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JAL

        

      

    

    
      The sweet scent of the forest was a mixture of the fragrance of the trees—a note of pine and oak, and even a dampness that spoke of the recent rain. There was something else, as well, but Jal wasn’t quite certain of what he detected as he breathed it all in.

      He stood listening to the wind whisper through the trees, and he felt the way the breeze pressed in on him, making him sway from side to side. Jal glanced over to Wular, who stood with her hands resting near the hilts of both swords. Tense, as she often was.

      “You don’t look as if you enjoy the forest,” Jal said to her.

      “This is nothing like my homeland.”

      He tipped his head back, feeling the wind gusting around him, and when a berahn howled softly, he turned toward it. The creatures surrounded them. There was something thrilling about being surrounded by berahn. In the time he and Wular had been traveling with them, Jal had slowly begun to relax, though Wular had not. She remained on edge, as if the berahn may attack at any moment.

      Another one howled again. He glanced up as the sound echoed around him, and then he turned and looked at Wular. She grabbed the tasseled hilts of her blades and spun in place, twisting so that she could peer all around her. He doubted that she would see much, though. These were berahn, after all, and they were able to blend into the forest when they wanted to. Even Alainsith could not track the berahn if the creatures did not want to be followed.

      “We should keep moving,” Jal said.

      “Do you think me uncomfortable?” Wular asked.

      “I know we are not in the lands of the Juut. Nor are we in Sanaron, where you were comfortable. I appreciate that you are interested in seeing my lands—”

      “It’s not about seeing your lands. It is about your people.”

      Jal smiled to himself. Most believed the Alainsith a singular people, but they were distinct families. And now that he had learned the truth about the southern family and their role in the spread of witchcraft, he felt as if he had no choice but to return to share that with his own family.

      “I can’t get over the fact that the berahn are following us,” Wular said.

      “Traveling with us,” Jal replied. “Not following.”

      He tried to sound flippant, but it was difficult to sound confident when they had berahn prowling alongside them. The creatures had been with them ever since they’d left Sanaron.

      Jal shifted his bow, settling it on his shoulders in such a way that it would not dig into his arm. It felt heavier, though he knew that was imagined. The bow was not the Blackheart’s blade, taking on increasing aspects of power with each life it claimed. It was simply that—a bow. A tool his grandfather had taught him to use at a young age, wanting Jal to master the art of archery. His grandfather had viewed it as an art, much the way that the hegen viewed their connection to the powers in the world as an art.

      Jal didn’t find it strange. It was fitting. The hegen had learned much from time spent observing his kind, though they had never lived among them.

      Lily would have liked the journey. Maybe not as much as she would were Honaaz to come with her, but she would have enjoyed traveling with him. And Jal would have enjoyed having her with him.

      Perhaps that was what he missed most of all. Having his team.

      It wasn’t anything he would have expected to value as much as he had, until he’d gotten close to Kanar and come to know how useful a team like that could be. Now he couldn’t imagine a time without it. They were a family. Dysfunctional, but so too was his own family.

      “What are they doing?” Wular asked.

      “They are trying to tell us something.”

      A large, brown-furred female berahn walked toward him, with a massive snout and vicious fangs. Jal suspected she was the same one that had approached him before—and probably the same one that had helped him defeat the Prophet.

      He held out his hand as he moved closer. There were several ways someone could approach a berahn. The first was with a weapon. If you were lucky, you lasted more than a few moments. The only times he’d seen something like that had been when a man—and it was always a man—was foolish enough to think he could attack them.

      The better way was to back away from them. Avoid the creatures altogether. If Jal were anyone else, that’s what he’d do. That was what Wular wanted him to do.

      Then there was the way he approached them. Hands out, palms facing them—a gesture of humility and one that demonstrated that he came to them with empty hands but a full heart. The berahn sniffed the air, tipping her head back as she regarded him.

      “What is it?” Jal asked her.

      She approached and did something he’d not seen them do before. She nudged him.

      “What’s she doing?” Wular said.

      That was progress for her. At least she knew the sexes now.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” he said.

      The berahn kept pushing up against him, though it wasn’t uncomfortable. She was trying to guide him, he suspected, but he didn’t know where. They’d been heading back toward his homeland, but not his home. That had been lost long before, and Jal wondered if he could ever really return home. But if nothing else, he could return to his homeland, and he thought he might even be able to find help there.

      That was what he hoped for, at least.

      His people wanted to avoid war. They’d suffered enough when they’d been pushed out of their lands, and they wanted to maintain the quiet they’d come to know. It was why it had been difficult for Jal to leave his home in the first place. He still wasn’t sure he had chosen the right path, but had he not, he never would’ve found Kanar, and he never would’ve found the sword.

      Wular glanced over to him. “Why are you looking that way? It’s the wrong direction.”

      Jal hadn’t even realized he had turned. He was staring off into the distance, peering toward the berahn. Five of them were now visible in the forest. That in itself was unusual. The berahn normally did not make themselves visible, but for whatever reason, they had chosen to do so now.

      “I think we are to go this way,” Jal said.

      “You’re following them now?”

      He flashed a grin. It didn’t work on Wular nearly as well as it worked on Kanar and the others on his team. They had seen him as someone who was almost simple, which he hadn’t minded. In some ways, Jal felt as if he was simple. At least when it came to the workings of the world beyond his people.

      In other ways, though, these people, and this land, were simple. They understood only a small part of the interconnectedness of things. There were ways they could learn, lessons he might even be able to teach, were he motivated to do so. And there was a hint of the song all around him.

      “When I was young, my grandfather tried to teach me about the berahn,” he said. “He taught me to listen to them, and to try to understand what they want to show us. Such as now.” He nodded into the distance. “That way.”

      “You will just follow them?”

      Jal started walking. “Tell me. When you traveled to Sanaron, how long did it take you?”

      “I did not come direct,” Wular said.

      “Undoubtedly. You spent time exploring the lands beyond Juut.”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you learn?”

      “I learned nothing,” she said.

      “A shame, then.” Jal shrugged when she looked over to him. “That you took such a journey, that is. It seems to me that a journey should bring you someplace.”

      “It brought me to you.”

      “Where did you travel?” he asked.

      Her brow creased. “Juut is a long way from Sanaron. My people often leave to see the outside world, as we believe that is how we will understand our place in it. We must understand our role.” Her hands brushed along the hilts of her swords.

      Unlike Jal’s family, those of Juut had never abandoned the blade. They had remained fearsome soldiers.

      But they had not intervened when Malory had brought her people to Sanaron.

      That seemed as if it was part of the problem.

      “Would you fight?” Jal asked. It was the question he had struggled to understand, though it was also the one he thought he needed an answer to.

      “For my people?” she replied. When he nodded, she said, “Yes.”

      A berahn let out a soft cry in the distance, and the female leading them turned. Jal followed her more closely.

      “Do they have names?” Wular asked.

      “I suspect they do. Probably only among themselves,” Jal said.

      “They don’t share them with you?”

      He glanced over, grinning broadly at her. “Though I can whistle to them and try to communicate, it’s not as if they have a way of answering back. I suppose I could give them names myself, but it would be like giving you a name. Imagine how you would feel if I were to do something like that.”

      “It would be an honor.”

      Jal only smiled in response. He doubted that. The name could also change. He had seen that, especially in these lands. There were men who chose their own name. Kanar Reims, the Blackheart, had embraced that title, but he had also embraced some other aspect of it. He was Kanar Reims.

      What about himself, though? He had not taken another title, though perhaps he could embrace the one Honaaz had given him. “Tall Bastard” was somehow fitting, he thought. He suspected that Honaaz believed he had kept that name a secret, but Jal had smiled each time he’d heard the large man mutter it.

      What name would he give Wular? There were probably plenty of nicknames he could give her, but maybe it was best that Honaaz had not spent much time around her.

      At one point, late in the day, the forest started to shift. The trees were tall here, and they carried with them the feeling of quiet. Jal and Wular avoided any roadway, as neither of them needed a path to follow. They could lope through the forest at their comfortable pace and move quickly enough that they didn’t have to worry about anyone trailing them. Even on horseback, no one would be able to track them through the forest.

      “What is it?” Wular asked. She’d been watching him, though he hadn’t noticed that at first.

      Jal frowned, shaking his head as he looked around. “It’s this place. I feel like I know it. At least, I feel like I have heard of it.”

      “Have you traveled through here?”

      “Not that I recall,” he said. “The only time I’ve come in this direction was with Kanar and the others when we went to Verendal to break Morgan out of prison.”

      That elicited more of a reaction out of Wular than he had seen before. “She is not without some talent.”

      “She is not. And she’s learned things that others have not.”

      Jal wished he had more time in Sanaron. Had he the opportunity to stay longer, he suspected that he might actually come to understand more about what Morgan was capable of doing. She used ancient Alainsith connections to her benefit. As far as Jal had known, such a thing should not have been possible. But then, witchcraft—and the power that was involved in it—should not have been passed on to men either.

      The berahn nudged him again. He rested his hand on her shoulders. She was tall, and she looked up at him, her deep-yellow eyes seeming to know something about him. She was no pet. Not like the people of Reyand or Sanaron liked to keep. There were plenty of cats and dogs all throughout these lands, and they were far more ingratiating than the berahn.

      The berahn were noble. Fierce. Proud. And too intelligent to be tamed by humans.

      Or by Alainsith.

      “What did you want me to see here?” he asked the berahn.

      She started forward, and he followed. The other berahn had drifted off, and he could hear them nearby. They hadn’t disappeared from view altogether. They had just retreated into the shadows, slipping away into the quiet and the dark.

      Wular stayed close. As usual, she had her hands by her swords, and she moved with more attention than before. “There is something here,” she said, tipping her head back and breathing deeply. “It lingers in the air. It reminds me of what we felt in Sanaron.”

      The comment caught Jal off guard.

      He had been focused more on the berahn and where they were guiding him, and for the last little bit, he hadn’t paid attention to anything else that was taking place around him. Perhaps that was a mistake.

      He paused, looked down at the berahn, and breathed in. A distinctly sharp, acrid odor caught his nostrils. It was faint and subtle, but it was there. Had Wular not said anything, Jal wondered if he would’ve noticed.

      “They’ve masked it,” he muttered.

      He started moving, and the berahn stayed with him. Wular stood nearby, but she didn’t follow him. Instead, she remained motionless.

      He didn’t know why, until he found a marking on the ground.

      It was made entirely of blood.

      The marking was an ancient symbol of power that was designed to summon the energies of the world—the energies that were born out of all things—and to hold it. And it had been placed here, in the forest. In blood.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “It feels as if something is holding me. Does that make any sense to you?”

      “Quite a bit of sense, actually,” Jal said.

      Jal had not seen any markings like this for quite some time. In Sanaron, there were plenty like this, though they were faded. They were responsible for drawing in the energy around the city, harnessing it, and creating the protections Morgan had channeled. It was those buildings, ancient themselves, that had created what Morgan used as her protective fog. But there was something more to it than that. Her people, perhaps her entire family, had taken the protections that were placed by the Alainsith and helped those grow and evolve and become something more.

      Wular moved forward. “These are designed to hold something quite potent.”

      When Jal had gone with Kanar on the mission to rescue Morgan, and then left to return home, he had not known the depths of the dangers they would find. But after he had learned, Jal had not taken the opportunity to go look on his own. He should have. Witchcraft could only absorb so much strength. There was power in death, torment, and torture, much like there was power in life and laughter and love.

      There was movement, and the berahn darted off, disappearing into the trees.

      Jal spun and pulled his bow free from his shoulder.

      “She took off?” Wular said.

      “There has to be a reason.”

      Jal tensed at the sound of voices, then glanced down at the ground before looking back up. Not Alainsith.

      He motioned for Wular to follow, and he moved out of the clearing and toward the trees. Distantly, he could almost feel the berahn disappear, as if they drifted into the shadows. To remain unseen.

      They hadn’t abandoned him and Wular. They had simply done what their namesake told them they should. They were the silent killers, and if it came to that, the berahn would live up to that title.

      “I find it odd that outsiders would come into your lands,” Wular said.

      “I’m not sure where the border of my lands even stretches these days.”

      Jal slipped from tree to tree, and he hadn’t gone far when he noticed the black leathers, the slightly curved blade, and a crest on one shoulder.

      Soldiers. Not just any soldiers, but Realmsguard of Reyand. These would’ve been Kanar’s men. At one point, at least.

      Jal stepped back, away from the trees. He didn’t need any trouble with the Realmsguard, but one of the soldiers shouted. Jal turned, realizing that they had caught sight of something.

      Someone.

      They surrounded Wular, who had both swords unsheathed.

      “Do not kill them,” Jal commanded her.

      The soldiers turned toward him.

      He let out a heavy breath. When he did, he focused, then rushed forward with his bow. The soldiers were quick. Trained. Skilled.

      But he was Alainsith.

      And he didn’t fear for himself. He feared what might happen to the soldiers if they harmed either Jal or Wular. The berahn would slaughter them all.

      Then what? What peace might be broken? Had the Alainsith attack on Sanaron created problems so soon? If so, it meant that his people, and their peace and safety, might already be in danger.

      That troubled him.

      He could keep a measure of peace for now. And he would.

      Jal struck one man in the skull with his bow, then swept the legs out from another and drove the bow into his chest, knocking the wind out of him. Jal kicked him in the head, not as hard as he could, but enough to knock him unconscious. Then he danced past him and took down another with a quick strike to the stomach, along with a poke to the forehead where he added just a hint of his own connection.

      By the time he had done that, Wular had already incapacitated a dozen Reyand fighters. They were all down. Jal approached, trembling worry within him.

      How many had she killed?

      “I did as you instructed,” she said.

      He looked up. “You didn’t kill them?”

      “I’m skilled enough not to.”

      It was an arrogant statement, and the kind of thing Kanar would have said. Skilled enough not to.

      The kind of thing that only somebody who was truly a sword master could make as a claim. They could stop someone without harming them.

      “Why did they attack us?” Wular said.

      “Because we were here.”

      “That can’t be the only reason.”

      A soft whistle sounded from nearby. The berahn were calling to him.

      He answered in kind and loped off into the trees, heading toward the source of the whistle. By the time he found the gray-furred berahn, he slowed as he realized there was something more here.

      Bodies.

      A dozen or so, along with a single Alainsith. Jal didn’t recognize who it was, but the clothing was distinct.

      He paused and looked over to Wular. “This is why they attacked.”

      She came in close, and she swept her gaze around, pausing at each of the bodies. There were ten Realmsguard, all of them arranged as if they had been fighting a massive battle, with the dead Alainsith lying in the middle. A pair of blades much like the ones Wular carried rested by them.

      “Kinnara,” she whispered.

      “You know her?”

      “Of course. She is Juut.”

      And if the Juut had come through here and been attacked, it might already be too late to stop a war.

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      Morgan Raparal stood above the shore, listening to the sound of the waves as they crashed against the rocks. There was something soothing about it, though perhaps it was simply in the memory of what she had lost. She found herself thinking about her father often these days and wondering what more she might’ve been able to do or say before she had lost him.

      Everything around her was otherwise quiet. It was dark, with a hint of moon poking out through the thick clouds. The dense layer of fog that always hung over the city seemed to have settled in the middle of the bay, drawn out from the rest of Sanaron. Ever since the Alainsith attack, her connection to the fog had shifted, and there was not nearly as much around the city as there once had been. It would have alarmed her, save for the fact that she knew that the Alainsith had been the reason the fog had changed—and they were the reason the fog existed in the first place.

      Every so often, she felt a tremble within her as she focused on the fog. It seemed that the fog had started to react to her, and she didn’t know if that should worry her or not. Probably not, she decided, as the fog was a part of the city, and had been ever since the Alainsith had built their structures in Sanaron all those years ago. If she were better able to control the fog, Morgan would have a way of detecting things here. It was one reason she had left and gone to Reyand, but only part of why. The biggest reason for leaving her people behind had been to try to learn more about witchcraft and whether she might be able to understand something within it.

      “I thought I might find you out here.”

      She turned to see Gray coming toward her. After so many years away from him, it was strange having him around again. Stranger still that her feelings for him had not changed in the days they’d been apart. He was as ruggedly handsome as he had always been, the kind of man you could immediately tell would be good in a fight, from the graceful way he walked to the hint of a smile he always seemed to wear.

      “Why are you looking for me?” she asked.

      “Do I need a reason to look for you?”

      “These days…” She held his gaze, and Gray didn’t look away from her.

      Kanar Reims. The man known as the Blackheart.

      And she had fallen for him.

      Then he had come back for her. Not because he cared for her, at least not at that time, but because he had been hired by her father. She doubted that her father had known how much Kanar meant to her, and the simple fact that Kanar had been the one her father had gone to had been chance.

      At least, that was what Morgan believed.

      She had not had an opportunity to talk with her father about that. It was possible, however difficult for her to believe, that he had known exactly what Kanar meant to her and had sent him because he had known that Kanar would do everything necessary to get to her.

      Or perhaps it was nothing more than coincidence.

      “Morgan?” he said.

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Gray.”

      “What are you sorry for?”

      “I came out here to think,” she said, turning her attention to the water. “My father and I used to do that together.”

      “I didn’t know. So, you’re connected to the sea the same way Honaaz is?”

      “Perhaps not quite the same way,” Morgan said with a small smile. “But Sanaron is a port city, and we’re connected to the water through trade and our place here.”

      Kanar joined her and stood close, but not so close as to touch her. Morgan wasn’t sure if she wanted him to or not. He had on a dark cloak that concealed the blade he carried beneath it. Morgan carried her own, an Alainsith creation that had been hidden in Sanaron for years, and somehow the circular rod was important to the Alainsith. When she held it, she was aware of the power of the blade, though she could not use it.

      “Have you heard anything new about Edward?” Kanar asked.

      “Everything has gone quiet. I’m not foolish enough to think my father is still alive, Gray.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You haven’t heard anything either?”

      “I don’t have resources in the city. Well, not quite the resources I did when I could go to Malory,” Kanar said.

      “The Prophet.”

      “I feel like it’s easier to use her name. It takes away some of the power of the title.”

      “It doesn’t change what she was, and it doesn’t change the fact that the Alainsith attacked us. When was the last time they did?”

      Kanar breathed out a heavy sigh before shaking his head. “I don’t know. It’s been a long time. When I was in Reyand, serving in the Realmsguard while King Porman met with the Alainsith, I had some idea about how long ago it had been, but mostly because he always wanted to ensure that we knew the danger in failure.”

      “But you said you had never seen the Alainsith.”

      “We didn’t need to see them to know,” he said. “At least, that was what I always told myself. Maybe it would’ve been better if we’d had the opportunity to know it more directly. I think we need to get word to him of the attack.”

      “The council tells me they have sent word,” she said.

      “Do you trust them?”

      “The council leads in Sanaron.”

      “You say that because you’re part of it.”

      She took a deep breath before letting it out. “I am, but as I’m the newest member of the council, and the youngest, I’m viewed somewhat differently. My time away from the city has made me something of an outsider, even among my people. It’s unfortunate, but I think it will take time before I have the level of influence I need.”

      “Is there anything I can help with?” Kanar asked.

      “Are you asking sincerely?”

      “I’m asking.”

      Morgan laughed. She traced her hands in one of the earliest patterns she had learned, using something that her father himself had taught her about how to control aspects of the fog. Immediately, she began to feel some of that cool energy swirling toward her. Ever since the Alainsith attack, her control over that had changed. She could still use elements of the fog, but she could not do so with the same strength she once had.

      “I keep waiting for you to leave,” she said. She glanced over to Kanar and noticed the hurt in his eyes. “Not because I want you to,” she hurriedly added. “Only because I know that this is not your city. You’re here because you felt like you needed to hide, and now—”

      “Now I still need to hide. Porman won’t welcome me back. I abandoned my position, broke into one of his prisons, and angered one of his favorite executioners.”

      “You don’t think he would welcome you back despite all of that?”

      “I don’t know,” Kanar said. “So much has changed. Including me.” He turned to her and pushed back his cloak. They were standing on a rocky outcropping with the city behind them, the water crashing along the shore of the bay in front, leaving the air misted with salty water. “I don’t hate magic the way I once did.”

      “You don’t embrace it either, Gray. It’s nothing to be afraid of.”

      “I’m not afraid of it. I am still trying to work through how I feel about it, though. And Reyand has a complicated relationship with magic.” He looked out over the water. “I’ve never understood it. Maybe that’s on me and my own shortsightedness, but while I hunted witchcraft, we had welcomed others who openly used their forms of magic.”

      “You can’t still be hung up on the hegen,” Morgan said.

      “It’s not that I’m hung up on them so much as I am trying to figure out what it all means for me. I’m a little slow. Haven’t you always said that?”

      “I have, but I did so teasingly, not seriously. If it’s taken you this long to come around to the role the hegen play in Reyand, then you truly are slow.”

      “It’s more about the role the hegen play when it comes to witchcraft, as well as with this.” Kanar patted his blade. “And with that,” he went on, nodding to where she had the long, slender rod slipped into a leather holster she’d had fashioned.

      Morgan made a point of keeping it on her at all times, partly because she thought she might need it, and partly because she still wanted to understand whether she might be able to control the power inside of it. So far, she had not been able to do anything close to what Gray could do with his blade. She had tried but had never managed to do so.

      “They store power,” Kanar said. “Mine stores the power of those I’ve killed. We don’t even know what yours stores, other than Alainsith power. That power is connected to witchcraft, and it’s that witchcraft that I’ve been fighting for my entire career. So, I struggle, Morgan. I no longer fear magic, as I recognize that I’m using it in some way, but that doesn’t mean I know my place with it.” He turned back and looked out over the water. “Which means that I can stay a little longer until I figure it out. That is, if you don’t mind.”

      “You’re welcome to stay in Sanaron as long as you need. You did help the city, after all.”

      “That’s the only reason I can stay?” he asked.

      “Well, you’re an outlaw with regard to Reyand, so keeping you here does mean we’re pitting ourselves against King Porman, assuming he discovers that we have done so.”

      Distantly, the sound of bells tolling drew her attention, and she stiffened.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Nothing more than my signal that it’s time for the council meeting,” she said.

      “Why don’t you seem pleased by this?”

      “It’s not that I’m displeased, it’s just that I am feeling my own sort of uncertainty. It will pass in time. I just need to find a way to position myself so I can have the responsibility I feel like I need.”

      “If there’s anything I can help with, please let me know,” Kanar said.

      “You could escort me to the council meeting.”

      “If you’d like.”

      “And then I imagine you intend to go and meet with your team.”

      He glanced at the ground. “My team doesn’t feel quite the same.”

      They started walking until they reached the road running along the shoreline, then began their trek up the hill leading into Sanaron proper. The city was unique, and beautiful for it. The fog traditionally blanketed everything and obscured the hill, but since the Alainsith attack, the fog was more of a tenuous thing, making it so that it was much easier to see the gleaming pale stone structures adorning the hillside. Against the darkness of night, the white practically glistened, catching much of the moonlight.

      It was lovely. It was home.

      And Morgan was happy to be back, even if wanderlust occasionally struck and made her long for the opportunity to explore and see other parts of the world that might provide answers she couldn’t have here.

      “I miss Jal,” Kanar said. “The others are definitely part of the team too. Lily has her uniqueness, and Honaaz… Well, I think it’s time that I fully recognize him as part of the team. But Jal was always the one I was closest to. It’s strange, isn’t it?” He glanced over to her. “The true friends I have made in this world are an Alainsith and someone connected to them.”

      “Also a hegen. And whatever Honaaz is.”

      Kanar nodded, but he didn’t say anything else. She knew he wouldn’t.

      “It’s unfortunate there’s no way for Jal to send word to us about what he uncovers,” she said.

      “He’s returning home. I doubt I will see him again anytime soon. Time is different for the Alainsith.”

      “He’s still your friend.”

      Kanar only grunted.

      They made their way up the hill, staying shoulder to shoulder. At one point, they passed a patrol of Kalenwatch, dressed in the deep-blue colors of the city, but she saw no signs of fighting, no signs of street thieves, and for the first time in as long as she could recall, no signs of the Dogs. Ever since the Prophet had been defeated, the underground of the city had changed.

      “Are you still dealing with the fallout from the Dogs?” Morgan asked.

      “Occasionally,” Kanar said dismissively. “They don’t pose much of a threat. They never really did. The only threat they really presented was when they worked together. They had numbers. Without somebody organizing them, I think they have fallen apart.”

      “Unless someone has taken over.”

      Kanar frowned. “I suppose it’s possible, but I would’ve expected to have seen some sign of it.”

      “Look into that for me,” Morgan said.

      He nodded. “It’s probably best if I do.”

      They reached the courtyard outside of the administrative building at the center of the city. At least, it had once been the center. Now it was closer to the shore than it was to the middle of the city. Like so much else in Sanaron, it was built of gleaming white stone, and it carried the energy of the Alainsith. Up close, Morgan could feel some of the power within that stone, and she immediately began to focus on tracing some of the patterns she had learned when she had first come here as a child, pulling the fog toward her.

      A pair of soldiers blocked the gate, and they eyed her and Gray suspiciously as they approached.

      She smiled tightly. “From here I need to go on my own.”

      “Should I find you later?” he asked.

      “I would like that,” Morgan said.

      And surprisingly, she would. The problem was that she wasn’t sure if Kanar would like that. She still didn’t know how he felt and whether he was staying with her out of a renewed interest, or if it was his desire to try to understand her. Maybe both.

      He slipped away, disappearing into the tenuous fog, while she made her way toward the pair of Kalenwatch soldiers. She pulled out her marker of office, a pendant she had buried beneath the layers of her cloak, and they stepped aside to let her through. She made her way into the building. A soft glow all around her came from the lanterns, leaving her thinking that some part of that glow was similar to witchcraft. Or perhaps it was just that it was reminiscent of hegen magic. Whatever it was, it was supernatural.

      The council chamber was a large room at the end of the entrance hall. Over the years, she had often wondered what it had once been when the building had been occupied by the Alainsith, though she had never learned. The others on the council were already there. Her time at the shore had made it so that she was the last to arrive.

      Maybe that was fitting.

      The council was small. Each arm of the three families vying for leadership held a seat, making it not so much a council as it was a family gathering of sorts. There were two ancillary members, though they were never in line to lead the council, and their role was always much less significant. Morgan felt there should be more members on the council for better representation, but when she had raised that point, she had been quickly turned down.

      “You look dressed for travel,” Harkenal said, eyeing her up and down. He was the oldest member, with his graying hair and flat blue eyes reminding her more of her father than she liked. They got along fairly well, other than the fact that Harkenal had always wanted to claim Edward’s position on the council and assume leadership in Sanaron.

      “Merely exploring the city,” she said.

      She took a seat at the table, glancing at the four others who were already there. Elanessa Visha was the head of the other family, and she looked at Morgan with disdain. She seemed disappointed that Morgan still lived. If Morgan had died, her line of connection to the council would have been gone, leaving only Elanessa and Harkenal vying for primacy.

      The two supplementary members of the council were both long tenured. Jamil Garvent served as the representative of the merchant guild, and Stockton Arbrustil was the representative of the artisan guild. Stockton wore a brightly colored robe with red, green, and gold stripes that looked as if he had splashed paint on it in a series of blind patterns.

      “Is there a reason the council has summoned a meeting for this evening?” Elanessa asked with a huff, waving her hand. She looked around the table. “Harkenal has not indicated that our outstanding business is of great importance, and we are still rebuilding following the most recent distraction.”

      Morgan suppressed her irritation. Distraction? The Alainsith attack on the city was more than a mere distraction, though it had been difficult to convince many of the others that they needed to take it seriously. Far too many felt as if the attack was one more instance of the criminal underground fighting for their own power.

      “I understand your irritation,” Jamil said slowly in his grating, gravelly voice. Morgan had thought that most merchants liked to speak quickly, but not Jamil. He made a point of choosing his words carefully. He leaned forward, his sharp nose tilted slightly downward, flicking his gaze between Harkenal and Elanessa and rarely glancing over to Morgan. She was not in a position of authority here. “But it has been difficult to coordinate any direct intervention with my concerns. I have sent missives”—Jamil glanced at Harkenal, who pointedly ignored him—“but seeing as how the problem has persisted, I thought it best that we meet as a council to discuss our strategy moving forward.”

      “Our strategy in what?” Elanessa asked. “Get on with it.”

      “Now, now,” Harkenal said. “We have other old business that we can discuss, and there is the small matter of what Morgan has suggested we need to investigate.” He looked up, meeting her gaze.

      Small matter?

      The issue was not so small in her mind. She had simply asked that they begin to keep an eye on the criminal activity in the city. Given what had happened the last time, she thought it would be wise for them to be prepared for the possibility that another similar attack might take place. They didn’t need to be surprised by someone else of power trying to claim a position of their own. Seeing as how so few of them even believed in the danger of witchcraft—partly because both Harkenal and Elanessa had a connection to the same power that Morgan did—she had found it increasingly difficult to accomplish.

      “My issue is pertinent to us all, as trade is important to each of us,” Jamil said. He started to speak a little more quickly. “We will not be able to maintain our place of power if we cannot control our port and our roadways.”

      “What is this?” Elanessa asked.

      Harkenal let out a dramatic sigh. “He would like the great houses of Sanaron to convene to discuss the current trade arrangements.”

      “And why would we do that?” Stockton drawled. “Trade has fallen off to a trickle.”

      “That is not what I’ve seen,” Jamil said.

      “Well, I haven’t personally seen it within my guild, but rumors have been swirling.” Stockton waved a thick-fingered hand as if to show off the rings on each of them. “However, I have spoken to those within my guild, and they think there’s an issue.”

      Elanessa snorted.

      “For how long?” Morgan asked.

      “Ever since the distraction,” Stockton said.

      Jamil grumbled. “There is no evidence of this.”

      “Then why bring the houses together?” Harkenal asked.

      “It’s time to renegotiate our arrangements—”

      “We still have two years on those terms.”

      “But the guild…”

      Morgan sat back, clasping her hands together and frowning as she ignored Jamil’s pleading request about gathering the houses. That had never been an issue from her end. If they gathered, then so be it. But she looked at Stockton, wondering what he might have truly heard.

      Trade had fallen off since the Alainsith attack?

      She hadn’t heard about that. Then again, she had been more concerned about witchcraft and the Dogs and the Alainsith, and she had been struggling to figure out where she fit in. Perhaps that had been a mistake. Perhaps what she should have been doing was trying to figure out what else might happen in the city.

      “Well, that has to be all there is to it,” Elanessa said. “There was a little bloodshed, and others are now scared. It will turn around in time.”

      Stockton frowned. “It’s not as if our city does not have its own reputation,” he went on. “So, for this to have changed, it suggests there is more to it. All my guild asks is that we prioritize our understanding.”

      “Because your guild demands that?” Elanessa asked.

      “As I said,” Stockton said slowly, but seemingly not concerned, “the matter of trade is important to all of us. At least it should be.” He looked to Jamil, who had fallen silent.

      “Fine,” Harkenal said. “I do not disagree with the need to begin an investigation into whatever is taking place with trade. We can ask the Kalenwatch to begin to formally investigate, though I’m sure we will find nothing to be alarmed by. Does that satisfy you?”

      From the look on Jamil’s face, Morgan could tell that it did not satisfy him.

      He wanted something more.

      And maybe the reasons were connected.

