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EDWARD

        

      

    

    
      The night was quiet and calm, shrouded in a hint of the fog that hung all throughout Sanaron. The fog had long protected the city over generations, and it was one that the people hadn’t truly understood until recently—when his daughter Morgan had begun digging into its origins. Something about it seemed different tonight, though. Edward wasn’t certain why or what that was, only that he could feel some change in the air.

      He stood on the rooftop of his home and looked down on Sanaron. He tapped his fingers in a steady rhythm as he watched the street. The fog swirled as if alive, a quality he always appreciated. It would move in throughout the day, billowing like a blanket that draped over the city, and then pull back out and settle deeper in the bay, like a protective arm that swept out into the night.

      “Sir?”

      Edward turned. Soran was an older man who had served his family for most of his life, and now his graying and balding hair added a distinctive appearance that even his deep-blue jacket and pants did not.

      “What is it?” Edward asked.

      “You have a visitor. They brought this.”

      Edward strode over and took the bundle of fabrics that Soran offered him. He pulled it open, glancing down at the small piece of silver inside. The symbols along the edge were faint, and in the shadows and fog of the night, he could scarcely make out what they said. But he could feel it.

      “Who gave this to you?”

      “Your visitor. They said they wanted to meet with you. That you would understand.” Soran frowned, regarding Edward for a moment. “I think…”

      “Get on with it, Soran.”

      “There is danger here, sir. I think you need to be careful.”

      Leave it to Soran to notice the danger. And I should have seen it.

      “You’re probably right,” Edward said, his mouth dry.

      After what had happened to Morgan, and after the way Reims had thought to betray his offer, Edward had decided to make his own arrangements to protect the city. There was a danger here, and he had to ensure that the danger was dealt with. And he thought he could.

      He wouldn’t tell Morgan his plan yet. But in time, she would need to be brought in as well. Alliances needed to be made. It was a lesson he had been taught when he was younger.

      Morgan didn’t really understand that, but Edward had seen the need to forge alliances, even if they were dangerous ones. Given what was taking place outside of Sanaron, within Reyand and other places, they would need alliances.

      He motioned for Soran to head down the stairs, and Edward gripped the piece of metal as he followed inside. He had seen something like this before. Anyone who spent much time in Sanaron would come across something like this eventually, though these trinkets were usually little more than a warning. The city itself offered protections against the kind of danger these witchcraft staffs posed.

      Still, he knew he should bring Soran with him. Ever since rumors of magic within the borders of Sanaron had begun to spread, Edward recognized the need for additional safety. He wasn’t foolish enough to ignore such threats. Besides, it wasn’t as if Soran was without talent.

      “Bring your blade.”

      Soran frowned. “It’s like that?”

      “It might be.”

      Soran nodded and stepped away. Edward grabbed his cloak and threw it around his shoulders before pulling the hood up. It might be better if he went unnoticed in the streets.

      When Soran returned, they headed out. The wind whipped out of the north, carrying a chill and lifting some of the fog. Edward strode at a rapid pace until he reached the docks.

      “Did they tell you which one?” Soran asked.

      “Pier nine.”

      There were some who thought nine was unlucky, but not Edward.

      It seemed fortuitous for this kind of meeting.

      He hadn’t encountered anyone outside. It was late, and since he had been stationed atop his home, he knew the streets were relatively empty and quiet—almost an overwhelming silence that hung over the city. It was peaceful, at least for those who appreciated such things, as he did.

      “We didn’t have to do this now,” Soran said. “We could have met with them any other time. And certainly not here, where nothing is controlled.”

      “It’s night,” Edward said.

      “And there is a certain power in the night,” Soran said.

      “But we don’t have to fear it, Soran.”

      “I don’t fear the night. I fear what prowls in it.”

      Edward smiled.

      Almost as if on cue, there came a soft, mournful cry in the distance. He had been hearing them more often. They didn’t have many wolves around Sanaron, but perhaps the recent rains moving south had changed their hunting patterns.

      “How long do you intend to wait for this person?” Soran asked.

      “It’s not just any person,” Edward said. “I have to meet with the Prophet himself so we can avoid any unnecessary magic in the city.”

      Soran looked over to him. “At what cost?”

      A voice laughed from nearby. “At what cost? Why, the only one that matters.”

      Edward turned, but he couldn’t see anything. The fog wasn’t nearly as dense down by the shore, yet it seemed almost as if there was something that precluded him from seeing deeper into the shadows.

      “The Prophet, I presume?”

      There was another burst of laughter.

      Soran gasped, and Edward felt him stiffen. Soran reached for his throat, clawing at it, eyes wide.

      “Soran?”

      Soran turned to him. Blood poured from his lips as he mouthed one word: “Run.”

      Edward glanced behind him.

      This was supposed to be an alliance. The Prophet claimed we could work together.

      That was the thought that stayed with him as the figure stepped out of the shadows.

      Then his throat constricted, and the darkness swallowed him.

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      There was no reason why Kanar should mind coming to the Painted Nails. The brothel was the nicest in Sanaron—not that Kanar spent much time in them—but there had to be better places where he could meet with Malory. This part of the city was relatively quiet most of the time, though lately there had been increased business even this far along the shore. He suspected that Malory appreciated the activity, given her line of work.

      The interior of the brothel was dimly lit, and a hint of fragrance lingered. Scattered tables with tall-backed chairs offered a measure of privacy for those who wanted it. Booths and comfortable couches provided a place for both worker and client to converse. A full bar ran the length of the brothel, though the bartender seemed bored tonight.

      Kanar stood in front of the desk, waiting for admission. “You know who I am,” he said.

      Ima looked up at him through full lashes. “I know, Mr. Reims, it’s just that she’s made it clear that everybody has to be escorted in.”

      “Even the clients?” He had no idea how Malory could operate a brothel if every man had to be escorted in. At some point, the women would have to be alone with the clients.

      “She has specific rules now.”

      Kanar couldn’t imagine what those rules might be, but he didn’t have to wonder. It wasn’t his responsibility. This wasn’t his establishment.

      He looked past her. He nodded to the muscle dressed in black who stood behind Ima. There were probably other, less visible security measures.

      Ima motioned to a wooden chair to the side of the entrance. “I’m sorry.”

      Kanar took a seat and rested his elbows on the armrests as he waited. He glanced around and noticed that this part of the brothel was quiet and not as well decorated as it was further in the establishment.

      He didn’t have to wait that long.

      A pair of men strode forward. They were not nearly as large as the man standing behind Ima, but they were dressed in the same black jacket and pants. He didn’t remember Malory wanting her employees dressed so similarly, though perhaps that had changed with the threat in the city.

      Kanar started past the desk, but the tall, muscular man pushed on his chest.

      “No weapons.”

      Kanar glanced down. His sword was sheathed at his side, the only visible weapon he had. “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.”

      “No weapons,” the man said again.

      Taking a step back, Kanar could feel the two men behind him. He didn’t need to turn to know they were there. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, concentrating, while trying to decide what he might do. He wasn’t leaving his blade behind. There were many reasons, not the least being that King Porman himself had given it to him and that the blackened blade provided Kanar’s namesake as the Blackheart.

      Would it be so bad to leave the blade behind?

      Malory wouldn’t keep it. Kanar knew that.

      He started to remove the blade from his waist, when he noticed a man slipped toward the stairs in the back of the brothel, an unsheathed knife concealed beneath his cloak.

      So much for no weapons.

      Kanar darted past the pair of men, shouldering through them, as he raced toward the stairs. A shout rang out, but he ignored it, his own blade coming unsheathed. By the time he reached the stairs, the man had turned to look at him briefly. Dark eyes flashed.

      “I don’t think she wants you up there,” Kanar said.

      The man darted forward.

      So did Kanar. The man was fast, but something changed for Kanar when using his blade. That was something he hated to acknowledge, but it was true.

      He reached the man, grabbing for his cloak, and yanked.

      The man tumbled backward, landing at the bottom of the stairs—and right in front of the men who’d tried to keep Kanar from making his way into the brothel with his blade. “I thought you said no weapons?” Kanar asked. “Maybe I’ll see what Malory has to say about him.”

      The men lifted the man and dragged him away.

      Kanar sheathed his sword. At the top of the stairs, he knocked, and the door opened.

      The slender woman sitting there was one he didn’t know. Her hair was dyed purple, and her eyes were nearly black. She had a sharp jawline, a lithe figure, and was generally not the kind of woman Malory would employ, looking as if she was ready for a fight rather than seduction.

      “Sounds like some commotion,” she said.

      “A little. I’ll let Malory know I took care of it.”

      The woman smirked. “I can manage that well enough.”

      “We don’t know each other,” Kanar said.

      “I know who you are.” She flicked her wrist, waving the two men off. “I think she would be disappointed to learn that you had to fight your way in.”

      Kanar glanced down at the blade he wasn’t supposed to have. “He probably wouldn’t have gotten past you, I suppose.”

      The woman’s gaze drifted to his darkened blade, and then she looked back up at him. “No. He would not have.”

      “Mind if I pass, or do I have to fight my way in to see Malory these days?”

      Though he didn’t know who she was, there was no doubt in his mind that Malory had hired a mercenary to offer an additional layer of protection to her establishment. In the past, she’d always used her girls. At least she was smart enough to hire someone more talented this time.

      She got to her feet. She was almost as tall as him. A pair of curved blades were strapped to her waist. The leather wrapping around the hilt bore a distinct pattern, as were the small black-and-red tassels. The sign of Juut.

      She had to be incredibly skilled to have reached that level. Red indicated somebody of high standing, though he didn’t know anything about black.

      But having two swords meant that she was equally capable with both hands.

      “I might enjoy that,” she said.

      “I might as well,” Kanar said. “But not today.” He stepped past her and half expected that she might try to intervene, but she did not. Instead, she strode alongside him.

      “You want to give her some advance notice?”

      “I already have,” she said.

      She had used some sort of witchcraft, he suspected. And here he thought Malory would stay away from that.

      “I’m not here to hurt her,” Kanar said.

      “I’m sure, but that changes very little.”

      “You’re still coming along.”

      “For now.”

      They reached the end of the hall and the door leading to Malory’s room. The woman knocked in a rhythmic pattern; three, then four, then one. When she was done, she pushed the door open without waiting for Malory to welcome them.

      Malory stood in the back of the room. Always distinguished looking, she wore a floral robe that stretched to the carpeted floor. Her black hair was pulled back into a decorative bun, a slender pin holding it in place.

      A long, bladed weapon rested on the table, but she didn’t reach for it.

      “What have you done now, Kanar?” Malory asked.

      “I just came to see you. You’re the one who decided to make it more difficult for me.”

      “Difficult for you means safe for me.” She glanced at the woman. “You can leave us, Wular.”

      The woman bowed and then stepped out, closing the door behind her. Kanar suspected that she had stayed close by, listening.

      “Hiring new help, I see,” he said.

      “Should I not? You’re the one who warned me that the Prophet will target this place.”

      “I suspect that the Prophet knows I’ve been working with you, and that places a target on your back. Like the man I stopped getting up the stairs just now.”

      “Like you need to protect me from him?” Malory asked.

      “Are you sure the Prophet is a man?”

      Malory grinned as she stepped forward. She glanced over to the blade resting on the table near her and paused. “Have I had such influence on you that you see women as your equal?”

      “I’ve never viewed it otherwise,” he said.

      She stood near the table, her attention still on it. “I suppose that you haven’t.” When she looked over to him, she smiled tightly. “What brought you here today? My people wouldn’t have had issue if you’d come when we agreed.”

      “Consider it my way of testing things.”

      She frowned. Malory could be a hard woman, and in this moment, she looked even tougher than he’d ever seen her. “Testing me, or my protections?”

      Kanar shrugged. “You wouldn’t be pleased if I didn’t attempt to test your defenses. I think we both know that.”

      She motioned to the pair of chairs angled toward a cold hearth. The last time he’d been here, a warm fire had crackled in it. He thought it strangely fitting that she would have it darkened today, as if she was ready to leave at a moment’s notice.

      Kanar took a seat. He wasn’t worried for his own safety, though he did think Malory might try to get back at him. He wasn’t sure what she might try, but he suspected that she would prepare for him the next time he came to visit.

      She tipped her head to the side, and he noticed that the pin holding up her hair looked like a slender sword. Probably poisoned, as well, though he didn’t know that with any certainty.

      “I know you’ve been busy,” she said. “And not doing the kind of work that I would prefer.” The irritation in her eyes was obvious.

      He had ignored several of the jobs she had requested of him while he’d been chasing down the Dogs. He felt like that was more important. Find the Dogs and their leaders, and it would bring him to the Prophet.

      Only it hadn’t.

      “We’ve been doing other things that need to be done,” Kanar said.

      “You have not been doing what I’ve asked. You’ve been taking your own jobs, and I’d rather you take mine.” She turned and looked back at the table before spinning back to him. “Maybe it’s time that I insert one of mine into your team.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      Or welcome, he didn’t say.

      Already, he wasn’t completely convinced he could trust those he was involved with. Not just Honaaz—though at least with Honaaz, he had a sense of what he was after—but with Lily. Now that he knew about her…

      It changes nothing.

      She might be hegen, at least by birth, but she’d chosen a different path for herself. And that path had permitted them to succeed when they might not have otherwise. Kanar wasn’t so proud that he could deny that fact.

      The others didn’t know the truth about him and his sword, though. Kanar thought he needed to reveal it to them, at least to Lily, especially given what she had done on his behalf. But it was difficult for him to trust. Difficult for him to acknowledge that he might need their help. And difficult for him to recognize the truth about himself.

      “Do you think you’re the only one I can hire in this city?”

      Kanar knew she had other teams, much like he knew that there weren’t any others as capable as his. “I will get back at it,” he said. “I’ve just been wanting to find the Prophet.”

      “And seeing as how that hasn’t worked out well for either of us, I think it would be prudent for you to keep looking for him while taking other opportunities. I didn’t argue when you took the job for Edward, but I’m not about to have you running around Sanaron and pulling jobs for one of the ruling class. Especially not when you have particular ties to them.”

      She knew.

      Kanar hadn’t really thought he could keep the truth from her indefinitely, but he didn’t need Malory learning about Morgan and his connection to her. It was bad enough that he had one in the first place.

      “Go on with it,” he said.

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s going to be necessary. Besides,” she said, waving toward where his hand hovered near the hilt of his sword, “I suspect that you have been most troubled by what you encountered. Knowing what I do of the great Kanar Reims.”

      He didn’t feel great about anything, but she didn’t need to know that either. No one did.

      “What can you tell me?” he asked.

      “Oh, I think there are many things I could share with you. The question is whether or not I choose to do so.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      That was what it all came down to with Malory. She used him, and their connection, to try to coerce him into taking specific action or jobs so that he was bound even closer to her. And he understood. There were reasons to take those jobs, reasons he couldn’t even deny. He hated that, but she had access to resources that he did not.

      “I think we will dispense with it quickly,” Malory said.

      “Dispense with what?”

      “I will provide you with all you need to know if you perform a job for me.” She sat up. “Seeing as how I’m already doing something for you, I need reciprocation. It’s not going to be that difficult. Not for Kanar Reims and his team. Then again, how do we know that Kanar Reims and his team are still capable unless we test them from time to time?”

      “I thought you were more interested in making sure that my team could handle the Prophet,” he said. If she pitted him against something or someone else, then she ran the risk of them not having the necessary strength to take on another threat. He didn’t think she would do that, but when it came to Malory, Kanar simply did not know. “Or maybe you’ve gotten all you need out of me and my team.”

      Dangerous to push Malory.

      Stupid was more like it.

      But then, arrogance had always been his downfall—confidence in his ability, in knowing that there weren’t many people who could match it, and in thinking he was safe in a place like this. He had come to learn that Sanaron had far more magic running through it than he had known before.

      Malory leaned back. “I do need you to uncover anything you can about the Prophet. I’ve been trying to learn what I can about his operation, but the Rabid Dogs”—her nose wrinkled as she said the name—“have operated far more effectively than I would’ve expected. What I need from you is something that might accomplish objectives for both of us.”

      Kanar waited. When it came to Malory, patience was often the hardest part. She always enjoyed dancing around conversation, trying to pick and choose what she shared, making it sound as if she had a grander plan than she did.

      “There’s a certain item I’d like for you to acquire,” she finally said.

      “Where?” he asked. Her other jobs had often taken him out of Sanaron. Actually, her other jobs were often for someone else. This one sounded like it was for her instead.

      “Nothing quite so glamorous as what you’re thinking. I don’t need for you to leave the city, even. That’s what you’d prefer, isn’t it?”

      He nodded, unmoving. He didn’t want to leave, for obvious reasons, and she knew it.

      “But it will require some work on your part. Nothing I think you will struggle with, Kanar. It involves a little sneaking, a little stealing, and perhaps a little killing.” She shrugged. “It’s my understanding that those are all skills of yours.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you can do the job. And because you have been complacent, and it’s time for you to come back into the fold.”

      Was this her way of testing for loyalty? Kanar wouldn’t put it past her.

      “I need an item. A sculpture of a particular design.” Malory leaned toward the table, picked up a pen, and drew a crude sketch of a strange-looking man holding a sword. “I would like you to acquire this.”

      “I didn’t take you for an art collector.”

      She smiled tightly. “Consider it a bit personal. I simply would like this back.”

      He waited for her to explain more, but she stayed silent.

      Personal. That was unusual, especially with Malory. She was a businesswoman first and foremost. That was something he knew quite well about her. Much like he also knew that she would do anything to ensure that her debts were paid. She might not work quite as much of the underground as the Dogs did, but that didn’t mean she didn’t still run her organization in a similar way.

      “It’s little more than a simple piece of art.” She smiled again. “Now, the taking isn’t going to be the challenge, but the sneaking might, which is why you and your team will be necessary.”

      Malory had been in the city for a long time. Kanar didn’t know if she had lived in Sanaron her entire life, but suspected it was near enough. She would know things that others did not. He also needed to better understand why Morgan had left the city. Which meant he needed to know more about her family.

      “Give me the details of the job, and I will make sure we do what you want,” Kanar said.

      “Oh, I’m quite sure you will.”
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      The knife slid across the smooth bone, a reassurance to Lily as she sat perched on the rooftop and looking down. The city was quiet, especially from this vantage. It was peaceful, especially as she worked at her art. The only part of it that she didn’t like was the wait. Too often she found herself waiting, especially since their return to Sanaron.

      There wasn’t much activity down in the streets below, though it was still early. Kanar had asked her to keep tabs on Malory’s tavern, though she wasn’t sure why. It was easier to sit on the rooftop and watch than it was to chase around the way Kanar and Jal did. Maybe Honaaz too, but Kanar hadn’t asked Honaaz to stick around much ever since their return.

      Lily wished he had. Honaaz had his benefits, even though he hadn’t been part of their team for long. She had watched him during fights, seeming to shrug off blasts of power that should’ve leveled someone, and it left her wondering what sort of intrinsic resistance Honaaz had to magic. How much of that did Kanar know about?

      She continued working the knife along her carving. Ever since the return from their journey, she’d taken to working with her prizes in a way she hadn’t for quite some time. She found herself carving the bone far more ornately than she ever had when she’d trained at the citadel. At the citadel, there was no need for elaborate decoration. It was all about holding on to the trapped potential within the item they were using, harnessing that, and concentrating the power so it could be used in the most disruptive ways.

      There were times when Lily wanted to take a leisurely approach. She wasn’t nearly as skilled as her parents had been. At least, not as skilled as her mother. Her father had never practiced the art the way she did. His abilities were different. He’d been a woodworker, though, so he was still a carver, but he had never taught her his technique.

      “Carving wood and carving bone are similar, but they’re not the same,” he had once told her.

      It had been an evening where they were sitting near the campfire. Lily’s mother had found a deer carcass and begun to work with a femur. The large animal had been chewed on by wolves, leaving mostly bones. It hadn’t taken her mother long to clean it.

      “Bone can’t be carved like that,” Lily said to him, watching his steady hand as he worked the branch he’d pulled from a tree. He made smooth, fluid movements, and each time he stripped away a piece of wood, she found herself marveling at just how sharp his knife was and just how easy and practiced his hand was.

      “It’s not the same. Even the potential within each is different.” He nodded to Lily’s mother. “You will see.”

      She wasn’t sure that she would.

      Of course, at that time, Lily hadn’t wanted to learn about that art as much. Her parents had tried to guide her, tried to push her, but Lily wasn’t ready for what they had wanted her to learn.

      A door opened, and she shifted her focus from that memory and instead leaned on the ledge of the rooftop to look down at the street below her. She had expected the movement to come earlier than this. That it had taken until now for Kanar to leave left her wondering what had taken so long in the brothel.

      And why he’d wanted me to watch.

      From above, he cut a striking figure. Kanar wasn’t as massive as Honaaz, nor as tall and slender as Jal, but he had a solid build that belied a dangerous speed when he attacked. Between that speed and his technical prowess with the blade he carried, she preferred that they stay on the same side.

      We’ve always been on the same side.

      In her mind, at least.

      She didn’t think Kanar felt the same way. She knew his feeling about those who used magic. They’d have to work through that eventually, especially if they were going to continue pulling jobs together.

      Do I want that?

      She didn’t know if she did.

      The last job had forced her to confront things she’d have rather forgotten about. Maybe Kanar didn’t have the same difficulty confronting his past as she did with hers, but working with him might make it tough for her to move beyond who she’d been.

      Lily reached for her pouch and patted the smooth leather before tucking it away. There were plenty of items inside that he would disapprove of. No point in angering him.

      Kanar took a few steps away from the building before stopping. “You can come down,” he said without even turning around.

      Lily secured her grappling hook to the roof, then slid down the rope to the ground and jerked on it briefly to release the hook. She looped the rope as it fell, caught the hook, and stuffed it away in a single movement.

      “Still impressive,” Kanar said, shaking his head. “See anything unusual?”

      She regarded him. They hadn’t spoken about her background since their return to the city, though she knew how he felt. Lily hadn’t wanted to deal with his feelings toward her art, but she also knew she needed to do so. It put her in a difficult position.

      “Two sailors came in not long after you did. A man dressed like nobility. And a younger boy who was quickly turned away. If you want an accounting of everyone that sees Malory, it’s going to be a lot of sitting around.”

      Kanar frowned. “It would be useful information, but I’m not sure it’s sustainable.”

      He sounded disappointed. Lily wondered if Kanar might actually hire someone to sit and keep tabs on Malory.

      “Any jobs?” she asked, glancing back toward the brothel.

      It amused her that Kanar had such a connection to a place like that, though with Malory, it was probably more a connection of convenience, not one that tied him to her. Malory was the one who gave them the good jobs, though Lily suspected that Kanar would probably be able to get jobs on his own.

      “There’s something that she wants from me. Us,” he added, his voice dropping. He tipped his head to the side and looked back at the Painted Nails.

      Lily spun, half expecting one of Malory’s women to come racing out and throw herself at Kanar from the way he was staring.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Not here.”

      Lily frowned. “Not the Dogs. They’ve been quiet.”

      Not just quiet, though. Their group had chased down evidence of the Dogs for the last few weeks, and their numbers had dwindled. When they had first returned to Sanaron, they’d needed to deal with the Dogs more thoroughly, but lately, that had been less of a concern. Either they were lying low—something Lily thought possible, given Kanar and his approach to hunting them down—or they had moved on from Sanaron.

      Which might be part of the reason they had not found the Prophet.

      “He’s still got to be here,” Lily said. “The citadel might be gone…” At least, that was what they believed, though she didn’t think the destruction of the citadel itself could destroy all the operatives working for the cause. “But what if there are others still working with the Prophet?”

      “Do you think others were?” Kanar asked.

      “It was probably only Tayol. But even with that…”

      She couldn’t fully blame Tayol. He’d wanted to destroy witchcraft. He’d just gone about it the wrong way.

      Kanar started down the street. Lily opened her mouth, wanting to say something. The two of them needed to work through his issue with her. It was long overdue. But she also was afraid. If she confronted him and he sent her away, she didn’t really know what she would do with herself.

      They reached the waterfront. It was a bustling part of the city, especially in the early evening like this. Ships were tied along the docks, and merchants were busy trying to move the day’s catch, along with unloading cargo from ships that had come to port, or loading fresh cargo into others. Figured that the most alive Sanaron ever came was at its edges—like the rest of the world was trying to wake it up.

      The wind carried the stench of the sea, but the sounds were muted by the fog.

      “Do you care to tell me about the job?” she asked.

      Kanar paused at one of the docks. “Something that she didn’t necessarily need us for.” He didn’t take his eyes off one of the docks. Was he staring at one particular ship? She couldn’t tell.

      “Another escort?” Lily asked. Their last job for Malory had involved escorting a merchant through the countryside until they reached the port.

      “If only it were so interesting,” Kanar said.

      “How long will it take?”

      “Not long. That’s the problem.” He handed her a piece of paper with a name on it. “A local shop. Scout the location. Once you do, we are to break into it, grab a piece of artwork and nothing else, and get back to Malory.” He’d lowered his voice as he described the job, but she could sense his disgust.

      “That’s it? She doesn’t usually go after local businesses.”

      “Not usually, but it’s not the first time. Besides, that’s the job.”

      Most of the time they’d provided escorts outside Sanaron, though as the Dogs had risen in prominence, the jobs in the city had increased. Not only had they served as guards, but Malory occasionally asked them to acquire certain items.

      “Why us?” Lily asked.

      “I don’t know. She could have hired anybody for this, but I think she’s trying to make a point with me. The problem is, I don’t know what that is.” He scoffed. “She claims that a man owes her money, so maybe that’s the point. She’s worried that we’re going to take a job and she’s not going to get her cut.”

      Malory could be petty like that.

      “I’ll see what I can find out,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

      “The same.”

      “The usual team for the job?”

      He flicked his gaze back toward the tavern along the waterfront. Why did he focus there of all places?

      “You, me, and Jal,” Kanar said.

      “Not Honaaz?”

      “He’s not going to be needed for this job.”

      “Kanar—”

      “We don’t need him,” he said harshly.

      Lily wasn’t convinced. Honaaz had his uses—more than Kanar wanted to admit.

      “He’s just sitting and drinking, you know,” she told him.

      Kanar shrugged. “That’s not my problem.”

      “The Prophet has got you worried.”

      “I’m not sure what’s going on here, Lily. And it’s not just the Prophet. I keep waiting for Edward to make a move, but he’s been quiet.”

      “Maybe Morgan called him off.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t like feeling as though I’m some game piece in a place where I don’t have any influence.”

      “None?” Lily asked, flashing a grin. “I have a hard time believing that. I mean, you are the Blackheart.”

      His eyes hardened, and she remembered exactly how precarious their unspoken truce was. “Just find out what you can, and we can meet at the Walnut later,” he said.

      He strode away from her. She wanted to argue with him about Honaaz, but what was there to say when he had already made up his mind—especially since she wasn’t convinced he was wrong?

      At least she had a name of where to scout. It was familiar to her, though she wasn’t going to tell him that. She’d been in Sanaron longer than Kanar had been, so she had come to know certain aspects of it in ways she doubted he had. There’d been a time when he had valued her ability and the information she could find. Ever since returning to Sanaron, though, he had been less interested in having her around, and far less interested in who and what she knew.

      Ever since learning the truth about her.

      It might be time for Lily to find another team. She’d been giving it some thought anyway.

      She reached into her pouch and pulled out the newest item she’d been working on. She’d shaved it into something like a heart, though it was imperfect. The surface wasn’t completely smooth, and one side of the heart was slightly larger than the other. It would take time to carve it down. Her father had said that carving bone like this was different than carving wood, and he wasn’t wrong.

      Wood peeled away easier than bone. But the potential within bone was superior to wood, mostly because it held the stored potential of a lifetime lived. And when she added her own touch to it, it could be even more useful. If only Kanar understood that.

      She squeezed the heart. Then she shoved it back into her pouch.

      It would be something to look after later.

      For now, she had to find what she could for the job.

      She slipped along the waterfront and noticed the tavern he liked, watching the docks and the movement up and down them. She couldn’t help but think of Honaaz. Since returning to the city, she hadn’t seen him much. She’d gone looking and didn’t think he’d left yet, especially as he had alluded to how he believed he was still a part of their team. But apparently, Kanar didn’t see it that way.

      Two boys shuffled out of the shadows near one of the docks, hurried up behind one of the merchant carts, and raced away. The stout merchant spun too late, raising his fist impotently at them. Sanaron was a relatively safe city, and there weren’t as many orphans running the streets as there were in other places. When she’d first come here, the jobs had been easier to find, up until the Dogs had solidified their grip on the city. It had been a slow process, but the Prophet had gradually taken hold. Now that she understood his pursuit of witchcraft and what he was after, she knew it was inevitable—but it didn’t make it any easier.

      Kanar might want to only pull this job for Malory, but Lily wanted to know more about the Prophet. Who was this person? And how powerful might he be?

      The wind picked up, and the stink of the sea whipped toward her, along with something else. There was a sense of energy, or maybe that was only imagined.

      Lily had to be careful moving openly on the street. There were patches where the fog was thick enough that it could conceal her, but other places where it wasn’t. It was part of the reason she preferred traveling on the rooftops.

      She turned a corner and ducked into a nearby alley between a pair of warehouses. There were large ones like this all along the waterfront, mostly to store the various cargo that came in and out of the port. She’d explored the warehouses when she’d first come to the city, curiosity leaving her to question what kinds of items might be moved out of Sanaron. Mostly, it was the usual. Sanaron served as a port city in between many of the neighboring countries, and it was connected to Reyand. Cotton and grain were plentiful, and also the iron from mines. The warehouses were predictably filled with those.

      There were other items too—casks of wine, textiles, and even artwork, but nothing that was terribly interesting to her. Not like her prizes. Facing the Dogs had given her access to more prizes than she was accustomed to, and this fact had forced her to get more comfortable with taking a life than she’d been. Her training at the citadel had taught her plenty of techniques to take a person’s life, but she worried that she left behind evidence of her passing, mostly from missing fingers or toes. Lily stayed away from other prizes, as they were too complicated for her to safely use. She had been tempted to claim a larger bone, though it would be difficult to carry with her, and she hadn’t wanted to reveal to Kanar that she had such prizes on her, so she left those behind. It would take longer to harvest, as well.

      She waited near the warehouse, smelling the distinct odor of grain nearby. She could imagine where it was heading, leaving the city on a ship that was possibly captained by Honaaz’s countrymen, though he never spoke of them—and hadn’t during their journey.

      Lily leaned against the building and breathed out slowly as she looked around. It would be unlikely for the Dogs to follow her easily, though they had been making headway against them as they tried to get closer to the Prophet so that Kanar could exact his revenge.

      The wind whipped through the alley, and she hesitated. Something about that wind didn’t feel quite right. Not only was it more chaotic than she had expected, it was also more violent.

      She looked up. There was something on the roof above her.

      Lily pulled out her grappling hook and caught the line on the corner of the warehouse. It wasn’t a high climb, but she still wanted to be careful. She scaled the wall, continuing to glance down at the alley.

      This was always the most delicate part of the climb. She was exposed. Her art would only draw attention to the fact that she’d been here. With the threat of the Prophet and the danger of witchcraft still in the city, she didn’t want that. Not unless it was absolutely necessary.

      She reached the edge of the roof and paused for a moment. She hung and listened, before pulling herself onto the roof. In one fluid movement, she whipped her knives out, then looked around.

      There was a creak of metal in the distance. Someone had been stalking her—or Kanar.

      Kanar might not like her art, but it had its uses. And she would use it to protect those who were with her. Regardless of whether they wanted her to or not.
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      Sanaron looked lovely from a distance. Jal knew that he might be one of the few people who felt that way, but as he stood on the hillside and peered down on Sanaron, he couldn’t help but feel a certain comfort in the activity. It wasn’t just the city itself. From his vantage, Jal could make out the wagons moving through the streets and the occasional person walking, though his eyesight wasn’t good enough for him to see everybody crowding the streets and walking among the tall and angular architecture that he had always found quite intriguing. Ships moved through the water into the docks or headed out to sea, creating a steady maze of activity.

      It was almost enough to make him want to stay.

      Almost.

      If nothing else, his time away from Sanaron had reminded him of what he’d been missing. He had been in the city for long enough to become jaded. Spending time with Kanar Reims would do that to a man. Even Lily left him questioning his purpose, though she didn’t do that intentionally. It was more a matter of how Lily questioned herself. Jal wished he could offer her some help, but that wasn’t his role.

      He paused at a tree and crouched down, tracing his fingers in the dirt. It had been dry lately, and he didn’t expect to find much in the way of tracks, but there had been a complete absence of any sign out and around the city’s outskirts. Much had changed since they’d left last time. The fog seemed different, though Jal had not been in Sanaron long enough that he could really identify how different it might be.

      He straightened and dusted his hands on his pants. There were other things to be done in the city, and Jal knew he didn’t have much time to spend, but he felt an urgency to explore and see what might be out here. So far, he hadn’t come up with much, but while Kanar—and Lily, for that matter—explored Sanaron and searched for evidence of the Prophet and his Dogs, Jal searched for something else.

      He shifted his bow on his shoulder and checked the arrows in his quiver before heading up the road. When he caught sight of a wagon caravan making its way toward the city, he ducked into the trees to wait for it to pass. He didn’t need to hide from the caravan, but he also didn’t need anyone knowing he was out here. He was tall enough that most would notice him, even if they didn’t recognize him. It wasn’t as if he had a reputation, but his presence would draw attention.

      He shouldn’t be gone long, though.

      That thought stuck with him as he loped through the trees, heading away from the road. He followed the faint tracks in the ground. Even though they were subtle, Jal had come to notice those markings early on in his life, taught by his grandfather years ago, and he had learned how to follow them. It was just a surprise that they would be found here. Why so close to the city?

      The faint trail led to a small bubbling stream. He paused, tracing his hand through the cold water, then brought his fingers to his lips and tasted it. There was a hint of copper to the water, along with the earthy taste of the northern hills. He could almost identify exactly where this stream came from before it eventually dumped into the sea. He looked along the water, but there was no movement. No sound. Nothing that would draw any attention.

      Jal narrowed his eyes, and he scanned the forest, looking for signs of the tracks he’d been following. It took a moment, but he finally caught sight of them.

      Much farther than I expected.

      He traced his hand over the ones nearest him, and then the ones on the far side of the stream, and he shook his head. Could they really have jumped that far? If they didn’t want somebody following, they certainly would. And they probably weren’t prowling through the forest, not the way they had been outside the village his team had stopped in on their way to Verendal—or in the citadel.

      Jal cleared the stream and paused near the next markings. He leaned forward, sniffing. He didn’t smell anything, though he didn’t really expect to. The berahn did not leave a scent.

      Why had they been here?

      It was too close to Sanaron. The berahn were powerful hunters and silent killers, but they didn’t generally come so close to cities. Not that they feared humans, but traditionally, the animals simply avoided them. That they would venture this close bothered him.

      Unless they’d been sent.

      Jal tried not to think about that possibility and instead focused on the tracks. His grandfather had taught him to follow them and observe the berahn from a distance, knowing that they were far more powerful and intelligent than they seemed. That experience had saved him when dealing with the Dogs on the journey to Verendal, along with when they had been nearly trapped in the citadel. Perhaps it could help him again.

      He continued to follow the tracks, picking his way through the forest. Jal didn’t have to keep pace with anyone else, so he moved quickly over the forest ground, barely pausing at fallen logs, thorn bushes that attempted to grab at his pants and boots, or even the occasional vine that dangled down from the trees. He easily weaved past them, avoiding everything, before coming to a small village.

      Then he stopped.

      The air smelled wrong. There was something off about the village.

      Jal hesitated at the edge of the trees, not wanting to make his presence known.

      The berahn tracks weaved through the trees near here. They had come close but no further. They’d been hunting something.

      He made a steady circuit around the clearing, coming along the hard-packed road leading into the village. It would’ve led off the main road from Sanaron, before veering north through the forest and eventually to the small village. There wasn’t anything particularly special about this village, at least not as far as he could tell. It was isolated, but from his travels after leaving his farm, he’d found plenty of other places just like this. Many of them were filled with proud people who had only known their home, never venturing beyond. They were people like him, in that regard.

      He saw no movement within the village. It was still early enough that this surprised him. He would’ve expected to see people. Perhaps farmers tending to fields. Maybe children, or livestock. Even small villages had dogs or cats, but there were none. Everything was quiet.

      The hairs on the back of Jal’s neck rose. He knew better than to let his anxiety build, but he also recognized that there was something amiss.

      Maybe that was what had drawn the berahn here.

      Jal pulled the bow off his shoulder, grabbed an arrow, and moved forward. He didn’t see any movement in the trees. No sign of the creatures. They had been here, though he wasn’t sure how long ago it had been.

      As he reached the outskirts of the village, he paused. The small buildings were all made of wood and had thatched roofs. Flowerpots sat outside some windows, and several houses had front doors painted vibrant colors, as if the residents wanted to show some flair for the lives lived within. The houses were empty, though. Jal didn’t need to get any closer to know that. He could feel it deep down in his bones.

      He paused at one of the houses and tested the door. He pulled it open, and unsurprisingly, he found no one inside. The house consisted of a single room. A bed was pushed up against the wall, and a kettle rested on a small stove. Dust coated everything.

      He moved through the village and checked several other houses, finding them equally abandoned.

      Jal caught sight of a shadow in the forest on the far side of the village. He straightened, lowering his bow as he stared at the distant form of the berahn. It was almost invisible against the backdrop of the forest.

      He whistled, the sounds strange and piercing against the quiet of the forest, as if it was disturbing something here that should not be disturbed. He watched as the berahn swiveled its narrow head toward him so that two pale eyes gleamed out of the darkness, watching him.

      Jal had no misconceptions about how he’d fare against a berahn. If the creature wanted to tear him apart, he would be easy prey. He might fire off an arrow, but even if he was lucky enough to hit it, he’d be unlikely to cause it any harm.

      The berahn turned and disappeared into the trees.

      Jal let out a sigh of relief.

      The berahn had been moving more lately. Why here, and why now?

      Another form appeared in the forest. This one was tall and slender. Jal slipped his bow back around his shoulders and strode toward them, dipping his head in a slight bow. “You’re hunting with them,” he said.

      The woman’s long hair was tied back in a slip of silk. She had a strong chin, and she wore a distinctive blue jacket that he recognized. She regarded him briefly.

      “What happened here?” he asked. It was better to get her talking than for her to ask him questions.

      “The same that has happened all throughout Reyand.”

      Witchcraft.

      Kanar had spoken of his experience in the witchcraft war, though Jal had never seen it himself. An entire village destroyed? It fit with what they had started to suspect about the Prophet—and meant that danger had moved closer to Sanaron.

      She turned to him. Her eyes were dark gray, almost silver. There was a depth to them that he didn’t see from most people these days. It reminded him of his farm, his people.

      “Why are you here?” she said.

      “I followed the berahn.”

      She frowned. “You could not.”

      Jal shrugged. His grandfather had taught him that if he learned to notice signs, he could follow anything. For the most part, Jal had learned to look for the berahn’s footprints in the dirt, however faint they might be. Their paw prints had an unusual pattern to them, creating small dimples in the ground. There were slight tears along blades of grass or thorny bushes they passed. Occasionally, it was also the scrape of nails across the exposed roots of trees, the way the wind whistled, and even the feel of the forest itself.

      “I tracked them from Sanaron,” Jal said. “Why are they so close to the cities?”

      “You’ve been away.” It was a statement rather than a question. “You should return to your forest.”

      Jal smiled and looked around him. It wasn’t the first time he’d been told that, though it was the first time in a while. “And you? Will you return to your mountains?” When she said nothing, he pressed again. “How many do you hunt with?”

      “Five.”

      He hadn’t expected her to be honest with him.

      “Why are they so close to Sanaron?” Jal asked again.

      “The same reason you are.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “You aren’t here because of them?” She said it with a slight sneer.

      He gave a tight smile. “Were that only the case,” he said softly.

      She watched him, but he did not explain further. He did not feel as if he needed to, and he did not want to. She tipped her head back, breathing deeply, then turned and glanced behind her. There was something there, though Jal wasn’t sure what. Could the berahn have communicated something?

      It would’ve been unusual, but there were many unusual things about this. Not the least being that he had found the berahn here in the first place.

      “You should return to your forest,” she said again.

      “Why?”

      Rather than answering, she looked away and whistled. It was answered by one berahn, then another, and then another. They were close. Jal could hear them in the forest, but he could not see them because they blended in far too well. When he turned back to her, she darted away, disappearing quickly from view.

      There was more at play here than just the Prophet.

      Kanar might be worried about the Dogs’ leader, but now it seemed there was another thing for them to be concerned about.

      Why had the Alainsith come to Sanaron?
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      Kanar crouched in an alley, watching the two men making their way up the hill. They seemed oblivious to the fact that he’d been tailing them for the better part of the morning. While waiting on Lily to finish her scouting, he’d taken to following men who might be Dogs so that he could find his way to the Prophet, but so far he’d had no luck.

      These men looked suspicious, but in a place like Sanaron, quite a few people did. One of them carried a slender metal rod in his pocket that Kanar had noticed. It might be a witchcraft wand—and if it was, Kanar needed to know.

      Or it could be nothing.

      He had time to spare. He might as well investigate.

      They stopped at a general store near the peak of the hill. This part of the city was one of money and power, the kind of place where he pulled jobs but never spent much time. Not that he didn’t have the money to stay here if he wanted to. He had done enough jobs for Malory that he could afford a place in this part of Sanaron if he wanted, but then he’d have to deal with the type of people who lived in the area.

      Like Morgan.

      He’d heard from her once since the destruction of the citadel: a brief note stating she was safe and well at Edward’s mansion. She hadn’t invited him over, but she’d given the address in elegant looping letters. He’d burnt it instantly. No point getting sentimental. He already knew where she lived anyway. And now he had the last few vials of Alainsith blood stored away, though he wasn’t even sure that Morgan cared about it.

      But the Prophet did.

      That was why taking this job for Malory now felt like he was abandoning something he needed to do. The part of him still tied to the Order was the one that told him that, though. He wasn’t that man anymore. At least, he tried not to be.

      Since then, Morgan had been silent. As much as he didn’t want to worry about her, a part of him did. He kept telling himself that he didn’t need to check on her, but he found it increasingly difficult to ignore.

      Normally, he’d patrol with Jal, but he hadn’t been home. Not that his presence would have been useful for this task, given how easily identifiable Jal was.

      The door of the general store opened, and both of the men carried packages in their arms. One of them also had a small sack strapped over his shoulder. They headed a little farther uphill. The strange protruding wand was more visible now.

      It has to be one of their wands.

      Kanar didn’t want to follow them all the way up the hillside, but he had time before he was supposed to meet with Lily, and he wasn’t ready to do the job without her assistance. He could go and scout the shop himself, but he had to rely on his team. Besides, there were some things that Lily could do better than him. He didn’t like to acknowledge that, but when it came to sneaking around, she was far better equipped.

      He stayed on the street as he tailed them. It wasn’t that busy out yet. He wasn’t dressed well enough to blend in here, but he kept the hood of his cloak up and made sure that his sword was hidden beneath the fabric. He had no intention of using the blade.

      Kanar rounded a corner, and the two men he’d followed stepped toward him.

      The one man definitely had a wand—and now pointed it at Kanar.

      Kanar jumped out of the way of the likely explosion, and just in time. The ground where he’d been standing erupted, throwing stone and debris into the air.

      Kanar popped up to his feet…

      And the men were gone.

      What is going on here?

      They couldn’t have gone far. If only Lily were here, he could’ve had her take to the rooftops to see where they’d gone.

      Did he have to climb to follow them?

      Men like that would make noise, even in Sanaron where the fog muted most sounds. He steadied his breathing, standing with his back up against a nearby building, and listened.

      Footsteps.

      They were heading down the street—toward the water.

      Kanar followed the sound.

      He didn’t have to go far before he saw the flash of cloaks that he’d seen before.

      And then they disappeared around a corner.

      Kanar raced ahead and found a small park. There were many like it scattered all throughout Sanaron, and most of them were filled with children throughout the day, as if these children didn’t have any school or trades to keep them busy. The park was empty other than a younger couple seated on a bench behind some small shrubs. He could hear their faint murmuring and the woman’s occasional laughter. The floral fragrance in the air carried throughout the park, and Kanar couldn’t help but think of the first time he’d been with Morgan.

      She had wanted flowers, and he had brought her to a park much like this. He’d been nervous in a way that he rarely was. If only he’d known the truth at that time. How much trouble would he have saved himself?

      Kanar hadn’t been thinking logically then, even though Morgan had claimed that she wanted nothing more than a logical man. He had been drawn in by her beauty, her mind, and his curiosity about her. How could he have done anything differently?

      The two men had approached the young couple. The man got up. The park was hidden enough that no one should have discovered the couple in the first place.

      The lead attacker, a muscular man with a scar on one cheek and a thin, scraggly beard, headed toward the woman—and had the wand out.

      An attack here?

      A quick survey around the park told him that they’d set up other items around the inside of the park. He couldn’t see what they were clearly, but if they had witchcraft wands, then it was likely tied to that.

      But what sort of ceremony?

      There were many he knew to fear. Many he’d seen over the years.

      And he hated them all. They all involved suffering of some sort.

      Kanar strode over to them.

      “Let her go,” Kanar said.

      The woman flicked her gaze past the attacker, and she had a panicked look in her eyes. Her companion, who was being held by both arms, tried to jerk away, as if he was going to break free. But even if he did, he looked too young and too soft to do much of anything.

      “I figured you would have learned your lesson.”

      Kanar shrugged. “I’m a slow learner.”

      Something wasn’t quite right, but Kanar wasn’t sure what it was. The lead attacker spun on him and brandished the wand. Kanar noticed a mark on his wrist.

      “Dogs,” Kanar muttered. “And witchcraft. What does the Prophet have you doing now?” He was met with a glare. “I’ve had a few dealings with the Prophet. Maybe you’ve heard of me. Kanar Reims.”

      The man hadn’t used the wand on him again.

      Why wait now? They hadn’t hesitated when he’d followed them before.

      Because they needed the trapped power for whatever they planned here—and they probably needed the woman.

      Which meant he had to work quickly.

      Kanar thrust his open hand toward the leader’s throat, catching him between his thumb and first finger, and pressed all the way through. The man collapsed, throat crushed. Kanar kicked the wand away, then spun, sweeping his leg, and tripped the nearest Dog, before driving his fist down into his chest and kicking the next one in the forehead.

      It had taken barely more than a few moments before they were down.

      Too easy.

      Kanar turned to the woman. “Are you hurt?”

      “N-No,” she said. “I don’t know what they were… What are you doing, Pauel?”

      Almost too late, Kanar realized that he had forgotten about her man.

      “You can leave us now,” Pauel replied.

      Kanar glanced behind him at the girl and frowned. “I don’t think I can. Let me guess. You were to bring her for some ceremony where you’d be made a full part of what the Prophet plans.” The man’s eyes twitched, which suggested that Kanar had guessed right.

      The poor girl.

      She’d likely done nothing to deserve this other than believe Pauel to be a good man.

      Just like in Reyand, so many suffered for witchcraft.

      Kanar hated that.

      He feigned an attack and waited for Pauel to react. It didn’t take long. The man’s reaction was predictable—he jumped to the side, and that’s when Kanar darted forward.

      Speed was part of what had changed for him ever since he’d acquired the sword and whenever he used it. But it wasn’t just speed. It was his strength. Kanar was talented. That was part of the reason he was selected for this line of work, after all, but he hadn’t been so talented before that he could have crushed a man’s throat like that.

      He tried not to think about it.

      At least he hadn’t used the sword.

      Then again, with what he had to deal with from the Prophet, Kanar wondered if perhaps he should keep using the sword. There might be a reason to strengthen it.

      He caught Pauel in the stomach. The man doubled over and brought a knife out from beneath his cloak.

      Kanar stomped down on his wrist, and he heard a satisfying crack. The man cried out, but Kanar kicked him in the forehead for good measure.

      “Why?” the girl asked, her voice a whisper.

      Kanar turned to the girl but glanced down at the fallen man. “They’re chasing power they should not have,” he said, sighing deeply. He knew there were dangers of witchcraft in Sanaron, but how extensively had it spread? “Do you have someplace safe to go?”

      She nodded.

      “Then you should go.”

      She got to her feet, clutching the fabric of her dress. “What are you going to do to them?”

      Kanar started to smile but then realized just how terrifying that might look. “What should I do to them?”

      “They wanted to hurt me.”

      He thought she might grab a knife from the ground and stab one of the men who had tried to attack her, but she didn’t. She made her way past them, reached the edge of the garden, and then left.

      Kanar debated what to do, before deciding. These men were already mixed up with witchcraft. He made quick work of the Dogs.

      Kanar stepped out of the garden, leaving the bodies behind. He walked down the hill until he reached the street that ran along the shore. He didn’t have too much longer before he was supposed to meet with Lily, and hopefully Jal.

      Malory had hired him for a job, but he felt like he needed to focus on the Prophet and witchcraft. That was something he could do something about. I might be the best equipped in the city. Maybe it was time to get Honaaz involved again. For some reason, Honaaz felt like the Prophet was responsible for what had happened to him.

      It might be that Honaaz would be the key to uncovering the Prophet’s whereabouts.

      Kanar had to stop thinking about that for now. He would complete Malory’s job, appease her, and then get back to what he wanted to do.

      He turned and headed back up the hill into the city.
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      Inside her apartment, Lily opened the pouch and sorted through the various items. She usually kept a better account of her supplies, and considering they had a job coming up, she needed to know what she had on hand.

      She had the grappling hook, though she hadn’t used it much over the last few weeks. It was stored in its own section of the pouch, with the thin rope wrapped all around it. After pulling it out and checking to ensure the integrity of the line, she slipped it back into the pouch.

      Then there was the assortment of prizes. She had ten, all with different purposes, and all of them ones she had made herself. She had learned to make the art when she had trained with her family. Then it was at the citadel that she had learned to use art in a drastically different way to shift the intention of some of the prizes she collected and to add aspects of power to them that they wouldn’t have otherwise.

      She kept a few other items in the pouch—a knife used to carve bone, and different oils that could strengthen or weaken the bone, as well as help remove any residual flesh. It was a morbid way to create art, but it was the only one she knew. She also had some inks to create various patterns that would help add to and augment the power within the bone itself. And then she had a small, wilted flower.

      Before Lily had taken the last job, she had spent time with Bendal, a pretty florist. Only, now she wasn’t sure that she should even visit him any longer. He’d given her the flower the last time she’d seen him, and she had enjoyed having the comfort of something familiar with her. It was more than just the familiarity that surprised her, though. It was the fact that the flower linked her to a different life and the possibility that she didn’t have to work in the field she did.

      She smiled when she looked at the pale purple lilac, which still had some of its fragrance. As she brought the flower up to her nose, some of the crisp leaves crumbled beneath her fingertips.

      Other fragments of the lilac had already cracked off. She would have to clean the inside of her pouch so that they didn’t contaminate her art. Everything had the potential to complicate it. Even the dried flower.

      She closed the pouch and looked around her small apartment. She didn’t need much space. Lily hadn’t planned on staying in Sanaron long when she’d first moved in, but the more time she’d spent in the city, the easier it had become for her to get settled. Now she had a fully stocked kitchen, a chair, and more clothing than she’d ever owned before. If nothing else, Kanar’s jobs paid well enough that she could provide for herself. It wasn’t that she wanted for money.

      What is it that I want, then?

      Lily sorted through her cupboards until she found an apple that looked a little soft, an orange that she probably should eat before it went bad, and a bundle of dried meat. As she chewed on the meat, she finally made a decision.

      It was time to get the information Kanar wanted.

      Outside, the fog was thick, but the bright sunlight was almost warm, though the steady gust left her pulling her cloak around her.

      She hurried down the street, turned the corner, and saw Bendal’s flower shop. It wasn’t his, though his uncle was absent for long stretches of time and let him run it. Bendal stood out front. Lily thought about ignoring him, but she had not seen him since she’d been back and wanted to visit. Not that she owed him anything. Bendal understood that she only wanted friendship, but…

      Before she knew what she was doing, Lily found her way toward the floral shop. He was carefully arranging a bundle of clematis. His thick black hair hung down his face, and he grinned and pushed it back when he saw her.

      “Lily? You’re back?”

      She wrapped him in a quick hug.

      “I’m back. Finally.” She didn’t even remember where she had told him she was going. “It was a longer job than I expected.”

      “Where did this one take you to?” he asked.

      “Around.”

      Bendal was accustomed to her leaving and venturing away from the city. She never hurried back to him. Perhaps that was a mistake. He really was a pretty boy.

      Or man, she thought. He was probably ten years her senior.

      He had spent his entire life in Sanaron and his entire working life at this floral shop, in the hopes that he would assume control of his uncle’s business one day. Even though Lily was quite a bit younger than him, she had seen far more in her years than he had. Far more than he could even imagine.

      “I’ve been wondering when you might make it back here.” Bendal plucked a flower from one of the decorative vases and held it out to her. A yellow daisy. “I’m afraid I don’t have any of your namesake, but I have this pretty item.”

      She glanced up. She thought she had seen movement, but now she wasn’t sure. None of the Dogs would have tracked her along the rooftops. It must have been her imagination.

      “A daisy?” she said.

      “Actually, this is not a daisy at all. This is a Reyand asterin, and a beautiful one at that. My uncle has been growing them for the last few years, but this season’s crop has blossomed the best they ever have.” He glanced toward the shop and then back to Lily with a sly grin. “Don’t tell him I gave it to you.”

      Lily accepted the flower and took a long breath. “It’s lovely.”

      Not only lovely, but unique flowers tended to have unique properties. It was possible that it could be used in her art.

      “I found a new restaurant I’m sure you’d like,” Bendal said. “They serve the best Drestian rallan. I remember you telling me how you enjoyed that.”

      Had she?

      “That would be great,” she said. “You know I’m always interested in a new restaurant.”

      Not for the reasons he understood, though. Restaurants provided new ways of scouting the city. But that didn’t matter.

      Bendal bit his lip. “I could take you there tonight…”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I’m sorry. I have to work tonight.”

      A flicker along the roof caught her attention again.

      A bird. Nothing more.

      She had to stop being so jumpy.

      “Of course,” he said quickly. “I imagine you have quite a bit to catch up on.” He looked back toward the shop. “My uncle…” He started, before turning toward her and shrugging.

      “He’s here?” His uncle sat on the council, though Lily had never met the Lord Booker before. He was someone she’d considered trying to get close to simply to have a chance to get closer to the council.

      “Surprisingly, yes,” Bendal said.

      Lily snorted. “Why is that surprising?”

      She had never met his uncle, but knew that he had some standing in the city.

      “I shouldn’t talk like that.” He tipped his head to the side as if to check whether his uncle might actually be listening. “He’s been around a lot more lately, meeting with important people in the city.”

      Lily frowned. The last week?

      It was a measure of everything they had been dealing with that her mind immediately went to questioning whether his uncle could be the Prophet. She doubted it, though. He was too much of an upstanding shop owner.

      “It’s just council business,” he said when she’d been silent for a while. “Nothing terribly exciting, I suspect. Plus we’re preparing for a celebration,” Bendal said. “We do big business during them.” He waved his hands around. “It becomes difficult to find flowers anywhere in the city.”

      Lily nodded. “I see. What celebration?”

      Lily had been in the city long enough that she thought she should know, but she didn’t.

      “Harbor Festival, though our flowers aren’t in great shape for the festival this year.”

      She’d forgotten about the festival, though it was coming soon. “I don’t want to get you in trouble with your uncle. Why don’t we plan on meeting in a few nights? I can stop by to let you know what evening I’m free.”

      He nodded, though he seemed disappointed. Why had she even bothered to come and visit him in the first place? All it did was make him sad.

      “Of course,” he said. “I should really get to work so I don’t upset him. I’m glad you’re back. I’d love to take you to the festival if you’d be interested.”

      She flashed a smile. He was kind, but was kind all she wanted?

      And she hated that the reason she considered his invitation was to get closer to those in power. That’s what Kanar would want from me.

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      He flashed a wide, pretty smile. “I’ll make sure you get a ticket. My uncle usually gets a premium booth, so we would be able to sit rather than stand.”

      Lily didn’t want to tell him that she didn’t mind standing, so just nodded.

      “See you soon, then,” he said.

      She left him, and when she reached the corner, she glanced back to see him watching her. He held several flowers in hand, and his shoulders slumped as he turned back to the shop and disappeared inside.

      She made her way toward the merchant section. It wasn’t far. Lily had picked out an apartment that was in between various factions of the city. She could blend in with money or poverty.

      She had to fight her way through the crowd, but her small stature made that easy. Soon she found her way to the address Kanar had given her, then rounded a corner. She hadn’t seen anyone following her, though every so often, she would catch a glimpse of something that seemed not quite right. When she stared, it disappeared. There had to be more there, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

      By the time she reached her destination, Lily was on edge. The shop belonged to a silversmith. One who had considerable wealth. Of course, if this was Malory’s target, Lily shouldn’t be surprised.

      The business occupied the entire block, not just a single shop. There seemed to be an impressive network of buildings, all leading to a singular access. She would’ve expected that for a blacksmith, perhaps even a clothier, but a silversmith?

      The market for silver couldn’t be that large.

      She found her way around the building, though she needed to be careful. If she looped around too many times, she was going to draw notice. Somebody would recognize that she was scouting. She knew better.

      The main entrance was an ornate doorway made out of black stone, with a curved arch that led into the store. The windows had a gray tint to them. Two men were patrolling, though others were likely just out of sight.

      After straightening her cloak and shifting her pouch, Lily strode up to the front door and stepped inside. The store smelled as if it was filled with Bendal’s flowers. Lily was hit with a cloying, overwhelming scent that almost seemed like it was masking something more sinister. Maybe that was Malory’s reason for sending Kanar here. Maybe there was something ominous going on.

      A small, thin man dressed in black approached her. He kept his hands locked behind him and bowed slightly at the waist. A hint of a smile curled his lips. She immediately disliked him.

      “May I help you find anything, young lady?”

      “Yes,” Lily said, pulling herself up. She might as well have some fun with this. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have money on her.

      Much like everything, silver had its own potential. It wasn’t a material she typically used, since it was difficult to acquire and had inconsistent power trapped within it. There were some people at the citadel who could identify the potential of metals, though she never could. She suspected that her mother would have been able to do it, though it was one more lesson she wouldn’t get.

      “What can I help you find?” the man asked.

      Lily grinned. “I like jewelry.”

      The man swept his gaze up and down her. Lily knew that her clothing was neutral enough for a shop like this. Or, at least, she thought it was.

      She peered around for a moment. Three heavily guarded doors stood off the main room. Each of them appeared to be made of iron, and she caught a glimpse of men behind two of them and suspected there was one behind the third. By the time she looked back at the merchant, the deep wrinkle in his nose had intensified.

      She couldn’t help but smile. She probably shouldn’t, since it would do nothing more than antagonize him.

      “Do you have anything pretty here?” she asked.

      “As you can see, we are the best jeweler in the city.”

      Lily arched a brow at him. “The best? I’ve always been partial to Norman’s shop, but then he gives me a warm greeting every time I visit.” She smiled sadly. Norman’s jeweler was on the opposite side of Sanaron in an equally wealthy section. “I found myself over here and thought that I might peruse your options, but if I’m not welcome…”

      The man regarded her again. “You shop at Norman’s?”

      Lily shrugged. “Most of the time.” She pulled a pendant out of her satchel. It was worth more than most jobs she’d taken with Kanar, and as she flashed it, however briefly, the man’s eyes twitched. “I’ve always been in the market for other items like this. This might be gold, but I was hoping to find it in matching silver. But alas…”

      She turned away slowly, and her gaze skimmed around the shop. She caught sight of several different levels, each separated by stairs in the open space, and then her eyes drifted upward to the sculpture she suspected Kanar had been sent for.

      And she understood why Malory would have sent him. Them.

      The sculpture was chained high above the floor. It looked like it was meant to be some sort of a centerpiece, but she found it strange that it would be suspended in the air. It was high enough that she wondered if others in the shop even knew it was there. The sculpture was old, looking to be made of some black stone or metal. She didn’t see any sign of its sword, but otherwise the shape was exactly as Malory had drawn it for Kanar.

      It would be impossible for them to get to.

      Lily stepped toward the exit. She needed to get to Kanar. This was a different kind of scouting than they had anticipated. They might need Jal’s eyes to get a sense of how they could navigate here.

      The man hurried toward her, and to his credit, he didn’t grab her arm. She’d already started reaching for one of her knives, prepared to take off a finger if she needed to. She might even leave him alive.

      “I apologize, miss. It’s just that we don’t often have women of your stature come to the store.”

      Lily ignored him and scanned the windows. They didn’t seem to have any additional protections over them, and though there was a staircase leading to the second level, she couldn’t see anyone guarding it. The rest of the complex would be residential, she suspected. She would have to get in and scout more of it, but at least she had a start.

      So much for Kanar thinking this would be an easy job. Anything Malory asked of them would not be easy.

      She turned back to the man and smiled at him. “My stature?”

      She knew what that meant. Someone who didn’t appear to be wealthy but who was. There were plenty of those people in the city, though most who had wealth loved to show that they did. It was the truly wealthy who did not flaunt it, and it was the truly wealthy that a man like this wanted to cater to. She understood that all too well.

      “I’m sorry, I meant no offense. Pardon this poor old fool. I’m sure I could show you several different pieces that might strike your eye.”

      “Perhaps, but I might have to return later. I really was hoping to purchase something soon, but Norman intends to have me meet with his artisans, and I don’t want to be late for that appointment.” She frowned and glanced lazily toward the door. “I apologize for taking your time. I had passed by and merely thought I would stop in. I didn’t realize it would be such an inconvenience.”

      “It’s no inconvenience whatsoever,” the man said quickly. “If you would like, I could have you speak with our artisans. You don’t even need an appointment, unlike at Norman’s store.”

      She looked around one more time and let out a heavy, overly dramatic sigh. “I suppose I can let Norman wait a little while longer. But if you’re wasting my time…” She arched a brow at him.

      He bowed more deeply this time—the reaction Lily was looking for. “Of course. I would never waste your time. If you would come with me?”

      He guided her through the store, motioning to several different pieces of jewelry, before leading her to one of the locked doors. He waved at the man, who unlocked it and pulled it open. “Just how much did you say you had to spend?”

      “I didn’t.”

      He glanced back at her, and she tipped her head just enough to elicit the rest of the reaction she wanted from him. “Yes, very well. What was your name?”

      Lily hated that she had to use a persona she’d crafted carefully since coming to Sanaron, but now seemed an appropriate fit. “Agatha Benair.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh my. Well, I am most pleased that you decided to visit us today, Ms. Benair. I will be sure to show you everything.”

      “I hoped you would say that.”
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      The Roasted Walnut had a sense of calm about it this evening. Jal suspected that most of it came from Kanar’s presence in the rear of the tavern, where he sat with his back to the wall, pale blue eyes scanning the surroundings. Porten wouldn’t permit any real drama in his place, especially not when Kanar was around. Even if something went down, Kanar would manage it.

      Kanar tipped his head to the barkeep. Porten was an older man with a balding head but managed to have the energy of someone half his age. Most of the time, he wiped the counter with a rag or leaned on the bar so he could listen in on the gossip. That, more than any other reason, was why it seemed like Kanar kept coming here. The gossip was as valuable as anything, especially in a city like Sanaron where there was so much activity in and out of the ports.

      Jal shifted the bow on his shoulder as he headed over to Kanar.

      “You just going to stand there looking at me?” Kanar asked without looking up.

      Jal flashed a grin. “Figured I’d see if I could make you as uncomfortable as possible before I sit down.”

      “Are you going to sit, or do you intend to just keep talking?”

      So Kanar was in one of those moods. What had happened?

      Jal sank down into the opposite chair.

      Porten made his way over and slid a mug of ale onto the table. “Are you hungry?”

      Jal gave him a wide smile. “Famished. I don’t suppose you have anything other than meat, do you?”

      Porten shrugged. “I’m sure I have some vegetables and fruits, or I could just pick the meat out of the stew for you. Somebody’ll pay extra for it.”

      “Whatever you think,” Jal said, slipping his bow off to rest it against his leg.

      Kanar looked over to him. “You’re in a good mood. Where were you today?”

      It wasn’t like Kanar to get down to business quickly.

      Jal leaned forward and looked around the Walnut for a moment before turning his attention back to Kanar. The entire walk back to the city, he’d been trying to come up with how to state his concerns, and he still hadn’t settled on an obvious answer. He wasn’t sure what Kanar would believe.

      That wasn’t exactly true, though. He knew what Kanar would believe—the real question was what he would do. And that was what left Jal uncertain. He needed Kanar’s help. Otherwise, he had a strong suspicion about what would happen.

      “I was looking for movement outside the city,” Jal said.

      “To the east?”

      Jal nodded.

      Kanar grunted. “I think that might be the wrong direction to look.”

      Porten carried over a tray of food and placed it in front of Jal. Raw vegetables—mostly carrots, some onions, and uncooked peas. Jal feigned a smile and then began to pick at it. It was better than some of the offerings he’d been given before.

      “I saw something odd. I thought it was the Dogs, but now I’m not sure. Witchcraft and a ceremony.”

      Jal frowned at him. “Are you sure? With your experience, anything could look like witchcraft.”

      Kanar cast his gaze around the tavern. Jal doubted there would be any Dogs here. This wasn’t the kind of place where they would spend any time. That was partly because of Porten and how he’d made it clear that he didn’t want any Dogs around, and partly because they tended to prefer places closer to the shore. That probably had something to do with how many Dogs ended up working on the docks or in the warehouses.

      “I know what I saw. And felt,” Kanar said. “Maybe that’s what the Prophet has been doing.”

      Jal leaned back and popped a handful of peas into his mouth, chewing slowly. The Alainsith had approached the city, but he still didn’t know why. Until he had a better understanding of that, he didn’t want to trouble Kanar with it. The Alainsith wouldn’t ally themselves with someone who used witchcraft—especially given what had happened recently.

