door, which he quickly kicked in. Boney went to another, blasting past it, unmindful of the lock. The stone shattered around it. Lily had no idea if that was because of something Boney could do naturally, or if that shattering of stone came from a weakness that had started to build since the Alainsith attack. Either way, Boney came out carrying one of the prisoners.

      Honaaz dragged another man out.

      Lily made her way down the hall, two of her talismans trailing after her. She hadn’t even been aware that they were there, but perhaps it would be a mistake not to use them.

      She was tempted to smear more blood onto a small berahn talisman. And why wouldn’t she? When she had done that with the other berahn, she hadn’t felt any sense of cold wash through her as she had in the past. She suspected that there was something there, but it wasn’t as pronounced as usual. This suggested that a second activation might not take quite as much strength from her. If that was the case, then she could use that to help her now.

      She traced her finger along the berahn. There wasn’t much blood, but it did seem to add something to the talisman. It started to expand, and a bit of cold worked through Lily, though not as much as before.

      She locked eyes with the creature. “Go keep any of them from escaping.”

      It bounded away, as if understanding her.

      How many of these talismans could she truly understand and connect to? Honaaz had claimed that Boney had undergone enough change that he could understand the talisman. If so, then maybe Lily could do the same thing. Maybe she would be able to speak to the talismans and, better yet, have them speak back to her.

      She pushed open the door.

      The man on the other side seemed to be ready for her and threw a stone in her direction, but Lily twisted out of the way. The berahn talisman approached, which the man backed away from.

      “Either you come willingly, or I knock you out and drag your ass out of here,” Lily said. “I don’t really care.”

      He looked at her from head to toe, as if to comment on her small stature or her inability to actually drag him out. He looked much like Honaaz, with the same dark skin, stubble covering his head, and thick beard. He had a scar around one eye, and she could see the similarities, even though he was obviously quite different than Honaaz.

      “Why?” the man asked.

      “The building is crumbling. One of the Alainsith you were fighting on behalf of decided to destroy it, and it’s starting to corrode.”

      There was a slight twitch in his eyes. He had seen this before. Gods, what sort of experience did they have? Honaaz had been told that they were fighting for the Alainsith because of money, but what if that wasn’t it?

      She had seen the effects of witchcraft and the devastating nature of it, so why couldn’t she believe that these men from the Isles had seen the same thing? Why would she think that the Alainsith would use a different technique? She would probably have done the exact same thing they had so far.

      “I’m not going to hurt you if you just come with me. I have no reason to knock you out, either,” she said.

      He frowned, and then nodded.

      She gestured to the talisman. “Lead.”

      It walked out the door. The man glanced at Lily, then at the bone talisman, before starting out into the hall.

      He suddenly stopped. Lily practically ran into him and gave him a shove from behind. He stumbled slightly, before he turned and looked past her.

      “We’re getting the others out,” she said, seeing that he was watching Honaaz dragging one man and Boney carrying another.

      They took a different approach than Lily, but they also had an easier time of going quickly. Lily had to talk this man into coming, whereas Honaaz and Boney were simply knocking them out and then moving them. That would certainly be easier than trying to argue.

      “Keep moving,” she said.

      “I know him.”

      “Well, if you know him, then you can deal with that later. We both will.”

      Lily shoved him again, and he started forward until they reached the fallen body of the Alainsith. The man stared for a moment, and then let out a strange, grief-stricken howl.

      “What’s that about?” Lily asked.

      “Who killed him?”

      “I suppose he killed himself. It was my knife.”

      He looked down at her. “You?”

      “I’m stronger than I look.”

      “She is. So get fucking moving,” Honaaz snapped.

      The man nodded.

      They headed out of the building, and once outside, he stopped abruptly gain.

      “You have to quit doing that,” Lily said.

      She looked over to the line of men Honaaz and Boney had pulled out of the building. They were arranged like corpses, all lying faceup, all in a row. Five talismans surrounded them. Lily didn’t even remember activating five talismans.

      “What are you doing to them?” the man asked.

      “Keeping them from escaping.”

      “Did you kill them?” There was a sense of hopelessness in his voice.

      “No,” Lily said. “But you’re going to go stand inside that little circle with my friends, and you’re going to wait until we get more of you out here, and then we can deal with the rest of this.”

      The man stepped forward through the perimeter formed by the talismans. He crouched down, checking the fallen men.

      Lily started walking back inside as Honaaz and Boney each came out with one more.

      “That’s all of them,” he said. “The fucking building is coming down, anyway, so stay away.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t help more,” she said.

      “You did.”

      “I got one out.”

      “You did it in a different way,” he said, offering a hint of a smile.

      She looked back at the building. The air continued to build with the stench, and in addition to the mixture of foulness, there was something else within it that Lily couldn’t quite place. A bit of haze still covered everything, which she tried to make sense of because she thought it might be causing the building to crumble, but she couldn’t tell.

      She looked over to Esmerelda, who hadn’t moved.

      “I hope we can get her help,” she muttered.

      “You will.”

      “What if we can’t save her?”

      “You will,” Honaaz said, his voice more forceful.

      “What if—”

      Honaaz spun her to face him and took her hands. “You did everything you could. Now you just have to give it time.”

      She nodded and stared at the building. The stone continued to seem like it was steaming, and she realized that it was the source of the bizarre haze. She suspected that the building would eventually collapse altogether. And then what?

      The sound of footsteps coming in her direction made Lily look up. The berahn talisman that she had sent off was loping back, dragging someone with it. Not dragging, Lily saw, but certainly encouraging them to come along.

      Louisa followed the berahn talisman and frowned at Lily. “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me what this is about?”

      “I need your help,” Lily said, motioning to Esmerelda.

      Louisa immediately crouched down in front of Esmerelda. She traced her hands around the woven flower, then glanced up at Lily. “Why didn’t you pull this out?”

      “Because I didn’t know what would happen if I did. I don’t know what exactly is happening here.”

      “There’s something inside of her. I can feel it, but I’m not exactly sure what that is.” Louisa fished in her satchel and picked through things for a moment, then began to set items around her. “I will do what I can, but I don’t know how much I’ll be able to overpower what has happened to her. The source of this is far more potent than anything I have felt before. The only person that I’ve ever been around who might be able to counter it is…” She gestured to Esmerelda.

      “Do what you can,” Lily said.

      She started to walk toward the men they’d dragged out of the prison, but she paused and turned back to Esmerelda. Some of the lessons Esmerelda had taught her came back to her. Maybe there was some way Lily might be able to help. She wasn’t a healer, and she certainly didn’t have the same knowledge as Esmerelda, but she had to believe that there might be something she could do.

      “What if you use some of my bone?”

      “I’ve never used bone while healing before,” Louisa said.

      “But this isn’t a traditional healing, is it? This is something different. She needs power and strength, and Esmerelda was the one who told me that sometimes it doesn’t make a difference what you use, as long as it has its own natural potential. What has more potential than the Alainsith bone I’ve harvested?”

      Louisa studied the items stacked around her: leaves, a few grass cuttings, branches, several powders that Lily didn’t recognize, and a jar of what looked like a thick purplish oil. Had she trained with Esmerelda for longer, Lily might have learned more about those items, but unfortunately, she did not.

      “I suppose you might be right,” Louisa said. “I could use something with a bit more power to it. I’m not exactly sure if this is going to work one way or the other.”

      “This is Esmerelda,” Lily said.

      Louisa looked over. “I know.”

      From her pouch, Lily grabbed the most recent bone she had harvested from one of the Alainsith. Freshness might matter, especially when it came to healing. Lily didn’t know if it would make that much of a difference, as Esmerelda had not shared that with her, but it did seem as if the age of the bone mattered when she was using them for her own carvings.

      She started peeling off fragments. “Mix this in with it.”

      Louisa paused for a moment, then pulled out a bowl from her satchel. She began to mix different ingredients together. She crushed the bone fragments and ground them up, adding them to the bowl. The combination created something of a paste that had a bit of a reddish discoloration. Using a spoon from her satchel, she took some of that paste and started to smear it around the woven grass flower embedded in Esmerelda.

      “Perhaps you did well by not taking the flower out,” Louisa said. “It seems to be stanching some of the injury. Interesting.”

      “Why is it interesting?”

      “Because it feels like… Oh.” Louisa leaned back. She checked her satchel, and then she looked over to Lily. “I’m going to need some of your bone pieces now. I think there’s something lodged inside of her. We have to get it out. I’m starting to wonder if she did this to herself.”

      It seemed like an odd thing to say, but Lily had seen the strength of Esmerelda’s flowers, and she could imagine Esmerelda doing something like that to withstand the Alainsith attack if she believed it was necessary. Why wouldn’t she use whatever advantage she had?

      Lily pulled out several long pieces of bone and held them out to Louisa, who shook her head.

      “You need to do this,” Louisa said.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You’re connected to this bone, not me. Treat it like a talisman. Find what’s inside of her. You have to perform a delicate type of surgery to do so, but I have faith that you can do this, Lily.”

      Louisa might have it, but Lily didn’t have faith in herself or her ability. But for Esmerelda… She couldn’t let the hegen woman die.

      Lily slipped forward, put the pieces of bone in her palm, and placed just a dab of blood on them. A faint trace of cold washed through her, and then it faded as it gradually began to dissipate and spread into the bone. As it did, she held her hands on the bone pieces for a moment, and then pressed them against both sides of the flower.

      That wasn’t going to work. She had to push deeper.

      “Forgive me,” she said.

      Lily moved carefully as she slid the bone pieces into the wound, pressing alongside the stem of the woven flower and trying to feel for whatever the Alainsith had shoved into Esmerelda. Even pushing the bone into Esmerelda left Lily feeling as if she would end up harming her.

      Louisa stayed close, though she had positioned herself so that there was enough light for Lily to see what she was doing. Lily went by feel as she probed, but wasn’t even sure if it was going to work. She needed a better connection to the bone.

      She paused for a moment, and then jammed her palms into a sharp end of a fragment, feeling a pool of blood work its way into the bone. The blood was activating the bone as if it were a talisman, but doing so a second time. More than that, she felt a sense from the bone touching Esmerelda that it was drawing on her own blood, and because of that, drawing on her own energy.

      Lily hesitated when she realized that there was a danger in what she had done. It was possible that by using bone on Esmerelda, she might be causing the wound to heal even more slowly, and might even be absorbing power from Esmerelda, though she couldn’t tell if it was working that way or not.

      She moved carefully until she met resistance, then stopped.

      “It feels like there’s something inside,” Lily said, though it was mostly to herself.

      “You must pull it out,” Louisa said. “Whatever is in there will be causing this to resist.”

      “I can’t tell what it is.”

      Lily moved the bone around gently, not wanting to harm Esmerelda, but at the same time probing to see what she might uncover. She felt that mysterious resistance, but that was it—just resistance. It didn’t feel as if there was anything she could even grab.

      What if there wasn’t?

      She hadn’t seen the Alainsith hold anything in hand. And everything she had seen from him suggested that he didn’t use weapons. He used his power. Why would he need a weapon if he was going to use that power on Esmerelda?

      What would Esmerelda have done?

      Lily hesitated, pressing ever so slightly with the bone, but not wanting to shove too far. She understood anatomy well enough to know that there were bowels and organs beneath the surface of the skin, and if she pushed too hard, there was a real possibility that she could pierce something in a way that Esmerelda would not recover from. And then she would have the Hunter chasing her for a different reason.

      Esmerelda had spoken about how some of the art could draw out other aspects of the world.

      Other aspects.

      That was what Esmerelda must’ve done. She must’ve realized that there was some danger inside of her because of something the Alainsith man had done, and she had pressed the woven flower in to absorb some of it.

      But Esmerelda’s flower might not have been strong enough.

      The Alainsith had shown power beyond what they possessed. It might be more than what Esmerelda had been able to counter, more than what Lily’s carvings would have been able to do.

      Lily reached for the flower and then realized that Esmerelda had others scattered around her. She’d been clutching them in one hand, which Lily had ignored when she’d carried Esmerelda out. She grabbed one of the other flowers and slid it into the wound, alongside the bone.

      As soon as she did, she felt some change to that resistance. It was different, but still resisting what she might be able to do.

      An idea came to her.

      She smeared blood from her palm onto one flower, and then the other. Once she was done, she felt the cold move through her again, and it did so in a way that washed over her so that she could feel the effect taking hold.

      Lily didn’t know if it was going to succeed, but she continued to push the combined talisman into Esmerelda. The resistance inside of her shifted. Lily wasn’t sure how, but something was working its way into the bone and the flower.

      Pain surged in her.

      Lily wanted to jerk her hand away, but feared that if she were to do so, then Esmerelda might not recover.

      Even as the pain left her trembling, she held her hand there. She tried to ignore it and focus only on what she had done, to keep her hand in place so she could help Esmerelda as much as possible. She didn’t dare move.

      But the pain…

      She clenched her jaw. Distantly, Lily was aware of someone there, but she didn’t want to move. A hand rested on her shoulder. It was heavy. Strong. It had to be Honaaz. Having him there with her, just touching her shoulder and offering a measure of comfort, reassured her.

      Lily closed her eyes and focused, ignoring the pain that bloomed in her. She had to find it. She had the strength. And she could use what she possessed to let it flow out of her.

      Then Esmerelda sucked in a breath. Her eyes opened.

      Lily started to move, and Esmerelda shook her head slightly.

      “Not. Yet.”

      Lily gritted her teeth and held her hands in place, feeling the way that whatever was there began to steadily ease its way out of Esmerelda, into the talisman. Lily had no control over it. She recognized that the bone and the flower were drawing away whatever influence the Alainsith had used on her.

      Then the pain began to abate.

      It happened slowly, gradually, but it eased.

      Esmerelda pushed Lily away and placed her hands around the flower. The bone fragments had eroded, becoming nothing more than nubs. The same had happened to the woven grass stem of the flower.

      “You did well,” Louisa said, shifting closer to Lily. “And now let me finish.”

      Lily just stared, barely able to move. She couldn’t think of doing anything else, so she slid out of the way, resting on her heels. She was tired, though this fatigue was more because of everything she had faced so far.

      Hands grabbed her, helping her to stand. She looked up at Honaaz, who regarded her with an expression of concern, but she nodded at him. She would be fine. She had done it.

      It wasn’t like anything she’d ever done before. Not only was this connected to her and the bone, but Lily had also done more than that—she’d added something to the flower that Esmerelda had woven, combining her art with another.

      Lily had done this. She had modified something. It wasn’t just the bone talisman.

      And if she could combine various aspects of the art, maybe she could even be more powerful than what she had become using her talisman and the Alainsith bone.

      Did she have enough time?

      She couldn’t see the sea from here, or anything other than the darkness of night. The buildings blocked her way, and the faint trace of haze that hung over everything around her suggested that the effect of the Alainsith still persisted, despite what she and the others had done. Lily wondered how long it would hold. Maybe it would eventually destroy everything.

      For now, they had survived. For now, they had succeeded.

      Now they had to decide what to do next.
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      A note had been left on Meyer’s doorstep at some point overnight. He traced his fingers around the edge of it and let out a soft, frustrated sigh. It was one more thing to do, adding to his already long list.

      Gather a horse. Meet me outside the Sanaron section.

      —A.

      It was vague enough that he was tempted to ignore it, but he knew it came from Adira. And anything from Adira was likely to be significant, especially if she had found something.

      He grabbed his cloak, and since he was going to be traveling by horseback—though he suspected he wasn’t going too far—he also pulled the sword out of the closet and strapped it to his back.

      He left a note for Pippin, instructing him on errands he needed run, before he made his way out toward the Teller Gate.

      The city was busy, though these days, it constantly felt like that. It didn’t matter what time of day or night it was, crowds were abundant. Most people were from Reyand, but not all of them were from Verendal. There were people sleeping everywhere. Streets were littered with people resting, and though it bothered him, he also didn’t push the Archers to clear the streets. At least not in this part of the city. The Archers, along with private security forces, kept the people on one side of the river, out of the wealthier sections, but he didn’t want to prevent anyone from getting inside the walls of the city if they wanted to. It made it more difficult to patrol, and it would actually make it more difficult for the Archers to keep any measure of influence, but he thought that was the most humane thing to do.

      If there was one thing his years had granted him, it was an understanding that there was a balance needed between finding justice and embracing humanity. He hoped the king forgave him, but then again, the king still had not answered his summons, despite the fact that Meyer had gone to the gate every day now for the better part of a week. The Realmsguard seemed to be getting increasingly frustrated with him, but he did not care.

      He sensed someone tailing him as he made his way through the streets.

      When he turned a corner, he caught sight of a cloak, and he stopped. “I see you, Oscar,” he called.

      Meyer tapped his cane on the cobblestones. He wasn’t going to leave the city without a cane, though he probably wouldn’t need it if he was going by horseback.

      Oscar strode toward him, moving with a loping and almost lupine grace. His gaze darted in either direction, sweeping around him, never settling in one place for long.

      “You always did have a good eye,” Oscar said.

      “Or maybe you just don’t have the skill that you think you do.”

      “Oh, I have that.”

      Meyer snorted. “What do you want?”

      “I wanted to see what you were doing.”

      “You could’ve come to me in any other way, in any other place, rather than trying to follow me. You know that I could have summoned the Archers to simply grab you, right?”

      “Would you have?” Oscar asked.

      Maybe at one point, Meyer would have, but these days the Archers had more on their plate. Meyer didn’t want to add to that.

      “What do you want?”

      “You’ve been leaving the city every day. I assume you’ve been looking at the fog.”

      Meyer glanced toward the gate. There were people around them, but most of them were sleeping on the street, or at least trying to. Others were weaving through the crowd and the people everywhere, or they were crouched up against the building, trying to be oblivious of them.

      “I’ve been going out there with Kezia and Adira,” Meyer said, using names rather than peoples so he didn’t draw any unwanted attention to himself.

      “And now you’re going out at a different time. Usually you leave an hour later.”

      “You’ve been following me every day?”

      “Not every day, but often enough to keep track of patterns.” Oscar shrugged. “It’s what I do. What are you doing now?”

      “I’m answering mail.”

      Oscar snorted. “Mail. You look like you’re going to the stables. One of the king’s stables.” He waved his hand off into the distance. “I believe Finn used to use this one, but he never enjoyed riding.”

      “Mostly because he never learned.”

      “I believed he tended to get wider horses.” Oscar started to laugh.

      “He didn’t know how to ask politely,” Meyer said.

      “Are you sure it makes sense to lead a horse through that?” Oscar gestured toward the wall, but Meyer knew he was indicating past the wall, in the direction of the crowd that would be on the other side of it.

      “I need a horse where I’m going.”

      Oscar eyed the sword strapped to Meyer’s back. “I see. I didn’t think we had need of a journeyman executioner these days, but perhaps there are still responsibilities that have to be completed.”

      “This has nothing to do with those responsibilities,” Meyer said. “Listen. If you’re insistent, then you can come along. I don’t know what it’s for, nor do I know why I’ve been summoned, but you certainly are welcome.”

      Oscar looked as if he wanted to debate how he would answer, but he simply nodded. “I think I will. And in this case, given the service that I’m offering the throne, the king can pay for my ride.” He watched him, seeming to wait for Meyer to object, and when he didn’t, he grunted. “I don’t have to push?”

