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HENRY MEYER

        

      

    

    
      The knock at the door came too damn early for Henry Meyer.

      He sat up, resting on the edge of his bed, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. He glanced to the window, noting the darkness still outside. A little bit of light from the street managed to stream in through the window, but the darkness looked as if it attempted to swallow even that. His knees ached, though they did most days. There was only so much healing that a man of his age could receive, not that he intended to push it. Some things just came with getting older.

      When a knock rang out again, he slipped on his overcoat, grabbed his cane, and headed toward the door. “Just hold on a minute,” he grumbled.

      The knocking fell quiet.

      He looked toward the kitchen and sniffed. There was still the smell of pastries. Lena had brought them the night before, though she hadn’t really needed to. Always checking in on him, that one was. As if he couldn’t take care of himself. He smiled at the thought of her pastries, though. He wouldn’t turn those down when given the option.

      By the time he reached the door, the knocking had started again. He pulled the door open. A tall, lean Archer stood on the other side, helmet in hand and short sword strapped to his waist. He blinked when he saw Meyer.

      “I’m sorry to wake you, Master Meyer. I was told to come get you.” The man looked past Meyer, then settled his gaze on him again. “If you’d like me to get your apprentice—”

      “I don’t have an apprentice. We both know I’m retired.”

      The Archer bobbed his head. Likely he knew all too well that Meyer was filling in for Finn while he was away from Verendal—not that it made it any easier for either of them. Meyer had to look the part of the executioner, even though it had been ten years since it had felt the part for him.

      “There’s something you need to see.”

      “Which prison?”

      Back in the days when he had served the city more directly, calls like this weren’t uncommon. He was accustomed to getting woken up in the middle of the night for a dangerous prisoner—or had been accustomed to it. Usually it was because he needed to do the questioning. As his apprentice had grown in skill, Meyer had simply sent him to do the questioning. Most of the time, he was summoned to Declan Prison, though occasionally he had been brought to the palace for particularly sensitive prisoners.

      “No prison. This is outside the city. My captain thought you’d want to take a look yourself.”

      Meyer groaned. “How many bells is it?”

      “Sir?”

      “Don’t ‘sir’ me. Just tell me how many bells it is right now.”

      “Just past three, Master Meyer.”

      Three bells. And he had gotten to bed late, the way it was. He’d been outside Verendal for far too long the previous night, dealing with a bit of trouble with the Sanaron refugees. These days, it felt like everything was trouble. But if this had to do with the refugees, he would expect that the Archer would’ve said something. They knew his feelings on that. At least, he was certain that they did.

      “If this has to do with something happening in the refugee camp, I’m going to—”

      “Not the camp. I’m to escort you there.”

      The choice of words caused Meyer to arch a brow. “You’re to escort me? You don’t think I can manage?”

      “It’s not that, Master Meyer. I was just asked to—”

      Meyer slammed his cane down on the ground, leading to a loud thump against the floorboards. “I know damn well what you were just doing. I imagine your captain told you to guide me, like I’m some sort of horse.”

      The Archer paled, and Meyer frowned. He didn’t need to be tormenting this poor man. It wasn’t his fault that Finn had put the fear of the gods into the Archer captain. And he wasn’t the first one who had treated him like this. It was almost as if Finn had done it as a prank. Knowing him, Meyer figured that was exactly what it was.

      “Give me a minute to get my boots on, and I’ll be there with you.”

      The Archer nodded, and a look of relief actually flashed across his face as Meyer closed the door behind him. He leaned on his cane, taking a few deep breaths. When he had agreed to come out of retirement to help the city while Finn was gone, he hadn’t expected so much activity. If there was one thing that Finn had done well, it was coordinating everything, including sentencing, to such a degree that he had a much easier job than what Meyer once had when he had been serving at Finn’s level. Then again, Meyer had seen just how much work Finn had put into it, and he understood that it had taken countless hours for Finn to arrange things to his liking.

      But ever since Finn and the Sanaron woman had left Verendal, it had been one thing after another. For the most part, Meyer had managed to keep the unhappiness with the presence of the Sanaron refugees to little more than a quiet grumbling, though occasionally there were outbursts. Those were dealt with swiftly, and because Finn had left strict instructions with the Archers for his return, Meyer had barely needed to intervene. But other things had become more prevalent.

      When he had served in the past, there had been the ongoing threat of witchcraft. If he was honest—and if there was one thing that Henry Meyer was, it was honest with himself—he couldn’t help but feel relieved that he hadn’t needed to deal with such things. It didn’t suit him. His was a more practical mind, and what he had seen, regardless of how little he had directly experienced it, was not the kind of thing he ever wanted to deal with directly. That was something for someone like Finn.

      After getting his boots on, he made sure to straighten his coat, buttoning it fully, and even strapped on a long-bladed knife. If he was leaving the city, Meyer didn’t want to go without any sort of protection. He held on to his cane, though when he was in front of others, he made a point of trying not to use it. It took considerable effort, and it tired him out, but he didn’t want to look weak. That was especially important in the prisons, though Meyer didn’t know if he was heading someplace where appearances would even matter.

      When he finally pulled the door open again, the Archer looked up quickly, then frowned at him. “If you need longer…”

      “Why would I need any longer?” Meyer snapped.

      “I wasn’t trying to imply anything. I just—”

      “Just take me where we need to go.”

      The man nodded, and he glanced around him for a moment, before motioning for Meyer to follow him through the small garden surrounding his home. Meyer made sure to secure the front door, and then the gate. Once out on the street, he was not at all surprised to find that they were the only ones around.

      “What’s your name, Archer?”

      “Devin Rangel, Master Executioner.”

      “How long have you been an Archer?”

      Devin glanced over to him, and Meyer couldn’t tell if it was worry in his eyes, or maybe it was irritation that he was being questioned by the master executioner—the retired master executioner, he corrected himself.

      “Three years, Master Meyer.”

      “Three years, and still on the night watch?”

      “These days…” Devin cut off and looked over to Meyer again, as if trying to decide how much to share. When Meyer didn’t react, Devin shrugged, seemingly to himself, before pressing onward. “Well, you know with refugees, we’ve had a harder time keeping order. The Hunter expects a certain decorum.”

      Meyer arched a brow at the way he said it. “You almost sound as if you’re upset by that.”

      “Of course not,” he said too quickly. “I didn’t mean to imply that I disagree with what the Hunter has asked of us. But we also recognize that we need to patrol more carefully with them outside the city.”

      “They needed a place that’s safe.”

      “Oh, I know that’s what they tell us, but quite a few people think they’ll just end up taking our jobs and our women and…” He stiffened, as if realizing who he was talking to, and what he was going to say.

      “Go on,” Meyer said. “Tell me what they think.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it, Master Meyer.”

      “I should hope not. Those people fled an assault on their homeland. From what I understand, it was a dangerous magical attack, much like we have seen throughout Reyand. Unless you’ve forgotten.” He let the words linger, though it didn’t matter. Everybody in Verendal had experience with witchcraft. Even if they had not seen it up close, they had certainly heard the stories.

      That was a challenge of being isolated the way they were on the edge of the kingdom. Verendal had encountered witchcraft early in the witchcraft war, but given what Finn had done, they hadn’t seen it again for a long time. Stories reached Verendal, but it was difficult for people to know the truth of those stories. Many thought they were simply meant to scare, which they did—and worse, they put more pressure on the hegen who lived on the edge of the city.

      “Of course,” Devin said as they reached the Teller Gate. It was open, as it often was, though during the witchcraft war, the gate had been closed for a period of time. That had been unusual. More than that, it had been somewhat unsettling to see the gate closed. “Again, my apologies.”

      Meyer decided not to press. Instead, he kept the cane hooked over his arm as he followed Devin. He made a point of keeping pace with him, but the pain in his knees made it difficult. The air was still as he guided him through the Teller Gate, though there was a hint of foulness to it. That happened from time to time. Certain stenches drifted out of the forest, along the river, especially when they had drier seasons. But this was not that smell.

      This was the stench of rot. Of decay.

      It immediately set him on edge. He didn’t know with any certainty, but he started to suspect that this was some sort of witchcraft.

      Damn you, Finn. Not only are you gone, but so is Esmerelda.

      He thought he could handle some of this on his own, but he worried that if there was too much witchcraft involved, he wasn’t going to be able to handle it. You couldn’t question witchcraft. Meyer still didn’t know how Finn had managed to come up with some of the answers about witchcraft that he, the Hunter, had. Finn’s nickname still made Meyer laugh. It was one that had been given to Finn while he’d been serving as Meyer’s apprentice, but it was also one that had stuck in a way that so few nicknames ever did.

      Most executioners ended up with a nickname. People liked to refer to executioners as something other than hangmen, and the nicknames added an element of fear to the position. For the most part, Meyer didn’t have a problem with that. Then again, he was one of the few who had never earned a nickname. Not like the two apprentices that had served him.

      Though the Lion hadn’t been in the city all that long, it was long enough to earn him a reputation of being fierce, violent. That was entirely deserved, regardless of how much Meyer had attempted to quell those tendencies in him. Then there had been the Hunter. That was better than the nickname Finn had been given when he was on the streets stealing, but Meyer often wondered how much of his nickname had been encouraged by others beyond Meyer’s control. Including the king.

      In the distance, the pale light of several campfires in the ever-changing Sanaron section still burned. The refugees kept them lit out of fear of what might come in the darkness, he knew. It bothered him that the people within this section of the city—and it had become its own formalized section, much like the hegen section not far from it—had to keep campfires burning for their safety, but that was the unfortunate reality of it. He could smell the smoke, but there was nothing off-putting about it. Certainly nothing to suggest that the foulness he detected was coming from the refugees.

      He glanced off toward the hegen section, where there was music and brightly burning lights all throughout, regardless of time of day. Unlike the sense of anxiety radiating from the Sanaron area, the hegen section was always filled with happiness—even throughout the witchcraft war, when the hegen should have been targeted. In other parts of the country, they had been under attack, but having somebody like Finn as master executioner had positioned the hegen far better in Verendal than they had been elsewhere.

      Meyer looked at Devin. “What can you tell me about why I’ve been called out here?”

      “It’s better to see it, Master Executioner. Figured you’d want to know. Something like this…” He shook his head. “It’s not for a person like me to deal with.”

      He guided Meyer onward. When they passed the Sanaron section, Meyer started to wonder if it might’ve been better for them to have simply ridden horses to wherever they needed to go, but they didn’t have to go much farther.

      Lantern light glowed against the backdrop of night. It was situated off the king’s road, near a small valley that sloped downward. Below was a meadow, and in the springtime, the flowers and shrubs that bloomed provided many of the medicines and oils Meyer collected for his healing. There had been a time when he paid somebody to gather them for him, but Meyer had nothing but time since his retirement. That was, until he was called back into service. And the number of people coming to him for healing had dwindled, but he didn’t mind. Lena kept him busy by sending people his way, though he suspected there was an element of pity in it. In return, he kept her supplied with some of the flowers, leaves, grasses, and oils that he gathered.

      When he approached the meadow, he realized why the Archers had called him.

      “A berahn,” he muttered.

      Devin looked over to him. “You know what this is? We thought it was just some sort of big wolf. Or a dog. Never seen anything like it before.”

      Meyer made his way forward. The creature was dead. That much was obvious even as he neared, though there would be no way any of them would’ve been able to approach a berahn were it not dead. Three men surrounded the creature, including the Archer captain, who looked as if he wanted to be anywhere but here.

      When Meyer reached him, relief swept across the captain’s face. “Figured we better call the hangman—excuse me, Master Meyer.”

      Meyer ignored the comment. “When did you find it?”

      “One of the refugees did.”

      Meyer didn’t know the captain all that well, though he did know him to be a fairly honest man. He’d been serving for the better part of five years, and had been handpicked by Finn himself. That alone told Meyer all he needed to know about the man’s character.

      “Came and fetched one of my men.” The captain shot a hard look at Devin, which suggested that the refugee hadn’t been treated as well as they should have been. Given the conversation Meyer had with Devin on the walk here, he wasn’t terribly surprised to learn of that. “Figured I’d come and take a look myself, especially when they claimed it was some magical creature.” His mouth soured as he said it.

      “The Alainsith think it is,” Meyer said.

      “So you know of it?” the captain asked, doing a reasonable job of hiding his surprise.

      “Only by reputation.” He nodded toward the city. From out here, the lights glowed softly against the darkness of night, making it look almost comforting and lovely. “If you look close enough in Verendal, you will see sculptures that look like this. Not quite the size, but some are there.”

      “Never seen anything like it before. Never smelled anything like it, either.”

      “Has anyone touched it?”

      The captain shook his head. “Got my men trained well enough for that,” he said, shooting another look at Devin. “After word got out in the war, we learned that anything unusual shouldn’t be handled until we know whether it’s safe to do so. Think this is safe to do so?”

      There weren’t many times when Meyer was at a loss, but this was one of them. “Don’t really know. I think we need to be careful handling it.”

      He crouched down and studied the berahn. In the lantern light, the thick, coarse fur looked to be dark gray, or perhaps even black, but it was difficult to tell. The creature was enormous. Large enough that he could almost imagine riding on it, though who would ever think of doing something like that with a berahn? Like the captain, he had no idea what had taken the berahn, and he didn’t get too close. He didn’t want to run the risk of any sort of magic tainting him as well—and given that this was a berahn, witchcraft would likely be involved in its death.

      “Any sign of injury?” Meyer asked.

      The captain stood behind him. “Not that we could see. There’s been movement to the south and the west, though. We keep hearing reports of highwaymen, attacks on travelers, and even stories about witchcraft returning. We’ve been quiet with regards to that for so long that it’s been strange to start hearing those stories again.”

      “What sort of stories?” Meyer asked, keeping his gaze on the berahn.

      “The kind that talk about villages lost.”

      Meyer turned, looking over at the captain for a moment. If those kinds of stories were spreading again, then there was a very real reason to be concerned. It had been a long time since they had dealt with anything like that. Long enough that most had started to believe that the witchcraft war was over, and that the kingdom had won. And as far as Meyer had believed, they had indeed won. But if a creature like this had ended up dead outside Verendal, then something else was happening—something they hadn’t even seen in the witchcraft war.

      Meyer sighed, and he poked at the berahn with his cane, trying to get it to move. It would be difficult to examine the creature without touching it in some way. He could get some leather gloves and flip it, but until he had that opportunity, he needed to know if there was any reason they couldn’t take it into the city. Maybe it would be for the best that they did not.

      Using his cane, he lifted the foreleg, the back leg, and even managed to twist the creature’s jaw. He pried it open, but saw no sign of any obvious injury, and nothing that suggested what had happened.

      When he was done, he looked at the others with him, then at the captain. “Have your men gather some gloves, get a litter together, and bring it to the north side of the city. They can probably touch it without harm, but at the same time, I’m not so sure they should. You understand?”

      “I hear you.”

      “Good.” Meyer looked back at the city, rubbed a knuckle in his eyes, and let out a heavy breath. So much for getting back to sleep. And so much for retirement.

      “What do you think happened to it?” the captain asked.

      “Can’t say that I know. Creature like this doesn’t come down easy, not according to the stories I’ve heard. So whatever happened would involve something we don’t want to deal with.” He started away from them. “North side of the city. Leave the body. I will deal with it. In the daylight, I want your men to sweep through the forest and look for a trail or anything else that could have done this.”

      Or even any other berahn that might’ve fallen. He doubted they would find another, but if they did, that might mean they would have to get word to those who were far more capable of handling things like this. That included Finn, but it also included Esmerelda, and perhaps even the Alainsith.

      “What are you going to do, Master Meyer?”

      Meyer glanced toward the city. What he wanted to do was climb back into bed and sleep until midday. What he wanted to do was tell Finn that he could take his request and shove it. What he really wanted to do was go back in time and leave Verendal following his retirement, then find a quiet village where he could simply be left alone.

      But none of those were what he was going to do.

      “I’m going to find a few people who know better than I do about what might’ve happened.”

      The problem was, without Finn and Esmerelda here, who would that be?
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily paused at one of the talismans she’d created, running her fingers along the smoothness of the white bone. Even without activating it, she could feel some of its hidden potential. It was obvious to her now, and perhaps it was only because it came from Alainsith bone, or near enough, that she could feel that potential so easily. Or perhaps it came from her, and the fact that she was the one to carve this talisman. She had drawn out the shape of the berahn, creating the jawline, the sharp ears, the muscular legs, the eyes that had an intensity and intelligence to them. All of it gave her that sense of power coming off the talisman. Perhaps it was simply the level of detail that she had used. Some of her talismans were far less detailed than this one, but then again, some of them had taken far less time to create than this. This had been a labor of love, and she had done it slowly, carefully, trying to draw as much of the berahn as she could out of the bone. The details weren’t always important, but in this case, Lily thought they were helpful. They made a difference in what she was able to see. And what she could feel.

      At least this talisman had not been altered. She had made her way carefully around the ship, checking each of them. They were all made by her hand, and all of them should have the power of the berahn inside them. But more than that, all of them should have the potential from the Alainsith bone drawn through them. It should make them powerful. That was part of the reason she was surprised that somebody was able to corrupt her talismans.

      “I already looked at each of them,” a gruff voice said from behind her, and Lily turned to see Honaaz emerging from below deck. His leathers were a little dirty, and a sheen of sweat glistened across his brow as he trudged up the stairs. For as large of a man as he was—and Honaaz was one of the largest men Lily had ever seen—he moved quietly. It was almost as if he had been trained at the citadel.

      “Just because you looked at them doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t,” she said, smiling to take the sting out of the words. This was something she wasn’t going to trust to anyone, not even Honaaz. He certainly understood the power and the potential within the talismans, but without any connection to real magic himself—at least, no connection that they’d been able to activate directly—she didn’t dare leave this to anyone else. Of the hegen that traveled with them, Odell understood the kind of art she created the best, but given that she worked in Alainsith bone and was creating berahn, which were something Odell had never even seen, she doubted that he’d be able to help. “Besides, I’m doing it because—”

      “Because you don’t want to fucking go and talk to her.”

      Lily looked over to the docks. The ship was tied up to them, and she heard Honaaz muttering about how poor a quality these docks were, while also grumbling about the shallow draft. The sky was a light gray, still overcast like it had been the last few days they had been in harbor here. The air was cool, but a warmth occasionally pressed through it, giving her this oddly unsettled feeling. It was one that left her wondering how much of what she detected came from nature, and how much came from some sort of magic that had been used on this place.

      “I’m not avoiding,” she said. “At least, not avoiding entirely.”

      Honaaz joined her at the railing, and he pried the bone berahn from her fingers, setting it back on the deck. She had tensed when he had grabbed it from her, but this was Honaaz, and she softened a little bit.

      “She’s been bound up there for three days, and you haven’t gone to see her.”

      “I’ve gone, but I haven’t found out anything from her,” Lily said.

      Honaaz turned her so that he could look into her eyes. She had to glance up to meet them, and when she did, she saw a fierce darkness to his expression. “Don’t be telling me that you’re fucking scared of her.”

      “I’m not scared. It’s just that I don’t know what more we’re going to get from her.”

      “You haven’t asked. Really asked.”

      “That’s not how I do things.”

      Honaaz grunted. “Maybe not you, but we’ve got somebody with us who does have a bit of that, don’t we? Seems to me that we should take advantage of everyone we have aboard the ship to ask the kinds of questions we need to. Even the hard ones.”

      “I didn’t want to force her to do that kind of thing.”

      “Did you ask?”

      Lily shook her head. She hadn’t, but partly that was because she didn’t want to pull Isabel into anything she wanted to avoid. And part of it was because she wasn’t exactly sure that Isabel was who she claimed to be. Lily wasn’t sure she could trust her, and didn’t know enough about her to know if she would do that for them.

      But it was more than that, and she hadn’t said it to Honaaz because she didn’t want to worry him. And he would worry. More than that, he would take action, and she knew that would be a mistake.

      She glanced down at the talisman resting on the deck of the ship. This one was intact, but when she had returned after the attack on the city and found oily evidence of power pressed on her other talismans, it had become clear that someone of considerable talent had been responsible for disrupting the power within the carvings. And given that Isabel was a hegen, she couldn’t help but at least suspect her, even if she had no real reason to believe Isabel would’ve done that.

      “Just talk to her,” Honaaz said, some of the gruff harshness disappearing from his voice. Leave it to Honaaz to make a little bit of sense, even in things Lily didn’t want anything to do with.

      “How long do you think we need to stay here?”

      “I thought I was the servant?” he said.

      She looked over to him, and he was smiling. That reaction was different than it had been when he’d learned of the way the people of the city treated men.

      “Only if you want to be. I’m sure you and I could make that entertaining.”

      Her comment elicited a slight flush from him, which brought a smile to her lips.

      Honaaz cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’ve been watching the seas to determine if there are other ships out there.”

      He frowned, then turned and stared off into the distance. He was clutching one of the owl talismans he had pulled from his pocket. When activated the right way, it would grant him enhanced eyesight, enough so that he could look out far enough that he could practically see across the ocean. At least, that was how Lily had intended it. She didn’t know how it worked for him. He claimed he could see shapes in the water that he wasn’t able to without the owl, but she didn’t know if it worked the way she had meant it to.

      “Haven’t caught sight of anything out there,” he said. “Still have the Tallow to deal with, I think.” He tore his gaze away from the sea, and he slipped the owl talisman back into his pocket. “Fucking Weather Watchers already came to this city, so it’s just a matter of time before they return. When they do, either we’ve got to be ready to resist, or we can’t be here.”

      That had been the plan all along: find information, try to understand just what the Weather Watchers were doing, and move on. They hadn’t intended to stay here indefinitely, and they certainly didn’t intend to free the city. But having experienced the dangerous magic that they had, they also hadn’t been able to abandon it quite yet.

      Lily let out a heavy sigh. “I really do need to go question her.”

      “Why are you avoiding it?”

      “She reminds me of somebody I knew. I think that’s what makes it hard.”

      “Your mother?”

      Lily wrinkled her brow in a frown. “Not her. She’s way too old for that. But one of the women I used to work with among the hegen. When I was training. I’d been sent away to learn about my art, and given an opportunity to understand ways of using my art that were different. My family couldn’t teach me, so they sent me to those who could.”

      Honaaz nodded. “We do something like that in the Isles as well. That’s how I ended up with my uncle.”

      “Would you be able to question your uncle?”

      “Is she this woman?”

      “She’s not, but she reminds me of her.”

      “I don’t see the issue. If she’s not that woman, then why do you care?”

      Lily turned and looked out toward the city. She’d been wondering the same thing. Why did she care? This wasn’t Alana, regardless of how much Lily was reminded of her. There was no reason for her to use a softer approach because of that. With everything they’d gone through, all that they had seen since leaving Sanaron, she knew that they had to be more aggressive in the things they did. That was how they were going to withstand the next wave of attacks.

      But why did they need to withstand it?

      That was the question she wasn’t entirely sure how to answer. They had headed north to try to find information, to try to understand what was happening, and honestly, to give Honaaz a chance to sail openly on his own. They had done all that, but what more were they going to have to do?

      Things were changing in the world. The witchcraft war that had consumed all of Reyand at one time had shifted, and was no longer the same brutal battle they had to face. Now there was something different about it. Perhaps something more. She had to find a way to understand her place in this.

      And maybe that was why she kept thinking of Alana.

      The woman hadn’t been as pivotal to Lily and her education with the hegen as some others had been, but she had asked specific questions of her. Those had forced Lily to wonder what she wanted for herself, and what she intended to be. Not only that—those questions had pushed Lily to ask herself who she would be.

      When it came to dealing with the witchcraft war, the answers were fairly straightforward. She would be an arm of vengeance for the citadel, acting against the witchcraft practitioners, doing all she could to eradicate the threat. But now she no longer knew. She didn’t know what more she needed to do, and what more she needed to be. That was the issue for her.

      Honaaz took her hand and held it. When she looked up at him, he said nothing.

      “Are we ready to leave if we need to?” she asked.

      “I said I needed three days.”

      She nodded. He had told her that. They hadn’t been able to resupply in the traditional way, and had been forced to scavenge from some of the empty villages on the way north. But spending time in port, and being in a city that was willing to help them—at least, as willing as a place like this could be, given what they had been through—had afforded them an opportunity to make different decisions. Not just food and water and wine, but weapons, as well as things that could be used as weapons. Honaaz had been diligent in gathering everything. He really did have a trader’s mindset.

      “I just want to make sure,” Lily said. “If something comes up, I want us to be ready to depart at a moment’s notice. I don’t want us to have to worry about whether we have the right supplies this time.”

      “I told you that we won’t.”

      She smiled, pulling her hand free from his. “Keep watching the sea.”

      He grunted, and as he turned back to his work, Lily made her way to the gangplank. As she headed down onto the dock, she passed a few of the hegen who had traveled with her, and nodded to them as she walked deeper into the city. She needed to do this.

      Her pouch weighed on her, though some of that came from the fact that she now had bones stuffed inside. Most were from fingers and toes—items that could be quickly turned into weapons—but there were several longer bones that she had not yet made into talismans. That also wasn’t counting the talismans she had already carved but not yet used. There were quite a few of those: several berahn and two owls, since she could also benefit from the enhanced eyesight they granted when she had to face magic that attempted to obfuscate everything.

      By the time she reached the edge of the city, she had steeled herself for what needed to be done. She didn’t have to go far beyond the border to find a ring of stones just before the start of the forest. The land had been heavily trampled here. The last three days had turned what had once been an empty meadow into a magical fortification of sorts.

      In addition to the ring of stones, the clearing also had seven talismans around it, all angled inward to keep the women who had been responsible for the attack on the city held captive. As far as Lily had been able to determine, not all the city’s women were involved in what had taken place. The hegen with her, particularly some of the older ones who were more comfortable with such things, had gone through the city, questioning as many of the women as they could. They had found that some were responsible, but not all.

      Lily paused as she approached. Odell was sitting outside the ring, as he often was, and he said nothing to her as his hands worked carefully over another carving. She wondered what talisman he was creating this time. Odell had a steady carving style, and though he had the ability to produce incredible detail, she had not seen him make anything with nearly the same speed as she could. She wasn’t sure if it was a good thing that she was able to carve so quickly. He was certainly far more experienced than her, and he had made a point of complimenting her talismans and her creations, but she wasn’t completely convinced that what she made really lived up to his standards.

      She joined him, leaning over to see what he was making. It looked like a sparrow, though it was small—only a little larger than his thumb.

      “The detail is amazing,” she said.

      “Sitting out here in this place has given me an opportunity to observe other creatures,” he said without looking up. His knife worked carefully along the surface, peeling away strips of bone. He was creating feathers, she realized, and the level of detail in it was stunning. He was a true artisan, unlike her. She felt like a fraud compared to him. “Besides, the sparrow can travel places that others cannot.” He looked up then, and he smiled. “Very few feel threatened by a sparrow.”

      “Is that some sort of message?”

      He shrugged, and his gaze drifted to one of the berahn talismans. “Not particularly. There are times when threats are necessary. Unfortunately, I suppose. But there are times when you want stealth.” He held up the carving, which wasn’t quite complete. There were still several feathers on one of the wings that he had not yet drawn all the detail of, but she had seen him work before and knew it might take days or weeks to finish, depending on how much time he wanted to put into each carving. “Now, if only I had the ability to get my carvings to do what yours can.”

      He sounded as if he meant it, though Lily would be surprised if there was anything she could do that Odell couldn’t. He was far more experienced than her. Then again, she was the one who had carved the berahn, and she was the one who had harvested the Alainsith bone, so there were things she could do with both of those that provided a benefit. Something the other hegen could not do.

      “I’d love to learn to carve like you,” she admitted.

      “It’s not the carving that makes the person, Lily. It’s what comes from inside. I’ve seen how you have used what’s inside yourself to protect your people.” He glanced around, his gaze lingering on each of the talismans ringing the clearing. “That is not a skill I possess. Not one I could ever possess. And look at you. Look at how quickly and easily it comes to you.”

      She supposed there was something to be said about that. She had been the one to create these talismans, and without her, Lily wondered how well these women would be able to be held. Probably not well at all. The alternative was unappealing. It meant slaughtering them. Not that she was opposed to killing when it was necessary, but it would be a loss nonetheless. They needed answers.

      “Now, I know you didn’t come here to talk to me about my art,” Odell said.

      Lily chuckled. “I should, though. The more time I spend with you, the more I learn about what I can do.”

      “I think I’m the one to gain from that. I think of the things I’ve seen from you, and how you have shown me that perfection is not the goal, merely a part of the process.” He looked down. “Unfortunately, that’s a lesson I still struggle with. I think detail is important, but sometimes it’s what I put into it that is just as important…” He trailed off, and his eyes seemed to go distant.

      “What is it?” Lily asked. “What’s bothering you?”

      “I think of what we might not have lost if I had your skill. I think of what we might have been able to save. Sadly, I don’t have your talent. I’m working on it.” When he looked up, tears welled in his eyes. “So many of our people have been lost over the years. And for what?”

      She understood. She’d been through it. All of the hegen had stories like that, especially during the witchcraft war. It had been bad enough before the war, when their people were seen as different just because of their art, but ever since the war, they had been viewed far more suspiciously. None of it was deserved. Her people had done nothing other than try to help. She had seen countless hegen involved in the war effort, though everyone had their own approach to how they participated. Some were like Esmerelda, working with Finn Jagger, the Hunter, in Verendal directly, but that was a unique situation. Most of the hegen were not treated the same way Esmerelda was, with a measure of respect and admiration. For the most part, the hegen were outcasts, and with their magical connection through their art, they had been reduced to moving and trying to stay alive.

      “We can learn together,” she said.

      “If the war returns…”

      She didn’t need for Odell to finish. She knew what he meant. If the war returned, the hegen would be subjected to the same treatment as before. Perhaps worse. There had been a measure of quiet lately, and their people had managed to leave places where they were treated with violence, but if the war were to return, would they be able to stay safe?

      She touched his hand. “We know the truth. We know what has happened.”

      Odell looked up. “We don’t know. We are only beginning to understand, and even in that, I fear we don’t know as much as we need to. But we will. Oh, I fear that we will.”

      He turned his attention back to his work, his knife sliding across the surface a little faster than it had before. Maybe he truly was trying to work more quickly.

      Lily let him work. She stepped through the circle of stones, making her way into the clearing, until she found the old woman. She still didn’t even have her name, preferring to think of her as the old woman. She was the leader here, as far as Lily had been able to determine.

      The woman looked over to Lily when she approached. Her hair was neatly tied in a bun. Her gray gown was stained with dirt from her days in captivity, but she didn’t look as if she was the one in prison. In fact, she looked like she was supervising it.

      “You finally decided to come and taunt me?”

      “It’s not a matter of taunting you,” Lily said.

      Her hand slipped into her pocket, and she fidgeted with one of the small berahn carvings she had on her. It wasn’t much, but if something were to happen, at least the berahn would offer her a measure of protection. She had never needed to use it here, and hoped not to, especially considering that there were seven others that surrounded this clearing. Those were all larger and, theoretically, more powerful, but the one in her pocket was carved with far more detail than most. It was one she had spent considerable time on, even more than those now on the ship, so she felt as if she had poured more of herself into it. Then again, given what she had come to learn from Odell, that didn’t always matter. And if it didn’t, then it was possible that it made no difference.

      “How long until they return?” Lily asked.

      The woman smiled, and she looked around. “Are you making preparations? Is that what this is about? It is quite simplistic, I must say. And perhaps it has a measure of power to it, but—”

      Lily darted toward her and had a knife to the woman’s throat before she had an opportunity to react. The woman didn’t even flinch. “We aren’t going to play games here. You’re our prisoner.”

      “Are you sure about that?” She swept her gaze around, before settling it back on Lily. “Who’s the prisoner? Is it me, trapped in here with you using such simplistic art?” She said the word with a sneer. “Or is it you, thinking you are free, but really you’re little more than a rat in a maze?”

      “I think it’s time that the two of us have a real conversation. And not like this.” Lily had been trying to figure out how to approach the woman, but Honaaz was right. It was time for her to stop fearing her, and stop fearing the memories of who this woman reminded her of. She was not Alana. “If you don’t provide the answers I need, we will see just how strong your spine is.”

      “I think you’ll be surprised.”

      Lily looked up, and she saw a face outside the clearing, out in the trees. Isabel would be able to help, though Lily had not asked her about how much she’d learned from the executioner, and whether she was skilled in the kind of thing Lily would need from her. It was time they learn, though.

      There were two young hegen men seated on stones near them, and Lily nodded to the closest one. Jindan was burly and muscular, though still slight of build compared to somebody like Honaaz. He would do for what she needed. “I’d like you to take her into the forest. To the sacrificial stone,” she said, tipping her head toward the woman.

      Jindan’s face turned serious. “Are you sure?”

      “I think it’s time.” When Lily turned back to the woman, she held her gaze with as much hardness as she could muster. She poured everything into it—everything she had ever learned at the citadel, which was considerable. She was trained to kill. “If she doesn’t provide the answers we seek, then we will see just how much she is willing to bleed to keep them secret.”
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      Jindan and one of the other hegen grabbed the old woman, bound her wrists with rope and woven grasses designed to neutralize any magic that the woman might possess, and dragged her deeper into the forest.

      There was no true sacrificial stone. Instead, there was a place they had discovered, a series of rocks that looked as if they had been used at one point for something similar, but Lily would never do that. If she were to sacrifice a woman like this, it would take her down the path toward witchcraft.

      She found Isabel near one of the pine trees. She had a troubled expression on her face, though these days, she often did.

      “Were you listening?” Lily asked.

      Isabel nodded. “I think you wanted me to hear, didn’t you? I suspect that little show was as much for me as it was for her.”

      Lily shrugged. “Partly, but partly for the others as well. Once we take the old woman away, we can keep her wherever we decide to, question her, and then convince these other women that we have done just what we claimed.”

      “You intend to divide them.”

      “Not necessarily, but I intend to convince them that we will do what we say we will. That we are going to be every bit as harsh as they were willing to be.”

      “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “That’s where you come in,” Lily said. Isabel arched a brow but didn’t say anything. “You trained with the Hunter.”

      “I was his apprentice, but I wasn’t an executioner. Even Master Jagger would tell you that I was barely more than serviceable.”

      Lily smiled to herself. She had been around Isabel long enough to know that she was somewhat skilled. Whether or not she was willing to do the things she had learned was another matter, and that was something Lily did not know the answer to. It was possible that Isabel would not be willing—or able—to do so.

      “I’m hoping that you’ll use some of the techniques you learned from the Hunter. We need answers, and while I did learn some things at the citadel, I doubt I have the same skill as an executioner.”

      “You don’t want to know the kind of questioning techniques he used,” Isabel said, her voice dropping.

      Lily could easily imagine the types of things that an executioner might’ve been required to do to get answers. She hadn’t experienced it herself, but most knew stories of the executioners in Verendal and other places throughout Reyand. They were masters of acquiring information. True inquisitors. And if the Hunter lived up to his reputation—and Lily had a hard time thinking that he didn’t—then he was the master of masters.

      Somebody like Isabel, who had direct exposure to it for as long as she had, would be able to ask questions in a way Lily had never been trained in. She certainly had learned ways of digging during her training in the citadel, as there were times when such things were necessary, but she had never learned anything like what she suspected Isabel had observed firsthand, whether or not she had experience herself.

      “I’m not asking you to torture her,” Lily said. “All I’m asking is that you use whatever you can to acquire information. If that’s not something you think you can do, or it’s not something you’re willing to do, then I understand. But at this point, I think we need to know as much as we can, and this is the person who can help us.”

      “I just don’t want to end up like him.”

      “Like the Hunter? I thought everyone respected him.”

      Isabel breathed out slowly. “They do. And for good reason, I suspect. At least, from what I’ve seen. He’s an honorable man, and has served the king—”

      “Who you knew personally,” Lily prompted, which elicited a deeper frown from Isabel.

      “Anyway,” Isabel went on, “he’s served well enough, to the point where he has something of a mythical reputation. Do you know how many people within the capital view the Hunter as mostly a story, and someone who isn’t even real? Do you know how hard it is to learn from someone who has such skill, that anyone who comes after him will never be able to live up to that reputation? Do you know what it’s like to feel as if—”

      Lily took a step toward her and rested a hand on her arm. “We both know that you never intended to be an executioner. You don’t need to play me.”

      “Was I playing you?”

      There was sincerity in her voice, but Lily wasn’t about to be convinced. Something about the way Isabel spoke left Lily feeling as if she was perhaps also being insincere.

      “I’m not sure what you’re doing, but you don’t need to try to fool me. The Hunter isn’t here, so you don’t have to play the part of happy apprentice, or even unhappy apprentice, whatever you choose when you’re around him. I’m asking for you to use the skills you observed from him. That’s it.”

      “I don’t want to,” Isabel said.

      “Again, I’m not asking you to torment her. The Hunter has to have ways of questioning that don’t involve torture.”

      At least, Lily would’ve anticipated that he did. In her experience, people who were tortured would not necessarily give up reliable information. You might be able to torture someone to gain a confession, but could you trust it? Men would say anything to end pain and suffering.

      “The Hunter is more than just a title,” Lily said. “There has to be dogged determination and a willingness to keep digging when the answers aren’t obvious. That’s what I’m looking for. I’m not that person. That’s not my skill set. And maybe it’s not even yours, but you at least have firsthand experience with the Hunter—enough that we can use whatever you’ve seen him do. We should be able to learn from it.”

      Isabel held Lily’s gaze for a moment. “I suppose you want me to do this now.”

      “We’ve been here for several days, and Honaaz tells me that the ship is fully stocked, so we don’t have to stay in port any longer. But we’re not leaving until we know more.”

      “Are you sure you want to go by sea?”

      “Are you not?”

      “Just think about what we’ve seen, Lily. The villages. The Bloodless. The Tallow. I…” Isabel squeezed her eyes shut, and then she straightened. When she did, some aspect of her demeanor changed entirely. Isabel was tied to the king, but there was something about her that seemed to shift, leaving Lily wondering how much of how she behaved was an act. If it was, it was skillfully done. Then Isabel hunched forward again, and she opened her eyes. “I will do what I can if you think it’s going to give us the right information.”

      “We need to know the extent of the threat. For ourselves, for our people, and for those who count on us to keep them safe. We need to know.”

      Isabel nodded. “Right now?”

      “I think we need to.”

      Isabel glanced toward the circle of stones. They started into the forest, following Jindan and the other hegen, staying quiet. As they walked, Lily began to sort through her pouch. Though Isabel might feel otherwise about the need for torture, Lily understood there were times for such things. If it came down to it, she was willing to do what was necessary to get the information she wanted. She wasn’t above questioning vigorously to draw out what she needed from the old woman, regardless of how she reminded her of Alana. Lily was willing to do what it took.

      They reached the space deep in the forest that held what Lily had taken to considering a sacrificial stone, though she wasn’t sure of its original purpose. Witchcraft had been performed in this city, along with the creation of Bloodless. Places like this would be powerful, and often unfortunately so. It was times like these when she wished Kanar were here, as he had so much more experience with witchcraft in all its variations. If only they hadn’t split up, but he had needed to find Jal to try to pull the Alainsith into this, which Lily increasingly thought was necessary. She only hoped they had time for what needed to be done.

      She found Jindan and the other hegen—who was an older man by the name of Wotilar, she realized—shoving the old woman close to the stone. None of them were talking. Lily glanced at the loops of woven grass around the woman’s ankles, wrists, and neck. She would really need to take the time to understand that kind of art, as it was distinct from what she could do. The bone talismans were certainly useful, and they were powerful when she created them the way she did, but having the ability to weave together art that might mitigate the danger of magic would be beneficial. It might even create a weapon that could be used against witchcraft practitioners.

      Jindan turned to her. “Do you want me to stay with her?”

      “I don’t think you have to stay for this part,” she said. “Besides, we won’t need your help in carrying her back.”

      Jindan’s eyebrows arched slightly as he watched her, though he seemed to see something in her expression that relaxed him and put him more at ease. He nodded and tapped Wotilar on the arm. The two men stepped away from the old woman and the sacrificial stone, and moved into the trees. They didn’t leave, though. Maybe they were going to watch and see what she might truly do.

      Lily looked over to Isabel and motioned to her. “It’s your time.”

      Isabel’s demeanor shifted, and she drew her shoulders up, as if trying to feign a measure of confidence. Lily found herself smiling at that. It was something she’d learned in the citadel. Even if you didn’t feel confident, you had to act like it, because the person you were dealing with would often know if you were not.

      Lily followed Isabel, and the two of them approached the woman.

      “You have no idea what this place is,” the woman said.

      Lily looked around. “Oh, I’ve seen places like this in my time. I have a strong suspicion as to what it is and what you might have used it for.”

      The woman regarded her, and this time she hesitated.

      “I’m going to ask a few questions,” Isabel said, stepping forward. “We will start with something simple. Tell me your name.” The woman tried to glance past her to Lily, but Isabel blocked her line of sight. “Tell me what I need to know, and the rest will go much easier.”

      The old woman sneered. “You would have me believe that you have the spine to question me?”

      Isabel offered the slightest shrug. There was a softness to her, though that was an act, Lily saw. All of this was. Had she misjudged Isabel? She claimed that she wasn’t comfortable with the idea of interrogating, but then she also had rapidly fallen into the role, and seemed as if she had no difficulty with what Lily asked of her.

      “I just want a name. Most people don’t find it difficult to share that.”

      The old woman turned to Isabel. “Most people don’t realize the power in a name.”

      “Do you?” Isabel asked, her voice soft now, forcing the woman to lean slightly forward.

      Even Lily found herself doing the same, as if drawn in by something Isabel was doing. Perhaps she had some hegen control that she didn’t know about, or perhaps it was simply the way she was speaking, the tone and inflection of her voice influencing even Lily.

      “It’s a simple request, and it’s one that will buy you a measure of trust. You want us to trust you, don’t you?”

      The woman stared at Isabel with a different look in her eyes. Lily couldn’t tell what it was, but noticed a small shift of Isabel’s posture and the way her back straightened ever so slightly.

      “Your name. You can start with that, and then we can talk. I can share mine with you.”

      “Do you know yours?” the old woman asked.

      Isabel smiled tightly, though there was a hint of hesitation. The movement was skillfully done. It was almost enough to make Lily feel like Isabel was uncomfortable answering those questions. And it made her realize that if she had learned these skills from the Hunter, then he was a dangerous man indeed.

      “I know my name quite well. How can you know yourself if you don’t know your name?” Isabel took a step toward the woman, and once again, her demeanor changed, becoming harder. She leaned close, her voice little more than a whisper. “All I need is your name. If you won’t provide that, there are other ways I can get the information I want.”

      She stopped behind the old woman, whose eyes widened slightly.

      Lily wondered what Isabel had done, though she couldn’t tell.

      “Mary Wilkerson,” the woman said, her voice raspy and somewhat higher than it had been before.

      “Was that so difficult?” Isabel said, and she strode around to the front of Mary. She slipped something in her pocket, which appeared to be a long, slender piece of bone.

      Lily hadn’t thought Isabel collected Alainsith bone, but maybe she had seen what Lily and Honaaz had been doing.

      Isabel smiled tightly once more. “Mary. That’s a lovely name. I’ve known several Marys over the years, and they have all been kind, as well as honest. Are you an honest woman, Mary?”

      The woman glowered at Lily, but when Isabel turned back to her, Mary regarded Isabel with a renewed expression of fear. “What do you want?” she snapped.

      “You know what we’re looking for—a little information about what has been taking place here. How long have you been active? That might be a good start.” Isabel glanced to Lily, as if expecting her to agree.

      Any doubt Lily had about whether Isabel was the right person to run the questioning had evaporated. Despite Isabel’s protestations, she had obviously gleaned quite a bit from the Hunter. Lily would have been able to interrogate, but it may not have been as effective. Somebody like Isabel, who looked as innocent as she did, was a different sort of terror.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Mary said, as if dismissing the idea that anything she might tell them was of any concern to her. “We have already accomplished what we want.”

      “And what is that?”

      Mary spat.

      Isabel took a step back, barely avoiding the spittle, which struck her boots. She twisted to stand behind Mary, and Mary stiffened. “Now, now, now. We don’t need to do that. We were just having a nice conversation, but if you’d like to make this more difficult, I’m certainly willing to oblige you.” Isabel leaned close to Mary’s ears again. “You’re going to tell me what we need now, and if you don’t…”

      Lily couldn’t see what Isabel had in hand, but from the way Mary’s body had gone rigid again and how she regarded Isabel, it seemed she was doing something quite awful. A bone spike? Maybe a knife, similar to the ones Lily had carved? She hadn’t given Isabel anything like that, so she didn’t expect her to have any on her, but there were other hegen who could have provided them to her.

      “I told you. It doesn’t matter,” Mary said.

      “If it doesn’t matter, then all you need to do is tell me what I want to know. How long have you been here?”

      “My whole life.”

      “That’s a long time,” Isabel said. She returned to standing in front of Mary, but based on how she was positioned, Lily couldn’t see what Isabel was doing to her. She had blocked her view.

      What was she trying to hide? Probably nothing, but maybe she was using her own technique—something she didn’t want Lily to see.

      Lily would need to let Isabel know that she didn’t need to be ashamed of whatever it was. Lily certainly wasn’t one to judge.

      “Tell me what I need to know,” Isabel whispered, “and this will all be over soon.”

      Lily stood motionless.

      “It’s going to be over soon, anyway,” Mary said, and there was a victorious sneer in her words. “You think you’ve stopped something here? You stopped nothing other than those who were open to what was coming. We were the Pathforgers, providing entry, but you have done nothing to stop the spread.” Mary looked past Isabel, locking eyes with Lily. “And you, who think yourself so knowledgeable and so powerful, know nothing. But you will. Soon you will see just how little you know, and you will see just how little you can do to stop what is coming.”

      Mary suddenly spasmed, collapsing forward.

      Isabel jerked her hand back. Blood pooled along her wrist and dripped to the ground.

      Mary crumpled, and Isabel glanced over to Lily. “I didn’t do it,” she said, her eyes wide. “You saw what happened. She did that herself.”

      Lily hurried over to Mary, but the woman’s eyes had gone glassy already, and there was a hint of a smile on her lips.

      “What are you holding?” Lily asked. She wasn’t about to blame Isabel, but she needed to know.

      “Just this.” Isabel pulled out a bone dagger. It was one of Lily’s.

      She had made it for Honaaz. What was Isabel doing with it?

      “I was just using it to threaten her. I didn’t expect her to do anything like that. Gods,” Isabel said, wiping her hand on the woman’s dress and dropping the knife.

      Lily tore off a strip of fabric from the dress, and she wrapped the knife carefully in it. It was made of bone, but now it had been imbued with the power of death. The witchcraft power would make the weapon far more dangerous. She doubted that was Mary’s intention, but if they were to leave something like that lying around, there would be no telling who or what would come around and find it.

      Despite the way the encounter had ended, they had gotten some information. But Lily wasn’t sure what to do with it, nor was she sure what to make of what she had learned.

      They were just the Pathforgers.

      But the Pathforgers for what?
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      Honaaz stood on the dock, staring off into the city. He didn’t like having to let Lily go, but she was in control. She had gathered the women, stopped the fighting, and protected the city, regardless of whether the people here understood what she had done for them—and given that there were several leaders who still seemed suspicious of them, Honaaz had a strong idea of just how they felt about them. And Lily had finally been willing to question the old woman. Were it up to Honaaz, he would’ve thrown her into the sea until she shared what she knew.

      Then again, that was why it wasn’t up to him.

      He had finished all the preparations he needed to make, which hadn’t taken nearly as long as he had expected. Usually, resupplying a ship would take days, especially in a city he didn’t know. And one that had undergone the difficulties this one had. But they hadn’t been as poorly supplied as he had made them out to be. Some of that had been intentional. He had wanted those with him to have a sense of urgency about making sure they could gather whatever supplies they could find in some of the villages they passed, and some of it had simply been that he had not taken the time to inventory what they had on board. So, by the time they had looked through things, he realized he had already managed to acquire almost everything they needed for a prolonged journey—mostly through snatching what was left behind in villages by those who had abandoned their homes. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t have to resupply from time to time, but now that he had a good sense of what they had, he could keep track of it. With somebody who kept decent logs, that would be an easy thing to do.

      Why not get a drink, then?

      He’d been good since coming to this shithole. Most of these northern cities had been that way. It was almost as if they knew just how little they had of the world, and they tried to make it as unpleasant as possible. This place was particularly foul, but then again his opinion of the city was somewhat biased based on his experience here. That wasn’t necessarily fair, but neither was the way he and those with him had been attacked.

      He strode down the docks, reaching the road running along the shore. Honaaz hadn’t been spending much time in the city, as Lily had been needing his help with so many of the things she’d been doing. Then when she hadn’t needed him, he’d been working to get the ship ready. Those were the tasks he enjoyed, so he didn’t mind not having time on the docks, running to taverns or doing anything he might usually have done. But now that the work was done, he figured he might as well enjoy a mug of ale, especially as he had no idea how long Lily was going to be.

      Even when she returned, she probably wouldn’t mind. They weren’t ready to leave yet because some of the hegen were still away. They were either in the city or in the forest outside it. The rest were on board the ship, having not wanted to disembark again after they had been abducted. He had no idea how they were going to get everybody back together, though Lily seemed to think that wasn’t much of a concern. When it came to the hegen, she often felt that way.

      Honaaz found himself in front of one of the many taverns that lined the road. Most of them were similar. They reminded him of the places he had visited when he had first come to this shithole, and he had found them to be equally unwelcoming each time he had stopped in this city. There was one tavern, though, that was particularly awful, and he found himself enjoying it more than the others. He figured that was for the best.

      He pushed open the door, nodded to the three people seated at tables, who barely looked in his direction, and then sidled up to the long counter at the back of the establishment.

      The proprietor was an old man, which had surprised him at first. Then again, this was the place for servants in the city, so it shouldn’t have. Given the people’s views on men and how they treated them, he should’ve expected that the place they had for their servants was far more run-down than any other.

      “Back again?” The bartender brought over a bottle, setting it in front of Honaaz.

      Honaaz glanced at it. “Just ale.”

      The man grunted, scooped the bottle off the counter, and spun, returning it to a shelf behind him. “Figured at this time of day, you’d want something a little harder. Most men do.”

      “Just ale.”

      “What brings you in?” the barkeep asked, regarding Honaaz with heavy-lidded eyes.

      “You asked me that the last time I was here.”

      “Did I? I guess I wasn’t paying much attention to your answer, then.”

      Honaaz grabbed the mug of ale that was offered and took a quick sip. He didn’t taste anything wrong with it, which was always his concern in a foreign city. He had been taught to watch for signs of poison, though he hadn’t really expected to find any. Not here in the servant’s tavern. In fact, the fucking place was called Servant’s Tavern.

      “Just here for a drink. Getting ready to head back out.”

      The man leaned forward, resting his elbows on the bar. “You a part of all that activity that’s been happening around here?”

      “Unfortunately,” Honaaz said.

      “Probably best that it disappears. We’re ready for things to get back to normal.”

      Honaaz took another sip, then looked behind him. The other three that were seated around the tavern were all on their own. The tables here were tattered, and looked as if they’d been through a few scrapes. One of them even seemed like it had been bashed against the wall, the side of it caved in. The chairs were a mishmash of styles, and he suspected that the barkeep had cobbled them together from other discarded chairs. The floor was all dirt, which was fine now, but he wondered what it would be like when it rained. There was no hearth the way there was in some taverns. He had been here in the evening one time, and the minstrel they had hired was surprisingly good. Then again, it figured. They probably only had a few places they could play in a town like this.

      “What’s normal?” Honaaz finally asked, looking up at the barkeep.

      “Normal is… Well, fuck. I don’t even know what it is anymore. It’s been so long since we’ve had normal.”

      “Why is that?”

      “There was a time when the port was more active. Things change, I suppose.”

      “Sometimes, but sometimes things shouldn’t change, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh, I do. When the port was busier, it meant we had an opportunity to leave.” The barkeep shrugged. “Workers work, you know?”

      Honaaz snorted. “Workers work.” Then again, work on a ship wasn’t always pleasant, especially for those who were familiar with it. Most of the people who got assigned that kind of work ended up with the worst jobs, doing the types of things that Honaaz had often assigned to men looking for an escape. Mopping the deck. Shoveling shit. Cleaning up after others. Running errands. They had the worst berths, and they were generally tormented by others on the ship, though probably shouldn’t have been. Men like that did a necessary job.

      “What happened to the ships that came in here?” Honaaz asked.

      “Ah, who’s to say? Don’t really know. Probably nothing. Just moved on to a different port.”

      So much for Honaaz trying to learn something about what had happened here. The barkeep obviously didn’t pay attention to rumors, or if he did, he hadn’t heard anything about the activities that had been taking place around them. Would he have learned about the Bloodless? Would he even know about what had been going on in some of the villages nearby?

      “I haven’t even seen any other ships come through here,” Honaaz said.

      “Well, once you get past Vitham Island, you don’t tend to see much. Most ships come from the south. Anybody coming from the north is either a liar, or they aren’t the kind of ship you want stopping here, if you know what I mean.”

      Honaaz didn’t have much experience with anyone coming out of the north. They had always sailed from the Isles, and he had never made it quite this far, so he didn’t know what it was like here.

      “What’s Vitham Island?”

      The barkeep glanced toward the door. “You got to move out to the north, and it sort of blocks most of the rough waters. Come from the south, you probably didn’t see it. Without the island, we wouldn’t be able to have much of a city here. The water would be too choppy for us.”

      The man pounded his fist on the counter, and he backed away.

      Honaaz finished his ale and looked around. So much for wanting to have a quiet morning. He did question some of what the barkeep had told him. Something was obviously going on with the island, but did he even care about it?

      He considered getting another mug, but he was curious, and curiosity was a terrible thing. It tended to eat at you, working at your mind until you were forced to address it. In this case, it wasn’t curiosity so much as it was worry for the others he had committed to work with and protect.

      He tossed a couple of coins on the counter, the barkeep nodded to him, and Honaaz headed out. Once he reached the dock, he stood at the end of it, looking out over the water. When he had been with Lily before, he hadn’t spotted any sign of an island.

      He squeezed the owl talisman in his hand. The carving changed many things for him. It gave him enhanced eyesight, allowing him to see at greater distances and to penetrate through thick fog, the way it had been in Sanaron. Now that he was holding the owl talisman, he looked north. Honaaz hadn’t paid much attention to that direction. When he’d peered out onto the water before, that had been straight west, as well as south. But now that he turned north, he caught sight of a finger of land that was separated from another one. In the past, Honaaz had believed it was all attached, but what if that was the island?

      Given what they knew about the Tallow, he felt like he needed to learn more about the dangerous pirate. She had been responsible for what had happened in the city with the Bloodless, and there were probably things that even Lily hadn’t uncovered. Honaaz was the sailor, after all, and those were the kinds of things he would need to dig into.

      He hurried along the dock, jogging until he came to a small, sleek boat. It was only about twenty feet long and not very wide, with a single mast. A man rested on the dock, head down with a hat covering his eyes, and he didn’t look up as Honaaz approached.

      “This yours?” Honaaz asked.

      The man lifted his head up. “Who’s asking?”

      “I am,” Honaaz snapped.

      The man lazily tipped his head back to look at Honaaz. “Well, you’re a big fucker, aren’t you?” A broad smile crossed his face, and he shook his head. “I’m not taking any transports. Not worth it. Not in these waters.”

      “I’m just looking to go to the island.”

      The man’s expression shifted. “What do you want to do out there?”

      He glanced to the north, which affirmed Honaaz’s impression that the island was what he’d seen.

      Fuck.

      “Curiosity. Tourist and all, you know.”

      The man snorted. “You’re that big bastard that came in on the other ship, aren’t you?”

      “I might be,” Honaaz said.

      “Well, you got a ship, so what do you need me for?”

      “Too big to get out to the island. And my dinghy is too small to make it quickly. Your boat looks to be about the right size.”

      “Oh, she’s about the right size. She moves pretty quickly through the waters.”

      “I can pay,” Honaaz said.

      “Don’t care about pay. Not much to buy around here.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      The man locked eyes with him. He had slightly yellowed eyes, looking as if he had been buried in the drink too long, but when he blinked, there was a crispness to them. “Gods, I want out of this place.”

      Honaaz snorted. “You got a boat.”

      “Not fast enough to get past what’s out there.”

      “What is out there?”

      “You’ve seen it. Don’t play coy with me. Too much shit happening in the city. I been around here long enough to know it’s not natural.”

      “Well, I aim to take my people away from here. So if you’re looking for transport, I’ll trade you a transport for transport.” His offer was far better than what this person was asking for, but then again, anyone who was experienced on a boat might be beneficial to have on the ship.

      The man roused himself, and then he stood. He cleared his eyes for a moment, hobbling. And then he dropped down on his backside. “Damn. Shouldn’t have had so much ale this morning.”

      Honaaz grunted. “Since I’ve only had one mug, we’re still going to head out to the island. If you need help manning the sails, I have plenty experience to do that.”

      “Why do you care about getting out there? What do you think you’re going to find?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That was part of the problem. Honaaz didn’t know. And until he did, he wasn’t sure he could sit back and do nothing.

      “Fine. But you’re going to take me aboard that ship of yours, and you’re not going to give me any scut work either. I can help with—”

      The man tipped over again, and Honaaz scooped him up and dropped him unceremoniously into the boat. The man moaned a bit, and it wasn’t until they had pushed off and headed out to sea that he came around.

      “Well, damn. You sure do know your way around a boat.”

      “Are you going to give me a hand, or are you going to let me do all the work?”

      “You’re the one who needed transport.”

      Honaaz shot him a hard look. “You’re the one who said you wanted transport.”

      “Fine.”

      The man got to his feet, managing to stand, though he was still a little unsteady. But when he grabbed the rigging, he had sure hands. The sail fluffed out, catching the wind, and he guided them toward the island.

      “What’s your name?” Honaaz asked.

      “They call me Lee Biggins. You?”

      “Honaaz,” he said, staring off into the distance, the owl talisman clutched in his hand.

      “Just Honaaz? It’s a strange name.”

      “Like Biggins isn’t?”

      “Well, I could tell you… Wait. You ain’t no woman. I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      Honaaz shook his head. “You’re not from the city.”

      “No shit,” Biggins said. “I’m not from the city, but neither are you. I ended up here, got work running this ferry, and—”

      “This is a ferry?”

      “Thought you knew. That’s why you came over to me.”

      Honaaz groaned to himself. He should have been paying better attention. Fuck.

      “So how often do people go out to the island?” he asked.

      “Not very often. At least, not anymore. The council put a stop to that.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Don’t really know. They decided there was no point in heading out there.”

      Honaaz stared. The council. Given what he knew about this city, he had every belief that the council comprised some of the women they’d apprehended. And that meant they were complicit in whatever was happening on the island. It was even more reason for him to go out there. Not that he needed many more reasons.

      “How long is the trip?” Honaaz asked.

      “I told you, this boat is quick. You’re not going to find a faster one to make this journey.” Biggins dropped to his backside again but still held on to one of the lines, twisting it slightly. Even partially drunk, he was still a sure hand with it, and kept the boat traveling straight toward the island.

      Maybe he would be good to have aboard the ship.

      Still, Honaaz didn’t like the idea of bringing some drunk on board. Not with all the hegen, and certainly not with Lily. Lily probably wouldn’t have much of a leash for a man like this. If he gave her any trouble, she would likely just slide a knife into his belly, toss him overboard, and be done with him.

      “Where are you from?” Honaaz said.

      “A place out by here. You probably don’t know much about it.”

      “No? I sailed from the south.”

      Biggins arched a brow. “Did you now? Well, of course you did, fucker. No one comes out of the north.”

      “Unless they’re a liar,” Honaaz said, repeating what the bartender had said to him.

      They fell into a silence as they continued sailing. Honaaz watched the sun, trying to keep track of how long they were gone, and was surprised when they reached the island. It seemed as if it had only taken the better part of an hour.

      When he said something about it to Biggins, the man just snorted. “Told you she’s fast.”

      “Tie her up,” Honaaz said.

      “Tie her?” He frowned, looking over. “Why the fuck do I have to tie her up?”

      “So you don’t leave me.”

      Biggins chuckled. “Where the fuck am I going to go?”

      “I don’t know. Back to the city.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.”

      Honaaz wasn’t sure, and realized that maybe he should’ve brought others with him. This was the kind of impulsive decision Lily would be angry with him for. She didn’t like it when he did things like this, but then again, it wasn’t as if he did them that often.

      “Stay here,” Honaaz said.

      “It takes a while to explore the island. It can be nice, but the weather isn’t so great today, so I don’t know what you’re going to find here.”

      “I don’t either, so don’t go anywhere.”

      If Biggins left him, how would Honaaz get back? Swim? No. It was too far. There wasn’t much on the island to lash together to make a boat, and he wouldn’t be able to get back otherwise. Nobody on shore even knew that he’d come out here. What the fuck had he been thinking?

      Nothing, that was what.

      Honaaz hadn’t been paying much attention to what he was doing, and should have been more thoughtful about it. Instead, he’d ended up putting himself in danger, and in Biggins’s care.

      That was stupid.

      Threatening somebody like Biggins wasn’t going to get him anywhere, and he wondered if he would be able to do anything to coax the man into staying, short of forcing him to tie up the boat.

      He took the lead line off the bow, dragged it onto shore, and draped it around a massive boulder. Biggins had slumped back into the boat, and looked as if he’d fallen asleep. The current pushed the boat away, so Honaaz made a point of securing the line as tightly as he could, wrapping it around the boulder so it couldn’t drift. He checked on Biggins, fixed the sails so they wouldn’t catch the wind and pull him out to sea, and then started climbing.

      The island was larger than he had expected. It stretched quite a ways in either direction and was more expansive than he would be able to explore easily. He had thought he might be able to come out and spend part of the morning seeing a few things, but as he reached the peak of the small hill, he realized that it was not going to be a simple trek. Based on a pile of rocky ruins not far from him, it looked like there had been a settlement here at one point, but now the island was barren.

      He headed over to the ruins, which reminded him of some of the stone they had seen in Reyand, though this stone had collapsed. One frame of a structure was slightly more intact, with a pair of walls still upright, along with a window that he poked his head through. As he studied the building, he didn’t recognize anything about its construction, and had no idea what it once had been.

      Could this have been what the locals had come out here for? People could be so fucking strange.

      He picked his way over to another pile of rock with some markings on it, and poked at it with his boot. When he did, the stone crumbled and left little more than a mound of dust.

      What the fuck? That was strange. Could there be some sort of magic here?

      Honaaz wouldn’t know, but thankfully he had his bone dagger and his sword, though he didn’t like to use the sword since he wasn’t as skilled with it as he was with the dagger. He also had a pair of Lily’s berahn talismans. She wanted him to keep them with him at all times, mostly because she was concerned about whether he could protect himself, but partly because they had been through enough in the time they had been together for her to know that there were real dangers in the world.