      “What exactly do you think it is?” Jal asked.

      “One more piece of the puzzle,” Kanar said. He took a long drink. “Did you find anything?”

      “Nothing of the Prophet, but there was an abandoned village.”

      Jal filled him in on the details, minus the presence of the Alainsith.

      Kanar rubbed a knuckle into his eyes. “That’s the kind of thing I used to deal with. Villagers lost. Slaughtered,” he said, his voice dropping. “All for power.”

      “I could show you where it was,” Jal said, remembering the smell of the village. Kanar was probably right about what had happened there. And I’m glad I didn’t see it.

      “There’s probably nothing left to find in the village. We need to find the Prophet,” he went on quietly. “It’s just that he’s going to be difficult for us to dig out.”

      “Do you think it might be somebody you know?”

      Kanar looked across the table at him. There was a hardness to his eyes that was there more often lately, which concerned Jal. What they had been dealing with was worrying Kanar more than he was letting on.

      “It’s possible,” he said, then flicked his gaze past Jal. “We always suspected there was some centralized organization during the witchcraft war. The priests of Fell were part of it, but not all. We found other pockets, but that’s all they were. We never found anybody with real talent.”

      “It’s possible that you wouldn’t be able to,” Jal said. “They had some way of hiding, or they might have sent others with no real potential against you. Sacrifices, as it were.”

      “Considering what sacrifices might do to empower witchcraft, it’s possible.”

      Jal wished that Kanar wasn’t so troubled by what he’d gone through.

      “You never told me why you left,” Jal said. “You obviously still have some issue with witchcraft. I—”

      “It’s not that I have some issue with witchcraft,” Kanar growled. “I’ve seen what it can do. How its practitioners are more than willing to hurt in order to gain power.” He took a steadying breath.

      There was something more to it that Kanar wasn’t sharing, but perhaps it wasn’t the time to dig too deeply into that.

      “What’s going to happen with you and Lily?” Jal asked.

      Kanar averted his eyes. “I’m not sure.”

      “She’s still the same person.”

      “She is also someone who hid the truth from me. From us.”

      “You can understand why she felt the need to do that, can’t you?” Jal said. “If she hadn’t, how would you have reacted?”

      “I wouldn’t have reacted,” Kanar said.

      “By that, you mean you wouldn’t have included her in the team.”

      Kanar continued eating. Jal moved on to the carrots, ignoring the onions altogether. He didn’t need his breath to stink.

      “Do you know where she is?” Jal asked.

      “Scouting,” Kanar said. “Supposedly.”

      “We could still pull Honaaz in on the job. Someone like him would be useful, don’t you think?”

      Kanar pressed his lips together. Was he actually considering it?

      “Eventually,” Kanar said.

      Which meant he had something else planned for Honaaz.

      Lily entered the tavern and headed over to Porten.

      Jal watched Kanar rather than Lily. She was far too observant to not have noticed the sudden chill that emanating from their table.

      “I’m not going to do anything to her,” Kanar said, his voice somehow both hard and soft at the same time.

      Lily carried a glass of wine, which was an unusual choice in the Walnut.

      “Well,” she started, then glanced to both of them. “I got in.”

      “What do you mean?” Kanar asked. “That wasn’t the assignment.”

      “I know what the assignment was, Kanar, but we needed inside information to be able to pull off the job. So I went in.” She smiled at Jal, and he found himself smiling with her. She always amused him, especially when she pushed Kanar like this.

      “What did you uncover?” Kanar said.

      Lily rested her hands on the table. “Other than the complete layout of the establishment? Oh, nothing too exciting.”

      “You got the complete layout from just one visit?”

      Lily shrugged. “What can I say? I’m good. Better than good, actually.”

      Kanar sat back, crossing his hands over his lap. “Then how hard will the job be?”

      Lily glanced around before leaning close to them. She smelled of flowers, though it wasn’t one Jal recognized. “That’s just it. I’m not exactly sure. There were several different patrols around the storefront, but given that it’s a high-end jeweler, that’s not surprising. I even had to reference the job we pulled several months ago at Norman’s shop.”

      “That was quite a job,” Jal said. “We barely got out of there.”

      “We got out of there just fine,” Kanar frowned.

      “The entire compound takes up nearly the whole city block,” Lily continued. “It’s enormous. But inside, it’s more like a maze than anything. Once we get into the shop and get past the first layer of security, the rest is straightforward.” Lily smirked. “It’s just a matter of knowing where to go. But where we need to go is not going to be easy.”

      “And the sculpture?” Kanar asked.

      “You’ll have to see it.”

      Jal suspected that meant it actually was going to be difficult.

      “I suppose we do this job first, and then I can see what Malory might know about Edward.” Kanar shook his head. “I hate using her to try to help Morgan, but I want to get this over with so we can get back to our primary focus.”

      They would be doing the job soon, then.

      Jal got to his feet. “I’m going to get a little fresh air before we get going.”

      Kanar nodded and turned back to his food, as did Lily.

      Jal headed out into the Sanaron fog. The night was quiet and cool.

      There was something else—a mournful, heavy sound that carried through the air.

      The berahn.

      Jal looked back to the Walnut. How long did they really have?

      If the creatures were near, it meant that the Alainsith may be targeting the city. Why would they have come here?

      As he watched the tavern, the only thing he could think of was that the Alainsith knew Kanar still had some of the blood. If that was the case, would they blame him for what happened? Or were they coming here because they knew the Prophet might be involved?

      Jal needed answers—and he had to get them quickly, before everything came to a head.
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      The complex really was enormous, much like Lily had said.

      Not that Kanar had doubted her. For whatever failings she might have, she could scout as well as anyone he’d ever worked with. Plus the fact that she managed to get in the building in the first place—deep enough to obtain not just some of the detail but the entire floor plan—impressed him. She hadn’t even needed to hurt anyone to do so.

      That was what he worried about. Was it worth it to complete the job to protect the city from the very thing he might need to use in order to accomplish his goal? He didn’t think so, but he also didn’t think he could do the job without Lily.

      Or Jal.

      Jal was perched on the nearby rooftop. His bow was unslung, and his quiver lay next to him. So far, there was no sign of danger.

      Kanar didn’t really expect there to be anything. There might be a patrol or two making their way around the shop, but that should be easy enough for them to bypass. Jal remained on edge.

      Lily stepped forward out of the shadows, then looked up at the nearby buildings for a moment. “We should be clear,” she said.

      “Just get us inside,” Kanar said.

      Lily motioned for him to follow, and they veered along the darkened street. In this part of the city, there wasn’t much foot traffic late at night. On their way to the job, a couple of people who hurried past them, not even looking in their direction. That had almost been enough to draw Kanar’s attention, but he let it go.

      It was nothing. They weren’t with the Dogs, they were just some people out for a stroll. That was what he’d thought of the couple in the park, though. He couldn’t shake the thought that something more was taking place in the city than he realized.

      They reached a narrow alley, and Lily led him down into the darkness.

      “There’s a window up ahead,” she said. “I spied it when I was making my patrol inside the shop.”

      “A window in an alleyway?”

      “Right.” Lily glanced back, and he couldn’t see much of her shadowed face. “Those buildings opposite are new. The window probably had a nice view of the harbor before they came along.”

      She paused at the window. It was low enough to the ground that they could reach it easily without having to jump. The window had been barred, but the bars had already been cut.

      “Some prep work?” he asked.

      “I figured we needed to be ready. Anything to speed the process along.”

      “And what would’ve happened if somebody had caught this?”

      “The room was little more than a storage space,” she said. “No one was going in there, no one was paying any attention to the windows.”

      He started to object but realized how ridiculous that was. Why object to Lily doing the exact things he had asked her to do before?

      “How many guards are inside?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been keeping an eye out for any movement in the windows—there’s another on the other side—but I haven’t seen too much.” She hesitated a moment. “Listen, Kanar—”

      A whistle caught their attention, and Lily looked up but didn’t see anything. She soon relaxed her shoulders, but the sound came again.

      “Go,” Kanar said.

      “And leave you here?”

      He turned to the window. “I’m not helpless, you know.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting that you were. It’s just that—”

      Another whistle.

      She looked up at him, then opened her pouch. Kanar was thankful for the interruption. It was clear to him that she wanted to have a conversation, but he wasn’t ready for that yet.

      She deserves it.

      The same way Morgan deserved a conversation—and had not gotten one.

      Maybe that would be his legacy.

      Lily tossed her grappling hook up, then quickly disappeared. Kanar could have gone with her, but she moved quieter. That was part of her training that he appreciated. Both she and Jal were nearly silent. Kanar was skilled, but not at that.

      He could do the job they’d been hired to complete, however.

      That would be how he’d be useful.

      Lily had been right about using the window. That gave an easy entrance… but he didn’t have the layout. He’d have to wait.

      That didn’t sit well with him. Kanar hated waiting, especially since he wasn’t sure what was taking place on the roof above him. Between whatever Lily had slipped away to take care of and Jal serving as lookout, Kanar felt as if he was the useless one on the team.

      After what felt like too long, Lily dropped down next to him, then stuffed the hook back into her satchel. “I thought you might go in without me,” she said.

      “We’re a team.”

      Lily smirked. “And you didn’t know the layout.”

      “There’s that,” Kanar said. “What happened?”

      “Jal caught sight of another patrol. A total of five. We should be good getting into the building, but getting out will be tricky, especially given the size of what we’re after.”

      “She didn’t say it was large.”

      “It’s not small. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to help you lift it and keep a watch out for you. You should be able to carry it, but…”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “We should have pulled Honaaz in—”

      “We’ve already gone through this,” Kanar said.

      She reached for the window and ran her hands along the outside of it. “What’s your issue with him?”

      “I know we should’ve brought him in on this,” he admitted.

      “So there’s no real reason that you didn’t want to include him?”

      She waited on him to explain more. When he didn’t, she sighed and pushed on the window. It popped open, and then she crawled forward, slipping into the building as quietly as only Lily could. She was gone for a moment, and then her face appeared at the window again. “You can come in. Be careful with the first step.”

      “I think I know how to be careful,” Kanar said.

      He hung on the windowsill for a moment before dropping farther than he expected. He landed in a crouch, spinning around and looking up at the window. It had to be a good two feet above his head.

      “See?” Lily said.

      “How did you get there in the first place?”

      “A ladder.” She motioned toward it.

      At least they would have a way out. Then again, if what Lily said was true, they would not be able to come out this way. The room was little more than a storage closet, which made it all the more strange to have a window cut into it. The boxes on the shelves likely held items of value. These belonged to a merchant, after all. Still, this wasn’t what they had come for.

      “Show me what you discovered,” he said.

      They headed out of the storage closet and into a hallway. She paused, raising a hand for Kanar to stay quiet. She crept along the hall, tipping her head toward several doors before waving for him to catch up to her.

      “These are all workstations for the artisans,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Quite a bit of silver in each of them, some gold, plenty of jewels. It wouldn’t be the worst thing for us to grab something. That way it could look like the jewelry was the target.”

      “Just show me where it is,” he said.

      “I was just making a suggestion.” Lily crept farther down. “We need to take this hall here, which then loops us around to the back side of the store. The upper level is too difficult to reach from the main entrance.”

      He let her guide him to the next room.

      As she had described, it looked like an artisan’s workshop. There was a long table in the center. Lanterns were set on either end, and three stools were situated around the workbench. A small cabinet with drawers rested in the middle, which probably held the silver and jewels Lily had mentioned.

      “He claims he can compete with Norman’s shop,” she told him.

      “He wouldn’t be the first to think that way,” Kanar said.

      Norman’s shop housed the most skilled artisans in Sanaron and beyond. Norman’s seal alone doubled an item’s value. His shops were incredibly difficult to break into, which was why Malory had hired them for that job.

      It had also involved a piece of art. Malory had claimed the buyer wanted revenge on Norman. Kanar had felt it strange at the time but hadn’t thought much of it since.

      Kanar pulled the door closed behind him, and it was his turn to motion for Lily to get moving. How long would they have before one of the patrols noted something on the window?

      They hurried through a long series of turns, before Lily finally stopped in front of a door made of iron. Slats of wood were worked within the metal, but Kanar suspected that it had once been decorative rather than functional.

      “Here’s the first test,” she said.

      “Just the first?”

      “Well, I think getting in here was the first test, but we managed to do that just fine, so now we have to get through this door. Then there’s a staircase and another door, and then we should be out above the main level of the storefront.”

      “You managed to scout all of that from one visit?” Kanar couldn’t hide the surprise—or how impressed he was—from his voice.

      “Why? Should I not have?” she asked.

      “That’s not it,” he said.

      “I can be quite persuasive.”

      She reached into a pouch again, pulling out a pale, slender item.

      Bone.

      Kanar hadn’t noticed what she used to break in during their assignments before, and he was surprised he’d overlooked that. He’d simply trusted that she was skilled.

      “Do you need the bone to pick the lock?” he asked.

      “It helps.”

      “Can you do it with traditional thieving sets?”

      “It takes longer, and it’s possible it wouldn’t work on something like this. You could probably hire somebody who has the skill set you want, but that wouldn’t be me.” There was a lingering question that went unasked.

      She turned her attention back to the door. It seemed as if she had shoved the entire bone into the lock. She murmured something. Finally, there came a soft click, and she straightened and pulled the bone back out of the door. It had a dark discoloration to it. Maybe there was oil in the lock.

      “Show me where we need to go,” Kanar said.

      Lily pushed on the door, and it swung inward without making a sound.

      Maybe she had oiled not only the lock but the door itself.

      As she’d described, there was a narrow stone staircase leading up.

      She hurried forward, bounding quietly, with little more than a faint sound on the stone. Kanar pulled the door closed behind him but was careful not to let the lock click closed again. He followed and caught up to her. Lily glanced back, watching him for a moment, before skipping up the stairs, where she stopped at another door. This one was iron, much like the last, but there were no wooden slats in it like the previous one had. Kanar could see darkness through the doorway, along with a hint of wind that drifted through.

      “We’re almost there,” she said. “I still don’t know why she thought the job was going to be that complicated. It’s complicated enough, but it’s not that difficult.” She shoved the bone into the lock like she had the last time and worked for a moment. Lily then pulled the door toward her, dancing around as it swung open.

      She waited for Kanar to go through.

      He stepped forward.

      They were on a small ledge that overlooked the interior of the store. They were high up, on what had to be the third story, and it was open below. A sweeping staircase ran along the wall, although it wasn’t blocked or guarded in any way. When he looked back to her, he frowned. “Why couldn’t we have come through the main entrance?”

      “You mean besides the pair of men guarding it, along with the triple-locked doors? I suppose that would be enough. But then, if the other guards caught sight of anything, they’d sound the alarm, and we’d have a whole different kind of trouble.”

      “I suppose,” he said.

      She snorted. “You do, do you?”

      He swept his gaze around. “Where is it?”

      “There,” she pointed.

      He followed the direction of her finger. Tucked against the ceiling was a series of alcoves. Kanar could see the chains holding the rack up, and the only way to get to it would be by lowering those chains. They were worked into the stone of the ceiling, so somebody couldn’t simply climb them.

      “Now, getting to that,” she said, “is the real challenge. You have any suggestions?”

      Kanar walked around the ledge. The sculpture was out of reach, even were he to jump. He might be able to climb the wall, perhaps jab his knife into the stone and use that to pull himself up, but it would be tricky.

      “There’s something I could try, but it’s going to be loud,” she said. “And we’re going to have to work quickly.”

      He examined the sculpture, which hung from thick metal chains. In the shadows, it somehow managed to look even darker than everything around it, as if darkness had swallowed the sculpture. Kanar could make out its shape, how it was positioned as if standing—or floating, seeing as how it was suspended on the chains—overlooking the store.

      “I can dislodge it,” Lily said. “But as soon as it falls, we are going to have to be ready to grab it and make a run for it. It won’t be long before the guards come through the door.”

      Getting out while dealing with guards might be easier than breaking in. It wasn’t like they were trying to conceal the fact that they had come here.

      “I’ll be able to get out, but what about you?” Kanar said.

      Lily looked to the stairs behind her. “I can get back out. It might be a little tricky, so you won’t be able to wait for me.”

      “Lily—”

      “So, are we going to do this or what?”

      “Give me a few moments to get ready.”

      “It’s going to be heavy, Kanar. I thought that I’d be able to help you get out, but…” She shook her head. “If I get trapped up here, I’m not going to be of much use to you. I can set some diversions, maybe…” She said that last part slowly and watched him. Kanar didn’t offer her any reaction. “But I don’t know that it’s going to be enough. You’re talking about carrying that thing and still trying to fight?”

      “Like I said,” Kanar told her, “let me worry about that.”

      He hurried down the stairs and reached the main part of the store, then looked up. The sculpture seemed so far above him. Assuming that Lily could do what she claimed she could do—and Kanar didn’t really have any reason to doubt that she was capable of it—they would need to work quickly once the chains snapped. That was, if the fall didn’t destroy the very thing they were after in the first place.

      Lily reminded him of a spider as she crawled up the wall and reached one of the chains. Her pale face practically gleamed in the darkness. She jammed something into one of the chains and smeared it with another bit of black substance. Did she use some kind of ink?

      Why was he trying to figure out what she was doing?

      Because it was useful.

      And because he knew Lily.

      Jal might think that Kanar resented her use of magic, but that wasn’t it at all. Kanar didn’t care for magic, but the reasoning was different than Jal knew. Maybe it was time that he talked to them about it. They needed to understand.

      Lily slipped back down to the ledge, worked her way around to the second of the three chains, and again forced another piece of bone into it. As before, she smeared something on it. It seemed to be in the center of her hand. Was it oil? That idea fit with the hegen training she’d had.

      By the time she crawled around to the last one, Kanar was ready. Once she was finished, she mouthed something.

      Then the chains broke.

      It happened quickly, with no sound other than the snapping of metal, and then the rapid drop of the sculpture that fell to the stones.

      Kanar had to leap back to move away from it. There was a loud boom as it crashed to the ground. He waited for something to shatter, but it somehow didn’t. It looked like a miniaturized man staring off into the distance, and it felt strangely warm when he grabbed it. There was no sign of a sword like there was in the drawing, but there was no doubt that this was what she wanted. Especially given how difficult it had been to get to.

      Carrying the heavy object took both of Kanar’s hands. Had he not built up unnatural strength from his sword, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to lift it.

      The door opened behind him.

      Kanar jerked on the sculpture and then spun, driving his heel into the guard’s chest. Another man followed him, and Kanar pushed on the sculpture before stepping outside. On the roof above, Jal looked over, holding his bow at the ready.

      A shout rang out along the street.

      Kanar ran with the sculpture, knees buckling.

      Five men approached, dressed all in gray. Their uniforms made it tough to tell if they were the Kalenwatch, Dogs, or private security the store had hired. He set the bulky sculpture down. It tottered slightly on the cobblestones, but he hoped it wouldn’t roll down the hillside.

      Three men came at him, two with knives and the third with a sword. Their movements were quick and coordinated. Kanar left his sword in its sheath. Without knowing whether they were Dogs, he wouldn’t kill them. Kalenwatch and hired muscle didn’t deserve that.

      He darted toward the first, open-handing him in the throat and dropping him to the stones. He punched the next man in the side of the head, which knocked him down. Then he kicked the third in his hip and slammed his head to the ground. The remaining two glanced from Kanar to the sculpture.

      They stepped toward him as if they were going to fight. But when Kanar came at them, driving his heel toward one and bringing his elbow out to catch the other, they rolled to the side and got to their feet. They looked past him briefly, before they turned and ran.

      There was somebody else on the street. They approached slowly, also dressed in a gray jacket and pants, with long hair hanging down to their shoulders. Judging by their size, he didn’t think it was a woman, but there were not too many men who had that appearance. The person was barely a dozen paces away. Their gaze lingered on the sculpture before landing on Kanar.

      The wind whipped around Kanar, making for an unsettling feeling. He hoisted the sculpture off stones, clutching it to him.

      He started toward one of the intersecting streets. He needed to stay ahead of his pursuer, though at this rate that would be difficult.

      Three more figures appeared from an alley nearby and came toward him. He recognized the marks on their hands. At least he was certain that these were Dogs.

      Kanar set the sculpture down, then rushed toward the nearest one. He had his daggers out quickly, jabbed one into the Dog coming at him, while spinning and driving his heel into the knee of another.

      The Dogs were not skilled fighters, but they had numbers. With enough of them, they could slow him down.

      He had to find a way to get through here and make it down to the docks, or someplace where he could store the sculpture before taking it to Malory, without running through the Dogs.

      He wasn’t sure how.

      Jal and Lily should be somewhere behind him, but he didn’t hear the sounds of any fighting. He’d made a mistake not bringing Honaaz along.

      He grabbed the sculpture, bulled his way past a pair of Dogs who tried to stop him, and ran. As he did, he came across several other Dogs but didn’t see any sign of the man behind him. The city was quiet otherwise, and he navigated the streets without running into further difficulty.

      When he reached Malory’s brothel, shadowy fog moved around it in an unsettling way. He had never come here this late at night.

      A shadow separated from the alley, and Kanar tensed, thinking that maybe it was the same figure that had pursued him before. Instead, he recognized the black-and-red tassels on the blades.

      “Good. It’s you,” he said.

      Wular laughed. “I don’t always get that reaction.”

      “I need your help to get this to Malory. And I think I have a few stragglers behind me.”

      “You brought them here?”

      “They followed. They’re Dogs, after all.”

      “She’s not going to be pleased.”

      “Oh, when she sees this, I think she will be,” he said.

      Wular looked at it for a moment, her eyes narrowing. “What is it?”

      Did she recognize it? The way she looked at it certainly suggested that she might.

      “I have no idea,” he said. He hadn’t even had a chance to study it. The only thing he knew was that it was heavy. Malory wanted it as her way of getting back at someone who owed her money, but this was an odd choice, especially in an establishment like that. There had been many odd things about the job.

      “Take it in there,” Wular said, nodding toward the door. “I see a few of your strays. I think I might have a little fun with them myself.”

      “I could help.”

      “That’s unnecessary. This is something I will enjoy.”

      As Kanar headed to the brothel, Wular moved toward several approaching Dogs. She didn’t even unsheathe her blades. Kanar wanted to watch her fight, but he needed to unload the sculpture and get back to the rest of his team. They could regroup and decide their next course of action.

      He was slowed only briefly when he entered. A pair of guards were stopped by Kanar’s glare, though they tailed him on the way to the stairs leading to Malory’s level. He kicked at the door, and a burly man wearing an inky black jacket and pants opened it a crack and looked out at him.

      “No visitors,” he said.

      “I’m not asking,” Kanar snapped.

      He pushed, and the man tumbled back, which allowed Kanar to step over him. His arms throbbed from carrying the sculpture, but he wasn’t about to set it down after everything he’d gone through to get it here.

      At Malory’s door, he readied to kick again, when she pulled it open.

      She frowned. “It’s late, Kanar. I don’t need any visitors.”

      “I got your prize.” He tipped his head to the fallen man behind him. “And you need to get some better help.”

      “I thought I had,” she mused, then waved Kanar in and closed the door behind her. “Did you have any trouble acquiring it?”

      Lanterns glowed, and the steady warmth of the hearth was almost inviting.

      Kanar wasn’t sure why he’d thought he might actually be waking her up. “Nothing more than what you expected.”

      “I don’t know what I expected.”

      “They owed you more than money,” he said.

      “Perhaps.” She pointed to an open wall. “Leave it there.”

      She sounded disappointed, much like she had when they’d completed the job at Norman’s shop.

      “This is it, right?” He didn’t want to wait too long before setting it down. “I know it didn’t have a sword, but it’s the same sculpture you had drawn. Besides, we didn’t see anything else in his shop.”

      “You did fine. This is what I sent you for. Did you expect more?”

      Kanar’s brow furrowed. The whole job had been odd from the beginning, and he should have known better with Malory. “I suppose not. Care to tell me why this one and not any of the other items of value there?” She was quiet for a moment, staring at the sculpture before turning away, as if irritated. Kanar snorted. “It’s not the sculpture at all. It’s the sword.”

      She leveled a gaze on him. “It’s of no significance.”

      He was tempted to argue, but at this point he wasn’t sure it was worth it.

      “While you’re helping, let me know what you find about the Prophet,” he said.

      “I don’t work for you, Kanar.”

      “If you want protection from him, you’ll let me know what you learn.”

      She smiled. “Your protection is better than what I can hire elsewhere?”

      Kanar glanced to the door and laughed. “Much.”

      Malory glared at him before striding over to the sculpture. “You may leave. I’ll let you know when I have another assignment for you.”

      “And I will let you know at that time if I’m willing to take it. I suppose that works out best for both of us.”

      “You really get ahead of yourself, don’t you, Kanar?”

      “That’s why you like me.”

      “We will see how long that lasts.” She turned her attention to the sculpture.

      Kanar headed out the door and nodded to the man he’d knocked down. When he pulled open the next door, he found Wular.

      “She’s not going to be happy with her security,” he said.

      Wular looked past him at the fallen man and grinned. “She never is, is she?”

      Kanar started down the stairs, then he paused and glanced back to her. “How many Dogs did you have to deal with?”

      “Oh, I had a little fun.”

      “How many?”

      She regarded Kanar for a moment, her fingers tapping on the tassels of her swords, before turning away.

      He smiled and left the Painted Nails. Now he was curious. How many had Wular dealt with? He’d taunted Malory about her security, but of the people she’d hired over the time he’d been in Sanaron, Wular was easily the most capable. If she ever became a potential threat, Kanar wasn’t sure how he might fare. Which made it even more intriguing for him.

      Now that he’d dealt with the job, he could finally focus on the Prophet—and the threat of witchcraft in the city. Maybe I should’ve said something to Malory. If he had, he didn’t know that it would’ve changed anything. Not until he had proof.

      If the Prophet was dealing with witchcraft, then maybe it was time for him to bring in the other member of the team. Like I should have before.

      Better late than not at all, he decided.
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      Honaaz sighed inwardly. He blamed Reims for his shit luck, though he blamed that man for damn near everything these days.

      He tipped back his mug and took a long drink as tried to decide how aggressively he wanted to wager. Push too hard, and the men would back out thinking he had too good of a hand. Not hard enough, and they would know he was bluffing. The problem was that the ale was making his mind a little foggy.

      “Dammit, just put in your coppers,” Shaul said.

      Honaaz stacked the coins and dropped them on the table with a clang, while tracing his finger along the cards. He had a terrible hand. A pair of ladies, but that was it. Even Shaul wouldn’t fall for a bluff that bad, and he was the dumbest bastard in the Rolling Pen tavern.

      “I’m just trying to figure out how much of your money to take,” Honaaz said.

      Durst laid his cards down while shaking a handful of coins. “Seeing as how you’ve not taken much, I don’t think we have much to worry about.”

      “My luck is about to turn.”

      Honaaz had gone a few hands without winning. That was unusual, and frustrating. Maybe he hadn’t been bluffing nearly as well as he had let himself believe. Leave it to somebody like fucking Durst to make a point of that. He had half a mind to catch him in the street, ram a dagger into his belly, and take his coins off him.

      “You’ve been saying that every night you come here,” Pepper said.

      Honaaz looked over to the mousy man with a pockmarked face. Of the three of them, Pepper was the one he most respected. He might be small, at least compared to Honaaz—and most men were—but he carried himself with a measure of intimidation. Honaaz could almost believe that he had actually killed someone. Not like the other two, who only talked as if they had. He’d take their money regardless. He didn’t care if they tried to bullshit him.

      “There,” Honaaz said, stacking three coppers in the pot, matching the last bet.

      Someone shouted near the door, and he looked over.

      Fucking Dogs.

      He hadn’t seen them around that often lately. Ever since they had returned to the city and Reims had started on his hunting spree, the Dogs had gone into hiding. Not that Honaaz could blame them. If a man like Reims came after you, you did your best to steer clear.

      “I think I can match that. Hell, I’ll even raise you two coppers,” Durst said.

      He dropped the coins in the pot and pushed his cards forward.

      Fuck. He only did that when he had a good hand.

      Honaaz liked to think of himself as a decent gambler. Maybe not as skilled as someone like Pepper—his pile of coins had continued to grow throughout the evening, much like it did most evenings—but he knew his weakness. He even tried to play to it. When he had a good hand, he found himself tracing his fingers along the edges of his cards. When it had been pointed out to him, Honaaz had started doing that with all hands, wanting to try to minimize how obvious it was when he had a good one. Turn a tell into a bluff.

      Not Durst. He had an easy tell.

      And he wasn’t bluffing.

      Pepper grunted, added a pair of coins into the pot, and took a small sip of ale. He was still nursing the same mug he’d been brought when they’d settled down at the table.

      Honaaz took another swig. Now to see what Shaul might do.

      “Would you stop looking over at them?” Pepper said.

      Honaaz tore his attention away from the front of the tavern. Now there were a total of five fucking Dogs. “Why do you care?”

      Pepper stared at him. He never looked at his cards, only once they were dealt and never again. The bastard memorized them.

      “I care that you’re distracted. Leave them alone. You don’t need to upset Nolly anyway.”

      The barkeep was behind the long bar at the back of the tavern, and his gaze kept drifting over to the Dogs.

      “Seems to me that he doesn’t care for them being here either.”

      “They don’t got nowhere else to go,” Durst said, pushing his cards even farther forward. Just what kind of hand did he have? “I hear the Dogs have been running. They say the ghost assassin is after them.”

      “Ghost assassin?” Shaul asked, laughing. “Who ever heard of such a thing?”

      Honaaz grunted. It had to be Lily. If anyone could sneak up and kill Dogs, it would be her.

      “Are you going to play?” Pepper asked Shaul.

      The other man looked at his cards again, then pushed them to the side. “Not my hand. Maybe the next one.” He got up and wandered to the bar, where he was offered another mug.

      It came around to Honaaz.

      Should he do the smart thing or try to bluff? Durst was clearly not bluffing.

      Pepper watched him, as if trying to give him some guidance. It had been Pepper who had pointed out his tell in the first place. There were probably more, but he figured that if he could take care of the most obvious one, he might have more success. Might being the key word there.

      He looked over to Durst. Finally, he shook his head, slipped his cards over on top of the ones Shaul had discarded, and shrugged. “Keep my coin.”

      “Oh, I will,” Durst said, laughing.

      The door to the tavern opened, and Honaaz heard the distant sound of bells.

      “What time is it?” Honaaz asked Pepper.

      Pepper tipped his head to the side. “Probably near midnight. Why? You have someplace you need to go?”

      Fuck.

      Honaaz got to his feet. “Just make sure you take his coin too,” he said, slapping Pepper on the shoulder and nodding to Durst.

      He grabbed his mug and made his way through the tavern. He had been given a meeting time and place, and seeing as how jobs weren’t as frequent as they once were, he didn’t want to miss out on it.

      If Reims had been targeting the Dogs, why hadn’t he included Honaaz? Hadn’t he worked with that bastard all the way from Sanaron and then back again? Hadn’t that earned him some trust?

      It had earned him more coin than he had expected when he’d first taken the job. It left Honaaz wondering just how much Reims had been offered. He never said, and Honaaz knew well enough not to push. Not that man, at least. And it wasn’t like he could ask Lily. If she was the ghost assassin, then he wasn’t about to question her about why Reims had no interest in using him.

      It was better that way. Better to leave it, and better for him to find his own jobs.

      As he neared the door, one of the Dogs sneered.

      “You might want to look the other way unless you want my fist in your throat,” Honaaz said.

      The man appeared as if he wanted to fight. There was a definite look to a person when they thought they could take you on, and this man likely thought he had an advantage.

      Honaaz slipped his daggers out quickly and brought one of the blades up to the Dog’s throat. “Maybe I take care of you before the ghost assassin does.”

      The man’s face paled, and he stepped back.

      “Good idea,” Honaaz said.

      He shouldered past the other man and made his way out into the street.

      As he headed toward the pier, he checked to confirm that nobody was following him. He eventually reached the stairs leading down to the shore. They smelled like piss. Honaaz wrinkled his nose, trying to ignore the stench, but it permeated everything. Between that and the stink of bird shit and rotting fish, it was a terrible place to meet.

      The white-stained stairs wound around the side of the dock. Some lovestruck kids had carved their names here, and someone else had later carved a derogatory comment overtop it. He was pretty sure Ola and Beth couldn’t do that. Honaaz smirked at what was written before pulling his belt knife out and scratching out the comment.

      As he slipped his knife back into its sheath, his boot slipped on the stone. He caught himself on the iron railing, immediately wishing that he hadn’t. More bird shit covered it, which he smeared onto the wooden dock next to him.

      He kicked at a post. “Why the fuck did we have to meet here?” he muttered.

      No one was around to hear him. That was probably for the best. His mood hadn’t been great to begin with, and now it was absolutely foul.

      Better to take this meeting in a tavern like the Rolling Pen. Then he could drink a little ale, play cards, maybe eye that plump waitress he’d been watching. Luvarra didn’t seem to mind.

      A few more steps, and he’d get down to the shore. He started to slip but caught himself again—this time without grabbing the railing. A minor victory.

      Once by the water, he paused. Sanaron was built up from a rocky shore to make the port more accessible. Long piers jutted out into the sea from the sea wall. Most of the business along the port road consisted of warehouses and taverns, but there were a few brothels and other less reputable places of business. Any of them would have been better than meeting here.

      When he reached the dock, he looked around. At this time of day, the docks were generally quiet. Not too many ships dared make their way through the crowded ports in the darkness, regardless of how many lanterns the harbor masters might light. The occasional muted voice drifted down to him, but not much more than that. Even the street carts and their vendors had gone away for the night.

      He slipped his daggers out. No point in going forward unarmed. Honaaz might be a large man—larger than almost anyone in Sanaron, though not in his homeland—but that didn’t mean he was stupid.

      Wet rock covered this part of the seashore. He treaded his way carefully, passing a rotting fish carcass and shooing away a pair of seagulls picking at it. They cawed at him, but he ignored them.

      He reached pier seven, but he didn’t see the man he was supposed to meet. He had figured that he would come across him by now. His only instructions were to come to the pier, and then they could discuss a business opportunity. It wouldn’t be the first time that Honaaz had ventured into a place like this to try to find a job, but it had been a while. When he’d been working for Heatharn, the jobs had come easy. Then the bastard had run from Sanaron. Working for Reims had given Honaaz more stable work, even if it was just one job. They were capable enough, but he still didn’t care to work with her.

      Honaaz continued to walk along the rocky shore, listening to the soothing sound of the splashing water. It reminded him so much of his homeland. The darkness, the stink, the dampness were all familiar to him.

      “It took you long enough,” a voice called from the shadows of another pier.

      Honaaz had almost made it down to pier eight. They could’ve just told him to come that way.

      “You picked this place,” he said.

      He searched for an ambush. A man didn’t make it as far as Honaaz had without being ready for someone to betray him. This was not a man he knew. The message had gotten to him at the Rolling Pen, but he hadn’t seen who’d sent it. It wasn’t unusual for work to get to him that way. Reims was one of the few people who had come at him directly, and that was only because he didn’t fear anything. For good reason.

      “Were you followed?” the man asked.

      “Who the fuck would follow me down here?”

      “Well, were you?”

      This came from another person slightly behind the other man. They were smaller, but their voice was rough and commanding. It sounded like his uncle. He was long gone, but Honaaz couldn’t shake that association.

      “I can spot a tail, so no, I wasn’t followed. Now, was all of this some way to bring me down here to jump me?” He brandished his daggers. “I’m not going to be easy for you to work over.”

      The man closest to him grunted, a sound that was almost a laugh. “Told you he’s the right one.”

      “We will see,” the other said from behind him. “I hear you worked with Reims. Are you a permanent part of his team?”

      That was what this was about? Fucking Reims. Do a job with the man one time, and suddenly he was affiliated with him forever.

      “I took a job. That was all. Why?” Honaaz asked.

      “What can you tell me about him?”

      The man in front of him jerked his head around, swiveling from side to side. He was looking for something. Someone. Was this some sort of test?

      Honaaz wouldn’t put it past Reims to try a test like this. He probably had that little one watching him.

      Heat rose in him at the thought of Lily keeping an eye on him. She’d probably taunt him about it, as well. He knew better than to risk betraying Reims. A man like that had ways of knowing things, and Honaaz had no interest in ending up at the wrong end of Reims’s sword.

      “Not sure that I can tell you much of anything. He keeps to himself. The entire team does.”

      He pitched the words louder than he normally would. If Lily was here, he wanted to ensure that she knew he wasn’t going to betray the team. He hadn’t seen her, but she had ways of moving that he wasn’t sure he would see. The only person he was certain hadn’t followed him was that tall bastard, Jal.

      “If all you brought me down here was to ask about Reims, then you waste my time.” He leaned toward the nearest man and clutched his daggers. Honaaz knew what it took to look intimidating, especially to someone who wasn’t accustomed to seeing somebody like him. “Did you waste my time?”

      There was a moment of silence, and then the man with the raspy voice laughed. “I like this one. I can see why Reims would have hired him.”

      “Well, seeing as how he’s not here,” Honaaz said, keeping his words loud again, “we don’t need to focus on him. Better to focus on what you want from me.”

      “An opportunity. Unless you’re not for hire.”

      “I’m unaffiliated,” he said.

      “I hear that more people claim to be unaffiliated these days.”

      Honaaz said nothing. He wasn’t about to speak about his role dealing with the Dogs. They had gone quiet. At least, quieter. There were still too many in the city to be fully quiet. They’d gone underground, though, for the most part. He had no idea what the Prophet intended, but that wasn’t for him to worry about. Reims, on the other hand, likely spent most of his time trying to figure out just what the Prophet intended.

      “I don’t know much about that. Just that I’m unaffiliated,” Honaaz said. “Now, if you don’t have a job for me and you’re just wasting my time, I’m going to head back up. Follow me, and I’ll make sure the fish don’t go hungry.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.” The raspy-voiced man stepped toward him.

      He didn’t see any weapons, but that wasn’t what he was really afraid of. It was magic that worried him. There was too damn much of it around him these days.

      “What’s the fucking job?” he said.

      “A simple thing for a man like you.”

      A man like him. That told him what they wanted of him. Honaaz wasn’t stupid.

      “Who’s the target?” he asked.

      No response.

      Honaaz shrugged. “You want me to rough someone up, or else you want someone dead.”

      “It’s not going to be easy.”

      “Right. That’s why you came to me.”

      “You’ll be paid twenty-five gold for your time.”

      Honaaz tensed. It was too much to pass up, which likely meant that the target would be difficult.

      Either that, or they intended to use his access to Reims.

      The man slipped him a piece of paper.

      Honaaz unfolded it. There were three names written on it, along with addresses. He snorted as he looked up. “That’s it?”

      “Do this well, and there will be other jobs for you. Make a mistake…” The man glanced toward the water.

      In the darkness, Honaaz couldn’t make out anything of his features. It wasn’t uncommon for him to take jobs without knowing anything of his employer, but there was something about this man that made him wonder. Reims had been trying to find the Prophet but hadn’t, as far as Honaaz knew. What if the Prophet had come for him?

      “I’d like to know who I’m working for,” Honaaz said.

      “I’m sure you would.” The man nodded to the paper. “For twenty-five gold, we can both agree to a bit of discretion. Unless you don’t need the money.”

      There was a slight edge to the way he said it that left Honaaz wondering if he knew something. Honaaz hadn’t been quiet about his interest in buying a ship.

      “Consider it the terms of my employment.”

      He was pushing here, but if he didn’t at least question, there was a strong likelihood that Reims or Lily would come after him to find out anyway.

      The raspy-voiced man laughed. “You can call me Reaver.”

      Not the Prophet, but then the Prophet wouldn’t just come out and announce themselves, would they?

      “I need half up front,” Honaaz said.

      Reaver regarded him for a long moment. Then he pulled a small purse from his pocket and tossed it to him. “You’ll get the rest when you finish.”

      “How do I find you once the job is done?”

      “Once the job is complete, I will find you.”

      With that, the men turned and left.

      Honaaz stood staring out over the splashing water and slipped the piece of paper into his pocket.

      First, he had to find these people. Then he would have to complete the job. Neither seemed terribly difficult, and certainly not so difficult that it should be worth twenty-five gold, which told him that his target was somebody of high profile.

      Sanaron had royals. From what he’d been able to determine, Reims had gotten tangled up with one of them, though he didn’t think his target was a member of the royal family. There were others of influence within the city as well, men who tried to challenge people like the Prophet for dominance. He couldn’t imagine that was who he had been paid to take on.

      Another seagull cawed near him, and he shook himself from the quiet reverie. He picked his way along the rocks and headed back to the stairs. Nothing indicated that the men had bothered to follow him.

      So why did he remain nervous?

      The seashore, and this place, should be comfortable for him, but for whatever reason, it was not. He made his way quickly up the stairs until he reached the dock. Some men moved toward ships at one end of the dock, and he noticed a young couple weaving on the street on the opposite end, but it was otherwise quiet.

      Honaaz decided to return to the tavern. He could figure out who the names on the paper were later.

      A pair of figures slinked out of one of the fish markets.

      Honaaz turned to them.

      They were both larger men, one with dark tattoos on his forearms and the other with piercings that worked around both ears. Each carried knives. Another three people slipped forward. In the faint moonlight, he noticed more weapons.

      Honaaz grunted. “Fuck.”

    

  







            Chapter Nine

          

          

      

    

    






LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily had grown tired of waiting on the rooftop. There was only so much a girl could do while sitting and watching. In the days since they’d gotten away with the statue, she’d cleaned the flesh off her latest prizes and slipped them into her pouch, but even that hadn’t helped keep her mind on the task in front of her. More Dogs.

      That was all Kanar cared about these days. She’d been trying to help, along with trying to keep his focus on where it needed to be—the Prophet—but ever since they’d gone to the citadel, her relationship with him had shifted.

      It was bound to happen.

      The fact that she knew it was didn’t make it any easier. At least Kanar now knew the truth about her. It might only be what she’d wanted to share, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t real.

      Some truths were easier to face than others.

      With this one, she’d found that she wasn’t even comfortable facing it herself. Not that she minded using the art. She’d spent too long learning what could be done with it for her to feel that way, but there was still something about the additional training that she’d received in the citadel that had made her question.

      Lily pushed the thoughts about her art away. There was time for them later. There would always be time for them later. For now, they had to deal with the Prophet, and then Sanaron would be safe.

      Not safe. Safer.

      That wasn’t the same, but it didn’t need to be.

      Now that she knew that the Prophet used witchcraft, she felt far more motivated to deal with him than she had before. Not that she hadn’t wanted that already, it was just that she didn’t have the same attachment—or urgency—when the only reason to find him was that he led the Dogs.

      But witchcraft…

      That was the aspect of her training in the citadel that she had not shared with the others. It was part of the reason she had grown apart from the citadel. They had wanted the operatives to understand witchcraft so they could fight it, but that involved using witchcraft itself—something Lily had not agreed with after what had happened to her family.

      A door opened below her. The Dog slipped along the street. She’d been following this particular one for the better part of the evening. As far as she could tell, he was higher up in the pack, even a pack leader. By following him, she thought she might be able to find her way to somebody who held a position of authority.

      That was how she would chase down information about the Prophet.

      Kanar had his own technique, though from what she could tell, he preferred to go a bit more direct than she did. He had made progress by finding a few pack leaders, but none had been willing to talk. Too often, those leaders ended up dead.

      She just needed to follow, not remove—removal would come later.

      Eventually, all the Dogs would need to be removed from the city. They were a scourge on others who simply wanted to live. Others like her.

      Is that all you want?

      The question came unbidden, but increasingly, she found herself wondering the same thing. Was that all she wanted?

      As long as she’d been in Sanaron, she’d been using the art discreetly. Now that Kanar and the rest of the team knew about her, there was no reason for her to hide what she did. There was no reason for her to hide who she was. Still, Lily couldn’t help but feel as if she needed to conceal those parts of herself from the others.

      The Dog walked down a nearby street. She jumped to the next rooftop and slipped on the tile before she caught herself.

      She wasn’t going to be able to follow him from here.

      Lily scrambled to the edge of the roof, dangled, and then dropped to the cobblestones. She paused in a crouch and saw nothing.

      As she hurried along the road, the wind began to pick up. The fog swirled and lifted for a moment. It was temporary, she knew, but she wasn’t able to move as easily as she could within the fog. Even the Dogs had been more cautious. Within the fog, a person could do almost anything without getting caught. But in just the darkness of night, it was harder to hide. Well, it was harder for those who didn’t have her training.

      Still, she knew to be careful.

      When she reached the next street, she paused again and looked behind her. She saw nothing out of the ordinary. No one had followed her. At almost midnight, anyone who wasn’t part of the city’s underground had already gone home, and those who were part of it were not found around here.

      Lily checked her pouch for one of her prizes. She was getting closer to the Dogs’ stronghold, and she knew better than to linger for too long.

      When she rounded another corner, she froze.

      A body lay motionless in the middle of the street.

      The rooftops were clear. She didn’t see anything behind her, nor did she spot anything in front. The wind whipped and carried a strange, almost floral fragrance with it.

      Then it faded.

      Lily knew better than to wait around here, but curiosity drove her forward. Had the Dog she’d been following killed someone?

      It wouldn’t be the first time the Dogs hunted openly. They didn’t fear repercussions, given that they never faced any.

      As she approached the body, she saw no sign of what had happened to the man. No weapons were evident. No blood stained the ground. And she realized something else—this was the same Dog she’d been following.

      She looked behind her, then up. It was the only place where somebody could have slipped away without her having noticed, but she saw no sign of anyone.

      She rolled the man over, searching for signs of injury.

      There was nothing.

      And there was no point wasting a prize like this.

      A Dog leader, especially somebody who had risen up in the ranks, would be useful for her art. Lily found a twisted sort of delight in using prizes from the Dogs on the Dogs. She shouldn’t. That line of thinking went against everything she had learned when she was younger, but she couldn’t help it.

      She pulled a knife out of her pocket and made quick work of cutting through the bone to remove the largest three fingers on each hand. She had learned ways to use ears and tongues and noses and eyes and other parts of the body, including a man’s manhood, but she preferred fingers because mingling the art within them was easier for her.

      Once she finished, she cut off a strip of cloth from his jacket, rolled the fingers into it, and then stuffed the bundle into her pouch. She would deal with that later.

      Another Dog lead gone.

      Each time she got close, she ended up finding something like this. It was incredibly frustrating for her.

      Lily scrambled up to the nearest rooftop.

      Distantly, bells began to toll. The chiming was muted by the mist, much like her breathing, her footsteps.

      Midnight.

      Late enough that she probably wouldn’t find the same leads again.

      She could go back to the Walnut, see if Kanar was there, or she could go back to her home. To her bed. Instead, she ventured off in a different direction, finding her way along the roofs that led toward the docks. She did this more often than she probably should. Honaaz didn’t know that she watched him, and she wasn’t even sure how to explain why she found herself coming down here, to the tavern he frequented in this dirty, stinking part of Sanaron. It was just that she found it more interesting than other parts of the city.

      It’s that you find him more interesting than other parts of the city.

      Maybe that was all it was. He had a quietness about him, which was so different than Bendal. The florist was far too open of a book, and she preferred something that took some time to read.

      The tavern was quiet from the outside. When she had been here before, she had seen the kind of man that frequented it. She’d even gone inside once, after she’d made sure that Honaaz was long gone. She considered it research for the team. It was the kind of thing Kanar would appreciate, if he knew what she was doing. That he didn’t know didn’t bother her. Kanar didn’t need to know all things.

      When she had gone into the tavern last time, she’d seen that it was like many of the others in the area. It was filled with rough tables, beaten-up chairs, men who worked on the ships or on the docks that serviced them, and gambling. Always gambling. Cards and dominoes were the preferred games, but she saw a couple of men wearing the clothing of Iliat, the intricately embroidered jacket that was characteristic of their style, who played a different game with triangular pieces. She had sat quietly until the tavern became rowdy and a few Dogs had entered. She’d waited for them to leave, then followed them out, only to lose them once again.

      As she’d wandered along the docks, she’d seen the distinctive Iliat ship. It had a narrow hull and was painted in bright shades of red, with black sails wrapped tightly around its mast. She’d spotted a few men guarding it, and she had even been tempted to make her way toward them to chat. She could learn quite a bit from them. If only she was willing to leave Sanaron.

      Tonight was different, though. Emptier. She paused on a roof on the far side of the street, where she could keep watch on the tavern. She didn’t see anyone enter. Occasionally, she heard a shout from inside, but otherwise it was quiet. Any fight that might have started seemed to end just as quickly. She had to think that whoever owned the tavern had a good handle on the activity. That wasn’t always the case at other places.

      Another shout rang out. At first she thought it came from inside the tavern, but she realized that it came from the docks.

      She hurried along the rooftop and peered down.

      Five men surrounded another.

      Honaaz.

      What was going on?

      Probably Dogs. She’d seen some in the tavern before and knew that they frequented it, but Honaaz was smart enough not to get into a fight with five men on his own. What was he doing out on the dock at this time of night, anyway?

      He had daggers in hand. She’d seen him use those blades and knew him to be incredibly skilled with them—deadly, even. But the five men had him outnumbered.

      One darted toward him. Honaaz brought his blade up, catching the man’s knife before bringing his elbow down and striking the man in the stomach. Another came close, but Honaaz kicked him in the knee and caused the man to cry out.

      Maybe she didn’t have to worry about him.

      The other three converged quickly with weapons raised.

      Lily didn’t hesitate. She grabbed one of her prizes from her pouch and checked to make sure it was the one she needed. She pricked her finger, rolling her own blood around the bone, and hurled it onto the dock. She counted to five.

      When it exploded, the blast was louder than she had anticipated.

      Lily grimaced. If she wasn’t careful, she might harm Honaaz, and that was not her intent.

      She scrambled down the roof and went racing toward them. She was equally skilled with her own knives and didn’t fear darting into a group of five—well, it would be three at this point—but she didn’t have to go at them with just her knives. She had skills with other weapons.

      She reached the first of the men, who was bent over and coughing. Lily didn’t see the mark of the Dogs tattooed on his hand.

      He wasn’t one of them?

      There was another possibility…

      The citadel? If so, then why here—and why now?

      The man locked eyes with her. He brought out a knife. Not just any knife, though. It was black and slender, and she could feel the power within it. Witchcraft.

      At least she knew these weren’t operatives of the citadel. Lily didn’t know if she should be relieved by that or not.

      But all of these people were here for Honaaz?

      She activated another prize and threw it to the ground. It cracked, and an explosion thundered from it. Lily was tossed back, but she had anticipated the force of the blast and rolled to the side. She kicked at one of the other men, swung her leg, and hooked it behind his calf. She dragged him off his feet and tumbled toward him, jamming her knife into his chest before he had a chance to bring another blackened blade toward her.

      Two left.

      Or maybe four.

      She wasn’t sure how badly hurt the two Honaaz had brought down might be, but she had to be prepared for the possibility that they could still fight back. Lily knew better than to make the mistake of not preparing for them. Her time in the citadel had taught her to be ready for all possibilities.

      She grabbed another prize, pricked her palm with her knife, and smeared blood around it. Lily fought her exhaustion. She had used too much of her own connection to these prizes in the art, but there were times when it was necessary.

      There were still at least two.

      She slipped forward more carefully. She moved into the smoke, and when she saw a shadowy form—one that was too small to be Honaaz—she jabbed forward with her blade.

      The man cried out, and she twisted the hilt of her knife, holding pressure as she forced her hand forward. She added power into the blade and used the blood still staining her palm to connect with it. It exploded with heat, and the man staggered away, flames quickly consuming him.

      Something struck her from the side.

      Lily spun, already tossing her prize, which hit the cobblestone. She started to count, but she heard someone scampering toward her. All she saw was the blackened blade.

      She braced, bringing her knives up and crossing them in front of her body. These were knives that she had added pieces of bone to so that she could have part of her art within them. Her bloody palm pressed against the bone. A wave of cold washed through her briefly.

      The oncoming blade collided with her knives, and she forced as much power as she could into them.

      The explosion struck at the same time.

      Lily was tossed back. She tried to roll, but she could scarcely move. The energy around her was considerable, which made it difficult for her to even try to stand. Instead, she got to her knees and looked around, watching for any sign of the attacker coming toward her again.

      Finally, she managed to get up, but the man was gone. The other two she hadn’t killed were gone as well.

      Honaaz lay motionless. He had a scrape on one forearm, his face was bloodied and bruised, and his eyes were closed. He needed healing. More than what she could offer.

      But she could protect him for now.

      “You need to get up,” she said.

      He didn’t react.

      “Get up,” she said again, shaking him. “I can’t carry you, and I don’t know where they went. We need to get moving before they return.”

      His eyes opened, and when he saw her, he sighed. “Who? Dogs?”

      “No.” Lily looked around the street but didn’t see the attackers, thankfully. She hoped that they still had time. “Worse than them.”

      “Not a whole lot worse than the Dogs,” Honaaz said. He started to sit up, scooping his daggers off the ground.

      “In this case, there is,” Lily said. When he looked over to her, she breathed out slowly. “Witchcraft.”
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      The street was dark, and it was quiet. In this part of the city, Kanar wasn’t expecting anything different. He crouched and looked toward the distant building, watching for movement. There were two guards on the rooftop. He wasn’t sure if they were there because of him, but he wouldn’t be able to approach directly. There were another few patrolling on the street, though so far, they hadn’t paid any attention to his presence. He’d remained hidden in the alleys, making his way toward the home as carefully and quietly as he could, trying to avoid drawing any real attention.

      Not that he expected any here.

      Generally, in this part of Sanaron, there would be no danger.

      Only him.

      He looked out across the impending gloam. Before he’d come here, he’d heard a fairy tale about the place. A boy had been sent out for milk. You couldn’t see more than two feet in front of you, and his mother hadn’t wanted him to go. His father had insisted he would be fine, and tied a string about the boy’s waist so that he could find his way back. The boy left, and the mother clutched the twine, watching it unravel. When it came to the end, there was a slight pull, and then it went slack. The boy didn’t return.

      When it cleared up the next day, the parents traced the twine through the docks, the mill district, up the palm trees of mansion row. Eventually, they came to the end. The boy’s shoes sat neatly on the ground, like he had removed them to take a dip.

      It hadn’t been the boy’s disappearance that had struck Kanar. It was the sense of betrayal from the father. His careless belief that he could outwit the fog. His promise that things would be all right.

      “How often are you going to come here?”

      Kanar spun, reaching for his sword before staying his hand. “Dammit, Jal.”

      “You’ve been here the last few nights,” Jal said. His slow, loping gait was silent, a trait that Kanar appreciated but also found alarming.

      He had his bow slung over his shoulder, a quiver strapped to his waist.

      “I’m just watching,” Kanar said.

      “If she knows you’re here, she probably won’t even come out. And if she doesn’t know you’re here, you’re just stalking her.”

      “Observing.”

      Jal eyed him. “I noticed you keeping tabs on the patrols.”

      “That’s just good sense,” Kanar said. “She’s gone silent. I’m wondering why.”

      “And you have tested their response time.”

      “I have, but I’d like to know what you’ve noticed.”

      Jal looked as if he wanted to say something about his ability to see through that lie. He didn’t need to, though. Instead, he turned and shifted his focus to look out at the building. “There are four on the roof, in addition to the five patrolling on the street.”

      Kanar frowned. “Four on the roof?”

      “How many did you see?”

      “Two.”

      “There are two near here, but there are two on the far side as well,” Jal said. “If you intend to go across the roof, you’re going to need to wait until they shift their patrol. Either that, or you’re going to need help.”

      “If there was a job, I’d let you know.”

      Jal held his gaze a moment. “And I wouldn’t need a job to help you.”

      “Anyway,” Kanar said, turning his attention back to the roof. He hadn’t seen the other two. For that matter, he had missed some of the patrol on the street. Was he getting soft? More likely, Jal was just that skilled.

      When it came to fighting, Kanar didn’t have too many peers, and he didn’t have to worry about whether he had a perfect count. What was one more man he had to cut down?

      At least, that had always been his view before.

      “I found something, Kan,” Jal said.

      He turned. “What?”

      “Not sure, but it reminded me of that village I found. I can show you.”

      Kanar followed Jal through the streets, but before they were able to reach the edge of the city, he noticed a faint smoldering of a building nearby. He paused for a moment. Something about it didn’t feel quite right.

      “What is it, Kan?” Jal asked.

      Kanar wasn’t quite sure. It could just be a burning building, as fire was a constant threat in most cities, though less of one in a place like Sanaron where the damp fog seemed to leave everything covered in a steady and uncomfortable mist. But something about what he had felt left him uncertain, and Kanar wasn’t sure why that should be, nor was he sure what it was that he felt. When he said as much to Jal, Jal merely shrugged.

      “We can go take a look at it.”

      “It’s probably nothing.”

      “After what I saw that village, I’m not so sure that it is nothing.” Jal looked around. “It won’t take long.”

      Kanar followed him, and then slowed as they neared. There was an acrid stench to the air, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. Rather it was the series of markings that he saw on several of the nearby stone buildings. When he approached, Jal grabbed his arm.

      “Careful,” Jal said.

      “I know,” Kanar said. “These are witchcraft markings.” One of them was fairly straightforward, a series of interlocking triangles that created a strange and pointed star. Another was a looping, almost a spiraling shape. And the third one was the devastating one, Kanar knew. He had seen it near similar fires. It was a simple series of interlocking loops. He wasn’t sure at the purpose of it, only that they were designed to destroy. “Is this what you saw?”

      “The village was empty,” Jal said.

      Kanar unsheathed his sword, holding the blade loosely in hand for a moment. He darted forward, carving through the markings in the stone. They shattered, and he felt the flames already beginning to sputter, though they had never been all that vibrant.

      It was witchcraft, but it was not potent witchcraft.

      “An empty village. Which meant a ceremony. A power witchcraft.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I thought we were done with all of this. I thought I was done with all of this.”

      And he should have been.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Well, I’m not going to stand around and wait to see what else has happened here,” Kanar said.

      He didn’t know if there was anything that he’d be able to do, but he might as well go looking.

      Jal followed as they made their way through the city. They didn’t speak, but they didn’t see any other signs of witchcraft. At one point, they followed a cluster of men, wondering if they were the Dogs and with the Prophet, but it didn’t seem like it. Just a gang of young men. The Kalenwatch was out, but not nearly as much as he would’ve expected. There was no other sign of witchcraft. He slowed at one point, stepping out of the way of a pair of Kalenwatch, staring down the street for a moment.

      Kanar wasn’t exactly sure what he felt. Frustrated, probably. Maybe that was from the fact that he had spent so much time in Sanaron, or maybe it was that they continued to miss learning anything new, and anything useful, about the Prophet.

      He stepped out of the alley and looked down at the bay. They were getting closer to the shore, closer to the warehouse district and the docks and the part of the city that the Dogs controlled. At least traditionally. These days, their control had shifted.

      The wind whistled around him, and Kanar clutched his cloak, protecting himself from the gusting wind. It was cold, which surprised him. Sanaron wind was usually more of a nuisance, but for whatever reason, today’s was almost unpleasant, as if it were trying to attack them.

      “You don’t have to follow so far back there,” he said.

      Jal strode behind him. He flashed a wide smile at Kanar. “I’m just keeping you safe.”

      “Do I look like I need you to keep me safe?”

      Jal regarded him for a moment. Kanar never really knew what Jal was thinking. He tended to bring good luck on missions, which was what had first appealed to Kanar, but over time, he’d come to see Jal as something else. He rarely missed with his bow, but even that wasn’t the reason Kanar wanted him along. He couldn’t quite figure out the truth, though.

      “You look like you aren’t sure where you’re going,” Jal said with a grin, and he quickened his step so that he could catch up.

      “I know where I’m going,” Kanar’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. When he squeezed it, he could swear he felt the power within the blade. He tried to push that thought out of his mind, but he could not.

      “You could just let Lily use the blood.”

      Kanar flicked his gaze up to the roof. Lily was probably making a point of staying away from him. He had not told her to do so, and there was a part of him that missed having her around, but he also understood that he was the reason.

      “I don’t think it’s the safest plan to let her have access to the Alainsith blood,” Kanar said.

      “Because you don’t know if she’ll misuse it?”

      Kanar didn’t think she would, though he wasn’t entirely certain. Lily collected prizes from the dead and had been using those items in their fights, he wasn’t quite as certain how he felt. Those prizes were a different kind of magic than what he’d learned to hunt, but they were still magic. That magic was dangerous. Not only to him but to others.

      “I’m not going into this now,” he said.

      Jal moved closer to him and looked over. “Avoiding talking about it doesn’t make it go away. She’s on our team.” He said it in a way that alluded to her being more than just on the team.

      Kanar couldn’t deny that Lily was an important part of the team. He’d relied on her. Not just her skill but her mind. She’d been a friend.

      One that’s been hiding things from me.

      But haven’t I hidden things from her?

      He touched the hilt of his sword again and glanced over to Jal. Was that a look of recognition that Jal was giving him? He didn’t think that Jal understood what he had with his sword, but maybe he was wrong. Jal generally seemed to know things, often when he shouldn’t.

      “I will find a way to talk to her,” Kanar said.

      “You’d better do it soon.”

      “Why?”

      “For the same reason you had better figure out what you intend to do with Honaaz. They might get better offers.”

      “I’m not going to hold them back from taking other jobs,” Kanar said, though the idea of Lily working for someone else bothered him. It was more than her magic. It was the idea that she wasn’t going to be there with him.

      That was enough for him to think that perhaps he needed to go and talk to her. He couldn’t avoid it any longer. When he looked over to Jal, he realized that was the entire point of it. Jal wanted him to understand what Lily meant to him.

      “You’re going to have to figure out something with that as well,” Jal said, nodding to him.

      Kanar knew he was talking about the Alainsith blood. “I don’t trust anybody enough to leave it with them.”

      “There has to be some way we can protect it.”

      Kanar shrugged. “If there is, I don’t know what it is. And—”

      He never got the chance to finish.

      Shadows separated from the darkness around them. Jal pulled his bow off his shoulder, reached into his quiver for a fistful of arrows, and readied them. Five attackers converged.

      Kanar started to feel a strange buildup of pressure in his throat.

      Not Dogs.

      “Be ready,” Kanar said. “They’re using witchcraft.”

      His throat swelled to the point where he couldn’t speak. He couldn’t breathe.

      He had a limited amount of time to act.

      Kanar had been attacked like this before, but it had been a while. Early on in the war, there had been quite a few who’d fallen because they hadn’t been ready. If you couldn’t see it coming, you often couldn’t do much about it. Thankfully, the attack required some proximity for it to be effective. If the attacker was near enough to use it, Kanar had the opportunity to remove them.

      He unsheathed his blade.

      As soon as he did, he could feel the press of energy within it. It granted him speed and strength, and it also took that from those he killed. He recognized that it was witchcraft, much like what was being used against him.

      He darted forward, stabbing the nearest person. They cried out, but Kanar was ruthless, drawing the blade up and practically slicing them in two. The pressure on his throat didn’t change. This wasn’t the one holding the spell.

      He jerked the blade around, and launched toward the next attacker. He brought his fist to their jaw, and then thrust the sword into their chest.

      Jal fired his bow, and one of the attackers fell, splayed out on the ground with an arrow jutting out of their throat.

      Two more.

      Jal took care of another, leaving the last to Kanar.

      Kanar swung his sword, cleaving off the man’s arm and then driving the blade through his neck.

      As he did, he expected the pressure on him to ease. It didn’t.

      Jal looked over to him, eyes wide, then fell to his knees on the cobblestones. He clutched his bow, arrow at the ready, but he didn’t have another target.

      Kanar could feel his mind starting to rebel. Soon he wouldn’t be able to stand.

      He had to find the next attacker, but there was no sign of them, so he shifted his gaze upward. There was a shadowy movement as someone slipped along the roof over them.

      If only Lily were with him. This was the price he would pay for causing the most capable and competent member of his team to stay away. He would suffer. Jal would suffer.

      But Kanar could use the strength that the blade gave him.

      He had cut down three of these attackers, which had fueled the sword. Kanar could use that. He wasn’t about to let Jal die because he was afraid to use his weapon.

      He focused, staring at the building where he’d seen the shadow, and then jumped.

      Kanar had long suspected that the power given to him by the sword made him stronger, faster, and more capable. He had never really tested it. Over time, using the sword as often as he had, he had become increasingly powerful.

      But not against magic.

      The edges of his vision were darkening.

      He pulled himself up to the roof, where three figures waited.

      Kanar lunged. He was faster than them. He drove his blade into the belly of the first one and kicked the jaw of the second. After whipping his sword out of the first man’s stomach, he spun to cut the head off the third.

      All three fell.

      He hesitated, waiting for the panic to clear, but it didn’t. This wasn’t the source of the magic?

      No, this had to be it.

      But they would have been holding something. Those who used witchcraft needed specific devices to cast their spells and incapacitate people. Kanar searched one of the fallen men until he came across a long, slender black blade.

      His arms felt heavy, but he brought the sword up and chopped down. The blackened blade split with a loud shriek of metal.

      Some of the pressure in his throat eased a fraction.

      He scrambled forward to the next man until he came across the same blade. Everything in front of him was getting blurry. Kanar swung down with the sword as if he were a woodsman chopping logs. The blade split with another scream.

      More of the pressure in his throat relaxed, and he managed to take a single, gasping breath. Below him, he heard Jal do the same.

      There had to be one more.

      He hurried to the last. This was the man he had kicked in the head, though he wasn’t dead. Kanar ripped through his pockets until he came across the blade. He had only a few more moments before he passed into unconsciousness.

      Kanar leaned forward and swung the blade, but it missed. It carved into the rooftop, with the sound of the slate tile cracking beneath it. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, and stared at the blackened blade again.

      He had to find some way to break it.

      He aimed, and then he focused. He swung, bringing his own sword down onto the witchcraft blade, and heard it shear. The metal split, and the pressure eased completely.