      “You don’t have to push. You’re not wrong. You have provided a valuable service. I’m not going to antagonize you.”

      “Gods, you’re taking the fun out of it.”

      “I didn’t realize there was any fun in it.”

      Once they reached the stable, Meyer wandered inside, spoke briefly to the young stable boy, and requested a pair of horses. The boy frowned at him until Meyer showed him his credentials, a mark that the king had once given him, and the boy scurried off.

      “I imagine that’s useful,” Oscar said.

      “It depends. Sometimes. Other times it’s just a necessity.”

      “Then it’s even more useful.”

      The boy returned, leading two older horses, both mares that were saddled and ready to go. Meyer gave him a few coins for his trouble, and then guided them to the street, toward the gate. They had to pick their way carefully, as the number of people around made it difficult to lead the horses. It might’ve been easier to grab them outside the city, if there had been a stable available out there. That would be something else to consider. Either that, or he would have to talk to the Archers about ensuring that the streets were wide enough to navigate with horses. There were times when they needed to move quickly, and with as many people as were here…

      “I will pass along the suggestion,” Oscar said.

      “What suggestion is that?”

      “I see the way you’re looking around. And you’re right. We need to be able to get through the streets a little easier. I hadn’t thought about it, but I think that my people might have an interest in making sure we can navigate here as well.”

      Meyer was tempted to argue with him and object, but if Oscar was offering, then Meyer wasn’t beyond accepting his help.

      Was that what he had become? In the time that Finn had been away—which felt like an eternity, but had in reality only been a few weeks—he had gotten to the point where he had started to depend on a thief to help with controlling the city?

      King Porman hadn’t maintained control. At this point, Meyer wasn’t sure that the king could. He wasn’t sure why, only that he’d been absent.

      “I don’t think he’s there,” Oscar said, glancing behind him to the palace. “I think he wanted us to think he was there, but he went north and continued on to the Alainsith. Figures it’s safer there.”

      “We saw his caravan arrive,” Meyer said.

      “That’s just it, isn’t it? You saw his caravan arrive, but you didn’t see the king.”

      “He’s there.”

      But the comment did raise a question in his mind. He’d been waiting for an audience, and the king had not granted it. What if Oscar was right? What if the king wasn’t in Verendal?

      And if he wasn’t, why not?

      They guided their horses through the encampments outside the city, until they reached a space where it became wide enough that they could climb onto the horses and ride to the ever-growing edge of the settlement. There had to be nearly twice as many people outside the city now than there were inside it. The sheer number was incredible. Meyer wondered at what point they would reach the limits of what the people here would tolerate. Better yet, though, he wondered why so many people had come all the way to Verendal.

      Oscar peered around the settlement, but he didn’t say anything. He just watched. In the distance, Meyer caught sight of a faint trace of fog, and he made his way toward it.

      He caught up to Adira. “Is there anything more you can tell me about this?”

      “Only that we’ve been testing for changes and have not found anything that makes sense,” she said. Meyer frowned at her, and she shook her head. “To the fog.”

      She motioned for them to follow, and they headed away from the city via the king’s road, before she veered into the trees.

      That surprised Meyer.

      “The hegen have been working through this area,” he said. “If there’s anything here—”

      “Not here,” she said. “And the hegen have been looking, but they haven’t been looking as far as they need to. I think they fear going too deep into the forest.”

      Oscar shrugged. “Most people are scared of going too deep in the forest, especially if they’re sensible.”

      “I think fear is not sensible,” Adira said. “Fear without reason is simply fear. Ignorance. It’s only once you understand something that you should have reason to be afraid. Otherwise you’re like a child fearing the darkness.”

      Oscar snorted, and Meyer shook his head. “Show us.”

      She guided them through the forest, and he realized that they were heading almost perpendicular to the king’s road, yet he didn’t see if they were following any sort of path. He couldn’t tell what she was using to navigate.

      “How far do we have to go?” Meyer asked.

      “Not far. I’m not going to force you to camp outside the city. You strike me as someone accustomed to your comforts.”

      “I’m an old man.”

      “You’re only as old as you feel,” she said.

      “Well, I feel like an old man.”

      They kept riding, and at one point, Adira slowed so that he could see an Alainsith structure. The moss-covered gray stone had a few markings that looked as if they had faded over time. The architecture resembled what was found in other places within the forest, and reminded him somewhat of the structures in Verendal itself. The stone radiated a sense of energy.

      Adira twisted her fingers in a spiraling pattern, and a bit of fog drifted off them and layered over the forest. Meyer remained impressed by what she could do with the fog, and wondered if there were many people from Sanaron who had that ability. He suspected that Morgan did, which was probably part of the reason she had ruled in Sanaron, though he hadn’t had an opportunity to speak to her before she’d left with Finn. Who else, though?

      He found Oscar watching Adira, a question in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. Meyer found that surprising, though perhaps he shouldn’t have. Oscar tended to be circumspect, and given what they had encountered already, Oscar felt as if it wasn’t his place to question.

      “I’ve been exploring the Alainsith structures,” she said. “I didn’t know what they were before coming to Verendal, but now I have a very clear idea of what they are. More than that, I have a clear idea of what they mean. There is power within them.”

      “It’s old power,” Meyer said.

      “That’s what they’d like us to believe.”

      “Why do you say that?” He patted his horse, who had started to stomp her feet a little.

      “Only because when you begin to feel that power, you start to recognize that it’s more than what you were told beforehand. It lingers.”

      “It’s ancient,” Oscar said. “Like the buildings. There are probably two dozen within Verendal that are like that.”

      She looked over to him. “How many?”

      “There were more at one time,” Meyer explained. “In the early days of the witchcraft war, several of the buildings were destroyed. Well, quite a few were destroyed. The destruction was meant to power some of their spells, we suspect, but we’ve never been able to prove that, and we didn’t have any difficulty with it in the days after the war began.”

      Adira frowned. “Witchcraft shouldn’t be able to destroy buildings like that.”

      “Do you have a lot of experience with witchcraft?” Meyer asked.

      “Not until recently.” She turned her horse and guided them deeper into the forest, following a path that only she recognized.

      “Are all the people of Sanaron like her?” Oscar asked him.

      “Probably not all, but I’m glad she’s here.”

      “She might be right,” he said, looking behind him. “Think about how many Alainsith structures we have in the forest around Verendal. There weren’t many that were destroyed. Why did they target those within the city?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure Finn came up with some explanation, but I don’t have those answers.”

      “We keep attributing everything to witchcraft, and while that might be part of it, it can’t be all of it,” Oscar said. “That’s what I’m trying to get across. There has to be some other purpose behind all of this—even these structures. Just the forest around that one?”

      “It looks like the forest,” Meyer said.

      “Because you aren’t trained like a thief,” Oscar muttered, shaking his head.

      They rode on for a while, neither of them speaking much, the forest starting to shift around them. It seemed to be darker, and the trees more densely grown than in other sections. They picked their way over fallen logs, around shrubs that attempted to snag the horses’ legs, and at one point they had to turn back before they could move through the forest again. After some time, Meyer started to think that Adira didn’t know where she was going, but she continued heading in a very specific direction.

      “What should I have noticed?” Meyer asked as they slowed at another of the Alainsith structures. This one was in a part of the forest that didn’t seem as dense as others, though the trees had only given it a little space, not so much as they had in other parts.

      Adira used her patterns with the fog again, causing it to swirl and spiral, creating something that began to flow from her. She pressed it out through the trees, then beyond.

      “What did you see of the forest around the first fog structure?” Oscar asked.

      Meyer shrugged. “I saw the forest.”

      Even as he said it, he recognized that there was more to it than just that. He had seen the forest, but he had seen the specific pattern to the trees, some of them taller and looming over it, surrounding it. And there had been how the hegen, including Kezia, had placed various pieces of art around those trees in particular.

      “You’re getting at the trees,” Meyer said.

      Oscar nodded. “So you did notice. Good. I was worried that you weren’t paying attention.”

      “What of them?”

      “Do you see them around any other structures like that?”

      Meyer had thought there were trees scattered all around the forest, but maybe there weren’t. He looked at this Alainsith ruin, but as he did, he realized that Oscar wasn’t wrong. There were no trees growing in a similar fashion. Nothing like what he had seen.

      That seemed significant, only he didn’t know why that should be.

      Given that they were dealing with the Alainsith and the kind of power they possessed, perhaps it shouldn’t be altogether surprising that there was something strange about the collection of power that grew in the forest outside their domain. The Alainsith had connections and power and understanding of the natural world that he simply did not. It was part of the reason they had been feared. Only partly, though. They were feared for other reasons—they were formidable warriors and could have overwhelmed the kingdom if they’d chosen to do so.

      Finally, Adira began to slow, and she nodded to a section of the forest up ahead. Meyer didn’t need for her to do or say anything for him to know what it was that she indicated. The faint layer of fog that flowed toward them suggested all that he needed to know. At first, Meyer had not really noticed it, but as they got closer, he recognized the fog starting to build, slowly swirling up and rising toward them.

      “There’s another of those old structures up here, isn’t there?” Meyer asked.

      Adira nodded. “There is. I felt it.” She turned to him. “Don’t ask me how, as I’m not exactly sure, and I’m not sure what it means that I could, only that I felt something. An awareness, I suppose.”

      “How many others are there?”

      “This is one of several.”

      He glanced over at Oscar, who flicked his gaze up toward the branches overhead. Meyer followed the direction he was looking, realizing that he had been studying several of the taller trees that ringed this section of forest.

      The protective trees.

      Meyer reached into his pouch and grabbed some of the carvings that Kezia had given him. He hadn’t expected to actually need to use them, but perhaps she had anticipated that he would find something.

      “They’re situated around Verendal,” Adira said.

      Meyer frowned. “Around it?”

      “That’s the way it appears. More of them are in this direction, though there are a few to the west of the city, as well.”

      “Which means you would have passed them.”

      “Not the way we were traveling. Kanar had a very specific agenda in mind, and it motivated him to travel faster than I think he would’ve otherwise. Not that I can blame him, especially given what we had encountered. He wanted to quickly get to Verendal, and what he thought would be safety.”

      Meyer set the different art pieces down on the ground. He felt the pressure against them, somehow. The fog started to work its way back, as if retreating from those pieces of art.

      Odd.

      “I think we need to get the hegen out here so that we can place more of these around the structures,” Meyer said.

      “I agree,” Adira said.

      “You know, you could have just said so.”

      “I think you needed to see it. I don’t have the relationship with them that you do, and I think we have a bit of urgency here.”

      “We will need you to guide us, and to show us where they are.”

      “I will show what I can,” Adira said. “But we should work quickly. The fog has been building recently. I don’t know how long we have.”
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      The journey through the city had turned dangerous.

      It was an unconventional danger, not the kind that Finn would once have attributed to any part of Reyand. When he was first learning what it took to be an executioner, he traveled the roads quite extensively and was forced to deal with highwaymen, to the point where he understood the threat that could be found along the road. There had been no sign of brigands, and no armed dangers that they had encountered so far, though almost all of the caravan of nearly a thousand people now anticipated that they would run into difficulty at some point. Finn agreed with that assessment, as painful as it might be to wrap his mind around the fact that there could be danger in traveling along the king’s road.

      The danger this time had been tied to Alainsith structures. There had been a few times when they had veered near some of the fog coming from older Alainsith structures, which were little more than ruins, yet none had been willing to approach too closely. Finn understood the hesitation because he shared in it. He didn’t like the danger they ran the risk of encountering, especially as everything they had seen so far suggested that what was out there would harm them.

      Some of it came from what they had seen in Vur. The city had been destroyed in a way Finn had never seen before. Buildings had fallen and crumbled, but even that wasn’t the most shocking thing. It was how empty a city that size had been. He and Morgan and several of the hegen had taken the chance of entering it, thinking that they needed to at least see what might be inside, even if they didn’t explore it.

      Vur had been empty. None of them knew where the people had gone, as it looked as if the entire city had been abandoned, similar to what they had experienced in the capital.

      It was part of the reason their numbers had swelled the way they had. Finn kept expecting there to be more, but for the most part, people had either wandered—probably to Verendal, or possibly farther south—or disappeared into the forest, staying clear of the dangers that were there.

      “I haven’t seen anything more,” Morgan said, striding over to him. “If there’s anything out here that we should be keeping an eye out for, I don’t know what it is.”

      He didn’t know either, which made it all the more difficult. “We keep moving. Verendal shouldn’t be too far from here.”

      “If we can keep taking the road,” she said.

      He looked over. “You don’t think we can?” The road was generally safe, and he figured that they’d be able to travel it without any difficulty, but what if they could not?

      “I’ve been through here before, Finn. I know there are Alainsith buildings all along the king’s road. Most of them are more recent, but there were some that caught my attention. They were old. Different.”

      Finn thought back. While serving the king, he had made his way through the countryside away from Verendal, and after a while he had stopped paying attention to the buildings that he passed. It wasn’t uncommon for him to be summoned away so that he could serve one of the small villages or cities that surrounded Verendal, though as he had progressed higher within the court, he had needed to take on that responsibility fewer and fewer times.

      When he had first left Verendal, everything had been new for him, and he’d paid attention to everything along the road, but over time, he had wanted merely to reach the destination. He had stopped paying attention to what was around him. Maybe that had been a mistake, especially now that he knew about what was happening. It was easy to look back in hindsight and think that maybe he should have studied the Alainsith far more than he once had.

      “We haven’t seen any sign of them,” he said.

      “Not yet,” Morgan said. “The next one will be up here a little ways. It isn’t all that far outside of Verendal. And if we find the same things we’ve been encountering so far, I’m not sure what that means for us.”

      He let out a frustrated sigh and looked at the caravan weaving its way ahead of them. There were so many people who had trusted them to get them safely to Verendal, but what if the road wasn’t safe?

      “If we encounter any more of that Alainsith fog, there are other ways to get to Verendal,” Finn said.

      Morgan arched a brow at him. She had taken to tracing patterns around her as she walked, and Finn wondered how many people recognized that she created a patch of fog everywhere she went. It was almost as if she did so to connect to the Alainsith power all around here, and to maintain that connection and ensure that they didn’t run into any additional threats.

      “You’re leading us into the trees?” she asked.

      “The trees. The forest. And perhaps north.”

      “To Alainsith lands.”

      “At least, Alainsith lands that we know we can trust,” Finn said. “That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it? There are some Alainsith structures we feel more confident with, and others we don’t. I didn’t realize there were different subsets of Alainsith, but maybe that’s what we’re dealing with.”

      “You saw what happened in Sanaron.”

      “I saw it, but I don’t understand it.”

      “I don’t either,” she said.

      He sensed her dissatisfaction with that.

      “If we keep going along the king’s road, it should only be another few days before we reach Verendal,” he said. “And if we can at least receive help there, we should be able to get the people situated and—”

      “That’s assuming Verendal still stands,” Morgan said. “What do you intend to do if the city has fallen like Vur?”

      Finn hadn’t given that as much thought as he probably should have. He didn’t know what he would do if the city had fallen. Head north, he guessed. But how safe would they be in the north?

      When he had served in Verendal, there were certain things he had never done. He had never spent considerable time in the forest surrounding Verendal, partly because he preferred to travel by road, and partly because the forests belonged to the Alainsith, and he did not want to anger them. But he had also never traveled to the north toward the Alainsith lands. There had never been a reason to do so. He had always heard that the Alainsith could be temperamental, though his own experience with them suggested that it wasn’t so much a temperamentality as it was a desire to have separation from others within the kingdom.

      “Then we go find Esmerelda,” Finn finally said.

      Morgan looked over, and she held his gaze for a long moment, before eventually nodding. “I hope she’s had success.”

      “I hope so too.”

      They kept going, and it was late in the day when they had to stop. Finn was called to the front of the caravan, where several of the supply mules had gathered. They looked at him as he approached, though none spoke. One man glowered at Finn, until another elbowed him, and he turned his attention downward.

      Three Realmsguard led the caravan, along with several hegen, who had some experience traveling through these parts. Finn had debated whether he should stay at the head or the rear of the caravan, or somewhere in between, so he had generally lingered in the middle of it. Several of the Archers had taken to patrolling on either side of him, despite Finn telling them they didn’t need to. Morgan had smirked when he had said something about that, making an offhand comment about them wanting to protect their leader.

      “What is it?” Finn asked.

      The lead Realmsguard, a man by the name of Darin, motioned ahead of them. “You wanted to know of anything strange.”

      Finn frowned, and he nodded. “You found something?”

      “Out here? Everything seems strange, to be honest, so yes, we found something strange. Look out there.”

      Finn squinted, but he couldn’t see much up ahead of them. Maybe a bit of fog, but perhaps it was something else.

      He turned and realized that Morgan had stayed close to him. She had her mysterious slender rod in hand, which she called a sword, but it didn’t look like any sword Finn had ever seen. Maybe it didn’t matter—it helped her in some way. She moved some of the fog around them as she swept it from side to side.

      “What do you detect?” he asked her.

      “Nothing. Well, nothing helpful.”

      “Hold the caravan here,” Finn said to Darin. He then gestured to Morgan. “The two of us are going to investigate. If we encounter any difficulty, we will send word.”

      Darin nodded. Finn marched forward with Morgan in tow, and they headed along the road. They didn’t have to go far before Finn started to feel something unusual—a sense of cold that seemed to cling in the air. It was the only way he could describe it. Almost as if the air had become damp, filled with a weirdness all around him.

      “Alainsith?” he asked her.

      “Possibly. But this feels different. It feels… fresh.”

      Finn removed Justice from his back. He had not needed to wield the blade much since he’d started traveling. The only times he’d handled it had been when he’d polished it and when he had been forced to use it. There had only been three times in total, which was more than he had hoped.

      He marched forward holding the blade, wondering if he might even be able to detect any magic, but not sure that he could. Morgan had her own weapon in hand and was sweeping it from side to side, which seemed to draw some of the shadows as she did.

      “This feels different. I don’t exactly know why, only that I feel it that way,” she said.

      Morgan continued to swirl the strange rod around, and the fog began to move closer to her as she did. At one point, she flicked her wrist, and the fog bounced away, as if it had deflected off whatever she was doing with it.

      She turned, frowning. “Did you see that?”

      “I saw it, but I don’t know what you did,” he said.

      “There’s something here. You said that it felt different, and I wasn’t sure why. It feels like Alainsith, but it feels like newer Alainsith, if that makes any sense.”

      “How so?”

      She flicked her wrist again, swirling the rod once more, and the air rippled. “Not Alainsith… yet still Alainsith. Is it witchcraft?” She made her way across the veil until she paused in front of a tree. She waved the bizarre-looking weapon. “There it is,” she muttered, though mostly to herself. “I can see it. Buried here.”

      Finn joined her. As she had said, there was a piece of metal buried in the tree.

      “Witchcraft,” he said.

      She nodded. “Witchcraft, and it’s trying to detect movement through here. I wonder at its purpose.”

      “We aren’t that far from Verendal.”

      “Do you think it’s meant to attack?”

      “Well, considering everything I know about witchcraft, I would say yes,” Finn said. “But maybe not.”

      She frowned. “Perhaps that’s what it is. Regardless, we shouldn’t stay on this path. If this is one, there might be others. I don’t know that I’ll be able to detect them in time to disarm them. And this one I only felt because it was pressing, not because it was obvious.”