      He looked up, glancing deeper into the island. There were no trees here, just rock. What would have made somebody settle here?

      He turned, until his gaze looked out to sea.

      There was a boat out there. His boat.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz raced toward the shore, and by the time he reached it, the boat was bobbing on the waves and twisting in the current, which carried it back toward the city.

      “Biggins!” he shouted.

      There was no response.

      The sail was lowered, but it still caught a little bit of the wind, flapping with a loud snap. Each time it did, some part of Honaaz tensed.

      “Biggins!”

      Again, there was no response.

      That fucker left me here?

      He stared until the boat drifted far enough away that Honaaz knew his voice wasn’t going to be heard. So much for trusting Biggins, a drunk, and so much for getting back.

      He was stranded.

      From what he’d seen of the island, there wasn’t much around. No life. Nothing other than the vast emptiness of the ruins that were here.

      What the fuck was he going to do?
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      Finn Jagger approached the capital slowly. He and Morgan had been traveling for almost a week, dealing with the Alainsith magic—the strange fog that had billowed toward them, despite Morgan’s ability to control most of it. She had been using her control over it more often as they neared Jorash, though Finn suspected that some of that was tied to her desire to learn if she still had that control, or whether there was something tainting it.

      His horse pulled against the reins as he walked on foot, as if she wanted to go the opposite direction. For that matter, Finn thought that maybe heading in the opposite direction would be for the best. If it weren’t for his obligation, he wouldn’t be going to the capital. He didn’t want to.

      The massive longsword Justice remained strapped to his back. Increasingly, Finn had been loath to part with the sword, unwilling to even leave it strapped to the horse. Not because he needed to use it like any other sword, as he was not a swordsman, but because it was Alainsith in origin. It had also been used in countless executions over the years, which had granted its bearer a measure of strength. And it was that strength which he thought he needed now.

      They had spoken many times about whether or not it made sense for them to keep heading in this direction, and Morgan remained frustrated with Finn’s persistence about making his way to the capital, especially given the obvious evacuation. Her experience in Sanaron had left her convinced they had to leave. Finn doubted that the king was still in the capital, but it wasn’t the only reason he was going there now.

      They’d faced a steady stream of people leaving the city. Many had come along the northern road they had taken, though not all. Some were on foot, and they slipped between the trees, which made him concerned. He had done his best to try to warn them from heading into the tainted Alainsith lands, but he wasn’t sure he succeeded. Whatever had happened in the city had scared them, and Finn wasn’t sure he could coax anyone, given how afraid they were.

      Jorash was on the coast, and unlike Verendal, where a massive wall created a significant demarcation between the city itself and anything outside it, here the land gradually transformed from farms, to homes that were close together, to buildings that were a jumble, one atop another. In the north, the homes were sparser and more separated, leaving a wide path and an easier entrance into the capital. Everything was empty and quiet, giving Finn an unsettled feeling, though he’d felt that way for the last few days.

      No chimney had smoke rising from it. No people wandered outside the homes. No children played in the streets. No animals chased one another. It was as if this part of the city had been abandoned. He still didn’t know what had happened.

      He looked over at Morgan. “Can you feel anything?”

      She was moving her hands, tracing patterns designed to help her control the Alainsith magic that imbued all things they had created. “There is power here,” she said, her voice dropping to little more than a whisper. “I can feel it. I’m not willing to draw upon it too broadly. I don’t want anyone—or anything—to know we have access to it. Not yet.”

      It was wise, he suspected. They didn’t know what they would come to find. Whatever was happening in the city would be closer to the coast, especially if it was similar to what they’d experienced in Sanaron. There were those within the kingdom that had the ability to handle magic—that was how they had thwarted the witchcraft war, after all. But short of turning the hegen into warriors, which was something the king had been adamantly opposed to, they didn’t have anyone capable of fighting that kind of power. It was part of the reason King Porman had wanted to ensure that peace remained between the kingdom and the Alainsith.

      “You have to be ready with your blade,” he told her.

      Her gaze lingered on his sword. “I don’t know that you should be wearing yours like that. Maybe carry it.”

      “Justice is not a weapon.”

      Morgan snorted. “I think we can both agree that it is. And the way you wield it, on behalf of the king, tells me you understand that it is a weapon.”

      He hated that she was right, but perhaps the sword had become just that—a sword. It was no longer the marker of the king’s justice in the kingdom, Finn’s way of wielding the law. It had increasingly become a weapon that he needed to use to defend the kingdom and those within it from the dangers of the kind of magic that Finn never thought himself capable of fending off.

      “I never imagined that I would come into the capital wielding a weapon,” he said, glancing to her briefly.

      “And I never thought I would come to the capital feeling as if I needed to draw on the power available here. Things change, Finn. You’ve seen that. How much had Verendal changed in the time you were there?”

      Finn looked around him. The design of the capital was not all that dissimilar to that of Verendal. Despite missing the surrounding wall, the buildings themselves were similar in construct. Most were made of a pale gray stone that seemed to mimic the architecture of the Alainsith that had predated the kingdom. Churches were scattered throughout the capital, many of them incredibly ornate, towering high in the air, though he had often felt that Verendal had some of the nicest churches in the kingdom.

      The palace sat on a hillside looking down toward the water. From there, one could see far out to sea and watch the gulls circle, could hear the sound of them calling to one another and even the occasional splash of waves against the shore. The shouts along the docks rang out, reaching the palace, and the smell of salt and fish and the ocean carried there as well. Finn had long known of Porman’s affinity for the sea. The king had always valued proximity to the coast.

      “Verendal is always changing,” he said. “But it also stays the same. Much of it has remained the way it was when I first took up my position.”

      “But you weren’t always the faithful servant, were you?”

      He shook his head slowly. “That’s no secret.”

      “Perhaps not, but do you know what happens over time?” she said. “Things that were once well known become shrouded in mystery. Other stories compete, giving a chance for new stories to be told. What stories are told of you, Finn Jagger?”

      He glanced over. “I’m the Hunter.”

      “And you wear that title with pride.”

      “Is it any different than the Blackheart?”

      That question elicited a broad smile from Morgan, and she shook her head. “Not at all. It’s why I think the two of you are more alike than dissimilar, though I suspect neither of you would want to acknowledge that truth. Why would you, when it means you have served the same goal, regardless of how you approach it?” She turned, looking out toward the city. “When I first came here, I was young. I’d known that I needed to understand more about my connection to all this.” She began tracing her fingers in the air again, before pausing, glancing to her hands, and shaking her head slightly. “I had known there was something to my connection to that ability and that I needed to understand what that meant for me and my family so I could help my people. It’s why I left Sanaron.”

      Finn hadn’t taken the time to learn much about why she’d left Sanaron. When she’d been placed under his care as a prisoner, he’d been warned that she was a powerful practitioner of witchcraft. Had he known then what he knew now, he would’ve taken different precautions. But even then, any precaution he might’ve taken would not have been effective against her ability. She was a user of power, and the hegen art that had been placed around her might not have even held her for long. Long enough for her to remain under his care for a time, but how much longer would they have held?

      “I heard about what was taking place in Reyand, and the power of the witchcraft being used,” Morgan continued. “I recognized some similarities to the things I learned when I was younger.” She fell silent for a few moments as she rode, and Finn looked over to her. “I feared that what we did was similar to what was happening in your land, and I wanted to ensure that we maintained a measure of stability. The council was always uneasy.”

      Finn hadn’t heard that much about the politics of Sanaron, though he wasn’t terribly surprised to learn that there had been some attempt to maneuver for power. That was the kind of thing that happened everywhere. The advantage Reyand had was that it was relatively stable, and that Porman had ruled for as long as he had. His family had done so with a measure of steadiness.

      Other places outside Reyand didn’t have the same stability. Yelind, in particular, had been frequently in chaos. Finn had been part of Yelind’s attempt to unsettle the politics in Reyand, and there were probably other attacks he had known nothing about.

      “I came looking for answers and understanding, hoping to learn more about the kind of power my family has always possessed.” Morgan continued tracing patterns with her hands as she spoke, though Finn didn’t see anything happening. Maybe she was just forming them rather than actually trying to summon power. “I started to learn about the connection to Alainsith structures. Did you know that we hadn’t even realized they were Alainsith? We didn’t know who was responsible. I started to piece together ways of drawing upon it.” She smiled. “That’s what caught your attention.”

      “You didn’t catch my attention,” Finn said.

      “Then I suppose I should say that’s what caught your king’s attention. I was accused of using witchcraft, when it was nothing of the sort.”

      “You could have gone to him.”

      “And said what?” She twisted in her saddle, looking down to him. “That my people were in danger? Sanaron is a coastal city, and while we are important, or at least we like to think we are, we would not have gotten any response from your king.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do know that if we had gone looking for outside help, the people of Sanaron would have viewed it as a betrayal. That is how downfall begins, Finn. Betrayal.” She patted her horse on the flank, leaned forward slightly, and cast a look at him. “You seem to be taking a roundabout path. Is there a reason for it, or do you intend to investigate the entire city before we go and speak to the king?”

      “I’m trying to see what we have to deal with,” he said.

      But she wasn’t wrong. He had been moving slowly into Jorash. It had given him a chance to see the steady movement of people, a flow of humanity making their way from the capital. But now that he was here, he saw no reason for it.

      “I kept thinking we would feel something, or perhaps see something, that would explain why people are evacuating,” he said.

      “This isn’t an evacuation.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s something. Certainly people abandoning the city in ways they have not before.”

      “An evacuation would involve more wagons, more people, and more heartbreak.” Morgan glanced behind her. “I don’t exactly know what to make of it.”

      When they had left Sanaron, the throng of people that had departed with them had been far more broken than what they’d seen leaving the capital so far. The people of Sanaron had been attacked, running because they had reason to fear for their lives. The people they were encountering at the capital didn’t have the same appearance to them.

      Maybe they had gotten here in time.

      After having seen the Alainsith attacks, and the strangeness that he and Morgan had experienced, he had started to question. Finn had no idea what might’ve happened here. When they had started the journey, his only thought had been on getting to the king and warning him of an attack, to prepare him for what might come. But he still needed to know about his people.

      The city felt wrong. He wasn’t sure how to describe it in any other way, but his time as an executioner had taught him to trust those instincts. And now they screamed out to him that something was amiss, only he had no idea what it was.

      He climbed back into the saddle, his body aching with it. Morgan gave him a sideways look, and he ignored it. He didn’t care for riding. He was meant to go by foot.

      “Do you think your king will welcome you, Master Jagger?”

      “I sent word ahead, but I don’t know if it has reached him. If he’s already left, there’s another place I need to go.”

      It was time he reveal that to Morgan.

      She arched a brow. “Is there?”

      “I will go. Not us.”

      She smiled tightly. “In my studies, I was focused more on the Alainsith throughout Reyand. I was curious about the presence they once had in these lands. It was extensive, as you undoubtedly know. How could it be anything otherwise, considering how widespread the Alainsith structures are throughout here?” She sounded more as if she were talking to herself, the same way that scholars he had met elsewhere did. “But I kept hearing about this court.” She looked over to him. “Unfortunately, no one really knew anything about it. Those who did wouldn’t speak of it. Those who didn’t were curious, but that curiosity only lasted a little while. How is it that you have managed to keep the executioner court a secret?”

      “I have not.”

      She laughed. “Still so modest. I believe that you sit at the head of the executioner court. A king in your own right, wouldn’t you say?”

      Finn looked over. “The court does not seek to rule.”

      “Of course not,” she said. “No one would accuse you, or any of the other master executioners, of attempting to overthrow the king. Such treason would not be tolerated.” She smiled slightly, as if entertained by her own comments. “I’m just saying that the language used to describe it is suspect. Even you have to see that, Master Jagger.”

      Finn stayed quiet. She wasn’t going to force him to reveal anything about the court.

      The executioner court consisted of seven master executioners, and Finn had been raised to it upon his ascension to master executioner in Verendal. It had only been recently that he had been named head of the court, something that had its own obligations. The court helped ensure stability within Reyand, with only minimal guidance from Porman.

      His time working at the head of the executioner court was more than just an honorary title. It placed him in closer contact with the king so he could better serve Reyand, but he would not supersede anything the king planned. The court was only an arm of justice, nothing more.

      “That’s what you intended, isn’t it?” Morgan asked when he said nothing. “You plan to go to the court. Somebody there would most certainly be able to get word to your king.”

      “I’m sure they could,” he said.

      She laughed softly, then reached into a pouch and grabbed a notebook she had used to document aspects of their journey. She only documented briefly, nothing more than that. Then she looked up at him, casting a small smile that seemed more amused than anything, and then went back to work on her notes.

      As they passed through a wealthier section of Jorash, Finn started to slow, and swept his gaze around. When he had been here before, he had always had a destination in mind. Though he had one now, he wasn’t entirely sure he would be able to reach the king as quickly as he hoped. So he took his time. As he did, he found himself glancing over to Morgan.

      What did the Blackheart know? Kanar and Esmerelda had gone to the Alainsith lands, so Finn had to hope that they would learn something. But even if they did, would it make a difference for what he and Morgan had uncovered? Would it change the course of some developing war?

      He was lost in thought when three soldiers appeared in front of him.

      He jerked on the reins of his horse, and had to reach for Morgan’s reins too, pulling her horse to a stop.

      “What is it? Are we—Oh. Realmsguard.”

      Within the capital, the king had Realmsguard soldiers watching over everything, which was vastly different than the Archers that guarded elsewhere. Palace Archers existed in Verendal, but even they were superseded by the Realmsguard. The palace Archers were skilled, and were known to be some of the most gifted soldiers in the kingdom, but they paled in comparison to the Realmsguard—well-trained soldiers who made a career of it, much like these men appeared to be. They looked grizzled, with muscular frames, and they had on the crisp dark gray uniforms of the Realmsguard.

      “Why aren’t they saying anything?” Morgan asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure.” Finn shifted, sliding forward and getting closer to the Realmsguard. One of the men unsheathed his sword. Finn realized that he was carrying his own sword unsheathed. He hadn’t given it much thought as he traveled through the city, mostly because he had understood that there was danger here, and he wanted to be prepared for anything he might come across. But now he questioned if that had been a mistake.

      “I have come to see the king,” Finn said.

      One of the Realmsguard, a gray-haired man with a severe chin and a dangerous way of moving, took a step toward Finn. “No one sees the king.”

      “I am Finn Jagger, master executioner, head of the—”

      “I don’t give two shits about who you are, or who you claim to be. No one gets to see the king.”

      Behind the man, somebody coughed. Finn glanced past him to a shadowed form in a nearby alley. He couldn’t see the figure, but when the Realmsguard soldier looked back at Finn, his expression shifted. It had darkened.

      “Jagger, you said?”

      Finn nodded. “I can assure you that the king would be pleased to see me.”

      “Come with me.”

      The Realmsguard surrounded their horses. Two stood on either side of him and Morgan, and then three more that he hadn’t seen that appeared behind him.

      The leader looked up. “Dismount.”

      Finn did so, though he was uncomfortable. Morgan put her book away, looped the reins of her horse around her belt, and hung her hands at her sides, but her fingers were making small movements. It was subtle, but a bit of fog swirled around her fingertips. Not so much that he thought she might use it or attack with it, but enough that he could see it. She suspected something.

      The Realmsguard’s behavior was bizarre, but given what he and Morgan had seen outside the city, he wasn’t terribly surprised that they would react like this. They would want to protect the king.

      The soldiers guided them through the city, staying quiet. Finn thought he could have a conversation with them, but if they didn’t know him or recognize his influence in the city—and in the kingdom—then it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to force that. They took a turn on a street he had not expected, veering more southerly than he had anticipated.

      “We were going to the palace,” Finn said.

      “You are going where we guide you,” the man said.

      Morgan stumbled, and the Realmsguard glowered at her. She fell toward Finn, and she grabbed on to him, propping herself up.

      “Something isn’t right,” she whispered. “I can feel pressure against me, but I’m not sure what it is. Can you feel it?”

      “No,” Finn said.

      “Use your sword, then. And use your eyes. Be the Hunter.” She stood, running her hand along her cloak. “The cobblestones are uneven for me. Perhaps it would be easier if I stayed mounted.”

      The man nearest her shot her a look. “Walk.”

      Finn scanned the soldiers, and then he noticed that something was wrong. He should have seen it sooner.

      These weren’t Realmsguard.

      The Realmsguard served the king. Normally, Finn would not have any issues with that. After having seen what he had outside the city, the way the Alainsith magic had nearly trapped them, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else going on here that he did not know about. And for her part, Morgan remained on edge, her hands moving in the steady power she traced.

      They rounded another corner, and now the palace was in the opposite direction.

      Finn looked over toward it, noticing Morgan watching him. As he turned his attention back ahead of him, he saw a building made of deep black stone rising in front of them. It reminded him of Declan Prison in Verendal. Much like Declan, this was an old Alainsith tower that had been repurposed. Much like Declan, it was a nearly impenetrable prison.

      And the Realmsguard were leading them right to it.
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      “Unless the king is in Rising Prison, you had better explain yourself,” Finn said to the Realmsguard leader. The captain? He wasn’t exactly sure how the Realmsguard were organized, but increasingly, he was realizing his mistake.

      The man glanced over to him. “Quiet.”

      “I’m afraid you have this all wrong,” Finn said. “I have told you who I am. I’ve told you my position, and I’ve heard nothing from you. Under what authority are you bringing us to Rising Prison?”

      That was undoubtedly where the man thought to lead them, but Finn had had enough of this charade. He was the head of the executioner court, leader of the king’s arm of justice throughout Reyand, and he was not about to be taken to a prison like this.

      “I told you to be quiet.”

      “I will not be,” Finn said. He caught a warning look from Morgan, but he ignored it. “You see, I have been tasked by King Porman himself—”

      The Realmsguard man darted toward Finn and drove a fist toward his stomach.

      Finn stood motionless. Morgan cried out, but he just locked eyes with the man. His fist struck at Finn’s stomach, a gleam of metal flashing in his hand that Finn hadn’t noticed before, and then it bounced off.

      The Realmsguard captain took a step back. “Witchcraft.”

      Finn sighed, shifted, and reached for Justice.

      Morgan removed the reins of her horse from her belt, and she shot him another look. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “But the Realmsguard don’t escort people to prison, and there’s something off about their uniform, unless you haven’t noticed.”

      “I don’t know that I would have noticed anything about them well enough to recognize that something was amiss.”

      “But you’re with the Blackheart.”

      One of the men looked over.

      “Not while he served in this capacity,” Morgan said.

      “They’re missing the sword pin on their lapel,” Finn explained.

      The captain glanced down at his uniform, and then he looked up at Finn. His expression shifted, and a broad sneer parted his face. “We heard about you, Hunter. Didn’t expect to find you here, and didn’t expect you to call yourself out like you did.”

      He didn’t try to get closer. He backed away, and so did the others, creating a ring around him and Morgan.

      “Who are you?” Finn asked.

      He had a sense that they were part of some militia, and they certainly moved as if they were comfortable with the blades they carried, but he wasn’t sure who they were or why they would be here.

      The man chuckled. “It’s too bad you won’t find out. Well, you will. Eventually.”

      Finn felt power begin to build. He had spent quite a bit of time around hegen practitioners of the art, which was its own form of magic. He had even experienced witchcraft a few times, and thought he would recognize the buildup of power from that. This was not like hegen magic, but it wasn’t quite like witchcraft either. Whatever it was seemed significant.

      He glanced over to Morgan. “Do you have access to enough power?”

      “We need to get closer to that building,” she said.

      “I’m not so sure that getting close to the prison is a good idea.”

      “It is for me.”

      He nodded and held on to Justice. As that strange energy continued to build around him, and as he could feel that power rising, he prepared for it the only way he thought he could. The sword could cut through magic, using the stored potential of power that it had gained over decades of delivering justice.

      It was not as effective as somebody who truly understood how to fight witchcraft, and certainly not as effective as somebody like Kanar Reims, who would be using his own connection to his weapon and the training he’d gotten from the real Realmsguard. But this was Justice, a blade that had stored incredible power over the years. Finn had learned to use that against witchcraft often enough that he understood how to control it.

      He swept his sword in a circle.

      The men watched him, and then the captain started to laugh. “Your dances aren’t going to save you. We’ve got five men around you, all blade masters.”

      “And I have something you do not,” Finn said.

      A shout rang out behind them, but he ignored it. The captain had turned, and Finn brought Justice down, driving it toward the cobblestones.

      The blunted blade struck the stone… and then shattered it.

      A wave of wind washed outward, slamming into each of the men who surrounded them, and the subtle power he’d been feeling began to dissipate.

      He grabbed Morgan, pulling her forward.

      “Did you know it would do that?” she asked.

      “I could feel the power they were using. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I carved through it, but—”

      “You caused it to rebound on them.”

      He looked around, and the false Realmsguard were lying motionless. One of the men had blackened lines on his face, and he trembled, before twitching and falling still.

      “I didn’t know,” Finn said.

      “How could you? It was witchcraft, but of the sort I haven’t seen before.”

      He frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I told you that I came to Reyand so I could study witchcraft. The power that I command is not dissimilar to witchcraft. Only the stored potential is different. I’m not using pain and suffering and violence the way witchcraft does. I’m using the stored potential of the Alainsith, and they have a natural connection to the world. But the patterns I use are similar to the patterns and writings that witchcraft practitioners have long used.” She glanced behind her. “But I’ve not seen anything like that.”

      As they made their way toward Rising Prison, Finn hesitated. “I don’t like heading there. If we make a mistake—”

      “I need to test something, though. Can you keep an eye out for me?”

      He had to trust her. And given everything they had gone through so far, he did trust her.

      He nodded. They raced forward, and when they reached the outskirts of Rising Prison, Finn slowed. He held Justice out from him, its long blade making it difficult to carry easily. It wasn’t going to be much use as a weapon, though perhaps that wasn’t necessary. The sword could cut through magic, and had done it in the past. It could do so again.

      Morgan stood facing the blackened wall of Rising Prison, and she began to trace patterns in the air in front of it. There was nobody in the streets, even though it was daytime and there should be some people. Still, given the flood of people evacuating the city, Finn wasn’t terribly surprised, despite thinking that perhaps there would be some people still in the city.

      It was time to stop looking for Porman. There was no way the king was still here.

      What he needed instead was to head to the executioner court and see if there was any documentation about what had happened. He wasn’t optimistic that it would work, but he was willing to look nonetheless.

      “I can feel something,” Morgan said. “The building is intact. I can still feel a trace of power here, though there is some resistance. I don’t know how long it will be here, or if there’s anything I can do to prevent it from persisting, but…” She looked over to him. “For now, we can use it if we need to.”

      “Just for now?”

      “There are probably other places like this,” she said. “You have experience in Jorash. How many other buildings are Alainsith constructed?”

      “Like this one?” He shook his head. “Rising Prison is unique in the capital. There are more throughout other parts of the country, but not so many here.”

      Most of the old Alainsith buildings that had been in the city had been destroyed a long time ago. Too many people had bad memories of the Alainsith, and believed that destroying the old structures would somehow prevent the Alainsith from attacking again. At the time, Finn had thought that mindset ridiculous. Now he knew better. There was still power in those Alainsith buildings.

      “I don’t know that we can keep wandering the streets if these false Realmsguard are around. We need to get answers, and we won’t get them riding through the city like this.”

      “What do you propose?” Morgan asked.

      “We should leave the horses behind.” He turned, peering around him. “And see if we can’t find help.”

      She looked as if she wanted to debate him, before nodding.

      “We should keep the horses someplace in case we need them again,” he said. “There are stables back there. I don’t know if there were any horses inside, but they would at least have accommodations. Besides, if we need to get moving quickly, this is closer to the edge of the city.”

      They headed in the direction of the palace, wandering through the streets as they guided the horses, though not riding. Finn wanted to be ready to run if needed, and they could leave the horses if they had to.

      By the time they reached the stables near the palace, which he had used in the past, they had still not seen anyone in the street. It was unsettling. The inside of the stables was quiet too. The horses were gone, and he saw no stable master, though Finn hadn’t really expected to find anyone. He brought the horses to one of the rearmost stables, found some stray hay, and tossed that in with the horses. When he stepped out and closed the door behind him, Morgan frowned.

      “In case we have to leave quickly,” he explained.

      As they made their way out, she paused outside the stables and traced a faint pattern. A bit of fog lifted from the ground, then swirled, sweeping around the stables. She glanced over to Finn. “Thankfully, there’s enough residual energy here that I think it’ll work. Now, where do you want us to go?”

      It would be slower to move on foot, but safer. When Finn was young, and still a thief, he had preferred to be on foot, as it was easier to sneak through the alleys, or occasionally even along rooftops, where he could avoid the Archers. That was the skill set he needed to fall back on now.

      “This is the way we need to go,” he said, motioning for her to follow. “I’m going to guide us toward the court, and hopefully we don’t encounter more Realmsguard along the way.”

      Morgan may be able to handle them, but Finn, even with his sword, wouldn’t be able to do much.

      They picked their way toward the palace. At one point, he caught sight of figures moving down the street, and he led Morgan to an alley. In Verendal, Finn knew the alleys like the back of his hand, and would’ve had little difficulty avoiding anyone, but in Jorash he had to be more careful. There was a very real possibility that he could end up with them getting lost, or perhaps worse—popping out and colliding with more of the so-called Realmsguard.

      Near the palace, many of the surrounding buildings were massive homes belonging to merchants or those with wealth who wanted to be close to the king. All of them appeared to be empty. Where had these people gone? Those with money would have been slow to react, he suspected. They wouldn’t want to leave their belongings behind and evacuate. There should be some activity near the homes, but unfortunately, there was nothing.

      “Most of these are wealthy merchants,” he told Morgan. “Reyand doesn’t have nobility, not like some other places, but there are wealthy landowners, and those who seek to have influence with the king. They pay a premium to stay close, hoping for an invitation to the palace and to sway him to their causes.”

      “I’ve spent some time here,” she said.

      He glanced over and nodded. “Sometimes I forget. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. I’m just reminding you that you don’t need to talk me through it.”

      He shifted, and realized that he was still holding on to Justice. He carefully slipped the sword back into its sheath, though Morgan frowned at him while moving her hands in a pattern and summoning the fog.

      They kept walking, and as they did, he had the distinct sense that she was watching him just as much as she was watching everything around them. He understood the reason behind it. They were getting close to the palace, and that was bound to raise the kinds of questions from her that he’d already started to feel she had, but he had preferred to avoid them to this point.

      They turned a corner.

      Three more false Realmsguard stood down the street, though from a distance they looked as if they could actually be Realmsguard. They wore the same gray uniforms and carried Realmsguard swords, which had a slight curve to the blade and a hilt marked with the colors of the throne.

      Finn backed away, and they started chasing.

      “Are we just going to run?” Morgan asked.

      “I don’t intend to fight all of them.”

      She spun and held her hands out, twisting her wrists ever so slightly as if tightening a screw. The fog began to rise up. It seemed to lift around her hands, then spread in the way she had done in the past. The Realmsguard slowed, as though they couldn’t get any closer. They unsheathed their swords and started to hack at the fog, cutting at it like it were some living thing.

      “We should keep moving,” she said. “They’re pushing against me with more power than I would’ve expected.” She glanced behind her, and she flicked her wrist, causing another stream of fog to rise.

      “What are they doing to it?”

      “Nothing yet, but my concern is that they will manage to do something if I give them time.” She flicked her wrist again, and another stream of fog stretched away from her. When it struck the emptiness up ahead, she frowned and leaned forward like she might be able to accomplish something more just by looking at it. “Witchcraft, possibly,” she mused, “but I’m not sure if that is all that’s here. There might be some other technique to it.”

      Finn cast one more look behind him as they raced ahead, watching whether the false Realmsguard were following, but he didn’t see anything. How many of them were there? At least he had a better understanding as to why no one was out in the street. The false Realmsguard would’ve taken care of that.

      He had to find a different—safer—way. Their route led them past a series of smaller homes as they headed away from the palace. He turned down a narrow alley, only this time it was one he was familiar with. He had been here many times before. Reaching this part of the city was easy, though traditionally there was more foot traffic and far more patrols. When he had been to the capital in the past, the Archers had often spent considerable time patrolling here, especially as close as they were to the palace. Palace Archers would monitor right around the palace itself, but even the city Archers were more skilled in Jorash than they were in other parts of the country.

      The alley ended in a solid section of wall, and Finn paused to run his hands along it, tracing his fingers until he found the narrow groove. Morgan stayed next to him, watching over his shoulder.

      “Interesting. The court is hidden like this?”

      “The court isn’t hidden,” Finn said. “This entrance is.”

      He pushed until he heard a quiet click, and a section of the wall slid open. A dark room greeted him on the other side. He double-checked to make sure no one was behind him, and then urged Morgan ahead. Finn stepped inside behind her and pressed another section of the wall, leaving the stone to grind gradually back into place.

      Darkness surrounded them.

      “What now?” Morgan whispered.

      “Now we find the court.”

      “Sounds easy enough,” she said. “What do you think you’ll find there?”

      “The court documents everything that happens, especially in the city,” Finn said. “That was something I implemented. I need to know what’s been going on. Then we can decide what we have to do.”

      “Is there any decision that has to happen right now? We need to leave. The king has to be gone, Finn. We can check again, if that will make you feel better, but it’s time that we go.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but he did feel like he needed to look, especially now that he was here.

      If he were smart—and normally, he was—he would’ve turned back at the first sign of the Realmsguard marching through the city, but he couldn’t abandon Jorash until he knew whether the king was stuck in this place. He couldn’t leave not knowing whether there was any danger here.

      “Finn?”

      He nodded, and they moved forward. Finn carefully slid his feet so he didn’t stumble onto the staircase he knew was here. When he reached the lip of the step, he paused and then took a step down. He held his hand out, catching Morgan before she tripped. “Be careful here. Stairs. Push your way forward to feel for the edge, and hang on to my arm.”

      She came down one step and lost her footing, grabbing his shoulder. She worked her hand down to his arm, looping her arm in his. It was strangely familiar, and he didn’t care much for it. But he also didn’t like moving in the darkness.

      They descended the stairs carefully. Once they were down, he was greeted by another flat section of wall. He reached forward, tracing his hands along it. This trigger was harder for him to find than the one for the entrance, partly because he didn’t know the way quite as well. He could detect the slight crease in the stone, feeling his way around to find the trigger.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked. “It’s taking longer than usual for you.”

      “The stone seems to be fighting me. Maybe it’s just the darkness, so once I find where I need…” He fumbled as he looked for the markers. “If only I could see something,” he muttered.

      “I might be able to help with that,” she said.

      Morgan stepped back. Finn half expected her to use her magic to create a burst of light, or perhaps use some modified form of witchcraft, but instead she pulled out a piece of flint and a small oil lantern. She quickly struck a flame, then held the lantern out. The soft orange glow flickered a little and pushed back the shadows.

      “Well?” she asked.

      The wall that he’d been feeling was definitely the right one, but he couldn’t find where he needed to go. He scanned it and, with a sigh, realized that he’d been looking in the wrong section. He’d been too agitated and had nearly overlooked what he was supposed to find.

      “Here,” he said, locating what was little more than a small scratch in the stone. It was an ancient symbol for justice, which the executioner court used on their coat of arms. It reminded him something of a sword, though hooked at one end. When he pressed on it, the door clicked and slid open.

      As soon as it did, a foul stench emerged.

      Morgan held her hands out, and fog started to lift and swirl around her. She glanced over to him. “Be careful. I can feel something here, but I’m not quite sure what it is.”

      He headed forward, toward the stench, and readied for death.
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      The wind whispered softly over the open grass, stirring it, though barely disturbing the leaves on the massive trees that created a ring around this clearing. Jal focused, sighting along the arrow, and steadied his hand. He held himself motionless, his breath caught, and even his heart slowed for a moment, as if it paused just enough for him to ensure that he aimed as accurately as possible.

      Then he released the arrow.

      It flew straight and true, streaking above the ground, plunging into the rock on the far side. He hurriedly reached for another arrow, readied it, and then prepared to fire, when the sound of footsteps disrupted him.

      He straightened and turned.

      He was no longer alone out here the way he preferred. Jal enjoyed the quiet. It was part of the reason he had come to master the bow in the first place. He had always liked the solitude and the silence, and had always appreciated what that had brought him—an opportunity to feel as if he were one with the world. He clenched the arrow and traced his hand along the smooth branch he had carved, then turned to see who had come.

      Jal tipped his head politely. “Cousin.”

      Tristan was only a few years older than Jal—at least, according to the way the Alainsith counted the years, though if anyone else asked, he would be dozens of years Jal’s senior. He lounged against one of the trees, resting his back against it, glancing off into the distance.

      “You came out here to break rocks?”

      Jal turned away, slinging his bow over his shoulder. “I came out here to get away from the rest of the family. I didn’t realize I would be missed.”

      Tristan snorted and pushed off the tree, striding toward Jal. His black hair hung shaggy around his brow, the waves cascading down, in contrast to Jal’s short curly hair. He was clean-shaven, which most of the Alainsith preferred. His eyes seemed to catch some of the light of the forest, making them an even brighter green than they normally were. “You came out here to get away? You weren’t with them that long.”

      “I was there long enough,” Jal said.

      He hadn’t expected them to send Tristan out here to argue with him, though perhaps he should have known better. Anyone could be a weapon. Anything could be a weapon, for that matter. He had seen that in the time he’d been away from these lands. And he had chosen his weapon.

      “You seem disappointed that you were asked to remain.”

      Jal pulled his bow off his shoulder again and took an arrow out, readying it to the string. “I’m willing to do what I’m asked to do.”

      “As honor demands,” Tristan said.

      Jal looked over, arching a brow. “Are we going there, then?”

      “Well, I figured we should. Otherwise, the family will get upset if I speak of other things. Honor is all they care about.”

      “There are more important things than honor,” Jal said.

      “You should be careful. If Grandfather hears—”

      “I have no intention of saying that in front of our grandfather.”

      But Jal’s other grandfather, his father’s father, would’ve understood. He was the one who had taught Jal to shoot. He was the one who had given him the bow, and guided him on how to hold a steady hand, how to aim, and how to hold a target in his sights. Had he not, Jal wasn’t sure what might have become of him.

      “Do you believe them?” Tristan asked.

      Jal sighed as he released his arrow. It flew true, striking the rock right next to where his other arrow had. It sank deep. The arrowheads were hand carved, fletched by his own hand, and tipped with hard metal he had honed himself. There were no other arrows in the world like it.

      “I know what I saw. I know what I felt. And I know what is coming.”

      “They don’t see it.”

      Jal shrugged. “That’s just the problem, isn’t it? They love to look back, but they fear looking forward. What we should be doing is both.”

      “I think it’s because they look back that they don’t want to look forward.”

      “But we must look in both directions. Backward and forward. We must find the truth.”

      “And you believe you have found a truth the elders have not?” Tristan asked.

      Jal pulled another arrow from his quiver. “Do you know what I was taught when I was younger?”

      “Probably the same thing as me.”

      “I doubt that. You were always included on the other side of the family.”

      Tristan arched a brow at him. “You don’t think you could have been?”

      “Oh, I’m sure I would’ve been welcome,” Jal said. “The question is whether I wanted to be.”

      “You preferred coming out here?”

      “Out here and beyond. There are meadows to the north. The grasses grow nearly to your waist, and the flowers…” He smiled. “The fragrance fills the air. There is nothing else like it. But then again, our people prefer the trees.”

      “We know the trees. We know this land. We know what happens when we venture too far.”

      It always came back to that—what happened if they ventured too far. That was the reason his people looked to the past. There was a reason they feared looking forward.

      “My grandfather used to bring me out to the meadow. He taught me to aim.”

      “I’m sure we all could aim well,” Tristan said. “It’s not as if you have some great gift.”

      Jal shot him a hard stare. “Don’t I?”

      “Well, I don’t have the practice you do, I’m sure, but I imagine that if I spent the same amount of time studying, I’d develop the same skill.”

      “I would be intrigued to see that. But no. I don’t think you would. I don’t think you have the dedication to it either.” Nor would he have the teacher. Jal’s grandfather was one of the last of his kind, one who knew things about the world and was willing to look in ways that others were not.

      “We could wager now,” Tristan offered.

      “Do you have a bow?”

      “You have yours.”

      “You aren’t touching mine,” Jal said.

      Tristan laughed. “Always the same, aren’t you, Jal? Never wanting to be part of what you should.”

      “And who’s to say what that should be?”

      “You’re supposed to be part of the people.”

      Jal shrugged. “And here I thought I was supposed to keep watch.”

      Tristan frowned. “That’s an ancient oath.”

      “You don’t look to the past?”

      “Would you stop?”

      Jal flashed a broad grin, though he doubted he disarmed Tristan the way he did others, yet that didn’t stop him from trying. It worked with many, but not all. When he had first come across Kanar, Jal had thought he could charm him, and perhaps confound him. But Kanar was clever, and though he hadn’t said it, Jal had always believed that Kanar had seen through some of his veneer. Kanar was too kind to tell him that, however. And there was the simple matter that Jal had been useful.

      What he wouldn’t give to return to that time. It was simple, just taking jobs…

      “What did you do while you were gone? There are rumors that you used to hunt with the Blackheart.”

      “I don’t know that we hunted so much as we pulled jobs.”

      “I’m not sure what that means,” Tristan said.

      “It means that I traveled with him, and we were given assignments, and we attempted to keep others safe.” That was a basic enough explanation, if incomplete. Then again, he wasn’t exactly sure how else to describe it for somebody like Tristan, who wouldn’t really understand it.

      “Did you hunt with him?”

      “When necessary.”

      “That’s why the elders are unhappy.”

      Jal gave a slight shrug. “Perhaps.”

      He had given it some thought, and he knew that his disappearance had upset them, just as he knew that they had hoped to bring him back. He had chosen to come back on his own, but felt as if he were being held hostage in a way he had not foreseen.

      “It was a simpler time,” Jal said. “Having a single target, and a single focus, was easy.”

      “And now?” Tristan asked, striding across the clearing and grabbing the two arrows Jal had fired. He jerked them free of the rock, making Jal cringe. He might damage the branches that Jal had painstakingly carved, destroying them so he wouldn’t be able to use them again. Each arrow took nearly a day to make. He knew that was a long time, but he was not willing to use anything substandard.

      “Now I feel as if my target is obscured,” Jal said.

      “I thought you were standing watch.” Tristan smirked as if he’d made some grand joke.

      Jal wondered if Tristan even understood the depths of what he asked. Someone like him probably didn’t even see it. It surprised Jal, especially given that Tristan was older, but maybe it was because he had stayed in these lands, in the Alainsith holdings, and had never ventured beyond the borders to see the influence of the world.

      “Why did you come here?” Jal asked.

      “Because he’d like to see you.”

      Tristan turned quickly, and he whipped one of the arrows at Jal. It streaked toward him but almost moved slowly. Jal tracked it easily, and he snatched it out of the air, stuffing it back into his quiver. When Tristan sent the other one in his direction, Jal grabbed that as well.

      “They sent you?” Jal said.

      “He thought it best.”

      Jal groaned. “Did he now?” In the time that he’d been back in their lands, he had not gone before the family. Especially not his grandfather. Of all the people he might see, his grandfather was the one who troubled him the most.

      “Are you going to refuse?”

      “I doubt he would let me.”

      “I doubt it as well,” Tristan said. “I could guide you back.”

      “Did he want to see me right now?”

      “No, I thought you would want to prepare.”

      “I will. Alone,” Jal said.

      Tristan regarded him, and then he shrugged slightly. “It’s good to have you back, Jal. We’ve missed you.”

      Jal waited until Tristan strode back into the trees and disappeared, leaving him alone.

      They had missed him? Tristan certainly didn’t, and the others would not have. He had always been an outsider, partly because of his father’s father, but partly because of his own views and desire to leave the holdings, to try to understand the outside world, and to see things he would not have been able to otherwise. And then he had gone to Sanaron, traveled with Kanar Reims, and seen the attack on the city…

      All of it made Jal feel as if he truly was serving the ancient oath.

      Stand watch.

      He pulled an arrow out of his quiver, brought it up to the string, and sighted along it. He held his breath steady. He aimed. And when he released the arrow, it flew quickly, though it wobbled. It was one of the arrows Tristan had jerked free of the stone, and it had been damaged, much as he had feared.

      When it struck the rock, Jal noted that it deflected slightly beyond what he had targeted. A shame. It would take too long to repair, and he would be better served making another one.

      He pulled the other arrow out of his quiver, held it up, and studied it. There were no obvious imperfections, but even as he drew back on the bow, he could feel the trembling within the arrow. Normally, the arrow seemed to guide him, almost as if it were the one that wanted to fly straight and true. In this case, as he felt the strangeness in it, he knew before he even loosed the arrow that it would shake. And it did.

      It landed to the right of where it should, his aim off by nearly six inches.

      Jal had an exacting standard of how he targeted things. It came from his grandfather, who had wanted him to have perfect aim, and to practice until he did. And so he had.

      He slung his bow over his shoulder, and he strode out, passing beyond the edge of the trees. The walk was quick, at least for him, and when he reached the meadow, he looked up. Dark clouds smeared the sky, and thunder rumbled faintly in the distance, almost as if the storm were trying to announce itself. He breathed in, smelling the coming rain, and then took a seat. With his legs crossed and his bow resting on his lap, he remained there until he felt the movement near him. He didn’t even need to open his eyes to know what it was.

      But he opened them anyway.

      The berahn was the size of a horse in Reyand. She slunk toward him, sliding through the grasses. Jal had been barely aware of her presence, and were it not for the fact that she obviously wanted to alert him of her coming, he may not have even known. She settled onto the ground next to him, hardly disturbing the grasses. When she eventually got up, he doubted that she would leave any indentation. He still didn’t know the trick of that, though there were many tricks of the berahn that he did not know.

      “Have you come to chide me for leaving as well?” he said to her.

      She peered up at him with golden eyes. An energy came from her, something that suggested a power she possessed, even though he couldn’t quite feel anything else from it. The berahn were connected to the world in a way that few creatures were.

      “They don’t want me to leave again. I don’t know that I want to stay either.” He looked away from her for a moment. Under any other circumstance, such a thing would be a slight to the berahn, and she would likely attack. Then again, this wasn’t the first time he had interacted with her. “They don’t believe we should be involved.”

      She rested her head on the ground, still looking at him. There were times when he thought she understood him.

      “Kanar plans to leave, though that depends on whether they will be willing to let him go. He has the sword, after all, and I suspect they intended it to come back here all along.” Jal wondered if he had made a mistake in revealing the blade. Perhaps it would have been best for it to remain coated in whatever black lacquer had been used on it to make it into the Blackheart’s sword. Yet when he had first started to suspect that Kanar possessed that sword, he’d needed to know. “The other one remains on guard. She seems concerned.” He smiled. “A clever one, she is. I doubt they see that about her. The elders never looked to the truth of her kind. They always believed them too weak to know certain truths, but she sees.”

      The short time he had spent with Esmerelda suggested that she was far cleverer than his people gave her credit for. And she was powerful. Not only by hegen standards, but by the Alainsith as well. If she were one of his kind, with the opportunity to live as long as they did, there would be a very real possibility that she could progress to become an elder. So many things mattered, and so many things did not.

      “I might need your help,” Jal said.

      At that, the berahn perked up.

      “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do, but I’d like to be ready for all the possibilities.” He glanced up at the sky again. The thunder clouds were moving closer, and it wouldn’t be long before the storm came. From the energy he felt, he suspected this would be a powerful storm. Was that some sign? It was difficult to know. That was not Jal’s gift, though there were some among his people who could answer that. “I don’t know what we will have to do, only that I doubt I will get the help here that we need.”

      He turned to her and reached out. He waited until she pushed her head up against his hand, not wanting to touch her without her permission. “We may need a different kind of ancient help.”

      Her eyes locked onto him, and they glowed brightly. As they did, he had a sense that she agreed. He wasn’t sure if it truly was, or if this was her way of telling him that she was trying to comfort him. Perhaps it was both. He smiled at the thought.

      “I wonder how many of your kind you might be able to convince to help. I wish I knew. I wish that my grandfather had told me how he spoke to you.”

      Too many of their people believed that the berahn needed to be trained, but Jal knew better. It was how he had managed to deflect the berahn attack when they had come to Sanaron. They did not need to be trained. They needed to be treated as equals, or perhaps even something superior.

      That was a lesson his grandfather had shared. It had been in a place almost like this. It had been on a day almost like this.

      He closed his eyes. As he did, memories came back to him. That was a gift of their people. Jal didn’t always look back, but when he did, the memories came clearly. He saw his grandfather. Even then, he was old. Old for their kind, and old in general. He had his longbow slung over his shoulder, much like Jal did now. And he was dressed in a dappled green cloak, though it had faded over time.

      “Do you see him out there?” Jal’s grandfather had asked.

      Jal had been young. Still learning what it meant for him to serve as part of the family, but also recognizing that there were aspects of that service he did not care for. He enjoyed his time with his grandfather, and had spent more and more time with him. His voice was calm and soothing, which comforted Jal, but it also suited the kinds of conversations they had. He was quick with a smile, unlike most people in the family.

      “I don’t see anything. Are you pointing to a bird?”

      His grandfather shook his head. “There are no birds out here that we would need to target.”

      They hunted deer and wild boar, but only for whatever meat they needed. Rarely for anything else. And his grandfather always helped him find those that were weak and would be killed by another predator. He claimed that was the way to keep the herd strong.

      “I don’t see what you want me to,” Jal said. He squinted against the cloudy gray sky, which still managed to have some brightness to it. “What’s out there?”

      “When you see it, let me know.”

      His grandfather strode away, and Jal knew what he wanted then. It was a game. They played games like that, and too often, Jal felt as if he had somehow disappointed his grandfather. He tried not to, though it was simply inexperience on his part.

      This time, however, they were out of the meadow. The tall grasses could obscure many things, but he didn’t think that was what his grandfather was asking about. There was no trick here, really, but there might be a test.

      And so he stood motionless, peering out into the distance. His grandfather had looked in that direction when he asked Jal if he saw anything.

      He lost track of how long he stood there. The dark clouds rumbled with thunder, and an occasional flicker of lightning streaked through them, but Jal still didn’t move. When the clouds rolled in overhead and the rain started to fall, Jal still didn’t budge. And when the thunder continued to rumble around him and the rain turned into sleet, he sighed.

      A shape emerged in the distance.

      That shape seemed to catch the rain in a strange fashion, causing it to sluice down around it in a way it should not. Had the rain not fallen, Jal doubted that he would’ve even seen it. Yet, as soon as he did, he knew immediately what he saw.

      “A berahn,” he said.

      His grandfather reappeared. Jal hadn’t even known he had remained. He had been so focused on what he saw in the distance that he had lost track of him. That was another failing on his behalf. His grandfather had wanted him to pay attention to all things, and to feel all things, if only so he could know whether there was something near him.

      His grandfather smiled. “Have you seen them before?”

      “Not often, but I have,” Jal said.

      Berahn sightings were always rare.

      “He’s been watching us all day,” his grandfather said.

      “How do you know this one is a ‘he’?”

      His grandfather crouched down next to him and looked over, a bit of a smile sparkling in his eyes. Rain pooled on his brow for a moment before falling to the ground. “Because he tells me, Jal.”

      Jal let out a laugh. The shape in the distance moved. Was it getting closer?

      He couldn’t tell. If it was, it was doing so very slowly—slow enough that Jal could scarcely even keep an eye on it. But he watched, using the techniques his grandfather had taught him, searching for the berahn’s movement. The rain made it easier for him to determine its size, and this one was enormous.

      “I didn’t know they got so large,” Jal said in a whisper.

      His grandfather touched him on the temple. “Focus here.” He tapped Jal on the chest. “And listen here. That is how you’ll learn the secrets of the berahn.”

      “They have secrets?”

      “Do you?”

      Jal laughed. “Well, I’m out here with you.”

      “Is that a secret?”

      “I think my mother wouldn’t care much for it.”

      “I suppose she may not. Your father would have. And if your mother remembers your father, then she will understand.”

      Jal smiled. It was part of the reason he enjoyed spending time with his grandfather. He had lost his father early. It was rare for the Alainsith to lose family members like that, but Jal’s father had died in an accident, or so it was said, and Jal had grown up without him. His grandfather had served as the next best thing and connected Jal to that part of his family, which he would not have known otherwise.

      “Will he hurt us?” Jal asked.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think if he wanted to hurt us, he would’ve been able to do that long ago. He waited until we saw him.”

      “Well, he waited until you saw him. I’ve seen him for a while,” his grandfather said, smiling and patting Jal on the head. “But you’re right. He could have done something long before, and he chose not to. What do you think about that?”

      “I think that means he wants us to know him.”

      “Perhaps.”

      The berahn kept moving closer and closer. The rain became heavier, the thunder boomed, and even the lightning seemed to crackle with more energy.

      And then the berahn stopped in front of him.

      When it did, Jal finally saw him clearly. His fur seemed to blend into the grasses, and given the rain and the darkness, Jal did not know if it was because the fur was a shade of deep gray, or if it was some power that the berahn had. All Alainsith knew that the berahn had power—the question was what kind, and how they controlled it. Even now, Jal still did not know that answer.

      “Hold your hand out,” his grandfather said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you must let him know you.”

      And so Jal did.

      The berahn sniffed, and Jal felt something stir deep within him.

      That had been the first time, but it wasn’t the last. From then on, his grandfather had taught him about the berahn, and Jal had learned more about these massive and majestic creatures, though when he had brought it up to his mother one time, she’d grown angry, so he vowed to keep that to himself from then on.

      He blinked, pushing back that memory, resting his hand on the berahn next to him. He hadn’t seen that large berahn in quite some time. He was still out there, though. Jal was certain of it. Berahn didn’t die easily.

      “Did you know him?” Jal smiled. “He and my grandfather had quite the connection. I saw him maybe a dozen times growing up.” More times than Jal had seen any other berahn. “I miss him.”

      The berahn looked at him. For a moment, Jal felt a stir, a connection, and it seemed to him that she wanted him to know she understood. It was the same thing his grandfather had said: See them with his eyes, feel them with his heart. And that was what he tried to do. That was what he always tried to do.

      This time, however, he wasn’t sure it had worked.

      He breathed out heavily. “I think I should get back. Unfortunately. But I do believe I will be coming back to you soon enough. I hope you’re willing to listen when I do.”

      She nuzzled her head against his hand, and he grinned. Some believed that the berahn were not affectionate, but he knew that those were the people who did not understand the truth of these creatures. If they did, then they would know that the berahn were far different than they thought.

      Thunder rumbled from the coming storm. “Can I find you when I need you?”

      She looked at him, and he understood what she was trying to say.

      He laughed. “Fine. Fine. If I need you, you’ll find me.”

      She almost appeared to nod, before she bounded away, leaving him.

      Jal sat motionless for a long time, until she was gone, and then he got to his feet. It was time for him to return, regardless of how he dreaded it.
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      Kanar Reims, the Blackheart, swept his sword in a sharp arc. The blade felt a part of him in a way it had not before. When he’d fought witchcraft in the past, Kanar had understood that the sword was part of him, but there was still a sense of distance with it. He had used the blade, but he had also increasingly begun to feel as if the blade were trying to use him. It had created a certain connection between them.

      Kanar had known there was magic in that blade. He had known he was changing when he used it. It had been part of the reason he had abandoned his post and chosen to serve in a different way. Or not serve, as the case had been.

      Now, he had embraced that power fully. And there was power within it. By allowing himself to use that, Kanar increasingly became connected to the blade, and felt some part of himself shifting and changing to the point where he began to recognize that the power was modifying him in ways he had not considered before.

      He jumped, twisting over a branch, landing on another, and then he swung the blade through still another branch. He came to land on the ground near where he had jumped in the first place, darting his blade forward briefly, before ducking back and sweeping it out in another arc. Each time he worked, he could feel the power in the sword. Theoretically, there was a limit to it. He knew there would be, but again, this was an Alainsith sword, so whatever limit there was in the blade, it was one Kanar had never quite uncovered. Maybe there was no real limit to it.

      But then, the blade was also similar to witchcraft, and he had drawn power through it, adding to it with his actions and augmenting it as he continued his fight against witchcraft practitioners. Doing so had given the blade a different sort of strength.

      He twisted again, and came to land in a crouch. He flicked his blade around, and then he stopped and held it up, breathing heavily.

      Even that wasn’t as hard as it once had been, though. There had been a time when Kanar was winded after sparring like this, even if it was just on his own. Now he didn’t feel that way. The energy of the blade filled him.

      He took a deep breath and then shoved the blade back into its sheath.

      What am I doing?

      Kanar had come to these lands to try to make sense of what was happening with the Alainsith, thinking Jal would help, but Kanar had increasingly begun to feel like this had been a waste of his time. Now they were left waiting on the Alainsith, who seemed unwilling to even make a decision. Jal had to understand the nature of the threat, as he had seen it firsthand, but they still had not moved any more quickly.

      He strode in a circle, making his way around the forest. A stone building in the distance caught his eye, constructed differently than so many other buildings in this part of the Alainsith lands. Most were built within the trees, part of the forest itself.

      He headed over to it. The stone reminded him of Reyand. There were plenty of buildings like that in the kingdom, though many of them suffered from disuse, with moss and vines creeping up the sides. This one seemed to be well maintained.

      He paused in front of the temple—and Kanar had a hard time thinking of it as anything other than that, as that was how these structures had been used in Reyand. The entrance was made of pale gray wood, incredibly solid and thick. Alainsith writing was worked into the surface, which Kanar couldn’t read.

      “Do you feel it too?”

      Kanar spun to see Jal standing behind him. His bow was slung over his shoulder, and a wide smile split his face, though it did not look as goofy as Kanar had once thought. He no longer knew if that had been a mask or if Jal had really been as happy as he seemed outside his lands.

      “I don’t really feel anything other than the forest, which seems to be trying to draw me in,” Kanar said. “I imagine it’s Alainsith magic that’s guiding me.”

      “Or it could just be the forest,” Jal said. “It has a mind of its own. The forest is old, you know, and so are the trees. But stone…” He took a step forward and traced his hand over the stone, almost lovingly. “Stone is something else. Stone lasts. Or it does in most places. That’s probably why the song is loudest in our old stone buildings.” He looked over to Kanar, as if he should understand what he meant. “You look bothered.”

      “Shouldn’t I be? We came here seeking Alainsith help.”

      “They are still discussing.”

      “How long will that take?”

      Jal looked backward, and for a moment, the smile slipped. When it did, Kanar noticed a different side of him. It seemed almost like there was a bit of darkness, a hardness he hadn’t known Jal capable of, especially when he had believed that Jal was little more than a simple farmer.

      “It can take a while, Kanar,” he said, his voice dipping. The smile returned. Which was the mask? Was it the smile, or was it the hard edge? “We really can’t rush such things.”

      “War has already come to Sanaron, and we suspect that it’s coming to Reyand. It’s already rushed.”

      “It’s my people,” Jal said with a small shrug, little more than a slight movement of his shoulders, but Kanar had been around him long enough that he recognized it. There were certain aspects of Jal that he still knew. “Time is different for my people. I know it’s hard to explain—”

      “It’s not hard to explain,” Kanar said. “Your people live longer than mine.”

      “Not that much longer.”

      Kanar believed otherwise about the Alainsith, given everything he had learned about them. He waited for Jal to explain more, but he didn’t.

      “Is this a temple? That’s what we call it in Reyand,” Kanar said, changing the subject. He wasn’t going to get anywhere by pressing Jal, especially not when it came to trying to understand what his people might be interested in doing to help. It might make more sense for him to spend time understanding the Alainsith and their magic, as he increasingly began to feel that he truly needed to make sense of that kind of power.

      “It’s not a temple like in your lands, just… an old building. Ancient. Come. I can show you.”

      Jal stepped forward and tapped a series of markings on the door, causing a section of wall to slide to the side.

      “You have to use Alainsith magic to open it?”

      “The power is in the stone and the door itself,” Jal said.

      “Then it’s the way Morgan uses her power.”

      “Are you sure that’s how her power is used?”

      Kanar pursed his lips. “That’s what she believes, at least. She seems to think she’s summoning some of your hidden and stored power.”

      “My people have magic, as you would call it,” Jal said, still standing in the doorway, though now he seemed like he was trying to solve a puzzle. “But it’s not magic to us, if that makes any sense.” He flicked his gaze back toward the Alainsith town. “Each of us has some natural ability, I suppose you would say. We can connect to the world. In that we are not at all dissimilar to the hegen. We’ve just been at it longer, so the way we do it is different.” He nodded, almost as if that was all the explanation Kanar needed. “I’ve been trying to come up with a way of explaining just what Morgan does, and how she connects to the power she does. I don’t know if she could. She might not live long enough.”

      “How long have you lived?”

      Jal grinned, the wide, goofy expression parting his face once more. “You know that’s not the kind of question you ask someone.” He turned, and he headed inside the temple.

      Kanar found himself laughing. He had missed Jal. He was his friend. He was his companion. And together, along with Lily, they had been a team. If Kanar was honest, he missed his entire team.

      It surprised him that he missed Morgan as much as he did. They had spent so many years apart that having an opportunity to get to know her once again, and to perhaps right some wrongs, left him hopeful for the future in ways he had not been in quite some time.

      Morgan should’ve come here too. That thought stayed with him as he looked at the stone, traced his hand along the edge of it, and peered inside to see where the section of wooden door had slid. She would’ve wanted to know more about this. And when they were united—not if, Kanar told himself—she would have questions for him about what he had seen.

      He stepped inside. He expected a musty odor, but there wasn’t one. The temple smelled of fragrant oak and a hint of smoke, as if a fire had been lit here. Light streamed in through the open door, and he could make out Jal standing only a few paces away, his back to Kanar.

      “This is one of the oldest places to connect to this part of the world.”

      “That sounds unnecessarily vague,” Kanar said.

      Jal chuckled, and he headed deeper into the building. The light from outside didn’t stretch into the building well, leaving Jal as little more than a looming, shadowy presence. “I’m not trying to be vague. I left my lands because of witchcraft, and what I saw as a familiarity to the kind of connection to the world that my people have. I was looking for answers when I ended up in Sanaron, but then I began to question my purpose once I started working with you.”

      “The two of us only pulled jobs, Jal.”

      “I know it feels like that. And we did do some jobs. I saw you, though. I saw the real Kanar Reims. I saw the man you wanted to hide from others.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hide anything from others.” It was a weak denial, and Kanar knew it.

      In Sanaron, he had been trying to avoid responsibility for what he had done. Kanar had been working in the kingdom as the Blackheart for so long that he had started to think that was all he would ever know. When the war started to die down, when he felt like he was finally making headway, he had started to question what he would do afterward. He had seen the effect of witchcraft throughout Reyand, and he understood that it could not be permitted to spread. Only when he had learned of Morgan’s involvement had Kanar felt a mixture of emotion that he hadn’t known how to deal with.

      “I think I was trying to hide from myself,” he said, his voice going quiet.

      “How do you feel about magic now?” Jal asked.

      “That’s not a fair question.”

      “Isn’t it? Given how you’ve started to work with magic, and given your previous exposure to it, I think it’s a very fair question. I also think it’s necessary for you to resolve it before you do anything else.”

      “I don’t intend to do anything,” Kanar said. “I’m not trying to cause trouble.”

      “And I’m not trying to cause it for you. I’m suggesting that you look for your own answers, whatever they may be. I can tell you how I feel about magic.”

      He turned away, and there was a sense of energy emanating from him that Kanar could feel. He wasn’t exactly sure what that was, though he suspected it was tied to whatever natural magic Jal possessed. Kanar had never seen Jal use magic openly, though Jal also had not denied that he had some magic. Kanar didn’t know what it was. Perhaps nothing more than a connection to some greater power that allowed him to be the archer he had always been. Perhaps it was something else, though—a connection to magic Kanar had not yet seen.

      “My people have known what you call magic for my entire life,” Jal said. “It’s part of everything. When you can see it, when you can feel it, you start to realize it. It’s a part of my people, undoubtedly, but there are other things that possess that same power and can be used in the same way. I had let that connection go for a long time. Once the Alainsith began to move in Sanaron, I was forced to reconnect to some part of myself that I had started to forget. Then again, I never could forget.”

      “I don’t need you to instruct me on magic,” Kanar said.

      “And I think you do. Because you are gearing up for something, Kanar Reims. You may not acknowledge it, but war has returned, and regardless of what I tell you, or what anyone else tells you, you will choose to be part of it. That is your destiny.”

      Kanar snorted. “My destiny?”

      “What have you done any time magic has flared?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Jal smiled, and he took a seat on a chair that was shrouded in darkness, leaving him in shadows. “You know exactly what I mean. You stepped up when the witchcraft war broke out in Reyand. When it started to fade, you left, but once in Sanaron, you also stepped up again.” He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the armrests of the chair. “It tells me that whatever else happens here, you will be part of it. I think you feel like you must be.”

      Was that what it was? Did he feel as if he had to be part of something?

      “There are beneficial uses of magic,” Kanar said.

      “I know.”

      “I just wanted you to know that I knew.”

      “I knew that as well,” Jal said. “I know you’ve suffered. I know you have struggled with all this, and that you’ve been trying to understand what it means for you, but I also know that through it all, you see people. You saw through it when it came to Lily. And though it took you a little longer,” he said, his smile stretching more, “you saw through it with Morgan.”

      “But not you,” Kanar said.

      Jal laughed, a sound that seemed to push back some of the shadows. Maybe that was his magic. “You and I both know you aren’t going to get away from me that easily. We were destined to come together.”

      There was that word again.

      “You know, Jal, I don’t believe in destiny.”

      “You don’t have to. I believe each of us has a role to play. When I got to Sanaron, I felt that pull, and began to feel what I was supposed to do. Even if I didn’t understand it, I recognized there was something there for me. I didn’t know what it was, nor did I know why I was called to Sanaron, only that the need was there.”

      As strange as it seemed, Kanar couldn’t deny feeling something similar. When he had left Reyand, there were countless places he could have gone. Instead of wandering beyond the borders of the kingdom and heading to a place like Yelind, or perhaps to the south where he had a few contacts, he’d ended up in a coastal city. That was unusual because of how dangerous it was.

      He thought he had chosen it, but maybe there was something else at play.

      Maybe magic had pushed him. Kanar didn’t necessarily believe in destiny, but he did believe in the power of magic around him. He had no choice but to these days.

      “Think about this, Kanar. We both ended up working for Malory—”

      “We thought we weren’t working for the Prophet, only to learn otherwise,” Kanar said.

      “You had opportunities. You could’ve ended up with the Dogs, though I think we both know that didn’t suit you. Malory made sense, but in hindsight, not necessarily at the time. There were other people you could’ve worked for, and I suspect that if you had wanted, you could have made a name for yourself on your own. You chose the way you chose, and I was drawn the way I was drawn. That seems to be destiny. And then Lily—”

      “I think Lily chose us,” Kanar said.

      Jal snorted. “You know, you might be right. It’s possible she chose us more than we chose her. That does fit her.”

      “I know.”