      She would have to speak to him on her own. Part of the reason he and Stockton had served for as long as they had was because they understood the truth about the families and their connection to the Alainsith power, and she suspected that Jamil had hoped they would use that kind of power.

      “If we don’t correct this quickly, the guild may encourage patterns of trade that will shift. That should concern all of us. If the ships don’t come and Reyand doesn’t send their merchants, then what will Sanaron become?”

      “Sanaron will be what it has always been,” Harkenal said. “We have an important place in the world, and that will not change. Now that we have resolved that issue, I would like to speak of some of the old business we have at hand.”

      Morgan looked over to Stockton. It was likely that there was nothing to what he said, and that it was simply tied to the recent attack—a bit of natural skittishness to avoid a place that might pose a danger. But given everything they had dealt with recently, she couldn’t shake the possibility that perhaps there was something more afoot. Normally, this was not the kind of thing she would get involved in, and maybe she didn’t have to.

      Gray had been looking for purpose. This might be exactly what he needed.
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      There were times when the weight of the sword called Justice hung heavy upon Finn. As a master executioner for King Porman, Finn Jagger—still known as the Hunter, despite how hard he’d tried to move past that nickname—wielded that burden with as much diligence as possible and tried to keep his own irritation out of what he had to do. This was not one such time.

      “Why are we still moving so fast?” Isabel asked.

      Finn barely looked toward his apprentice. She’d complained the better part of the last two days, though that was something he understood. “We’re nearing the end of this leg of the journey, and I’m ready to gather our prisoner and return.”

      Isabel swiveled so that she could look behind her on the slender gray mare she rode. She had a solid build—anyone who spent time working alongside Finn would eventually gain muscle—and had the height to be competent in her duties. There were areas where she still needed improvement, though, which was why he’d brought her on this assignment, despite part of him thinking it a mistake.

      “We could have kept the Archers with us and taken our time,” she said. “The road hasn’t been that dangerous.” She still had an edge of the attitude she’d had before coming to him. It was an edge Finn knew all too well.

      “Realmsguard, not Archers,” he said, “and they couldn’t make the full journey without starting a conflict we do not want.” Or need, he didn’t add. Having the Realmsguard escort had been helpful, but they were limited on how far they could travel into sovereign Sanaron lands and not run the risk of exacerbating tensions. “They will be waiting when we return with our prisoner, and then you can get back to your training.”

      “I thought all of this was part of my training, Master Jagger.”

      Was it his imagination, or did she say his title with a bit of a taunt?

      “Maybe it is,” he said.

      They headed forward, separating from the forest and making their way toward the city it surrounded. From what he’d learned, Sanaron led to a massive bay, with the port being one of the few points of entry into this area of the world. He’d never visited Sanaron, though he had studied the maps of the lands around Reyand and prepared for the journey. The people were friendly with King Porman, and he didn’t expect any difficulty—less so because of Finn’s other connection, though he’d been careful not to reveal that to any of the Realmsguard who had been traveling with him. Or to Isabel.

      “I wonder if it’s always like this,” Isabel whispered.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Something feels… strange.”

      He kept his gaze fixed straight ahead, but he couldn’t shake the same sensation. He should be pleased that she’d picked up on something unusual. Finn had been working with Isabel for the last year, trying to bring her along as quickly as possible, but these were turbulent times, and training wasn’t the same as when he’d been raised as an executioner.

      “Just let me know what you see,” he said.

      It was a common request and an important part of her training. Most people outside of Reyand believed that executioners were simple killers. That was an aspect of his job, but it wasn’t the only one. It certainly wasn’t what kept him working for the king. If that were all it was, Finn might have moved on years ago. The other duties kept him motivated to stay. Executioners searched for answers, bringing justice to those who would not have it otherwise. And he was the most gifted in the kingdom.

      “What do you think I’m going to see?” Isabel asked. “There’s nothing really around here—”

      He raised a hand, cutting her off. “Describe what you see.”

      She looked at him with a frown. “You can see it just as well as I can.”

      “What I can see is flavored by my own experiences, much like what you can see is flavored by yours. Which is why I’m asking you to tell me what you see. Your observations are not going to be mine, but ideally, we will both come to the same conclusion based on our observations.”

      “Isn’t what I see the same as you? Honestly, Master Jagger, sometimes you confuse me.”

      “I should clarify,” Finn said. They had stopped the horses, and Isabel seemed to recognize that although she thought she knew as well as him—a common refrain in apprentices—now was the time for a lesson. Finn thought she needed to learn this lesson before they moved on, especially as they spent time outside of Reyand. “Tell me what you see of the buildings here.”

      Finn had traveled extensively throughout Reyand but had never seen anything quite like these buildings. They were brightly painted, as if they wanted to be visible despite the drab, overcast sky. Not all were, though. A smattering of buildings looked to have been constructed in the old style, that of the Alainsith. Those drew his attention as much as anything.

      Isabel turned and looked at some of the storefronts. “They are just buildings, Master Jagger.”

      “Just buildings. But what kind are they?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. Some sort of shop. You know, I do know my way around a city.”

      “You know your way around one city. Not all. Over time, you will see how that matters. The one city you have experience in is quite different than many of the others, even within Reyand.”

      “A city is a city, isn’t it?” Isabel asked.

      “Does this look the same as Verendal?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “Let’s say you were still in your previous occupation,” he said. “How would you have found where you needed to go in a city like this?” He found it easier to frame things in such a way with Isabel, as she had an irritatingly stubborn streak to her. His old mentor, Henry Meyer, had laughed when Finn grumbled about that, complaining about how his apprentice challenged him on almost everything they did. Master Meyer had said nothing, though the amusement in his eyes was all Finn needed to see to know just how pleased he was by the turn of events. Could Finn have been that obnoxious?

      “I wouldn’t have found anything in a city like this,” she said. “I don’t know this place, so I’d have to dig and try to find people who know more about the workings of the city than I do.”

      “Fine. Tell me where you’d start.”

      She looked over, mouth pressed in irritation. “You want me to do the work now?”

      “Well, you are the apprentice. I should think that you would need to start doing some work eventually.”

      “I’ve been doing all of your errands. You have me running all over Verendal, and now you’ve brought me away, just when…” She averted her gaze, though a hint of color rose to her cheeks.

      “Just when what?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled.

      He started forward again and motioned for her to follow. The horses trotted along the cobblestones, the hooves sounding strangely muted in the faint layer of fog that hovered over everything. The farther they went into Sanaron, the less dense it seemed to become.

      Finn eyed her. “You mean, you don’t intend to get back so you can take part in an operation to steal gold from a certain merchant that will be passing through in about a week?”

      It was the other reason that he had needed to take her out of Verendal. He had seen her starting to slip, and he knew that it was time to pull her back in or else risk losing her forever. She had proven herself stubborn, and though the consequences were not as great for him were she to fail as they had been for his own master, he still didn’t like the idea of failing. He wanted to help her.

      She tensed, and Finn didn’t have to look over. “You knew.”

      He snorted. “Of course I knew. There isn’t much that happens in the city that I don’t know about.”

      “Well, you don’t know how much it would be worth.”

      “Is that right?”

      “It’s more than a few gold pieces. It’s a dozen.” She sat up straighter. “Would you have been able to turn down a prize like that?”

      He smiled tightly. “There was a time when I would not have. And it would’ve been a mistake. But then, I made far more mistakes than you ever have.”

      They followed a sloped street that started to veer down into the city. He couldn’t see how far they would have to travel, as the fog was too dense for him to make much out, but he suspected that they still had to go quite a ways, even though they had technically reached the city. Sanaron looked to be an enormous place. Since it was an independent city-state, that didn’t surprise him.

      “You never talk about your mistakes,” Isabel said.

      Finn glanced over to her. “Would it make you feel better?”

      “Well, maybe it would help me understand you more.”

      “So that you can try to scam me as well?”

      Isabel gave a small huff. “I agreed to take on the assignment, didn’t I?”

      Finn smiled, the horse swaying beneath him. He had grown more accustomed to riding than he had when he had first begun his training as an executioner. It was no longer as miserable, but part of that came from how he had learned to pick out a horse. This one wasn’t as fat as many of the horses he was given early on in his career.

      “It’s not as if you had much of a choice,” he said.

      Isabel looked over and puffed out her chest. “I had a choice. I could have run. You wouldn’t have found me.”

      “You don’t think the Hunter would have found you?”

      She seemed to suppress an involuntary shiver at the mention of his nickname. There were many in Verendal who did the same thing. Finn had a reputation, and for good reason. Once he went after someone, he never backed off. It was the reason he’d come to Sanaron, after all.

      “I would’ve left the city. You wouldn’t have come after me.” She swept her gaze around Sanaron. “All evidence here to the contrary, I suppose.”

      He shrugged. “You’re probably right. Had you fled Verendal, I would’ve left you alone. I would’ve had no reason to keep chasing you, as your crimes were not so severe as to warrant my time.”

      “Unlike this person?”

      “You know what she’s accused of,” Finn said.

      “I know, but you want her back for more reasons than that.” Isabel glanced at him, and there was a sparkle in her eyes. A hint of amusement. “I’ve heard the way you talk about what happened.” She took on a deeper tone as she mocked Finn’s way of speaking. “‘No one is going to break into my prison and take my prisoners. And if they do, they will have the Hunter after them.’” She flashed a wide grin. “I think the only person you’re scaring with comments like that is yourself.”

      “And I think I don’t sound like that,” Finn said.

      “Well, maybe not quite like that, but I have the tone accurate enough. The irritation too.”

      Finn grunted. “I’ve been a part of things that you can’t even understand. My service to the king has shown me truths I can’t ignore.”

      “Are you afraid of magic?”

      He gave Isabel a tight smile. That was the challenge in Verendal, and in much of Reyand. Many believed that those who wanted to suppress witchcraft did so because they feared magic. Fear wasn’t what made Finn nervous, though. It was understanding what witchcraft had been used to do throughout the kingdom. It was seeing the dangers firsthand and knowing how many people had been tormented in order to empower the devices that the practitioners of witchcraft valued so much. It was witnessing how much they were willing to do to devastate the kingdom. His kingdom.

      There were other kinds of magic that Finn didn’t fear. He had known it too intimately, and known those who practiced it far too intimately. Isabel had traveled to Sanaron with Finn’s wife, Esmerelda, and would have known that about him as well.

      “We both know the answer,” Finn said, “so why don’t we talk about concerns that are more rational. The king has instructed us to find this person because of the danger she poses to the kingdom.”

      Isabel grinned. “That’s not why you wanted to come, and you know it. You wanted to come because of how she got out. You didn’t even come for just her, I’d bet. How do you think the two of us are going to bring another person back with us?”

      If they were to find the culprits responsible for breaking into the prison, then they knew it was more than just one person. There were several involved, and despite what Esmerelda had cautioned him against, he was determined to bring them all to justice.

      “You must make sure that you look at all sides, Finn,” Esmerelda had said to him as they neared Sanaron, before she had gone off on her own. She had claimed she needed to visit with one of her people, though Finn hadn’t known that the hegen had any stronghold in Sanaron. “I’ve seen that look in your eyes. You want revenge.”

      He had started to turn away, but Esmerelda grabbed his hands, forcing him to look back at her. She knew him as well as anyone had ever known him.

      “You have to be sure that you aren’t chasing her for your own glory,” she said.

      “You’re talking about a practitioner of witchcraft who has caused great destruction,” he replied. “Someone who it took nearly a dozen of the Realmsguard to contain.”

      “I’m just suggesting that you keep an open mind.”

      He smiled. It was sage advice, more so because it was probably the same kind that Master Meyer would have once given him, though he no longer gave Finn any guidance.

      “What do you hope to find in Sanaron?” he asked Esmerelda.

      “My own answers.”

      “The hegen girl?”

      Esmerelda looked off into the distance, and only later, Finn had realized that she’d been staring at the city as if she were following some trail only she could see. “We call them the Lost. And many of them were. For a long time. This war has taken so many of my people.”

      “Aren’t they my people now too?”

      “In a sense, but they are first and foremost my people. I need to do whatever I can to bring the Lost back into the fold.”

      Even as Finn looked upon Sanaron now, he didn’t know where she was, only that Esmerelda had agreed to meet them back on the road toward Verendal once she was done. Which suggested to him that her journey would not take her long. His own should not, either. This was not a place where it would be difficult for him to find who he needed and drag them back to Reyand for sentencing. They would face the king’s justice the same as any would—and should.

      As they continued their journey down the road, the fog parted a little bit.

      “I could use a drink,” Isabel said.

      Finn frowned for a moment, before nodding. “That wouldn’t be the worst way to begin.”

      “You actually want to go to a tavern? You? The Hunter?”

      “I’ve spent my share of time in taverns.”

      “I have a hard time even seeing you sipping ale. Wine, maybe. You have that fanciness to you, after all. Besides, aren’t you the one who said you’ve shared wine with the king?”

      Finn smiled. “Because I have.”

      “Fancy,” she said.

      He laughed and shook his head. Soon they reached a tavern on the waterfront. Finn could hear the waves crashing against the shore, but he couldn’t see them. The fog was too dense. He had the vague sense of ships anchored along the docks, but he couldn’t see them either. It might be better for them to sit and get a measure of the gossip within the city. Once he did, they could prepare.

      Isabel leaned over. “You could let me go on my own. I’m sure I could find more than you would.”

      “And risk you running off?”

      “When have I ever made it seem like I might run off?”

      “I think the last time was three weeks ago,” Finn said. “When you were caught trying to pickpocket a pickpocket.” That had both angered and amused him. They had been working together long enough at that point that Finn thought she could be trusted, but each time he believed her trustworthy, he found her doing something, or saying something, that put them back to the beginning of their relationship. She was stubborn that way. Far more stubborn than he had ever been.

      “What are we going to do with the horses?” Isabel asked. “We could sell them. A place like this probably has need for quality rides. Then we can go back to the Realmsguard, tell them that we were robbed, and—”

      “We will stable them.”

      “You take the fun out of everything.”

      “Do I?” he said.

      “Well, I can think of a lot of different ways that we could have fun here. You said it’s a port city, so that means they get travelers. What if we find a traveler who’s looking for transportation?” Isabel turned her head to the side the way she did when she started scheming—which, regardless of how long she’d been his apprentice, she had continued to do. He wasn’t sure that he would be able to get that scheming side out of her mind, but he was determined to try. “I could even offer security. With that sword, we certainly look intimidating. Well, you do. Most people just see me as a little girl.”

      “You’re not little, and no one sees you as just a girl.”

      “Now you’re trying to tell me I’m not pretty?”

      Finn turned a hard-eyed stare at her. “We’ve gone through that before.”

      Isabel flashed a smile. “Fine. We aren’t going to sell the horses, and we aren’t going to convince some poor person fresh off a ship that they need our guidance. But can we at least keep things interesting?”

      “You don’t think capturing a powerful practitioner of witchcraft is going to keep things interesting?”

      “Only once we get to them. But first you’re going to have to get there, aren’t you? Are you sure you’ll be able to?”

      “Now you want to challenge me.” Finn shook his head. “I don’t know why I should think you would do any different.”

      “Not a challenge. Consider it a wager,” she said. “If you can grab our prisoner”—Finn suppressed a smile at the words our prisoner, thinking that was progress, even if slight—“then you don’t have to pay me my weekly wage. If we don’t catch her and it takes us a second or third attempt, you pay me my weekly wage for each failure.” The way she said it suggested she thought there might be more than even that.

      Finn raised an eyebrow. “Which is your way of suggesting that I pay you when you sabotage the attempt.”

      “I would never sabotage any attempt at obtaining justice for the king,” she said, her tone mock serious. “How could anyone do such a thing?”

      “You really are lucky that he assigned you to me.”

      “Why? Because otherwise I might be hanging from the gallows?”

      Finn snorted. “I really have a hard time seeing you hanging from the gallows, because you’d probably be quick to tell the executioner court who you were.”

      She turned away, flushing. “There you go, bringing that up again.”

      “Am I not supposed to? I mean, it’s the reason you’re with me, after all, and not sentenced to a different fate.”

      “I didn’t ask for it,” Isabel said.

      “I know you didn’t.”

      They continued on in silence for a few moments.

      “Let’s just find a tavern,” Isabel muttered. “A place where I can get myself a mug of ale and you can find some fancy wine to suit your tastes. And if I have your permission, Master Jagger,” she said, the sarcasm dripping from her tone, “maybe you would be ever so kind as to permit me to enjoy a simple game of dominoes.”

      “You can do with your money what you choose,” Finn said.

      “Oh, thank you.”

      Finn suppressed a grimace. It pained him to have an apprentice like this. He hadn’t been this frustrating for Master Meyer. But then, Master Meyer had at least chosen Finn. The king himself had assigned him Isabel, so he hadn’t much choice.

      “Reform her, Master Jagger,” King Porman had said, offering Finn a glass of his best Drestian wine. “You might be the only one I trust to do it.”

      Finn had been the person who had captured her. Isabel had thought to come to Verendal to pull a job only a few had even attempted. The reason Porman had asked Finn to take her on was partly because he had been someone who had made that same mistake, though it was so long ago that he had been a vastly different person then.

      “Are you sure she can be trusted?” Finn had asked.

      “I’m sure Henry said the same thing about you a time or two. Find a way.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      Porman had taken a long sip of his wine, before setting it down on the tray inside of the opulent room. Swords hung along the wall. The curved blades of the Alainsith drew Finn’s attention, but there were hegen artifacts stacked on shelves that he wanted to ask about, yet he never had the confidence to do so. He was so rarely invited into this chamber, and each time he was, he found himself looking at it anew, wondering at the different decorations. Did Porman choose this place specifically for Finn, or because it was someplace he preferred himself? Perhaps both.

      “You don’t have the same noose around your neck that Henry did.”

      “It wasn’t a noose around his neck. It was a sword above it,” Finn said.

      “True enough. It would be a sword for you too, I suppose. You’ve earned that.”

      “Thank you.” And he meant it. A sword meant an honorable death, and if Finn were ever to anger the king, he hoped that he had proven himself worthy of an honorable death over the years.

      “Just find a way to get through to her. She’s going to argue, she’s going to keep trying to escape, and she’s going to look for a way to get back to the life I’m tearing her away from.”

      “That I understand,” Finn said.

      “I know you do. Which is why I am trusting you to this.”

      He had taken on the responsibility, however begrudgingly. And though Finn had taken on other apprentices since he’d been raised to master executioner, none of them had lasted long. One had died in a riot, which had bothered him considerably, especially as the man had been the first apprentice Finn had taken on. The next had made it to journeyman, and then the court had called the man away, primarily because he would never reach master level. Even Finn had seen that. The apprentice was competent, which was enough, but he would never become a true master executioner and carry with it all the weight and authority that the title bore.

      “How about this place?” Isabel asked, pointing to a tavern along the road. “It looks perfectly terrible.” She flashed a grin.

      Perfectly terrible. It was fitting for someone like Isabel, though knowing the truth about her, Finn never would have expected her to want “perfectly terrible.” Truth be told, knowing what he did about her, Finn never would have expected her to have gotten into the situation she had.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Stable the horses and join me inside.”

      “You trust me to do that?”

      “I trust you that much.”

      She crossed her arms. “What if I run off? Maybe sell the horses. I told you I was thinking about it. You never know what I might do.”

      “I never do,” Finn said.

      He climbed down from the saddle, and he handed her the reins of his horse. She watched him as she took them. He could see the calculation in her mind, the way she was working—plotting, most likely—and trying to figure out what angle to take.

      Finally, she grinned at him. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m going to do just what you told me to do: get the horses into the stable to be fed and cared for, then join you. Besides, I want a drink.”

      This job would be much easier if he had come alone, but he wasn’t sure how he could have. Not only was she his charge, which forced him to work with her so that he could try to reform her as much as was humanly possible, but Esmerelda had told him that he needed to. He wondered if it was some truth she had seen in the hegen cards, but she had remained elusive when he pressed her. That suggested it had been. If that was the case, Finn was left wondering why. If Esmerelda had seen something, she should have shared it with him, though she had made it clear that there were times when she did not need to because he wasn’t gifted with that aspect of the art.

      As he started into the tavern, he glanced down the street, looking for Isabel, but she’d gone off to do as she had been asked. He supposed he should be pleased by that, rather than frustrated. As he searched for her, though, he saw a massive shape heading his way. Striding alongside was another much smaller one.

      Finn froze. He recognized them both.

      If they were here, then the other man—Kanar Reims, a man who had betrayed King Porman—might be here as well.

      By following them, he could get his job done far more easily than he had anticipated.

      Maybe coming to the tavern had been the right decision. Not that he would tell Isabel that.
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      “You know, the fucking fog is getting out of hand. If she controls it, why do we have to suffer with it?” Honaaz said. He looked down at Lily, who walked next to him and shifted the satchel around her shoulders.

      She seemed like she’d been counting some of the bones inside, though he wasn’t sure. After surviving the attack, Honaaz had actually helped her collect her prizes by cutting fingers—always fingers—off the fallen Alainsith. Lily believed that the Alainsith potential, as she called it, had been the reason they had survived. She had wanted to claim more prizes, but the fact that Honaaz wanted nothing to do with it hadn’t seemed as if it mattered.

      “I don’t know,” Lily said, tipping her head back, taking a long, deep sniff of the air, and turning back to him. “I kind of find the fog nice. I don’t have to worry about people following me, or if they do, they can’t for very long. I also don’t have to worry about sneaking around. If I want to sneak, I just do.” She smiled. “So the fog is not all bad.”

      “Figures you’d feel that way,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Honaaz. Besides, if it’s too cold for you, I’m sure I can find a way to help you warm up.”

      He looked over and flashed a broad grin at her. “You would, would you?”

      “I would. There are plenty of hearths in the city you can sit by. With a nice fire and maybe a mug of ale, there is no question that you can warm up.”

      “Great,” he muttered. “And here I thought maybe you had something else in mind.”

      She returned his grin. “Maybe I do.” She took his hand, and hers felt so small and delicate in his, which amused him because there was literally nothing delicate about her. “But I think you were hoping to play some cards this morning first.”

      He grunted. He had intended to go down to the Rolling Pen and hadn’t expected her to come with him. When he had started toward the shore, Lily had caught up to him, as if she’d been watching him. Maybe she had. He wouldn’t put it past her. It fit Lily, after all—creep along a rooftop, throw some of her art, cause an explosion and a little bit of chaos, and then sneak in and drive a knife into a person’s chest without them even being aware that she had ever been there.

      He loved that about her.

      “I can do whatever you think I should,” he said.

      Lily stepped away from him. “Are you trying to tell me that you want me to tell you what to do?”

      “No. I…”

      Lily jabbed him in the chest with one sharp finger, and he refused the urge to wince. He would not.

      “I just thought I would come along with you to do something you enjoy, Honaaz, but if you don’t think I’m welcome—”

      Honaaz took her hand again and squeezed it, partly to try to tell her what he wanted, but partly because he thought it would be the best way to keep her from jabbing her finger into his chest a second time.

      “I don’t know how much you’re going to enjoy gaming,” he said.

      “Why not? It’s not like I haven’t played cards before.”

      They reached the Pen, and when they headed inside, Honaaz took a deep breath. The tavern had a comfortable feel to it, much more comfortable to him than the one that fucking Reims preferred. The one Reims liked was higher up the hill, almost as if the tavern and its owner wanted to look down on those who lived in other places in the city. Not Honaaz. He liked taverns like this. Somewhere situated by the wharf, a place that would attract true salt-of-the-sea kind of men rather than anything like Reims enjoyed.

      Lily looked around. “I’ve been here before,” she said. “I followed you.”

      “Figures,” Honaaz said.

      “I never played any of the games, though. Figured that would only let you know I was coming after you.”

      “You could’ve told me.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Lily asked. She strode over to the bar and rested her elbows on it, leaning toward Nolly and forcing him to pay attention to her.

      Honaaz had spent quite a bit of time in the tavern and had come to know Nolly reasonably well. At least, as far as a patron and a barkeep could get to know one another without spending time sitting and drinking together. He had not expected Nolly to jump up as quickly as he did for Lily. He hurriedly poured two mugs of ale, slid them across the bar, and then stepped back to the wall, giving space between him and Lily.

      What the fuck? Did she have a reputation even here?

      This was Lily, after all, so Honaaz wouldn’t put it past her to have drawn notice, but he hadn’t thought she would get such a reaction out of someone like Nolly.

      She joined him, flashing a broad smile and handing him a mug. “Don’t look so surprised. Men react to me.”

      “Oh, I’m not surprised about that.”

      She kicked him in the shin. “Not like that, you big oaf.” She turned, and her gaze settled on a table in the back of the room. “Is that your game?”

      “Sometimes,” Honaaz said.

      He would let her comment about him being an oaf slide, though she was the only person he would do that for. Anyone else would have ended up with one of his daggers jammed into the top of their skull.

      At the table in the back of the tavern, Pepper sat and lorded over the others seated around it. He was an older man, with gray hair and wrinkles around the corners of his eyes. Shaul wore a hat that was comically tiny. And the other one with them was a man Honaaz had gambled with one other time. A time when he had left behind nearly ten gold coins.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      “You don’t know them?” Lily asked.

      “Oh, I fucking know them, and I didn’t really want to see them.”

      “Why? Have you been losing?”

      The way she said it suggested that she already knew that his luck wasn’t quite as good as he had let on. Although, he hadn’t told her much about his luck in general, or his gambling habits. He just hadn’t said anything. He figured that was the best strategy, especially when it came to Lily.

      “Got caught by some fucking Dogs last time I was here,” he said. “Had to leave. That bastard ended up with ten gold off of me.”

      “Then go win it back. It seems like that should be a simple matter.”

      Honaaz shook his head. “Not so simple.”

      “Because you aren’t any good?”

      “That’s not it.”

      With her watching him the way she was, he felt a flush of irritation. He stormed over and dropped into an open seat at the table. Pepper looked over to him and smiled. Thomas, the well-dressed man with the strange scar running along his cheek, looked up. His gaze drifted lazily to Honaaz, before a hint of a smile curled his lips. Shaul’s face twisted, and he seemed annoyed that Honaaz had appeared.

      “You always come at the wrong time,” Shaul said. He was thin, with sallow cheeks, and he always looked as if he had a perpetual sneer on his face.

      Honaaz glared. “Fuck you.”

      “I hope you brought more coin to give me,” Thomas said. “That’s what you plan to do again, isn’t it? Last time you were here, you were more than happy to hand over what had to have been a year’s worth of money for someone like you.”

      “Fuck you too.”

      The amusement in Thomas’s eyes faded. The scar on his cheek twitched. “What did you say to me?”

      “You heard me. You’re going to let me into this game, and I’m going to—”

      “That’s not how we do things here,” Pepper said, and he glanced from Honaaz to Thomas. “Both of you know that. Now, if you want to have a lovely game, I’m more than willing to do so.”

      “I’m not the one who took a seat and started to pop off,” Thomas said. “You can deal with a little friendly ribbing.”

      “I can deal with it from Shaul,” Honaaz said, “but from you? I don’t fucking know you.”

      Thomas regarded him, and then he snorted. “Now I understand.”

      “You understand what?”

      But Thomas had looked past him.

      Honaaz turned. Lily was standing behind him, leaning close, one hand on his shoulder.

      “This fuck thinks he needs to impress a woman.” Thomas leaned forward and rested his cards on the table. He cupped the pile of coin in front of him. “You might be worth a toss,” he said to Lily. “I’m sure I could offer you more than this bastard can.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t like your small stack,” she said.

      Shaul snickered, and Pepper bit back a smile.

      “I’ve won every hand this morning,” Thomas said.

      “You’ve won every hand he wanted you to win.” Lily motioned to Pepper. “Just look at him. He’s got that look in his eyes like a man who’s biding his time, waiting for the big score.”

      Was that what he was doing?

      Lily was clever, and deadly, but on top of that, she was trained in ways that Honaaz was not. He wouldn’t put it past her to have noticed something about Pepper.

      There were times when Honaaz thought Pepper was cheating, though he had never really wanted to accuse him of that. He didn’t dare. Pepper wouldn’t take it well, but it was more than just that. He didn’t mind losing a few coins to have the opportunity to sit around the table and gamble.

      “But you,” Lily said to Thomas. She let go of Honaaz’s shoulder and took a long drink of her ale, before setting the mug onto the table. “You look like you just want to blow it the first chance you get. You know, women don’t always like it when men blow it like that.”

      This got an even greater reaction out of Shaul. He started laughing, and he pounded his fist on the table. He looked over to Honaaz. “Is she with you?”

      “Only if she says she is.”

      Shaul laughed again. “Well, fuck. I didn’t know you had such great taste, Honaaz. Bring an entertaining little woman—”

      “Little?” Lily said, sweeping her gaze over to him. “And look at your stack.” She glanced at the table, then flicked her eyes lower. “It’s not much.”

      Pepper guffawed. “Are we going to play?”

      “I’m not playing with somebody watching me,” Thomas said.

      “Oh, you want me to sit down and join you?” Lily asked.

      “No women.” Thomas glanced over to Pepper, shooting him a hard stare.

      “If that’s your taste. I do have coin, though.” Lily reached into her satchel, pulled out a small leather purse, and jingled it. “But if you would rather I not join you, what’s a little woman going to do to a big, strong, scary man like you?”

      Thomas started to redden, and he clenched his fists at his sides. Honaaz had seen men like that before, and he recognized the anger in his eyes. Lily was in more danger than she anticipated.

      Or maybe she wasn’t. When it came to her, he just didn’t know. Maybe this was some plan on her part, her way of disarming Thomas.

      Honaaz wasn’t exactly sure he wanted her playing at the table, though. He doubted he would win if she was here. Then again, he doubted he would win if she wasn’t here, so maybe having her here would be good luck. Having played enough games with Pepper in the time he’d been in Sanaron, Honaaz could use a little luck, good or bad.

      “We’ve got space for two more, so let her play,” Shaul said. “Besides, she might enjoy helping my little stack grow.”

      Lily took a seat next to Shaul and clapped him on the shoulder. “You know, you’re not so bad. Maybe you know what to do with that little stack of yours.”

      Shaul laughed and looked over to Honaaz, shaking his head. “I never would’ve taken you for a man who could attract someone like this, Honaaz.”

      Pepper held the cards, and he nodded to the pot. “Play it in,” he said.

      “How much?” Lily asked. “I haven’t played very often. Well, not much at all. You might have to walk me through it.”

      “If you intend to play, then play, but no one here is going to walk you through anything.”

      Shaul leaned close to Lily. “I can tell you the rules if you want.”

      “Oh, I’d like that.”

      Now Honaaz knew that she was fucking with them. She had disarmed them so quickly, primarily Thomas, that the others didn’t even see it.

      It was a distraction.

      It might even work against Pepper, and nothing worked on him. He was always alert and aware of someone trying to play an angle with him.

      Pepper dealt the cards, and they all threw in three gold coins. They went around raising, and Shaul leaned close to Lily, offering her guidance without seeing her cards, which only affirmed Honaaz’s suspicion about how she was playing. She tossed her coins into the middle of the table to go with the others.

      By the time the wagering got around to Honaaz, he was tempted to fold, but he had a great pair. He wanted to beat Thomas, or even Pepper, but at the same time he didn’t want to disrupt whatever it was that Lily was doing now. She obviously had some strategy in mind, and if he were to play this wrong, he would screw it up.