      “That means heading further north.”

      “I understand what it means,” she said. “We’ve known that the more recent Alainsith structures offer a measure of protection. If we travel north, we won’t have to go very far before we reach another modern section of Alainsith structures. It’s going to be slow heading through the trees, but hopefully it takes us there safely. If you don’t like that, then we could go south. I don’t know if it’s any better.”

      Finn sighed as he considered. Neither option appealed to him. He just wanted to get back to Verendal, and everything seemed to be conspiring to keep them away. “I think north is our safer bet.”

      Morgan turned and looked that direction, her brow furrowed. She had a tight grip around the blade, though she wasn’t moving it. A bit of fog seemed to swirl around it, but not enough that he could tell what she was attempting to do.

      They headed back to the caravan and prompted the rest of the people to head north into the trees. There was a little grumbling, but not nearly as much as there probably would’ve been had Finn not been the one to make the suggestion.

      The Realmsguard, along with the Archers and even the hegen, helped people find their way through the forest, choosing the easier path as they wound through the trees. They camped for the night when it got too dark to keep moving. Thankfully, they had found one of the more recent Alainsith structures—the remains of a small home that reminded Finn of a job he’d once taken—and stayed near it. No fog hung over the forest, yet he didn’t feel as safe as he would’ve liked.

      An older hegen man named Raymond approached him. He had been traveling with them for the last few days, along with rest of his family. There were some among those hegen who had the art, but not nearly as pronounced as Esmerelda, or most in Verendal. Raymond and his family had come out of Vur, and they had gotten separated from the rest of his family.

      “Can I help you with something?” Finn asked. There were no fires tonight. It made the night cooler and gave everything a weird sense of unease.

      “I think there’s something we can do to help the rest of the caravan,” Raymond said carefully. His eyes darted from side to side, before he finally looked up at Finn. “We could try these.” He pulled out a handful of what looked like carved stones and gave them to Finn. “We’ve tested them, and they seem to deflect some of this fog, though only for a little while. For us to do much more than that, it would take time, and a connection to the art that I simply don’t have, and none of the people with me have. But if we need a way of keeping us safe while we rest, this might be it.”

      “Do we have enough to secure the entire caravan?”

      “You might, but we will need more time. Until then, keeping them spaced all around us should keep the caravan safe. Over time, we can fill in any gaps we might find.”

      Finn took the stones and placed them all around, following Raymond’s instructions.

      As they traveled, Raymond made more, the collection growing. It offered them protection. At least, it seemed that way to Finn.

      At one point they came across some fog, and Morgan attempted to redirect it with her blade, but it didn’t work. The strange fog forced them to head farther north. Finn kept telling himself that by heading that direction, they would eventually reach Alainsith lands that might be more favorable to them.

      They might not be, though.

      Raymond and his people had made several dozen stones, which Finn had taken to leaving behind them to use as a way to create a border. The caravan ended up pushed somewhat to the east, and they traveled several days that way, heading much farther to the north than Finn had intended. By the time they reached a narrow pathway through the forest, he stopped.

      He looked over to Morgan. “I know this road. It’s old. It was lost long ago.”

      “You want to take it back the way we came?”

      The forest swallowed the road, leaving little evidence of what had once been a prosperous trade route. There was no sense of fog. No sense of magic or witchcraft, even, which Finn considered safe. At least for now.

      “I think the protections can wall off the fog,” he said to Morgan. “If they don’t, then we keep heading north the way we’ve talked about.”

      He expected her to argue with him, but she didn’t. They placed some of the stones that Raymond and his people had made, and then they pushed ahead. The fog held off as they traveled farther along, when they came across a dozen abandoned wagons.

      Finn frowned. “Somebody left these here. We need to find where these people went.” He directed several Realmsguard out into the trees. “See if you can find any survivors.”

      The rest of the caravan continued onward. He wasn’t too concerned about the wagons or the Realmsguard who had gone looking for the survivors. He would let them deal with that. It was a lesson that Morgan and the hegen had reminded him of—he needed to allow others to fulfill their roles.

      It was late when they came across more fog.

      They tried placing the stones around it, but they couldn’t push it back no matter how much they tried. Finn meandered next to the fog and found that it continued to push toward them, wrapping around behind them.

      They were trapped.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          

      

    

    






HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      The dock was quiet. It was the way Honaaz preferred it: early morning, the sun not quite up, salt in the air, the occasional cawing of seagulls. All of it felt natural. The water was calm, and every so often a splash along the hull of the ship caught his attention, but not so much that he felt as if he needed to check to make sure nothing had happened. He tested the rigging as he made his way along the ship, before stopping at the end of the dock.

      Boney stayed next to him. To be fair, Boney hadn’t left his side since they had dealt with the threat in that warehouse, almost as if the talisman worried about what might happen to Honaaz, though he didn’t need to. Honaaz was safe. For now.

      As he stood at the edge of the dock, squeezing the owl talisman, Honaaz started to wonder if they had much time. There hadn’t been any further movement with the Alainsith ships, but Lily had said that she’d started to see activity when she sent her talisman flying. Hers was far more capable than the one he carried. Then again, he hadn’t activated additional talismans out of concern that he might be connected to them more permanently. He didn’t necessarily need to have that link to him any more than he already did. Boney was enough.

      A shadow moved near him. Honaaz spun, one of his bone daggers slipping into his hand immediately, but it was just Isabel. The sheepish look on her face didn’t fit her.

      “What the fuck are you doing out here?”

      “I was looking,” she said. Her hands went into her pockets, and she stayed on her toes, as if ready to run any moment.

      “Looking for what?” he asked.

      “For you. I need your help.”

      “With what?”

      She peered out over the water. “With getting out there.”

      “Why do you want to get out there?”

      “I don’t even know,” Isabel said. There was a bit more uncertainty to her than Honaaz was accustomed to seeing. “I just feel like we need to keep moving. I feel… Well, I probably should’ve gone with Jagger.”

      “Yeah. You should have.”

      “I wonder what the king is thinking. He’s probably worried. Wondering what might happen to me.”

      “If everything’s gone right, the king is planning for this war,” Honaaz said.

      “From what I saw growing up in the palace, the king is always planning for war,” she said softly. “And if we can’t get out by water or go by ground, what do we do? Go north?”

      He snorted. “North. What do you think you can find in the north?”

      “You can’t sail around the continent.”

      “Oh, sure you can. You ever make that journey?”

      “No.”

      “You get too far to the north, and it starts to get cold. Really fucking cold,” he said. “Some sections up there are frozen. You have the wrong ship, or even with the right ship, and you get caught in the ice. Depends on what time of year you go, too. It can be pretty nasty.”

      “So you’re saying it’s not possible, or are you saying you won’t do it?” Isabel asked.

      “I’m saying that it’s not any fucking journey I want to have a hand in. And I’m trying to tell you that it’s not the kind of thing a girl like yourself wants to be a part of. Even if you’re…”

      She frowned at him. “Even if I’m what?”

      “Even if you have some talent.”

      She snickered. “Talent. I’m not so sure that I have much in the way of talent.”

      “You’ve got to have something, considering that they think you’re useful for this. Lily seems to think you can help, and if she thinks you can, then you can. I trust her.”

      “I want to be more than useful,” Isabel said. “That’s what I’ve always wanted. I always had to prove myself. That’s how I can be useful, he said.”

      Honaaz shrugged. “So?”

      “You don’t get it, do you? In my land, the men fight and rule. What do I get to do?”

      “You’ve seen Lily. And Esmerelda. What do they look like to you?”

      “It’s different with the hegen.”

      He grunted. “And you? What the fuck are you?”

      Isabel tried to hide a smile. “Well, I suppose I’m hegen.”

      “You’re right you are. Hegen. Like them. Don’t let anybody tell you different.”

      “I just wish… Well, I just wish that I could hear that from my family as well. I suppose we first have to avoid whatever fate the Alainsith have for us.”

      Honaaz looked back toward the city. “I’ve been wondering for a while, but I’m starting to question if there’s any way we’re going to be able to avoid it. Unfortunately. Seems like too much fucking happening here, and we don’t have much of a chance.” He shrugged. “Unless we can sway those boys from the Isles. Maybe we can convince them to switch allegiances.”

      “The men like you.”

      He glowered at her for a moment. “They aren’t like me.”

      “They look kind of like you. They aren’t the same, I get that, but you’re similar. Do you know any of them?”

      Honaaz turned his attention back to the warehouse that had crumbled. “I knew one of the men, but not well. I keep waiting to see somebody else I might know better. I’m glad that I don’t. Might be harder.” He crouched down and patted Boney on the top of his head, which caused the talisman to swish his tail.

      “He’s not like any of the others,” Isabel said.

      “Not anymore. Seems like every day he becomes more and more lifelike. Eventually, he might as well be alive.”

      She crouched down in front of Boney, holding her hand out. He sniffed at it, but didn’t pull away. Honaaz hadn’t known how he might react to her, especially as he wasn’t entirely sure if she had the kind of power that Boney would be concerned about.

      “Do you think he’s still a talisman?” Isabel asked.

      “Can’t say. Maybe. There’s something different about him, but to me he’s just Boney.”

      “He’s so fascinating. Do you think you can do this with other talismans?”

      He rested his hand on Boney’s head and made a point of keeping his focus on her. He didn’t want her to know what he had done with other talismans. “Maybe, or maybe not. I don’t fucking know.”

      “I could help.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying.”

      “I just wish that I knew more about that, and myself, than I do.”

      “You got two women here who can teach you all that you fucking want to know. Go ask,” Honaaz said.

      She watched him as if she wanted to say something else, but she shrugged and walked away.

      Honaaz looked over to the end of the dock, then picked his way farther down until he reached it. From there, he looked out, though he didn’t detect anything.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      They didn’t have a plan. Honaaz fucking hated not having a plan.

      It was time to have words with Reims and come up with one. Lily was focused more on her talismans and protecting the city, but at this point, they were sitting here and just waiting, and that was not something he could keep doing. They might be able to get people out of the city, but as he had said to Isabel, he was not entirely sure that they would make it to safety. If these fucking attackers decided to make a serious incursion, or at least an attempt of one, it wouldn’t take much for them to overwhelm Lily’s talismans, even with the hegen helping. Reims was just one man. As was Honaaz.

      He marched up the dock, and Boney stayed with him. Once he reached the road running along the shore, he paused. He didn’t even know how to find Reims. He was always disappearing into the city.

      “Show me where Reims is,” he said to Boney.

      Honaaz didn’t expect that to work, but Boney surprised him by starting off, moving quickly at first, then pausing to make sure Honaaz stayed with him. When Honaaz caught up to him, he rested his hand on Boney’s back and patted his side.

      “You can’t be serious. Are you really able to find him?”

      Boney nuzzled his head up against Honaaz’s hand, and then kept moving.

      Well, fuck.

      If the talisman could track people down, he would be far more useful. Then again, Boney was useful for lots of reasons, and he didn’t need to be able to track people down for Honaaz to feel that way.

      They reached the outskirts of the city, and Boney kept moving south. Honaaz had been this way several times. He looked down toward the remains of a boat that had crashed on the shore, and spotted Reims walking near the water. As Honaaz made his way toward him, he realized that the figure he had seen wasn’t even Reims.

      Honaaz crouched down on a ridge and peered over the edge so that he could make sense of what was down below.

      “Biggins?” he called. His voice was hushed so that he didn’t alert the fuckers out on the sea that he was here, but he did need to get the man’s attention.

      Biggins looked up at him. His face was pale, the moonlight washing it out, but with the owl talisman that Honaaz held tightly in hand, he could see him clearly.

      “What are you doing down there?” Honaaz asked.

      He had started to feel like he could trust Biggins, but what if he couldn’t? He took it upon himself to make sure the people that worked with them were trustworthy, but if Biggins couldn’t be trusted, then maybe it was time for Honaaz to deal with him definitively.

      Biggins raised a hand and then waved, pointing along the shoreline.

      Honaaz squeezed the owl talisman, and his eyesight became clearer, making it so that he could see out into the distance far more easily than he had before. It looked like the waves were crashing against the shore, but that wasn’t all he saw. Three small tenders made their way toward them.

      He patted Boney on the side. “Looks like we got a little work to do.”

      Boney looked up at him and nudged his head against Honaaz’s hand again.

      Honaaz grabbed a pair of bone daggers and then climbed on top of Boney. The talisman seemed to know what he wanted, jumping and launching them down the rocks. If Honaaz had never done this before, he would have been startled by how quickly Boney moved, but the fucking talisman had power, and Honaaz had come to trust him. He did not fear what Boney would do.

      They bounded to a stop next to Biggins. The man leaned close, glancing down at Boney as he often did, and dropped his voice to a whisper. “I started seeing movement over the water.”

      “How?” Honaaz asked.

      “Not all of us need tricks. It’s an old sailors’ technique. I thought your people were sailors.”

      “What exactly did you see?”

      “Some ripples, and the moonlight started to shift. It was subtle, but I watched it for a long time until I started to see it moving.”

      “Why are they sending more people here?”

      “Probably to attack,” Biggins said. “What the fuck do I know?”

      “I’m not asking you for an answer, I’m just asking it aloud. It doesn’t make any fucking sense that they would send people here.”

      “Unless that man you grabbed was important.”

      “They probably think they’re all important,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Well, are they?”

      “Don’t know. And I don’t care.”

      That wasn’t exactly true, but that was what he wanted to tell Biggins.

      “How do I handle them if they attack? Some of those talismans?” Biggins asked.

      “Do you think you could handle someone like me?” Honaaz sat upright, and in the darkness, he practically loomed over Biggins.

      Biggins pursed his lips. “You don’t scare me.”

      Honaaz grunted. “I scare you enough.”

      “Fuck.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “You can’t take on all of them with just your little talisman.”

      “I don’t intend to take them on with just my little talisman,” Honaaz said. “And—”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish.

      A shadow separated from the darkness.

      Fucking Reims.

      “What are you doing here?” Honaaz asked.

      “I heard you.”

      “You didn’t hear anything,” Honaaz mumbled.

      “Fine. I saw you. I wanted to help. Figured you needed some assistance with this.”

      Now Reims was helping him? It was usually the other way around. What a strange fucking turn of events.

      “He must’ve seen the three tenders,” Honaaz said, nodding over to Biggins.

      Reims’s gaze lingered on Biggins for a long time, before he turned back to Honaaz. “Go.”

      “You want to be part of this?”

      “If we’ve got three tenders, how many people do you think that is?”

      “From what I’ve seen, three to four on each, maybe more than that. I don’t really know with any certainty,” Honaaz said. “And if they’re from the Isles, I don’t want you killing them.”

      Reims arched a brow. “You think they can be saved.”

      “I’m not willing to risk the possibility that they can’t be.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. It might work. How many talismans do you have?”

      “Seven that would be useful,” Honaaz said, though he didn’t like admitting it.

      If he used the talismans like that, there was always the possibility that he would connect to them in a similar way as he did to Boney. Though he appreciated his bond with Boney, Honaaz also worried about what would happen if he had too many talismans connected to him in a similar fashion, and what that might mean for him going forward. Would they somehow drain him in a way that siphoned off his strength and weakened him to the point where he couldn’t be effective if he needed to be?

      “Seven should be enough,” Reims said.

      “I don’t intend to use all of them. If they get broken—”

      “If they get broken, then Lily can make more for you.”

      Honaaz snorted. “You don’t seem to recognize how difficult it is for her to make those talismans.”

      “I’ve seen what she does,” Reims said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that she’s skilled, and I’m not worried about her ability to keep making them, especially given everything we’ve gone through and everything I think she might need to do. So don’t you worry about Lily either.”

      Honaaz wanted to argue, but it probably didn’t make any sense for him to. He should bite his tongue, but irritation with Reims filled him, as it often did.

      “Let’s get going. We aren’t killing them if we can help it.”

      Biggins looked over at Boney. “Keep me safe.”

      Honaaz scoffed. “I thought you could take care of yourself.”

      They slipped along the shoreline, and they hadn’t gone far before Honaaz realized that it wasn’t just three tenders. Not far from shore was an enormous ship hiding in the shadows.

      He shot Biggins a look. “You didn’t see a fucking ship?”

      “I just saw the three. I didn’t realize they had brought an entire ship in.”

      A ship meant more people on board.

      Honaaz didn’t get a chance to think. One of the tenders turned in their direction, seeming to realize they were there.

      He slapped Boney on the side, and the talisman jumped. He kicked off, and they landed in the middle of the deck. Honaaz drove a fist under the chin of one man, kicked the knee out of another, and dropped his elbow into the stomach of a third. Then he spun around and punched the first man in the temple, the second in the groin, and kneed the chin of the third. Within barely more than a moment, they were down.

      Honaaz pulled a talisman out of his pouch—one of the weasels. After pricking his finger and wiping blood on the bone, he felt a wave of cold wash over him. The weasel started to expand. He set it down, and it continued to grow to the point where it blocked the three men from going anywhere.

      He leaned close to it. “Don’t let them go.”

      Reims had gone to the next small tender, but that wasn’t what Honaaz was most concerned about. It was the ship. This one was gigantic, with a pair of masts towering into the darkness, large sails unfurled. The masthead was an ornate sculpture, though he couldn’t make out the details on it from where he stood.

      But he could deal with this.

      He launched himself forward, and Boney followed.

      They landed on board the ship, and five men set upon him. They were massive, and were clearly from the Isles.

      And one of them he recognized.

      Fuck.

      He hadn’t seen Joshinz for five years, but he would know his grizzled face anywhere. He had served on Honaaz’s uncle’s ship for several years when Honaaz was first learning the trade. And seeing him here now, Honaaz was left with the realization that the men he’d been dealing with, those on board the ships, were responsible for what was happening.

      He’d started to let himself believe that the men from the Isles weren’t to blame, that they had somehow been corrupted, but could Joshinz have been corrupted?

      He unsheathed his sword.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Joshinz?”

      The man stared at Honaaz as if he didn’t see him.

      Maybe they were still somehow being influenced. But how? His people had immunity to magic, didn’t they? That was what he’d believed.

      Someone started to laugh. Honaaz spun and saw a dark-haired woman near the helm of the ship.

      “So predictable,” she said.

      “You wanted us to come out here?”

      “We wanted a sense of how many were willing to respond. Given that it’s the same few each time, it leads us to believe that the city’s defenses aren’t nearly as significant as what we had feared. Once we deal with you, we will report back, and then the attack can begin.”

      “The fuck it will,” Honaaz said, his voice low and dangerous.

      A whistle sounded from somewhere else, and it was followed by a strange cry. He didn’t have an opportunity to figure out what Reims was doing.

      He had to deal with these men but not kill them. Somehow, he was going to have to get out of this without hurting people. It would be harder than it should be.

      He punched toward a man, but somebody chopped at his arm. Honaaz jerked back, only to find somebody trying to grip his arms.

      He kicked, forcing himself free, and then he spun in the air and drove out with the hilt of his blade. It connected with the belly of one man, who doubled over. That wasn’t what Honaaz wanted to do, but maybe he had to injure his opponents in order to save them.

      “Let’s take care of this, Boney,” he said.

      The berahn talisman tilted his head up and surprised Honaaz with a loud, long howl. Another howl answered, and then another.