      “So she chose us, and destiny chose the two of us, and who’s to say we weren’t always meant to be brought together?”

      Kanar shrugged. “I’m sure you have something in mind by telling me this.”

      “Oh, I do.”

      “What is it?”

      “They told you that the war was coming. There’s nothing we can do to stop it, sadly. We can try, and we can attempt to influence it, but it’s going to come regardless of what we decide.”

      “And?” Kanar asked. For what reason had Jal brought him here?

      “You’ve only seen the barest edge of the danger that exists in the world, Kanar. The Blackheart knows the challenge that magic has caused, but even in that, you haven’t seen everything.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Kanar said.

      “I know you are, and that’s the reason I’m telling you this. Other families of Alainsith once lived in these lands. There are some who suggest there were more than three.”

      “The southern Alainsith like Malory, and the Juut like Wular?”

      Jal nodded. “We once lived together. At least, that’s what others say.”

      “What, you think there were more?”

      “I don’t know,” Jal said. “Even for my people, memories only extend so long.”

      “Why is war coming?”

      “It should not, but it seems to be.”

      “And these Alainsith that attack? You called them the Urashaln?” Kanar asked.

      “They are an old family, one that left these lands so long ago the song no longer mentions why. They are known as the Lost. It’s something else the hegen took from us,” he added with a laugh.

      Kanar grunted. Everything had to have a title. “Why did they target Sanaron?”

      “Another question I don’t have an answer to. Maybe to return? I don’t really know. They are not part of my people any longer. But I worry that if they started in Sanaron, that might not be all they do. They may target the other coast.”

      Kanar started to smile, but he realized Jal wasn’t making a joke. “The other coast is the capital.”

      “I know.”

      “So you’re saying it’s in danger.”

      “I’m saying that it might already be too late.”
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      Jal saw Kanar out in the city not too far from him, and wished he could go over to him, but he knew that now was not the time. There were still things he had to coordinate, not the least of which was his mother, who approached him. He also had to try to convince his people of the danger—something he had failed at so far. Perhaps the Blackheart might do better.

      Then there was Wular. She was one of the Juut and was respected because of that, but she was also being kept isolated. That irritated Jal, as Wular had come willingly. He had tried to challenge the tradition, but none had listened. He promised himself that he would go to her and see if he could help.

      “Have you finally decided to visit with him?” his mother asked as she walked up to him, not bothering to mask the disappointment in her tone.

      Jal turned, tearing his gaze away from where he suspected that Esmerelda was gathering supplies. Someone like her likely knew much about what she gathered, and likely had a strong idea of what she might be able to use those supplies for. It would be useful to have her with them, at least until they knew what they were going to do. Jal was not sure quite yet what that was.

      “I’ve been here for several weeks,” he said to his mother. “If he wanted to meet with me, he has had every opportunity to do so. In fact, I’ve been trying to find my friend who came with me. Where is Wular?”

      His mother’s brow furrowed, and a bit of darkness crossed her face. He hadn’t seen her for years, but he remembered that look all too well.

      “Your honored guest is as she should be.”

      His honored guest? She should be their honored guest.

      He grinned, but his mother’s expression didn’t shift. His attempts didn’t work on her, unfortunately. She had known him for too long, and she knew how he tried to manipulate her, along with others, through the way he had spent time with his paternal grandfather all those years ago.

      “I’ve provided my report,” Jal said, shifting to the serious tone he knew she would want.

      “Your report. That’s all you want to say?”

      “Well, seeing as how Tristan, of all people, was sent out to alert me that my grandfather wanted to have words with me, I thought it might be for the best. But if you would rather I commit myself to a different oath, I can confirm that I have not stopped my task of watching.” He waited, knowing the reaction he would get from those words.

      And he was rewarded with the exact reaction he anticipated.

      “You make a mockery of the oath we have sworn,” she said.

      “Did you swear them?”

      His mother frowned.

      “I know it would have been easier if I’d stayed away.”

      “You would choose to become one of the Lost?”

      Jal found it strange that they referred to those who did not go back to their holdings in such terms, especially in light of the Urashaln possibly—or probably—returning.

      “Not one of the Lost, but I am not sure I have the answers you want.”

      He doubted he could, as she wanted him to settle in their lands and stay indefinitely. Jal could not do that. He was too much of a wanderer at heart.

      “You are too much like him, you know.”

      “I’m sorry. I know how much he bothered you.” And it was more than just his grandfather bothering his mother. It was all the time Jal had spent with him. It was the fact that Jal had dedicated so much time to his bow, and to other things, though even now, she did not know the truth of the time he’d spent. He had kept that secret, not because his grandfather had wanted him to, but because Jal had recognized the danger in letting others learn of his understanding of the berahn.

      “Not your grandfather, though you are much like him. Your father.”

      “Does that disappoint you?”

      She hesitated. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but the door to the building opened to let them in, and the fragrance of the room beyond it waved out. It was a floral scent mixed with that of grasses and leaves, and it carried the smell of fresh rain. It was lovely, but it was also intentional.

      Behind everything was also a hint of music. Jal immediately pushed the song out of his mind, knowing he had to do so. That music was also intentional, and he had no interest in hearing it. He had learned to listen to the song, but also to ignore it so it didn’t draw him in too deeply.

      He looked over at his mother. “You didn’t say whether that disappointed you.”

      “I cared very much for your father,” she said.

      She strode into the building. Jal lingered for a moment, waiting. He had avoided coming this far before, but he shouldn’t have. He’d given word, passed on his report, and made sure that the warning signs he had seen had been distributed to those who would decide what needed to happen, but he had not wanted to come for his grandfather. He had dreaded it. That was part of the reason Jal had taken his leave of the Alainsith lands. He had wanted to get away from his grandfather, not away from the rest of his people.

      His sister waited for him just outside the entrance, watching him as he approached. Her hair was braided with flowers and leaves in the traditional Alainsith manner, but she had them done in a way that suggested she was truly on the path to sitting with the elders.

      He flashed a grin at her, but she ignored him.

      “That’s how you greet me here, Jenaralyn?”

      “In this place, I must greet you as—”

      “As an elder. How did you greet my friend?”

      She frowned at him.

      “I mean Wular, not the Bearer.” He’d asked his mother, and now it was time for him to ask his sister.

      “It remains to be seen if the Blackheart is the Bearer, Jal.”

      He smiled. He had a hard time believing that Kanar was anything but the Bearer, but perhaps none of them could understand that until they visited with Kanar.

      “Nothing has been done to her,” she said. “Much as you know.”

      Jal suppressed his frustration. Wular had been kept from him, likely because she was Juut, and therefore an honored guest—in name only. They would treat her as an honored guest as long as they believed she was a threat to their people, and keep her sequestered to prevent her from getting word back to her own people. It would be too dangerous for that to happen.

      “Do you have any hand in all this?”

      “You know I do not. You must be respectful.”

      “I have been,” Jal said. At this point, he was starting to feel as if it was time for him to not be. It was hard for him, though perhaps he was the only one who felt that way. Others likely believed it was easy for him to be disrespectful.

      He continued on, nodding at his sister as he passed her.

      He took a deep breath, and as he was about to enter the building, he spotted Esmerelda on the far side of the city, watching him. She clasped a basket in one hand, and flowers in another. He noticed a grass band woven into her hair, another around her neck, and still others around her wrists. She’d been busy.

      He smiled at her and then waved quickly before he stepped inside. The smells of the front room immediately hit over him, and he bowed his head, concentrating his thoughts and trying to ignore the weight of the memories pressing upon him. This was one of the gifts of their people. The memories and the song mingled together, granting a glimpse back, but Jal didn’t need that. He lived with those memories, and he had never forgotten. Not like so many had.

      When he straightened, he focused on a lesson his grandfather had taught him: keeping his eye on the target. In this case, Jal knew what the target was. He glanced behind him to his sister, who stood rigid, saying nothing. Of course she wouldn’t.

      He passed through the narrow hallway, hearing the song but not listening to it. He didn’t go far before the hall opened up and a small room greeted him. The room itself was a traditional one found in his people’s lands, and it seemed to have been grown out of the tree at the heart of the city. The air smelled of leaves and earth, carrying with it a bit of warmth that seemed to bloom from inside the tree itself. An existing energy mingled with everything, another remnant of the song.

      His mother stood in the doorway, hands clasped behind her, back straight. Even she was nervous to come in here before her father. Jal had always thought that strange, regardless of the fact that he’d grown up in this world. Having left the Alainsith holdings, he had learned that their way was not the only one. He had seen so many others that were better.

      Jal could feel how the song was playing to him, trying to summon him in a certain way. He understood that, just as he understood what it took for him to ignore it. It was one more thing his grandfather had taught him, much to his mother’s irritation.

      He followed his mother into the small room, where a fire crackled—or seemed to, as Jal knew the fire wasn’t real. He lingered in the entrance for a moment, watching his mother kneel in front of her father. She spoke quietly to him, and her words were so soft that Jal couldn’t make them out. It was almost as if she wanted to ensure that Jal could not hear what she was saying, though as he focused, allowing himself to be taken in by the song, he recognized the words within what she said.

      “He has returned, Father. You knew he needed to go. You saw what he—”

      “I know what I saw,” Jal’s grandfather said. He looked past Jal’s mother, straight at him.

      Jal flashed a bright smile. It had no effect on his grandfather, much like it had no effect on any of the people here. He hadn’t expected that it would, though.

      He strode forward, but he didn’t bow. There was no point. All that did was demean him and his father’s father. It also wouldn’t earn him any more respect, which was what Jal wanted.

      He spread his hands on either side of him. “I have returned to you, Elder.”

      His grandfather watched him with eyes the color of leaves. The ripples of green almost made it look as if his eyes had been grown from a tree itself and absorbed the colors of it. He regarded Jal with a long, slow expression, which weighed on him.

      “I understand that you found one of the seven,” his grandfather said.

      That was how he would begin?

      Jal had been back in this place for quite some time, and he had not been brought before his grandfather until now. It seemed that the only thing he cared about was the sacred sword, and not at all about Jal’s return.

      “I’m not sure if I did,” Jal said. He swept his gaze behind him, and he found a small wooden stool, which he grabbed and then carried over to rest next to his grandfather. He set it down and took a seat on it, leaning forward on his elbows and grinning widely. “I’ve never been the best at identifying such things.”

      “You know well enough,” his grandfather said. “Even you would have recognized it.”

      Jal wrinkled his nose. “Even me? I don’t know what you mean by that, but it feels like I should be offended.” Jal glanced over to his mother. “Should that offend me?”

      “Jal—”

      “Quiet,” his grandfather said. He swiveled to Jal. “You make a mockery of our people and our customs. You wandered beyond our borders, and you have shown outsiders what you should not have.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I have not shown them anything. I spent time with them. I worked with the man known as the Blackheart. You wouldn’t believe the things he can do.” Jal shook his head, and his smile spread even more, though he doubted it reached his eyes. His grandfather probably saw it as the act it was. “He was tasked with hunting witchcraft by his king. And of all his people, the Blackheart was one of the most skilled to do it. He managed to remove much dangerous magic in the world. Some of our people were slaughtered to remove the threat of witchcraft, which was taught by our people—”

      “The southern family.”

      “Perhaps,” Jal said. “That does not change the fact that it comes from us. Nor does it change the fact that our people decided to break the ancient alliance.” Jal watched his grandfather, and this time he put all the weight he could in his own gaze. He didn’t expect it to be as effective as his grandfather’s, but he knew he could manage something similar. “How much have we done in response?”

      “That is not our task,” his grandfather said.

      “Because we have chosen to ignore it.”

      “We have an obligation to our people, and our holdings, in order to—”

      “In order to keep things the way they have been,” Jal said. “I understand that, and I understand the choices that have been made. I don’t agree with them, of course. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have gone where I did. I also met others,” he said, pushing on. “Not only the Blackheart, though I suspect you will be quite impressed by him. I met a young hegen woman fighting on behalf of her people. I met a sailor who was exposed to great powers in the world that changed him.” The thought of Honaaz brought a smile to his face. What he wouldn’t give to truly understand.

      “Does he have the blade?” his grandfather asked.

      “That’s all you care about?”

      “That’s all that matters.”

      Jal wondered what his grandfather would say if he told him about the blade Morgan had found. That left five of them. Wular probably knew about a third, but no one had heard much about the blades in ages. A long time, even for his people.

      “You know, it’s a shame, really,” Jal said with a smile. “Such blades. Such power. Such—”

      His grandfather slammed his hand on his thighs. “Enough. If he has the blade—”

      “He’s the Bearer,” Jal said, all pretense of mirth gone.

      His words had the effect he wanted. His grandfather froze. Jal could hear a slight gasp from his mother. Of course she would be surprised by that too.

      The Bearer.

      Even when they had been made by the ancient master bladesmiths, they had not been bonded to anyone. None had dared do so. There had been no Bearer before.

      That there was now…

      Jal understood the consequences, though he doubted that his grandfather would truly see what they were. He was stubborn and set in his ways. Like so many of their kind, he believed only what he thought he knew, but did not actually understand the truth of the world and their people’s place within it. His grandfather had been so stuck in their past, he failed to grasp the truth and the possibilities of the future.

      “A Bearer?”

      Jal nodded. “He is.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “As certain as I can be. I don’t have the means of testing, but I can tell the connection is there. It’s how he managed to be the Blackheart. You might disagree with the purpose behind it, but he has done what was asked.”

      His grandfather froze. “And what was that?”

      “I know the past as well as you do,” Jal said. “I know our purpose, and I understand.”

      “You cannot.”

      “Why can’t I? Because I’ve chosen a different path than you? Because I have lived away from here, and therefore have seen parts of the world you can’t even understand any longer?”

      He was pushing too hard, he knew, but at the same time, Jal also understood that he was bound to get some information he wouldn’t otherwise. What was more, Jal knew he needed to press his grandfather, to force him to see things in a different way. This was a man who claimed he understood, but had not left their lands in quite some time.

      Perhaps Jal could get through to him by appealing to what had happened with their people, possibly using the song. But as he looked at his grandfather, he realized that the man may not listen to him. Though they both knew about the song, his grandfather would not do anything more. He and the others didn’t believe there was danger coming.

      Jal straightened, and he sat up. “If that’s all, I will take my leave. I assume you will confirm what I’ve said. Of course, once you meet with him, you might have a different perspective about his connection to the blade. Perhaps you will even give him leave to keep it. He is the Bearer, after all, and we know the purpose of such a thing.”

      “I know it,” his grandfather snapped.

      Jal’s grin returned. “I hope so. It would be such a shame for an elder like yourself to have forgotten the purpose of those who came before you.”

      He got up and tipped his head to his grandfather while smiling, and then began to whistle along with the song in such a way as to repel its influence on him. He passed his mother, nodded to her, and smiled again.

      He doubted she was pleased with him, and suspected that he would hear from her later. For now, he thought he had gotten his point across. He was not going to be cowed by his family, regardless of what role his grandfather might play.

      As he was leaving, his mother’s voice rose above of the song as she talked with her father. “He worked with him, I’m afraid.”

      “It matters not,” his grandfather said. “If he’s right, and if this man is the Bearer…”

      Jal couldn’t hear the rest of it. At this point, he wasn’t sure it even mattered.

      Kanar would be called before them, and he would be given an opportunity to hand over the blade. Perhaps opportunity was a bit strong. He might be forced to surrender it. Though given what Jal knew of Kanar and how stubborn he was, he doubted very much that his friend would be willing to. He felt connected to it, and for good reason. Malory had attempted to do something similar—and failed.

      Jal headed back out of the building and then paused, looking around the outskirts of the city. There was no sign of Esmerelda. What would she think if she learned what had happened? If she knew the way Jal had pushed his grandfather? She might try to convince Kanar to abandon the sword.

      If that happened…

      No. Jal wouldn’t permit it. If nothing else, he would have words with Kanar first, and he would make sure that his friend understood the dangers of sacrificing the blade, only for Jal’s people to claim it again. The weapons were needed. Jal believed that more than anything else.

      That was something his other grandfather had taught him long before.
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      Honaaz wandered for several hours along the shore, picking his way through the ruins and trying to get a better vantage. The day wasn’t particularly warm, but he also wasn’t dressed for this isolation. If he was going to be stuck here overnight, he would need to find shelter. Lily would also start to get worried. If she didn’t find him on his ship or in the city, she would likely send out a search party, though it was possible she had already realized something was wrong and started her search. The problem was that nothing would propel her to come looking toward the island—unless Biggins decided to share that he’d brought Honaaz out here.

      Which that fucker wouldn’t do.

      So what reason would anybody have to come out here?

      None. Honaaz knew that. There would be no reason for her to come here, or anyone else.

      Fuck.

      The only way he was getting off this island was to find a way off. Either that, or for Biggins to have a change of heart and make his way back. He hadn’t seen any sign of the boat, so he doubted that was going to happen anytime soon.

      He was going to have to be proactive.

      He pulled out the owl talisman, and when he squeezed it, he still didn’t see anything out on the water. Biggins truly was gone. And Honaaz was fully trapped.

      There had to be something here he could use. Maybe he could find some pieces of lumber and lash them together. He thought he could paddle his way there with a raft. He wouldn’t necessarily make it to the city, but he could reach the nearest shore and walk along the coast, even if it was a long way.

      Honaaz let out a roar. He hated being stranded here, much like he had hated being stranded in Sanaron. Then again, had that not happened, he never would’ve met Lily, and he never would have gotten his ship back. Maybe it was for the best.

      Fuck.

      He reached another small rise, and then paused to look down. The island wasn’t as wide as he had initially thought. It was a long stretch of land with black rock that loomed in either direction, but he could see the far side. And he could see open water. Frothy waves crashed on that shore, and he understood why the barkeep had said that the island protected the city from the sea. It looked as if it actually did.

      Maybe something was over there. There was no telling what might’ve washed ashore, so he might as well look.

      The walk took longer than he had anticipated, and though he could see the water across from him, it didn’t seem like it was getting any closer. He stopped for a moment, wondering if there was some sort of magic making it difficult for him to get to the far coast, or whether the island was larger than he thought. But how could an island be bigger than it looked?

      The air had a strange kind of quiet to it. There was something almost unpleasant about it as well, mixed with a hint of bitterness. It seemed to cling to his tongue, as if the wind gusting past him also swept up the foulness that he then tasted.

      Honaaz kicked one of the piles of debris nearby. The stone crumbled, much like the last one had, and he snorted to himself. Even the fucking ruins here couldn’t behave like normal stone. All of this seemed designed to irritate him more and more.

      He kicked another rock, and this one actually slid toward the opposite shore, before stopping abruptly. It was almost as if it struck something.

      What was that?

      Honaaz reached for his bone sword and unsheathed it. It felt odd in hand, though that was partly because the bone was almost too smooth, and partly because he was somehow distinctly aware of the power within the blade. Lily had carved it with the same technique she’d used to carve everything else, and it had been hewn from an Alainsith, so there was power to be found within it. Honaaz was not foolish enough to overlook the idea of using magic, even if he didn’t really understand it… but he didn’t like that he didn’t understand it.

      He lifted another rock, and this one also crumbled. He had to try several more until he found one that did not simply turn to dust in his hand, but once he did, he threw it. It sailed, but much like the last one, it seemed to reach some invisible resistance. The rock didn’t bounce back as if it had hit a wall. It simply stopped. Then fell.

      “Well, fuck,” he muttered.

      He started forward carefully, holding the bone sword and making a point of moving slowly, ready for the possibility that something might spring out at any point. The weirdness up ahead had to be magical, but the problem was that he didn’t know what kind of magic, nor did he know who was using it.

      Then there was how the rock was crumbling in the ruins. Given that this island was a place that had been visited for years, it would’ve been picked over, wouldn’t it? Why would the ruins suddenly start falling apart now?

      The same fucking reason—magic.

      Which meant he had to be even more alert.

      Honaaz paused near the rock and held his hand out, but he didn’t feel anything. Not that he really expected to feel much. He had not spent much time around magic before going to Sanaron, and didn’t know he could detect it around him. Oh, he might have learned he had magical resistance from his time there, but he still didn’t know what that meant for him, or how extensive that resistance really was. Was it only to witchcraft, or would it protect him against the Weather Watchers?

      Those were questions he didn’t have answers to, and he wasn’t even sure that now was the right time for him to be thinking about those things.

      He carefully pushed forward with the bone sword. If there was powerful magic here, he didn’t want to damage the sword—it had proven to be helpful against the Alainsith bastards he’d been forced to cut down. He also didn’t want to be thrown back due to sheer stupidity because he thought he might be able to push his blade against some sort of magical protection.

      The air sizzled with energy, and a bit of gray seemed to sneak along the ground as it stretched toward the tip of his blade. Honaaz jerked back, looking at the bone. Nothing had changed.

      He was sure that had been magic, but what kind? He had been around the Weather Watchers enough to know they had their own type of power he had to be careful of, but this was different. Even when he had dealt with the Alainsith bastards when they’d attacked in Sanaron, and then along the coast, there had not been anything quite like this. He could practically feel the energy working its way up.

      “Fuck this,” Honaaz muttered.

      He reached into his pocket, and he pulled out one of the berahn talismans Lily had given him. She had taught him how to activate them by doing the same thing she always did. He used the flat edge of the blade to slice into his palm, took some of that blood, and smeared it across the bone. Something about the blood activated the talisman, though he wasn’t sure what it was or why it worked. All he knew was that when he did it, it reacted just as she promised it would.

      The talisman started to stretch, elongating and swelling in size. A faint tingle of cold worked through him, but then that began to ease. Lily called it a sense of weakness, but Honaaz didn’t feel that at all. Oh, there was a little bit of weakness, but he was much bigger than her, so maybe what he felt wasn’t quite the same as what she did.

      He set the talisman down. The berahn had grown nearly as tall as his knee, after having started as little more than the size of his palm. He waved his sword toward it. “Go on. I don’t know what you can do, but break through this magic here.”

      He wasn’t sure what to expect, but it moved forward.

      The ones on the ship were stationary, mostly just bone sculptures, regardless of how pretty they might be. This one prowled as if it knew what he wanted.

      When the berahn reached the energy Honaaz had detected, it stopped. For a moment, Honaaz wondered if it would be able to push through, but then the air started crackling, and the ground along the edge of where that magic met the stone began to sizzle with grayish streaks. The talisman continued pressing forward. There was another surge, much like the last, and then the air burst until the talisman made it through to the other side. A rippling wave of that same gray energy spread around him.

      The talisman turned and looked at him. Everything on either side of the magic looked the same as it had before. Honaaz had wondered whether it would be that way, or whether the magic would create some sort of illusion to mask what was really there. Nothing but more of the shoreline.

      “Well, that wasn’t what I was hoping for,” he mumbled.

      The berahn just waited. Honaaz pushed forward with his blade, testing for any resistance, but there was nothing. He took a step, probing with his boot. Then he was next to the talisman. The bone creature looked up at him, almost as if waiting on him.

      He shrugged. “I can’t risk myself. That’s why I have you.”

      He needed to be careful. And at least he had the talisman.

      But what was better than one talisman? Two fucking talismans.

      He pulled another berahn out of his pocket. This one was a bit more compact, and the features weren’t nearly as well carved as the first one. Something about it felt potent to him, even if he wasn’t sure why that should be.

      Honaaz traced his hand along it, and as he did, he could feel the way the thing practically trembled against him, as if begging for him to activate it. He smeared some of the blood from his palm onto the talisman, and much like the last one, it began to grow. The brief wash of weakness that worked through him was more pronounced than the last time. Probably from using two of these, he suspected. Once he set it down, the talisman continued to swell, until it was nearly up to his waist. It was almost double the size of the other one.

      That wasn’t what he had expected.

      Had Lily known?

      Of course she had. Lily wouldn’t have been surprised by anything like that. But if she had known about it, why wouldn’t she have told him that some of these were better than others? And why not make more like this?

      He knew the answer. She had told him that making anything with too much power in it took quite a bit out of her. It was probably the case with this. He didn’t know how much she had poured into making it, but suspected it was considerable. Hopefully that didn’t impact Lily in any way. Then again, if she knew he was activating these talismans, maybe it would inspire her to come looking for him. Maybe she could even feel where these talismans were.

      Wouldn’t that be a treat.

      “Let’s go,” he said, looking over to each of the berahn. The details of the carvings were not lifelike. They carried enough resemblance to the creatures they were modeled after to make it easy for Honaaz to know what they were supposed to be, but even in these elongated forms, they did not have all their features. Something about the eyes struck him, though. It was almost as if they had all the detail, along with the snout. Their ears turned, swiveling toward him, as if waiting. Listening.

      Honaaz began to move forward. If there was magic in one spot, it was possible that there would be magic in another, so he had to be careful. Now that he had the talisman activated and his sword unsheathed, he believed he could better protect himself, but he wanted to be prepared nonetheless.

      He walked steadily forward, and by the time he reached the far shore, he hadn’t found anything else. Just bleak rock. There was no sign of any more ruins, Alainsith or otherwise, and there was no life here of any sort. No trees, shrubs, grasses, or even weeds. Honaaz had expected something, but came across nothing.

      What would have brought people out to the island? Could it have just been the ruins?

      But even if that was the case, why would the Alainsith, or whoever had built those structures, have done so here? What would have drawn them to this place, of all places?

      One of the talismans stopped. The other one was pacing back and forth along the rock, almost as if scouting on Honaaz’s behalf. If he hadn’t known better, he would’ve thought that it was actually alive, but these were nothing more than bone.

      He made his way over to the berahn. Then he crouched down, resting his hand on the smaller of the two, surprised to feel a bit of warmth in it. “Well? What is it? You obviously found something.”

      He supposed it was a sign of madness to talk to himself like this, but sailors tended to talk to themselves. When it was just a man and the sea, he found himself saying things he might not otherwise.

      The talisman trembled.

      “Show me,” Honaaz said. He had no idea if that was what it wanted, but the strange stone creature did appear to want to guide him somewhere.

      He glanced over to the other one, which was making its way back toward him as well. Had both of them picked up on something?

      What the fuck is going on here?

      Leave it to these creatures to have some sort of magical response to this land. If there was anything else here that might implicate magic, then they would probably be better able to detect it than he could. And if they found something, he wanted to be ready.

      There had to be power in the mysterious wall the talisman had gone through, which meant that somebody was here. Or had been.

      Something had caused those ruins to crumble and fall to dust. Honaaz had seen stone like that in Sanaron, and it was still stout and intact. The Alainsith were builders, from what he’d seen, and they had magic embedded into the stone. For the buildings to collapse, somebody had to be responsible.

      Which meant he needed to be careful.

      Honaaz shifted his sword as he followed the smaller berahn, and the larger one stayed close to him. It was like he was a pack leader for these bizarre creatures. The idea brought a smile to his face. He wondered what Lily would think if she were to see this. But why shouldn’t he have his magical bone creatures with him? Fuck, he might as well have even more. An entire pack of them. A dozen or so would keep him safe, he was sure of it. He’d have to talk to Lily about that when he returned.

      When. Not if.

      He was determined to make it back. Determined that he would make it back.

      He went a little farther forward, and then he saw what had drawn the creature’s attention. At least, what he thought had done so.

      Three piles of rock created a ring on the beach in front of him. He stepped toward the nearest one, poking it with his sword. He wasn’t terribly surprised when the sword met the same resistance he had found earlier. There was another crackle of energy, and more gray lines streaked out, though it was even more pronounced than before. The lines emanated from the ground all the way up, stretching high over his head. It seemed as if the air around him shimmered with it.

      He looked down at the smaller talisman. “I don’t suppose you can get through that?”

      The berahn sat, watching him but doing nothing else. Honaaz looked at the other one. The bigger one might be better at this, anyway. But the larger talisman just sat down, much like the other one had.

      Well, fuck.

      There was something here, he was certain of it, but how was he going to get past it?

      “Any ideas?” he asked. The smaller talisman just watched him. “You know, looking at me like that doesn’t get me any closer. I can’t even see anything past that.”

      See.

      Well, wasn’t that a curious thought. He pulled out the owl talisman he had tucked back into his pocket after he’d been stranded here, and squeezed it for a moment.

      The piles of rock were irregular and didn’t seem to have any pattern to them, but they were obviously man made. There was one pile near the shore, another about two dozen paces from the first, and a third on the opposite side, close to the shoreline again. The piles created a ring, as if to form a cove of sorts. It would be almost a hundred paces along the shore, but why would someone have put this here?

      Honaaz pushed out with his sword. It didn’t even penetrate the magic.

      He backed up and looked at the two talismans, then took a seat. He didn’t see anything with the owl, and he wished that these berahn had some way of talking to him, but maybe that was just his lonely mind.

      “If you aren’t going to tell me, then we’re going to sit here until you figure it out.”

      As he looked over to them, he had the sense that they were amused. Or maybe it was just his own imagination.

      He turned his attention to the barrier in front of him, and simply sat. Whatever was on the other side of it mattered. And Honaaz was determined to figure out what the fuck that was.
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily stopped in the clearing, Isabel trailing after her. She still wasn’t quite sure what to make of what they had learned from Mary about the Pathforgers, nor did she know whether any of it mattered, especially as they had seen no additional signs of magic. She had sent her talismans out searching following the attack, and had found no evidence of the Bloodless, but she remained convinced that there had to be others.

      If only she’d been able to get more answers from Mary.

      It was possible that there were others they could question, but even if they got answers, would it make a difference? She could use her talismans to try to mitigate some of that power, but even that might not be enough, which was unfortunate for her. Lily would’ve assumed that her time and training at the citadel would have helped her with all this.

      When she’d studied, it had all been about dealing with magic. But not all within the citadel had been pleased that she did. Nor had they been pleased about how she did it.

      “We can’t have you creating weapons,” Erric had said. He was one of her initial mentors at the citadel, an older man with graying hair, but still a quick hand when training in combat. She’d sparred with him enough times to know that he could easily overpower her, and she believed herself to be quick. He was deadly accurate with his knives, as well—something Lily aspired to. “It’s just too dangerous.”

      “But it’s all part of the art,” Lily countered. They were standing near the base of a tree in the forest outside the citadel, the air hanging heavy with the smells around them: decay, damp earth, and a hint of pine, though there were no pine trees in this part of the forest. She suspected that was something Erric had with him, though she couldn’t confirm it.

      “We’re all too familiar with your art,” he said.

      And by that, it meant they were afraid of what she might do with her art. More than that, they were afraid of her.

      She wanted to tell them that they had no reason to fear her, her art, or what it might do, but any time she attempted to explain the reason she was creating art out of the animal bones she’d collected in the forest, she’d met resistance. It was no different than the kind of resistance she encountered with her people. It was just that they had looked at it with a very different eye than Erric and the other citadel handlers had.

      “It’s part of what I am. It’s part of what I can be. And I can use it,” she said.

      He rested a hand on her arm, a gesture that was meant to be soothing, but Lily didn’t take it that way. She pulled back, and he didn’t move, staying near the tree. His gaze lingered on her, though there was an edge of disappointment in it that hadn’t been there before.

      “None of this is meant to upset you,” he said.

      “Well, it does. All of this upsets me. All you want from me is to make other hegen art. That isn’t my gift.” She’d had this conversation with the mentors before, and though she believed they understood—or she had thought they did, before—she found herself repeating the same statement over and over again. This wasn’t her gift. It was never going to be her gift. What they wanted was something similar to what her mother could do, the kind of art she possessed, but Lily did not have that technique.

      If that was what they wanted, then they should have gone to some of the other hegen, and not to her. They only had her. At least, they only had her here. Tayol wanted her to have a hand in using her hegen art in ways that could help the citadel, but Lily wondered if he was the only one. He didn’t spend much time training her, as he was often preoccupied. And his influence, while significant, wasn’t enough to counter the citadel’s fear of magic and what it might mean for those who served the citadel.

      “You are trying to do things that are unnecessary,” Erric said. “What we need from you is something far more practical. You’re much better equipped for other ways of helping the citadel.”

      Lily crossed her arms over her chest and frowned at him. “Really? What, exactly, are those ways? Please explain. I’m sure you have something you want me to know, something that will help me understand just what it is that makes me so valuable to the citadel that I should be doing, rather than helping with other things.”

      Erric ignored the barb and shrugged. “There are certain protective aspects of what you can do that we find valuable. That’s what we need from you. If you can help with that, and you provide enough supplies, then perhaps you can pursue other skills on your own.”

      She heard the way he said it, and knew immediately that there was no “perhaps” to it. He wasn’t going to be willing to do anything other than what he wanted. And if she didn’t, she had a strong feeling that he would restrict her from being able to continue her training, to continue learning what she needed to do and how she could benefit the citadel.

      “I’m happy to help,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “I’ve already made it clear that I am, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy with the way I’m being treated. If you talk to Tayol, I’m sure he would be more than willing to—”

      “His opinion does not matter nearly as much as you think. You are still expected to be skilled like any other operative.”

      Lily wanted to challenge him on that comment, as she knew how skilled she was.

      For that matter, she was even more skilled with knives than most of the people around her. She had proven that over and over again, often enough that she felt as if she should be permitted to keep working on the other aspect of her art: the not-so-subtle art. It was something that could give her an edge as she continued to train at the citadel, though it had taken her some time to move past the natural hegen resistance to using their art in such a way.

      She wanted to learn how to do things that were different than what she would’ve learned had she stayed with her people. Why not understand those things? If she had stayed in her home, or even with Ezra and the others, she knew what she would’ve been taught. Those lessons had been the same ones everybody else learned. By coming to the citadel, Lily had been given the promise of something different. A promise of possibility that she had been drawn to. It was that promise of possibility, and that promise of something different, that made her feel as if it was owed to her. She had proven herself, hadn’t she? There were things she could do, ways she could use her subtle art, that had showed how useful she was.

      “You will have your opportunity,” Erric said.

      “When?” She looked over. “Others have already been sent out on missions. You haven’t sent me.”

      “The war is changing. What we need from those who fight in it is changing.”

      “But you don’t want me to help.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Erric didn’t say he needed her, though, and that was just as bad. Since she hadn’t seen Tayol in a while, she wasn’t sure she could push ahead without his help. She had to keep quiet.

      “If I do this, I want to continue training in other aspects of the art,” she said. A plan started to form in her mind, and though she wasn’t sure if it was going to work for her, she was determined to try, if only so she could manipulate things to her advantage. Lily didn’t know if she could, but she also didn’t think she should let him set the terms.

      “What do you think you would like to do?” he asked.

      “I would like to continue working on a more dangerous aspect of my art.”

      Erric regarded her. “How dangerous?”

      “Considering your attitude about all this, you would probably consider it quite dangerous.” As would most of the people she had grown up around. “There isn’t anything particularly dangerous to you or the citadel. The only thing is that it’s different than what you’re asking of me.”

      He hesitated a moment, looking as if he wanted to argue with her, before finally nodding. “You may have that opportunity, but I will expect you to continue your service to the citadel.”

      As if she had any choice. If she wanted to stay, she was going to have to serve. Lily understood that, so she also understood what they were asking of her, and all that it entailed. She knew what they wanted, much like she knew what they would try to get her to do.

      And she didn’t even have a problem with it. Maybe she should have had more of an objection to what they asked of her, but when she had been brought to the citadel, she had been told that she could use her art to get a measure of vengeance for what had happened to her family. That was something Lily very much wanted, regardless of what form it took and what it required of her.

      “Now that you’re here, why don’t we spar,” Lily said.

      Erric looked her up and down, arching a brow as he did. “Are you sure you’re ready for that? I would think that you’d want to work with somebody more your speed.”

      “You don’t think you are?”

      She made sure to say it dangerously, though she wasn’t sure how threatening it sounded. He watched her, amusement twinkling in his eyes, and then he shrugged.

      He darted back, his hands raised, and quickly flashed several daggers. He flicked them one after another. There was no holding back when it came to Erric. Not with sparring with somebody at his level, and at the level Lily supposedly was.

      She knocked one of the daggers out of the air, spun away from another, and managed to avoid the third by the time she finally reached for her own knives. She threw one toward him, which he casually dodged by stepping to the side. When Erric walked forward, she whipped two more in rapid succession. They were both on target, but neither of them struck. It was almost as if they parted around him.

      Had he somehow manipulated the air in front of him? Nobody from the citadel had access to magic short of having hegen items, but…

      That was what it was. He had hegen art on him, though she should have known. He might even have access to something else, some sort of witchcraft or another type of magic that would add to what he was doing. If that was the case, she needed to be careful and try to understand just what he might be capable of.

      She reached into a pouch, which held different items of art she’d created. There were pieces of carved fox bone that she thought she’d try. If he was going to use the art against her, then she was going to use it against him too.

      She hurriedly flicked one piece of bone toward him, then another, and another.

      Each time she did, he twisted, but none of them were designed to actually strike. They landed around him in a ring, and then exploded upward.

      That was the type of art she’d been working on. The power within the fox bone was not significant, but Lily believed that if she were to work on that more, there was a real possibility that she could harness that power.

      When the explosion cleared, a bit of dust hung in the air. Some energy lingered, enough that she worried that maybe she’d been a little too aggressive with the attack.

      She stepped forward, moving carefully as she picked her way over to Erric, only to feel the whiz of something whipping toward her.

      She ducked and rolled, finally coming up behind a tree.

      Three more knives sank into the trunk.

      “An interesting technique,” he said, “but ineffective. It takes far too much time for you to fling those. There is little accuracy to them. As I said, your value is not in something like this.” He stepped around the tree, and suddenly a knife was at her throat.

      She hadn’t even heard him approaching. It sounded like his voice was coming from a distance, which meant that he’d been throwing it.

      She gave a slight nod, and he lowered the knife.

      “You are much more valuable creating other items that can be useful for us. If you are unwilling to do that, then you should let me know. There are things you can do that would benefit us far more effectively than you have imagined so far.”

      She doubted that was true. Lily had imagined plenty of ways to serve the citadel. From the first time she’d come here up until now, she felt as if she had been close to finding answers, even if she couldn’t quite reach them.

      “You know I will,” she said.

      He regarded her for a moment, then spun away.

      When she’d left her people—or what she had believed to be her people—she had thought that her time working on such things would be at an end. But the longer she’d been at the citadel, the more she’d started to feel as if they wanted her not because of any skills she might have, but because of her traditional hegen talents. They claimed they were there to fight the witchcraft war, to deal with those the others could not, but too often it felt as if they wanted her for a very specific reason, and it was one she didn’t agree with.

      She was here. She’d committed herself.

      It was more than that, though. Lily wanted to stay so she could get resolution for what had happened to her family. That, more than anything else, was most important to her.

      Lily shook all thoughts of the citadel away and looked over to Isabel, who had fallen quiet. She wasn’t going to push her—not with what they had gone through. She had a sense from Isabel that she was troubled by what had happened with Mary.

      “She claimed her own life,” Lily said.

      Isabel just nodded.

      Lily knew it wasn’t Isabel’s fault, but as she looked at her, she couldn’t help but question how much of what she saw of her was an act. One side of Isabel was confident and curious, and another seemed almost tentative. Lily had traveled with Isabel long enough that she thought she would know which was real, but now she was no longer certain.

      Lily looked around at the other women they were holding captive. One of them, with brown hair, a sharp nose, and a pronounced chin, followed Lily as she strode back into the clearing. She’d been talking with Mary, which meant she was probably a co-conspirator, though there would be more of them, she was sure of it.

      Lily glanced to Isabel. “See what you can find out from her.”

      “I’m done questioning for the day,” Isabel said.

      “I’m not asking you to cut her down, nor am I asking you to carry her out of the forest and torment her. I want you to see what you might uncover. Anything you learn will be valuable. We need to know what they’re planning. She talked about Pathforgers, which means there are more coming.”

      Isabel took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then nodded. “If I have to.”

      “I’m not telling you that you have to do anything,” Lily said. She wasn’t going to make her do anything against her will, but she also needed her to want to. “I saw what you were able to do, and how skillfully you did it. That’s the kind of thing we need. But I’m not going to force you.” Not the way she had been forced to use her art at the citadel. She couldn’t do that to another person.

      Isabel glanced around. “You want me to question all of them?”

      “If it comes down to it. I will help, but given what I saw back there, I wonder if perhaps you’re the right person.”

      She watched Isabel, curious about how she might react and what she might say, but having the sense that perhaps she didn’t even know the answer.

      A shout rang out. Lily immediately reached into her pouch, grabbing several bone talismans. She hurriedly activated them by cutting her finger and smearing blood on them, then set them on the ground. The talismans started to stretch, growing quickly once she pushed power into them, and they became something different.

      Each time she worked with these talismans, it seemed as if some aspect of them changed. When she’d first started using them, she had not really known how they might be used as protection, but the more she worked with them, the more she could feel the energy within them.

      And this time, it wasn’t just that there was something to the talismans, it was what she saw happen. There was an energy that connected to her, as if latching on to her. But she had to brace herself, not wanting too much power to draw from her.

      “Why now?” Lily asked, though it was mostly for herself.

      That question stayed with her. They knew they didn’t have much time. Honaaz had been warning her that the Tallow was a skilled sailor, and would likely be able to get to them, yet Lily had a hard time believing she would return so quickly.

      Maybe that had been a mistake.

      She started back toward the city and soon heard another shout—but this one was not from the city. It was from the north.

      There was nothing out there. Could there be more Bloodless?

      She had placed protections and thought the talismans she had set down would keep out any danger from the Bloodless, but there was the possibility that they might have gotten past anything Lily had done.

      She began to travel north, and some of the talismans followed her. The berahn loped almost as if they were real, moving quickly next to her. “See what’s up there,” she told them.

      She didn’t have to go far before another shout pierced the air. It came from the locals, who she didn’t know, but they were running in her direction.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      The young man froze, his eyes wide. “Demons,” he cried. “Demons are coming.”

      Lily looked over to the talismans. She wished she had more than what she had on hand.

      She couldn’t help but feel like what Mary had mentioned—that they were the Pathforgers—was tied to whatever was happening now. And if that was the case, what sort of demons were coming for them? More of the Bloodless? Or could it be something even worse?
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HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      Honaaz had tried to dig underneath the rock, thinking that if he could unsettle the piles of boulders, he might be able to cause the strange wall to crumble, but that hadn’t worked. It was almost as if he were digging into solid stone, and without anything other than his makeshift shovel—which was the bone sword he didn’t want to shatter—Honaaz had been reluctant to push too hard. He tried digging with one of his steel blades, but nothing had carved through the barrier. He’d worked his way along what he had discovered to be a fairly substantial invisible wall, and had traced it out along the shoreline, creating a half circle that worked parallel to where the wall existed. He got to the point where he could feel it even without walking up to it.

      The two talismans had not moved. They’d been sitting there, watching, as if they were waiting on him to do something more. Honaaz hadn’t been able to figure out what they wanted from him, and started to get irritated with them.

      After he reached the third pile of rocks, digging beneath it—or at least attempting to—he stared at the talismans. “You know, you really could help. I know you can hear me. Fuck, I know you can understand me.”

      Every so often, he would catch them looking in his direction, almost like they were waiting for some command. Still, regardless of whatever he told them, they didn’t do anything. He had hoped that by digging under the invisible wall, they might react and try to help him, but they seemed bored by what he was doing and left him alone.

      When he finished, he came to stand next to them. He couldn’t feel any energy from them, which he thought was a shame, especially since he had used some of his blood to activate them. He crouched down, resting a hand on both of them. When he did, both talismans turned toward him. At least they acknowledged him.

      “So what? We just sit here? We have this invisible wall, and there’s something over there, but we can’t get through it.” They just watched him. “I don’t know what you’re waiting on.”

      The day had grown late, and the sky was overcast, with a hint of thunder rumbling in the distance.

      Thunder always made him think of the Weather Watchers, but as he looked out over the water, he saw no sign of ships. He’d been staring out over the sea ever since the Tallow had escaped, knowing she had some sort of magic, which meant she was likely to return. That she hadn’t come yet was reassuring, but how long did they have before she brought reinforcements?

      We have time. That was what he told himself, at least. But how much time did they have? And when the Tallow returned, who—and what—would she bring with her?

      He got to his feet, pacing around. With how late it was getting, he needed to come up with a plan for what he was going to do to get back. He hadn’t even explored the entire island. He’d gotten so caught up in whatever this bizarre magical blockade might be that he had stopped searching, and that had undoubtedly been a mistake. He should’ve spent more time exploring the island before it got dark. Now that it was dark, he wasn’t sure he would be able to find anything. Honaaz wasn’t particularly worried about danger. The talismans would alert him to anything, but he didn’t want to be stuck here.

      “You could help me with this. I know you have magic in you,” Honaaz grumbled at them.

      Knowing that they weren’t willing to help him even though they had magic and the potential to make a difference pissed him off. He jabbed at the barrier with the sword again. He left it unsheathed, but it hadn’t mattered. When he poked at the invisible wall, he felt the same crackling sensation, and the same gray lines worked their way along the ground, then upward, before disappearing.

      He’d even tried stabbing the stone, but that hadn’t worked either. Honaaz had been afraid to stab too hard. He didn’t want to break the bone blade.

      “Fuck it,” he said.

      He approached the nearest pile of stone and kicked it. It was stupid, he knew, but he was annoyed.

      As soon as he did, the talismans stood.

      He looked over to the big one. “That’s what you react to?”

      The talismans didn’t move further. Honaaz growled to himself and kicked again.

      The stone was strong and immobile. He knew that. But kicking it made him feel better.

      Surprisingly, each time he did, he only noticed a jarring sensation work through him. There was no crackling along the surface of the stone, though he hadn’t really expected that because he wasn’t using magic against it. There wasn’t any rebound, as if it were going to kick him backward. There was nothing.

      Honaaz cried out, frustration overflowing. Lily didn’t know where he was. She might even be in danger, especially considering how she had gone to question the old woman—and he wasn’t there to help. That, more than anything else, filled him with incredible rage.

      He drove his foot at the pile of stone again. When he did, something snapped inside him. He had felt it before. When he’d been trapped by magic in the past, he had unleashed fury on it in a similar fashion, using whatever it was that existed within himself—something that was a type of strength, he suspected, but might be something more—to rip his way free of it. Lily claimed he had some magical potential of his own, which was what he was channeling when he broke free, but Honaaz had never felt that way. It was the power that Reims believed he had, as well. A power that made him impervious to magic, or mostly so.

      Honaaz roared a second time. He drove his heel into the pile of stone. When that deep part of him snapped this time, the stone trembled. The reaction almost made him stop. Almost.

      The suddenness of that shift caught him off guard, but he wasn’t going to abandon what he had been doing. He was too mad not to. He raged and drove his heel forward again. The stone moved, and when he kicked once more, it trembled harder. Now the crackling began to persist.

      He started to back away, but the talismans were in his path, as if blocking him. He glanced to both of them, and they gave him a look almost like they were encouraging him to keep going.

      Honaaz shrugged, then drove his foot toward the pile of stone again. The trembling, jarring sensation worked through him. That power shook him, and then he felt the energy, reminding him of what he had seen when the talisman had broken through the barrier before. This time, it was just the stone that shattered.

      He poked forward with his sword, and the crackling still existed, but maybe it was a little weaker than before.

      He looked over at the talismans. “Well? I did my part.”

      Neither of them moved.

      Fuck. Maybe I haven’t done my part.

      He glanced at the other pile of rock. His heel hurt, but not as much as he would’ve expected. He’d been kicking at what should have been impossible for him to break through. At least, it had seemed impossible for him to break through the stone when he’d been digging at it with his steel blades, but he had shattered it with a few strong kicks. If it was magic, and if he had some natural magical resistance, then maybe that was how he had done it.

      Honaaz strode toward the other pile, the one to his left near the shore. He regarded it for a moment. He didn’t remember how he had managed to kick through the other one, and didn’t really remember what had triggered it in him, only that he’d been upset about leaving Lily behind. That frustration had swelled within him, and it seemed to have given him the strength he needed to break through the rock. But was there some way for him to call on that directly?

      Fuck if I know.

      He’d focus on Lily. That was enough. She needed him, and he needed her.

      He kicked, crying out as he did. That strange snap came from deep within him again. This time, the stone trembled faster. He drove his foot into it rapidly, over and over, pounding at it as if the stone were a nail and his heel were a hammer. It gradually shook until it shattered.

      Honaaz stepped back, feeling the rippling of the energy that was in front of him and seeing a faint streak of gray, but nothing else. The barrier remained.

      He glanced over to the talismans. They still hadn’t moved.

      “Fuck you.”

      He strode along the barrier, looking to find a way through, and when he got to the third pile of rocks, he set to work. His anger at the talismans fueled him almost as much as his anger over Lily needing him had. He pounded at it, and he shattered it with three sharp blows.

      He backed away, then waited. He hadn’t any idea what to expect, and there was a part of him that had thought the invisible wall would suddenly fall after he’d destroyed the rock, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      He looked over at the talismans. “So?”

      They ignored him.

      Really? That was it? He had kicked through the stone, and nothing more was going to happen? That didn’t seem right. Or fair. Honaaz had no idea what it would take for him to get through all this, but he felt as if he needed to keep trying.

      He had blasted through the stones. Could he do the same thing with the wall?

      The difference earlier had been his anger. Either anger at what had happened to Lily, anger with the talismans, or just anger in general.

      He positioned himself in front of the center pile of rocks—what he figured would be the keystone—though he had no idea if magical walls had keystones like that. Once he did, he braced himself, and then readied to blast forward.

      Before he could, one of the talismans moved in front of him.

      “What now?” he asked.

      The talisman didn’t do anything more.

      “I need to get through there. Now, if you want to help, I’m more than happy to take it, but I don’t get the sense that you’re interested in that,” he muttered, looking over at both of them.

      They didn’t do anything, only blocked him. He took a step back, thinking maybe he would jump over them, when the large berahn stepped forward.

      Honaaz frowned. “You could have told me.”

      The air crackled around the talisman, as if the energy was building in a way that would shatter the mysterious barrier, and then it began to fade. The gray lines around the talisman started to sizzle, and the air rippled, much like it had when the berahn had gone through the other wall.

      Honaaz took another step forward. It should be too dark to see anything, so why was he able to make out shapes up ahead?

      As soon as he stepped through the invisible wall, he heard the waves crashing.

      Why hadn’t he paid any attention to that before? It had been quiet. Too quiet. Whatever this magical wall was, it had muted the sounds of the ocean. And it was those muted sounds that had him caught off guard.

      “Well, look at that,” he mumbled.

      He walked forward but couldn’t see much in the complete darkness. He pulled out the owl talisman, squeezed it in his hand, and everything started to grow lighter around him.

      His breath caught. A ship was anchored here.

      There was no way these ships were unattended. Not here. Not where there was nothing else around.

      Was it the Tallow? It wouldn’t surprise him if she had headed to the island. She had been with the Bloodless, so her presence here would make sense, given what he had experienced on the island.

      He looked over to the talismans. “Did you know?”

      Neither of them reacted.

      He shrugged. “I guess we go on board, see what’s there. And then we decide.”

      He stepped toward the water.

      As soon as he did, something wrapped around his legs. It was going to be like that, was it?

      Honaaz looked down as he jerked his leg free, still squeezing the owl talisman. He didn’t see anything, but he had felt it. It was like a band of water had swirled around his legs, trying to pull him down. It wouldn’t have just been water, though. It would have been something magically enhanced.

      He took another step, and once again the water tried to swirl, and he had to kick his way free.

      He looked back at the larger talisman. “Maybe either of you could do something here? Make yourselves fucking useful.”

      The berahn waded out, and the water started to part around it. That was unexpected. Honaaz followed. The talisman moved steadily. Not fast, but with a deliberate movement. Honaaz pulled out his sword, keeping it at the ready. With the magic that was here, he was going to be prepared for whatever attack came at him, especially as he was convinced there would be an attack. By the time he reached the ship, the water had started to curl back around the talisman.

      He rested his hand on its head. “You did good. Now you can go back to shore.”

      The talisman didn’t move.

      Honaaz shrugged, then jumped up and reached the railing. He held on to it for a moment, before swinging himself onto the deck of the ship. His boots had made a loud thud when he landed on the deck, and he half expected that somebody would appear, but there was nothing.

      He glanced down. The berahn remained in the sea, and waves parted around it, which left Honaaz wondering if it used magic to push the water away. That would be a waste of magic, though, he figured. He didn’t know what limitations the creatures had, nor did he know what limitations were found within the magic they used, but there had to be some restriction on just how much power the talisman possessed. Lily had never shared that with him, though, so Honaaz didn’t know the answer.

      He slipped forward. The deck of the ship reminded him of his. This one had an element of the design from the isles, as if it had been built by the same shipyard and for a similar purpose.

      He crept forward until he reached the stairs leading down, where he paused. Did he really want to go down into the belly of the ship on his own?

      No. Fuck that.

      He hurried back to where he had climbed onto the ship, and he leaned over the railing. “Get over here,” he said to the larger berahn. “Either you or the little one. I don’t care which.”

      The talisman swiveled its head up at him. Honaaz wasn’t sure how it might respond, but it surprised him by leaping. Water sprayed off the bone, sheeting down from it, and then the talisman landed on the deck of the ship.

      Well, if that wasn’t going to raise the alarm, nothing would.

      He heard a faint scraping sound. There it is.

      He looked over to the talisman. “Be ready. Don’t know what we might have to deal with, but I might need you to protect me. That’s what you’re for, right?” He felt like a fool talking to the carving, but at the same time, it seemed like the right thing to do.

      The berahn moved forward, and Honaaz took that as a positive sign. Now it was his turn to follow.

      He hadn’t gone far when a shadowed form appeared in the darkness in front of him. He gripped the sword, preparing to fight, when the talisman lunged forward. The movement was blindingly fast and looked like a streak of white shooting forward. A bone arrow. A massive bone arrow, at that.

      When it struck the figure making its way up the stairs, Honaaz heard a grunt, and then silence. It seemed as if the berahn was taking its job of protecting him seriously. He should be thankful for that.

      He crept forward, paused at the top of the stairs, and looked down. The talisman rested next to a fallen figure that had pale skin, dark red hair, and a mark on each cheek. That was all he could see from where he stood, but it was enough to know that this man looked like none of the Alainsith he’d seen before.

      Honaaz made his way carefully down the stairs until he reached the talisman. “Had to fucking kill him, did you?”

      He checked the man’s neck, and was surprised to see he was still alive. He could feel his pulse, and the man did take a few breaths, though they were shallow.

      It seemed as if the berahn wasn’t going to kill. Would it protect him if it came down to it, or was this about all he would be able to get out of it? Honaaz didn’t know, and also didn’t know if it even mattered.

      He clutched the sword as he slipped forward, watching the shadows and the darkness. The hall was narrow, with doors lining either side of it. One at the end of the hall was slightly ajar, which was where the man likely had come from.

      Honaaz decided to start there. With his sword ready, he pushed the door open, and hesitated.

      The berahn didn’t react, so either there wasn’t anything inside to be worried about, or the talisman simply couldn’t tell. Either way, Honaaz remained motionless, though he half thought something would come shooting out at him.

      Nothing did.

      Honaaz stepped into the room, but found it empty. A small cot rested against one wall, with a trunk at the end of it. A table with books stacked on it occupied another wall. There was also a wardrobe, but nothing else. It looked like it could be any captain’s quarters.

      Given that the door had been cracked, and how quickly the talisman had reacted, Honaaz suspected that the man he had encountered was the captain. Of course the captain would’ve stayed with the ship.

      He stepped out and moved on to the next door, testing it. The door was locked, and he had to jam his steel dagger into it, forcing the door to pop open. As soon as he opened it, a foul odor emanated from the room. Honaaz braced himself against the overpowering stench that drifted out.

      It was the stench of death.

      Honaaz froze in place and looked around. A corpse lay in one corner, with another seated nearby. He couldn’t tell how long they had been dead, but from the looks of them, it had been a while. They’d rotted, but there was something else odd about them. Streaks of black appeared to work along their skin. It had to be some sort of magic, he suspected, but what kind of magic would do that?

      He turned away, and he moved to the next room, having to force its door open too. Much like the last, several bodies were inside—all with the same level of decay, and all with those same curious black lines snaking up their skin. The rooms stunk, and it was a wonder that he hadn’t noticed the smell when he had first come down the stairs. It was masked pretty well, which surprised him.

      He went from room to room, and all of them were the same—full of bodies. Too many bodies. The only one who’d been alive was the man at the bottom of the stairs.

      What the fuck is going on here?

      Honaaz looked at the talisman. “Keep an eye on him. I’m going to see if we can’t get this fucking ship moving.”

      He headed back up to the deck, and as soon as he did, the air around him started to ripple. It felt as if the shadows themselves were swirling toward him, though he knew that wasn’t possible. A chill permeated everything, leaving him with a sense of dread he had never felt on a ship before. Something seemed to worm its way deep inside him, like it was trying to snatch his resolve.

      Something was here.

      Something magic.

      Probably the same thing that had attacked the people below deck.

      Honaaz backed toward the stairs, but then hesitated and remembered the bone sword. If nothing else, it was designed to fight magic. That was why Lily had given it to him, and he had seen how it could overpower magic. He had used it for that purpose in the past.

      He braced himself and spun, holding out the sword. When the air rippled, he slashed at it.

      A whoosh of power exploded. The wind whipped around him, cold and unpleasant. Something moved near him, and Honaaz spun again. By the time he turned, he realized the berahn had joined him.

      Honaaz backed closer to the talisman. “Well, it seems like it’s just the two of us. We better deal with this because I’m not staying out here overnight.”

      As he said it, the darkness rippled again, the cold pressed in, and the night surged toward him.
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      Lily paced her way around the pile of debris, looking down at it. The stone had shattered where her talisman had come through, leaving heaps of stone that reminded her of what she had seen destroyed in Sanaron. She crouched down, tracing her hand over the rough, jagged stone, and noticed a bit of warmth in it. It was odd to feel that, but stranger still was how she was distinctly aware of power inside the stone.

      Alainsith?

      She straightened, looking out into the distance. The locals had spoken about Pathforgers, and about demons. Could it be the Bloodless? She had used her talismans to search for signs of those weird, magical entities, worried that there was something more she might have missed, but Lily had not been able to find anything. All of the Bloodless had been eradicated, as far as she knew. The hegen had continued to place more protection around the city, to the point where Lily felt quite confident in the fact that she didn’t think there was any additional danger here. At least, not without her having an opportunity to identify it first.

      “What do you think?”

      She looked over to Leandar, who had joined her, while also holding one of Odell’s talismans. His were skillfully made, and perhaps the carving might be far more intricate than anything Lily could replicate, but she didn’t think his talismans had the same power as what hers generated. He certainly didn’t carve in Alainsith bone.

      “I think we need to keep searching,” she said. “They said there were demons coming, but we’ve not seen anything.”

      “What if we’ve missed it?” Leandar asked.

      “Then…” Lily shook her head. If they had missed it, then it meant that whatever these demons were, and however they were coming, had already been overlooked. What would that be like, then?

      She wished she had a good answer. More than that, she increasingly wished Honaaz was with her, but she couldn’t ask that of him. He had his own things he was working on, primarily related to securing the ship and ensuring there were enough supplies for them to sail—something he was increasingly certain they were going to need to do, even though Lily wasn’t sure where they would sail to. Going beyond this city and heading back south meant risking the same danger they had faced in Sanaron. Going north… Well, Lily didn’t know enough about what was in the north, but she did worry that there was something dangerous. It was going to be necessary for them to keep looking so they could find the answers they needed.

      “We need to search,” she said. “Take as many of the talismans that can help with that as you need, and begin to sweep through here. We need to find these demons.”

      “What if we miss them?”

      “We won’t.”

      She tried to sound more confident than she actually felt, but at this point she couldn’t fake it well. The others were concerned, and for good reason. How could they not be, given what they had encountered? Some of the hegen understood the danger of the Bloodless, as they had seen it themselves. And some of them even understood the danger of the women who had been captured because of their desire to use witchcraft.

      But this was a different kind of witchcraft than she had encountered before.

      She had started to see that, sensing it from the way these women were willing to use the Bloodless, to sacrifice themselves, to change themselves into… Lily wasn’t even sure what it was. Some entity that was less than human—which was part of the reason she was even more concerned. Who could convince someone to become less than human? Only the Alainsith, she suspected.

      There would be a promise of power, and with the right person and the right potential, they would be capable of doing things that even the witchcraft practitioners who had attacked Reyand would not have been. Knowing now that the Alainsith had been responsible for teaching witchcraft techniques made sense to her, but what they now had to fear—at least, what Lily had to worry about—was the possibility that whatever witchcraft was coming was tied to Alainsith they had not encountered before.

      The kind that attacked by sea.

      Lily took a deep breath, and she straightened again.

      “Why were you looking at these ruins?” Leandar asked.

      “Because there seems to be something about them.”

      “They are found throughout these lands.”

      Lily turned to her. “They are?”

      “Many, in fact. Most of them are old, and some are seemingly powerful, at least from what I would equate to what we saw in Sanaron.”

      “And they’ve been destroyed just like those in Sanaron,” Lily said, scratching at her chin as she stared down at the ruins. “Why is that, do you think?”

      “I can’t say. The ones in Sanaron were targeted, and these have been destroyed for… Well, they look like they’ve been gone for a while. At least this one does.”

      Lily didn’t know if that was true or not. It seemed to her that the stone was a bit more friable than she would’ve expected. She kicked at it, and when she did, the stone crumbled beneath her boot. That was odd to her.

      “Can you see if any of the younger men would be willing to scour the grounds around the city and report back to me on how many ruins they find? Along with however many intact structures they see.”

      “We haven’t seen any intact ones,” Leandar said, “but I will have them search and report back with anything they can find for you.”

      Lily nodded, feeling a bit guilty. Somehow she had become the de facto leader of the hegen in the last few weeks, and she wasn’t sure that was appropriate. There was a part of her that still felt as if she was separated from her people, and she had no idea how she could reconnect to them in full. It might not even be possible, especially because she had veered so far away from those teachings that she wasn’t sure if she could return to a life like that. But these hegen were so far from what they knew, so perhaps Lily was the best one to lead.

      For now.

      She could put her training from the citadel to good use.

      She smiled at that thought, as it was the reason she had gone to the citadel in the first place. She had wanted to protect her people, but in reality, she had wanted to get vengeance for what had happened to them.

      And maybe vengeance wasn’t the right thing, but at the time, it had been the only thing she had thought she wanted. After heading to Sanaron, and leaving that behind—or seemingly so—she had started to feel like maybe she could find herself in a way she had not before.

      Leandar left her, which Lily appreciated. She looked around a little more, and took the time to search the landscape, trying to see if she might be able to uncover anything else here. So far, she had not found anything other than the ruins. She picked her way around, before making her way back toward where she’d left Isabel. Lily found her wiping her hands on her pants while seated on a boulder away from the others.

      “What was it?” Isabel asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lily said. She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something to what Mary had claimed, only she wasn’t entirely sure what it was, nor was she sure how to handle it. “I didn’t find any evidence of demons, or any evidence of whatever they were the Pathforgers for. Just Alainsith ruins.”

      “Why does that bother you?”

      Lily took a deep breath. “What were the Alainsith structures like in Verendal?”