      “Well?” Thomas grumbled.

      Honaaz waved him off. “I’m thinking.”

      “I bet you haven’t done that very often.”

      “He doesn’t have to think. Not with what the two of us do,” Lily said.

      Thomas jerked his head around and glowered at her.

      Lily shrugged. “If you’d like me to describe it to you, I can. But it sounds like you wouldn’t want to hear about the two of us. Maybe I could just describe him for you. That seems to be more what you were interested in, anyway.”

      Thomas’s scar twitched.

      Honaaz decided not to fold, and he raised instead. He didn’t have that much coin left, and the pot was large.

      Pepper’s turn was after his. He glanced at the pot, Honaaz’s coins, and then his own cards, before shaking his head. “I warned you, Honaaz. You gotta play smart. Don’t dive in unless you’ve got all you need.”

      “Then what are you going to do?” Honaaz asked.

      “I’m gonna stay out of this one.”

      Shaul glanced at his cards again, flicking the edge the way he did when he had a bad hand. Then he set them on the table and slid them forward.

      That left just Lily and Thomas.

      Lily didn’t look at her cards, and Honaaz realized that she hadn’t looked at them at all. She rested her hands on top of them instead. She certainly had the necessary art to influence the cards, he suspected, though he didn’t really know if it worked in that manner. Maybe she could use her magic against cards and turn them in her favor.

      She glanced at the pot. “How much do I need to put in now? I’m getting lost.”

      “Your man decided to put in every last penny,” Thomas said. “I’m guessing that means the two of you aren’t going to be eating. Maybe I’ll have to show you what a real man can do.”

      Lily looked in her pouch. She plucked out a few coins, dropped them on the table, and frowned. “Is that enough? It looks like it would probably pay for a dozen of your blouses.” She glanced over to Thomas, smiling. “Maybe two dozen.”

      Thomas stiffened. “Double that.”

      “Oh. Your blouses really aren’t that expensive.”

      “The pot. Double it.”

      Lily reached into her pouch and dumped the coins in her palm, counting out the necessary amount before setting them on the table. Honaaz didn’t miss how Pepper’s eyes narrowed slightly at seeing just how many coins she had left. More than enough.

      And he realized what Pepper was doing—playing the long game.

      Was Lily doing the same?

      Honaaz couldn’t tell. It was possible that she was, that she had anticipated something. But it was also possible that she was just standing up for him, and doing so in a way that would irritate Thomas while missing the danger from Pepper.

      Lily flashed a smile at Thomas. “It’s your turn, right?”

      “It’s my turn.”

      Thomas glanced at his cards, and for a moment, Honaaz thought he might fold. Instead, he looked over to Lily and ignored Honaaz completely. He shoved a stack of gold coins into the pot. “Now show them.”

      “That’s no way to talk to a lady,” Lily said.

      “I’m calling.”

      Lily shrugged, and she turned her cards over.

      Honaaz held his breath. He suspected that she had a pair of valuable cards, but she had the painted Lady and the yellow Rose.

      Nothing.

      Lily grinned and looked around at the table. “Is that good?”

      Thomas smiled and flipped his own cards over. He had the Archer’s sword and the star of the Mother. Both were high-value cards. Combined with what was resting in the center of the table, his hand was a difficult one to beat.

      He returned Lily’s grin. “If you want me to buy you dinner, I’m going to need you to beg first.”

      “Oh, did I lose?” she said.

      Thomas snorted and started reaching for the stack of coins in the pot.

      Pepper pressed his hand down on top of Thomas’s. “We haven’t seen all the cards.”

      “He’s not winning,” Thomas said, nodding to Honaaz. “He didn’t have anything to begin with.”

      “You called him,” Pepper said, and he looked over to Honaaz. Honaaz had never really known how Pepper felt about him, but he suspected that Pepper enjoyed taking his money, if nothing else. Even now, he couldn’t fucking tell what Pepper was after.

      Honaaz flipped his cards over.

      A pair of the Mother. It easily beat the hand that Thomas had laid down.

      Thomas stiffened.

      “Is it better?” Lily asked. “I don’t play much, but it looks like it would be. His cards are so pretty.” She looked over to Thomas, frowning and wrinkling her nose. “Not like your blouse. That’s not pretty at all. I’m sorry, but it’s just not.”

      Honaaz had won.

      He breathed out a sigh of relief and pulled the coins toward him and stacked them. It was more than he’d ever won. Lily’s coins were part of the pot, which he would gladly give back to her, but even better was that he had taken nearly twenty gold off Thomas. Double what he’d lost before.

      Thomas got to his feet and motioned toward Lily. “This is what happens when you let girls play.”

      Lily looked up at him. “Girls? Who’s about to be a girl?”

      She shoved her hand forward faster than Thomas could react. A long, slender knife—one that Honaaz had never even seen her carry—pressed up into Thomas’s groin.

      She peered up at him with a bored expression. “Your move. Go ahead. See how quick my hands are.”

      How quick? Had she done something with the cards? She was skilled, but he didn’t think she had somehow been influencing the cards.

      Thomas took a seat.

      Lily slid the knife away and grinned at him. “You know, maybe this is a game for boys. Besides, I’ve already lost enough. I wouldn’t want to take everything off of you.” She got to her feet, slipped around the table, and leaned forward to kiss Honaaz on the cheek. Then she strode out of the tavern.

      Honaaz stared at the stack of coins in front of him. He looked over to the door, then scooped up the coins, dropped them in his pocket, and got up.

      “You’re leaving after one hand?” Shaul asked. “Come on. You don’t have to be like that. You’ve got the pot.”

      “But I’m going after the girl,” Honaaz said.

      Pepper laughed. “That’s the first smart call I’ve ever seen you make.”

      Honaaz nodded to Nolly as he made his way through the tavern, then walked out into the street. Once there, he had a sense that he was being watched, and as he stepped into the middle of the street, he reached for his daggers. Thankfully, he’d only had the one mug of ale, so he wasn’t foggy-headed at all.

      He didn’t see anything suspicious as he looked around.

      “Where the fuck did you go?” Honaaz asked, not really expecting much of a reaction.

      But Lily jumped down from the rooftop, landing next to him. “Well, that was fun. I thought you’d stay longer.”

      “Did you have anything to do with that?”

      “Did I have anything to do with what?” she asked innocently.

      “With me winning.”

      She frowned at him. “How could I have had anything to do with it? Your cards were on the far side of the table.” She shrugged. “All I did was force him to play. That’s the one you don’t like, isn’t it?”

      Honaaz nodded.

      “I saw his eyes when he got his cards. He thought he had a good hand. Then I saw your eyes when you got your cards. I knew you had a good hand.” She grinned. “You don’t hide your tell very well. Neither did he, though, so I suppose that worked out for the best. The other one, Pepper, thinks he hides his tell. I’d need to play a little more to pick it up more clearly, but it’s there.”

      Honaaz’s eyes widened. “You’ve played before?”

      “Gods, of course. You don’t spend time in the citadel without playing quite a bit. And there are people there who have faster hands.”

      “Your hands looked awfully fast.”

      “They can be slow, too,” Lily said, slipping her hand into his. “So if you aren’t going to keep gaming, what do you want to do? I figured I would watch to make sure no one tried anything with you. I didn’t expect you to come out so soon. But if you missed me…” She fluttered her eyes as she looked up at him.

      “If you want, we could go to the docks.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Honaaz shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be sure?”

      “I just didn’t know if it was too hard for you. You’ve been missing the Isles,” she said.

      Had he been so obvious? But then, she had noticed a tell in the span of one hand, not only for him but for Thomas as well. Maybe he had been obvious. Besides, they had been spending time together over the last few weeks. Enough that if he had any tells, she’d pick up on them.

      “I keep thinking that it’s time for me to head back, but then… I don’t want to go back, either.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “Because I don’t want to go without you.”

      Lily turned to him, and then her eyes narrowed. She darted forward, knife in hand, and drove her blade upward. Before Honaaz could even react, he realized that she had already dropped a man who had been storming up behind him. Someone he hadn’t even realized was there.

      She had a knife to the man’s throat.

      Thomas.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Honaaz grumbled at him.

      “She cheated,” Thomas said.

      Lily scoffed. “I didn’t cheat.” Now she was kneeling above him, her knife tip pressed underneath his throat. Thomas, to his credit, didn’t move. He didn’t even blink. It was almost as if it wasn’t the first time he’d been threatened like that. “You were just predictable. You came in too hot, thinking you could emasculate Honaaz. You were an easy target, and I took advantage. The same way Pepper is taking advantage of you, as well.”

      Thomas’s face twisted in a sneer. “I’ve been beating him.”

      “Have you?” Lily said. “Or has he wanted you to think you’ve been beating him? Because from the way I see it, the only thing you’ve been beating is yourself.” She leaned closer. “But I get the sense that you don’t mind doing that, do you?”

      Thomas tried to push himself up, but Lily had pressure on his neck. The knife lingered there, drawing a small droplet of blood, which forced him to keep still.

      “Come after us again, and you won’t even see my blade before it carves through your throat,” Lily growled. “Or maybe I’ll stick it into your back. Or maybe I’ll try another way. I love poison. You won’t even know it. Do you know how many tasteless poisons I have?”

      Thomas’s eyes still hadn’t twitched.

      Honaaz had read him wrong. And from the way Lily seemed to go completely still, he realized that she knew it as well.

      “You really are stupid. Both of you,” Thomas said. With that, he drew out a slender, heavily carved wand.

      “Well, fuck.”
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      Finn expected the two to stay in the tavern for longer, but they did not. Isabel waited behind him, agitated because he had grabbed her before she could go into the tavern after he’d spotted the pair, and he’d shoved her into the shadows. She had tried to argue with him a few times, but he silenced her by simply raising his hand. Thankfully, she didn’t push him so hard that she made too much noise.

      He watched from the alley on the far side of the tavern, figuring that he could make sure they didn’t slip away before he had a chance to follow them. They were only inside for about half an hour, and then the hegen woman—the Lost—came out. She looked across the street as if noticing him in the shadows, but then she scaled the wall nearest the tavern and perched on the roof.

      What was going on here?

      The larger man came out next. He stood in the middle of the street, sweeping his gaze around, which forced Finn back into the shadows.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” Isabel asked. “And when can I go get my mug of ale?”

      “Not anytime soon,” Finn said, dropping his voice to nearly a whisper. “They’re going to lead us where we want to go.”

      “Did you even know they were going to be here?”

      “No.”

      “Did you suspect?” she asked.

      Finn turned his attention away from the street for just a moment, frowning at her as he stared into the darkness. “How was I supposed to know anything?” He turned back to look out. The two were now holding hands. “Sanaron is a large city, and you’re the one who brought me down here. Maybe you knew something.”

      “I’ve never been to Sanaron.”

      “You don’t have to sound so sad about that,” he said.

      “It’s not sadness. It’s a statement. And I have traveled a bit more than you, after all.”

      “But now you travel only with me, so what does that say?”

      Isabel crossed her arms over her chest. “It says that I don’t get a choice.”

      “Oh, you get whatever choice you want,” Finn said. “It’s just that you have to make it, and if you choose the wrong way…” He left unsaid what would happen to her, but he wondered if she had any idea. He certainly didn’t.

      “Who decides what’s the wrong way?” Isabel asked.

      Finn didn’t turn around. He didn’t need to. She knew the answer as well as he did.

      He was the one to decide. At least when it came to this—and to her. That was what he’d been asked to do when he’d been told to reform her.

      “Are you just going to stand here and watch?” she said.

      “Until they get farther along the street.”

      He would give them space, and then he could start following them. Anything else would only attract attention, and he didn’t want to do that. It would be better if they didn’t know he was here. Kanar Reims had a reputation, and Finn had been warned against approaching him too openly. As a soldier who had served in the Realmsguard and fought in the war, Reims would be someone Finn would have to be careful around. He himself was no soldier, and he had no misconception about his role when he was in Reyand, but he didn’t fear Reims.

      As he watched, he noticed the hegen girl suddenly lunging forward, around the larger man. Then she had a knife above another man’s throat.

      Finn leaned forward to watch. What was she doing?

      He wished he could get closer so that he could at least listen.

      “Are you going to stand there while she drives that knife into his throat?” Isabel said. “I thought you served justice.”

      Finn raised a finger to his lips to quiet her. “Not in Sanaron. We’re here for one person.” More than one, if they had the opportunity, but they had come for only one. “Now be quiet.”

      She fell silent, and he was thankful that she didn’t keep pressuring him.

      The hegen woman didn’t do anything. She just held the knife in place, crouching above the man. Finn couldn’t see anything else from his angle, though he didn’t think that a hegen would take a life so openly.

      “She’s one of the Lost, Finn,” Esmerelda had told him. “They’ve been hurt, disappeared from us, but they can still return.”

      “This one had some talent,” he had replied. It was shortly after Reims and his team had broken the prisoner out of Declan prison, a place that should have been well defended against such things. Finn had seen to the protections of the prison himself, and he thought he had ensured that it wouldn’t be possible for someone to break out. After having dealt with threats throughout the city, and dangers to the prisons themselves, Finn had taken it upon himself to guarantee that it was designed to be impenetrable.

      Only, it had not been.

      They had gotten through. Almost easily.

      “Of course she would have some talent,” Esmerelda had said. “She’s a hegen. And she’s learned from some of the greatest instructors that we have.”

      “So she would be as skilled as you?” he asked.

      “Had she stayed? Perhaps, but she did not.”

      Finn had the sense that bothered her, though he wondered if it was more than just that. There were times when she kept things from him, and this was one of those times.

      “What aren’t you telling me about her?”

      Esmerelda touched his arm gently and smiled at him the way she did. “I’m telling you what you need to know.”

      “What I need to know is where she’s going.”

      “She’s going where she needs to go.”

      “And taking one of my prisoners.”

      “You have to trust that I’ve seen what must happen.”

      When it came to what Esmerelda saw, he did trust. He had trusted from the very moment he’d met her, as she had always managed to see things that others could not. It was her hegen gift, but it was more than that. It wasn’t just what she could see but her understanding of what it was and what it meant.

      If she had seen something about this young hegen woman, the Lost, then he wondered if perhaps he needed to allow Esmerelda to deal with it. Had it dealt with anything other than breaking into his prison, he might have.

      And she had to know it.

      He suspected that Esmerelda understood, and also that she was working against him, even without admitting it. She would do whatever she needed to protect her people, even if they were not from Verendal. That was Esmerelda.

      “How did she become lost?”

      “She found another path, one that she used to guide her toward revenge.”

      “I thought your people didn’t chase revenge,” Finn said.

      She patted his arm, leaned close, and touched his cheek. “We do not. She did. And now she is lost.”

      There was more to it, he suspected, and now that he saw this young woman in Sanaron, saw the way she had the knife pressed up beneath the other person’s chin, he couldn’t help but wonder if the way she had been lost had brought her to learn about fighting—and killing—in ways that the hegen did not approve of.

      “I can’t believe you’re just going to stand by while she kills him,” Isabel said.

      “I don’t think she’s going to kill him. If she wanted to, she would have done that by now. Besides, we need to follow her.”

      “Follow her, find this Kanar Reims—who you seem to fear, though you don’t want to acknowledge that you fear him—and then go on to find our prisoner. That’s basically what this is about. You don’t have to deny it. I can tell.”

      He didn’t argue. He didn’t want to, either. Before he had a chance to do anything, he realized that the man the hegen woman was sitting on had something in hand.

      Something Finn had not expected to see here.

      Even with the fog swirling around the street, he could make out the item. Strangely, it seemed as if there was less fog here than there had been before. Almost as if…

      “Witchcraft,” he breathed out.

      “What?”

      “He’s using witchcraft.”

      Finn’s hand had already gone to his sword. He was prepared to reach for Justice, though he wouldn’t wield it in anger. That was not how the sword was meant to be used. It was for sentencing, for carrying out true justice on behalf of the king, and nothing else.

      “Well, it looks like she’s not having too much difficulty with him,” Isabel said.

      The young woman kicked the staff out of the man’s hand, and she jabbed her knife into his shoulder. He cried out, and she reached into her pouch and set something on his chest. At first, Finn couldn’t tell what it was, but then he saw the distinct outline of a bone fragment.

      She was using her hegen art.

      Did she use it to harm? If so, then he could understand why Esmerelda felt so strongly about her being lost.

      The man couldn’t move. He was stuck, held down by the bone.

      The hegen woman got to her feet, looking over to the much larger man. They spoke quickly in an animated fashion, until the other man grabbed the staff off the ground and stuffed it in his pocket.

      They didn’t seem surprised by witchcraft. But then, they had been fighting with Kanar Reims, and he had already proven himself knowledgeable about witchcraft. In that, Finn found his feelings aligned with those of Reims. Finn didn’t hate magic, but he did hate witchcraft. He had seen it used too dangerously before.

      The two backed away from the man, leaving him lying in the street. The hegen woman quickly scaled a nearby rooftop, while the larger one strode away, disappearing into the fog.

      “What was that?” Isabel asked, her voice too loud.

      Finn raised his hand, and he looked around the street. He had no idea what that had been about, much like he had no idea why they had simply left the witchcraft user.

      But then he realized why.

      The hegen woman had not left. She was crouched on the roof, visible as a faint shadow up above, though she had slipped farther down so that she would be out of view of the man they had attacked.

      Finn pointed. “She plans to follow him.”

      “And what do you plan to do?”

      “Follow her.”

      “I thought you said this was going to be a quick assignment,” Isabel said. “Weren’t you the one who said we were going to come to Sanaron, bring your prisoner back to Verendal, and be back in only a few days? If you’re going to start following people around the city, it’s going to take more than a few days.”

      Finn scoffed. “Are you worried you’re going to miss your opportunity with your merchant scam?”

      “Well, there is that,” she said, shrugging. “But it’s less about that than it is that I know how much you dislike being away from Verendal. You love the city.”

      “I’m willing to do whatever is necessary to ensure the king’s justice,” he said.

      She snorted. “Other than leaving the city.”

      “I serve Verendal. Except for now.”

      It didn’t matter what he told her. Isabel didn’t need to know that he had been given express permission by the king to take this journey and recover his prisoner. He also didn’t need to tell her just how uncomfortable he was about all of this. He provided coverage for Verendal. He was the master executioner there. The executioner court oversaw the city in his absence, but he did not care to leave the city under the guidance of someone else.

      The man managed to pry the bone free. If the hegen woman was even remotely skilled, she would have been able to keep him from moving, but he somehow managed to pull the piece of bone off.

      The man’s bloody handprint suggested that he must’ve found something to grant the power of witchcraft, using his own pain and suffering to empower it. Then he used that to pry the piece of bone free.

      Clever.

      Finn hated thinking that way, but he had seen enough danger in the kingdom through the witchcraft war, along with enough fighting and dying, to think any other way.

      The woman stayed motionless on the rooftop until the man got moving and started slipping through the streets.

      Finn debated who to follow. He could trail after her on the roof, or he could follow the man, who looked easier to track, as he ran down the street.

      He knew the answer. He had to follow the man.

      But he had to be careful when he did. He had to make sure that the woman didn’t know he was there. If she caught sight of him, Finn expected that she would go to Kanar Reims and warn him that he was in the city.

      “Keep an eye out for the other one,” Finn said.

      “Which other one?”

      “The big man.”

      Isabel smiled. “That’s all you want to call him?”

      “What else should I call him?”

      “You really haven’t traveled very far, have you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

      “Well, if you had traveled, even a little bit, you would’ve recognized that he’s from the Isles of Portan. We always used to say that they breed them big there, but…” She grinned.

      Finn frowned at her. “What aren’t you saying?”

      “Oh, it might be more fun if you find out.”

      “Great,” he muttered.

      “I’m not keeping anything dangerous from you, Master Jagger.” She managed to say his name with something like sarcasm, which Finn had come to expect from her.

      At least she paid attention to everything around her as they worked their way up the street. That was one lesson he hoped to instill in her: Better alert than to be caught unaware.

      He would follow the man. Find the hegen woman. Then use her to get to Kanar Reims. All while being careful that they didn’t get caught by the large man from the Isles.

      They started back up the hill.

      “You know, we could have kept the horses,” Isabel said.

      “Did you sell them?”

      “I didn’t have time, but in hindsight, maybe I should have. Though, if I had done that, I would’ve missed all of this. I do have to say that I’m quite intrigued by everything here.” She flashed a grin and tucked her hands into her pockets.

      Finn assumed that she was armed, as she often went out with several knives. He didn’t know for sure, but he suspected that she was talented with them. Maybe as talented as the hegen woman he’d seen. If things took a turn for the worse, he might need her skill. Not that he would tell her that.

      The man he was tailing turned a corner. The fog was thick, and it made it difficult for Finn to keep up with him. He didn’t want to follow too closely, but he didn’t want to be so far away that he couldn’t keep pace. It was a fine balance, and he wasn’t sure that he managed it as well as he wanted. There would’ve been a time years ago when it wouldn’t have been a problem for him, but Finn’s comfort with tracking people through streets had faded.

      He turned the corner, and a shadow stepped toward him.

      “Are you following me?”

      Finn took quick stock of the man. He had learned to appraise people quickly. When he had been sent out of Verendal to perform a sentencing several years ago, he’d been told by a farmer that it was like evaluating livestock. That analogy suited Finn. It was a matter of sizing a person up much like sizing up livestock.

      The man was of average build, with closely cropped hair, slightly ruddy cheeks, and a hint of softness about them, but it was the scar along one cheek that belied that. Then there was the staff Finn had seen him using. There weren’t too many who were given those.

      “Perhaps I was,” Finn said.

      The man reached for something at his waist, only to come up short. He turned and looked at Finn, locking eyes with him.

      “Are you missing something?” Finn asked. “Perhaps when you were taken down by the young woman.”

      The man’s face contorted into a larger sneer. “You saw that, did you? Think I might make an easy mark? You’d be wrong.”

      Finn was watching, so he expected the sudden shift.

      The man threw something at him. Finn couldn’t tell what it was, but he brought up his hand. He was wearing the stone ring Esmerelda had given him, which offered a measure of protection. Against incredibly powerful witchcraft, it would do very little, but against somebody who had already been disarmed and would need to make something on the fly, it should be more than enough.

      There was a burst of bright light and a gust of wind that swirled around Finn’s outstretched hand, and then they dissipated completely. He grabbed for the man before he had a chance to react. He flicked his gaze up to the rooftop, checking for the hegen woman, but she must have disappeared.

      He’d been following too closely. The fog had made it difficult for him to tail this man.

      Finn pushed the man back, getting closer to an alley. It was nothing like Verendal. Nothing like having access to resources, his prison, and the rooms used for questioning. He would have to make do with what he could.

      A dark alley was more fitting of a street crew—something that Finn once had been a part of. In a place like Sanaron, perhaps that was only fitting now. He shoved the man until they reached the end of the alley, Isabel shuffling along behind him. She hadn’t said anything.

      With no place to go, Finn held his hand out, making a point of drawing the man’s eye to the stone ring. “You’re going to see that I don’t have much patience for men who decide to attack me with witchcraft. And I’m not without my own resources. Who are you?”

      “None of your damn business,” the man said.

      Finn turned his head slightly but kept his gaze on the man. “I need your knives,” he said to Isabel.

      “For what? Are you going to have dinner?”

      “I need your knives,” he simply repeated.

      Finn carried his sword, and he had a single belt knife on him, but he didn’t want to go for that yet. Besides, he’d seen Isabel’s knives. They had slender blades and were far better suited for what he planned to do now.

      He might not be able to interrogate the way he normally would, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t prepared to do it. He needed answers, and this man was going to provide them, whether he wanted to or not. Finn would use whatever resources he had.

      Isabel handed him one knife and hesitated before handing him another. “I don’t know why you couldn’t have brought your own,” she groused.

      The other man watched Finn, then glanced behind him to Isabel with a sneer on his face.

      At least Finn understood how this man felt about Isabel. Maybe that was also the issue the hegen woman had with him. It was possible he’d disrespected her in some way.

      “What is your business with her?” he asked.

      The man slowly turned his head to Finn. “Do you think I fear you? You look like you carry a sword but don’t know how to use—”

      He cut off the moment Finn jammed one of the knives into his right shoulder. The man reached for it, but Finn had pushed so hard that the knife went into the stone building behind him, pinning him to it. He grabbed the man’s other arm and held his palm outward, ready to drive the other knife into it.

      “You know nothing about me.” Finn’s voice was calm. He had done this so many times. Not under such circumstances, but he would treat this man the way he would treat any unruly prisoner. And anyone willing to openly use witchcraft the way he had deserved nothing but Finn’s contempt. “Make no mistake, I know how to use the sword I carry quite well. And I can assure you, I have.” He leaned close, making sure that the man heard what he said next. “I saw your staff. I felt what you tried to use on me. So I ask you—what are you doing in this city?”

      The man turned to him with narrowed eyes. It was almost as if, for the first time, he saw Finn for who he was and, more importantly, what he was. “Who are you?”

      “Someone who has dealt with others like you before. How many of you are there in Sanaron?”

      Finn didn’t really expect much of an answer. Most users of witchcraft thought they were strong enough to avoid breaking down during questioning, and what bothered Finn was that many of them were. They didn’t fear death the way some did. They also didn’t fear pain, as they believed that it was a natural part of whatever they used. But there were other ways of breaking such men. The problem for Finn was that he didn’t have access to those resources.

      “You’re too late,” the man said. “Reims already took care of most. But not all.” He started to laugh. “He thought he understood everything, but he made a mistake.” He slammed his hand down against the stone, surprising Finn.

      There was a burst of energy. The stone trembled, before collapsing around the man.

      Finn jumped back.

      The stone continue to shake, and when it went still, he looked at the opening that had been formed in the building.

      Isabel started forward, moving rock, but Finn shook his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he said.

      “You don’t need to question him anymore?”

      “Even if he survived, he’s not going to tell us anything. But I don’t think it matters because he’s not going to be there.”

      She paused, looking up at him. The confidence that she normally exuded was gone. “What did he do?”

      “He was more powerful than I realized,” he said. “And I wasn’t equipped.”

      “Not equipped for what?”

      “For whatever is going on in this city.”

      It wasn’t tied to the woman they were after. She’d used magic, but Esmerelda and others had made it clear that it wasn’t witchcraft. The protections that he had the hegen place around her in the prison had not been to hold her there, but to prevent others from targeting her. They had also needed answers, but she had refused to provide them.

      Finn had come to Sanaron to find his prisoner, figure out what Kanar Reims was after, and bring both of them back to Reyand. Now it seemed as if there was a different mystery—and it was one he hoped the king would understand.
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      Kanar heard the sound of fighting.

      That wasn’t terribly uncommon in Sanaron, though in the weeks since they had defeated the Prophet, it had become rarer. Normally, he didn’t view it as any of his business. It was probably just some residual Dogs trying to find their place in the hierarchy, as that had been common enough.

      Kanar turned and looked over to Adira’s brothel. At least, what was now her brothel. She’d quickly moved in once Malory had been removed, and she’d asserted control in a way Malory had never done. Adira could be brutal.

      The door to the brothel opened, and a solitary man stumbled out. He shifted his shirt, straightening it, and then slapped his cheeks before staggering away.

      Adira had learned from Malory, so she certainly knew what she was doing with the men in her brothel—supply them with booze, keep them comfortable and inebriated, and let them make what other choices they wanted. She didn’t get involved in much of that. She didn’t feel as if she needed to.

      Kanar drew himself up, headed toward the door, and stepped inside.

      The place was calm. Quiet.

      He glanced over to the desk but didn’t know the young woman who was seated there. He flicked his gaze to the men guarding the inside of the brothel, and he waited for somebody to come and stop him. No one did. Had they anticipated that he would come?

      Perhaps they had. Adira probably set them up to keep an eye out for him.

      Kanar took a seat at a table in the corner. Rather than running the risk of angering her by storming up to her private quarters—the ones that had once been Malory’s that Adira had extensively remodeled to make them her own—he would let her come to him. He doubted it would take long for someone to get word to her that he was here.

      He waited for a few moments and watched the men stationed around the room.

      No one moved.

      It was easy to spot her guards. They were all patient in ways that were meant to look unassuming, as if men sat so solemnly in a place like this. One of them, a dark-haired man with a muscular build wearing a plain blue jacket, leaned against a wall in the back and held a mug of ale, though he didn’t look like he had touched it at all. He kept looking around, searching for any signs of movement.

      Kanar flicked his gaze past that man to the next, and then the next. With each one that he looked past, he realized that none of them seemed to have gotten up to alert Adira that he was here.

      But that didn’t mean no one had.

      One of the brothel workers, an attractive blonde woman Kanar didn’t recognize, slipped away toward the back staircase.

      Kanar smirked as she disappeared up the stairs. Music played while he waited, though he didn’t see the minstrels today. They were out of sight, the melody of their stringed instruments floating through the air, drifting toward him. It was peaceful, as if Adira thought to convince everyone to relax here.

      It might even work.

      The woman who had run up the staircase came back down. She made a point of not looking in his direction, while at the same time obviously looking in his direction. Kanar smiled at that.

      He shifted, positioning himself so that he could see everyone else in the brothel. Aside from the guards, it was otherwise empty.

      Finally, the door came open. Adira strode out, dressed in a loose-fitting jacket and pants. A flash of steel that was barely concealed beneath her jacket revealed the weapons he knew she carried on her. Unlike Malory, who had dressed the part of a brothel madam—she had always looked luxurious in a beautiful gown, necklace, earrings, and often a flower tucked into her dress—Adira was more a soldier. Kanar had never seen Adira fight, but he had no doubt that she had some skill. A woman didn’t move so quickly to replace Malory without having ruthless skill.

      Adira glanced around the establishment before turning her attention to him. “You know, you don’t have to come see me like this.”

      “How would you prefer I visit?”

      “To be honest, I think I would prefer that you not. You might have had a unique relationship with Malory, but I am not her.”

      “I’m well aware that you are not her. I am impressed with how quickly you consolidated your power.”

      “I always had a hand in running things. Malory was only so willing to coordinate the operations.” Adira shrugged, as if that explained everything. “Thankfully, my time working with her made sure that others reported to me. It was a natural transition, Reims. Now, if you don’t mind—”

      “I need your help.” Kanar smiled, but she didn’t return it.

      “With what?”

      “With what’s taking place in the city.”

      “And how am I supposed to know things that you do not?” she said.

      He had to be careful. She was different than Malory. Malory had given him quite a bit of leeway and had been willing to excuse some of the things he had done while under her employ. While he might not be working for Adira, he also didn’t know how she would react with him.

      He shook his head. “It’s not a matter of what you might know that I won’t, it’s whether you hear things that I won’t. You know we were dealing with witchcraft, and you had to have known that Malory was part of it.”

      “I know what she was,” Adira said.

      Kanar frowned. How much had she known?

      “All I need is help identifying other pockets of crime you might uncover in the city. I’m trying to help the council clean up the dangers that exist around Sanaron.”

      “You aren’t trying to help the council. You’re trying to help Morgan Raparal.”

      She knew.

      Of course she would. Kanar wasn’t surprised that she would be informed. She was too clever, and too connected.

      “I’m trying to help as much as possible,” he said.

      “What makes you care about Sanaron? You are not from here.”

      “And you are?”