      Several giant berahn jumped onto the ship.

      Honaaz looked over to Boney. “Make sure they don’t kill all of them.”

      He slipped away. When Joshinz tried to grab for him, Honaaz punched him in the forehead once, then again, before the man collapsed.

      He strode toward the woman, feeling her power and the way she attempted to constrict bands of energy around him. He had felt that before. At least this time he was prepared. He had his bone blades, and whatever magic was stored within them. They sliced through her magic.

      She started to move her hand, but he realized what she was attempting. He slashed at her wrist, but not fast enough. Bands of energy began to compress around him again.

      She took a step toward him. “Feisty, but nothing I haven’t dealt with before.”

      “You haven’t dealt with anything like me before,” Honaaz growled.

      She grinned, which only irritated him more.

      He forced his arms out, felt the pressure against him, and then slashed up with the blade, catching her in the midsection and carving through her completely. Her eyes widened, and a burst of energy came from her, but Honaaz brought his hand down on the top of her head, and she collapsed.

      Reims appeared next to him. “What was that about?”

      “Can’t let her use some final magic.”

      “Final magic?”

      “Like the man back in the city. He tried to release something as he died. Maybe a summons, but I don’t fucking know. Whatever it was, I know better than to let her get away with it.”

      “This was a trap,” Reims said.

      “They wanted to know how many we had defending the city,” Honaaz said.

      “Do you think they got word back to them?”

      “I don’t know.” Honaaz looked over to the two small tenders that had been pulled up on the rocks. Talismans pressed down upon three men in one boat, and two in another. “You didn’t kill them.”

      “You asked me not to.”

      “You aren’t the man I thought you were.”

      Reims snorted. “I’d say the same about you. Let’s get them back to the city and question them. Then we can figure out what we need to do next. If they’re making their move, we have to be ready.”

      “I’ve got to take the ship.”

      “Just the ship?”

      Honaaz looked over to the tenders. “Well, we can either leave those on the shore, or we can tie them up to the back and I can sail the ship with the tenders over to the docks.”

      “Is that hard?”

      “It would be for you. You know, it would be a whole lot fucking easier if we had more sailors. Biggins can help, but we just don’t have enough people in the city who know how to sail.”

      Reims looked down at the other men from the Isles, before turning his attention to Honaaz. “What would you say if I told you I had an idea?”
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      Lily sat on the end of the dock, blade sweeping across the Alainsith bone. If there was one thing that could be said about this mysterious war that she’d gotten caught up in, it was that there was an endless supply of bone like this, or seemingly so. She could keep carving her talismans, and she didn’t feel nearly as limited with what she had access to as she would have without it. With the Alainsith bone, she could create talismans that were far more powerful than anything she’d ever made before. And with that, she was left with the knowledge that she should have enough to protect them. Even as she carved, though, she kept feeling like they were still trying to catch up, still trying to make enough, and still failing.

      A ship started toward the shore, and Lily sat up, using her connection to the talisman that circled out in the distance. She saw Honaaz on board and realized he had three boats dragging behind the ship. On those three boats were men like Honaaz, with one of her talismans resting on top of each of them.

      She could tell that he had been the one to activate those talismans because there was a distinct sense from each one, along with the fact that any time he had done so, the talisman ended up being larger than they did otherwise. There was simply something about Honaaz and his connection that made those talismans so profoundly different, and so useful.

      He waved down at her, and once he skillfully brought the ship into the docks, he hopped down and secured it. They had six ships now, and Honaaz had taken five of them from their attackers. Well, all of them had come from the attackers, but five of them had come from their time on shore.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I thought I was following Reims, but it was Biggins,” he said, looking up at Boney, who remained on board the ship.

      She wondered why, until she saw Boney grabbing something—a body, she realized, and probably Alainsith, given that this was Honaaz. Then Boney jumped down.

      “They were testing us,” Honaaz continued. “They’re trying to determine how many of us are defending the city. They’re waiting. And I don’t know if they managed to get word back out to the rest, but the woman made a comment about the fact that it was only the same people defending this city each time.”

      Lily paused to look behind her. Her talisman was partially carved. It was another berahn, which she made many of these days. Honaaz had said the weasel talisman tended to be quite useful, which surprised her. She wondered why that would be, but she had made him a handful of weasel talismans as well. One of them was in a boat, resting on top of three men who hadn’t moved. Maybe the weasel had some extra strength within it, or perhaps it was simply a connection to Honaaz that made it so the weasel could hold them down in a way that wouldn’t naturally occur.

      “We’ve been evacuating,” she said, “but if they come after us, we aren’t going to be able to get people out of the city fast enough.”

      “I know,” Honaaz muttered, irritation in his tone. “Fucking attackers.”

      “Where did Kanar go?”

      “He took Biggins, and they came across land. They were going to check on something, I think.”

      “So the attack is imminent, and there’s just us, and we have more prisoners now.”

      “Well, that was one of the things that fucking Reims had in mind. He figured that with the way the talismans can hold them, we might be able to force them to sail for us.”

      “That’s trusting an awful lot,” she said.

      “That’s what I told him, but if we have a couple of our men on each ship, along with several talismans, all it would take would be one man from the Isles who understands how to sail in order for us to do this.”

      “Do what, exactly?”

      “Make a run at the other ships,” Honaaz said.

      Lily held his gaze, and she waited for him to tell her more about the plan, but he didn’t. That was it?

      “You want to make a run at the ships with our people, knowing that if this fails—”

      “I know what it fucking means.”

      “It’s suicide, Honaaz.”

      “Only for those who are on the ships,” he said.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “What other choice do we have? We’ve got to get people out of the city, and there are just too many. We need to buy you time. If they plan to attack, I’ve now got six ships that I can take, and bring them against—”

      “Nearly two dozen,” she said.

      “More.”

      Lily shook her head. “That’s stupid. I can make more talismans, and we can use those to attack the ships, and then we can decide what else we need to do.”

      “We need time,” Honaaz said. “How fast can you make them?”

      “You’ve seen how fast. I’m working as quickly as I can.”

      It wasn’t as if she were taking any longer than necessary. Ever since the last attack, she had been carving nonstop, using the Alainsith bone so she could create more and more powerful items, thinking that if nothing else, they would have some way of defending themselves. And that was because she had known that they needed more time, and more talismans, to deflect the possibility of an attack.

      “I know,” he said, “but there’s going to come a time when we’re out of options. I know what you want to do, but—”

      “We don’t take any action until we’re certain they move. We still have some time. How long do you think it would take them to coordinate their attack on the city?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know. It depends on if they have some way of talking across the distance, or if they talk ship to ship to coordinate it. I just don’t know. I’m not even sure if she managed to get word out, but she made it sound like she did.”

      “Fuck,” she muttered.

      “That’s my word.”

      “Let’s take as much time as we can and see how many people we can get away from the city. I’ve got talismans with the hegen who are helping the others evacuate. And if we can buy more time, maybe we won’t need you and this terrible plan.”

      He nodded. “It’s a terrible plan.”

      “Then why do you keep suggesting it?”

      “No other options,” Honaaz said, looking up at the ship. “I’ll get the men tied up. I might leave them on board, with some of these talismans guarding them. Should be secure enough, especially since the rest of the city is empty.”

      “If you think that’s a good idea.”

      “I don’t know that anything is a good idea any longer. It’s an idea.” He sounded far more confident than Lily.

      But he wasn’t wrong. They’d been thinking they had an endless amount of time to work and continue to evacuate, but they didn’t. They were limited by how much time they had and what they could do with that time. They had been trying to move around the city, but if the place were attacked with a full-on onslaught, they didn’t have enough people to defend it. The talismans might deflect some of the attack, and given the types Lily had started to put around the city, she knew they would be able to stop some of the attack, but it wouldn’t be perfect. And there would be some that managed to get through.

      And then what would happen?

      Eventually, the people who remained would get overrun. The whole purpose of this plan was to evacuate as many of them as he could and get them to safety, but Lily didn’t know if that was even going to be possible.

      She made her way back to her bench on the dock, where she took a seat and started carving her bone again. As she sat, she realized that the only thing she could think of to do was make talismans, even if she knew that it was unlikely to be fully effective.

      But they needed time.

      Unfortunately, it seemed as if their time was nearly at an end.
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        * * *

      

      The next two days went far too fast for Lily. She hadn’t slept, spending most of her time making talismans as quickly as she could. She allowed herself to be satisfied with half-carved ones that looked like little more than blunted shapes of berahn, though she had poured as much of herself into them as she thought she could, which was really the key to it. She had stationed bone berahn around, each of them activated by Honaaz, despite his objections that it might do something to him, and each of them far larger than any of the other talismans Lily had made. There had to be live berahn outside the city too, as she kept hearing their howls, though Kanar had told her that they would come when they were needed.

      The attack still had not begun.

      The ships remained out at sea, not moving. And as far as her scouting talismans had shown her, there was no evidence that any more of the smaller boats even attempted to come inland.

      For some reason, that had made Honaaz even more uncomfortable. He kept muttering under his breath, checking the ships that were docked, before making his way up the shore.

      Kanar strode over to her. “If we face an attack, I’m going to stay in the city.”

      “I think all of us are,” Lily said.

      “Not you.” There was heat in his words, and his face looked wrinkled, his eyes darkened as if he had not been sleeping well lately, which she suspected he had not. None of them had been. “The evacuees are going to need somebody. You can lead them, but more than that, you can offer them a measure of protection that the rest of us cannot.”

      “It’s not just me who can have a hand in this,” she said, peering out to where Esmerelda sat near the water, working with grasses that she kept pulling out of her pouch. She had disappeared the first day after the attack and must have gone harvesting, Lily had decided, as Esmerelda had come back with fresh grasses, sunflowers, and even some stones that she had started weaving together into her art. “They don’t need me. They have somebody like Esmerelda, who is a much more natural leader.”

      “Perhaps in her city, but not here,” Kanar said. “Here the people look to you. I see it. And they do that because you’re the one who saved them. That needs to be your role.”

      “I don’t know if I can sit back,” Lily said.

      “Honaaz is going to be needed here.”

      “I know.”

      “And I’m going to fight as much as I can, but you have to be prepared to move as quickly as possible. Make talismans that can carry the injured or infirm, and be ready to use them as often as you need. Right now, you’re making talismans that will protect the city, but I’m starting to think that isn’t even going to be possible any longer. I don’t think we need that protection so much as we need ways to escape.”

      “I have been,” she said.

      Kanar’s eyes widened. “You have?”

      “I’ve known that I needed to make different kinds of talismans. Not just those that can defend the city, though I’ve made those, but others that could help those who’ve remained to escape. I probably have about thirty of them. Not all are made from Alainsith bone, so they won’t be quite as powerful, but I don’t know that it’s essential.”

      Kanar looked out over the water. “You know, if you would’ve told me five years ago that I would be in some foreign city, evacuating the people from a dangerous kind of magic while also using my own magic, I would’ve thought you were mad.”

      Lily was quiet for a moment. “I’m glad you’re here, Kanar.”

      “I wish things could be different. I need you to get back to Verendal for me. I want you to relay a message to Morgan.”

      “Kanar—”

      “I’m not planning to die. I’m just ready for the possibility that things may not go the way I want. And if that happens, I want Morgan to hear from somebody I trust. Will you do that for me?”

      Lily glanced back. The city was empty, and there was something almost haunting about the quiet within it. Most of the people had been evacuated, and the only ones remaining were their small crew, along with the prisoners. They had not wanted to evacuate them quite yet, as none of them knew if the prisoners were going to cause problems, and that would involve activating talismans that might be needed for other purposes.

      “I will find her,” she said.

      Kanar breathed out, as if it was a sigh of relief. “Thank you. Let her know I made a mistake. All those years ago, I made a mistake. I was caught up in what I was doing, I thought I was right, I never listened to her when she tried to tell me to open my mind and learn. Tell her… Tell her that I wish things could’ve been different.”

      “I’ll tell her. But I want you to do something.”

      He turned to her with a frown on his face. “What?”

      “In this fight, I know you’ll do your best. And I know what your best is.”

      Lily paused. At this point, she wasn’t even sure if that was true. She had seen Kanar fight before, but ever since he had come here, some part of him had been different. His connection to the blade, the way he used it, the power he seemed to summon with his fighting—all of that had been different. It was significant, and impressive, in a way that Lily did not fully understand.

      If only Jal had not returned to his homeland, maybe he could’ve explained it for them, but he wasn’t there. Lily still held out hope that Jal and Wular would get the Alainsith to help, and that they would have a way of defending this attack, but she didn’t know if that would even be in time, if it came at all.

      “I want you to help Honaaz,” she finally said.

      “We’re going to be fighting on the same side.”

      “I know you are, but I want you to help him. He’s important to me, Kanar. I haven’t had anybody like that before. I thought that we might have a chance… but with this happening, and with what happened in Sanaron, and everything we’ve gone through—”

      Kanar rested his hand on her arm, and then he pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her in a hug. The gesture was so surprising that Lily was taken aback, but she rested her head on his chest and started to sob.

      “I don’t want to lose my family again,” she said.

      “I understand.”

      “So if you go out there, if you take on these Alainsith, I want you to use every bit of magic you need to. I know you’ve tried to resist, but it’s time for you to stop fighting it and to start accepting it. That’s the only way we’re going to beat them. Will you do that?”

      Kanar hugged her for another moment, then stepped away. He looked down at her, and she thought there were tears in his eyes, but she wasn’t sure if that was the case or not. He wouldn’t be one to cry.

      “I give you my word, Lily.”

      “I’m glad Malory brought us together,” she said.

      Kanar laughed, his voice catching just a little bit. “I wonder if she knew what she was doing.”

      “Creating a team that was going to go into a dangerous battle, and try to save the world?”

      “Well, I don’t think she was thinking that way,” Kanar said. “I suspect that all Malory wanted was for us to pull some impossible jobs and make her some money. Well, and whatever it was that she intended to do to the city.” He smiled at that. Then he swallowed and turned, looking out over the sea. “You can do this. You can get the people out of here. You can get them to safety. And I think it’s time that you start.”

      He motioned out into the distance.

      At first, Lily wasn’t aware of anything. She hadn’t been connected to her hawk-owl talisman as much as she had before, so it took a bit of focus for her to shift her attention so that she could pay mind to that. As she did, she recognized that there was something within that, some aspect of it that she could now see. The talisman had incredible eyesight, and because of that, Lily could use it to see out into the distance. She realized what Kanar must have observed, though she didn’t know how he had done so. She didn’t think he was holding any of her talismans, but perhaps he was.

      The ships were moving.

      She first noticed it as a subtle changing of positions, but given what they had encountered with those ships and how still they had been all this time, any movement was surprising. Any movement suggested that something had changed.

      Why now?

      She stared for a moment, and then broke her focus on the ships. “I see,” she said.

      “We don’t have much time. It’s going to be better if you aren’t here.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I.” Kanar gave a small laugh. “But I suppose I get to go out the way I’ve spent so much of my days the last few years—fighting magic.

      “You don’t want to fight magic anymore.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      Lily watched him for a little while longer, before she focused once again on the hawk-owl talisman, using that to peer into the distance. The ships were moving, yet there was one that wasn’t. It seemed to be at the center of the attack, and she suspected that it was the one to fear.

      As she started to separate her connection, about to say something to Kanar, one of the figures on board the ship caught her attention. She forced the talisman to move closer, and her breath caught.

      “Jal?”
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      Finn yawned, trying to fight his fatigue. He liked that they were making progress, but the number of people that had joined their procession had expanded to several thousand, and it was growing increasingly difficult for him to coordinate everybody. At a certain point, he feared that they wouldn’t be able to keep the people safe.

      Maybe they had already reached that point. He had been doing his best to honor King Porman, gathering more and more of the stragglers together and pulling them into the procession, but he started to question whether he was even going to be able to offer any measure of protection. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he never could.

      The forest itself had thinned out a little bit, making it easier for them to travel faster. When they had been in the denser part of the forest—the part that Finn still called Alainsith, at least when he thought about it in his head—they had moved much more slowly. Then again, they weren’t going to make rapid time at all. It was a steady, slow-moving procession out of necessity.

      And processions like this had all sorts of difficulty.

      “Master Jagger,” a voice said.

      He turned, only to see one of the younger hegen who had joined the caravan looking up at him. Finn couldn’t remember the boy’s name, which bothered him. Most of the time, he was pretty good with names, especially when it came to the hegen. He felt as if he owed them that much, but in this case, he had been too distracted. Esmerelda would be disappointed in him for not remembering the names of those he was traveling with.

      “What is it?”

      “We have an issue with water,” the boy said. “I know that you’ve been preoccupied with the food supplies, so I don’t want to bother you with this, but we need your suggestions.”

      Finn let out a heavy breath, and he followed.

      Morgan just grinned at him.

      “You could go,” he said to her.

      “Oh, I don’t think so. Although I might come along with you to watch. This has been quite entertaining.”

      “It’s not meant to be entertaining.”

      “It’s not entertaining in that I enjoy the idea of you failing,” she said, though there was a hint of a smile to her face that suggested that she might. Was she wanting to get revenge for perceived slights?

      Or not so perceived. She had been slighted. By him. She had been nothing if not gracious about the fact that because of him, she had been imprisoned and likely set to be executed, and only through what Reims and his crew had done had she been freed.

      “If that’s not what it is, then do tell,” Finn said.

      “You see the way they’re looking at you.”

      “You mean out of fear?”

      “It might’ve been fear at one time,” she said, sweeping the slender rod at her side, as she had taken to doing. There had not been any fog for the last day, which Finn considered a victory—one that felt incredibly strange. “When we first started gathering people together, and they learned about who you were and what you were, there were more than a few who reacted as if you were someone to be avoided. But you’ve given them something they didn’t have.”

      “I’m trying to bring them to safety.”

      If Morgan was implying anything other than that, he was going to get angry with her. They had done well traveling together so far. But increasingly, Finn started to wonder if the fact that they hadn’t been able to find King Porman and warn him in time had suddenly inspired her to take a different approach—one where she was far more antagonistic to him.

      “Safety, yes, but you’ve also given them a bit of stability,” Morgan said. “It’s been my experience that people long for stability, especially when times are uncertain. And look at this, Finn. Everything is uncertain. Everything that the people have gone through is uncertain.”

      “Well, I’m just trying to do what I can.”

      “I know.” She smiled at him. “I have to be honest. I had not expected this of you.”

      “What?”

      “Leadership,” she said simply. “I anticipated that you would be comfortable passing judgment. Of course you would. You’re an executioner, which means that you’re an inquisitor, and then there’s the fact that you have the reputation you do. But I had not expected you to have this potential as well. Were you always like that?”

      Finn snorted. “I have not always been like that.”

      They weaved through the people, trying to keep up with the hegen boy. Most continued following the procession, and moved aside to allow Finn and Morgan past. Every so often, people would recognize them, and some would even murmur about them, though Finn had taken to trying to ignore their comments about what they were doing and where they were going. He didn’t want to draw the wrong kind of attention, and more than that, he also didn’t need to be slowed down.

      “Where did you learn it? Did your mentor teach you?”

      “Henry?” Finn smiled to himself. “Maybe. Or probably. I don’t even know. When I was younger, when I was first in my position, I had a hard enough time knowing what I was supposed to be doing. He wanted me to follow the rules.”