      “I thought you’d been to Verendal.”

      She nodded. “I have. I’m just asking you what they were like.”

      “Well, most of the structures were intact, though to hear Master Jagger talk of it, they were targeted during the war. They were somewhat difficult to bring down, he said. Most of them remained standing in the city, but some were destroyed. Why?”

      “I imagine it’s like that throughout Reyand?”

      Isabel shrugged. “Well, it’s similar. I haven’t traveled throughout the countryside all that much, but you’re probably right. It’s like that a bit. Why?”

      “Because these ruins were completely destroyed. Sort of like what we found in Sanaron once the Alainsith attacked. Why target their own structures?”

      Isabel shrugged again, looking over to the others she had questioned. “If you’d like, I can go and see if I can get some answers, but I don’t know that there’s going to be much they can tell me beyond what I’ve already learned. They just know that others are coming. That’s all most of them have said.” Isabel wiped her hands on her pants again and squeezed the fabric for a moment before looking up at Lily. “And given what we know of the Tallow, I don’t think it’s terribly surprising that others are going to come. It’s probably going to be Alainsith, which is why I think we need to get moving.”

      “But get moving to where?” Lily asked.

      “Now you’re asking a different question.”

      “Well, I think they’re related. We know that these Alainsith—and I’m presuming that the Tallow was with the Alainsith—have been targeting their old structures, destroying them. I don’t know if they believe we have some way of controlling the power within the structures and are using it against them, or if there’s some other purpose behind it.” She frowned. “I wish Jal were here, because he would know.”

      “What would he tell you, though?”

      “Well, I don’t really know. He probably would tell me not to worry about it, because there isn’t anything to be concerned about. But I can’t help it. Something is taking place here, beyond what I can understand. I wish we had an Alainsith to question.”

      “Oh, don’t say that,” Isabel said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you would make me do the questioning, wouldn’t you?”

      Lily smiled tightly. “In this case, I think I would need to do it. I wouldn’t put that on you because I don’t think that’s fair for you. But I do think there are things we need to learn that we may not be able to find unless we have somebody who knows more. And Mary was probably right. They are just the Pathforgers. They won’t know much.”

      “And the Bloodless?”

      “I don’t know. Servants? People who want Alainsith power? Or maybe it’s just a way of turning those who serve them into soldiers. Whatever it is, I think they intended them to be a better weapon than they are.”

      “So what happens now?” Isabel asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess I go back to the city and—”

      “That’s not what I mean. What happens now that the weapon failed? The Tallow is going to know we were able to destroy most of the Bloodless. And even if we didn’t destroy all of them, it’s unlikely that some stragglers would cause that much devastation, especially since they’re going to head through the Alainsith lands before they reach Reyand.”

      Lily frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because most of what’s inland from here are Alainsith lands. I don’t know how far human settlements go, but it can’t be that far. I mean, we can certainly explore, and I’d bring you a report”—she offered a hint of a smile, as if she knew what Lily had asked Leandar to do—“but beyond any sort of human settlement would be Alainsith lands.”

      Which meant Jal’s lands.

      They could head inland, especially if they were running from danger, and try to reach Jal. That might be what they needed to do anyway.

      “What do you know about the Alainsith?” Lily asked.

      “Probably as much as anyone,” Isabel said. “Stories. Nothing more than that. Given that you have a relationship with one, and probably know quite a bit more than I do, I don’t know that I’m going to be able to tell you anything that would be of much use.”

      Lily let out a heavy sigh. “Fine. If you don’t mind, have the hegen bring those women back to the holding cell. I’m going to get back to the city because I feel like we need to see if we can come up with some other answers. And maybe I need to talk to Honaaz, because he’s not going to be very thrilled if I tell him that his ship may not be as useful as he wants it to be. We could possibly sail north, but we certainly aren’t going back south. I don’t know how far north we could travel, or whether we would even find anything.”

      “No,” Isabel said. “I’m not the right person to ask about that.” She pursed her lips, and she looked around. “But you know what I might do, if you don’t mind, is see if a couple people want to go with me on a search expedition. We can take a look, see how far human lands extend. It shouldn’t be that difficult, since there would be roads, right? We can talk to a few of the locals, see what they might know, and take it from there.”

      “Thank you, Isabel.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to thank me. I’m just trying to do my part.”

      “But your part didn’t necessarily require that you be here, did it?”

      “I don’t know where else I would go.”

      “What happened?” Lily asked.

      Isabel looked away. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me. You were obviously assigned to the Hunter for a reason.”

      Isabel didn’t turn back to her. She stood and wiped her hands on her pants a third time. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You know the king.”

      “So does the Hunter.”

      “But this is more than just knowing the king,” Lily said. “You know him in a way that few others do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been assigned to someone he obviously thinks highly of.” Isabel glanced over to her, and Lily just shrugged. “That’s my assumption, at least. I don’t know anything, but I believe that the kingdom values the Hunter’s opinion. I can’t imagine that there would be too many people serving the king who would be given the freedom to leave Reyand and go after us.”

      “Well, I think he was after the Blackheart, and the king would have been interested in that.”

      “It was more than just that, though.”

      “Possibly,” Isabel said. She let out a heavy breath. “The king has a soft spot for me. He always has.” When Lily was quiet, Isabel glanced in her direction. “And it’s not like you’re probably thinking.”

      “You have no idea what I’m thinking.”

      “It was nothing disgusting.”

      Lily snickered. She could imagine Honaaz’s reaction, and what he might say, but thankfully—at least this time—he wasn’t here to say it. “I never assume it’s anything disgusting. You were the one who made that comment, so maybe it’s your way of deflecting the fact that it was something disgusting.”

      Isabel gave her a sad smile. “I was friends with his son. We grew up together. My mother was a servant in the palace. One of many. At the time, I never really saw the king, but the palace was just a place where I lived. Not in anything fancy, though he did take good care of us. And his son was the same age as me.”

      “Was?” Lily couldn’t remember any stories about Porman’s son.

      “He died when he was young. The king doesn’t talk about it. At least, not that I know of, though I can’t say what he talks about with Jagger. Maybe he tells him what it was like when he lost his son.”

      “So because you and his son were close, he wanted you to work with an executioner? That seems like a strange choice.”

      “It’s not strange, especially if you know that I got into a little trouble. My mother died, my father was never around, and I took to stealing to make my way. I suppose I could’ve tried to find work in the palace, as I imagine my mother’s name would’ve had some cachet, but I never tried it. So I got caught, and I got sentenced, and then the king intervened.” She smirked to herself. “I was stubborn. Well, maybe I’m still stubborn. But he offered me a choice: face sentencing, because Porman claimed that even he is not above the law, or be offered an opportunity to learn from someone who had once made a similar mistake.” Isabel squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them, she was smiling again. “To be honest, I never really expected him to follow through with it, and yet now that I know Master Jagger as I do, I can’t help but feel as if he knew exactly what he was doing. That would be Porman.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Lily said.

      “Oh, I lost Oliver long ago.”

      There was a note in the way she said it that left Lily thinking that maybe they were more than friends, and maybe it wasn’t quite so long ago as what Isabel implied. Regardless, she let out her own heavy sigh. “Thank you for sharing that with me. I know that must be difficult.”

      “I don’t like people knowing I had a connection to the king. I don’t want people thinking I got my position because of it, but at the same time, I obviously did. I wasn’t going to be sentenced the same way Master Jagger once was, but it still would’ve been painful. He saved me from it.”

      “Why don’t you want to return?”

      “There isn’t anything there for me.”

      Lily grinned. “You can join the people, then.”

      Isabel’s brow furrowed. “Why would I do that?”

      “You have potential, Isabel.” It was time that Lily address that, though she would not have thought she would be doing it here. “I noticed it while we were traveling. I don’t know if you are descended from hegen, or whether your mother or father was a known hegen, but you certainly have potential. From what I learned, it isn’t completely unheard of for people to have hegen potential and not know of it. And the hegen are welcoming. I thought at first that was why you had come along.”

      “Maybe it is,” Isabel said. She pulled a knife out of her pocket and ran her finger along the blade. “You don’t mind that I’m here?”

      “I’m not sure I’m the one who gets to choose.”

      “They look at you as if you do.”

      Lily smiled tightly. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of the hegen turning to her, but it was something she was going to have to deal with eventually. “They don’t get to choose for you either. The choice has to be your own. Much like my choice was once my own.”

      “Your choice took you away from the people, though.”

      “It did. But apparently, it brought me back to them, as well. Maybe we can both figure out if this is where we belong.”

      Isabel nodded. “Thank you.”

      They separated, and Lily made her way back toward the city, pausing every so often to study some broken rock and then realize that she found another pile of what had been Alainsith ruins. By the time she reached the city, she was increasingly troubled by what she had encountered, knowing she needed to talk to Honaaz.

      She wandered down to the ship and checked for him, only to find that he was gone. It took a little while for her to find someone who knew anything. He had gone off with some man in a small boat? Why would he have done that?

      He probably had his reasons. Maybe he was scouting, but without Honaaz, she found herself wondering what else she could do, and what preparations she might need to make.

      She needed more talismans. She wanted to be ready if there were demons—and by demons, she increasingly began to fear that there were going to be either more Bloodless attackers or Alainsith.

      And the only way Lily thought she could be ready was by having a large collection of talismans she could set around the ship.

      So she set to work carving while she waited for Honaaz to return.
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      Morgan moved close to Finn, pressing her shoulders up against him. The lantern hung in her hand, lighting their way. The hall was narrow, made of a flat stone that surrounded them. “You brought me into a tunnel beneath the street.”

      “I did,” he said.

      “Where does it take us?”

      “Into the court,” Finn said, his voice soft. He didn’t want to speak loudly, especially as he wasn’t sure what they might find. The smell permeated everything, and it was one he was intimately familiar with, despite wanting it to be otherwise.

      This was the smell of death.

      Finn had experienced many things over his years serving as an executioner. He had been taught to question and torment, and those were awful but necessary in order for him to find the information he needed to achieve justice on behalf of the king. The prisons tended to be filled with terrible odors. Imprisoned men didn’t bathe regularly, and they often soiled themselves, leading to a combination of sweat, filth, and foulness that overwhelmed anyone who wasn’t accustomed to it. The iron masters who guarded the prisons did their best to keep the men as clean as possible, but there simply wasn’t any safe way to bathe them. Nor was there all that much interest from the iron masters to get the prisoners clean.

      This stench was something worse.

      Finn had been around decay and rot while investigating before, so he was familiar with it, as much as anyone could be familiar with such awful smells. He recognized it and couldn’t help but worry about its origin, as well as whether the king had been caught somehow and was now part of a witchcraft ceremony.

      Morgan touched his arm, and Finn jerked back.

      “We don’t know the source of this,” she whispered.

      “We don’t,” he agreed. “But I’m concerned about it nonetheless.”

      “I am too.”

      They moved carefully. Not only did the air smell awful, but there was also a staleness to it. How late were they?

      “How long has the court been beneath the palace?”

      “Many years,” Finn said.

      “Have you always known?”

      “Ever since I came into my position.”

      “Which one was that?”

      He glanced over. She held a lantern up, and she swept it from side to side, casting back the shadows on either side of the narrow tunnel. He kept watching for signs of death, but didn’t see any. There were no bloodstains, no signs of a struggle, and no evidence of a body. He should be reassured by that, only Finn was not nearly as reassured as he wanted to be.

      “Once I reached the head of the court,” Finn said.

      “How many know about it on the court?”

      “Only a few.”

      At this point, he doubted it made sense to keep things from her, especially since he wasn’t sure what they might find. The head of the court acted as the lead executioner, and traditionally, Finn should have been assigned to the capital for him to serve as head of the court. The king had made an exception, not only because it was Finn, but because of the witchcraft war and the dangers they had experienced because of it. Were it not for the war, Finn doubted that the king would have made such exemptions on his behalf.

      “There are several access points like this,” Finn said. “This is the most direct. The others are harder to reach, and given what we have seen of the Realmsguard—”

      “False Realmsguard,” Morgan corrected.

      “Given what we’ve seen, I didn’t want to take any more time than necessary. Besides, I doubt anyone would have found this. It’s difficult enough that few people in the city know it exists. The court has taken great pains to conceal it.”

      “Why is this even here?” She turned, looking over to him. They were in a section of the tunnel that started to curve. The air had not gotten any more pleasant. A light wind, a bit of a breeze almost, seemed to touch his hair and his cloak. “Why would the king and the executioner court need access like this?”

      Finn snorted. “I don’t think the king does. I don’t even think the executioner court does. This has been here for a long time.”

      “Alainsith made?”

      “Possibly.”

      She set the lantern down on the ground. It flickered slightly, as if the breeze that swirled through the tunnel caught the flame, causing it to dance. Shadows slipped along walls, looking practically alive, but Finn focused on Morgan. She held her hands out, touching the stone, and then began to trace the symbols.

      “I can feel a faint stir here,” she said, though he suspected that it was mostly to herself. “It’s hidden, however. Surprising. I wouldn’t have expected there to be such potential here.” She glanced over to him. “Alainsith generally don’t build beneath cities.”

      “Well, this was probably not always buried,” Finn said. “If you study the architecture, the city is set on a hillside, looking down upon the water. There are some who think the streets were built up.” He shrugged. “I’m not a city planner, nor am I any sort of engineer. It’s more of a novelty, in my mind.”

      But it went beyond that. The Alainsith, at least traditionally, did not build down. Most buildings extended upward, which fit with how they were tied to nature, bound to it in a way that helped them feel connected to something greater. They were much like the hegen in that regard. His time with Esmerelda had allowed him to learn more about the hegen than most ever would. She had taught him that her people, like the Alainsith, viewed nature as the key to all power.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t look into this more,” Morgan said. “Seeing as how you’re the Hunter and all.”

      “Not here. And I haven’t spent that much time on the court. My elevation to head of the court was recent.”

      “I see. Which means that the king asked you to serve here.”

      “Not yet,” Finn said.

      “But you think he might.”

      Finn looked over. She continued to trace a pattern along the wall, her fingers working in a series of symmetrical lines that he recognized. They were hegen markings. He paused, frowning, and then he grabbed her hands and guided her fingertips in a different pattern, altering them ever so slightly. She had tensed the moment he touched her fingers, but as he began to draw the patterns Esmerelda had taught him after the two of them married, Morgan started to relax.

      “You don’t have it quite right,” he said.

      “What are you doing? I studied this.”

      “These are hegen markings. At least, they are now. Some of them might be Alainsith, though I’ve never gotten Esmerelda to admit that.”

      “How do you know these?”

      “I know the symbols and the writing, and I know the intent behind them.”

      “Which is?”

      “The ones you are making are meant to call to a spirit. The hegen worship the Mother, much like many people within the kingdom do.”

      Morgan smiled. “Not you?”

      “I’ve never been the most devout. Esmerelda never minded, though I wonder if perhaps she did and never said anything.”

      “How is it that you know these symbols so well?”

      “She taught me,” Finn said. “I don’t know if what you’re doing is the same, but I suspect it is. That’s why I thought I might be able to help you. If it’s wrong, then ignore it. I just thought—”

      “I appreciate it.” She turned her attention back to the wall and began to move her fingers in the same pattern, this time using the slight exaggeration that Finn had demonstrated, hooking a bit more the way he had shown her. “I studied these symbols, but never really understood them. I suppose I still don’t, but I can feel the energy here. I always believed it was simply Alainsith. I guess I shouldn’t be terribly surprised that the hegen co-opted some of it as well.”

      “To hear the hegen talk about it, they were taught this by the Alainsith. At least their ancients were. They have a place of power within the hegen people where they go to connect, and many of them go to remember.”

      “Have you been there?” Morgan asked.

      There was an eagerness to her words, and Finn knew he had to be careful. She was a scholar, and she might pick up on things he did not want to reveal.

      “Only once,” he said.

      “When this is over, I’d be interested in talking to Esmerelda.”

      He scooped the lantern off the ground. “You can talk to her all you want. Whether or not she’ll give you the answers you’re seeking is another matter. Given my experience with her around people looking into details about the hegen, I suspect I know the answer to that, but it doesn’t hurt to try.”

      “She might be willing to trade knowledge for knowledge,” Morgan said.

      As much as he wanted to tell her that she was wrong, Esmerelda might be willing to trade knowledge to learn more about the Alainsith, as that was something the hegen—and Esmerelda—valued.

      “We should keep moving. The smell isn’t getting any better.”

      “Worse,” she said, wrinkling her brow.

      They continued onward. Every so often, Morgan would pause, return to the walls, and trace another pattern. Each time she did, Finn noticed details of it that reminded him of other hegen writing. He continued to correct it. She was a quick study.

      “You have more than a passing knowledge of hegen writing.”

      “I told you I have a particular teacher,” Finn said.

      She snorted. “And here I thought she was the one who had placed the markings around me in prison.”

      Finn paled slightly. “They were her design.”

      “But not hers, were they?”

      He looked away and continued on, making his way through the tunnel. It wasn’t long before it ended in another doorway. This was much more ornate than the last. It was made of iron, and built into the stone, almost as if it had always been there. Markings on the door reminded him of the hegen writings he had been showing her, which suggested that this was Alainsith in origin—something he had never really contemplated before.

      He pressed his hand under the door, feeling for the series of triggers. It was relatively easy to find one, but it wasn’t just finding a single trigger that mattered. It was about finding all of them so he could activate each one in turn.

      Morgan leaned close, watching.

      “I would rather you didn’t,” Finn said.

      She looked up, holding his gaze for a moment, but then she turned away. “It’s not like I’m going to come down here again,” she said. “Well, not that I intend to come down here often. If the city recovers, then there may not be much of a reason for me to come here, anyway. Why would I risk the court?”

      “Why would you?” Finn asked.

      He had to use all his fingers to trigger the markings, spreading both hands as wide as possible, before finally using his boot to trip the bottom lock. The series of pressure points along the door was the sequence that mattered. Finn had been taught those when he had been elevated to his position by the two others who sat with him on the highest level of the court. He was made to swear an oath, and in doing so, he had to vow to take the secret to his grave, or to pass it on only to those who were promoted to replace him. That had been an easy commitment for him to make.

      The door clicked and came open.

      “What now?” Morgan asked as they stepped into another hall, though this one was not nearly as long as the other.

      Lanterns on either wall were darkened, and she hurried to the first, lit it, and moved to light the others. Unlike the hall leading up to this one, there were decorations along these walls. Mostly swords. Impossibly old swords. It was here where Finn believed the king kept some of his most prized possessions—blades tied to the kingdom in ways he still wasn’t entirely certain of. Given the king’s predilection for swords, he wasn’t surprised they would be decorating the walls even down here in the executioner court.

      “The king lets you have this space?”

      “He does,” Finn said.

      “Are we in the palace now, or are we getting close?”

      He paused and looked up. The ceiling was low enough that he could feel the stone pressing down on him, almost as if the palace above would crush them. But maybe that was just his imagination after having traversed the tunnels the way he had, along with the stench that lingered here.

      “As far as I can tell, we’re in the palace. I think once we enter that door,” he said, turning and motioning to it, “we’ve reached the palace proper. All of this section, though, belongs to the court.”

      “And the king just permits that. Amazing. I never would’ve expected that he would be bound to the court in such a way.”

      “I think it shows how much he values justice.”

      “Or how much he wants to keep it under his thumb,” she said, her voice soft.

      Statues ringed the entirety of the room. There were seven of them, which matched the number on the executioner court. There were always seven masters at any one time, which matched the number of ancient masters. Three of the sculptures looked as if they sat higher than the rest, which was strange because the court didn’t rule like that. Well, not entirely. There was the head of the court, but even in that, Finn did not sit above anyone else. The sculptures made it seem as if those three were greater than the others.

      They were the only three with jewelry. The center one had a chain hanging around his neck, its medallion etched with a symbol of the sword with a slight hook at the end—the marker for justice. The two on either side of him were clutching blades that had tips pressed against the stone. They peered down upon the others as a warning and seemed designed to caution the court to look at their jobs with the appropriate measure of austerity and authority.

      A circular table made of thick, dense stone stood unoccupied in the center of the room. Finn had never seen it used. From what he had learned, the court used to convene here, though these days the court migrated, traveling around the country as needed. That was how Finn had been tested by the court, and how he had been part of testing others.

      “This is it?” Morgan asked, her voice a whisper.

      “This is the court. As you can see, it’s the first one.”

      She looked up at each of the statues, then swept her gaze around before she turned to Finn. “You know what these are?”

      “We call them the ancient executioners,” Finn said. “At least, that’s a story I was told. It seems to fit. Given that this palace is built around it, it makes sense that the king would carry such passion for justice.”

      She paused beneath one of the statues and peered up at it. “I’m not sure you have it right…” she said, though her voice trailed off slightly. “Look at that. Do you see that mark on the necklace?”

      The necklace was that of the first executioners. “What do you think I should see?”

      “The sword. But there’s not a sword. It’s a symbol.” She looked over. “In the Alainsith writing, that symbol has several different meanings. Some of the more recent scholars believe the Alainsith used letters, but older scholars believe that they used a series of symbols that each indicated a word, and that those words meant different moods, depending on the surrounding letters. It was what made the Alainsith language so complicated to read, and so impossible to analyze. Then again, we don’t have much in the way of writing to study, so I can’t say with any certainty whether that’s true or not.”

      “I never learned to read the Alainsith language,” Finn said.

      “But you have. At least, you have in part. What the hegen taught was an aspect of the Alainsith language. Even if it’s not a direct descendant, it’s at least adjacent. Newer writings are easier to study, but not all.” She moved on to the next statue and looked up at it, her eyes going wide. She traced her fingers along the base of the statue. “I can feel some markings here. They are different than the rest. Different enough that I can feel them, but…” She crouched down, squinting as she studied it. “I can’t see them. Strange, isn’t it?”

      “How strange is it, considering you believe this to be Alainsith?”

      And if it was, then these were built to the ancient executioners, as most on the court thought. Of course, Finn did not believe that executioners would build a shrine to themselves. That wasn’t the way of the court, and it wasn’t something he thought King Porman—or any of his predecessors—would have tolerated. What if this had once been an upper level of the city? The shrine would make sense then, but not the table.

      The foul stench lingered here, but he had not yet seen a source for it.

      He circled around the room, and finally came to a door. He found a body there.

      Finn crouched down, and even before he saw the person’s face, he recognized the robes and the chain clutched in their hand. It was Martin, Porman’s High Priest of Heleth in Jorash. He was always kind, and had been a loyal servant, even though he had served Heleth above all. Why had he come here?

      “Morgan?” Finn called.

      “What is it?” Her voice was muted, and he wondered if she was studying one of the sculptures again, and if she was, what she might’ve found.

      “I need you to take a look at this.”

      He reached into his pocket and grabbed a piece of cloth, before deciding otherwise and slipping on his gloves, which were made of a supple leather. If he was wrong, then he was overreacting, but if he was right, then he was wise to take his time and be careful.

      Morgan joined him, and she frowned at Martin’s body. “I take it you know this person?”

      “This is Martin Lefavn. He is a High Priest of Heleth in the capital.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Look at his skin. His cheeks. Does that remind you of anything?”

      Her frown deepened as she got closer, and she leaned so far in that Finn had to grab her shoulders and pull her back. She shot him a look, but he pointed and swung the lantern toward Martin. Dark lines snaked along his skin, as if an infection had threaded through his cheeks, working up into shining black eyes. This was where the stench was coming from—a single man who was rotting. Yet despite that, Finn could tell it was Martin.

      “What happened here?” Morgan whispered.

      “I don’t know. Something awful. Whatever it is, this is what we’ve been smelling. But I’m also wondering about something else.”

      “The door.”

      Finn nodded. “The door. Was he closing it to keep them out, or to keep himself in?”
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      Kanar didn’t feel comfortable in the Alainsith clothing he had been given, but it was incredibly well made, despite it still feeling foreign to him. The green jacket fit him perfectly, as did the pants. No one had measured him—that he was aware of. Could they have done it while I was sleeping? Kanar didn’t like to think that someone had come into his room while he was asleep, but he doubted he’d even know.

      The Alainsith city left him in awe. It was built into the forest, and the trees swept around buildings that seemed designed to blend into the forest itself. They were all soft curves and sloped roofs, many of them draped in grasses and vines, all concealed within the forest. The buildings connected to the trees, forming bridges high overhead. Ladders that seemed to have been grown out of woven vines—something natural rather than something constructed—led up to other platforms. Stairs made of tree roots also reached some of those, a staggering climb that Kanar thought might be difficult, unless you were Alainsith and had long legs that would make the climb much easier than it was for somebody like him.

      Kanar felt strange wearing his blade in these lands, knowing it was an Alainsith sword. He left it in its leather sheath while he walked alongside Esmerelda, who was quiet.

      She looked resplendent in a similar green gown, though hers was a pale shade, with traces of yellow designed to make it look as if flowers had bloomed on the dress itself. She also had a satchel strapped to her. Rather than appearing at ease, which Kanar would’ve expected from her far more than he would’ve expected from himself, she looked on edge.

      “We could have declined the invitation,” Kanar said. He was careful to pitch his words quietly, especially after his conversation with Jal, and knowing that the Alainsith were unlikely to offer them the help they had come looking for.

      “Is that how we’re going to get the answers we want?” she asked.

      “To be honest, I’m not sure how we will.” Or if, he didn’t add, though he wasn’t sure he needed to. From the way Esmerelda looked at him and then swept her gaze around, he had the distinct sense she was fully aware of that, as well. “Jal has made it quite clear that the Alainsith may not offer us help.”

      “May not is not the same as will not. I think if they come to understand the danger, it is likely they will agree to offer their assistance.”

      Kanar slowed, and Esmerelda paused, glancing over to him.

      “I know you have more experience with the Alainsith than I do, but I also have learned to read people.” He flicked his gaze to the building they were heading toward. It was different than many of the others, constructed from the base of five trees that created a ring. The trunks had grown close together, and vines dangling down the building formed the rest of the wall. The center of it, or at least what Kanar thought was the center, looked as if it was open, letting in light. It was early evening, so there was still daylight, but given that Jal had told them they were going to eat with the Alainsith, he suspected that this would stretch on into darkness. He wondered if the moonlight would illuminate the dining area. “I’ve seen more than just a hesitancy from the Alainsith here. There’s anger too, if that makes any sense.”

      “I suppose it does,” she said. “Many are still upset you carry that blade.”

      “Many?”

      “You wear it well, Kanar Reims, but it was Alainsith in origin. And from what I can tell, it’s one of seven sacred blades.”

      Jal had mentioned something about the blades, and he knew that Morgan had one, but he didn’t know anything more about them. What about Esmerelda?

      “Do you know much about them?” he asked.

      “Nothing more than rumor,” she said. “They are supposedly quite powerful.”

      “Regardless of what the sword was, it’s mine now. Jal made that clear.”

      “And you think Jal is the only voice we need to listen to? Do you think your friend is the one who speaks for all the Alainsith, or do you think there are others who carry more weight? There are rulers even here , and you will find that they have a very different feeling about their creations than your friend.”

      Kanar’s hand drifted toward the sword, and he squeezed the hilt briefly. Maybe he had made a mistake. Here he thought Jal had the authority to permit him to keep the blade, but that might be his own misreading of the situation. He didn’t like to think that he had misjudged anything, but perhaps he had.

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that we will be alert. There might be an opportunity for us to still ask for help.” Kanar hoped that was the reason they’d been summoned here. They had been in the Alainsith lands for several days now, and he kept waiting for the chance to speak to somebody so they could learn whether the Alainsith would help. Given what had happened in Sanaron, and Jal’s experience there, Kanar thought Jal would speak on their behalf, but also wondered whether that would even make a difference.

      Esmerelda nodded. “It’s a great honor. I’ve never been invited to sit and dine with the Alainsith. I suppose I should be thankful for this opportunity. Instead, I find myself feeling like I do not have the answers I want.” She patted her pouch as if testing to make sure she had all the supplies she needed.

      In this place, Kanar had been far more aware of the power that connected to him through the sword, as though it allowed him to reach for the greater Alainsith power rather than the energy of those he’d cut down as the Blackheart. At least, that was what he hoped, and if was true, it became less detestable to use.

      They started forward again until they reached what had become a wide opening. Vines draped down and seemingly stopped growing, like they had been commanded to halt their growth.

      Kanar looked over to Esmerelda. “I’m sorry you’re stuck here with me rather than with Jagger. The two of you would probably have been a better fit here.”

      “This was necessary. Even if I don’t see him again, this was necessary.”

      Kanar hadn’t given much thought to the possibility that they might not find their way back to each other, especially if war broke out. Which meant he might not see Morgan again.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      They stepped inside. The first thing that greeted him was an earthy odor of pine, though there were no pine trees in this part of the forest. It also smelled of cut grass and something that reminded him of a fresh rain. The aroma was soothing, which immediately put him on edge. Kanar knew that soothing things often were not what they seemed, especially when they were magically enhanced.

      An Alainsith waited for them. He was dressed in a green jacket and pants, much like Kanar’s outfit, though there were brown stripes woven through the jacket, making it look as if a tree were growing along the fabric. He glanced from Kanar to Esmerelda, his gaze sweeping from head to toe, before lingering briefly on Kanar’s sword.

      Kanar cleared his throat.

      The man looked up at him. “I am to be your guide into the Ashalain.”

      “What is that?”

      “What you are in,” he said, a hint of derision in his voice.

      Esmerelda stiffened next to Kanar. Was it his own response, or was it the fact that they were in this building that elicited such a reaction out of her?

      “We welcome your guidance,” Kanar said, tilting his head in the slightest of bows. Esmerelda wanted him to be respectful, but not deferential. He was careful in that. They were guests here, but he did not serve these people, and he was not about to let them strip him of his sword. The way the man’s gaze had lingered on the weapon made Kanar too aware of what they might try.

      “You will follow me. You will go nowhere but where I lead. You will not speak until—”

      “We are guests here,” Kanar said. “If you feel otherwise, you may have words with Jal, but do not treat us as if we are prisoners.”

      The Alainsith man barely tipped his head down, and Kanar had a feeling of energy—one that suggested the man was using some sort of magic, though he wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Steady music played, except Kanar couldn’t tell who was playing the music. It seemed to come from everywhere all around. Not only that, but he could feel the music deep within him, as if the song had become a part of him in a way he could not fully express. He found himself standing in place, swaying from side to side, overwhelmed by power he couldn’t even put words to. The music seemed to consume him, everything about it calling to him.

      A hand on his shoulder caused him to jerk back to himself. He blinked, feeling the effect of the music fading once more, drifting back into a faint stir, and nothing more than that.

      “You have to be on guard for this,” Esmerelda said.

      “What is it?”

      “The song. The Alainsith are accustomed to it, but outsiders need to guard themselves for it. It can be dangerous if you aren’t.”

      “I’ve never even heard of it.”

      “Now you’ve felt it. So be careful,” she said.

      When Kanar focused on it again, he once more became aware of how that song began to flow through him, building and causing a steady stir of energy that rose from some place inside him. This time he was ready for what it was, even if he wasn’t entirely sure how to counter it.

      “Keep moving,” Esmerelda said. “This is but one part of the evening.”

      Kanar headed deeper into the hall. The air hung with another sweet fragrance, a mixture of flowers and something that reminded him of the forest, sending images through his mind. The scent merged with the song, and he couldn’t help but feel as if he were deep within the heart of the forest. All of this was intoxicating. He could see how something like this would overwhelm a person. Kanar liked to think he was strong of spirit, but he was not strong enough to withstand this kind of power. It pressed through him with potency.

      As the Blackheart, he had always felt himself strong, but maybe he’d made an error in coming here.

      Esmerelda touched his arm again. She traced her fingers along his sleeve, and once again that strangeness that he’d been feeling began to ease.

      “It’s nothing more than a protective seal,” she said when he looked over to her. “You don’t have to fear that I’ve done anything to you.”

      “I was going to say thank you,” he said.

      Esmerelda nodded. “Well. Then you’re welcome.”

      The energy around him did not change as they entered a grand chamber. Lights twinkled all over, seeming to come from everywhere above, as though they were embedded in the ceiling. If someone were to tell Kanar that they were stars that had been brought down and trapped inside, he would have a hard time disagreeing. It was all quite lovely. The music persisted, and it took a strength of will on Kanar’s part to ignore it and focus instead on what he was supposed to do.

      Surprisingly, or perhaps not, the mysterious seal that Esmerelda claimed she had placed on him did make a difference. With that on his sleeve, Kanar no longer felt the same draw of the song, nor did he feel the same energy flowing through him. It was almost as if it reached him, but then it faded, easing back.

      Dozens of Alainsith milled around inside the chamber. A long table at one end caught his eye. It was raised, elevated above most of the others, and the table itself was not a single structure but rather angled so that those seated were able to see the person at the head. He nodded, motioning to Esmerelda, and she turned her attention toward that person.

      “I don’t know,” she said, answering the question he had not asked. “I suspect it’s some royalty for the Alainsith, but I can’t say with any certainty. I don’t know how the Alainsith structure themselves. It’s long been a mystery.”

      “I thought you knew the Alainsith.”

      “I have experience with them, but not with how they are organized. My experience has been from how they visited our land, but even when they came, it was not the same person. When the Alainsith send representatives to the king, they do not send the same one.” She looked at the ends of the tables, sweeping her gaze along before pausing on the person at the center. “I have long suspected that they have done so intentionally. They send a new representative to the king each time he seeks an audience, as if they want to give more people an opportunity to commune with him.”

      Kanar remembered the only time he had been present for one of the Alainsith meetings, but he didn’t really remember the Alainsith themselves. His memory of that time was hazy, clouded. Now that he thought about it, he started to wonder if the Alainsith had used some sort of magic on him so he wouldn’t remember it.

      Given what he felt of the song, he wouldn’t put it past the Alainsith to have used something like that to gain an upper hand in the negotiation. He wondered what Porman would think if he knew they had magic like this. Perhaps the king already knew, and didn’t care. He did have an understanding of magic in the world. Kanar thought that was part of the reason Porman had given him the blade in the first place, as if he had known what would happen with him becoming the Blackheart.

      “What do we do now?” Kanar asked Esmerelda.

      “I think they want us to join them.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because your friend is calling us in.”

      Kanar found Jal standing near the back of the chamber, a tight grin on his face. He followed Esmerelda and had to resist the urge to slow. To resist the magic that pulled on him. All of that energy seemed to flow through him, trying to guide him in a way he had to forcibly ignore. It was power. It was magic. It was an energy he had never experienced before.

      And this was real magic.

      When he had dealt with witchcraft, Kanar had understood the darkness and the danger involved in it. The fact that witchcraft came from Alainsith magic still surprised him, though perhaps it shouldn’t, as Alainsith magic seemed to be central to so many other kinds of power. Still, what he felt now was something else entirely. Something that felt natural.

      Jal had mentioned their magic and how it was a part of the world, but Kanar had never really understood. He could feel how it flowed, and understood that it was greater than anything he had ever felt before. That was part of the reason he recognized that the kind of power making him the Blackheart was real.

      They wove around several tables to reach Jal, ignoring the looks from some of the Alainsith seated there. Flowers decorated many of the tables, scattered across the tops and looking as if they were blooming from them. At one point, Kanar paused and rested his hand on the surface. A weird crackling energy pressed against his hand, and he jerked his hand back. The table was alive.

      Jal tipped his head to Esmerelda and then glanced at Kanar. His tight smile finally shifted into the genuine expression Kanar remembered. “I’m sorry for the formality, Kan. I know you aren’t for all this pomp, and generally, neither are my people, but you are the Blackheart, and you are the Bearer of the Blade.”

      The way he said it suggested that there was some sort of title in that.

      Kanar didn’t know what that meant for him, though he knew the sword was significant to the Alainsith and granted him some of their power.

      “What does that mean to be the Bearer?” Kanar asked. “You say that as if it is a title.”

      Jal looked down, and he studied the weapon sheathed at Kanar’s waist. “Well, in some ways, it is a title. There was a time when the blades were far more significant. At least, the connection between them was far more significant. The blades have been lost for many years, and very few understand what those ties once were.”

      “What ties are those?”

      “Why, the ties to the past,” Jal said.

      The song seemed to swell. It began to build, and Kanar felt drawn, as if the song itself were guiding him, and the others in the room, to turn their attention toward the raised table.

      “Who is that?” Kanar asked, looking over to the older Alainsith seated at the head of the table. He had distinguished features—a strong jaw, slight gray in his hair, and eyes that suggested they had seen the world. Despite that, he could have been in his mid-forties, and not much older than that.

      “That’s my grandfather,” Jal said. “The head of the family, as it were. Family is important for my people. He leads the one here.”

      “So you really are some sort of royalty,” Kanar said.

      “Not exactly. He doesn’t much care for my perspective. That came from my other grandfather, on my father’s side. It is tradition within the Alainsith, at least at his level, to have the families remain connected.”

      “I’m not sure what that means.”

      “It means my father came from the southern family,” Jal said, “and that makes my connection to this family, and the others, a bit different. So is my understanding of the song, as my grandfather once taught me.”

      Jal motioned for Kanar to follow. There was an empty chair near the head of the table, and when Kanar nodded to it in question, Jal lowered his voice to answer. “I suppose you would refer to her as next in line, though she has been lost. She took an opportunity to wander, but…” He shrugged. “Sometimes I wish I could have stayed lost.”

      “You’re going to have to explain things to me a little better,” Kanar said.

      “Later.”

      They stopped in front of Jal’s grandfather. Jal bent at the waist and then pressed two fingers to his lips, before pointing them at the ground, grimacing as he did. Kanar glanced over to Esmerelda, who had dropped to her knees and looked at the ground as well. He was not about to bow to a foreign king. He would bow to Porman, and that was only because he’d served Porman for as long as he had. Even now, Kanar started to feel as if he did not want to submit to anyone. He had started to feel as if he did not need to.

      The old Alainsith leaned forward, resting his arms on the table, watching Kanar for a moment. “I believe you are known as the Blackheart,” he finally said. His words were soft, but they still carried, as if they blended with the song Kanar could feel. Everything around him seemed to stop, like the entire chamber had tensed while waiting on what Jal’s grandfather might say.

      “Honored elder, he does not know our ways,” Jal said, looking up and meeting his grandfather’s eyes. “I beg that you grant him forgiveness for this.”

      “If he is the Bearer of the Blade,” Jal’s grandfather said. “He may be forgiven.”

      Unlike with Jal, where Kanar was unsure whether that was some sort of title, in this case, there was no doubt. It was definitely a title. He felt that deep within him, even if he didn’t understand what that title meant. It had to do with the sword he’d been given by the king, but it was even more significant to the Alainsith.

      “Thank you for welcoming us to your land,” Kanar said. Esmerelda tensed, though he wasn’t sure what exactly he should say, only that he felt as if he needed to say something. He had never been one for diplomacy. That was not his strength, and it had not been what Porman asked of him. If it had been, Kanar probably would’ve made a mess of things.

      “You came bearing tidings of danger,” the elder said. “We have welcomed you so that we may hear of these tidings.”

      “They involve the Alainsith, as I’m sure Jal has told you.”

      “It was nothing more than a small uprising.”

      Kanar shook his head. “The initial attack in Sanaron may have been,” he said, though even that didn’t feel quite right, “but what came later was something else. Jal wasn’t there, but what we experienced suggests that additional Alainsith were involved. They came by sea—”

      “Our people do not travel by sea.” The man leaned back, lacing his fingers together as he locked eyes with Kanar. His eyes were an even deeper green than usual, and when he stared at Kanar, it was almost as if Kanar could feel the weight of the song building and working through him. Despite the protections Esmerelda had placed on him, Kanar could not resist it. “That is also not why we have you here.”

      Then something seemed to stir within Kanar. A binding of sorts. Then again, he had felt that connection ever since he had started to use the sword. There was power within it, which granted Kanar aspects of its magic, permitting him to become what he had. That power was what had turned him into the Blackheart.

      Then it faded. The song retreated until it was a faint buzz in the back of his mind, a soft sensation that attempted to drag him with it, as if a tide were trying to force him down.

      A hand on his sleeve pulled him back, and he realized it was Esmerelda. She had traced another pattern. He wanted to thank her. Not only did she have the strength of will to recognize what the elder had done, but she also had the strength of will to help him? Kanar was grateful that Esmerelda had come with him.

      He straightened, looking at the elder. “We came to your land seeking help, and to explain what we have experienced. Your people are responsible for this.”

      Jal shot him a look, but he didn’t speak up and intervene.

      The elder crossed his arms over his chest and regarded Kanar with his heavy gaze. As before, the sense of the song came to him, and it started to build again, but whatever Esmerelda had placed on him granted him strength. He managed to focus on the elder, ignoring the weight of the song.

      An idea came to him.

      He gripped the hilt of his sword, and the song fell silent. Not completely so, but even though it was still there, it was quiet enough that Kanar could ignore it. Why had he not tried that before? He knew the sword had power to it, and he also knew that with the connection of energy within the blade, he could draw on the Alainsith magic it connected to. Given where he was and what they had experienced, he should have known that the sword would be the key to disrupting anything the Alainsith might do to him.

      The elder tipped his head. “We have called you here so we can honor you, the Bearer. Have a seat. Drink of our tea. We will enjoy the evening, and the grace of all we have been given.”

      He waved his hands, and two other Alainsith suddenly appeared on either side of them and guided them to a table. Kanar thought Jal might join them, but he gave Kanar a look that seemed almost sympathetic, before moving and taking a seat at the raised table.

      It was just Kanar and Esmerelda at their table.

      “This is strange,” Kanar said to her. “I figured they would at least have a conversation with us so they can understand what’s coming. I thought maybe we could discuss the terms of their help.”

      Esmerelda kept her focus on the elder, though she did so in a way that made it seem as if she were simply looking at Kanar. When somebody came to the table and left a steaming pot in front of them, she pulled it close, and then poured out a mug of greenish liquid.

      “I suspect that was all the conversation you are going to have, Kanar. Unfortunately. They said they brought you here to honor you as the Bearer. That means something to them, but it also seems as if they disagree with you being the Bearer. He says it clearly, but it’s laced with another word you must listen for.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kanar said.

      “If you pay attention to the words the elder says, you can hear how he adds other elements to them. It’s like he’s speaking two languages at the same time.” She smiled tightly. “To be honest, it’s quite impressive, but it seems as though he’s speaking one language for you, and one for Jal.”

      “And you understand it?”

      “Not entirely. I understand enough to catch some aspects of it, but not so much that I understand the purpose in it. There’s a reason behind his unhappiness, but I’m not sure what that is.”

      “I’m sure it’s because I’ve bonded to the blade,” Kanar said.

      “Perhaps that’s part of it. It seems to me that it also is tied to something else. Something I can’t quite interpret.”

      She poured another mug of tea and slid it over to Kanar. She looked down at hers, then brought it up to her nose to sniff, swirled it, and took a tentative sip.

      “You said there was something laced with what he said. That when he regarded me as the Bearer, he implied something else.”

      Esmerelda looked at him over her mug of tea. “It’s difficult to translate, but if I were to try to put it in our language, I would say it thusly: temporary.”

      Kanar frowned. He looked down at his mug and was tempted to discard the tea. His training told him that he should not consume anything he had not mixed himself, and especially not in a place like this where doing so might be dangerous. He had no idea what the Alainsith might have put in the drink, nor did he know what they might hope to accomplish by poisoning him, but if they thought to take the sword from him…

      He was the Blackheart. He had been gifted the blade. He had bonded to it.

      It seemed strange to him that he would want to fight for a weapon he had feared for as long as he had, but at this point, Kanar couldn’t help feeling that way. It was his sword. It had connected to him. He was the Bearer.

      And if they thought it was temporary, he would prove otherwise.
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      From the outside, the building looked like part of the tree itself, but from the inside it looked as cozy as any home Kanar had ever been in. He was left aware of a distinctive energy, though it seemed increasingly easy to feel it the longer he was in the Alainsith lands. Perhaps it was tied to his proximity to them, or perhaps it was the connection he had to the sword.

      He sat on a chair next to the fire, which the Alainsith had somehow managed to construct in the center of the tree and not burn the rest of it. Smoke, or whatever faint trace of smoke like energy was there, drifted upward and disappeared high into the tree itself. Kanar welcomed the warmth it put off as he sat with a mug of tea, staring at the smoke.

      Though the tea wasn’t particularly hot, a comforting sensation worked through him, and it was enough that he had come to appreciate the evening ritual where Jal or one of the other Alainsith provided him with the beverage. He suspected there had to be a magical component to it, but whatever it might have was one he did not fully understand. Nor did he care, at this point. He took that as personal progress.

      His mind worked over what Jal had told him, and what he had experienced. The Alainsith had attacked in Sanaron. There was no doubt about that. Whether the elder believed it was immaterial.

      But Jal had mentioned there were other families. Could the attack have been from a missing family? Kanar had not had the chance to question Jal about it. And if that was the case, what did it mean for Jal?

      That was probably what his friend was trying to discover as well. Maybe the other Alainsith too. It would be a discussion that Kanar would not be permitted to be part of. But if they didn’t decide—and quickly—he feared that Reyand and other nations would suffer.

      The way Sanaron had already suffered.

      If the Alainsith attacked, Kanar had very little hope for the kingdom. The Order had managed to push back witchcraft, and had done so with considerable force and skill, but Sanaron had given him a glimpse of what was coming. The kind of power there had seemed beyond anything the kingdom could manage. The Order had experience, and certainly could use that to withstand some aspect of the attack, but it wasn’t the same. They had trained to deal with witchcraft. That meant finding ceremonies, or those who were involved in creating power, and disrupting them.

      At least, that had been most of the responsibility of the Order. Kanar had been given a different mission when he had been part of it, tasked with hunting particular witchcraft practitioners. He had done so with pride, and with a certain measure of violence. It was something he had enjoyed doing.

      How much of a mistake had he made, though? How much had he messed up in doing so?

      Knowing what he did now about magic, Kanar couldn’t help but wonder if some of the people he had gone after had been innocent. He liked to think he had followed the dangers that threatened the kingdom, but there remained the distinct possibility that he had not done what he should. That he could have gone after those who might have been innocent.

      Those like the hegen.

      In these quiet moments, when Kanar was sipping his tea, he couldn’t help but question if perhaps he had made a mistake and fought when he should not have. Because of the witchcraft war, the hegen were not treated as they could—and should—have been. The potential they offered to the kingdom had been lost. Magic had been marginalized, and they didn’t have any defenses against what was coming.

      And it was that danger of what was coming that had him more concerned.

      How much had the king anticipated? Porman was clever. Kanar had always known that about him, and the man had anticipated the witchcraft war in ways Kanar still didn’t fully appreciate. When he had organized the Order, he had seemingly known that they would have to deal with some threat like that.

      He remembered when he had been called to serve the Order. He had been happy to be in the Realmsguard. Proud, even. Most thought the Realmsguard were promoted from Archers—either city Archers or palace Archers—but that wasn’t typically true. Most were promoted from general soldiers. Men skilled with the blade were valued, but not all. Some were prized simply because they had a quick mind, and could analyze and problem-solve better than other soldiers.

      That had been Kanar.

      He’d served along the southern border, a place where it had been boring for the most part. He hadn’t gotten into any trouble there, though he didn’t mind the quiet. There was certainly something to be thankful for when you didn’t have to fight constantly. Kanar appreciated the silence, the solitude, and the opportunity to hone his swordsmanship.

      When Trost had come to him, Kanar had only been a soldier in the army for a few months. Trost, a massive man, had served for several years. He was a bit older than Kanar and incredibly skilled with his sword. Kanar had felt lucky that he had been given the opportunity to train with a man like that.

      “Come on. I need a few men to make a quick run,” Trost had said.

      He had gathered Kanar near dark, escorting him and two other relatively new recruits away from the fire of their patrol. Patrols were boring work. They simply traveled along the border, making sure there were no signs of any threats or incursions, but Reyand was a peaceful land, and that had not changed during Kanar’s earliest days in the military.

      “What do you have for us?” Kanar asked.

      “I have an entire bottle of shut the fuck up,” Trost said. “You’re going to come along, and you aren’t going to question. You know what happens to recruits who question, don’t you?”

      Kanar had already rapidly developed his sword skill, and while he respected Trost as his superior officer, he wasn’t intimidated by him the way so many others were. Perhaps that was his mistake.

      “I’m just wondering what you’re asking us to do. This is unusual.”

      “The only thing unusual is a freshie like you thinking he knows better than his superior. Grab your blade, and we’re going to double-time it.”

      “No horses?”

      “Not where we’re going,” Trost said.

      Kanar looked over to the other two that Trost had rustled from the fire. Both had served in the army for only a few months, much like Kanar. Olen was a tall, gangly northman with long, shaggy hair and only a little scruff of a beard that he struggled to grow. Max was a young man, quick with a smile, and loved to crack jokes. Kanar still hadn’t learned where Max had come from.

      “What do you think he has for us?” Max asked as they jogged after Trost. It was dark, and Kanar couldn’t really see where his commanding officer guided them, only that he hurried them away. “Not like him to get us going so late at night. Think this is some sort of initiation? Back home, we used to have things like that. Cocky bastards like Trost would try to show us where we fit in the pecking order, as if we didn’t know already.”

      “I don’t know,” Kanar said.

      “Figure he brought you along, so must be good for me,” Max said, laughing before coughing briefly. “Damn. He’s really working us, isn’t he?”

      “What do you mean that he brought me along so it must be good for you?”

      “Prized recruit and all. Oh, don’t act like you don’t know it. He likes to shove it in our faces that we have to live up to the great Kanar Reims’s reputation. Everybody hears it. Everybody knows you’re his favorite. Not like we can do anything about it, anyway. We try, but you know how it is. We can’t all be as quick with the blade or—”

      “Quiet,” Trost said.

      Max glanced over to Kanar and winked. “You know, he don’t much like it when we get cocky talking like this.”

      “I think we should be quiet,” Olen said. “Don’t want him to get too upset with us.”

      “Yeah?” Max snorted. “Unless he’s taking me out here to meet a couple of ladies, there ain’t nothing out here. You been on patrol with us the last few days. The only thing we’ve got up here is a ravine leading down to a river, and beyond that is—”

      “Wiporst.”

      Kanar glanced over to Olen, who had said it with a hint of concern. There wasn’t anything beyond the border that they had to be worried about. Not that they had seen, at least. There had been the sound of wolves howling from time to time, and something that sounded a bit like a wolf, only a little deeper and hoarser, but the cries generally didn’t carry far. They hadn’t caught sight of those creatures yet.

      “Right,” Max said. “So maybe they send some of their horse warriors across. You think they’re going to come across that ravine? In the fucking dark?” He scoffed. “Not very likely.”

      “I said quiet,” Trost snapped.

      Kanar shook his head when Max started to open his mouth, and the young man only shrugged.

      They were jogging quickly now, and he thought Max and Olen were right. They were heading slightly northeast, making their way toward the ravine that formed the barrier between Reyand and Wiporst, which made things uncertain.

      Why here, and why now? Kanar didn’t have much of an idea, but perhaps it didn’t really matter.

      Trost slowed, raising a hand and whipping his finger in a circle—a sign for them to move more carefully. What was he concerned about? The man was experienced, and according to the stories about him, he’d been patrolling this section of land for the last year. Long enough for him to know whether there would be any dangers. Maybe he had picked up on something.

      But Kanar’s gaze darted in all directions, and he didn’t see anything. He didn’t hear anything. And he didn’t smell anything, which he figured was equally important.

      The sound of rushing water up ahead caught his attention. They were close to the waterfall. They moved quickly, and since they had all been training with Trost and some of the other older soldiers, they’d been relatively quiet. Not silent, exactly, but quiet.

      “I don’t want either of you to start chirping at me now,” Trost said, glancing at Max and Olen. “Just keep your tongue and pay attention to what Reims does.”

      He wasn’t sure there was anything else here to be concerned about, other than the nearby waterfall, but even that wasn’t anything dangerous. They had patrolled all the way up here before. Many times, in fact. Often enough that Kanar didn’t really expect that to be much of an issue.

      “Last time we were here, I found that dead deer,” Max whispered. “Never seen anything like it. Body torn apart, looking like something awful had ripped it up.”

      “Just a wolf,” Kanar said.

      “What kind of fucking wolf rips legs off a carcass? None, if you ask me. ’Course, I’m not much of an outdoorsman. You don’t really strike me as one either, but good old Olen here makes it sound like that isn’t real common.”

      Kanar glanced over, and Olen was just staring straight ahead. He must have agreed.

      Kanar let out a heavy sigh. “Follow Trost. Let’s see what he’s doing.”

      Trost reached the tree borderline that led toward the ravine, which made its way down to the river and the waterfall in the distance. He stood there for a moment, one hand resting on the trunk of the tree, and Kanar could see the tension working its way up from his hand to his shoulders. His other hand hung at his side, as if he wanted to unsheathe his sword.

      “I need you to spread out. Reims, you come down behind me, and the other two stand watch.”

      “Stand watch for what?” Max asked.

      “Can you just fucking follow orders? Just stand watch. Spread out about a hundred yards in either direction, and look like fucking soldiers.”

      Olen frowned, but Max just shrugged and started shuffling along the ridgeline, staying close to the edge of the forest right before it started to drop off down into the rocky valley below. It was difficult to see much at this time of night. Shafts of silver moonlight streamed through the clouds, and there were some faint reflections off the water in the distance, enough that it cast a flowing, rippling wave. Kanar wasn’t terribly eager to go running down, but he also figured that Trost had something in mind.

      As Trost started down, he looked back at Kanar. “Just stay behind me. Keep your hand on your blade, and be ready.”

      Kanar nodded, but he wondered what he was supposed to stay ready for. What exactly was Trost concerned about?

      There’s something out here.

      It still surprised him that Trost was trusting the three of them if there was truly a threat. Why a couple of fresh recruits rather than getting some more experienced soldiers?

      He wasn’t supposed to question. He understood that. Trost had drilled that into his head from the moment Kanar had been assigned to him, but that simply wasn’t the way Kanar did things. He always asked questions. How could he not? He’d been like that from a young age. His father had given him a hard time about it, trying to tell him that men didn’t question their elders, but Kanar knew that wasn’t true. His father had always questioned. It was how he had become one of the most skilled masons in their town. He’d ask questions of those more experienced than him, of those he visited with, of those who hired him.

      Trost paused halfway down the ravine. He looked up, and Kanar glanced behind him to see Max and Olen standing on the ridgeline, both staring down, watching them.

      “I think they’re too visible,” Kanar said.

      “Yeah? Well, I don’t need you thinking.”

      “If you’re worried about something, then you should worry about them being seen.”

      “I’m not worried about it.”

      Trost continued working his way down. The path was narrow, and it would be treacherous even in the daylight, but in the darkness, it was damn near deadly. Kanar stepped carefully, setting his foot before pushing his weight forward, making sure he didn’t tip too fast and wanting to ensure that he kept himself steady. But each time he took a step, he slid ever so slightly. It was enough to make it difficult for him to trust his footing. There wasn’t anything for him to grab on to, either, which made it doubly dangerous. He wasn’t going to say anything, so the only thing he figured he could do was keep moving, follow Trost, and stay aware.

      If Trost wasn’t worried about them being seen, then it suggested that he might even want them to be seen. Why would that be?

      Kanar continued choosing his steps carefully, and as he did, Trost unsheathed his sword.

      What is this?

      Kanar leaned forward. “Should I—”

      “You should keep quiet,” Trost hissed.

      Kanar did not care for this at all. He moved cautiously, though. With each step, he made his way along, paying attention to his traction, which made it so he could not detect anything else that was happening near him.

      Trost kept moving, though his footing was far more certain than Kanar’s. Kanar figured that was familiarity. He probably knew something, and he disappeared around a rock. Kanar followed carefully, making his way as steadily as he could, trying not to move too quickly.

      Someone called out. Kanar froze.

      “Down here,” they said.

      Their voice was deep and gravelly and carried a bit of an accent Kanar didn’t recognize. He was cautious as he crept forward along the rock, not wanting to slide. When he came around the curve, he saw Trost, sword unsheathed, facing two men.

      “I came, didn’t I,” Trost said. His voice was quiet, but it also had an edge of agitation.

      Kanar had heard him like that before. Usually, it was with the new recruits. The kind of job they did in this part of the world was not so dangerous that they had to worry too much about anyone, or anything. The only thing they really had to worry about was the sense of continual boredom that almost everybody had on their patrols.

      That was the one part of his responsibilities that Kanar had not fully anticipated. He had thought that being a soldier and serving the throne would be exciting. He hadn’t figured there would be so much boredom and downtime.

      When he had taken the commission, his father had warned him: “Picking up a trade is going to be better for you. At least with a trade, you won’t be quite as bored most of the time. I have plenty of friends who served as soldiers. All of them come back saying the same thing. Reyand is at peace, and there’s only so much training you can do before your mind starts to wander.”

      Kanar hadn’t wanted to listen. He had dreams of fighting and learning how to wield a sword, and he had been filled with wanderlust, thinking he might get to see more of the country. Before getting sent out for this assignment, he’d spent the better part of a year training and learning how to fight, move as a unit, and follow the command structure the king had implemented.

      He hadn’t seen anything other than this border. So when he heard these voices, he didn’t recognize where they were from, only that they were not from Reyand.

      “You came, but you brought others this time.”

      “I figured it was time I rework our agreement.”

      “No fucking agreement,” the voice said.

      Kanar couldn’t tell which of the men was talking, only that there was a deep timbre to it and the speech seemed a bit clipped.

      What has Trost gotten us into?

      Kanar stayed motionless near the rock, watching Trost’s back. From the way Trost was positioned, he blocked Kanar’s presence. But these strangers knew that Trost hadn’t come alone. They had an agreement, which explained why Trost wanted Max and Olen to stand guard on the ridge, but also to be visible. They served as a threat.

      “The terms of the arrangement are no longer agreeable,” Trost said. “I’ve been letting you move your supplies through here, and I’ve been keeping our patrols off you, but I can’t guarantee that any longer.”

      “You can’t, can you?” This was a different voice, a little higher pitched but still deep and still rough. It made it difficult for Kanar to understand what they were saying.

      “I told you, I just wanted to renegotiate.”

      “So you brought a couple of fresh recruits with you?”

      Kanar tensed.

      “Who said they were fresh recruits?” Trost said.

      “You think we haven’t been keeping an eye on things?”

      Trost snorted. “Do you think I would come to you with a demand bringing somebody who isn’t trained? What kind of fool would I be?”

      The kind of fool that has done exactly that, Kanar wanted to say.

      But he understood. As much as he hated it, he understood. Trost could deny anything when it came to soldiers at their level. And if he had simply wanted the appearance of a threat, then it would explain why he had brought them, even if it didn’t explain what he hoped to accomplish by doing so.

      “I see two on the ridgeline,” one man said.

      “It’s the ones you can’t see.” Trost sounded casual. Somewhat flippant, even.

      The man whistled. Kanar heard the bow fire before he heard anything else. There was a grunt. Then another. He spun, looking up at the ridge. Both Olen and Max were down.

      “And now one behind you,” the other man said.

      Trost started to back up. “Maybe I made a mistake. Perhaps we can leave the terms as they were.”

      “Or perhaps the terms will change.”

      Trost let out a laugh. “You dirty Nalen bastards.”

      He coughed as a blade went through his stomach.

      Kanar remained frozen until something whizzed toward him. He ducked, darting behind the boulder he’d been standing next to. Stone shattered around his face where the arrow struck. He scrambled up the ridge and hurried back the way he had come. The stone shifted underneath his boots, and he scrambled as quickly as he could, trying to race up the rock and hurry out of danger.

      Another arrow came whipping toward him. Kanar dropped, flattening himself to the rock. He counted until he was sure there wasn’t going to be others, and then started crawling to the top of the ridgeline.

      He kept thinking that somebody was going to pursue him from behind, but no one came. He began to run, before he hesitated.

      Max and Olen.

      He raced over to Max first, who was slumped down on the ground, an arrow jutting out of his chest. Kanar checked his neck, but he had no pulse, and he wasn’t breathing.

      He hurried forward and didn’t see any sign of Olen, but there was a track of blood. He followed it and found Olen resting up against the tree, his eyes wide, sword unsheathed. Kanar approached, and Olen spun toward him.

      Kanar raised his hands. “It’s just me.”

      Olen lowered his blade and coughed. Blood bubbled to his lips. “What. Happened?”

      “Trost.”

      Kanar slipped his arm underneath Olen’s shoulders and then guided him.

      “Go,” Olen said. “Don’t. Die.”

      “Max is gone. Trost was skewered. I’m not leaving you.”

      Kanar sprinted, practically dragging Olen along with him. He was taller, though, so even with a slower gait, Olen still managed to make decent time. They hurried through the forest, through the darkness, back toward the camp.

      Kanar roused the rest of the camp when they reached it, preparing for the possibility of an attack. He would be ready, even if he had never faced real combat before. Considering what they had just encountered, he knew he had to sound the alarm and alert the rest of the soldiers…
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      The clearing of a throat brought Kanar back to the present. He turned to look behind him while holding tightly to his mug. The fire had been warm, and the tea had filled his belly, relaxing him, but it had also started to ease his mind, resurfacing a different set of memories than he normally thought about. Kanar rarely thought back to that time when he had been a new soldier. That had been before he had become one of the Realmsguard. Before he had become the Blackheart.

      At the time, Kanar had wanted something more exciting for himself, something more of the soldiering than what he had experienced up to that point, but after that…

      After that, Kanar had been brought into the Realmsguard. He had shown fortitude, he was told. He had prevented an attack and had revealed treachery within the king’s men. Kanar had tried not to laugh at that comment, knowing that the only treachery he had really revealed was what Trost had been willing to show, and he would never have learned of it had Trost not made the mistake of exposing himself. But he had set the course of Kanar’s servitude in motion.

      “You look like you are lost in thought,” Esmerelda said, drawing over a chair to his side and taking a seat next to the fire. The firelight reflected off her black hair while she held a cup up to her lips, which was probably filled with the same relaxing tea Kanar had been drinking.

      “Just thinking back.”

      “I have found it can be beneficial for us to think back to who we were. It allows us to contemplate decisions we made, and it usually lets us try to make decisions that might make us better in the future.”

      Kanar snorted. “I was thinking back to before I joined the Realmsguard.”

      “I wonder what brought you toward those thoughts.”

      He took a sip of the tea, and as it worked through him, he was filled with the same relaxing warmth as before. It left a tingling sense, and he couldn’t tell if it was the tea, some sort of magical component to it, or something within him. Perhaps all of the above.

      “Don’t know what brought me there. I was thinking about what it was like before I was part of the Realmsguard, and remembering the events that led me to it. I served as a Realmsguard for several years before I became something else.”

      “You became the Blackheart,” she said.

      He looked over to her. He’d had many conversations with Esmerelda during their journey, and what surprised him about her most was her lack of judgment. It was merely factual, almost as if she simply did not care, though he also had the sense that she very much did care.

      Kanar nodded. “I became the Blackheart. And I still think I did what I was supposed to do. I served my king. My land. My people.”