      It occurred to Kanar that he did not know nearly as much as he thought he needed to about Adira, and there was something about her that left him feeling as if he had to have answers. Especially as she had continued to consolidate power around her.

      “I was born in the city, Reims. This is my home. I will not tolerate anyone who thinks to harm it.”

      There was real anger as she said it.

      “Then help me ensure that the danger is removed,” Kanar said.

      Adira watched him. “I will ensure that my business interests are looked after. But the city is in no danger, Reims.”

      “I’m not so sure that it isn’t.”

      “An admission of a weakness. Weren’t you trained to avoid such things?”

      “I’ve never been afraid to admit ignorance,” he said.

      Adira smiled tightly. “Maybe not. We haven’t worked together enough for me to know.” She rested her hands on the table, then swept her gaze around.

      “You are right. So maybe there is something I can do to convince you.” It wasn’t what he really wanted to do, but he might need Adira’s help. She would be connected in ways he was not. “The Dogs haven’t been much of a challenge ever since the Prophet was removed, but there are others trying to take the Prophet’s place. I suspect you are aware of that?”

      “I am,” she said.

      “What if there was something I could do about that?”

      “I might be interested in such a service. I will not pay what Malory paid. Consider it an offer of goodwill. As you know,” she said, leaning forward, “now that the Prophet is gone, the city is ripe for someone else to take on a more powerful position.”

      “The council is not going to be thrilled by that,” he said.

      “I’m not asking for permission. I’m explaining to you my intentions.”

      “I will talk to my team and see what they say.” Kanar knew what the others would think. Lily had no issue going after the Dogs, and Honaaz would do whatever Lily asked of him.

      Adira gave a small smirk. “The famous team of the Blackheart. The more I’ve learned about you, the more I find your team to be quite interesting. You have a hegen, who I believe they refer to as the Lost—”

      “I’d be careful calling her that.”

      “Should I? Is she dangerous?”

      “Very much so,” Kanar said.

      “A deadly woman, with a magical background, for a man who has spent his days fighting magic.” She leaned forward, locking eyes with him before taking a long sip of her wine. “And then there is the tall man. I’m not exactly sure what his story is, only that he seems to be connected to things I can’t quite understand.” She paused, giving Kanar a chance to fill in the details, but he resisted.

      He wasn’t going to tell her anything about Jal or about how he was one of the Alainsith—and probably royalty, though that depended on whether Jal had been honest with them. Given that he had not revealed his heritage until there had been a danger to the city, Kanar wondered how close the two of them really had been.

      “I see,” she said. “More mystery.” She swept her gaze around the brothel for a moment, before stopping and looking at him. “And then your special friend. Morgan Raparal. Do you consider her anything more?”

      “Friends,” Kanar said.

      “I thought you might have some hesitation in revealing your past. Some men feel that way. They don’t like to acknowledge when they are a scorned lover.”

      She regarded him somewhat too aggressively for his liking. Kanar had thought that Malory had been dangerous, but Adira gave him a very different feeling. His interactions with her had always been cordial before, but now he was left thinking that maybe he should have looked into her background more. Now it would be difficult, as he suspected she’d made a point of ensuring that no one could dig too deeply into her past.

      “But then, I don’t know if we can claim you were a scorned lover, can we?” Adira went on.

      “I don’t know what you can claim,” Kanar said.

      “What do you claim?”

      “Ignorance.”

      Adira barely reacted. “Quite the team. You also managed to remove the threat of the Prophet, so I suppose I should offer my thanks. But it is strange that such a unique combination of individuals came together at such an interesting time. It’s almost as if someone fated it.”

      The way she said it left Kanar wondering if Malory—or Adira herself—had a greater hand in things than what he had realized, but he figured that was unlikely. Adira might be many things, but he didn’t think she had any way of influencing everyone quite like that.

      She had just named all the people he had worked with ever since he had come to Sanaron, so he suspected that she wanted something out of him that came from one of those connections. But what, exactly, did Adira want from any of them? Jal was gone, so he wasn’t going to be of much use. Lily didn’t have a lot she could offer, though with her hegen connections, it was possible that Adira wanted something from her. Perhaps some of the hegen magic. There was value in it, and she had seen that value, as the two of them had placed protections around the holding cells in the city so they could trap users of witchcraft together.

      What about Honaaz? She hadn’t mentioned him, though he knew that Honaaz was bound to the team like everyone else. He also had his own potential, along with his own story, that Kanar didn’t fully understand. It was no different than any of the others he worked with, no different than any of the others he had found himself dealing with, but he still wasn’t entirely sure what made Honaaz who he was. Kanar didn’t think that Honaaz was who she was after, though.

      As he watched Adira and saw the cold, calculating look in her eyes, he suspected that he understood just what it was that she wanted.

      “What are you getting at?” he growled.

      “Other than what I’ve said? I would like to speak with your special friend, of course. I intend to discuss the terms of the city.” Adira sat back, tipped her glass of wine to her lips, and took a long, steady sip. “Should there be any other discussion?”

      “I’m not so sure that there is any real discussion to be had about the city.”

      “I merely want an introduction.” She smiled tightly. Dangerously. “It takes more than the council to rule in Sanaron. I can be helpful.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Kanar said.

      “You don’t think I’m capable of it?”

      “What do you think I’m capable of?”

      “Many things, Reims. Killing a dozen men while barely breaking a sweat. Perhaps leaving a trail of destruction in your wake. Finding the most improbable team in a city where such things should not be so possible. Befriending even the most callous of people. But planning something behind my back?” She smiled again, and she shook her head. “While I do think it’s possible you could have done such a thing, I also think it unlikely.”

      Kanar glanced at her glass of wine. “You never offered me anything to drink.”

      Adira looked up, holding his gaze. “You would share wine with me here?”

      “That’s about the only thing I would share with you here.”

      Adira let out a laugh. “So chaste. Or perhaps not so chaste, if the stories about you and your young lady are correct.”

      “Stories are just that,” Kanar said. “Stories.”

      “So you are chaste? I don’t know why I find that disappointing. I shouldn’t. I’ve known you in the time you have been in Sanaron, and I had never expected anything more from you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t take offense where none is meant.” Adira raised a hand and waved it, watching Kanar as she did. “I will get you some wine. We will share it, and we will discuss the terms you might offer.”

      One of the security guards brought over another glass of wine to her. The man frowned as she handed it over to Kanar. He took a small sip, swishing it around his mouth. It was quality wine, though not nearly as high of quality as what Morgan had.

      When Kanar was done, he flashed a smile. “Now. I think she would like to discuss the terms.”

      He turned and motioned toward the door, but he barely needed to turn at all. He didn’t know when Morgan had walked in, but he knew that she was coming. Adira had done what he had hoped she would: She had come down to the main part of the brothel and engaged with him. Now he needed to use that.

      “What game are you playing, Reims?” Adira asked, her voice soft but not as annoyed as he thought it might be. He had figured that she would be upset with him, but she didn’t seem that way. Instead, she seemed mostly curious.

      Adira likely saw some sort of opportunity for herself.

      “No game,” he said.

      “Oh, I doubt very much that there is no game here. I am curious, though, what you hope to accomplish.”

      “I want to give the two of you the chance to have the conversation you said you wanted.”

      Adira gave a tight-lipped smile, and she looked over to Morgan, who strode into the room. She moved steadily, sweeping her gaze around, her fingers twitching. She was likely creating a sorcery pattern as she did, though Kanar could only see the faintest trace of fog coming from her fingertips. Not so much that he knew what she was doing with it, but it was likely some sort of protective use.

      When Morgan took a seat at the table, she looked across at Adira, barely glancing in Kanar’s direction. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

      “I should thank you,” Adira said. “Or perhaps I should thank Reims. It seems as if the two of you planned this?”

      “After you assumed control here—and through much of the city—I thought it would be best if we had a chance to visit,” Morgan said.

      “Undoubtedly. What were you hoping to discuss?”

      “The safety of the city. You have some influence here, after all.”

      Adira nodded. “Perhaps I do, but I am curious why you chose to seek me out.”

      It was a valid question, and it was one that Kanar wasn’t entirely sure how to answer. Morgan had made it sound like she needed to talk with Adira, but she hadn’t really explained why or what it was that she hoped to learn from her.

      “The two of us can have a mutually beneficial relationship,” Morgan said. “And I’m hopeful that you can see that just as well as I can.”

      Adira swept her gaze around, before pausing and looking toward the door. Kanar turned and followed the direction of her gaze, and he realized there was a thick layer of fog swirling near the door, displaying just how potent Morgan’s magic was. Did Adira understand that?

      Given the comments she’d made and her insinuations, it was entirely possible that she did.

      “The Dogs are gone,” Morgan said. “Well, they will be as soon as Kanar and the others ensure that their influence is no longer pressing down on the city. Once the Dogs are eliminated, though, it is highly likely that another group will try to move in.”

      Adira gave a small smile. “I was just saying the same thing to Kanar.”

      “And I don’t want that to be you.”

      Adira stiffened. “You don’t?”

      “I’m sure you see that this is your opportunity.” Morgan paused, letting the words linger in the air. Kanar bit back his surprise at seeing this side of her. He was accustomed to Morgan as the scholar, as the one who asked probing questions, but he wasn’t used to this side of her that suggested she was in charge. Perhaps he shouldn’t be surprised, though.

      “Who do you intend to take over in the absence of the Dogs?” Adira asked. “With the Prophet going missing, there is a need for someone of stature to manage the city.”

      Morgan nodded. “There is. Which is why I intend to be the one to do so.”

      Adira gave an unimpressed smile. “Is that right?” She rested her elbows on the table and looked over. As she did, Kanar had a troubling thought.

      Here he and Morgan thought they were playing Adira, or at least trying to work to their advantage, but as he watched Adira, he started to question whether that was true. She gave the impression of someone who was completely in control. And Morgan might miss that. She was smart—probably the smartest person Kanar knew—but there were certain things she would not be as comfortable with. There were things Kanar had learned to identify during his time serving in the Realmsguard and hunting witchcraft.

      It was this instinct that told him something was not quite right.

      He tried to signal Morgan, but she didn’t see it.

      “Tell me, Morgan Raparal,” Adira said, emphasizing Morgan’s last name, “how is it that you think to control what you are after when you can scarcely keep the borders of the city safe?”

      Morgan glanced in Kanar’s direction, but he didn’t have an answer.

      “What are you going on about?” Morgan said.

      “Surely you have noticed that circumstances are a bit unusual these days. I would’ve expected that the great Kanar Reims would have noticed something, but it seems that he’s been too preoccupied with his workings inside the city.” She turned to Kanar with a dark smile on her face. There was also a hardness that hadn’t been there before. He had underestimated her. Kanar had known better, yet he had still managed to underestimate her. “What do you think will happen to the city without my influence?”

      “I will offer whatever protections I need,” Morgan replied.

      “How far do those protections reach?”

      Kanar could see Morgan practically calculating how to answer. He wasn’t sure what she might need to say or what it was that Adira was talking about, though he suspected that there was something more here than what he knew.

      “Perhaps Mr. Reims should investigate, and then he might be able to tell you,” Adira said.

      Morgan glared at her. “Tell me what?”

      “Terms of my position in the city.”
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      The mournful howl caught Kanar’s attention, and he looked up. He didn’t think it was one of the berahn. Jal and Wular had been gone long enough that they should have taken the danger of the berahn with them, but there was a similar sound echoing around him now. Maybe Jal hadn’t left quite yet.

      His hand had gone to the hilt of his sword.

      These days, he didn’t fear unsheathing it the way he once did. There was still a connection to the blade, and he still questioned whether his use of the sword constituted a form of witchcraft, but he also recognized that what he had been doing with the sword had been necessary. More than that, it might have also been protective. Had he not been using the sword the way he had, they might have failed by now.

      He forced himself to relax. He didn’t need to be so uptight. The Dogs’ activity had dwindled, and the Prophet had been defeated. Maybe it was that he had been betrayed by Malory that bothered him, or maybe it was that the Alainsith had taken a renewed interest in Sanaron. Whatever it was, Kanar had to find a way past it.

      Still, having lost Malory, the city had begun to change. He hadn’t realized the influence she had on this place until it was gone. That didn’t mean that another hadn’t stepped in to try to fill the void. There had been several who thought they could do so, consolidating power now that the Prophet and Malory—who everyone had assumed had worked against the Prophet—were both gone. But none had managed anything close to what Malory had done.

      And now Morgan had asked him to do something on behalf of the council.

      It was more honest work than he’d done in Sanaron before, though it wasn’t as if protecting merchants had been dishonorable, only that it had often pitted him against outside threats. Now it was almost as if he were serving something more than himself.

      Only because of Morgan.

      Were it not for her, he might have already left the city.

      He kept following the strange energy that he detected, though it wasn’t so much that he detected it as it was that the sword seemed to guide him toward it. It was almost as if the sword wanted him to know that there was something amiss.

      There had been a time when he would’ve doubted that the sword was leading him, but now that he understood what it was and that he had some sort of bond to it, Kanar no longer could deny that truth.

      He turned in place, looking along the street for any activity, but he didn’t see anything.

      Fog seemed to swirl in front of him, creating a pathway through it.

      Kanar had come to trust the fog. That was a strange concept for him even now, but it was true nonetheless. The fog would guide him, leading him where he needed to go. And by trusting it, he could use the fog to guide him toward witchcraft.

      He found himself near the shore. There was a strange creaking sound nearby, and as he approached the rocks, he realized what the creaking was coming from.

      A small boat was moored close by.

      The fog and the protections in Sanaron had guided him. Kanar understood that he could not ignore those protections, nor could he assume that he knew more than what those protections could offer.

      So he readied himself and unsheathed his sword.

      And not a moment too soon.

      There was a burst of energy, and he felt a whisper brush past him, a surge of something that was not quite solid. It was as if the fog had come alive, though he didn’t think that was what it was.

      He knew better than to let that get too close to him.

      Kanar ducked and drove the blade upward, though as he did, he could feel something whiz past him. At first, he wasn’t sure what he detected, but then a figure dressed in dark gray stepped toward him. They were carrying a staff in one hand.

      “There you are,” Kanar said.

      The person looked at him, then raised the staff.

      There were plenty of witchcraft users who thought they could overpower him, despite his knowledge and reputation. And Kanar had enough experience that he believed he could counter any witchcraft user without fail. So when the staff struck with a blast of power rather than some attempt at constricting his throat, he smiled.

      He positioned himself to keep the witchcraft user in front of him, but he soon became aware of something behind him. Power didn’t lash out, though he knew it was there because he felt a strange weight, as if the fog that always filled the city had suddenly thickened and tapped him on the shoulder to give him a warning.

      Kanar spun and thrust his blade forward. When he did, he could feel the witchcraft power try to squeeze his weapon. He had no idea what the person was doing, but it reminded him of how they tried to constrict his throat when attacking. Kanar jammed his blade forward. He was filled with the power that came from his connection to the sword, and that granted him even more strength than he would have otherwise. He would not fear it.

      The blade sank into the man’s chest. Kanar froze for a moment. As the blade remained there, he could feel a faint and tremulous surge, a lingering hint of power, before it then faded.

      He twisted around.

      The other man was still there.

      Kanar waited for the inevitable attack that would cause his throat to collapse, forcing him to fight without air. He was ready for it. It was the kind of fight he could handle, the kind he had trained for and dealt with many times before.

      It never came.

      Instead, the witchcraft practitioner flicked his wrist. A band of gray energy surged from the end of the wand, and it snaked toward Kanar. It slipped around his legs and started to constrict.

      The man sneered as he stepped toward Kanar.

      “Still so predictable, Reims.”

      “How is this predictable?” He struggled, but that band of power remained wrapped around him, making it difficult for him to do much. He strained against it, trying to fight his way free, but his feet didn’t move.

      Who was this person?

      Somebody who recognized him.

      That shouldn’t bother him, though it did.

      Pressure built, and he was ready. Kanar cocked his head and held his sword, feeling the link between him and the blade, along with the strange connection it granted him with the power that flowed from it.

      Then he lunged.

      The suddenness of it caught the witchcraft practitioner off guard, and the man stumbled back, but Kanar was already there, driving forward with another thrust. He spun, bringing the blade around in a quick arc, not to harm but to incapacitate.

      The man was not expecting that.

      Kanar swept the blade down, catching him with the flat side on his shoulder, which incapacitated his arm. He drove his knee upward into the man’s belly and knocked the wind out of him, and then he stood over him.

      The witchcraft practitioner did not move. Rather than giving him time, Kanar dove and swept his arm into the man’s other shoulder. He cried out.

      “Wouldn’t want you to get any ideas,” Kanar said. “I know it’s more than a little difficult for you to perform your particular variety of witchcraft without having both arms. Or maybe you can’t do it at all, which would be a shame.”

      Given what he had learned about the Alainsith and the Prophet, Kanar wondered how many more witchcraft users they might find. They should be gone, but the threat of them remained. Did they know he had removed their leader?

      The man looked up at him, holding Kanar’s gaze, and then he started laughing. “You really don’t understand much, do you? And here I thought you were formidable. That you had proven yourself, but…” He trailed off and laughed again.

      Kanar half expected him to make another comment, but he didn’t, so Kanar just shrugged and then drove his knee up against the man’s temple, rendering him unconscious. It would be easier to transport him this way.

      After checking the man’s pockets and removing his staff, along with several other items he thought were related to witchcraft, Kanar scooped him up and draped him over his shoulder.

      As he walked through the city, he noticed a dark-robed man in the distance. For a while, the person seemed to be following, but then he disappeared. Kanar got a few strange looks in his direction, but he ignored them. If he was stopped by the Kalenwatch, he would simply tell them that he was working with Morgan, and either they would force him to go to her, which he would do, or they would believe him and he would be off on his way.

      By the time he reached the warehouse that Morgan had given him access to, the man had started to stir. Kanar thought he’d been followed, though he didn’t see who might have been tailing him. Probably Lily. That was the kind of thing she would do—keep tabs on him so she could see what he was doing, and then claim that she wasn’t.

      Kanar slipped down the alley between the row of warehouses, then kicked on the metal door in the pattern that had been agreed upon. He could force the door open—at least he thought he could, though he’d never attempted to after Lily had placed her hegen protections around the door—but they needed all the protections on the door intact when this man came around.

      “Who’s knocking?”

      “It’s Kanar. You know who’s knocking because you know my pattern. Open the damn door.”

      Once the door opened, Kanar stormed forward past the hulking man who attempted to block his way.

      “Get him someplace secure,” Kanar said.

      “It’s your prisoner. You get him.”

      Kanar glowered at Jaron. They hadn’t gotten along ever since Kanar had embarrassed him in Malory’s brothel, and now that they were expected to work together a bit, it had gotten even more tense. Mostly for Jaron, but Kanar didn’t want to have to attack him to force him into helping.

      “He used witchcraft on me, and Morgan is going to want me to question him. Or you can. Take your pick.”

      Jaron let out a low grunt, then turned and motioned for Kanar to follow him.

      The warehouse had been outfitted with rows of cells. Most of them had plain iron bars that kept anyone inside exposed so they could be monitored, but a few cells were more enclosed, which were designed for what they expected to be more dangerous prisoners. Kanar anticipated this man to be somewhat dangerous, though it might actually make sense for them to hold him in an exposed cell where they could watch and see if he tried to use witchcraft against them. Most full practitioners didn’t need much to make an item of power. It was about knowledge, but it was also more than that. They were perfectly content to use their own pain to power their magic.

      Isn’t that what Lily does?

      She called it art, and it was similar, but he had to believe that it wasn’t the same. That was what he hoped. The more time he spent working with Lily, the more he wanted that to be the case so they didn’t have to deal with the possibility that all the magic had the same source.

      If Jal were here, he might be able to help them understand, but they had to do this without him. Without the rest of Kanar’s team. It was a team that had continued to grow and evolve. He had tried to keep Honaaz out, though Lily had wanted to bring him in much faster than Kanar had. Then there was Morgan. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about her and what she could do, and he certainly didn’t know what to make of her betrayal. That still stung, though if he were to ask her, she’d probably claim that she hadn’t done anything to betray him.

      Jaron stopped at a door at the far end of the warehouse. “This is supposed to be secure. The others have Dogs in them, but that’s it. She wanted me to use these for anyone with more ability.”

      “Who did? Morgan or Lily?”

      “They both suggested it.”

      Suggested. That didn’t sound like Morgan, though it did sound like Lily speaking on behalf of Morgan, who had probably spoken based on Lily’s recommendations.

      Jaron pulled the door open, Kanar tossed the man inside, and they pushed the door closed.

      “Will it hold someone like that?” Jaron asked.

      “If Lily says it will, then it will.”

      “She left those,” Jaron said, motioning to a few pieces of bone that surrounded the cell.

      Kanar nodded. That would have to be enough. He didn’t know all the details involved in how the hegen created their art, but Lily had learned something during the battle—and had made a point of continuing to collect from the fallen Alainsith. Kanar had expected Jal to object, but rather than arguing, Jal had helped her find items that had the most “potential.” The bodies of the Alainsith were even stacked in a tightly secured building, though Kanar doubted anyone would try to break out a body.

      “Now we have to wait,” Kanar said.

      “You take him down yourself?” Jaron asked.

      Kanar glanced over. “I had to keep from killing him somehow. The other one didn’t end up quite so lucky.”

      Jaron looked through the barred section of the door. “Then they can’t be all that powerful if one man took them both on.”

      “How many times have you faced men who use witchcraft?”

      Jaron stiffened.

      “That’s what I thought. Talk to me when you have that experience.”

      “What does it take?”

      Kanar wanted to dismiss the question, but he didn’t think he should. This was someone who might actually have to deal with that kind of power, so Kanar knew he needed to be kinder.

      “It takes understanding of what they can and can’t do. They use magic on you, and it hurts, but you can’t stop fighting until you bring them down. If you hesitate, you’re done for. But if you keep pushing and get to the one holding the power on you, you’ll be fine.” Most of the time, Kanar didn’t say, though Jaron didn’t need to know that. There had been plenty of times when Kanar had seen people he’d been fighting alongside fall victim to witchcraft users.

      “Then how much do you know?” Jaron asked.

      Most in the city who knew of Kanar also knew of his reputation. He didn’t necessarily want people knowing him by reputation, but there were times when it was useful. As it would be with someone like Jaron.

      Kanar looked through the small window into the cell. He might prefer to sit inside with the man so that he could question him, but perhaps that would be too dangerous.

      “You going to stay here?” Jaron asked.

      “Would you prefer me to leave you with him? I don’t have any problem with that, but I’m not sure you’re ready for him when he comes around.”

      “How bad do you really think he’s going to be?” This time, the question seemed sincere rather than snarky, the way it had seemed the other times Jaron had spoken to Kanar.

      “Let’s watch,” Kanar said, nodding toward the cell.

      The man started to come around. It happened slowly, with him first surveying the cell, as if only realizing where he was and what had happened to him. He sat up, though his hands were still bound. That would slow him only a little. Kanar had cut the bindings around his ankles to give him the chance to move around.

      “Watch his hands,” Kanar whispered.

      Jaron leaned close. “What’s he doing with them?”

      “Nothing. Yet. But he will.”

      As if on cue, the man started to dig his nails into his palms. Blood spilled around the bindings. Kanar didn’t think they’d be able to hold his hands without using something of equivalently powered witchcraft, which he didn’t have any way of knowing—or of using. Even Lily might not be able to do something more complex than what she’d already done.

      “Is he writing in his blood?” Jaron whispered.

      “It’s witchcraft,” Kanar said.

      He took a step back. He wasn’t entirely sure what the man might do, but he expected that he’d somehow use the blood and smear it on the strips of cloth Kanar had wrapped around his wrists to keep him from getting free during the journey to the warehouse prison.

      There came a soft hissing sound and a hint of smoke. Then the man was free. It had happened so quickly that Kanar couldn’t help but be a little impressed.

      When the man got to his feet, he turned directly toward them.

      “Move,” Kanar said to Jaron, pushing him off to the side.

      A streak of flame shot toward the wall of the cell where their faces were. Kanar jerked back but didn’t need to. The protections Lily had placed seemed to trap that power.

      “What did I tell you?” Kanar said.

      “Didn’t expect him to attack like that,” Jaron said.

      Kanar leaned closer to the opening in the door. He didn’t know how well the protections would hold up, but everything he’d learned about witchcraft suggested that there were limits based on how much power the person could draw, tied to the kind of power they tapped into. With witchcraft, pain and suffering fueled the magic, which made it difficult for him to know just how much one person suffered compared to another. When it came to drawing off themselves, he had to think that there wasn’t the same amount of pain.

      “Are you going to ask him any questions?” Jaron said.

      Kanar pursed his lips as he considered whether he would. He thought he might be able to get some information, but perhaps the timing wasn’t quite right. Let the man burn out some of his power, and then Kanar could approach him and see what he knew, if anything.

      “I will in a bit.”

      “What are you going to do in the meantime?”

      He stared through the bars into the cell, watching, debating.

      Another surge of power flowed from the witchcraft practitioner, and it struck the invisible barriers of Lily’s protective magic. At some point, one would fail. Kanar didn’t think it would be Lily’s that did. She had placed enough defenses around the cell that they should be strong enough to withstand the attack.

      But witchcraft might fade, and that was what he had to wait for.

      “We’re going to let him beat himself up a little bit,” Kanar said.

      “Is that going to work?”

      Kanar glanced through the bars and then shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know.”

      “So we’re just going to what? Sit here?”

      “Better get used to me,” he said to Jaron.

      Jaron glowered at him, which only made Kanar smile more.

      He shouldn’t antagonize him. He needed to work with him, at least until he had this all sorted out. But while waiting on the practitioner to settle down, Kanar thought he might as well have a little fun.

      “You know, you could go in there and see if you can get some information from him,” Kanar suggested.

      “And get blasted with whatever power he’s using? No, thank you.”

      “I could show you how to deal with it.”

      Jaron watched him. “How so?”

      “Well, you have to treat him like you would a wild horse.” Kanar spread his legs wide and shifted his arms, bringing them out and up to make himself look big. “Be ready to catch them.”

      Jaron frowned. “That’s all there is to it?”

      “Well, that and learning how to fight when they’re trying to choke you out. And when they start battering at you. Sometimes they even try to use you to power their spells.”

      “They do?”

      Jaron sounded increasingly concerned. Kanar knew he shouldn’t torment him like this, but he couldn’t help it. “Well, some of them do. It depends on which person you end up dealing with, though. Some of them are more skilled than others. Ones like him…” He flicked his gaze to the cell and shrugged. “He has some talent. I can’t say that I know how much. I beat him up too quickly.” Kanar grinned, acutely aware that the man was listening and, so far, had not said anything in reply. “Not like his buddy. At least his buddy got a few blows on me. Took him down, though. Sword in his chest.”

      At that comment, Jaron’s gaze drifted down to Kanar’s sword, and his eyes narrowed slightly. “I’ve heard about you and your sword.”

      “What have you heard?”

      “Oh, they talk about how you get stronger with each person you kill. Things like that. Nonsense, if you ask me.”

      Shit.

      As Kanar looked over to the cell, he realized that his lingering here and toying with Jaron had likely only given the witchcraft practitioner an idea. He had learned about Kanar and his sword, which would potentially put him in danger, especially if the man decided that he would use that information against him.

      Kanar didn’t think he could take the sword from him and use it the same way, but he didn’t know what formed the bond between him and the blade, nor did he know if there was anything he could do to ensure that another did not form the same connection.

      “You’re right. It’s nonsense,” Kanar said. “It’s just a simple sword, given to me by my commanders.”

      “The Blackheart,” the man in the cell said. “That’s you.”

      Kanar shrugged. “That’s what they say.”

      He backed away from the cell. He needed space and time, and he was going to have to let this man use up his own power before he addressed them. But maybe Kanar shouldn’t torment somebody like Jaron quite as much in the meantime.

      “Well?” Jaron asked.

      “Well, what?”

      “Aren’t you going to show me what I need to know to keep witchcraft from attacking me?”

      Kanar sighed. He probably should.

      He hadn’t planned on that, really, but maybe he couldn’t let Jaron, or any of the others working with Morgan, be defenseless. Eventually, Kanar suspected that he would need to leave the city. When he did, he wanted to make sure that they were prepared to defend against witchcraft. He couldn’t do that without showing them something.

      And as begrudgingly as he felt about Jaron, the man was reasonably skilled. At least as a fighter. Someone like that could be taught other talents that were useful.

      Besides, they had time now. Time to waste while this prisoner continued to stew in the cell, watching Kanar and also undoubtedly plotting how to escape.

      Anything that Kanar could do to force him to use his power would be beneficial.

      “I can show you a few things. Besides,” he went on, looking over to the cell where the man was still peering out but making it seem as if he weren’t, “it isn’t hard to beat up on these practitioners of witchcraft. Most of them are stupid.”

      Kanar smiled to himself when he noticed a soft burst of heat and flame, but then it faded. The man was angry. He would take advantage of that.

      “Start with us,” Kanar said, and motioned for Jaron to join him. “To begin with, you have to set your feet in the right stance. Patterns matter when dealing with witchcraft. Mostly because they have their own patterns, and they draw power off of that. You have to counter them.”

      As Jaron took a position near him, Kanar moved out of sight from the cell, not wanting the man to know what he taught Jaron. He would teach him some of the basics, the lessons he had learned when he had first left the Realmsguard and joined those who directly fought witchcraft. At the time, he had assumed the lessons were a given—knowledge that his people already had—but in hindsight, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was some reason they had that knowledge. Who had taught them in the first place?

      These were more questions that came to him, much like questions about witchcraft in general and its role within the kingdom. Not only that, but he had questions about his sword, and why the king had given it to him.

      He looked up at Jaron, holding his gaze for a moment, and nodded. “Let’s get started.”

      Another burst of power came toward them, and Kanar stared at it, though he wasn’t expecting much.

      “How many times can he do that?” Jaron asked. “I thought the protections here would hold.”

      “They will.”

      Kanar made a circuit around the cell, checking the bone pieces Lily had in place. He couldn’t tell anything from them, and he didn’t understand what she had used. They were different than the slender metal staffs that witchcraft practitioners carried. Those were carved with symbols that stored power, depending on what torment they drew into them. He had come to learn some of those symbols, but for the most part, none of them really mattered to him because he never intended to use that power. There were some among his people who had studied them, thinking that if they could learn the different symbols, they might be able to anticipate what the witchcraft practitioners would do, but they had never really mastered that.

      Kanar had come to just follow his instinct.

      And now, learning what he had about the sword, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the sword itself had been guiding him all this time, serving as his instinct, giving him an opportunity to track witchcraft that he would not have been able to find otherwise.

      He stood in front of one of the pieces of white bone Lily had carved. Flowers were interlocked around the end of it. The shape of the bone was different than what he had seen her using before, as well. It had something of a curved end, which poked into the stone, working into either end of it.

      “What’s he doing now?” Jaron asked.

      “He’s cutting into his hands again, and…”

      Now he was cutting into his wrist.

      That’s no good.

      Kanar raced around the outside of the cell, and by the time he peered inside, the man was bleeding heavily. Kanar couldn’t tell what he had used to slice open his wrist, but blood was pouring out around his hand. The man cupped his good hand beneath it and murmured something quietly.

      “Back up,” Kanar said.

      “Why?”

      “Because this is going to summon more power than we might be able to contain.”