      “And you didn’t want to?”

      “Well, I felt like some of the rules weren’t exactly the right ones. I think I was a little defiant at first. Probably too much so. Then again, I never heard anything from the king that would suggest that I was, and I was given a pretty long leash.”

      “Maybe he was hoping you would hang yourself,” she said.

      He snickered. “He could have done that from the very first moment.”

      She frowned at him, yet Finn didn’t elaborate. His story was one that was well known throughout Reyand, and he wasn’t about to share something she could certainly hear in rumors. They had already spoken enough about his past, and about what he had come from and what it meant for him now. He suspected that all of this was some way for her to dig up new information about the executioner court, trying to find out more about what it meant for him to have led it.

      And Finn wasn’t about to do that.

      The hegen boy stopped near a small stream off to the side of the procession.

      “Well?” Finn asked him.

      “We just thought you would need to see this.”

      “What about it?”

      “You can’t tell?”

      Finn frowned. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what you think I should be able to see. The stream? Is something wrong with it?”

      The boy nodded weakly. “There is. We picked up on it early, and it’s been hard to keep people from simply drinking the water. We’ve been passing water through the caravan, using casks that we gathered in safer locations, but the water here is contaminated.”

      Morgan stepped forward and waved her wand much more vigorously. There was a pattern to it, though Finn couldn’t identify it as effectively as he thought he should.

      “What’s wrong with the water?” he asked.

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” she said, her voice soft. She turned to the boy. “Is it contaminated everywhere, or is it just here?”

      The boy looked over to Finn and waited until he nodded to answer. “It’s been like this for the last day or so. We’ve noticed it more lately, and we’ve been trying to do what we can to filter it.” He glanced up at Finn. “There are some different uses of the art that can filter it, you know.”

      Finn didn’t ask how. More hegen had joined the caravan, those who thankfully had more of an understanding, and capability, with the art. At this point, he believed that they needed those who had that level of skill. The more people who had the art, the likelier it was that they would be able to get to Verendal, where they would be safe.

      At least, that was what he kept telling himself.

      With each town they passed that had been abandoned, demolished, or somehow infested with the strange Alainsith fog, Finn increasingly began to question whether or not they would even be able to find refuge. What if Verendal wasn’t safe?

      It was a question that plagued him, and one he found himself asking more and more, but so far, he had made a point of keeping the question from others. He was concerned about it, and concerned about how others might react.

      He was going to need to talk to Morgan, he suspected. If anybody could help, it would be her.

      “There’s something here,” she said, dipping the wand into the stream, though she didn’t move it. He kept thinking that she might do something with a pattern, or perhaps trace some sort of power, but at this point, she didn’t.

      “I can feel it,” she said softly. “I can feel…” She withdrew the wand.

      In his mind, it was little more than a witchcraft wand, even though he knew better than that. She certainly didn’t use it like a witchcraft wand. She was summoning fog, and Alainsith magic, after all. It couldn’t be witchcraft then, could it?

      And there was what Morgan claimed about it. She seemed to believe that it was some sort of a sword, and perhaps powerful. Finn didn’t know what to make of that, though he had seen the way she would use it to summon power that was obviously significant.

      “There,” Morgan said.

      She raised the wand, and fog began to flow. She bobbed the wand up and down, and each time it touched the water, it seemed as if it disrupted more of the fog.

      “Somebody placed this here,” Morgan said, looking up at Finn.

      “Can you track where?”

      “Not easily.”

      They needed fresh water. He’d been lucky so far, but with as many people as they had traveling with them, they were not going to be lucky for long if they couldn’t drink clean water.

      “If this is anything like we’ve seen in other parts of the forest, there are likely going to be items placed here. Witchcraft, possibly, or it might look Alainsith,” Finn said to the hegen boy. “I want you to gather those who can recognize Alainsith power, and I want you to search the stream bed. Can you do that?”

      “Of course, Master Jagger.”

      “If you need any help, Morgan can be of assistance.”

      She looked up, and she nodded.

      “Is there anything else I can offer you?” Finn asked him.

      The hegen boy shook his head.

      “Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”

      The boy left. Once he was gone, Morgan straightened, wiped her hands on her pants, and then flicked her fingers, which caused a bit of fog to disperse again.

      “It’s strange,” she said.

      “Which part? That they would try to attack the stream, or that we’re trusting the hegen to cleanse the water supply?”

      “Well, that part isn’t so strange for me, but I suspect that it would be strange for the others here. Too many of your people, or Reyand’s people, have an issue with magic. Even magic that’s not necessarily dangerous to them.”

      Finn stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking along the stream. He supposed there were things he could do to search the stream, and perhaps even use Justice, but was that really the best use of his time? If there were ways of filtering the water, and if the hegen had those capabilities, he had to trust that they could.

      “I just hope we can get to Verendal soon,” he said softly.

      “What if it’s not there?” Morgan asked, and she breathed out slowly. “I’ve been avoiding that question, avoiding those thoughts, though I suspect you have not.”

      “I have not,” Finn admitted. “It’s in my nature to think about worst-case scenarios.”

      She smirked. “Your nature?”

      “Well, the nature of my job, I should say. Unfortunately, I have to think through various possibilities to come up with how I might react in each situation so I can be ready for whatever might happen.”

      “That sounds difficult, but it’s not all that dissimilar to what I do as a scholar.” She smiled at him, tipping her head slightly. “And regardless of how you feel about me, I’m a scholar, Finn. I ask questions. I search for answers. Is that different from you?”

      “No.”

      “Sometimes the answers I have to ask are difficult. Sometimes the answers I get are difficult.”

      He snorted, though this time it was mostly for himself.

      “What?”

      “That’s pretty similar to what I do, as well.”

      “Which is why you’re able to help these people, I suppose. You’ve been thinking about different logistics all along the way, haven’t you?”

      Finn shrugged. “It’s just part of the job.”

      “It’s actually not,” she said. “Maybe a part of preparedness, but it seems to me that your job has made you much more prepared than you would otherwise be. You’ve coordinated hunting parties, security, supplies. And now you’re coordinating water. All of that is tied to somebody who can anticipate things.”

      “I’m not disagreeing with that.”

      “Good,” she said with a smile. “Now. Should we continue?”

      “You mean rejoin the others?”

      She nodded. “I think we should. How much further is it going to be to Verendal?”

      “At this pace? Maybe a week. Maybe longer. We keep adding people.”

      “Which was difficult at first, but it’s not so difficult now, is it?”

      “I suppose not,” Finn said.

      “I think the size of the group also makes a difference. The more people we had, the easier it is for others to feel comfortable coming with us.”

      “Also true.”

      “And think of how many of Reyand’s people you’ve saved,” Morgan said.

      She didn’t say it, and Finn didn’t need for her to, but it wasn’t just people of Reyand. Some were hegen, and though they could be from Reyand, most of them were true hegen who didn’t have a city or kingdom they called their own. And there were others from outside Reyand. Finn had not refused them either. He had treated them as if they were a part of the procession, welcoming them the same way he had welcomed everybody else. The greater the numbers, the higher the likelihood that they would be able to make the journey.

      Unless it came to a situation where they ran into real trouble.

      Finn worried about that. There was still the possibility that they would come across something more dangerous, and he didn’t know what that might look like. More fog? That was certainly one consideration he had, and one thing he feared, but it wasn’t just the fog that worried him. It was what was in the fog, and how they would react if they encountered something along those lines.

      Against anything else, any other attack, they were protected with their numbers.

      They could hope.

      And it wasn’t just him who felt hope.

      He breathed out. “Do you think Reims has had any luck?”

      They hadn’t talked about it much. Finn started to question whether he should have been talking about it sooner, as increasingly, he was feeling as if the answer was going to be crucial for what they were doing and what they might uncover. Reims and Esmerelda had gone looking for help. Alainsith help.

      What if the Alainsith wouldn’t agree to it?

      He didn’t know. So far, even though they had people who had gone into the Alainsith lands, there had been no sense of the Alainsith helping them. There had been no sense of protection or safety the farther north they went. Finn kept hoping and thinking that it wouldn’t take much more for the Alainsith to offer their protection, but there was no sign of it. Which meant, at least in his mind, that the Alainsith may have chosen to stay out of it.

      And why wouldn’t they? Regardless of what else was happening, the Alainsith may view this as a battle they didn’t want to be a part of.

      “I choose to believe that Kanar has been successful,” Morgan said. “He was going to his friend—somebody who is connected to the Alainsith, and somebody who would know that power and the power Kanar has been using, so yes.” She shrugged. “But I don’t know. And I suppose if you pushed me to answer, I would admit that I’m worried about it. Is that what you’ve been worried about?”

      “Not entirely.”

      “What have you been worried about, then?”

      He sighed. He shifted, feeling the weight of Justice on his back, something he had grown accustomed to in the time he had been traveling with Morgan. It was strange that it now felt bonded to him in some way. Maybe it shouldn’t, but the sword had a comforting weight. Not because he was some skilled swordsman—Finn was most decidedly not skilled—but because of everything they had been through, and everything he had seen. All of it had required the particular magic within the blade.

      It was that particular magic that Finn found himself wondering about more and more, curious as to why his sword would have so much power trapped inside of it. He had long believed that it was tied to witchcraft and that kind of power, though perhaps that was a simplistic view. At this point, he simply did not know.

      Morgan followed him, saying nothing, although he knew that he had not answered her question.

      He wasn’t sure he had an answer for her.

      The only thing he did know was that he worried about what would happen once he was done with his journey. He would get back to Verendal, and then what?

      Considering how many people were out on the road with them and had been brought into the caravan, Finn wondered what it might be like in Verendal—assuming that it still stood. He had to believe that it did, though.

      “Finn?”

      “It’s the same as everything,” he said softly. “We don’t know what’s here, do we? We don’t know what’s there, do we? If whatever has happened here has persisted there…”

      “Hopefully not.”

      “But why not there?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I was hoping you might have the answer.”

      “The only answer I can think of is that the Alainsith might’ve offered protections to the city. But that would require us to be far enough north. And…” He shrugged. “Porman would often go to Verendal to meet with the Alainsith, so I don’t really know.”

      They reached the edge of the caravan, and then they slowed. A band of thick fog obscured much of the forest around them, but not so thick that Finn didn’t think they had any way of getting past it. Morgan had proven that she was adept at controlling it and removing it, at least in this part of the forest. This was what gave Finn hope.

      If it worked, and if they could continue to remove the fog, he had to believe that they would be able to keep their people safe.

      Morgan let out a heavy breath. “Well, not only do I have to deal with the water, but it seems as if we have something else here.”

      “It seems like it.”

      “Hopefully we can get past this fog soon. I’ve got this. You go do whatever it is that you need to do.”

      He nodded. He wanted to say that he didn’t have anything he needed to do, but that wasn’t entirely true. He was bound to be summoned. And he knew that he would have to fulfill his responsibilities, even if they were so vastly different than any responsibility he ever thought he would have.

      Once he got back to Verendal, he could let them go again.

      At least, that was the hope.
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      When the steady tapping shifted, Jal was ready.

      Every so often, he would add his berahn howl to the song he heard around him. It required that he build it in a way that swirled outward, flowing from him, but it also required him to have a measure of control with it, which he simply did not. All Jal could do at this point was to try to disrupt what he heard around him.

      He looked over to the door. He had lost track of how long he’d been here. Had it been days? Longer? Periodically, somebody would come bring him food and feed him, never freeing his hands, nor his legs, so that he was always bound in place. He was forced to soil himself in his chair. He was forced to sit in it, compressed by the energy of the song and the effort of what was happening around him, all while trying to ignore it so he could maintain his focus on what the berahn had taught him.

      The longer he sat here, the more Jal started to question if he would be able to continue doing that. It seemed to him that all of this was designed to wear him down, and he started to suspect that it would eventually succeed. He was getting tired, and Jal no longer knew if he’d be able to withstand this torment. What person could?

      The door came open. It was the woman. He hadn’t seen her since that first time, as she had seemed to let others take the lead. No one had tortured him. They had come and fed him and made sure he had water, and they had let the song swirl around him, becoming too much for him.

      That, he suspected, was intentional. They were trying to force him to fall in line with the buildup of the song, the tapping, the music, even the swaying of the waves against the boat. All of it seemed designed to overwhelm him. And it was working. Every so often, Jal found himself falling into the same rhythm as the tapping, his own howl starting to mix with it, rather than opposing and disrupting it. He knew the danger in that, as there was a very real possibility he would end up joining in their song rather than countering it.

      It was like many things. The longer you were exposed to it, the easier it was to simply go along with it. His grandfather had warned him of such things. He remembered that all too well. When he had first gone to learn how to fire a bow, his grandfather had taught him how to shoot against the wind.

      “It pulls on your arrow,” his grandfather had said, standing in the middle of the grassy clearing. The wind whipped around him, pulling on his hair and his cloak, yet he had stood motionless. “You can feel it, and if you’re smart enough and quick enough, you can start to direct the force of the wind.”

      He held out the bow, set an arrow to the string, drew it back, and aimed. Despite the heavy wind, his grandfather’s arrow flew true. It curved in the wind and then hit the target. Jal had recognized the skill even then.

      “Sometimes you have to work against the stream, sometimes work with it,” his grandfather said, and he spun, aiming and firing his arrow in another direction. When he did, it flowed with the wind and quickly found its target.

      Jal knew where his grandfather had been aiming, as they had worked together often enough that he recognized what his grandfather was trying to teach him.

      When his grandfather turned around again and aimed into the wind, he closed his eyes for a moment, gritting his teeth, and then pulled back on the string.

      “Going against the wind entirely is the most difficult. Not because you don’t know how to aim. You do. It’s just harder to draw, and you find that you need to use more force than you would otherwise. Your arrow will slow, and if you’re not careful, it will not find its target the way you intend.”

      He released. When the arrow streaked away from him, it sunk into the tree in the distance.

      “I suspect you will find similar challenges in your life, Jal. You have to learn which way you’re targeting, and which you need to. Do you go with the flow and try to exceed it so you can fly faster? Do you need to adjust your aim because of the current? Would you have to fight against it altogether, needing to be stronger and more powerful for you to find the target you know you must?”

      He patted Jal on the top of his head, and Jal smiled. They progressed to taking turns, targeting different things, and while Jal had never been as skilled as his grandfather, he had begun to make some progress where he could at least hit most of the time.

      Those thoughts came back to him now.

      Why had they returned to him? Was it something about the song, or was that his own need? Jal could believe that he needed those memories so he could think about what would be necessary for him to overwhelm the song, but perhaps they were somehow influencing him. He wouldn’t be terribly surprised to learn that they had some way of forcing him to share his song with them.

      “You still fight,” she said.

      She smiled at him, and even in her smile, Jal began to feel the influence of the song. There was a bit of movement to her cheeks that seemed to flow with the song in a way that Jal could not quite grasp. He was reminded of his grandfather, the way he had helped him understand various songs, and he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something to that that he needed to better understand even now. Though he listened, he could not hear anything.

      “We will have a different conversation,” the woman said.

      She moved behind him, her steps careful. Jal stomped on the ground, disrupting the rhythm of her movement, which caused her to pause ever so subtly before she began to loosen the chains around his wrists. He stomped again, and again disrupted what she was doing, wanting to create a cacophony of noise and as much chaos as he could that would counter it, but he found it increasingly difficult.

      Could he even overwhelm this song?

      He thought about what his grandfather had taught him about fighting the wind. In this case, he wasn’t going to be able to overpower it, he didn’t think. Not by himself. Maybe if he found others, and if they were able to join together, Jal thought that maybe he could use that connection in order for them to be stronger than the song to overwhelm it, but by himself that would not work.

      If he cut across it, he would have to adjust his aim. Jal didn’t know what that meant in this case, but he suspected that there had to be some way for him to try. The only other option was to shift his footing so that he flowed along the same current, but tried to go faster. He didn’t think that made sense either.

      When his hands were free, Jal moved them in front of him, and began to rub them together. He recognized that he did so in sync with the song without even meaning to. It was almost as if she had known that he would do that, as if she had waited with him long enough that he would have no choice but to do so.

      “Free your feet,” she said.

      She stepped to the far side of the room, by the door, and waited on him. She tapped her foot, patted her leg, or snapped her fingers, each time correcting the rhythm that Jal attempted to disrupt, making very little headway in what she was doing.

      He leaned over, his world swimming for a moment. He was hungry—his rumbling stomach gave truth to that—and his mouth was dry. How long had it been since he’d had enough to drink? He had managed to get the chains free from around his legs, and he shook them off, letting them drop to the ground with a thump.

      He looked up at her. She seemed to wait until he recognized that she had once again stomped her feet, adding to the song as she had each time he had tried to disrupt it, and then she watched him.

      “Come,” she said.

      Come. What was he supposed to do now? What did she really think he was going to be able to do? Jal didn’t have much hope that he could go anywhere. With the rhythm building around him, he wouldn’t be able to do much, but he had to try.

      He got to his feet. He felt disgusting, and suspected that he smelled worse than he ever had while traveling with Kanar. What would Lily say to him? She’d probably tease him, tell him that he needed a bath, and then offer him sympathy.

      The woman stepped up next to him and pulled the door open, waiting for him. When she did, Jal made a shuffling noise, but the tapping immediately began to build around him, interfering with what he did. Every time he tried to do something different, such as stomping on the ground, rapping his knuckles along the wall, even breathing funny, the rhythm shifted around him and interrupted what he tried.

      She guided him to a set of stairs and motioned for him to go.

      He climbed slowly. Light streamed down, though it was faint, suggesting that it was early morning or late in the day. Either that, or there was some sort of magical light that she had used to torment him. He wouldn’t put that past her.

      When he reached the top of the stairs, he took a deep breath. The salt air swirled around him, yet it was also fresh in a way that the room beneath him had not been. A bird cawed, and he flicked his gaze up to the sky, thinking of some of Lily’s talismans, wondering if she might have any of them active now. But there was nothing. The sky was an overcast gray, and there were birds, but not the kind he thought Lily used.

      He looked around. There were others on the deck, many of them dressed in the same dark leathers and with similar features as the woman—pale skin, dark hair, and moving in a strange manner that suggested they were flowing with the connection of the song. That was what had Jal on edge the most. They were all slowly moving, adding to the song, which was something he had not considered before. He made an attempt to try to disrupt it, tripping intentionally so that he stumbled forward, but as soon as he did, the song shifted, accommodating even that.

      Once he rolled onto his back, the woman was standing over him, watching him. “Get up.”

      “Your ship is slippery,” he said, and he flashed a grin. He didn’t expect that his expression would make any difference with her, as it certainly hadn’t made a difference with his own team, though there were plenty who found his grin to be disarming. Some thought him ridiculous, which certainly served him, whereas others found him charming. He didn’t think she would find him charming, but at the same time, there was no point in not trying.

      He had no idea what had happened to his bow or the rest of his team, and hoped that Wular had managed to get away. If she hadn’t, then the berahn would be lost.

      Jal looked around at the others on board the ship. They would occasionally make a soft knock on the ground, smack their hand on their side, whistle, or just blow into the air. It was almost as if they had to add their connection to the song every so often for them to be a part of it. But there was some other element of the song that had lingered. Though Jal did not see the source of it, he could hear it. It was almost as if it were filling him, coming from someplace he had not seen and that he did not know how to find.