      As Kanar took a breath, he felt movement behind him. He rolled toward the still-living man, pulled on his leg, and shoved him until he fell off the roof.

      Kanar got to his knees, taking one gasping breath after another. His vision started to clear, though his throat was ragged from the effort of trying to breathe against the constriction. He scrambled to the edge of the roof and dropped down to the street. From there, he hurried over to check on Jal. He was awake once more, and Kanar breathed a sigh of relief.

      He chased after the fallen witchcraft user, who must’ve broken something, as his shoulder jutted strangely. Kanar just needed him alive. He jerked him by the back of his neck and held him up.

      Jal leaned on the building nearby, watching him.

      “Answers,” Kanar explained.

      Jal frowned for a moment before nodding.

      Kanar dragged the man through the streets. They would have answers, not only about how they’d found him—which he needed to know so that he could make sure it didn’t happen again—but it was time that they found information about the Prophet. Someone like this who had powerful witchcraft would have to know how to find the Prophet.

      “Where do you want to go?” Jal asked.

      “Only one place that’s safe at this time of night,” Kanar said.

      “He’s not going to like it.”

      “He never does.”
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      Honaaz fucking hated hurting like this.

      Darkness made everything difficult to see. The sounds of waves told him where he was, though the cawing of the stupid gulls did that just as well.

      It felt like he’d been caught in a terrible storm. There had been more than a few of those in his days sailing, and he inevitably ended up beaten more badly than he ever was in a fight. There was something about the way the sea could toss you from side to side, no matter how well you’d lashed yourself to the ship.

      This felt worse.

      He tried to move his arms and thought they were tied to his sides at first. The light around him was blurry. Licking his lips only gave him the taste of blood. Dried blood at that.

      “At least you’re alive.”

      He blinked, trying to see who was there.

      It didn’t take long. It might have been dark out, with little more than a thin sliver of a moon to provide light, yet without any of the city’s famous fucking fog, he didn’t have to wonder for too long who crouched near him. Were he not nearly as injured as he was, he might try to jerk away, but he could scarcely do anything right now.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      Lily leaned close. She smelled of roses and cinnamon.

      Stop thinking about her like that.

      She probably had her knives out as well.

      That’s not helping.

      “What happened?” she asked him. “Why did they jump you?”

      It took a moment for his mind to start working, but when it did, he realized the problem with her presence.

      She’d been following him.

      Just like I thought.

      Reims probably had her tailing him. That didn’t make it better. There was the issue of how much she’d seen and heard, though he was pretty certain that she hadn’t been down on the shore with him when he’d met with Reaver and the other man.

      How long, though?

      He didn’t know how long he’d been out, which was more of a problem for him. She might have had a chance to go through his pockets and find the names of the targets. If she did… Well, Honaaz wasn’t sure he cared at this point. It might be better if she helped. Twenty-five gold was more than enough to share. Besides, once he did this job, there was the promise of more. If he did it well, he didn’t think that he’d take long to get additional work. It might be better if he had someone like her helping. There were places a man his size couldn’t get—places where someone her size, and with her body, might.

      Blessed Storms, I have to stop thinking about her body.

      She was dangerous. And he didn’t want danger in his life—did he?

      “Oh, Mother, you must be more hurt than I realized,” Lily said. “Can’t even get you to answer. I might have something that will work for that, but you’ll have to hold out.” She pressed a palm to his forehead.

      He didn’t move. There was a part of him that enjoyed the touch, the feel of her skin on his forehead and the promise of that contact. There was another part of him that feared what she might do. He’d seen what she was capable of.

      “I’m fine. Right as the fucking rain.” He licked his lips again, then clenched his jaw as he managed to keep his eyes open. He didn’t feel that well, though he wasn’t going to give her a reason to keep trying to use her magic on him. “Just got hit in the head. I got a hard head. It’s not bad.”

      Not bad enough for her to try to help him, though he wasn’t going to say that. A man didn’t say that kind of thing to a woman like Lily. He’d probably end up with her knife in his side.

      She stepped away from him, giving him a chance to gather his senses. It didn’t take long before he staggered to his feet. At least he still had his daggers. Those fuckers hadn’t taken them from him. Honaaz realized that he’d been clutching them against his chest, and he relaxed enough to slip the blades into their sheaths.

      Lily leaned over one of the fallen men, her knife out as she poked at him.

      “Are you going to… you know.”

      Her forehead wrinkled slightly, and a single dimple appeared in her left cheek. A flush worked through him, and he turned away from her.

      “Collect prizes? Damn. Not you too,” she said.

      “What about me?”

      “Kanar is acting all strange just because I use the art. I thought you were more practical than that.”

      “I am. Collected for you, remember?” It hurt to talk, but he liked talking to her.

      She kicked at the fallen man, sending a black blade sliding along the stones. He thought she might grab it, but she jogged over and kicked it again until the blade splashed into the water.

      “Thought you liked knives too,” Honaaz said.

      “I do. Just not that kind.”

      “What kind is that?”

      “The one that will get you killed.” She glanced toward the row of buildings at the end of the dock. He wasn’t sure, but he could have sworn that she looked directly at the Pen.

      How long had she been following him?

      Long enough to know where he liked to sit and drink.

      And gamble.

      Pepper would probably like someone like her. She usually managed to keep her emotions in check, at least as far as he had seen, so he wouldn’t be surprised if she was good in a game. He’d probably have her start small. Maybe dominoes. Not the same level of chance as something like dicing had. Then from there, he could teach her cards.

      Teach her?

      He had to get away from her. At least with Reims, you knew what you were in store for. With Lily, you might not see it coming before you were dead.

      “Why don’t you come with me?” Lily said. “We can’t stay here, not if they decide to come back. I chased them away once, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do it again. I don’t have the necessary supplies. Prizes. You know.” She patted her pouch.

      “I know,” he said.

      “I just wanted to make it clear.”

      Honaaz forced himself to hold her gaze. She just wanted to prove what kind of magic she was willing to use. Plus she seemed to enjoy how it made him uncomfortable. She probably liked to watch others squirm.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “You know. Getting in there. Jumping them. Saving me.”

      The dimple returned. “You’re part of the team. Why wouldn’t I help?”

      She wandered over to the edge of the dock. She was close to the stairs, close enough that he couldn’t help but question how much she might’ve observed. More than he wanted, he was increasingly certain.

      His hand found its way into his pocket, and he fingered the scrap of paper that Reaver had given him. He wasn’t sure he could ask Lily anything about those names. It might be better for him to dig around on his own first. Once he did, then he could ask her for help.

      Was he really thinking of asking her for assistance with a job?

      Twenty-five gold was more than enough to share. If he took on two or three more jobs, even if he split the money, he would have enough to buy himself a small ship. He could finally get out of Sanaron, which he’d been wanting to do for quite some time. More so now.

      “I never realized that the stairs led down to the shore. I imagine that’s a good place to do business.”

      She imagined?

      No. Honaaz was sure she didn’t just imagine it. He was sure she knew.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not from Sanaron, so I can’t tell you.”

      “Mother,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I thought we were far enough away from the influence here, but maybe we aren’t. Kanar is not going to be happy.”

      “Do you care to tell me what you’re going on about?”

      “Just the men that attacked you. They were using witchcraft.” She nodded to where she’d kicked the knife into the water. “I got rid of the blades. No reason to leave something like that around. Someone could pick it up and use it for the wrong reason. Or maybe the right reason. I don’t know.” She reached toward her pouch.

      “Will water destroy it?” he asked.

      “Will water do what? No. Of course not. It just hides it. And with the way the seawall is set here, there won’t be too many people wandering the shore and finding anything that washes up there.”

      “Probably not,” he said. Other than Reaver and the man working with him. Maybe others like him. Honaaz didn’t say that, though.

      Somebody with witchcraft had jumped him. Why him, though? From the way Lily watched him, he had a strong suspicion that she was asking herself the same question.

      “I have no idea why those bastards jumped me,” he said. “I don’t fuck around with witchcraft.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you don’t. This probably has more to do with the team.” She shrugged. “You might have been the easy target.”

      He was the easy target?

      But as he thought about it, he realized that on that team, he might actually be the easy target. Reims was, well, fucking Reims. There weren’t many people who hadn’t heard about him. Even Honaaz had. The man had a well-earned reputation, and seeing it up close and personal made Honaaz think that perhaps the reputation was a little understated if anything. Lily was deadly with her blades, but her other ability made her even deadlier. And then there was the tall bastard. Honaaz liked to think that he might be more intimidating than Jal, but there was another man who could kill you without getting close. He didn’t think he had seen Jal miss more than once, and that had been when he’d been injured.

      He smiled.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “Oh, just realizing my place,” he said.

      She strode over to him and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. You look scary enough.”

      “That does not make me feel better.”

      “Are you going to come with me, or did you have something else you needed to do?” He could swear that her gaze drifted from him and skimmed over toward the Pen.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “I could use something to drink. And we need to let Kanar know what happened. I don’t know if he’s going to be at the Walnut, but there’s a man there that knows how to find him.”

      She started off, and he followed. His legs were stiff, as if he’d been running a long time. His arms were tight and achy as well. That had to be the aftereffects of witchcraft, and knowing that now, knowing that he wouldn’t have been able to withstand it were it not for Lily, it might not be the worst thing in the world for him to stay close to her.

      “I thought the two of you were tight,” he said.

      “We were. I hadn’t told him about my art.”

      “You keep calling it that. And prizes. What kind of fucking prizes are those?” Honaaz asked, nodding to her pouch.

      “The kind that lets me use the power of those who came before me.” She sighed. “It probably sounds stupid.”

      “I don’t understand it.”

      “Not many people want to. Kanar fears it.”

      “I doubt Reims fears much,” he said.

      “You’re probably right. Maybe him fearing it isn’t quite right. I don’t want to make it sound like Kanar is afraid of my kind of art. And it’s not the kind of magic that he hunted when he was still in Reyand, working with the Realmsguard.”

      They reached an intersection of the street, and she started up the hill. Honaaz’s legs throbbed, which made it hard for him to keep up with her. Lily seemed to take note of that, and she slowed her pace.

      “We fought on the same side, you know,” she said. “The citadel opposed witchcraft. At least, that was what I was taught. It was the reason I went there. Wanted to learn techniques to deal with it. Unfortunately, too many of those techniques were dark.”

      Her gaze darted all around. She was always looking for danger, he realized. Maybe more so than he was. Of course, with his injuries, he wasn’t doing that. He was just trying to stagger up this fucking hill.

      “I don’t know that he knew it—at least, not that he would admit,” Lily said. “The king never minded our influence in the war.”

      “Why did you get involved?”

      Was he really having a quiet conversation with Lily about the reasons why she got involved in fighting witchcraft? He worried that she might take one of her knives and stab it into his thigh just to prove a point, but she traced her hand along the leather satchel, almost nervously.

      “My parents,” she said, her voice soft. “I lost them when I was young. We traveled. Most of my people traveled, though you saw what it’s like when they stay in one place.”

      “Like in Verendal?”

      “We aren’t usually welcomed. The people in cities want access to our art, but they don’t actually like it, if you know what I mean.”

      “Not really. We have Weather Watchers, but they don’t come out on the ships with us. They claim they can influence the storms.” He grunted. “Not that I’ve ever seen any fucking Watcher make a difference when it comes to the storms off the coast of Fortaz.”

      “These Watchers have magic?”

      Honaaz shrugged. “My uncle always believed in them, but he was married to one, so I think a man has to believe in such things.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Mostly just sit out in the wind and rain, talking to themselves.” He shook his head. The last time he’d seen a Watcher had been on one of the rocky isles around Fortaz. They had stations set up so that the storms wouldn’t carry ships against the rock. Honaaz never knew if they made a difference but sailing led to superstition. It was better to keep the Watcher’s goodwill than to anger them. “I don’t know what they did.”

      “Your uncle never talked about it?”

      “You don’t ask a man about his woman. Especially one like that.”

      She looked up at him. He tore his gaze away before he paid too much attention to that dimple.

      “I can’t think of how the art might be used to influence weather, but that’s not really my strong suit, anyway,” she said. “My family mostly wandered through Olashin. Nights were so warm there you could rig a hammock between two poplars and barely need a blanket.”

      He recognized that look in her eyes. It was one he had once had.

      “I always enjoyed the open sea,” Honaaz said.

      “There’s something about moving. Or there had been.” Lily’s voice hardened. “My parents…” She swallowed hard and then took a deep breath. “They were attacked. The rest of my family was lost. I didn’t know what it was at the time. I saw the markings, but I just thought it was strange writing. It wasn’t until later that I came to understand what it was and what it represented.” She breathed out slowly. “Witchcraft.”

      “Yeah. I figured that’s where you were going with that. I’m not stupid.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re not even from Reyand.”

      “Are you from Reyand?”

      Lily shook her head. “I ended up there after training in the citadel. My talent with the art led me to have some usefulness in the war against witchcraft. I wanted to do my part to destroy it.” Now there was real venom in her words. “Those of us who trained at the citadel were not well-liked by the rest of the people, I should say. We were using our art in ways that went against the will of the Mother.” She clenched her satchel now. “But who is to say what the will of the Mother actually is? Is it for our people to suffer and die at the hands of those who want to twist the art into something terrible?” She looked up the hillside leading away from the water. “You don’t want to hear about this.”

      “That’s what you went through?”

      She shrugged. “And men like Kanar weren’t all that excited to be fighting with swords when suddenly both sides had the power to melt steel.”

      “I would’ve expected that they’d want any help against witchcraft.”

      “They were much happier in the belief that they were the only ones who could intervene and stop the attacks.” She snorted, shaking her head again. “As if Reyand and their cities were the only ones who suffered.”

      They stopped at a corner, and Lily looked across the street toward a building that had light in the windows. The narrow building was squeezed in between other establishments along the street. There was a weathered wooden sign hanging out front, though Honaaz couldn’t make out the lettering, but he had a sense that this was where they were heading.

      A tavern?

      It wasn’t anything like the Pen. Ever since coming to Sanaron, Honaaz had preferred some of the taverns along the water’s edge. They were familiar to him. Not just the taverns themselves, but the kind of people who were there. They were the kind he had known when he had been in Fortaz. Rough men, the salt-of-the-sea kind.

      “Why did you come to Sanaron, then?” Honaaz asked.

      “I got tired.”

      He started to smile, but he saw that she wasn’t returning it. “Tired? You?”

      “There’s only so much hunting and killing a person can do.” Her eyes went distant. “For every person we removed, I couldn’t help but feel as if we were adding to their power. Does that make any sense to you?”

      “I don’t understand witchcraft, so not really.”

      “Those like Kanar always believed they understood witchcraft. They saw it rise up within Reyand and gain the attention of those seeking power. It started in the church first.”

      Honaaz let out a laugh.

      Lily continued, “The priests of Fell were the first witchcraft users, by the time they were discovered, their influence had already begun to spread. Others were learning about it and choosing to use it.”

      “People chase power,” he said, and he glanced back at the sea. “You sail long enough, and you see that sort of thing. Some men chase bigger ships. Those who have the bigger ships chase bigger scores, either to transport or to smuggle. Eventually, men want more ships. Then they start to think they have a right to certain parts of the sea and others do not. Fucking idiots. The sea is for everyone. No man can own it. You can sail it, you can come to know it, but owning it?” Honaaz shook his head. “Not possible. I suspect that those who use witchcraft want the same sort of thing.”

      The hardness she had started to acquire as they walked up the hillside had been replaced with a sparkle. He couldn’t look at it too long—otherwise he might end up swallowed by it.

      “We’ve never really known what they wanted,” she explained. “The Reyand king did what he could to remove witchcraft, but he targeted places that were important to him and his people. The citadel focused on other places, trying to find the source of witchcraft and who was responsible for spreading it. We never did.”

      “And this Prophet?” Honaaz asked.

      “He might be involved, or he might know more about who is, but whenever we’ve gotten close, no one has said anything.”

      “Everyone has a pressure point. Have to figure out what it is. Then you squeeze it until they crack.”

      “You would’ve fit in well in the citadel.”

      Honaaz paled. “I don’t want to learn how to do that,” he said, looking down at her pouch.

      The gleam in her eyes faded, and they hardened once again. “I didn’t say you did. I was just saying…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s get to the Walnut, and we can tell Kanar what happened.”

      “What do you want to tell Kanar?”

      The voice came from the shadows near them, and Honaaz spun, his daggers in hand. He was stiff and slow. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to fight if it came down to it.

      Lily, on the other hand, was not slow. Her knives appeared rapidly, and she had something else in hand—a bloodstained piece of white bone. The art, as she called it. One of her prizes.

      She was ready to fight. And he had criticized how she did it.

      Maybe he was stupid.

      “Is that you, Reims?” Honaaz asked.

      Honaaz recognized the tall one first. Jal had his bow slung over his shoulder, and he hobbled as if he’d been injured. Between him and Reims, they held a man with arms bound behind him, legs tied, and his shoulder looking like it had been dislocated.

      “I’m glad to see you too, Lily,” Reims said. “We need to talk.”

      She nodded. “Honaaz got jumped by five men using witchcraft.”

      Reims’ eyes narrowed, and it took a force of will for Honaaz to avoid looking away from that gaze. He wasn’t going to do anything to him. Still, there was something unsettling about the way Reims watched him, something in his gaze and the darkness in his eyes that left him feeling on edge.

      “You too?”

      “Wait. What do you mean, ‘too’?” Lily said.

      Reims and Jal continued forward, dragging the bound body between them. When he got close, Reims tossed something to Lily. Her breath caught. “Why did you keep this?”

      She held out a black blade, much like the one she had kicked into the water.

      “It seems like the Prophet has decided to target us,” Reims said. “Let’s get into the Walnut and make our plans.”

      He hauled the man past them. Jal glanced back, flashing a wide smile as he often did. Lily let out a slow, heavy sigh.

      “You don’t want to go after him?” Honaaz asked her.

      “Sometimes I just want these days to be done,” Lily said.

      “They could be.”

      She glanced to the tavern. “I can’t leave them. Not until all of this is settled.” She let out another heavy sigh. “You know, I much preferred it when we just fought thieves while we escorted wagon caravans to the city.”

      She made her way across the street, leaving Honaaz to stare at her.

      He had another job, another way he could make money. He checked to make sure he still had that slip of paper, etched with the names of people he needed to find. He didn’t have to go with Reims or Jal or Lily. He didn’t have to get involved.

      If he didn’t, though, would he end up a target again?

      It might be time for him to use what coin he had acquired and find a way to get out of Sanaron.

      But he had seen that look of nervousness in Lily’s eyes.

      Maybe it was time that he do something a little stupid.
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      The man Kanar had bound to the chair was dressed all in black, and his shoulder was obviously dislocated. She had been tempted to jam it back into place. One part of her training in the citadel had been to learn how to treat minor injuries, but never how to heal with the art. Healing was something the hegen did, and Lily had left them behind when she’d pursued death over life.

      “There were eight men who attacked us, including him,” Kanar nodded to the crumpled man in the dark corner of the tavern. “We dispatched the rest. It’s not the first time that I’ve seen witchcraft in the city. Given the prominence of it, I decided that we needed to do something more. I brought him back to see if we could question him.”

      “You took care of eight men who use witchcraft?” Lily asked.

      She found it increasingly difficult to understand how he was as skilled as he was. She knew that men within the kingdom had trained to combat witchcraft, but it was difficult to understand how somebody who didn’t have access to the art would be able to withstand an attack from so many.

      “It wasn’t easy,” he said.

      She laughed bitterly. “Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t easy, Kanar. How many did Jal take care of for you?”

      Jal flashed a smile. “My aim was true. I got two.” He looked up as Porten brought over a couple mugs of ale, and he smiled widely at him. “Maybe I’m a poet.”

      “Don’t you fucking know it,” Honaaz muttered.

      That made Jal grin even more.

      “We had eight,” Kanar went on. He pulled a knife from his pocket, flipped it so that he pointed the hilt at the man, and poked at him. The man didn’t move. He was breathing steadily, and other than his shoulder, Lily didn’t see any obvious injuries. “And you said there were five. A total of thirteen witchcraft users in the city.”

      “We already know there’s going to be more than that,” she said. “If the Prophet is what you think he is.”

      Kanar leaned back in his chair and stared at his mug of ale, but he didn’t touch it. He was the only one who had not. Honaaz had quickly downed half his mug, wiping his sleeve across his mouth before setting it down again. She found him looking at her. She had thought she might engage in some harmless flirtation with him, but he viewed her and the art the same way Kanar did.

      Maybe she should’ve left him alone.

      No. What she should’ve done was leave Sanaron.

      The citadel was gone, so she couldn’t go back there, though Lily wasn’t sure that she would even consider that if it hadn’t been destroyed. Her people wouldn’t welcome her at this point. What would she do? She didn’t have a place to go.

      She didn’t know if that was the same reason why Kanar had ended up in Sanaron, but if so, she understood. How many people had he lost in the witchcraft war? How many times would he see people he knew fall? Often to blades much like the one Kanar had thrown to her. She had slipped it into her pocket, waiting for another opportunity to destroy it.

      How many times?

      Too many.

      “Do you think they could be after the Alainsith blood?” Jal asked. He watched Kanar, and there was something in his eyes that suggested a different level of concern than she had seen from him before.

      Kanar shook his head. “It’s possible, but I don’t have so much left that they would be able to do much with it.”

      “It’s still Alainsith blood,” Lily said.

      Honaaz finished the rest of his ale and looked over to Porten, nodding to him. The Walnut was certainly cleaner than the tavern Honaaz preferred. The tables were not dented and unstained. The chairs could bear their weight without seeming like they might collapse. There was a little gaming here, but not the same as what she had seen in the Rolling Pen.

      “If they’re going after the blood, it wouldn’t take much for them to break in and take it,” Honaaz said.

      Kanar glanced at him for a moment. “That’s possible. Maybe it’s time we become more aggressive about how we go after the Prophet.”

      “More aggressive?” Lily asked. “You’ve been looking for him ever since we got back. What makes you think you can suddenly find him?”

      “We might have to draw him out. I have a few thoughts on how to do that but would like your thoughts as well.”

      “You can use the blood,” Jal said.

      “Are you kidding?” Lily said. “After everything we went through to get it, and you just want to hand it over to him?”

      “The two of you aren’t doing much to fight. Why not just let them have it?”

      Honaaz grunted as Porten brought over the next mug of ale and set it on the table in front of him. He took a long drink and then cupped his hands around it. “I’m not part of the team the way the rest of you are, but I was there. Talk. I know what we went through to get that blood.”

      “We could ask the special friend Kanar brought,” Lily said. She looked over to Porten, who had returned behind the bar. He hadn’t even said anything when they had arrived, merely shuffled out the extra patrons and closed off the place so it was left to only them. He and Kanar had some bond, and she wondered what it was. What reason would there be for Porten to kowtow to Kanar like that?

      “We can question him,” Kanar suggested. “We can find out what he knows of the Prophet and chase those leads. Unless you’ve had better success than what it seems like you have.”

      “I haven’t found anything,” Lily said. “I keep chasing the stupid Dogs, but I haven’t been able to find out anything from them.”

      “He’s calling his packs back because of what we’re doing, and we still haven’t found anything. He knows we’re chasing him, and now he’s brought the war to Sanaron.”

      “Are you sure it was him?” This came from Porten, who leaned over the bar, resting his elbows on the counter. He had a gravelly voice that matched his grizzled features, his slightly bulbous nose, and the darkness of his eyes. “Can’t remember anything quite like that before you showed up here, Kanar.”

      “Then I need to take care of it.”

      “You could leave,” Honaaz said. Kanar glared at him, and Honaaz shrugged. “I’m just saying you don’t have to stay here. You could leave Sanaron. If the Prophet is after you, seems to me that he’s going to chase you, isn’t he?”

      “The Prophet has settled deeply into the city.”

      “Is it him, or is it you?” Lily asked.

      Kanar glowered at her. “I thought we moved past this.”

      “I have. Have you? I saw the way you looked at me when we were in the silversmith shop. You didn’t like my art. You still don’t. If we’re going to work together, you’re going to have to get over it.”

      He regarded her for a long moment, then nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “See?” Jal said. “That wasn’t so hard. The two of you just need to talk out your differences.” He nodded to Honaaz. “I think the two of us should move over to that table. We can let them talk and work through some of their problems. Do you play dominoes?”

      Honaaz’s face brightened. “You do?”

      “We always played on the farm when I was young. I like ten tile.”

      “I can play that,” Honaaz hesitated a moment before leaving Lily alone with Kanar and the bound man.

      “I never expected to see such witchcraft in Sanaron.”

      “Because we were winning the war so well?” Lily said.

      “I never considered us on the same side.”

      The words stung, though she knew they shouldn’t. Kanar wasn’t the only one who felt that way. There were far too many people within the Realmsguard and within Reyand who didn’t view the citadel as fighting on the same side as them. She had always believed that was the king’s influence, but she wondered if that was the case.

      “Maybe I was wrong.” Kanar met her gaze. “I don’t hate hegen magic,” he continued.

      “You could’ve fooled me.”

      “I hate all magic.”

      He seemed like he was fidgeting, which didn’t make much sense. Kanar Reims didn’t fidget. “When I was in the Realmsguard, I saw the effect of witchcraft. Entire villages turned into ghost towns. People slaughtered so that they could power their wands.”

      Lily pulled the blade out of her pocket and set it on the table between them. “You should either throw it in the ocean or destroy it.”

      “I will,” he said. “After.”

      “After what? What do you think you are going to do with that wand and with him? Give him some reason to think he might be able to escape?”

      “Yes.”

      “What, do you think you’re going to use it against him? You do know how those things work, don’t you? Witchcraft requires a certain type of power, Kanar.” She realized that her voice was rising, and both Honaaz and Jal had looked over to her. They both turned back to their table. They had a game of dominoes set out in front of them now, and she could hear the steady clinking sounds as they dropped the tiles onto the table, one after another. “I know you are the great Kanar Reims, and you probably have seen that power used, but I know how it’s used too. I’ve seen those same villages. I’ve seen how they kill countless people, using their deaths to power their witchcraft wands so they can do even more terrible things.”

      “Is what you do so different?” Kanar said.

      “Yes. What I do is entirely different. I use the art.” She felt like she had to explain herself, but she wasn’t even sure it would make a difference with somebody like Kanar. “We take power that’s already been spent—the power of the person who’s died, still stored in their bones or their flesh—and we take some part of ourselves to create the art. But it’s not about potency for the sake of it, unlike with witchcraft. You’ve probably seen the hegen collecting their prizes, but have you ever seen how many people they’ve helped? Have you ever seen the hegen healers offering alms to the sick or—”

      “I have visited the hegen.” The look on his face was hard.

      “What the hegen do is different than witchcraft. Your king sees it. Or haven’t you paid any attention to that?”

      “I’m well aware of the king’s predilection for hegen magic.”

      “Yet you still don’t like it,” Lily said, shaking her head. “Who hurt you?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I think it does. If you want us to work with you, and if you want us to understand what you’re doing and why you’re doing it, then it does matter. Maybe not to them,” she said, looking over to the others. She could see how Jal had shifted so he could listen, but he looked as if he were trying to hide it. She breathed out heavily. “You’re keeping something from us, Kanar. I don’t know what it is or why you feel the need to, but I know you’re hiding something.” She leaned closer to him, lowering her voice. “You forget that I spent plenty of time dealing with the war as well. I know what you and your people are capable of.”

      “Your time in the citadel didn’t make you an expert.”

      “No? We trained to deal with the same thing. You may not approve of the methods, and you may not agree with the steps taken to accomplish that goal, but the goal was the same.” She shook her head. “Anyway, you don’t need my help. You made it clear you don’t want it.”

      She got to her feet. “If you want to have a team, you have to let them in occasionally. Otherwise, it’s only about you. And seeing as how you needed us on the last job more than we needed you…”

      That wasn’t exactly true and she knew it, but she was frustrated with him, frustrated that he didn’t seem to understand how he divided them. They should be able to work together. They should be able to work as a team, and having seen the number of people in the city willing to use witchcraft, she did feel it necessary to be involved. This was what she had trained for, after all. Even if it wasn’t how she wanted to use that power now, she understood it.

      More than that, though, the people of the city weren’t responsible for this. They deserved something more. That, more than anything else, motivated her.

      But not Kanar Reims.

      She paused at the table where Jal and Honaaz had set the dominoes out. They hadn’t played nearly as many as she had thought. Neither of them said anything. Honaaz seemed like he wanted to, but she patted the table before heading out the door.

      Once outside, she breathed in the cool night air and checked for any sign of danger. Satisfied, she reached into her pouch, pulled out the grappling hook, and used that to climb up to the roof opposite the Walnut.

      Kanar wasn’t about to keep her from looking out for her friends. She might be upset at him and his unwillingness to reveal his own secrets, but that didn’t mean she was going to abandon Jal and Honaaz. Jal was almost innocent, at least in his own strange way, and Honaaz…

      Honaaz needed her.

      She’d remembered the prizes she’d gathered earlier in the evening. Lily pulled out the bundle of cloth, unrolled it, and started stripping the flesh off the fingers. She had told Kanar the truth. There was power stored in life and death, and there was no reason that it couldn’t be used after a person was gone, when they no longer needed their own body. The hegen believed that there was a need for permission to claim the prize, and those in Reyand often assumed that the prisoners who were brought for execution provided that permission.

      The citadel taught differently. They taught that the prizes claimed from your enemies were often more potent and useful. All but those who chose to use witchcraft—they were contaminated. Given that a person needed to pour some of themselves into making their art, it did involve a measure of trust.

      As Lily sat, she found a certain serenity in her preparation. She understood the calming power within it and what she could use that for—she only had to draw it out.

      While she worked, she thought about how she did need to leave Sanaron. That wasn’t wrong. But perhaps before she left, she would make sure that her friends were safe. Not only from the Prophet but from what Kanar intended. She wasn’t sure what he wanted from them, and she wasn’t sure he could be trusted.

      As she prepared her prizes, she got lost in the process. So lost that she didn’t notice the shadow coming toward her. So lost that she didn’t see the strike to her head. Instinct told her that something wasn’t quite right, but by the time she turned, it was already too late. She collapsed on the rooftop, unconscious before she even registered who had found her.
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      “Are you just going to let her go like that?” Honaaz asked.

      There was a glassy expression in his eyes. Kanar didn’t need the large man angry with him, but he didn’t need to be challenged on this either.

      “What, exactly, do you think I should say to her?” Kanar said.

      Honaaz gestured to Jal, who had barely touched his drink.

      “You don’t think we should go after her?” Honaaz asked.

      “Lily isn’t going anywhere,” Jal said.

      Honaaz let out a huff of air. “She said she was leaving the city.”

      “Maybe,” Kanar said, turning back to the man seated across from him. The black wand still rested on the table, and he knew it might be needed, given how he intended to question this man. “She can go. If she feels it’s necessary, I’m not going to keep her here.”

      “Because you fear her?” Honaaz asked. “Does that change who she is?”

      Kanar ignored him, but there was a part of him that questioned. The same part that had led him to ask questions about himself. And about Morgan.

      Did it change who they were? It didn’t, and he knew that, which meant that his stubborn refusal was simply that: stubbornness. When it came to Lily and her other skills, he really did value them. She had proven herself over and over again when they had worked together, and he knew that he could use her help.

      But for whatever reason, when she’d said that they had fought on the same side, he had reacted in a way that surprised him. In his mind, they hadn’t been allies. They couldn’t have. She’d used magic to fight witchcraft.

      And what do I use?

      He didn’t know, but he didn’t like to think that it was magic. Or he hadn’t for so long.

      Yet the more he learned about himself and the sword, the more he started to recognize that perhaps that was exactly what he had been doing. Maybe all of this was about witchcraft.

      He nudged the man seated across from him.

      “He fell off a roof, Kanar,” Jal said. “He’s not going to come around that quickly.”

      “I need him to wake up,” Kanar muttered.

      “Then maybe you should have asked Lily to help.”

      Kanar glanced back, and Jal grinned.

      “I can help,” Honaaz said. He got to his feet and positioned himself behind the man, grabbed his shoulder, and shoved.

      There was a strange crack, and the man sat up suddenly, letting out a pained shriek.

      Honaaz flicked him on the back of the head. “Fucker. I thought you were faking it.”

      Honaaz tipped his head toward the bar and nodded to Porten, who brought him another mug of ale. Kanar wasn’t about to stop him. Even though he’d had three mugs already, he didn’t seem drunk yet.

      He needed a man like Honaaz. He needed his team.

      But that meant more people to lose.

      That was what he really feared. How could Lily understand what it was like to lose entire squads of men to witchcraft? To see them slaughtered, their lives consumed in some devastating spell, leading those who remained to struggle even more?

      That was one of the reasons he had left the Realmsguard, though not the only one. His blade and Morgan were the biggest reasons.

      He pushed those thoughts aside. Dealing with that would come later. Everything had to be later.

      “Hey there,” Kanar said. “Do you know who I am?”

      The man jerked on his bindings, trying to break free. Kanar had been around others who used witchcraft, and he knew how to tie them up. They had to have their hands bound in such a way that they couldn’t twist them in their strange patterns. Even a small twist and flick could be used in a dangerous fashion. Once they broke free, they could hurt someone else and then gain even more power.

      But it always started with hurting themselves. They could use the pain they felt to generate magic that way.

      That had been the most disturbing thing to see when he had first started hunting witchcraft.

      “Reims,” the man said.

      His voice was a higher pitch than Kanar had expected, and it had a strange accent to it as well. Not from Reyand. Not from Sanaron either.

      “Good,” Kanar said. “You knowing who I am is going to make all of this a whole lot easier for both of us. I don’t want to go through all the painful steps of trying to explain what I’m capable of.” He spun the wand on the table. “So the two of us, along with my colleagues back here”—he nodded to Honaaz, who still stood behind the man, hands clenched at his side—“might have a little chat. Do you recognize him?”

      The man twisted behind him. He twitched.

      “I thought you might. It seems he was a target earlier. Seeing as how he’s still alive, and so am I, your attempts this evening have failed.”

      “Have they?” the man said, sounding more amused than he should, given his circumstance.

      Kanar drummed his fingers on the table. He had interrogated users of witchcraft before and had some understanding of how they fought. Most of them were so caught up in the power they were able to summon that they didn’t care about much else. They were so proud of what they could do that they wanted nothing more than to demonstrate it.

      That was part of the reason he had hung on to the wand. Lily wasn’t wrong. The wand was dangerous, and having it with him posed another sort of danger, especially since he knew it might be used against him if the captive got away. It was up to him to ensure that the man didn’t break free of his bindings.

      “Kanar?”

      “What?”

      He glanced behind him. Jal stood with bow unslung and arrow at the ready, aiming at the man. Kanar spun back and looked at the captive. He still hadn’t broken free, but he wasn’t struggling the same way either.

      “He’s doing something,” Jal said. “I don’t know what.”

      He didn’t question how Jal could know.

      “Make sure he doesn’t get free,” Kanar said to Honaaz.

      Honaaz nodded.

      “I don’t like it,” Jal said.

      Kanar frowned. “He needs a source… Shit.”

      The man broke free, grabbed the wand, and pointed it toward Honaaz. The table jerked toward Honaaz and up, striking him in the throat. He collapsed.

      Kanar jumped to his feet, sword unsheathed.

      Kanar had thought he was being clever. He’d purposely given the man the idea that he might escape in hopes that he might reveal more information than he would otherwise. Instead, all Kanar had done was put his team in danger.

      Arrogance. That was always his problem.

      Now somebody else would suffer because of it.

      Kanar started toward the man, who flicked his wrist. He wouldn’t be able to speak long. He’d felt the effect of this spell already this evening and didn’t care for it, but he also didn’t care for the fact that he had to unsheathe his sword again and might need to use it one more time.

      He had grown tired of contributing to witchcraft.

      “It’s not going to work on me,” Kanar said to the man, and he didn’t dare look behind him. Jal had suffered this evening as well, and he didn’t know how injured he might be. How much had this attack impacted him? He hadn’t fired an arrow, so there was that, but it might be more that Jal chose not to, rather than that he couldn’t. If that was the case, then Jal was choosing for Kanar to get the information he wanted.

      Kanar had to take care of this quickly.

      The man pointed the wand again, and this time Kanar felt a different sensation. A warmth flooded through him, almost like fire, but he didn’t think that was what it was. It was his heart. It began to beat rapidly. Too rapidly.

      That’s new.

      He had felt the use of witchcraft in the past and had felt that source of power many times while fighting with the Realmsguard, but most of the time, they tried to suffocate the soldiers. Were this not affecting him, he might actually be somewhat impressed by the ingenuity.

      Instead, he grew angry.

      He swung the blade. The man flicked his wrist again, and Kanar’s sword seemed to strike an invisible barrier. Kanar shoved the table at him, and the man braced himself, blocking it.

      Kanar was drawing on the magic of the sword, which was possibly witchcraft, and it gave him strength and speed and power. He had to stop fighting against that.

      He jumped and landed on top of the table, then swung the blade. In a blur, he struck the wand, shattering it. Then he spun, driving the sword toward the man’s throat, touching the tip just to the surface of his skin. Kanar slowly climbed down from the table, not giving the man a chance to move away from him.

      “Release your magic, or you’re going to feel the bite of this blade,” Kanar said.

      A hint of a smile crossed the man’s lips. “Pain only empowers me.”

      “Your death will do nothing.”

      The man looked at his blade and smiled again.

      “Kanar?”

      Jal’s voice was pained. He was struggling. Kanar needed to help him now. He needed answers, though, and the only way to do that was to keep this man talking. It wasn’t just Jal that he had to be concerned about. Honaaz had been knocked out, which was a shame, given his resistance to magic.

      “Release your spell,” Kanar growled.

      Shattering the wand should have done it, but there was a possibility that doing so had not cleared the entire spell. With the kind of power that this man had shown, he might be able to control it even without his wand.

      Kanar had ignored the fact that healing the man’s dislocated shoulder would grant him strength. Not only that, but if he had been faking unconsciousness, he might’ve had time to prepare to escape.

      That was what Kanar had not accounted for.

      “Do you think the Prophet doesn’t know?” the man said, a sneer on his face. “Do you think the Prophet hasn’t seen? You have provided all the answers needed.” His gaze drifted to Kanar’s sword. “My master will take what they want. You will provide what is needed.”

      That sounded ominous, and more than a little unclear. What was it that the Prophet wanted?

      Kanar glared. “I’m going to find him. I’m going to kill him. And I’m going to make sure that, even in death, he can’t harm others.”

      The man started to laugh, but then his gaze flickered to the door. His eyes narrowed slightly. What was he doing? More importantly, what did he detect?

      The man suddenly lunged forward onto the blade.

      Kanar tried to jerk back, pulling it away from the witchcraft user, but he wasn’t fast enough. As soon as the man plunged his neck onto the sword, a surge of energy exploded.

      Honaaz had recovered—likely because of his magical immunity—and leaned forward. Kanar didn’t know if he did so intentionally, or if it was accidentally, but as that burst of power streaked forward, it seemed as if Honaaz simply absorbed most of it.

      But not all.

      Kanar was tossed back. Jal, as well, but he leapt to his feet quickly, rubbing at his neck.

      Honaaz had slumped forward.

      “Check on Honaaz,” Kanar said.

      “What are you doing?”

      Kanar jumped over one of the tables and headed toward the door. “Finding Lily.”

      He raced out into the street, into the darkness, and looked around. Where would she have gone?

      This was Lily. She wouldn’t have left, he knew that. She would have stormed off, would’ve made a big show of trying to prove that she was angry with him—and probably had been—but she wasn’t going to leave her people behind. She was upset with Kanar, but not Jal and Honaaz.

      The roof.

      Kanar looked along either side of the street and saw a slight scuff mark where her hook had caught. He raced over to it, focused on the strange power that he could feel when he held on to the sword, and then jumped. Once he grabbed the lip of the roof, he pulled himself up onto it. He looked around, but there was nothing.

      He started to turn when he noticed something: three gleaming white items resting on the roof. Bones. She had been here.

      They were situated in a circle, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. It was what they surrounded. He hadn’t recognized it at first, but now that he was here, he couldn’t help but see it. At the center, a knife had been plunged into the roof.

      One of Lily’s.

      He reached for it, but the ring of bones prevented him from getting close. He jabbed with his sword. The bones cracked, and the barrier broke. He pulled the knife free.

      “Kanar?”

      He hadn’t heard Jal approach, but he wasn’t surprised that Jal had seen him. His eyesight was far better than Kanar’s, and he had probably seen him from the ground.

      “She’s gone,” he said. “They took her.”

      And they’d left a message for him.

      Worse, they intended to use her the way they often used others. For power.

      “There’s something else there,” Jal said.

      Kanar hadn’t even noticed the scrap of paper resting there. The tiles were irregular enough that they concealed it before now. He picked it up. The end had been stabbed by the knife, and yet the blade had not cut through the words written on it: Blood for Blood.

      Kanar flipped it over.

      There was more: 3 Bells. Ibash Square.

      Jal grabbed it. “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know what it means. It’s probably tied to the Prophet and witchcraft and what we’ve seen in the city already. But why Lily?”

      They must believe that Kanar would do whatever was necessary to get Lily back.

      And wouldn’t he?

      She was a part of his team. He should want to protect her.

      And he did. She deserved that from him.

      “I don’t know. If we give it to them, will we get Lily back?”

      What was Kanar willing to do? Alainsith blood could be used in terrible rituals.

      He looked at the black sea in the distance. The water had stilled, and the fog was rolling in once more. Even though they were safer, breezy days always felt disconcerting, like Sanaron’s soul had been stolen away.

      Lily needed him to find her.

      “What are you thinking?” Jal asked.

      “We’re going to get her,” Kanar said.

      He tried to mirror the relief on Jal’s face, but his heart now beat faster than it had under the witchcraft spell. He’d barely survived against Tayol Borgis, and Tayol had been new to the craft. Kanar had only twice faced-off against multiple magic users, and he’d been backed up by Reyand soldiers at the time.

      He’d also been the sole survivor of both battles.

      “Look on the bright side,” Jal said. “Maybe Lily will side with them, and we’ll all be murdered in our sleep.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a comfort.”
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      The paper with the names of people Honaaz had been hired to find rested on the table like a taunt. He didn’t recognize anyone on the list, and he had not yet decided whether he was going to ask Jal or Reims for help identifying them. Not until they figured out what had happened to Lily. He had the sense that neither of them were eager to do anything until they found her. For that matter, Honaaz wasn’t willing to go after these targets until he learned what had happened to her.

      And he knew that something had happened to Lily.

      That was the only reason Reims would have run out of the tavern.

      Honaaz looked down at the body of the fallen sorcerer. Blood pooled around him. Honaaz hadn’t seen what had happened, but the way the man’s neck had been slashed open suggested that Reims had stabbed him. Not that Honaaz minded. The man had thrown a fucking table at him. Who did that?

      Plus, if he had something to do with what had happened to Lily…

      Honaaz wasn’t sure what he would do. He wasn’t sure if there was anything he could do. He felt out of his depth here. Reims might’ve claimed he didn’t care about Lily, but Honaaz had seen how quickly he’d raced out of the tavern. The only thing that would cause him to do that was fear for somebody he cared about.

      Reims might be a terrifying fighter, but he cared about those on his team. Honaaz might not be one of them—not yet, and perhaps not ever—but Lily, despite Reims’s protestations, definitely was.

      The door opened, and Reims reentered. Jal trailed behind him.

      “Those fucks have her, don’t they?” Honaaz asked.

      Kanar nodded and adjusted the tables as he headed through the tavern, before pausing in front of the fallen form of the damn sorcerer. They called it witchcraft, but his people had another term for it. They had their Weather Watchers, but the power they were able to control was vastly different than that of what their people called sorcerers.

      There weren’t many. Sorcery was difficult, supposedly, and it wasn’t accepted by many. Such a thing was not considered welcome in most parts of his land, though not because it didn’t have its uses. Given what Honaaz had seen in this land, he had to believe that sorcery was as powerful as others claimed. If so, it certainly would have uses. He could imagine using that to help guide ships, even more so than their Weather Watchers.

      “They have her.” Reims showed him a piece of paper. “They want a trade.”

      “It’s about the blood?” Honaaz asked.

      “Seems like it,” Kanar said.

      “Been some strange happenings lately,” Porten said from behind the bar. “Not the kind of thing I normally would talk about, but figure given what you have brought in here, you need to know.”

      Honaaz glanced over to the bartender. The man was quiet normally.

      “What kind of things?” Honaaz asked.

      “Buildings exploding. People disappearing. Murdered.”

      “That happens in all cities,” Kanar said.

      “Not this often.”

      Honaaz looked over to Kanar, who stared straight ahead, irritation flashing in his dark eyes. Honaaz didn’t like that look on his face.

      “What is it, Reims?”

      “I’m starting to think that the witchcraft war was never over. I thought I got out.”

      Reims sat down at the table and glanced over to the bartender. The man had been free with his ale, making sure that Honaaz had mug after mug of it, something that he very much approved of. When the bartender came by, he set another mug in front of Reims and glanced over to Honaaz, who shrugged.

      “You’re not leaving her, are you?” Honaaz asked, looking from Reims to Jal. The tall bastard stood in the middle of the room and stared off into space. He did that from time to time, the expression making him seem unsettled.

      “No,” Reims said.

      Honaaz exhaled. He hadn’t realized that he’d been holding tension until Reims said that. He would’ve gone after Lily had Reims not been willing to do so. The damn girl had helped him, so he felt like he owed her.

      That’s not the only reason you want to find her.

      Honaaz doubted that saving her would impress her that much. Then again, this was Lily. Seeing him flash his daggers and come blazing in after the sorcerers might be just the kind of thing that would draw her attention.

      But having Reims and Jal would make it far more likely that they would succeed.

      “We haven’t even gotten close to the Prophet,” Jal said. “Lily hasn’t either.”

      “No. She hasn’t,” Reims said.

      “You knew?”

      Reims snorted and took a long drink of ale. “Lily likes to think that she’s the only one who keeps an eye on the rest of the team, but I do the same thing. I wasn’t about to let her go running off and put herself in danger.”

      Honaaz barked out a laugh. “You weren’t going to let her? Do you really think you could do anything to keep that one from doing what she wants?”

      Reims glowered at him. “Probably not.”

      “I don’t get it,” Honaaz said, shaking his head. “Why do the two of you have such a hard time with each other? She uses her little bones, and you use that crazy blade of yours. Seems to me that it’s all sort of the same thing.”

      “Not the same.”

      Jal watched Reims with that strange, flat expression that looked like a black sky, the threat of the storm coming. He didn’t say anything, though. Honaaz shifted in his seat. The tall bastard probably knew that Reims kept something from them as well.

      “Where do we start?” Honaaz asked. He had no idea what it was going to take to go after Lily. Or what this Prophet wanted. Or how to find him.

      Honaaz didn’t think his employer for the job was tied to the Prophet, but he didn’t know with any real certainty. What if he had been hired by the Prophet himself? That didn’t make sense. The Prophet seemed more concerned about Reims and his team. The job he’d been hired for had nothing to do with them. At least, not that he could tell. It wasn’t the sorcerer they had rescued from the prison either. He’d recognize her name.

      Reims stared at his hands before lifting his ale and taking a drink. Finally, he got to his feet. “I’m sorry about the mess, Porten. I’ll help clean it up later. There’s someplace I need to go first.”

      The bartender shrugged. “Not the first time you’ve left me with something to clean up, Kanar. Go do what you need to do to get that girl back.”

      Reims started toward the door. Jal followed, nodding to the bartender.

      Honaaz moved the tables back into place, fixed the chairs, and dragged the body as he headed out. He tipped his head toward the bartender. “I figure I can help,” he said when the man shot him a strange look.

      “I’ll take it off your tab.”

      Honaaz grunted. “Then I should keep working. I’ve got more drinking to do.”

      He liked the Pen, but the ale at the Walnut was better. Not that he’d tell Reims that his little hidden tavern was better than the place Honaaz preferred. Besides, he couldn’t play dominoes with Jal forever. The man claimed he didn’t know how to play that well but then went on a tear. Better to go back to the Pen, where he could occasionally pull some coin off Durst and Shaul.

      Once out in the street, Honaaz found Reims and Jal waiting for him.

      “What are you doing?” Reims asked, looking at the body.

      “Not leaving him there for your buddy to worry about. I’ll ditch him in an alley somewhere. Let the local soldiers deal with it when they find him. Don’t need the body drawing attention to this place, do we?”

      Reims shook his head, then started walking away. “Keep it off the main streets.”

      Honaaz shrugged. He didn’t much care where he dragged this bastard. Let him rot in an alley someplace else. After what the man had done, it didn’t matter what happened to him. He had it coming. Using sorcery to throw a fucking table at him? He would be ready next time.

      Reims hadn’t even seemed bothered by it. That man had a way of handling things even Honaaz couldn’t understand. Maybe it was just luck or training, but what if there was something more to it?

      It was dark enough and foggy enough that no one noticed him carrying a body. He found an alley several streets away from the tavern and dumped the man against a building. They were far enough away from the tavern that he doubted anyone would even make the connection, unless he’d left a trail of blood behind. Nothing he could do about that, anyway.

      When he reached the mouth of the alley, Reims and Jal were locked in a quiet conversation. Reims mentioned Lily, and Jal said something about a sword.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” Honaaz asked.

      “Nothing,” Reims said.

      “Care to tell me where we’re going? You hightailed it awfully quick out of that place.” He motioned down the street toward the tavern. “Must have some thought about how to find out what happened to Lily. Let me hear it.”

      Reims shook his head. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Kan,” Jal said.

      “I don’t want him to think he’s got to get involved. We’re going against dangerous men. I know what that means, but I don’t know if Honaaz does.”

      Honaaz regarded him a moment, trying to think of how to answer without getting Reims angry with him. Maybe it didn’t matter, anyway. This was Kanar fucking Reims after all, so if he was going to be angry, there might not be a fucking thing Honaaz could do about it.

      “Way I figure it is that I got jumped by these bastards too,” Honaaz said. “They came after me, Reims. I can go running off back to my place, but they’re going to come for me again.”

      “We can keep you safe.”

      “The fuck you can. Besides, they grabbed Lily, right? I’m not leaving her to be tortured. So you want me off the team, tell me, but otherwise I’m going to stick with you and help you find her.”

      Reims sighed. “I need Morgan. In order to get her to help Lily, I’m going to have to give her something I have wanted to keep from her.”

      “Didn’t you used to give it to her anyway?”

      Jal snickered.

      Reims shot Honaaz a glare. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “You could just give it to her again,” Jal said, looking over to Honaaz and winking. It was a strange thing to see the tall bastard wink at him, but stranger was the grin that followed. “I imagine that would make both of you quite happy.”

      Reims stormed off down the street.

      “I like that,” Jal said to Honaaz. “You are a good man to have around.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Anyone who can unsettle Kanar Reims is good to have around.”

      “I doubt I unsettle him.”

      “Perhaps unsettle is a bit of a strong term, but you do keep him on his toes. And given what we are dealing with, I think we need for him to stay on his toes.”

      Honaaz grunted. “I don’t care if he’s dancing on his toes, walking on his hands, or gliding down a hill. All I care about is getting her back.”

      “As do I,” Jal said.

      They hiked into a fancier section of the city. This was a part of Sanaron that Honaaz had never visited, mostly because there weren’t many jobs here. He might have been able to find some work in security. Plenty of merchants needed to hire muscle to make sure their cargo was safe, but that wasn’t the kind of job he liked doing. They were too boring. Not only that, but they generally didn’t pay very well.

      Not like twenty-five gold.

      “She has a pretty nice place,” he said as they started to slow.

      Morgan’s mansion was set back into the hill itself. The front of the house was decorated with a web of balconies that led up to a flat rooftop strewn with swing chairs and umbrellas. A small stream ran over its center, dropping through a water mill before scooping across the lawn and out of the garden. The ridiculous feature was common amongst the wealthy who were guilty about their wealth. It probably powered a bag of flour a week.

      “You have no idea,” Reims said. He looked up to the roof. “I’ve been trying to get through to her for a while without luck, so that means—”

      “We break in,” Jal said.

      Honaaz grunted, looking around. Breaking into a place like this wouldn’t be easy.

      Reims started forward, and there was a soft whistle in the air. He jumped back behind a tall tree. A crossbow bolt stuck out of the ground where he’d been standing.

      “What the fuck?” Honaaz muttered.

      “Unless you have some way of contacting her to let her know we’re here, I think we have to take care of security first,” Jal said.

      Reims turned to Honaaz. “There will be four or five guards patrolling the street. You deal with them, unless that’s too many for you.”

      There was no challenge in it, merely a question, but Honaaz couldn’t help but feel as if Reims would judge him by how many men he could handle.

      “Jal and I need to take out the four on the rooftop,” Reims said.

      Honaaz scoffed and shook his head. “So you want to give me the hard work.”

      “I think yours will be the easy part. Unless you don’t think you can do it.”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz muttered. He waved his hand and stepped back into the shadows.

      The other two followed, but quickly disappeared up the side of the building and out of sight.

      Four or five guards.

      Maybe he shouldn’t have been drinking as much as he had. Honaaz hadn’t expected to be pulling a job like this. Not only that, but he had to deal with the lingering effects of the fights he’d been in earlier. His head still throbbed, though some of that might just be the ale. He had to clear his mind. How was he supposed to know what the guards patrolling this place looked like?

      The answer soon came to him. Two men rounded the corner. Both were dressed in the city crest. Kalenwatch. The fucking city guard.

      Why couldn’t Reims just tell them that they needed to meet with Morgan?

      Then again, that would be too easy for the man. And if that’s what he was supposed to deal with, then Honaaz was going to deal with it.

      He looked behind him. Killing these men wasn’t going to go over well, not if they needed Morgan’s help. He’d have to knock them out, leave them a bit bruised but not broken.

      Once again, he was little more than the muscle. Too often, he had served that role. Honaaz could do other things. If he was to keep working with Reims, he was going to need for him to see that. In other parts of the city, though, he didn’t care. Let them think he was nothing more than the muscle. It led people to underestimate him.

      When a guard passed his location, he darted forward. His legs were a little stiff, so he didn’t move as quickly as he should have, and he staggered. One of the men turned, and Honaaz drove his fist up, catching him on the side of his head. He fell to the ground.

      The other man pulled out a sword. Honaaz had his daggers, but if he unsheathed them, this fight was more likely to end in bloodshed.

      He brought his elbow back, barely missing the sword thrust, and caught the man in the chest, then the stomach. He picked him up and slammed him to the ground.

      Two were down.

      He dragged them into a neighbor’s yard and hid them under a tall palm tree, making quick work of binding their hands and ankles. He didn’t tie them quite the same way Reims had tied his sorcerer, but he probably didn’t need to. These men weren’t going to be able to get out until they were released. Honaaz moved back to the street, watching. He expected the fighting to have drawn attention. After waiting a moment, he noticed movement on the rooftop and saw the tall bastard shadowed against the night. Jal moved quietly, and he quickly swung his bow like a staff, knocking a man down.

      There was something strange about the way he moved—fluid, as well. He was slender and tall, but strong. Honaaz wondered how well he’d fare against him. Not that he ever expected to have to fight Jal, but a man tended to think about such things, especially working with someone like Reims. He had to keep that in mind at all times, ready for any challenge.

      Another pair of men made their way down the street. They reached the entrance to the building and then stopped. One of them crouched, and Honaaz wondered what they were looking at, but he realized that it was the crossbow bolt that had been fired at Reims.

      Why the fuck hadn’t they grabbed that?

      A shrill whistle rang out.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz raced forward. He reached the whistler before the man had a chance to notice him, and he drove his knee into his belly, then pulled his head down against his knee. The man collapsed. The next man turned to him, but he didn’t draw his sword. Instead, he grabbed a crossbow and fired it from his hip.

      The bolt whizzed toward Honaaz. He twisted and struck the man on the side of his head. He collapsed.

      Three more men sprinted down the street. As Honaaz started toward them, he heard the sound of others coming from the opposite direction.

      Fuck. Four or five?

      Reims had been off by quite a bit. Honaaz had already knocked down four, and now six more came. If he were back in the Isles, he might’ve had a harder time with six men, but they were generally smaller here, so he wouldn’t have the same difficulty. But he did need a bit more time.

      Honaaz ran at the first three. He lowered his shoulder, driving into them like the bow of a ship plowing into waves. He struck two of them, and they parted. He brought his fist up, crunching it against the jaw of the third, and then threw one of the fallen men at the next three. They went tumbling under his weight.

      The one nearest him looked up, and Honaaz gave him a gentle kick to knock him unconscious. He stalked over to the other three that had come toward him. The one soldier lay across them, keeping them from moving. Using the hilt of his daggers, he knocked each of them out.

      Then he straightened.

      A dark form dropped next to him.

      Honaaz spun a dagger, readying to strike.

      “It’s just me,” Jal said.

      Honaaz put his daggers away. “Some count.”

      Jal frowned. “How many?”

      “I figure ten.”

      Another figure dropped down from the roof.

      “Ten?” Reims asked. “We had nearly a dozen up there.”

      And here Honaaz thought he had done well. “You took care of a dozen that quickly?”

      “Not a dozen each,” Jal said. “You did good.” He looked over to Reims. “Are you going to do this, or are we going to wait until they call more soldiers here? I’m sure we can keep fighting, but I don’t know that I want to fight our way to the door.”

      “I’m trying,” Reims said.

      “Do whatever you’re doing faster,” Jal said, “because we’ve got company.” He motioned, and Honaaz realized there were nearly a dozen men coming toward them.

      One of them raised something. Honaaz grabbed Reims and Jal and shoved them forward. They reached the wall, and he threw them over it before following—though not before a crossbow bolt struck the stone beneath him. He looked back. A dozen fucking soldiers.

      If this didn’t work, they were going to have to fight their way out.

      Reims better use that blade of his.

      “Go, talk to this woman of yours. See if she can’t help us find Lily.”

      Reims started forward. As he reached the front of the home, the door opened.

      Reims was thrown back. Jal grabbed for his bow, but he was knocked back too.

      Honaaz lowered his shoulders and drove forward, but he felt like a dinghy hitting a twenty-foot wave. He was tossed back into the wall.

      A figure stepped out of the home and pulled back the hood of their cloak.

      Morgan.

      “Looks like you want to talk.”
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      Lily’s head throbbed. The steady pounding made it difficult to think, so she stopped trying, instead forcing herself to work on instinct.

      It didn’t help.

      She could move her arms and legs. The first thing she’d worried about was that she was bound in place. That was what she would have done.

      Don’t let me get my prizes.

      Only, she didn’t have her pouch. That meant there were no prizes to use.

      Don’t let me reach my knives.

      She checked for them as well, but they were missing too.

      At least she was still dressed. When the citadel used to capture people, they would strip them bare. It was an easy way to make sure they didn’t carry something hidden on them. There were ways around that, even when dealing with magic, but most of the time it was effective.

      Lily crouched, trying to get her bearings. She didn’t know how long she’d been out. Everything was dark, which could mean that it was the same night, or it could be daytime and she was trapped in a dark room.

      Feeling her way along, she reached a wall. She felt all around the room, testing for weakness.

      The walls were made of stone, but there was a warmth to it.

      Magical warmth.

      What kind of place was she trapped in? Wherever she was, she was being held too well.

      She got up, looking around for a moment, before shouting for help, though not expecting any. There was no response.

      She tried prying at the stones with her nails, but it didn’t work.

      The walls were too smooth to climb.

      There might be a way to force the art to come from her rather than from prizes, but it took amplification. Both her family and the citadel had drummed that into her head.

      Amplification required prizes.

      Find something around you.

      There had to be something here she could use. Anything could store potential—cloth, straw, even dirt if she could come up with enough of it. The challenge was coaxing it out.

      When she’d finished moving around the perimeter of the room, only feeling the warmth of the stone, she backed away from the wall. It was possible to use the stone from the walls, though it would involve more strength than she wanted to sacrifice. Doing so would be dangerous.

      Start with something that can amplify the art.

      It was difficult to remember everything she’d been taught when she was still with her family. She remembered what it was like back when they were still family, back when she was still happy—before she’d lost them.

      Traveling had always appealed to her. It was the only thing she had known, one of the few consistencies in her life. She had never minded being on the move, even when she was young, carrying what she needed in bundles as her family traveled the countryside and stopped at villages. They weren’t a large group of hegen, there being only about twenty of them most of the time, but they were large enough that their presence prevented them from gaining access to many different villages.

      She asked her father about that once, when she was seven or eight. She probably asked him more than once, but there was one time that stuck in her mind. They had been near a hillside village nestled in a comfortable valley. They traveled through the forest to reach the village itself, singing their songs, pausing so her mother could gather supplies like leaves and herbs and even insects to use in some of her compounds. She would tap into a tree, drain sap, and pluck leaves from around the base.

      They wandered off the road, moving between the trees, never taking a direct route. They would look up at the stars in the dark blanket of night, with insects buzzing around them, and the occasional mournful sound of a wenderwolf howling in the distance.

      “It’s about the journey, not the destination, Liliana,” her mother would often say.

      On this day, Lily had asked her father why they had to camp outside the village. “They have plenty of room there. Look at how many buildings they have, and look at how few people there are,” she said.

      The houses were all rectangular, painted with drab browns and blacks, and didn’t blend into the forest like some places they’d visited. There had to be nearly fifty different homes or shops, including a tall brick structure in the center of the village. That said nothing about the circular temple, which was likely for the Church of Heleth, though she hadn’t been able to get close enough to know if they served the Mother there.

      Lily had worked on her geography, but they’d been traveling between places lately. This might be Reyand, or it might be Yelind, or even Bosa.

      “We never force them to take us in. They have to choose,” her father said.

      They camped in the forest. They used tents to protect them from the elements, but most of the time, they didn’t even bother. They preferred to sleep in the moonlight. When it was cold, they would bundle up, or they would head south where the weather was warmer.

      “But they have the space,” Lily said. “Doesn’t the Mother teach that none of her children should suffer?”

      “Are we suffering?” Her father looked down at her, but his gaze was hard as he glanced over to the village. She recognized that look. He didn’t say it, but he was irritated. They were increasingly kept out of more communities.

      “Look,” Lily pointed to the woman who stood at the edge of the village, clutching her dress. “She’s going to come out here for us. She’s probably looking for something. Maybe a healing balm, or maybe she thinks she can get some sort of love compound.”

      Lily smiled at the thought. So many people had unusual ideas about what the hegen could do. Her mother was skilled—more skilled than many others—and she had no difficulty creating various uses of the art to help those they encountered.

      There was always a cost, though. Of course there was, as the cost was a part of doing business. There had been a time when the cost had simply been providing a place for them, but over time, that had become too cumbersome, it seemed. Eventually, even that much was more than people were willing to offer them. At least in this part of the world.

      Lily had worked on her geography, trying to learn the different places they visited, wanting to know the names of the cities and towns and countries that her family brought them to, but they’d been traveling between places lately. This might be Reyand, or it might be Yelind, or even Bosa. Often, they blended together.

      “Think about what she might do,” her father said. “Let her come. See firsthand what it’s like to trade with our people. If she has a good experience, she might report to her people that things are not quite what they believe.” He smiled, as if making that claim would make it true.

      Lily knew that wasn’t going to be the case. People usually snuck over to their campsite under the cover of darkness.

      “Why don’t you run along and work with your mother? She still thinks you have potential.”

      Lily left him and found her mother deeper in the forest. Since she was one of the family’s greatest artists, anyone who came to the hegen looking for something complicated often went to her. Others had their own gifts, as did all of the hegen people, but Lily’s mother could have succeeded anywhere.

      All of the hegen had a form of art, but not all used the same kind. Lily’s father was an artisan who loved carving, and he could make great and finely detailed items out of wood. Lily had a collection of figurines he’d made her, each of them representing a different member of their family. But her mother was connected to the powers in the world.

      “I see you, Liliana.”

      Lily had been hiding behind the trunk of a massive maple. The leaves were a deep green, almost black in the shadows. In contrast, her mother’s golden hair caught shafts of sunlight that streaked through the canopy. She was crouching down, cupping her hands around something.

      “How did you see me?” Lily asked.

      “I didn’t. The forest did.” She flashed a white card.

      Lily darted toward her, reaching for the card before her mother shoved it back into her pocket. That was one aspect of the art she had yet to learn. Her mother claimed it wasn’t her place to do so. If Lily wanted to understand that part of the art, she had to go elsewhere. Lily couldn’t even imagine going anywhere without her family, but she had been told that if she continued to progress and show potential, she would have little choice but to leave. She would need to. She would want to.

      “What does it show?” Lily asked.

      The cards were often complicated. The ink was changeable. There was a power to it. She had tried to sneak in on her mother making those cards but had never managed to succeed.

      “It shows you coming into the forest,” her mother said.

      Lily peeked at the card, but she didn’t see anything like that. There was a tall, slender mark in the middle of the card, and behind it was a series of circles.

      “Am I supposed to be the line or the circles?”

      “Perhaps both. Or perhaps neither. Either way, you are here.” She plucked the card from Lily and stuffed it back in her pocket.

      Lily frowned. There were some hegen who could make the ink even clearer than her mother could. Lily had never seen it, but she’d heard stories. They were gifted with the art in ways that even Lily’s mother was not.

      “Did you find something useful?” Lily asked.

      Her mother motioned for Lily to join her. The air had a heavy earthy quality to it, and as Lily crouched, something about the air shifted, as if a hint of soot suddenly mixed in.

      “What do you see here?” her mother asked. She glanced at Lily and smiled at her. “You have to learn to identify different ways of amplifying your art. It’s often best to start small. Something like this would be ideal, but that doesn’t mean it’s the only thing you can use.”

      Lily shook her head. Her parents believed she would eventually demonstrate real skill in this kind of art. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to, but she was willing to try. She didn’t know why her parents pushed as hard as they did, though.

      “I see the grass. Is that what you want me to use?”

      “Grass has its own connection. Think about what the grasses go through as they grow. They have to withstand the cold and the hot. They have to draw water out when it’s dry and manage it when it’s wet. And they have to be able to withstand heavy feet trampling on them.”