      He unsheathed his sword. Ever since Jal had removed the black staining along the blade, Kanar felt as if he had lost some aspect of it. He had appreciated the blackened blade, mostly because it was linked with his identity. He didn’t mind being Kanar the Blackheart, as that was who he had become during the war, and who he wanted to be—the man willing to do all that was necessary to stop witchcraft. He had been the Blackheart. The great Kanar Reims.

      With his sword unsheathed, he stared at the opening of the cell and waited.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      The man traced a series of symbols on the ground in the blood, starting with a star that was worked into the stone. He then began to link the point of the star and add a few other symbols to it. When he did, Kanar debated going inside the cell, before deciding against it.

      If he went in there, he would only expose himself to the full power of witchcraft. He didn’t want to risk that. He didn’t know if he could overpower it, but he had to believe that the protections on the cell might hold and be enough to defend them against whatever the man did.

      “Is he writing with it?” Jaron asked.

      “He’s doing something,” Kanar said. “And…”

      Could the man really think he could live through a wound like that?

      Sacrifice and torment. Those were the features of witchcraft. That was what the man had drawn upon, probably thinking he could call on power to break out of the cell, and maybe even hurt Kanar.

      Or perhaps he would draw attention to his presence here.

      If others attacked…

      Kanar didn’t know if he’d be able to withstand them. It certainly would not be the first time he had fought on his own, and certainly not against multiple attackers, but he also knew that he didn’t want to risk it if he didn’t have to.

      He kept the blade raised in front of him. The weapon was also an item of witchcraft, though a different kind than what this man possessed.

      A rippling wave of energy washed toward him, as if the air had become liquid, and it slammed into the cell. But the cell held.

      Lily’s protections remained. Kanar let out a heavy breath.

      Jaron’s eyes were wide. “What happened?”

      “It looks like we are safe. For now.” Kanar turned, looking toward the doorway leading into the warehouse. “But I think we might need to get a few more protections here.”

      All of it had worked. It was probably because of the Alainsith magic that had been used, and perhaps whatever new augmentation Lily had decided to add to her art, but maybe there was something else too. Whatever it was, he thought they were going to need her help even more.

      And until he understood what these witchcraft practitioners were able to do, he thought he needed to be careful—even more so than he had normally been.

      That was a power Kanar had not expected.

      Why were the witchcraft users still active now that the Prophet was gone?

      Knowing that the Alainsith were involved and that there might be an even greater danger to him and his people, he began to doubt that they would succeed.

      What sort of team would he need to build to defend against this threat?
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      There were times Lily really appreciated the fog in the city. When she had first come to Sanaron, she had grown to love the fog—the way it concealed her, the way it allowed her to move across rooftops without notice. Even now, she enjoyed that freedom, especially as there were places she needed to travel and things she needed to do that she didn’t want others to see.

      Not only because of everything she’d done on behalf of Kanar Reims but because she didn’t always want Honaaz to know she was tracking him. She could easily imagine the kinds of things he would say to her or the questions he would have were he to learn that she chased him. It was somewhat embarrassing. But then, she found Honaaz far more interesting than she had anticipated.

      When he had first joined the team, she had thought that he would be the easiest for her to understand, and that she could torment him for his simple nature. But she had done the same thing with Honaaz that so many people had done with her—underestimated him. Honaaz was far more complicated than he had let on. Even now, she found more and more reasons to be drawn to him and the complexity he slowly revealed to her.

      As Lily watched the fog, she saw Thomas get up. She hadn’t been surprised that he would have a way of escaping. In fact, she had planned on it. She needed him to escape, mostly because she wanted to follow him to see who he was working with. They could then use that to trace it back to whoever remained active in the city with using magic. They had been struggling to find those answers, though they knew there were other witchcraft users still out there.

      Kanar had his own way of tracking, as did Morgan, with her odd connection to the fog. But Lily also thought she had to offer whatever she could. She was part of the team, determined to add something more than just her art.

      In the weeks since they had defeated the Prophet, she had felt like she had been more useful with her art. It was more than just that, though. It was a matter of feeling like there was some part of her and what she could do that had started to become stronger. She had been working with what she’d learned from the other hegen, and those lessons had prompted her to dig deeper into experiences she had long ago neglected. She suspected that her mother would approve of it, even if she wasn’t using the art the way she had originally been taught.

      Now even Kanar seemed intrigued by what she could do, going so far as to ask her to be a part of what they needed to do. That surprised her, but she suspected it was tied to Morgan more than Kanar. Morgan was the reason he had suddenly become much more accepting of Lily’s art. Or it could have been because of Jal. She wasn’t sure which of them had been the greater influence.

      Why couldn’t he have come around because of her, though? Was it because she was hegen? She thought they’d worked through that by now.

      Lily jumped to another rooftop, still following Thomas. The fog was thinner here, and she didn’t think that witchcraft had anything to do with it, though there was the possibility that something had stripped away the ability to protect the city. The fog was Alainsith magic, and now that they had retreated from Sanaron, she wondered how much of their power would dissipate with it.

      What bothered her more than anything was that if what she’d learned was true—and she really had no reason to doubt that it was—then everything that had been happening with witchcraft, and everything that had happened to her family, was tied to the Alainsith. And her people had always celebrated them.

      If they were somehow responsible…

      Thomas ducked into a nearby alley, and Lily frowned, crouching down so she could watch. She caught a glimpse of him disappearing, and she scurried across the roof, staying close so she could keep track of him. He moved through the alley fairly quietly for somebody who wouldn’t necessarily have the kind of training that she had.

      Or had he?

      With everything they’d been through recently, Lily no longer knew who had what kind of training. When she had first gone to the citadel, she’d been taught that users of witchcraft only knew a few techniques. Most of those involved the kind of knowledge and power that relied on destruction, torment, and often death. She had learned how to avoid witchcraft and to use her own art to overwhelm it.

      What if the witchcraft practitioners had begun to study those who had trained to overpower them? It would make them far more formidable. They had already managed to destroy the citadel, tearing away a layer of defense against their power. What else could they do?

      She hurried across the roof again and reached the darkened shadows. As she did, she peered through them, trying to see where Thomas had gone, but he was missing.

      She’d lost him.

      Lily wanted to curse herself. It was her own stupidity, stubbornness, and perhaps a little arrogance that had made her lose track of him. She’d even sent Honaaz off, thinking that she didn’t need him in order to keep tabs on Thomas, worried that his size would make it more difficult for her to keep up.

      But perhaps she shouldn’t have. Perhaps she should have simply stayed with him. Honaaz had his own charms, after all, and certainly had abilities she could take advantage of.

      She moved as carefully as she could, looking down into the darkness of the alley. The fog didn’t permeate quite as far here. It was almost as if it had reached some invisible barricade and could no longer pass beyond it. The main part of the streets had a much thicker fog that was almost dense enough for her to touch.

      She crouched for a few moments, watching.

      Where had Thomas gone?

      Lily stalked along the roof a little farther, before jumping down to the street level and beginning to make a small, steady circuit around. Maybe she could find Thomas that way.

      But as she did, she found no sign of him.

      When she turned a corner, she caught sight of a familiar florist. Her heart sank.

      Lily hadn’t been back to see Bendal since before they’d dealt with the attack in Sanaron. While he was accustomed to her disappearances, this was a bit more than her usual, especially as she’d made a commitment to meet with him and then never had.

      “Lily?” he said as she approached. “I thought… Well, I’m not exactly sure what I thought. You disappeared on me.”

      Bendal really was pretty, though after she had spent time with Honaaz, her interest had shifted. Now Bendal seemed more delicate than handsome, with his dark, curly hair and slight build.

      I never minded that build before.

      What had happened to her?

      Honaaz had. That much she knew.

      “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I’ve been busy with my work.”

      He frowned the way he often did when she mentioned work. Lily had not been forthcoming about the kind of work she did. He probably wouldn’t understand, and she didn’t need him asking questions that she wasn’t interested in answering.

      “Would you have time to talk now?” he asked.

      Lily resisted the urge to turn and look behind her. Had she been thinking, she wouldn’t have taken this path. Mostly to avoid any delays, though it wasn’t as if she had much going on right now that she needed to deal with since she had lost her target.

      “I can make time for you,” she said, flashing a smile.

      He relaxed, as if she had given him the greatest gift he could think of. He turned and plucked a white flower from behind him, then handed it to her. “Do you know what this one is? It’s a puliasa.”

      It was a game Bendal liked to play, his way of showing her his knowledge while also showering her with gifts. Most of the time she appreciated them, but she also recognized that it was his way of attempting to prove something to her.

      “I’m not a flower expert.”

      “Well, you don’t need to be an expert. You just need to be willing to accept a gift.”

      She smiled. Really, at this point, there wasn’t much else for her to do other than to smile at him and take the gift he offered, even if she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to. Instead, she wondered if perhaps she should be honest with him and tell her what she had been doing—and that she had been spending time with someone else. He deserved that much, she figured. They had spent quite a bit of time together before she had begun working with Kanar extensively, and she could see how her change in affection could be misleading to him.

      “How has business been going?” Lily asked instead.

      “Oh, no differently than usual,” Bendal said. “There has been some difficulty in one of our gardens, but my uncle is taking care of that.” He shrugged and then grinned at her. “I’ve offered my help, but he tells me I’m not ready for that yet.”

      Lily wrinkled her nose. “When does he think you’ll be ready?” That seemed odd to her, but then again, it wasn’t her uncle, and it wasn’t her business.

      His uncle seemed to take a different approach to his business than the hegen did with teaching the art. With the hegen, children began to learn whatever art they seemed predisposed to when they were very young, and they continued those lessons as they aged. It would be unfathomable to most of the hegen not to have mastered most aspects of their art by the time they were Bendal’s age.

      But Lily was still learning, wasn’t she? She had begun to perfect elements of her art, but not nearly as much as she thought she would need. There had been a time when she’d been content with how much she had learned, though that had shifted. Now that she understood there were parts of what she had been learning that she still didn’t fully grasp, more parts that she should try to understand, Lily questioned how much more she might be able to discover. It was part of the reason she had planned to visit Rony before coming across Bendal.

      “It’s nothing so complicated as you might be thinking,” Bendal said. He grabbed several different flowers out of vases situated around the outside of the shop, then arranged them into a new decoration. “He simply wants to maintain his connection to the business. I think he fears being taken away from it before he’s ready.”

      Lily supposed she understood that. “What if you decide that you want more responsibility than what he’s willing to give you?”

      “I’m sure we’ll get to that point eventually. But more likely than not, his obligations to the Sanaron council are going to keep him preoccupied.” He leaned close to her, dropping his voice as if to share some secret with her. “He had been taking on more and more responsibility with the council. He didn’t mind, but now I think he’s thinking about stepping down so another can take his place. I hope it still gives me the chance to take on more of the day-to-day activity with the shop.”

      Lily glanced into the shop window, though she couldn’t see his uncle. It wasn’t well lit inside, which she had always found a little surprising. Given that this was a flower shop, she would’ve expected that he would want to display his arrangements with the most favorable light, but he preferred to have Bendal bring them outside rather than keeping them inside the shop.

      “Why would he leave the council?” Lily asked.

      “I think it’s been busier than he wanted. They’ve been a little preoccupied,” Bendal was saying. “It sounds like activity has been ramping up. Too many mercenaries, from what my uncle says.”

      That caught Lily’s attention. “Mercenaries?” she asked.

      “Oh, I don’t pay much attention to that. There is no real need. It’s just…” He glanced back toward the window, then turned and shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t really make much of a difference now, does it? I think there has been some report of difficulty down at the docks. They don’t like to talk about it. Certainly not with me, since I’m just the one running the store, not helping to coordinate the council’s response, but I know they’re upset.”

      How much did Morgan know about this?

      Probably most of it, Lily figured.

      Morgan had a greater role in Sanaron than Lily had known. Now that her father was gone—probably dead, though they didn’t know that for sure—she sat on the ruling council, in line to lead the city itself.

      “You seem distracted,” Bendal said.

      “Not distracted, just thinking about work.”

      He grinned. “I haven’t wanted to ask, but what kind of work do you actually do?”

      “I’ve told you. I help with transportation of certain valuable items beyond the borders of Sanaron.” She had figured that was the safest way to explain what she did, not wanting to share too much but also not wanting to keep everything from him. Bendal did deserve a little honesty from her, however difficult that might be for her to provide.

      “And these items of value. Do they have anything to do with what’s going on with the council?” He placed a brightly colored flower arrangement between them, pulling out two roses and bringing them to his nose to sniff.

      “I’m not directly connected,” she said.

      “Then indirectly. Maybe that’s good enough. I could have you go to my uncle, and maybe he would hear something that would keep him more preoccupied with his other obligations. Then I would have a chance to work the shop more. I am ready, after all.”

      “I’m sure you are.”

      He seemed to bristle at that. “Well, I think I need to go back. I can see him calling to me.”

      “You can?” Lily leaned, trying to look through the windows, but she couldn’t see anything. She hadn’t seen him since the festival—and nearly dying.

      Bendal sighed. “He’s waving. I hope I’ll see you more often than I have lately. Promise me?”

      “I’ll do my best,” she said.

      He reached for another flower, this one bright red. “I hope so. Take this as well. And the next time you come by, I can tell you all about the history of those flowers and how we’ve been growing them. It really is quite the story.”

      Lily smiled. “I’m sure it is.”

      “Goodbye, Lily,” he said.

      He pulled open the door and paused for a moment, watching her before he headed inside. Lily held the flower, then set it down before heading off again. She wasn’t going to take it from Bendal, especially not one that mattered to him. Not given what she had done. She felt as if she was violating some trust with him, though she didn’t really intend to.

      When she reached the end of the street, she looked back. Bendal still hadn’t come outside again.

      Whenever she saw him, he was always out tending to his arrangements, though the flower shop never seemed terribly busy. This time, she suspected the busy nature was more about avoiding her. Not that she blamed him for that. Lily probably deserved it.

      As she watched, two women strode up the street, marching directly toward the shop and stepping inside. There was something unusual about them, but Lily wasn’t sure why she felt that way. It was almost something she saw from them, but she shook it off, turning her attention away and walking back down the street.

      By the time she neared Rony’s shop, she had pushed away those thoughts and was focused on having a different conversation with Rony. It was one she needed to have for a while. One that would help her come to terms with herself and her role within the hegen. Eventually, Lily thought she would need to deal with that. She was tired of being lost.

      As she passed by a tavern, a flash of white that was angled against the building caught her attention. She crouched down, looking at the source.

      A card.

      Lily recognized the hegen card for what it was.

      She hadn’t handled one for a while. They were the more complex uses of the art, and only a few hegen were able to use them to their full potential. She didn’t understand all that was involved in their creation but knew they were incredibly useful in helping to guide the hegen.

      This one was blank.

      That alone was not unusual. Many hegen cards were blank, but what was odd was that it suddenly began to swirl with a pattern the moment she lifted it.

      She dropped it, and the color faded again.

      The card was small, no different than the playing cards she and Honaaz had used in the tavern, but it was made of a thicker and heavier card stock. The making of these cards was a secret kept by the artisans who worked with them, and Lily had never been privy to that information. More than that, she had learned from a young age that those artisans would not reveal their secrets unless the cards suggested that a person was worthy.

      She reached for the card again.

      This time, the ink swirled once more. It was gold, as it often was, though this had a darker undertone, an inky black that came to the surface. The colors never stopped moving. They traced a series of different patterns: First, a circle. Then one that looked like a snake. A cross was shown next. Then something that reminded her of a dog. Finally, a building. Each time a pattern formed in the ink, she studied it. They could carry some meaning, but only to the one who held the card. In this case, she wasn’t sure whether the card intended to show her something significant or if it was merely incidental.

      But what it meant was that there had been hegen here. Not just any hegen, though. Somebody who had considerable control over the art.

      She looked around. Lily didn’t see anyone, and she suspected that she would have noticed if somebody had been following her, but there was nothing. No one.

      She debated leaving the card behind, but what if it was meant for her?

      The card was made with art, and what was she but an artist? Perhaps her art leaned in a different direction, but that didn’t mean Lily couldn’t study this card to see what she might learn from it. To see if there might be anything she could discover of the art that would help her learn her place, and whether there was anything more she might be able to do with it.

      It might be best for her to keep it. Regardless of whether the card was meant for her.

      Lily tucked the card into her pocket and headed to Rony’s shop. By the time she reached it, she was tracing her thumb along the card, questioning whether she would find any answers from it.

      As soon as she opened the door, Rony looked toward her. “You’re finally here.”

      Lily frowned, cupping the card in her hand. “What do you mean that I’m finally here? Were you expecting me?”

      Could Rony have access to the cards? Lily didn’t think so. Rony had left the people, though Lily didn’t know the extent of Rony’s connection to them prior to her leaving. Maybe she had learned some of that gift.

      “I had expected you to come visit for the last few weeks. I heard about what happened.”

      Lily fingered the card, feeling a little uneasy. “What did you hear?”

      “Stories spread. I suspect there was some merit to them, though someone like yourself probably didn’t want there to be. Were you trying to keep the truth hidden?”

      Lily shook her head. “I haven’t been keeping any truth hidden. I’m trying to ensure that I do what’s necessary to keep my team together.”

      “Your team? Is that what they are now?” Rony started laughing.

      “What else would they be?”

      She stopped laughing and looked over to Lily. “The better question is what you could be.”

      “I don’t know what you’re going on about.”

      “I thought you were one of the people.”

      “I’m not. Not any longer. I’m Lost, or so they like to tell me,” Lily grumbled.

      “The only thing you’ve lost is your family, and the only thing that really matters is finding yourself and not listening to them.”

      Rony had never been quite so forceful with Lily. Not about that. When Lily had first found her in the city, Rony had been understanding of Lily’s position but had never really said much about the fact that Lily was one of the Lost.

      Lily pulled up a stool and sat at the counter in the back of Rony’s shop, which was almost like a tavern. In this case, the counter ran the length of the wall. On the exposed forward-facing shelves were items that lent an air of mystique to the shop. There were sculptures that she suspected Rony had made herself, most of them out of twisted branches, as well as grotesque carved figurines, perhaps made out of bone. None of them had any real potential, though the carvings themselves were of reasonable quality. Several dozen other items were also designed to offend—animal eyeballs floating in oil, dried horse genitals resting on an upper shelf, and even a mask painted to look as if it were a screaming child. Lily found them all amusing, mostly because she understood how useless most of them were.

      The real value was hidden behind the counter where Rony sat. Different jars of oil and powders and leaves and paint were stored beneath the counter, all of which were significant for the hegen to create their art.

      “Have you had any word from the family that came through here before?” Lily asked.

      “Other than how they were thankful that a stranger saw to their safety? Nothing more than that.”

      “They welcomed me in for a night.”

      “Those are different, at least from what you tell me.”

      “Since I lost them,” Lily said, dropping her voice to a whisper. There was nobody else in the shop with her. Not that she really expected there to be. It was a wonder that Rony managed to keep her storefront open. “Before then, I was willing to learn what I needed so I could master my art.”

      “You were more than willing, from what I understand,” Rony said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, don’t get upset that I’ve looked into your history. I’m sure you’ve done the same with me.”

      Lily’s connections weren’t such that she could dig into Rony’s past as she once would have been able to. Had the citadel still been around, and had she been part of it, she could have uncovered more, but at this point, she had to do the legwork herself.

      “I hear you had considerable potential,” Rony said. “At least, those were the rumors. Maybe you didn’t. Maybe that’s just the story that came out after the fact. Our people always love talking about what’s been lost. Our land. Our friends. Our family. Our homes.” She shook her head. “We don’t like talking about what we found.”

      “But you do?”

      “I’m not opposed to it. I also recognize that I hold a unique place here.” Rony rested her arms on the counter. “You were a part of it, weren’t you?”

      Several different thoughts went through Lily’s head, and most of them competed with each other for what she should reply with. “I was there,” she said.

      “I also hear that you had a sudden increase in your skill. Your night with the people must have taught you quite a lesson.”

      Was that the rumor? Perhaps it was better if that was the rumor about her.

      “Have there been any other hegen in the city?” Lily asked.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve just seen some signs.”

      “Really?” Rony frowned, turning her gaze to the door before looking back toward Lily. “Do tell.”

      Which meant that Rony didn’t know. That was unusual.

      Lily stared for a moment, debating what to say to her. At this point, she wasn’t exactly sure how much to tell Rony. She was curious about the card she found and wanted to track down who was responsible for its making, but maybe she shouldn’t do that with Rony. But Rony had proven to be a resource to her. She had been valuable.

      “I found something. Not someone.” Lily reached into her pocket and pulled the card out, then set it on the counter. She let her hand linger over it for a moment, waiting for Rony’s reaction.

      Rony didn’t move. She stood on the other side of the counter, resting her hands on it, looking at the card as if it were something poisonous.

      “Where did you find that?” she asked.

      “It was on the street. Why? Is it yours?”

      “It’s not mine.”

      Rony leaned closer, and she took a deep breath, as though she was trying to smell something, like she was breathing in the ink or perhaps the card itself. She shook her head and straightened as she looked at Lily.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Rony?”

      “I thought you had more time than this.”

      “More time for what?”

      “More time before they found you. That card belongs to one of our people, but it’s the person who’s with her that you need to be worried about.” She smiled tightly. “The Hunter is here, Lily.”
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      The top of the roof gave an amazing vantage of Sanaron. When the fog was clear, Kanar could look out and see all the way out to the bay, watch as the ships moved in and out—though he saw far fewer ships active now than he once had—and even monitor the activity in the streets. He was able to watch part of the city from here, making him feel as if he were a greater part of it than he really was.

      The fog had rolled in, though perhaps it wasn’t so much that it had rolled in as it was that it had been called in. He could feel the energy of the fog around him, some thickness that seemed to leave his mouth practically filled with it and aware of it.

      Kanar knew that he should dislike it. And he did. But he also knew that there were aspects of it that offered something they didn’t have before. Protection.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Morgan said, stepping away from the edge of the railing and making her way toward Kanar. She really was lovely, with her golden hair and her deep green eyes. The way she was engulfed by the fog gave her something of a glistening appearance, like it was trying to illuminate her. He could imagine her as a storybook character come to life. “Either you came here to tell me something, or you’re afraid of what you have to tell me. Or both.” She smiled, and the smile was as disarming as it always had been for him.

      “It’s both,” Kanar said. “I wish it were otherwise, but I came across another witchcraft user. Two, actually.”

      She turned and moved her hands in a circular pattern, and the fog swirled for a moment before she pressed outward, causing the fog to pulse in a cloud. She had done that several times while he’d been watching her, and he had no idea what she commanded when she used the fog in that manner, only that it seemed to obey her.

      “We knew there were going to be some who remained,” she said.

      “We did.” Unfortunately, exterminating all witchcraft users might be beyond Kanar’s ability. “It’s just that they are still showing us new tricks. What if they’re responsible for what you asked me to look into?”

      Morgan took a deep breath, and when she turned back to Kanar, it seemed as if the fog swirled around her, as though it were cloaking her. “I doubt it’s witchcraft, but if it is, somebody has to be leading them. Who do you think has taken over now that Malory is gone?”

      “I can tell you with certainty that it’s not Adira,” Kanar said. He still wasn’t sure what to make of Adira running the Painted Nails, though she’d certainly demonstrated efficiency. “I don’t know that anyone has taken over the magical side of things.”

      “What if it’s another Alainsith?”

      He hoped not, but there was the possibility that the Alainsith presence had not been removed. “It’s possible. I doubt Malory was the only one who felt the way she did. Maybe others do as well.”

      “They’ve always wanted to keep their presence hidden.”

      Kanar nodded. “Perhaps.”

      “Whatever it is, I imagine you have taken care of it.”

      “I’ve been trying to,” he said. “I tried to get information out of him, but this one did not want to speak to me.”

      “I suspect you were rather forceful with him.”

      “I was.”

      “And?”

      “It didn’t make much of a difference. I tried, but he was quiet.”

      He described the way the practitioner had cut open his hands to create the necessary power to use against Kanar, eventually growing desperate enough to slice the artery in one wrist so he could use that blood as a final attempt to escape.

      “I’ve dealt with quite a bit of witchcraft in my time,” he said. The comment elicited a slight arch to Morgan’s brow, and Kanar shook his head. “You know what I mean. I’ve faced plenty of practitioners and have felt power, but this…”

      “Think about what he did, Kanar,” Morgan said. “You know that witchcraft is fed with pain and suffering, at least the kind of witchcraft they have used. But in this case, he added something else that you may not have seen before. A sacrifice.”

      “What is killing someone but a sacrifice?”

      “He made the sacrifice on his own,” she said. “I suspect there’s more power in that. I’m not sure, though. If all of witchcraft is tied to lessons that the Alainsith taught them, I don’t know that we’re able to know.” She frowned, and she turned to look out over the city. “Honestly, that’s been the part that’s been bothering me more than anything else—trying to understand just what the Alainsith had done and how they had taught witchcraft.”

      “Probably small lessons to begin with.”

      “Possibly, but the hegen use something similar.”

      “Don’t tell Lily that,” Kanar said.

      “It’s tied to it, though, isn’t it? It’s a form of the same sort of magic. I’m trying to understand it.” Morgan touched the leather sheath that contained her Alainsith blade. It was more like a rod, but it was something important to the Alainsith, nonetheless. “What do you remember of the gifting of your sword?”

      The sudden change of topic was a bit jarring, and Kanar frowned. “It was a gift. King Porman gave it to me after I had proven myself against witchcraft.”

      Morgan didn’t turn to him but instead continued making a small circular pattern with her hands, pressing outward every so often and causing the fog to billow away from her. “Do you remember what he said to you?”

      Kanar shook his head. “Why?”

      “Surely the king said something to you.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, as the day he’d been gifted his blade had been a great honor for him. He had been close to the king several times, often while protecting him, but he had never been close enough to have a conversation. When he’d been brought to the king that day, his own blade had been taken from him, and then he’d been left alone with Porman.

      The king had lifted the blade, offering it to him. Even from a distance, Kanar had known there was something different about the sword. He’d already started to acquire his nickname, which was tied to the black sash he had wrapped around his forearm after the first few kills. A sash that was meant to remind him of his sister. After a while, Kanar had begun to forget the reason he had started to fight and had allowed himself to just chase violence for the sake of violence. He didn’t mind, and it didn’t seem as if anyone who was with him minded either. He was the Blackheart.

      “You’ve developed quite the reputation,” King Porman had said.

      Kanar didn’t want to look up. He’d been trained to serve the king. He wasn’t going to defy him in this way. “I serve the throne.”

      “You don’t have to do that here,” Porman said.

      Kanar hazarded a glance up and found the king smiling at him slightly. “The Blackheart. I must admit I thought you should be taller.”

      “I thought the same about you the first time I saw you,” Kanar said.

      “Have you been on my detail often?”

      “A few times. I get stationed throughout Reyand.”

      Within the Realmsguard, direct service to the king was still an honor, and it was one that Kanar had been offered only a handful of times in his career. Not that he minded. There were plenty of other ways for him to serve, and once he was given the opportunity to do so in a different way, he had jumped on it. “My apologies, sire.”

      “No apologies are needed. I asked you here for a specific purpose, though.”

      Kanar hesitated. He had been fully prepared for the reason he’d been brought here. Some disciplinary reason. Kanar had allowed himself to be more aggressive than many of his colleagues. Though he didn’t regret it, especially since he understood the true dangers of witchcraft, he wasn’t sure if the king approved.

      “Some of my men have not been as assertive as you have proven to be,” King Porman said. “I was hoping you would lead a specific regiment. You can call it whatever you’d like, including Blackheart, but I will need you to hunt down as much witchcraft as you can. To do so, I have a gift for you.”

      He raised the sword and handed it to Kanar.

      Kanar took it slowly, carefully, noticing the detail on the scabbard. Gold inlaid over a red wood, with old symbols carved into it. Not witchcraft old, but even older. Kanar suspected there was something tied to the blade, some aspect of it that was unique. He drew the sword from its sheath and stared at the blackened blade.

      “I thought it befitting of the Blackheart,” the king said.

      “It’s amazing,” Kanar replied.

      “It’s a prize claimed from our enemies long ago, and I think it only fitting that it can be used to defeat our enemies now. Will you take this challenge upon yourself?”

      Kanar bowed his head. “Of course, sire.”

      That was last time Kanar had seen the king. He had taken his regiment, gone off, and truly become the Blackheart.

      “You’re lost, Gray,” Morgan said, pulling him out of his memory.

      Kanar smiled tightly. “I’m not really lost. Thinking.”

      “Always dangerous with you.”

      “I would say the same for you. Usually, it’s because you end up getting me into danger, but sometimes your thinking has been a problem for other reasons.”

      She smiled sadly. “It’s about the sword, isn’t it?”

      “When you brought it up, it took me back to when he gave it to me. He said it was a weapon of our enemies.” He breathed out and squeezed the hilt. When he did, he could feel the strange connection that had formed between him and the sword, even though he couldn’t draw on it intentionally. Perhaps he could learn to do that. Perhaps he needed to learn to do that. “I wonder if he knew it was Alainsith. Even if he did, I wonder if he knew what it would do in being Alainsith.”

      At the time, most who knew King Porman thought him young and inexperienced, but Kanar had seen another side of him. Even the few times he had observed the king directly, Kanar had known him to be shrewd, almost calculating in ways that so few others were. He had to believe that a king like that would’ve known what he was gifting Kanar.

      Did he know that the weapon would somehow grant him additional strength to bring down witchcraft? If he did, why entrust it to Kanar?

      “He’s forged a treaty with the Alainsith for many years,” Morgan said. She turned away and continued to make circles with her hands, pushing clouds of fog away from her. “Doing so has enabled him to rule with relative peace. Or it should have. The witchcraft war changed all that, didn’t it?”

      “You think that’s the reason.”

      “If what Jal tells us is right, then it probably is. I wish I understood, but I didn’t have time to spend there. Even now, I find it difficult to focus on anything other than what’s going on in the city. The council has sent word to Porman, so I hope that’s enough.” She fell silent for a moment. “There’s more here. I’m not sure what it is, but I feel like there’s something else going on. I just wish I could convince the council of the same. I feel like there’s an answer, something I need to understand about what’s going on in Sanaron. Why this place, compared to others, was targeted by the Prophet. It seems to me that it’s more significant than it merely being an ancient stronghold of the Alainsith. It has to be more than just the fog and the protections here, and…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t understand, though I feel like I should.”

      She stared over the edge of the building, and Kanar recognized the sadness.

      “We can still keep looking, to figure out what happened to him,” he said softly.

      “Even if we do, I fear… I just want to make him proud. And until we resolve this, I…” She forced a smile, then motioned down the street. “The rest of your team has arrived.”

      Kanar joined her, and though he couldn’t see through the fog as well as Morgan seemed capable of doing, he recognized the large, hulking form of Honaaz, which suggested that Lily was with him. They often traveled together these days.

      “Should we let them in?” Kanar asked.

      “I would prefer that to the alternative. The large man might make short work of battering down my door.”

      Kanar followed Morgan down the stairs into her home and to the front door. She pulled it open before they even had a chance to knock.

      Lily looked up at the two of them and blinked, before shaking her head. “Well. There’s the answer I was looking for. I thought I might come to you because I couldn’t find where Kanar had gone, but here he is.”

      Honaaz snorted.