      That song continued to build around him, sweeping outward and suggesting that there was a great power nearby. If only Jal could understand it, he thought he might be able to make sense of what it was and where it came from. Maybe he could learn how to disrupt it if he could do that. Maybe.

      “What do you see here?” the woman asked, striding away from him and moving to the railing.

      Jal made a point of walking over as noisily as possible. He began to drum his fingers on the railing, intentionally trying to counter what he heard and what he sensed, but even as he did, it felt almost as if he was being forced to try something else. He felt the way he was urged to move, to slowly turn in place, and he felt the way that the drumming began to build within him. It was like the song tried to redirect anything he did, countering any attempt on his behalf to overwhelm what he heard, yet as he focused on it, Jal knew he could not ignore it.

      “What am I supposed to see?” Jal asked, looking out over the ocean.

      But as soon as he did, he recognized what she was showing him.

      Ships. Dozens of them. They blackened the water, far more than ever had when they’d attacked Sanaron. Even in Sanaron, there had not been this kind of a threat. Jal swept his gaze around, staring at one ship after the other, trying to get an accurate count on the possibility that he might manage to escape, yet he could not.

      But that wasn’t all he noticed. There were ships surrounding this part of the sea, but there were also more in the distance.

      “Did you think we were unprepared?”

      “I didn’t know what you were,” Jal said. “You came to attack. Why?”

      She turned to him, stepping softly, her footsteps creating a staccato rhythm. “You believed us gone?”

      “I don’t know anything about you. I recognize that you must be cousins—”

      The woman laughed, which was somewhat musical. “Cousins? Do you believe us to be merely cousins?”

      Jal shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know. We don’t speak of you.”

      His people had always known there was a family of the Lost, but during his journey, he had begun to question if what they had believed was accurate. There had been different types of ruins, different markings, all of which made him think that perhaps there had not been just one family of Lost.

      And if there was one, how many more were there?

      He thought of what he had seen in his time since leaving his home, traveling to Sanaron, and withstanding the attack on it. There had been what Honaaz had referred to as the Weather Watchers, but now there were what he referred to as sorcerers. And there were even Honaaz’s own people, with their own magical resistance.

      What if all of them were Alainsith, or at least a form of them?

      “Of course you do not,” she said. “Why speak of what you cannot tolerate? Why speak of what you fear?”

      “We don’t fear,” Jal said.

      But he wondered if that was true. Did they fear? Most believed the Alainsith had done so because of Reyand and the attack they had faced, but Jal knew there was more to it than that. The song told him that there were other layers to it, and all he needed to do was try to recognize what those layers were, and he might be able to understand more about his people, what they had done, and why.

      But the song was not complete.

      There were aspects of it that had gone missing, aspects that Jal had heard in whispers but that had also been held back from him.

      He had known some of them. How could he not? He was part of the people, and he was born to those destined to lead. But Jal had also learned how to make sense of the song in ways that others of his people had not. He had come to understand aspects of it that were meant for him, that were meant for all of them, even if they had failed to share that with the rest of the Alainsith.

      “You fear,” she said. “You have always feared. And now you begin to see the consequences of that.”

      She strode across the deck of the ship and looked out. Jal joined her and followed the direction of her gaze. In the distance, he noticed the city. Though the place was surrounded by a dozen ships, Jal saw no lights.

      No one even knew he was here. Only Wular, and hopefully she had run back toward her people as he had asked. Which meant that no rescue would come.

      “It has been an easy thing for us to plant the seeds of your destruction,” the woman said. “Your pets have long feared what they should not. And you have long ignored what you should not have.” She turned to Jal, and there was a whisper around him, a steady murmur that began to build. “You would have been left alone had you not made the mistake that you did.”

      “What mistake?” Jal asked. What had his grandfather done?

      “You have neglected the past.”
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      They were at the edge of the city, and off in the distance, Honaaz could hear the sound of the berahn howling—a sound similar to what he heard from Boney. Boney tended to have a high-pitched cry, mixed with something that sounded almost supernatural. That fit him, given that he was a talisman powered by whatever magic Honaaz possessed. The berahn in the distance let out a mournful sound that echoed over the city and left it surrounded with their sense of power.

      He looked over to Lily, who bore a look of frustration. She wasn’t frustrated with him, he didn’t think, though at this point, Honaaz did not know. It might just be annoyance with the situation in general, and the fact that she felt powerless to help Jal, though she very much wanted to.

      “The plan doesn’t change,” he said, not for the first time since Lily had noticed Jal on the ship out on the bay.

      Much like she had each time before, Lily ignored him.

      She glanced over to Boney. “You know we aren’t leaving him behind. I understand your concern, and I understand what you want out of me, but we aren’t leaving Jal behind. He’s part of the team.”

      “I’ll go for him,” Reims said.

      She looked over to him. He had been staring out over the water, though he didn’t have the same talisman Honaaz did. Honaaz wondered if Reims had some way of seeing without the talisman, especially as he obviously had some sort of connection to magic that enabled him to use it in ways Honaaz didn’t fully understand, but didn’t know.

      “No,” Lily said.

      Reims’s jaw clenched as he arched a brow at her, hand hovering over the hilt of his sword. What they didn’t need was to get in a fight about who was going to sacrifice themselves to get the tall bastard. Honaaz was perfectly content to go out there, figuring that if anybody was going to make a sea rescue, it was going to be him—not the fucking Blackheart, and not Lily.

      “You don’t think I can go for him?” Kanar asked.

      “I’m just saying that it’s not only going to be you,” Lily said. “If we do this, we do it as a team. We do it together. That’s how we get our friend back.” She stormed over to Reims and jabbed a finger into his chest. “That’s what he is, you know. He’s our friend.”

      He held her gaze. “I know.”

      “I’m not leaving him.”

      “I didn’t say that we would.”

      “Would the two of you stop arguing?” Honaaz said. “If anyone is going after him, it’ll be me. I can get in quickly, and I can get away. And I’m the only one who has a way of deflecting any sort of dangerous magic that might be out there, unless you forgot about that.”

      “Having the ability to deflect it doesn’t mean you’re able to handle it,” Lily said.

      “You have struggled a few times,” Reims said.

      Honaaz grunted. “I’ve struggled because I was surprised. I’m not going to be fucking surprised.”

      Lily crossed her arms. “It’s not one of us. It’s all of us. If we go rescue Jal, it’ll take each of us going after him so that we can help him. And we aren’t leaving him.”

      “The plan doesn’t change,” Honaaz said, looking from her to Reims. “We do what we talked about. We load up the ships, we take them out, and rather than trying to make a run for it, we charge them. Use the ships as a distraction, and then go for the tall bastard.”

      Kanar frowned, and he looked like he was going to tell Honaaz how stupid of a fucking idea that was, but he nodded slowly. “It might work.”

      Honaaz turned to Lily. “You stay on shore, use your talismans, and—”

      “If it’s about going after Jal, I’m not going to stay on land. This is Jal. You know what he would’ve done if it were any of us, and I don’t want to sit back and do nothing. I know that you think you can protect me, and you think that my talismans are best used from shore, but—”

      “I’m not keeping you out of anything,” Honaaz said. “I’m trying to think through things the way Reims would. You give us our best chance, but you can’t do it on board the ship when we might be fighting, and with the waves rocking and keeping you from carving as easily as you normally can.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “He’s right,” Reims said. “You stay on shore. You can watch, and if anything happens, you can make protections to help us.”

      “And if anything happens while you’re out there, I’m not going to be available to help you, either,” Lily said. “You might need my help with the protections as well. You have no idea what you’re going to encounter, or whether there’s going to be anything that will require somebody who can make talismans.”

      “You won’t be able to make them fast enough anyway,” Kanar said. “Not if we get into shit. You’re going to be better served staying here. We’re going to be better served.”

      Lily opened her mouth like she was planning to argue, but she clamped it closed again.

      “We can take time to make preparations,” Honaaz said. “Figure we can use some of the talismans and link them to the people of my Isles. We take those out there, and we might be able to figure out a way to keep them from all of this.”

      “No,” Lily said.

      “Why no?”

      “Because look. What do you see out there?”

      “I don’t see much of fucking anything,” Honaaz said.

      “The ships are moving, which means we don’t have a lot of time. You might disagree and think that I can’t help, but it’s my talismans that are going to protect us. All of us.”

      “It’s not about protecting. It’s about getting us to a single ship and boarding it.”

      Lily said nothing for a long moment, watching him. Finally, she shook her head. “You aren’t talking about boarding. You’re talking about ramming. You think you can ram one of these ships into another, grab Jal, and then what? Swim?”

      “If it comes down to it,” Honaaz said.

      “Well, do you know if Jal can even swim?”

      “He’s Alainsith. He can probably swim.”

      “It’s a terrible idea.”

      “At this point, all we have are terrible ideas,” Reims said.

      “How about this one. I can make a few different talismans—and quickly, I think—that are somewhat humanlike.”

      “We don’t need more soldiers.”

      “I’m not talking about soldiers,” Lily said. Her gaze drifted over to the ships tied up to the dock. “What I’m talking about are people who can control the ship. You need numbers. At least, you need the perception of numbers, right? From what you heard, they were waiting to see how many people we had, and then they were going to use that information to decide whether to attack. If they think we have a larger army here on shore, or at least more people willing to attack, then it’s possible that they’ll turn.”

      “That doesn’t help us get to Jal,” Reims said.

      “If you would let me finish. The talismans can control part of it, but they won’t be able to control all of it. And I think that if you use the right connections, you might be able to draw them in a certain direction, and then from there, you can target the ship holding Jal. I can keep my focus on it, and should be able to find him so we can get to him.”

      “You can really make talismans that look like men?”

      “I can make talismans that look like anything,” Lily said.
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      The ship rocked beneath Honaaz’s feet. He looked over at the other ships, surprised at how the bone talismans stood at the helm and held the wheel, as if they were alive. He had activated each of them—Lily had claimed that he was the one who needed to in order for them to have a connection to the talismans—and then he had felt a surge of awareness in his mind. It took some doing, but Honaaz had come to recognize what he had to do so he could separate the four talismans out and send commands to each of them. It seemed to work.

      “This is fucking stupid,” Biggins said.

      Honaaz glanced back at him. “You can stay on shore with Lily. I’m sure she’d like the company.”

      “It’s still stupid.”

      “I don’t disagree.”

      “The three of us on this one ship? Why don’t we separate?” Biggins asked.

      “Because they’re the distraction,” Reims said. He looked over to Biggins, then turned to Honaaz. “Has he been like this the whole time?”

      “Pretty much, and it’s getting a bit annoying.”

      “I’m just trying to be practical,” Biggins said. “You’re talking about taking on some two dozen ships with bone. What kind of plan is that?”

      “Not much of one. And if we had any other alternative, we’d probably take it.”

      “Who is this man to you, really?”

      “He’s our friend,” Reims said.

      They headed out into the bay slowly, zigzagging along the shoreline. That was part of the plan—to draw attention to themselves. Once they did that, then they could peel some of the ships off and hopefully neutralize them. Well, Lily would neutralize them. The rest of them would try to find a way to get to Jal.

      “I thought we were going to use some of those big bastards that we captured,” Biggins said.

      “There wasn’t time to test whether they’re trustworthy,” Honaaz said. “Even if they are, we’re asking a lot. Or we would be.”

      “If we do this this way, we’re going to end up sacrificing these ships. I thought you wanted a navy.”

      Honaaz looked around the ship. He’d chosen the one he was most comfortable sailing for himself, and had placed some of the talismans on the other ships they had recently acquired.

      He’d wanted ships. He’d wanted a navy—an entire fleet—so he could return to the Isles in glory. But in order to help his friends, he was willing to sacrifice what he wanted.

      That was a strange realization for him.

      It was one thing to be willing to sacrifice for Lily, but it was very different for him to come to terms with the idea that he would be willing to sacrifice for somebody else, especially someone like the tall bastard. Then again, the tall bastard had always been kind to him, and Honaaz didn’t want anything to happen to him. He was his friend.

      “Be ready,” Reims said. “I can see something moving.”

      Honaaz looked out. Four ships flanked them, which made it easier because he could see them, and he could feel the talismans on board. He had set the rigging himself, and he had adjusted it so that all they had to do was turn the wheel. It wasn’t going to be perfect, and it certainly wouldn’t look compelling enough if anybody paid much attention to it, but it was hard to know what the Alainsith might see from their ships.

      If they had more time, Honaaz wondered if he might’ve been able to create more talisman bonds. Maybe he could create an entire crew out of them. How much would that take out of him? Already he had felt the pull from these talismans, and they drew upon him in a way that left him trembling.

      “We got six breaking off,” Biggins said. “Maybe a seventh? They’re taking us on one-on-one. What kind of stupid strategy is that?”

      “Keep going along the shoreline,” Honaaz said. “We’re trying to lure more than seven.”

      He looked over to Reims. The plan, at least initially, was to thin the ranks somewhat. They thought that might work, but it was going to involve timing, and coordination, and not the least amount of fucking luck. With what they were dealing with, Honaaz wasn’t sure he wanted to count on luck for any of it, but at the same time, luck might be all they had.

      “I see three more breaking off,” Biggins said.

      “Good. We’ll start with these ten.”

      Reims stood with his hand on the hilt of his sword, and a hint of a smile on his face. “You know, I never thought I would be out on a ship like this. I never traveled much by boat when I was serving the king.”

      “There’s nothing quite like standing on a ship, feeling the wood beneath your feet and the waves rocking your hull. It’s transcendent,” Honaaz said.

      Reims glanced over. “I like that word.”

      “Well, it’s true.”

      “Get them close to shore.”

      Honaaz nodded. He thought he could do that, but then what?

      They veered out to sea, angling into the bay, before facing the ten ships that were making their way toward them. Ten. If they were crewed the way the others had been, that would involve considerable magic, considerable power, and several men like Honaaz.

      And they intended to take them on with the three of them, along with the talismans?

      Well, and Boney.

      “Now,” Honaaz said, directing Biggins, who stood at the helm.

      He jerked the wheel. They headed south toward the shore, and the other ships gave chase.

      But the other ships were faster.

      Honaaz had suspected that would be the case. He had figured they would have some sort of magic that his ships didn’t have.

      But he didn’t want to go faster.

      He had considered asking Lily for something that would facilitate speed, but even if he did, he wasn’t sure he would’ve wanted it so much as to draw them to him.

      “They’re gaining on us,” Biggins said. There was panic in his voice.

      “If you’d like to swim to shore, I’m happy to let you off,” Honaaz said.

      “I’m not saying that.”

      “Then just keep steering the ship.”

      “Why are we angling so close to shore?” Reims asked.

      “Part of the plan,” Honaaz said.

      Biggins arched a brow at him. “What kind of plan is that? You didn’t tell me?”

      “Think like a sailor,” Honaaz snapped.

      Biggins sucked in a breath. “Fuck.”

      “What?” Reims asked, squeezing his sword. “What are you doing?”

      Honaaz turned to him. “You have to fucking trust me, Reims.”

      Reims clenched his jaw, locked eyes with Honaaz, and turned away. “You had better know what you’re doing.”

      “You know I do.”

      He reached into his satchel that Lily had given him, pulled out one of the weasel talismans, and used his blood to activate it. The talisman immediately began to stretch, and he held it in his hands like some sort of large cat. “When they run aground, I want you to take care of them. Do what’s necessary.”

      The weasel locked eyes with him, and Honaaz felt something click in the back of his mind. He had no idea if he was perpetually bonded to these talismans, or whether this was temporary, but at the same time, it felt real. And it felt important.

      The weasel scrambled down him and jumped off the stern of the ship, splashing gently into the water.

      “Is that thing going to drown?” Biggins asked.

      “I don’t think they can.”

      “What about Boney?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They neared the rocky shore. Honaaz had spent enough time along it that he recognized the depths, and he knew about the submerged rock. He had seen it. Not just in the daylight, or when the tide shifted, but he had seen the way the currents flowed around the rock.

      And this was why he wanted to come here.

      He focused on the connection to the talismans and forced Biggins to turn.

      They headed toward the other ships, but those were coming in fast. Too fast to change direction. Two of them hit the rocks, creating a thunderous crunch of shattered wood. One ship listed all the way to the side, where it swept up against the rock and started to sink. The other kept sailing forward, and then stopped.

      “That’s your plan?” Reims asked.

      “That’s part of the plan,” Honaaz said.

      Then he heard a scream. And then another. Then another.

      The weasel was working.

      Biggins shook his head. “That fucking thing.”

      “So we have eight ships after us,” Reims said. “And…”

      “And we’re near the shore, so you do your little thing,” Honaaz said.

      Reims kept away from him, and he unsheathed his blade. The metal was polished, and it practically glowed as he held it. Then Reims started making a strange echoing sound. The calls were answered, one after another, as berahn appeared on the rocks above them. There had to be a dozen, maybe more, and they soared in the night, landing on board the ships with ferocity.

      The attack began.

      Honaaz focused on his connection to the talismans, ignoring Biggins and Reims as they asked him questions. Didn’t they know that he needed to concentrate? One of the ships had already started to become sluggish, probably taking on water.

      “The berahn are angry,” Reims said.

      Cries echoed against the rocky shore, and more and more of the berahn snarled, though Honaaz couldn’t see much of anything. They moved like a blur, violent and deadly—the silent killers, as the tall bastard had once called them, though not so silent now.

      “Well?” Biggins asked.

      Honaaz tore his gaze away from the ships. It would work. At least, that part of the plan would work. Now they had to shift to something else. Now they had to begin the dangerous part.

      They had to rescue the tall bastard.

      “Are you ready to ram?” Honaaz asked.

      “I’m ready,” Biggins said.

      “I hope this works,” he said, looking over to Reims.

      “I do too.”
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      Kanar couldn’t believe that this part of the plan had been effective. When Honaaz had suggested that they lead the ships toward the shore, Kanar had not had any idea what the man intended. He thought the plan was going to rely on talismans, but the berahn had been so much better.

      They were the silent killers. That was what Jal had called them when they had first encountered the berahn. Even now, Kanar found himself marveling at just how powerful they were. There was something else about them that struck him. It was because of the berahn that he had come to understand the song. That was what had helped him understand his purpose as the Bearer, even if he didn’t know how to use that power to its fullest extent yet.

      Kanar had to find his way to that power.

      “How fast do we have to go to cause damage?” he asked.

      “Fast,” Honaaz said. “Maybe faster than we can go without using a talisman. I wish Lily had given us something for speed. I hadn’t considered that we would need it.”

      The sound of berahn slaughtering men on ships still lingered in Kanar’s ears. There was something familiar in that. Maybe he had heard that sound before, or maybe it just pulled on his own bloodlust.

      Honaaz kept looking back. It had to be hard for him. Those were his people.

      But he was willing to do this for Jal.

      And Jal was their people.

      “We’re catching a good wind here,” Biggins said.

      Kanar hadn’t spent much time with him, but the man seemed to understand the ship, and Honaaz trusted him. Or at least trusted him enough to rely on him while sailing.

      “Good. We pick up a little more speed, and then we can make a run at them,” Honaaz said.

      “And if we start to lose that speed?” Biggins glanced at Honaaz’s pouch, then flicked his gaze to Kanar. “Do either of you have anything that might help us sail faster? Maybe some sort of mermaid, or a massive whale that could pull us?”