      “Or not so heavy,” Lily said, pointing to the small caterpillar crawling on one blade of grass. Its back was yellow and striped with black. “I bet the grass doesn’t mind this little one crawling on it.”

      “And what does this little one eat?”

      Lily screwed up her face. “Leaves mostly.”

      “Leaves, but also grass. Watch.”

      The caterpillar ripped some fibers free and chewed them up.

      “Do you see?” her mother asked. “Taking a piece of the grass and using it. Much like I want you to do with this caterpillar.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Her mother twisted so that she could sit and look over to her. “We’ve been pushing you for some time now. You’ve shown yourself to be a promising artist, Liliana. You’re going to need to work on something with more potential.”

      “I could use the grass.”

      Her mother smiled tightly. “Do you remember when we last visited Vur?”

      Vur was a large city, larger than most they stopped in. Her parents and her family preferred to stay in smaller towns and villages, or away from them altogether, but there were times when they would go to larger cities. They had spent nearly a month in the encampment outside it. Hundreds of hegen gathered there, and the singing and celebrating had made her feel so much a part of the world.

      “I remember the dancing,” Lily said.

      They’d stayed up late into the night, and her father had spun Lily around.

      “Do you remember Ezra?”

      Ezra was older than Lily’s mother, with clear eyes, and she had always been welcoming of their family.

      “My art is but a poor reflection of true mastery. But Ezra could take a single blade of grass and borrow from it, tapping into the potential stored within it,” her mother explained. “She could take a branch from that tree over there and use it in ways that seem impossible, even to me.” She smiled and then looked down at the caterpillar. “And she could take this one tiny insect and use it to save many.”

      “You could do those things,” Lily said.

      “No, Liliana, I cannot. What you see me using of the art is but a poor reflection of a true master. I have training, and I have potential, but I never gain mastery.” Her mother plucked a blade of grass, held it up, and twisted it between her fingers. “You, on the other hand, have more potential. I don’t know how much you remember of our conversation with Ezra, but she saw it in you. We just have to help foster it, guide it, and when the time is right, we can take you where you can continue to learn.”

      Lily sat up and watched her mother. “I can’t do what you want me to do. I know you’re trying to prove to me that I am supposed to use the art in this way, but I haven’t been able to do it. I’ve been trying, but I haven’t managed to do anything even close to what you can do, Mother.”

      “Not yet, but I think it’s time we push harder. I think it’s time we try something with a bit more potential. That’s what this is about, after all. Finding that trapped potential and using it in ways you can control.” She plucked another blade of grass and then another. Once she had seven in hand, she began to braid them. “When potential is woven in the right way, it creates a tapestry that is something more.” She held it up, then spread the blades of grass to look like a small web. “This caterpillar can be part of something greater as well. Before you return, I want you to practice. See what you can do.”

      Her mother got to her feet and strode back toward the village where they were unwanted.

      Lily sat quietly, looking down at the caterpillar in her hand. It crawled across her palm until it fell off and dropped back into the grass. It found the end of a tall blade of grass and began to chew the fibers again.

      Her mother wanted her to use this?

      They were taught to use trapped potential, but they were also taught to respect life.

      This was a lesson. It had to be. She wasn’t sure what the lesson was, but she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something here that her mother hoped she would learn.

      Lily sunk her elbows into the damp earth. She tried to understand what her mother wanted her to know.

      “She wants me to remember how you will change forms,” she said. “Eventually, you’ll make a chrysalis, and then you’ll become a beautiful butterfly.”

      But that didn’t seem quite right.

      When it came to the use of the art, some projects took longer than others. Some were delayed like the caterpillar becoming a butterfly, but most of them were not. Most of them took only a matter of moments—sometimes hours, but rarely days, and almost never longer.

      It wouldn’t be that, then.

      What did her mother want her to see? Did she really want her to use the caterpillar?

      That didn’t seem like the kind of thing her mother would ask from her.

      Lily plucked the blade of grass that the caterpillar was crawling on and stared at it for a long time. Her mother wanted her to demonstrate the art. Lily had proven herself. She knew that. Many of their people had some potential with the art, but most of what they could do was little more than taking these leaves or grasses or fruits and mixing them together, turning them into something that could be useful. In places like this where there weren’t apothecaries, such skill was valued. But in larger cities like Vur, that skill wasn’t as necessary.

      Maybe that was what her mother was trying to tell her.

      Lily stared at the caterpillar. She was to find meaning in it somehow.

      At this point, she didn’t know what that was going to be. She let it crawl on the blade of grass, turning it, watching it, studying it.

      As she did, she started to think about it in different ways.

      The caterpillar might form a chrysalis and transform into a butterfly, which would be beautiful, but what if she could use the potential within the caterpillar in a way that would create a different kind of beauty? Was that what her mother intended for her to know?

      Lily cupped her hand around the caterpillar and held it. The faint hairs on the back of the caterpillar worked against her palm as it crawled.

      If her mother wanted her to create art, wanted her to use the caterpillar, then she had to do so, didn’t she? Once the butterfly existed, the caterpillar would no longer. Wasn’t art the same? Giving up one thing to create another.

      Lily looked back through the trees, the way her mother had gone, and squeezed her hands together.
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar tried to move, but his limbs were locked to the ground.

      “Considering the way you have come, I suspect you’re not here to tell me something about my father,” Morgan said.

      Distantly, Kanar was aware of the soldiers making their way up the street. Eventually, they would reach the gate, and then his team would be at the mercy of whatever Morgan intended. Would she turn them in? He wouldn’t put it past her.

      She seemed unconcerned about Jal or Honaaz. He wondered if they felt the weight of her gaze the same way he did.

      “Are you going to stand there, or are you going to let us come in?” Kanar asked.

      “Don’t fucking anger her,” Honaaz snapped.

      “I suspect it’s too late for that,” Jal said.

      Morgan glanced at them each in turn. Kanar wondered what they felt when she looked to them. Was it the same weight he felt? It was almost as if she sat on him, and she hadn’t done that in several years.

      “Get up,” she said. “You have until I’m irritated before I send you away.”

      She turned and headed into the home, leaving the door open.

      Kanar got to his feet, rubbing his neck a moment and then checking on his sword. It remained sheathed, the blade undamaged. Not that he expected a simple fall to harm the weapon, but if he was going to have to deal with the magic in the city, he wanted all the protections available to him. That included the strange blade and whatever magic it might store.

      He couldn’t tell Morgan that.

      As he looked into the home, he suspected that she already knew, though.

      “She’s gotten stronger,” Jal said. He had shifted his bow so that it was slung over his shoulder, and he watched Honaaz rather than Kanar.

      Honaaz stood up slowly. He had actually taken on ten men on his own—and survived. Kanar might not have given him nearly enough credit. He had his magical resistance, but Kanar hadn’t expected him to be quite so competent a fighter, despite his size.

      “Are we just going to stand here and wait for those fucks to get here?” Honaaz asked. Kanar could tell that he was trying to keep his voice down, but it still came out like a rumble of thunder.

      “I’m not so sure I’m going to like this,” Kanar muttered.

      He stepped into the home. His last visit here had been under different circumstances, when he’d been jumped. That was one of the few times he’d been surprised lately. The home smelled musty and had a distinct odor that reminded him of magic, but not the rotting kind he had come to know during his time in the Order.

      It was poorly lit, but there were no signs of weapons or other guards. A faint glow in the distance illuminated the thick carpet that ran down the hallway, along with some sculptures. One of them looked like the one he had taken for Malory, though the design was different: a massive wolf standing on a platform.

      Jal leaned close to him and frowned. “A place of power.”

      “You can tell that?”

      “It’s almost like I can feel it.” Jal had taken on a more serious tone, something that was unusual for him, and then he shook his body as if trying to free himself from that serious expression. “Maybe I’m wrong. I could just be feeling the slight chill in the air.”

      “I fucking feel something,” Honaaz muttered. “But it might just be the two of you.”

      Kanar moved forward. Morgan waited for them at the end of the hallway. He paused near a dark stone sculpture that was waist high and shaped almost like a person, but an incredibly short one. It had fangs and pointed ears. The sculpture was clutching a long, slender rod that was pointed toward the sky.

      Jal reached for it, but Kanar caught his hand.

      “We don’t know if she’s got some sort of protection on it,” Kanar said.

      “You were here before?” Jal asked.

      “Once. I don’t remember this part of it. I came in a little differently, and I left just as differently.” He hadn’t been shown out the front door.

      Honaaz pressed close to them with his hulking presence. He had his daggers in hand, something that Kanar didn’t think was necessary, but he wasn’t going to tell the large man to put them back in their sheaths. It was probably a good thing he had Honaaz here, if they had to deal with Morgan’s magic.

      “You don’t have to hide, Kanar.” Morgan’s voice taunted him.

      There were a couple more sculptures, each of them tall enough to be lifelike, but the shapes were strange. One of them looked like a massive cat, and another was almost as large as a horse but shaped like a dog. It was probably a wenderwolf, though he’d never seen one before.

      Jal’s fingers traced along the surface.

      “What is it?”

      “Probably nothing,” Jal said, and then he breathed out slowly. “The detail is quite lovely, though.”

      “It’s like that big fucker that slaughtered half the Dogs,” Honaaz said.

      Jal nodded. “Exactly.”

      It was becoming obvious to Kanar that he was going to have to ask Jal more questions. He’d thought he understood him, but maybe he didn’t. Kanar had gone into the job for the Alainsith blood thinking he knew his team. Lily was the fighter, skilled and trained as an assassin, but she’d given up that lifestyle and come to work with them. Jal was the farmer, but that wasn’t exactly true. Could Honaaz be the only one who made any sense to him?

      He had a pretty good idea who the large man was—a fighter, a brawler from the Isles of Fortaz, though maybe he was wrong about that. He knew Honaaz was after a ship, and had been for quite some time, but he also knew that Honaaz kept something more from them. Increasingly, Kanar didn’t know if Honaaz even realized that he had any sort of magical resistance. Kanar had only come to learn of it by chance, hearing rumors of ships that hadn’t been destroyed by witchcraft. He had thought that they had their own sources of magic, but the more he had come to learn about those from the Isles, the more he suspected the truth. He was thankful he’d gotten it right.

      Honaaz looked over to him as if knowing that Kanar was thinking about him.

      “Keep moving,” Kanar said.

      Honaaz grunted, and they followed him to the end of the hall.

      Kanar caught up to Morgan.

      “Did you have enough opportunity to examine the collection? I’m sure I could give you more time.”

      “I would like that,” Jal said. “Some of the items are unusual.”

      “They have been gathered from all around the world,” she said. “My father is something of a collector. They might be impressive, but they really aren’t that valuable. I can’t even tell you how much he spent to ship them here.”

      “I have an idea,” Honaaz said.

      She looked over to him, and her smile softened just enough that it actually reached her eyes. “I imagine that you do.”

      She stepped into a room near her, and Kanar followed. He was ready to reach for his sword and prepare for a possible attack, but then he relaxed.

      It was a dining room.

      Books and papers were strewn about atop a massive table. Morgan hurried to the papers and piled them up quickly, stacking the books to one side.

      The walls of the room were paneled wood, though Kanar didn’t see anyone lurking behind the paneling this time. An ornate crystal chandelier hung from above, its light emanating down the hallway. There was a table at one end that had food laid out. The trays were all covered, but Kanar could smell the aromas.

      Honaaz started straight toward them.

      “Help yourself,” Morgan said.

      She lingered with one hand on a darkly stained high-backed chair. Her eyes had that hardness that she seemed to reserve only for Kanar. He watched her hands, her mouth, waiting for any sign of magic. It wouldn’t take much for her to use it on them.

      “What do you think I’m going to do to you here, Kanar? You came to me.”

      “You already used it on us,” he said.

      “Because you decided to sneak up on my home and attack my guards under the cover of night.”

      Kanar took a deep breath and nodded. “You have every right to protect yourself.”

      “I’m so glad you’re giving me permission to do so.”

      Morgan opened a cabinet, pulled out a bottle of wine, and poured several glasses.

      Jal ducked beneath one arm of the chandelier. He took the offered drink and sniffed it.

      “Have any ale?” Honaaz asked.

      “I might be able to arrange something,” she said.

      Kanar stepped forward. “That’s not why we’re here.”

      “Getting down to business so quickly? You used to enjoy talking, but perhaps I should’ve known that you would want speed. There were times when you enjoyed that as well.”

      Honaaz glanced from Kanar to her and then started laughing. Jal offered a hint of a smirk.

      Kanar clenched his jaw. Was she trying to undermine him in front of them?

      “As you can see, the late hour suggests we have great need. Lily was just abducted. They want us to meet at 3 bells, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea.” Or that Lily would be alive that long. “I believe the Prophet had something to do with her capture, but I’m not exactly sure. We were left this,” he said, holding out the note. “And these.” With his other hand, he took the bones out of his pocket and stacked them on the table.

      “Those are hegen bones,” Morgan said. “Hers?”

      “I wouldn’t be able to tell.”

      She held one up against the light and circled her finger down it. “Whoever used this had considerable skill.”

      “The wine is quite good,” Jal said.

      Honaaz reached for the second glass and tipped it back in what seemed like a single gulp.

      Kanar reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the small vials of Alainsith blood.

      “You claimed you had destroyed it,” Morgan said.

      “Can you use it to find this person?” Kanar asked.

      “Oh, I’m sure I could come up with something.” She carefully took the vial of blood, pulled the top off, and sniffed. “Not so much remaining in this one, is there?”

      “There never was.”

      It was a gamble. Morgan might choose to use the blood for another reason than finding Lily—and he didn’t even know what kind of magic she used.

      She poured a drop onto the table, then began to trace a pattern. As she did, a puff of white smoke swirled. Morgan took the note, pressed her palm down on it, and whispered a quick word. The note started to steam, and she continued to murmur until she lifted her hand. The smoke that had been trapped beneath drifted up and around the room, and she leaned ever so slightly toward it, breathing it in.

      “You destroyed the note?” Kanar asked.

      She shot him a hard look. “I did what I needed to do to determine its origin. Now, be quiet.”

      He glanced over to the other two, but they were both standing in front of the bottle of wine. Were they giving him and Morgan a chance to talk? Or was this really just about drinking?

      He tried not to let his own annoyance fill him, but he couldn’t help it. He grew increasingly agitated with the two of them, feeling as if they were making a mockery of what they needed to do.

      Morgan twisted her hand around, and the smoke shifted and began spiraling toward her in a tight line. Once more, she took a deep breath, inhaling it completely. She closed her eyes before she exhaled it back out again. The smoke drifted, and then faded altogether.

      “Unfortunately, there’s no trace,” she said.

      “What was that?” Kanar asked.

      Morgan frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      He shook his head. “I have hunted witchcraft for a long time. What was that?”

      “I know you hunted witchcraft for a long time, Kanar. You made it quite clear your interest in witchcraft, as well as your dislike of magic.”

      She frowned, wrinkling her face as she said it. But there was more to it. He knew there was, even though he didn’t really know what she had done. She had used a kind of magic that was different than anything he had seen before. He recognized that there was a use of power and pain as that magic was drawn, and what he had seen was something very different.

      But even this wasn’t the first time he had seen her use something unusual. She had done something similar when they had broken her out of prison.

      At the time, he’d been so focused on trying to get her past the guards that he hadn’t paid any mind to what she had done. He should have. He realized that now.

      Kanar watched her with intense focus and tried to make sense of what he’d just seen, but he was distracted by the others. He glanced over to Jal, and from the way he stood, Kanar realized that Jal was listening. Maybe he had been the whole time.

      Honaaz, on the other hand, stood as if he couldn’t care less what they were doing. He held another bottle of wine up to the light and then tipped it back as if to drink directly from it. Jal grabbed the bottle and poured Honaaz another glass.

      “You don’t want these answers,” Morgan said.

      “I might not have at the time, but I do now. What are you doing?”

      She looked behind her. “Do you think they will mind if we leave them here for a little while?”

      “If you give them another bottle of wine, I imagine they won’t care.” That said nothing about what “a little while” meant to Morgan, or why she would want to take him away and separate him from his team.

      He had to stop thinking like that. And even if they were separated, it wasn’t as if he was completely unsafe. He would have his sword, and he knew Morgan.

      Or he’d thought he did.

      As he looked at her—really looked at her—and thought about what he had seen from her both in Verendal and here, he began to question how much of her power he really understood. Maybe not nearly enough.

      “I can get them another bottle of wine. Or one each,” she said, and she glanced to Honaaz. “Maybe you shouldn’t drink an entire bottle yourself. You don’t want Kanar getting upset with you for excess.” She strode around to the cabinet and pulled out a pair of bottles, which she set on the table. “Now, this is expensive wine. You would do best to enjoy it. I suggest one of these glasses,” she said, grabbing another pair with wider rims from underneath the cabinet. “It brings out the body of the wine. Some men enjoy a good body.”

      Honaaz grunted and started laughing again as he shot Kanar a sharp look. Jal made a point of ignoring him.

      Morgan motioned for Kanar to follow, and they headed out of the room. She closed the doors behind her, and when she touched them, there was a flash of light.

      “You locked them in there?” Kanar asked.

      “Did I?”

      “I saw what you did.”

      “Of course you did,” she said, a hint of a smile pulling at her lips. “Now we are going to have a conversation. It’s one we should have had a long time ago.”

      “And what kind of conversation is that?”

      “The one about magic.”

      He felt that they needed to have this conversation. Whatever kind of magic she used was different, perhaps some new manifestation of witchcraft. If that was the case, then he needed to be prepared for it. If she knew it, the chances were good that the Prophet also knew how to use that kind of magic.

      Anything like that, anything new, would put all of them in danger unless he truly understood it.

      She guided him across the hall. He had been somewhat concerned that she might lead him further into the home, someplace where he would be separated from the rest of his team, but thankfully, she did not. She pushed open the door to what was nothing more than an empty room.

      Morgan shoved him, and as she did, she reached into his pocket and took the last vial of Alainsith blood. He fell into the room. “I’m sorry, Gray, but it’s too dangerous for you to go after her in my city.”

      The door closed.

      The click told him she’d locked him in.

      Trapped him.

      The stone walls were covered in markings that he’d seen all throughout Reyand while chasing witchcraft. Morgan must’ve used them to hold him here. But that wasn’t what bothered him the most.

      Morgan had betrayed him.

      Again.
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      Morgan stood in front of the door and pressed her hand on it. She traced a subtle pattern, mimicking the Alainsith writing in the stones of the building, and a bit of that amplified the power that was intrinsically present here. She might not be Alainsith, but she could borrow some residual energy using techniques she had mastered over the years. She used it to lock the door and seal Gray inside.

      He’d be angry, but he couldn’t go to the square after Lily.

      But I can.

      And Morgan needed that blood.

      That would be how she found her father.

      A conversation between the two of them was long overdue, and though she knew this was not the way to go about it, she wanted him to feel even a little bit of what she had felt when he’d put her in prison.

      The other room was quiet. Jal and Honaaz would be preoccupied for quite some time. She was more concerned about Jal than Honaaz.

      Leave it to Gray to surround himself with those who had magic and have no idea.

      The thought made her smile. It probably shouldn’t, but he had betrayed her.

      She had known he would. How could he not? He was Kanar Reims, the Blackheart. A man who hunted witchcraft. He had gone after it with a single-minded obsession, and though she had tried to hint at magic that would not destroy but rather build, he had not been interested.

      Morgan strode down the hallway.

      None of this made sense. First her father had disappeared, and now Lily? The timing was strange. For years, there had been no evidence of witchcraft in Sanaron. The only power was that within the Alainsith structures the city had been founded upon.

      She could use that power now—but not with Gray tagging along.

      She would find Lily and then trade that information, and hopefully he could begin to see her the way he once did.

      With the Alainsith blood, she suspected she could track her father, though it would be complicated. And were it not for Lily’s absence, she would do it. Unfortunately, Kanar was right. Lily had a greater need.

      After stepping through the doorway, Morgan sealed it closed again and prepared herself. Distantly, she could hear Kanar beating on the door behind her, but she doubted that he would figure out the secret to opening it that quickly. Eventually, he would—and she needed for him to uncover that secret. Once he did, they really could have the conversation they needed to have. He would have to see that.

      Kanar might not think that she cared, and maybe she shouldn’t, especially given everything that had happened between them. But there was a part of her that still did care, regardless of what had passed. She felt an obligation, even now, to help.

      It was likely misplaced.

      She stepped out of the courtyard and into the rest of the city.

      One of the men she’d hired to patrol the house approached from the shadows. Even in the darkness, Morgan could make out the faint outline of the bruises on his cheeks.

      “You shouldn’t be out,” he said, tipping his head in a polite bow. “There were some hoodlums around the property, but we’ve scared them off. We have some injured we’re tending to, but it’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      Morgan debated how best to handle that, before deciding that she’d do it the way her father would have. “Thank you. You’ve done good work this evening. I just have an errand I need to run. No need to send men with me,” she said, waving him away, “as you should tend to the injured. I don’t have far to go.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Quite,” Morgan said.

      The man nodded and turned away as he headed around the corner of her home. How many had Gray and his people injured? The men she’d hired were good men, but Gray wouldn’t have known that.

      And it wouldn’t have mattered for him trying to get into see me.

      She sighed as she focused once mor eon the city.

      The fog smelled tainted. That might be the influence of the Prophet, though she didn’t know. If this didn’t work, then she would release Gray, but she wanted to prove herself to him first.

      The fog could provide answers.

      Kanar would likely think that this was another form of witchcraft, rather than seeing it as something older. Besides, she doubted that he could do anything against this kind of power, anyway.

      Not that she would tell the great Kanar Reims that there were things he could not do. He was arrogant and stubborn, but he was also kind in ways that even he didn’t understand. Loyal, despite his failings. She had seen just how much it had hurt him to lose Lily.

      The fog swirled like something living. It was leashed to Sanaron, though it had taken her leaving the city to understand how she could influence it. Her father had understood.

      And now he was gone.

      With everything he had done to get her out of prison, going so far as to hire Gray to break her free, she had anticipated that he would be around longer. She didn’t know where he had gone. It wasn’t uncommon for him to leave the city for long stretches, much like the same was true for her.

      This time felt different.

      She pushed those thoughts away, focusing on the fog and trying to use it to find Lily. She hadn’t been able to locate her father with it, which suggested that he wasn’t in the city. The sense of the fog was faint, but there was something in it that she could track.

      She suspected this was tied to the Prophet and anticipated where this would lead her. The Prophet tended to prefer the docks, as most in the Sanaron underground did. They thought they could operate freely, and for the most part, they did. It was difficult to control movement in and out of the port, and the fog made that even more challenging.

      Morgan found herself heading up the hill. This was not the way she had seen this night going. She hadn’t expected Kanar to come to her doorstep. She had thought she was going to have to find him herself, drag him in, and then bind him in that room so that they could have words. She had not anticipated him showing up unannounced. With everything that she’d been dealing with since her father’s disappearance, she hadn’t even had time to think about Gray.

      That’s not entirely true.

      She’d thought of him—but she hadn’t wanted to think about him.

      She turned. The stars were still out, but she didn’t need the light. Not in the luminescence of the fog. She wasn’t sure if it was the Prophet or not, but it had taken her quite a bit of time to counter that influence. Had she not left the city and studied, Morgan wasn’t sure she would have known enough to counter this effect. Even now, she might not have the necessary strength.

      She turned another corner, and the street began to change. From here, she could feel the energy in the air, almost as if the fog wanted to guide her.

      Morgan paused at another intersection near the square. It was still early for the meeting, but she planned on making preparations, then she could go back for Gray. If it works. The air had shifted, carrying a bit of energy. The smell was different too. Something felt off.

      She froze for a moment, then traced a pattern around her.

      It was just in time.

      Something slammed into her pattern. She created a barrier, drawing on her own magic but also that of the city itself. Within Sanaron, she could defend herself, more so than she could outside of it. Leaving the city had posed a danger to her, one that was much greater than Kanar had ever understood.

      The fog started to fade. Someone was coming.

      She took a deep breath, then reached into her pockets, pulling out two slender silver blades. She wasn’t as skilled with them as Kanar, nor nearly as deadly as Lily, but she could use them. Not only that, but she could draw more power into them. Each one had the runes of power marked on it, etched in her own hand—symbols that reflected the ancient power of the city. By using the Alainsith language, she’d learned how to control the fog and the ancient Alainsith power that it represented, but that had been difficult to uncover.

      She held them out to either side of her. The fog swirled, shimmering around her. Each time she took another breath, more of that fog flowed up toward her and headed into those blades. Morgan stepped forward and began to twirl them in a complex, coordinated pattern. It was designed to focus the potential of the city, and as she did, she created a barricade around her.

      That barricade was tested again as something else slammed into her.

      Three figures appeared out of the darkness, and each of them held a short, slender black Staff of Welu. The marker of witchcraft. In the early days of witchcraft—though not in Sanaron, as the city had been protected—the people who wielded those staffs had not really understood the power they had at their disposal. Over time, they had truly begun to master it. Which made it all the more dangerous for those like her.

      Kanar would likely just stab them with that sword of his, a weapon he didn’t even understand.

      She used one of her silver blades and traced out a protective pattern. Then she pushed it with her hand. The fog streamed toward one of the attackers. It circled them, then constricted, muting their scream so fast she barely had to hear it. She had dealt with several others in the last few days, and she was tired of the cries.

      The other two came at her from opposite sides. Morgan repeated her spell, but not quickly enough.

      One of the men—and it was often men who used witchcraft in Sanaron, which was surprising—raised his staff. With a flick of his wrist, a spiraling band streaked through the fog, giving form to what would otherwise be unseen. Was that another purpose behind the fog?

      She pressed her thumbs together, pinching her blades, palms facing out. She caught the attack and pushed it back in a new pattern.

      It streaked toward the man and began to wrap around him, starting at his head. Then she pulled down, trapping him in the fog.

      That left only one.

      She turned toward him. With a smirk, she brought both blades out. One person should be easy enough to handle. This was her city, after all, and this was a place where she was connected.

      He surprised her with a flick of the wrist. The mist started to disperse. He stepped toward her, dressed all in black, staff angled at her. He was plain-looking, with gray hair, a round face, and a slightly pronounced nose. Nothing about him was remarkable. Nothing but his magic.

      “Do you think we don’t understand your power?” he said. “We have drawn enough that the city will soon fall. The protections will fail. And you will—”

      The city would fall?

      Was that what the Prophet was after?

      “I think you did not plan for me.”

      As she recognized what he was doing, the way he commanded the fog, dispersing it easily as if it were nothing, she realized that his magic was more than just witchcraft, which worried her.

      You are not without your own ability, she reminded herself.

      It would only take a moment for him to get closer. She knew that he would shift his attack as he approached, thinking to press through her own protections, thinking that she depended solely on the fog to withstand his attack.

      He wasn’t the first to have believed that of her. She doubted that he would be the last. In fact, she counted on it.

      She waited.

      He flicked his wrist again, and she felt the pressure. It built steadily, rising around her. It couldn’t reach her fully, only so much that it touched the border of her barricade, but from there it started to fade.

      In that way, it was almost like the fog. She had to wait a few more moments. He took a step toward her, then another, and then another. With each step, he got closer.

      She waited.

      “Without your protections, what are you?” he said with a sneer.

      Morgan breathed in. There wasn’t enough fog for her to trace that, though she suspected that he had left more of a track. He might have lured her here, but she could still use one element that mixed with what she detected.

      The man took another step toward her, getting ever closer. Now he was near enough that not only could she feel the distinct energy of his magic, but she could smell his own soap that he scrubbed on himself, as if he was going to hide within that.

      “Where did he bring you from?” Morgan asked.

      “Do you think it’s only me? You can’t even begin to understand the plan.”

      She glanced up.

      He frowned and traced a pattern using witchcraft, which shifted the flow of the fog, as if that would stop her. “Are you expecting help?” he asked.

      “I’m expecting the wind.”

      A gust struck.

      The air flowed with the potential of Sanaron. She channeled it into her blades and whipped them before her, then pushed.

      The man resisted.

      One of the other things she’d done while traveling outside of Sanaron was to understand witchcraft, not so she could use it but so she would recognize it when it was used around her. More than that, she had wanted to be able to learn how to upend it.

      She recognized what he attempted now. There were only so many different witchcraft patterns that would be able to overwhelm her use of the city’s protections, but she knew them all. That was part of what she had studied and part of why she had studied. It was also part of why Kanar believed she was involved in witchcraft. She had needed to know it so she could defeat it.

      But it also meant she had to use it. That had been the betrayal.

      At least to him.

      Morgan kept pushing. The fog swirled around her, and she let it. With the fog building and rising up, she could feel that energy sweep in. She could feel the way it was coming toward her and how it soon would overpower his use of the staff. How much power was trapped in it?

      She didn’t know, but it was enough that it was difficult for her to push. She could feel the magic he held, and it was so strong that she questioned whether even the fog and the protections of the city would be sufficient.

      There were some users of witchcraft who called on enough power that it became almost unstoppable. She hadn’t expected to find one in the streets of Sanaron at this time of night, the same someone responsible for capturing Lily. But perhaps the Prophet had sent someone with considerable power so that they could capture her too.

      Maybe she’d made a mistake coming out here without Gray.

      Morgan held one hand out, absorbing the ancient power of the city, and then formed a quick pattern that sent the fog sweeping toward the man. He used his staff and dispersed it.

      Her strength started to fade as he moved closer, satisfaction in his eyes. He pointed the gleaming end of his staff at her. The moment it plunged into her chest, it would add to his power.

      Morgan refused to be a part of that.

      There was one more thing she could do, but she hesitated. There was a way of using the protections in the city by augmenting them, using some of the techniques she’d learned.

      She flipped the silver blade and sliced so that the blade cut into her hand. Then she twisted it back out and focused on him. Pain surged through her.

      This was similar to witchcraft, though probably more akin to hegen art. She was using too much of herself.

      Everything within her trembled. She hadn’t drawn on anything like this in quite some time. She’d known it would drain her, but she didn’t expect the immediate, overwhelming weakness, or the agony.

      Morgan dropped to her knees. She tried to hold on to the blade and feel the power of the city. She tried to embrace everything of Sanaron and its ancient protections.

      As the man came closer, Morgan used her last option. She reached into her pocket, withdrew her own Staff of Welu, and drove it into his foot. He cried out, but the power within the staff began to draw off him. His strength began to fade. She brought her other hand around in a tight circle and raised it overhead, then forced that pattern down on him, squeezing with everything she had left. She didn’t know if it was going to be enough. She hadn’t anticipated this challenge. Could she squeeze hard enough? She needed to try.

      She was willing to sacrifice all of this for Sanaron.

      Was it all about her city?

      The question lingered in her mind, but she didn’t have the answer. She didn’t know if she needed it. Sanaron or Kanar—either way, she did what she needed.

      As her power constricted, he fought it, but then his struggle began to ease.

      The energy no longer spun around her.

      He was gone.

      Not dead like the other two, but missing.

      Morgan got to her feet, feeling depleted. Even the protections in the city wouldn’t strengthen her quickly enough. But she had to act quickly.

      She’d thought she could rescue Lily, but maybe she’d only made things worse.

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    






LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily dreamt.

      She hadn’t intended to sleep, but she’d been tired. Having spent much of the night scouting, then fighting, and then being angry with Kanar, she didn’t have much left in her. She was just exhausted. And she was tired of fighting that exhaustion. She was tired of trying to ignore it, knowing that it would eventually overcome her. Trapped in this room, nothing but the stone around her, she didn’t care.

      She wanted to escape.

      More than anything, she wanted to escape so that she could find the person who had captured her and claim a prize from them.

      She didn’t always feel that way, and she knew what her family would’ve thought of such things, but after what she had gone through, that no longer mattered.

      She wanted to get out, and she was going to take something powerful in return.

      Lily had spent what seemed like hours feeling her way around the room and the stone walls, searching for loose gravel, grass, even scraps of fabric, but there had been nothing. She had her clothes, and she had herself, but it would be too difficult for her to harness anything from within them. She’d worn these clothes too long and had borrowed from their potential unintentionally.

      Now she was tired, and she drifted off. Dreams of her family, of finding them slaughtered, came back to her.

      When she awakened, she was restless. Her head didn’t throb the way it had before, and she turned in place, looking around, but the darkness of the cell made it difficult for her to see much of anything. She had to go by feel, clawing her way along the ground, probing as she tested for any kind of weakness.

      In order for her to escape, she was going to have to use her own potential. It might not even be enough. She had used some of it in the attack, and in doing so, had spent some energy, which had made it so that she was no longer certain if she could keep up the fight. But she was not about to be stuck here.

      Not like this.

      She brought her hand up, feeling for where she had cut her palm earlier. As she pressed her thumb along it, the cut began to open up again. Blood stained her finger.

      She brought it over to the wall and traced a careful pattern on it. It was different than the art she’d learned when she was growing up, and more akin to the witchcraft she had learned in the citadel. Lily had told herself that she used it for the right purposes, and that she only used what she could draw from herself, but there were times when she was tempted to try something different, despite knowing the danger in doing so.

      In this case, she didn’t know if her power would be strong enough. It depended on what kinds of protections were placed into the wall. She could feel the warmth of magic here, and even though she traced her finger along it, she recognized that there was a bit of resistance to anything she might try. And though that resistance remained, she worried about what that meant for her and whether she would even be able to overwhelm it. She had to try, though. She placed the pattern and pressed her palm directly up against the wall.

      The warmth of magic coursed through the stone.

      Part of her hesitated. It was fear that held her back, fear that stayed her hand, especially as she didn’t know if she could break through the witchcraft protections already here.

      Fear slows our mind and keeps us from doing what we must dare to do.

      They were her mother’s words when Lily had been sent away, her way of trying to encourage her to be brave and bold.

      At the time, Lily had been afraid. Partly because she wasn’t ready to leave her family, but partly because she didn’t know what it meant for her.

      Even then, she’d doubted that her family had any idea of what was going to become of her. She doubted they understood that her potential would carry her beyond the hegen and the training she had received, and that it would guide her toward the citadel and to the danger found there. She doubted that her parents could really understand that.

      There had been countless times during her training when she’d questioned how they might view what she did, countless times when she’d questioned whether she was going against the teachings they had given her when she was young. Each time she had found herself questioning, she came back to the night she had discovered them after all that time away.

      It had been quiet on the road that day. She had gotten word of them and knew she would finally come across them again, after having not seen her parents for the better part of two years. She’d spent that time training and learning, trying to master some of the art she had been taught. She wanted to prove to her mother and father that they had not made a mistake in trusting her.

      When she saw the forms on the roadside, it felt like a nightmare. At first, she believed they were sleeping, but as she approached, she realized it was much worse.

      She hadn’t been protected from the horrors of witchcraft. No one in the kingdom had been. Word had spread. She knew that such dangers existed and had heard the stories the same as others. She knew that violence begot violence.

      But when she saw it firsthand, she felt something very different.

      She came across one of the others in the family first. Jelert was a few years older than her but had no real potential with the kind of art she managed to use. He was a painter, though, and had such a lovely eye. He had created wonderful murals on many of the buildings they had passed.

      Now he lay lifeless. His eyes stared straight up at the sky, as if praying to the Mother for help. The massive gash in his chest told her there would be no help.

      Not for any of them.

      She picked her way around, searching. She had come to know the art in ways she had never known with her family. She’d learned that there were certain items of potential that needed to be avoided. Items where that potential had already been drained.

      Items like this.

      Her people. Her family. Her parents.

      All drained of potential.

      She lay on the ground and sobbed.

      Tayol eventually found her and offered her an opportunity—a chance for vengeance. She hadn’t known it at the time, but he had saved her.

      Lily opened her eyes, thinking of what he had told her and the way he had explained how she needed to be bold, much like her mother had: Fear makes the heart weak.

      The words were similar, but they were so different than the advice her mother had given her.

      She had refused to learn all about witchcraft. Now she had to understand it so that she could fight it. She would not be weak.

      Lily pushed. She could feel the activation of the potential she had placed on the stone. Cold crept through her, worming its way into her, and still she pushed. She understood the dangers and the risk, and she understood what needed to happen. And as she pushed and felt that energy flow, she continued to let it out.

      She would not fear.

      She would be bold.

      As she lay there, she remembered what her mother had told her about the caterpillar—change was necessary, and sometimes the change was painful.

      Lily could do this.

      She let power flow out of her and into the stone.

      It cracked, and she could feel it start to crumble. She continued to force more energy into it, letting it fill the stone, letting that warmth fade, letting the cold within her build as it overwhelmed the stone.

      But she faded first.
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        * * *

      

      When she came around, she realized that her hand was still pressed against the stone. Lily had no idea how long she had been out, only that she felt as if she were stuck to the stone. Cold washed through her, but it was the kind that seemed as if it permeated everything. She had poured too much of herself, too much of her own potential, into the stone as she had attempted to overpower it. In doing so, she had felt that pressure, felt the stone begin to shake and crack, but she had not been able to break free.

      If she had any of her prizes, anything that had true potential, she would have been able to use that. They might not have destroyed the wall, but they would’ve given her a better chance.

      She lifted her head, and fatigue washed over her. She tried to fight through it, but the tiredness that came from using the art in that way was overwhelming.

      Lily had a bit of strength left but not much. The longer she continued to do this, the more she would feel that fatigue, and eventually, she might get to the point where she would be so tired that she wouldn’t be able to handle the tiredness she felt.

      She couldn’t be afraid.

      Lily pressed her hand against the stone, used what strength she had remaining, and pushed through it. The stone trembled again, and in that moment, she let herself feel a bit of hope. But it faded when the stone didn’t crack enough.

      She settled her head back down and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When she came to this time, Lily looked up, expecting that her attacker would have come to her while she was unconscious. She would be helpless then. Of course, she had been helpless enough that they had managed to catch her in the first place. What did it matter if she spent everything within her trying to break out? It wasn’t going to make a difference anyway.

      She heard a steady whistling.

      That was new.

      The sound came to her, working its way around the stone. She realized that she had not paid much attention to it, but there had been no door on the cell—just walls that surrounded her. They must have sealed her in with witchcraft, though that was a use of power she’d never seen before.

      Where was this wind coming from now?

      Surprisingly, there was something almost comforting in the sound. It reminded her of standing on the rooftops of Sanaron, listening to the wind swirl around her, feeling that energy as it carried everywhere.

      The only thing that would make it better would be if the fog drifted in with it.

      Almost as if by command, she noticed a faint trail of fog.

      At first, she wasn’t sure if she saw it clearly because of how subtle it was, but the more she stared, the more certain she was that it was real. She sat up, her mind racing. Something about this wasn’t quite right. She wasn’t sure what it was, only that it was new.

      Lily slowly got to her feet. As she did, she continued to look around her, expecting that something would come.

      Other than the small trace of fog, she saw nothing.

      But she felt the wind.

      More than that, she felt where the wind came through—the stone she had pressed her hand up against. She had actually started to break out.

      She needed more time. She needed more strength. She needed to keep at it, but she wasn’t sure she could. Lily pressed her hand to the stone again and realized that the cut on her palm had already sealed. Running her thumb along the cut once more, she broke the skin open again and peeled the scab back. Blood oozed out, and she dipped her finger in it and then traced a pattern on the stone. She pressed her palm up to it.

      The wind continued to whistle, and the fog continued to drift through, even around her hand. Someone was coming. If her captors realized that she had started to break through the stone, she would need to work quickly. She didn’t have much time before someone recognized that something was off.

      Lily closed her eyes for a moment and thought about risking everything, even herself, in order to escape. She nodded. That was what she needed to do.

      As she focused, pushing that energy out through her, she felt the stone crack and tremble. Shards rained outward, away from her.

      She lifted her head and fought the exhaustion, wanting nothing more than to drift off to sleep. This time, she knew she could not. If she got caught, they would realize that she had broken through the stone.

      But it was more than that.

      The hope of freedom stuck with her, the possibility that she might be able to escape. The opening in the stone granted her a glimpse of the darkness and the fog billowing toward her, through the hole she had created in the rock.

      She tried to push herself into it, squirming and shimmying herself forward, but even as she did, she felt trapped. She wasn’t going to be able to go any further.

      She would fight, but she didn’t have any more magic to break the rock.

      Lily would be stuck here.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar Reims was trapped inside a simple room with nothing but witchcraft holding him inside. That shouldn’t have been enough to keep him prisoner. The room was little more than stone walls, though there were markings on the stone. No decorations adorned the room like there were in other parts of the home, with no carpet along the floor and no light from lanterns. Even the door was stoutly made. He couldn’t break through it.

      He was trapped. The thought made him laugh.

      He had pounded on the door, calling to Jal and Honaaz, but they obviously couldn’t hear him.

      How long before Morgan returned?

      This was her way of proving she was stronger than him. Revenge, more likely, for him being the reason that she ended up in prison.

      He had seen her use witchcraft and recognized the danger in it, but perhaps he should have also looked at the person.

      Though he knew what kind of person she was now. She had proven it. And here he had thought he was doing her a favor by breaking her out of prison. She had shown what a mistake that was.

      He held his sword as he stared at the door. The blade was a prized possession. A weapon unlike any other, he had been told. A weapon that would help him turn the tide in the fight against the use of witchcraft—and it had.

      But it had also changed him.

      With blade in hand, he drove it forward toward the door.

      Nothing happened.

      He was convinced that he could cut through Morgan’s witchcraft using his sword, especially as it carried its own form of magic. For so long, Kanar had tried to fight that knowledge, wanting to believe that he didn’t have access to magic, that he wasn’t using the same witchcraft that was harnessed against his people. But over time, he had been increasingly unable to think it anything else.

      It was the reason he had hesitated to use the sword as often as he once had.

      The blade connected him to something. It made him stronger. Faster. A more fearsome warrior. All because of the violence it inflicted. With each life he claimed, Kanar became something more. The blade helped, but he also knew that he was the one commanding it.

      He sighed as he stared at the door. Morgan wasn’t coming back for him. She was holding him here, maybe waiting for him to grow weak or tired. She might know some of the secret behind what he had done, but she wouldn’t know that it would take more than mere hours for him to be overcome by weakness. He wouldn’t fade. He wouldn’t fail. He would wait.

      But Lily could not.

      It still surprised him how quickly and how angrily he had reacted upon learning of what happened to her. Perhaps it should not surprise him, though. She was his friend—or had been. Though he had not told her that, increasingly, he knew he should have.

      Kanar squeezed the sword, wishing he knew how to connect to that power more directly rather than just instinctively. As he clutched the blade, he lowered his shoulder and ran at the door, fortified by the witchcraft that filled his sword. When he slammed into the door, he knew he would break through it. He was powerful, strong, and filled with the dark magic he had fought against for much of his adult life.

      He bounced off.

      Morgan’s magic was stronger.

      He let out a yell of frustration. Kanar then stood back and considered racing at the door as if it were some witchcraft user he might be able to cut down, but he didn’t know if it would even make a difference. With a surge of irritation, he slammed the blade back into its sheath.

      How could Morgan have done this to him?

      The answer came to him easily. He knew why she had, but he hated that he had come to her looking for help, only for her to do this to him and the others who had helped her.

      Jal and Honaaz might be able to escape. She had not traced the same pattern on that door. She had not poured as much magic into it.

      But neither of them were connected to the same kind of power. It would be unlikely that they would be able to break out any more easily than he had. Probably less likely, in fact.

      He could do nothing but wait.

      Even in the prison, Morgan should not have had access to the kind of power he’d seen her use. Either she had some way of storing that magic—which he couldn’t put past her—or she was using a kind of power he hadn’t experienced before.

      And if that was the case, then didn’t he need to try to understand it so he could be ready to handle it if needed?

      “Why do you fear it rather than trying to understand it?” Morgan had asked him one evening. They’d been sitting outside in a restaurant on the edge of Romal, a large town near Reyand’s border with Drest.

      Kanar had grabbed flowering tea sitting between the two of them and filled his glass while he tried to fill his mind with the right answer. When it came to Morgan, answering without thinking was never going to impress her.

      At that time, he still had wanted to impress her.

      The Realmsguard wouldn’t cross Drest’s border—officially. Kanar didn’t want to violate the treaty the king had with Drest, especially in those days, when he’d been operating nearly independently. There was something freeing about choosing his own path, not waiting on assignments to come down. Even then, he’d started to chafe at the rigidity of the structure he’d chosen for himself.

      “I understand it well enough,” he answered, then sipping his cup of wine. It was a dry vintage, though to hear Morgan tell of it, the wine that came out of Drest was considered superior because of their grapes. “I’ve seen the way they use it,” he added.

      He set his cup down. She never asked him specifics about the kinds of things he did. She wasn’t asking him now, but increasingly, he felt as if he had to tell her something more so she could understand him better. She challenged him, but he wasn’t a scholar like her.

      “A few weeks ago, I came across the village of Selaner, a small town to the north,” he said. It had been a hard ride to get to Romal, and he had only done it because he was drawn by the rumors that had started to spread of movement near the border. “It’s not a unique village. Not compared to some in Reyand.”

      Morgan laughed, her voice airy and light. She lifted her cup, taking a long drink before setting it down and leaning toward him. The candle in front of them flickered, as if catching her breath, or perhaps feeling the tension that had grown between them. “I would argue that there aren’t that many unique villages in Reyand at all. This kingdom is… boring.” She flashed a smile. “I know it’s hard for you to see, Gray, but those of us who have traveled outside of Reyand can appreciate the uniqueness of the world beyond.”

      Kanar ignored the insult to his home. She’d made similar statements before, and he couldn’t deny that there was a certain uniformity to the kingdom. It was something he appreciated, though he could see from her expression just how much she thought of that.

      “Regardless of how boring the small village might have been, it was still filled with people who feared and followed the gods. They didn’t deserve what happened to them.” He leaned back, swirling the wine in his cup. He took a deep breath and finally looked up at her.

      “Why do people who follow the gods not deserve what happens to them?” she asked.

      He’d thought she would want details. There had been a ring of bodies around the village, each of them with a wound in the center of their chest. As far as he could tell, the blood had been drained from their bodies. The rest of the village had been empty. Kanar had come across places like that before, places where the people had been gathered and then slaughtered. Witnessing the aftermath had steeled his resolve, though there was no reason for him to hesitate when it came to what the practitioners of witchcraft would do. He had seen their devastation enough times to know.

      “I didn’t say it had anything to do with it,” he replied.

      Morgan smiled. She had such a disarming smile, which immediately put Kanar on guard.

      “Well, you mentioned that they followed the gods,” she said, “as if that somehow determined whether or not they should suffer. What about those who don’t follow your gods?”

      It wasn’t the first time she had mentioned his gods, leaving him curious about hers, whatever they might be. He wasn’t even sure where she was from. Not Reyand, he had decided, though she had continued to pop up all throughout Reyand during his travels.

      There were times when he thought she followed him, but too often he would go months without coming across her. The first few weeks would often be the hardest. He kept checking each city for signs of her passing through. She thought it quite the game to leave a marker for him so he would know she had been there, and he had come to leave one for her as his way of letting her know where he would be traveling. There was danger in it, he knew. If the king learned that he was sending signals to somebody not within the Realmsguard, he might be upset, but Kanar never thought he was betraying the Realmsguard.

      “I’m not saying that anyone who doesn’t follow the gods deserves that fate either,” he said.

      She grinned. “Have you been to other places where they celebrate different gods?”

      In the distance, the wide Reporan River flowed, a boundary between Reyand and Drest. “You mean across the border there?”

      Morgan crossed one leg over the other, her long, flowing gown covering them. “I don’t mean there. Do you know they tend to follow the same gods as your people?”

      “I can’t say I’ve visited too many of their cities.”

      “A shame. How can you understand a person if you don’t see where they live?” She flashed a brief smile. “There are differences, of course. Both peoples follow Heleth, though the Mother is common in many of the neighboring kingdoms. The hegen follow the Mother, but from what I’ve seen, they don’t follow the other gods.”

      Conversations with Morgan often veered off into topics like this. He had to get himself mentally ready for such discussion. Not because it was painful. In fact, he enjoyed the challenge of keeping up with her. But it was a challenge.

      Kanar found it easier to fight through a half dozen practitioners of witchcraft than to keep pace with Morgan when she was caught up in a topic. It seemed like these days, she was focused on the gods. He never heard it directly, but their conversation tended to flow toward whatever she happened to be researching at the time.

      “What other gods have you studied?” he asked.

      “Oh, I find it intriguing to spend time in every place I visit to try to understand their culture. Religion tends to be an integral part of every culture. Take Reyand. You have your seven gods, and each one is viewed equally. At least, presumably so. But when people are hurting or sentenced to die, almost everybody resorts to Heleth.”

      “Because Heleth is who welcomes us back.” Kanar said the words quickly, remembering his childhood lessons from the church.

      “Are you sure it’s Heleth?” she asked. “It’s possible that you would be welcomed by any of the other gods. Well, I think we don’t know about Fell anymore, do we?” She smiled playfully.

      “Fell wasn’t the problem.”

      “Or was he?”

      Morgan took a sip of her wine, and then her eyes narrowed. Kanar tried to see what had caught her attention, but she simply seemed distracted. She could be like that. There were times when she’d startle, like a rabbit. And then she would relax, much like she did now.

      “Your king has taken quite an interest in Fell,” she said.

      “He’s taken an interest in ensuring that the church is no longer plagued by practitioners of witchcraft.”

      “Practitioners? Or were they priests?”

      “You’ve seen what they’ve done,” he said. “And you have heard—”

      She shook her head. “I’ve heard what you’ve told me, Gray. I haven’t seen it. I don’t want to, either.”

      “Your studies don’t lead you there?”

      She smiled at him. “My studies take me all throughout Reyand. Your land, however boring, does have its uses.” She sipped at her wine. “I’m getting tired of this bottle. How about the two of us find another place to drink. Somewhere quieter.”

      He looked behind him at the street, still trying to find what had caught Morgan’s attention earlier, but he didn’t see anything. The invitation for more than just food and wine pulled him.

      Kanar stood and offered his hand to Morgan.

      “I don’t suppose you have your own place?” she asked.

      “Barracks. That’s it.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “That would be… too much attention.” She smirked. “I suppose I might have a place where we can go.”

      He grinned, letting her take his hand. Not for the first time, he wondered what it might be like to leave the Realmsguard, to stop chasing witchcraft, and to find a life beyond fighting. With each passing day, he found himself looking forward to finding her marks: two triangular peaks with a line stretching between them. A bridge.

      She led him down an alley, leaned close, and looked past him for a moment. When Kanar tried to turn, she grabbed his face, pulled him close, and kissed him deeply. She tasted of the wine. She tasted of fruit and roses. She tasted like Morgan. He loved it.

      When she pulled back, she winked at him. “Don’t be alarmed by where I’m staying. It’s an academic interest.”

      He said nothing as she guided him toward the center of the city. When the dark, plain building appeared in front of them, she started to slow.

      “The church?” Kanar asked.

      Morgan spun, taking his other hand. “Seeing as how your king has made a point of divesting the church from the followers of Fell, I thought I might be able to occupy that space for a little while. Mostly for my intellectual curiosity. There are fascinating readings that can be found within the church.”

      “Why here?” he asked when she stopped in front of the ornately carved iron door. She unlocked it and strode in as if she owned the place. Kanar had to hide his surprise.

      Most of the churches of Fell throughout the kingdom had been abandoned. The king closely monitored its followers. It was not the god’s fault that his followers had fallen in with witchcraft. At least, that was the way the king saw it. Kanar was not quite as certain. Fell was a newer sect, though there had been references to the god in the other branches for years.

      “Don’t worry, Gray. I’m not going to make you stay in the sanctuary. I have a different place.”

      Her “different place” ultimately was the priest’s quarters, though it had been stripped bare, leaving only a bed. She had obviously made it up, covering it with clean sheets. The table was stacked with her books. He glanced at them, but he didn’t recognize the writing.

      She pulled him toward the bed, and as she slipped his jacket off his shoulders and ran her fingers down his chest, he ignored the writing, ignored what she was studying, and ignored every instinct that warned him of the danger of being here. With Morgan, he often found his mind shutting down, despite her claiming that she valued that side of him.

      Kanar blinked and stared straight ahead of him at the door of the small room where he was trapped. He had to stop reminiscing about how it was before she had betrayed him. He should have noticed that she had stacks of books with the same markings of those he’d hunted. Books filled with witchcraft runes, the marks of power that probably described how to make the Staff of Welu.

      Kanar had been used.

      Morgan had used him from the beginning. Even knowing that, even remembering how she had those books on witchcraft, he still questioned. They had grown closer and closer, and when he had heard word that she was involved in witchcraft, he had abandoned the Order.

      The war had mostly been over. Kanar had been unable to go after Morgan, not able to tolerate the betrayal. It had been bad enough losing his sister to witchcraft. Then he had lost Morgan.

      He breathed out. He had only his sword.

      And he wasn’t willing to stay here any longer.

      He unsheathed the blade and rested it on his lap. It had been a gift, a useful weapon that had been granted to him during his hunt. He had come to feel like it was a part of him. It made him great.

      But it connected him to something more.

      Kanar traced his fingers along the blackened blade. It wasn’t metal—not exactly. It had a flat appearance, but the texture was wrong. The blade itself wasn’t cool like metal should be. It never dulled, regardless of how many battles he’d been in with it. The hilt seemed made for his hand, though that had not always been the case. It had taken time to feel comfortable wielding the sword. Now he couldn’t imagine using another.

      The markings along its surface were similar to those found in witchcraft, though not the same. When he’d been given the blade, he’d been told that it was meant to counter the effect of witchcraft.

      He knew differently now.

      After the attack on the citadel, Morgan had revealed that the markings on it were Alainsith. He couldn’t read the writing, but if nothing else, he understood that he wasn’t using real witchcraft, regardless of what the blade might be able to do.

      Kanar got to his feet and approached the door again.

      He had to find a way out.

      He didn’t know how he could escape from here. He’d tried running at the door and jamming his blade into it, but that had not worked.

      What if he tried something a bit more controlled?

      There was no way of knowing whether it would work, but the sword was powerful. That had been obvious to Kanar from the first moment it had been given to him. Though he’d been told that he’d be able to carve through witchcraft more easily—and he had—it also simply felt powerful.

      Sliding his hand along the door, he felt for any cracks. He didn’t expect to break the door—he’d be far more likely to break the blade—but if he could find a gap in the magic that Morgan had placed, he might find a way of getting through it.

      He spotted a small keyhole. That probably wasn’t going to be enough, but even that might give him a place to push the tip of the blade into. From there, he had to think that maybe he might be able to fight through any additional protections she had put on the door. Whether it was the intrinsic Alainsith power of the sword or the witchcraft magic stored in it didn’t matter.

      Do I really believe that?

      Kanar didn’t know how he felt about magic these days.

      Complicated. Maybe that was how, but it was not the way he should feel. His training had guided him so he would fear magic, so he could destroy it and those who used it, but he no longer knew if that was how he felt about it. There were reasons to fear it. With everything he’d seen witchcraft do during his time in the Realmsguard, there were absolutely reasons why he should fear the use of it. But then there was what he’d seen of Lily and other hegen, though it pained him somewhat to acknowledge that.

      Even the king saw value in the hegen.

      Kanar pushed the sword into the lock so he didn’t have to think about it any more than he already had. Doing so led to questions he wasn’t ready to face. He knew what Morgan would say if he were to acknowledge that he feared to face those truths, but she wasn’t here to challenge him.

      The sword slipped forward.

      There was some resistance, though it wasn’t quite what he’d expected. He had thought the sword would meet pressure and that he would have to withdraw it. Instead, as he gently pushed forward, it slid deeper into the lock.

      He twisted.

      The lock turned.

      Kanar pulled the sword back, then reached for the door.

      It opened.

      His heart hammered.

      He’d have to be ready to confront Morgan once he stepped out of the room. He wasn’t sure he was, nor was he sure what he might do.

      Not what we once did.

      Her comment had stirred up old memories, but perhaps it had been intentional so that he’d know what she wanted him to do to escape. Morgan would likely claim that was not the reason for the comment, but she rarely said anything without a purpose—especially not a comment like that, which was designed to bring him back to a time when the two of them had been together. No, Kanar was quite certain she had told him that intentionally.

      Once he caught her, he would ask, but he would make sure that she didn’t have any chance of trapping him again.

      But now it was time to go. He needed to find Lily. Whatever else happened, he wasn’t going to leave her to suffer and die.

      Kanar strode across the hall. He brought the blade up, slipped it in the lock, and opened the door.

      Jal looked over to him. “Hey there, Kanar. Did you finally finish with her?”

      “Finish?” Honaaz asked. “You take your time with a woman like that.” He had two bottles of wine in hand and brought one up, chugging it.

      They weren’t going to be of much use.

      “Did either of you even realize that she locked you in this room?”

      Jal shrugged. “I figured you’d come for us if there was any danger.”

      “She locked me in a room as well.”

      “What?” Honaaz asked. “Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know. She claimed it was too dangerous for me”—that comment elicited a slight arch to Jal’s brow—“but I think she wanted the blood. She took it before trapping me inside. I don’t know what’s going on, but we need to find Lily.”

      Honaaz slammed the bottles down on the table, and he looked over to Kanar. His eyes were slightly glassy, but he blinked, and they cleared again. “We aren’t letting that fucking Prophet hurt her.”

      Jal walked past Honaaz. For a moment, the grin on his face slipped and he wobbled. Then he glanced to the wine, looked over to Kanar, and shrugged. “No fucking Prophet is going to hurt our Lily.”
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HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      The wine was better than Honaaz had expected. He wasn’t much of a fan of wine. It didn’t taste nearly as good as a nice mug of ale, but sometimes a man couldn’t choose such things. When carrying casks of wine on his ship over the years, he’d had more than his share of samples and learned to discern the good from the bad, but he didn’t often have the chance these days. This wine was a nice vintage.

      He looked at the bottle, his eyes slightly blurred, before blinking to try to clear his mind. How many glasses had he had?

      The tall bastard grinned as he watched him. They’d had an interesting conversation. Jal had told Honaaz all about his time on the farm, but the more he talked about it, the more Honaaz started to wonder what kind of fucking farm Jal had grown up on. It certainly wasn’t the kind he had ever been around.

      Reims stood in the doorway with that strange black sword unsheathed, and every bit of him looked tense. If there was ever going to be a point where Honaaz would overpower him, now would be it.

      Why would I be thinking like that?

      He worked with Reims. He didn’t love the fucking man. He didn’t have to. But he was competent, and he was the only hope they had of getting Lily back. That mattered more to Honaaz than it should.

      He had to stop getting attached. Especially to somebody like her.

      “Is she coming back, Kanar?” Jal asked.

      “I don’t know. She used the blood, took the paper, and then destroyed it.”

      It took Honaaz a moment to remember what Reims was talking about. Reims claimed that a slip of paper had been left on the rooftop where Lily was taken, and then that sorcerer had destroyed it. There had been a strange swirl of smoke. She’d distracted him with wine, but he had still seen it. And smelled it. He could smell it even now.

      “She did something to it,” Honaaz said.

      Kanar looked over to him. “You’re drunk.”

      “I’m not drunk. I don’t get drunk. I just had a nice, refreshing bottle of wine.”

      “Maybe two,” the tall bastard said. “So did I, Kanar.”

      Reims glowered at them. It was almost enough to wake Honaaz up. Almost. Why should he mind, though? He didn’t have any trouble with Reims. The man tried to look intimidating, and he was, but Honaaz wasn’t about to be scared away from the team because of him.

      “None of it works,” Honaaz muttered.

      “None of what works?”

      He ignored Reims and headed out of the hallway, carrying the bottle of wine with him. He looked at one of the sculptures, the strange black wolf like the one they’d seen in the citadel that was almost as large as him, and he ran his hand over it. He could almost imagine riding on a creature like that. It would probably be big enough to carry him, not like the horses in this land. There were a few that were capable of bearing his weight but not many. And they were always expensive and uncomfortable. Nothing like traveling by water, the steady waves rocking him from side to side.

      Honaaz stumbled forward until he reached the door leading outside. Jal called after him, probably wanting the bottle back. Even Reims shouted, but he wasn’t going to pay any attention to him. He needed to get outside. He needed the air to clear his head.

      Pulling the door open, he saw three men standing on the step. Honaaz swung the bottle at one of them, kicked another, and fell forward, crushing the third. When he dragged himself up, he looked at the wine bottle, surprised that it hadn’t cracked as he’d used it as a club.

      “Would you fucking look at that,” he said.

      Jal came behind him. “Are you fighting again?”

      Honaaz pushed off the ground, getting to his hands and knees. “They were waiting for us. She’s trying to keep us here, but I just want to clear my fucking head.”

      “Your head is clear enough,” Reims said. “You need to sleep it off. You’re not going to help Lily like this.” He looked back at the home. “Morgan was hiding something in there. I’ll be right back.”

      Reims went back inside.

      Honaaz stumbled through the courtyard and into the street. He took another deep breath. That strange feeling lingered. He couldn’t tell what it was, but it permeated everything. Maybe it was the fog.

      “Why do you look like you smelled something foul?” Jal asked.

      “It’s not anything I smelled. Besides, aren’t you the one who grew up on a farm? Farms stink.”

      “Not my farm.”

      Honaaz grinned at him. He felt as stupid as he was often called. Maybe he had drunk too much wine. The sorcerer had wanted him to. Of course she had. She wanted to get rid of any threat, and that included him. What better way to do that than with alcohol? And this was after he’d already been drunk once tonight.

      Maybe I’ve been drunk all night.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he said.

      Jal looked back at the house again before turning to Honaaz and frowning. “Why?”

      “Fucking Reims don’t want us here.”

      “But Lily—”

      “I’m not leaving Lily to Reims. Paper said Ibash Square. Don’t suppose you know how to find it?”

      Jal shook his head. “I’m still learning some of the local descriptions of the city.”

      “Then we find her ourselves.”

      Honaaz reached the gate, pushed it open, and saw three more men. Were they multiplying? These men looked different. More confident. Soldiers who knew what they were doing.

      Honaaz swung the bottle again, striking the head of the first man, who crumpled. He paused to look at the bottle. It still hadn’t cracked. A little wine sloshed out, which he thought was a shame. He punched the next man who came toward him, driving his fist into his chest and hearing the quick suck of air. There was a crunch of bones as well. The men in Sanaron really weren’t strong enough to withstand his punches. They should visit the Isles—then they’d see what a real punch was like. The last man looked up at him, and Honaaz leaned forward before giving him a hard shove and righting himself. The man scrambled away from him and raced along the street.

      Jal grabbed him. “I think you’re a better fighter when you’re drunk.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      “Maybe I am.”

      Honaaz could still smell that stench in the air. To clear his head, he started along the street up the hill, wanting to get where the wind would pull that stink away from him.

      Jal following him, weaving through the streets—he really was drunk. Unlike Honaaz. He was fine. He might’ve had a little bit too much wine, but he could handle it. All he needed was to get rid of the smell.

      Jal grabbed him. Honaaz shook him off and pushed him away. He wasn’t going to let the tall bastard guide him the wrong way. The air cleared up ahead, almost as if it was leading him through the city.

      “Would you look at that?” Honaaz stopped in the middle of the street. He noticed something in the fog. It seemed to be moving, or maybe it was him that was moving. It was hard to tell. He took a long swig of the rest of the wine. He could feel something.

      Honaaz tossed the bottle to the side of the road.

      “What are you doing?” Jal asked.

      “The fog,” Honaaz said, turning to him. “It’s been fucking weird, hasn’t it? Keeps coming and going.”

      “It’s Sanaron. There’s always fog.”

      Honaaz grunted. “When I was a younger man still sailing the outer Isles, we would come into Sanaron. Seems like it’s gotten worse.” He grinned. “Everything’s gotten worse here, though. You have fools who’ve started dabbling in magic and making a mess of everything for everyone else.”

      Jal said nothing.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t be like that. I’m not trying to upset you.”

      The wind swirled, and the feeling in the air changed.

      “Fuck,” he said.

      He staggered up the hillside. The stupid fucking hills in Sanaron were brutal for a heavier man like him. He supposed the tall bastard had his own share of difficulty. If he were to fall over, he’d have quite the tumble. Reims wasn’t the smallest of men, but small enough. Lily probably had an easy time getting through Sanaron.

      Lily.

      That thought stayed with him like a nagging reminder in the back of his mind.

      Honaaz tried to clear the stink from his nostrils, but the wind swirled, the fog came toward him, and he kept going up the hillside.

      “It’s got to be clear up here,” he muttered.

      “What does?” Jal said.

      “The air.”

      Honaaz had to find an open space. He had to find a way to get past this to help Lily. He had to find more wine.

      “Did you bring a bottle with you?” he asked.

      “I forgot,” Jal said. “I should have. She had nice wine. It’s been years since I’ve had anything quite like that.”

      “How many years?”

      Jal shrugged. “Oh, forty or fifty.”

      Honaaz stumbled and caught himself. He glanced over to the tall bastard, who looked no older than him. “You are a strange man, you know that?”

      Jal only grinned.

      Honaaz could still smell the strange stench, but it wasn’t quite as bad as it had been. It was like it had faded once again. That was for the best. He needed that stink to clear up. Clear out. He needed it to go away.

      He looked over to Jal. “Do you feel it? Maybe it’s just me.”

      “Keep following it,” Jal said.

      “Follow it? Why? I want to get the fuck away from it.”

      “Follow it, if you want to find Lily.”

      Honaaz blinked. There was a moment when his mind cleared, and when Jal said Lily’s name, something clicked.

      The feeling.

      It reminded him of the way the paper felt when the sorcerer had burned it. He didn’t know why that would be, but maybe the tall bastard was onto something.

      Follow it? Honaaz didn’t know if it would lead him anywhere, but if he could use that smell and if it could guide him to Lily, then maybe he should let it. He took a deep breath, breathing in the fog and the air around him. As he did, he could feel that air, and he could feel something else about it. Maybe it was just his imagination, but it seemed as if it was still tugging at him, as if the fog or something in it was trying to pull him along.