      “Come in,” Morgan said, and she ushered them in. They followed her down the hall to her study, where a large table occupied most of the space. Honaaz immediately made toward the cabinet in the back that had the bottles of wine, grabbed one, and held it up just long enough for Morgan to nod at him, before he pried off the top and took a long drink.

      “Do you care to tell me what’s going on?” Kanar asked.

      “This,” Lily said. She pulled something out of her pocket, set it on the table, and slid it forward. She stared at it, which forced Kanar to do the same.

      As soon as he did, he recognized it.

      Some within Reyand might not recognize it, though Kanar had served in the Realmsguard long enough that he did, even if he had not spent much time around the hegen himself.

      “What did you do for this?” Kanar asked. Cards were usually gifted. They were an exchange, a trade for a service rendered.

      “This wasn’t about anything I did,” Lily said. She looked up and glanced to Morgan. “There’s a shop on the west edge of the city that I tend to frequent, and I found it on my way there. I don’t really know if it was left there for me…”

      “The fuck you don’t,” Honaaz muttered in between taking long drinks of wine. He sank down into a chair, rested his elbows on the table, and placed the bottle in front of him. “First thing she told me when she found me was that someone left the card for her. Never seen anything quite like that. Look at the fucking ink on it.”

      Kanar glanced down. He hadn’t paid much attention to it before, but now that Honaaz had mentioned it, he saw how the ink swirled and took on different shapes. Hegen cards normally had symbols marked in their ink, though he’d never seen it in gold, and he’d never seen them blank, as those were supposedly reserved for the hegen themselves. The ink slithered across the card as if it were alive.

      “May I?” Morgan asked.

      “Be my guest,” Lily said. “Though you should be careful. There are some people who believe that when you take an active hegen card, you put yourself in our debt.”

      “I am not one such person.” Morgan drew the card to her and studied it. “I understand that the hegen have their art, but I also understand that it’s a transaction. The card simply reflects the cost of the transaction. Perhaps something more than that, but certainly nothing more dangerous.”

      “It depends on the artist,” Lily said. “In the right artist’s hands, the cards can represent something even more. There are some who believe that the right artist can actually tell the future.”

      Kanar smiled, but Honaaz made a cross with his forearms, as if trying to ward off some evil. “You actually believe that?” Kanar asked him.

      “Told you, we have sorcerers in my land. Some of them can see the future. The fuck if I want to have that happen here.”

      Morgan turned to Lily. “Can you see the future?”

      Lily looked at the card and then at Morgan. “That was never my ability with the art. I think… Well, I think my mother believed that I would eventually develop that aspect of the art.”

      “Why can’t you?” Kanar asked.

      He had heard part of Lily’s story, but not enough. Maybe there was more to what had happened to her that would explain her past and help them in the future.

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Lily said. “I got sidetracked. That was it. I was learning, training, and developing my connection with the art when I lost my parents. You know that much. When I went off to the citadel, I didn’t need to keep developing the depth of power with the art. It was more about understanding how it could be used for vengeance against those who had taken my family from me.”

      Honaaz slid the bottle of wine to her. Lily took a long, slow drink before setting it back down.

      “What does it mean?”

      “Well, the contents of this particular card don’t really mean much,” Lily said. “At least, not much to me. I showed it to someone who might know more, but even she was confused.”

      That meant there was another hegen in the city.

      Sanaron didn’t have a hegen section, not like in Reyand, where every city had one.

      “Something about the card makes you nervous,” Morgan said.

      Lily looked over to Kanar. “When we were in Verendal, there was a hegen woman there. Very powerful with the art. I knew that from the moment I saw her. It was like a thunderbolt. Sometimes I can feel it, you know? I was aware of her potential with the art, as if there was something within me that connected to her, and…” Lily shook her head. “It probably doesn’t make any sense to you, or make much difference, but she was there. When we got back here, I heard that the Hunter was after us.”

      Kanar shrugged. “I’m not worried about some executioner.”

      “But it’s not just some executioner,” Lily said. “He’s not alone, you know. He’s married to the hegen artist we met in Verendal.”

      Kanar stiffened.

      “Maybe there’s nothing to it, but what if he’s here?” Lily said.

      Morgan shook her head. “He doesn’t have authority in Sanaron.”

      “He would if the king sent him,” Kanar said softly. “If he believes you to be little more than an escaped prisoner—”

      “I am no longer only an escaped prisoner. I sit on the council. If your king does not understand that, it is of no concern.”

      “Maybe not,” Lily said, watching Kanar as she did, “but his presence here is significant. I don’t know what he might do, but he poses a risk. Especially if Kanar wants to go after the remaining witchcraft practitioners in the city. What if the Alainsith are planning something? Shouldn’t we be going with Jal to find out why, rather than just sitting here?” She glanced over to Morgan. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Morgan said. “I completely agree.”

      Kanar frowned. “You do?”

      “Of course I do. You need to go to him. I don’t know what’s going on here, or in the kingdom, or with witchcraft. I am protected here. You may not believe it, but the city does hold these protections, and it seems to me that although the Alainsith did try to target them, they failed.”

      “What if they come again?”

      “They aren’t after the city. At least, not entirely. They’re after you. Your sword.”

      Kanar reached for the blade and squeezed the hilt. Once again, he felt the power within the blade surge through him, the way it often did. And it wasn’t only his sword, but also whatever strange weapon Morgan now carried with her.

      “Maybe I should have gone with Jal,” he murmured. “Or to the king.”

      “And then what, Gray?”

      “And then…” Kanar wasn’t entirely sure. The idea of going back to Porman, revealing what he had learned and why he had left, left a sour taste in his mouth. It made his heart race in ways it shouldn’t, especially as he didn’t know if there was anything he could do to ask for—and be granted—forgiveness. He didn’t know that he deserved any sort of forgiveness. “I committed to defending Reyand against the threat of witchcraft. The threat isn’t gone. The war isn’t over. I might’ve left, but I did so for the wrong reasons.”

      Honaaz shook his head. “Fucking Reims. We all get used. You got used. Lily got used.” He nodded to Morgan. “Fuck, even the sorcerer got used. The question is whether you’re going to keep letting that happen.”

      Lily turned to Kanar, and he could see the uncertainty in her eyes, almost as if she was afraid of how he might react.

      Kanar actually laughed, though. “You know, you might be right.”

      “Of course I’m right,” Honaaz said. “To be honest, I was afraid of you when I first met you. Not your reputation. Too many men get a reputation for the wrong reasons. You’re not the kind of man who’s afraid of a fight coming to you, are you?”

      “I never have been,” Kanar said.

      “So what the fuck are you afraid of returning for?”

      Morgan laughed but quickly covered her mouth.

      “So I return and confront the king,” Kanar said. “Though I’m not even sure that I need to confront him so much as I need to tell him what I’ve seen. And then…”

      At that point, Kanar didn’t know what else he would need to do. Fight witchcraft on behalf of Reyand? Or did he need to go to the Alainsith, talk to Jal, and figure out what else they might know about the kind of witchcraft being used against the kingdom?

      There were no good choices here.

      A heavy knock sounded at the front door. Everyone looked around the table, before they settled their gazes on one another.

      “Were you expecting anyone else?” Kanar asked Morgan.

      “Not tonight.”

      “Then maybe we need to be ready for that.” Kanar nodded to the card.

      Lily’s breath caught.

      “I’m not saying that he’s here, just that we should be ready.”

      He got to his feet, gripped the sword, and followed Morgan out of the room.

    

  







            Chapter Nine

          

          

      

    

    






LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily marched down the hall, staying close to Honaaz. He had the bottle of wine in his hand, and his lips were stained bright red, with a hint of a smile curling his lips. He stopped and rested his hand on the stone head of one of the sculptures that lined Morgan’s hallway. He patted the sculpture and scratched behind its ears, as if it were alive.

      Lily yanked on him again. By the time they reached the front door, she felt like she was already too late. Kanar and Morgan stood in front of it.

      “We can’t do anything to help you,” Morgan was saying, though given the way she and Kanar were positioned, Lily couldn’t see anything. “I don’t know what you’re looking for.”

      Honaaz leaned close enough that she could feel the heat coming off his breath, and it sent a shiver down her spine. “We could go out to the back and circle around to see who’s there,” he whispered. For a man as large as he was, he was able to make his voice far quieter than Lily would’ve expected him to be able to.

      “I don’t know if it matters. They’re going to send this person away, anyway.”

      “But you may want to see who’s there, right? If they come after him,” he said, tipping his head at Kanar, “then don’t you think we should know?”

      He pulled on her. She backed away, not really wanting to but feeling as if she needed to follow Honaaz. She dipped her hand into her pocket, feeling for the card. When she did, she realized something. It felt warm in a way that it hadn’t before.

      Lily pulled the card out. The card had always had swirling ink on its surface, the gold taking on darker tones over time but having a faint, almost reflective quality to it. In this case, the card had a single symbol etched on the surface—a tree.

      The tree was massive at its base, stretching taller and taller until branches began to lead off the sides.

      “What are you doing?” Honaaz asked.

      “Look at this.” She held the card out to him.

      Honaaz looked down at it and shrugged. “It doesn’t make any fucking sense to me.”

      “Me neither, but it wasn’t doing anything like that. Something is changing.” Lily glanced back toward the door.

      Honaaz pulled on her again, but not so hard that he dragged her away.

      “I need to understand,” she said.

      The card was still warm. That, more than anything else, stuck in her mind. There had to be some reason that the card was different now. Something had happened here that would explain why it had changed for her. She had no idea what it was, but she thought it was important.

      She reached into a pouch, pulled out a piece of bone she’d carved, and pricked her finger slightly with the sharpened end, dabbing some of the blood on the bone’s surface. A sense of cool washed into her, a faint numbness that worked its way through her and then absorbed into the bone, taking hold.

      Lily readied the prize, and then she handed it to Honaaz.

      “What the fuck do I need this for?”

      “If something happens, I want you to be prepared to create a distraction. I’m not saying that anything is going to happen, but I want you to be ready,” she added quickly, trying to placate him before he reacted. “You’re big and strong enough”—she patted him on the arm—“but this is a bit of an insurance policy. Nothing more than that.”

      He held the bone out, twisting it in his hands. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Just throw it, and I will take care of the rest.”

      “What if you can’t do anything with it?”

      “Then it might be too late for us anyway,” she said.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out two more bone carvings she had made. Both were from Alainsith fingers, and both had incredible stored potential. Lily had already tested the bone carvings and felt the power trapped within them. The Alainsith had intrinsic power that she’d needed to draw out, so she had diligently carved shapes into the surface of the bone. She had added a bit of herself in the form of a tiny droplet of blood so that it would create the necessary effect: an explosion.

      She held the bones as she approached the door. Morgan traced a bit of fog, though Lily wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing. The fog swirled, moving around Morgan’s feet, but then it snaked backward and forward as if trying to send some sort of message.

      Honaaz clutched the bone she had given him in one fist and a dagger in the other. There was tension in his shoulders that had not been there before. The bottle of wine had been abandoned somewhere, and she suspected that bothered him more than anything else.

      He stayed close to her, which she appreciated.

      “You can’t have her,” Kanar said.

      Her.

      Kanar had shifted his posture slightly, angling toward the back of the home.

      Lily glanced down at the card. There had to be a powerful artisan here—probably whoever had made the card. She knew that the Hunter had a connection to one such person, but she had not expected to see her here.

      “Let me through,” Lily told Honaaz.

      “Lily?” Honaaz said.

      She ignored him and stepped forward, forcing her way between Kanar and Morgan.

      Kanar didn’t budge as she pushed. “Stay out of this.”

      Lily turned to the dark-haired hegen woman she had met in Verendal. She was dressed in a pale yellow gown and had her hands clasped behind her back, though the satchel slung over her shoulders and the look in her eyes made her seem dangerous. This was a powerful hegen woman, fully trained in the art, and fully capable of using it. This was somebody who could help Lily understand.

      “There you are,” the woman said.

      “What do you want?” Lily gripped the two prizes in her hands, squeezing them slightly, which caused the woman to glance down to her hands.

      The woman gave a small smile, and a trace of it lingered on her lips before it faded. “I came to have a conversation with you. Nothing more than that. If you’d like, your friends can come.”

      It was an offer of kindness, not a dangerous one.

      “Why?” Lily asked.

      “Because there’s much you need to know.”

      “She knows enough,” Morgan said.

      Lily didn’t know how to make cards like this, nor how to read them. Even if she did, she wasn’t sure if she had the necessary potential. Each hegen artisan had their own potential, and hers had come in different ways. Her mother would be disappointed to know that she had never learned, but then her mother had always thought Lily had greater potential than she had.

      “You don’t have to come along if you don’t want to, but I cannot go in there,” the woman said.

      “Why?”

      “There’s an energy here.” The woman tipped her head to the side. “I’m alone, if that is your concern.”

      “You didn’t bring the Hunter with you?” Lily asked.

      “Oh, he’s in the city, but he’s not here with me. You don’t have to fear.”

      At least, she didn’t have to fear yet. That was what the woman didn’t say. Lily thought that they still had to be concerned about what the Hunter would do.

      “How did you find us?” Morgan asked.

      “Her,” the woman said, gesturing toward Lily.

      Lily held up the card. “Did you leave this for me?”

      “It was left, but whether it was for you or for another remains to be seen.”

      The woman brought her hands around to her front, and Kanar tensed. Lily raised her hand, pushing him back slightly. She still held the Alainsith bones, so if something were to happen with the woman, Lily could use them.

      Instead of a weapon, the woman held out several cards, and she showed them to Lily. “These guided me here.” She smiled, and she glanced at Lily’s hand. “Much like the card in your hand guided you back here. You didn’t have to come to the door, but you did.”

      “I felt something,” Lily said.

      The woman nodded slowly. “I thought you might have. When you came to Verendal, I sensed some potential. I was disappointed that you felt the need to leave, but I also saw that there was a need for you to do so.” She moved one card after another, and the ink on them shifted as she did. There were several different patterns, though Lily didn’t recognize any of them. She wondered if the woman hid them from her, or if they simply changed so quickly that she wasn’t able to see them.

      “The ink on the card shifts,” Lily said.

      “It has been doing so on mine as well. I’m not sure what it means, as the cards are normally more content.”

      “Content?” Kanar glanced from Lily to the woman. “What is she talking about?”

      “I can show you,” the woman said. “But not here.”

      “You’re not taking her to him,” Kanar growled.

      There was real malice in his tone, and Lily couldn’t help but feel a hint of joy about that. All this time, she had feared Kanar’s reaction to her and her art, but he seemed as if he wanted to protect her, to keep this hegen woman from taking her.

      But Lily needed understanding. The only way to get it would be to go with her.

      “I need to go,” Lily told him. “You watch from a distance.”

      When she stepped forward, she had a moment of concern that there might be some art that would trap her or perhaps attack her. As soon as that thought entered her mind, she realized that it came from her own experiences, not from those of the hegen. The hegen would not attack another of their people in such a way.

      “I am Esmerelda,” the woman said as they walked out of the house. “When you were in Verendal, we never had the opportunity for a proper introduction. I’m sorry.”

      It was a greater kindness than Lily expected.

      Once they had reached the street, Lily turned and looked back at the house. Kanar stood at the gate, with one hand on the hilt of his sword, though he hadn’t unsheathed it. Fog swirled around Morgan, as if she was ready to send it out in a pulsing blast.

      And then there was Honaaz.

      He had pushed his way past both Kanar and Morgan, and he stood about a dozen paces behind Lily, still gripping his dagger and the piece of bone she had given him. Perhaps it was a mistake to have given Honaaz that weapon, especially as she didn’t know what he might try to do. If he saw her as being in some sort of danger, he would probably try to save her, especially if he thought he could do something for her.

      “All who are lost can be found,” Esmerelda said.

      “What if I’m not lost?” Lily looked over to her and felt a surge of defiance spring up within her. She had always hated that name. It assumed that she didn’t know what she was doing or where she was, but Lily knew. She had made a choice.

      Maybe that was where her anger really stemmed from. Her people had called her something she was not.

      “You’ve been lost from the people. We have been lost to you,” Esmerelda said. “I make no comment about what you’ve been doing.”

      “Good, because I’ve done what was necessary.”

      “There are many who would agree with you.”

      The comment caught Lily off guard.

      It was the second time she had heard that from a hegen who still remained with their family. Hearing something like that from Rony, somebody who had been in Sanaron for many years, was one thing, but hearing that from the family traveling through and now Esmerelda was unusual, to say the least.

      “The cards have not been content,” Esmerelda said. “But they have been showing many things lately. That is the reason for my presence here.”

      Lily understood the implication—she wasn’t here for the Hunter. “What have they shown you?”

      “Change.”

      Esmerelda held out three cards and waited until Lily took one. This was much like the one she had found on the ground. The patterns continued to shift, and each card Esmerelda handed her was the same.

      “I can show you any of the cards I have, and they would all be identical. I can no longer find the answers that I seek through these cards.”

      “Why?” Lily asked.

      “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s this city.” Esmerelda looked back toward Kanar and Morgan and seemed to ignore Honaaz altogether. It was a dismissal that Honaaz didn’t deserve. “You keep interesting company.”

      “They’re friends,” Lily said.

      “Just friends?”

      Honaaz certainly had become something more than a friend. There was Jal, even though he wasn’t here, who had become like a brother to her. And Kanar was a man she respected—and feared. Feared because of his ability, but more because of his reaction to her. She had wanted his acceptance, more than anything. And now…

      “They are my people,” Lily said.

      Esmerelda turned back to her. “You will need them. At least, I fear you will. I can’t say with any certainty what is going on, as I’m not privy to that.”

      Lily hesitated before answering. “What’s going on is the persistence of witchcraft.”

      “It has gone quiet in Reyand,” Esmerelda said.

      “Maybe there, but not here. Not elsewhere. Worse, the Alainsith prompted an attack.”

      That elicited the greatest reaction from Esmerelda. “The Alainsith would not attack.”

      “Well, then there’s much that you don’t know. The Alainsith are divided, and we are caught in the middle.”

      Esmerelda took a step back, reached into her pocket, and pulled out a stack of cards. Lily had never seen so many in one place. She had been around artisans who had cards, including her mother, but many of them took years to make even a single one. This woman had dozens of them.

      “Who are you?” Lily whispered.

      “Just someone who you once met,” Esmerelda said.

      She began to turn through the cards. As she moved from one to the next, she slowly shook her head, as if what she saw troubled her.

      “All of these are confusing. I’ve wondered why that would be. It has been years since I’ve struggled so much to understand the cards. Years since I’ve had such lack of control over them.”

      She held her hand out, and Lily returned the three cards, feeling reluctant but doing so anyway. She wanted to study the cards so she could see if there was any way for her to understand how they were created and what power was within them.

      “We have known peace with the Alainsith for generations,” Esmerelda said.

      “I don’t know what changed,” Lily said. It might have only been about the sword, but she wondered if there was more to it than that. “One of the Alainsith had been traveling with us, but he has returned to his people.”

      The idea of returning to her people had never entered her mind until recently. Now it seemed as if everything she encountered was almost designed to force her back to the hegen.

      “Why here?” Esmerelda asked.

      “I don’t know. They wanted to destroy parts of the city. That’s all we know.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      Esmerelda turned and looked off to the northeast. The direction Jal had said he would be traveling.

      He hadn’t given them anything more than that.

      “Why is it unfortunate?” Lily asked.

      “I told you the cards have been unreliable, but it’s not that they’ve been reliable for months and months. When you visited me in Verendal, I did not recognize you, though the cards spoke to me. There were answers, but I just didn’t have enough understanding to find it. Now there are no answers found in the cards any longer. They have become conflicted.”

      “And? How does this have anything to do with Jal?”

      “Perhaps it does not, but I fear that the reason for the cards acting this way is that something terrible is about to occur. And it’s possible that your friend is caught in the middle of it.”
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      Finn crouched down next to a building by the water and could hear the steady lapping of the waves down on the rocks. He was thankful that this place was situated high enough that he didn’t have to go down into the open water, as he didn’t much care for it. He was a city person at heart, having rarely left Verendal when he was young. Only as he grew older did he begin to venture beyond the borders of his home, which took him to places where he was less comfortable.

      “What is it?” Isabel asked.

      She stood with her back against the building, arms crossed over her chest, and eyes closed like she was bored. Perhaps she was. Finn was taking a long time here, tracing his hand through the dirt and searching for more evidence.

      It reminded him of his early days training with Master Meyer. In those days, Finn had been asked to perform investigations almost all on his own. Lately, though, he had his own inquisitors who he had trained to find evidence throughout Verendal.

      “There is something here,” Finn said.

      “What drew you here in the first place?” Isabel asked. “You look like some sort of rat or something.”

      “What rat have you ever seen moving through the dirt like this?”

      “See?” Isabel said. “Just like that, you prove how little you know. I forget how privileged your life is.”

      The comment elicited an arched brow from Finn, and he shook his head. “My life has been privileged?”

      “You talk as if you’ve suffered, but I’ve seen your home, your wife, and how freely you spend your coin. Somebody who suffers doesn’t spend money like that.”

      “It’s not a matter of freely spending anything,” Finn said. “I spend what I need, and only what I need.”

      “You spend like a man who has money.”

      Finn straightened, dusted his hands on his jacket, and looked down at the ground. It was blood, he was certain of it, but why here? More than that, it was fresh, which bothered him.

      “How long have you been in Verendal?” he asked.

      “Long enough,” she muttered.

      “In the time you’ve been there, what have you heard about me? Rumors have certainly spread, so I’m curious. What rumors have you heard about Finn Jagger, master executioner for King Porman?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Oh, I think it does. I think it’s time we discuss this.”

      “Now? Aren’t you looking for… I don’t know, some sort of evidence?”

      Finn shrugged. “We know that Kanar Reims is still in the city, which means that his friend is likely still here. We’ve seen the other two as well, and I don’t think they were aware that we followed them, so we have time.”

      She frowned. “I thought you wanted to get back to Verendal as quickly as possible.”

      “King Porman made it quite clear that this task was necessary.”

      That had surprised him. When the prisoner had been abducted from the prison, Finn had thought he would have to beg permission from the king to go after her. He hadn’t wanted to leave Verendal, but it was necessary. Esmerelda had also told him that he needed to do this. When she told him things like that, he had learned to listen. But it was more than just his need to do this. It was that he feared what might happen if he didn’t.

      Isabel crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine, so you came after this prisoner—”

      “I’m not going to let you change the subject. Let’s talk about the rumors you’ve heard about me.”

      “The Hunter,” Isabel said begrudgingly. “Everybody has heard that story. You always find your criminal. It’s the reason that Verendal has found such peace within the kingdom.”

      “There are other reasons,” Finn said. It wasn’t just that he was the Hunter. That was part of it. He couldn’t deny that. But he had embraced reform that other cities within Reyand had not. “Your premise is essentially accurate, though. The city does have peace. Were it not for witchcraft, other places in Reyand would have the same.”

      “So you really don’t have peace,” she said. “You have a makeshift kind. Only a fake thing.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps that’s all it is.”

      “You’re not even denying it?” she asked, leaning forward and grinning. “I thought I’d have to push you harder. Come on, Master Jagger.”

      “What’s there to deny?”

      She watched him, and Finn wondered, not for the first time, how long it would take for him to get through to her. Each time he thought he was making some headway, she would do or say something that told him he’d been wrong.

      He motioned for her to follow, and they made their way down the street.

      Finn tracked the blood, which he had come upon by chance. There had been word of a fight, and it had been Finn’s experience that those types of rumors didn’t spread unless the fight was considerable. In a place like this, with fog that blanketed the streets, any sort of brawl that people engaged in would have to be significant.

      A single drop of blood would not be enough for what he anticipated. Finn expected a body, but there had not been one.

      “Why don’t you tell me about other rumors you might have heard about me,” he said as they walked.

      “Everybody knows you are the king’s favorite.”

      “Everybody?”

      She nodded. “Everybody talks about executioners.”

      He gave a tight smile. “I don’t imagine that many people speak about executioners if they don’t need to.”

      “Well, the king favors you, so you draw a different kind of attention.”

      “I suppose I do, but that’s not really what I’m trying to get at. What other rumors? In particular, what about those on how I became an executioner?”

      It had been a long time since Finn had spoken of it. Long enough that he had allowed the rumors to build. They had needed to.

      Now he was curious what Isabel might have heard.

      She fidgeted for a moment. “Well, some say you were hanged and then survived, so the king had to keep you. Others say your neck is too thick for the sword.” She glanced over to him, as if trying to decide if Justice could cleave through his neck. She had accompanied him on other executions where he had used the sword, and he had a hard time thinking she would even have that question. “But none of that really makes much sense. Not unless you believe you’re some supernaturally endowed person. You are married to one of the hegen, though, so it’s possible.”

      “Possible,” Finn agreed.

      She arched a brow. “You aren’t denying it? Gods, Master Jagger. I thought I would have to get you drunk before you admitted that you were filled with witchcraft.”

      Finn gave a small smile. “I am not filled with witchcraft, so we can move on from that assumption.”

      “Then what? If you weren’t executed and survived, then what part of those rumors is true? Were you even a criminal?”

      “There was a time when I fancied myself a criminal. I thought I belonged on a street crew. I had a team, people I thought were my friends, and realized later they were not. They could not be.”

      “If this is your way of trying to push me away from my friends—”

      “I will not push you away from yours any more than Master Meyer pushed me away from mine. I merely offer guidance. I can lead you down a path, but I can’t force you to walk it. That must be your choice.”

      “Then why do you want me to change?” Isabel asked.

      “Because you need to,” he said. And, he didn’t add, because the king himself asked for my help. This was something he could do, and it was something he could not fail in completing. He just had to find the right way to get through to her. “When I was younger, when I was still running with my crew, I thought I knew everything. So confident and carefree. And stupid.”

      “You’re saying I’m stupid?”

      “I’m saying that you think you know everything, but you don’t. You can’t.”

      He paused again, crouching down in front of another drop of blood.

      Isabel leaned close to him and sniffed, as if she would be able to detect something by breathing it in.

      “I was sentenced to hang,” Finn went on. “And I was saved through the executioner’s right. An ancient tradition. It’s because of that I am still here.”

      “And you used it on me.”

      Finn straightened, then looked over to her. “I did not. You were forced upon me. There was no exerting of my right. If there had been, my fate would be tied to yours, and it’s not.”

      Thankfully. Though he didn’t say that aloud, from the way she looked at him, she seemed to know that was on his mind.

      “So you nearly died. That part of the rumor is true. Did you actually get hanged and your neck didn’t snap? That’s my favorite part of the stories about you, though it’s the part that doesn’t really make much sense. I can’t imagine somebody actually surviving hanging. With the kind of knots you use, the neck snaps before a person even suffocates.”

      She’d been listening. That brought a smile to his face. There were times when he wondered how much she paid attention.

      “Where are you going, anyway?” Isabel asked.

      “I’m following a trail,” he said. “It leads up here. To that warehouse, I suspect.”

      “What kind of trail is this?”

      “Blood.”

      He kept moving, and Isabel followed him.

      “So you are some sort of woodsman? Is that part of the lessons you intend to teach me?”

      That would’ve been a particularly useful skill for somebody like him, but that was not who or what he was.

      “What do you think we will find in that warehouse?” Finn asked her.

      Isabel shrugged. “How am I supposed to know?”

      “You’re the thief.”

      “Reformed thief,” she said, glancing over to him.

      Finn snorted but said nothing.

      He made his way to the warehouse and walked a steady circle around the outside, looking for evidence of more blood. The droplets were concentrated near the door, but nowhere else. By the time he finished his circuit, he had decided that whatever had happened had brought someone here.

      But why this place?

      There was nothing unique about it. It looked like any other warehouse along the shore. There were dozens of them. In a port city like Sanaron, such warehouses were necessary. Goods were moved in and out of the city constantly, requiring places to store them.

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

      “I intend to take a look inside.”

      “But you don’t have any authority here. So are you just going to break in like a common criminal?”

      Finn stepped back, and he motioned to the door. “I’m not going to break in. You are.”

      She frowned at him. “What?”

      “Well, we need a criminal, and unfortunately, I’m not one. Not any longer. But you, Isabel, remain a criminal. You certainly haven’t embraced your role as my apprentice, so do what you need.”

      Isabel glowered at him, and her gaze darted to the door. “I might not be able to do it with what I have on me,” she said.

      “I saw you gathering your lockpick set before we left, so feel free to use whatever techniques and tools you need to open the door.”

      “You saw that, did you?”

      “How much do you think I miss?” Finn said.

      “Enough,” she muttered.

      As she got to work, Finn watched, though not closely. He had been frustrated by the initial assignment, and perhaps it was time for him to move past that, and not simply because Porman had asked him to do so. She could use the same kind of guidance that he once had been offered.

      “You’re lucky that I grabbed my lockpick set,” she said, standing and pushing the door open. “I obviously didn’t need to bring it with me.”

      “Obviously,” he said. “Coming to a place where others wouldn’t know you, it would be wise to bring anything that might help.”

      He stepped into the warehouse and found a row of doors, all made of metal.

      Not doors. Cells.

      He slowed.

      “What is this place?” Isabel whispered.

      “I have no idea,” he said, matching her low tone.

      Finn raised a hand, stilling her. He then twisted his ring, thankful that he had it on him. He didn’t know enough about Sanaron in the first place, certainly not enough to understand what was going on here, but he had not expected there to be a warehouse prison set on the edge of the city.

      “Wait outside,” he said.

      “You wanted me to break in, and now you want me to wait out there for you?”

      “I don’t know what’s in here,” Finn snapped. “I need you to wait outside.”

      “Master Jagger—”

      He turned to her. “We aren’t going to discuss this here. Wait outside.”

      She shrugged, looking past him before heading out.

      Finn made his way carefully along the row of cells. They were all empty, which was reassuring, unless something had happened to the prisoners they kept here.

      What’s going on?

      He’d been looking for Reims and the woman who had been broken out of prison, but he had not expected this. He wasn’t even sure what this was. As he made his way up the row of doors, he found a man standing outside the door to one of the cells.

      Finn approached slowly and cleared his throat.

      The man spun toward him. “Who are you?”

      “An inquisitor,” Finn said.

      He didn’t know whether this man was a local or not, but there were inquisitors in Sanaron, he had learned. It would make things easier if the man believed that Finn was with them.

      The man’s gaze lingered on the sword strapped to Finn’s back. The two-handed weapon had one blunted end and one end that was ancient, old as Verendal itself. Finn had been told that it was an Alainsith sword, but it was unlike any other Alainsith sword he had seen hanging in the king’s palace.

      “I didn’t do anything,” the man said.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you did do.”

      “It was Reims. Kanar Reims. He brought them here, but…” The man flicked his gaze to the door. “He said it was witchcraft. I don’t know.”

      Finn stepped closer, and the man backed away.

      “You are not to run,” Finn said.

      He was accustomed to taking control in Verendal, but there he had the authority of the king. Not only that, but he commanded the Archers, wardens, and iron masters in the prisons. His rule of law was second only to the city’s magister. Here he had to find a different kind of authority—one that existed in an implied threat.

      Inside the center of the cell, he saw a body lying in a pool of blood. He couldn’t tell with any certainty, but it looked as if the person’s wrist had been cut. The man hadn’t moved.

      Witchcraft.