      Honaaz snorted. “I don’t know whether I could tolerate a whale.”

      It was an odd comment, but given what they had seen and experienced when it came to Honaaz and his connection to his magic, such as it was, Kanar understood the reason. Activating the talismans took some power and strength from him. He had seen how Honaaz had stumbled when he’d activated the talismans that were placed aboard the ships.

      Was he as strong as he needed to be for what they were going to have to do?

      Given that they were heading into danger, Kanar thought he needed the people with him at their fullest potential. Honaaz might need to rest in order to keep activating talismans, but they did not have the time.

      As Kanar surveyed the ships in the distance, he suspected that he couldn’t see as much as Honaaz might be able to with his connection to the talisman.

      Honaaz leaned forward. “The ships are starting to move.”

      “Could they be making a run for it?” Kanar asked.

      Honaaz grunted. “Doubt we scared them that much.”

      “But if they think we have more people and better defenses than they had accounted for, maybe they decided it wasn’t worthwhile to attack.”

      It seemed too much to hope for.

      “It’s not just about the city,” Honaaz said. “Or maybe it is just about the city. Or it was, but now it’s about something else. Has to be. Otherwise, why would they have waited like this? It just don’t make sense.” He shook his head. “And they keep sending small groups to shore.”

      “Those were scouting missions. Looking for information,” Kanar said.

      “Or looking for someone,” Biggins suggested.

      Kanar frowned.

      The man shrugged. “Well, if they were trying to test your defenses, to see how many people you had, why not send small groups in to scout, get behind your lines, and determine if you posed much of a real threat? That’s a smart way to do it.”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Maybe,” Kanar said. “But they’ve still just been sitting in the bay. Sitting for days. Long enough that we can scout them.”

      And because of that, Kanar couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more at play.

      Why wait on them like this?

      He thought about what he knew of these Alainsith. And it wasn’t much.

      They had taken Jal. They had sent the Bloodless, which were magical creations of horrifying power. They knew that Kanar, the berahn, and others were now guarding the city.

      Why here, then?

      He couldn’t shake the feeling or the belief that there was something about this place that was significant for the Alainsith. The problem was that he had no idea what made it so, and why the Alainsith would want this city in particular.

      “What if it’s not about the city?” he said, mostly to himself.

      “What’s that?” Honaaz asked.

      “Well, we’ve been assuming it’s the city, and maybe it is, or was, but what if it’s not?” He frowned. “This place. They destroyed the temples around here, and their Bloodless had dealt with other issues.” Kanar had his own experience with something that had to be similar to them. “So why stay? Are they after the city because it’s important to them, or is there something here?”

      He didn’t get an answer.

      “Sorry, Reims. We got ships moving,” Honaaz said.

      He wasn’t going to get the answers. Maybe that shouldn’t bother him, but it did.

      Kanar squeezed the hilt of his sword, drawing on some of the power that was there. It allowed him to strain against the darkness. He could see, though he knew that if he could somehow figure out what it meant for him to be the Bearer, he could use the power of the sword much more effectively. And he had been trying, but failing.

      The berahn were tied to it in some way, but Kanar simply did not know how to understand what they were trying to convey to him.

      He needed Jal. Which was all the more reason to go after their friend.

      Not that Kanar actually needed a reason. This was Jal. Shouldn’t they go after him? He was part of the team. His team.

      There was a time when he wouldn’t have bothered. There was a time when he would’ve thought it didn’t matter, because he didn’t have the patience to worry about anyone but himself, as when it came to the witchcraft war and what they were doing to combat it, Kanar had to focus on what he thought was necessary. That was what he had done as the Blackheart.

      He’d changed.

      More than he had realized, perhaps. Not only was he no longer the Blackheart—something that didn’t bother him, and certainly didn’t surprise him, as he had been trying to hide from that part of himself for a while—but he also hadn’t even thought twice about going after Jal. He had simply known it needed to happen.

      This was Jal. This was his friend. Of course he would go after him.

      Maybe there were others like that who the Alainsith valued. Maybe that was the reason they had come. Had there been some Alainsith trapped here?

      What he wouldn’t give for an opportunity simply to talk to them.

      That thought, more than anything else, left him almost laughing at the irony. The Blackheart wanted to negotiate.

      Perhaps negotiate was a strong way to phrase it. Kanar didn’t necessarily care about that, or about any possible negotiation. What he cared about was understanding why so much effort had been spent here.

      Unless this was not the only place.

      He had to get back into the mindset of what it might look like to command in a war, as that was what this was. What if this was little more than a misdirect, a way of trying to draw forces in one place so that the defenses would reveal themselves? If that was the case, then it assumed that they thought Kanar, Honaaz, Lily, Jal, and maybe even Esmerelda were the defenses they cared about.

      And if so, what would they intend to do afterward?

      “Looks like they’re starting to turn toward us. Maybe a dozen ships,” Honaaz said.

      “The plan was to ram them,” Kanar said.

      “Well, that was the plan, but I’m not sure I like it any longer. I don’t know that we have a clean run to find the tall bastard. You see, we can take our five ships and sail them into five ships, but they’d still have seven remaining. That still wouldn’t get to the tall bastard.” He frowned, looking back toward the shore. “Sure wish I would’ve asked Lily for some sort of flying talisman.”

      Kanar smiled. “I’m sure she has something explosive you can use.”

      “I told her that might be too hard. Tends to take something out of me, you know.”

      “Then you might need me.”

      Honaaz frowned. “Of course we need you. You’re the fucking Blackheart.”

      But that wasn’t why they needed him, was it?

      “You need the Bearer,” Kanar said.

      “If we had any idea what that meant, or how to use that power, then sure, but for now we need a better plan. Even if that means turning back.”

      Kanar could tell from the way he said it how Honaaz felt about that.

      It was time that he understand.

      He had to remember the song. That was the key. That was what Jal had been wanting him to find. That was what the berahn had been wanting him to find.

      And he had heard it. He had caught flashes from them that had been incomplete, but when the song had come, he had some understanding of magic. He had to simply stop fighting against it. He had to stop fighting against himself.

      Kanar didn’t know if he could.

      “Looks like they’re starting to circle around us,” Honaaz said, the worry in his voice clear.

      Kanar didn’t have much time.

      Find the song.

      It was what Jal wanted from him. It was what he had asked of him, what he had instructed Kanar to do.

      But what did that look like?

      Not the way Jal’s song would look. Kanar was not Alainsith.

      It was his song, right? He was the Bearer. So what would his song be?

      He thought of his early days before he had joined the Realmsguard, before his sister had disappeared while embarking on a journey of using witchcraft. He thought about what it had been like when he’d first been part of the Realmsguard, seeking to become better so he could prove himself. He thought about when he had joined the Order, wanting nothing more than to hunt and chase witchcraft users. He thought about his time since then.

      All of those memories came together. They were a part of him. They were him.

      They were his song.

      Jal had made it clear that the song carried the past, helped with the present, and guided the future. At the time, Kanar had thought it was a typical Alainsith type of comment, but maybe there was something more to it.

      No. Kanar knew there was something more to it.

      He was guided by what he had been. He had to remember, and he had to embrace all of it.

      Everything that had happened had brought him to this moment. And this moment required the Bearer.

      The sword was his. The song was his.

      As he rocked on board the ship, he began to feel something.

      It wasn’t the ship. It wasn’t the wind. It wasn’t Honaaz’s panicked voice as he commented on the ships getting closer and closer. It wasn’t even the distant cries of the berahn that echoed around him, though that did help.

      It was him. It was in him.

      He squeezed the hilt of the sword. Everything that had happened had brought him to the sword: working with his father, his time in the Realmsguard and the Order, serving King Porman. The sword had allowed him to face witchcraft, to help bring an end to the war. Because of the sword, he had become the Blackheart.

      And he had become the Bearer.

      All of that was who he had been.

      Yet it wasn’t complete.

      It was also about the people he had worked with in Sanaron, the people who had helped him see the truth of the world—the truth of how he had mistakenly viewed the world. Those people had helped guide him as well. Those people were part of the song.

      They were part of the power of the blade.

      He felt it inside him. It radiated around him. The blade seemed to hum, as if it were carrying that song.

      Kanar held it up. The wind whistled, touching the blade, but it didn’t touch the blade.

      “They get to us,” Kanar said, his voice hard and steely. He felt how it was different.

      “Finally embrace your fucking magic, Reims?” Honaaz asked.

      “I hope so,” he said. “For all of our benefit.”

      There was a crack of thunder. Kanar glanced up at the sky and frowned. It was clear. The moon was little more than a sliver, though a bit of starlight sparkled overhead. He saw a few wisps of clouds, but the air hadn’t been the kind that would’ve ignited with a storm. There had been no sign of any storms before.

      More thunder sounded, and Kanar looked up again.

      “It’s Lily,” Honaaz said. He motioned behind them.

      Two of the ships that had been circling them had started to sink. It happened far more quickly than Kanar would’ve expected. What kind of talisman would explode with so much power and force that it would cause the ships to sink like that?

      “What’s she doing?” he asked.

      “She’s been working with Esmerelda, trying to improve her talismans. Seems like she fucking did it.”

      Another crack of thunder reverberated overhead.

      Kanar turned and looked out at the ships, wondering which one she had targeted, but he felt something shift. It seemed almost as if the air crackled, and then a massive surge of water streaked upward. A spray splashed them, and then the water dropped back down.

      Through it all, Kanar could still feel the sword practically singing to him.

      And it was a song he recognized.

      “So much for that,” Honaaz said. “Seems like they’re using the water to protect themselves against whatever Lily is doing to them, so we’re in a bit of shit.”

      A series of thunderclaps rumbled, one after another, for a total of five. The water surged near them, and then again, and then again, but Kanar realized what Lily had done. She must’ve recognized that the Alainsith had used some type of power to try to defend their ships, and she had decided to overwhelm them with a string of attacks.

      “That’s going to take an awful lot out of her,” Honaaz said. “Told her not to do it, but she cares about the tall bastard. Cares for him.”

      Kanar understood. It was Jal. And Lily couldn’t be the only one fighting. She couldn’t be the only one using power.

      He felt the song once more. He wasn’t sure how to use it, only that Jal had told him that once he found it, he would know what to do. And he could hear it. There was a whistling in the air, a creaking around him, the sound of his heart hammering in his chest. There was Honaaz’s grunt. There was the wind, the waves, the ship itself. Kanar rocked in place, resting the sword tip down on the deck, and felt the song all around him.

      There was power in it.

      Another clap of thunder exploded, and this time there was no surge of water to protect them.

      Lightning hit the ship.

      There was another crack in the air. This one sounded weaker, as if Lily was growing tired.

      “She’s not going to have much left in her,” Honaaz said.

      It was Kanar’s turn.

      Everything rattled around him. There was energy. He felt something.

      Find the song. That was what Jal had told him. And what he was battling was not his song, but the song of these other Alainsith.

      He raised the blade. Honaaz glanced over at him, but he ignored it. He realized how ridiculous he must look.

      Yet even as he strained, he felt the pressure all around him and the way the energy continued to swell and build and rise. That was what he needed to understand, and it was what he needed to unleash to overpower what was happening. Increasingly, Kanar recognized how that power held them in place, and he also felt that as part of the song.

      He pushed.

      It seemed as if some aspect of his sword changed, and having felt the power of the blade as often as he had, Kanar recognized something flowing through it. It was power, and more importantly, he suspected, it was some nature of the song. As that power radiated out from his blade, there was another thunderclap of energy. This time it came from him, not from Lily.

      Honaaz shot him a quick look, but Kanar didn’t stop.

      He squeezed the blade. He felt the song. He felt the way that filled him, swelling inside of him. He felt what he needed to do.

      Another thunderclap exploded.

      It was different than what he had done when he had battled with the berahn. That had been partly their song and partly his. This was all him. He was certain of it. He could track what he had done, and he knew how to repeat it. It was him. The soldier. The Realmsguard. The Blackheart. Kanar fucking Reims.

      And that power burst out from the sword once again.

      “Look at that,” Biggins said.

      Kanar turned. Biggins was pointing toward the ships that surrounded them, but that wasn’t where Kanar directed his attention.

      Instead, it was on one of the ships near the center of the group. Even from here, Kanar could tell that the ship was larger than most of the others, and he realized that had to be the one where the woman had Jal.

      It was turning. It was leaving.

      Even if they managed to get through this blockade, the Alainsith were taking Jal away.
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      Jal was forced to stand on the deck of the ship. He didn’t want to be here, but he wasn’t given much of a choice. As he looked out, he heard and felt the energy of the song. He suspected that was the intent. Jal could do nothing with that song, and he could do nothing to counter it, which left him forced to feel it, even if he wanted to go against it.

      Ever since he’d been shoved onto the ship, he had been aware of the song, though it was different than the one he had sung as a child. He remembered the song he had heard with his grandfather, the song that had helped him understand the berahn in ways that few of their people ever did. It was that song that Jal had come to know, and the one he had come to appreciate. And it was what he still tried to work into the rest of the songs, but he knew it wasn’t going to be enough. How could it be when he could feel everything else pushing against him, trying to counter anything he did?

      If there was one thing he had learned from his time on board the ship, it was that the power these people had was so much different than what his people did. The song was vastly different than any song he had heard in his home, or his lands.

      The woman, Adrianna, had coerced him to join her on the deck. He had been sitting comfortably at the edge of his bed in his tiny cabin, trying to resist the song. It was more difficult than he had expected. There were textures within the song that he thought he might be able to find, but those textures were difficult for Jal to separate. There was a familiarity to it, and there was a depth and challenge to the song that was so different than what he had learned when he was growing up. His people had thought they had known the song, but they had only known a few notes.

      Adrianna had proven herself to be cruel. She wanted nothing more than to torment him, to expose the failings of him and his people. He understood, though. His captivity had shown him.

      But the berahn were free.

      That thought stayed with him. It gave him hope. He had been successful, despite what they claimed.

      He hadn’t realized until he heard the song that these Alainsith—his cousins—had kept the berahn captive, though not all of them. Jal had grown up knowing some berahn, but not nearly in the numbers he had started to see.

      And Adrianna had anticipated that the berahn would have led the attack.

      Jal had stopped that part of it. If only he could have done more.

      But I have.

      He had found a Bearer.

      “Tell me what you see,” Adrianna said, pulling him from his thoughts.

      “Why? So you can torment me some more? I don’t know what you’re after. And even if I did, I’m not sure I can be the one to help you. I’m here, after all.”

      She regarded Jal for a long moment, and she rocked from step to step, her feet shifting and sliding as she did. It was her way of carrying the song in her movements, and it was powerful. He didn’t even have the necessary grace to try to follow the same flow and steps she used. He could hear the song, but re-creating it was something altogether different. And he understood why she was one to lead their people. If she had that level of control over even her footsteps, making her song so subtle, why should she not lead them?

      Jal pushed those thoughts away, forcing them out of his mind. They were another aspect of the song. He had come to learn that as well.

      He stepped toward the railing, wishing he had his bow. He didn’t even know what had happened to it. His grandfather had gifted it to him so long ago that he felt as if it were a part of him. But now maybe he didn’t need it.

      Resist. Do what your grandfather would have done.

      He leaned on the railing and noticed movement in the distance.

      That was what he had seen. It was what had drawn him up here.

      Her attack was failing.

      Some of that was Kanar. Jal wasn’t surprised. He was the Blackheart, after all. Some of it was Honaaz. Maybe a descendant of the Alainsith, and gifted with his own resistance. And maybe it was Lily, her talismans connected to his kind of power in a way that he still wasn’t sure he fully understood.

      He listened to the song. There was tension within it, and some part of it faded but did not resume.

      Adrianna snarled, the song changing as she became the angriest he had ever seen her be.

      And Jal smiled.

      Five ships sailed along the shoreline. And another ten or eleven were giving chase.

      “What do you think will happen to them?” she asked without looking toward him. Even her words were punctuated by thumps and snaps, the creaking of the boat, the occasional splash of water, and the swirling of the wind. All of that worked together. All of that built with a sense of vibrancy and energy that carried through what she said and what she did.

      “You won’t harm them,” Jal said.

      “I will destroy them.”

      Though she didn’t say it with any real menace in her words, she didn’t need to. Jal felt it nonetheless. It came in the way the song mixed and blended, bringing it toward him. It came in the way he felt the tension suddenly rise from her. And it came in the way everything else started to turn.

      The chasing ships began to pick up speed.

      Jal had been trying to understand how those ships used their power. All Alainsith were connected to the world—he had known that from the very beginning. But the power he had seen from them, and the way he had seen them using that power, suggested a different connection than what he had ever possessed or seen. And even now, Jal wasn’t entirely sure what it was that they did, only that the way they created that music added together, augmenting it in a way that continued to rise so it blended with those who were on board the ships.

      They surged forward, moving fast. Impossibly so.

      Jal didn’t need any special enhancements for him to see through the darkness of night. He was Alainsith. But more than that, the song seemed to want him to see, and so he could. It was almost as if the others around him were giving him—or, perhaps more accurately, giving Adrianna—the ability to see what was happening out there.

      As Jal watched, he saw Kanar, Honaaz, and a man unfamiliar to him.

      And he saw the other ships.

      The men on board those ships were not ones he recognized. Something about them seemed off, though from a distance, Jal couldn’t make out what it was.

      “Still think they’ll outrun us?” Adrianna asked.

      The ships suddenly made a sharp turn. At least, Honaaz’s ships did. They were definitely Honaaz’s and not Kanar’s. Honaaz was the captain, and Kanar was merely the crew member at this point. Jal wondered how Kanar felt about that, though he would not have the opportunity to ask him unless he managed to escape.

      The ships chasing them did not turn quite as quickly. They had picked up too much speed, but it wasn’t just that. It was as he realized what Honaaz was doing that Jal began to add a bit more urgency to the song. He had done it subtly, but it was picked up by the others around him, and then carried forward. The first two ships weren’t able to turn in time.

      “It will make no difference. It’s only a matter of time,” Adrianna said.

      The Alainsith ships veered after Honaaz and his ships.

      Jal wanted to have faith, but he wasn’t sure he could. His friends were trapped.

      Then he caught sight of something. Or rather, he heard it—a roar that split through the song, shattering it for just a moment.

      Berahn.

      And like flashes of deathly shadows, they were on board the ship, and the song changed into one of panic and mayhem.

      “It seems they escaped.”

      Adrianna shifted her feet in a faint shuffle, little more than that, but as she did, the power coursed out of her, into Jal.

      He trembled under the weight of it and staggered back. Jal could not fight it. He stood motionless, everything within him going cold, compelled by the power of her song to listen, and to stand still. The only thing he could do was listen.

      He watched as Honaaz and his ships moved closer. He watched as a dozen or more Alainsith ships broke off. He watched and listened as the song built, and he felt how that song would contain them.

      When the air suddenly thundered, some mysterious power strengthening, Jal recognized Lily’s influence. Even as he felt the first few blasts, he knew that it wasn’t going to be enough. Lily was powerful, but she didn’t have enough control over her talismans to overpower what Adrianna did.

      Adrianna looked over to him with a satisfied smile on her face.

      The song shifted again. As it did, it seemed as if aspects were added to it. That came from some outside influence.