      “You did. I have shared in those thoughts.” She smiled, then turned and watched the fire. She brought the tea up and breathed it in deeply. “Mostly thoughts that linger, bringing me back to how it was when I was first learning. I think it’s this place. I think it’s the Alainsith in general, and the memories this land holds. And it does hold memories, especially if you pay attention to them. You can hear those memories come, almost as if the voices of the past call to you, wanting you to know just what it was that existed here before.”

      “I can’t hear any memories,” Kanar said.

      “You will. Or perhaps you won’t.” She took another sip of her tea. “My own thoughts keep coming back to me, giving me an opportunity to remember what it was like when I was still learning the art. Before I began to see.” She reached into her pouch and took out the stack of hegen cards she carried with her. She rested them on her lap, pulled one out, and stared at it for a long moment.

      What must she see on that card?

      The stories about hegen and the visions they had with those cards were certainly ones Kanar was aware of. There was power to their magic, and power to the visions they saw and experienced. It was power he could not even fathom. He had definitely never expected that he would have an opportunity to sit and talk with a hegen who had those visions, or have a chance to learn what it was like when she saw what she did through those visions.

      “The cards remain unresponsive,” Esmerelda said. “I thought that by coming here, perhaps the memory of this place, the power of it, might influence them in a way that would permit me to begin to see beyond again, but unfortunately, they have remained silent. I wonder why that is.”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      “It’s not because you fear magic, is it?” She smiled, and her face seemed to transform. Some of the sternness faded and disappeared, and everything about her seemed to soften, as if she was relaxing. “Your reputation suggests that you fear it, but that hasn’t been my experience with you.”

      “It’s not that I fear magic.”

      “No. Of course not. What man fears what he cannot understand?” She offered another smile. “But you have changed. I wonder what Finn will say when he has an opportunity to speak with you again.”

      “He’s not going to question me.”

      Kanar understood quite well what that kind of questioning entailed, and he was not going to have any of it. Regardless of what Esmerelda might claim, he would not be threatened.

      “I doubt he would be able to capture you to question you, so you don’t need to worry about that. But I do think the two of you would get along better than either of you acknowledge. Perhaps in time that will change, or perhaps in time you will come to understand your own truth.”

      “And what truth is that?”

      “Oh, only the truth of a shared experience, and a shared desire to serve. Finn is, at times, quite enthusiastic in how he does. Not that he can be blamed for this. He has been trained to serve the king, no differently than you.”

      “I was trying to help Reyand.”

      “And is that not serving the king?”

      “I don’t really know.” He sighed, taking another drink of his tea.

      “What were you thinking about with your earliest days as a soldier?”

      She spoke softly, soothingly, and he found himself answering. “I remembered what it was like before I was in the Realmsguard. Before I was the Blackheart. I remembered what I wanted.”

      “Probably the same as all men want: adventure. But then again, it’s not just men who do. I would say all people want a measure of adventure. It’s what brings us together. We want our lives to mean something.”

      “Not everybody’s does,” Kanar said.

      Esmerelda tipped her head in a slight nod. “No. Not everybody can find the same meaning. If you were to tell a child that, do you think it would make sense to them?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      “No, I suppose you would not.”

      Kanar scoffed. “You can be maddening.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Is that how you teach?”

      “Are you asking for yourself, or for others?”

      “I ask out of curiosity,” Kanar said. “I ask because we’re sitting here by a fire, having traveled to these lands together and trying to understand what’s here, and I ask because I want to fill the silence.”

      Esmerelda smiled tightly. “Complete honesty. I very much appreciate that. I thought perhaps you were curious about your friend.”

      “I don’t know what Lily’s experiences were. She never talked about them.”

      “What about the first time you and I met?”

      Kanar shrugged. “I knew that things weren’t quite as I understood, but I still don’t know.”

      Esmerelda nodded slowly. “The last time I saw her, I would say she didn’t even know what she needed from her people. Not yet. Perhaps time has given her perspective she didn’t have before. I certainly hope so.”

      “What questions do you think she has?”

      “She uses her art in a way she views as different from the people. She felt as if it separated her from us, and in a way, it did. At the same time, she also used her art to help the people.” Esmerelda stared at the fire and inhaled the smell of her tea slowly. “In that, she serves the people. It’s a strange contradiction that I think she struggles with, and the only person who can make sense of it would be her. But at the same time, she doesn’t want anyone to help her make sense of it.”

      “That sounds like Lily,” Kanar said.

      “I saw it. It’s the reason I offered my help. Had she not been conflicted, or had she not been willing to keep serving, I probably would not have. Finn and the Archers would’ve captured you, and you would’ve been dragged to Declan Prison. There is no telling what would’ve happened then.”

      “Well, then the citadel would’ve had the Alainsith blood, and perhaps they would’ve used it to destroy magic.” And as hard as Kanar tried to deny it, it was possible it might’ve made a difference. He may have set into motion something worse.

      If the citadel still existed, could they have stopped the Alainsith attack on Sanaron?

      “What concerns you?” she asked.

      “I feel like I’ve not done anything useful ever since going to Sanaron. Oh, I might’ve stopped the initial attack, but anything after that did not make a difference.” He snorted, and he set the mug down on the rim around the fire pit. “Can you imagine if your life had no meaning? I tried to stop the witchcraft war by doing everything I could as the Blackheart, and all I did was delay things. I tried to thwart the attack on Sanaron, and though I managed to stop some of it, all I did was delay things. It seems as if that will be my fate. Kanar Reims. Not the Blackheart, but the delayer.”

      He felt as if he wanted to have a drink, but there were no drinks in the Alainsith lands. They had offered him this tea, and though it relaxed him, it wasn’t the same as a belly full of ale that allowed him to forget. There were times when that was all Kanar wanted—to forget.

      “Isn’t it possible that by delaying, you gave others an opportunity to prepare? Think about what would’ve happened had we not reached Sanaron.”

      “You would’ve found it gone. Or perhaps already destroyed, taken over by whatever they were, and then, I don’t know.” Kanar shrugged. “I don’t know that it even matters anymore. The only thing that matters to me, and to everything I’ve gone through, is that I have merely been a delayer.”

      “What would you like to be?”

      It was a simple question, and it was one Kanar had thought he had an answer to, only now he didn’t know. What would he want to be?

      When he’d been hunting witchcraft, Kanar had thought that was what he needed to do. When he had been the Blackheart, he had believed that was what he should be, and what he was doing was a noble cause for a noble reason. And now, though he still believed that those who used witchcraft were dangerous and violent and needed to be stopped, Kanar no longer knew if there was anything noble about what he had done.

      “I want everything to have meaning.”

      “What is meaning, though?” She leaned over, watching him. “Is meaning in the tasks you do? Or is it in the people you meet, interact with, and influence? Think of all the lives you’ve touched in different ways. Think of all those that have become who and what they are because of you.”

      “I didn’t do that much.”

      “Perhaps not. Yet. The Mother has chosen to keep you around for a reason, though. Maybe that reason is for you to be given an opportunity to make the change and have the influence you so desire.”

      “I’m not exactly sure what I desire,” Kanar said.

      “That is wisdom. Too many think they know, and have no experience. You have experience, but you don’t know. I wonder what will happen when you do know?” Esmerelda finished her mug of tea and then set it down next to Kanar’s on the ring of the fire pit. “I can show you a few things of my people if you would like. I don’t know that it will help you understand the connection you have to your sword any more than you already have uncovered, but I do think it might help enlighten you.”

      Kanar looked over. That wasn’t the offer he had expected from her. Then again, he didn’t really have any idea what kind of offer to expect from Esmerelda. She was nothing like the hegen he had interacted with in the past.

      “I’m not so sure you should be teaching somebody like me,” he said.

      “And what’s somebody like you? Someone who has shown they can influence the outcomes of the world? Somebody who’s already touched upon a greater power than I could teach? Or somebody who’s helped protect my people? I think if I were to show anybody the art, it would be someone very much like you.”

      “I thought you saved that for the hegen.”

      “You’ve met my husband.”

      Kanar laughed. “And how did that go over with your people?”

      “It’s not as difficult as you think. There’s a hierarchy among the hegen, as you undoubtedly have surmised. Some think outsiders are not welcome, but Finn has always been something of an outsider with his own people, so bringing him into mine was not nearly as difficult.” There was a knowing look in her eyes as she watched him.

      He frowned. What was she implying?

      Perhaps it was nothing more than the fact that he had been an outsider even as one of the Realmsguard. He had been an outsider even as one of the Order. Some of that had been self-inflicted, because he’d felt as if he needed to separate himself from the others, but some of that had been because the king had demanded it of him. Kanar had served in the way he thought was necessary, and had done what the king asked, but he also never felt like he fit in. As strange as that was to think, perhaps Esmerelda was right. Perhaps he and Jagger had more in common than he thought.

      That’s a painful realization.

      “Am I interrupting anything?”

      Kanar glanced up. Jal stood in the doorway of the tree home, draped in a green cloak, standing tall and looking regal, as he had ever since coming to this land.

      Esmerelda tipped her head toward him. “Of course not.”

      Kanar found himself smiling. She was so deferential to the Alainsith, and yet she had been willing to come to these lands and help him fight his way here if necessary. Esmerelda’s deference was nothing more than an act.

      How much of what she did and showed and said to him was an act? Kanar couldn’t help but wonder if most of it was.

      “You’re not interrupting,” Kanar said to Jal. “We were just reminiscing about what we’ve done.”

      Jal’s brow clouded for a moment. “I suppose that’s not surprising.” He nodded to the mugs. “I didn’t know how that was going to influence someone like you. We drink that so we can connect to our past.”

      “That it has,” Esmerelda said.

      Jal smiled. “Then perhaps it’s done what it needed to do. I think Kanar needs to touch on his past every so often. He likes to ignore that, and thinks it’s something to be ashamed of, but his past has made him who he is. And his past has permitted him to see the world in a different way than most.”

      “You know what I was.”

      “What you were, or what you are?”

      Kanar frowned, and then he shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s almost like this tea has something intoxicating in it.”

      “There are some who would say it does. And if the two of you were not connected to magic the way you are, I don’t know that you would’ve tolerated it quite as well. But I’ve been gradually increasing the components within it.”

      “Poisoning us?” Kanar said.

      “Not poisoning.” Jal stepped into the room, closed the door, and dragged a tall wooden chair over. Unlike Kanar and Esmerelda, whose chairs looked slightly too large for them, Jal fit his perfectly. “But there’s a benefit to you having the experience you have and looking back on it.” He glanced over to the door. “It’s one I wish my people could have.”

      “It doesn’t affect them the same way?” Kanar asked.

      “Oh, it does, but most have experienced it for a long time, and no longer drink of it the way they once did. Unfortunately. I am left to wonder what might happen if my people actually relived those old memories. Maybe they might see the world differently. Perhaps they need a higher concentration,” he said, wrinkling his nose, “though I doubt that would make much of a difference.”

      Kanar was no longer sure what Jal was talking about, but he didn’t say that to his friend.

      “We came looking for the Alainsith’s help,” Kanar said, shifting in the chair and sitting upright. “If they’re not going to, I can’t stay here.” He looked over to Esmerelda. “I may not be the Blackheart any longer, but I do know that if violence comes to Reyand, I want to be there to help defend it. That’s who I am.”

      “I know,” Jal said. He leaned forward, and he rested his hand on Kanar’s arm. “I only wish that my family were more willing to offer the kind of help I think we need. I tried to explain what we saw and experienced in Sanaron, but they believe the ancient protections will remain intact. Perhaps they will.” Jal sat back, and he flicked his gaze to the mugs resting in front of Kanar and Esmerelda. “Sadly, I don’t have the same faith that they do, nor do I have the same confidence that such a thing will work. So…” He flashed a smile, and his grin spread across his face. “I told you I was a farmer, right?”

      “I believe that’s about the only thing you told me about yourself,” Kanar said. “At least up until you didn’t have much of a choice in telling me anything else.”

      “Would you have believed me?”

      “I would’ve, but I…” Kanar pursed his lips. Would he have? Jal was part of his team, and he had given Kanar no reason to think he was anything more than that. And why would there be an Alainsith in Sanaron, of all places? So in that case, Kanar didn’t think he would have believed Jal was anything else. Anyone else. “Maybe not,” he said. “You came here for a reason tonight.”

      He looked over to Esmerelda and then around the home. Was it still night? He didn’t even know, which was a peculiar realization. How could he not know if it was day or night?

      Maybe it was the tea, and the memories it brought back.

      Strangely, Kanar had more flashbacks now than he normally did. It was almost as if there were hints of who he had been, and hints of who he could still be. If he were to close his eyes, Kanar thought those memories might come back to him more easily. Some of them were ones he had intentionally suppressed, especially about his sister and how he had first faced witchcraft. He had not liked how he’d been forced to kill, as he hadn’t understood what was going on at the time. Nor did he like how he had been forced to seal off an entire town so it did not corrupt the rest of Reyand.

      Kanar shook those thoughts away, and he found Jal watching him.

      “I’m sorry,” Jal said, whispering the words. They seemed to drift into Kanar’s ears, but despite that, he wasn’t going to press Jal for any of that. “Some of the memories are good, and some of them are bad. Much like all our experiences.” He glanced over to Esmerelda. “I can see that you have your own pain.”

      Esmerelda only nodded. She hadn’t spoken of what she was seeing or experiencing. And here Kanar simply thought it was just that he had been opened to his memories, as if he had been naturally starting to think back on those, but that wasn’t the case at all. There was nothing natural about what he had done or how he had connected to his past, and nothing natural about the Alainsith power they had used on him to draw that power out.

      “Unfortunately, this is what it is,” Jal said. “My people have chosen not to look deep enough, so they don’t understand. But I do. Because I have.”

      “What does this have to do with you being a farmer?” Kanar asked.

      Jal smiled. “Oh. Exactly. A wonderful question.”

      “Why is that a wonderful question?”

      Jal glanced to the door as he leaned over to Kanar. “Because my grandfather believed in understanding animals, which means I was trained to understand the berahn. Many of my people—those of us in the forest—forget how powerful the berahn can be.” He winked at Kanar. “And I’m hopeful that when I call to them, they will answer.”
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      Henry Meyer wanted to find Finn and string him up. Not with any sort of official punishment, but an unofficial one would serve him just as well. He was tired, his bones ached, and he had to constantly suppress his limp with the various compounds Lena made for him—which made him keep feeling like he needed to apologize for going to her. His own pain relievers were effective, but far too sedating. Lena had learned quite a few tricks since the time she’d trained with him.

      “Would you stop trying to pay me?” Lena stood behind the counter of her apothecary shop, dressed all in a fashionable blue jacket and pants, with a bit of ink staining one hand. She had mixed various leaves and oils into the compound she now pressed into a jar and slid across the table, ignoring the stack of coins he offered her.” You do realize I owe you far more than I could ever repay?”

      “I want to pay for supplies.”

      “Oh, Henry,” she said, laughing at him. She had an easy laugh, one that had taken years for her to find, and Meyer was so thankful that she had. “I don’t need you to pay for supplies. Did you ever make me pay for supplies when I was working for you?”

      “Indirectly. All of the work you brought in also brought in payment, and I used what we earned to replace the supplies.”

      “Well, consider this my contribution. And make sure you take this three times a day. I suspect you’ve only been doing it twice a day.” She arched a brow at him, and there was a bit of motherly affection in her eyes, despite the fact that he was quite a bit her senior.

      “I may have been taking it only twice a day,” Meyer said. “With the windle root in it, I didn’t want to overdo—”

      “The ostenberry counters that issue. You are a brilliant man, Henry. You taught me almost everything I know.” She smiled, and it took away some of the sting. “But you need to trust me. How would you feel if somebody wasn’t following your instructions when you offered them a healing concoction?”

      “The point is well made.”

      “I hope so.”

      Lena straightened, and she began to clean up her counter, leaving behind the jar she’d made him. It would last for about a week, probably a little less, especially if he took it as she instructed. He knew that was intentional. She could easily have mixed him a much larger bottle, and it wouldn’t have degraded the efficacy to store it for another week or so, but she wanted to see him, he suspected.

      “Otherwise, how are you?” she asked.

      “I’m as well as I expect to feel,” he said. “It’s taking me a little time to get back into the flow of things. Then again, I’m not sure I ever lost it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you didn’t.”

      “It’s just that I didn’t have much time to prepare. Finn tried to walk me around the city to reacquaint me with the changes he’d made as master executioner, going so far as to try to point out things he did better—”

      “Not better, just different. Everybody has their own way of doing things, Henry.”

      “No, even I admit that some of the changes he’s implemented are better than what I was doing. Surprising that your brother was the one to come up with them, but he finally learned to trust the people around him. It was a hard lesson, but it made him stronger.”

      “You don’t think you trusted the people around you?”

      “I did,” Meyer said. “But my circle was much smaller.”

      She leaned on the counter. “How do you think he is?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. For anybody other than Lena, he might’ve tried to blunt the response, partly because he knew that losing Finn would be a huge blow to Verendal—and to Reyand. “We have more and more people flooding into the city. At first, I thought it was more Sanaron refugees, but the people of Sanaron that evacuated have all set up outside the city. The camp—well, I suppose it’s not a camp any longer—has welcomed anybody from Sanaron. But these people coming now aren’t from Sanaron. They are from all throughout Reyand.”

      “What does that mean?” Lena asked. “I don’t mind the extra business. I was busy enough as it was, and had Finn not called you into duty, I might’ve asked you for help myself.” Meyer snorted and shook his head. “I’m serious, Henry. I’ve been working nonstop to keep up with the demand.”

      He looked around her shop and frowned. “There’s no one here.”

      “I locked up after you came in. I figured that nobody needed to know that the master executioner was coming in for pain relief. I know your job is all about image and perception and so many more things than I could ever comprehend. At least, that was what Finn always tells me.”

      Leave it to Lena to recognize what he needed, even though he himself didn’t know what that was.

      “I don’t know what it means,” he said. “Probably the same thing that happened in Sanaron, but this feels different than what we’ve experienced before.”

      Even in the witchcraft war, they didn’t have anything quite like this. Refugees had come to the city, but they were in smaller numbers, and typically survivors of villages that had been slaughtered, where the people were used in creating witchcraft power. Meyer didn’t know enough about it to really understand the kinds of things that were done, as it was after his time. He had allowed others to deal with it. So long as he was safe in the city, what did he care? And it was too bad he felt that way, because now it was his responsibility, and he did not know things he should have learned.

      “I’m hopeful your brother will get back soon,” he said.

      “Well, in the meantime, the city is in good hands, just as long as you take this three times a day. Do you need anything else?”

      Meyer shook his head. “Just the pain relief.”

      “And your mind—”

      “My mind is as sharp as it needs to be,” he snapped, though he did so good-naturedly. “I could tell you all the different items you have here if you’d like. I can recite the first few chapters of Orlaw’s Apothecary, or I could even—”

      “You’ve made your point,” Lena said. “I shouldn’t doubt you. I’ve been around you enough these days to know if something was slipping. I just want to make sure. And my kids want to make sure their Papa is well enough to come visit. You should come by. Maybe later tonight?”

      “Are you going to be there?”

      “I told you I’m busy.”

      “If I come by this afternoon and help you…” he started, and then he thought about how he needed to take care of himself, as much as he needed to take care of the city. “For an hour or so, do you think you would have time to slip away to have dinner with your family?”

      “They’re your family as well,” she said.

      He smiled. “I suppose I would enjoy an evening with the boys.”

      “Good. Now get moving, and take care of whatever you need to do because I have to get some work done.”

      “You should take on an apprentice,” he said.

      “So should you.”

      “Gods, no. That would mean I’m starting anew.”

      “Or you’re training somebody who can help you while my brother is away. Think about it, Henry.”

      He grabbed the bottle off the counter, slipped it into his pocket, and hobbled toward the door, leaning on his cane as he went. Lena watched him, the darkness in her eyes a stern warning, so when he reached the door, he pulled out the jar, took a small pinch, and placed it under his tongue. It would take just a few moments to dissolve and start to work. Lena was skillful with her concoctions, so the taste was far better than it should have been, and far better than it ever would’ve been if he’d made it.

      By the time he put the jar back in his pocket, much of the pain in his hip had started to ease.

      “There you go,” Lena said.

      He pulled open the door and stepped outside into the gray daylight.

      It was quiet in this part of the city, but that also left him a bit concerned. Quiet was never a good thing. The city itself was busy, but before Finn had left, he had recruited more Archers. Their training had apparently been going quite well. All reports suggested that the men were taking to their responsibilities as they should, and given Finn’s chain of command, Meyer knew that there was nothing he needed to be worried about with those Archers unless they reported it to him. He didn’t even have to go to the prisons as often as he once had. There were still people to question, but Finn had even taken care of that, training what he called inquisitors so they could handle much of the basic questioning. Meyer only had to step in and manage anything that took enhanced techniques—the darker side of the job. After years away, he had found it harder to do than he anticipated, but for the most part, the inquisitors handled everything.

      So why did he feel so unsettled?

      Crime was not any worse than it should be given the number of people who were now in the city. He estimated that the population of Verendal inside the walls had probably increased by about twenty percent. Outside the walls… There had to be several thousand more people. Not all of them were Sanaron refugees. Some of the people who had come seeking safety had stayed outside, partly because there was more space. And the city had grown in a way he had never seen before. There were makeshift shops and restaurants and other things now beyond the wall.

      He realized what bothered him, though.

      It was the berahn.

      Finding a creature like that dead was strange. It was the kind of thing he wished Finn and Esmerelda were around to help him with.

      Maybe that was his real problem: He knew where he needed to go, but he had been preoccupied and let his responsibilities in the city, such as they were, keep him from investigating the oddities he had uncovered.

      He needed to be more like Finn. He needed to be the Hunter.

      But I will never tell him that.

      Meyer snorted at that thought and picked his way through the city. By the time he reached the Teller Gate, the pain in his hip had faded completely, to the point where he no longer even had to use his cane, though he carried it. If nothing else, it looked like a weapon.

      To many people, he was little more than an old man. There were times when he also felt that way. Especially lately.

      He passed the Sanaron section, listening to its sounds. It wasn’t just the noise of the city, though there were the usual shouts of people and the din of activity, such as hawkers selling items from their stands; it was also the sound of construction. A steady hammering.

      Verendal would be forever changed.

      He made his way past the Raven Stone, noting that the gallows were fully intact, though he had been much more judicious in his executions since Finn’s departure. With everything going on, he wanted to be careful with sentencing, though it wasn’t always his responsibility. The jurors and the magister would make up their minds, but Finn had even influenced that, to the point where he had much more leeway in recommending a sentencing.

      Meyer didn’t know quite how he felt about it. When he had gone to his first sentencing and reported the facts of the case, the magister, a younger man by the name of Larsin Schell, had asked him for his recommendation, and Meyer hadn’t even been prepared for it. The accused party was a young thief who had apparently been stealing because of his sick sister—the accuracy of which Meyer had questioned the inquisitor about, as too often people would make claims like that to gain sympathy. Meyer had suggested a work release opportunity, so the accused had been given the chance to earn redemption.

      Finn had been clever, far cleverer than Meyer would’ve given him credit for at one point.

      By the time he reached the hegen section, his knees were bothering him a little bit, but not painfully. He’d pay for it later, unless he stayed on top of the pain concoction Lena had given him, but he could feel them cramping every so often. He had considered going to the hegen for healing, but Esmerelda had once told him that there were certain things even their art would not heal. Age was not a malady, which he had long ago learned.

      He wandered through the hegen area, nodding to a few people he recognized, but not by name, until he found his way to the central part. Everything was colorful and bright, and there was a vibrancy that was not found often in Verendal. Music and dancing were a constant, regardless of time of day, as if the hegen were simply happy to be. It didn’t fit his mood, and it certainly didn’t fit Finn when he was around, but Meyer couldn’t deny how it made him feel, lightening the load he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying.

      “We have a visitor,” a voice said from behind him.

      He turned carefully, leaning on his cane again. He didn’t need it right now. Better to maintain his balance than for him to have a knee pop, go stumbling, and end up in debt to the hegen for their help in his recovery.

      Meyer tipped his head in a small nod. “Kezia. Just the person I was hoping to see. I presume you have taken on more responsibility with Esmerelda’s absence?” She looked young, but that had been true from the moment Meyer had first met her. Youth didn’t matter to the hegen from what he had been able to tell. Esmerelda had also looked young when she had first started serving her people.

      Kezia bowed her head slightly. Her golden hair matched the color of her dress, and she shifted in place, revealing red sandals. “I have a greater role now, yes. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “I think I’ve been avoiding this.”

      “Avoiding something for yourself, or…”

      “For the city.” Meyer took a deep breath, and then he shared with her what he had heard of the berahn. As he spoke, her expression turned from amused, to serious, to worried. “I was hoping that the hegen would be willing to help. I don’t know how Finn has incorporated your people into the way the city is run, but this is beyond me, and beyond the Archers. Without him or Esmerelda here, I fear that we need somebody with your kind of expertise to help us understand what we should do.”

      Kezia looked around, and Meyer realized there were several others watching and listening, which he hadn’t even noticed. She had distracted him with the slight shift of her movements, something that was almost a dance. Distractions didn’t often work on him. She was skilled.

      He knew he had come to the right person.

      “We can look into it. I worry, though, Master Meyer. Anything that involves the berahn involves the Alainsith, and given what happened in Sanaron, Verendal may not be safe for much longer.”

      “That’s my fear as well.”

      It was one thing for Finn to ask him to take over as master executioner again, which Meyer was fully equipped to do. It was another thing to ask him to step in and replace Finn as the Hunter, digging into bizarre things that happened in the city. That was not something Meyer had ever been equipped for. It was what set Finn apart.

      And now, more than ever, he felt that he needed his old apprentice—and his friend—back in the city.
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      Finn lingered near the entrance, holding on to Justice in a place where Justice meant something. At least, it always had before. Now he wasn’t sure what the sword meant. He wasn’t sure what to do here. The court had been broken. He didn’t know what had happened to the other executioners, but he feared that the court was gone.

      As he looked up at the statues of the ancient executioners, he wished for answers. Finn had never been a religious man, something that was not unusual for executioners, though he had been friendly with priests who tried to sway him over the years. The one thing he believed in was justice and the cause he served.

      “You don’t look like you want to go up,” Morgan said.

      “I’m not sure what we’re going to find.”

      “What if it’s more of this?”

      He inhaled, and the foulness around him built in his mouth to the point where he could practically taste it. “I need to know what happened up there. I know the king is unlikely to be there, but I still feel like I need to know. Something came through here…”

      “It was witchcraft, but it was a different kind than we knew.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I think it was responsible for everything in Sanaron. And unfortunately, I think the same thing has come to Reyand.”

      Finn stared at Martin’s body for another moment, noting the blackened lines tracing through his cheeks. This was beyond his understanding. If only Esmerelda were here. He knew she needed to go with Reims to speak with the Alainsith, but he still wished she were here with him.

      “If Reyand is going to fall, then—”

      “Then what?” Morgan said. “Do you intend to fight? You may carry a blade, but you aren’t a soldier.”

      He may not fight the way she referred to, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t, did it? He was the Hunter. More than that, he was the head of the executioner court.

      “I need to see what happened here.”

      “I can already tell you what we’re going to find,” she said. “And I doubt you’re going to like it very much.”

      He moved past Martin, feeling uneasy about what had taken place here, and pressed on the door. It came open, and the odor that drifted toward him was much the same as what he had smelled inside the court. Finn had hoped to find something else, but should have known better.

      He lingered for a moment, peering upward.

      “You look disappointed,” Morgan said.

      “I had hoped we would find something different.”

      The other side of the door led to a darkened circular staircase. No lanterns illuminated his way, though the flickering light in Morgan’s lantern gave them just enough to be able to see, but not clearly. Finn couldn’t see around the curve in the staircase, but he tried to. The hall smelled stale, and there was a stuffiness to it as well. He had taken these stairs several times, although the most recent time was when he had been elevated to head of the executioner court. He had learned about the secret access and been given an opportunity to meet with King Porman to speak of his new responsibilities.

      Finn continued up the stairs, where the stench was a little less potent. There was still something, but not quite like there had been before. When he stepped out of the stairs into the main hall, more of that odor wafted toward him.

      “We’re in the palace,” Morgan said.

      “They’re connected.”

      The decorations were much as they should be. Plush carpets striped in the colors of the king ran along the hall. Swords crisscrossed on the walls, though one of them looked twisted and bent, as if somebody had tried to pry it free. There were statues, armor, and weapons, but none of it seemed out of place.

      He didn’t expect to find anyone left behind, but he thought if they could find bodies, he might be able to get a better sense as to what had happened here. He made his way into the palace and let his nose guide him toward the next person.

      He crouched by the man’s body, noting the dress of the Realmsguard, along with the markings of office and rank, and pressed his gloved hands to the man’s neck. The same strange dark lines he had found on Martin ran through the man’s skin and features. He was desiccated, though not nearly as well-preserved as Martin, and seemed as if he had been dead for longer. Finn had the distinct sense of some magical illness, even if he didn’t know what it might be.

      He straightened and found Morgan several paces away from him, squatting next to another man. Much like the last, this was another Realmsguard. They looked the same.

      “Does it seem as if they were fighting when they died?” Morgan asked.

      Both men were near the wall, though on opposite sides of the hall. Almost as if they had been standing watch. Their weapons were sheathed, and they looked to be more in a position of somebody waiting. Patrolling.

      How could they have died like this without having an opportunity to fight? Worse, what if Porman had died like this? With two dead Realmsguard and Martin, Finn became increasingly concerned that they might find Porman here—and just like these others.

      They headed through the main level of the palace, which had banquet halls, kitchens, living quarters for servants, and even a small barracks outpost for the Realmsguard. They found dozens of other bodies, all in a similar state. Each one appeared as if they had simply been doing their job. Realmsguard looked like they had been patrolling or standing watch. Servants looked like they had been going about their duties, in one room or another. He saw no sign of the king’s inner circle of servants, for which Finn was thankful.

      He took his time checking the lower level of the palace, scanning inside each room, finding more bodies that were much like the rest. Whatever magic had taken them had left them unaware. When he finished, he found Morgan staring at a massive painting hanging over the entrance to the palace.

      “It’s lovely,” she said, a strange note in her voice. “The detail is quite striking. But it’s old, I think.” She flicked her gaze down the hall, and Finn followed the direction, realizing she was looking where he had guided them up from the executioner court. “Alainsith art, unless I’m wrong.”

      The painting showed Jorash, though as it had been, Finn suspected. It wasn’t nearly as populated, nor did it have as many buildings, leaving the coastline different than it was these days, with the hill leading up to the palace surrounded by only a few buildings. He saw no sign of the statues that filled the executioner court, so if they were Alainsith made, they had appeared after this painting had been made.

      “The hegen have art like this,” he said.

      She looked over. “Why do you think that is?”

      “I suppose they learned from the Alainsith.”

      Finn hadn’t given it much thought, but it did make sense. Each of the hegen had an opportunity when they were young, and each had a chance to choose what type of art they would pursue. Most opted for whatever passion came naturally to them, and precious few performed the type of art that most people attributed to the hegen. Those who had that predilection were rare. Esmerelda had explained it as each person had their own gifts, and they chose to nurture them, which made sense. But he still wondered if that was all there was to it. Why couldn’t other gifts be drawn out?

      “We should go up,” Finn said.

      “I don’t know that we’re going to find anything more.”

      “I don’t either.”

      Still, he still had an obligation to the king to search, even if it was only to find his body. What would happen if the king had died?

      He didn’t know the line of succession, and without any historians or scholars to help, he wasn’t sure he could know. The king had once had a son, but he’d died when he was young, and Porman never spoke of it. At least not to him. Perhaps he had advisors he did talk to about it.

      Finn started up the wide stairs leading to the second level of the palace. The throne room was on this level, along with the king’s quarters. It was a different layout than what was found in Verendal, though Finn didn’t have much experience in the upper levels of the palace there either.

      At the top of the landing, he found two more Realmsguard, both of them lying motionless—but not completely the same as before. One of the men had a sword nearly unsheathed. He had dark hair, a lean face, and muscular features that would have been valued by the Realmsguard.

      “These two had a warning,” Finn said, motioning to the sword.

      “But they still hadn’t fought,” Morgan said. She looked along the hall. It was darkened, like so much of the rest of the palace. They had been lighting lanterns as they went, though eventually those would burn out. There was no one here to reignite them.

      Finn continued making his way down the hall, past a fallen servant half in a door, and two more Realmsguard, both with swords unsheathed. They were finding more evidence of resistance.

      He reached the throne room, which looked majestic with light streaming in from incredibly crafted stained glass windows. Sculptures ringed the walls, reminding him of the ones down in the executioner court. In fact, they were very much like those, only these were not nearly as tall, and had features that reminded Finn of the king. He suspected they were Porman’s ancestors, the earliest of the line of great kings that ruled in Reyand.

      Bodies littered the room. A dozen Realmsguard circled the throne, all with blades unsheathed, and none of the weapons had any blood on them. Finn had the distinct sense that they had fallen in vain. None had managed to defend the king.

      “The king isn’t here,” he said.

      “Unless he was used in this,” Morgan said, gesturing to the bodies. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but this is the kind of thing that suggests a ceremony. I can’t speak of whatever intention there was to it, but if they took the king, it’s possible they brought him into it.”

      Finn had some experience with ceremonies like what she described, and knew that they were powerful, but something about the idea of Porman being involved in one left him thinking it wasn’t quite right.

      “If they had the king, they wouldn’t have false Realmsguard out in the city.”

      “You might be right,” Morgan said. “But either way, we should get moving. I don’t like being here.”

      He looked over to her. “Where would we go to avoid this? They tried to fight, but they couldn’t.”

      “Because they didn’t have any magic. Think about that, Finn. Your kingdom has fought magic.”

      “No. The king fought magic, but not all kinds of it. He permitted hegen magic. He understood Alainsith magic. The only kind he fought was witchcraft.”

      Morgan seemed as if she wanted to argue but didn’t.

      They walked out of the throne room and made their way along the hall, though they did so more carefully now that they were working their way to the king’s quarters. Another set of doors blocked the entrance, and Finn shoved his shoulder against it a few times to try to force it open. When it didn’t, Morgan rested a hand on his arm. She stepped forward, used a swirl of fog from the patterns she traced, and then the door popped open.

      Finn pushed on the door and met some additional resistance. Once he got inside, he realized why. Four Realmsguard lay motionless on the other side of the door. Each of them had the same black lines working through their skin, and each had a sword unsheathed. He looked over to Morgan, who was frowning, and then he headed toward the king’s private quarters.

      The door was unlocked. There were no Realmsguard to be found.

      “He’s not here,” Finn said.

      “So if he survived the attack, where would he have gone?” Morgan asked.

      “I don’t know.” And he didn’t even know how the king would have escaped, though there were probably hidden access points. He’d seen Porman use something like that in Verendal. “We should check the rest of the palace anyway.”

      He headed back the direction they’d come, to the staircase leading up, and then they went level by level. There was less death the higher they got. Fewer people, fewer bodies, though most of them were servants. They reached the uppermost level of the palace and walked through the door that would take them outside.

      Finn looked over the railing and out toward the water. His breath caught.

      Morgan joined him and suddenly stiffened, the fog that she was drawing from her hands fading as the pattern she was forming ceased.

      “Ships,” she whispered. “Just like in Sanaron.”

      But the ships were different. The Sanaron ships had been massive, whereas these were narrow, sleek warships. They created a blockade, and there was far more activity down along the shore. Worse, he saw bodies there, most of them hanging on posts, but there seemed to be a line of them near the shore itself. People who hadn’t managed to evacuate.

      “Look at all the buildings down there,” Morgan said. “Everything here looks like Sanaron. I imagine they were targeting Alainsith structures, just like in Sanaron. Why do you think that is? What were they hoping to accomplish?”

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

      He frowned as he continued to look over the edge. More false Realmsguard moved nearby, but as he stared from up above, he was left with a different impression of them than before. If they were with the attackers, the same ones that had come to Sanaron, what did they hope to accomplish? Maybe they thought to gain power the same way witchcraft practitioners wanted to. There were too many questions without answers, much like he felt about what had happened here in the palace, and the kind of magic that had spread here, killing these people. Whatever it was felt different than what had happened during the witchcraft war—not that Finn had that much experience with what had taken place during that time.

      He and Morgan had come to Jorash thinking they would be able to alert King Porman of a pending attack, but they had been too late. The city had fallen. Buildings were ruined. Reyand would be forever changed, even if its people survived this. And whatever had happened here looked to already be over.

      “They didn’t fully succeed,” Morgan said, pitching her words carefully. “Just like in Sanaron.”

      “What do you mean? Sanaron was—”

      Finn almost said that Sanaron was destroyed, and it had very nearly been, but he knew to be careful. Sanaron was Morgan’s home. He didn’t need to be so callous about it.

      “Sanaron was,” she said, seeming as if she did not want to acknowledge what had occurred there, “but we still saved the people.” She looked back behind her. “Much like here. People escaped. Hundreds, maybe thousands upon thousands. Now we have to know why, and we need to know where they’re going.”

      People had escaped, but where had they fled to?

      Maybe they had gotten a warning.

      But regardless, had the king escaped?

      And if so, where was he headed?
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      Jal had always gotten along well with his sister, but that was partly because he had never wanted to have a position within the family—not the way she had. She had proven herself an able member of the family, and had shown she had a desire to gain power, which were things he had never really wanted. As Jenaralyn approached, he found himself smiling at her, and for the first time in a while, it wasn’t a false smile meant to mislead.

      “Don’t look at me like that, brother,” she said as she neared. She shifted her heavy cloak and flicked her gaze around the city before turning her attention back to Jal. “I’m not going to get involved in anything you intend to do.”

      Jal chuckled. “Was it easier for you when I was gone?”

      She scowled at him, as much as she could scowl. She was far too lovely to let a look like that linger on her face. “Nothing was easier without you.”

      “They focus too much on you, then?”

      She spun slowly in place, looking to the edge of the city and motioning for Jal to follow, which he did. The rest of their people moved quietly, not bothering the currents of energy that existed within the city and the forest. When they reached the edge, she turned back to him, regarding him for a long moment and letting out a heavy sigh.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “It’s you, Jalianandar. You’ve been gone for many years, and now you return like this?”

      “You don’t think I should have returned?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, and you know that quite well. What I’m saying is that you’ve been gone for as long as you have, and now you return to push them. Well, him.”

      Jal didn’t need for her to explain who she referenced. He smiled again, though this time it was forced. “Can you hear it? How it has changed?”

      She turned to him, and then tilted her head ever so slightly.

      The wind stirred, carrying a faint murmur through the branches of the trees, which then whispered down through the leaves and into the city, where it caught on the fabric of their jackets, even rustling the grasses and flowers in the meadow. The sound of the forest—and the song it represented—changed and shifted periodically.

      It was the song of their people.

      At least, that was what Jal had always been taught.

      Lately, though, he had begun to hear different qualities to the song. Ever since he encountered the berahn in Sanaron, he had come to realize that there was an aspect that existed within the song, a layer he hadn’t ever heard before. Perhaps that was his own mistake, but he suspected that his grandfather would have wanted him to hear those notes, and to recognize what the song told him.

      “I hear the song, but I don’t hear any change to it,” his sister said. “If there was a change, Grandfather would know.”

      “I’m sure he does,” Jal said, his voice soft.

      She eyed him, and now there was a bit of irritation in her gaze. It was fleeting, like all emotion that didn’t leave her face neutral, and was replaced by a slight pout of her lips. “If the song has changed, he would have shared that with us.”

      “The change is subtle.”

      “Then why is it that you hear it?”

      “Because I was taught to listen.”

      Jal headed away from the rest of the city, and his sister followed him. He had known that she would, as he was not trying to get away from her so much as trying to give her an opportunity to hear something different. It had taken him a while to recognize why he felt on edge ever since leaving Sanaron. At first, he had assumed it was tied to himself, and that he had been away from his people and the city for so long that he wasn’t sure how he felt about the return. Increasingly, he realized that was not the case at all. It was more about the song and how it seemed to rub him the wrong way.

      “Just listen,” he said.

      She paused for a moment, and he could tell that she was trying to focus, but even as she did, he knew there wasn’t anything he could help with. At this point, the only thing she needed was an opportunity to listen, but he didn’t know how well she could hear the song. She hadn’t spent time away from the city the way he had, sitting out in the meadow with their grandfather, learning to listen to the sounds around him and the other songs that existed. That was one lesson his grandfather had wanted him to learn so he understood that all elements of the world were connected, and all of them added to the song in ways that were not always predictable.

      Even now, Jal could hear some additional notes. It was how he knew that his time back with his people was coming to an end.

      Some of it came from the way the city itself sounded. There was something unusual here, but there was something unusual beyond here as well. That was what he had to better understand.

      Some of it also came from what he began to hear of the berahn. They were quiet, as they often were, and through that quiet, he started to detect hints of agitation to those creatures. They were all too aware that something was changing. And if the berahn were aware of it, Jal had long ago learned to listen to them.

      “I don’t hear anything,” she said.

      “Like I said, you just need to listen.”

      As she arched a brow at him, the mask she often wore slipped, leaving her with a bit of a smile curling her lips like she once had when they were younger. “Are you playing the same games you used to play when we were kids?”

      “This is not a game.”

      “I hear… I hear them,” his sister said, “but then again, I have heard them more often since your return. Is that what you want to be told? That the elders recognize that the berahn have returned with you? They do. It’s part of the reason they don’t push your Bearer, because they fear how the berahn may respond.”

      That was news to Jal.

      But then again, the elders, of all their people, would likely be able to hear the memories of the berahn, and would remember how they had served their people. The elders undoubtedly recognized the role that the berahn played—and how much they knew. It was part of the reason Jal had been so concerned when the creatures suddenly arrived in Sanaron. He’d been worried about what they might decide to do. The fact that they had chosen not to attack…

      It had been a choice. That was all.

      “I’m not trying to make you angry, Jenaralyn. I want to share this with you, and I want you to know what choices I might make.”

      “You intend to leave again,” she said.

      There was no judgment in the way she said it, merely a conversational statement, which Jal appreciated.

      “I think it’s necessary.”

      “And what do you think you will find?”

      “I think I must listen,” he said. “As I listen now, I hear what the berahn are trying to tell me. They have begun to recognize that something is changing. In fact, I think they were the first to recognize that.”

      She glanced over to him, and there was a worried look in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “The elders weren’t willing to listen when I shared with them what was happening, but the berahn moved into Sanaron. They were called, but they ignored the call. When the southern family decided they were going to try to claim the blade—”

      “You didn’t say anything about that.”

      “Because it wasn’t necessary. And they failed. He is the Bearer, and it would be difficult for any family to claim it. Besides, I’m not convinced that the entirety of the southern family was involved, just a fraction of them. However, I do question whether they gave some permission.”

      “You don’t have to fear that the elders overlooked that. They have sent emissaries.”

      That was surprising to Jal, but perhaps it shouldn’t be. If nothing else, he was pleased to know that his family had not ignored that danger. The southern family deciding to take action was dangerous, but then again, they had always been challenging. They were the last to move away, and they still had issues with humans, though it had been many years—even for their people—since they had.

      Obviously, their feelings on humans taking over old Alainsith lands had not changed.

      “I doubt the emissaries are going to find anything,” he said. “I believe that the one known as the Prophet was working alone. She may have had others with her, but she was not serving at the behest of the entire southern family.”

      “Then what’s your concern?”

      Jal took a deep breath, and he listened again. Even as he did, he couldn’t shake what he heard in the distance. Some of it came from the way the wind was shifting, a strange current being carried on it, but some of it came from what he could hear from the berahn, even now. He had been listening to them ever since he had returned to his family’s holdings, but in this case, the sound he heard, and the nature of the change, left him with more questions than he thought he had answers to.

      “My concern is that the berahn have not settled,” he said. “And my concern is that the sound persists. I’m left with questions.”

      “Always questions.”

      “You think that’s wrong?”

      “You were right when you left,” she said.

      He glanced at her, surprised she would make such an admission. “I was right?”

      “You were right that something was amiss. If you care about how the humans began to use aspects of—”

      “Again, I believe it little more than a faction responsible. But still, it’s reassuring to know we understand the source of what happened. I saw a terrible misuse of knowledge that should not have been given to them.” He hadn’t shared that with Kanar or Lily, but he agreed that witchcraft, in that incarnation, was not something his people should have shared with humans. Even Lily’s art, while useful, twisted what they knew. It was dangerous. “That isn’t what pleases me. But having answers does, and coming to understand the reason behind what we have encountered. I would much rather know the truth than to hide in ignorance.”

      “Which is why you intend to leave again.”

      Jal listened for a few more moments, still hearing the keening notes of the song. Aspects of it had changed, and as he listened, he couldn’t help but feel as if he was supposed to know part of that song, though he wasn’t sure if it was the berahn trying to reach him, the wind, or something inside himself that called to him.

      “The berahn still search. Can you hear them?” he asked her. When she didn’t answer, he smiled tightly. “That’s what concerns me. It’s not only the southern family. And if what Kanar tells me—”

      “You trust the Bearer?”

      “I trust my friend,” Jal said.

      “What is it that worries you?”

      “He describes Alainsith coming by water.”

      “Our people did not cross the sea,” Jenaralyn said.

      “Didn’t they? We know that one of the families was lost. What if this was them?”

      It was one thing that the three remaining families agreed upon. The song did not stretch back far enough for them to hear about anyone but his family, the southern family, and the Juut. But there were aspects of the song, especially when their families gathered, that spoke of a missing faction, which the elders had all agreed represented the missing family.

      The Lost.

      Jal knew from Lily that the hegen also referred to their people as Lost when they wandered from the family, which he thought amusing, and likely tied to how integrated their peoples must have once been. The hegen were not Alainsith, though, so they were not the Lost the song referred to. But the song spoke of another, at least in what was missing from it.

      “So you chase the Lost,” she said.

      “I chase knowledge. I don’t know what we might find, and I want the answers so we can at least know if we need to be concerned.”

      “If it is them,” she said, and there was something about the way she said it that suggested she had no belief in that, “then the elders need to know.”

      “I tried. I plan to get real proof.”

      “And how do you intend to do this?” She regarded him for a long moment, and then she shook her head. “I see. You intend to take the Bearer with you.”

      “He needs to leave, regardless. This is not his place, and these are not his people.”

      “That is not why you want to take him away from these lands,” she said.

      “Do you really think they will be able to reclaim the blade from him?” Jal said softly. Not as a threat, but he realized how it came across. Were the words said to anyone else other than his sister, he would’ve had to justify what he was telling them. But with Jenaralyn, he didn’t worry that she would take it the wrong way. At least, not too much of the wrong way.

      “Are the stories about him true?”

      “Every one,” Jal said.

      “Even here, the stories of the Blackheart have spread. The song carries them. Then again, I think they’re carried by the elders who visit with his king. I suspect the king wanted those rumors to spread, along with others.”

      Jal nodded, as he had made the same assumption. It was beneficial for humans, and the king in particular, to have someone like the Blackheart they could call upon. Not that the Alainsith had ever posed any real threat to Kanar’s king, or his land, but he understood the rationale behind it, even more so now that he had spent as much time as he had with Kanar.

      “I’ve fought alongside him. He’s a good man. The blade chose well.”

      “We will see,” she said. “And you really feel we must be concerned?”

      “It’s why I returned, sister. If the Lost have come back, and if they have begun to attack, we have to choose a side.”

      “Why must we?”

      Jal turned away, as the song had suddenly shifted, almost as if the wind was sharing its discontent with what Jenaralyn said. And maybe it did, if only a little bit.

      “We must decide if we want to protect our lands and ensure that peace persists, or—”

      “Or we must decide to fight our people.”

      “Perhaps,” Jal said.

      “That is not a choice, and you know it. Much like the elders know it as well.”

      “What if it isn’t about reclaiming lands we lost?”

      He knew that was what his grandfather believed, though he had not said anything to Jen or Kanar about it. It was the most likely reason why the family would refuse to get involved. It was not between them. Jal worried there was something more to it, though. If that were the case, then he felt like his people had no choice but to step in and intervene, even if it meant fighting.

      That was what he heard from the berahn.

      It was an occasional thing. There were times when the song would change, when he would hear a soft howl, mournful and sad, as if the berahn knew that war was coming, and it was the kind of war that these lands had not seen in quite a long time. The change in the song was brief, but when it came, Jal felt it deep within him, like the berahn were trying to decide who to share their fear with. Perhaps he was the only one to hear that aspect of the song.

      When his sister said nothing, Jal forced another smile. “I will find the answers, much like I did before. And once I have them, we will know.”

      “What if the answers aren’t what you believe them to be?” She cocked her head, and her neutral mask had returned, leaving her face unreadable. She was every bit the budding elder she was supposed to be. One day—and likely soon—she would join the others and take her place among them, offering counsel. “What will you do, Jalianandar?”

      Jal turned away, looking off into the distance, listening to the sound of the berahn, which mixed with that of the wind and the rest of the song that came to him even now. He swayed for a moment, remembering the lessons that his paternal grandfather had taught him what seemed like an eternity ago. Lessons that allowed him to hear elements of the song he feared others had forgotten.

      “I think the better question is what you and the other elders will do if the answers are exactly what I fear.”
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      The dreams had been far more profound than they had been in a long time. Kanar had not had dreams like that since he was a child, when they came to him regularly. He suspected the tea was opening his mind in some way, given what Jal had said about it, but he was surprised by how potent it was, to bring back such profound memories. There were times when he had been taken back to his childhood, thinking about things he scarcely recalled, including the first time he had wanted to be a soldier, and then becoming one and learning what that meant, and then being summoned by the king to serve as a member of the Realmsguard, and later the Order. None of those were what came to mind most often.

      Rather, it was his connection to his family: his father, his mother, even his sister.

      My sister is gone.

      Maybe that was why those memories lingered—because she was the reason he had first become the Blackheart.

      When he roused himself from sleep, he sat up, rubbed his knuckle across his eyes, and looked over, checking that the sword was where he left it, as he had every day since coming to the Alainsith lands. He had almost started sleeping with the blade, but that felt a bit extreme. Still, knowing how the Alainsith felt about him being the Bearer, Kanar couldn’t help but wonder if he needed to be more cautious with the blade.

      There wouldn’t be any way for him to keep the Alainsith from taking the sword if they were to come after it while he was sleeping. Awake, he might have a chance of defending himself, whether it was by fighting, using the power within it, or simply trying to talk his way out of a confrontation.

      The fire in the fire pit still burned softly, a crackling energy radiating upward, filling the entire room with gentle heat. The smoke in the chamber drifted out, but it also seemed to clear his mind. Kanar knew he should probably be concerned about the possibility that the smoke might have some magical potential within it, but so far, he hadn’t uncovered anything magical to it.

      He and Esmerelda had not come up with a plan yet, but increasingly, Kanar felt as if his time in the Alainsith lands was coming to an end. Not that he necessarily wanted to leave—certainly not before they accomplished their goal—but he was not about to leave Reyand in danger. More than that, he was not about to leave Morgan in danger.

      Curiously, that was the thought that bothered him the most. After all the time he had spent worrying about whatever connection they had, and then about how she had betrayed him, he found himself thinking about her and what might have happened to her more than anything else.

      Still, he hadn’t dreamed of her the way he had dreamed of his family. Maybe his fear for Morgan wasn’t quite as pronounced as he believed it to be.

      The door to the room came open. Kanar reached for his sword, but he stayed his hand once he saw who it was.

      Jal ducked in and then swept his gaze around. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes briefly, and let it out. “I thought you were awake. Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      Jal’s expression shifted, and now there was a hardness to it. “We are going. Gather whatever you need. Whatever you intend to take with you.”

      “Jal—”

      “It’s time, Kan.”

      “Why now?”

      “Because I can feel it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Kanar said.

      “Probably not to you,” Jal said. “But it does to me.”

      Kanar had not brought much with him, though the Alainsith had given him some clothing. He didn’t have supplies, but he was confident Jal would be able to gather them, even if he was not. Even Esmerelda would probably be capable of finding supplies. He had clothing for the current climate, but would he have what he needed if they were to travel someplace cooler? The cloak was lightweight but warm. The fabric and the way it was woven seemed much more impressive than anything Kanar had ever worn before, and he found himself marveling at the construction of all of it. This was the kind of thing that Porman would love to trade with the Alainsith for, but the Alainsith had never been interested in trade. They had only been interested in maintaining the peace.

      “Where do you intend for us to go?” Kanar asked.

      “Away from here. I had thought I could stay here longer, and that my people might recognize the danger, but I can see they do not. The song tells me we must go.” Jal squeezed his eyes shut as he breathed in and out slowly, and when he opened his eyes, there was a look of determination in them.

      “I don’t want that to pit you against your people.”

      “One decision will not make a difference.” But the way he said it suggested he wasn’t completely convinced.

      They headed out of the building, and Jal looked over to Kanar, smiling once again. His emotions seemed to flicker back and forth between the serious Jal and the relaxed, fun-loving Jal that Kanar had come to know in Sanaron.

      “It’ll be good to do a job with you again, Kanar.”

      “Is that what we’re doing?”

      “This is probably more important than any job we’ve ever done. And we need to get Esmerelda, since she will need to be part of this.”

      “I’m not sure she’s going to be pleased,” Kanar said.

      “She got to meet my people, which was what she wanted. And I think we got what we needed from her, as well. She no longer has to view my people the way she did before. Plus, she has learned that she is more powerful than she realized.” Jal grinned, as if that was more important than anything else.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that the hegen, and Esmerelda in particular, are far more powerful than they have known.”

      They reached another structure that was much like the one Kanar had been housed in, and Jal pushed open the door. He didn’t knock, but then again, it had been Kanar’s experience here in the Alainsith lands that none of them knocked. They all simply walked in. Kanar had learned to be on guard for the possibility that somebody might surprise him and appear inside the room he’d been given, but he had also learned that the Alainsith did not simply walk in without having a reason. It was rare for someone to spring in on him.

      When Esmerelda appeared, she had her pack already together.

      “You look like you’re ready to go,” Kanar said.

      Esmerelda glanced over to Jal. “I had foreseen that it was time for us to leave.”

      “I thought the cards weren’t helpful right now.”

      “They have not been as helpful as they have in the past, but something about them is changing here that has not happened recently.” She turned one of the cards over and left it facing up. A sword was etched onto it, and Kanar couldn’t help but feel as if the design of the blade was similar to his. What did she see about him? “The cards tell me that you are needed. That’s all.”

      She flipped the cards again, and then again. Each time she did, a different shape formed. The shimmering ink shifted and swirled, its color changing almost as much as the shape did. At one point the ink was gold, and then a pale green, and at another point it was black.

      “I wish they were more reliable, but some part of the art has begun to shift, as if influenced,” Esmerelda said.

      Jal reached out, holding his hand just above the cards, though he didn’t touch them. “I can feel something here. The influence is familiar. I’m curious as to the key behind it.”

      “It is not well known,” Esmerelda said softly. “Even by those who use the art in this manner.”

      “The secret is tied to my people, but…” Jal frowned as he looked at her. “It’s beyond my understanding. Perhaps that was not always the case, though your art has evolved from what your people learn from mine.”

      Esmerelda watched him for a moment, saying nothing. Finally, she turned her attention back to the cards, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. She shifted the cards, glancing down at them briefly before she slipped them into a pocket. “Be that as it may, I believe it’s time for us to keep moving.”

      Jal looked over to Kanar. “She’s right. I think it’s time for us to go. I’m not sure how else to tell you this, but…” He hesitated, as if trying to decide how much he wanted to share with Kanar, before flashing another smile—the sort he often offered when he was keeping something from him. Kanar knew that smile all too well. “Anyway, I think we need to leave. Something is changing, and unfortunately, my people are not going to be part of it unless they have the proof they believe they need. They barely look to the past as they should, and are fear what’s coming in the future. Sort of like the hegen.” He nodded to Esmerelda.

      “We aren’t concerned about the future.”

      “Then why do you use such magic?” Jal motioned toward her pocket, where she had put the cards. “Anyway, we cannot go to Verendal, though I suspect that’s where you’d like to go, but the song doesn’t draw us that way. We need to go north.”

      “What’s in the north?” Kanar asked.

      Jal whistled and tapped on his bow.

      “Jal?”

      “I don’t know, but what I do know is that the berahn speak to me, and they warned me that something is changing in the north. Considering what you have described in Sanaron, I fear we need to see it.”

      “You think it’s tied to that?”

      Jal nodded, all the mirth having left his features. “I fear that we will have no choice but to understand just what the berahn”—he looked at Esmerelda—“and your cards have shown us.”

      He started off.

      Kanar watched him for a few moments before turning back to Esmerelda, who was touching her pocket. He suspected she did so because of what she had seen on her cards, but what did she fear?

      “You’ve seen something, haven’t you?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure what it means.”

      “What was it?”

      “Signs that point away from Reyand,” she said.

      “Away?”

      “Yes. Many of the cards suggest a direction. I’m not sure why, only that they don’t show cities or fields or anything I have seen in Reyand.”

      “How do you know they point somewhere else?”

      “Because I’ve seen the ocean and forests. I’ve seen rocks and mountains. And things we do not have in Reyand.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      She looked behind her at the Alainsith building before pulling the door closed, and then setting off to follow Jal.

      Troubled thoughts lingered within Kanar as they walked. He had questions without answers. By the time they caught up to Jal, he had removed his bow from where it had been slung over his shoulder, with an arrow ready as he looked around. Kanar reached for the hilt of his sword, but didn’t know if he would need it.

      “What do you think?” Kanar asked.

      “I fear we may need the Blackheart on this journey,” Esmerelda said.

      “Not me,” Jal said.

      When Kanar looked at him, Jal shrugged, then turned to peer off into the distance.

      “I fear we need the Bearer.”
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      Jal guided them north, which he had claimed the song told him to do. When Kanar had looked to Esmerelda, she had held out a card for him to study, like it would help him. Still, she seemed convinced that Jal’s choice was a good one, regardless of whether it brought them even farther into the Alainsith lands—and farther from Reyand.

      “I can’t interpret what this tells me,” Esmerelda said.

      “And Jal can’t explain the song.”

      Esmerelda frowned, and every so often she touched the side of her head and traced her fingers through her hair, which Kanar realized had grasses woven into it. That would be a form of hegen art she had placed, though what did she worry about that made her feel as if she had needed to do that?

      “Are you afraid of something here?” he asked.

      “I’ve been cautious ever since we came to this place.” She glanced behind her, and Kanar turned, following the direction of her gaze. “We are in a place of power—far more power than anything I have been around before. It makes me uncomfortable. Perhaps it should not, but I recognize the danger to me and you.”

      Kanar touched the hilt of his sword again, once more feeling a connection to the blade. Maybe it was this land, or maybe it was more. “I wish I understood what it means for me to be the Bearer.”

      “I suspect you will learn in time. Though I do think the Alainsith view you as a temporary Bearer.”

      “Jal thought the same thing.”

      “Not because they would take the blade from you,” Esmerelda said. “We talked about how the Alainsith live longer lives. That longer lifespan will surpass yours by a considerable margin. You are a placeholder in their eyes, little more than that. At least, that’s the sense I have. You may be the Bearer now, but you will not always be that.”

      “Great,” Kanar muttered. “The Alainsith simply want to remind me of my mortality.”

      “I don’t think you need to be reminded of that. You are the Blackheart, after all. You’ve been responsible for a great number of things in this world, and many of them involve dangers and violence and bloodshed that should not be overlooked.”

      “Death is a part of life.”

      “It is.”

      Kanar looked down at his sword and wondered if the blade Morgan had was drawing the same sort of attention as his did. The only way that would be the case was if Morgan had encountered Alainsith. Hopefully she and Jagger had not.

      They reached a small building made of stone, reminding Kanar of the temple where Jal had brought him before. Jal paused and rested his hand on the stone, running his fingers along its surface. He looked up as Kanar and Esmerelda approached, before smiling at them both.

      A giant berahn appeared. This one had an enormous face, all black fur, with slight lines underneath its eyes. Kanar could easily imagine its massive jaw tearing him apart, or anyone who attempted to do something the berahn disagreed with.

      It took a seat, and then looked over to Jal. A soft, keening sound came from it as it whistled with Jal. The song blended and built, creating something that carried out into the forest, and rose and fell with a strange draw of power.

      “Are you talking to it?”

      “Her, Kan. This berahn is female,” Jal said.

      “Fine. Are you talking to her?”

      “She tells me some things. My grandfather used to teach me how to talk to them.” When Kanar arched a brow, Jal gave him a slight smile and shrugged. “My other grandfather. He believed we should learn to hear their song. It’s not always easy, but if you pay attention long enough, you can hear it.” He whistled again, and the berahn joined in with the same sound.

      Kanar could feel the pull from it, and he reached down, touching the hilt of his sword once again, wanting to disrupt that power so he didn’t feel it as potently.

      “You don’t have to fear it, Kanar. It’s not going to harm you. It’s there, but it’s not.”

      “I don’t want to be drawn back into the past again.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. At least, not around me, and definitely not around her,” Jal said, motioning to Esmerelda. “I have a feeling that she will ensure you are well protected.”

      Esmerelda glanced from Jal to Kanar. “We will travel with this one, then?”

      “Well, I was thinking that we might all travel together,” Jal said. “That is, if the others are willing to come with us.”

      Kanar had the distinct sense that Jal wasn’t talking to him or Esmerelda. Instead, he had turned his attention to the berahn, bowing his head and spreading his hands to the side. When he did, the creature got to her feet and started to make a steady circuit around Jal, ignored Kanar as she passed.

      A soft, gentle, and mournful sound began to come from her, radiating outward and flowing into the forest. Then it faded.

      “What did the berahn decide?” Kanar asked.

      “The berahn confirms what the song suggests,” Jal said. “We need to go this way. Still, I thought it best to ask.”

      “Are you asking her, or are you asking others?” Esmerelda said.

      Kanar looked over to her. “Is there a difference?”

      “She leads them.”

      Jal glanced over at Esmerelda, grinning broadly. “You can tell?”

      “I have… I suppose I could call it a sense from her,” she said. “I have a little experience with the berahn, but not so much that I understand everything about them, nor do I understand the structure of their pack.”

      “They are stubborn,” Jal said, though it sounded almost as if he was amused rather than irritated. “But it’s that stubbornness that makes them powerful. And yes, she does lead them. She’s the oldest of them.”

      Kanar raised his eyebrows. “Let me guess. The berahn live just as long as the Alainsith?”

      “You should know better than to ask a woman her age,” Jal said.

      “I didn’t realize such truths applied to berahn.”

      “Oh, of course they do.”

      Jal took a step forward, and when the berahn turned toward him and locked gazes with him, he rested a hand on the top of her head. There came a soft whistle, and then another, from either side of them.

      Kanar jerked around, reaching for his sword before freezing. He knew better than to threaten a berahn, but he hadn’t even seen these other two creatures coming. They had moved so quietly, so stealthily, that he hadn’t known they were there.