      Reims had been hunting witchcraft. Finn had thought he had stopped, but what if he hadn’t?

      And there had been the difficulty they’d run into on the journey to the city. He hadn’t known the cause, as Esmerelda handled a few things without sharing them with him, but he’d felt something strange.

      He looked down and noticed two pieces of bone pressed into the stone that surrounded the cell. As he approached the man, who continued to back away from him, he found more pieces of bone much like them. They ringed the entire cell. Somebody had used hegen magic here. Somebody with incredible skill, in fact. Hegen magic had limits, especially against witchcraft. Witchcraft—the kind that summoned significant power from pain and suffering—could overpower almost any hegen magic.

      The power of sacrifice and death would be enough to blast through anything.

      “Reims was here?” Finn asked.

      “He was. He left after that man did… whatever he did. I don’t even know what it is. He killed himself, I think.”

      “It’s called a Pronouncement,” Finn said. “Only the most powerful of practitioners are capable of doing it, and they use it to summon others.”

      The man glanced over. “What? How do you know that? Who are you?” The confusion seemed to shake some of his fear from him, and he straightened as he watched Finn with renewed interest. He took in Finn’s clothing and his sword again, and he frowned.

      “Who is responsible for these cells?” Finn asked.

      When the man refused to answer, Finn reached for the sword, then set it carefully so that the tip rested on the ground. There was no danger for Justice in doing that, as it had been through quite a bit over the years, and he didn’t think it could even be damaged. Much like with witchcraft, Justice gained power through death. Now the blade could carve through witchcraft itself. It was his protection against the dangers he encountered in Verendal.

      “Who’s responsible?” he asked again.

      The man flicked his gaze past Finn. “You don’t scare me. You can tell fucking Reims that he doesn’t scare me either.”

      With that, he stormed past Finn.

      Finn was tempted to restrain him, but that would require using Justice in a way that he was not comfortable doing. He sheathed the sword, glanced back into the cell again, and noted the position of the body. The arms were splayed, the legs were stretched out, and blood formed a near perfect circle around him. He couldn’t help but wonder why the man would perform a Pronouncement here.

      Was it the city, or this place in particular?

      Or was it the practitioner?

      Finn doubted he would get any answers here. He left the warehouse and found Isabel leaning against the building, looking uninterested.

      “Bet you want to know where the man went,” she said.

      “I do.”

      “What’s it worth to you?”

      “Not now,” he warned.

      Isabel grinned. “Oh, I like this side of you. The angry one.”

      “There’s a dead witchcraft practitioner in the warehouse. He performed a Pronouncement, so I need to know where that man went so I can understand what’s going on here.”

      She cast a lazy look up the street. “I might know where he’s going, but you’re not going to like it.”

      Finn looked around him. “I don’t think I like anything in this city.”
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      Finn followed Isabel, though she tried to make something of a game out of it. He ignored her attempts, prodding her to keep moving. The longer he let her think she was in charge—however slight that might be—the more she’d be tempted to make a mistake. At this point in his travels with her, he thought he needed her to make a mistake so he could help guide her back to what she should be doing.

      “You could’ve just followed him out,” she said as they rounded a corner, taking them out into a fog-filled street near the water.

      The docks were barely visible to him, the heavy layer of fog making it difficult for him to see any of the ships tied up to them, though he could hear some of the activity. Even the shouting around him seemed muted in the afternoon air. They passed a small market made up of a series of carts, with the proprietors standing in front of them, calling to anyone passing by. The crowd kept away from them. Finn expected more people to be out and about, but there really wasn’t anyone here.

      “I need to understand what happened in there,” he told Isabel.

      “You called it a Pronouncement. What’s that?”

      Finn sighed. “Something that I never expected to see here.”

      “Why not?”

      Finn could barely make out the back of the man they were tailing, though Isabel seemed to follow him easily. Her street skills remained intact, whereas Finn had left his behind long ago.

      “When the witchcraft war first started, we faced many different dangers,” he explained. “Most of it came from our ignorance at what they were capable of doing, but after that cleared, we began to detect trends to how they used power. There were some who began to understand witchcraft so that we’d know how to counter it.”

      “Like your wife,” Isabel said.

      A seagull cawed somewhere nearby, and Finn glanced toward the water. That was a new sound for him, and so different than what he heard in Verendal.

      “She understood witchcraft, but she didn’t know the secrets to its making,” he continued. “There are aspects of it that only those who are truly part of it can understand.”

      “Why didn’t we just have someone get inside?”

      He arched a brow. “A spy?” When Isabel nodded, Finn smiled tightly. “I don’t know. I’m not privy to the plans of how to defend the kingdom. From what I understand, there were those who thought to get in deeper with the practitioners of witchcraft, but they were not able to without detection.”

      There were other rumors as well. Those who did manage to get deep inside were swayed by the promise of power, and they turned against the kingdom. Or worse—they were discovered and then sacrificed in disgusting ceremonies that those using witchcraft thought were necessary to create their spells.

      Finn and Isabel turned another corner. It seemed to Finn that the fog was less dense here than it was in other places, though he wasn’t sure. At times, it was almost as if the fog were alive, swirling past him and slipping around his legs like a breath of wind before it retreated. He had to keep from reacting each time.

      “You’re wrong, you know,” Isabel said.

      “About what?” Finn asked. “You’ve made a point of telling me how wrong I am so many times that I lose track. What is it this time?”

      She flashed a small smile. “Well, now I don’t want to tell you.”

      They stopped at a tall building that was tucked away from the docks. A series of darkened windows lined the face, though the lower level appeared to be well lit. Music drifted out of the building. A few men cast furtive glances around them before heading inside, the music swallowing them.

      “How am I wrong?” Finn asked again.

      “About what you’re privy to. What kind of word is that, anyway? Privy. Sounds like where you’d piss.”

      “Isabel…”

      He had to keep her from going off on one of her tangents, though he struggled doing so. With Isabel, there were times when it simply didn’t matter, as she’d share whatever was on her mind regardless of what he might have to say. After what he’d seen in the warehouse, Finn felt like he needed her help, especially since he wasn’t entirely sure what they might uncover. Had there been a way for him to reach Esmerelda, he would have done so. She would need to know about the Pronouncement—and might understand what it meant.

      “You’re a part of it, that’s all,” Isabel said. “You see yourself as some simple executioner, but everyone in Verendal knows that you’re more than that. Who else can restructure the prison system in an entire city?”

      “That’s only one city I’ve been entrusted with.”

      “And who leads the court?”

      Finn hesitated to answer.

      That was a more difficult topic. There were parts of the executioner court she shouldn’t even know about. That she did was more a matter of circumstance than anything else. If he had his way, she wouldn’t have been informed about the court because it didn’t relate to what he was doing regarding her. He had taken on an apprentice, though it hadn’t been one he’d chosen. That wasn’t uncommon among the court. Even Finn’s own master had once been forced to take on an apprentice he hadn’t wanted.

      “There is no structure to the court,” he finally said.

      She laughed and shook her head. “You can keep telling yourself that, but I watched when we were there. They look to the great Master Jagger. The Hunter.” She said his title in a mocking way, which only irritated him more. “You think I don’t pay attention, but I do.”

      “I know you do. It’s because you do that frustrates me,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because it means that you hear what’s going on around you, yet you choose to make the mistakes you do.”

      Finn started forward. There was nothing to do but go after the man they had seen and to try to understand why he’d come here. Whatever reason it was, he suspected it was tied to whoever owned that warehouse. And somebody most definitely own it.

      “What can I say?” Isabel said, hurrying alongside him. “I’m a freethinker. I would think you would value that. If you did, just think about all the things we might be able to accomplish.” She flashed a broad smile. “If you just trust me—”

      Finn rounded on her. “If I could trust you, I wouldn’t have had to bring you with me on this journey. You could’ve stayed behind in Verendal, rather than a representative of the court. I could have relied on you to keep the city running in my absence. Instead, I have to drag you here, as if you’re little more than a child.” He leaned toward her. “You hear me and you hear what’s going on around you, but you don’t listen. And that’s what bothers me.”

      He tore his gaze away from her, and he made his way toward the building. As he neared, the sound of music began to build, a steady thumping mixed with what sounded like a slow stirring of strings. He approached the door, hesitating for a moment. He glanced up the wall of windows, then behind him, noticing several men making their way toward the building, each of them with a measure of hesitation.

      Isabel stayed close. Even with his admonishment, she still didn’t back away from him. At least she had a spine. That would serve her well, if she ever learned to move past some of the other issues she had.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I have a pretty good idea of what kind of establishment this is.”

      Isabel looked up and followed the direction of his gaze before she turned back and studied the entrance. “Is it a tavern? It has music like one. I’ve never seen one quite like this. Most of the taverns I’ve seen are only a single story. I have a favorite in Verendal, you know.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “Just because you don’t enjoy a mug of ale, gaming with friends, and small talk doesn’t mean it’s wrong, Master Jagger.”

      “I had a tavern I favored as well.” There was no point in denying it. He even stopped in there from time to time, though much less than he had when he was a younger man. Everything had changed, including him and the places he wanted to frequent.

      “You?” She started to smile, then stopped, as if registering the hard expression he wore. “What kind of place did you like?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does to me. You keep harping on me about what I need to do and how I need to change and the kind of person I need to be, but it seems to me that you were once the same person. If that’s the case, then why shouldn’t I understand how it is that you managed to change?”

      He smiled, suppressing the frustration inside him. Here he thought he was much calmer than this, but there was something about Isabel that drew out his ire in ways that few people ever managed to do. Even the prisoners never got to him in such a way, though they were a captive audience. When Finn became too frustrated, he simply had them brought back to their cell, and he could return later. With Isabel, it was a constant struggle.

      He could easily imagine Master Meyer laughing at him.

      How much of a struggle had it been for Henry? He would’ve gone through the same thing, dealing with the same issues, and it would have made him just as frustrated. Perhaps more so, especially since Finn had run off more times than Isabel had. At least, more times than Finn knew that she had.

      “I understand that you have a place,” he said. “In fact, I know exactly the tavern you favor. It’s a small establishment in a basement on Tonan Street in the Hoval Section.” He watched her face as he said it, taking only slight satisfaction in the surprised look she had. “You head there most nights, though on the midweek eve, I’ve found that you tend to favor the Church of Heleth.”

      She glared at him. “Have you been following me?”

      “I don’t need to,” Finn said.

      “How am I supposed to change if you won’t let me?”

      “I’m not stopping you.”

      “You’re not letting me make my choices,” she said.

      “You aren’t making choices. You haven’t changed. And I doubt you will.” He turned his attention back to the building in front of him. “As to the original question, this is a brothel.”

      He pulled the door open and stepped inside. The light was dim, and there was a hazy quality to the air, one that mixed with the fog out in the street. It gave the brothel a similar feel to the outside, as if a person hadn’t managed to come in from the darkness. He took a breath, noting the smell that struck him as a lingering odor of melanag, a spice that was a favorite in such places. He was surprised to smell it burning here, as it wasn’t common in this part of the world.

      Finn paused as he searched for the man they had followed. He had disappeared inside, but Finn suspected that it wasn’t because he wanted to enjoy the comforts of an establishment like this. Rather, he suspected that the man had come for a different reason.

      Isabel stayed close to him. “I haven’t been inside a brothel before.”

      “I’m sure you have and didn’t know it,” Finn said. “There are plenty throughout Verendal.”

      She looked over. “There are?”

      “They stay hidden. The church tends to frown upon them, so they don’t operate openly the way they obviously do here. It seems Sanaron doesn’t view them the same way as Reyand.”

      “Don’t they follow the gods here?”

      Finn shrugged. “I can’t say that I know. I haven’t spent time in Sanaron before now.”

      Isabel was the one who claimed she was well traveled and cultured in ways that Finn couldn’t even understand. He didn’t say that to her, though. He knew her boasting was not always accurate, and he had come to decide that it was not often the best strategy to taunt her.

      “So you followed this man in here, and now you’re going to interrupt him with a woman,” she said. “I don’t think that’s going to go over very well.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be interrupting anyone.”

      Finn started forward, and three men converged on him. All were dressed in black and had the look and build of those who scrapped on the streets for a living. Such men often lacked the necessary coordination to be effective, but these ones managed it well enough as they surveyed him.

      “No weapons inside,” said a soft voice from the table.

      The woman was petite, with brown hair and a slender face. She seemed uninterested in the fact that he had a sword, or that he was even here. It was almost as if she was just stating facts, and perhaps in their world, that was all she was doing.

      “I’m not leaving this weapon behind,” Finn said.

      “Then you won’t be coming inside. I’m sorry, but those are the rules.”

      “There’s a man who just came in that I need to speak to.”

      She flicked her gaze over to the three men blocking Finn’s entry. She turned back to him. “There are lots of men who just came in, and we value our clients’ privacy.”

      Finn shifted his tactic. He wasn’t leaving Justice behind, but he did need to get into the brothel to have some questions answered. Perhaps he could use this woman to get those answers.

      “Who’s the owner of this establishment?” he asked.

      “There is no owner. Each woman who works here is an independent contractor, and you will be paying her directly.”

      “But somebody owns the building,” Finn said.

      “Every woman is an independent contractor,” the woman repeated, sounding increasingly bored. Maybe she was. She’d probably had this sort of conversation more than once.

      He shifted, getting closer to the table. As Finn glanced toward Isabel to give her a brief warning, he saw that she had already slipped away. She didn’t have a weapon on her the way that Finn did, but if she made a mess of this… he didn’t know what he would do. It often felt as if he were impotent when it came to his authority over Isabel.

      “What’s your name?” Finn asked the woman.

      “I’m not on the menu, but thank you for your interest.” Much like before, she sounded bored. That actually amused him.

      “I’m not inquiring because I want to hire your services. That’s not to say that you aren’t a lovely woman,” he added hurriedly. It was best not to upset her, as she seemed to be the gatekeeper to this establishment. “But more out of a desire for politeness.”

      She looked up at him with a frown, and for the first time, it seemed as if she took in his clothing, his sword, and him entirely. “You’re not from around here,” she said.

      Finn nodded. “I’m not.”

      “I can walk you through the expectations.” She didn’t sound any more excited about that idea than she had about anything else. “You will have to make your own agreement with one of the women, though. Do you prefer tall or short?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Tall or short. We have a whole selection for you. We’re going to start with height, as that’s easiest for me to work from. From there, we can go into your body preferences. We have some who are slender—like your friend who came in, though I’m not sure where he went—and we have others who are a little larger and more curvaceous. Men like all types. We also have different hair colors, different skin colors, different ethnicities. You just have to tell me what you prefer.”

      “I’m sure Master Jagger has no such preference,” a firm, almost velvety voice said from behind the three men.

      Finn looked up. Somebody knew him here.

      He hadn’t been particularly careful with shielding his presence, other than not wanting Kanar Reims to know where he was before he had a chance to rein him in. Isabel stood behind the woman, looking past the gathered men who were blocking his access to the establishment, and she grinned at him as if she had just done something amazing.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know you,” he said.

      “Oh, I’m sorry that you don’t know me, as well,” she replied. She glanced over to the woman he had been talking to. “We will make an exception for Master Jagger.”

      “We already made one other exception, Mistress. The women aren’t comfortable with that.”

      “Well, seeing as how Master Jagger is not here for any of the women, I don’t think it makes much difference.”

      “Who is he here for?”

      “I suspect the executioner is here for me,” the mistress said.

      The young woman paled at the mention of executioner, and Finn turned, ignoring her, as he now had his question answered.

      The brothel mistress patted one of the men on the shoulder, and he stepped to the side. Not completely, though. He stayed close to her.

      “My name is Adira Losat.”

      Finn tipped his head politely. “I assume you are the owner of this establishment?”

      “You may assume whatever you choose, Master Jagger.”

      “I needed to talk to you about one of your men, I presume.”

      “What did he do?” she asked, running a finger underneath the chin of the nearest guard. He didn’t flinch, though his face seemed to stiffen, as if he wanted to jerk his head away. “I have had such difficulty with finding good help. Do you know how hard it can be to find someone who follows orders and does what is asked?”

      “I do.”

      She started to smile, but then she glanced behind her to Isabel. Her smile broadened as she turned back to Finn. “Oh. This is quite delicious. You have an apprentice. I didn’t know that the court had assigned you someone.”

      Finn found himself hesitating. This woman was more informed than he had expected. Of course, she operated a brothel, and brothels were places where men tried to impress women and where wine and ale tended to flow, which meant that secrets were often spilled. It would be easy for her to learn all about Reyand.

      “It wasn’t the court, but I do have an apprentice. I must thank her for bringing you down here. I take it that I won’t be permitted past the desk.”

      “Not much past the desk,” she said. “We do have our protocols, after all. And from what I hear about you, you don’t like being separated from that blade of yours.”

      “I do not, but it sounds as if you have others who feel the same way. I take it that you know Kanar Reims.”

      Her smile faltered slightly, just enough that Finn knew he was right. He had taken a gamble, but he had enough experience in such things to do so.

      “He can be a difficult one,” Adira said.

      “But you let him into your establishment with his weapon?”

      “He doesn’t come for the women, and unfortunately, the help has a hard time keeping him from going where he chooses.”

      That was interesting, and it gave him a little insight into Reims.

      “I’d like to speak to you about your warehouse,” Finn said. “You have a particularly interesting place there.”

      “You saw that.”

      “I did. I also saw what you were storing there.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that. At least, not this time,” she said.

      “And?”

      “Our mutual acquaintance brought the item to the warehouse. From the way I understand it, it was unstable and decided to release its contents.”

      He smiled. Adira was an interesting woman, and she reminded him of some of the women he had known when he still frequented taverns and ran with his crew.

      “It was dangerous, and I’m trying to understand the purpose behind it.”

      “We have seen much danger in Sanaron,” she said. “The previous owner of this establishment, in fact.”

      That she hadn’t owned this place for that long surprised him. She struck him as somebody who was comfortable with her position, along with dealing with men like him.

      “From what I understand, it is not an uncommon finding here, but I do wonder why this city.”

      Adira nodded. “Many wonder why, but we have always been a bit of a crossroads. We get traffic out of Reyand, especially those who have decided that they want to see a different part of the world, but we also have our port traffic. And we do get movement from the north and south, though less so than is typical. These days, however, there has been little traffic from sea.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What about from other locations?”

      “They have been quiet as well.” She held his gaze, and for the first time, the confidence in her eyes faltered. “Those who lead in Sanaron have searched for answers, but unfortunately, they have been difficult to come by. The answers they have provided suggest there is something sinister afoot.” She spread her hands. “I’m merely a simple proprietor, and I don’t know about such things.”

      Finn found himself suppressing a grin. He doubted that she was simple with anything, though he didn’t feel that he should challenge her claim.

      “Where might I find our mutual acquaintance?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid that I can’t be of any help with that.”

      “Can’t, or won’t?”

      “Both,” she said, and she smiled. “I don’t follow his movements, as that is not our relationship. There was another who thought to use him. I do not wish that. And I think that what he’s doing is valuable to Sanaron. Perhaps if you were to look deeper, you would see the same thing.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “If I might offer you some entertainment…”

      Finn glanced past her into the brothel. He shook his head. “I think not.”

      “A shame. We have much more interesting women than you find in Reyand.” She paused, clearly for dramatic effect, and then leaned ever so slightly toward him. “Though if the rumors are true, you have no need for any women here. And you probably are not interested in our exotic women, as you have found your own.”

      “Thank you for your time, Mistress,” he said.

      Her smile widened. “That’s it? I thought that perhaps you and I would have a longer conversation.”

      “I’ve learned all that I need from you.”

      A flicker of confusion crossed her face. It passed, but he appreciated the concern. He needed that, especially since he suspected she would send runners the moment he left. That was who he would follow to find Reims, along with the others involved in chasing down witchcraft in Sanaron. It wasn’t the reason he’d come to the city, but he thought he needed to understand it, nonetheless.

      “If my apprentice decides to stay, can you let him know that I will be needing his services later?” He winked at Isabel, before turning and heading out of the brothel.

      He took up a position on the far side of the street and didn’t have to wait long for Isabel to join him.

      “Him? Do I look like a boy now?”

      Finn shrugged. “I was only repeating what the woman at the desk said.”

      “Why didn’t you push her?”

      “Because I didn’t need to. I made a few implications, and she’s going to react the way I need her to so that I can find what I want.”

      “Which is?”

      “Which is finding Reims. And he’s going to lead me to the woman.”

      “She didn’t seem like she was going to do much of anything.”

      “Oh, she will. See?” He nodded as the front door opened and a woman dressed in a gray cloak slipped out. She had a thin build and looked furtively down the street before racing away up the hill.

      “That?” Isabel asked.

      “It’s a start,” Finn said. “There will be others. And maybe it’s time that you help me.”
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      Kanar rested with his head in his hands as he stared at the wall.

      He didn’t have any answers.

      The plan he’d started to piece together seemed to be falling apart already, though that wasn’t what surprised him. It was that the alternative plan that came to him might involve something that he very much didn’t want to do.

      Morgan set a glass of wine on the table in front of him and took a seat opposite. She brushed a loose strand of hair from her face and flashed a wide smile. “Talk to me, Gray.”

      “What’s there to talk about? None of this is going to go the way I think it should.”

      Morgan poured another glass and took a drink before setting it down with a long sigh. “That’s something I missed when I spent my time away from the city. Do you know how hard it is to find a glass of wine of any quality?”

      “I might have heard you grumble about that a time or two.”

      “I didn’t grumble,” she said.

      “You definitely did. You loved to complain about how we were so very uncultured.”

      Kanar remembered all too well the first time she’d made a comment like that and how he had started to wonder where she was really from.

      There were plenty of neighboring lands around Reyand, and there was no reason not to welcome people from most, though Yelind had been a particular target of anger from the king. The problem with most of those places was that Kanar had a hard time thinking that any of them would see themselves as supremely cultured compared to Reyand. That should have alerted him to more about her than he had suspected early on, when he’d let himself get caught up in the time he spent with her and the way she played with him, as if toying with him.

      “I seem to remember your particular irritation when I was stationed in Vur,” he said.

      Her nose wrinkled. “I didn’t like that city. There are many places in Reyand that are like it. Too many.”

      “I don’t know. I think it has its charms.”

      “You would.” She took another drink and glanced to the door. “I don’t know that Lily is going to return for a while. I saw the look on her face when the hegen woman arrived. It was fear—but it was also something else. A desire.” She smiled. “That girl has looked for someone to teach her for a long time, I suspect.”

      “She trained in the citadel before it was destroyed.”

      “Perhaps, but that’s not the kind of training I’m talking about. Do you even know what she went through when she was younger?”

      Kanar should know more about what Lily had experienced, but she kept it to herself. When he’d come to learn the truth about her, he hadn’t pressed for more, though increasingly, he started to think that maybe that was a mistake. He owed that to her and had let her down by not asking the right kinds of questions.

      “I remember how Lily and I met,” Kanar said. He looked over at the wine. He didn’t need a glass, nothing that would dull his mind, but maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to have a sip. “I’d taken a simple job offering protection to a merchant heading into the city. Malory always offered those jobs to me. Mostly because I was cheap, I think.”

      “Or because you were discreet.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t think she had to hire as many men when I took jobs. I charged what I was worth, but when I did the jobs, it was only one person rather than a dozen.”

      “The great Kanar Reims, guardian of wagons.”

      He heard the amusement in her words, but there was something more that she didn’t bother to hide—disappointment.

      “I did what I needed,” he said.

      “Did you need to, though?”

      “I couldn’t keep doing what I had been doing.”

      “You feared what you were becoming.”

      Kanar reached for the sword, tracing his fingers along the hilt of the weapon. “I had taken such pride in what I did. I enjoyed being the Blackheart. I know how that sounds, and I know what that makes me, but that was what I had become. That was my identity after losing my sister. But when I started to notice that something had changed for me, I began to question whether that was to be my identity forever or if I needed to try to find a different answer for myself.”

      He took a long drink of wine, leaned back in the chair, and thought back to when he’d come to the realization that he couldn’t continue with what he’d been doing. He hadn’t changed the course of the war as the Blackheart. Instead, it only seemed as if he’d made the practitioners of witchcraft more motivated to come at him—and at others.

      He’d also found no evidence of his sister.

      But none of that had been the real reason he’d left.

      He took another drink.

      Morgan watched him. “You never spoke of her before. Why is that?”

      “There wasn’t anything for me to say, and I didn’t want to let anyone know.”

      “You were embarrassed.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you know what happened to her?” Morgan asked.

      Kanar closed his eyes and shook his head. He’d spent so long searching, but in that time, he hadn’t gotten any closer to answers. Either his sister was still out there working with witchcraft, or she was dead. They were the only two possibilities, and he hated how that was it.

      “I tell myself that she’s still alive, but if she is, I don’t know what she’s doing now. She’s lost to me either way.”

      “What would you have done if you had been the one to find her?”

      Kanar had thought about that during many restless nights. He had known that it was a possibility. A likelihood, even. And he had wanted to be the one to find her, even if that meant she would have to be dealt with. In his mind, he thought he would be able to talk her down and bring her back, but he wasn’t sure if that was even going to be possible. Not anymore.

      Kanar had seen how the power could seduce even the strongest person, and how that would eventually turn them into someone they had not been before. He knew that meant she was likely gone, already consumed by the desire for more and more power—desire that he would not be able to overwhelm. He might have wanted to try to help his sister, guide her away from that lifestyle, but he also understood that it was highly likely that if he were to ever find her again, she would not remember him in the way he wanted.

      “That’s the reason you left.”

      “I told you why I left,” he said.

      “You told me the reason you want others to know, but that’s not it either.”

      Kanar looked up, held her gaze, and shrugged slightly. “It’s when I was betrayed a second time.”

      “I didn’t betray you.”

      “I know. I do now, at least. But at the time, I thought you had.” Perhaps he still felt that way. She had kept things from him that would’ve helped him understand who—and what—she was.

      “I never wanted to keep those things from you, Gray. I never wanted you to question my devotion to you.”

      “You never gave me a chance to know your devotion,” he said.

      “I suppose that’s fair.” Morgan took a deep breath, then let it out in a sigh. “You know, I’ve done what I needed to do so I could help my people. I get that it’s hard for you to understand, and it’s probably hard for you to believe, but everything I did was in service of Sanaron and in service of the belief that there was something more I needed to be doing. Something more I could be doing.” She glanced to the cabinet. “These conversations would be easier with more wine.”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have that luxury,” Kanar said.

      “We could, though.”

      “We could, but I don’t want to.”

      She nodded, as if that solved everything. Perhaps for her it did. She’d never pushed when he’d withdrawn, and even now, he appreciated that she wasn’t trying to force him into something he didn’t want.

      “With the Hunter in the city, you’re in danger,” Morgan said.

      “I don’t think someone like him can pull me away from here unless I choose to go… though there are stories about him.”

      She stared at him. “What kinds of stories?”

      “It was early in the witchcraft war, before we’d organized the way we eventually did. There were episodes throughout Reyand.”

      “Episodes?”

      “Places that suffered,” Kanar explained. “Entire villages were lost, and we thought it was a plague at first. That was what the king’s advisors tried to tell him, but there were others who warned him that there was something more sinister going on. He didn’t know who to trust, so the Realmsguard were sent.”

      “You were part of that, then.”

      He nodded. “I remember the first time it happened.” He looked at the wine in front of him, swirling it slowly. The red lapped toward the top of the glass. “We came upon a village on my first deployment. It was strange. Quiet. We were joking as we headed toward the village, making wagers on who would get to take residence in the local inn. Places like that never had more than a handful of beds, and the rest of us got accustomed to sleeping on the road. At least the food was better. Most of the time. We were Realmsguard, after all, and we were welcomed almost everywhere we traveled. But this time, we came across a village, and there was nothing left.”

      Morgan leaned forward, resting her arms on the table and listening intently. These were the kinds of stories she had been interested in, even though they were the kinds he had rarely shared with her. He never shared them with anyone. It was more out of fear that somebody might be compelled to try to learn more about witchcraft, thinking they could understand it and gain power. He didn’t want to make another enemy.

      “The village had been destroyed?” she asked.

      “Not the village itself. The buildings were still intact. They were always old. Knowing what I do now, I suppose I should’ve understood.” He sighed. “But the people were gone. No children running through the streets. No farmers tending to their crops. No bakers working at their stoves, making bread. It was empty. Unsettling.”

      “I imagine it was.” Morgan took his hand and squeezed.

      He didn’t need her comfort, but he didn’t pull away.

      “When we found the first body, we knew something was wrong. They’d been stabbed in the heart, blood smeared around them, but it was not random the way it should have been. It looked like someone had taken the blood and spread it around intentionally. The second one was worse. By the time we found the hundredth body…”

      Morgan stiffened. “That much death would’ve been powerful.”

      “It’s not only about death, but you are right. That much would be powerful. We didn’t understand it. We thought one of the neighboring nations had invaded.” He shook his head. “Can you believe that? At the time, it was the only logical explanation. We’d dealt with Yelind and Dartol, though both had been quiet lately. Nothing made sense, though neither did the idea of witchcraft. When we returned to the king, we heard word of the first attack.”

      “Where was it?”

      “Many like to think it was in Verendal,” Kanar said. “Mostly because that’s where the stories spread from, but that’s not where the first attack occurred. It was along the southern border near Drest, where an entire city was leveled.”

      Morgan frowned. “I hadn’t heard that was the first place targeted. It was always Verendal. There were stories out of there. And I visited it, you know.”

      “I know,” he said. “I was there, remember?”

      It had been after the attack, after everything had started to settle down, but still at a time when he had been new to understanding the dangers of witchcraft. Morgan had been there, but there had been something strange about the city. Parts of it that had been destroyed that had stood for generations. Buildings that had fallen, all of them Alainsith.

      “I don’t know why they had targeted Alainsith structures,” he said. “Even now, does it make much sense?” He looked over to her. “What reason would the Alainsith have for attacking their own structures?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe they wanted to keep us from using them. And now, if the Hunter is in Sanaron, we might need those very same protections to keep you safe.”

      “I haven’t told you all the stories about him,” Kanar said. “It was when I was in Verendal after the initial attack. Do you know that it’s said that he helped turn away the attack himself?” He shook his head. “At the time, I thought it merely rumor. No man—especially one who had no connection to witchcraft, no connection to magic—would be able to counter it. But I heard it too often, and too frequently, to believe that it was anything else. Maybe it’s his ties to the hegen, or maybe it’s something else.”

      “Does he have anything of witchcraft himself?” she asked.

      “You mean like my sword?”

      “The sword is merely a vessel. That’s what witchcraft uses. Perhaps even the Alainsith themselves,” she said, and she tipped her head to the side the way she did when she was thinking. “Your weapon seems to store energy, does it not?”

      “Stores something, but I’m not sure what it does,” Kanar said.

      “With every witchcraft practitioner you destroy, you seem to empower the blade, which, in turn, empowers you. It makes me wonder how many others are like it.”

      At one point, Kanar would’ve said none, but that wasn’t true. “The king has an entire collection of Alainsith weapons hanging decoratively in Verendal. I’m not sure if he has them in other places or not.”

      “Has the king given any more to the people around him?” Morgan asked.

      “Well, mine was given as a gift for service to the throne. I suppose there are others that are given as similar gifts.” He looked over to her. “I suspect you are trying to determine whether others are powerful the way that mine is.”