      He looked over to Jal. “Is that you?”

      “Just follow it.” Jal’s smile was gone, and he didn’t seem nearly as drunk as he had been. “Maybe that’s guiding you to Ibash Square.”

      Maybe that was just Honaaz’s imagination. Jal had been drinking just as much as him. But for Lily, he would follow it. Maybe Jal was right. Maybe there was something up here that he could follow.

      He stumbled forward into the fog.

      “What’s that?” he asked, pointing.

      It had looked like a body on the ground, though it was difficult to see through the murk.

      Jal reached into his quiver and readied an arrow.

      Honaaz grabbed for his daggers. He cut his hand on one of them before spinning around and cursing to himself. Jal shot him a warning stare.

      “I need you to go and see what’s up there.”

      “You just want me to go up and die.”

      Jal shook his head. “I’ll keep watch.”

      There was a seriousness to his words that brought a smile to Honaaz’s face. Maybe it shouldn’t. If he were sober, he’d probably not laugh like this, but he couldn’t help feeling as if everything was some kind of a game. He could easily imagine Pepper enjoying this. How would he gamble on it?

      Probably against me.

      Honaaz would prove them wrong. He was a good bet. A safe one. Especially with his daggers in hand. He slipped forward and noticed that the feeling seemed to be coming from straight ahead. As he crouched down to look, something wrapped around his ankles.

      Honaaz slashed as he staggered to the ground, cutting at whatever it was that grabbed him, but he didn’t see anything.

      When he got back to his feet, he spun around, looking over to Jal. “Did you see that?”

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      “Something grabbed at my feet. It’s a sorcerer.”

      Jal came jogging toward him, though Honaaz wasn’t sure that he needed to. He couldn’t tell anything, but he needed to try to make sense of what it was, as there seemed to be a strange energy in the air.

      He took another step, and then he saw a body lying on the ground. He’d seen that cloak before, as well.

      He pointed, and Jal looked over. “Look. It’s her. Reims’s woman.”

      Jal flicked his bow back over his shoulder and kneeled next to the woman, running his hands along her arms and her neck before finally rolling her over. “She’s not hurt. At least, not that I can tell.”

      “I thought it was coming from her”—Honaaz waved one of his daggers at her—“but it seems like it’s still moving. Maybe it’s you.”

      “You’ve already said that.”

      “Have you told me that it’s not you?”

      “Yes,” Jal said.

      “Then maybe it’s me.”

      “You’ve already said that as well.”

      Had he?

      Something wasn’t quite right with him. It felt like he’d been drinking more than just the wine.

      “It’s up ahead,” he said.

      Jal scooped the sorcerer off the ground, holding her easily. He was stronger than he looked. Might be a good man to bet on, if the terms were right.

      As Jal moved forward, something clattered to the ground. Three sharp edges formed a triangular blade. There was no guard and no easy place to grab it.

      Honaaz held it out for Jal.

      Jal nodded. “She has another.”

      “What do you think she’s using them for?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll have to ask Kanar.”

      They moved forward, and Jal let him lead, as if he believed that whatever it was that Honaaz smelled was important.

      Maybe it was.

      Lily.

      That thought kept drifting up from someplace deep inside of him. It was important somehow, though he wasn’t sure why. What was it about the feeling? Paper, he remembered. The sorcerer had done something with the paper.

      That was why he had smelled it around her, but what if the feeling was somehow leading him to Lily? Honaaz had to follow it. He had to know where she was. He had to help her.

      If they didn’t, the Prophet was going to hurt her.

      He kept moving. At one point, the wind whipped around them, and he could swear he heard it whistling, as if singing a song to him. Sailors knew that the wind could sometimes speak to them, and good sailors learned to listen—especially because the wind would often send messages and warnings, and it could guide them safely. He didn’t know if he was a good sailor or not, not anymore, but he was smart enough to know when to listen. In this case, he did.

      The wind pulled him.

      He couldn’t see anything else around him. The tall bastard was shrouded in the fog, though it wasn’t so much that it was him as it was the sorcerer. The fog seemed to swallow her. But they stayed close to Honaaz. He tipped his head back every so often and breathed in deeply, then followed the smell in the air. The longer he walked, the more it seemed like his head was clearing. It needed to clear. He could tell that. He could feel that. He…

      A building up ahead caught his attention.

      The feeling seemed to be coming from that.

      Honaaz ran forward. Jal called out behind him, but he ignored it as he raced toward the building. He felt like the wind was calling him there, as if the whistling was guiding him.

      He paused. The wind swirled around, but it wasn’t just how it moved—something else about it was off. It seemed to flow toward something, whistle toward something. Jal came up behind him, still clutching the sorcerer. The stone here was dirtier than in other parts of the city, the air humid. Something about it felt nasty to Honaaz, though maybe it was because he longed for the salt air more than anything.

      He frowned and then shrugged. “I don’t know. Can’t say that I know what it is. It seems like it’s pulling me here. Maybe it’s just my imagination.”

      Jal lowered the woman to the ground, and he made a quick circuit around the building. He stopped nearby, then pointed. “What do you see there?”

      Honaaz took another deep breath. The feeling had not disappeared completely. It seemed to flow toward the building, down an alley, and then toward an opening along it.

      He crouched down and realized there was a hole in the wall.

      A face poked out at him.

      “Lily?” Honaaz said.

      “Honaaz?” Her voice came from inside the wall, and it sounded as if the wind was finally whispering a sigh of relief. “Thank the Mother it’s you. Now get me out of here.”
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar had nothing but bad memories of this place. Not only had this been where Edward had held him, but now Morgan had tried to trap him here, confining him and attempting to keep him from helping Lily? His anger surprised him. He was frustrated with Morgan, but it was more than just that. The frustration came from his feeling of impotence about helping someone he considered a friend.

      He paused in the hallway. All of these sculptures littering the hall reminded him of the one Malory had him take for her, at least in their design. Kanar found himself studying the incredible detail of these dark stone sculptures, trying to make sense of what was depicted within them, before tearing his gaze away. This was not helping Lily.

      Morgan had taken the Alainsith blood from him.

      He knew that shouldn’t bother him as much as it did. He wasn’t going to do anything with the Alainsith blood anyway. He had no use for it. Oh, he could come up with plenty of ways that blood might be beneficial for him, were he willing to use it similar to witchcraft, but Kanar was not interested in anything like that. He should have destroyed it, but knowing what he and others had gone through to acquire the blood, he felt he had little choice but to keep it. And if the blood helped Morgan find Lily…

      That was the only thing he could think of for why she had been after it, but he wasn’t sure why she wouldn’t have said something to him. Kanar headed back into the room where Morgan had been, and he found the stack of papers. There was something about them that had caught his eye, though he couldn’t quite place what it was. He began to search through it, shifting the pages around until he saw something.

      He frowned. Edward had disappeared?

      He froze, looking up, back toward the door.

      Was that what Morgan had been after the Alainsith blood for?

      “Damn,” he breathed out.

      Why hadn’t she said anything?

      He could have helped.

      But then, Morgan might not have thought that he would have helped.

      Kanar raced back out of the home, and the moment he got on the street, he saw several armed men racing toward him.

      Where are Jal and Honaaz?

      “I don’t have time for this,” he muttered, and he started reaching for his blade before thinking better. He would not cut down these men with a magically enchanted sword that gave him dark power. He didn’t need to.

      Instead, he grabbed his daggers.

      When the nearest one reached him with sword unsheathed, Kanar noticed the crest on his lapel. Kalenwatch. They weren’t hired help as he had initially suspected, and thankfully, they were not the Dogs. There had been evidence of other groups in the city that Kanar had come across—he wasn’t sure who they were or who they worked for.

      The Kalenwatch wouldn’t use witchcraft either. That made this easier.

      He drove his knee into one man’s thigh, and the man grunted, twisting. Kanar immediately grabbed him around the neck, brought his fist up, and connected with the man’s nose, hearing a slight crunch before shoving him away. Then he twisted, punched another man’s midsection, flipped the dagger around, and caught him on the back of his head. The man crumpled and fell to the cobblestones.

      It took little more than a few moments, but it felt as if it had taken too long even in that time. Too long to know what had happened to the others, and too long to learn what had happened with Lily. That was his concern now. If he could figure out what Morgan knew, he might be able to use that to track her down and find Lily.

      Perhaps what he really needed was to find Jal and Honaaz, though. Honaaz, in particular, should be easy for him to follow. He was never all that quiet. Jal was the harder one of the two, as he could move almost silently.

      Another pair of armed men moved away from him, and he hurried in a different direction. The swirling fog occluded his vision, making it so that everything seemed to be in a haze and muting the sounds of passage. Distantly, he heard a shout. It also felt as if something pulsated up the hill, as if trying to draw him.

      Kanar darted along the street, uncertain about which direction he was going, but felt as if he was heading in the right direction. He heard shouts, and didn’t think that it was more of the Kalenwatch, and was more likely tied to his people, including Morgan.

      He passed by a darkened tailor’s shop, and nearly skittered to a stop. There were markings on the building that he had not expected, but he should have.

      Witchcraft.

      The building itself was old, though many in Sanaron were incredibly old. He glanced at it, before he heard another shout.

      He had to keep moving, but he had to come back here at some point. Kanar needed to understand this and the reason for this power.

      He raced forward, until he heard a scraping overhead.

      He glanced up to the rooftops. He forced his way back against the wall, sweeping his gaze along the street, and he noticed several people making their way up. His first thought went to the ghost assassin. They had seen no sign of that individual in quite some time, but Kanar believed they were responsible for what had happened to Lily. Whoever this ghost assassin was obviously could move in the city well and didn’t have any difficulty navigating the streets… but maybe it was because they didn’t navigate the streets.

      He moved carefully as he peered toward the roof and watched. If he could find where these individuals were traveling…

      Kanar could follow them. Somebody up there had to know something.

      He couldn’t hear the sounds of Honaaz or Jal, and he didn’t know where Morgan had run off with the blood—she was probably using it in some witchcraft spell that would help her understand what had happened to her father. She was far more concerned about him than she was about Lily. Kanar couldn’t even fault her for that. If somebody in his family went missing, wouldn’t he have done everything in his power to try to help them?

      For my sister, I would have.

      At least, that was what Kanar had always told himself. But as the war had progressed, he had stopped looking for Nina in the same way and had lost track of her. He had gotten caught up in becoming the Blackheart, becoming the scourge of witchcraft, and he’d stopped pursuing the very reason he had wanted to understand that power in the first place.

      He had a different family now. It was one he had sort of fallen into, almost as much as he had chosen it. Lily was a part of that family, which was the reason he was as upset as he was. That Morgan would not help her, despite knowing how important she was to Kanar…

      The figures on the roof continued to move. They seemed to want to remain hidden, but he found them easy enough to track, partly because they didn’t appear to notice him down in the fog. Probably not witchcraft, then. Kanar felt nothing to suggest that it was witchcraft, but who else would have been moving on the roofs like that?

      Not the Dogs. They generally didn’t travel up high—unless the Prophet had begun taking a different approach. Kanar couldn’t ignore that possibility, as the Prophet had continued to adjust his strategy the entire time the Dogs had been active in the city. His methods had evolved over time, becoming increasingly dangerous, to the point where Kanar questioned if they could stay ahead of what the Prophet planned.

      The fog swirled, and it seemed like there was a bit of movement within it. Kanar followed that, slithering along with it, and realized that the figures on the roof were doing the same. That wasn’t a coincidence.

      Then he saw a tall, dark-cloaked figure on the street up ahead—Jal.

      Two of the people on the roof converged. Kanar grabbed one of his cheap knives and whipped it at one of the figures, then twisted so that he could see the other. He flung one more knife. Both struck home, and the men fell.

      Kanar darted forward and watched Jal, who seemed oblivious. That was unusual. Could he have drunk so much?

      Jal was holding something in his arms.

      Not something. Someone.

      Could they have found Lily?

      Several other figures on the roof caught Kanar’s attention. He only had a few knives left. He squeezed the hilt of his sword, focusing on the gift it provided him, and scrambled up to the roof using a windowsill he could grab hold of. He lunged toward the nearest of the figures, having no idea if they were a Dog, some other servant of the Prophet, or an unknown attacker that was a new threat to the city. Whatever they were, they were going after his people.

      He stabbed his sword into their back, causing them to crumple. Kanar scrambled forward, jumping to the next roof, and he found another person there. Before they had a chance to react, he drove his blade through them. Seeing another across the street from him, he tossed one of his daggers. It tumbled end over end and then sank into their throat. They collapsed.

      Jal looked up and locked eyes with him, finally realizing Kanar was there. He lowered the figure he was holding down to the cobblestones.

      Morgan.

      Was she hurt? Gods, what had he been doing?

      Jal grabbed his bow and fired off three quick arrows, taking out three figures Kanar did not even know were there.

      They had this entire area surrounded.

      Kanar remained in place, surveying everything around him, and saw nothing more. No sign of any other attacker and no sign of any more danger. Jal turned steadily, an arrow at the ready, but he didn’t have to fire. Finally, he lowered his bow—Kanar’s sign that he did not need to stay on edge any longer. He sheathed his sword before checking a man he had cut down. He had no tattoos that signaled he was a Dog.

      Who were these people?

      The man had short brown hair and wore an average gray cloak. Everything about him looked average. The only thing that wasn’t average was his sword, which was made of quality steel. He had a pair of knives tucked into his belt, which Kanar collected. He then moved back, checking on the other man he had cut through, and took his knives as well. He didn’t see any sign of identification on him either.

      When he was done, he scrambled down and crouched next to Morgan.

      “She’s going to be fine,” Jal said.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. We got here, followed something, and saw her like this. There must’ve been magic involved.”

      Kanar glanced up. “She was fighting them?”

      Jal nodded. “They had those dark blades you noticed. She was using the fog, Kanar.”

      The way he said it suggested something more than just that Morgan was using the fog, though Kanar wasn’t sure what it was. Why did that bother Jal as much as it obviously did?

      “Lily?” Kanar asked instead.

      “Honaaz found her,” Jal said. “He tracked her. I wonder if it is tied to something that’s part of him. I don’t know many people from the Isles, but now I’m starting to want to.”

      “How is she?”

      “I’m not sure,” Jal said, shaking his head. “From what I could tell, she was unharmed, but I don’t know why she was there.” That seemed to bother him more than anything else. “But Morgan should come around any moment.”

      As Kanar crouched next to Morgan, he looked along the street for signs of Honaaz and Lily. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he needed to do something to help, but he had already removed some of the threats around here and believed they were not in any acute danger.

      Morgan moaned softly and rolled over. She opened her eyes, looking up at Kanar. “Gray,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry that you captured me, or sorry that I got out?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Kanar frowned. “You came after Lily? This wasn’t about your father?”

      “You know?” she asked.

      “I could’ve helped. All you had to do was ask.”

      He didn’t get a chance to question her more. Honaaz came stumbling down the street, guiding Lily, who was leaning on him.

      The moment Lily saw him, her eyes flashed with fury.

      “I came to help,” Kanar said, realizing that he would have to say something but not sure whether there was anything he could say to make her believe that. “They wanted a trade.”

      “You didn’t—”

      “I brought the blood to Morgan.”

      Lily opened her mouth, but then she clamped it shut once again. “I need to get out of here,” she said, glancing up at Honaaz. “Will you walk with me?”

      Honaaz wobbled for a moment, looking as if he was trying to gather himself, and he managed to draw himself up fully. He took a deep breath and then nodded to her.

      Morgan watched them go. “Witchcraft,” she said without looking at Kanar. “They were using witchcraft. They have been influencing the fog here.”

      “How are they able to influence the fog?”

      “I don’t really know,” she said. “As far as I’ve been taught, there aren’t many who are able to. Something is changing. Maybe it’s just tied to the witchcraft, or maybe there is something more to it.” She frowned, looking off into the distance, and making Kanar wonder what she was saying, or perhaps what she was feeling. “And with my father missing, I can’t help but feel as if it is all interconnected.” She started forward but staggered, stumbling for just a moment before catching herself. Then she glanced to Kanar, who had reached out a hand, and she shook him off. “I don’t need your help.”

      When she was gone, Kanar looked over to Jal. “What about you? Do you not need my help either?”

      “Who do you think was up there?”

      “I don’t know. Not Dogs. I don’t know who it was, though.”

      “Somebody else with the Prophet?” Jal asked.

      Kanar frowned. “No. At least, I don’t think so. The Prophet is using those who command witchcraft, not this, so… To be honest, I don’t know. I thought maybe it was hired help, or perhaps the Kalenwatch, but now I’m not sure anymore.”

      “We still don’t know anything more about Morgan’s father.”

      “No. And she has all the blood.”

      “I don’t see that as a problem,” Jal said. “Do you?”

      Kanar looked in the direction Morgan had gone, but she’d already disappeared into the fog as if it had swallowed her. He peered at the ghostly outline of a street name. He had it right, of course, but one should never assume in Sanaron. Visibility could be obscured in moments.

      “I think it doesn’t matter anymore. I was never going to use it and had intended to keep it safe, but I can’t even do that. So…” He shook his head. “If anyone can use it to help us, it would be Morgan, wouldn’t it?”

      “You trust her now?” Jal asked.

      “After locking me in a room? I don’t know that I trust her, but I also don’t think she is responsible. She wouldn’t have captured Lily, and I don’t know who else might have been a part of this, but something is odd here.”

      “I can help you search,” Jal said, “but there are things I need to be doing as well.”

      “Anything I need to know about?”

      “Perhaps, but not yet.”

      He understood. Jal knew what he would do, as did Kanar.

      “So here are our tasks, as I see it,” Kanar said. “We need to understand what happened to Edward, but we also need to understand what’s going on with the missing people that Porten mentioned. We figure out what the Prophet intends with witchcraft, but it may just be destruction.” And that was the hardest thing for Kanar. So often with witchcraft, it was about violence for the sake of violence, suffering for the sake of suffering, all to empower their magic.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Jal asked him.

      “I don’t know that I can promise you compensation for this,” Kanar said.

      “Oh, that wasn’t the question. You know I don’t need you to pay me for this, but I do wonder what your motive is.”

      Kanar looked back behind him in the direction that the rest had headed off to. “Do I need one?”

      “The Kanar Reims I know would have one, but perhaps this is a new and improved you.” Jal flashed a grin.

      “We search, and once we find something, we regroup. And we do this together.”

      Kanar hoped that Lily would be more amenable to talking to him in the morning. It was time they mend that relationship in full, as it was time he move on. He just hoped Lily would be willing.
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      The dreams that stayed with Lily were painful ones.

      It wasn’t uncommon for her to have dreams like that, especially these days. More often than not, she dreamt of things she wanted to forget, of people she had lost long ago. It was hard for her, especially when those dreams seemed to bring her back to what she had lost and who she had lost. It was a part of herself that had been lost.

      Though she was still tired, she was thankful she had returned here to get some rest. The walk back had been difficult, especially as exhausted as she was, but Honaaz had guided her the entire time. Jal had trailed after them while carrying Morgan, though he’d seemed distracted, constantly looking behind him and toward the edge of the city. He kept quiet—which was unusual for Jal—until he’d left them to bring Morgan back home.

      When Lily sat up and looked around, she realized she wasn’t alone. A massive form lay on the floor in the middle of the room. She was groggy from the night before, and had no idea how long she’d slept—but she still felt tired.

      Lily wrapped her blankets around her, then realized that she’d not even undressed before getting into bed. Her hand throbbed where she’d pressed the cut against the stone. She’d used too much of her own potential when placing the art.

      Even breaking through the stone, she’d still needed help to get free. When Honaaz had appeared at the opening, she’d thought he’d been sent by the Mother herself.

      Getting to her feet, she wobbled a bit as she made her way into the kitchen and set a kettle on the stove. While she waited for it to boil, she took a seat at the table, placed one of her knives on the smooth wooden surface, and spun it in circles. After an attack like the one she’d suffered, she knew she needed to take an inventory of what she had left.

      That took little more than a moment.

      All she had were her knives.

      The attacker had stolen her pouch. That could be replaced easily enough, even though the pouch had been a gift to her from her mother. It was a memento from a time that she’d never get back.

      There was more to it than just the pouch, though. She had her prizes in that pouch, and they took time to collect. And her grappling hook. That was a real prize—and not one easily replaced.

      The knives were useful, but she’d much rather have something more with her for the inevitable additional attack. And there would be another attack.

      The kettle started whistling, and she grabbed it before Honaaz woke up. The big man barely moved. He looked enormous covered by one of her sheets, pulled all the way up to his chin and tucked in like he was a massive baby. She could imagine what he’d say if she told him that. Maybe I should so I can see that reaction.

      After the night before, she figured that she should let him rest. He’d been drunk , and she didn’t know what he’d had to go through to get to her.

      Kanar hadn’t come for her. Only the other two. And Morgan. Lily still wasn’t sure what had happened with her.

      Maybe Morgan was just upset with Kanar as well.

      She spooned some tea leaves into a cup, poured the boiling water, and waited for the tea to steep. Honaaz looked comfortable. For a man as large as he was, he managed to hold such a tiny spot on the floor with his knees curled in.

      He had a story. She was certain of it, but it wasn’t her place to force him to tell her anything.

      She cupped the mug in her hands and took a sip, then finally got to her feet. Lily didn’t want to stay here and wait. The idea that she could be attacked again left her unsettled. She felt empty-handed, and she wasn’t about to sit around and be unprepared. There were ways to fix that.

      She would start simply.

      Once Lily finished her cup of tea, she skipped past the snoring form of Honaaz, reached into her locked cabinet, and grabbed her money purse. She didn’t often carry it with her, especially as she had plenty of coin in her satchel—the one that was now lost—but she did keep extra on hand. If there was one thing Kanar had seen to, it was that they were reasonably well paid. She didn’t want for money. Of course, when she had been working for the citadel, she hadn’t wanted for money either.

      She glanced down at Honaaz and then yanked a blanket off her bed. When she set it down over him, he pulled that in as well. He mumbled something under his breath, which sounded mostly like a hushed “fuck.”

      She smiled before heading out. With the door closed behind her, Lily used an old hairpin to lock the door. Even her keys had been lost. She’d have to have the locks changed, and make sure the locksmith didn’t duplicate her keys in any way. That was probably unnecessary, but she’d learned caution at the citadel, and she wasn’t about to throw that away now.

      A faint layer of midday fog hung over everything, not nearly as heavy as it had been the night before. She hadn’t minded that dense fog. It had felt like Sanaron, and it had whistled in through the opening she’d made in the stone wall, comforting her. It was probably ridiculous for her to feel that way about fog, but it had seemed as if it was calling to her.

      She hadn’t wanted to reveal where she stayed to the others at first—another lesson she’d been taught at the citadel—though she’d eventually shared that with them. Always keep your private life private, even to those on your team.

      She’d tried.

      Lily passed vibrant houses and shops with weathered signs, and she wove her way through the growing throng of people. By the time she reached Rony’s apothecary shop on the outskirts of the city, everything felt brighter—including her own spirits.

      Honaaz would probably be upset that she was gone, or maybe not. He had been drunk the night before, and she wouldn’t put it past him to have forgotten everything that had happened. Anyway, he didn’t need to gather supplies to be deadly like she did. His size, and occasionally his personality, made him that way.

      Rony’s shop was poorly lit, as it often was. The windows were clean, unlike so many other apothecary shops she’d visited in her travels, but the way the buildings were situated meant not much ambient light worked its way in. She breathed in the familiar smells: spices and leaves and oils that her mother had once taught her to collect, or had tried to. Even when she’d been with her family, Lily’s abilities tended toward something different.

      She chose this shop with a purpose. Rony always had a reasonable assortment of supplies, and Lily didn’t have to worry about authenticity either. In some other places, there was the concern that anything she might buy would be contaminated.

      There were also other reasons.

      She found Rony in the back of the store. The older woman had silver hair, flat blue eyes, and a pronounced chin. Her dress was traditionally colorful, with stripes of red and green, and it was a cut in a wide, flowing style not seen often in a place like this. She appraised Lily.

      “I haven’t seen you here in quite some time. Heard rumors, though.”

      Lily flicked her gaze around her, checking to see if there were any other customers, though if there were, Rony wouldn’t be sitting the way she was. She was typically much more alert.

      “What sort of rumors?” Lily asked.

      “Oh, the kind that talk about fingers going missing.” Rony smiled. “Just when I thought you might have left, the rumors start picking up in intensity.” She leaned forward on the counter. “It raises questions, you know.”

      “I would think the bodies would raise questions.”

      Rony barked out a laugh. “That too, probably. There are easier ways of collecting.”

      “I’m not after easy,” Lily said.

      “No? I would’ve figured that you would want something simple.”

      There was something to be said about chatting with someone who knew exactly what Lily was and didn’t have any issues with it. There was no real urgency to hurry back home. She didn’t exactly have many belongings for Honaaz to rifle through.

      “Have you heard about the issue in the city?” Lily asked.

      “Which one?”

      “Witchcraft.”

      Lily heard a faint meow. Rony’s black cat Jinx rubbed his face up against her leg and kept shoving it toward her until she leaned over and scratched his chin. Rony handed Lily a small hunk of meat, which she dropped on the ground for him.

      “He’s supposed to be a better judge of character,” Rony said, “but I guess even cats sometimes get it wrong.”

      “Or right.”

      Rony slipped a book she had been reading back underneath the counter. “What sort of witchcraft are we dealing with?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure the extent of it.”

      “Does it mean we are going to see more of those like you?”

      “Not like me.” There was no point in explaining what she knew about the citadel. For that matter, she didn’t really know what she understood about it, only that the operatives were now gone. “There are others active in the city, though. They will probably take on a significant role in ensuring that the witchcraft doesn’t spread.”

      “I’ve heard you’ve been running with him. Reims. Oh, don’t make that face.” Lily thought she’d done a good job of appearing neutral, but perhaps Rony simply wanted to prove that she could get to her. “Even out here, rumors have a way of getting around, especially when it comes to somebody like that. Is he as bad as the stories say?”

      “It depends on which stories you’re listening to.”

      “The ones that say he wouldn’t care for someone like you.”

      Lily sighed. “He doesn’t. I’m not necessarily with him.”

      “Not necessarily, but to a certain extent, you must be,” Rony said. “Otherwise, you would have denied it right away.”

      “He has a very particular view of the kind of work I do.”

      “He’s not the only one, you know.”

      “I know,” Lily said.

      Rony leaned forward. “You care about him. At least, you care about his opinion of you.”

      Lily wanted to argue and say that she didn’t. That she couldn’t. But when it came to Kanar Reims, she couldn’t deny it. They’d worked together long enough that she felt as if she did care about him. Not in a romantic way. The Mother knew that Lily couldn’t even fathom what that might be like. Anybody who was foolish enough to get involved with Kanar had what came to them. Whatever relationship he and Morgan had was unusual, she knew, but there was more to it that she couldn’t even imagine.

      “He’s made his opinion quite clear.”

      “But you still want to work with him.”

      Lily nodded. “Him. The others on the team. I care about them more.”

      “If you say so,” Rony said, laughing.

      “I do.”

      “Of course you do. Now, do you want to tell me why you’ve come here, of all places, and all by your lonesome?” She glanced to the door and then back to Lily. “Did you hear about the family coming to the city, or did you bring the Blackheart with you? If you did, I would love to meet him. His reputation is quite interesting.”

      Lily’s mouth went dry. “There’s family coming?”

      Why did that set her heart hammering?

      “A day or so out, from what I’ve heard. Don’t worry. They won’t be looking for you. Even if they come across you, you are still one of them.”

      “Barely.”

      They fell silent for a bit.

      “And the Blackheart?” Rony asked.

      “I didn’t bring him with me.”

      “A shame.” She clasped her hands together. “Maybe I would’ve been able to offer you a bargain, but now I just have to deal with you.”

      “I’m sure I could send him here to threaten you, if that will make you feel better. He’s not going to like the kinds of things you do any more than he likes the kinds of things I do.”

      “Oh, I suspect he’d have some understanding of what I do,” Rony said. “A man doesn’t get to be in a position he’s in without having some flexibility, as it were.”

      “Not about that.”

      Rony might keep a simple storefront and give off appearances of nothing more than a traditional apothecary, but she carried other supplies that an apothecary would not. That was why Lily visited. Rony had left the hegen years ago, but she still catered to people looking for interesting items. She was also more than willing to practice the art if it served her best interest.

      Which was why Lily had come to her now.

      “I need your help. I had a complication recently. The kind that requires me to restock my supplies.”

      “You?”

      “Somebody got to me,” Lily said with a sigh. “They were skilled.”

      “More skilled than you?”

      “You don’t know how skilled I am.”

      “Oh, I know enough. There are plenty of stories about you, Liliana.”

      Rony was one of the few people who knew her full name, not that it was much of a secret. But she knew the proper pronunciation of it as well. There was something different to the way the hegen, and those who spent any time around them, said it.

      “I don’t know who it was,” Lily said. “I thought it might be witchcraft, but they came at me quick. It wasn’t witchcraft that hit me.” That was the part of the attack that had bothered her more than anything else.

      Kanar wouldn’t care. Magic was all the same to him. She had tried to tell Jal, but she’d been so tired the night before that she wasn’t even sure she had passed on the message to him the way she’d intended to. She wasn’t going to be the reason somebody else on the team was hurt.

      “They took your supplies?” Rony asked. “But they left your knives.”

      Lily squeezed the knives beneath her cloak. “These are a different set.”

      “Interesting. You know why they targeted you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I’d be curious what you find out,” Rony said. “Especially considering that your little hunt isn’t the only one going on in the city.”

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

      “Others have been coming in for supplies as well. Some of them actually have knowledge.”

      “Someone from the citadel?” Lily asked.

      Since the citadel had fallen, there would be no coordination remaining, but that didn’t mean the operatives had disappeared. And with witchcraft increasing in Sanaron, it might have been enough to draw them here.

      “As far as I know. And that’s not the only hunt I’ve heard about either.” Rony’s lips curled in smile.

      Lily shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

      “You and the Hunter. Did you really attack him?”

      Lily remembered the executioner all too well. Rescuing Morgan from his famous Verendal prison had been a small miracle. “I didn’t.”

      Rony slapped the tabletop. “You know, we don’t hear a lot of rumors out of Reyand here. You couldn’t get away from stories about the war for a long time, though that has died down a little bit. The attacks are less, I suppose. And given where we are located and how difficult it is for news to spread, it’s rare to hear about any single person. I’m just trying to make that clear. But I have heard about the Hunter. His connection to the people.”

      Was that a threat?

      Lily didn’t know. Rony certainly had helped her in the past, and she had every belief that the woman would make sure she had the necessary supplies to rebuild her stores and protect herself. Lily would have to be diligent and perhaps dig into aspects of the art that she had ignored for a while—especially if there were others out there who could sneak up on her the way they had. She could create protections, but she had not needed them in the past. There weren’t many people who could ambush her the way she had been.

      She had to be careful with Rony, especially given the implication of what the woman was saying.

      “I meant no harm to the Hunter,” Lily said, choosing her words deliberately. She didn’t know who Rony had interacted with in Verendal, though the hegen woman who had helped them there was someone of importance among the people. Had she taken more time, she might have learned more about her.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” Rony said. “But you should know that he is most interested in learning more about what happened. And he has resources and reach that someone of his station does not typically have.”

      “I understand what you’re saying,” Lily said.

      “Do you?”

      “You’re making it quite apparent.”

      Rony forced a tight smile. “I’m not trying to make anything apparent, Liliana. Perhaps a warning, nothing more than that. If he comes, I will not protect you.”

      “You’re afraid of him?”

      “Do you know what happened with the war in Verendal? You were too busy with your training, I suppose. You know who was responsible for it?”

      Lily stared at her. She was beginning to.

      “I don’t know if the stories that came out from that time are accurate,” Rony said. “People tend to exaggerate, but there was some consistency.”

      “So you are afraid of him,” Lily said.

      “You should be afraid too. He doesn’t have just the weight of the king behind him. He has the weight of the people.”

      Lily fell silent. What had they done?

      They hadn’t given much thought to the attack at the time. There had been no reason to—nothing that she had expected to worry about, other than her own personal regret and hatred of having to resort to going to the people for help. But she had seen his comfort with hegen magic.

      “I will be careful.”

      “You do that.” Rony straightened. “Now, about those supplies you need.”

      Lily eyed a section near Rony. “What are these?”

      “Nothing good.”

      Lily leaned forward, realizing what they were. “Perfect. I’ll take ten.”
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      The heavy fog carried over Sanaron, and Jal strode through it, breathing it in. There was something reassuring about it. Something had shifted the energy of the city, which he had not anticipated. Perhaps it had been the absence of the fog that made it more noticeable now, or maybe it was just that he was attuned to it after what had happened. There was always something about fog that reminded him of home, a comfortable sense of a connection that he enjoyed.

      Despite the comfort, his head throbbed. He’d had too much to drink the night before, but at least it had been quality wine. Too often these days, Jal did not get to enjoy a nice bottle, mostly because the people in Sanaron didn’t really understand what it took to mature a bottle, and they didn’t have the patience to wait for it to become ready. Morgan apparently did.

      Jal paused again. He was near the docks, and he could hear the distinct sound of voices coming through the fog, however muted. He had always been able to hear through the fog, unlike most of the rest of his team. The sound around him was that of activity, of shouts, of hurried and excited work, and of the occasional teasing of men working familiar roles.

      It was a comfort that he had found while working with Kanar and Lily on the job.

      Even with Honaaz.

      He glanced up the street. Lily had helped Honaaz back to her apartment so he could sleep off his drink, but he worried about the two of them. He knew he shouldn’t. They were both capable, and they certainly were able to make decisions of their own, but he didn’t know what would happen to them.

      Jal found himself drawn through the city, and he wound through the streets, making his way toward Lily’s home. It was a cozy and quaint apartment situated not too far from the florist he’d seen her flirting with.

      It was something even Kanar would not ask of her. Then again, this was Lily, and she often had plans that were outside of Kanar’s.

      Jal stopped outside her pale-blue doorway. It opened with a loud thud.

      Honaaz lumbered out, nearly colliding with Jal. His daggers appeared in his hands, and he looked up. “Oh,” he grunted. “It’s you. What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on the two of you.”

      Honaaz rubbed a knuckle into his eyes, then let out a long groan. “I feel like I spent the night lashed to the mast, getting slammed by twenty-foot waves. That tell you how I’m feeling?”

      Jal cocked his head, watching him. Honaaz amused him, though perhaps he shouldn’t. Jal understood Kanar’s hesitancy with him. He wasn’t a known entity, and they’d been through enough where they needed to fully trust everyone on the team. Jal trusted Kanar—at least when it came to the kind of work they did. Now he might be the only one to trust Lily, but that was mostly because he thought he understood her. Honaaz was a bit of a mystery. Jal enjoyed a good mystery, but that didn’t mean he could look past all the questions he had.

      “And Lily?” he asked.

      “She’s not here. Got up and found she’d left. Didn’t even leave any tea for me. What kind of monster don’t leave tea out for a man after a night of drink?”

      Jal snorted. “I suppose she figures you can fend for yourself. You are an adult after all. Or are you not? I don’t know what men are like where you’re from.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? You think I’m some sort of child?”

      Jal flashed a grin.

      Honaaz shoved him on the shoulder. “You’re lucky I don’t stick my daggers in you.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “You’re a pain in my ass, you know that?”

      “I’ve heard that before.” Jal nodded to the apartment. “Do you have any idea where she went?”

      Honaaz shook his head, then groaned and grabbed it with both hands. “Fuck.” He took a deep breath, looking up at Jal through red eyes. “Probably off collecting more fingers.” He wiggled his own as a way of emphasizing it. “Lost everything last night, she said. Figure she’s got to collect more.”

      “We’d better warn the Dogs,” Jal said.

      What had happened the night before didn’t strike Jal as the Dogs. He didn’t know what it was, though. It had not seemed like the kind of witchcraft that he’d seen in that village, nor from the burning buildings he’d seen either. It had been different.

      It had been targeted.

      Why had they come after Lily?

      He let out a heavy sigh. “We don’t have much time before we are supposed to meet Reims. Why don’t you come with me. I’d like to go take a look at where they held her before.”

      “Why?”

      “Call it curiosity.”

      Jal knew it was good timing on their part, and he couldn’t imagine what would’ve happened to Lily had they not gotten there. Even though they had found her in time, or what he had thought was in time, she had still seemed weak—far more than he would’ve expected given the nature of the attack. He didn’t really know what had happened to her, only that it looked like she had struggled.

      Honaaz rubbed a knuckle into his eye, then looked down the street. The fog was still thick, but he seemed as if he could see. Then again, he was a sailor, and it was possible he had experience looking through the fog and seeing outlines of things others could not. He had a different kind of experience than almost anybody else in Sanaron.

      “Oh fine. I’m not ready to have another mug of ale quite yet, anyway,” Honaaz said with a sigh.

      Jal started off, and Honaaz followed. “You found her last night. How did you do that?”

      Honaaz shrugged and then rubbed a knuckle into his eyes again. “I can’t really say. Something felt wrong, you know?” He shook his head. “Call it my sea instinct.”

      Jal watched Honaaz for a few moments. “What was your role on your ship?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “When you were sailing with your uncle, before you…” Jal had seen the way Honaaz was reluctant to speak about what happened to his boat. “Ended up in Sanaron,” he finished. “What did you do?”

      “Each man has a role. You’re a farmer, right?”

      “I was,” Jal said.

      “Then you know that work has to get done. Sometimes it’s not the work you thought you were going to do, but it has to get done anyway. Maybe you have to trim the sails or clean the deck. Maybe you have to navigate for a time or make sure the cargo doesn’t shift. Men have jobs, but you have to learn how to do all the jobs so that if something happens to one of your crew, you don’t end up stranded.”

      “So you did a little of all things?”

      “I come from a sailing family,” Honaaz said. He glanced up at the sky, tipped his head back, and sniffed. “Got good at it. My uncle took me on the ship, said that it was good luck.”

      “Why did he think that?” Jal asked.

      “Well, he claimed that I helped keep us from the rocks. At least when I was younger. As I got older, I knew he was just blowing wind in my sails. He told that to all young ones. He figured it was the way to bring people along, keep them comfortable with their responsibilities.”

      “I suspect that would work,” Jal said.

      “To some.” Honaaz pointed. “I can still feel it. Can’t you?”

      Jal turned to the direction Honaaz indicated. “I cannot.”

      “It moved. Does that make any sense?”

      “The fog?”

      “Fuck no. I’m talking about what I’m feeling.”

      Jal knew they were close to where they had found Lily. “How much did it move?”

      “I’m not going to chase it down. Not after what happened last night. That had to be a sorcerer.”

      “I don’t think it was,” Jal said.

      “Witchcraft. The kind of thing Reims has been hunting,” Honaaz said. “What else d’you think it might be?”

      Jal didn’t answer. He didn’t have a good one. He hadn’t heard anything of the berahn, though he knew they were still out there. He doubted they had moved on, which left him worried, but not nearly as worried as he was because he hadn’t shared with Kanar what he had heard about the possibility of the Alainsith moving.

      He had to say something, but what was he supposed to say, and who was he supposed to say it to? No one would listen.

      He motioned for Honaaz to stay with him, and they continued making their way down the street. Honaaz pointed in one direction. “Whatever I felt is out there. It’s faint, and then it disappears.” He waved his hand. ““It’s probably nothing but what happened last night. Maybe there’s just a bit of residual energy here.”

      Maybe Honaaz would feel it, as well.

      “I’m sure that’s what it was,” Jal said. “Or maybe you drank so much that everything moves.”

      “I’ve never been that drunk. Or maybe I have.” Honaaz’s brow furrowed. “Fuck. I don’t even know.”

      They reached the building where they had found Lily the night before. In the daylight, it didn’t look like much, just simple gray stone of some sort of a tower surrounded by quiet shops. He passed the hole Lily had blasted using her magic. It wasn’t nearly wide enough for her to escape from, but then Honaaz had forced his way in by punching through the rock—an impressive feat. He had dragged Lily out.

      There was no sign of whoever had captured her. The place was empty.

      “No door,” Honaaz noted. “Do you think they closed the stone around her?”

      Jal traced his hand across it. There was a faint tremble within the stone, as if it were angry with what had happened. He smiled at the thought. When he had been growing up on his farm, he’d learned to listen. It was a lesson that had served him well. He could listen to the wildlife around him, the livestock, and even the wenderwolves and the berahn. He could learn patterns and know when they were agitated.

      He looked over to Honaaz, who had both daggers in hand. He was upset, which Jal understood. Honaaz had an affection for Lily. It was one he suspected was reciprocated, though neither of them seemed to have acknowledged it yet.

      “I don’t think sorcerers did this,” Jal said.

      Honaaz grunted. “Oh, what the fuck do you know? You’re just a farmer.”

      Honaaz dug his foot into the wall and climbed the side of the building until he reached the rooftop. Jal stared up the stone wall, wondering how Honaaz had managed to scale it so easily. It would’ve been difficult for him. Maybe even difficult for Lily without her grappling hook.

      Could that be what she’d gone after when she’d disappeared this morning?

      She had lost her supplies, and the grappling hook was one of her most prized possessions. She didn’t say where she’d gotten it, but he suspected it was a prize from her time and training in the citadel.

      “Nothing up here either,” Honaaz said, leaning over the top of the roof and wobbling for a moment. Jal would’ve been worried about him, but this was a sailor, and he doubted that Honaaz was in much danger of actually falling. “Can’t see any way they might’ve put her in there. What do you think they did? Draw the stone up from the ground?” He barked out a laugh. “Stone isn’t fucking water.”

      Lily had been trapped. Jal knew that, and he knew that something—and someone—of power had done it. He didn’t have the same experience as Kanar did with witchcraft, so he wasn’t sure what those within Reyand were capable of doing, but he didn’t think they were capable of that level of magic. That involved using power in a way that should not be done. That involved manipulation, drawing on that power, and something that he couldn’t help but feel as if they couldn’t—and shouldn’t—be able to do.

      As they made their way through the streets, Jal noticed several buildings with writing that was familiar to him. It was an old, almost antiquated form of writing, though it had been co-opted by those who tried to use a dark power. It was part of the reason that he had left home so that he could understand it, but once he had seen how that power was used, Jal had wanted nothing to do with it.

      And he had ended up in Sanaron.

      With Kanar. With someone who had destroyed that kind of power.

      While Jal had chosen to run from it.

      “What are you looking at?” Honaaz asked at one point.

      “These markings,” Jal said softly. The building in front of him was an old Alainsith building, though there were quite a few of them within Sanaron. He wondered how many people would recognize that, as much of the city had likely once been founded by the Alainsith. At least by one of the Alainsith families. “Do you see them?”

      Honaaz frowned as he leaned toward it, and then he looked up along the building, until his gaze paused. “There’s another one.”

      He scrambled along the building until he pulled himself up, so that he could look at the marking more easily.

      Jal would’ve smiled if he weren’t concerned.

      “What is this?” Honaaz asked.

      “Something that should not be so prominent in Sanaron,” he said softly. He turned and looked toward the hillside. “I need to check on something else,” Jal said.

      Honaaz looked over. “You’re just going to fucking leave me here?”

      “I need to check on something for Kanar. You’re welcome to join me, but it will take me out of the city, and I’m not sure you want to do that.”

      Honaaz wrinkled his nose. “Fuck no.” He dangled off the roof and then dropped to the ground. “Fine. You go do whatever you need to do for fucking Reims, and I’m going to go have a mug of ale.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for that?” Jal asked.

      “The moment I’m not able to have a mug of ale is the moment I want to you to toss me into the sea and let me drown.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “Are you going to be at that Walnut place later?”

      Jal nodded. “Probably. I’m not sure I’m ready for another glass of wine so soon. I’m not from the Isles like you.”

      Honaaz shoved him on the shoulder. “Fuck no. I’m not sure you would be able to handle a ship.”

      “Probably not,” Jal said.

      He left Honaaz, making his way up toward the edge of Sanaron. From here, the layer of fog looked like a cloud sitting down in the valley, with some of the buildings sticking up above it, descending into a strange landscape. He couldn’t even see the water. He couldn’t get a sense of the feeling of the city either. It was a strange thing to stand here so close to the city and feel so distant from it. Kanar didn’t think Jal had much experience with witchcraft, but he did. He’d seen the violence. It was part of the reason that he had come to Sanaron in the first place. He had wanted to get away from it, and he had felt as if there was something he might be able to do about it.

      But given what he had encountered in the time that he’d been here, he started to question whether he could really be effective against witchcraft.

      Jal turned away and followed the forest. He didn’t walk for long before he found the first berahn paw print. He crouched down and rested his hand on the ground, feeling for strange energy. He sniffed but didn’t detect anything.

      Jal followed the prints. After a while, he noticed that they seemed closer together, leading to a small stream that cut through the forest. The water weaved to a wider pond before heading down the hill, where it would eventually pour into the sea.

      This was where the berahn had spent some time.

      “You came back,” a voice said from nearby.

      Jal turned carefully. There was no point in reaching for his bow. He wouldn’t be able to hit her, even if he wanted to—and he very much did not.

      “You aren’t supposed to be out here.” She sneered at him and flicked her gaze past him.

      Jal didn’t turn to look. He didn’t feel as if he needed to, because he knew exactly what she was looking toward. She had a berahn in the forest, maybe more than one. They were hunting him, perhaps. Jal had no misconceptions about his ability to handle one of the berahn. If they attacked, he would die.

      That was what his grandfather had tried to teach him. He had wanted Jal to know that while they were beautiful and intelligent creatures, they were also incredibly deadly.

      “You abandoned your people,” she said.

      He’d had his reasons for leaving home, but not because he had abandoned his people. He’d left because he felt as if his people had abandoned the rest of the world. He hadn’t wanted to hide. It seemed to Jal that there was too much beauty, but now that he had become a part of this world, he started to wonder if he was wrong.

      More and more, he felt as if he were out of place. He felt as if he were disconnected.

      And he felt as if he had made a mistake.

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand. You, like your family, are afraid.” She watched him and then snorted. “Run back to your city, and don’t come screaming when it begins.”

      He frowned. The Alainsith had been removed from the world for generations. There had been no attacks for a long time. That was good, as the Alainsith were far more capable fighters than any human soldier. The last time the Alainsith had battled with mankind so many had been lost. His family had retreated to avoid to the fighting, but others had wanted it, sought it out, until they had been stopped.

      “Why?” he whispered.

      “Why? You have been among them, and you have to ask why?”

      Jal turned so that he could look toward where he knew the berahn to be. From the number of paw prints he had seen, he suspected there were at least three, maybe five, in the forest with this woman. He noticed one, though he suspected that he was supposed to notice that one. The creature was larger than other berahn he had seen, and blended into the shadows of the forest, with gray fur seemingly perfect for that purpose.

      He searched for signs of the others, but he didn’t see them. They were there. He knew it. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing in. When he did, he became aware of something. Maybe it was just a hint of odor in the air, or perhaps it was the ground itself trying to guide him. He opened his eyes and looked through the trees, then saw another berahn. He didn’t think it was the same one, but with them being considered the silent killer, the creature could have moved quickly.

      Jal turned and found the third one he had detected.

      He inhaled again. Was that a fourth berahn that he detected? He wasn’t sure, but he suspected he was right. If there were four, then maybe there’d be a fifth. The berahn could not be controlled, but they could be reasoned with.

      The berahn around him left him trembling, though Jal knew better than to show his outward fear. He might be able to call to them, but if this woman and the other Alainsith with her had trained them, they would not respond to anybody but their trainer. Not without approaching them and risking more than Jal was willing to risk.

      Was he really so afraid?

      He didn’t think he was, but perhaps he was scared.

      Kanar would be so disappointed.

      Jal knew exactly what would happen if the berahn attacked Sanaron. It would be a slaughter, and they would not be so silent in their killing.

      Was that why the woman was here?

      There should be peace. It had been bargained for, fought for, and many had died for it.

      If the Alainsith decided to attack now, many more would suffer. Many more would die.

      Why would they fight now?

      Witchcraft had targeted the Alainsith. Had they finally decided to intervene? If they had, then the outcome would be far different than what those like Kanar would have imagined when fighting those who used witchcraft.

      When Jal turned his attention back to the Alainsith woman, she stared at him.

      “Why now?” he asked.

      “If you paid any attention, you might have heard the song.”

      He frowned, watching her. “Why would I have known your song?”

      She said nothing for a few moments, and then she breathed out slowly, heavily. “Perhaps you would not have.”

      “And what does the song say?”

      “Listen and you may know.”

      With that, she turned and ran. Jal watch the berahn until they disappeared after, leaving Jal with questions.

      He stood in the forest, and he thought he heard a steady whistling of the wind, a steady thumping of the trees, a deep rumbling of the ground, and through it all he wondered if he might even catch notes of the song.

      And he worried what it meant.

      Because he feared what it meant. He feared that war was coming.

      And why now?

      How much time did they have?

      As Jal looked off toward Sanaron, he wondered if they would be able to stop this. The only thing he could think of that might work would be finding the Prophet and offering him to the Alainsith before the attack came. Even that might not be enough.
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      Lily left Rony’s shop, working through the city for any sign of witchcraft until a watery sunset slid over the city, painting everything in a queasy yellow light.

      At home, there was no sign of Honaaz, other than her blanket being folded too tightly. He hadn’t left a note. Come to think of it, could Honaaz read? The question was probably considered insulting, though Lily didn’t mean it in that way. The more a person tended to brag about their letters, the more insufferable they tended to be.

      She filled a basin with cold soapy water and dunked her head in, rinsing and towelling her hair off quickly. She tried to bring herself to wear the floral tea dress hanging in her wardrobe, before settling for loose suede pants and a fresh shirt. Clothes shopping was depressing. Dresses were tailored for taller women, and shopkeepers always looked flustered when you asked for an outfit you could store weapons in. Anyhow, some disaster usually tended to happen when she wore a new outfit. She’d probably cursed herself tonight by wearing her whitest shirt.

      Bendal had sent the ticket, much like he’d promised. With what she’d been through, she wasn’t sure that she was up for a night out—but maybe she needed it.

      And I could use the relaxation with Bendal in the booth.

      She didn’t pack prizes; the Kalenwatch often did random searches at public events, and there probably wouldn’t be a discreet opportunity to use anything even if she needed to. She tucked some blades into her belt and boots, pulled on a woollen charcoal cloak, and made her way out to the amphitheatre. She could have sent her regrets to Bendal, but she’d spend the rest of her life in her apartment if she waited until things were safe. Besides, his uncle might have some useful insights about how the city council were handling the latest threat. Rony’s warning still rang in her ears, but if Kanar was going to keep her out of the loop, she’d have to continue her own investigation.

      Last night had also been a somber reminder of how dangerous her life with Kanar was. And it wasn’t just him; the citadel and the hegen had brought her pain. Maybe it was time for her to settle down with someone normal. Other people went to shows and baked bread on the weekend and went a week without stab wounds. Maybe it was time to stop seeking pain out. Bendal was nice. Nice should be enough.

      She crossed over the grassy verge and cobblestones of Sanaron’s main park, and entered the amphitheatre. The pale slabs were smooth and shiny underfoot. The structure was clearly ancient, since the current council couldn’t even organise the Thursday vegetable market without some hiccup. It was large enough to house most of the city’s inhabitants, and with the Harbor Festival performance tonight, it was already filling up.

      Lily inhaled the steam from a pancake seller and made her way around the central walkway that was lit with tiny oil burners. Bendal waved at her from a private booth on the upper row. She felt more than a little self-conscious as she hiked up the steps. She’d never been to this section before. They even had table service. The waiter’s outfit was nicer than hers.

      Bendal nearly knocked over a vase on the table as he greeted her. He was in a suit of crushed maroon velvet that looked beautiful with his dark colouring. The man who sat opposite bore the countenance of a war veteran. Taut muscles, as though he didn’t want to get too reliant on the plentiful food he could no doubt afford. Crisp emerald suit. Too-alert hazel eyes.

      “Good evening, Lord Booker.” Lily was a little out of breath from the climb. She should definitely eat something. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Bendal’s uncle took her extended hand. “Some occult scent lingers in the air.”

      For a moment, Lily thought he was picking up some spellcasting in the city. They she remembered Rony’s anointing before she’d left her shop, another hegen traditions. “Ah, it’s just my perfume. A free sample, actually. I definitely wouldn’t buy it. Too citrusy.”

      “It’s nice,” Bendal reassured her. She perched onto the bench beside him.

      In the sand pit beneath the stage, one of Malory’s women—a small, dark-haired woman named Adira—was directing the dancers. Someone was carrying in foliage, presumably to re-enact the destruction of the northern forest. The extra guards milling around Malory seated nearby should be a comfort, but they reminded Lily of just how bad the threat was. Malory was a constant of Sanaron, the only woman to sit amongst the elite merchants alongside the royals. The fact that even she was vulnerable to the Prophet was a sign of just how dangerous he was.

      “Are you all right?” Bendal asked as Lily removed her hood.

      “Well enough.” She re-parted her curls in an effort to cover the gash from last night. “We were moving a crate up three flights of stairs yesterday, and it slipped.”

      “What exactly is it that you do, Liliana?” Bendal’s uncle appraised her.

      “Imports and exports. Dull for the most part, but it pays well enough.”

      “Indeed. And useful in a port city like Sanaron.”

      The undertone in his uncle’s voice seemed lost on Bendal, who was desperately trying to not look desperate for the waiter’s attention.

      Lily forced herself to not take the bait. The first time she’d won a knife throwing contest, her opponent had snuck one of the blades away and waited for her outside. When the tavern owner came out to break up the brawl, the man claimed she’d bewitched the target board. The tavern owner made her return the silvers. She’d wondered how they’d react if she actually used sorcery.

      Strength or magic, you couldn’t win. You weren’t supposed to. So she settled for simpering enthusiasm when Bendal asked the waiter for bowls of iced cardamom dessert.

      “I’ve heard there many newcomers in town,” Lily tried. “Strange folk.”

      “We’ve noticed that too, right uncle?”

      Bendal’s uncle snorted. “You can thank the King of Reyand for that.”

      “I suppose,” Lily said carefully, “the King is trying to prevent another war.”

      “Befriending the enemy comes with the price of perceived wrongs. What could we ever owe a magic user? You walked here, I take it?”

      She stiffened, feeling more on edge than she had before. “I did. Why?”

      “And did you skip through the streets, smelling daisies? Or did rush through the dark with a knife in your belt?” He’d said that last part too quietly for Bendal to hear.

      How could he know? Her knives shouldn’t be visible.

      Bendal’s uncle gave a satisfied nod. “The world is a splintered place. Magic users could change it, but they choose not to. Tolerance is a bandage to cover a festering wound. Some on the council have spent too many years coddling their wayward daughter. Doesn’t spot the danger in his own city.”

      Lily remembered that she wasn’t supposed to know about Edward’s disappearance. “Agreed. Give me an open wound any day. Though I would so love to meet with the council directly. I think it could help with business.” She prayed that she seemed like a ladder-climbing socialite rather than someone with an unnatural interest.

      “Hmm,” Bendal’s uncle said. “Depending on the kind of business, that might be useful.”

      “The rest of the council is coming,” Bendal indicated a puffy man in the royal box that overlooked the main part of the stage. Unfortunate that the man’s scarlet jacket was two shades away from his skin. “With more protection than we have.”

      “Because there are plenty of lowlifes in here tonight,” Bendal’s uncle said.

      Lily followed his gaze to a little wooden hut that was selling alcohol, then to the customer hunched under its roof. She sucked in a breath, though more loudly than she’d intended. The pair turned to her, and she tried to recover with, “I think some apple brandy would be great.”

      “I’d be fine with just the cardamom ice,” Bendal called after her as she marched over to the hut.

      She picked up a slate that listed fruit liquors, and nonchalantly lingered near Honaaz’s hulking figure.

      “What are you doing here?” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Where have you been?”

      She debated what to tell him before deciding to say nothing. “Restocking supplies. You still didn’t answer.”

      “Not my choice.” Honaaz eyed the booths above them. Lily had a horrible feeling Bendal’s uncle was eying him back. “Kanar asked me to stick near the eastern entrance. Are you wearing perfume?”

      “It’s orange essence. My friend dowsed me in it for good luck. The effect is apparently delayed.” She spotted Kanar next to the railings overlooking the stage, trying to shoo away a man selling brass toys. “Doesn’t he trust me to be alone for one evening? Anyway, try to sit down and drink. Blend in. You’re already under scrutiny.”

      She took some steps down to the railings and casually peered across to the performers’ entrance.

      “Could at least try to appear interested in the festivities,” she murmured. “You look like the whole city’s been invited to your house, and you hate parties.”

      A strange mix of relief and annoyance played across Kanar’s face. “Didn’t think you’d be up and about. How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. And you didn’t have to follow me. I’m only here to press Bendal’s uncle for information. Not having some secret hegen meeting or anything. We only frolic naked during the full moon.”

      Kanar’s jaw tightened as he surveyed the cut on her forehead. “After what happened last night, you should be at home. Information can wait.”

      “What, you think I’m going to get kidnapped again in front of three hundred people?”

      “Nowhere is more isolated than a crowd. You know that.”

      “If only.” Jal bounded over the seats with unnatural grace, like a deer on springy heather. “You must be joking. Is everyone here to ruin my date?”

      “Sorry,” Jal said. “Kanar, something’s wrong. I passed three people in matching grey shirts and pants. They weren’t here for the festivities.”

      “Undercover Kalenwatch?”

      “Kalenwatch are uniformed tonight. They’re meant to be visible.”

      A knot slowly formed in Lily’s stomach. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Kanar said. “Take your florist to the docks and get him blind drunk. Better yet, take him back to yours for a private performance. Just get out of the amphitheatre before the show starts. It’s not safe.”

      Up by the brandy hut, one of the dancers was not-so-casually stretching next to Honaaz, while he glumly perused the menu. Was he only pretending to read it, or was the prospect of peach cognac that unpleasant?

      “Not safe for me, or not safe for everyone?”

      “We could start a fire.” Kanar ignored her. “One big enough to evacuate and stop the performance. There are bundles of fresh bracken stored under the stage for the show later. They’ll smoke up nicely.”

      “If the Prophet realizes what’s happening, he could act early. He’s here. I feel it.”

      “I know.” Kanar caught sight of something across the stadium and swore. “Tattoos. Eleven o’clock.”

      “On it.” Jal rushed along the aisle to the left of them.

      “Kanar,” Lily began, but he was already sprinting right. “I’m part of the team.” Wasn’t she? “I can help,” she called after him.

      She started up the steps and bumped straight into Bendal’s uncle. She stuttered, but he was already on the lower walkway and heading to a Kalenwatch official by the time she’d got her apology out. How much had he heard?

      Paranoia flooded her winded chest. She felt hyper-aware of every citizen craning in their seat, the staccato of the kalimba player’s warmup, the sugar spinner whose creations caramelised while he intently watched the empty stage. She even swore she spotted a familiar white-haired ghost in the crowd.

      In the royal box, Malory was chatting to a well-dressed man that Lily had seen coming in and out of the brothel a few times. Lily didn’t feel especially loyal toward Kanar’s employer. Maybe it was her own bias against the industry. Lily had seen one too many girls be exploited. And the brothel owner always seemed to wear a predatory look, like she did currently as Lily approached.

      Nevertheless, Malory had a good head on her shoulders. She wouldn’t panic.

      “Excuse me,” Lily began. Malory leaned over. “There might be an attack,” Lily whispered. “The Prophet.”

      To her credit, Malory did a good job of keeping her face smooth. “When?”

      “We don’t know. Can you get out quietly? Kanar mentioned you were targeted last week.” That probably wasn’t because of the Prophet, but they couldn’t be too careful. “Could be the same tonight.”

      “I can’t leave my workers.”

      “Get your security to grab them. And how are you this fine evening?” Lily added loudly, realising the rotund man had been listening.

      She barely took in his response, already heading back up to the brandy hut.

      “Your mistress wants you,” she told the dancer who was now using Honaaz’s slate menu to fan herself. As if the woman could possibly be hot in that tutu.

      “Last night got me thinking,” Honaaz scratched his shaven head, apparently not noticing the scowl the dancer gave them both as she scampered off. “I’ve been a coward. Maybe for good reason. Ever since joining the team, it’s been one life-or-death situation after another. Not telling you what to do, since I know people like us need freedom. Just, you deserve to… be alive. I’m not the perfect prospect. But I can change. I’ve got a job lined up, and—”

      “Honaaz, I don’t want you here,” Lily snapped.

      Over at the other box, the council she’d seen had disappeared. Malory was on her feet, instructing one of her male dancers. Good. At least someone was taking action.

      “What?” Honaaz wore the same vulnerable look from when he was sleeping that morning.

      “Kanar doesn’t need you. I’m here with Bendal, and you’re making it awkward. It’s best you go.”

      She fought the urge to turn around as she climbed back to the booth. There was no chance of Honaaz leaving if she warned him of the danger. Idiot was too noble. Better to hurt him now and explain tomorrow.

      “Export emergency?” Bendal asked when she reached him. “Guess the brandy wasn’t to your liking.”

      “Crisis at the docks in fact. We need to leave. Where’s your uncle?”

      “He had a similar emergency.” Bendal picked at the sweet pea arrangement in the vase. Only one of desserts had been eaten; the other two had melted and flooded the tablecloth. “Sorry you’re not having a good time.”

      “I’m having an excellent time. I just think we could take it to the docks? There’s an amazing tavern there. Are you any good at poker?”

      She tried to spot where Kanar and Jal had gone. The place was completely crowded now. A boy’s yoyo string unspooled over the stage. His father lifted him up to retrieve it.

      “Lily, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

      She tore her eyes away from the mass of people, and for the first time, she noticed how tired Bendal looked. “Is it bad?”

      She should have picked up on it earlier, but she was too drained from last night, too distracted by his uncle, too damn selfish. Bendal was good at hiding misery. He’d had a lifetime of training for it, which was why it was so concerning that it now emanated from him in waves.

      She checked the eastern entrance, but it had been barred since the performance was about to start. There should still be a way out behind the pit. Or should she warn the Kalenwatch?

      “I think it’s bad. Yes.”

      The kid returned to the edge of the stage, clutching his brass yoyo.

      She nodded. “What is it—"

      The stage exploded.

      Power came with it.

      The world was vapor and ringing and screaming. Out in the forest, a caterpillar crawled along a leaf.

      The waiter was telling her to move. But no, she must have been imagining that, because she was tumbling down and down and down. She was breaking off against the edges of the earth.

      Something warm scooped her into the air.

      “I’ve got you,” Honaaz’s voice told her.

      Her ribs stung as they swayed. Wood and stone crunched. Dust was soothed by damp.

      She was gently lowered onto cobblestones, but they were so cold against her skin.

      Someone’s thumb traced her eyelashes. She blinked as the dirt cleared.

      “Ben,” she choked.

      Honaaz let go of her face. He disappeared behind a torn wall, only to re-emerge a moment later with a soot-covered Bendal.

      “The others?” Lily tried to croak.

      People were coming out of the amphitheatre. Some were shaken, some bloodied. The dancer in the tutu cradled Lily’s waiter as he sobbed.

      “Get her home.” Honaaz ordered Bendal. “Up Main Street, no detours. Get inside and stay inside.”

      He went back in. Lily tried to crawl after him, but she was lifted again, Bendal’s arms locking around her aching ribs.

      Her mother had once told her of a hegen who was able to create weight out of nothing. He’d been cast out of his village for it. Lily had considered the talent particularly useless. Now, she decided she should look into it. She was sick of being carried.

      The scene from the arena flashed through her mind over and over. The boy, the screaming of the people. How close had Kanar and Jal been to the blast? Had Malory and the councillors made it? What of the others in the box? The performers?

      “It’s okay,” Bendal was saying. “We’ll be safe at my uncle’s.”

      His uncle. Why hadn’t he been at the booth?

      How had the Prophet known to attack early?

      No, Lily tried to say. Not there.

      She blacked out before she could even open her mouth.
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      Kanar made his way through the street, moving carefully. After the attack the night before, everyone seemed on edge. Including the Kalenwatch. Kanar passed several different groups of soldiers, forcing him to step off to the side so that he could get out of their way, not wanting to end up with any sort of conflict with them.

      Whatever the Prophet planned seemed to be coming to a head.

      He hadn’t seen anything further, though Kanar had swept through the city, looking for his own sign of additional witchcraft dangers. There had been nothing more.

      Jal had mentioned that Lily got caught in the attack, and that the florist she was friends with had helped get her away, which bothered him that she was somehow caught up in it again.

      This was Lily, though. She was strong. She didn’t need him to be worried about her.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t.

      The fog swirled near him. He pressed himself up against the nearest wall, feeling the density of the fog pressing in on him. Kanar held his hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to unsheathe it, but didn’t want to have to react like that if it wasn’t necessary.

      A slender figure stepped forward, seemingly cloaked in the shadows themselves. Kanar’s gaze went to the two tasseled swords.

      “Wular.” He relaxed, but not entirely. What did Malory want with him now? Malory had gotten away after the attack, though Kanar had been somewhat concerned about her. Perhaps he didn’t need to be, as he knew that she was fully capable, and had plenty of protection around her, including Wular.

      She strode toward him. Kanar had no idea how he would fare against one of the famed fighters of Juut. The tassels meant skill with the blade, but he did not know their deeper meaning.

      “I just came to find out how she is doing after the attack.”

      “Do you think she needs you to check on her?” Wular asked.

      Kanar shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure what she needs.”

      Wular laughed, and it was a rich sound of that was almost musical. “She handles herself quite well for one of your kind.”

      Kanar found that comment a little odd, but didn’t say anything about it. Instead, he looked over to the brothel. “Are you going to tell me why you are out here, or are you going to make me drag it out of you?”

      Wular chuckled again. “Do you think that you could?”

      It was an interesting challenge, and from anybody else, Kanar might have immediately dismissed the likelihood that he would struggle in any way, but with somebody like her…

      He wondered how he would fare.

      “Just come with me,” she said.