      At first, he thought that maybe Honaaz had done something. Jal had come to recognize that Honaaz and his people had a way of naturally interrupting the song, as though their massive size somehow disrupted it, or absorbed it. But that wasn’t it. It wasn’t Honaaz. This was far too significant to be him.

      Instead he felt something familiar.

      It was a song that carried memories of Jal’s homeland, and thoughts of the berahn. It was a song that brought him a reminder of Kanar Reims.

      The Bearer.

      And in that moment, Jal felt a surge of hope.

      Why had he doubted his friends? They were going to escape. They had done so countless times when he had been stranded on board the ship, and this would be one more.

      But in the moment that he had thought the Bearer might be enough, that they might break through the elements of the song, and that Kanar might escape, Adrianna shifted once again. The song’s pacing, intensity, and chorus all changed.

      Jal had started to make sense of the different layers of the song, but he had not heard anything as complicated as what he did now. The way she added to the song, and the intensity within it, continued to build, rising with a vibrancy Jal could scarcely comprehend. He felt it throughout his entire being.

      It shook him.

      More than that, it seemed to shake some part of him into alertness. She had been trying to hold him, to trap him, using his desire for understanding against him.

      “It’s only a matter of time,” Adrianna said. Her voice was soft, but it was carried on the angry intensity of the song as it lifted toward Jal. “I will have that blade, and the rest of this will be over soon.”

      “I didn’t realize you were after the blade,” Jal managed to say. It was a challenge, as if he were trying to run against the current, or sing against a chorus, but he was able to do so.

      “The blade is but one of seven. I will have all of them.”

      “Why?”

      She held his gaze for a long moment. “Because you refuse to use them.” She gripped the railing.

      As Jal watched what was happening to his friends, he felt it as much as he saw it. One of the ships circled Honaaz’s, and though the Bearer was there, Jal recognized that there wasn’t much that could be done. He felt another couple of blasts coming from Lily, but even those were getting weaker.

      Adrianna had known about Lily’s talismans and her potential, and she had taken her time, choosing to delay so that she could draw out all of Lily’s strength and then focus on one attack after the other.

      She was smart.

      Adrianna had also recognized Kanar as a danger. She had planned for it and had ways of countering.

      The song forced Jal to his feet. He was compelled, as he often was when it came to Adrianna, and he made his way over to the railing next to her.

      She motioned off into the distance. “You will observe.”

      “No,” Jal said.

      She smiled tightly. “There is no choice here.”

      The song started to carry, and the other ship circled closer and closer to Honaaz’s.

      Though Jal could feel what Kanar was trying to do, and though he recognized that he attempted to strain against the song, he also recognized that Kanar could not overpower it. He was the Bearer, but he did not know enough. How could he? Kanar was not Alainsith, and had not been the Bearer long enough to know all that he would need to in order to break free of the influence of what Adrianna tried to do.

      Jal had to find a way to disrupt the song and free his friends.

      Maybe then Kanar and Honaaz could break through.

      He knew what Adrianna was after. It was the blades.

      Jal couldn’t move. But there was something his grandfather had said to him what seemed an eternity ago, at a time when Jal had not known that he would need anything like this.

      “Each voice matters within the song,” his grandfather had said. “Each voice adds its own unique element. And if you can find your own voice, sometimes you can sing above the choir.”

      Find his own voice.

      What was Jal’s voice?

      When he had left his homeland, Jal had thought that it was tied to trying to understand, to find the song, and to see what he might be able to do with it. He had brought his grandfather’s bow and become an archer, because that was what his grandfather had wanted for him. But that wasn’t his voice, was it? That was his grandfather’s. When he had been with Kanar, he had found himself wanting to protect his friends, and he had used his bow for that. His grandfather’s voice. Then he had left, returning to his people, thinking he could convince them to help, but he had not.

      Then he had left again, hoping to find answers, find the song, and help Kanar find his own, but that had been a mistake. Jal had not found his song.

      But what was it?

      The answer had to be there within him. It was part of him, much like his grandfather had said. What was the song, though? That was the question that had lingered for Jal. The song was part of their people, and it was something that carried with it the past, all the way to the present and into the future.

      And the lessons his grandfather had taught him were all part of that. He remembered how his grandfather had showed him how to sit in the silence and listen to the sounds around him. How he had introduced him to the berahn, wanting him to know them and wanting them to know him. How he had taught him patience while aiming the arrow. And though that might be part of his grandfather’s song, it was one that was carried forward into Jal’s. If Jal would be lucky enough to have children, it would be part of the song that he would carry forward.

      He was all of those things. And it was because of his grandfather that Jal wanted to protect those he cared about. His family. It wasn’t only the Alainsith, though they were family. It was Reims. Honaaz. Lily. They were all his family.

      And Adrianna wanted to harm them.

      But Jal could sing, couldn’t he? If he could find his voice, he might be able to sing above what they were doing.

      What was the theme of his song?

      There was one thing above all that brought Jal peace, comfort. It was in the simple silence of sitting, practicing drawing his bowstring and releasing it, feeling the way the feathers caught the air, hearing the whistle of the arrow and the soft thud as it struck its target.

      That was Jal’s voice. At least, it could be.

      He focused on it. And he sang the song of the arrows firing.

      At first, he started slowly. Yet as he did, that built. Some aspect of it shifted, and he felt tension against him, but he fired his arrow song into Adrianna’s again and again, his song growing stronger. Whatever she had done to try to hold him in place faded.

      Jal got to his feet.

      Adrianna watched him, and he fired again with his song. She jerked back as if he had actually struck her.

      But he didn’t stop.

      She turned, and her song shifted. Now there was concern in it.

      Jal fired again. And again.

      Her song continued to change. He had to change with it.

      The intensity of each arrow that he fired into the song began to strengthen, and he released one after another, feeling the way the string snapped, the arrow whistled, how it struck. And he sang.

      In the distance, Jal felt something else.

      He saw Kanar standing on board the ship with others circling him, but Honaaz guided them toward the ship Jal was on.

      They were coming for him.

      His friends.

      His family.

      It was a rescue.

      Jal added his song. He sang it louder, more forcefully, and something exploded. One of the other ships, he suspected.

      As he sang, the air crackled with power, with energy, and he fired those arrows.

      The ship he was on shuddered. Jal staggered toward the railing.

      Adrianna locked eyes with him, then brought her hand down in a sharp crack.

      Jal was thrown over the railing and hit the water with a splash. Once he got his head back above the water, he kept singing his archery song while treading water. Waves rippled around him, and Jal struggled to stay afloat, but he watched the ships. Adrianna’s turned, and the others were moving away. He had done something unexpected.

      He smiled at that. But he knew better than to stay satisfied. He knew better than to trust that Adrianna would rest.

      They wanted the blades. Not only Kanar’s, but probably Morgan’s.

      Seven blades.

      Each with power. Each with its own Bearer.

      Could he and the others find the Bearers in time to stop Adrianna and what they intended? Jal didn’t know.

      But he could sing.

      And he had found a song—his song. That had to matter.

      When the ship approached, Jal turned to it, thinking he might have to change his song, but Honaaz was standing at the bow, looking down at him.

      “What happened?”

      “Pull me up.”

      Even as they dropped a rope into the water, and Jal scrambled aboard, he continued to sing his song.

      Adrianna and her ships were retreating. There were still far too many ships for them to pursue. But there was something different.

      There was concern mixed within their song, and though Adrianna tried to urge her people along, Jal had sent them away.

      But not only him.

      Kanar stood with his sword pressed up. And he swayed.

      “You found your song,” Jal said, locking eyes with him.

      “I did.”

      Jal grinned. “So did I.”
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      When the scream split the forest, Meyer tensed.

      The hegen were working near the edge of the fog, placing pieces of art down on the ground, situating them in a way that was designed to create a ring around the buried Alainsith structure. This was the fifth one they had encountered, all of them guided by Adira and what she could detect of the fog. Meyer wondered how she was connected to it, and why she could feel something that even the hegen didn’t seem capable of finding, but she didn’t know, either.

      Kezia crouched near one of the hegen. Her hair was pulled back into a braid, and it draped over one shoulder, almost as if it were trying to get in the way of what she was doing. The man lying on the ground was cradling his arm to his chest, and Kezia leaned over him.

      “What happened?” Meyer asked.

      Kezia didn’t look back.

      “He got too close,” Oscar said.

      He had taken to traveling with them every day, which had surprised Meyer, as he would’ve expected that Oscar would want to remain in the city, perhaps taking advantage of the fact that Meyer was not there. And for his part, Meyer started to question if it was a mistake that he’d been spending as much time out of the city as he had, feeling as though he was abandoning his responsibilities, no differently than he would’ve once told Finn he was doing.

      “Too close to what?” Meyer asked.

      “Near as I can tell, the fog.” Oscar leaned forward, wrinkling his brow. “It’s strange. I haven’t really been able to figure out much about it, only that the fog seems to be something unpleasant. They’ve been quite particular about avoiding it. I always wondered why, but now…”

      “What did it do to him?”

      “Look at his arm. It’s smoking.”

      Meyer leaned past Kezia, who was applying ointment to it. The smoking seemed to have eased, but as Oscar had said, it was as if the fog—or whatever it was, as fog certainly wouldn’t cause a scalding wound—had burned away the man’s flesh.

      Kezia murmured something to the man, then waved to several of the hegen near her. They dragged the man off to a different area of the forest where other hegen had gathered.

      She sat for a moment, and then she worked to get a piece of art situated on the ground. The layers of fog billowed toward the pieces of art that the hegen had placed around the remains of the structure. This one was very different than some of the others, practically buried by the earth. As Oscar had suggested, the massive, towering trees that ringed the structure were the same at each location, almost as if the forest had recognized some danger here and sought to grow around it.

      Kezia wiped her brow and looked at the hegen seated near the base of the tree far away from the circle of fog. “We’re getting tired, Master Meyer.”

      He smiled tightly. “You can call me Henry.”

      “We’re getting tired, Master Meyer,” she said again. “They’re more active than they had been before. I don’t know why that would be, only that it appears to be the case. Each of these seems to be sending more of this fog flowing outward.” She turned to it. “And increasingly, I wonder if it even is fog.”

      “What else could it be?” Oscar asked, flipping a knife in his hands, casually looking around the forest. “Because it sure looks like fog.”

      “I don’t know.” Kezia wiped her brow again. “I can’t tell what it is. It’s dangerous, regardless.” She motioned to one of the hegen. His arm had also been bandaged, yet Meyer hadn’t seen what had happened to the young man.

      “We need to suppress this as much as we can,” he said.

      “I know.” There was more irritation in Kezia’s words than she had expressed in the time they had been exploring together.

      “Let them rest,” Oscar said. He flicked his gaze to Meyer. “A little time isn’t going to make a difference. We don’t know how much urgency we have, anyway, only that some part of this is changing. We don’t need to burn out the only people who have a way of countering it.”

      “They might not be the only ones who can counter it,” Meyer said.

      He walked over to where Adira had remained in the trees. She hadn’t come out, and had not been helpful when they were dealing with the fog. It seemed more like she tried to avoid it, as if she feared it. And maybe she did. Maybe Adira understood that there was something dangerous within it, and that it might cause a problem for her if she were to try to control it.

      She looked up as he approached. “What happened to him?”

      “The fog attacked. Can you counter it with your control over the other Alainsith structures?”

      Adira spread her hands on either side of her, and she shrugged. “If I had some way of detecting something more, perhaps I could, but unfortunately, I can’t draw enough here. I’ve been trying, but each attempt I make is met with some resistance. It’s almost as if these clusters”—she glanced over to where the fog billowed toward them, before it stopped—“are designed in such a way that they interrupt the flow of that other power.”

      “There has to be something you can do.”

      “There’s probably something that can be done, but not by me,” she said. “It would need one of the Alainsith to control it, somebody who knows that power far more intimately than I do.”

      “Then we have to hope that they get that help.”

      “They. You mean Esmerelda.” Oscar frowned. “We’ve got Finn and Esmerelda split up, both heading into dangerous situations, and you’re relying on Alainsith now?”

      “It’s actually not Esmerelda,” Meyer said. “It’s the others with them. They knew one of the Alainsith.”

      Oscar snorted and shook his head. “Nobody knows the Alainsith. Even they don’t,” he said, motioning to the hegen. “They might’ve interacted with them more than most people have—other than the king, that is—but they don’t know the Alainsith.”

      “That’s not the way I hear it.”

      “That’s not our only concern,” Adira said. “I’ve been feeling something unusual for a little while now. I’ve been looking, and had some of my people looking, to see if it’s tied to these structures, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. There’s something up ahead. A pressure seems to be coming, building, as if to overwhelm us. I can’t say what it is, only that there’s something to it. It’s pulling on me, which suggests that it’s tied to this.” She waved her hand in a pattern that caused a little bit of fog to form, a swirl that was faint but not altogether significant. “But I cannot tell.”

      “If you feel more, make sure we know,” Meyer said.

      She laughed. “If you think I’m going to try to face this on my own, then you’ve not been paying attention, Executioner.”

      “That’s not it.” He looked over to where Kezia was still attending to the fallen hegen. “It’s more about what we have seen and felt, and whether we need to be ready for some other protections.”

      Adira tugged at the woven necklace she wore. Kezia had made one for each of them. It was designed to protect them, but obviously it wasn’t enough.

      Adira nodded, and they stood quietly while the hegen went back to work, finishing their protections around the structure. By the time they were done, the day had turned to evening.

      “We should head back,” Meyer said, walking over to Kezia. They had been sleeping in Verendal each day, sometimes getting back later than he preferred, but waking up early and heading out. No one wanted to stay in the forest, as none of them understood whether there was any danger to them doing so.

      “There’s something up ahead,” Adira said. “I’m feeling a strangeness here. It’s almost as if it’s starting to pull on this pressure that surrounds us.” She looked over to Kezia. “Can you detect anything?”

      “That isn’t how my gift works.”

      “Then we need to see what it is. I can go.”

      “You aren’t going alone,” Meyer said.

      Adira shook her head. “I don’t think we need to bring all her people with us for this. If there’s a threat, we don’t want to involve anyone that could get hurt.”

      “I will come,” Kezia said. “I have enough protections for those we might encounter. Unfortunately, I do not know if it will hold indefinitely. If we find anything that seems too dangerous, I hope you’re willing to turn back.”

      Meyer nodded. “I’m willing.”

      Kezia made her way over to her people and said something to them quietly. They gathered their belongings and then left. Kezia carried a handful of various pieces of art with her, keeping them clutched against her pale blue dress. The items were of different designs, some of them shaped like animals carved out of wood, and others woven out of flowers or grasses. One was even a long length of flexible branch. She handed several to Adira, then Oscar, and finally Meyer. When she was done, she glanced back at the structure they had secured.

      “I can feel it pressing against it,” she said, her voice soft. “I don’t know how much longer that will hold.”

      “We need the Alainsith,” Adira said.

      Kezia nodded. “I’m afraid that we might.”

      Adira led them, and they hadn’t gone far when Meyer started to notice a drumming sound around him. The rumble started slowly, and he glanced up, looking for evidence of a storm. The treetops were dense enough that it made it difficult for him to see the sky, but he didn’t think they had a storm chasing them. Still, he couldn’t shake that he felt something trembling.

      “Is this sound the source of what you were feeling?” he asked Adira.

      “Not this,” she said, a frown furrowing her brow. “I don’t know what this is.”

      It felt different than what they had encountered so far. Since spending time in the forest, they had encountered fog and Alainsith structures, but had found no other creatures, and no other signs of life. It was as Kezia had warned them. He wondered what this was now, and why it should be present. Not only that—he wondered what, if anything, they could do to counter what they detected.

      Kezia stepped forward and crouched down, placing a piece of twisted grass that looked almost snakelike on the ground. She ran her fingers across it, murmuring softly, and then she pulled out her stack of cards. It hadn’t grown over the last few days. She had likely been so busy using the art to create defenses around the Alainsith structures that she hadn’t had time to use it in any other way. Perhaps that was the key with her art.

      She flipped through the cards, looking at one after another, before she finally froze.

      “What is it? What do you see?” Meyer asked.

      Kezia got to her feet, and she handed him the card.

      The gold ink shimmering on the surface had barely stopped moving. That was one of the strange things about these hegen cards. They changed, the design shifting depending on what the hegen wanted to show. Often, the markings on the cards were unclear, such as when she had shown him the card with the tree. She hadn’t seemed to know what that meant, or what to be concerned about.

      In this case, the symbol was clear. It looked to be a sword, but not just any one—a long-bladed, blunt-tipped sword.

      Justice.

      “What happened?” Meyer whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      The booming persisted, and he realized that it wasn’t thunder at all. It was the sound of horses moving.

      He looked over to Oscar. “Is there a road nearby?”

      Oscar frowned. “There was, long ago, but it’s to the north. No one uses it anymore, not since the king established trade through his road.”

      “Can you show us?”

      “Why?”

      “Her card. The hoofbeats.”

      Oscar slinked into the trees, leading them onward. Adira shot him a look, but Meyer ignored it as they headed deeper into the forest. They reached the road, which was narrow and almost completely overgrown with trees, much like Oscar had said, but it was definitely a road that ran through the forest.

      And that wasn’t all.

      In the distance, Meyer caught sight of gleaming metal.

      Soldiers.

      He motioned to the others, and they stepped off to the side of the road to wait.

      “Attackers?” Oscar asked.

      “Look at the markings on the helm,” Meyer said. “And look at her card.”

      “It’s a sword. Is this somebody important?”

      “Most definitely. I think Finn has returned.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the final book in Blade and Bone: The Lie of Kings.
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      War has come to Verendal. A king must lead.

      Kanar and Esmerelda need to reach Verendal, but with the spread of fighting, they may already be too late. Only Jal and his family of Alainsith stand in the way, and they will not intervene and risk the ire of their family.

      As Finn finds his way back to the city, he finds it much like himself—changed. What he’s learned on his journey may be the key to saving his beloved city, and all those he cares about.

      Honaaz and Lily take their fleet back to Sanaron. Where the war began, it must also end.

      Old powers have not faded, but for there to be a future, the past must fall.

      The final book in Blade and Bone!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Blade Bearers. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series by D.K. Holmberg

          

        

      

    

    
      The Executioner’s Song Series

      The Executioner’s Song

      Blade and Bone

      

      The Chain Breaker Series

      The Chain Breaker

      The Dark Sorcerer

      First of the Blade

      The Dragon Rogues

      

      The Storyweaver Saga

      The Storyweaver Saga

      

      The Dragonwalkers Series

      The Dragonwalker

      The Dragon Misfits

      

      Elemental Warrior Series:

      Elemental Academy

      The Elemental Warrior

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      The Endless War

      

      The Dark Ability Series

      The Shadow Accords

      The Collector Chronicles

      The Dark Ability

      The Sighted Assassin

      The Elder Stones Saga

      

      The Lost Prophecy Series

      The Teralin Sword

      The Lost Prophecy

      

      The Volatar Saga Series

      The Volatar Saga

      

      The Book of Maladies Series

      The Book of Maladies

      

      The Lost Garden Series

      The Lost Garden

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
D.K. HOLMBERG |

I .-
‘BLADE AND BONG™

BOOK SEVEN






images/00003.jpeg