      The silent killer.

      That was what the berahn were called, and Kanar understood it, having seen them hunting before. But even though he had experienced that in the past, he still could not fathom how quietly they had approached.

      “They have agreed,” Jal said. He slung one leg over the berahn he was standing next to, and then he looked over at Kanar. “Come on, Kan. Haven’t you ever wanted to ride one?”

      “Not really.” Kanar looked over at the creature. This one had deep gray fur with streaks of green that were reflected in its eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. I just never really want to ride a creature like you. No offense.”

      Esmerelda stood almost motionless. She had her hands at her sides, and her fingers were moving like she was trying to tap a pattern out, though Kanar wondered if it was out of fear or whether she was trying to prepare some type of protection for herself.

      She’s terrified of them.

      “You want us to ride these creatures?” she asked.

      “If you want to move quickly, we need to,” Jal said. “I don’t know how long we have, but I can tell you that everything I’ve been able to detect, everything I’ve seen, has suggested that we must move quickly. We can go by horseback, but that’s not going to be enough. I can move faster than the two of you, but even I doubt I’m going to be able to go as fast as we might need. Especially if we have to take a detour.”

      “Where are you taking us?” Kanar asked.

      “West.”

      “There isn’t anything—”

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Kanar jerked his head around.

      Wular stood at the edge of the trees and held both of her blades, the tassels at the end of them suggesting her skill. She was dressed in the same green as Kanar, though the style was more traditional Alainsith, not some blend of the Alainsith and Reyand styles like he wore. She strode toward Jal with a dangerous grace, flicking her gaze from Kanar to Esmerelda for a moment.

      Kanar had not seen her since arriving in the Alainsith lands. He wondered why.

      “Did they send you to bring me back?” Jal asked.

      “I don’t serve them,” Wular said.

      “What did you decide?”

      She smiled tightly. “My people asked me to watch and observe. I thought this was going to be the best way I could do so.”

      Kanar looked over to the berahn. The one crouching next to him had a certain tension in his posture. As did the creature next to Esmerelda. The only one that seemed at ease was the one Jal sat upon. Which suggested that Jal’s berahn was the most dangerous of them all.

      “What are you going on about?” Kanar said.

      He found Esmerelda watching him, and she shook her head. She had pulled some long, slender blades of grass out of her pouch, and was already beginning to weave them together. Kanar had seen her do that before, but why was she doing it now? What sort of protection did she think she needed?

      “My people need to know the truth,” Wular said. “If he is the Bearer, then we must know.”

      She spun toward Kanar, faster than he could imagine possible, both swords unsheathed. Kanar hadn’t been challenged in quite a while, but he reacted on instinct, withdrawing his blade.

      The power within it coursed through him immediately, as if the sword recognized what he needed. He spun, parrying both of her swords, knocking down one and stepping out of the way of the other, while pushing the flat of his blade up against hers. He twisted and reached for her wrist before she had a chance to attack.

      She was strong. She was Alainsith, so of course she would be. But Kanar was filled with the power of the blade, and it would strengthen him as well. He had used it before, and knew he could use it now. It was how he had thought he drew on some witchcraft within the blade, though he was thankful that wasn’t it at all.

      Wular jerked away from him, spinning back before twisting. Nearby, one of the berahn flashed its fangs at her, and Wular shot the creature an irritated look while she danced toward Kanar. The berahn whistled softly, and something in Kanar seemed to react to the sound, as if the berahn were alerting him—or the sword.

      “You don’t have to do—”

      Kanar didn’t have an opportunity to finish. He swung his sword forward and up, catching one blade, then the next. She was so fast that had he not had the connection to the sword and the power it enabled him, he doubted he would’ve been able to stop her. As it was, everything seemed to slow for him so he could disrupt her strike.

      He backed away.

      “Wular,” Jal said. “You don’t need to test him. I am convinced he is the Bearer.”

      “Your affirmation does not mean anything for my people. I must know.”

      All of this was about her deciding whether or not he was the Bearer?

      Kanar almost preferred dealing with Jal’s grandfather, along with the strange presence of the song that attempted to weigh down on him. At least there he felt like he could fight through it, even if it required him to use the power of the sword to do so.

      Wular darted toward him again, and Kanar let out an irritated sigh. He didn’t want to fight her, not only because he wasn’t sure he could beat her without the power of the sword—and probably not, he figured, as she was Alainsith—but also because it was time for them to go. It was time they leave these lands, and he didn’t want to delay that any longer.

      A berahn whistled near him again. Once more, it seemed to send a surge of power through Kanar’s sword.

      He had always known that there was power in the blade, and he had long attempted to draw upon it, but now it seemed to flow in a different way, as if the berahn were unlocking something within it. He had used the power in the weapon to deal with dangerous magic in the past, serving as the Blackheart and cutting down witchcraft practitioners while he defended Reyand against the dark magic they possessed, but before battling Malory, he had never fought one of the Alainsith.

      And maybe this was not the purpose of the power in the blade. Maybe the blade didn’t want this.

      Still, it reacted for him.

      What would happen if he were to lose? Would Wular take the blade from him? Malory had attempted that, and she had failed.

      This was another sort of test. Maybe not quite the same as Malory’s, but a test for him nonetheless. He had to prove himself.

      He had no interest in harming Wular, but he was going to have to use the power in the blade to prove who he was—and more than that, what he was.

      Another berahn whistled.

      “We must go,” Jal said, urgency in his voice.

      Kanar spun, putting Jal in between him and Wular. “Stop her, then.”

      “He cannot,” she said, “regardless of what his people intend now.”

      Kanar swept his gaze behind him. There were more Alainsith out than there had been before. Were they going to stop him?

      No. He would not allow that. He needed to end this quickly.

      The sword seemed to understand his purpose. It was almost as if some part of the weapon awoke. Power flared within the blade and filled him. Kanar used to fear what that did to him, and how that changed him, but he could no longer be afraid of those things. He was filled with that power, and he let it flow through him. Then he rushed forward.

      Wular was a skilled fighter. She was fast, and she was Alainsith.

      But Kanar was now connected to the blade. He was the Bearer.

      He may not be drawing on the power of the sword quite the way he suspected Jal wanted, but he used that energy and sprinted toward her, unmindful of how her blades twisted. He slammed his shoulder into hers, knocking her to the ground.

      Kanar brought the sword up, holding it above her, but he didn’t strike.

      “Don’t,” Jal said.

      “I have no intention of it,” Kanar said.

      Jal had moved forward, resting his hand on one of the berahn. His gaze flicked from Wular to Kanar.

      Kanar looked down at her. “Did you have enough?”

      “You are the Bearer, aren’t you?”

      “Apparently,” he said.

      Wular got to her feet, slid both blades back into their sheaths, and glanced over to Jal. “Someone like him should not be capable of being the Bearer. You know this. How is such a thing possible?”

      “The blade decides,” Jal said, “not us. At least, that’s what I suspect. I keep hoping that I’ll hear something in the song, but the making of the blades was lost to the song, or perhaps the song doesn’t hear that far back.” He frowned, as if there was something about what he said that made sense, but none of it did to Kanar. Jal forced a smile, looking behind him toward his holdings. “Now that that’s done, how about if we go?”
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      The berahn ranged ahead of them.

      Every so often, Jal would whistle, and the berahn would come loping back. Then they would pause, sweep their gaze around—which lingered mostly on Kanar for a long time—before bounding away again. It left Jal laughing softly.

      Grasses all around them grew nearly up to his chest. They were taller than Esmerelda, who had stomped down a small circle so they wouldn’t brush her face. She had grabbed some of the blades and begun to weave them into a piece of hegen art. Jal could feel some of the purpose behind it, though it was unique and distinct enough from his own power that he couldn’t tell what she intended with it.

      “I don’t know why we’re heading in this direction,” Wular muttered.

      Jal grinned at her. “This is where the berahn want us to go, so I think we should follow. You know, they can be quite finicky. And the fact that they allowed you to travel with them like this is quite the honor. I would’ve thought you would be quite pleased.”

      She grunted. “I’ll be pleased when this is all over.”

      “What makes you think this is going to be over anytime soon?” Esmerelda asked. “We’ve seen what happened in Sanaron, and I doubt Jal will go against his own people.”

      “Well, it’s not so much that I’m going against my own people,” he said, glancing over to Kanar and smiling. “It’s more that I understand I have a different obligation.”

      Kanar had been quiet. Jal could imagine the way his thoughts were going, and his worry for his country. He understood the conflicted feelings that Kanar had about Reyand, and there was nothing Jal would be able to do to help ease those thoughts, especially as he didn’t think he could mitigate that whatsoever.

      “Will your people welcome you back?” Esmerelda said.

      Jal shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know. Perhaps they won’t.”

      “That doesn’t bother you?”

      “I have seen that there are more important things than my family permitting me to stay in the holdings. Sometimes you just must do what is right and necessary, even if it’s not always easy.” Jal looked over to Kanar. “Isn’t that right, Blackheart?”

      “You’ve never called me that before.”

      Jal frowned. Hadn’t he? Maybe it was a subtle shift in his thinking. Kanar was the Blackheart, and Jal began to suspect they would need that person.

      “I am sorry, Kan. You’re right.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Is it a coincidence that we’re heading northwest?”

      “Why would that be a coincidence?” Wular asked.

      “Because it would mean we’re going toward Honaaz and Lily.” Kanar frowned at Jal.

      “I followed the song, and the berahn,” Jal said, smiling brightly at him and then turning to Wular. “If you would like to report back to your family that all is well, and that they don’t need to intervene, be my guest. But otherwise, if you’re curious about whether I’m right, and if the attack that we experienced—or rather, Kanar experienced—in Sanaron is tied to the Lost, then I think it makes sense for you to continue to accompany me. Well, all of us.”

      Kanar shot Jal a look filled with annoyance. Still, some of Jal’s amusement stemmed less from teasing Wular and more from the fact that he was back on the road with Kanar and a team. Granted, it wasn’t the same team as he would’ve chosen, especially since he had come to appreciate the one Kanar had assembled. He loved traveling with Lily, and he had even grown to appreciate Honaaz for all his swearing and his faults…

      And Kanar, well… He was something else entirely.

      He was the Blackheart. He was the reason Jal had been willing to take this assignment, and the reason Jal had known he needed to stay with him, especially as he had come to believe there had to be something to that connection, and something he could learn from it.

      “I don’t think we have much further to go,” Jal said, his tone turning serious. If that was what they wanted from him, then he would offer that to them. “There shouldn’t be much beyond here. You know how far you traveled inland from Sanaron, so we will eventually reach the coast. I’m not familiar with the lands that border the holdings, since I did not venture that far, nor did I venture in this direction.” There were other places he had gone once he had left the Alainsith lands in the first place. Other places he had ended up before meeting Kanar, joining the team, and confronting the Rabid Dogs. Before finding purpose. “I’m looking for answers. Not just about Honaaz and Lily, though I suspect they are part of it in a way I have not yet anticipated.” He almost said seen, but he knew how Esmerelda would take that. “And something has changed out here that I do not fully understand.”

      He closed his eyes again, feeling the wind rustle and carry through the grasses. When he opened his eyes, Esmerelda was watching him. He flashed a smile, but she didn’t return it. Then again, she rarely returned his smiles. She seemed to know the truth of them.

      Wular grumbled, striding out into the grasses and stomping them down, but they wouldn’t stay like that for long. These were a specific type of grass, and they were more than capable of withstanding somebody like her.

      By the time the berahn returned, Jal had a sense that everyone was ready to get moving. Even Kanar.

      The berahn settled into the grass, flattening themselves as low as they could. Jal climbed up onto his. He waited, and the others quickly mounted theirs. They had to find a way to get a grip on their berahn, and once they did, they held on tightly.

      Esmerelda looked around as the berahn got moving again. Each time they started up again, she appeared startled, and perhaps she was. He knew it had to be a strange thing to ride on a berahn, especially as most people viewed them as these almost mythical creatures. For those outside the Alainsith lands, the berahn were nearly legendary.

      Even among the Alainsith, there were not many who took the time to try to understand them. His grandfather had been unique. He hadn’t wanted to use the berahn to help him hunt—not the way others did. Instead, his grandfather had wanted something else from them, to understand them, as he wanted to understand the song.

      The creatures didn’t run the way that horses did, galloping across the ground. They didn’t travel like wolves or foxes, though they had many of their characteristics. They didn’t even move like wenderwolves, which were probably their nearest relative. The berahn moved uniquely. As they jumped, their bodies stayed low above the ground. Each leap carried power that flowed out of the creature, and left Jal all too aware of what they possessed.

      Kanar kept pace with him. Or rather, his berahn kept pace. Kanar remained quiet. Esmerelda followed behind them, forcing Jal to check to make sure she stayed with them, though he doubted the berahn would toss her off its back. And then there was Wular. For all her grumbling, she was a natural riding on the berahn. She gripped the creature with her knees, not with her hands, and as the berahn leaped, she would lean forward ever so slightly and manage to glide with it. The movement carried her and the creature forward with massive jumps.

      The plain dwindled gradually. The grasses started to thin, and clumps of smaller trees began to rise. They turned into tall pine trees, their fragrance filling the air, muting some of the pleasant smells of the grasses, the damp earth, and even the hint of meadow flowers.

      The berahn started to slow.

      Jal reached down, patting the one he was riding on. “What is it?”

      She looked up at him and held his gaze, but didn’t give him any other response. He believed they had some way of speaking to him, but unfortunately, he was not sure how to communicate with them as well as he would like. If only his grandfather had taught him that much. Still, he had taught Jal enough, including how to listen to the song, and that was what he did now.

      “I think we should stop here.”

      Kanar looked over to him. “How far did we actually travel?”

      “Far. I still haven’t detected anything, but I suspect that the berahn have. These are lands I once traveled with my grandfather long ago.”

      “And how much of this has to do with me being the Bearer?”

      Leave it to Kanar to get right to the heart of the matter, though it shouldn’t have surprised Jal. He had been trying to decide how much he should share with him about the blade being one of the sacred seven. Kanar knew some of it, but how much could he believe? The fact that there were seven such blades…

      They had been trying to make sense of the different families of Alainsith, but there were not seven families. Unless the song had lost four of them.

      That idea seemed impossible, but there was a gap in the song, and it was that which Jal thought he needed to understand. That gap was what now nudged him along this path, trying to show him something else.

      He slipped off the back of his berahn, which left him standing in the now knee-high grasses. Flowers were more prominent here, purple and pale yellow ones that seemed to tilt to the east, as if angling toward a sun that never came for them. Their fragrance lingered in the air, lending a sweetness that mixed with that of the pine trees.

      “I feel something,” Esmerelda said. She had grabbed two of the purple flowers and braided them with some of the grasses, then traced her fingers along the stalks. “It’s faint, but the grasses and the flowers warned me.”

      Kanar looked over to her. There was a time when he would’ve reacted to a statement like that very differently than he did now. Wular stiffened, and both hands went to her swords, though thankfully she didn’t unsheathe them. There was nothing that Wular could do at this point. There was nothing Jal could do.

      “I need to know what’s here,” Jal whispered to the berahn. “Tell me what you can.”

      She let out a soft, mournful sound, but not the dangerous howl of a hunting berahn. Then she bounded away.

      “We should walk for a bit,” Jal suggested.

      Kanar sighed and looked like he wanted to say something, but he kept it to himself.

      “We don’t have far to go,” Esmerelda said. “The grasses are whispering.”

      Kanar tilted his head and touched the hilt of his sword. Could he actually be trying to listen? So much about him had changed. Maybe that was for the best. If Kanar was taking his responsibility seriously, then perhaps he truly could be the Bearer. But he was only one. Perhaps Morgan was a Bearer as well.

      What about the rest of the seven?

      If the blades were revealing themselves now, it suggested that they recognized the need.

      All of that was a concern for another time.

      He flashed a grin at the others, and he strode through the grasses, toward the pine trees, and toward what he could feel drawing him. He unslung his bow from his shoulder, grabbed an arrow out of its quiver, and readied for whatever he might find.

      “What’s up here?” Kanar asked.

      “I don’t know, but I think we should be ready.”

      Kanar grunted, and he unsheathed his sword.

      Jal wondered what they might find, but as he headed forward, he found himself listening, hoping that the song would guide him. Sadly, even though he could hear some aspect of it, something about the song still felt unpleasant in a way it should not. And that, more than anything else, set him on edge.

      If only Kanar could understand that.

      Perhaps that was what Jal needed to show Kanar so that he could know even more about what it would be for him to be the Bearer.

      For now, he would follow the song. Wherever it led him.
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      Kanar hadn’t been comfortable ever since leaving the Alainsith lands. Traveling by berahn was an odd experience, mostly because it felt something vaguely like riding a horse, but the sensation was both smoother and more jarring than what he was used to. At least with a horse, you could get settled into the gentle sway of the creature beneath you. There was a sense of a connection between rider and horse that he didn’t have with the berahn, which was all power, and then fluid, strange energy as it leaped. He didn’t mind it, but he also wasn’t sure he could ever get used to it. Still, there was no doubt they were traveling far faster than he had ever imagined being able to travel before. Certainly far faster than he would have been able to go by horseback. They had managed to journey in a matter of one day what would probably have taken them the better part of a week on horses.

      Jal still hadn’t explained what he thought they needed to do, nor why they needed to come this way, only that the song—and the berahn—seemed to indicate that this was what they had to do. He ranged ahead, then paused at a copse of pine trees. They towered above the rest of the plains, seemingly out of place, especially after he and the others had traveled across a relatively flat landscape for as long as they had. The air had gradually started to turn cooler, and Kanar had noticed the slight fragrance of pine, but the farther they traveled, the more that fragrance had become much more profound.

      Wular was quiet as she walked next to Kanar, but she had not yet unsheathed her swords.

      “What do you think he’s after?” Kanar asked her.

      “I have stopped questioning.”

      He chuckled. “You haven’t stopped. You still wonder.”

      “I stopped questioning whether I should question,” she clarified.

      “What does it mean that you’ve been away from your land as long as you have?”

      He wasn’t sure if that was too much for her, but as she looked at him, he had the distinct sense that she was troubled by what they were doing, and perhaps troubled by what she might be asked to do.

      “It means I’m here to observe.”

      “Observe what?”

      She turned to him. “My people have always stood ready.”

      “For?”

      “War.”

      “And what happens if it comes?” he asked.

      “Then I must help decide which side to take.”

      Kanar kept his gaze on Jal as they rode. “He seems to know something.”

      “Have you always known that he is who he is?”

      “Him? Gods, no. I barely understand what it means that he’s Alainsith. When I was working with him before, he was just Jal. Even now, I still have a hard time understanding what it means that he’s something else.”

      “He is descended from—”

      “I’m not terribly concerned about who he’s descended from,” Kanar said.

      “It doesn’t matter to you?”

      He shrugged. “The only time it matters is with the king, but everybody else gets to decide for themselves.”

      “As you did?”

      Kanar smiled tightly. He’d always enjoyed talking with Wular because she challenged him in ways other did not. “I suppose I got to choose my own path, so yes.”

      “And you don’t mind that your path has pitted you against witchcraft?”

      “If you’re asking if I minded being the Blackheart, then the answer is no. I did what I thought was necessary, and I would do it again, especially because I feel like what I was doing had meaning and value.”

      “Protecting those who cannot protect themselves is valuable. At least, that’s what my people are trained to believe. We teach ourselves to fight so that we don’t have to fight if it comes down to it.”

      “That’s a nice sentiment, though in my experience, it hasn’t always been possible.”

      Wular nodded. “Unfortunately not. That’s why I’m here. Others have not seen what I have, and depending on what I find, I can bring word to my people.”

      “What if your people won’t answer?”

      “That isn’t what you should be concerned about.”

      “Then what should I be concerned about?”

      “Which side my people choose.”

      She rode ahead, and Kanar frowned, feeling a bit unsettled. If the Juut were to choose to side with the Alainsith attackers, he had little hope that they would be able to handle that too.

      Esmerelda leaned over. She had walked a few paces ahead and now waited on Kanar. “There is something up here,” she said, her voice soft. “I’m not sure what it is, only that I can feel it.”

      “Because the grasses and the flowers have told you about it?”

      She looked over. “Do you seek to dismiss my claims?”

      “I’m not dismissing anything. I have come to learn on this journey that I know very little about the powers in the world, only that they exist.”

      Jal stood in the distance and beckoned them over.

      “Why is he just waving at us?” Kanar mumbled.

      “He must have decided that what we need to find is up there.”

      They hurried forward, and Kanar realized that something felt off. He wasn’t sure why it was, but he unsheathed his sword and saw that Wular had done the same.

      “What did you see?”

      “A village,” he said.

      “Why do you go there armed?”

      “Because of what I see.”

      Instinct honed through the witchcraft war guided Kanar. Though he didn’t know what he might find, he had the distinct sense of power that reminded him of witchcraft, and if he encountered it, he wanted to be ready. If only he had some way of truly controlling the sword, but he did not have any real mastery. He tried to call on it, and felt a flutter inside himself, but nothing more than that.

      It better respond when I need it.

      He reached a small stone wall made of stacked gray rock, and this place looked like it could’ve been any town or village in Verendal. He could feel a strangeness here, though. Something about this place stuck with him. He paused in front of the wall, resting his hand on it.

      “What is it, Kanar?” Jal asked, pausing behind him.

      “Is this what the song told you?”

      Jal shook his head. “The song didn’t guide me here. I was following the berahn.”

      “Then the berahn must have known something was off.”

      The creatures weren’t here, though. If they detected something, why wouldn’t they have come into this village?

      “There’s no smoke,” Esmerelda said, frowning. “You think this is witchcraft?”

      “That’s the way it feels,” Kanar said.

      “There was no evidence of witchcraft this far outside Reyand. My people would have brought word of it.”

      “Perhaps they didn’t travel through here.”

      There were countless reasons why the hegen might not have known about witchcraft here, and that was only one of them. They may not even have detected it, as the hegen were not so powerful as to be able to deal with such threats alone.

      Kanar looked over to the others. “Be ready.”

      It felt like an odd thing to tell them, as Wular was the only one who was a fighter, but it also felt like the right thing to say. He didn’t know what they needed to be ready for, only that everything inside him warned him that something was wrong. He had long ago learned to trust that sensation so he could know if there was a reason for his fear.

      “If the village is empty, what makes you think there’s anything dangerous here?” Wular asked.

      Jal frowned. “The song,” he whispered.

      Kanar regarded him for a moment. “Well, I don’t hear the song, but if the village is empty, we need to be careful of traps. When I was chasing witchcraft, we would often find dangerous magic left behind, and if we weren’t vigilant, we could step into those traps and potentially fuel additional magic. Witchcraft requires pain and suffering, at least in the form I’m familiar with. I don’t know what this kind of witchcraft might be, nor do I know how it might be powered, but if we’re caught in it, it might use us to empower whatever is left behind.”

      Kanar jumped over the wall. Wular followed, which he appreciated. Jal simply stepped over the wall, bow at the ready. They would fight, if necessary.

      

      The village consisted of buildings made of the same stacked stone as what comprised the wall, which didn’t surprise him. Most of the stone looked to be old. Not just old, but crumbling and decaying.

      Esmerelda swept her gaze around her. “I’ve seen something like this.” Her voice was soft, little more than a whisper. “It’s been many years, but this was how witchcraft first appeared. In Verendal, at least.”

      “This is your witchcraft?” Wular asked.

      “Perhaps,” Esmerelda said. “But then, witchcraft never felt quite like this.” She looked over to Kanar. “Well, my experience was that it did not. Perhaps yours was different.”

      “My experience with witchcraft has been one of much destruction.”

      Kanar wasn’t sure if that was what was going to happen here, but he did feel like there was something unusual going on. He had instinct refined from time spent with the Realmsguard and within the Order, all training him to identify the dangers of witchcraft. It was part of the reason that, for so long, he didn’t care for magic—all magic had been destructive, in his experience.

      He reached the first building, one that looked like a small home. It was made of stone, with vines and moss creeping along the sides and the small windows set into it. Jal approached the home, pursing his lips as he studied it.

      “It looks Alainsith,” Kanar said.

      “But it’s different than what’s found in Sanaron, or even what’s found in your kingdom,” Jal said.

      “Why is that significant?”

      “Just that it is.” Jal ran his hands along the stone’s surface. “It’s also old. Even for my people, it’s old. I can almost feel the stone trying to add its voice to the song.” He looked up at him with a bit of smile, along with something that struck Kanar as amusement. Maybe he was making a joke. “I wonder what this stone might sing if it were able to be heard.”

      “You know, when we were in Sanaron, you weren’t like this.”

      “I had left my people, Kanar. I had left the song behind.”

      “You can’t ever leave the song behind,” Wular said.

      Jal straightened, and he offered her a slight nod. “I suppose you’re right. The song stays with you, even when you choose to hear something else.”

      He headed into the city, leaving Kanar to examine the nearest home. Most of them were designed in a similar fashion. All looked to be Alainsith in style, though not like what he had seen in Reyand. Many different Alainsith structures existed all throughout Reyand, but none were small like this, or clustered quite this way.

      Kanar stepped up to the front door of the home, but Esmerelda reached out, shaking her head. “I would be cautious here,” she said, and a deep frown curled her lips. “I do not know what this is, but I feel something amiss here. Can you?”

      “It’s just empty,” he said. “I’ve been to quite a few villages like this, unfortunately. Places where witchcraft swept through.”

      “And that’s what you assume happened here?” Esmerelda asked.

      “Do you think something else happened?”

      “I don’t know, but I worry that the answer is more complicated than simple witchcraft. We haven’t seen any sign of witchcraft along the way before. Why here, and why now?”

      Kanar paused, and he held his hand just above the door, ready to open it. “It’s possible this was from the war.”

      “It doesn’t feel like that.” She smiled tightly. “Perhaps I’m mistaken, but I keep waiting for the cards to tell me something else. Alas, they do not.”

      Jal and Wular had moved farther into the village, but Kanar stayed here and pulled the door open.

      The stench greeted him first. It was a familiar one, that of death and decay and destruction. It was the smell of witchcraft. Kanar had known this before, and known the power in it. He had suspected witchcraft, but this was proof.

      He stepped inside the home. Esmerelda joined him, twisting one of the woven bracelets on her wrist, which started to glow softly. It looked to be made out of grass and flowers, but now it took on a faint green energy mixed with a hint of sunlight. She swept the bracelet around, illuminating the home.

      “I smelled it,” Jal said, leaning over Kanar’s shoulder, followed by Wular. Perhaps it was best that they’d both turned back and joined him, as Kanar had no idea what was going to be in here. He was thankful that both of them were by his side.

      “Something terrible happened here,” Esmerelda said.

      “Do you think it could have been a ceremony?” Kanar asked.

      “With only one?” She shook her head. “It seems unlikely, but truthfully, I’m not such an expert in witchcraft as to know if such a thing is possible, or even if it was, what it might mean.”

      “Something feels different than what I would’ve expected.” Kanar closed his eyes, and he turned in place. It was a feeling he had become familiar with during his time with the Order. He had learned how to detect witchcraft, how to feel it against him, and how to hunt it. Maybe it came from his blade—something he had never considered when he was serving the king—but now he questioned if perhaps he should have all along. “Witchcraft has a specific sense to it. This doesn’t feel quite right. Maybe my understanding of it is different, though. Or maybe my connection to the sword is enough that it changes things for me.”

      If it was that, then Kanar knew he needed to be careful.

      He moved deeper into the home, picking his way as cautiously as possible. He didn’t have to go far to find a body. It was bent forward near the hearth, head tilted toward the ground as if praying. But the throat had been slit, and blood pooled on the ground in front of it.

      “Only one person? There should be more,” he said.

      “You want to find more like this?” Wular asked.

      “It’s not a matter of what I want, it’s just knowing what I’ve seen in the past. This strikes me as a ceremony.” Kanar looked around. Other than the darkness and the dead body, this could have been like any other home in Reyand. It had a small table in the kitchen, pots on the cooktop, and chairs near the hearth. It looked cozy. Comfortable. This should not have been a place of death. “Maybe there’s something about how many of the homes are like this? I don’t know.”

      Kanar kept moving through the rest of the home, but he didn’t see anything else. Just the one body.

      Witchcraft ceremonies had different purposes, he had come to learn. Was this some sort of way of empowering one of the villagers?

      It would be a strange ceremony if that were the case. He would’ve expected a collection of people. Maybe the purpose was something else, though unless he found the witchcraft practitioner responsible for the ceremony, Kanar didn’t have much hope that he would know what that might be.

      He let out a frustrated sigh, looking around again before meeting Esmerelda’s gaze. “We need to check the other buildings.”

      “It’s likely they will be the same, but you’re right. We should check.”

      Kanar stepped out of the home and took a breath of fresh air, knowing that he would need to hold his breath again if the next home was anything like this one. There were probably about fifty in the village, and all of them were small Alainsith structures. He opened the next door, was greeted by the same stench, and hurriedly found another body, with the throat slit much like the other. He made a quick survey of the building before stepping out, moving on to the next, and then the next.

      By the time he had checked a half dozen homes, he stopped in the street. “I have never seen anything like this before. Is this a summons? Or do you think this was a way for the witchcraft practitioner to grow much more powerful?”

      “I don’t know,” Esmerelda said.

      “The bodies are not that old.”

      “No.”

      “So this just happened?” The idea that this could have been recent left him with even more questions, but no more answers than before.

      “I’m also not saying that,” Esmerelda said. “It’s possible that this sense of newness comes from the power that was used here. Witchcraft may have held these bodies in such a way to trap a measure of power. Witchcraft works in many different ways, and unfortunately for us, I’m not an expert in it.” She glanced over to where Wular and Jal were checking a few more homes, neither of them seeming to be talking much. “I doubt that the Alainsith with us are experts in it either.”

      Jal and Wular eventually stopped near a building at the center of the village, much larger than the rest. It was two stories tall, and made of the same dark stone as most of the homes, which meant it was likely Alainsith. Jal was studying something on the stone, frowning as he did.

      “What is it?” Kanar asked as he approached.

      “Just some markings that are here. Something about the song has also shifted.” Jal looked over to Wular. “I suspect she feels it as well.”

      “I feel something,” she said. “But I do not hear the song the way you do.”

      They were concerned about this building, but what was here?

      Kanar walked up to the building doors.

      “Be careful,” Jal said.

      “The homes surround this, right?” Kanar glanced over to Esmerelda, who caught his eye and nodded. “Which means that if this is part of the ceremony, it’s all focused here. This may be the purpose behind it. We need to know what happened, and why.”

      He hesitated with his hand on the door.

      It took him a moment to realize that his sword was actually reacting.

      That was unusual, as the sword had never done that before. He reached down, squeezed the hilt, and felt a surge of energy wash through him. Jal watched him, as if unsurprised by the sword’s reaction.

      “You are the Bearer,” Jal said softly.

      “I don’t know what that means,” Kanar muttered, pushing the door open.

      The smell inside was just as foul as what they had smelled in every single building they’d gone through, but there was something rotten to it that he couldn’t quite place. He suspected it had to do with the kind of power that was here. It also smelled of long-simmering decay, the kind of foulness that seemed to build in his nostrils and linger there.

      He started to turn, when he noticed a hint of movement near him.

      It came from inside the room.

      Kanar hesitated. It was likely some creature that had broken in to feast on the dead. Only, how would it have gotten inside?

      The movement came toward him again, like a writhing energy. Like worms, or snakes, or…

      Corpses.

      Kanar staggered back as bodies began to tumble out of the building.
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      Honaaz didn’t like the way the air swirled around him down below deck. It seemed to carry an energy he didn’t appreciate, and one he worried might overpower him, reminding him too much of what he had felt of the Weather Watchers when he’d been sailing with his own ship.

      The berahn had remained near him the entire time he’d been standing on the stairs of the ship. He had to keep reminding himself that it was nothing more than a talisman, though every time he looked over to it, he had the distinct sense that some aspect of it had somehow become more than that. The berahn stayed by him, as if trying to provide protection. Almost as though it knew he needed it.

      Fuck.

      He grabbed his own dagger, readying it, then darted up the stairs until he reached the deck. Honaaz was surprisingly aware of a strange, shifting energy around him. When it neared him—or the berahn—it faded.

      The darkness shrouded him. He’d been here for a few hours, and after what he had dealt with in town, he was exhausted. Maybe he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help but feel as if that weird energy continued to swell around him to make it so he would feel that way.

      “Whatever the fuck is out here is going to get an earful from me,” Honaaz muttered. The bone talisman seemed to understand.

      Honaaz faced the darkness, feeling a sense of emptiness. Something about that pressed on him, leaving a crackling energy in the air. He needed to deal with it now.

      Then the air rippled again. There was no other way to describe it.

      The berahn made an odd sound, something like a whistle, but then it stopped.

      The rippling sensation wrapped around him.

      “The fuck you will,” Honaaz growled, slashing at the air.

      When he did, he felt the air swirl again, and then it started to withdraw. The rippling persisted for a moment, and then it faded. The berahn paced for a moment, before it tipped its head back as if truly alive.

      “All right. What now?”

      Honaaz reached down and patted the berahn on its massive head. He liked the size of this one. It was bigger than the others Lily had given him. A creature like this would make a worthy companion. Then again, he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted a companion that looked quite like this. Something this size could rip your throat out before you had any idea it was coming.

      Honaaz turned in place, and the berahn suddenly leaped. His gaze followed the gleaming white bone as it streaked out from the ship, but he couldn’t tell what the talisman was doing, only that it was jumping away from him. Had he irritated it in some way?

      Then he heard a crunch.

      The talisman had struck something.

      Fuck.

      He reached for the bone sword that Lily had given him. He liked fighting with the dagger, but there was something about this that offered him a different level of protection. And it suited him, even if it wasn’t a long sword.

      He started toward where the berahn had jumped. When he reached the railing at the edge of the ship, he gripped it, and then frowned as he peered out.

      There was something else out there. Another ship.

      “What the fuck?” he mumbled.

      He didn’t even have a chance to regroup. Something struck him, feeling like a blast of hot wind that tried to throw him back. In that moment, he realized what it was.

      Fucking sorcery.

      Anger surged inside him. Honaaz spun the sword, slashing at the power, and began to carve through it. Thankfully, the bone sword was more than capable of cutting through that magic. Lily had warned him that it wouldn’t hold indefinite power, though. It relied on the stored energy of bone, and though it had been harvested from one of the Alainsith, that didn’t mean there would be no ongoing pressure. Either he had to conserve the power of the sword, or he had to somehow replenish it.

      Given that he had no idea how to do the latter, Honaaz had to be a bit more careful. Either that, or he had to use other things Lily had made for him.

      But first, he had to deal with this attack.

      The ship wasn’t too far from him. It was painted black, he assumed, as he could not see it against the backdrop of night. That was not uncommon for pirates. Too many of them painted their ships black to conceal their passing. Like the Tallow. He could imagine her doing the same. Not any form of honorable sailor.

      Honaaz gauged the distance to the other ship, gripped the sword, and then jumped. Once he landed on the deck, he rolled to his feet.

      The talisman was circled by three figures.

      “The fuck you will,” he said, and he threw himself at the nearest one. His bone blade sliced through the man’s back before he had an opportunity to even get to him. Honaaz jerked the sword upward, carving completely through him in case he had some sort of sorcery he could use to overpower him. Then Honaaz yanked his bloody blade free and spun around.

      That left two. But two against him—and the berahn—should be reasonable odds. Honaaz was a bruiser and could take on plenty of fighters.

      Normally.

      But against sorcerers, he wasn’t sure, especially not with the pressure and the power he now felt squeezing him. It might be too much, even for him.

      Fuck.

      If he stood here too long, he knew what was going to happen. One of these people would throw themselves at him, blasting him with some sort of invisible power, or perhaps squeezing him down the way they had tried to do when he had fought sorcery like this before.

      Honaaz started toward the nearest person. They were taller than most, reminding him a little of the tall bastard. Alainsith. That was what he’d been. Magical bastards.

      He didn’t hesitate to slash with his blade. The other figure held her hand up, forming a triangle between her index fingers and thumbs. A burst of wind came whistling toward him, striking his blade and sending it spiraling to the side. Then she twisted one hand, and a whip of flame began to build. It started to coalesce around her finger, and then it streaked toward Honaaz. He brought his sword up, thinking to carve through the magic as he had done before, but even as he did, he could tell he was not fast enough. The whip of energy burned his clothing.

      He looked down. His shirt was singed, but he was not.

      Honaaz snorted. It was a good thing he’d learned about his magical resistance. Too bad he hadn’t known about it when he was still sailing in the Isles. Then he wouldn’t have had to worry about the Weather Watchers.

      He got to his feet, and the figure came toward him. She had empty hands, though she didn’t need items like Lily did to have the kind of power Lily possessed. The woman turned her fingers in a slight pattern. As she did, Honaaz could feel the energy building from her. He braced himself and brought his blade up, managing to cut off one of the wind funnels she sent spiraling toward him, but then something squeezed around his legs.

      He tried to take a step, but power held him in place. The woman shot him a dangerous grin and started toward him.

      Honaaz kicked. He was strong. He’d always been strong. What was sorcery but something he had to overcome? And if he did have some sort of magical resistance, then why shouldn’t he try to use that strength to his advantage so he could overpower whatever resistance they might be using on him?

      The magic tried to hold him, but he broke free just as she neared, taking one of his blades and jamming it into her chest, then forcing her away from him. The berahn had jumped on one attacker, and another pounced on the third.

      “What do we have here?” Honaaz asked, getting closer to one of them and crouching down next to them. “Who are you?”

      They didn’t answer. At this point, he didn’t know if they could. Given the weight of the berahn on them, and whatever magic the creature seemed to add to it, they struggled.

      Honaaz lifted the woman he’d stabbed by her throat and held her. She was trying to form magic, but he swatted at her hands, keeping her from creating whatever pattern she was going to use on him.

      She shrieked at him, and a different type of power began to build, but he squeezed her throat. He waited until her eyes bulged, and then he relaxed his grip. “You see, it seems as if I’ve got some sort of natural resistance to your kind of power, so maybe you want to tell me a little more about yourself.” He shook her briefly, and then turned her so she could see the berahn on top of one of the men. “He’s the only one left alive. The other one had my blade through his back. Not much left of him, but if you’d like, I can show you.”

      She turned her head toward him. “You will not—”

      Honaaz squeezed her throat again, cutting her off. “I just want a name, and whatever the fuck you’re doing out here. Nothing more than that. And if you start trying to threaten me, you’ll see that I don’t take too kindly to it.” When he loosened his grip, she coughed. “Now. Can we have a conversation, or do I have to get more physical with you?”

      The berahn let out a strange whistling cry. He hadn’t heard it before.

      Honaaz jerked around and saw another ship approaching. He had time, but it was gaining speed and getting closer.

      Fuck.

      The woman grinned at him, but Honaaz brought the hilt of his sword up, slammed it into her head, and dropped her to the deck of the ship. Then he went racing. He jumped, landing on the oncoming ship in a roll.

      Five people were waiting for him. Could he handle that many?

      Then again, why the fuck couldn’t he? He had Lily’s blade, and he knew they had a weakness. They had to use their hands, didn’t they?

      This had to be the Tallow’s doing. It had to be connected to her in some way. Then again, all of this was connected—which meant it was also related to the Bloodless.

      He spun, driving his blade toward the first of the five, slicing through the man’s torso, and then jerking the sword free before the man could react. Honaaz jumped, letting his strength carry him, crashing down with his knee into the back of another man’s head. He crushed his skull, then spun just as a blast of power struck him. Honaaz hadn’t seen it forming, and it threw him back.

      He might have some magical resistance, but that didn’t mean he was impervious to magic when it was used on him.

      The other three came at him. Honaaz jumped to his feet, hurriedly turned around, trying to come up with a plan. They were using sorcery on him, so he jabbed the bone sword forward, carving through the magic. When it split their sorcery barricade, he stabbed the blade into one person’s stomach, slicing up and into their neck.

      That left two more.

      He spun, driving a heel into the chest of one of the attackers, and then punched the face of the other. He bloodied their nose, and by the time the first person brought her hands up, Honaaz’s sword was already carving through them. She clutched her stumps, staggering back until she fell overboard into the sea with a splash. Honaaz twisted back around and punched the other figure one more time. They crumpled.

      He looked around for any other attackers, but no one else came. He hurriedly headed down the stairs, then paused. He needed to let his eyes adjust. He had his sword, and the end of it seemed to glow ever so softly to cast a bit of light that allowed him to see. The hall ahead of him remained darkened, with closed doors on either side. Honaaz nudged the first door open with his foot. He saw nothing on the other side.

      He moved down the hall. Another door. Another empty room.

      In each place he passed, he found nothing. Maybe they hadn’t had the opportunity to torment the crew.

      When he was satisfied that the rooms were all empty, he hurried back up the stairs to the deck, grabbed one of the unconscious attackers, and then jumped with them to the other ship.

      The berahn looked up at him once he landed.

      “Five,” Honaaz said. “Look at you. You only took care of one.” He patted it on the head and chuckled to himself.

      The berahn pressed its head up against his hand. Could the fucking talisman be more alive than he realized? What kind of power did Lily have?

      Another question for later.

      He tossed the person down on the deck next to the others and studied all of them. One was a woman. Then there was a man with jet-black hair, olive skin, silver earrings, and a silver necklace. If those items were anything like what the hegen used for magic… Honaaz yanked the necklace off and plucked the earrings free. He did the same to the woman, though she only had a necklace, along with five rings on her hands.

      He looked over to another one—the one the berahn perched on top of. He searched him, and as he did, he realized that it wasn’t a man but a short-haired woman. She had an unfortunately large, narrow, hooked nose, and she glowered at him as he quickly removed her necklace, earrings, and the rings on each finger. Ten rings in total.

      He crouched down next to her, still keeping the other two in sight. He did not want them to come around and start giving him trouble. He had no idea what they might do, only that he wanted to be able to see any magic building if it was going to.

      “Let me talk to her,” Honaaz said to the berahn.

      For some reason, and somehow, he could feel the strange pressure coming off the berahn begin to ease. It didn’t happen quickly, but enough that he could feel it.

      “Are you going to talk, or do you want to end up like the other two? I have no problem knocking you unconscious. Or, if it comes down to it, I guess I could gut you like I did to your friends. There were five on that other ship. Three on this one. How many more do you think I can cut down?”

      “You do not know what you have started,” she said, her voice oddly accented. It wasn’t any sort of accent he’d ever heard. The people of the Isles had a harsh way of speaking, and Lily had teased him about his own accent, but this was different. There was none of the same musical tone that the tall bastard had, nor did it sound like the clipped, rapid speech Lily used.

      “I don’t know? I’m not the one who started attacking the city over there,” he said, jerking his thumb in its direction. “Can’t really see it from here, though, can we? You got your ships coming to this side of the island on purpose. Trying to make sure no one sees you, I guess? It would be a good way to stage an attack. Then again, I don’t know what I’m talking about.” He leaned down, getting close to her. “Don’t go moving your hands and thinking you might use some sort of magic on me. It’s not going to fucking work. You and I are going to talk. And when that’s done, we’re going to sail back to the city, and you’re going to have a conversation with someone else. We’re going to get some answers because it’s about fucking time we have them.”

      She lunged toward him like she was going to try to bite him. Honaaz jerked back before she had a chance to do so. Then he punched her in the face, knocking her unconscious.

      He looked over at the berahn. “What? You saw what she did.”

      He couldn’t help but feel as if judgment burned in its eyes.

      “Fuck,” he said, shaking his head. “I really do have a fucking temper, don’t I?” He got to his feet. “Hold her there. I’m going to find something to bind them all up. Then we’re going to sail one of these ships back the harbor, find Lily, and get our fucking answers.”

      Honaaz had no idea what those answers would be, but it seemed to him that Lily was going to be the person to get them.
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      Lily paced along the shoreline. There had been no sign of Honaaz all day. It was unlike him to run off. He simply didn’t do that. When she was anxious, she found that she was comforted by running her knife along a fragment of bone, carving away scraps so that she could slowly feel some shape take form. It permitted her a measure of peace, or perhaps she simply poured her anxiety into the bone.

      She paused, thinking about that. If she were channeling some of her anxiety into the bone, she wondered what that might do to it. Would it modify it in such a way that she would end up with some sort of anxious talisman?

      No. All she was doing was pouring some part of herself into it. Whether it was anxious or not didn’t matter.

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

      Lily looked over to the hegen woman. She was only a few years older than Lily, and she had a measure of the art, though she was not as skilled as some.

      “Are we sure he left?”

      “I’m just reporting what was said to me. He got a ride on some small tender and took off.”

      Unfortunately, as much as it pained Lily to admit, that did sound like Honaaz. He would hitch a ride like that, even if it wasn’t in his best interest. Or theirs. Which meant that something might have happened to him.

      His ship—their ship—was still in the port. Several hegen there had seen Honaaz board the small vessel and head out to sea with a strange man. None of them had known why, nor had they known where Honaaz had gone. Only that he had left.

      Fuck.

      She found herself thinking like Honaaz.

      What she really wanted to do was go after him. The problem was that she had no idea where he had gone, and there were other things that needed to be done. Other things that needed her attention. Besides, she didn’t really worry for his safety. This was Honaaz, after all, and if anyone was safe, wouldn’t it be him? Really, it wasn’t so much that she worried about Honaaz as it was that she worried about the unknown.

      It was getting late, and at this point she wasn’t even sure if Honaaz would make it back tonight. There had been no sign of the other man or his small ship. She figured they would see that first, but she had not, so if nothing else, Honaaz was still out with him.

      That should reassure her. And to a certain extent, it did. It meant he was not alone and trapped. Still, she could not shake the feeling that something was not quite right. Maybe it was hearing the other person talk about demons attacking that had built that fear in her head.

      Demons.

      Lily had traveled enough with her time in the citadel to know that there were plenty of people in the world who believed in outrageous things, but demons? That seemed extreme even to her. But demons could mean something else.

      Given the people’s experience with the Bloodless, they would’ve recognized if that’s what they were—wouldn’t they? Which meant something else. But what would these townsfolk feel were demons?

      As these thoughts floated around in her head, she paced and continued carving the bone fragment, trying to feel the energy that would likely be within it so she could draw it out, but not sure if there was any part of it that would work. She didn’t really know what she was drawing out of this piece of bone, anyway.

      “Lily?”

      The voice came from behind her. She spun, jerking her hand around and pointing with the bone knife, before immediately regretting it. She didn’t want to scare anybody, especially not Odell.

      He was dressed in traditional hegen clothing: brightly colored pants, a woven shirt with flowers worked into the material, and bone jewelry. The jewelry was intricately carved, and she could see an eagle, an owl, a wolf, and several other animals she didn’t quite recognize in the charms that hung from his necklace. He had a bracelet on each wrist with similar talismans.

      “What is it?” she asked him.

      “We need your help. We’ve been trying to get some answers from these people, but they have been resisting our questioning, so we haven’t been able to get anything from them. We thought that if anybody would be able to do so, it would be you.”

      She snorted. “I’m not sure I’m going to get anything from them if you can’t, but I’ll come with you.” She cast a glance over her shoulder before turning back to him.

      Odell watched her with a frown. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “You’ve heard that Honaaz is gone, I’m sure.”

      Word moved fast among the hegen. With Honaaz having disappeared—even though he hadn’t really disappeared—it was not terribly surprising that others had caught on, though she had no idea how much that news would have spread already.

      “He’s going to return, Lily. He’s not abandoning us.”

      Lily shook her head. “I never thought he would.” That idea hadn’t ever entered her mind. She had never worried that Honaaz might leave her. He might want to return home, but she did not think he was going to simply ditch her. She smiled at the thought, which felt strange given the circumstances.

      “You’re worried about his safety?” Odell said. “I must admit, if there’s anybody among us that I would not be concerned about, it would be Honaaz. Other than you.”

      She wished she had his confidence. She wished she knew whether Honaaz was safe. “Do you have any way of detecting things?”

      “I think you made more of your owls, didn’t you?”

      “I have, and they give me additional sight, but they don’t do anything to search. I need something that can actually fly.”

      “Ah. Well, that might be beyond what I can suggest to you. Your berahn are far more potent than any other talisman I’ve ever seen.”

      She could use the Alainsith bone and carve it in a way that would allow her to keep searching for something more. And if she worked it the right way, she had to believe that it would provide her with the answers she needed.

      She smiled to herself. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

      “Lily?”

      “It won’t take me long.”

      She hurriedly reached into her pouch, grabbed one of the Alainsith bone fragments, and began working. Carving aimlessly was one thing. Lily didn’t have much intent in what she had been doing while she was standing on the shore, looking out at the sea, searching for signs of Honaaz. Carving like this, and having a real purpose behind it, was another matter altogether. Why couldn’t she create something that could search for her?

      She joined those two intentions inside her carving, and made quick work of it. As she did, she could feel something small forming in her hand. Somewhere along the way, she had realized what she needed to make didn’t have to be large. That had been surprising as well.

      When she was done, she held what looked a bit like a mix between a hawk and an owl. She wondered what she would call it. She pierced her thumb and smeared blood across it. It expanded, but not much—just enough that it filled her hand. Lily could feel it shifting, and as it did, she could also feel something else. The talisman seemed to form some mysterious connection to her. She could sense the energy within it, and could feel the way that was beginning to build, swelling some place deep within her. While it did, she waited a moment. Then another, and then another. It created a link somehow, and as it did, she could see what the creature—the talisman—saw.

      She leaned close. “Go search for him.”

      She didn’t know if it would work. The berahn could certainly hunt on her behalf, and they had defended her, but would this?

      The bird streaked upward, surprising her. It didn’t flutter its wings, but it seemed to catch the wind and swirl. Soon the image of what the hawk-owl saw entered her mind. It seemed as if the connection between her and the talisman became stronger as it flew, and she started to feel weak.

      There was something out at sea, and it took a few moments for her to realize that she was seeing something. Could it be Honaaz?

      She had heard the description of the vessel Honaaz had gone off in enough times that she thought she would recognize it.

      This was large. As large as their ship.

      She couldn’t determine anything else about it, just its outline. Her heart hammered as she raced down the shoreline.

      When she reached Odell, he looked back at her. “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

      “Not yet. Get as many of your talismans together as you can. We need to set them along the shore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I did what you suggested. I made a hawk-owl hybrid talisman, and now I see a ship coming.”

      “Could it be Honaaz?”

      “It’s not him. He went out on a smaller boat. This is a ship. It’s too big.”

      Odell reached into his pouch and withdrew his talismans. He didn’t have as many as she’d hoped. “I’ve been trying, but I don’t have your speed, Lily. I’m afraid you’re going to have to help here.”

      “Fine,” she muttered.

      She had the talismans she had already carved in her pouch, and there were more on the ship that would offer them a measure of protection. If she took the time, she might even be able to carve a few more.

      But this was one ship. One ship shouldn’t cause them too much difficulty.

      The hawk-owl circled, and then she saw another ship.

      Gods. That was much worse. They might be able to manage one ship and its crew, but a second might be too much.

      When she saw the third, she knew they were in trouble. She froze, her mind working through the possibilities.

      Three ships.

      They could make a run for it. She could get the hegen onto the ship and try to sail, but without Honaaz, she didn’t like the odds. She could work on her talismans, but there was only so much she could do. She couldn’t carve that many, and even if she could, there were limits to how many she could activate at one time without weakening herself too dramatically.

      That left fighting.

      The hegen weren’t fighters. They had ways of protecting themselves, but fighting was not their specialty. The locals might be able to help, if Lily could convince them. But even if she did that, she wasn’t sure they had time. If they had been planning on this for longer, perhaps they would have been prepared, but in this case, they didn’t have the time they needed. She didn’t have what she needed.

      She looked behind her to Odell, who was placing his talismans. They were potent, and they offered some protection, but they were not offensive weapons, which was what they needed. The berahn would help once the attackers reached the shore, but they would not make a difference before that. Lily needed something that might be able to target these ships from a distance. What she really needed was true power—something akin to witchcraft.

      She reached into her satchel. She had several different items that might be effective, but nothing she had used recently. There were pieces of Alainsith bone, but there were also fragments of other types of bone.

      She began to carve, ignoring everything around her. The sounds. Odell. Leandar. The other hegen on the shore with her. She tuned all of it out, and she poured a desire into the bone. Ever since leaving Sanaron, Lily had focused on more defensive talismans, but perhaps that had been a mistake.

      She needed something else, something like the explosives she once had used. But she also needed a weapon she could use from a distance.

      She focused on what she wanted and needed, and let the carving guide her. Eventually, she was left with a long, slender rod, or seemingly so. The bone itself carried with it some sense of energy, and it was that energy Lily needed to use now.

      She squeezed the bone, and as she did, she felt an explosion of power. It shot free of the talisman—or whatever it was that she had made—and went streaking out across the sea. It splashed in the water, but seemed near enough to the ships that they turned slightly.

      She needed to target them better. She needed to use the hawk-owl talisman.

      Lily took aim. She didn’t need to see clearly. The hawk-owl talisman permitted her to do that, and she used that connection so she could target off into the distance. As she did, she felt something out there. Maybe it was simply energy. Or maybe there was something more to it.

      She triggered it again, and a burst of energy flowed through her, exploding up her arms, down her body, and then out. She braced herself, firing once more.

      The power struck one of the ships. Though she couldn’t make much out, it didn’t matter. She pointed and targeted the next ship. This time, cold power rippled through her, drawing on her own connection somehow. It shot out, streaking across the water.

      “What are you doing?” Odell asked, running over to her.

      “I’m doing what I can to stop the attack.” Lily squeezed the talisman, afraid of letting it go. “I…”

      She started to sag, and Odell grabbed her, helping to prop her up. She looked over to him, her eyes heavy. She felt as if she had been running a long distance and exerted too much effort.

      “It’s dangerous,” he said. “I don’t know how much of yourself you put into that—”

      “A lot,” she whispered.

      “Dangerous. You need to rest.”

      Lily tried to get to her feet using the connection through the talisman, but it was too difficult. She had drawn too much. Everything around her started to darken. Her heart pounded, and everything was becoming cold.

      But she couldn’t give up.

      She shrugged off Odell as he tried to help her stand. She held up the talisman. The effect was similar to witchcraft, but not the same. The differences lay in the source of the power. Witchcraft drew on the pain and suffering of others, whereas the power she used came from her, not from others. She squeezed, letting the rippling cold wash through her again. She could do nothing, but she needed to. She felt the explosion through the connection she shared with the talisman.

      The shot flew true. When it struck, the cold overwhelmed her, and she sank to the ground. As her vision faded, the connection to the hawk-owl talisman remained. Through that, Lily could see something out over the ocean, moving steadily closer to shore.

      Several more ships.

      She had sacrificed herself for nothing.
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      Kanar prepared for an attack. He felt power blooming in front of him, though he wasn’t sure what it was.

      Esmerelda had grabbed several items out of her pouch, and quickly began to weave them together into some sort of hegen protection. Jal stood with his hand on his bow, ready to draw.

      “Any ideas?” Kanar asked him.

      “None. I can’t even feel anything from them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They don’t have any sense to them. That’s unusual for me,” Jal explained.

      “What about the berahn?” Kanar asked as the figures lumbered toward him.

      He thought Jal was right. Power seemed to be animating these bodies—and they were definitely bodies. Some of them were missing limbs or had various injuries that were not survivable.

      “I can try,” Jal said, his tone suggesting that he didn’t have much faith. He let out a shrill whistle that echoed around the village, then tipped his head to the side as if listening. “The berahn have not answered.”

      “So what?” Kanar asked. “We have a go at these bodies?”

      Wular frowned at him as she approached, both of her blades at the ready. “Bodies?”

      “I don’t think they’re alive.”

      “What kind of dark power is this?” Wular said.

      “I think witchcraft, but different than what we have seen before,” Esmerelda said.

      During his time fighting in the witchcraft war, Kanar had not seen anything like this. He had never encountered bodies animated back into life. And he thought he had considerable experience.

      The nearest figure moved toward him and reached him quickly. The man’s face was pale and looked unnatural, but from a distance, Kanar probably would’ve thought he was alive.

      He ducked under a sweeping arm, brought his blade up, and cleaved through the arm, but the man continued to charge toward him. Kanar spun, driving his blade through the man’s belly, and then carved it up through his head. Only then did the man collapse. Wular had already gone through two of the bizarre bodies by the time Kanar had finished with the one.

      He looked over. “Seems as if we have to try to cut them down, but I don’t know if we have to behead them, or if maybe there’s some way of deactivating the kind of magic that’s been used on them. Whatever it is, we need to fight our way through this.”

      The bodies seemed to recognize him as a threat and converged on him. They did the same to Wular, surrounding her. Esmerelda had woven long strands of grass together, and she threw them on the ground in front of her. Kanar didn’t watch, but he didn’t think she was in any danger as long as her art held.

      Jal held his bow with arrow at the ready. “These aren’t going to go down with arrows. I need you to use your sword.”

      Kanar frowned. It wasn’t so much that it was his sword. It was that he was the Bearer, and there was magic in the blade. Power.

      He knew that, and he knew how to use it. He had done it many times before, though he had never done so as intentionally as he thought he needed to now. He had to cut through magic with magic.

      Kanar squeezed the hilt, and he darted forward, slicing the blade into one of the creatures. He called on the power in the sword at the same time. The corpse dissolved into dust.

      He staggered back, and another corpse grabbed at him. He jerked away and spun, then cut into it. The body also dissolved, as if the sword freed something from it so it could finally return to the earth. Whatever was happening was almost enough to make Kanar believe in the gods.

      The corpses created a ring around Kanar, which he hurriedly fought through.

      Wular was similarly surrounded, but her blades were a blur of fury. “They are not slowed by much.”

      “I think you have to have some sort of magical blade.” He jabbed at one, and it exploded into dust. “See?”

      “Perhaps you truly are the Bearer.” She sounded so casual while fighting, which surprised Kanar. There weren’t many people like that. “If you use it right, it will also grant you speed.”

      “What was that?”

      “Your connection. It grants you speed. Use it.”

      Kanar hadn’t even paid attention to that, but she was right. The sword did grant him speed. Strength. Energy. But whatever connection it had to the Alainsith was what really mattered. Kanar drew on it, and he felt himself emboldened and strengthened as he moved.

      Everything was a flurry of precise, confined movements. He continued to spin, sweeping his blade around, stabbing at one body, carving through the limb of another, and beheading a third. These were not men and women that he was facing. These were lifeless shells.

      That made it easier.

      They dissolved into dust as he carved through them, which helped confirm the idea that they weren’t people. He twisted, sliced, and fought his way back to Esmerelda, who had formed a ring of braided grasses at her feet, using some type of hegen art to keep herself safe. Jal smacked one of the attackers with his bow, knocking them down, which allowed Kanar to get in there and stab them.

      “They’re swarming us,” Wular said, her voice neutral. She was every bit the fighter he had hoped she would be, though he wasn’t surprised by that. “If we push them back into the building, we may be able to lock them in. I don’t know that we can fight through them. There are too many.”

      All of these bodies. All of these people. They had once been alive.

      He didn’t like the idea of leaving any of them behind. If they did, these corpses—or whatever they were now—could come back for them.

      But why would they attack?

      It was the question that bothered him more than anything. He had no idea why these creatures would be here. There was nothing out this way. They were beyond the borders of any land, and even far beyond the Alainsith holdings.

      Kanar swept his blade as quickly as he could, trying to find the power in it. The sword was the key. He wasn’t sure why he believed that, but it connected to something. It was part of the Alainsith, wasn’t it?

      And he was the Bearer. That must matter.

      Wular was a blur with her blades, sweeping them toward these creatures, but the group was still pushed back as the throng of attackers continued to squeeze in on them. There were simply too many. Esmerelda’s protections were holding, but for how long? Kanar could fight, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      “We need the Bearer,” Jal said.

      Kanar looked over briefly, before turning his attention back to the fight. He had to be fast. He had to be strong.

      He was the Bearer. But what did that mean?

      It had meant drawing on the power of the blade. He had done that for as long as he had owned it, and it had been his. He felt the connection to the sword, and he knew it was that connection he needed to use now. If he could hold on to it, perhaps he could find some power…

      He heard something distantly, and wasn’t sure if it was just thunder, or something else. The ground began to tremble, and Kanar accidentally slipped, staggering forward so the point of his blade hit the ground, forcing him to twist at the last moment to keep from stumbling into a dozen of the corpses attacking them.

      He started to withdraw his sword from the ground, but Jal rested his hand on his arm. “Wait,” he whispered.

      The attack was pressing in on them. Wular chopped the arm off one creature, hacked another in half, and Esmerelda even tossed a bundle of woven flowers, which forced some of them to take a step back. Jal swept his bow around, striking the corpses.

      How was Kanar to wait? He couldn’t. They needed him to fight.

      He closed his eyes for a moment as he squeezed the hilt of his sword, and then he linked to the power in the blade. He could feel it inside, but for the first time, he intended to draw upon it fully. He needed to.

      Let me be the Bearer.

      Whatever that meant.

      As he withdrew the blade, sprouts of green began to pop up from the ground, starting near where his blade had pierced and then rapidly shooting outward. Vines formed, ensnaring the bodies. Where they touched, the bodies turned to dust, as if Kanar had stabbed them with the blade. He stood still, too shocked to do anything.

      Even Esmerelda stared, transfixed.

      Wular continued to fight, though she didn’t have to do much, as the vines were pushing the attackers back and eliminating them. Jal swung his bow a few more times, leaving Kanar wondering what he would do if the bow cracked, but he needn’t have been concerned. Jal danced back, then swept the bow over his shoulder.

      It was done. There was nothing else left, other than the vines that continued to spread.

      “What just happened?” Kanar said, and he looked to Esmerelda. “Was that you?”

      “That was not me. Perhaps it was one of the Alainsith?”

      “Not me or Wular,” Jal said. “It was Kanar. You are the Bearer. If there was ever any doubt, that’s gone now.”

      Kanar still held the blade, but he couldn’t feel the same energy he had noticed before. “I don’t understand. What did I do?”

      Jal shrugged. “I’m not sure whether it was you or the blade. That’s the best part of all this. Perhaps you are the Bearer, but the sword bears you.” He grinned. “If only my grandfather could’ve seen you. He would not doubt.”

      “Did you know it would do this?”

      “Not at all. I understood that the blade gave you a connection, but I wasn’t sure whether that connection would make a difference for you. You aren’t Alainsith, and not of the people, so it was possible that you would never be able to reach for the true depth of power stored within the blade. At least, what’s rumored to be stored in it. But here you are. You did it.” Jal clapped his hands together, then gestured around. “Look at it. All of this is because of you, Kanar.”

      Kanar turned to Esmerelda. If anybody could explain what was happening, wouldn’t it be her?

      “I don’t have any answers,” she said, her voice soft. “It’s power. True Alainsith power. I have only seen it a few times, but never like this.” She looked over to Jal.

      “No one has seen anything like this,” Jal said. “When the blades were made, they were said to call to our ancestors, but none dared use them.”

      “That’s why they were sacred?”