      He strode down the hill toward the docks with her. Maybe this would be an opportunity for him to ask her some questions. He knew nothing about her, and if Malory intended to use Wular to bring him to her, it suggested a level of trust that Kanar had to understand.

      “How long have you been in the city?” he asked.

      “Not long.”

      “How did you get connected to Malory?”

      “Our families are familiar,” Wular said, somewhat cryptically. “How long have you been here?”

      “I don’t think there’s any secret about that.”

      She cocked her head, one hand near the red-tasseled hilt of her sword. Her fingers twitched, and he wondered if she would reach for the blade or whether she was always on edge like that. Rumors of the Juut warriors suggested it was the latter. “How long has it been, Reims?”

      She said his name with a flowing accent.

      “I suppose some would say it’s been long enough,” he muttered. They continued heading down the hill. He knew what street he was on, but with the thick fog, it became difficult to make out much of anything around him.

      “You don’t see yourself as particularly welcome here?” she asked.

      “When I first came to the city, I was—” He caught himself. It didn’t matter what he’d been after or the reason he’d started taking jobs or the regret he’d felt for his role in what had happened to Morgan. All that mattered was that he had abandoned responsibilities he wasn’t even sure he wanted to have any longer. “A different person,” he finished. “The Prophet had not yet made a name for himself.”

      “What if you’re the reason the Prophet came to the city?” she asked.

      He’d considered that. But he had come to Sanaron precisely because it didn’t have a problem with witchcraft. What better place to hide than a city that seemed wholly unwelcoming to magic?

      “I have been looking for more information about him, but he has proven difficult.”

      Kanar hadn’t realized that Wular was looking for him, but perhaps that was good to know. More people searching meant that there was a greater likelihood that they would actually find something about the Prophet.

      “I have encountered more of this witchcraft.” She pressed her lips together into an angry appearing frowned. “It is unpleasant. I do not care for it.”

      “What has your experience been with it?”

      “It is twisted power,” she said quickly, before seeming to catch herself. “And in addition to the attack last night, I have found other similar attacks throughout the city. Quite a few, in fact.”

      That wasn’t surprising, as Kanar had been picking up on additional witchcraft attacks, but he would have expected to have heard more about them.

      “It makes you uncomfortable,” Kanar observed.

      “I think this kind of power should make anyone uncomfortable,” Wular said.

      “I have a bit of experience with it.”

      “Hunting magic.”

      Kanar nodded. “Yes.”

      He heard her laugh, though he couldn’t see her that clearly.

      “Even in my land, the stories of your war spread,” she said. “It was a warning. Some among my people use a different kind of power.”

      “What do you call it if not magic?”

      “Talent.”

      That wasn’t terribly dissimilar to how the hegen referred to it as the art. And perhaps to them it was art. The hegen didn’t draw on violence or pain.

      They reached the street running along the shore. Now Kanar could hear the voices of the dockworkers, even if he couldn’t see them. Outlines of the ships loomed around him. He couldn’t imagine trying to navigate the bay.

      “What turned you against it?” Wular asked.

      “It’s not something I talk about.”

      “You don’t want to talk about the very thing you hunt and destroy?”

      He looked over. “Did Malory send you to try to learn something about me? Because she can come and ask herself.”

      “I was talking one soldier to another,” she said.

      Kanar regarded her for a moment.

      “In my land, we understand that it’s better to talk about such things rather than to let them fester.”

      “And what sort of things do you think I need to talk about?”

      “You need to talk about what’s pushing you, Reims. What brought you here. What keeps you here. What holds you back from being the man you are meant to be.”

      Kanar grunted. The faint smell of flowers told him they were getting close to the brothel. If there was one thing Malory understood, it was how to make her place feel far more welcoming than it actually was. It was disarming the first time you came, and almost comforting. Kanar knew otherwise.

      “And what do you think I’m meant to be?” he asked.

      “I know when a man is searching for answers. I’ve seen it. I’ve been there.”

      “You’ve been a man?”

      “You can make all the jokes you want, Reims, but I understand what you’ve gone through. You are looking for understanding. You think that by fighting through it, you will find all that you have lost. I can tell you that you will not.”

      “I’m not trying to regain what I’ve lost,” he said.

      “Then you just like fighting.”

      Wind whipped around them, mingling floral fragrance with the salty brine.

      “If you ever want to talk, I will listen,” she said. “I can share with you my training, and you can share with me yours. Perhaps that will be enough.” She tipped her head, then disappeared into the fog.

      Kanar found himself watching her. He hadn’t expected that out of Wular, though he wasn’t exactly sure what to expect from somebody like her. He had never encountered anyone from Juut long enough to have a conversation with them, and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of her.

      He wasn’t even sure how skilled she was.

      What if she was the Prophet?

      He didn’t know how long she’d been in the city, but he hadn’t seen her until he’d returned from his journey. He doubted that she was the Prophet, yet there was a possibility. The Prophet understood power, magic, and ways to use it. Who better to do that than somebody like Wular, who had experience that few people in this land would have?

      He stepped into the brothel. Three men immediately walked up to greet him.

      Kanar recognized the burly man as the same one who’d tried to stop him when he brought the sculpture to Malory. He didn’t reach for his sword. He wouldn’t need to.

      The other two flanked Kanar, getting close.

      “We saw you approaching,” the burly one said.

      “And you decided to give me a welcome party? I’m more than flattered.”

      There was no one sitting at the desk. Had Malory shifted her security because of him? Or was there another reason?

      “She sent for me,” Kanar said. “If you want to upset her, feel free to try to stop me, but I think we both know how this is going to go.” He glanced over to one of the other men near him. “He’s tried to stop me before, but he hasn’t gotten close. I think it’s cute.”

      The big man snarled, and then he lunged for Kanar.

      “See?” Kanar said.

      He stepped to the side and swung his elbow as he did, driving into the midsection of the man on his left. His push forced the man a couple steps away, giving Kanar some space.

      The burly man stormed toward him, and once again, Kanar moved sideways. He understood instinctively why he moved as quickly as he did, and he knew that he eventually had come to terms with how he had been given that gift and what it meant for him. For now, he just dodged the attack.

      One of the other men—Kanar wasn’t exactly sure which—caught him from the back.

      He staggered from the unexpected blow. He almost sprawled forward, before catching himself and spinning around.

      “Don’t make me pull out the sword,” Kanar muttered through gritted teeth.

      The three of them came toward him.

      “Enough.”

      Malory’s voice came from the back of the brothel. The three attackers immediately froze and backed away, though the burly man glowered at Kanar, watching him with a burning hatred in his eyes.

      Kanar dusted his hands on his pants and looked over to where Malory stood, partially down the stairs. She swept her gaze around her brothel. There was a silence that was not always the case. Normally, music played over everything, and quiet conversation could be heard.

      Instead, everything had gone still.

      “I called him to visit,” Malory snapped.

      The burly man glanced toward her. “My apologies, Mistress. It’s just that—”

      “It’s just that the last time he came he embarrassed you. You boys will have to deal with this on your own time. Not in my establishment.”

      Kanar headed over toward where Malory climbed the stairs. There were more soldiers than she had before. The hint of floral perfume hung over something else, a different aroma he hadn’t noticed at first. It smelled odd, almost pungent, and reminded him of… magic.

      Not witchcraft, but hegen magic.

      “I’m glad to see you well after what happened last night,” Kanar said to Malory.

      “Did you think that I am some delicate flower that cannot handle myself?”

      Kanar looked around himself, before he turned his attention back up to Malory. He knew better than to challenge her, as this was someone who could be dangerous to him if he wasn’t careful. “You want to tell me what happened after you left?”

      “Get up here,” she barked. Her gown flowed as she stormed down the hallway. Kanar followed, nodding to the squat man sitting behind the door, and entered Malory’s private quarters.

      “I figured you would prefer to have Wular guarding you.”

      “She’s more valuable elsewhere,” Malory said.

      “After what happened last night?” Malory nodded and Kanar grunted. “She told me you wanted to see me. What is it?”

      “Such a typical man,” she said, taking a seat in one of the chairs near the hearth. No flames crackled there today. A glass of wine rested on the table next to her, though she didn’t touch it. “Tell me what happened. What’s going on in my city?”

      Kanar smiled. He wondered what Morgan would say about Malory referring to it as her city, but then again, he suspected that Morgan’s family controlled different aspects of it than Malory.

      “I’ve told you what’s happening. The Prophet is using witchcraft throughout the city. After last night, I suspect that we are getting closer to whatever the Prophet is after.”

      “What makes you think this person is after anything?”

      “That they are using witchcraft. I do have a little experience with that, Malory.”

      She pressed her hands together while watching him. “And now we have the council clamping down on movement in the city. It’s forcing people inside, so that a curfew has been established. And the Kalenwatch patrols more diligently than they have before. I do not care for this, Reims. This affects my business.”

      Kanar hadn’t heard that there was a curfew, but it wasn’t terribly surprising. The same thing often happened in Reyand when witchcraft began to spread. It never worked.

      “I realize that Sanaron has avoided the pull of witchcraft over the years, but it seems as if that is no longer the case.”

      She snorted and shook her head. “Let me tell you what I know, Kanar. Sanaron has long been a bastion of peace, trade, and prosperity. We have accomplished that because we stay neutral. When Reyand got into their little skirmish with Yelind, we remained neutral. When they struggled with the Alainsith, we remained neutral. When the Isles decided to attack Oth, we remained neutral. And during your particular war, we—”

      “Remained neutral. I get it,” Kanar said. “And you believe there is no way that magic works here.”

      “Because it doesn’t. The city was founded with ancient protections that prevent magic from functioning.”

      “Not exactly.”

      Lily, from the beginning, had been able to use her art, but… Kanar realized that he hadn’t noticed much else until recently.

      Why had it changed?

      “I understand my city. I know what happens here,” Malory said. There it was again, her comment on Sanaron being her city. “I have another job for you. Don’t look like that. You can take another assignment. Besides, it’s not as if you are learning anything about the Prophet anyway. It’s similar to the last one. If you do this, then I will mobilize my network to help you find the Prophet.”

      “I thought you already had.”

      She smiled tightly. “Have I?”

      Kanar wasn’t sure what she was trying to get at, though this was Malory, and he needed to be careful with her. “If you have, then there might not be much more you can discover.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” she said, glancing to the door.

      Kanar smirked. He understood her network all too well.

      “You think pillow talk is going to help?” he asked.

      “Men like to brag.”

      “I’ve been after him ever since I returned to the city,” he said.

      “And how close have you gotten?”

      He closed his mouth.

      “Exactly. Now, for this job, I’m going to offer you Wular.”

      Kanar grunted. “I’m not sure she’s going to be of much help. But I would appreciate it if you kept your goons off me.”

      “That’s up to you. I have no business with whatever minor skirmishes you boys get into.”

      “Minor skirmishes?” Kanar scoffed. “They keep attacking me when I come into your establishment, and—”

      “They keep attacking you because you attack them when you come here. I think I can offer you a measure of protection here, but you might want to be careful in the streets. Perhaps I can keep digging. I might know something else of use.”

      The way she said it struck him.

      “You do know something you’re not telling me.” He frowned. “The sculptures. You’ve been looking for the Prophet all this time?”

      She seemed irritated. Malory did not hide her emotions well. “I’ve heard rumblings. There is something in particular he wants.”

      Kanar let out a small groan. “The sword. That’s not for you. That’s for the Prophet. You could’ve just told me.”

      “Where’s the fun in that, Kanar? Now, I don’t know if the rumor is accurate, but if it is—you find the sword, and you will find the Prophet. So, should we talk about terms?”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          

      

    

    






HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      The docks felt wrong.

      Honaaz didn’t like the way that it felt, but after the strange attack the night before, the entire city felt off. He wasn’t sure why he felt that way, though Reims seemed to think that he had some way of ignoring magic, which Honaaz had tried to tell him was unlikely, as he had certainly dealt with sorcery back when he was on the Isles.

      The city had gone quiet since the festival.

      Normally, Honaaz wouldn’t care much about that, but the streets were empty. Even the fucking taverns were empty. And worse, the soldiers had been out in the street, trying to tell him that he had to get inside, as if they could tell him what to do.

      Honaaz yawned. He was tired. The night had been long, and it had been hard to sleep remembering that witchcraft attack, and the violence that he had seen. He might be a fighter, but he didn’t care for what he had experienced. He didn’t love magic.

      This isn’t my fight.

      He kept telling himself that, so why hadn’t he left?

      He found himself dreaming too often. Every time he drifted off, there was the sea and the ships and the waves crashing around him. In one of them, he saw his uncle standing at the helm of his ship, the Stoic Dredge, and guiding it through rough waters. Bane had always been a strong man and never balked at traveling through waters that so many others would’ve turned away from. He didn’t fear anything—not the sea, not other ships, and certainly not the fucking pirates they often encountered.

      Why had he been dreaming of his uncle, though?

      Maybe because he had been on land too long. After his people had betrayed him in a mutiny and taken over his uncle’s ship, Honaaz had been stranded in Sanaron. The thought stayed with him. He hadn’t imagined he’d be stuck in Sanaron this long. The jobs had provided him with income, and given his size and how easy the jobs were, he had found it all too simple to pick up a job to earn a little extra money.

      Eventually, he would get back to the Isles.

      He would have his vengeance.

      But not yet.

      Ships in the harbor were active, much more so than anything that he saw in the city. It made him long for a ship of his own, to stand on the deck of a ship again, to feel the salt spray as it struck him, the wind pulling on him, the rocking of the boat beneath his feet…

      He paused at one of the ships. This one was a double-masted, wide-bodied ship similar to the Stoic Dredge, though the masthead was not quite the same. The hull was a boring black, not the vibrant, deep red that Bane had liked. Many people in the Isles preferred colorful hulls, as it made it easier to know who you were passing. It was also easier to create a reputation. Not that most men acknowledged that as a reason.

      “Looking for work?”

      Honaaz turned to see an older man with heavily tattooed arms watching him. He chewed on a length of corsan, a weed popular in this part of the world. It yellowed his teeth, though he was missing a few already.

      “Looking for a ship,” Honaaz said.

      The man smiled. “You? A ship?”

      “Why?”

      The man shrugged, his gaze lazily drifting over toward the wide-bodied ship moored along the dock. “Figure a man like you’d be better as a deckhand, not a captain. What can I say, though? I’m an old man. I don’t know much.”

      “Isn’t that the fucking truth,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Why do you want a ship?”

      “To get back home.”

      The man laughed, which only irritated Honaaz even more. He was tempted to knock him down, but while that might make him feel better, it wouldn’t serve any real purpose.

      “Where’s home?”

      “The Isles,” Honaaz said.

      The man turned to him, regarding him slowly, and then nodded. “We’ve seen a few ships from there. Not too many men like you, though.”

      “There aren’t too many men like me,” Honaaz said.

      The man laughed. “A cocky bastard, aren’t you?”

      “Confident. Not cocky.”

      “Well, if you are a confident—or cocky—bastard, with the right amount of coin, you can snag something about that size,” he said, motioning to a smaller docked ship. Given how sleek it was, it’d probably be fast, but it was far too small for Honaaz’s liking. It had a single mast, and there was no elegance to the design. “I hear its owner is looking to sell.”

      “How much?”

      “Oh, you have to go talk to Henrik. He’s a cranky old fuck. You’d probably like him. More salt than blood in his veins, I figure.”

      Henrik sounded more like his uncle or someone from the Isles than the soft men around here.

      “Any idea how much he’s looking for?” Honaaz asked.

      “For that? I suspect you could get it for a shade under two hundred. Might even be able to talk him down, but he’s looking to settle in a place away from here and wants to get away from the sea.”

      “Why?”

      “You ever sail through this harbor?” The man let out a small laugh. “What am I saying? You claim you’re from the Isles. You must’ve sailed through here. It’s hard work, and these days, it’s been getting harder. Can’t rely on the fog the way we once did. It used to guide us in, but now it’s just a fucking mess.”

      Honaaz remembered the times when his uncle had sailed in Sanaron and later complained about the water and the rock, but never the fog.

      “Any idea where to find him?”

      “Henrik is probably somewhere along the docks. Maybe drinking or eating or maybe even whoring. I don’t know. If you want, I can let him know you’re looking. That is, if you got money to buy.”

      Honaaz didn’t have that much, but maybe he could. He was getting closer, but it felt as if the price for ships kept going up, whereas his income did not. “Maybe.”

      The man chewed on his weed for a moment. “I could use a deckhand. Got cargo to unload. I pay well. Couple of silvers for a week. It’s not the same as owning your own ship, but if you’re looking to get closer to the water, I can get you there.”

      “Not like that,” Honaaz said.

      “Your choice.”

      The man left him, and Honaaz stood looking down the docks. He would much rather have the larger, wide-bodied ship. It was easier to transport cargo that way. Were he to get back to the Isles, he could take out a loan, and he doubted it would be difficult to pay it off. A ship like that paid for itself easily and quickly, but he didn’t have the same credit in this place. In the Isles, he could trade on his family name in a way he could not here.

      The smaller ship wouldn’t be able to take on the same cargo, but he could start small and build from there. Over time, he could trade his way to a bigger ship.

      He’d been telling himself that was what he wanted—and it was. Staying in Sanaron didn’t fit him. It never had, now more than ever before. There were lots of reasons that he felt that way, not the least being that this wasn’t his fight.

      And maybe it was time for him to leave.

      The attack the night before had really brought that home for him, especially seeing Lily with that florist. She didn’t want him around. She never would.

      Why did that bother him more than anything else?

      And he didn’t care what happened in Sanaron. This wasn’t his city. One thing life on the sea taught was that there were plenty of worse places. He’d visited Tilarn, after all. No place had been as bad as that shithole. The place was run-down and filled with thieves and drunks, men he didn’t necessarily mind until they started picking his pockets and trying to cheat him.

      He had to stop watching the docks. All that did was make him long for what wasn’t going to be his.

      Honaaz had money, but he didn’t have the kind needed to buy a ship—even a tiny one like what Henrik intended to sell for two hundred gold. And were he to have that kind of money, would he even want to buy that ship? It seemed there were other ways for him to use his coin. Better ways.

      Can’t go home without a ship.

      Even returning with a small ship like that would be better than going back any other way. He hated that he felt that way, but there was no way around it. If he pulled the jobs Reaver had given him, he could make his own coin and wouldn’t have to worry about Reims giving him work—but was that what he wanted to be doing?

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      A man walking near him looked over and flashed a wide, toothy grin, but flinched when Honaaz glowered at him. He didn’t need any fucking dock idiots to look at him like that.

      What he really needed right about now was a mug of ale—and a stretch of luck while he sat and wagered. Pepper was probably already at the Pen, so he wouldn’t have any problem taking some of Honaaz’s coin, but maybe today would be his day. After what he’d survived the night before, he figured it couldn’t be any worse.

      That’s a guaranteed way to lose.

      Those were Pepper’s words. He’d probably told Honaaz that so he could take more of his coin, but Honaaz wouldn’t let him. Besides, if the others were there, he was fucking determined to win a few hands.

      By the time he reached the Pen, he had it in his mind that he was going to be flush with coin. All he needed were a few hands. He didn’t need to dive all the way in like he often did, just follow Pepper’s advice and watch the others, wait for them to reveal their tells, and keep his mind on his own so he could use that to his advantage.

      When he neared the tavern, he saw a pair of men near the dock scratching a symbol into one of the pillars. It looked like what he had seen when he’d been with Jal.

      Nothing for me to deal with.

      And it wasn’t. This was not his place, nor was it his fight.

      But Reims would want to know.

      Others would need to know, as well. If more of these places were getting attacked, like the stupid blast the night before, shouldn’t he say something?

      At least he should do something.

      “Say,” Honaaz said, striding toward the men and drawing himself up to his full height. “What are you doing?”

      The men glanced over to him—and then ran.

      Honaaz snorted. At least he didn’t have to fight. Not that he minded a fight, but these days, it felt as if he were getting into far more than he wanted to.

      He pulled open the door to the Pen and scanned the tables until he found Pepper sitting near the back. Two others sat with him, both drinking, though not Pepper. Maybe Honaaz should be better as well. No drink. Not if he was going to make a wager.

      He took a seat. “How much money are you down, Shaul?”

      Shaul looked up. “You look like hell. Rough night?”

      “Something like that,” Honaaz said.

      He looked over to where Nolly worked at the bar. He nodded to Honaaz, grabbed a mug, and started to fill it. Honaaz turned his attention back to the others at the table. Pepper watched him, shuffling the cards and stacking them in a pile. The third person was a younger man he didn’t know, with gray eyes and black hair that matched his jacket. The jacket he wore suggested that he had some money, at least enough to be here, but he had a scar along his cheek that also said he’d been in a fight.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Honaaz said.

      Pepper snorted. “Always the charmer, Honaaz. This is Thomas. Thomas, I’d like you to meet Honaaz. He comes in, lays down his coin, and likes to think he’s quite the card shark, but he always leaves with nothing.”

      Honaaz recognized the prodding for what it was. Pepper was trying to coerce a reaction out of him, and under other circumstances, it might even work.

      Who am I kidding? It will work.

      He was irritated. After having woken up the way he had, then returning to the place where they had been holding Lily, only to come down to the docks and be reminded of just how far away he was from his goals, how could he be anything else?

      “How much is the pot?” Honaaz asked.

      “Too much for you,” Pepper said. “Just wait till the game is over.”

      “Let me buy in.”

      Pepper looked over to him, and there was a twitch at the corner of his eyes—one that was almost a warning, but Pepper wouldn’t warn him away. Not when there was money to be won.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Pepper asked.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because you never win,” Shaul said, and he looked over to Thomas. “He never does. He gets a few lucky ones, but he always leaves empty-handed. Too bad, because look at the size of those hands. If he could go home with a fistful, how much money do you think it would be?”

      Maybe enough for a ship.

      But even that wouldn’t be enough. Honaaz knew that a fistful of coin from the Pen wouldn’t be. It might make him feel better, though. If he could win a fistful of coin, he’d be closer to his goals.

      That was, if he was willing to sock some of that money away. That was the other problem. He never was.

      It was part of the reason he kept taking jobs. That was why he had worked for Heatharn and why he’d been so willing to go with Reims when he had pitched his proposal. Honaaz should know better than that. He should know better than to get involved with the kind of dangers that came with Reims and his line of work, but he just couldn’t turn down the money. This was the kind of thing that he needed to do so that he could get the funds necessary to leave Sanaron.

      “How much?” Honaaz asked again.

      “Throw in two gold and we’ll call it even,” Pepper said.

      Honaaz counted the pot but couldn’t tell if that was an even split.

      A game like this could take hours, though. If he didn’t buy in, he was just going to sit here and drink, which he didn’t want to do. Besides, he was anxious to get moving and do something. Anxious to feel like he was getting closer to his goal, even though he was nowhere near it.

      He reached for a pair of coins in his pouch about the same time as Nolly brought the mug of ale over and set it in front of him. He patted Honaaz on the shoulder, meeting his gaze for a moment before turning away. Nolly had always been kind to him. Honaaz paid for his drink and almost never got behind. The one time he’d not been able to pay, he had made a point of working off the tab. Given how much Honaaz often drank, that tab had not been easy for him to work off, but it had earned Nolly’s respect. Honaaz didn’t like owing anyone.

      “That work for you?” he asked, slipping the coins onto the table and glancing at the men around it. “Otherwise, if you don’t want an extra hand…”

      “He’s going to shift the odds,” Thomas said. He had a soft voice, though it was hoarse, almost angry.

      “Odds? An extra card?” Shaul asked.

      “He is not wrong,” Pepper said. “You get into a flow, and a game has a rhythm. Honaaz coming disrupts that.”

      “Here,” Honaaz said, dropping an extra coin into the pot.

      “That softens it a little.” Pepper looked over to Thomas. “Is that good enough for you?”

      “I suppose.”

      Honaaz regarded the stranger. A scar like that meant fighting, but Thomas didn’t look like much of a fighter. Still, he wouldn’t be playing cards with Pepper unless he had some steel to his spine.

      Pepper dealt the cards, and Honaaz glanced at them. It was a decent hand but not great. He never had great cards when playing here. If Honaaz hadn’t watched him carefully, he could almost believe that Pepper was counting cards or perhaps stacking the deck so that he dealt himself the good hands. He had always kept a close eye on Pepper. The man won too fucking much for him to believe that it was just luck, but it wasn’t just luck with him. An element of skill was required. There always was when it came to gambling.

      “Where have you been?” Pepper asked him. “Figured you would’ve been here earlier. Something going on?”

      “Jobs,” Honaaz said.

      “What kind of work you do?” Thomas asked.

      “The kind that’s none of your fucking business.”

      Shaul grinned. “Don’t mind him. He gets a little sour. He’s unemployed. Sailor without a ship and all.”

      Thomas frowned. “What happened to your ship?”

      “Again, none of your fucking business.” Honaaz flipped his cards down. He stacked a couple of silver and shoved them toward the pot.

      Thomas watched him, his face unreadable. He was next in line to wager, and he matched Honaaz’s bet. Pepper came after him and equaled the bet as well. Shaul was left, and he slid his cards and the pile, shaking his head.

      “Too much for me,” he said.

      Honaaz shifted. If he played things well, he might be able to drive the pot up, then back out. Force the others to throw away some money. Maybe he could draw Thomas in, and then he could deal with Pepper and Shaul—though Honaaz had never really been able to handle Pepper. He could draw them into a game, but anything more than that was usually beyond his skill. Pepper was far too clever.

      “Your wager,” Pepper said.

      “I’m considering,” Honaaz said. He couldn’t lift his cards again. That was another of his tells, and one he had come to realize he had to protect himself against, mostly so that Pepper couldn’t take advantage of it. He tended to look at his cards less often when they were good than when they were bad. Let Pepper think that his cards were terrible.

      He grabbed three gold coins and slipped them into the stack.

      Pepper arched a brow. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m just trying to catch up,” Honaaz said. He nodded to Thomas. “Unless this fuck doesn’t want me to.”

      Thomas didn’t move, but he grabbed a stack of coins and slipped them onto the table. Three gold, plus another seven.

      Ten in total.

      What the fuck?

      At least he understood why Pepper wanted to gamble with this man. Somebody who was so free with their coin would definitely intrigue Pepper, but Honaaz hadn’t been at the table long enough to know whether he tended to bluff or play his hands.

      Maybe he should have sat and watched a little longer. It was a lesson that Pepper wanted him to learn, the kind of thing he was probably trying to caution him about in the first place: Sit back and watch rather than buying in. There was no reason to rush.

      Pepper slid his cards across the table. He was out.

      He never folded.

      Honaaz and Thomas were left. The fucker didn’t show any emotion. Honaaz was tempted to fold, but he’d already put enough coin into the pot and wasn’t about to get down so much.

      He shrugged, grabbed an extra seven gold coins, and stacked them on the table. “What you have?”

      The door to the Pen came open and several men stood in the entrance, sweeping their gaze around them for they leveled their focus on Honaaz.

      “Not in here,” Nolly called to the men.

      There weren’t many people who could tell men who looked like that to walk away, but Nolly was one of them. And he wasn’t just talking to them. He was talking to Honaaz.

      “Looks like you lost this hand,” Pepper said.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “Will you?”

      Honaaz glanced at the stack of coins. Ten gold.

      Not just ten gold. He put in three just to buy in. It was thirteen gold coins just to play this one hand. What the fuck was he thinking? He wanted to get closer to buying a ship, and he had just put himself even further away from his plans.

      The Dogs waited.

      Honaaz grabbed his daggers. He shouldered past the others in the tavern, and he shrugged. “If you want to fight, I will give you a fight.”

      He’d been thinking about leaving before now, but maybe he had missed his window.

      And maybe now he had to stay.

      There had been five in the Pen, but now there were at least ten.

      Honaaz didn’t have a problem with odds like that. These kinds of odds were usually better than what he got when he was gambling, but he didn’t like how easily they had regrouped. Two of them came toward him. Honaaz drove his daggers at them, jabbing into one man’s chest, not holding back at this point.

      He spun, kicking, but then they converged all at once.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.
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      When Lily woke up, she was in an unfamiliar room.

      The walls were of a paneled wood, and the bed was much plusher than anything she’d ever slept on before. The sheets were so soft that she just wanted to lounge in place, enjoying the luxury. Even the air smelled clean, fragrant with a hint of floral…

      She sat up suddenly, remembering what had happened.

      The attack. Bendal.

      And she’d been carried here.

      “You’re awake,” Bendal said from a chair nearby.

      Lily looked over to see him seated at a small writing desk, a book resting on it. She wouldn’t have imagined him as a reader.

      “I suppose I need to thank you,” she said.

      “Well, I think you need to thank the big friend of yours. But I wanted to make sure you were safe.” He closed the book, slipping it into his pocket. “I don’t know really what happened, but my uncle is talking about it. Apparently the council is in a bit of a tizzy, and now there’s a curfew and restrictions and…” He smiled. “I think they’re overreacting, if you ask me.”

      Lily sat up, realizing that she was still dressed, and thankful for it. Not that she would have accused Bendal of taking advantage of her, but she didn’t like the idea of being incapacitated in some stranger’s home.

      But then, she hadn’t felt that bad when Honaaz had been there.

      She didn’t think Honaaz would do anything to her, though.

      Neither would Bendal.

      “It’s not an overreaction. Magic was involved. I’ve seen it before. It’s dangerous.”

      More and more, it started to remind her of what had happened in Reyand during the witchcraft war.

      But the people of Sanaron wouldn’t see it that way.

      They had never known magic, not like Reyand had.

      “What are you doing?” Bendal asked as she got to her feet.

      She looked around for her satchel, and grabbed it and slipped it over her shoulder. Rony would be quite disappointed if she were to lose the new one. “I need to check on a few things.”

      “But you just woke up.” He smiled at her, getting to his feet. “I thought that we could get some breakfast, and—”

      Her stomach rumbled, but she wasn’t in any mood to sit and have breakfast with him. She didn’t want to tell him that, though. “I’m not hungry.” She hoped he didn’t hear her belly. “And I really do need to get going. My friends are going to be worried about me.”

      “I could send word,” he offered.

      She tried to force her most disarming smile. “That’s not necessary.”

      Honaaz would be worried.

      Why was it that she wanted to let him know that she harmed?

      Because he had been the one to see me to safety. That was all it was.

      “Why don’t we meet for dinner sometime soon?”

      He smiled, bobbing his head in a nod. “I’d like that. We might have to do it at my place, or yours,” he offered, “I don’t know what the council is going to permit, though I doubt they will stop either of us.” He finished that with a broad grin.

      Lily just nodded.

      She gathered the rest of her belongings, made her way from the bedroom, down an incredibly decorative hall, until she reached the massive foyer of Booker’s home. What she wouldn’t give to have time to scout it, but she didn’t want to linger any longer than necessary. And she was concerned about what happened, and the effects of the attack. More than that, she knew the people she should have been with would be worried about it.

      Her team.

      She said her goodbyes to Bendal made her way down the street until she got far enough where she could move quickly. She wanted to find Honaaz. She knew where he tended to frequent, and reached the dockside tavern, pausing. It was quiet, though that wasn’t terribly surprising. She was tempted to just go inside, but that might upset Honaaz. Maybe it would be better to scout, and to wait.

      She crouched on the roof of a building across the street, noticing a stain of blood on the cobblestones. That wasn’t uncommon in this part of the city. Men got in fights here, and she didn’t see any problem with that. Very few ended up dead. Even if they did, she didn’t care about that either. She could use them for her prizes.

      That was what she told herself, at least.

      She’d been away from her people for so long that she had begun to forget, but there was a community—one she missed. She wasn’t sure when she had last felt that way. Seeing the hegen in Verendal had ignited something in her, and then talking to Rony…

      Lily had to push those thoughts out of her mind.

      Her people didn’t want her back. She had violated their trust and become something they did not agree with. What was worse was that she didn’t even care. She wanted to be back among her people, but she understood that she might not be able to. She had done things and become something that her people could not understand, something they did not want to associate with. She had done the very thing her people had fought against, however weakly they did.

      She needed to find Honaaz. He had helped her the night before, and she felt like she owed him. The streets were eerie and empty, probably a result of the curfew that Bendal had mentioned. She wasn’t sure what reason the Prophet would have in during the attacks to the point where there would be a curfew, to be there was no point. Had she seen that with witchcraft before? They wanted destruction and devastation and death.

      But it felt wrong.

      And nothing about it made sense. Her experience with the Prophet suggested that he had a plan, and it was something greater than just destruction.

      As she continued to watch, she found herself glancing back to the tavern and the blood on the stones outside.

      Then the men stopped in front of the door.

      “What did you do?” Lily whispered.

      There was no one there to hear her whisper, no one there to answer, but she had a sinking suspicion that she understood what had taken place. Honaaz had angered them.

      She didn’t worry about him, not really, and certainly not against some Dogs. They looked to be little more than a gang of men, not users of witchcraft like he’d been assaulted by before, but the numbers were more than she’d seen the Dogs use in the past. At least against one target.

      The door opened, and Honaaz emerged.

      They fell on him.

      Lily pulled out one of the items from her new pouch, then jabbed a knife into her palm, drawing a little blood and smearing it on the surface. She traced that blood into a pattern and tossed it onto the street.

      It sizzled and popped with a loud explosion. She did the same with another.

      Honaaz roared and lunged to his feet. His daggers were a blur of violence. Some men fell beneath them, and others were tossed back.

      She waited as she considered leaping down, but she gave him the opportunity to do what he needed first. He moved with a violent anger, kicking at some of the fallen men, driving his daggers into another. Honaaz struck at their chests before standing with hands bloodied and face contorted in rage. Sweat streamed down his brow as he finished.

      Lily jumped down and strode over to him. When he spun, daggers flashing toward her, she stepped back and held her hands up.

      “It’s just me.”

      “Where the fuck have you been?”

      “Getting supplies.”

      He looked around. “This was you? Did you fucking save me again?”

      “It was a distraction,” she said. She might have been able to save him, and certainly was willing to help, but she had suspected that Honaaz would not want that. He was a proud man, and she’d seen his reaction when she had saved him the last time. He didn’t want her to help. At least, he didn’t think he did. She knew he needed more than he let on.

      He let out a steady grunt. “Fuckers,” he muttered. “Thought to jump me here?”

      She crouched and checked the fallen men for tattoos but found nothing. Not Dogs. They didn’t use witchcraft either, which left her without any answers.

      Why would they have attacked Honaaz?

      “I have to get back to my game,” Honaaz mumbled.

      She caught his arm. “I thought the two of us could walk.” She felt more uncertain around him than she thought she should.

      And Honaaz looked a little uncertain, as well. His gaze darted around come before settling on her. “I’ll come with you. Just because you asked.”

      Was he angry with her?

      She looked at the bodies of the men on the ground. “Do you mind?”

      Honaaz regarded her for a moment. “I don’t care.”

      She made quick work of it, sorting through the men, finding those that looked the strongest and clipping off their fingers. She wrapped them in strips of cloth, then tucked them into a pouch.

      “Do you do that every time?”

      “I was able to get some supplies,” she said, “but they’re not the same as the ones I collect myself. I didn’t have the chance last night, but it would’ve been a good time. Some have greater potential than others.” She started to flush. “I know you don’t want to hear about it.”

      “I don’t mind,” Honaaz said. “We have sorcerers.”

      “You haven’t really told me anything about your homeland.”

      “What’s there to tell? We travel from one island to the next, learning how to sail, and once you progress far enough, you get assigned to a ship that makes longer crossings. Those are where the real money comes in. And now I’m here.” He glanced over to the docks. She wondered what he had seen. More Dogs? Maybe they did need to keep moving.

      “Were you with anyone in there?” she asked, glancing to the tavern.

      “No.”

      “Do you have anything inside you need to get?”

      He hesitated, looking at the door for a moment before turning back to her. “No.”

      She slipped her arm into his, and they headed down the shore. He didn’t argue.

      “The tall bastard says you are going to be upset about your pack.”

      “I suppose. I’ve had that pouch ever since I left my family. They were killed by witchcraft. It was early on in the war,” Lily said, staring straight ahead. The fog was thinner here, and they made their way past the rows of warehouses. There weren’t many people out, certainly not enough to pay attention to the two of them, which she appreciated. “We weren’t a part of it. At least, I didn’t think we were. I had gone off to learn about my art and was returning to visit them… The satchel was my mother’s,” she said softly.

      She tried not to think about it. Her mother would never have willingly given her that satchel, but Lily had taken it. It was one thing of her family she’d still had. But not anymore.

      It felt like this city was taking everything from her. It was if Sanaron wanted to break her down and crush her. Lily didn’t want to let it. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to do anything to stop it, though.

      “I’m sorry,” Honaaz said. “We can try to find it again.”

      “I think it’s too late to find it again. And after the attack last night, I’m not so sure that we have time for such sentimentality.” She breathed out heavily. “It’s just… It takes a bit out of me when I use my art.”

      “You put blood on it, don’t you?”

      “How did you know?”

      He pointed to her hand. “I’ve seen your scars.”

      She didn’t even think Kanar paid any attention to that. “Well, it’s the part of the art that I was trained to use when I went to the citadel. It’s not the way my people would use it. That’s why they don’t agree with it.”

      “They don’t want you to fight back?”

      “They don’t want me to kill.”

      They reached a section where the warehouses ended. She could hear waves lapping at the shore below them.

      “We are taught to use the art for other reasons. Never to harm another,” she explained.

      “After you lost your family, it had to have been hard for you not to do that.”

      “That’s why I went to the citadel.”

      He nodded. “Can’t see why they’d blame you. If a person has everything taken from them, what are they going to do?”

      Lily tucked herself behind a rock, sheltering from the sea spray. “What happened to you?”

      “Not the same.”

      “But you’re trying to get back home,” she said. “How did you end up here?”

      “Ship.”

      “How did you end up staying here?”

      “It left.” Honaaz looked out at the white expanse in front of them. “I sailed with my uncle for years. We made a good team. He was teaching me to take over for him.”

      “Was he the one who left you here?”

      “Fuck no. Bane never would’ve done that to me. We had just left the port of Braneg when he had an accident. At least, I thought it was an accident. He hit his head. There are some injuries a man can recover from, but he didn’t.” He closed his eyes. “We got to Sanaron, which was the next port we were coming to, and we were unloading the cargo. I was second-in-command, so next in line to captain the ship. The men had another idea.”

      “They left you.”

      “I need to go back. Can’t let men like that get away with what they did to me.”

      Was that all he cared about? Maybe Bendal was better for her. Certainly simpler. “Why don’t you just join some crew heading back to the Isles?” she asked.

      “It’s not so simple as that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Need the right kind of ship to make a crossing. Not that you’d understand,” he said. He fell silent for a moment. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve that.”

      “I understand. Homecomings can be difficult.”

      “Isn’t that the fucking truth?” He breathed out. “What’s Reims going to do?”

      “Hard to say now that things are starting to change. The city is starting to change.” She looked up at Honaaz, who was staring out at the ships. There was a longing look in his eyes. She understood. It was the same way that she felt when she thought about the hegen. “You should go if you want to.”

      “I never said that,” Honaaz said hurriedly.

      “I get it. There are times when I want the same thing.”

      “Is that why you went to the festival with that florist?”

      Was that what was bothering him?

      “I’d already agreed to go, and his uncle is on the council, so I thought that I might be able to get some information.”

      “That’s all?”

      “That’s enough,” she said.

      He turned his attention to her. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”

      Was that all he’s going to give me?

      “You deserve safety.”

      She wanted to say something more, but Honaaz frowned and then let out another sigh. “I’ve got to deal with something. Are you going to be okay?”

      “I will,” she said.

      He nodded, and then left her.

      Lily tried to suppress the sadness that she felt, as she wasn’t sure why she was feeling that way, only that there was a sense of loss in him going. She worked through the city, heading back toward her home, when she saw a flash of brightly colored clothes heading down the street.

      And likely toward Rony’s shop.

      Hegen?

      They were in the city. That was unusual.

      There were seven of them. Two of them were maybe a decade older than her, and one was probably the age her parents would’ve been, but the others were children. There was no doubting what they were, though. Their clothing was too distinctive.

      Why would there be hegen within the borders of the city?

      She made her way toward them. At one point, a dark-haired woman glanced back at her and flashed a smile. Lily looked away. When she did, she saw a flicker of movement on a nearby roof.

      It felt like she was getting followed before, but now she was certain of it.

      First she’d been captured. Then she had been blown up during the attack in the festival. Now someone was following her?

      She was angry.

      It was time to figure out what was going on. Why her?

      Lily reached into her pouch, checking to see how many items she had prepared, before darting to a nearby wall and scrambling up to the nearest rooftop so that she could look down. She wasn’t going to be caught this time. She was going to be ready. She was going to have answers.

      Lily scrambled forward carefully, still looking for any sign of movement, anything that would suggest what it was that she had seen. The hegen continued to make their way down the street. She watched for a few moments, and when she lifted her head, something struck her in the back.

      She rolled and kicked, but she couldn’t see her attacker. It was almost as if the fog itself had struck her.

      Lily knew better than to get caught by the same attack twice. And she wouldn’t.

      She reached into her pouch, pulled out one of her prizes, and activated it. After she tossed it, it rolled with a hissing and crackling sound, then popped.

      There was a hazy outline of a figure. She couldn’t make much out about them, just that there was somebody not too far from her. She pulled out another item, but this time, she tossed it closer to her. The energy exploded, revealing the person’s outline.

      Lily dove at them and stabbed with her knife, trying to get as close as she could. Something struck her shoulder, and pain shot through her.

      The figure slipped toward her. She had to get to her feet, but the agony was incredible. She couldn’t focus on anything. The only thing she managed to do was reach into her pouch, grab one of her pieces of art, and prick her finger to smear some blood on it.

      The force of the explosion washed over her. If she had more time, she could have prepared the prizes better to increase the potency.

      Pain surged inside of her as she rolled away. She told herself she had to fight.

      The person moved out of the fog and made their way toward her. As they neared, she caught sight of a familiar shock of white hair.

      Tayol?

      He’d died, hadn’t he? At the citadel, he had fallen through the floor and hadn’t survived.

      Only, they hadn’t seen his body.

      The man approaching her now had a slight limp, and there was a scar across his face. It had to be him.

      She scrambled just enough to throw another prize in his direction, but that used more of her energy. A wave of cold washed over her as Tayol was thrown back.

      Lily sank to the cobblestones, fighting the incredible pain.

      A dark form appeared above her.

      She looked up, reaching for her knife or anything she might be able to use to fight back, when she realized that it was two of the hegen she’d seen.

      “Run,” she said.

      They ignored her, all seven of them surrounding her instead. Each of them held long, slender pieces of bone, the intricate artwork on the surface incredibly detailed. They were artisans, or one of them was at least.

      They held the prizes up, over her, and energy began to build.

      The hegen protected her. But why?

      Lily lay motionless for a long time, waiting for the attack to come.

      It never did.

      She was lifted off the ground and carried down the street.
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      It hadn’t taken long for the effect of the curfew to change the dynamics in the city.

      Everything had gone quiet.

      In some ways, he found it impressive. The Kalenwatch, and the city council, had managed to push people out of the streets and force them into their homes. Maybe the Prophet wanted that, but for what reason?

      What if it makes people an easier target?

      Or maybe the Prophet had a specific target in mind.

      He needed to go back to Morgan and find out more about her father and what had happened. He had been targeted, so maybe that was the same thing happening now.

      He’d let himself blame Morgan for her betrayal all those years ago, but it was another betrayal that had stung more. Kanar had tried to ignore it. He’d wanted to move on—and had needed to—but he couldn’t help but blame those responsible for what had happened to Nina.

      As he stood on the shore, Kanar held his unsheathed sword. When it had been given to him as a way to help him hunt witchcraft, he hadn’t understood anything about the blade. Though he still didn’t understand it completely, he did know that there was more to the sword than what he had been led to believe at first.

      There was power within it.

      Kanar could feel that power, even if he couldn’t reach for it intentionally.

      Now he had to.

      When he had been traveling through Reyand, he’d found pockets of witchcraft but never anyone who led it. Certainly not enough to find a way to end the war, which was what he had wanted to do. He’d found those responsible for heinous violence and put an end to them, but there always seemed to be more. Someone must have been teaching witchcraft, though they never learned who.

      He had wanted to be a part of ending the war, ending suffering, and at this point, he was left thinking that he had become little more than a failure. The only tool he had was his blade.

      The weapon didn’t look as if it had claimed dozens of lives.

      It looked no different than it had on the day he’d received it—the day he had been told that he could use this to help him find those responsible for Reyand’s destruction. The blade itself was black, almost as if it absorbed the light, and the hilt was fairly ornate, though wrapped in leather so that he never saw the decoration. The scabbard was marked with the crest of Reyand, the king’s way of showing Kanar that he had served.

      He was connected to the blade. For so long he had tried to hide from that, hating the way he prized it, while also knowing that it somehow bound him to something else. He was becoming the very thing he had been trained to hunt.

      But it was that very thing that made him successful.

      He breathed out. Distantly, he could hear the sound of store owners shouting, as they needed to do when it was this foggy. They called out what they sold and where to find them, and they even tried to yell to others who were out in the street. The crowd was thin, though in this part of the city, the fog wasn’t that thick either. That made it easier for Kanar to see.

      Everything that had been happening over the last week or so reminded him of Reyand during the war. Kanar had allowed himself to go on, thinking that he could move past what had happened, and what he had done. Perhaps that could never be the case.

      And now that he was here, and witchcraft was here, shouldn’t he be a part of it? He could do something. He was the Blackheart.

      As he squeezed the hilt of his sword, he knew it was time that he embraced the power within it. He had to find that power so he could use it. They needed him to. If he could not do this, they wouldn’t be able to find the Prophet.

      “I wish I understood how to use this,” he murmured, mostly to himself.

      He could imagine Morgan’s response. She would probably chide him for his stupidity. He’d carried the blade for how long, and he still didn’t understand how to use it? That was the kind of foolishness she had always taunted him about.

      She wouldn’t be wrong in this case. He was foolish when it came to this.

      Kanar sighed. He couldn’t feel anything within the blade, though he knew there was some power, some trapped witchcraft. Though he attempted to draw on it, attempted to find that power, he could not. It was there, hidden somehow, but it was also a part of him.

      It might be better for him just to wander the streets and see what he might feel, rather than stand here and try to intentionally use the sword. How could he hope to do anything with a blade like that?

      He couldn’t. That wasn’t the way the sword worked for him, nor was it the way the sword was intended to work. For a long time, Kanar had tried to ignore the way he had been connected to it, not really understanding, but also recognizing that there wasn’t anything he could do with that connection.

      He started to slip the sword back into its sheath when he noticed something.

      Why was it that the fog seemed to swirl around the blade?

      Kanar held it out and jabbed, withdrew his sword, and jabbed again. As he moved the sword, it seemed that the fog trailed the blade, tracking every movement he made.

      That was odd, and it was not like any use of magic he had seen before.

      He looked around and realized that the fog swirling around his blade seemed to flow in a different direction. He had to follow it, though when he had tracked magic like this in the past, he had not been able to follow. He’d hunted witchcraft users and the patterns left behind, and he had never done anything like this. Had something changed for his sword—or for him? More likely, he never noticed because he’d refused to use the blade unless necessary, especially since coming to Sanaron.

      Kanar made his way toward the amphitheater, wanting to see whether there was anything from the attack the night before that he might be able to identify and help him find the Prophet. Not that Kanar really expected there to be, but he was willing to look. As he neared it, a shadow separated from the fog near him. He spun.

      A pair of blades caught his.

      “Wular,” he said, stepping back.

      “There you are,” Wular said. “You’re hard enough to track on a clear day. Surprised Malory hasn’t put a bell around your neck.”

      “That would negate the whole stealthy thief thing.” Don’t give her ideas, he added silently.

      He hated the idea that she was able to follow him so easily, especially as he hadn’t even known she was there. But she had already proven that she was able to track him without his noticing.

      “What did she send you out here for this time?”

      “She didn’t send me for anything,” Wular said.

      Kanar started to smile. “When it comes to Malory, she’s going to send her employees wherever she wants them to go. Even you.”

      “I’m no employee,” she said.

      Kanar glanced to the blades strapped to her waist. “She didn’t hire you?”

      “I’m here as a guest. Nothing more.”

      Surprised him. And yet, when he had first encountered Wular, she’d been sitting in Malory’s hall, as if she were offering her a measure of protection. Perhaps she had been, but not because she was required to. Because she had wanted to.

      “Then what are you doing out in the street?”

      “I imagine the same as you.”

      “Searching for the Prophet?” Kanar asked with a smile.

      “Yes. After the attack, I thought that I should put forth my own effort in finding out more. Something is not quite right here.”

      “Does Malory know?”

      Shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      Kanar supposed that it didn’t. “Do all soldiers search like you do in your land?”

      “What makes you think I’m only a soldier?”

      “I thought the Juut trained as soldiers. That’s all.” It seemed almost as if she were offended by the comment, though.

      “All my people trained to fight, but whether we see war is another matter. What better way to avoid fighting than to master warfare better than your enemy can?”

      “I’m not finished with my hunt,” Kanar said. “There is something in the city that I need to uncover. Witchcraft, I suspect, but I don’t know.”

      “I would go with you, if you would permit it.”

      Kanar shrugged. “Someone with your talents can accompany me.”

      Or two, as the case may be with Wular.

      They worked their way through the city, pausing at different buildings, where Kanar saw a few different witchcraft markings. As far as he could tell, none of them were active, but it troubled him that he found so many. More so than he ever found when he had hunted witchcraft in Reyand.

      He turned a corner, heading toward an ancient temple, when something seemed to squeeze him and hold him in place. He glanced to Wular, who looked unbothered, but he didn’t think her responsible for this.

      He squeezed the hilt of his sword and readied himself for what he was going after next. He had to find a way of connecting to the power within the blade. Kanar hated that it was necessary, but he couldn’t help but feel as if all he had to do was find a way to summon that energy. Then he could separate it and use that, and he could break free of the power trying to hold him.

      Kanar took a deep breath and then pushed. He jumped, clearing whatever magical trap was held around him. When he landed near Wular, she looked in his direction but didn’t say anything.

      “There’s witchcraft near here,” he said.

      The fog swirled near a building. The simple stone structure was situated in a row of buildings all made out of wood. The fog concealed much, but it didn’t conceal markings of witchcraft along those buildings. Kanar darted toward them, moving carefully.

      “Here?” Wular asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

      “These are witchcraft markings. I’ve seen them throughout Reyand. You can destroy them, but there is an intention behind them.”

      Wular reached for one of the markings, but didn’t touch it. She obviously had some experience with witchcraft, as she seemed uncertain, and he didn’t think that much made the Juut soldier uncertain.

      “Is this some sort of a trap?”

      “It’s possible.” He glanced over to Wular. “You don’t have to be a part of this if it makes you nervous. It’s not the same as fighting an army.”

      She arched a brow. “You have so much experience with that, Reims?”

      Kanar frowned at her but soon found himself smiling. “No. Do you?” Considering her previous comments, he wouldn’t have expected her to have that experience.

      “I’ve had my share. That’s why I was the one sent.”

      Wular started forward, and when she approached the door, she hesitated. She had her blades in both hands and waited for Kanar to get up there. He reached for the door and wasn’t sure if he would feel anything try to push him back, but he detected some strange energy. It seemed to come from the fog—or perhaps the absence of fog, which was even more disconcerting. There was an emptiness, and that emptiness seemed to consume the fog, as if trying to swallow it up and keep it from filling the space around them.

      She nodded to him, and Kanar pressed on the door. It was locked. Kanar took the sword, shoved it into the doorframe until he could slide the blade all the way forward. There was a loud crack, and the door popped open.

      “An interesting technique,” Wular said.

      “It is.”

      “For an interesting blade.”

      A shadow moved inside the building, and Kanar darted forward. He raised his blade, and the familiar grip of power tried to squeeze him. He felt the pressure around his throat but ignored it.

      One robed man stood in the doorway, and he reached toward a dark object strapped to his waist. Witchcraft.

      What are they doing here?

      Kanar shifted the hilt of his blade and drove it down into the man’s skull until he crumpled. Wular moved past him, racing into the building. He found himself watching how quickly she moved. It was almost as if she was powered by witchcraft. Could she be?

      “We need to question them,” he said.

      “I understand the stakes, Reims.”

      He looked around. It wasn’t a big building. They swept through and checked several rooms but found no other users of witchcraft. Kanar paused long enough to bind the man before he turned to the door for a set of stairs that led down.

      As he reached for it, the door popped open. Pressure built around his throat even more tightly than before.

      He wobbled for a moment.

      Wular did not.

      She dropped down into the darkness.

      He heard several cries, and then she poked her head up at him.

      “There were three,” she said.

      “Did you kill them?”

      “I believe we discussed that already.”

      Who was she? He had known others in Reyand who were able to deal with witchcraft, but they had all been trained the same way he had. She had twin blades, black and red, and she was a master fighter of Juut.

      Kanar descended the stairs and felt his way around the room. The air smelled musty and damp, but there was nothing in the space other than more stone. He didn’t detect anything further.

      “We can drag them up and question them,” Wular suggested.

      They brought the witchcraft practitioners up the stairs, bound them all, and laid them on the floor. The first came around. Kanar held a sword above the man, though not so close that the man could fall onto the blade.

      “Why are you here?” Kanar asked.

      “You,” one man said. He moved and looked as if he wanted to kill himself by stabbing himself with the sword like the other one had.

      Kanar stomped on his chest, and Wular arched a brow at him. “I have some experience with them,” he said. He glowered at the man. “Why this place?”

      “You,” the man repeated.

      “It seems as if he can’t tell you anything,” Wular said.

      “Or he won’t,” Kanar said.

      He kicked the man in the head and then waited. When another came around, he questioned him the same way. The man simply stared at Kanar, and there was a hint of a smile on his face, which only irritated Kanar more. He knocked him out again and then moved on to the next and the next.

      None of them provided any answers.

      “What are you going to do now?” Wular asked.

      Kanar looked up. What was he going to do? Kill them or turn them over to the Kalenwatch?

      For now, he would just leave them here.

      He stepped out into the street, and the fog was thinner than it usually was. He looked back at the building they had just emerged from and realized how old it was. Not only that, but it reminded him of the Alainsith structures in Reyand. He knew there were some Alainsith buildings here in Sanaron, but he hadn’t expected to see so many.

      He turned and glanced all around him. Could they be targeting the Alainsith buildings with witchcraft? That fit with what had happened in Reyand.

      “Are you coming?” he asked Wular.

      “When I first came to the city, and I heard about this Prophet, I thought that I would be able to find something more, and perhaps be useful. I still do. Especially if this person is responsible for all that has happened in the city. It must be stopped.”

      There was real anger in her voice, which left Kanar wondering why she would feel so strongly about witchcraft.

      He started to ask, but then decided against it.

      Did he care as long as she was willing to help?

      If this was tied to Alainsith buildings, then he would search for them.

      She nodded, and they set off through the city. It didn’t take long before they reached another Alainsith building, but this time, he caught sight of someone slipping out of it. Witchcraft practitioners?

      Kanar raced forward, chasing after that person. The fog thickened, and he lost sight of them. He swore under his breath and turned back to see Wular still standing by the building.

      The door was open, and she peered inside, one sword held tightly in hand.

      “What is it?” he called.

      She motioned with her sword. Kanar ducked into the building, and the smell hit him.

      Bodies lay on the floor. Three of them. Broken staffs rested next to them, the distinctive glint of the metal in the witchcraft wands visible. Dead witchcraft users weren’t necessarily uncommon, but the broken staffs were odd.

      Kanar turned and looked back out the door. Somebody had been here. And if he was right, that somebody would now have even more power.

      “Why would they do this?” Wular asked.

      “A sacrifice,” Kanar said. “Witchcraft users sacrifice those of power to gain more of their own. I’m not sure what they have in mind, but it seems to be escalating. This is what we experienced in Reyand. And if they finish whatever they intend, I fear for the safety of the city.”

      It was more than that.

      The witchcraft war had nearly ended. No. It had ended.

      And it seemed as if elements were converging to resume the war.

      And if so, there may not be any way for them to stop it.
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long time since Lily had been among her people without feeling like an outsider. Her arm still ached, but the woman had placed a slip of leather over her shoulder and whispered a few words into her ear, easing the pain.

      The evening sky was empty. The city appeared to the north as a flicker of different lights, as if beckoning her to it.

      Not as much as the campfire called to her.

      Lily sat with her legs pulled into her chest. There were nearly twenty hegen here. Most were dressed in the colorful clothes of her people, and they moved about around the campsite, either working on their art or doing whatever was necessary to keep the camp running. All of it felt familiar to Lily. Almost painfully so.

      “How do you feel?” The woman took a seat next to her. She had on a large silver necklace, though a piece of dried grass wove around it. Likely for some aspect of her art, though not something that Lily recognized. Her expression seemed designed to disarm, like Lily’s mother’s. That was probably the purpose behind it, especially with how much difficulty the hegen had in getting others to trust them.

      “Sore,” Lily said.

      The woman pointed to Lily’s shoulder, and Lily nodded. She slipped her hands under Lily’s shirt. The touch was soft and confident, the kind of probing touch of someone who understood healing. It was the kind of thing she once had thought to learn.

      “You dislocated it,” the woman said. “Once we place it back, it’s going to ache for a few days.”

      “You can help with that.”

      The woman sat back and smiled again. One of the children came over and leaned close to the woman.

      “Mama, can I have an apple?” the boy asked. His shirt was a faded orange, reminding Lily of the bright colors that she had worn when she was younger. His pants were mended many times, leaving her smiling thinking about how often his mother must have repaired them.

      “Of course, Hayden. Now give the two of us a chance to talk.” When he was gone, the woman turned back to Lily. “Children. They can be such challenges, but the Mother knows they’re our blessing as well.”

      Lily nodded.

      “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      There was no pressure in the question, but Lily wondered what sort of response she’d get from the woman if she refused to answer. She didn’t want to anger her, but she also didn’t want to tell her the truth. Anytime she’d been faced with the hegen after she’d left to go to the citadel, she’d gotten the same sort of reaction—disappointment.

      And it was one Lily understood. Her parents had made it quite clear that she was to serve her people, but she felt as if the way she could do that was different than what she saw here.

      “I don’t think you want to know,” Lily said.

      She had wondered if there had been others from the citadel in Sanaron, but now that she’d seen Tayol, she suspected that there were. There had to be.

      The woman glanced to her pouch before looking up and meeting Lily’s eyes. “I should apologize that I didn’t introduce myself before now. My name is Thea. My husband Darvon. And you saw my children.”

      “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      “You’re one of the people.”

      Lily squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “Was,” she whispered.

      “What happened?” Thea asked.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      Thea leaned back and stared at the fire. “We’ve had a long journey to Sanaron. The road has been unkind, though most knew it would be. We’ve been in the city for about a week, preparing to move on, but the road out of here has proven difficult.”

      That surprised Lily. She would’ve expected that the road from Sanaron was easy to pass, especially because so much trade came through here.

      “There are dangers here that haven’t existed before, making it so that even a simple journey has become far more complicated.” She rubbed her arms. “We had to get help.”

      “What sort of help?” Lily didn’t want to ask, but at the same time, she had a feeling that Thea wanted her to. There was some point to the story. It was similar to how Lily’s mother had told stories in a roundabout fashion that ultimately came to a purposeful conclusion.

      “Unfortunately, we’ve had to hire security.” Thea breathed out heavily, and she flicked her gaze toward the trees. “We only had money to get to Sanaron, and once here, we were on our own. We knew about Rony, of course, as she’s helped our people during journeys, but…”

      Now Lily understood more. Some of the people she’d seen around the city weren’t Dogs as she’d believed.

      They were the citadel—the hegen’s hired security.

      They wouldn’t work with the Prophet and witchcraft… which she suspected meant they were here because of it.

      They were after the same thing. Or so she thought.

      “Where are you trying to reach?” Lily asked.

      “We have a journey ahead of us to move past what is happening here and reach safety,” Thea said.

      Lily sat up. “I can’t help you.”

      “But I saw—”

      Lily shook her head. “I know what you saw. I can’t help. I’m still needed here.”

      “We don’t blame you for what you chose,” a voice said out of the darkness, and she looked over to see Darvon shadowed against the campfire. He had his hands on the youngest daughter’s shoulders, and he glanced over to Thea before looking back at Lily. “We’ve seen too much violence. Most of our people have.”

      “Where did you say you were traveling from?” Lily asked.

      “The south,” Thea said. “We thought we could reach Reyand, but even Reyand isn’t safe anymore, is it?”

      “I don’t know that it has ever been,” Lily said softly.

      “It has become less so of late. Much has been moving. Much has been changing. We just aren’t sure why.”

      Lily frowned. What was she getting at? “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “The ancients move,” Thea said.

      For so long, the Alainsith had stayed separate from others, having tried to stay out of the witchcraft war, despite the king’s attempts to get them involved. She had heard rumors and rumbles of how Reyand’s king had tried to draw the Alainsith into the fighting, thinking that with their magic, and with their control, they would be able to resolve the danger.

      But they had not gotten involved. They valued their peace. Theirs was a life of quiet until Reyand moved in, attacking, fighting, killing. Lily didn’t know the history of that time all too well, but she understood that the Alainsith fought back, at least to a point. Eventually, the Alainsith abandoned the fight and withdrew. They left those lands to Reyand.

      Witchcraft. The citadel. Now Alainsith?

      It all had to be connected, but how?

      “When did you begin to hear about this?” Lily asked.

      “It has been some time now,” Thea said. “There is little that can be done about it. We can’t offer anything. Nothing more than we already have.” She smiled sadly. “And perhaps nothing should be done.”

      “I didn’t know. I’ve been to Reyand recently, though I hadn’t been looking for the ancient ones.”

      “Then you wouldn’t have seen.”

      Lily didn’t know if that was true or not. She felt as if she was missing something, as if there was some piece of a puzzle she had not quite grasped, but it was the piece she needed to understand. It was there, right at the edge of her comprehension, right beyond her ability to find it.

      “Which direction are the ancient ones moving?” Lily asked.

      “We have tried to stay ahead of any migration.”

      Which meant they were coming from the south.

      How many Alainsith were in that region?

      Most in Reyand believed that the Alainsith were found only in the north, but the hegen knew the truth. There were several pockets of Alainsith scattered all around Reyand and some of the neighboring nations. They stayed isolated, though Lily had always wondered if they were truly separate.

      They fell into a silence, with nothing more than the sound of crackling flames that seemed to try to soothe her. She listened to it but found little comfort in the soft sounds around her.

      Her arm still throbbed, but it wasn’t nearly what it had been before. She tried to move it, knowing that she was going to need her arm to function better if she had to climb or fight, especially given that the Prophet and others were all pressuring to attack.

      “We could use help,” Darvon said. “The help we hired is staying in Sanaron, and we been looking for a replacement. We aren’t willing to wait too much longer. We can pay. Better one of the people than outsiders.”

      Lily smiled tightly. “It’s not about how much you can pay.” At least, it wasn’t entirely about that. But as she looked at them and saw the lack of judgment in their gaze, she wondered why she couldn’t go with them.

      What held her back? Certainly, it wasn’t any sort of connection to Kanar. He didn’t care what happened to her, though he had gone after her.

      But there was the issue of the Prophet and the threat he posed.

      More than anything else, Lily felt as if she needed to intervene, even though she wasn’t sure there was much she could do.

      She breathed out heavily. If operatives from the citadel had converged on Sanaron to confront the use of witchcraft in the city, Lily had to be part of it.

      “I’m afraid I need to stay here for a while longer. There’s a danger that must be resolved,” Lily explained.

      Darvon glanced over to Thea, squeezed his daughter’s shoulders, and guided her away from the fire.

      When he was gone, Lily looked over to Thea. “You haven’t even questioned the kind of things I do.”

      “You offered a measure of safety. We are not opposed to those who trained in the citadel. We know it had a significant influence during the war in Reyand, but why were you there?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Thea pulled something close to her—a weathered pouch made of light yellow fabric. It was heavily embroidered and decorated with flowers, grasses, and even figures that seemed to be moving through the meadow. She flipped it open and pulled out several different items, then set them on the ground in front of her.

      “You’re a natural artist,” Thea said, using the term their people preferred for magic. There were other kinds of art for the people, but one stood separate—one that was tied to nature.

      “I was,” Lily answered.

      Thea shook her head. “You still are. Perhaps your art has changed, and your focus, but that doesn’t change what you are.”

      Lily snorted. She knew then that Thea and Darvon were not from the hegen around Reyand. If they were, they would have a very different opinion about the kinds of things she had done.

      “Our people have traveled through some bleak lands. The landscape has changed, and though we have tried to fight against the dangers that exist, there is little that can be done.”

      “What have you seen?” Lily asked.

      “We have seen the world change around us. We have seen power start to shift. And we do not want to be a part of it.” Thea got to her feet, and she smiled at Lily. “You are welcome by our fire, and we would welcome you on the journey. We seek to join with others of the people.”

      “I’m sorry I won’t be able to offer you what you want.”

      “You have to offer what you can,” Thea said.

      “Again, I’m sorry,” Lily said.

      “No reason for you to be.”

      Lily watched Thea as she walked away. She sat for a while longer. Her shoulder stopped throbbing, and she couldn’t help but feel as if she needed to get up and apologize to Thea more. They had protected her, brought her out here, and shown her kindness.

      Lily reached into a pouch, pulled out one of the prizes that she’d claimed when she’d been traveling with Honaaz, and began to peel the flesh off. When she was done, she reached for a bone knife and started to carve.

      A young boy sat across from her. His yellow shirt was stained with dirt, his pants equally filthy, but his bright smile seemed to I’m past all of that. He held a basket in one hand. “My mother thought you might want an apple.”

      She took one and thanked him.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, moving closer to her.

      Lily looked around the fire. There were several other hegen sitting there, though they were on the far side of the fire. Thea watched her from afar but didn’t say anything.

      “I’m working on my art,” Lily said.

      The boy sat up, and his eyes brightened. “What kind of art do you prefer?”

      “I have a tendency toward the natural art.”

      “Oh, I haven’t learned any of that kind. I have some talent, they say, but haven’t been able to develop it as well as I’d like. My mother thinks that if I can join the rest of our people, somebody there can teach me.”

      “What sort of things have you learned?”

      “My mother is an artist,” he said. “She’s not as talented as some. At least, that’s what she says.” He lowered his voice, dropping it to a whisper. “If you ask me, I think she doesn’t tell me the truth. I’ve seen what she can do. She’s impressive.”

      Lily found herself smiling. It was similar to how she had felt about her own mother and how her mother had acted about her connection to the art.

      “Is that bone?” the boy asked.

      “It is,” she said carefully.

      “Do you have another?”

      Lily glanced over to Thea, who was frowning. “I’m not sure your mother would want you working with something like that yet.”

      “Oh, I’ve worked with bone before. Mostly with fox bone, but I’ve been able to get some others. We came across a corpse on the way here. The body was disgusting,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “But Mother showed me how to harvest the bones.”

      “What did you make?”

      “We were worried about our safety, so we made these wands.” He pulled something out of his pocket, and Lily realized that it was the same item she’d seen them using in the city. The carving along the bone was impressive, quite intricate and detailed enough that she knew the artist had incredible skill. “They’re so smooth, aren’t they?”

      “They look like it,” Lily said. “Can you tell me who made them?”

      “Not my mother,” he said, grinning. “Though I bet she could. She said her talent isn’t with bone. Each artist has their own talent. Some can work with oils and leaves, some can work with trees and grasses, and some can work with paint.” He leaned toward Lily. “She said I have a predilection for bone. I don’t know what that means, but it sounds like a big word.” The boy laughed and clapped his hands. “I think it means I can use it.”

      Lily nodded. “It does.”

      She glanced over. Thea was still watching, though she looked as if she was trying not to.

      “My first mentor was the one who made this,” the boy said. “My grandmother. She’s gone now.”

      He looked down and traced the patterns on the bone. They were far more detailed than anything Lily ever used in her art. She had learned different techniques, mostly simple carvings, trying to augment the potential within the bone but never anything with such intricate detail. There was usually no purpose in it, as far as she’d been taught at the citadel.

      “What happened to your grandmother?” Lily asked.

      “The journey has been hard,” he said, his voice breaking slightly. “I think they want us to get to safety so we don’t lose any more people.”

      “How many have you lost?”

      He looked around. “We started off with fifty.”

      Fifty, and this was all that remained? That number wasn’t just a small migration. It was an entire family.

      “Your grandmother made these, and she is gone now?”

      “She made as many of them as she could. I wish I had known her better. I wish I’d understood better what she was able to do.”

      “How many can do something like this?” Lily asked.

      “Not just me,” he said, his sadness fading a little bit. “I’m not the only one who has some potential. I might be the only one who they say can work with bone, but I don’t know if they’re telling me the truth or not. There are plenty who can use it.” He grinned at her. “Look at what you can do. You look like you are able to use bone too.”

      “Mine is different than yours.”

      “How you draw on it seems like it’s pretty much the same. You may not have the same potential my grandmother did. At least not yet.” He motioned to the knife. “She had one of those too. She was always so good with it.”

      “She carved each of those by hand?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s too bad she’s gone,” Lily said.

      He ran his fingers along the bone again, staring at it for a few moments. “My mother tells me she’s not really gone. She can’t be. The lessons she taught me are still with me, so I’m never really going to lose her.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Oh, I can’t make the same things she could. Maybe I never will. She showed me how to hold the knife. I’m supposed to use just the point of it on bone.” He smiled sadly. “The way you hold it makes a difference, you know. And she told me to ‘let my purpose guide me.’” He smiled as he said the last part, obviously repeating words he’d heard. “I don’t know if I have any purpose, but I think about what my grandmother showed me.”

      He fell silent. Lily stared at the bone she was carving. She had been so blunt with it, mostly because that was what she’d been taught at the citadel. She had known there were ways of carving the art and trying to draw more potential out, but what his grandmother had created was something like what Lily had learned from her own mother.

      “It sounds like your grandmother taught you quite a lot.”

      “She would’ve taught more,” he said as he took a seat next to her. He produced another piece of bone and held it out to her. “Take this.”

      Lily shook her head. “I couldn’t. You might need this.”

      “Maybe you need it more. ‘The Mother leads all of us.’ That’s what my mother says. Maybe that’s why you’re here too. To help.”

      Lily turned the bone over. “I’m not so sure I helped you at all.”

      “But you told us there are some who fight.”

      “I’m not supposed to fight like this.”

      “Who decides how we fight? Us, or is it the Mother?” Thea said from behind her. “Who decides where we go? Us, or is it the Mother? And who decides what is right or wrong? Is it us, or is it the Mother?”

      Lily looked up at her.

      “The art takes many forms. Each of us must find our own outlet for it and must understand what it means to us. We have to understand how we choose to let that come through us. My mother, his grandmother, taught us that there are different ways of controlling potential and adding a bit of oneself into it.”

      “I was always told not to add something of myself to it,” Lily said.

      Thea frowned. “Who said that?”

      “My earliest instructors. When I began to demonstrate my own potential, they feared I was putting too much into it.”

      “There is a danger,” Thea said, “but sometimes it’s not a matter of how much you do.” She nodded to the piece of bone Lily held. “My mother spent hours carving, hours pouring herself into it. Do you think she put even less into it than you put into your art?”

      “No,” Lily said.

      Lily had destroyed too much in her art. Her mother had taught her how to create with art, whereas the citadel had taught her to destroy. She hated that she had, but it had helped her in so many ways.

      It reminded her of some of the lessons that she had when she was younger. Her mother had wanted her to use the natural items around her to create, but Lily had seen that sometimes power must be consumed to make something greater. Even when it was painful.

      “Do you think you put any less into yours than she did?”

      That was an easy answer. “It looks like it,” Lily said, “but I suspect you’re going to tell me I don’t.”

      “It is a matter of what you must do for yourself. It’s a matter of how much you can find that you pour into it. None can say with any certainty what that is. Not even the elders.” She laughed. “But don’t tell them that. My mother never liked to hear that she might be wrong.”

      “Did you tell her that she might be?”

      Thea shook her head. “Oh, I never did. Then again, my mother was never wrong, either.” She smiled as she stared at the fire. “She just had a different experience. Much like you have had a different experience and how my children are going to have a different experience. We must each react to those experiences the way we can, and we must try to find what the Mother asks of us. That is all we can do. That is all we have ever been able to do.”

      She fell silent.

      The boy leaned over, sticking his head close to the bone Lily was holding. “Look at that. It looks like my grandmother’s carving.”

      Lily glanced down. She hadn’t realized it, but while they talked, she’d been carving patterns on the bone.

      “I hadn’t intended to do that,” she said.

      “Perhaps not you, but maybe the Mother wanted you to be guided.” Thea smiled and touched Lily’s shoulder. “If we can offer you that much, I hope you find some measure of comfort.”

      “I don’t know that I’ll find true comfort until all of this is done.”

      “Then do it. Once you’re done, I hope you find your way back to the people.”

      Thea motioned to the boy, who got up and followed her away from the fire.

      Lily sat quietly, staring at her own carving. Ever since she’d gone to the citadel and begun to study the destructive use of the art, she had never truly thought she might be able to find her way back to the people. What if she could, though? She wasn’t even sure that was possible—or hadn’t been sure. Maybe it was.

      If so, shouldn’t she try to do so?

      First, they had to stop the Prophet. She had to save Sanaron.

      Then maybe she could.

      And to stop the Prophet, she thought that she might need to destroy so that she could build something new.

      But if she did, how was it so different than what witchcraft did?

      She sat for a long time, those thoughts stirring in her head. No answers came to her, but she wondered if perhaps there were no answers for her, anyway. Only more questions.
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      Honaaz still wasn’t sure what to make of Lily, and how he had seen her with that florist. She had an opportunity for quiet, safety, and he wasn’t sure that he could be a part of that. Which was why he needed to do this job and get it over with.

      He looked down at the names Reaver had given him. He didn’t necessarily want to do the fucking job, but for twenty-five gold, who was he to refuse? At this point, he wasn’t sure that Reims intended to keep him on his team. He’d kept Honaaz out of other jobs, and that meant he didn’t get to be a part of what the others were doing. It also meant he didn’t get to be a part of the money.

      It shouldn’t be about money, but increasingly, he felt as if he needed to return to the Isles and deal with what had happened. Too much magic in the city. That was why it was time for him to get away.

      That was the only reason.

      Not Lily.

      It was time to return to the Isles.

      That meant dealing with this assignment. Twenty-five gold.

      He had no idea what these fuckers wanted. Honaaz was tired of dealing with witchcraft, so dealing with this job felt like returning to something familiar to him. He could do this. The paper didn’t have Reims’s name on it, didn’t have the tall bastard’s name, and sure as shit didn’t have Lily’s name. Those were the only ones off-limits to him. Well, he’d probably leave his bartenders alone, mostly because he wanted to make sure he stayed in the good graces of the men who served him drinks.

      Given that none of those names were on this fucking list, he might as well deal with it. Get the money, and get on with it.

      The only problem was that the last two addresses had been empty.

      He looked at the simple door in front of him made of unstained wood. The few markings along the door told him that he was at the right address, but he wasn’t optimistic he would find anything. He’d knocked at the last two addresses before forcing his way in. Maybe that was part of the problem. Rather than knocking and giving anybody inside an opportunity to scurry away, Honaaz might want to just break his way in and deal with what might be inside.

      He looked around, checking the street. It was mostly empty. There were a few people out but not many. He grabbed the handle of the door, lowered his shoulder, and gave it one sharp shove, which splintered the doorframe and popped the door open.

      The inside of the building was stale and musty. It smelled like no one had been here in a long fucking time. He turned in place, his gaze drifting around the room. There was a table and chairs, a stove, cupboards, but nothing else. A single room off the main one had a bed that looked as if it hadn’t been used in months. A layer of dust had settled over everything. He didn’t see any sign of belongings, footprints, or anything to suggest that somebody had been here lately.

      Why would anyone think this place had been occupied? The other addresses had at least looked as if they had been somewhat recently occupied, but not this one.

      Honaaz searched through the building one more time. Maybe he should’ve asked Lily to come with him. She probably would have, but then she would want to know what had happened and why he wanted to come to these addresses. He wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her that information, though if anybody would understand taking a job like this, wouldn’t it be Lily?

      Again, there wasn’t much to this place. So what was he fucking doing?

      He stepped back out into the street and pulled the door closed behind him. He double-checked the address and saw that it was the same one he thought, but maybe the target had moved on.

      Fuck.

      All of this to take a job that wasn’t going to end up paying him anything?

      At least he hadn’t really lost anything either. He hadn’t done the job, but that wasn’t a problem. And he wouldn’t have to explain anything to Lily.

      That thought stayed with him more than anything else.

      But twenty-five gold. Money like that couldn’t be gotten easily. Maybe if he had broken into the palace in Verendal, Honaaz would’ve been able to steal enough money to get what he needed to buy his ship, but now he would have to go at it more piecemeal.

      It just meant it was going to take him more time. At this point, Honaaz didn’t know if he had that kind of time.

      Another concern bothered him, but he didn’t know if he was just being paranoid. What if the job had been a distraction to try to keep him occupied—away from Reims and the others? If that was the case, the job was never going to pay.

      Fuck.

      As he often did, Honaaz found himself near the shore. The layer of fog that hung over the city wasn’t as thick as it often was, and he could see a reflection off the water, enough to show him a few ships out in the bay. He breathed in, enjoying the salt air, and he could hear seagulls circling somewhere distantly, though he couldn’t see them. Their call came every so often, enough that he found himself comforted by that sound. He tore his gaze away and then wandered down the street, seeing more people than he wanted, leaving him wondering how many might be dangerous.

      He reached the Pen, stepped inside, and paused for a moment. It was still early enough in the day that the tavern wasn’t full, but there was Pepper sitting at his table, Shaul and Durst across from him. Thankfully, the other fuck was not there.

      Honaaz nodded to Nolly, who offered one in return. He strode over to the bar. Nolly grabbed a glass and poured him a mug of ale.

      Nolly frowned at him. “You piss him off?”

      Honaaz glanced where Nolly had looked. “Pepper? He just cares about money.”

      “What about the others?”

      “I can handle the others. Say, what do you know about the new fucker that Pepper brought in?”

      “Can’t say I know much. Then again, I don’t worry about it either. None of my damn business, if you ask me. A man can get involved in whatever he wants, and if he wants to get involved with somebody who has enough money to toss around that he don’t care to lose a hundred gold, then so be it.”

      A hundred gold? That was the kind of money Honaaz needed, but in order for him to get that, he had to win. Luck hadn’t been on his side lately. He was out of place dealing with witchcraft. He couldn’t find the people that Reaver wanted. And now this. Even Lily had the florist. There was no luck for him.

      “If you hear anything, would you share?” Honaaz asked.

      Nolly frowned at him. “You thinking to pick a fight here?”

      “Fuck no. I’m just looking to know who I’m gaming with.”

      Nolly snorted. “Makes sense. They just started, so if you want to get in, now might be a good time.”

      Honaaz slipped a couple coins on the counter, thanked Nolly, and made his way over to the game. He set his mug down, and Pepper barely glanced in his direction.

      Shaul glowered at him for a moment. “We got a full table.”

      “Don’t look that full to me,” Honaaz said. “Besides, I got interrupted the last game I was playing.” He glanced at Pepper. “Unless you’re going to keep my earnings.”

      “You left it,” Pepper said.

      “The fuck I did,” Honaaz growled. He took a seat, and he focused on Pepper. “You going to give me a chance to earn it back?”

      Pepper finally turned to him. “I’ll give you a hand. One. You win this, and you can have your coin back. You lose, and I keep it. That’s the game, Honaaz.”

      Honaaz looked at Shaul and Durst. Neither of them would be brought into the game, he knew. It would be him and Pepper.

      Fuck.

      He nodded. “Finish your hand. Then we play.”

      They played out their cards, and Honaaz kept watching Pepper, searching for any sign of a tell. He didn’t see anything. When it came to Pepper, he had a hard time thinking he bluffed much.

      When they finished, Pepper pulled the pot over. He reached into his pocket, took out a small satchel, and set it in the center of the table. “The coins you left,” he said.

      Honaaz frowned. Would Pepper have given them back had he not come and demanded them?

      Fuck.

      His luck really was terrible.

      “Let’s do it,” Honaaz said.

      Pepper dealt the cards. The others were quiet. Honaaz watched, but even as he did, he knew that he would have to get good cards, as he wouldn’t be able to bluff against Pepper. At this point, was there any reason for him to bluff, anyway? If Pepper folded, he would be abandoning the coin. Then again, the only reason Pepper might fold would be so he didn’t reveal any of his tells.

      Pepper glanced at his hand. “You ran out of here awfully quick.”

      “A few people came looking for a fight,” Honaaz said.

      “That right? There’s been a few men coming in here looking for you. Same assignment?”

      Honaaz grunted, finally looking at his own cards. They were terrible. This wasn’t going to go well.

      “Probably,” he said.

      “There was a man here the other day. Spoke to Nolly for quite a while about you. Didn’t stay very long. I don’t suppose you know anything about that.”

      Honaaz frowned. Who had come looking for him? And to put Nolly in the middle of it… He didn’t like that at all. It would be almost as bad as if he was to somehow pull Lily into the middle of something.

      Almost. Not quite, though.

      “You should keep that sort of thing away from the Pen,” Pepper said.

      “I’m trying to.”

      “Do it better.” Pepper looked up at him. “Or don’t come in here. We don’t need trouble with that sort of thing.”

      By “we,” Honaaz knew it was an “I.” What did Pepper have to hide? From what Honaaz had seen, he didn’t do much other than gamble. He sat at this table and took people’s money.

      “Let’s see the cards,” Pepper said.

      “You first. Unless you want to fold.”

      It was the only bluff Honaaz had. His cards were shit, and from the way Pepper looked at him, he suspected he knew.

      Could he be responsible for Honaaz’s shit luck? He never would’ve expected Pepper to cheat, but a man couldn’t win that often, could he? Honaaz had spent considerable time watching Pepper play, trying to see if he would reveal any cheats, but he hadn’t.

      No. He was playing it straight. Which made it all the more fucking annoying.

      Finally, Pepper flipped his cards and looked up at Honaaz. “Well?”

      Honaaz snorted. “Fuck you.” He slid his cards across the table.

      “That’s it?” Shaul asked. “You aren’t even going to show them? How bad do your cards have to be for you to just bend over and take it from him like that?”

      Pepper shuffled the cards again. “I think our friend Honaaz has bent over and taken it quite a few times.” He offered a hint of a smile. “But sometimes he has to play things differently. You don’t always have to force your way through.”

      It was the only way Honaaz knew. With cards and with other things. Lately, he’d been trying to be different.

      He finished his ale before getting to his feet.

      “Just the one hand?” Durst asked.

      “I lost enough coin today.”

      “You lost this the other day,” Pepper said. “You just didn’t know it until today.”

      Honaaz wanted to argue, but how could he? Fuck if he wasn’t right. Without the gold, he couldn’t get the ship, and he couldn’t get back home.

      And he couldn’t get to the vengeance that he wanted.

      He carried his mug over to the bar, set it in front of Nolly, and waved his hand when Nolly offered to bring him more ale.

      He stepped out into the street. He leaned on the building for a moment, irritation surging within him. It was his own fault. He knew that, but why had he come back here and tried to force the issue? He wouldn’t find anything in this place. Just lose more money.

      A figure moved past Honaaz, and it was one that he thought that he recognized. It took him a moment to realize why. He watched what they were doing, wondering if maybe this was the witchcraft that Reims had been keeping tabs on him, but didn’t see anything that made him think that was the case. And he didn’t feel anything, which increasingly he began to wonder if it might be the more significant thing. Why should he feel something, though?

      Then he saw the man again. Honaaz tried not to get too close, but he needed to see what they were. They were near a warehouse, and he knew that with his size, there was no way that he be able to hide himself, but maybe it didn’t matter.

      The man with the shock of white hair was easily identifiable, though. He’d seen him before. Honaaz thought they’d killed him before.

      What was he doing here, and who was he meeting with? There had to be three or four others who snuck into the alley between the warehouses, following the white-haired fucker.

      Honaaz was tempted to follow, but he hesitated. The one thing he knew was that the man had trained Lily. How skilled might he be, then?

      Other questions came to him too, and not just about the man’s training. How the fuck had he survived a knife to his chest—and a fall that should’ve killed him?

      He had to get to Lily. She’d need to know what was happening.

      Maybe Pepper was right. He didn’t need to rush into everything. Sometimes, he needed to find someone else to do it for him. Even if they were half his size.
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      Jal should have returned to the city long before now. He had spent most of the evening on the hillside outside of Sanaron looking for more evidence of the berahn and of the Alainsith. There had to be some evidence of the song, though Jal had not heard anything more. His grandfather had often spoken of the song, much like his people had, and while out in the trees, he had begun to hear—and feel—something that left him trembling, though he wasn’t sure what it was.

      If the Alainsith attacked, there would be nothing they could do.

      With the witchcraft attacks, and now with the Alainsith, he felt increasingly certain that they needed to find the Prophet to stop all of this before it got out of hand. That was what Jal wanted.

      Morning came slowly. The fog had rolled in, casting the city in a new sheen of gray, one that seemed almost pure. Despite everything, he couldn’t help but feel as if there were secrets buried in the fog that he couldn’t find the answers to.

      A gust of wind came through as he reached the outskirts of the city. Jal paused and listened. Maybe that was the song coming to him now, or perhaps it was the call.

      There was something to be said about listening. Some people preferred to talk, but Jal had always found that it was better to wait and listen and see what he could learn from everything around him. It was how his grandfather had taught him to pay attention to his surroundings and how to recognize its influence on the world. In this case, it was what he could learn from the wind. It spoke of the sea, the hint of salt that lingered on it, like the sweat from his father’s brow when he’d kissed his forehead the last time before his passing. It spoke of power, the force enough to push ships into port but also enough to uproot even the strongest of trees. And it spoke of smoke, though little more than a hint of it.

      The outskirts of the city had changed overnight. Jal wasn’t surprised. After the attack, he figured they were in danger of something along those lines, but the extent of what he saw was more pronounced than he had anticipated. Buildings along the outskirts of the city had crumbled and collapsed. Some looked as if they had been burned out, though not all of them. It wasn’t consistent, either.

      Strangely, there were not many people out in the streets, despite what had happened. The curfew, he suspected, and the Kalenwatch enforcing it.

      He followed the streets deeper into the city, realizing that he felt something unsettling. And it was that which drew him. He passed several other destroyed buildings, until he came across one that bothered him.

      He made his way carefully toward it, shifting his bow and touching the quiver of arrows at his side. He pushed open the door. Three bodies lay scattered around the room. One of them was bound, with a massive, gaping wound in his neck. The other two looked as if they had been tied up but didn’t have any obvious injuries. Jal crouched next to the first, tracing his hand along the neck to feel for a pulse. When he found none, he straightened.

      In the distance came the mournful cry of a berahn. Though it was soft, it was a sound Jal recognized. How many others in Sanaron would?

      Jal followed what he detected. It had been a long time since he had used this side of him, and it was foreign for him, but not so foreign that he forgot how to do it. He remembered the way that it felt when he opened himself to his full potential and the part of him he had tried to ignore while he had been in Sanaron, and more importantly, while he had been working with Kanar.

      He felt the strangeness around him. Drew him in. It was an aberration, and energy that should not be there. And he knew that it was witchcraft.

      A part of him wanted to run from it, wanting nothing, but he knew that he could not. He reached a two-story building. Like so many others in the city, it was old, back from before mankind resided in this city.

      He pushed open the door and found more bodies. Four of them this time, but none of them had been cut down the way the one had at the last place. He crouched down next to one of the bodies, his hand resting on their back, his mind working over what he was seeing.

      He soon found himself near the water. There were other Alainsith buildings, though the ones along the shore were older than those deeper in the city. The stonework was simpler, the buildings stout, and they carried a strange energy.

      He slipped his bow off his shoulder, grabbed an arrow, and approached slowly.

      The air hung with a power he could not quite place, though it was one he had long ago forgotten. It was the power of his people, power that came from their suffering and what they had lost. He could feel it. He had left because his people had not been willing to stop witchcraft. But once he had reached this land, he had done so little himself. He could feel that power, and he hated it, but he feared it.

      What would Kanar think if he knew?

      Some part of the shifting fog masked a sense of energy, but as the fog moved throughout the city, Jal caught snippets of sound and the occasional mournful cry of the berahn. Whatever the Alainsith intended would happen soon.

      The sun still hadn’t fully risen, and the morning fog had not filled the streets the way it would later. There were no crowds out yet. There was only the emptiness, and him.

      He needed to find Kanar. Jal wasn’t even sure how he would find him. He might be at the Walnut, but it was possible he was elsewhere. Maybe he should go searching for Lily and Honaaz. But even if he found them, he wasn’t certain there would be anything they could do. At this point, he doubted they could stop what was coming.

      So he needed to find Kanar. There might be a way, though Jal had neglected it for a long time. Ever since leaving his home, in fact. Maybe now was the time to accept it, and who he was.

      Around Kanar, that part of him had been easy to ignore.

      He had to stop that. He had to be who he was. What he was.

      Jal closed his eyes and focused. It did not take long for distant memories to return, for him to feel the subtle changes around him, and for him to know how to find Kanar.

      He hurried through the street, fighting through the fog until he noticed what he was looking for when he heard a few things: A grunt. Blade against blade. Something more.

      He recognized the sound of Kanar’s sword.

      Jal readied his arrows, and he strode forward. This was not supposed to be his fight, but this was his clan now.

      When he came across Kanar, he was fighting alongside another woman. She danced, her two blades a blur as they moved faster than he had ever seen Kanar manage. She fought what seemed to be swirls of smoke and fog.

      Kanar’s eyes bulged slightly as he fought, the power of witchcraft trying to contain him, but Kanar was possessed by whatever power had granted him his strength. He continued to press forward, ignoring whatever threat and whatever danger came toward him, and managed to push through it.

      A shadowy form in the distance caught Jal’s attention. He readied an arrow, aimed, and loosed it. It flew true, striking the attacker in the chest and causing them to fall.

      He spun, finding another, then another. Each arrow flew from his hand, guided not only by what he could see but by the wind and by some part of him that he had long ignored. When they were all down, the strange, swirling attack of smoke and fog eased.

      Kanar turned to him. He coughed a moment, rubbing a hand against his neck while holding that strange sword of his. “It took you long enough to get back to us.”

      “I was checking on something.”

      The woman bowed at the waist, keeping her eyes on Jal as she did. When she straightened, Kanar frowned at her.

      “This is Wular,” Kanar said, tipping his head to her. “She came to the city, though to be honest, I’m not entirely sure why she came.”

      “I came because word spread to Juut about what has been happening in this city.”

      Jal regarded her. It had reached all the way there?

      It suggested that whatever was happening here was perhaps more widespread than he and Kanar had realized.

      “It’s good that you came,” Jal said. He looked over to her. Did Kanar know what she was?

      Kanar motioned to the fallen bodies. “We had quite a night.”

      “I’ve seen,” Jal said.

      Kanar cocked his head to the side. “What have you seen?”

      Jal didn’t answer at first. He wasn’t sure how to.

      Witchcraft users were dead and dying. The Alainsith were coming—or had they already breached Sanaron? Every so often, Jal heard the berahn as they surrounded the city. He knew that their call and their song would continue to build to the point where it became impossible to hear anything else. At that point, the attack would happen.

      As Jal peered out into the distance, Wular bowed slightly to him this time. He ignored it, worried that Kanar would see. The timing was terrible, but having one of the Juut here might be beneficial in the event of an assault. They had to find the Prophet and end whatever was coming before the other Alainsith attacked.

      “We should not stay in the street,” Jal finally said.

      “I’ve been dealing with witchcraft all night long, as has Wular,” Kanar said. “The Kalenwatch has been quiet, but I think they are more concerned about keeping up the curfew than they are about us. We’ve been avoiding them for the most part, but finding more pockets of witchcraft.”

      Jal noticed the frustration and Kanar’s voice.

      “I still don’t know why the Prophet would want people off the street,” Jal said.

      “I’m not sure that’s the goal,” Kanar said. “What I’ve dealt with this kind of witchcraft in Reyand, it was never about any sort of goal. It was always about destruction, violence, and…” He frowned. “But then, Malory suggested the prophet was after some sort of a sword, so I don’t really know. Maybe it’s special for witchcraft.”

      Jal looked over to Wular. Then he glanced to Kanar’s blade.

      Could it be?

      “I think we’re nearly out of time.”

      Kanar froze and faced him. “Nearly out of time for what?”

      Jal turned in place and listened. They still had a little time, though not as much as he hoped. Not as much as what he wished they did. As he turned to Kanar, he knew he was going to have to provide answers, but he had been trying to avoid that. He’d been trying to run from it and keep others from his own truth.

      “I think it’s time we go to your friend.”

      Kanar frowned. “Malory? She doesn’t want to get involved in any of this. After the amphitheater attack, she’s been more than happy to stay tucked in and protected. She probably won’t leave her brothel until this is all over.” He motioned to Wular.

      “Not her,” Jal said, shaking his head. “Morgan.”

      He looked up the street. Were there shadowy movements? He couldn’t tell.

      Jal turned back to Kanar. “We’ve been watching, searching for an answer about this Prophet, but we haven’t been able to find anything, have we?”

      “No,” Kanar said. “It’s not terribly surprising. When I faced witchcraft in the kingdom, there were plenty of times when some of their more powerful practitioners remained hidden, so I couldn’t find who was responsible for directing them. It was frustrating. I kept thinking I was getting closer, that I might find something to stop them, but…” Kanar looked up, and he locked eyes with Jal for a moment. “But that’s not why you’re asking. There’s something else here, isn’t there?”

      “I’m afraid there is,” Jal said. “We can talk about it once we reach your friend. I’m afraid that all of you must know.”

      He started through the streets. At one point, Jal caught sight of a shadow looming on a rooftop. He aimed his bow and fired. The arrow flew true. The person fell, dropping to the stones below. Jal hurried over and checked them. As he suspected, he found the mark.

      Kanar had been more concerned about witchcraft, and while that was a definite concern, it was probably not the worst that they would have to face, despite all that had happened in the city because of it. He had to convince Kanar of that, though. He would be so fixated on witchcraft, and the Prophet, that he might not even realize the greater danger that existed.

      Kanar motioned to more up ahead, and he and Wular raced off.

      Jal stood in place, listening to the sounds of their fighting. He could help, but something felt off, though he didn’t know why that should be. By the time he got himself ready to join in the fight, Kanar had already returned.

      He arched a brow at Jal. “You know, you could have taken part in that little exchange. We just took down a dozen Dogs, and they had a witchcraft practitioner with them.”

      “Then you didn’t need me,” Jal said.

      “Jal—”

      “I will tell you all you need to know soon enough.”

      Kanar regarded him again and finally shrugged. He and Wular strode forward.

      In the time that Kanar had been in the city, he’d been so focused on witchcraft that he had not paid attention to the possibility that the Alainsith might act. Increasingly, Jal realized that was a mistake.

      Kanar shouted, and Jal hurried forward, firing an arrow at one person on the roof and another on the street in front of them.

      When they both fell, Kanar looked over to him. “We are almost to Morgan’s place, so do you think you can tell me what’s going on now?”

      Could he? He had been as guilty as Lily about keeping secrets, but it was time for that to change.

      “Go to Morgan,” Jal said. “I need to find Lily and Honaaz.”

      “I thought you were going to tell me something useful here,” Kanar said.

      “I will, but I need to find the rest first.”

      “Why?” Kanar asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “What’s going on?”

      “Each of us has tried to move on from something, Kanar,” Jal said, and he smiled sadly. “I thought that traveling with you would help me find my way past my own past. Unfortunately, even that isn’t going to be possible.” He raised his bow and fired again. “Worse, I think I understand what’s been going on in Sanaron, and why.”

      “You know who the Prophet is?”

      “Not exactly,” Jal said, “but that’s not important. Not right now.” Jal rested his hand on his friend’s arm. “Get to Morgan and wait. I will find Lily and Honaaz, and then we will see if we can keep the Alainsith from attacking.”
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      Morgan stood on the rooftop. A fountain down below burbled softly. The small wall that surrounded her family’s compound looked useless from here, though perhaps it was. A bit of fog streamed around the wall, the way that it always did, as if drawn to her home in particular. There had been no word about her father. Nothing. She no longer knew if he lived.

      So much had changed with her father’s absence. Morgan was not a part of the council, and so could not offer her opinion, but she thought the curfew was a good idea. The problem that she had was that she had not been getting regular reports from the council the way that she thought that she should. Then again, with her father missing, maybe they didn’t feel as if she deserved those.

      The fog swirled, but even as she attempted to trace a protective pattern within it, she could feel some resistance. She had been trying to do so for the better part of the last few days, trying to draw that power into herself so she could command it, but it didn’t seem to work as it once had.

      She started to think that maybe she was out of practice. When she had been in the city before, Morgan had a mastery of the protective pattern that had helped her understand the fog and its purpose, even if she couldn’t control it the way she could now.

      Some aspect of the fog had changed. She wasn’t sure what it was, only that she could feel something different about it. It didn’t seem to respond to her with the same intensity as it had before. She worried what that meant.

      Somewhere out there, her father was still missing. Even with the Alainsith blood she’d taken from Kanar, she hadn’t uncovered any trail leading to him. She didn’t know enough of what the people of Reyand called witchcraft to track him like that, but she still held out hope that he was alive.

      Not if the Prophet were responsible.

      Compassion wasn’t the kind of thing the Prophet was known for.

      And if the Prophet was involved in witchcraft, then her father likely had been used as part of some greater purpose—only she didn’t know what that might be.

      He had been the one to teach her about the Alainsith structures on which Sanaron had been built. Most of those buildings had fallen over time and been rebuilt, but not all. Some structures remained intact, including some of the oldest that lined the shore, structures that looked so different than most of the Alainsith builds.

      Those protections were ancient, tied to the bones of the city itself. Something about those protections had begun to change, as well. Morgan wasn’t sure what that was, only that she could feel it with each attack. Ever since the amphitheater explosion, something more had changed. And it didn’t feel as if the city had the right kind of defenses or protections to handle it.

      What was worse, she didn’t know if there was anybody in the city who could deal with it.

      Only Gray.

      As the fog swirled, Morgan continued to stare. She enjoyed the early mornings the best. She enjoyed the time when the fog flowed in, sweeping in from the sea and hovering over the city like a dense blanket. She also enjoyed the nights when the fog burned off, moving out and revealing the bay so she could see the moonlight glittering off the water’s surface. It was almost like seasons, but within the confines of a single day.

      She remembered questioning the fog when she was younger, though even then she understood there was something to the fog that was important to not only her people but her city. Her father had looked down on Sanaron much like she did now and pointed into the dense haze. “One day, Morgan, I will show you what it’s like to stand atop a ship in the middle of this. You can feel the power of it.”

      She had been eight or nine at the time, and she’d giggled at her father’s comment and how he claimed there was power within the fog. How could that be true?

      When she asked him, he set a hand on her shoulder. He always tried to guide her, wanting her to look for understanding, to question, and to try to search for answers on her own.

      “What does the fog do?” he asked.

      “Keeps the ships from finding our port,” she said.

      “Does it?”

      She frowned, wrinkling her nose as she tried to come up with the answer. The fog didn’t keep ships from finding the port, so that answer didn’t quite fit, did it? Most ships could easily reach them, even through the fog.

      “I guess not,” she said.

      He patted her shoulder. “No. It does not prevent anyone from reaching us. It rolls out in the night, and then we can navigate more easily. But even skilled captains know how to find their way through the fog, much like you need to.”

      “You want me to sail?”

      “Nothing so simple as that. I want you to understand.” He swept his hands around him, motioning to the city. “I want you to find your way through your ignorance. I want you to come to know your people, to come to understand our purpose here.”

      “I thought our purpose was to lead Sanaron.”

      “Yes, but you must come to understand why.” He patted her on the shoulder again and looked out over the water. “The answers are there, Morgan.”

      She breathed in, staring into the fog. The answers were there.

      It had taken her a long time to understand that, to come to terms with what answers her father had wanted her to find.

      Now she saw them and understood. The answers were there.

      She traced a protective pattern in the air, and the fog solidified. A faint sense of energy began to flow, one that started to build but also press through her.

      It was the energy of this place, the energy of the fog, the energy of the city. And it told her something wasn’t quite right. She had felt that way since her return, and she wasn’t sure what that was.

      At first, she had believed it was the Prophet, but even that didn’t seem true. The Prophet, and those who used witchcraft, wouldn’t be able to alter the fog. At least, not from the understanding of witchcraft she had obtained while studying in Reyand. She had been searching for answers about that type of magic, along with the kind of power it presented. But in her time studying in Reyand, she hadn’t found anything more useful other than how her connection to the Alainsith power was protective against witchcraft.

      Dark forms moved through the street.

      Gray.

      He wasn’t alone.

      She frowned as she watched them for a few moments before heading into her home. She strode down the stairs, along the hall lined with sculptures gathered by those who had come before, and pulled the door open just as Gray reached it. The Kalenwatch that had been keeping an eye on her home had all been reassigned with the curfew.

      He frowned at her. “How did you… I guess it doesn’t matter. I need your help.”

      She looked to the woman standing with him. She appeared tall and strong, dressed in strange black leathers. Her eyes had a shiftiness about them, as if she expected an attack at any moment. She had two swords sheathed at her side, and Morgan recognized the tassels. They rarely saw anyone from Juut in Sanaron. The land was far to the south, a difficult sailing voyage to reach. What was Gray doing with her?

      “Are you going to invite us in, or are you going to make me stand out here all morning?” he said.

      “I thought perhaps I would keep you standing outside. The last time I invited you into my home, we had a disagreement.”

      “The last time you invited me in, you locked me in a room.”

      “That was for a specific reason.” She still had some of that Alainsith blood.

      “I’m not here to argue with you,” Kanar said. “I’m here to get your help.”

      “With what?” Morgan had not moved away from the door. She wasn’t ready to.

      “Jal said we needed to prevent the Alainsith from attacking.” He looked over to the woman with him. “Did you know?”

      So much was happening. The Prophet chasing witchcraft was bad enough, especially as it reminded her of how witchcraft had bloomed in Reyand all those years ago. Now the Alainsith?

      What more would happen?

      “Anyway,” Kanar said, “there’s something going on here, and when Jal gets back, we need to see what he knows so we can understand what we have to do with the witchcraft.”

      Morgan opened the door with a sigh.

      Kanar strode in, and the woman followed.

      “This is Wular,” he said, motioning to her. “She’s something of a mercenary who has been helping to protect someone I work with.”

      “Your brothel mistress?”

      Kanar cocked a brow. “Yes.”

      Morgan stepped forward. “Why don’t you take her into the entertainment hall?”

      “You don’t need to ply us with wine again so early in the day,” Kanar said.

      A knock at the door caught Morgan’s attention. She pulled it open carefully, already preparing one of her protective patterns.

      “It’s about fucking time,” Honaaz said. “I don’t suppose you have wine.”

      She waved a hand toward the room at the end of the hall.

      “Do we really need it this early?” Jal asked.

      The much larger man shoved past her.

      That left only one more. The petite woman was dressed in a dark gray jacket and pants. A leather satchel hung over her shoulder.

      “It’s good to see you again, Lily.”

      Lily looked around, her flat blue eyes scanning everything. “Quite the place you have here.”

      “It’s been in my family for as long as Sanaron has existed. Well, as long as men have ruled in Sanaron.” Morgan moved past her and sealing the door with protective markings.

      Morgan headed down the hall and paused, listening to the sound of their quiet conversation inside. There was tension, but also comfort. She had noticed that the first time she had worked with Kanar and his team. They had a familiarity that only came with long exposure to each other.

      It was a familiarity she wished she could have.

      She pushed open the door. Everyone turned to her.

      “Why did you come today?”

      “We need your help,” Kanar said. “We need somebody who knows the city, and apparently Jal thinks that you are going to be crucial for what else we might have to deal with.”

      Honaaz stood in the back of the room, clutching one of her bottles of wine. “Do you mind?”

      She waved her hand. She had no idea if it mattered if he drank at this point in the day, though the simple fact that they were all gathered suggested there was some sort of danger. Jal seemed the most unsettled. Lily sat next to him, and she said nothing. She ran her fingers along the table as though trying to trace out a pattern.

      “What is it?” Morgan asked, turning to Jal.

      “There have been further attacks along the border of your city. Perhaps even deeper into the city, but I did not spend much time investigating. Whatever is taking place with witchcraft is increasing.”

      “Maybe we can direct the citadel toward that while we deal with the rest,” Lily said. “Tayol is here. I think he’s the ghost assassin.”

      Kanar watched her, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I fear it is more than that,” Jal said. “We need to understand my family.” He let out a heavy sigh.

      “What does your fucking farm have to do with anything?” Honaaz asked.

      “Of a sort,” Jal said. “The truth is a bit more complicated than that.”

      “The truth is always more complicated than we would like,” Morgan said. She took a seat, and she shot Kanar a hard-eyed expression.

      He frowned at her before finally taking a seat next to her. “Fine.”

      “I told you about my family and how I lost them,” Jal said, “but what I didn’t tell you was who they were.”

      “Fucking farmer,” Honaaz muttered.

      Jal looked back at him, his face pensive. “I might take a glass of wine.”

      Honaaz shrugged. “If you want.” He poured Jal a glass and set it in front of him.

      “For a while now, I noticed there was something not quite right,” Jal explained. “I thought it was tied to the Prophet, especially as he has clearly been targeting parts of the city. I have not known with any certainty if this was the case but suspected that the Prophet was involved.”

      “We know this,” Kanar said. “Do we have time for this?”

      “We need to have time for this, Kan. There was something I encountered outside the city. I did not know what to make of it, but I worried.”

      He looked over to Lily and then to Kanar. It was when he looked at Kanar that Morgan saw sadness in his eyes. What was he hiding?

      “I should not have kept the truth from you,” Jal said. “With everything we’ve dealt with, I should’ve told you the truth long ago.”

      “What truth is that?” Kanar asked, who sat up taller. “What have you been keeping from me?”

      “My family. I…” He took a deep breath, let it out, and forced a smile. When he did, a part of him looked like the Jal that Morgan remembered.

      Then it faded.

      “My family has an important role. We are farmers, but of the people,” he said as he looked around to each of them.

      “Wait,” Honaaz said, the bottle of wine resting on his lips and staining them red. “Are you telling me that you’re some sort of fucking king?”

      “Nothing like what you would think of as a king. My grandfather is a leader.”

      “Which means you will be?” Kanar asked.

      “It will not be me,” Jal said. “When witchcraft attacks began, I recognized my people’s influence on it. I don’t know the extent of our influence on it, but I left because of it. I thought that I would find answers, but I only came up with more questions.” He looked over to Kanar for a moment. “I didn’t want any part of it. I still don’t. But now I don’t know if I have any choice in the matter. Most believed I was foolish, chasing the problems of humans that I didn’t need to deal with…”

      Morgan made a connection she should have before. The others around the table seemed surprised—all but Wular.

      She knew.

      And Jal…

      There was something about him that she should’ve seen before now. As she watched, she could almost feel it, as if her home—and the city—reacted to him.

      Of course.

      “Who are your people?” Kanar asked softly.

      Jal’s sad smile faded until there was nothing left. “My people are what you know as the Alainsith.”
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      Kanar shifted the sword strapped to his waist, all too aware of how the others were looking at him. It felt like the room had taken a breath, held it, and waited.

      Alainsith.

      Kanar had heard plenty of stories about the Alainsith, though most of them were little more than rumors. They were a powerful race of people, that much was known, and supposedly had warred with mankind ages ago, but there had been an ongoing treaty—one that Porman had ensured persisted.

      But if they were moving, and if they brought war, Kanar was under no misconception about how well they would fare against the Alainsith.

      And so he sat in silence.

      Morgan broke the silence by laughing.

      He turned to her. “What’s so funny about that?”

      “It’s you, Gray. You’ve spent the entire time I’ve known you wanting to destroy all things magic, and now here you are surrounded by it. Don’t you see the irony in that?”

      Kanar sighed. “It’s not that I hate magic.”

      “You can’t make that claim,” Lily said.

      “It’s not,” Kanar said. He turned to Morgan. “Do you remember what I told you when I joined the Realmsguard? I grew up in the northern part of Reyand. My town wasn’t large. Not anything like Sanaron. Most were farmers,” he added.

      A farmer.

      He actually wanted to laugh. Kanar had a hard time seeing Jal as some sort of royalty.

      “I thought I’d spend my time in the local sawmill. It was a decent job,” Kanar said. “But the Realmsguard came through, pursuing a threat to the kingdom when I was nearly sixteen. Once I saw them… Most boys in my home played at becoming a soldier, but when I saw the Realmsguard, I learned what it took.”

      “That’s not what I’m interested in,” Morgan said. “That’s not what I’ve ever been interested in. You didn’t just join the Realmsguard. It’s what you did later.”

      He sighed, turning to Jal. “You mentioned trying to stay ahead of your past. That’s what I did. During the war, everyone lost someone.” He glanced at Lily. “You lost your parents like so many others. Mine were gone by the time the war started, but my sister…”

      “Oh, Gray,” Morgan said.

      He’d been afraid to tell her when they first met. Afraid to tell anyone.

      “They killed her?” Lily asked.

      “She joined them,” Kanar said. “She was drawn in by the potential for power. Seduced the way so many others were. It took her from me.”

      Lily gasped. “So you trained to kill her?”

      “I wanted to save her from it.”

      It felt like it was so long ago that it should be difficult for him to even remember, but he remembered that day so easily. The memory of what had happened came to him, a memory of the knowledge of her leaving, running off with the priests of Fell, and chasing witchcraft.

      “I never intended to harm her,” Kanar said, and he glanced at Morgan. “I wanted to bring her back. Even once I started to learn what they were doing, the way they were using magic, I thought I might be able to help her back from it. But…”

      “What happened to her?” Morgan asked.

      “I don’t know. The only times I heard of anyone resembling her, I found nothing. I thought I might be able to get to her before any others and find a way to help her, maybe even save her. As the war went on, I realized I was wrong.” He closed his eyes. He remembered where he had been at that moment, standing before Jones and hearing him tell Kanar the list of names of people they had found. Kanar had struggled to bite back his reaction. He hadn’t wanted anyone to know the truth even then, not wanting them to think that he was not trustworthy. But how could he have kept fighting after learning what had happened to his sister?

      Kanar had lost the will at that point.

      “When I thought you had betrayed me too, I no longer had any interest in the fight. That’s why I left,” he told Morgan.

      “Kanar,” Lily said, leaning toward him and reaching for his hand. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      He let out a small laugh. “I have a reputation.”

      He looked over to Jal. He wasn’t going to let himself wallow in self-pity. There was nothing about it that would help him at this point. He needed to keep moving, and there seemed to be something more important to deal with than his own self-loathing.

      “You know something,” Kanar said to Jal.

      “Witchcraft is relatively new to the world. There are other forms of power that don’t require the same use of pain and suffering”—Jal glanced from Lily to Morgan—“but witchcraft is unique. It is a bastardization of the natural power in the world. My family has chosen to ignore it, but it seems another has not.”

      “Another?” Kanar asked. “Aren’t you all the same?”

      “The three remaining families were scattered once humans reached this continent. Mine is from the north, so the Reyand king is most familiar with them, but there are others to the south. It seems that one family has decided they have had enough of witchcraft. They have put out the call, though I don’t know what it means—”

      “War,” Wular whispered.

      “They have not come here to help,” Jal said. “They have come here to deal with it. That means others will suffer. The berahn will come.”

      “We could just have let the citadel deal with it,” Lily said.

      “I can hear the berahn. We are running out of time.”

      Honaaz had yet to take a seat. “How the fuck am I the worst fighter of you all? Look at you. We got the Kanar fucking Reims. We’ve got some hegen warrior assassin. And now we have an Alainsith prince?”

      “I’m not much of a fighter,” Morgan pointed out.

      “Oh, I saw what you did,” he said, waving his hand. “You’re a sorcerer. And look at you.” Honaaz pointed at Wular. “Two swords. I bet you’re some sort of master with the blades, aren’t you?”

      “She is Juut,” Jal said.

      “The third family,” Morgan added softly. “Why are you here?”

      “Rumors,” Wular replied. “We were worried that our people would be pulled into a war that we did not want.”

      “I thought you liked fighting,” Kanar said.

      “We trained to fight. We don’t want the fight. We needed to see.”

      “If you decide to attack, what will happen?” Morgan asked.

      “My people would join with the others,” Wular said, looking over to Jal. “We would ensure this ended.”

      “Are you sure that they are going to attack?” Kanar asked.

      “I’m not sure, but the woman that I saw in the forest speaks of a song, and it is that song that a pull my people into this. They may pull all of my people into it.”

      “I think that I felt that,” Honaaz muttered.

      Jal smiled. Kanar glanced from Jal to Honaaz to Lily, and then to Morgan.

      This was his team. And all of them had some sort of magic.

      He started laughing.

      “What is it, Gray?” Morgan asked.

      Kanar shrugged. “You’re right. I’ve been hunting magic, witchcraft, for as long as I can remember, ever since my sister was lost. I wanted to save her from it, but it seems like I surrounded myself with those who can use it.”

      “That is not all, though,” Morgan said.

      Kanar stared at her. How much did she know? Could she know about his sword, the way it connected to him? Could she know there was some aspect of it that had bonded to him?

      Witchcraft had become a part of him, making him more effective at destroying witchcraft. Of course it would.

      But none of that made a difference.

      “What’s she trying to say?” Lily said.

      Kanar took a deep breath, let it out, and looked around the table. “The other part of my secret is this.” He unsheathed his sword, and he set it on the table.

      “We’ve seen you fight. There’s no real secret to it, is there?” Lily’s brow furrowed, and she turned to Morgan. “Is there?”

      “Why doesn’t Gray tell us the truth about himself?” Morgan said. “Unless he’s afraid of it.”

      “I feared the truth long enough,” Kanar said.

      This was his team. He had a hegen assassin. He had someone who used magic but not witchcraft. He had Honaaz, whatever he was. Then he had Jal, an Alainsith royal.

      And Kanar was the Blackheart. He was the man who carved through witchcraft.

      “I was gifted this blade by King Porman himself. It was after I had removed three of the churches of Fell, bringing down dozens of witchcraft users. We thought we were making great headway. We were wrong.”

      At the time, it had been a point of great pride for him to receive the sword. Kanar had thought he deserved every accolade given to him.

      Now he understood differently.

      “He never told me the origin of the blade,” he continued. “It wasn’t until Morgan made some comment about it, at least about the inscription on it, that I began to understand.”

      Jal leaned over. “What inscription… Oh.” He sat for a moment, studying the blade, then whispered something that almost seemed as if Jal were singing to it. Jal could be strange, but that was incredibly odd, even for him. “The color is wrong.”

      Jal took the sword, and Kanar didn’t fight it. He traced his fingers down the blade.

      “You had a reputation, didn’t you?” he said, glancing up briefly before turning his attention back to the sword. “A black blade like the black heart of Kanar Reims. You cut down those with witchcraft, and you removed the threat to your kingdom. But it was more than just that. It was that you were gifted a blade of my people.”

      “That’s what Morgan told me,” Kanar said.

      “Do you know the story of this blade?”

      Kanar frowned, and he shook his head. “I do not.”

      Jal ran his hand along the surface of it and moved slowly, almost lovingly. “I heard stories of its creation. The ancient bladesmiths once were incredibly talented, but a few blades were exceptional. You can see it in the sharpness of the steel, the layers of the metal.”

      “There aren’t layers to the metal,” Honaaz said. “Look at that fucking thing. It’s all black.”

      “What you see is black,” Jal said, continuing to move his hand up and down the blade. Kanar couldn’t tell what he was doing, but it seemed as if the blade gleamed and started to shimmer. “It was imbued with strength and power, and it was designed to draw on that strength and power, to turn it into something more. Alainsith blades are fashioned with the power of our people. This feels different, and I can feel the song of my people within it.”

      “Which means it’s yours,” Kanar murmured.

      Jal stared at the blade, and then he wiggled his fingers slightly. As he did, the metal started to glow even more. The black shattered, as if it was some sort of shell around the sword.

      Jal set it down and wiped his hand across the table, smearing the black dust that had crumbled off the blade onto the floor. What was left was a gleaming dark gray. Now Kanar could see the artisanship, the patina that suggested how many times it had been folded. Kanar had observed sword-making before, and Reyand had many skilled artisans, but this was something else.

      “This was once my family’s, but I suspect it has been gone for long enough that now it’s yours.” Jal spun it and then slid it across the table to Kanar. “We cannot claim it any longer.”

      “But if this was your people’s sword, and my kingdom took it—”

      “Your kingdom took it so long ago that it was never meant to be ours.” Jal shrugged. “Even if it was, you wield it now. I can feel it. You have a connection to it. I suspect that’s the secret you wanted to share. That you have a connection.”

      Kanar nodded. “Witchcraft.”

      “Not witchcraft,” Jal said. “Alainsith magic. Or what you would call magic.” He looked at Lily. “What you would call the art.” He turned to Honaaz. “What you would call sorcery.” Finally, he glanced at Morgan. “Perhaps you would call it something else. I don’t know what you might have learned in your studies. But it is a part of my people. That is what I was saying. The blade was said to be manufactured in such a way that it gave it potential. It gave the blade something it would not have had otherwise, much as it gifts the bearer.” He smiled tightly and looked down at it. “Besides, I don’t wield a sword. I have a bow.”

      “The Prophet is after a sword, though,” Kanar said. “Malory shared that with me. Could it be tied to Alainsith relics?”

      What if the Prophet knew the Alainsith were coming?

      “It’s possible,” Jal said.

      “Well, we’ve now got Alainsith, the Prophet, witchcraft, and some of the remaining citadel operatives converging on Sanaron. So. What do we need to do?” Lily asked.

      Kanar frowned. “Citadel?”

      “They came for me. Or witchcraft. Or both. I don’t know.”

      Honaaz let out a laugh. “Well, isn’t that fucking great. We have a magical fucking team, and we have some powerful Alainsith and all these sorcerers—”

      “Witchcraft,” Kanar corrected.

      “Call it what you fucking want,” Honaaz said, shaking his head and looking longingly at the wine bottle resting on the table next to him, “I don’t even know if I want to be a part of any of this. I’d be better off just taking the fucking job that I was offered.”

      “What sort of a job?” Lily asked.

      Honaaz flushed slightly. “It doesn’t matter. I couldn’t do the job.”

      “What were you hired to do?” Kanar asked.

      “Nothing that interfered with your tasks, Reims. I was to deal with a couple people.” He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and held it for a moment.

      Morgan leaned forward and took it.

      He didn’t resist, and instead took another drink of his wine.

      “These are all people who work with the council,” Morgan said softly.

      “I didn’t know who they were or who they worked for. I couldn’t find them,” he said, looking over to Lily.

      “So you’ve got people targeting people around the council?” Kanar asked. “I thought this was all about witchcraft.”

      It didn’t make any sense. This was not the kind of thing that witchcraft had done when in Reyand. That had simply been about destruction.

      Maybe there was something more focused here.

      “I don’t need to get fucking used,” Honaaz began. “And apparently I’ve been a part of this longer than I realized.”

      Jal traced a map onto the table. “You can see Sanaron here,” he pointed. “Here is Reyand, here is Yelind, and here is Drest. All of it once belonged to my people, and now we occupy these lands,” he traced small trees that stretched up the table. He motioned, “Here to the south are where other families are located. When humans first moved to these lands, they came across the sea. Sanaron was our stronghold, because it offered a measure of protection that other places did not. It was a place my ancestors would come to watch the sea.”

      “Were it not for the fucking fog,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Those protections were placed intentionally,” Jal said. “They were used to keep others away. Over time, those protections became something else. Something different. Some even gained mastery over them,” he said, looking at Morgan.

      “And the witchcraft was found in Alainsith buildings,” Kanar said. “So they were targeting the protections of the city, along with anything the Alainsith might be able to use against them. That is what the Prophet is after. But why the sword? I still don’t have any idea how to find it.”

      “You said she sent you after sculptures?” Morgan asked.

      Kanar nodded. “Made of a black stone or metal. We retrieved one recently, and there was another before we got you out of prison. Why?”

      “I think I know how to find the sword. I think I know where it is.”

      “Where?” Kanar asked.

      Morgan took a deep breath. “Here.”
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      Morgan had spent so much of her time trying to understand the protections that had been in her family for countless years. She knew that her family members weren’t the only ones capable of using them, but she also didn’t know how many had trained the way she had, studying to try to understand those protections so she could see how to use even more of them.

      Morgan stood in the hall, which felt empty without her father. That was the case even with the others here—others she had grown closer to as she had come to learn about herself and the powers in the world. Not only Gray, but those he had allied himself with.

      She wondered if he saw how decent they were. Even though they killed, all of them had good hearts. That mattered.

      After heading through the hall, she paused at one of the sculptures. She had never understood the massive catlike creature carved into the stone, though her father claimed it existed. She twisted its tail ever so slightly, triggering a hidden section of the wall to open.

      “How many hidden rooms are there?” Kanar asked, coming up behind her.

      “It’s a place my father thought we needed so we could keep certain items safe. Now I think I know why. Maybe he didn’t know that the Prophet wanted this, but I am convinced he knew we needed to keep certain items secured. Hand me that lantern, if you would,” she said to Lily.

      Lily remained quiet, but Morgan had seen that she was talented in ways that hegen throughout Reyand generally were not. Morgan wondered what else she might have learned had she continued to train at the citadel. Probably far more than she could imagine.

      It really was a shame that the citadel had been destroyed. They had been a staunch ally, though a dangerous one. The citadel had their own goals, and they were often goals that Morgan and her family could not understand.

      When Lily handed her the lantern, Morgan held it up and stepped into the small stone room. “These are old. Some of these came from long before my people ruled in Sanaron,” Morgan said, sweeping the lantern around. Many of the items were sculptures, but not all. There was also stoneware, bowls, plates, and other items that had been found in Sanaron when the earliest builders had begun to make it their home. Knowing that the Alainsith had once had a presence in the city—and had built it—she had come to know that these were almost certainly Alainsith items.

      As were the sculptures Kanar had gone after, along with the one he had been hired to find for the Prophet.

      Why?

      That was the question she didn’t have answers for. What purpose would there be in wanting sculptures like that? A sword couldn’t be the only reason, but the others seemed to believe it was. She thought that unlikely, but then again, she tended to be practical when it came to that sort of thing.

      She brought the lantern around, and Jal slipped into the room. He stopped in front of one sculpture in the far corner.

      “This,” he said.

      “You said they wanted a sculpture with a sword,” Morgan said.

      Jal leaned forward and held his hands outward. “I can feel something about it, but I don’t know if you can. You are connected to this, are you not?” Jal watched her, and she wondered if he understood how she used her connection to the Alainsith potential within the city. Maybe he did. Maybe he felt something with it, though that seemed unlikely. Given all the time they’d journeyed together and the fact that he had not shown any evidence of understanding, despite her using that potential while traveling to the citadel, she thought he did not know.

      That didn’t mean he could not find out now. Perhaps up close, he would be more aware of what she did.

      “What do you see?” Kanar asked, shuffling over toward Jal.

      The room wasn’t large enough for all of them to fit inside, and if Honaaz decided to join them, they would be crushed into the corner.

      “It’s not so much what I see as it is what I feel,” Jal said. “There is a vagueness here, and it seems to be more present the closer I am to this.” He motioned to a long, slender rod that the sculpture held in one hand. If Morgan didn’t know better, she would’ve called it a staff, though it seemed as if one of its sections was a little thicker than the rest like a handle.

      “If that’s the sword, then we should take it,” Kanar said, and he reached for it.

      Jal grabbed him and pulled him back. “I don’t think we should be the ones to take it.”

      “You said it’s Alainsith, right?”

      Jal nodded. “Most certainly, but that doesn’t change anything.”

      Morgan wondered how much she might learn from somebody like Jal. She had never studied with an Alainsith. She didn’t know of anybody who had, but the idea that she could learn from him and uncover some of the lost Alainsith techniques might make it easier for her to connect to the power within the city—along with power she knew was found outside of it.

      Morgan shook her head. She had to stop thinking like that. She had to stop thinking about using others. Instead, she had to start thinking about what she could do to help her people.

      “I think you need to take the sword. I don’t know what will happen, but if this is what the Prophet is after, we need you to take it and claim it so that the Prophet cannot.”

      “Why would it make any difference?” Morgan asked.

      “I don’t know if it will,” Jal began, frowning as he looked at it. “There were a series of swords made long ago that were each bonded to the family that created them. They were special, even more special than most of the typical Alainsith swords,” he went on, glancing over to Kanar. “I don’t know what it will do for you, but if the protections of your city are failing, you might be able to use the sword to counter that.”

      “The Prophet wanted this sword,” Kanar said.

      “That is my fear,” Jal said.

      “Then it’s more than just witchcraft,” he said, though it was mostly to himself.

      Morgan understood. If this was some strange magical item, then why would the Prophet to it, unless it allowed somebody like that to use the ancient power of the city.

      Morgan turned to Jal. “If it’s attached to the sculpture—”

      “It will not be.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Jal smiled. “As sure as I can be. I might be wrong about this, as I have been wrong about quite a few things lately, but I don’t think so. I need you to take it, Morgan.”

      She braced herself. As she did, she started to focus on the power she knew was around her. It was embedded into the bones of the home, which was one of the Alainsith buildings that had been built at the founding of Sanaron. Her people had lived in this home for as long as her family had existed in this city.

      She called on that connection and let a bit of that energy, as well as the fog that came with it, swirl out of her and into the sword.

      Morgan grabbed it. She wasn’t sure what she expected. Maybe some burst of power or some connection that might tell her she was bonded to the blade in some way, but she didn’t feel anything. It was just a length of metal.

      She pulled it free. She hadn’t known if it was going to work the way Jal had said. She had seen this sculpture before, but it was just a sculpture. Her family had many like it, and this one had been here for as long as she could remember, tucked into the corner like this and left untouched. When her grandparents had ruled the city, they had never moved it out of here, and her father had not either.

      The rod came free easily.

      “What now?”

      Jal glanced around the room. “So many of these were once in my family. They carry a hint of the power of my people, along with memories. I can almost hear the song. I doubt you’ll understand. At least…” Jal tipped his head to the side, and as he did, Morgan sensed something else from him, almost as if she was feeling his power again. “Perhaps you won’t understand now. Maybe in time you could. You continually surprise me, Kanar.” Jal turned to Morgan. “If the Prophet is after this, it begs the question of why and what he might think he can use it for. The blade being Alainsith means it carries some part of my people. Or the people,” Jal said.

      “One of the other families?” Lily asked.

      “Exactly. One of the other families might have been responsible for making this. Or perhaps it’s even older. I don’t know, and I can’t tell. If it is older…”

      Again he didn’t finish, and again Morgan had the sense that whatever he didn’t say was important.

      They shuffled back out of the room, and once everybody was out, she pulled on the sculpture’s tail, causing the wall to slide back into place. Jal traced his fingers across its back.

      “Such detail,” he whispered. “I wonder what they would do if they saw this.”

      “What who would do?” Kanar asked.

      “The ones who seek to control.”

      “If somebody tries to control that fucking thing, we are all in trouble,” Honaaz said. “I’ve seen those fuckers kill.”

      Morgan looked over. “You’ve seen one?”

      “Back at the citadel, when we were dealing with those Dogs. One of these came in, slaughtered a whole group of them in no more time than it takes me to shit.”

      Jal grinned. “You are a big man, so it’s possible that would take you a long time.”

      Honaaz snorted. “Anyway, they had one of those there. So if you think somebody could control it—”

      “I will take care of it,” Jal said. He nodded at the item Morgan was now holding. “Much like you need to take care of that.”

      Jal turned to Wular, who had been quiet. She kept eyeing Jal with a strange expression, which suggested that she had recognized him all along. Had Jal recognized her? How many others like her were in the city?

      Morgan liked to think she would have recognized if there were others, but maybe she would not have.

      “It’s time to send word to Malory,” Kanar said. “Let her know we found what she was looking for so she can get word out that will get back to the Prophet.”

      “That will not take me long,” Wular said. “But then I would like to go with him,” she added, nodding to Jal.

      “Whatever you want. We just need to let Malory know.” Kanar took a deep breath. “We draw the Prophet in, and then we turn him over to keep the Alainsith from attacking. Hopefully, that will work.” He looked at Jal. “Will it?”

      “It’s possible. We have long had an agreement with humans to maintain peace.”

      “You’ve long had an agreement?” Morgan asked. “I thought Porman was responsible for ensuring the terms of peace.”

      “That is not the purpose of his meetings.”

      Morgan observed Kanar. If he learned that his king was not what he believed, it might create a crisis of faith of sorts.

      “I’m going to try to find the citadel influence,” Lily said. “As much as it pains me, if we’re dealing with witchcraft, Tayol might be willing to help.” She looked over to Honaaz. “I wouldn’t mind a little company.”

      “I’m not letting those fuckers hurt you again.”

      “No. I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t.” She patted him on the arm. “Of course, that’s not the only reason I want you to come with me.” The massive man actually flushed.

      “Let’s do this quickly,” Kanar said. “We will get word to Malory, Jal will do whatever he needs to ensure that we don’t have the Alainsith bearing down on the city.”

      Once it was over, Morgan could finally figure out what had happened to her father.
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily reached into her pouch and counted the different prizes stored inside, then rubbed her finger along the carvings. Most of them were straightforward pieces of art that would serve as explosive devices if it came down to dealing with danger, but a few were more complicated. She wished she knew a little more about how to use some of those complicated carvings, and there was a part of her that had wanted to spend more time with the hegen so she could understand how to make some of the carvings she’d seen, but that would have to come later.

      It was strange for her to think that she wanted to spend more time with the hegen. After having left her people, she had thought her time with them was done. She was no longer part of them. Her training at the citadel had changed her, enough so that she didn’t feel as if she would ever be welcomed back among the hegen.

      Honaaz strode next to her. “How do you plan to find that white-haired fucker?”

      She looked up at him. He hadn’t even questioned whether he should come with her. She appreciated that, but her reason for wanting Honaaz with her was a bit more complicated than simply his company.

      Lily found herself thinking of Bendal, which she thought was strange. Did she want the safety with him? She thought that she might have, as she had dealt with violence for so long that a bit of peace and relaxation and prettiness wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but maybe that wasn’t what she wanted. She liked Honaaz. She liked what he offered.

      She liked having him with her, but she also thought he would pose a particular danger to those within the citadel who might not understand his kind of magical resistance. Given what she had seen happening in the citadel before she’d left and how they had taken up aspects of witchcraft to fight witchcraft, she suspected that Tayol and the others would continue to use those techniques. It was possible that some of the witchcraft practitioners they’d fought around the city were even from the citadel, but she doubted many of them were. It would be unlikely for them to want to use that technique against others too much.

      “I think we need to go outside the city,” Lily said. “There is a small family of hegen traveling, and from what I understand, they hired some citadel operatives to protect them.”

      “Then you don’t need my help,” Honaaz said.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “If you’re going back to your people, won’t they keep you safe? They got to be like you, right?”

      “Well, some have what we call the natural art, but not all do, and I doubt they would protect me if it came down to it. They aren’t my family, and I’ve not been part of the people since I left to go to the citadel.”

      “But you think they will help?”

      “I hope. I don’t know.”

      They trudged up the hill leading away from the city. The farther they went, the more Lily began to question whether this was the right strategy. She knew she wanted information and that the hegen might be the ones to help her obtain it, but she also recognized that there was a possibility she might have to commit to something with the hegen in order to get the information she wanted. She didn’t think she wanted to do that.