      “That’s part of the reason,” Jal said. “If I were able to connect to the song, I might better understand it, but unfortunately, that part of the song has long been lost. We don’t know why no one dared to use them. That has also been lost, much like the blades have been.”

      Kanar regarded Jal, and then shook his head as he turned away. “We need to figure out what happened, as I have no idea what kind of witchcraft was used here. It was considerable power, though, and it shouldn’t have been wasted.”

      “Was it a waste?” Jal asked.

      “They sent bodies—animated corpses—after us. It seems to me that was sort of a waste.”

      That would have involved considerable power, and they hadn’t seen anything around here. That left him thinking that either there was some other purpose behind it, or maybe they just didn’t take that much power to create.

      He wasn’t sure which one was better.

      “There may be answers inside, given that they were in this building.” Jal motioned for them to follow.

      Kanar didn’t want to find more of the eerie creatures, but they needed answers. They were all looking to him, like they were waiting on him. Perhaps they were, as he was the one best equipped to handle magical attacks since his sword could cut down that power.

      He took a deep breath and strode forward.

      The inside of the building was dark, though he could feel a familiar energy within it. It took a moment for him to realize that the reason he felt that energy was because it had come from him. At least from the sword, if not from him.

      He glanced back. Esmerelda had stayed close to him, and then Jal, then Wular, though she had her back to the rest of them with her swords in hand. She was waiting for another possible attack, though Kanar doubted they would actually encounter anything else at this point.

      “Did you feel anything?” Kanar asked Esmerelda.

      “I felt a stir, but I do have several protections on.”

      “You gave me some as well.”

      “I don’t know that you needed them.”

      It was a strange comment, but perhaps she was right.

      He stepped over the vines creeping across the floor, surging with some unseen energy. It seemed as if they grew from somewhere deep within the ground, though as he turned in place, he could feel the Alainsith power within them. That had to be what the vines connected to, drawing on some unknown—and possibly unknowable—power.

      Esmerelda held out a flower made out of branches and leaves, which glowed with a white light, illuminating the inside of the room. Kanar found himself looking everywhere, trying to make sense of what was here, but could not.

      Jal stepped through the room, hurrying toward something Kanar could not identify, but which obviously drew his focus.

      “I’d be careful,” Kanar said. “We don’t know what’s here, so you should be cautious about where you’re going.”

      “Oh, I’m always cautious,” Jal said, and he pointed. “I see markings on the wall that I need to know more about.”

      Kanar turned in the direction Jal was indicating, but he couldn’t see it. Jal had far better vision than he did.

      “I don’t recognize the symbols,” Esmerelda said. “There are markings here, and some of them have meaning to me, but I don’t recognize them.”

      Jal started whispering to himself, and Kanar leaned close, trying to hear what he was saying. It took a moment for him to realize that Jal was singing.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Give me a moment,” Jal said.

      The song began to build. It reminded Kanar of what he had heard in the Alainsith settlement, but this one was different. Though he felt it pulling on him, it didn’t do so in the same way. It seemed as if it were drawing him into a place deep inside his mind, as though trying to dislodge memories that had long been buried.

      Wular joined Jal in singing. The two voices were somewhat mournful, yet they melded in a lovely way so that the song carried and built. As they sang together, Kanar found himself humming along with them. He didn’t know the song, but as he listened, he understood that he didn’t need to. Even Esmerelda joined. All of their voices mingled, the sound of the song rising around them until it swelled.

      “There,” Jal said, his voice little more than a sigh, as if he were speaking on the wind. “There’s an element here. This is where the song guides me, but I don’t know if you can see it. All of these old buildings have the song, if you can find it.”

      He wasn’t talking to Kanar. He was talking to Wular.

      She stepped forward. “I recognize these markings,” she said, motioning to one side of the writing. “I don’t know what they mean, though.”

      “They’re old. Some of the oldest. It requires me to reach deep into the song. My grandfather taught me this, and I wonder…” He trailed off and fell silent.

      “What do you wonder?” Kanar asked.

      “I wonder if this is not one of the three families, and perhaps not even the Urashaln. The words are there, if only I can look far enough back.”

      Jal started to sing again, his voice almost a whisper. He swayed as he did, leaning toward the wall, sweeping his hand in front of it. As he moved his fingers, twisting them and twining them, Kanar began to suspect that there was something to the way he was moving his hand, and something to the way he was calling on power.

      Kanar could tell that something was changing for him. “Jal? You don’t need to do this.”

      “It’s fine,” he said.

      Kanar could tell it was not, and he touched his friend on the hand.

      Jal blinked. The song stuttered.

      Even Wular hesitated, and then she looked up. With a flourish, she slammed both swords into their sheaths and stormed out of the room. Esmerelda frowned, then followed her out.

      “What was that about?” Kanar asked.

      “Something here sings to me, but it’s not a song I know.” Jal frowned. “It seems to call to me, and I want to listen, but I don’t understand it. If my grandfather still lived, he would’ve known, and he wouldn’t have lost himself in it.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He’s here,” Jal said, touching his chest. He then tapped his temple. “And here. The song brings them back to me. That’s what I use, you know.”

      Kanar shook his head. “I didn’t know.”

      “I listen for him. When I get lost, he’s the one who can guide me. That’s my secret.”

      “I didn’t realize you could get lost.”

      “Oh, you can. And it’s dangerous. That’s why I have to be careful with the song.” Jal stepped forward, and he touched the wall. “These are signs of a very ancient power, from a time when my people were united. But the families splintered, and we became lost.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. It was before the song.”

      They fell silent for a while.

      “What do we do now?” Kanar asked.

      He thought he knew the answer, and when Jal looked up, something in his eyes suggested that Kanar had been right.

      “We should keep following the berahn. They will guide us.”

      Kanar sniffed. “I would’ve liked them to be here to help us, not just guide us.”

      “If they had been here, would you have learned what you needed about being the Bearer?”

      Jal headed out of the room, whistling as he stepped over one of the vines.

      If Kanar was the Bearer, he would need to find out what that meant—before it was too late.
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      The berahn moved quickly, sweeping through towns and other villages, each of them much like the last—empty other than a few bodies, but no reanimated ones. Kanar was thankful for that. He wasn’t sure how he would have been able to handle that again, and did not want to have to slaughter those that were already dead. It was more than that, though he wasn’t going to say that to anyone. He didn’t know if he could reach for the power of the blade again, and to become the Bearer all over again. It felt beyond his ability. As much as he wanted to try to reach for that power, he struggled with it.

      No one mentioned anything, though. Jal didn’t stop watching him, and Kanar could have sworn that Wular kept one eye on him, as if trying to decide whether he was to be trusted, but neither mentioned anything about the blade. Esmerelda continued weaving strands of grasses and other items together. She had handed him enough to cover one full forearm, instructing him to keep them all on one side, though Kanar didn’t know why that would matter.

      The berahn stopped near a flat section of rock. Jal climbed down and inspected the ground, finding more markings that seemed to intrigue him, so Kanar followed.

      “What is it?” he asked, looking down at them.

      “Something unusual here,” Jal said.

      There was an aspect of this stone that reminded Kanar of ancient Alainsith ruins, though he hadn’t seen anything quite like that before. These were faded in a way that most ruins were not. Why was Jal focusing on them so intently?

      When Jal stood, he headed to the edge of the ridgeline and peered down, while Kanar followed. There were whitecaps out on the ocean, and despite the fact that he saw no ships, it left him thinking of Honaaz and Lily, nonetheless.

      When he said as much to Jal, his friend shrugged and said, “This would be just north of Sanaron. I suppose they probably found their way here.”

      “But what we’ve encountered suggests that whatever happened in Sanaron came through here as well,” Kanar said.

      “Possibly.”

      “What is it that bothers you? You’ve seen something, but you don’t want to talk about it?”

      Jal stood along the shore, his gaze sweeping out, looking as if he were commanding troops. Kanar had dealt with quite a few commanders over the years who looked much like Jal. They didn’t all have his wide smile, but they all had that same posture and that same energy, though it was an energy Kanar wasn’t sure what to make of. Maybe it was only his imagination.

      “It’s probably nothing, and certainly not enough for me to share,” Jal said, “because it would make no difference to you. It has more to do with my people.”

      “Is that why we’re here?”

      Jal said nothing.

      “Is that why the berahn guided us here?”

      “Maybe, or maybe it’s tied to Lily and Honaaz. They should be safe, from what I can tell.”

      Kanar hoped that was the case. It would be better for Lily, especially, to have moved on. He didn’t know what she would be able to do against something like that. She was skilled—he had seen that—but there were limits to skill and magic. What they had encountered in those villages, with all that death and destruction, had been tied to the kind of powerful witchcraft Kanar didn’t think many people would be able to survive. Hegen who had been trained in the citadel might be able to, especially Lily, but what about the others who had gone with her?

      “I think we should rest, and I need to gather supplies,” Esmerelda said. “I need some items that would be useful if we encounter magic like before. There are places around here that feel… untouched, I suppose.”

      Jal watched her, as if he understood. “That would be good.” He glanced to Kanar. “I think I need to try to work with the Bearer to see if he can find his connection.” He whistled, and the berahn loped away. Wular and Esmerelda headed out into the grassland, leaving Kanar and Jal alone. “What did you feel when you used the blade last time? Something changed, and I don’t know if it was you or how you connected to it, but you must have felt something. I’m curious what it was.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We need to practice. You were a soldier, so you know what it’s like to practice. Eventually, you have to find a way to draw the power it possesses through you, and become the true Bearer.”

      Kanar didn’t know if there was anything in the sword that he might be able to use, but he could feel the connection with the blade, even if he was unclear on what that connection did. He tried to focus on what he felt when he held the sword, but there wasn’t anything distinct.

      “I don’t know how to harness it. It seems that there should be something, as I can feel that power surging in me when I draw on it.” That was what he had started to feel, although he wasn’t sure what it meant. “What am I supposed to do to be the true Bearer?”

      Jal grinned. “I don’t know. There’s no record of such things in the song.”

      Kanar laughed, though as he held the sword, he still didn’t feel a connection that was different than before. There was no way for him to deny that something had happened when he’d accidentally stabbed the blade into the ground.

      “When we dealt with those… creatures, it seemed as if they reacted to the sword. And it seemed as if the sword reacted to what I did. I still don’t even understand what happened, but it felt different than what I had experienced with the sword before.”

      “The power’s unchanged, Kanar,” Jal said. “It’s just how you access it.”

      “I always believed that I was tapping into some form of witchcraft while I was using the blade, but now I’m starting to wonder if perhaps that was never the case. Maybe I just didn’t understand the power within the sword.”

      Jal nodded. “It’s easy to question. I thought I had chosen to head to Sanaron, but now I wonder if the song guided me, and if my grandfather wanted that of me.”

      “You don’t talk about him very much,” Kanar said. “At least, you never did before.”

      “You don’t talk about your family either.”

      “I don’t need to tell you about my childhood.”

      “Oh, because the great Kanar Reims doesn’t want to talk about such things? Your childhood is what made you. Your family. Your sister.”

      Kanar knew what Jal was getting at, and what he was trying to do, yet perhaps he was right. Maybe Kanar should open up more about himself. He was the Blackheart, and that was all Jal really knew about him. Kanar was more than that, though. He believed he had to be more than that. He had taken the assignment because of his sister, and that had led him on the road to becoming the man he was, but that didn’t mean that was who he wanted to be.

      “What do you want to know about her?” Kanar asked.

      “You don’t talk about her.”

      “Because she’s gone.”

      “Do you know that, or do you just think that?” Jal said.

      “Considering everything we went through in the war, I think it’s nearly impossible that she survived. If she did, she would still be caught up in witchcraft, and I don’t know that I could save her.”

      Jal studied him. “I can’t understand what that must feel like.” His voice was soft, gentle.

      “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      “Then don’t. Talk about what she was like before.”

      “Happy,” Kanar said. “She lit up the room. She was always happy. She loved to dance. She loved to sing. And she was stubborn. Strong.”

      “Is that why you’ve been drawn to strong women?”

      “You mean like Morgan?”

      “Not just Morgan, but Lily. Malory. You’ve never shied away from any woman like that.”

      Kanar shrugged. “I prefer to spend time around competent people. That’s it.”

      Jal let out a laugh. “It’s more than just competence with you. You want somebody who can challenge you. Even if you don’t always see it at the time, that’s what you’re after.”

      Kanar didn’t think so, but he supposed Jal saw it differently. Maybe he had been after that.

      “I don’t see how this is supposed to help me understand what it means for me to be the Bearer any better than I already do.”

      “I’m not so sure it does either. It helps me understand you, though. Both of us have kept parts of ourselves from the other. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      Kanar frowned. “What kind of question is that?”

      “Well, aren’t we?”

      “We are.”

      “Friends share things with each other, Kan. Friends know each other. I wanted to know you, much like I figured you wanted to know me. And I wonder if there might be a way for us to find your sister, or at least what happened to her. Perhaps if we find the song.”

      Kanar shook his head, not sure that any song would help him find his sister, but he wasn’t going to say that to Jal. “I lost track of her early in the war. I tried doing whatever I could to track her down, and it pushed me forward. I wanted vengeance for losing her.”

      “And how would you feel if you found her now?”

      “I…” Kanar looked down at his blade, then back up. “I guess I would try to understand what she was after. I never wanted power, but I think I understand why others would.”

      “You don’t want it because you’ve had it. Even when you were Realmsguard, you had power. It might’ve been in a different form, and it might have manifested differently, but you had it. And then when you became the Blackheart”—his tone took on a mock seriousness—“you had a very different kind of power. Intimidating,” Jal said, grinning at Kanar, “but powerful nonetheless. And now… Well, now you again have a very different kind of power. No one can deny what you can do, no one can deny the kind of power you possess. Even if they wanted to, who would dare do that to Kanar Reims, the Blackheart?”

      “I feel like you’re making fun of me.”

      “Not making fun,” Jal said. “Just mocking the title.”

      “As if that’s any better than the Bearer,” Kanar said.

      “I suppose you’re right. That’s just as terrible. The Bearer.” Jal drew himself up and clutched his hands to his chest. “It sounds so authoritarian. So serious. Instead, it’s supposed to connect our people. The blade was manufactured to represent both protection and violence. Spectrums. That’s all it is. I bet you can ask Esmerelda about that. She understands the spectrums that exist in the world. All of her people do.”

      “So I have this now,” Kanar said, holding the sword out, “and it’s supposed to be for me to become this Bearer, whatever that means. And with it, I can draw on something that connects me to your people. Is that about right?”

      “That is,” Jal said. “But I do think there needs to be something more to it. I don’t know what it is, though.”

      “There are other swords, right?”

      “Others that were lost.”

      “The king has other Alainsith blades,” Kanar said.

      Jal shook his head. “It’s not just an Alainsith blade, but that’s part of it. Perhaps the biggest part. The blades are ancient, and they were made by my people. Have you ever wondered why it stays sharp the way it does?”

      Kanar had thought about that when he was first given the blade. He had simply thought it was made well, and though he had run a leather strop along its surface to keep the edge sharp, it had not been necessary. It had never dulled. And when it had been painted black, before Jal had done anything to it, the blade itself had seemed as if it suited him. It had carried an aspect of his nickname that he had actually preferred. He didn’t mind being the Blackheart. Others feared him.

      “Connects to your people. But they aren’t my people. Why can I be the Bearer?”

      “I don’t think it’s meant to bind one person or another, and I don’t know that whoever it binds is meant to carry the power of our people. But in the case of what you have done with it, and the way you have bonded with it, I think you have become a true Bearer.” Jal shrugged, and his tone turned serious. “Seeing what it did back there suggests it’s more than just you as the Bearer. I don’t really understand it, but I do feel like there’s something you can do with it that we need to understand. That’s why I’m here with you now. I want you to try to connect to it. Or through it. Maybe it was the song I was singing.”

      “You sang it afterward, not during.”

      “Perhaps you’re right,” Jal said. “But think about your song.”

      “Mine?”

      “All of us have our own song, Kanar. Yours is with you even now. You may not consider it a song, but it’s what ties you to the past. It’s what brings you to the future. The song is there within you, and it’s the song that will carry through after you are gone. Your song extends back through the generations, and it will extend forward into many more.”

      “Assuming I have children,” Kanar said.

      “You think children are required for you to carry your song forward?”

      “Well, you just said that it would extend through generations, and seeing as how I don’t have any children, and I’m not really in a situation where I intend to, that doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

      “The song lives within you,” Jal said. “It reaches beyond you, and there may be more than you can understand.”

      “So if the song is a part of me, and I can influence it in the generations ahead, you’re saying that I need to somehow connect to it so I can understand just what the sword can do for me?”

      “Something like that.”

      Kanar found himself smiling. He took a step away from Jal, and forced the blade toward the ground, focusing on the connection he had with it. He didn’t feel a change the way he had during their fight against the corpses.

      He held his hand on the blade. “When we were attacked, this is what I was doing. I don’t know what more I’m supposed to do.”

      “I would love to guide you, but I’m not sure I can. My experience is not yours, and yours cannot be mine, so I don’t know if there’s going to be any way for me to help you understand the song.”

      “How would you suggest I try this?” Kanar asked.

      “Focus,” Jal said. “No differently than you have before. I think if you maintain your connection to it, you’ll eventually begin to feel something, though I don’t know what that will involve. My song doesn’t extend back far enough for me to understand, nor for me to be able to share with you what you need to do. If it did, then I might be able to help, but unfortunately…” Jal smiled. “So many questions, and so few answers.”

      “You seem excited about all this.”

      “It’s not excitement. It’s merely trying to understand.”

      Kanar pulled the blade out of the dirt, squeezing the hilt again. Nothing within the sword seemed to work for him.

      “Keep searching for your connection. I have faith in you, Kanar.”

      “What if I fail?”

      “We can always ask about failure, but you must plan for success. You are the Bearer. The blade calls to you, and you can call to it. You need to find the key, whatever it might be.”

      “I can feel the power in the blade,” Kanar said. “That’s never been the issue. For a long time, though, it wasn’t so much that I could feel the power, it was that I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to release it. Maybe that fear lingers. I don’t know.”

      “Find your way. I’m sure you will.” Jal smiled again. “We will stick with this until you master it.”

      “Is that why you sent the others away?”

      “They weren’t needed for this. This is about the two of us.”

      It reminded Kanar of when they were in Sanaron. Jal was there when Kanar was feeling overwhelmed, helping to take some of that away. It was nice having him as a friend.

      “Do you think we can do this?” Kanar asked.

      “We work well together. Even when things become a little chaotic.” He flashed another grin.

      Kanar returned it. Jal wasn’t wrong. The two of them had been a good team. Really, all of them had been. Jal, Lily, Honaaz even. He appreciated what they had become, and appreciated the fact that they might be able to do more than any other team he had been a part of. Even more than the Order who answered to him.

      “Focus on what you can hear, and what you can feel. I think the song is the key. You just have to find it.”

      Kanar had not heard a song, and even though he gripped the blade and felt some power vibrating within it, linking with him, that didn’t grant him an automatic connection.

      What would it take for him to find the song? Once he did, what would change for him?

      And if he couldn’t find it, did that mean he was not capable of truly becoming the Bearer?
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      Honaaz was getting tired of this fucking ship.

      He had been sailing for long enough now that he was ready to be off it, especially given how the ship handled. It was too damn smooth. He hated that as much as anything. A ship shouldn’t be this smooth. He should feel it rocking in the waves, feel the way the ocean pounded on the ship, but this thing…

      He stood on the deck, looking down at the berahn. “What?” he said.

      It felt strange talking to the talisman, but he was starting to get annoyed with the way it was staring at him. There was so much judgment in its eyes.

      The three attackers were bound to the mast and to one another, hands wrapped tightly. Even that hadn’t been enough when they had started to form more magic, forcing him to feel like a butcher as he sliced the tendons in their hands, especially since he intended to keep them alive because he needed to question them. Honaaz refused to let anyone live if they could cause him trouble.

      The water splashed up over the deck, but he barely felt it.

      So smooth.

      As much as he hated to admit it, the ship was skillfully made. And this was the kind of ship that even his uncle would have appreciated.

      A dark shape in the water caught his attention. Honaaz had been using the owl talisman to help him see against the darkness of night. He hadn’t sailed around the section of land before, and didn’t want to be caught up in rocks or anything dangerous, so he had traveled through it carefully, but the owl talisman had permitted him to move faster than he probably would’ve felt comfortable doing otherwise.

      As he sailed, he noticed there were no other ships around. He expected that he would’ve seen them. He’d been careful to tie up the other two ships and secure them as well as possible so he could bring them back to the city with him. They would have a fleet if it came down to it.

      But for what purpose?

      “What?” Honaaz snapped at the talisman again.

      The berahn had pressed up against him and shoved him away from the wheel. His hand jerked, and the bow of the ship turned. Honaaz started to peel it back, when he realized that there was something out in the water he hadn’t noticed before.

      The talisman had guided them toward something out there?

      He squeezed the wheel and continued staring out, using the owl talisman to guide him. He couldn’t see much, at least not clearly, and he wasn’t sure what it was. The only thing he could tell with any real certainty was that it looked darker than the surrounding ocean. If he didn’t know better, Honaaz would’ve thought it was a small ship…

      Fuck.

      That was exactly what it could be.

      He’d been here long enough that he had started to forget about Biggins. The boat was actually the right size for the one that had brought Honaaz out to the island in the first place.

      He started to steer away, when the berahn rammed into him again. He grunted, looking down at the talisman. “What is it?” He couldn’t imagine that it would actually want him to help Biggins, would it?

      Then again, this talisman had acted strange ever since Honaaz had begun to interact with it. And increasingly, he started to think of the talisman as something more than he should. It was bone, but in his mind, it was almost as if the talisman were alive, and wanted him to know that.

      He jerked the wheel, swinging the ship and coming closer to the darkened shape on the water, until he neared it enough that he could see that it was indeed the vessel that had brought him out to the island.

      It was capsized.

      Serves that bastard right.

      Part of the boat looked as if it had been burned, which surprised Honaaz.

      He looked over to the talisman. “See that? Well, maybe you don’t, but he’s gone. Not a thing I can do for him now.”

      The berahn pushed its head up against Honaaz’s leg and forced him to the railing. The ship circled slowly. He didn’t like leaving it adrift like this, but he looked down, saw the charred surface of the smaller vessel, and then turned back to the berahn.

      “What do you want me to do? There’s nothing here? He’s ground—”

      Just as he said it, he heard a soft thumping sound coming from the other vessel. Could the bastard have lived?

      Honaaz looked over. “Fine. But if this ship leaves me…”

      He tied a loop of line to the railing, wrapped one end around his ankle, and unsheathed his sword. Then he jumped.

      He landed atop the capsized vessel, then began to batter at it. He heard nothing at first. Then there came a dull knock in response.

      “Biggins?”

      “Honaaz?” The other man’s voice was startled, and somewhat weak.

      “You fucking left me behind.”

      “I didn’t! I was washed away. Then capsized. I couldn’t do anything.”

      “The fuck you couldn’t,” Honaaz muttered.

      He looked back at the ship, feeling tension on the line wrapped around his leg, which suggested that he didn’t have much time. He could practically feel the berahn watching him, as if it were just waiting on him. And judging him. That might be the worst part. Feeling judgment from a piece of bone didn’t feel right.

      “Get out of the way of the middle of the boat,” Honaaz said.

      He gave it a second, then took his bone sword and jammed it into the wood—which parted far more smoothly than he would’ve expected. It was like cutting through mud, but not at all like cutting through wood the way it should be. The bone blade was far more capable than he would’ve ever thought.

      He created an opening large enough to look down into. He backed away, half expecting that Biggins might strike out at him, and waited.

      When Biggins’s hollow-eyed face poked up through the opening, he glanced around. “How did you…” He looked past Honaaz. “What is that?”

      “My ship. Now, am I going to have trouble with you?”

      “I didn’t abandon you,” Biggins said.

      Honaaz grunted. He would have to wait to be the judge of that, especially as he wasn’t exactly sure, but he did feel a bit of hesitation in assuming that. What reason would Biggins have for leaving him behind, anyway? None, really.

      “Get out of there.”

      Biggins looked at the ship again, and took a breath before turning back to Honaaz. “I don’t suppose you have any ale on your ship?”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz grumbled.

      When Biggins climbed out, Honaaz grabbed the line tied to his ankle and pulled them closer and closer to the other ship. As they neared, Biggins stood.

      “I’m first,” Honaaz said.

      Biggins glanced at the line, then at Honaaz. He seemed like he wanted to say something, but he only nodded.

      Honaaz jumped. He was careful not to push off too much, not wanting to send the small, damaged vessel floating too far out to sea. Once he did, he quickly undid the loop of line from his ankle and tossed it over to Biggins, who caught it easily and pulled himself aboard the ship.

      Biggins’s gaze went immediately to the bound-and-gagged captives. “Who—or what—are those?”

      “Just three fuckers I dealt with. Now, are we going to have any trouble here?”

      “I told you, Honaaz. I didn’t—”

      “Yeah. That’s what you’re trying to tell me, but I don’t know that I believe you. Anyway, we’ve got to get back to the city. If I’m not wrong, it’s going to be under attack.”

      “From what?”

      Honaaz nodded to the three captives. “More like them.”

      He let out a frustrated sigh, and then he began to steer back toward the city. It was late and dark, but thankfully, the light of the city made it easy enough for him to navigate toward it. He didn’t know these waters well, and he held on to the owl talisman. He remained focused, staring at the lights, and was only disrupted from his reverie by Biggins elbowing him.

      “What’s that?”

      The berahn pushed on him at the same time. It surprised Honaaz that Biggins hadn’t made any comment about the talisman. Maybe he’d seen them around the city and wasn’t nearly as bothered by them as others would’ve been.

      “The city,” Honaaz said, shaking his head. “Figured you would be familiar with that.”

      “Not that.” Biggins pointed out toward the open water. “That.”

      Honaaz looked out at the water, and when he did, he realized what Biggins was referring to: three darkened shapes.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      He had been concerned that they were going to be under attack, and now he might already be too late.

      But three ships…

      He might actually be able to handle that. He had done so with two, hadn’t he? A third…

      He had to work quickly. Honaaz didn’t know how much power was left in the bone blade before it began to fade into nothingness. He had to think there was still enough power that he could use it, but if not, he couldn’t just do nothing. The city needed help, and Honaaz didn’t dare leave it behind.

      He looked over to Biggins. Unfortunately, he was going to have to rely on this man to help him, but Honaaz didn’t know if he could trust him. He certainly didn’t know if he could rely on him if things came down to a fight.

      “Can you handle yourself?” Honaaz asked. “I need to know, because we’re going there.” He pointed away from the ship, motioning toward one of the bound captives.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not letting them get to the city.” He looked over to the berahn. “Well? What do you think?”

      The talisman looked up at him but didn’t say anything, though he didn’t really expect it to do much of anything.

      Biggins watched him, and Honaaz realized that he must have gotten a little crazed in the time he’d been stranded on the island. It didn’t take long for a person to start losing their mind. He’d seen that with others they had found adrift over the years. Even a day or two where you thought you might not make it to shore was enough for your mind to start going to some dark places.

      And this talisman certainly didn’t make it any easier for Honaaz. He had found himself talking to the damn thing, thinking that maybe he could get it to tell him something, even though there shouldn’t be anything it could tell him.

      As he neared the first of the ships, he looked over to Biggins. “You have this one.”

      “What makes you think I’m not just going to steer away from you? What if I head back?”

      “Then I come for you. I hunt you down. And I drive my blade into your belly. Do you hear me? I captured those three fucks right there,” he said, motioning to the captives, “and I left a half a dozen more dead on their ships. So don’t go thinking I have any problem guarding you like I did the others.”

      Biggins stared at the captives, then nodded slowly. “And if something happens to you?”

      “Then you can run,” Honaaz said.

      He gathered himself and then grabbed the berahn, scooping it up under his arm. He found it to be surprisingly heavy, though as he held it, the talisman started to get lighter and lighter, as if it could control its own weight.

      Then he jumped. He was carried above the water, and he ignored it for a moment, until he crashed down on the deck of one of the ships.

      Maybe nine people.

      They hadn’t been paying attention to him. They were watching the city, and hadn’t seen that Honaaz was gliding toward them.

      He released the berahn, which went on a rampage, lunging toward the first of them and ripping through their chest. Blood stained its jaw.

      Honaaz frowned. The berahn moved more fluidly than it had when he had first seen it. By the time he had turned to look at the other people on the ship, the berahn had already moved on.

      Maybe the fighting made the creature stronger. He tried not to think about what that meant for it. Same damn witchcraft that Lily had been fighting.

      One of the others began to bring their hands up, but Honaaz whipped his blade through both wrists before they had a chance to do so, following it with a knee to the chest that sent them stumbling and staggering across the deck. They crumpled, falling into one of the others. Honaaz spun around, bringing his fist to connect with the jaw of another, and then he turned, only to hit some invisible wall.

      He took a quick look around.

      The berahn had brought down three others, meaning there were two remaining.

      One of them had a long leather jacket hanging to their ankles. He had dark hair, darker eyes, and looked positively ancient. He held one hand out, pointing at Honaaz, looking almost bored as he did.

      This one would be powerful. Maybe he could get answers from him.

      Honaaz tried to move his blade, but it was trapped down. Everything he attempted to do failed.

      Fuck.

      Had he gotten a little too confident with what he might be able to do to escape?

      He should know better. He had seen how powerful these attackers were, and he had barely escaped that. He should’ve gone onto shore.

      But he was here now. And if he could stop this, he might be able to get answers from them. The other person came toward him, moving steadily. He stopped just in front of the invisible barricade that Honaaz couldn’t penetrate, looked at the blade in Honaaz’s hands, before glancing up at him.

      “Who are you?” the man said.

      Honaaz grunted. “The person who’s going to cut off your legs.”

      The man sneered at him. “Who are you?” he said again.

      “Fuck. You.”

      Honaaz had a resistance to magic, but it wasn’t working. They were using magic against him that his own resistance—magical or otherwise—didn’t protect him from. And it didn’t have to.

      “Any time now,” Honaaz said, snapping at the berahn.

      He had no idea if it would make any difference, but there was a cry, and then a soft thump as the other person on the deck of the ship fell.

      Honaaz looked over at the talisman. “Well. Seems like that’s taken care of.” He turned his attention back to the man. “Looks like the two of us get to talk,” he said, offering a hint of a smile.

      Honaaz tried to slash the sword through the protections holding him, but energy pushed against him. The man stopped in front of him, holding his hands outstretched at his sides, regarding him for a long moment.

      “You are far from your home. Far from where you are permitted to wander.”

      “Permitted?” Honaaz spat.

      He had to wait. If he waited long enough, he believed the berahn talisman would come up behind the man, and might even be able to do something. The problem was that Honaaz didn’t know exactly what the berahn could do against somebody like this. Maybe attack, but it might not be enough.

      The man didn’t even move. He didn’t seem like he had to. His control over whatever power he possessed was more than the others. Still, his magic held Honaaz.

      Worse, Honaaz could imagine Biggins fucking leaving him now. He would see that Honaaz was trapped and would probably run, taking the other ship and disappearing, thinking he had already been captured.

      And he had been.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz ignored the man and focused on the sword. He knew the blade would somehow give him amplified strength, and he could use that for him to fight through the hold on him.

      As he squeezed the blade, he could feel it starting to tremble. Something within him also started to tremble.

      The man regarded him. “You won’t be needing that.” Then he moved his hand with little more than a flick of his wrist, as if waving at Honaaz with two fingers.

      The bone blade shattered.

      Some part of Honaaz felt it, as though it were connected to him physically. He staggered, and slammed into something behind him as well. He was completely encased in power.

      The man smiled. “Now. What have you done to the others?”

      “Gutted them,” Honaaz said. If he was going to fucking die, then he was going to die snarling.

      Maybe he could make enough noise to alert Lily about what was coming. She had to know. She needed to know.

      The berahn howled suddenly. Honaaz tried to turn, but the sound did nothing to free him. He ended up looking at the sky. A shadow moved overhead, dark and unlike any bird he’d ever seen. The movements were strange.

      Then a splash of water came near him.

      The attacker looked at him for a second and then turned away, heading to the railing and peering down at the water. He waved one hand, but Honaaz ignored that, trying to focus on what he could do to break free of this trap. As the man started toward him, something struck the ship.

      It felt like an explosion. They rocked violently, and the attacker staggered, falling to the deck. The moment of distraction was enough. Honaaz shattered whatever magical binding was wrapped around him, and he jumped on the man, but he did not jump alone. The berahn did so as well, landing atop him. Honaaz drove his fist down, pushing with as much strength as he had ever summoned before, and crushed the man’s chest.

      The berahn crouched on top of him, then glanced up at Honaaz.

      “Well,” Honaaz muttered. “That was fucking awful.”

      The ship shook, and he could feel it taking on water. He’d been on ships that had sunk before, though never like this. This felt like something had blasted a hole in it.

      Who could have done that?

      Honaaz staggered to his feet just as another blast struck.

      The ship nearest them rocked violently. They were under attack.

      He looked out over the water. Surprisingly, Biggins remained close by.

      “Get closer,” Honaaz shouted.

      Biggins turned to him. His eyes were wide.

      “Get the fucking ship closer,” Honaaz yelled.

      Biggins jerked the wheel, and he gradually came closer. Honaaz grabbed the talisman and then jumped, not waiting for Biggins to make it all the way over to him. He landed in a roll on the deck of the ship.

      “Back to shore,” he said. “Fast.”

      “Why?”

      Honaaz looked back. They were struck by another blast, though it was a little less violent than the last. “Because something is attacking, and I don’t want to be anywhere near here when it hits.”

      There was more than just that. As Biggins steered them away, toward the city, Honaaz watched the three ships sink.

      Thankfully.

      But how many were coming? And what of the Tallow?

      They had power enough to shatter his bone sword, so what would they do to the other talismans? Would they even be enough?

      He looked up at the mysterious circling bird. That had to be Lily. Which meant that the attack on the ships was her. That wasn’t the kind of magic he had ever seen from her before. Had she learned something in the brief time he’d been gone?

      As he tore his gaze away from the bird, he noticed seven more ships making their way toward the city.

      How were they going to be able to stop that?
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      An overwhelming sense of weakness worked through Lily. She’d felt that a few times, though it had been a while since she had pushed herself this hard. Most of the time, she made a point of avoiding pushing herself to this point, as there were dangers in doing so. She had learned those lessons early on. When she had first understood her connection to the art, her mother had warned her about pouring too much of herself into a creation.

      “I see what you’ve done there,” her mother had said one night while they were sitting by the fire, someplace outside the city of Hulan. The people there had not been all that receptive to them coming, which irritated Lily, probably more than it should.

      “What am I doing?” Lily had asked.

      She set down the piece of art she’d been working on. She had been using sticks, a few blades of grass, and even a flower, though nothing had really felt quite right until she worked with a bit of fox bone she had found. At that point, she had started to feel the art flowing for her in a way it had not otherwise. She carved the fox bone, mixing it with the others, but it felt almost as if they wanted to be separate. Her mother had told her to use those feelings because they were going to help her create more effective art, but anytime she tried to use what she felt, including things such as mixing bowls or other items like that, she was warned that she was creating something dangerous.

      “I can see how much of yourself you’re putting into it. You have to be careful,” her mother said. She rested her hands on her lap as she looked around the campsite. Everything was quiet, though Lily kept waiting for one of the other children to come and distract her. They hadn’t. Probably because she was sitting with her mother, and very few people wanted to interrupt her. “You’ve chosen to mix in a little bit of saliva.”

      Lily looked down. She had spit into her hands, but that was the only way she’d been able to get the grasses to bend the way she wanted them to without breaking the stems. “Wasn’t I supposed to?”

      Her mother smiled slightly. “There isn’t anyone to tell you what you are or are not supposed to do. I just noticed what you were doing.” She turned her attention back to her own art. She had deft hands, and her fingers worked through the grasses, bending strand after strand and weaving them together far more skillfully than Lily ever would be able to. “But when you add a part of yourself, whether it be tears, saliva, or—”

      “Blood?”

      Her mother looked up. “Even blood. That tends to pour too much of yourself into the art. It begins to veer away from our art, and into something else.”

      The fire crackled, and though it was warm, the conversation left a chill in Lily. She shifted the pale yellow dress that she wore, one that was several sizes too large and that she was promised she would grow into.

      “I’m just trying to make anything I can,” Lily said. “I don’t know what will work, or if any of it will even make a difference, just that…” She looked back down at her hands, at the art she had begun to weave, and she shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to make something.”

      “You should never question that. There’s no reason for you to feel any sense of shame at what you have made.”

      Shame?

      The only thing Lily felt any shame in was that she had to use some of these other items in her art. The fox bone had seemed to work the best for her, though any time she started to work with bone, her mother, in particular, had tried to steer her away, wanting her to choose a different technique.

      And she understood that, especially as she knew that bone carried with it the essence of the source in a way that other things simply did not possess. Bone could be fickle, but it was also much more powerful. Why did her mother not want her to use it?

      “What could happen?” Lily asked.

      “If you give too much of yourself to the art, you could become a sacrifice.”

      Lily’s breath caught. “Who would do such a thing?”

      Her mother paused, looking up at her again. “Many have tried to do various things over the years to enhance the type of art they make. Not all our people have chosen to use the art in ways that are beneficial, Lily. Some have chosen to use it in other ways.”

      The hegen were peaceful people. They had always prided themselves on that because it fit with their beliefs, but only partly related to that. There was also an aspect of the peacefulness that had come from the need for survival. The hegen prized art and what they could create, but others feared what they could do, how they could manipulate it, and how they could put a part of themselves into their art. Because of that, her people had to be careful with how they positioned themselves, and how they presented themselves to the world.

      “I won’t push too much of myself into it,” she told her mother.

      “I hope not. It would be a shame for us to lose you before you have a chance to show us the greatness that’s within you.”

      Lily looked over. “How do you know there’s greatness within me?”

      “I can feel it. When I see you, when I see what you have created and the way you look at the world, I can feel it. Then again, I suspect most parents feel that way.” She smiled. “We want to think our children have the greatness we have not achieved. And in you, Lily, I see real greatness. I see real potential. I see that you can do things we have never been able to accomplish.”

      Lily turned her attention back to her art, focusing on it, trying to make sense of what she might be able to carve out of the bone, but the conversation had distracted her, and she was no longer as confident in what she had been making.

      Perhaps that had been her mother’s intention. Maybe her mother had wanted to try to distract her, to keep her from using her saliva—and therefore, part of herself—in her art. Whatever reason it was, Lily had discarded the bone, incompletely formed. Even as she tossed it to the side, she couldn’t help but feel as if she had wasted an opportunity. Perhaps that was what her mother had wanted for her—to test her and see whether she was going to try to push too much of herself into a piece of art. To force Lily to abandon it.

      The voices swirled around her, but not the ones from her memory. Everything seemed dark. Her body ached, and her mind throbbed, and she was distantly aware of just how much she had pushed into everything she had done.

      “Where the fuck is she?”

      Lily heard Honaaz’s voice loud and clear, and she tried to open her eyes, but they didn’t respond the way they should. She knew what she had done. She remembered putting as much of herself as she could into those bone explosives, wanting to target the ships, but knowing she didn’t have enough power—or enough time—to matter. At this point, the only thing that would make a difference would be if they were to run.

      “Honaaz?” She tried to say his name, but all she seemed to do was mumble. Even if that was all she managed to do, though, she at least said something.

      Hands ran along her shoulders, down her arms, and then touched her face. They were gentle but enormous. Honaaz was always gentle with her. There were times when she wished he’d be a little rougher, but now was not one.

      “Lily? What the fuck happened?”

      “Art,” she said. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to say anything else, and she was happy that she managed to get out that one word.

      “Art?”

      She felt Honaaz turn, despite not being able to see him. “Who was with her? Who the fuck let her—”

      “I did this,” Lily said.

      His hands rested on each side of her face again. She appreciated the way he was cupping her cheeks, appreciated the strength in his hands, the warmth of his grip, and the fact that he wanted to offer her his protection, even though she wasn’t sure he could protect them from what was coming. She didn’t think anybody could.

      “We need to go,” she said. “More ships.”

      “I know there are more fucking ships,” Honaaz said. He cradled her, propping her up, and she felt herself being lifted.

      Only then did she feel a bit of strength. Not nearly enough for her to be able to use any of her hegen art, though enough that she felt like she might be able to react in some way. She tried to ignore the sudden swirl of movement, the wave of nausea coming, but Honaaz was turning in place.

      “Slow,” she said.

      She had to be careful. In the time she’d been dealing with these magic users and everything else that had come up ever since meeting Kanar, she had found herself pushing too much of herself into her art more often than she ever had before. At this point, Lily knew it was dangerous, but she also didn’t know when she would be able to refrain from doing it. At what point could she cut back?

      “How are you here?” she finally managed to ask.

      “Fucking Biggins,” he muttered.

      “Biggins?”

      She blinked. Everything was blurry around her, but it seemed as if there was more light than before. How long had she been unconscious?

      “He took me out to the island,” Honaaz said. “Thought I might see something. I saw the temple, but it’s broken. There were ships on the other side of the island, though. Got one, used that. Found a couple more on my way here.”

      “I attacked,” she said.

      Honaaz snorted. “I know you fucking attacked.”

      Her vision started to clear, and she peered up at him. His face was bruised, and he had a look of determination in his eyes that she had not seen from him in quite a while. It was almost as if he was angry, though she wondered if it was because of her or some other reason. What would she have done that would’ve angered Honaaz like that?

      “I was on the ship when you attacked it,” he said. “You saved me.”

      “See? You need me.”

      “You’re damn right I need you. Now stay awake.”

      “It’s hard,” she said. Somehow, him holding her seemed to give her more strength, though. It made it easier for her to keep her eyes open—much easier than it had been without him. She started to feel like she might actually be able to stay awake for a while. “I pushed too much of myself into the art. It’s dangerous. I was taught that when I was younger.”

      “We have a few more ships we have to deal with.”

      “How many?” Lily asked. When he didn’t answer, she pressed him. “Honaaz?”

      “About a dozen,” he said.

      “We won’t be able to deal with a dozen.”

      “Not with that attitude.”

      Lily started to move, shaking herself free of his grip. She wanted him to cradle her, but at the same time, she knew she couldn’t stay here. If she did, she would only be helpless, and she hated being helpless. She needed to get on her feet, and she needed to figure out what was happening so she would know how she was going to stop whatever was coming.

      If she could stop it.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “You’re not ready.”

      “Honaaz…”

      He let out a heavy breath. “Well, there were some magic users. Don’t really know what they were. Weather Watchers, something like the Alainsith, I don’t know. Whatever they were, they were powerful.”

      “How did you get away?”

      He wrinkled his face, looking pained while trying to come up with an answer, before he glanced over to the side. Lily followed the direction of his gaze, and she realized there was a white creature—a berahn—crouched next to him.

      It took her a moment to realize it wasn’t real.

      “Did Odell carve that for you?”

      “Who? No. You did.”

      “I wouldn’t have carved anything like that. I don’t have that level of detail.”

      “He didn’t look that detailed at the beginning,” Honaaz said. “It’s only been since… Well, you’re probably not going to like this, but it’s only been since he started ripping apart some of the magic users. The damn thing keeps getting bigger and stronger and more lifelike. At first, I thought it was because of me, but while you were out, several others have said the same thing, so I think it means it’s changing.”

      Lily pushed off on Honaaz’s chest, hating that she had to move away from him, but needing to stand. She wobbled for a moment, resting one arm on his, feeling the strength beneath her hand. She placed her other hand on top of the bone talisman—if it could even be called that any longer. She wasn’t sure what to refer to this thing as. Not a talisman, which was little more than bone and art. In some regards, this was much larger, much more powerful, than anything she had ever made before. She couldn’t even fathom how it existed.

      “Honaaz…”

      “I know,” he said.

      “How is this possible?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

      “It looks—”

      “He.”

      She crouched down. “Fine. He looks so real.” Now that her vision had started to recover, and she was more awake, she had the distinct sense of the energy coming off the berahn, but it was more than just that energy. She could feel something else from the berahn, though she wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It was almost as if she was supposed to feel that energy, and to feel something else. It connected to her, but it was also connected to Honaaz.

      That didn’t surprise her one bit. Honaaz had a measure of magic to him, despite how he had always tried to deny it. She had known that from the first moment she’d met him. It had taken her a while to realize what it was, and to understand that connection, but he had a resistance to magic, though it was not one he could use.

      But what was a magical resistance other than magic itself?

      “So this talisman helped you?” she asked.

      “If I didn’t have him, I wouldn’t have pulled through. Unfortunately, I lost my sword.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s the one you made for me,” Honaaz said. “I thought it would stay strong, sort of like the berahn did, but one of the men I faced was just too powerful.”

      “Then how did you get away?”

      He pointed to her. “When you did something to the ship, he got distracted. Then he ended up with my fist through his chest. Well, and my little buddy here.” He patted the berahn almost as if he were a real pet.

      Lily found herself smiling, unable to shake the bizarreness of that, though the more she looked at the berahn, the easier it was for her to see him as the lifelike creature he was. At what point would it become self-sustaining?

      “What’s happening now?” she asked.

      Honaaz slipped his arm through hers, and he guided her forward. The berahn stayed with them, loping alongside, and they moved carefully toward the shore. As they did, Honaaz finally slowed, motioning outward.

      They were standing on a rocky section of the coast, and from here she caught the lantern light behind her, reflecting off the water in a cascading series of orange and white. Some of the moonlight glowing in the distance drew her attention as well, enough so that she could see much better than before. Honaaz slipped something into her hand, and she looked down, realizing it was an owl talisman. She squeezed it, worried that she was going to have to give some of herself to it, but her vision suddenly brightened. Everything around her intensified, and she could make out the water in the distance.

      “I saw several ships out there before I passed out,” Lily said.

      “You saw them?”

      She tapped her head. “I made a talisman that was different than the others I’ve made before, and I could see through that. I don’t know what happened to it. I can’t see quite like I did then. Maybe passing out took that from me.”

      Then again, having the hawk-owl talisman combination would’ve been helpful for her, but it would’ve faded the moment her own strength waned. It would’ve been dependent on her, and without her to help fuel that talisman, the other wouldn’t have been able to survive.

      “I think I saw it,” Honaaz said. “When I was on the ship, there was a shadow overhead. I wondered if it was you. It wasn’t like anything I’ve seen you use.”

      “It is different.”

      “Can you make more like that?”

      “Not right now,” she said, smiling tightly. “And we’re starting to run low on the kind of prizes we’ll need.”

      They didn’t have enough Alainsith bone to carve. Without that, Lily might still be able to make art, and it would be powerful in a specific way, but it would never be as powerful as it could be if she had Alainsith bone. They had brought some with them, but she had been carving through it all, to the point where now she had nothing left that would have that same strength.

      “I could help with that,” Honaaz said.

      “Even if we have some, I’m not sure it will make a difference. I don’t have enough time or energy to do it.”

      “They haven’t started attacking just yet.”

      “They haven’t?”

      Honaaz shook his head. “Not yet. I don’t know why. Something is holding them out there. Maybe your attack, and mine. Gave them reason to think twice about pushing forward to the city. But there are a dozen ships.”

      Lily felt her strength returning, and she was able to stand more steadily. She still held the owl talisman, and she squeezed it so she could look out over the water. A dozen or so ships were waiting, like Honaaz had said—and like what had happened in Sanaron.

      The attack would be the same.

      Why here, though?

      What was it about this city, and this place, that was important? Maybe nothing, Lily decided. It could be that this was an easy point of entry. Or maybe they were after something—or worse, someone.

      She wasn’t willing to stick around to find out. They had to get to safety, but not by sea. Not through that blockade. That meant going inland. They had traveled far enough that going north wouldn’t be easy either. And these attackers had obviously intended to send the Bloodless inland. There had to be some reason.

      Maybe it was because of the Alainsith, but even if so, she wasn’t sure why.

      Honaaz stared out at the water, his brow creased and his hands clenched. He hadn’t told her everything about what he had faced, but she needed to know more so she could make a plan.

      “Suggestions?” she asked.

      “You want me to tell you what to do?”

      “No,” she said, a little more forcefully than she intended, before shaking her head and looking over at him. “I want to talk through it. We go by ground, and we get chased. Right?”

      “We don’t know,” Honaaz said.

      That was to say nothing about the demons she had been warned about, though she still didn’t know what that meant. “If we go by sea, we have to hope that we can outrun them.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We don’t have enough ships to move people, and even if we did, we’d have to fill them. That would weigh us down, and we’d be too slow.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” Lily asked.

      Violence sparked in Honaaz’s eyes. The berahn made a strange whistling sound. She’d never heard any of the talismans make noises before. Maybe this one really was becoming alive in a way that the others were not.

      “There’s only one thing we can do.” Honaaz turned his attention to the water, staring for a long moment. “We fight.”
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      The wind whipped around Kanar and the others, growing colder the farther north they were. He had been watching the waves as the four of them wandered along the shore, staying close to the rocky coast, which had given him a good vantage to look down and see the swirling water. There had been no sign of other ships.

      They had passed several more villages, and unfortunately, each had looked similar. In every one of them, they had found nothing more than death and destruction, and a sense that the people had been sacrificed for some other purpose. They had not encountered more animated corpses, thankfully, but he didn’t find answers as to why they had found any in the first place.

      It was because of witchcraft, he knew, but why had there been witchcraft out here?

      Jal had been working with him to better understand his sword, but Kanar had not learned what it needed for him to be the Bearer and gain a measure of control over it.

      That wasn’t to say he didn’t have any understanding of the power the sword granted. He did. He could feel it. When he focused on it, he recognized how the blade made him stronger, faster, and how it gave him better reaction times. There was a way for him to summon that power through the sword, and he thought he might be able to use it, but it proved challenging for him.

      “The berahn have been quiet,” Wular said.

      They sat in front of a bright, crackling fire for warmth, though Kanar had been initially concerned about it revealing their presence. Jal had not been, leaving Kanar thinking that perhaps he knew something about the berahn that Kanar didn’t.

      “They aren’t quiet, just… preoccupied,” Jal said.

      “Why this direction?” Kanar finally asked. If he wasn’t mistaken, they were heading north along the coast, rather than deeper into the Alainsith lands. There had to be some reason for that. “Why along the coastline?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I don’t hear anything in the song, but the berahn tell us that this is still the way we need to go. Besides, I find it refreshing.”

      “I find it annoying,” Kanar grumbled.

      Though he didn’t. Not really. He agreed with Jal that the mist was somewhat refreshing, and it reminded him a bit of Sanaron, though that also brought back concern about Morgan, whether anything had happened to her, and if there was anything more that he needed to be doing on her behalf.

      “The berahn still hunt, but they don’t talk to me as well as I had hoped,” Jal said.

      “They never talk,” Wular said.

      “You and I both know that’s not true.”

      Kanar looked over at Jal, frowning. “Do they talk?”

      “They can, though most of us are too ignorant to pay any attention, and very few of us know what to do or say so we can listen to them.” Jal shrugged. “She knows.”

      “If she knows, then wouldn’t she want to do something about it?”

      “Not her. Esmerelda.”

      Esmerelda pursed her lips. She had been looking like she was sucking on something sour over the last few days, though Kanar wondered how much of that was what they had experienced, and how much was because she was growing irritated with everything else. But it was more than just her sourness. She seemed bothered by Jal just as much as she was bothered by the rest of it. Maybe it was traveling with the Alainsith in general, but Kanar wondered if it was Jal in particular. Jal certainly was different than what Kanar would have ever believed any Alainsith were like.

      “I have heard them hunting,” Esmerelda said, glancing at Kanar. “I do not know what, only that I can hear them. I worry about the berahn, and about the call. I worry what it means. But mostly, I worry for Finn.”

      “Why?” Wular asked.

      “Something continues to spread, and if it’s tied to witchcraft—”

      “It isn’t the kind we faced in Reyand,” Kanar said.

      “As I was saying,” Esmerelda continued, “if it’s witchcraft, then it’s a form I’m not familiar with. That’s what bothers me.” She looked over to Jal, who was quiet. There was something in his silence that left Kanar wondering just how much he knew, and how much he was willing to share. “He keeps talking about the song, which is something my people are familiar with. We have a way of recording the past, keeping the hegen together, but I suspect what he describes is something else. Perhaps more impressive, and even more important, than what my people have.”

      “So what’s the truth of the connection between your people and the Alainsith?”

      “I don’t know exactly. We use power that’s similar to what they draw on, using the natural aspects of the world around us, but we don’t have the same innate connection they do.”

      Kanar arched a brow. “From what I’ve seen, you obviously do.”

      “Perhaps,” Esmerelda said, and she shrugged slightly. “We have always believed that the Alainsith were greater than us.” She pulled her cards out from her pouch, then flipped them over one at a time. “I was told that these cards are tied to their power, but now I begin to wonder if even that’s true. The connections we’ve seen and everything we have encountered are making me begin to ask about the truth I’ve long known.”

      Jal leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Firelight danced across his face, giving him a fiercer expression than what he normally wore. “I think you have part of it, but perhaps not all. To be honest, I don’t even know that I have the truth.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and he rocked in place, likely to whatever song it was that he was hearing. One only he could hear. “The answers come from the families. All of them. I can only speak of mine.”

      “You should not,” Wular warned.

      “Why does it matter? We’ve all taken this journey together, and we are all connected, are we not?” Jal gestured to Esmerelda. “She carries with her some of the power that our people have known. And he… Well, Kanar Reims is the Bearer. Why shouldn’t we share with him?”

      “You give away too much,” Wular said.

      “And I think we have held too much back. Our people didn’t always live in the trees. In fact, very few of our people are. The holdings you know are my family’s, but the structures you have seen around the rest of Reyand were because of another family. And then there were still others.”

      “Like in Sanaron?” Kanar asked.

      “Perhaps,” Jal said. “I’m not really sure. What we know about in Sanaron, and what we know about of the power they have are different. The one thing all families agree on is that there were seven sacred swords. Seven.” He looked over to Wular. “We know of three families. There had been stories about another, the Urashaln that had been lost, but that does not answer why we would’ve had seven swords.”

      “So you think there might be four missing families?” Kanar said.

      “I don’t know. The song about that is also gone. Perhaps those who can find it might be able to provide the answer.” He sounded sad, and a little annoyed.

      “Would your grandfather?”

      “Not the elder. Even if he did, I doubt he would’ve ever shared anything with us. He’s too stubborn,” Jal said. “But my other grandfather, the one who first taught me… He would have. He would have wondered. And he would’ve looked back.” He closed his eyes and began to whisper softly in a song. When he was finished, he opened his eyes, still rocking in place. “I keep focusing on my grandfather. That’s why I left, but now I begin to think that perhaps he knew. He would sing about the past, but he would also sing about the future.”

      “How could you know the future?” Kanar asked.

      “How can her cards reveal possibilities?” Jal replied. “This song guides us, Kan. This song has always guided us. As we pay attention to it, when we listen to it, we can find places and ways for it to carry us. If we were to hear it carrying us, we might even be able to follow it.” He flashed a smile. “At least, that’s what my grandfather used to claim. So many believed him to be a little touched. ‘Senile,’ I think they called it, though I don’t know that any of our people ever got to that point. But I always enjoyed my time around him.”

      Esmerelda looked over at him before continuing to flip her cards. “You think these could be something else?” she asked.

      “We’ve always known about another family, one that was missing from the song. They have been referred to as the Lost. The fourth family. But—”

      “You have seven blades,” Esmerelda said.

      Jal shrugged. “We’ve seen no sign of them. At least, I have long believed that we had no sign of them, but now, given the different writings and indications that there were more than that once, all of it leaves me wondering if that’s what the berahn have brought me toward.”

      “But the kingdom has long waged war with the Alainsith,” Kanar said.

      “It has,” Jal said. “But what kingdom? And which family of Alainsith?”

      “Reyand.”

      Kanar thought about what he knew of his histories, though he had never been a historian. He knew some of the stories that had been shared of their people, and what they had experienced. It was easy enough for him to think back and believe he could come up with those details, and though he didn’t know how everything might be connected, he wondered if perhaps he knew the truth.

      History was told by the victors. That was obvious. But history also changed over time. That was something Morgan had taught him. Lessons people knew with absolute certainty one year became things they had questions about later. And the more that history became little more than a reflection in the mirror, the more difficult it became to know the truth of those answers. Perhaps that was what Jal implied now.

      Kanar looked over to Esmerelda. “Did you know?”

      “There have been some among my people who have believed that we had a connection to the Alainsith, but I would say that very few believed that connection to be anything direct. Those of us who have the art like I do feel as if we have a greater connection, but again, I’m not sure what that might be, and I don’t know what that connection holds. All I do know is that we have long understood that our people have been linked to them.” She sat back, turning her cards over and staring at them as if she could find answers.

      Kanar wondered if there were going to be any there, or if there was anything she might even be able to find. How was she handling all this?

      He wasn’t connected to the Alainsith that he knew of. If the people of Reyand were somehow part of the Alainsith, or even branched off from them, then perhaps they were all related in some way.

      He leaned back and pulled out his sword to rest it on his lap. He had taken to doing that at night, partly because he wanted to see if he could understand anything within it, but partly because he had begun to feel like Jal was right. If he was connected to the blade—and truly was the Bearer—then Kanar needed to better understand what it meant for him to master that. Kanar had failed so far, and he was worried that he was upsetting Jal.

      They fell into silence, and after a while, everybody settled in for the night.

      Kanar awoke in the morning to a low, mournful howl. It took him a moment to reorient himself, and he realized that the sound came from the berahn. He looked over and found Jal sitting before the fading remains of the fire with his eyes closed, rocking in place while his lips moved. He was following the song. Wular sat across from Jal, swords sheathed but with hands near the hilts, ready as she often was, but she made no attempt to draw her blades.

      Esmerelda was resting quietly. At least, she seemed to be, though Kanar wondered if she was truly out, or if she was more troubled than she had been letting on.

      The howling continued long into the morning, until everybody was up. They started off, walking rather than riding the berahn, which Kanar thought would’ve been far easier than going by foot, but he agreed with Jal that they shouldn’t try to force the berahn into anything. If the creatures were not ready to guide them, then they should not make them.

      They followed the coastline. Waves crashed, spilling up toward the rocks. A sense of energy came from the ground below, but nothing more than that. As they made their way forward, Kanar kept waiting for the berahn to return, but they didn’t. They stayed away, giving them space and distance, and kept them from getting too close.

      The landscape started to shift as the day went on. The trees were no longer as tall as they had been around Jal’s home. The ground was rockier, covered with dry grasses and an occasional clump of bushes or cluster of flowers. There was an emptiness that seemed to permeate everything around him.

      Kanar glanced over to Esmerelda. She was attuned to the world. “Everything feels a little unusual,” he said.

      “It is.”

      She had been weaving her items like she had been the entire time they’d been walking. She kept slipping some onto her wrists or taking others off, leaving Kanar wondering if they were spent or if she was simply trying to optimize them in some way.

      He wasn’t sure what she did with all those different items, nor did he know what they did for her. She hadn’t replaced the ones she had given him, though. He still wore them on his wrist, all the way up his forearm, though he didn’t feel anything from them. She had claimed they were some sort of protection, and he knew better than to turn down any protection he was offered, magical or otherwise, especially given the kinds of things they had been dealing with.

      “I keep waiting for the berahn to return,” Kanar said. “Jal says they’re hunting. Can you tell anything?”

      “The berahn are interesting. These are not at all like I was taught,” she said. “My people don’t often get to see them. We hear of them. We don’t ever see tracks, or anything that shows us a sign of them, but we are aware of them.” She took a deep breath, and she slipped another woven bracelet onto her forearm, twisting it until it was secured. “Other than that, I can’t tell anything more here.”

      “Why does Jal bother you?” he asked her.

      Up ahead, Jal stiffened a little bit, but it wasn’t much. Kanar wasn’t sure how much Jal was hearing, though he was Alainsith, so it was entirely possible that he heard everything. He certainly often saw everything.

      “It’s not him,” she said.

      “It’s partly him,” Kanar said. “You don’t have to deny it. I don’t think you’re going to offend him either. Jal is just Jal. He’s the same person I’ve known ever since I met him in Sanaron, but—”

      “He’s not the same person you met, is he? The man you met was an archer and a farmer, but he is now an Alainsith descended from one of the greatest of their people. Seeing him like this is…” She shook her head. “I suppose all I can say is that it’s unusual.”

      “Does it bother you that he doesn’t take things as seriously as you would like?”

      “It has nothing to do with that. I believe he’s tracking something, but I also believe he’s not sharing everything.” Esmerelda pulled the cards out of her pocket again and began to flip through them. Ink swirled across them. “This song. I don’t know what to make of it. Maybe the only thing I’m struggling with is what has changed, and how much more might still change. Maybe the reason the cards have been unreliable is because the song has shifted. And perhaps the song has shifted because those who sing it, and those who are influencing it, have come back.” She took a deep breath and then stuffed the cards back into her pocket. “Or maybe none of it matters. Maybe all we need to know is that the cards, and the song, are not as we have always believed.”

      They walked on for a little while longer. She paused now and then to pluck a flower or pick up a stone, only to continue working on her art. Every so often, another mournful howl would ring out, though it was distant enough that Kanar wasn’t sure if the creatures were trying to leave them behind, or if they truly were trying to guide them ahead like Jal claimed. If they were going to leave them behind, then Kanar and Esmerelda would have a long walk back to Reyand.

      It was late on the second day after learning about the different Alainsith families when Kanar felt some odd stir deep within him.

      He wasn’t sure what it was, only that some part of him seemed to react to something they encountered. He looked up, and no one else appeared to recognize it. He swept his gaze out over the sea, wondering if there was a ship or something else that might’ve alerted him, but there was nothing. It felt like instinct—the same instinct that had helped him as the Blackheart, now warning him of something he could not quite identify.

      “What’s bothering you, Kanar?” Jal asked.

      “I don’t know. I feel something.”

      “Perhaps there’s nothing here, or perhaps you feel what the berahn have been following.”

      “We haven’t seen anything,” Kanar said.

      “But we heard them.”

      Maybe that was it. Maybe he was connected somehow. Or perhaps the blade—seeing as how he was the Bearer—was calling to him in a way.

      Jal kept speaking about the song, though Kanar couldn’t hear it. Maybe if he could, and if he began to understand just what Jal thought he needed to know about it, there might be something he could use to explain it, but unfortunately…

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure how he could hear the song.

      Regardless, he still felt something unusual. The longer he tried to make sense of it, the harder it was for him to understand or uncover anything that might be useful for him.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He tried to push everything out, but he could not.

      That sense of energy still lingered all around him, and it was within that sense that Kanar felt like the answers needed to be. Something was off. And if he were still with the Realmsguard, he would’ve called it instinct. But now that he was here with Jal and Esmerelda and Wular, going on a dangerous journey and heading… the gods only knew where… he found himself wondering if it really was instinct, or if it was what Jal spoke about.

      Perhaps it was the song.

      If that was the case, then what did it mean?