      She looked around the city. The buildings that were all destroyed and damaged were old, though much of the city was old. Maybe some of them were Alainsith, and perhaps given what she had learned of Morgan and her strange ability, it was tied to destroying her connection to that power.

      Honaaz looked over to her as if he knew she was struggling with something. Lily flashed a smile but didn’t feel it.

      “We can go about it a different way,” Honaaz said.

      “You don’t have to be part of this if you don’t want to. I’d like it if you were, though.”

      “Me and not the florist?”

      Lily reached for his hand. “I want you, Honaaz.”

      He flushed slightly. “Then I’m not fucking abandoning you here.”

      She took his hand, and he didn’t pull away.

      “I sometimes feel like I don’t deserve to return to my people. I don’t suppose you can understand what that’s like.”

      Honaaz grunted. “Don’t understand? That’s what I live with every day. I was abandoned here. After they mutinied, they stranded me here. They could have killed me, and I suppose I’m thankful they didn’t, but it’s almost as if I am as good as dead. They made it so I couldn’t get back to the Isles on one of our ships. I figure if I go back, I can get revenge for what they did and honor my uncle’s memory.”

      “That’s what you want to do,” Lily said.

      “It’s part of it, but maybe not all of it.” He shrugged. “I don’t even know anymore. Fuck. I’ve been here so long that I almost feel like I’m not going to make it back. Each time I think I’m getting closer, earning a little coin, I end up back where I started. It’s like I’m not supposed to return.”

      “So we are both homeless.”

      Honaaz nodded. “Seems that way.”

      They walked together in silence. She appreciated Honaaz’s massive presence and how he remained relatively quiet. When they reached the top of the hill, she looked off in the distance, toward the trees where she knew the hegen were camped. At least, where they had been. Maybe she needed to warn them about what was coming.

      She didn’t want the hegen to get caught in some dangerous attack. They would probably stay if they thought the Alainsith would want it, as most of the people felt like they owed the Alainsith, which Lily had never understood.

      She noticed that they were still at the same camp. Maybe they were waiting for their citadel escorts to return. Given what they were concerned about, it wouldn’t be terribly surprising, especially if they believed there was a threat outside the city. When she had traveled with Kanar and the others, there had been no additional witchcraft for them to worry about, but the hegen had experienced dangers.

      Magic wasn’t the only thing they might face. There were highwaymen who often took advantage of the lawlessness of the road, along with traveling gangs of thieves. That said nothing about other threats like the Dogs or, even more dangerous, users of witchcraft. They had seen so much more evidence of witchcraft in Sanaron that she suspected there had been movement outside the city. That movement would put the hegen in danger.

      “Are you going to go over there?” Honaaz asked.

      “I’m thinking and trying to decide.”

      “I told you, we can go back.”

      “I don’t think we really can,” Lily said.

      She took a deep breath and started forward. They hadn’t gone far before she was hailed by one of them. She didn’t know his name, but he was an older man she’d seen last time. She bowed politely and made the sign of the people before straightening and glancing around.

      “I don’t suppose Thea is anywhere to be found,” she said.

      He looked as if he wanted to refrain from answering, but when he finally did, he pointed toward the trees. “She is out gathering. You could wait here.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      She motioned for Honaaz to join, and they headed into the trees. They didn’t have to walk far before they found Thea crouched next to a small stream, gathering some daisies.

      “Did you bring us protection?” Thea straightened and looked up at Honaaz.

      “This is my friend Honaaz. We came because we need a favor. I need you to get word to those you have been working with from the citadel.” Lily said. “There’s going to be an attack on the city. We aren’t sure what’s going to happen, but it involves dangerous witchcraft, Alainsith, and—”

      “And you intend to involve the citadel in it?”

      “I believe they are already part of it. The man who attacked me was from the citadel.” She watched Thea’s reaction. “You didn’t know. He’s a man named Tayol who helped with my training. Not all are like him, as most are operatives who want nothing more than to follow the citadel’s ideals.”

      “And what ideals are those?”

      Lily shook her head. “You know, I’m not even sure anymore. There was a time when I would’ve said that they involved searching for truth and ensuring that all people had an opportunity to find their own truth, but now I don’t know. Maybe it is nothing more than choosing a different path to power.”

      Thea smiled. “You really believe that?”

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore, but I do know I want to help keep Sanaron safe. I can’t do that alone. At least, I don’t think I can. Will you help?”

      “A shame your friend is not interested in protecting us. But it seems like he is more concerned about you,” she smiled at Lily. “I will send word. I don’t know if they will answer, but you may wait with us to see if they do.”

      “We don’t have much time. Send word that I’m looking for Tayol.”

      Lily wasn’t confident it would work, but she believed that if Tayol knew she was looking for him, he might come after her. At least, she hoped he would. At this point, she did not know.

      Thea walked with them back to the encampment, and she left Lily and Honaaz by the fire.

      “Do you think she will help?” Honaaz asked.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe?” Lily said. “It’s possible she will choose not to, and if she does, I honestly don’t know what else we will do. I suppose that means we have to take on the witchcraft users on our own.”

      “Well, we have fucking Reims, so maybe it won’t matter.”

      Lily chuckled. “Maybe not. He does have a little experience with that, doesn’t he?”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      As they waited, they fell into silence. Lily looked at the flames, failing to come up with what she would say to Tayol. Her mother had taught her about the basics of art, using grasses and leaves and nature to create, while Tayol had taught her how to take that and destroy.

      Was that what she’d become?

      It was late in the day when Thea returned. She motioned for them to follow. They headed away from the encampment and moved east along the tree line.

      “He is right up here. Do you need me to stay?”

      “I don’t, and it might be best if you don’t stay. If this goes the wrong direction, I don’t want you caught in the middle.”

      Thea reached into her pouch, which was so like what Lily’s mother had once given her. She handed Lily a woven bracelet of orchids and oak leaves.

      Lily slipped it on, assuming it offered some measure of protection.

      When she left them, Lily moved closer to Honaaz. “I want you to do whatever you need to keep me safe. Can you do that?”

      Honaaz smirked. “You’re the one who has protected me.”

      “But this is against people who trained me.”

      He clenched his jaw, along with his fists.

      They found Tayol standing next to a massive tree, looking down on Sanaron and the bay in the distance. He looked no different than when she’d seen him before, though the scarring on his cheeks was new—and likely burns from the explosion in the citadel. His clothing blended into the forest, leaving her feeling exposed when his intense eyes leveled on her.

      “How many did you bring with you?” Lily scanned the surrounding trees. She had a pair of carvings in her hands. Honaaz held one of his knives.

      Tayol absently stroked the irregular scar on his cheek. “Look at you. You survived.”

      “What do you mean… Wait. It was you?”

      He shrugged. There was the same smug expression on his face that she had always seen from him. At least, she had come to see that expression from him, even if she wasn’t sure how to interpret it. When she had first met him, he had not come across as smug.

      “I wanted the blood, but Reims had other plans. And you would have been useful. Those in the city who are calling upon witchcraft are aware of your presence, and the others that you work with, and I thought to use you as a bit of bait. It worked.”

      Lily wasn’t even sure how to react. The Alainsith blood might have been useful in her art, but she wasn’t willing to do it. And besides, Kanar had given it to Morgan to use.

      But another thought bothered just as much. Tayol had wanted to use her to target witchcraft? Maybe it wasn’t the worst idea.

      “How many did you capture?”

      “A dozen,” he said offhandedly. “And some who were quite capable.”

      Lily snorted. “You captured a dozen because of me. And you probably thought that was all you needed to do in the city, didn’t you?” She wasn’t sure if she should be angry, annoyed, or just feel nothing. At this point, she felt nothing. “Haven’t you seen what’s happening in the city? Whatever you did was minor compared to what is taking place here.”

      “It is, but if you would have mastered what we tried to teach you, we wouldn’t even be necessary, now would we?”

      He wasn’t wrong. When she’d been captured, she had drawn upon a different form of power. Maybe she always did. When she added blood to every piece of art she created, putting some part of herself into those carvings, wasn’t she using a modified version of witchcraft?

      “Are you here to join the Prophet, or are you here to deal with the Prophet?” she asked.

      “That’s why you asked me here?”

      “You intended to use Alainsith blood.”

      He rounded on her quickly, and as he did, Lily counted movement from at least seven others hidden in the trees.

      “I intended to use it to destroy witchcraft,” Tayol replied. “That was all I’ve ever cared about. You know what we were working for.”

      “I know,” Lily said softly. “And I forgive you for trying to use me to do so.”

      Those words were hard to say—harder than she had expected.

      He was quiet.

      “There’s an attack coming,” she told him. “The Alainsith are coming because of the Prophet. Witchcraft has returned like it did in Reyand. We need to stop it before Sanaron is destroyed. We protect those who cannot protect themselves.”

      That had been what had compelled her to join the citadel. She had learned that they could teach her to use aspects of her own hegen potential to help protect those who didn’t have that skill.

      Tayol shook his head. “The citadel is no more. Now there are only those of us who have vowed to destroy witchcraft.”

      “So you will let the Alainsith do this?”

      “Do you really think we can stop them?”

      “We could stop the Prophet,” Lily said. “We could stop those he’s gathered to him. We could end the witchcraft threat in Sanaron, which should keep the Alainsith from attacking. You don’t want to do that?”

      He stared at her. “You have abandoned the cause. I came to give you an opportunity to present your case. Our operatives will do what is necessary to stop all witchcraft practitioners. Do not intervene.”

      By “witchcraft practitioners,” Lily believed he meant the Alainsith.

      Tayol started to turn.

      “I understand why you did what you did,” Lily called after him, making sure she could be heard by the others in the trees. “I understand that you wanted to protect the citadel by destroying those who had the power to come at us. But this isn’t the way. This is not how we were trained. This is not how you trained me. We don’t abandon those who need us. If we can stop a war—even if it’s one that involves the Alainsith—shouldn’t we?”

      Tayol paused for a moment, long enough that Lily thought she might have gotten to him, but then he kept moving.

      When he disappeared into the trees, she looked over to Honaaz. “Let’s go.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Now we have to hope that he changes his mind. Even if he doesn’t, I know what we have to do.”

      She hadn’t been certain until she started chastising Tayol. But now she understood.

      They would stop the war. Even if it was just her and Honaaz, along with Kanar and Jal and maybe even Morgan, they would do it.

      She just hoped they would be strong enough.
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      Jal needed an opportunity to talk to Wular. He wasn’t sure what she might decide. He had recognized her immediately, at least where she was from, though he didn’t know if she had recognized him.

      Wular had gotten word to Malory before following Jal. He still didn’t know how she’d gotten word to her, as Wular claimed that was only for her to know—though he figured Kanar would love to know that detail—but had willingly come with him here.

      “You don’t have to do this. I am perfectly capable,” he told her.

      “Of course you are,” Wular said, “but you said you were going to face death.”

      It sounded dramatic, but it was also the truth. He had convinced Kanar that he needed to come out here because he truly needed to. Jal thought he was the only one who could.

      Whatever was happening in the city was only one part of things.

      Perhaps it was the most critical, at least for now. What Jal did here was only a prelude to something greater. Find a way to slow the assault on Sanaron so they could find the Prophet—that was what they needed to do.

      But he’d left his people for this reason. He had never gone into Reyand during the war—wanting nothing to do with what had happened. Could he be a part of this now?

      Kanar needs me.

      Was it only about Kanar?

      “Why did you come out here?” Wular asked.

      “I intend to reason with them.”

      “Do you think you can?”

      Jal breathed in and out. The fog had shifted, and he struggled to understand what was going on. The Prophet could have taken advantage of the protections in Sanaron, manipulating the fog to his advantage. Why use witchcraft practitioners to destroy it? What purpose would he have in removing those protections?

      “We should all strive for peace,” he said.

      He wondered if Wular felt the same way. Her people trained to fight, but they never actually did. It had been a long time since Jal had been around anyone who knew who he was and what he was.

      He stared at the forest and looked at the marks on the ground.

      “What do you plan to do?” Wular asked.

      “When I met with the other family, she mentioned others coming. I need to find them and appeal to them. If I can do that, then we may be able to broker peace.”

      He strode forward. There was no time to dawdle. He needed to deal with this and then return to the city. Morgan may be the one they were coming after.

      “How many berahn did you count?” Jal asked.

      “I only heard them but have not seen them.”

      “None?” That surprised him. Someone like her would be fully equipped to spot berahn, especially as they were more common in the south. “There have been at least five in the trees around us,” he said.

      She unsheathed her swords.

      “What would you do?” he raised his hand. “Do you think you can kill one?”

      “I have not been away nearly as long as you. How have you tolerated it?”

      He snorted. “You have spent some time with Kanar Reims, have you not?”

      “Some,” she acknowledged. “His mistress showed him to me.”

      “Malory,” Jal said. “I wonder how much she understands.”

      “More than she lets on.”

      “Well, in your time with Kanar, what have you come to think of him?”

      Wular shrugged. “Why does it matter?”

      “Because that is the reason I stayed,” Jal said, turning his attention back to the forest and staring into the darkness. “I came to see that there are those with good in their hearts. Men and women, hegen, and those of the Isles—all of them want a form of peace.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “What if he has one of the Elder Blades? That’s what you question, isn’t it?”

      After learning that the Prophet was after a sword, Jal had the same thought. He didn’t know if Kanar’s sword was an Elder Blade, but it might be. If so, could the one the Prophet wanted be another? The Elder Blades were ancient, from before the families had divided. They stored the power of their people, far more than the bladesmiths could replicate now. Stories spoke of several blades, though the number tended to vary depending on who told the story. Some spoke of three, others spoke of a dozen, but Jal’s grandfather believed it was somewhere in between—and he had loved stories of the Elder blades.

      “It might be,” Jal said softly.

      “Would you allow him to keep it?”

      Jal wouldn’t be able to do anything with one of the Elder Blades. They had been formed by their people long ago, long enough ago that they could not be replicated. Many had tried, but they had not learned the technique in their creation.

      “The blade calls to its bearer,” Jal said.

      “What does that mean for us?”

      “It means he has that blade. At least for now.”

      Wular went quiet again, and when she looked over to Jal, he saw a moment of uncertainty in her eyes. He had to be careful with her. What he said might decide the direction that the Juut family took.

      “You said you didn’t plan on stopping the berahn,” Wular said.

      “Oh, I don’t intend to stop them. I intend to call them.”

      He didn’t have to go far before he saw the first paw prints. He suspected that multiple hunters were stationed there, especially based on the number of berahn he had tracked. This was going to be dangerous. It was the kind of thing his grandfather had warned him about, telling him that he needed to be cautious when it came to the berahn, especially in numbers like this. They could be trained to a certain extent, but they could never be fully trusted.

      And now he was worried.

      Wular stayed behind him. Perhaps he had been wrong to think she wouldn’t be useful. Having her presence here offered him a strange sense of reassurance.

      “Do you think it will work?” Wular asked.

      “The family’s plan of attacking the city?”

      “That one.”

      “Perhaps,” Jal said, “but perhaps not. The city has changed a lot over the years. Much like the sword has claimed a new owner, the city has as well. It’s something our people struggle to understand.”

      “And if they don’t need our protection—”

      Jal shook his head. “I’m not saying they don’t need our protection. I’m saying that the city may not. The people are another matter.”

      “Aren’t the people the city?”

      “Somewhat,” he said.

      Perhaps it was the part of Jal that had always considered himself a farmer. At least, the kind of farmer his people believed in. It was more about developing and cultivating their people, working with the land, and finding a way to grow both.

      He neared a small rise looking down on the city and saw the dark form of the other woman before she moved.

      “You can step out,” Jal called.

      Wular stiffened, but Jal motioned behind him, keeping her from stepping around him.

      “You should not be here,” the woman said.

      Jal pressed his palms toward her in a greeting of peace. She had no choice but to mimic it, but Wular didn’t do the same.

      Jal tried to whistle, using the technique that his grandfather had taught him.

      If he could coax the berahn to respond to him, he could find a way to claim control over them. At least to have an opportunity to talk to them, maybe work with them. It had worked near the citadel.

      But it didn’t work now.

      He whistled again.

      Once again, there was no response.

      The woman watched him, amusement glittering in her eyes.

      “The others have arrived,” she said. “It won’t be long before the attack begins. What will you do then?”

      Jal frowned. He had a distinct sense of how many berahn were around him but suspected the count was off. Unfortunately, he was not sure how many Alainsith had come, but given the rumors Lily had shared from speaking to the hegen, it couldn’t be a formal attack. That would require far greater numbers.

      But if they destroyed witchcraft, others might decide to join the fight.

      That meant they had to act now, and he had to ensure that the peace his family long valued held.

      He whistled again.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      Two berahn appeared behind her.

      He could feel Wular tense again, but the berahn would not attack her. If they were going to come after anyone, it would be him.

      “You may return,” Jal said.

      “I may do what?”

      “You have my permission to return.”

      The woman blinked. Then she reached for her weapon.

      Jal shook his head. “Do not break with custom.”

      “You do not have a say in this,” she said.

      Jal recognized the anger and hatred in her tone, as he had encountered many others who were like that. There had been a time when he had felt something similar, but his mother had given him sage advice, counseling him that hatred did nothing to heal a wound. Hatred only caused new wounds to open and old ones to fester.

      He continued to smile at her. She still hadn’t moved. “You may return,” he said again.

      “Return where? The lands that were stripped from us? To a city that was stolen? To homes that were lost?”

      “New homes were built,” Jal said.

      She scoffed. “They were not our homes.”

      “Neither were these, once.”

      He whistled, and the nearest berahn, a large female, swiveled her head and looked at him. He whistled a few more times, singing a hint of a melody he had learned from the berahn when he had traveled with them. Those had been some of the most difficult days for him. He could feel something. Maybe it was in the song that he was trying to whistle. Maybe it was just the berahn watching him. Regardless, it seemed to Jal that there was a struggle. He could use that.

      But so far, he had failed. If he didn’t succeed, and soon, the berahn might decide to target him and Wular.

      “You may return,” he told her again.

      She took a step toward him, unsheathing her curved blade. “And you made a mistake coming here. Do you think I’m the only one here?”

      He didn’t have to move to recognize that there were other shadows in the trees around him. He had counted five berahn on his trek here and suspected there might be more. Three shadows approached him. Jal took only a moment to scan the area around him, and he knew he must’ve underestimated considerably. He might have only spotted the five berahn paw prints, but there were likely many more.

      He had come to face death, much like he had said, but he was not going to die. Not today. He was not a fighter. Not like Wular. Not like this other undoubtedly was.

      He hoped he didn’t have to be.

      Jal didn’t move.

      The woman sneered at him. “Still unwilling to fight?”

      “I know when I can, and I know when I should not.”

      He whistled again.

      The female berahn lunged. The others did as well.

      Jal whistled one more time, pushing everything that he could into the song, trying to carry with it the feeling that he had. That was the key to the song. Share his experience. The reason that he’d left his home, wanting to understand witchcraft and his people’s responsibility for it. Finding that he was afraid of it. Finding a new family. And wanting to protect them. The berahn had to understand that, wouldn’t they?

      The large berahn stopped right in front of him, and then it lunged toward the woman.

      A massive paw knocked the woman down, settling on her chest. It did nothing else. He continued to whistle, continuing to try to push some part of himself into that message, wanting to connect to the berahn.

      “Lower your blade,” he said.

      He still hadn’t moved his hands—the gesture of peace was not only for the woman but also for the berahn. They needed to see him for who he was.

      Jal darted forward, grabbed her blade, and threw it to the side.

      He hoped that Wular still had not moved. If she had, he didn’t know if he could protect her.

      He whistled again. When he lowered his head and dropped his eyes, it was a gesture of submission and also humility. That had taken the longest for him to learn, and it had been the hardest for him to do. It was almost impossible for most people to look away from the berahn. They were terrifying. If one knew their reputation, they would not look down the way he did, but Jal knew they were not the same as their reputation. That was another of his grandfather’s lessons.

      The berahn whistled in return. It was a strange, shrill noise, vastly different than the harsh, mournful howl they made when hunting. The change in sound signified acceptance. He suspected that this female berahn was the pack leader, and when three other whistles rang out near him, he knew he was right.

      “You may step forward,” he said to Wular without turning back to her.

      She approached carefully, though thankfully did not have her sword unsheathed.

      “Keep your eyes down,” Jal said.

      “How did you know what to do?”

      “My grandfather taught me to listen. He told me that the berahn once lived alongside us, back when our families were united,” he said, then flicked his gaze over to her. “When we splintered, so did our connection to them. He always believed that the song would bring us back together, if we were willing to hear it and understand it.”

      He whistled, and the other berahn responded once more. The sound echoed throughout the forest and began to build. If his cousins thought to use these creatures against Sanaron, Jal could stop that much. But could he stop his cousins from their attack?
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      Lily crept down the street, staying in the shadows around Morgan’s home as the early sun started to lift above the rooftops lining the road.

      “You don’t have to stay so close,” she said to Honaaz.

      “They got you the last time,” he grumbled.

      She waved the knife in her hand. “Aren’t I the one who rescued you?”

      “Once,” he muttered.

      She touched his arm. He stiffened but didn’t pull away like he had before. “Listen. I appreciate the gesture, I really do, but I’m not exactly sure what will happen if shit gets messy.”

      “I’m not going to let it get messy,” he said.

      “I’m not so sure we get to choose.”

      As they made their way down the street, Lily deposited several of her carvings. She had told Kanar that she should be able to trigger them from a distance, but she wasn’t sure. This time, as she had poured some of herself into these carvings, she felt the bone begin to shift, as if some part of it absorbed part of her. That had been new.

      After visiting the other hegen, she had been inspired in a way she had not been for quite some time. At the citadel, she had learned to pour a part of herself into the art, but it had always been at the end of the process—always in how she added a hint of blood. That was how she had been taught, but it was something she had never thought she would use as fully as she had. Those lessons had been tied to witchcraft, after all. But after visiting with the other hegen and seeing the way they put aspects of themselves into what they did, she had come to realize that perhaps her understanding had been skewed.

      Lily should have known better. She had traveled with her family long enough, and had heard her parents talking often enough, about what such a thing required. She knew she could put a part of herself into it, and in doing so, she could create something greater.

      “What if they can’t stop this?” Honaaz said.

      “Then it sounds like Sanaron will get caught between the Prophet and the Alainsith, possibly even the rest of the citadel operatives, and people here might be slaughtered.” She glanced over to him. “Maybe I should get a ship with you and we can go to the Isles. Do you think I would like it there?”

      His flush deepened. “It’s not for everyone. Most find it too hard to live there.”

      “I’ve known hardship my entire life,” she said.

      “Then you would be fine. I could take you.”

      “Only if you wouldn’t be ashamed.”

      He frowned, his deep brow furrowing. “Why would I be ashamed?”

      “Because of these.” She held out the fistful of bone carvings she’d made, and he glanced down at them before meeting her eyes. “I’ve seen the way you look at them. I understand. You aren’t much different than Kanar.”

      In this land, and around anyone who wasn’t hegen, most people were just like Kanar. They may not be as open about it, nor would they reveal their disgust with magic, but they felt the same way.

      “My people have sorcerers,” Honaaz said. “Not many. They are the most powerful. We also have Weather Watchers who try to control the weather so our ships can sail smoothly.”

      What kind of magic would that be? Now wasn’t the time for her to dig into it, but she was curious. She knew about Alainsith magic, hegen art, and witchcraft, but now she had to wonder about sorcerers and Weather Watchers and even whatever strange resistance Honaaz had to magic.

      Mostly, though, she struggled with what she had learned about Jal. He was one of what her people called the ancient ones. Not just one of them, but somebody of significance. Goofy, tall, lumbering Jal.

      How had he hidden that truth from them all this time?

      They all had their secrets, though.

      Lily had kept her own, as had Kanar and Jal. Perhaps even Honaaz, though Honaaz seemed the most open of them all. He probably didn’t even know anything about his own magical resistance.

      She paused at the next stop on her circuit around Morgan’s home, and she placed another prize. Honaaz looked down at her, though he didn’t seem distressed by her prizes. She set it on the ground and tucked it into some debris, trying to hide it near a wall.

      “They look different,” Honaaz said.

      “Well, they are a little different,” Lily said. She straightened and reached into her pouch, grabbing another prize. She smiled, though this one was mostly for herself. “It’s been a while since I learned anything from my people.”

      “I can’t believe they really didn’t like you using your art.”

      “I can’t believe you don’t mind it.”

      “You did save me. A few times.”

      “Now who’s counting?” Lily said.

      “You wanted credit.”

      “I don’t want credit. I wanted you to give me credit. It’s quite different.”

      He grunted. “Fuck.”

      She laughed and kept moving. The fog had started to shift, which suggested that whatever Morgan was doing seemed to be working. At least, that was what Lily hoped it meant. She didn’t have any idea whether it made much of a difference. She started forward again, hating that she wasn’t sure.

      “Are you positive this is going to work? What if these fuckers try to get the jump on us?”

      “Then we jump back,” she said. “That’s why I’m placing these. I figure if I can create enough of a perimeter around here, I should be able to activate it.”

      “Still can’t figure out who the fucking Prophet is.”

      “You know, I started to wonder if maybe it was Morgan or somebody in her family, but I don’t any longer. She seems like she actually cares about protecting Sanaron. I’m surprised Kanar couldn’t get anything from Malory. She’s usually better connected to what’s happening in the city, but maybe after she was targeted she decided she doesn’t want to be a part of it.”

      “I don’t know her,” Honaaz said.

      “I’m not surprised. I don’t think she wants you to. But I’m also happy you don’t know her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she runs a brothel,” Lily said. “That’s where we get most of our jobs from these days. Not all of them, but enough.”

      He let out a laugh, and she glanced over to him while frowning.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

      “The idea that Reims needs a fucking brothel.”

      “Well, I didn’t say he needed a brothel, just that we use it to get jobs.”

      “So he doesn’t need it?” Honaaz asked.

      “Again, I don’t know. I don’t get involved in that aspect of Kanar’s life. I can’t even think about him like that.” She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Besides, I suspect that Morgan would be far more interested in him.”

      “The sorcerer.”

      Lily nodded. “The sorcerer.”

      She stopped beside another building and set down one of her prizes. If she had more time, she would’ve been able to carve it and even add some element that would work into the stone, perhaps blending the two together. That wasn’t her specialty, but increasingly, she began to wonder if that was something she could learn. It wouldn’t be easy, but she hadn’t thought she would be able to do this much with it either.

      Honaaz stayed close to her. She thought he would have left their team by now. None of this was his fight. This wasn’t even his land. But he’d stayed.

      She turned to him. “Thank you.”

      Honaaz furrowed his brow. “What are you thanking me for?”

      “For being here, I guess. You don’t have to be. I know Kanar isn’t going to thank you, so I figure one of us needs to.”

      “I’m not doing it for fucking Reims.”

      She smiled. “I know you’re not, and if you were, I don’t know how he would take it. Especially when you say it like that.”

      He grunted.

      “Anyway, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      “You don’t have to say it like you just shit in your mouth,” she said.

      He frowned at her and then started laughing.

      “What?”

      “You might do quite well in the Isles,” he said.

      She grinned. It was a nice compliment, she figured.

      Lily finished making a circuit around Morgan’s home. She was still distinctly aware of the connection she shared to the prizes she had placed.

      She looked through the fog at Morgan’s home. “I suppose we should get back there.”

      “Soon enough.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of that,” he said, and he pointed ahead.

      The fog itself started to shimmer.

      “That’s not good,” she said. “We’ve been walking through this thick fog for how long today? And now, all of a sudden, it starts to dissipate?”

      She grabbed several prizes from her pouch. These were more of a blunt type of artwork. “I’m not sure you can be part of this,” Lily said. “I get it. You want to protect me. You see yourself as some big strong man and me as some weak little woman.”

      She felt very aware of how she only came up to his shoulders.

      “When have I ever made you think you are some weak woman?” He turned toward the Dogs and the witchcraft user heading toward them. “Do you know that when Reims hired me, you were the only fucking person I was afraid of?”

      She arched a brow. “I was?”

      “So I don’t stay here because I think I need to protect you. I stay here because you can protect me.”

      With that, he looked over at her and smiled.

      Lily laughed. “You are a big fucking dope who I find quite charming.” She touched his arm, and his face colored slightly.

      “Why don’t we deal with this threat?” he grumbled.

      “Why don’t we.”

      She stayed with him, not because she was afraid of what was in front of them but because she wanted to stay with Honaaz. She prepared to use the prizes she held but it wasn’t just her art that she could use. She had knives, and Morgan had surprisingly owned plenty of them.

      She’d heard stories of the witchcraft war and what had happened, but there were never this many users of witchcraft in one place at a time. They were scattered. Kanar had said they had not managed to stop the war and defeat witchcraft entirely because of that.

      Why here and now?

      Was there something about the city?

      Lily had pitted herself against witchcraft practitioners before and come out on the right side of it. She wasn’t Kanar, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have skill. Having Honaaz with her, along with the natural immunity to magic he seemed to possess, might also be necessary for her to survive.

      If her blades were not enough, she had the art. It wasn’t the same as witchcraft. Pain and violence weren’t put into its making—nothing like what those who used witchcraft did. That diminished her art in some ways, but it also strengthened what she created, especially because she put herself into it.

      She tossed one of her pieces of bone.

      “Stand back,” she hissed.

      Honaaz didn’t hesitate. He danced back, reacting as if he were a soldier under her command. Though he still held his daggers, he kept them retracted and let her be the one to attack.

      She focused on her intention. As she did, she felt the heat begin to build, and then the piece exploded. There was a shout. The fog swallowed much of the action, but she could still see the Dogs get tossed to the side.

      “Go,” she said to Honaaz.

      He darted forward, daggers blazing, his massive form lumbering into the fog.

      There was one who didn’t seem fazed by what had happened. Lily flipped a knife in their direction. The witchcraft practitioner whipped a wand toward her, which created a crackle of energy that caught the knife and sent it streaking back toward her.

      She dropped and rolled to the side, barely missing the knife as it whizzed by. She popped back to her feet, focused on her target, and sent two more knives streaking toward them. They deflected both.

      Lily reached into her pouch for a prize that might work. She had to use them judiciously.

      She flicked an explosive piece of art. She had carved an additional piece under this one and had pressed a droplet of blood, a full amount of herself into it, so that once it activated, she would feel the effect immediately. She had to be ready for it.

      When it hit the ground, she focused and felt that connection. The bone exploded, sending fragments and a burst of stored potential toward the witchcraft user. Lily rushed forward, one knife flicked high, another one low, and she was rewarded with a grunt that came from the person she fought.

      Lily started toward them. She had another pair of knives in hand, and she was ready to cut them down.

      Honaaz cried out.

      She couldn’t leave him. She raced toward his voice, leaving the injured witchcraft practitioner, hoping that she had incapacitated them enough that they wouldn’t be able to pursue.

      “Do you see this shit?” Honaaz said.

      She did. It was almost an entire army of witchcraft practitioners. There had to be dozens of them. Many had those strange wands, but not all.

      Where were the Kalenwatch?

      Where were Morgan’s guards?

      Dead, likely.

      The two of them might not survive much longer either. Honaaz’s protections weren’t going to be enough. The explosives that Lily had placed around Morgan’s home were not enough. She had laid as many as she could, thinking she might be able to trigger them, but she would have to surprise them with it.

      Still, it may not matter.

      Without help, there was too much power here.

      If only Tayol and the citadel would come.

      She hated that she thought that way, but it might be the only way for them to make it out of here.

      As she watched, she realized that survival might not be possible.

      The witchcraft practitioners converged on them.

      Lily looked over to Honaaz. “Well, fuck.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      The fog hadn’t moved.

      Kanar wasn’t sure why he expected anything different, but as he stood atop Morgan’s home, all he could make out on the street below him were the faint outlines of buildings. Water burbled from nearby, and the wall that surrounded it should make for an effective defense, were it not for a pair of trees that grew near the borders.

      Too easy to climb.

      His mind worked through all the different entry points, not satisfied with the defenses. There had to be more that he could do to protect her home.

      “You can relax, Gray,” Morgan said.

      She stood just behind him at his shoulder, so close that he could feel the heat of her body pressing on him. The floral scent she wore clung in his nostrils, lingering in a particularly pleasant manner, reminding him of the first time he’d met her.

      “I can’t see anything,” Kanar said. “There’s no way I can relax.”

      “Then join them.”

      It sounded like such a simple suggestion, but there was too much in what needed to be done. He had to protect Morgan. Why did that feel both fitting and so difficult?

      When he’d thought she had betrayed him, she had come to represent everything he hated.

      “If I go, and something happens to you…”

      She turned to him, holding a sword—in reality, it was little more than a slender rod that looked nothing like the weapon Kanar carried—and a hint of fog seemed to swirl around the blade. “Would you mind?”

      Kanar’s heart pounded. “I’d mind.”

      Was that movement down below? He realized it was Lily coming back around. They were placing their trust in her hegen magic in order to protect magic.

      It was enough to make him laugh. Of course, his sword—or was it Jal’s sword?—had its own sort of magic that had protected him all along, so maybe it shouldn’t feel so strange to think that they would use magic to defend magic.

      After having trained to fight magic and destroy those who used it, he couldn’t deny that there was a certain irony in having to defend it. When this was over, assuming he survived, he had much to consider. Not only about his role in what he did but about the war itself.

      “We’ve always known there was something protective about the fog,” Morgan explained. “When I was younger, I heard stories about the way the fog steered invaders from our shores.” She leaned on the stone railing, looking down into the haze. “I learned about how that had been responsible for saving us. Sailors from Sanaron believed that the fog had sent the invaders away, until they were caught in rough water and slammed into rocks. My people shared other stories that spoke of power that didn’t come to Sanaron, magic that didn’t work here. We’ve always known that the hegen art doesn’t work the same here. They believed it was something supernatural, as if their god, the one they worship as the Mother, took away their abilities here. When witchcraft began to spread, we recognized that we were protected from that as well.”

      “Lily’s art works here.”

      “Not as it should, and I suspect there is something about the way she uses it and what she learned from the citadel that makes a difference. You met me shortly after I left Sanaron looking for answers to understand the magical protections in the city. I wanted to learn about them so that we could re-create it.”

      “A protection from witchcraft.”

      “Something like that.”

      Kanar grunted. “Or exactly that.”

      “Not exactly that,” she said. “What you refer to as witchcraft is simply another variant of power. It’s the easiest form of accessing that power, and the practitioners in Reyand tend to use a specific type of power to draw on it, but it’s not the only way to do so. Think about what Lily can do. How she uses her art. How is that dissimilar? It’s all along the same spectrum.”

      “I’ve seen what they are willing to do to use that power,” he said.

      “Because they believe it’s the only way.”

      “And you believe otherwise?”

      She traced her fingers in the air, forming what looked to be a series of interlocking triangles, and then pressed her hand upward. When she did, the fog billowed away from her hand. “I know otherwise. I’m not the only one who can do this. In other lands, they have others with different names, different abilities, and yet much of it is the same.”

      She looked as if she was going to say something but instead hurriedly created several circles, then motioned outward with her palm. The fog parted even more, and Kanar could see several figures below.

      “Something is happening,” Morgan said.

      Her hands were spread out to either side of her, and she traced what looked to be a pattern in the air as she did, as if she would use that to summon whatever power she could draw. The fog swirled as she did it, and a strange, tingling energy seemed to caress him.

      “I still can’t see anything down there,” Kanar said, squeezing the hilt of his sword.

      He’d debated whether he would unsheathe it or wait, but it seemed fitting to have the sword unsheathed. More than just fitting, though, was the power that flowed from the sword to him. As much as he might like to claim that he didn’t want to deal with magic, he thought he needed to have it for this fight. He would need to be faster and stronger.

      Distantly, he thought he heard a shout.

      Nothing came with any real clarity through the thick fog. If the fog was some sort of protection for Sanaron, Kanar didn’t know what would happen if it continued to shift.

      He turned to Morgan and watched her. “What am I supposed to know about the fog?” When she didn’t answer, he stared back down at the city, at the buildings he could just make out and the imagined dangers out there. He didn’t know what Honaaz and Lily would face, and it bothered him that he wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

      There was no way for him to counter it. Not from here. Though he wanted to be down there with them, he needed to be with Morgan. He thought he had to.

      “We’ve always known there was something protective about the fog,” Morgan explained. “When I was younger, I heard stories about the way the fog steered invaders from our shores.” She leaned on the stone railing, looking down into the haze. “I learned about how that had been responsible for saving us. Sailors from Sanaron believed that the fog had sent the invaders away, until they were caught in rough water and slammed into rocks. My people shared other stories that spoke of power that didn’t come to Sanaron, magic that didn’t work here. We’ve always known that the hegen art doesn’t work the same here. They believed it was something supernatural, as if their god, the one they worship as the Mother, took away their abilities here. When witchcraft began to spread, we recognized that we were protected from that as well.”

      “Lily’s art works here.”

      “Not as it should, and I suspect there is something about the way she uses it and what she learned from the citadel that makes a difference. You met me shortly after I left Sanaron looking for answers to understand the magical protections in the city. I wanted to learn about them so that we could re-create it.”

      “A protection from witchcraft.”

      “Something like that.”

      Kanar grunted. “Or exactly that.”

      “Not exactly that,” she said. “What you refer to as witchcraft is simply another variant of power. It’s the easiest form of accessing that power, and the practitioners in Reyand tend to use a specific type of power to draw on it, but it’s not the only way to do so. Think about what Lily can do. How she uses her art. How is that dissimilar? It’s all along the same spectrum.”

      “I’ve seen what they are willing to do to use that power,” he said.

      “Because they believe it’s the only way.”

      “And you believe otherwise?”

      She traced her fingers in the air, forming what looked to be a series of interlocking triangles, and then pressed her hand upward. When she did, the fog billowed away from her hand. “I know otherwise. I’m not the only one who can do this. In other lands, they have others with different names, different abilities, and yet much of it is the same.”

      She looked as if she was going to say something but instead hurriedly created several circles, then motioned outward with her palm. The fog parted even more, and Kanar could see several figures below.

      “They’re coming,” Morgan said, her voice soft. “I can’t tell how many.”

      Kanar squeezed the hilt of his sword.

      Then an explosion rang out.

      He raced to the far side of the building and looked down through the clearing fog. Honaaz and Lily were fighting. Lily was ablaze with her knives, flicking them at attackers, but it was Honaaz who was the real revelation.

      The large man was a considerable fighter, and he had always acquitted himself well when Kanar had asked him to be part of their jobs, but this was something different. When one Dog got close to Lily, Honaaz roared, grabbed the man, and flung him. There was a brutality to the way he fought, sending the man flying into others, knocking them all down.

      Morgan approached and stood near Kanar’s shoulder, looking down on the battle.

      More of the fog parted.

      Kanar’s stomach sank. “There are so many.”

      Morgan quickly traced another series of patterns and pushed her hands outward in the same forceful manner she had used before. The fog billowed before dissipating slightly.

      “Oh no,” she whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “They have already begun to disrupt it.” She looked over to him. “There are just too many of them.”

      Numbers. That was something Kanar had never faced while fighting in the Order. If he had, he wasn’t sure how he would’ve fared. He liked to think that his sword, and whatever power it conveyed to him, would have permitted him the ability to overwhelm witchcraft, but he didn’t know.

      Several other figures strode forward. They neared Lily and Honaaz but didn’t step into the line of fire of the protections Lily had placed on the buildings. It was almost as if they knew. But even those protections might not be enough. There were too many Dogs, all of whom could be sacrificed to add to the witchcraft.

      At least a dozen approached Lily and Honaaz. As Kanar made his way to the other side of the building’s roof, he saw even more. Several dozen. They were marching, somehow dispelling the fog. Each time they did, Morgan made another pattern, which sent more fog squeezing down. It didn’t seem to slow them much, though it did slow them.

      If he did nothing, though, Lily and Honaaz would be pinched. Regardless of whether Lily’s protections worked, Kanar didn’t think they could withstand this kind of fight. Lily was hegen but not trained in witchcraft.

      But she was trained to destroy it. Much like him.

      He couldn’t stay here. He had agreed to protect Morgan, but the way he would protect her was not the way he had committed to. Kanar knew what he needed to do.

      He looked over to her. “How much can you do from here?”

      She stared down. “I can try to call to the fog. The city offers its protections, and with you here—”

      “I won’t be here,” Kanar said. “I need to be down there, where I can do the most damage. You, on the other hand, need to be up here, commanding your protections, directing the city to fight.”

      “Gray…”

      “I know.”

      Morgan shook her head. “I don’t know if it’s going to work. Even with this weapon, I don’t know if it’s going to make a difference.”

      “Lily has ensured that they can’t get too close to you, but if they do, use everything in your power to protect yourself, including that sword.” He motioned to it, but she held his gaze.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      It wasn’t his city. They weren’t his people. Not the people of Sanaron, at least.

      But Lily? Honaaz? Morgan? They were his people.

      “You’re right,” Kanar said. “I don’t have to. I want to.”

      He gripped the railing, and Morgan grabbed his face, kissed him on the cheek, and released him. His cheek tingled where she’d kissed him, and he tried not to think of it as he jumped.

      The air whistled around him as he dropped the two stories to the street below. He shouldn’t be able to do it, but the sword made it so he could. There wasn’t even any pain when he landed, just a solid thud that worked through his bones.

      He crouched for a moment, then raced forward.

      Above him, he could feel the fog shifting. It was almost as if it was something viscous, something thick that slid overhead, moving and twisting and carrying the energy Morgan commanded. Beyond that, he felt the explosions Lily used, along with the blasts of sheer, raw power Honaaz possessed.

      Kanar raced toward the users of witchcraft and threw himself into the thickest part of it. He rammed his blade into the first person he saw, managing to slice through them before they even saw he was there. As soon as the blade caught their flesh, it seemed as if Kanar was aware of a transference of power, something that left him shuddering with the energy as it cascaded through the blade and into him.

      A shadow loomed in front of him, and he brought his blade toward them. His throat collapsed, but he ignored it as he thrust his sword all the way to the hilt and brought the blade up. The pressure on his throat relaxed as the person fell from his blade, bloody and broken.

      Kanar hazarded a glance down but saw no evidence of the typical staffs the users of witchcraft preferred. How had they attacked him? Had they learned some new tricks?

      He didn’t have a chance to think about the questions. Three more surrounded him, all dressed in the same gray jacket and pants.

      He darted at them. Something held on to him, though he wasn’t sure what it was. He squeezed the hilt of his sword and powered through whatever they used on him.

      He struck the man in the chest, causing him to stagger back. Kanar spun and chopped through the next attacker’s arms, then carved around, making a circuit toward the rest. He dropped the next one too.

      Though he now stood alone, he knew there were more. Many more. He had seen them from above.

      But these people were different than what he expected. They had a different power, and it left him tingling with energy, practically coursing with it. It was the kind of power he could not even hold on to.

      When five approached, Kanar stood before them.

      “You are not worthy to wield that,” one of the attackers said. The woman had a strange accent, a slightly musical way of speaking.

      Kanar now understood.

      This wasn’t the Prophet and his witchcraft practitioners.

      They were dealing with Alainsith too.

      He had thought they could stop the war, but they were already too late.
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      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      Honaaz stared into the gathering of people before looking over to Lily. She wouldn’t be able to withstand this. She had proven herself a skilled fighter, but there were more than just skilled fighters in front of them. They were facing magic—witchcraft. And they were outnumbered.

      “I would have liked to have taken you to the Isles,” he said.

      Lily gave him a small smile. “I would’ve liked to have gone.”

      Surprisingly, she had a knife in one hand, though a different one than he’d seen from her before. She was working at something in her hand. More fragments of bone. It took him a moment to realize that she was fucking carving at the bone while she was standing here.

      Did she think they could overpower these witchcraft users with new carvings?

      Maybe she did. Maybe she could.

      “How much time do you need?” he asked.

      She arched a brow.

      “For you to make… well, whatever the fuck you are making. How much time do you need?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t even know if it’s going to change anything,” she said.

      “If I can get you some time, how much do you need?”

      Lily glanced around. “I need more prizes.”

      “Well, we got all these bodies around us. Why don’t you start with that powerful little fucker right there?” he said, pointing to the sorcerer they had cut down.

      “That doesn’t always make a difference.”

      “It doesn’t always, which means it sometimes does, right?”

      Lily grinned at him. “Sometimes.”

      “Give me what you’ve made.”

      “Honaaz—”

      “Don’t argue with me now, Lily. Just give me what you made, and you get to work cutting away at those little fuckers. I’ll set them out, and I’m going to give you whatever time you need.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He held her gaze. “And if we get through this, you are going to come with me to the Isles.”

      “Gladly.”

      What did it mean that he had traveled all around the world, come to Sanaron, of all places, and found someone like her? He knew what it meant—she was somebody he wanted to save, and somebody who didn’t need him to save her. More than that, though, he wasn’t even sure he could save her. She was the more powerful of them. She was little, compact, but filled to the brim with the kind of power his people prized.

      Fuck it.

      He grabbed the fistful of items she had made, and she jerked his head down. The suddenness of it surprised him, and when she kissed him on the lips, he didn’t resist. He kissed her back.

      When she was done, she straightened. “You know, you really are pretty in your own way.” She pushed him away.

      Honaaz rumbled off. He had bones she’d carved, and though he had no idea what they might do, he trusted that she had given him something useful.

      He threw one of them. It exploded with a small pop, and the two people standing nearest to the bone were tossed to the side. Honaaz jumped forward, and he rammed his fist into the throat of one man and shoved on another. He tossed a second piece of bone past the rest and heard an explosion.

      Maybe it would work.

      Then something struck him. He didn’t know what it was, but it hurt.

      Honaaz had been in fights before. For the most part, he handled himself well. He liked to think of himself as a fighting connoisseur, even if he didn’t always love to fight.

      But the blows that landed on him now were different than anything he had felt before. He couldn’t even see them. The fucking strikes were powerful and seemed to come from all over, invisible fists that drove down on him. He tossed one of Lily’s prizes, and it rolled away from him. Its explosion seemed subdued, as if the attackers were managing to contain her explosives.

      Blows kept raining down on him. He stumbled forward. He wasn’t going to let these fuckers bring him down. He wasn’t some person they could just bully with their fucking sorcery.

      He staggered into one of the nearest men and drove his fist into his forehead. The man’s skull crunched. Honaaz tossed a piece of bone at another man, and it exploded. He didn’t have much time left now.

      Honaaz looked around. He was surrounded. This reminded him of when the Dogs had circled him. A witchcraft user had been there at that time as well. They had thought they could bring him down? But they had, hadn’t they?

      Most of the power seemed to bounce off him, but not all of it. There was too much.

      Still, he would buy Lily time.

      Honaaz dropped to one knee as the blows continued to strike him. He went to the second knee, feeling the power hammering down. Anger boiled up within him. He was not going to let them do that to him, not going to let them get to Lily.

      He would fight past this.

      “No!” he roared.

      Honaaz surged to his feet. He drove his fist into one man, then grabbed the shoulders of another and spun him at the line of attackers.

      The air exploded.

      He covered his face, trying to protect himself. He couldn’t tell what had happened, only that it seemed as if everything around him suddenly turned to fire. Was that some sort of new witchcraft?

      He started forward. Dozens of bodies lay strewn all about. Had he done that? He didn’t think so. If he had been responsible for that, he would have known, wouldn’t he?

      More enemies surged toward him. Honaaz braced himself, readying for the next onslaught of attack that he could already feel coming toward him, but he didn’t know what he could do, nor what he was going to have to do.

      He didn’t know where Lily was.

      All he knew was that he had to buy her time. He would protect her. She was like a flower, only she was most definitely not delicate. She was wild like the wind. She could be angry like a storm, but Honaaz always loved a violent storm.

      He threw himself into a crowd of people. Once again, he could feel them crushing him. Then he dropped to the ground. This time, he couldn’t get up. He tried to cry out, tried to let that rage bubble within him to help him stand, but it wasn’t enough. He remained frozen. A strange sensation filled him.

      There had to be something he could do. There had to be some way he could get free.

      The air filled with the power that had been there before—an explosion of heat and a whip of wind and something that stunk of the burning ash.

      He was freed.

      Honaaz got to his feet and turned in place, and he realized why he was free. More bodies were down. Yet he remained standing.

      What was going on?

      “Well, those worked quite a bit differently than I expected,” Lily said as she strode toward him. She gripped several pieces of bone—long, slender sections that were probably from someone’s hand—and grinned at him. “I’ve never had my art work quite like that before.”

      “Maybe you learned something new,” he said.

      Power continued to slam toward them. Lily tossed a prize, creating a barrier around them.

      Honaaz frowned. “It doesn’t seem like we have much time left.”

      “It really doesn’t,” she said.

      “Well?”

      She arched a brow at him. “Well, what?”

      “We go down fighting. That’s what we do.”

      He looked around. The fog made it difficult to see much of anything. He hoped it was protective, but increasingly, it seemed as if the fog itself was preventing them from knowing what was out there and knowing what they needed to do to combat it. It was more of a hindrance than anything else. Fucking sorcerers.

      Somewhere nearby, an explosion sounded. Then another. And another.

      The fog started to lift.

      Honaaz braced himself, ready for an attack, when he realized that there were others mixed in with the sorcerers.

      And fighting them.

      “Well, would you fucking look at that,” he muttered.

      Lily’s mouth hung open. “The citadel. They came.”

    

  







            Chapter Forty

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar couldn’t move.

      His blade blazed, but he could do nothing. The Alainsith had him encircled. Each time he tried to get close, he felt himself pushed back, as if he reached some invisible barrier. The sword made no difference.

      He hoped Morgan would fare better. He doubted it, though. He had trained to handle witchcraft. He thought he understood hegen magic. And he could fight as well as anyone. But this Alainsith power was beyond him.

      Blood stained the cobblestones. He couldn’t tell if Lily and Honaaz were still fighting somewhere out there.

      A figure strode toward him out of the fading fog.

      “Malory?”

      She was dressed differently than he’d seen her before, in a pale blue jacket and pants. Compared to her usual dresses, she looked almost exotic. Her black hair, pale skin, and deep-set eyes suddenly made sense.

      Malory had gone into hiding after the attack on the amphitheater—hadn’t she?

      But Kanar realized that he hadn’t seen her.

      And what if she’d been a part of it all along?

      “You’re with them?” Kanar said.

      “With them? Oh, I’m not just with them.” She grinned, stepping through the protections. Something constricted him as she stood next to him. “I lead them,” she said. “I’ve also used these others.” She motioned around her.

      The fog lifted slightly. All around him, Kanar saw fighting. Witchcraft practitioners. Citadel operatives.

      “They make such easy-to-manipulate servants, but given that we gifted them the knowledge they have used, I suppose it’s understandable.”

      It took a moment for that to sink in. The Alainsith had taught others witchcraft?

      Malory smiled tightly. “Some things are difficult to see, even when they are right before you. Much like I warned Wular, though she did surprise me. Thankfully, she didn’t recognize me.”

      “That you’re Alainsith. And you wanted the sword.” That had to be the reason. Which meant… “You’re the Prophet.”

      Jal had been wrong. He’d been concerned that the Alainsith had come to Sanaron to remove the Prophet. Instead, they had come answering the Prophet’s call.

      Kanar stared at Malory. “Jal said the Alainsith want peace.”

      “There can be no peace. Not for these people. Not for your people. You have proven that time and again.”

      He had never thought Malory might be the Prophet. She had always seemed as if she wanted to protect the city. Her city. That was what she’d called it.

      “Where is the blade?” she asked. “I can make this quick, Kanar. I really did enjoy our conversations. If you’d like, I suppose I could even permit you to serve.”

      “I don’t have it. I don’t—”

      She stepped away from him, and the other Alainsith surged forward. Kanar tried to fight, but he couldn’t. They used their magic to wrap bands of power around him, invisible strands of energy that circled his arms and legs, holding him in place and lifting him in the air.

      Commotion nearby surged as witchcraft practitioners came near. They were with the Alainsith as well.

      Some of them started to fall.

      The citadel.

      Their operatives were fighting with techniques he had not seen in a while. Power exploded from those who used witchcraft against witchcraft. Others fought more like Kanar, with swords and crossbows and other traditional weapons.

      A hole opened in the fighting, and one man surged through. Kanar recognized him, and his eyes widened. The man’s shock of white hair practically glowed. He had a blade in one hand and a satchel much like Lily’s in the other. He reached into it and tossed some explosives at Malory.

      She raised a hand, and the items bounced back and surrounded him instead.

      Before they exploded, Kanar saw the surprise in Tayol’s eyes.

      All of that, and they fell so quickly?

      The citadel, much like the Order, had trained to deal with witchcraft, which was very different to Alainsith magic.

      The earth was wrenched away from Kanar. He hurtled through the air until he crashed onto the slate tiles of Morgan’s roof. Winded, he staggered up. Morgan was across from him, sword ready.

      Why here?

      “What’s going on, Kanar?” Morgan asked, her hands swirling. Fog flowed as she did, and he realized it was the fog that had lifted him out of the fray.

      “I—”

      Five Alainsith landed nearby. Malory followed.

      She looked toward Morgan. “And here I thought your father was the one we had to remove. I needed access to the protections of the city. It is why I needed the sword. But your father proved challenging, and it turned out there were others who are connected to the city, so I took a different approach and decided that I would start to destroy them.”

      Was that why others around the council had been targeted?

      Morgan had known that there were others in the city who had a connection to the fog and the power, but she had never known how many.

      Maybe it was more than she could ever have imagined.

      Malory strode toward her, reaching toward the rod Morgan held.

      Morgan squeezed it, trying to use it to connect to the fog, to direct it, but it didn’t work as well as what she wanted. But it did work. Some of that power spilled out, sweeping away from her.

      Malory took a step back, regarding Morgan for a moment.

      “You’ve bonded to it,” Malory said with a sneer. “I thought you were more of a nuisance than anything else. It’s a shame, really. Your people corrupted so much that mine built, destroying this city, so I used my servants to destroy what you had changed.”

      That was why the witchcraft practitioners had attacked the Alainsith structures—not to power their magic?

      “Now we must unbond the blade.” Malory looked at Kanar. “Thankfully, we have you, Blackheart, to help. Seeing as how only an Elder Blade can separate a bearer from another Elder Blade, we will do this quickly.”

      The other Alainsith forced Kanar to his knees. He tried to fight, but whatever connection he had with the blade, and whatever power it granted him, seemed overpowered here.

      “Down,” Malory said.

      He gripped the sword, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t fight. He couldn’t do anything.

      Somebody pushed Morgan toward him, and he couldn’t do anything to help her. She cried out as she staggered, then fell next to him. Tears streamed down her face.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      She shook her head. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      He felt as if he did. He had been searching for the Prophet all this time and had failed to find her.

      Malory stepped up to Morgan and lifted her chin. “I thought your father would have been able to do this, but perhaps the timing was better, anyway. This time, you will serve him, and serve a greater purpose.”

      She brought a knife to Morgan’s throat, and another to Kanar’s chest.

      Kanar had been fighting witchcraft for years. He had always known it was a possibility that he would succumb to it, but he had never thought it would be this way.

      He locked eyes with Morgan. “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      She gave him a sad smile, and then turned her head to stare defiantly at Malory.

      Kanar waited for the knife to drive into his chest.

      A strange, mournful howl echoed. Kanar had never heard anything like it before, but he instinctively knew what it was. Jal had described the creatures that had been prowling outside the city walls.

      Berahn.

      A shadowy form surged onto the top of the building.

      Malory took a step back. Morgan jerked her hands free, grabbed the sword, and brought it up. Fog began to swirl around her and then press toward Malory. Kanar had his own blade, and though it granted him strength and other enhancements, he didn’t have the same control that Morgan already seemed to possess with her sword.

      “What is this?” Malory asked.

      Jal appeared from the shadows seated atop a massive creature.

      Kanar had never seen anything quite like it before. It was as large as a horse, with thick black fur and gray eyes that seemed far more knowing than they should be.

      “I didn’t recognize you, but now I do,” Jal said. “I see it. I hear your song.”

      “What song is it?” Malory said.

      Wular approached from the opposite side of Jal, both blades unsheathed. She carried herself in a dangerous way that left Kanar on edge. With a single slash, she could probably bring down most of the people on the rooftop.

      “Listen to the song,” Jal said. “You will hear it. Our cousins think to betray us, but we can add our own voices.”

      Wular looked at Malory. “I came to understand. To learn. How did I not know?”

      “She has hidden much from us,” Jal said.

      “I have done what is necessary,” Malory snapped. She thrashed against the fog that Morgan now held around her. “You won’t survive this,” Malory said. “When my berahn—”

      Jal shook his head. “They are not yours. They never were. That is a lesson your kind have never understood.”

      He whistled.

      Malory tensed for just a moment, before lunging at Jal. She moved quickly, and it seemed like the fog that had been holding her suddenly flowed into her, as if she was using it to power herself. Kanar called out. Jal was fast and had skillful aim, but he did not have his bow at the ready.

      He didn’t need to.

      The berahn swatted at Malory, sharp claws ripping through her, practically splitting her in half. She fell, and the others with Malory were suddenly ripped away by an unseen force. More berahn. They died screaming.

      Jal slid off the berahn’s back and then bowed to the creature, of all things. He whistled softly. The berahn jumped down and landed in the fog below once again.

      Jal looked over to Malory’s body. “I should’ve seen it before. We have managed to maintain peace, but I wonder if this was a way of forcing action. It might have worked…” Jal shook his head. “I think it’s time for me to go home, Kan. I have to return to my people so I can make sure the peace holds. Others need to know what she did here.”

      Kanar took a deep breath. He hated the idea of losing Jal, but he understood that his friend needed to do this.

      “I might need to stay here a little while longer,” Kanar said. “To try to understand what happened, and to help Morgan.”

      “Just to help her?” Jal asked, a hint of a smile curling his lips.

      Kanar looked over to where Morgan stood at the edge of the building, looking down on the rest of her city. She was quiet, though she still held the sword that had fog swirling around it.

      “For now.”

    

  







            Chapter Forty-One

          

          

      

    

    






LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily stood on the shore, listening to the sound of the waves as they washed up against the rocks, and the steady creaking of ships tied to the docks. She was tired, but she also didn’t feel as if she could sleep. Not yet. She’d been busy harvesting prizes after the battle, sweeping through all of the bodies until she had gathered everything she thought she could store.

      “What are you looking at?” Honaaz asked.

      “Nothing. Just thinking. It’s probably time that I get some rest, but I don’t feel like I can relax enough yet.”

      “Do you need to collect more?”

      Honaaz had been with her as she had taken her prizes. He hadn’t argued, and he had not seemed bothered by it at all. Then again, Honaaz was a sailor, and he had a certain hardness to him that probably came from his time on a ship.

      “I think I’ve gathered enough for now. I didn’t even have to bother with the Dogs. I know you don’t like to hear about it, but they didn’t provide me with much in the way of potential.”

      “Sorcery,” he said softly.

      “Not sorcery,” Lily said. “When I was at the citadel, I learned about witchcraft and how to replicate certain aspects of it, but I never cared for it—not when it was responsible for what happened to my family and my people. How could I?” Lily squeezed her eyes shut, thinking about all the lessons she had learned at the citadel. All of those lessons had trained her to use aspects of witchcraft that she wanted to ignore, and yet there was a part of Lily that had started to wonder if perhaps those lessons might be key. “My art is tied to something different. My people used to think it was tied to part of the Alainsith teachings, but now that the Alainsith have attacked us…”

      “The tall bastard said it wasn’t the Alainsith.”

      Lily turned away from the water and started walking. Honaaz stayed with her. They made their way past several different taverns, and she was tempted to go into one, but she knew she’d fall asleep the moment she took a seat. “Not all of the Alainsith. Just a subset, but it’s enough to be worrisome. The Alainsith haven’t attacked in centuries.”

      In all that time, there had been peace. What would happen if the Alainsith chose to attack in force?

      So much had changed for her in such little time. She had revered the Alainsith from her earliest days. It wasn’t only the Alainsith, though. Having time to sit with the hegen had put her in a different mindset than she had been in for quite some time. Maybe she needed to return to her people.

      The citadel was gone. Tayol’s body had been absent when she collected her prizes. If he had survived, she wouldn’t put it past him to try to rebuild the citadel, or at least some aspect of it. Could she be a part of that?

      Did she even want to?

      She’d found a different place, and within that, Lily began to think that perhaps she had found her people. For her to better understand it, though, she felt she might need to return to the hegen. But not yet. She wasn’t ready for that.

      Which meant staying here. In Sanaron. It meant continuing to work with Kanar. She had begun to feel like he might not have as much trouble with her as she’d once feared.

      “Lily?” Honaaz said gently.

      “Isn’t there a tavern you like along here?” she asked. “Figured we could use a drink.”

      “Not there,” Honaaz said. “I’m not in the mood for them.”

      She wondered who he referred to, but decided not to pry. “Well, we could go to the Walnut. Didn’t you say you like the ale there?”

      “It was fine,” he grumbled.

      “Now I know you’re lying.”

      She took his hand, leading him up the hillside, and Honaaz didn’t pull away.

      As she went, her gaze drifted to rooftops, looking for threats out of habit. They had stopped the Prophet and defeated witchcraft in Sanaron, yet Lily felt like they had only begun to see the danger. She suspected that was only her imagination.

      When Honaaz looked over to her with a frown on his face, she forced another smile and dragged him onward. There might be more to worry about, but not today.

      Today was for celebrating their victory. She had already collected her prizes. Now it was time to drink. And who better to sit next to and drink with than Honaaz?
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MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      Morgan tentatively approached the shore.

      An occasional howl echoed. The massive creatures Jal had somehow tamed were departing—thankfully—but she shivered at the sound of them. Now that Jal had left to return to his people, she hoped those berahn went with him.

      But then I can’t study them.

      Maybe there were certain things she didn’t want to study.

      As she neared the water, she spotted a cloaked figure covered in a sheen of dew.

      “You could’ve told me that you planned on coming here,” she said.

      She still carried the rod with her. She had a hard time considering it a sword, though it seemed as if the Alainsith believed it to be one. The fog seemed drawn to it, and the more she practiced with it, the easier it was for Morgan to use those protections.

      “I wanted to check on you,” Gray said, “and I didn’t think you needed to come here alone.”

      Morgan looked over to the brothel. It was an ancient Alainsith structure, older than some of the buildings that had been destroyed. She had spent time after the attack looking through the city to see what they’d lost. So much reminded her of what had happened in Reyand. Entire sections of the city had been destroyed by witchcraft, with others left targeted by markings that would have to be removed by those who had the knowledge to do so. Reims, were he willing.

      All because of the Alainsith.

      She hadn’t known that they were responsible before. Morgan had spent so much time in Reyand, time where she thought that she would learn more about witchcraft and why Reyand had been primarily targeted, but had not known.

      If it was the Alainsith…

      She still didn’t think she understood.

      “I held out hope that I’d find my father,” Morgan whispered.

      Kanar took a deep breath. “One more lost to that power,” he said, and he knew he didn’t need to explain what he meant about that power. “Much like my sister. I doubt I’ll ever learn what happened with her, but maybe we can understand what Malory did to your father here. Together.”

      Together.

      As much as she had tried to stay away from him, Gray always seemed to pull her back. After everything, here he was, the one who was here for her when she needed him.

      “What of the rest of your team?” she asked.

      Morgan hadn’t had the opportunity to visit with Kanar much after the fighting. He had needed to clean up the rest of the users of witchcraft still scattered throughout the city. That blade of his had carved through more people in Sanaron than it ever had during his time hunting the witchcraft users in Reyand. She was left wondering how Kanar felt about it. But perhaps it didn’t matter. He was still doing what he thought he was put here to do—remove the danger of magic.

      “Jal has gone,” he said. “Wular went with him. I don’t know when I’m going to see him again.”

      The way he said it suggested that it was more than just when he might see Jal again, but also if. He was Alainsith after all. Knowing what she did now, it surprised her that she hadn’t seen it before. She should have. In Reyand, Morgan had studied the Alainsith, the history of their time in the land, and the influence they had. It should have been obvious to her. Only, it had not been.

      “What of Lily?” she asked.

      “Most of the citadel operatives were slaughtered. With Tayol gone, there’s no one who can hold it together, so now Lily intends to stay with me.”

      Morgan smiled. “Why do you seem disappointed?”

      “Not disappointed,” he said. “I’m going to have to work to regain her trust. Or ‘forgiveness’ might be a better way of phrasing it. I wasn’t kind when I learned the truth about her, and she deserves much more from me.”

      Morgan regarded him. “Why, Gray, it seems to me that you have evolved a bit.”

      He snorted. “Unfortunately. Come on. There’s someone here you’re going to need to meet.”

      “She’s gone, Gray.”

      “Malory is. Her business… not so much.”

      Morgan wanted to object. With her father gone, she felt like there was much she had to do and understand, including what connection remained to her within the city. Eventually, she’d have to decide what, if anything, to do about the council.

      But maybe Gray was right.

      She would need help. Allies.

      She nodded to him, and they made their way to the Painted Nails.

      “The war isn’t over,” he said.

      And now Morgan understood why. Because it had originated from the very Alainsith who had warred with Reyand all those years ago.

      “I know,” she said as she pulled the door open, then strode inside. “Unfortunately, I fear it’s just beginning.”
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the next book in the Blade and Bone series: Return of the Lost.
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      The Prophet has been defeated, but the real danger remains.

      When a dangerous foe comes to the city looking for Kanar, he must find a way to avoid the Hunter while uncovering the truth of a persistent magic they thought defeated.

      While Honaaz chases his past, Lily wants only to help, but she’ll have to rediscover her own truth before she can do so.

      Morgan works with the council, taking the seat once held by her father, and finds help through an unlikely ally.

      Powerful workings of witchcraft surround the city—only none know why or who’s responsible. Kanar’s team looks for answers, even though they’ve begun to fragment.

      They’ll need to work together to stop true destruction, but it may be too late to stop the coming war.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading City of Fog and Ruin. 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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