      And could he find a way of actually hearing it?
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      Kanar couldn’t get the sound of berahn bellowing out of his mind. They’d been crying like that for the last few days, long enough that he tried to ignore it, but he found that it filled every thought, waking or otherwise, so that he felt like he was part of the pack. He wondered if he was the only one bothered by it, especially as Jal and Wular didn’t seem to be. Esmerelda had been quiet, and she had been spending every waking moment weaving something together. For the most part, she used grasses, though when they passed by some tall, twisted trees, she would pause and cut a branch free, using that as she worked. She had woven what appeared to be a shirt out of grasses and branches and flowers, adding an occasional stone and then a few seashells as they found them along the shore.

      “What do you think you’re going to do with those?” Kanar asked her.

      She paused, looking back at him. “I don’t know. I keep studying my cards, though.”

      She’d pull out the stack and flip one after another slowly, and each one she turned over seemed to worry her. Kanar tried to understand what she was seeing so he could make sense of what bothered her, but he couldn’t tell.

      “What have you seen?”

      “Nothing stable,” she said. “Everything I see keeps sliding. I know you don’t get what that means, but know that it’s unusual. We have gone a long time without anything being stable, but it’s this slippery nature that has me truly alarmed.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She smiled at him. “Stop fighting what you must understand.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to understand,” Kanar said.

      She flicked her gaze over toward Jal, who jogged quickly with Wular. Kanar and Esmerelda rode atop the berahn, mostly so they could keep pace with the others. If Kanar had ever questioned if Jal had some ability that he didn’t, it was while watching him speed along the ground the way he was. Kanar wondered if he might be able to use his connection to the sword to keep pace, but if he were to do that, there was also the possibility that he would draw too much power through the blade and weaken himself. He had no idea how such things worked.

      But it wasn’t just about him. It was about Esmerelda keeping up. He wasn’t going to leave her behind, not the least because she was the one person with them that he felt like he understood. It left him strangely surprised that she was the one he was comfortable with.

      “You’re the Bearer,” she said. “That is all that matters, I suspect. There is real power in that sword, probably beyond what we can truly understand. The blades had been lost to the Alainsith, and if they have returned, the fact that you have become a Bearer is significant.”

      “I don’t know how to control the power in it,” Kanar said.

      “It has been my experience that sometimes you have to let the art flow through you. There are some who think to control the art, and others who let the art control them. Finding the balance is key.” She looked over to him. “When your friend uses the art, she has a particular intention behind it.”

      “Explosives,” Kanar said, laughing as he thought of Lily. It was easy to do that now, but it made him long for her presence. If he had Lily with him—and Honaaz, he had to admit—then he would feel as if he had his team in place, which would make going against any enemy far easier for him. “But you obviously have some intention in mind, as well.”

      Esmerelda looked down at the shirt she had made. It was surprisingly lovely, but that was mostly from the way the grasses were woven around the framework that the branches formed. A few flowers mixed in it gave it splashes of color, though Kanar had no idea how she had managed to make it look as if it draped over her body, appearing more like cloth than anything else. He had no notion of how she achieved that level of control.

      Then again, given what he had seen of Esmerelda, she’d probably tell him that it wasn’t a measure of control so much as it was the art controlling her.

      “I have some aspect in mind when I begin, though every hegen artist does. In this case, I was trying to create something protective.” She smiled, tracing her hand along the fabric, such as it was. “I wasn’t exactly sure what it might be, only that it called to me in a way I can’t quite explain.”

      “The defenses were calling to you?” He arched a brow, before reaching down and touching the sword. Was that what he had to do with the blade? Did he have to somehow let it decide? What use would there be in that? What he needed was something he could control so he could use it when he was called on to be the Blackheart, or whatever it meant for him to be the Bearer.

      “It’s something like that,” she said, “but you have to let the art guide you, while also giving it an idea of what you want from it. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really, but I never wanted to understand magic.”

      “Perhaps that’s your real mental block. You recognize that you have to have some understanding of the magic, but when you try to do so, you fail because you’ve resisted it for so long. Find your balance. You need to be the Blackheart, which I think is what you were hoping from the blade, but you also need to see what the blade wants from you as the Bearer.”

      “I need to be a balance of those two things,” Kanar said.

      “I don’t know. I’m not either of them. Only you can answer what’s inside you. And what it calls you to do.”

      The berahn howled again in the distance. The sound had become far more intense over the last few days, suggesting that they had caught the scent of something, but each time Kanar asked Jal about it, Jal made it clear that the berahn did not hunt the way other animals did. It wasn’t a matter of them catching a scent. They hunted by something more.

      “We should stop,” Jal called, slowing and looking back to Kanar.

      “I suppose it’s getting late,” Kanar said.

      “It is, but the berahn need to hunt.”

      Kanar frowned. “I could have sworn that was what they were doing. Unless you’re trying to tell me they were up to something else?”

      Jal laughed as he shifted his bow on his shoulder and looked off into the water, before turning his attention back to Kanar. “I think we need to work on you a little longer.”

      Kanar climbed down, patting the creature on its back before it bounded away. Esmerelda did the same thing, though she fixed her woven shirt so that it fit over her more carefully. When she was done, she looked at Wular, and they headed into the woods. The first time they had done that, leaving Kanar and Jal alone, he had wondered what they were doing. It wasn’t until they had returned with berries and shoots of edible plants that he had understood—they were gathering for their meal.

      “Esmerelda tells me to stop fighting the connection,” Kanar said.

      “Are you fighting?” Jal asked.

      Kanar shrugged. “To be honest, I didn’t think I was, but maybe I have been. She made a good point that I’ve lived so long fighting magic that it might be an internal battle I’m not even aware of.” That wasn’t exactly what she’d said, but Kanar had put it together, and it did make a certain sort of sense.

      “Kanar Reims, the Blackheart, fighter of magic,” Jal said, waving his hand as he bowed to Kanar. “And now you must be the Bearer, one who understands the power within the blade, and within yourself, so that you can know what it calls for you to do.”

      “What if it doesn’t call for me to do anything?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      Kanar gave a small frown. “I don’t know. I’m not necessarily convinced that the blade has called for me to do anything. It lets me summon power, but I don’t know that I would say it was calling on me.”

      “Then you should listen better. Perhaps it has a song of its own.”

      Kanar snorted. “Is that all?”

      “Of course. Listen, focus, and be ready for what it asks of you.” Jal stepped back, pulling the bow off his shoulder, and he tipped it toward Kanar. “While you focus on your connection, I will focus on mine. Are you ready?”

      Kanar had grown accustomed to this. It wasn’t so much that Jal wanted to fight with him as it was that Jal was trying to model some aspect of Alainsith technique. Jal wasn’t a swordsman. He was a skilled archer, but that was not something Kanar needed to master. He had wondered if perhaps he should listen to Wular, of all people, rather than Jal, but when he had asked her, she told him she had no idea what it meant to be a Bearer, and seemed irritated that he was. He had decided at that point to stop asking.

      “My grandfather taught me long ago that I needed to try to listen to the song,” Jal said. “You haven’t been raised to understand the song. I keep thinking that perhaps you might find some part of it helpful, though. The song can carry you through the whispers of what has come before you. If you try to listen, and if you can hear it, perhaps it will guide you the way you need to be guided.”

      Kanar smiled. “If only. It’s all so simple, isn’t it?”

      “You don’t need to be so dismissive,” Jal said.

      Kanar held the blade in front of him, not making any movements. His feet were planted, and he had positioned himself in such a way that he had given himself space on either side, the way Jal had suggested he needed to do. There was no reason for him to even move the blade, according to Jal, though every time Kanar thought he might try to summon some understanding or connection through the blade of the Blackheart, he found nothing.

      “I have to stop fighting,” he said, mostly to himself.

      “You have to embrace it, Kanar.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      “Then perhaps the blade should go elsewhere.” He said it softly. Kanar expected that Jal might smile the way he often did, but there was a serious look in his eyes—one that wasn’t always there.

      Jal stared at the blade and scratched at his chin, as if trying to solve a puzzle. Given what they had gone through together, and everything Kanar had thought to prove, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had failed Jal more than he’d ever believed he could.

      Jal finally took a deep breath, and he looked over to Kanar. “I don’t think you will fail. I believe you can do this. You’re the Blackheart, after all.”

      “Just being the Blackheart doesn’t mean I can do this,” Kanar said.

      “It means you’ve experienced it.”

      Kanar didn’t even know if that was true, or whether it even mattered, but he breathed out a heavy sigh, peered out into the distance, and focused on what he could feel in the blade.

      There was something in it. He believed that. He thought about what Esmerelda had said to him. He had to stop fighting, and he had to let the connection guide him, almost as much as he guided the connection.

      “We should rest,” Jal eventually said. He didn’t hide the disappointment in his voice.

      Once the others rejoined them, they ate. Afterward, Kanar leaned back against a tree, resting the blade on his lap as he drifted to sleep.

      Dreams came to him—those of his family, his sister, and even some of the battles he had been in when he was serving the Realmsguard as the Blackheart. Through it all, he heard the steady call of the berahn, almost as if they were creating a song that he was supposed to follow.

      When he came awake, the darkness was still in full. He looked over to the others, all resting quietly. He got to his feet, stood in the center of the small clearing with his eyes closed, and gripped his blade. He focused, trying to guide the energy within it, but that didn’t work. He knew there was power inside, and it connected to him, but what was it asking of him?

      There was something he had not tried before.

      He rocked in place and let the blade guide him, all while listening to the ongoing call of the berahn echoing out in the morning. Kanar recognized that the sound was different, though he was not sure why it had shifted so dramatically, but he could feel that some aspect of it had changed for him.

      “We should move.”

      Kanar’s eyes snapped open. He looked around, half expecting that there was something dangerous nearby, but all he saw was Jal tilting his head back, hand resting on his bow while he surveyed the landscape around them.

      “Can you hear it?”

      “The berahn call has changed,” Kanar said.

      “They’ve found something.”

      He looked toward the others. Esmerelda had sat up, twisting two of the bracelets on her wrists, and Wular had sprung to her feet, hands going to her swords but not unsheathing them.

      “What did they track down?” Kanar asked.

      “We’ll find out. Soon.”

      Jal started off, and Kanar jogged after him. Esmerelda kept pace, moving more quickly than he would’ve expected. He knew that shouldn’t surprise him, but it did.

      “Are you using something to help you move faster?” he asked her.

      “I was prepared for this,” she said.

      “I don’t suppose you have something else you can offer.”

      “You don’t need it, Bearer.”

      They followed the berahn, and Kanar could feel something changing. An energy in the air had started to shift.

      A strange yelp came from one of the berahn.

      Jal ripped his bow off his shoulder and went sprinting into the darkness. Wular immediately unsheathed her blades. Esmerelda looked over to Kanar.

      “You could stay back here,” he said.

      “I don’t know that it’s safe to,” she said.

      “I’m not sure it will be safe to go wherever we’re going.”

      “You’re the Blackheart. You will keep me safe.”

      “Jagger is not going to be pleased if you end up dead because of me.”

      “So don’t let me end up dead,” she said, smiling at him.

      He nodded and pursued the others. They reached the rocky shore, which began to level out as it headed toward a sandy beach. Several berahn approached what looked like six ships in this small cove, along with others in the distance. Lights flashed, and a mysterious energy crackled in the air.

      “Kanar,” Jal said, urgency in his voice.

      Kanar raced forward, catching up to him. Jal stood near a pair of trees, arrow at the ready, aiming out into the distance.

      “What is it?”

      “They’re not with us.”

      “Obviously.”

      “And they’ve taken control of the berahn,” Jal said.

      Kanar looked over. “What do you mean?”

      “That’s just it. They’ve taken control of them. Can you hear the song?”

      He shook his head.

      “Jal?” Wular asked, her voice soft, but there was a dark and dangerous energy there that Kanar had not heard from her in quite some time. “What should I do?”

      “They cannot have them.” Jal looked to Kanar, then to Wular, and finally to Esmerelda. “You must make a choice, as do your people. This is an invasion. We must stop it before it goes too far, and keep them from claiming the berahn.”

      “How?” Wular said.

      Jal glanced at Kanar. “We need the berahn.”

      He turned away, drew an arrow, and fired. There came a muted explosion, followed by a mournful howl. Then the berahn began to shriek.

      Kanar nodded to Esmerelda and squeezed his sword, before racing toward a battle he could not understand.
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      Lily found herself wishing she had Honaaz with her, but he was busy making preparations for the plan they had agreed on. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that it was the plan she had agreed to, as she wasn’t completely convinced that this was the right strategy, but Honaaz believed it to be.

      She was seated on the deck of the ship with a pile of bones in front of her, carving with intention. She needed to make blasting rods, talismans, and anything else that might be useful for the oncoming attack.

      None of it would be nearly enough, though, she feared.

      The other option would be to try to evacuate, but Honaaz had told her that they didn’t have time to, and she agreed with that. So they were stuck with this in-between strategy, relying on her art to protect them, the hegen, and all the townsfolk from these attackers.

      These Alainsith.

      She kept reminding herself of that, even if they were not the kind of Alainsith she had been raised to revere. Whatever they were, they were not her Alainsith.

      She was making another blasting rod, which was simple to carve and very nearly complete. She had learned that she could take a simple femur bone and split it into three different blasting rods, as long as she was careful with how she carved, and purposeful with the intent behind it. When it came to her art, the intention had proven the most important thing.

      Blasting rods were one means of attacking the Alainsith from a distance. She wasn’t sure they would work the way she hoped because she certainly wouldn’t be able to trigger them repeatedly, but given what she had seen from Honaaz and his new bone talisman pet, she had to believe that his own internal magic would be enough to activate one while not being overwhelmed by the power stored within it. Somehow, between her talismans and his magic, they had created something even more potent.

      Footsteps along the dock made Lily look up from her work. Isabel was jogging onto the ship. She swept her gaze around, then hurried to the port side where she could take a better look out over the water. She frowned, cupping a hand over her brow, and Lily realized she was holding one of her owl talismans. Isabel had hegen capability, Lily had confirmed, and increasingly, she began to wonder if Isabel might be able to learn to carve bone herself.

      And if not bone, then it was possible she would be able to carve other items and make art in some manner. Isabel had potential. Lily could feel it from her. That was what mattered to her, and it was what mattered to the hegen. If Isabel could come to terms with what that potential meant, and how she might be able to use it, then it could be even more useful for their people.

      “Lily?” Isabel said.

      Lily turned to her. “What is it?”

      Isabel pointed out to the water. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, you mean the ships that are coming in and making it look like we’re going to be attacked? That’s our newest dilemma, I suppose Honaaz would say. He managed to get back after being stranded on that island over there.” Lily gestured out in the distance. “He found several docked ships that were part of all this, and as he was making his way back here, he was attacked. I managed to intervene with one of these.” She held up the blasting rod, which Isabel might be able to use. That could be helpful. “Now we have an entire fleet bearing down on us. Probably the Tallow, or whoever she’s with. And likely the Alainsith, given Honaaz’s experience.”

      Isabel was quiet for a few moments.

      “I’m sorry, I know that’s a lot to take in—”

      “That’s not it,” Isabel said, turning to her. “I told you I was going to look and see if I could find any other human settlements, and I did. We raced along the road, but it just ends. There was something else out there, but now there’s not. It looks like it had once been Alainsith, but now it’s a pile of debris.”

      Lily straightened. “Debris kind of like what we were seeing in other places?”

      Isabel nodded. “Why do you think the Alainsith are targeting their own structures?”

      Lily wasn’t sure, but that bothered her, especially since Honaaz had mentioned something about that as well. If the Alainsith felt they needed to destroy their own structures, there had to be a reason behind it. In Sanaron, she would’ve thought it was tied to Morgan and her family’s ability to use the magic trapped in those buildings. Out here, though, Lily had a hard time thinking that anybody could do that, and they certainly wouldn’t be able to trap the Alainsith power hidden and stored inside those structures.

      Unless that power somehow prevented them from attacking.

      Odd, if that were the case.

      “What were you talking about?” Odell asked as he approached. He stood with his hands clasped in front of him, his satchel hanging over his shoulder. His hands were red and raw from carving, and though he was not any faster than he had been when Lily had met him, he was not quite the same perfectionist he’d been then. At least he was willing to leave the talismans in an incomplete form, just as long as they were functional.

      “Alainsith structures,” Lily said. “I don’t understand why they’ve been destroyed.”

      “Some of the structures that were targeted were old, right?” Odell said. “Similar to the ones targeted in Sanaron.”

      Lily nodded. “That’s what we believed. Not all the Alainsith buildings were destroyed.”

      “But around here—”

      “Around here, all of them have been,” she said.

      Odell looked out over the water. “I don’t know enough about the Alainsith, but I have heard rumors of a fourth family, one that was banished from these lands long ago. Stories, most likely.” He smiled, but it was a tight one, and there was a bit of fear in his eyes. “That family wanted to hold these lands, while the other three did not. They were exiled, or so the story says, which is why the Juut stand watch.” This time his smile did reach his eyes, though Lily wasn’t sure whether this was a true story or not. It was times like these when she wished she had Jal to ask. “The Alainsith don’t talk about such things, but it’s found in the writings. At least, it can be found if you know how to look. Our writing and theirs are not dissimilar.”

      Lily knew that, as it was part of the reason she was able to read many Alainsith writings, but not all of them. Some were old, and the writing had changed over the years.

      “Maybe they’ve targeted these buildings because they want to forget, or maybe because they’re angry at the other families that betrayed them.”

      “What does that mean for us?” Isabel asked.

      Odell shrugged. “It means we are caught in the middle, unfortunately. And all those who find themselves between the Alainsith in a battle for their lands will lose.”

      “Do you mind checking on the protections around the city?” Lily asked.

      “You don’t want to do it yourself?”

      “I think you’re probably much more of a perfectionist than I am, so if anybody is going to evaluate whether we’ve made the protections around the city as secure as we can, it will be you,” she said with a bit of a smile. “And I think you have the authority to direct the hegen to ensure that the talismans are activated.”

      That was the other part of the protections that Lily needed, and she wasn’t sure she felt comfortable being the one to ask the hegen to empower the talismans.

      Odell glanced over to her. “I think you hide from your destiny.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing offensive, Lily. It just means I think you are capable. Far more capable than you want to give yourself credit for. The people see this, and they follow you because of it. I will give the word, but I will tell the people that it’s your word I’m giving.” He said the last part with a wink, and started whistling as he made his way toward the gangplank leading down to the dock.

      Lily knew she was going to have to come to terms with what role she had within the hegen. Was she going to lead them? She certainly had been, though partly that was because of the ship, wasn’t it?

      But the people didn’t judge her for the talismans she made, nor did they judge her for the way she chose to protect them. Maybe that was enough.

      She was hegen, and she could be the kind of artist she had trained to become, and maybe that was also enough. Especially if she had Honaaz with her.

      She pulled out the hawk-owl talisman from her pocket and quickly activated it. As soon as it took to the air, Isabel joined her and looked up. “What is that?”

      “A new creation,” Lily said. “It flies and lets me see, and I don’t think it can be targeted quite as easily as some other things. It might be useful with what we have going on.”

      Through the connection, she was able to see the fleet out in the bay, simply waiting. There were more ships than there had been before, though Lily wasn’t sure what that meant, other than that the attack was going to be even tougher to defend against. She didn’t know if they were going to be able to avoid a brutal fight, or if she had enough strength to counter what was coming, even with her talismans. Their one hope was the hegen. Each of them had the same connection Lily did, and each might be able to activate her talismans—might being the operative word.

      The problem for Lily was that she worried that they were putting too much trust in possibilities, and didn’t know with any certainty whether it was even going to work. She didn’t want to rely on her talismans to protect her people against the onslaught that was coming, and fail.

      The idea that she could be responsible for what happened to her people left her feeling anxious. Honaaz had tried to reassure her by telling her that the protections would work—that he was certain of it, because he had seen it himself. And given that he had enough experience with such things, she was left thinking that perhaps he was right, at least in his own way. But even with what Honaaz had seen and experienced with her talismans, she still didn’t know if they would be as effective as she hoped.

      She allowed the hawk-owl talisman to circle, then head inland. Since Honaaz had returned, she had not had the strength to fully scout with the talisman. Because of that, she was left with questions about what she might find, not really knowing anything but feeling as if there had to be an answer out there. She sent the talisman over the nearby landscape, looking for ruins and other things that might be nearby to help explain what had been going on. As it searched, she found other pockets of destruction that she was certain had been intact before. So whatever had happened here, and however these places had been destroyed, something had certainly changed in a way that left them completely altered.

      “I see it,” she said.

      “The talisman allows you to see it like that?” Isabel asked.

      She reached into her pouch and pulled another one out. “Try it.”

      “What makes you think I can use it?”

      “The same reason I think you’ve been able to use some of the others I’ve made. You have a connection to them, though it’s different than mine. That’s not to say it’s a wrong connection. It’s just…” She shrugged. “It’s just that yours is different. Use it.”

      Isabel took the talisman, and she turned as if trying to hide from Lily.

      “I find it easiest to prick my finger with the knife, and use that blood to activate it.”

      Isabel looked over her shoulder at Lily, and then focused again on what she was doing. The talisman took to the air, growing a little larger than even Lily’s had.

      She wondered about that. The same thing had happened with Honaaz, though Lily hadn’t been sure why that was the case, only that there had to be a reason for it. Perhaps it was tied to the fact that there were different magics mingling inside the talisman. At least in the case of Honaaz’s ability, she would understand that, but she didn’t expect Isabel to have anything outside of what Lily herself did. Hegen magic was hegen magic, wasn’t it?

      Unless there was a difference. Whatever it was, Lily didn’t know. And at this point, she wasn’t even sure it mattered, as long as it worked.

      Isabel gasped and closed her eyes. “This is so amazing,” she said, and though she didn’t turn toward Lily, she spun slowly as if she was aware of where she was on the ship. Given her connection to the talisman, she probably was. The talisman circled higher and higher, and then began to sweep outward.

      “I think you can learn to make them,” Lily said. “Maybe not out of bone, but out of something else. If you want to be taught, I can find somebody, or—”

      Isabel opened her eyes and looked at Lily. “I would love to learn.”

      “You would?”

      Lily hadn’t been sure. She worried that Isabel wouldn’t want to embrace the fact that she was likely hegen, and wouldn’t want to acknowledge that part of herself. There were some people who viewed the hegen as less than what they were, though based on everything Isabel had been through and the fact that she had spent time with an executioner, Lily didn’t think that would fit Isabel’s personality, but you never knew.

      “Yes. I think I’ve always known I was a little different. I never understood what it was.”

      “You didn’t know you had hegen potential?”

      “I didn’t until you said something. I think maybe that was why I was drawn here.”

      Lily wasn’t sure if that was it, or if Isabel truly had been trying to escape from something else. Maybe she wanted to get away from the Hunter. She spoke of him in glowing terms, and she obviously respected him, but he was still the Hunter. If the rumors about him were true—and Lily had a hard time thinking they were not, considering what she had seen from him—he may have been a tough man for Isabel to work with.

      “You get to choose how you want to learn. That’s the way it was with me,” Lily said. “My mother started by teaching me about grass and leaves and dirt and small insects, but it wasn’t until I started working in bone that I truly felt drawn to it. Well, I suppose that’s not even true. I’ve always felt drawn to bone. It makes sense to me.”

      Isabel pulled a knife out of her pocket—one that Lily had carved, and didn’t realize Isabel kept on her. “Do you think I could learn bone?”

      “It’s a unique substrate,” Lily said, thinking of what she had been told about it. “To be honest, I have a very different view of it than many others do. When I was younger, there were quite a few people who tried to teach me that I needed to find bones from animals or take them from the damned—those condemned and hanged—but I’ve honestly found that it’s better to pick and choose where you take them from. The Alainsith bone I’ve been using lately has been the most potent of anything I’ve ever carved. The key to using your art is the stored potential within it. There is stored potential in all things, whether it’s in grasses and flowers and leaves, or whether it’s in bone and it’s the potential of the person who had lived and then died to offer it to you. It’s up to the hegen artist to draw that potential out.”

      She focused on the talisman as it swooped overhead, then sent it out again, angling toward the sea. How much time did they have before something worse happened? She worried that they would find danger they wouldn’t be able to counter.

      And maybe they would.

      Distantly, she heard a strange howl.

      Isabel stiffened, but Lily felt a moment of relief.

      “Is that…”

      “Berahn,” Lily said.

      She shifted the talisman, turning it so it flew out toward the sound she’d heard, though she wasn’t sure she could follow it. Berahn were the silent killers, as Jal had repeatedly made a point of telling her, and according to hegen rumor, they could outrun anything, and anyone. They may not even be visible.

      She didn’t see them as she looked through the talisman, but there was a part of her that was hopeful.

      “I was always taught that the berahn were dangerous,” Isabel said.

      “That was what I was taught, until I met Jal.”

      “What if they serve the Alainsith on the ships?”

      Lily frowned. She thought maybe the berahn would be coming for a different reason, perhaps because Jal’s family had sent them. But they had to be quite a ways from Jal’s family, and if that was the case…

      “Oh.” She breathed out heavily. “You might be right.”

      “How will we be able to withstand that?”

      Lily looked down. “I think we better get to carving even more.”
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      The fucking ship was smooth. That was good, even though he normally didn’t like it. At this point, they needed smooth. He had a lean crew with him, and Honaaz guided them out into the water under the cover of darkness.

      “I’m surprised they haven’t made a move toward us,” Biggins said. He was sober now, which was a bonus, and he had cleaned up a little bit. He actually looked like a respectable seaman, though even in that, Honaaz wasn’t exactly sure whether he could be trusted.

      “They’re waiting. Probably for reinforcements.”

      “Then we need to do what your woman suggested.”

      Honaaz rounded on him. “We aren’t running, because we’d have to leave too many people behind.”

      “I can’t believe you care about these people.”

      “I don’t,” Honaaz grumbled.

      It wasn’t the people of the city that mattered to him. They could fucking die, for all he cared. There were enough of them that they wouldn’t be able to escape easily. They weren’t the problem. The problem was the hegen he’d vowed to protect. He had promised Lily that he would get them to safety. He wasn’t going to leave them behind, which meant that running wouldn’t work, at least in their current state. Either they had to fight their way through—and he wasn’t going to load them onto a ship and test that theory—or they’d go inland, but they’d move too slowly for that.

      It was a nightmare of a dilemma. And so he was doing the only thing he could think of: testing the resistance.

      Thankfully, the hegen had been more than accommodating with creating talismans. Several of them were skilled, though none had Lily’s obvious predilection for Alainsith bone. She’d recovered enough that she made a few more carvings, though Honaaz only needed a few at this point. He wasn’t going to take so many that he would weaken their defenses. And he wasn’t going very far.

      “We just have to go out here a little further,” Honaaz said, “and then we give them the old blast.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?” Biggins asked.

      “Then we prepare to die.”

      Honaaz wanted to live. He wanted to get through this. He wanted to get back to the Isles with his ship and with Lily, and he wanted to confront those bastards who’d mutinied.

      But first…

      “Just be ready.”

      “Ready to face death, Honaaz,” Biggins said.

      There was a strangeness to his tone that caught Honaaz off guard. More than that, he had heard his name said like that before. Biggins had been slurring when they first met, which had made catching his accent harder then.

      “Fuck,” Honaaz said.

      Biggins frowned at him. “What is it?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you’re from the fucking Isles?”

      Biggins took a step away from him, his feet sliding along the deck of the ship in the same technique Honaaz had learned. “It’s been a long time.”

      “You’re right. Most think you’re dead, if that matters to you.”

      Biggins nodded. “I might as well be. I came here thinking I would get away, and they wouldn’t have to deal with anyone from back home. And now you’re bringing the fucking Weather Watchers right to the city.”

      “I’m not bringing them. They were here. You were here, and you didn’t even notice.” Because he was too damn drunk.

      Honaaz had known Biggins in the Isles, and he’d been just as much of a drunk. There were quite a few men who had served on his uncle’s ship over the years, and Honaaz remembered working with Biggins. Balrin had been his name at that time, and he had been scrawny, at least compared to most people from the Isles. He had been a good enough sailor, otherwise his uncle wouldn’t have taken him on board the ship. But he couldn’t handle his drink, and Honaaz’s uncle had tasked Honaaz with dealing with that. There was only one way to deal with a sailor who couldn’t handle his drink, at least after a few warnings, which Balrin had given him.

      “Is that why you left me behind?” Honaaz asked.

      “Fuck no,” Biggins said. “Do you think I care that much about you? You did me a favor tossing me in the sea to dry out. Realized that wasn’t the life I wanted, but—”

      “But you kept drinking.”

      “Like you don’t?”

      “Not when it puts my men at risk.”

      “Well, that’s the difference between you and me. And I’m not putting anyone at risk. The ferry has been out of commission for quite a while, so no one has been in any danger. Don’t you worry about it.”

      “What about now?” Honaaz asked, glancing over to the water as he started to worry. If they needed an extra set of hands, he might need Biggins to stay sober enough—and selfless enough—to help. Was this man willing to do it? Balrin certainly wouldn’t have, Honaaz didn’t think.

      “Don’t have much choice, do I? Either you or your weird little pet there”—Biggins glanced to the bone berahn—“will make sure I do what you want.”

      “You can jump in,” Honaaz offered.

      “Can’t swim all that well.”

      “Well, better not piss him off. Otherwise, you have him and me to deal with. Can’t tell you which one’s worse.”

      “Oh, I’m guessing he’s quite a bit worse,” Biggins muttered.

      Honaaz snorted. He probably wasn’t wrong.

      They would have to deal with this later, he knew. If they survived. Honaaz didn’t need a man who may hold a grudge against him fighting alongside him, but he had his berahn to make sure he was safe. At least for now.

      He looked back, where a couple of hegen had climbed onto the masts and served as lookouts or adjusted lines. Honaaz had done his best to get them ready for what he needed, but these weren’t military men. And this was becoming a military mission. For that matter, Honaaz wasn’t a military man either. His people were traders, really. They might be larger than most of the people in places like Sanaron, but they weren’t trained soldiers. That didn’t mean Honaaz wasn’t willing and able to do what he needed, though. And if he could get through this, he had a few ships that might make a difference.

      He squeezed the owl talisman, looked out into the distance, and nodded to Biggins.

      Biggins joined him at the wheel, taking the helm from Honaaz.

      “You keep us moving carefully,” Honaaz said. “Any fuckery—”

      “I’m not going to cause any problems.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Honaaz muttered.

      He focused on the owl. This was one of the special talismans Lily had made. She’d claimed she’d needed to pour a certain part of herself into it, though he wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. He poked his finger on it, smeared a bit of blood around it, and immediately felt a soft stir, little more than that. The owl began to expand, and he looked down at the berahn crouched next to him. The bone talisman still hadn’t left him yet.

      “What do you think, Boney?”

      The talisman said nothing. He wasn’t vocal all the time.

      Honaaz held on to the owl until it was done growing. He didn’t have any control over how quickly or how much it would expand, and was thankful that it had grown as much as it had.

      “All right. Give me a look-see.”

      He didn’t know if this would work. The other talismans he’d used had expanded, but he had never seen them move quite like the berahn.

      To his surprise, the owl immediately launched into the air. It was almost as if the wings didn’t even move, though that might have been an illusion. It started to circle, working its way higher and higher, and Honaaz realized he had a strange connection to the owl that allowed him to see what it could see. Everything appeared in streaks of gray, some darker than others.

      “Well, would you fucking look at that,” he mumbled.

      Biggins glanced over at him. “What?”

      “It worked.”

      “You brought me out here not knowing if it was going to work?”

      “Lily said it would, so I believed it would.”

      Biggins shot him a look, then focused his attention back to the wheel. “Isle sailors. Sometimes they are as thick as they look.”

      Honaaz ignored it. There was a time when he wouldn’t have, though.

      He looked across the water as the owl continued to fly—or float, as he wasn’t exactly sure what it was doing—and he tried to make sense of everything he could see.

      Then he caught sight of the nearest ship. It was about the same size as the one he was on. He worried about how powerful those aboard might be, and whether he’d be able to do anything against them, anyway.

      From his pocket, he withdrew the other talisman, which was a long, slender bone rod that was slightly hooked at the end. He traced his finger along the surface. He had no idea what piece of bone this had come from, though Lily had promised him that it would be strong enough to do the job. He just hoped he would be strong enough to do the job, and that he wouldn’t suffer the way she had. He’d seen how hard it had been on her when she had blasted the oncoming ships. This time, he was determined to take the brunt of the effort, and figured he might be strong enough to handle it. At least, that was his intention.

      He looked over to Biggins. “Keep the ship steady.”

      The man snorted. “The ship isn’t moving.”

      He wasn’t wrong. They were gliding on the water and moving easily. Despite Honaaz’s complaints, it was even better for him. Because it was so smooth, he didn’t have to worry about the ship tilting suddenly, throwing off his ability to navigate.

      He pricked his finger and glanced down at Boney. The talisman looked up at him, his eyes seeming to take on a bit of color, though maybe it was only the shadows that made them look like that.

      “This had better work.”

      He traced the blood along the length of the bone rod, and then felt something shift. The sensation was strange. When he had done the same thing with Boney, he had felt a sweeping cold work through him, but then it passed. And in the case of the owl, it had been a similarly fleeting tremor. This was longer-lasting and seemed to linger within him, which suggested that this talisman was far more powerful than the others. That meant its effects would be much harder on him.

      Fuck.

      Here he was, out on the sea, facing a dozen enemy ships, and he was trying to use magic to blast at them from a distance. Well, there’s no choice but to try.

      Honaaz squeezed the bone rod and felt the energy within it, and then he aimed, using the owl to guide him. A strange burst of power exploded from the end—and splashed off to the left of the ship.

      He roared and then quickly adjusted, figuring out where he had aimed before. Pointing again, he squeezed, and another explosion shot out, striking the ship smack in the center of it. The ship trembled and shook, and then it started sinking. He cheered inwardly as he could practically feel the energy crackle.

      “One down,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Will they know?” Biggins asked.

      “Probably.”

      The owl showed him something else, though. Three ships were sailing at them, and they were moving fast.

      Fuck.

      He moved to the bow and stood with his feet anchored, feeling the smoothness of the bone rod in his hand. Boney pressed behind him, and Honaaz found it unexpectedly reassuring to have him there. He supposed that shouldn’t surprise him, though. The berahn had been effective against the invaders and was now a friend. He might be a talisman, but fuck if he didn’t feel like a pet.

      Honaaz stared at the oncoming ships. He had been off with his aim the last time, so he focused on what he saw and then squeezed the rod. The air sizzled as another burst shot out. This time, rather than striking the side of the ship, the power seemed to wash along it. He had targeted the bow, but the crew of the ship must have realized what he was doing, and used some protection against him.

      How many shots would he have? Lily hadn’t given him any idea of the limits, only that there would be some. A wave of cold worked through him, but the weakness he felt wasn’t significant.

      “I’m going to need some help here, Boney.”

      The berahn rubbed his head against Honaaz’s hand, which he took as agreement. He squeezed again, and once more a sense of cold moved through him as the rod exploded and sent a blast at the nearest ship. It struck the bow, which crumpled. He didn’t even hesitate, immediately taking aim at the next ship. The detonation shattered the wood, and water poured into it.

      Three ships were down. If he could take out a fourth… That left eight total.

      That was still too many, but he had committed to this. This was how he would protect his people.

      Honaaz started to wobble, but Boney braced him, which gave Honaaz a bit more strength. He pointed the bone rod at the next ship, one that was larger than the others. He hadn’t even noticed its size until it started to bear down on them. He had to strike it in just the right way, but even a ship that large could sink. When he squeezed the blasting rod, another wave of cold washed through him, followed by an explosion.

      Spray rolled over the bow of the ship as Honaaz staggered. When the water cleared, he blinked, then looked over to Boney. But the berahn wasn’t there. It took a moment for him to realize what had happened. With the wave of water splashing over him, Honaaz hadn’t noticed that the attackers had used the blast to jump toward his ship.

      He counted three.

      Biggins screamed, but Honaaz could scarcely keep track of what he was saying. The talismans arranged around the railing were all trying to target the three attackers, but were not powerful enough. Boney had lunged toward them, but they had managed to hold him off as well.

      Honaaz darted forward at them. He had the blasting rod, but he didn’t dare use it this close. Which meant fighting with daggers.

      He pulled out a pair as he reached the nearest attacker—a thin, dark-haired woman, wearing the same leathers as the others. She started to turn her hands, and Honaaz immediately flung one of his daggers, catching her in the wrist. He flew toward her, but the motion didn’t carry him as far as it normally should. He landed just in front of her and drove a fist up, catching her on the chin, which sent her careening off the deck and splashing into the water.

      “Keep the ship steady,” Honaaz hissed at Biggins, not looking over toward him.

      He hoped that Biggins still had the wheel, but he didn’t even know at this point. The only thing he thought he could do was to just fight through this. They had only a little longer before they were going to be overrun.

      A wave, or perhaps a blast of magic, sent him staggering for just a moment. Honaaz braced himself, and once he was steady again, he started toward another attacker. This one was another woman. She turned to him, hands moving, and he could feel swirls of power coming from her. He stumbled toward her and drove his fist down on top of her head, and then followed it by wrapping his arms around her and crushing as hard as he could until he felt something crack. He dropped her to the deck.

      There was only one person left. He was a tall, slender man, much like the one Honaaz had dealt with on the other ship.

      As he blinked, he realized it was the same man.

      “What are you doing here?” Honaaz asked, though that was probably the wrong question to start with. He felt as if he’d been drinking too much ale. Maybe it was the fighting, though he knew it wasn’t. It was whatever power was in that blasting rod.

      “Despite appearances,” the man said, motioning toward the two fallen bodies on the deck of the ship, “my kind are a bit more difficult to kill than yours.”

      The hegen with him.

      Fuck.

      He had failed to protect them. He had failed to keep them safe when they were on his ship. And Biggins?

      He hazarded a glance behind him, and he saw that Biggins was still standing at the wheel, clutching it tightly, though he was rigid and trembling. Honaaz suspected he was fighting whatever power was likely trying to force him to steer toward the other ships.

      “Fucking fight it,” Honaaz snapped.

      “I’m trying,” Biggins said through gritted teeth.

      Honaaz turned back to the man. “You’ll bleed just like the others.”

      He took a step, and magic wrapped around him, much like it had when he had faced him before. This man was incredibly powerful. Far more powerful than Honaaz had anticipated. Then again, he had been on the larger ship.

      Honaaz had to figure out a way to get past him. Even if he had his full capacities, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to. When he’d fought the man before, he’d failed. The man was simply too strong. Too magically enhanced. And Honaaz had thought he had died after having his chest crushed.

      The attacker looked at him. “You would have made a wonderful servant had you not been so troublesome, but I think it would be best to get rid of you, especially as it’s time we finish our assignment. And seeing as how she brought word of your vessel, I will take it.”

      It took too long for Honaaz’s mind to process what he was saying, but he suspected that he meant the Tallow. What was it about his ship?

      The man sneered and began to move his hand in a spiral.

      It was at that moment when Boney launched himself forward.

      The man turned, and the magic struck Boney, sending him flying across the ship. There was a crack, and a piece of Honaaz broke with the sound. Pain shot through him. Anger filled him. It was the same thing he felt when Lily was harmed.

      This was his berahn. His talisman.

      And this fuck was trying to hurt Boney?

      Honaaz tried to move his body, but he couldn’t. The man still held him in place, much more capably than he had before, but he didn’t hold him entirely. There was one part of Honaaz that could move. He twisted his wrist, and the blasting rod came up.

      He locked eyes with the man. “You’re going to pay for that.”

      “I’m afraid not,” he said, smiling.

      He took a step toward Honaaz, his hand starting to move, when Honaaz squeezed the blasting rod. A wave of overwhelming cold began to work through him as he held it tightly.

      Power surged as it flowed over the man, and it threw him back.

      Honaaz was free. He staggered forward, daggers in hand, and he reached the spot where the man had collapsed onto the deck. The man scrambled to get back up, but Honaaz stabbed the dagger into the man’s throat, driving it all the way up to his fist so that blood spilled around him. The man locked eyes with him.

      “You’re going to fucking pay,” Honaaz said again. He released the man but made a point of keeping him from falling over the deck of the ship.

      “What are you doing?” Biggins said. “You don’t want him to bleed all over everything.”

      “Lily needs him. Prizes.”

      Honaaz sank down, an overwhelming sense of weakness filling him. How much energy had he used? He’d never felt anything like this before, but now it was almost too much. He looked around and saw where Boney rested, unmoving.

      Honaaz crawled his way across the deck toward the talisman.

      “What are we doing now?” Biggins asked.

      “Back. Too weak.”

      “It’s about fucking time,” Biggins grumbled.

      Honaaz reached the berahn, and he already knew what he was going to find. He rested his hand on the talisman, expecting to feel that it was shattered the same way the man had shattered his sword. It was almost as if there were fur on him, though.

      Boney looked up at him. When he did, Honaaz felt another wave of cold. It was brief, and he leaned back, feeling everything spinning around him. He knew he was drunk now. The talisman he’d been using had taken so much out of him that he could not keep going. Then Boney rubbed his head against Honaaz’s hand.

      “Glad you live,” he said.

      It felt stupid talking to a talisman like that, but he wasn’t sure what else to do or say, especially as he had worked with Boney so much that he felt a connection to him—much more than he did to anything or anyone else other than Lily.

      “Honaaz?” Biggins said. “You need to see this.”

      “What?” He tried to get to his feet, but he couldn’t move. He rested his hand on Boney, but even as he did, he didn’t have the strength and couldn’t move well enough to do anything. The most he could do was twist so he could look back at Biggins. “The other ships?”

      “Doesn’t look like it. They haven’t moved.”

      “Then what?”

      “Those dozen weren’t the only ones.”

      Honaaz shook his head. Everything felt off, and he couldn’t make sense of anything he was hearing. He tried to sit up, tried to react in some way, but he could not.

      “Look. If you can,” Biggins said.

      Honaaz tried once more to get up, but he sank back down. Then again, he didn’t need to sit up to see. The owl still floated overhead, and through his connection to it, he could make out something.

      It took him a moment, but he realized what Biggins was referring to. There had to be another six ships, maybe more, farther down the coast near what Honaaz knew to be the ruins of an old city. That wasn’t the only problem, though.

      It was the faint glow on the shoreline. The other ships weren’t the biggest issue. The attackers had already reached land.

      But what were they doing assaulting the ruins of the city?
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar leaped into the battle. He could feel that it was a mistake the moment he jumped forward, but he also recognized that the berahn had been with them throughout their journey, helping and hunting alongside them, and he didn’t know what else he could do other than help the way Jal wanted them to.

      He felt a strange connection to the sword, and it buzzed in his hands, demanding that he hold it tightly, but he did not know if he could control it.

      Once he reached the nearest attacker, he spun toward the man, who held a long, slender staff. He looked like any of the Alainsith he had seen in Jal’s lands, though he had darker hair and was more deeply tanned. He was dressed in black leathers that seemed to move and flow more smoothly than they should. The man brought his staff up and sneered at him.

      Kanar slashed with his blade, feeling the power of the sword fill him, and he carved through that staff. The man’s eyes widened slightly, but Kanar ignored it and jabbed his blade into his chest.

      He twisted and caught sight of Wular, who was near him with both swords in hand, sweeping her blade in a rapid arc. She was fast, and fluid in a way he would not have been able to withstand had he not been connected to the sword. He needed the magic and the power of the blade for him to even have a chance at doing anything similar to her.

      Two people came toward him, and Kanar lunged. There was an oddly satisfying sense from calling on the power of the blade, and he let that energy fill him as he streaked forward, swiping toward one attacker and jamming his blade into their throat. He then spun, kicking and driving his heel into the knee of another.

      He spun again, facing two more. One of the berahn jumped, and at first, Kanar thought the creature was coming to help, but he quickly realized that it was leaping toward him. He focused on the power within the blade and pushed off, flying into the air, and when he connected with the berahn, he wrapped his arms around its neck. He had seen this one hunting with them before. This wasn’t one of the creatures he had ridden, but he had some familiarity with it nonetheless.

      He squeezed the blade. He didn’t want to harm the creature.

      The berahn let out a mournful howl, and it reminded him of the sounds he’d been hearing over the last few days. Those cries had echoed, filling his ears.

      When Kanar landed, he clung to the berahn. “Just relax,” he whispered, leaning close to it. As he spoke, he could still feel the mysterious power of his sword. Energy seemed to flow through him, almost as if the blade were trying to grant him a way of helping the berahn. Even though he wasn’t sure if there was anything the sword would let him do to help, he could feel the need to, and he could feel the berahn’s effort to fight the power controlling it. “Let me help you.”

      He could feel the creature start to relax as whatever hold these attackers had on it finally began to ease. The berahn jumped, and because Kanar wasn’t holding on tightly, he was tossed off to the side. He landed on the ground next to Wular, who looked down at him.

      “I thought the Blackheart was a better fighter than this,” she said.

      “I was trying to help the berahn.”

      She flicked her gaze over to the creature. “Don’t let them get to you.”

      “No? I thought I’d play a little.”

      Kanar jumped to his feet, just in time to face three gigantic attackers that came lumbering toward him. They reminded him of Honaaz, which meant they probably had his magical resistance. Kanar didn’t know much about Honaaz’s ability other than what he had seen firsthand. He had witnessed how Honaaz managed to withstand battles and blows that would kill anyone else, but he also knew that now wasn’t the time to contemplate it.

      “You’ll have to take the lead here,” Kanar said to Wular.

      She didn’t even question and instead leaped forward. Her blades were a blur, slicing into the leg of one and jabbing into the throat of another. That left a third for Kanar, who drew upon the power of the blade and jumped.

      The man was fast, just like Honaaz, and he swatted Kanar’s blade to the side, seemingly unmindful of any injury that he might sustain from the steel—or whatever metal was used in it—piercing his flesh.

      Kanar flowed with the movement, bringing the sword up and around, driving it toward the man until he caught him in his stomach. With a grunt and through force of will, Kanar sliced through the man’s midsection and then yanked his blade free.

      A ship came into view behind the man.

      Kanar looked over to Wular. “They have more coming.”

      An arrow whistled past his head. He was thankful that Jal offered a measure of support, but in this kind of a battle, Kanar wasn’t sure it was going to be much help.

      Another arrow flew past him, and Kanar dropped to the ground as five men came barreling toward him.

      The odds were not in their favor. What had they been thinking, coming out here?

      Just what Jal had asked, Kanar knew. They needed to free the berahn, and let them be part of the fight. Then they could deal with the rest of it. The only problem was that Kanar wasn’t exactly sure they had the numbers to do what Jal wanted them to.

      Wular roared, her blades spinning so fast that Kanar could scarcely see them. Had he not had the connection to the sword, and if he were not the Bearer, he didn’t know if he would even be able to follow any bit of it. She was truly a dangerous and deadly warrior.

      He refocused and jumped, landing in the middle, wanting to offer Wular whatever help he could.

      One more attacker came trudging off the ship he had just climbed onto, a pale berahn striding next to him.

      “Gods,” Kanar muttered.

      The berahn sprang toward them, and another figure appeared. This one was tall and slender, wearing black leathers and carrying a staff, and it stood in front of the white berahn. The person began to move their hand, but the berahn lunged, ripping the figure’s hand free in a spray of blood.

      Kanar’s attention was diverted at that moment, and he jerked his focus back to the fight, sweeping his blade toward one man’s legs, into the belly of another, and across the face of one more. He drew with every bit of power in the blade and drove his fist into a nearby attacker, then crushed the man’s leg and jammed his blade into his side. Wular was with him, stabbing and spinning and cutting. Blood sprayed all around.

      “There are too many,” Wular said.

      “Jal will help,” Kanar said.

      “There are still too many.”

      She wasn’t wrong. For every attacker they cut down, he felt the presence of another. If he and the others still had the berahn on their side, maybe they would have a chance, but they had only managed to get to one of them. And even with that one, Kanar had not been able to do anything. He had prevented it from attacking him, but it had been brief, and not nearly long enough to subdue anything.

      “We fight,” he said.

      “We should retreat.”

      “Retreat to where?”

      There was no place for them to go.

      The pale berahn lunged, and Kanar dropped to the ground, expecting the creature to land on him. But instead it jumped on one of the attackers that had come at him.

      Kanar popped to his feet. This was not one of the berahn they had traveled with, and aside from its color, there was something else unusual about it.

      “Fucking Reims,” a voice said.

      Honaaz? Kanar squinted and saw that the lumbering man he had seen coming from the ship really was Honaaz, of all people.

      “What are you doing here?” Kanar said.

      “Fucking dying. Looks like Boney decided to give you a hand.”

      “That’s your berahn?”

      “Maybe. Lily carved him. He’s a little different than he was when she first made him.”

      Honaaz spun and punched a man before kicking him down. He seemed to be staggering. Something wasn’t quite right, though Kanar wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Had he been drinking? His strength appeared to still be there, and the berahn fighting alongside him seemed to return to Honaaz every time it cut down someone. Strangely, the creature did not seem to be coated with blood. Only its pale face had any stains on it.

      It was then that Kanar realized that the berahn was made of bone. Could Lily have carved it?

      They had a bit of a reprieve, but all along the shore, more of the fighters, more of the Alainsith, began to gather, seeming to realize that they were a real threat.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Honaaz asked.

      “We followed the berahn,” Kanar said, stabbing out with the blade. “Then these attackers seemed to do something to them. Jal won’t let us hurt them.”

      “The tall bastard is here?”

      Kanar pointed toward Jal, who raised a hand and waved.

      “What about the sorcerer?” Honaaz said.

      “She’s not here.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Lily?” Kanar asked.

      “Back in the city. Doubt she’ll know where we are.”

      The berahn lunged forward, dropping two fighters quickly. It might have been Kanar’s imagination, but it seemed to grow stronger as it fought.

      Then he realized it wasn’t his imagination. The creature was getting stronger. If it was a talisman, it would be formed similar to the other art he had seen Lily make. By killing, the talisman would be drawing on the power of those it cut down, no differently than Kanar’s sword did.

      Gods. What had she made?

      “Reims,” Wular said, pointing. “We need to act quickly. We don’t have much time.”

      He looked where she was indicating. Berahn, hulking attackers just like Honaaz, and others were converging on them—dozens upon dozens of new threats.

      He could feel the power, but it was more than that. He could also feel something else.

      “Well, fuck,” Honaaz muttered, gesturing out toward the ocean. “More of these fuckers are coming in.”

      Kanar looked out to sea. “Ships?”

      “I count another dozen.”

      Kanar didn’t know how Honaaz could see that well. Maybe another talisman Lily had given him.

      He turned, and he heard something from the captured berahn, along from the others, but it began to pull at something in his mind. It was almost as if he should recognize it, though he wasn’t sure why that should be, only that there was something to it. A sense of power, perhaps. Maybe it was nothing more than that, but it was distinct.

      Wular backed toward him. “We need to retreat.”

      “Jal isn’t going to let us. Not with the berahn still captured.”

      “You’d let the tall bastard make that decision for you?” Honaaz asked.

      “He’s our friend,” Kanar said. “And the berahn have been fighting with us.”

      Honaaz looked off in the distance. “Well, I guess it’s time to fucking fight. Maybe die. I thought I was going to die earlier, so this isn’t all that bad. You be the fucking Blackheart, then.”

      “I’m not sure I know what I need to be,” Kanar said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve been fighting magic for my entire life.”

      Honaaz grunted a laugh at him. “Stop fighting magic. Just fucking be it.”

      The berahn howled. As they did, Honaaz’s talisman howled in response, though it was an almost sorrowful sound that started to tug at something deep within Kanar. He wasn’t sure why, but he could feel it calling to him. If he had more time, Kanar would try to understand what he was feeling, but he did not.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” he said to Honaaz.

      “Yeah?” He looked over to Kanar. “I’d rather be lying next to Lily.”

      “I suppose I’d rather be many places other than here too.”

      “Good. I’m starting to worry about you. Now are you going to do it? Are you going to fucking be magic?”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      The berahn started to surge toward them, along with the other fighters and the Alainsith. As they did, Kanar couldn’t help but worry that the sword, and he as the Bearer, would not be enough.
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JAL

        

      

    

    
      Jal drew back on his bow, aimed at one of the figures not that far from him, and hesitated a moment. Hearing the berahn’s howls left him unsettled in a way he couldn’t quite understand. He’d grown up knowing them and listening to them, and he had never expected to see them suffer like this. Nor had he expected to see anybody control them. What they had encountered outside Sanaron made sense in a way it had not before.

      The berahn had been forced to hunt.

      Jal stepped forward. Kanar still had not come to master what it took for him to be the Bearer. If only he could have connected to the sword in a better way, they wouldn’t have to worry about whether they would be able to defeat this. A single Bearer would be more than enough. During their journey, the song had told him that, though Jal wasn’t exactly sure why. If only he understood the song enough to follow it back to learn more, but his connection to the song did not permit that.

      It was more than that, though. It was also the amount of stone that crumbled beneath his boots.

      These had been Alainsith buildings, and Kanar had said the Urashaln were targeting them. Why would they have destroyed their own people’s old buildings?

      Esmerelda stayed close to him. “He can’t take them on like that on his own,” she said.

      “I don’t know if there’s much choice,” Jal said. “We have to recover the berahn. If we do not, we will be overrun. Not just here, but elsewhere.”

      He looked over to her, waiting to see if she understood what he was saying to her, and she nodded slowly. If they failed here, and if whoever these attackers were managed to get past them and maintain control of the berahn, the creatures would be unleashed. Jal had no doubt what would happen then.

      When an explosion ripped through another building, Jal felt it. Not because of his magic, but because it changed the song.

      A soft, somber howl echoed.

      He aimed until he had his shot lined up, and then he fired. He struck a nearby man in his neck.

      Another explosion, and the song shifted again. It pulled on him.

      He couldn’t sit back. Whatever was happening was meant to influence him—which meant it would influence his people. And the berahn.

      If the Urashaln succeeded, they could influence the berahn—and maybe the rest of the Alainsith.

      We need the Bearer…

      He aimed again. He simply held the bowstring, feeling the gentle breeze and watching the currents of the wind the way his grandfather had taught him, and unleashed the arrow. When it flew, it hit another person.

      Two more berahn were free. They roared, joining Kanar and Wular and even Honaaz, who had somehow appeared, accompanied by an enormous talisman. Jal recognized that it was made of bone, but there was something about it that struck him as unusual in a way he couldn’t quite make sense of.

      “There are too many coming toward them,” Esmerelda said. “I will do what I can—”

      “You stay here,” Jal said.

      “They need help. I’m of no use to them by staying here.”

      He fired two arrows in quick succession, unleashing them to fly as quickly as they could. He didn’t even follow the direction of the arrows. “Are you a fighter?”

      “Generally, no.”

      “Then leave this to the Blackheart and Wular and Honaaz.” He smiled to himself. Honaaz. Of all the people here, he was the one who surprised Jal the most. He thought he would’ve known that Honaaz was here, but then again, how could he have expected him to show up?

      What was even stranger was that he could tell that something was different about these attackers. They were Alainsith, but not traditional Alainsith. Not like his people, not like the southern family, and not like the Juut. Some were even more like Honaaz, which raised a different kind of question for Jal.

      Another crack, this time louder. Jal had no idea where they targeted, only that it was close. He could feel each one.

      

      “They aren’t going to be able to do this,” Esmerelda said.

      “Watch.”

      “You keep waiting for him to be the Bearer.”

      “I do,” he said. “I think he has it in him. After having seen him, and having seen what he is capable of, I know he can do this.”

      “And if he fails?”

      “He won’t.”

      “So confident,” Esmerelda said. “I know you’re his friend, but confidence can still be misplaced.”

      “I didn’t have many friends when I was growing up. I was ostracized by my family. My grandfather took me in. He raised me, for the most part, and he taught me. It wasn’t until I met Kanar that I felt as if I had a real connection with someone.”

      Kanar had become his first real friend. Jal would do anything to help him.

      He had faith in him.

      Jal fired another arrow, and his quiver grew empty. He wasn’t going to stop, though. The others needed him. He could bring down as many as he could, and he could help free some of the berahn, which would help balance the odds, even if it meant he’d have to join in the fight more directly. That wasn’t his preferred strategy, but he would do it if he had to.

      All the berahn howled.

      Curiously, Honaaz’s bone talisman began to make a similar sound as well, one that practically vibrated with energy. As it did, something within Kanar started to change.

      Jal saw it before he felt it. Even seeing it, he wasn’t sure what it was, nor did he know why it had suddenly started to shift. But he was aware that some part of Kanar was changing.

      The berahn continued to howl. Some of them were already corrupted, but not all. And the sound became consistent.

      The song.

      It had changed, but the berahn fought it. For now.

      Jal could feel it. He could hear it. And he realized what the berahn were doing—they were singing. But they were singing to one person in particular.

      Would Kanar hear it? Even if he did, would he recognize the song?

      Kanar had stopped moving. Honaaz and Wular walked forward, and the bone berahn followed, but Kanar had stopped. Jal could feel the energy shifting within his friend, even if he didn’t understand what it was or how it was happening. He was just distinctly aware of it.

      “What’s he doing?” Esmerelda asked.

      “He’s found the song,” Jal said.

      She looked over to him, but he ignored it.

      The howling intensified.

      Kanar lifted the blade, raising it high overhead, and a mysterious surge of energy came from him, and spread all around. He drove the blade down into the rocky shore, and the berahn howled even louder. Those that had been corrupted suddenly roared even louder too.

      Then all the berahn were free.

      The song changed, and Jal felt it as he was suddenly freed.

      The berahn turned on the attackers. The fight was brutal. Violent. Swift. Those who looked like Honaaz were ripped down quickly, leaving only the other Alainsith.

      They converged on the shore, holding a protective barrier around them, but the berahn lunged at that barrier. They snapped it, forcing them back.

      Kanar and the others reached the shoreline. Jal started forward, Esmerelda with him.

      “Kanar,” he said.

      Kanar looked up, and his eyes were glazed over. “I can hear something. I don’t know what it is.”

      “You hear the song,” Jal said. “It’s directing you. But you can relax.”

      “Honaaz told me to be magic.”

      Jal glanced over to where Honaaz crouched down, patting the bone berahn on the head. “Maybe I should’ve thought of that.”

      Honaaz met his gaze and then tipped his head toward the sea. “These things fucking chase them away, but look. There are more. We’ve been dealing with ships attacking us, fucking Bloodless, and all sorts of sorcery you can’t even imagine. And now this? Fuck.”

      Jal looked out to see where Honaaz had indicated. Dozens of ships.

      They had prepared an invasion.

      First, they changed the song, and then they planned to attack. But why destroy the buildings?

      Unless they influenced the song the way they did in his land.

      “Well, we’ve chased them away for now,” Jal said. “But it seems we have to get ready for a larger invasion.”

      “They’re tough bastards,” Honaaz said. “Not sure we can take them on like this. Might be better to run. That’s what we were planning, anyway.” He looked over to Kanar. “We’ve got more hegen in a city not too far from here. Lily will be glad to see you.”

      Kanar breathed out. “I’ll be glad to see her as well.”

      “They look like they’re holding their position,” Jal said.

      “That’s what they were doing before. But they’re preparing.”

      “As should we.”

      The berahn had been freed from the influence of the song. For now. More of them than he had realized had been in danger. And he understood why the berahn had called them here. The stone had changed the song.

      Would it be possible for his people to finally listen?

      Jal had to convince them. He had to share what they’d found along their journey—evidence of the other families, and evidence of a more ancient struggle. He had to remind the others of the song, and the reason it had changed.

      And if they failed…

      His family would fall. So would others.

      All because of what? Pride? A refusal to truly look into the past and remember? Or fear of what might change?

      Kanar looked over to him. “Well?”

      “I hear their song,” Jal said. “And I think it’s time that others hear it too.”
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HENRY MEYER

        

      

    

    
      Henry Meyer yawned when the knock came at the door in the early morning. He plodded down the stairs while pulling on his cloak, and could barely rub the sleep out of his eyes before he opened the door. He didn’t recognize the Archer standing on the other side, but he knew something was wrong.

      “We need you, Master Meyer.”

      “What now?”

      “I wasn’t told,” the Archer said. “I was just asked to get you. Said it was important. They told me you would come.”

      The city had remained generally quiet, far more so than it had been when he had been master executioner, which was a testament to everything Finn had accomplished. There weren’t many crimes that he needed to be awoken in the middle of the night for. When he had been master executioner, he had frequently been awoken to see a crime scene, and to make his recommendations. That didn’t happen often now. Finn had empowered the interrogators in ways Meyer had not.

      So he didn’t think it was a crime, but could it be word of Finn?

      He’d been waiting to hear that Finn had made it to the capital, or perhaps that he had returned, but in the weeks that had passed, there had been no sign of him. No sign of anything. Rumors had spread, but Meyer wasn’t sure how much stock to put in those.

      “Let me get my boots,” he said wearily.

      He gathered himself, getting dressed as quickly as he could, and followed the Archer. The cool air of early morning whispered of the coming winter. There weren’t many people out and about, but the first aromas of the day drifted toward him. Meyer trudged after the Archer, trying not to limp, but struggling to keep pace.

      They were heading outside the city.

      “What now?” Meyer asked.

      “I told you. I don’t know.”

      They reached the Teller Gate, and Meyer followed the Archer through it. The Sanaron section had continued to grow and stabilize. The buildings were much more secure than they had been even a week ago. A few lights already flickered, and smoke drifted lazily from the campfires and chimneys that had been erected. The chaotic feel reminded him of the hegen section, though no real sense of magic came from within it. Not much, at least. There were rumblings that some Sanaron refugees did have understanding of magic, but not quite the same as the hegen. Meyer wasn’t sure what that might be, and didn’t really care to ask. It wasn’t his to worry about.

      They walked along the road leading west, where he saw movement in the distance—a caravan heading toward the city. The Archer guided Meyer toward a couple of others that were there with him.

      “What is this?” Meyer asked as they arrived.

      “Soldiers. Realmsguard.”

      Meyer’s heart started to hammer. “This is what you woke me for?”

      “You did say you wanted to be alerted of anything unusual. This was unusual. We’ve been watching the roads around the city, and some of our scouts picked up this movement.”

      The line of soldiers was far longer than anything Meyer had ever seen out here. Something about it struck him as odd. Why would the king have transferred soldiers here? And why in such numbers?

      The only reason…

      He glanced back to Verendal, then let out a heavy sigh. If he was right, then hopefully he wouldn’t have to continue in his role as master executioner any longer. Let Finn deal with all this again.

      “What is it?” the Archer asked.

      “Looks like the king has come to Verendal. Send men to alert the palace to be ready.”

      As the procession continued to march toward the city, Meyer saw the king surrounded by an entire regiment of Realmsguard. There were others around him that Meyer didn’t recognize, though that wasn’t unusual. But it was who he didn’t see that bothered him.

      Where was Finn?
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      Don’t miss the next book in Blade and Bone: The Blade Bearers!
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Song of Stone. 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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