      “The weapons store the same sort of potential that witchcraft does, but they do something more than that. You don’t have to perform any sort of spell the way witchcraft practitioners do in order for them to release that power. It’s just connected to you, right?”

      “Something like that,” Kanar said. “I think there probably is some way for me to access it directly, but I’m not exactly sure what that involves. I can feel it. There’s power, strength, speed, and agility.”

      “All things which make you a much deadlier fighter. All things which make you skilled at handling witchcraft, and for removing that as a threat.”

      “Right.”

      “But what have you told me? You said that you never made any headway with witchcraft, didn’t you?” Morgan asked.

      Kanar shook his head. “It felt like every time we stopped one, more would emerge. The witchcraft practitioners were a danger, and a violent one. We removed as many threats as we thought we could, but we continued to find more.”

      “Which gave you an opportunity to keep fighting more of them, right?”

      “I don’t know that it was so much an opportunity as it was something I had to do.”

      “It was an opportunity,” she said. “It let you use your potential, along with growing your ability.”

      “That means I should have been strong enough to handle any witchcraft practitioner and should have been able to destroy it.”

      “Should have been, but what if you were never intended to be able to?” Morgan asked.

      “Why?”

      “Because I wonder if your king knew that a war was coming.”

      Kanar frowned. “More than just with witchcraft?”

      “More than just that. It leaves me to wonder if perhaps he wanted others like you to have blades that would grant you strength and speed and agility and all the things you just told me about so that you could help defend the kingdom against the Alainsith.”

      “But he’s been negotiating a treaty with the Alainsith.” Kanar had been there. He had seen it himself.

      “What if the treaty was merely to buy himself some time?” Morgan leaned forward. “I know how this sounds, but how many people have had an opportunity to get close to the Alainsith?”

      “Not many,” Kanar said.

      “None. Well, other than you with Jal, but otherwise, very few spend any time with the Alainsith. But the king has made it a point to work on forming and forging a treaty with them over the years. He has established peace, but what if that was never his intention?” She leaned back, swirling her glass of wine for a moment before taking a long sip. “It’s all a theory.”

      “A theory that suggests that the king wanted the witchcraft war, which means that he wanted to let the practitioners of witchcraft destroy villages and towns and to slaughter his citizens all so that people like me could be used?” Kanar shook his head. He had a hard time thinking that was likely.

      “Like I said, it was only a theory.”

      “It’s a terrible theory,” he said.

      “Well, come up with a better one.”

      Kanar sat back, regarding his cup of wine while thinking. Witchcraft had been a new problem in the kingdom at the time. Malory and the Alainsith had been the cause for the spread of witchcraft, where it had reached the Church of Fell in Reyand and then progressed beyond.

      “I don’t have one,” Kanar said. “Much like I don’t have a good explanation as to why the witchcraft we’ve been seeing around Sanaron seems to be different. I don’t like it.”

      Morgan looked over to him. “Then we need to work together to find out why.”
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      The night was quiet, and Lily appreciated the silence. The fog had lifted as it often did in the evenings, and there was a faint northerly breeze that whispered around her, though this one was warmer than most northerly breezes tended to be. It carried the fragrance of pine from the forest and a bit of the salt of the sea, though that was muted, and a hint of rain, of all things, despite there rarely being any rain in Sanaron. It was as if the fog provided some protective blanket against it.

      Esmerelda weaved through the streets near the edge of the city, not pulling away from her. “You don’t have to come with me.”

      “Am I not welcome?” Lily asked.

      The thought struck home in a way that reminded her of how she had felt unwelcome around her people when she was younger.

      Esmerelda shook her head. “Have I done or said anything that would make you feel like you were not? I only thought you might want to be with your people. You were planning something.”

      “We’ve been dealing with pockets of witchcraft.” She was tempted to tell Esmerelda the truth about what they had encountered, and she decided that the woman needed to know. “The Alainsith are tied to it.”

      “As they are tied to all things magical.”

      “What are you saying?” Lily wasn’t sure that Esmerelda would share more about that with her, but she hoped she would.

      Instead, Esmerelda weaved through the streets, practically dancing. “I have chosen to stay with the people.”

      “Are there more here?”

      “We are in all places, Liliana.”

      Lily tensed. She hadn’t known that Esmerelda knew her full name, though why should she be surprised? This was somebody who had real potential with the art, a real understanding of it, and that was why Lily had to think that Esmerelda would be able to teach her something. That was the reason she followed her, hoping she might catch a glimpse of this woman using her art, perhaps learn something that might provide some guidance so she would be prepared for when she had to confront something more dangerous.

      “Am I not permitted to go with you?”

      Esmerelda studied her for a long moment. “I haven’t given you that impression, have I? You would be welcome, as are all of the people, but you would have to choose to join us.”

      “I don’t know if I can rejoin the hegen.”

      “That isn’t what I’m asking of you, either.”

      They veered north toward the upper portion of Sanaron. Esmerelda walked in a roundabout fashion but never seemed to get caught up in maneuvering around the city, always seeming to know where she was going. At one point, she paused, reached into her satchel, and pulled out several cards. She flipped them, then looked back toward Lily and stuffed them into her pocket.

      “How did you learn to make the cards?” Lily asked.

      “I had an instructor,” Esmerelda said. “Much like you would have had an instructor.”

      “My parents knew I didn’t have the kind of patience needed for that.”

      “It does not take nearly as much time as you would think as you continue learning. I happen to be a bit impatient myself. I had to be pushed.” Esmerelda turned in place, almost as if she were dancing, her yellow dress flaring out as she spun. “Over time, I came to appreciate that they did push me, as it helped me become what I was meant to be. That isn’t always the case with our people, though.” Esmerelda shook her head. “The challenge is understanding when to trust what you know and when to look to those who might know more than you. Experience teaches the difference. When we’re young, we don’t have that experience, and worse, we think we know everything, even when we have not seen a fraction of what those who’ve come before us have seen. But age doesn’t equal experience.”

      She twirled again, and Lily realized that she really was following the steps of a dance.

      It was one that Lily had once danced, but it had been years since she’d had the opportunity to do so. The hegen loved to dance and sing and celebrate, which was one of the things she missed most about her people. She couldn’t imagine Kanar dancing or singing. Jal, maybe. He seemed like he would be willing to relax and enjoy such things.

      Honaaz wouldn’t dance. He’d probably swear at me the entire time I did.

      That thought brought a smile to her face.

      “I wish I would have been able to learn more about the art from those with experience,” Lily admitted to Esmerelda.

      “It’s not too late. You would be a bit old to return to it, but there’s no doubting that you have potential. I can feel it in you.”

      Lily reached into her pouch and pulled out one of the pieces she had carved. “I think what you’re feeling is the potential that I put into the Alainsith bone.”

      Esmerelda stopped twirling. They had reached the edge of the city, where the buildings were spaced farther apart. The fog stretched into the darkness toward the distant forest, and a flickering light caught her attention.

      The hegen.

      They were here.

      Could it be the same family that had been through here before? She had thought they’d gotten to safety, but perhaps they had not. She didn’t have a responsibility for them, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she should’ve done more. She should have followed them.

      Lily hadn’t even known about the hegen here now. She wasn’t sure that she was supposed to know. Were it not for Esmerelda, she might not have ever learned that her people were here. Even having come with Esmerelda, Lily wasn’t sure that she’d be able to find her way back. The journey had been roundabout, as if Esmerelda had wanted to confuse Lily as much as possible so that she wouldn’t be able to make her way here without someone guiding her.

      “There would be much potential in something like that,” Esmerelda said.

      “Jal knew what I was doing.”

      Lily felt as if she needed to defend herself so that she didn’t upset Esmerelda, though the hegen woman wasn’t watching her with an expression that suggested irritation. It was something of understanding.

      “Do you think the dead care when they’re gone?” Esmerelda smiled. “We hegen have always understood that, though there are some who view the body as sacred, even when its owner is gone. The Mother has granted us the knowledge and skill to use the potential stored within.”

      “The Alainsith store considerable potential.”

      Esmerelda held her hand out, and Lily gave her the piece of bone. She didn’t have to fear offering it to her because she had plenty. That was a strange thing to think now. The Alainsith attack had given her many items of significant potential, far more than she’d had before, and they were far more potent than anything she’d used in the past.

      “There is skill in this,” Esmerelda said, “and I can see the care you put into its creation. I can feel it.”

      Could she?

      Lily hadn’t thought that anyone could necessarily feel how much time or effort she put into something, but then she’d only been around a few hegen who had the kind of understanding that she suspected Esmerelda did. She was much more skilled than most.

      “There is a level of detail here, as well as an intention, though I can’t tell what you have put into it.”

      There was an aspect of creation that was important. All who worked with the art understood that. A person needed to pour a bit of themselves into the making of the art in order for it to take on greater potential. Lily had learned that, and she had learned it the way that most who used the art did—by focusing and taking time. Those were the parts of themselves that they put into the art.

      “I do it differently,” she said, and she held out her hands. “I use myself.”

      Esmerelda cocked her head to the side. “You would feel the effect more directly.”

      Lily hadn’t expected that anyone would understand that. Most who worked with the art did so over a period of time, so they didn’t feel the effect nearly the way Lily did. She had come to terms with how that affected her, the way it left her shivering and weak, but there were times when such potency was warranted.

      “I see. That is how you have chosen to work with your art.” Esmerelda looked up. “And I suspect you have the necessary experience to understand everything involved in it, so I won’t say anything about it, other than that I understand.”

      “You do?” Lily asked.

      “Not that I understand why you’ve chosen to use your art in this fashion, but I understand that it must have been important for you.”

      Lily nodded. “I did what I needed to.”

      “There are other ways, but then you know that. And given the detail I saw on this”—she handed the piece of bone back to Lily—“I also suspect that you did learn something from the last family that came through here.”

      “You know them.”

      “I saw them as I traveled,” Esmerelda said. “They spoke of one of the Lost, and also of what they hoped you might learn.”

      That family had known that Lily was with the citadel, but she should’ve realized that they had learned the truth about her and how she was Lost. They hadn’t said anything, though they had not refused her help, either.

      “If you’d like, you are welcome to study with me while I’m here.”

      “What about the Hunter?” Lily asked.

      “He doesn’t determine who I teach and who I work with. Besides, there are times when he doesn’t see the world the way I do. We have a different experience, as I suspect you understand.”

      She guided Lily forward, toward the flickering flames.

      Lily found herself hesitating. She wanted to go with Esmerelda and follow her to the hegen, but it felt like this was different than when she had gone to the last family. That time, she’d been injured and they had rescued her from danger, so she hadn’t had much input in whether she went with them. This time felt like a choice.

      Esmerelda waited, watching her, and she seemed as if she was trying to give Lily the opportunity to make that choice for herself. “You don’t have to return if you don’t want to,” but you are welcome. You will always be welcome.”

      “With you, or with all?” Lily asked.

      “Are we so different?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then come and spend the night with your people.”

      Lily took a deep breath, then nodded. As she followed Esmerelda, she began to hear the music. The laughter. And she saw the dancing. Esmerelda guided her in and made introductions, but there were so many. Probably fifty hegen in all, reminding Lily of her own family. She couldn’t remember all the names, but it didn’t matter. Esmerelda introduced her as one of the people.

      She claimed Lily.

      There was too much here. Too much good, and too much that reminded Lily of what she had long ago lost. All of it left her thinking that perhaps she might find her way back to her people.

      As the night grew long, she found herself watching Esmerelda, searching for understanding, but the other woman simply danced, laughed, and moved through the crowd. At one point, Esmerelda pulled her off to the side and brought her to an old man who sat on a stump with a femur bone in hand. Lily didn’t know the origin of the bone, nor did it make much difference. It was the way that the man worked. His hand moved slowly and steadily across the surface of the bone, his blade carving long, slender slivers away in a practiced movement. When they approached, he didn’t even look up.

      “She has some talent, Odell,” Esmerelda said.

      Odell glanced up at her. “Does she?”

      “I wondered if you might be willing to let her sit with you.”

      “I’m sure a pretty young thing like this would like to dance.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for dancing?” Esmerelda asked.

      He laughed, a pure sound, and one that Lily found herself longing for. She had missed it.

      “Oh, I would definitely be able to dance with her, but I probably couldn’t keep up,” Odell said.

      “I think she wouldn’t mind sitting with you until she finds a different dance partner, then.”

      Odell smiled at Lily. “Only if you want to. I wouldn’t want to keep someone like you from celebrating. Not if you find the evening right for it, the fire too warm, or the music too compelling.”

      “Listen to Odell,” Esmerelda said. “He has practiced bone art for many years. There are few among us who have his experience.”

      As Esmerelda left, Lily watched her go, and she couldn’t help but wonder if the other woman had planned this all along.

      She took a seat on the ground in front of Odell. It felt like that was where she was meant to sit, not at his level. She watched and noticed that his practiced hand moved ever so slightly to the side, creating a spiraling piece of bone that curled away.

      “What is your talent with bone?” Odell asked, not looking up.

      “Explosions,” Lily said.

      His hand paused for barely a moment before he continued carving. “I see. You are the one, then.”

      Lily stiffened. “I’m sorry. If you would rather I not stay here—”

      “You are the one who has defended your people.” He studied the femur as he worked at it, carving the bone with intention. “We know you, young lady. Most of us do. It takes a particular talent to do what you have done.”

      “I don’t have a particular talent.”

      “I suspect that is not true.”

      “Then I’m not sure what my talent is,” Lily said. “It’s just how I’ve used it.”

      “Certainly, but everybody can learn to adjust their talent, as it were. Even someone who has defended her people.”

      “And what of you?”

      “This is nothing more than a simple talisman,” Odell said.

      He reached behind him, rummaging in what she suspected was his own satchel. He pulled out a piece of bone and handed it to Lily, and her jaw dropped.

      The detail on it was amazing. He had carved what looked like a wenderwolf, with the massive head, jaw, and even the large fangs clearly defined. It seemed as if it were prowling, with the tail slightly curled at the tip, muscles tense.

      “You made this?” she whispered.

      “Oh, I have some talent with such things.”

      “What other ones have you made?”

      Odell paused in his carving again, and Lily realized that she was interrupting him. Someone of his skill might find that such disruptions could be too much, but he didn’t hesitate or seem to mind.

      He dragged forth his satchel and nodded to her. “You can take a peek.”

      She pulled the bag toward her. It was larger than the one she carried, and as she looked inside, she could scarcely believe it—a dozen different talismans, all like this. Not all were wolves. There were some eagles and hawks, one owl, a squirrel, and even something that looked like a mouse, but they were all animals. And all of them were incredibly detailed.

      “How long does it take you to make these?” Lily asked.

      “I’ve decided that the time doesn’t make a difference. How can such a thing matter when it’s more about how it turns out? I find that the longer it takes, the more I feel drawn to pour magic into it. Eventually, the talisman tells me when it’s time to finish.”

      To anyone other than one of the hegen, such a comment would sound ridiculous. Lily understood, though. Even with her much less defined items, she felt it when it was time to finish. It was almost as if the bone, and the potential stored within it, told her when she should stop.

      “I’ve never even tried anything this complicated,” she said.

      “It’s not necessary to make something complex. It’s just what you are called to do. In your case, it seems as if the Mother has called you to protect your people. In my case, the Mother has called me to create these talismans. They are useful for some.”

      “They are amazing.”

      “Would you like to try?”

      She shook her head. “Oh, I don’t think I could do anything quite like that.”

      “How will you know unless you try?”

      Odell reached behind him again and grabbed a smaller bone. Lily couldn’t tell where this one was from, though it was narrow on one end and slightly curved on the other. She reached into her satchel and pulled out her knife.

      This was a lesson.

      It was what she had wanted, wasn’t it?

      Until she had come upon that hegen family, she’d gone so long since having a real lesson. Having another one so soon felt like a grand prize, though perhaps it should not. Why should she feel like that? Why shouldn’t she be able to learn from her people?

      “Do you recommend any specific technique?” Lily asked.

      “The key, at least for me,” he said, dropping his voice as if sharing some great secret, “is in thinking about the spirit of what you want. The potential will bind with that spirit, and what you place into it will give it its true potential.”

      “What if I can’t place any real potential into it?”

      “You are a bone artist, are you not?” Odell asked.

      Lily nodded. “I am.” There was no use in denying that, as she claimed the title and believed that she was, even if her art was not traditional for her people.

      “Then your potential will be enough. Don’t doubt yourself, young lady.”

      His knife spiraled as he worked, and though Lily couldn’t tell what he was carving, he seemed to see it in his mind.

      She set to working. Her knife was sharp, and this bone was soft enough, and it had its own potential within, though she wasn’t exactly sure what she intended to carve first. She simply slid her blade along the edge until she began to imagine what she wanted.

      It came to her slowly, and the form gradually began to take hold. It was not nearly as detailed as what Odell carved, but she could feel the potential inside. There was a flicker within her, along with the steady draw that she understood to come from the connection to the art. This was what she was supposed to have done.

      Surprisingly, as she curled her blade along the bone, she peeled away most of it. Only a small chunk was left, barely larger than the palm of her hand, and from that, she pulled the rest of the shape out.

      When she was done, she sat back.

      Odell was watching her.

      Lily had no idea how long she’d been carving. She’d lost track of time, falling into the steady pattern of sliding the knife along the surface of the bone and feeling as it drew the energy out and the potential shifted within the bone.

      “You do have some skill. Where did you see that?” Odell asked, pointing to her carving.

      “I thought you couldn’t see much.”

      “It’s not quite so bad as that,” he said with a chuckle. “And that creature?”

      “It was in the city recently.”

      It was the creature that Jal had hunted with, something he had referred to as a berahn. She had only caught a glimpse of it. It had seemed like a blur, and strangely, her carving created some of that effect. It was why the blunted features of the bone seemed fitting.

      “Very few would be able to create anything similar.” He looked up. “May I trade you for it?”

      “You can have it.” She offered it to him. “It was your bone.”

      “No, I think a trade would be fitting.”

      “I don’t need anything.”

      “Oh, but I couldn’t take this without making an appropriate trade. I wouldn’t feel right, and besides, I have a feeling that whatever you might take from me is not nearly as valuable as this.” He stared at her carving for a moment. “Go ahead. Take whichever of them you prefer.”

      Lily sorted through his satchel but found herself coming back to the wenderwolf. She was drawn to it.

      He smiled. “I’ve always appreciated that as well.” He pulled his satchel over to him and reached inside. “If you have that, you must also have this.” Odell handed her an owl. It looked as if it were getting ready to take flight, but its eyes were wide and wise, watching the night.

      Lily shook her head. “I couldn’t take two.”

      “I should offer you all of them,” he said, then grinned. “Only, I would take away from our own protections if I were to do so. So I think two, if you don’t mind. Someday I hope to repay the debt.”

      “The debt?” She smiled in confusion. “I don’t think you have incurred any sort of debt.”

      “It’s not what you think that matters,” Odell said. “It seems as if someone is calling for you.”

      Lily looked for Esmerelda before turning back to him. “Thank you for the lesson.”

      “And thank you for the gift.”

      She got her feet and headed toward Esmerelda. The talisman she had created would have power, and as she’d carved it, she had begun to feel that potential within it. It was protection. Maybe the berahn talisman would offer the protection of the creature itself. What would the mouse and the squirrel provide?

      “Is it time for me to go?” Lily asked.

      Esmerelda smiled at her. “I came to get you because I thought it was time for you to dance.”

      “Oh, I don’t need to.”

      “Even if you have someone hoping to dance with you?”

      Esmerelda pointed, and in the darkness, Lily made out a massive form standing at the edge of the fire.

      Honaaz.

      “You would let him come?” Lily asked.

      “Should we not? He may not be of the people, but one does not have to be to join in celebration.” Esmerelda winked at her. “Go along. I’m sure he’s eager to see you.”

      She slipped away, and Lily started toward Honaaz. When she got to him, he was glowering at the men behind her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “These are hegen,” she said.

      “I know what they fucking are, but I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      She beamed at him, then reached up and touched his cheek. His bald head glistened with sweat, though the shirt straining to contain his enormous size was not stained with it. His glower softened a little bit, though.

      Lily took his hand. “How do you feel about dancing?”
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      When the figure appeared from the alleyway, Morgan jumped, and she immediately began to focus on drawing on the fog to create a layer of protection around her. The fog resisted her in ways it had not before, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try to use it, and she attempted to now.

      “Ms. Raparal,” a gravelly voice said from the darkness.

      “Jamil?”

      “If you don’t mind, I would like a word.”

      “You couldn’t come to me in a more respectable manner?”

      Jamil stepped forward. He was dressed in a dark brown cloak, with a hood covering his face, though she could see his sharp nose protruding outward. “I thought it best that I have an opportunity to speak with you directly. I understand that you asked a friend of yours to start poking around into the circumstances of our little challenge?”

      “What did he do?” Morgan asked. When she had last talked to Gray about digging into things, she thought he would be diligent, but she also knew there was the possibility of him taking things a little too far.

      “He has been investigating,” Jamil said. “While I appreciate your interest in what Stockton presented, it is not the real challenge.”

      “Then what is the issue?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about what I have found.”

      “And what is that?”

      She moved closer to him, though not so close as to step into the alley itself. Morgan knew better than to put herself in that sort of danger. She didn’t think that Jamil would hurt her, unless he thought it might help his position with the council.

      While watching him, she moved her hands in a pattern that was designed to create a billowy fog around her ankles, drawing some of the energy of the city toward her. The connection to it was faint here, and not nearly as robust as it normally was. Still, she could feel some of that protection beginning to swirl, and she increasingly used it as she created what could be a barrier.

      “I would rather you have your friend focus his efforts outside the city,” Jamil said.

      Morgan frowned. “The trade issue was with the safety of the roads.”

      “If that’s all it was, we would hire security to ensure the safety of merchants. I believe your friend has some experience with that.”

      So much for her thinking that he didn’t know who was looking into things. Kanar certainly had a reputation, and when he had worked for Malory, he had taken many jobs that were meant to offer security. Morgan had only heard about them, and she had never known that side of Kanar. She couldn’t imagine him as little more than a glorified security guard. Then again, when it came to Kanar, there was nothing glorified about him.

      “Then what is it?” she asked.

      “He has begun to worry some of the guild’s trading partners. You can understand my concern.”

      She frowned again. “By that, I assume you mean what you want done with the great houses.”

      “We need to make sure that trade is successful. I thought that as a new member on the council, you would see the challenges unique to Sanaron. Your father certainly did.”

      That was the first time she’d heard that he had a connection to her father, though she supposed it didn’t surprise her.

      “I can discuss it with the others,” she said.

      “It would be better if I met with the great houses myself. I’ve been trying to ensure we have appropriate representation, but it would be helpful if I knew all of the great houses.”

      He waited, though she wasn’t sure what he was waiting for her to tell him.

      When she was younger, Morgan had learned about the so-called Sanaron great houses. They had been in existence since the founding of the city, and many even occupied old Alainsith homes.

      “I suppose I could help you with that… but shouldn’t this simply be addressed with the rest of the council?”

      “I was there when they did nothing to find your father. There are those of us who want nothing but the safety of the city. This trade agreement will do that.”

      “I think you’re more concerned about the wealth lost,” Morgan said.

      “That’s also tied to the safety of the city, and I do think that you share an interest in ensuring that we are not isolated. That’s what we are talking about here.”

      He slipped back into the alley, and Morgan didn’t pursue.

      Why would they be isolated?

      But if they couldn’t leave Sanaron by road or have others arrive by ship, maybe they truly would be isolated.

      There was something going on here. Witchcraft, she suspected, but what? And why?

      Not the Dogs. Adira had made it clear that she controlled that part of the city.

      So, if it was not the Dogs pursuing witchcraft, then what?
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        * * *

      

      The fog drew Morgan forward. She followed the sense that she detected, moving carefully so she did not miss anything. She used a faint yet steady pattern, trying to ensure that she could follow what she felt. The fog swirled, though as she had seen lately, she could not detect the same sense of power that she knew should be within that fog. It was almost as if something resisted her. If she didn’t know better, she might believe that it was tied to the Alainsith having some control over the buildings and the power they had left behind, though she didn’t think that was the case. If the Alainsith had left any aspect of them behind, or even if there were any Alainsith remaining, they would’ve seen that by now.

      The only other possibility was that it was tied to the witchcraft that Gray had uncovered.

      Now that Morgan knew the truth about witchcraft and how it was something the Alainsith had released, that might make some sense. And during the last attack, elements of witchcraft had certainly been pivotal in trying to keep her from understanding what was taking place and having any sort of influence over it.

      But witchcraft had a specific signature. In the time she had spent outside of Sanaron, wandering through Reyand and even beyond, she had come to learn those signatures and identify ways in which that power would manifest. Witchcraft was different than hegen magic, which could be created from nearly anything natural, so long as the person controlling it had some skill with the art, as the hegen called it. Witchcraft required pain and suffering. For there to be enough power to disrupt the Sanaron protections, there needed to be much more pain and suffering than what she had uncovered.

      As the fog moved about, Morgan released it, letting it flow outward. She began to feel a hint of that resistance and could tell that there was some pressure just up ahead.

      It guided her through an old part of the city. Well, this was Sanaron, and many parts of it were considered old. Most of the buildings along the shore were Alainsith of one sort or another, though they were not all the same construction. Some were the pale stone that gleamed against the moonlight, while others were constructed of a darker stone. It left her thinking that they came from different epochs of the Alainsith in Sanaron.

      Her gaze swept around while she continued to push out with her pattern. She could feel a tremble against her coming from one of the white buildings, but not one with the darker stone. Strange, as they were both made by the Alainsith. Then again, she and others who could command the fog had never had the same connection to the darker stone. There was something to it that seemed to rebuff any attempt to draw upon it. She paused in front of the light stone and pulled, channeling the fog and then sending it swirling out from her. In doing so, she began to feel some energy inside.

      That was strange, but not the strangest thing she had encountered. And there was a certain power here that she thought she could feel, only she did not know why it pressed against her the way it did.

      Perhaps it had been a mistake for her to come here by herself. She could have asked Kanar to accompany her, or she certainly could have asked the Kalenwatch, especially if she claimed that it was council business. That would be hard to do without drawing the attention of the council, considering how anything she said would ultimately get back to Harkenal. He would know what she had done and likely challenge the reason she did it.

      The buildings nearby were all of a newer construction, though of a style that was designed to mimic the ancient Alainsith builds. They had the same pale stone or at least had been painted white, as there was a mixture of both. She had thought this was a part of the city made up mostly of homes, but maybe not. Maybe these were shops. She didn’t know.

      Morgan tried to control the fog and send it out from her, but there was no sense of the building around her as she did that. She stepped forward and twisted her hands, creating a bit of power that flowed toward the building.

      There was another tremble.

      She wanted to step inside the building to investigate more. She was on the council, after all, and this was her city, so shouldn’t she do so? But the sense coming from that building left her with an uneasy feeling. Morgan wasn’t sure why it troubled her the way it did.

      She turned, looking around the street, when she heard a shout not far from her.

      The night had been quiet, as they often were in Sanaron, so the sound of the shouting voice carried. The fact that it had reached her struck her as odd, though. Sound was normally muted in Sanaron and did not travel very far through the city.

      Something was wrong.

      They still didn’t have answers as to whether there was anything to the trade issue that she’d asked Kanar to investigate, and though she had met with Jamil, she still didn’t have any answers. But perhaps this was something she could look into.

      Calling the fog to her, she hurried down the street toward the source of the shout. Near the shore, she found two of the Kalenwatch fighting off five men dressed all in black.

      Dogs?

      Even when they had been active in the city, the Dogs had not been that daring. She was surprised that they would be that way now, but perhaps they had become bolder. Or worse, perhaps they were using some form of witchcraft. She didn’t have that sense from them, though she also wasn’t sure she could determine that from a distance. Regardless of what it was, she would not stand back and do nothing. The men were outnumbered, and she was not without her own skills.

      Morgan glided forward. The fog followed her. With a twist of her hands, she pushed, sending that fog streaming toward the Kalenwatch and creating a barrier around them. She didn’t know if it would make much difference, but at least she could shield them.

      As she reached the fighting, there was a part of her that warned her that she’d made a mistake in coming down here. This was not something for her to be a part of. If the Kalenwatch were in trouble, they could retreat and summon more of the guard. But there was also the part of her that knew she was a Raparal, and her family had long protected Sanaron. Why shouldn’t she have a hand in it?

      Three of the men turned their attention toward her.

      They were large. Perhaps not so large as Honaaz, but she could almost imagine that they had come from the same stock. One of them had a pair of long daggers in hand, while the other two carried broad, curved swords.

      Morgan brought her hands up and then quickly down in a sharp crack that caused the fog to spread toward them. A thick blanket floated outward, then squeezed in around all three men at once.

      She had not been in many fights. She had never wanted to be a fighter the way Gray was.

      That didn’t mean she didn’t know how.

      The nearest man, one who carried a sword and had an inky tattoo on his neck in the shape of a serpent, slashed at the fog as if he could cut through it. It surprised her when the fog seemed to dissipate slightly.

      Morgan brought her hands back up, squeezing them together, and the tendrils of fog she had summoned started to constrict once more. She needed to draw more of the fog to her, but it did not react the way she knew it needed to, despite how she had been trying to call it.

      As before, there was a bit of resistance.

      Witchcraft, or perhaps the Alainsith.

      Whatever it was, it pulled against her, fighting her attempt at calling it to her. It also seemed to be getting stronger, of all things.

      The three men slashed at the fog at the same time.

      It parted around them.

      That’s no good.

      What had she been thinking? Had she waited and let the Kalenwatch deal with this, she would not have been caught up in it. If she had some way of reaching Gray, she might have been able to handle things. Unfortunately for her, she had once again gotten in over her head. And once again, she found that she did not know how she could get out of her predicament.

      She turned, and the Alainsith rod bumped against her leg.

      Maybe that could help.

      She hurriedly pulled it out of its sheath, pointed it at the nearest man, and twisted it in a small pattern. As she did, the fog suddenly swirled with much more intensity than it had before, and she whipped it around him, constricting it around his neck. She squeezed and held on to it. She wasn’t sure how to section that off, so she formed another quick pattern. It created a new band of fog, and she swirled that around the next man with a sword, catching him around his chest. That linked him to the first man, who was now gasping for air.

      She didn’t dare let up. That left only the man with the daggers. Without separating the connection between the rest, she flung the rod in another sharp pattern, and it bound him. Then she formed a spiral with the fog, which tightened around all three men and held them. She continued to squeeze until it constricted them. They all choked for air.

      Morgan backed away and bumped into someone.

      She spun, pointing the rod, only to come face-to-face with a bloody Kalenwatch soldier.

      “I’m not with them,” she said hurriedly. “I’m Morgan Raparal. I’m on the council, and—”

      “I know who you are,” the man replied. He held a wound on his side that oozed blood.

      “What happened here?”

      “Bastards decided to jump us. We found them in one of the merchant guild warehouses.” The soldier pointed nearby, wincing as he did. “We went to investigate, when they attacked. Chased us out here.”

      The Kalenwatch had run?

      But then, given what she had seen from these attackers and how strong they had been, she supposed that she shouldn’t be surprised that the Kalenwatch had chosen to run rather than stay and fight. Maybe they had thought they could get to others of the Kalenwatch and regroup.

      Morgan looked over and saw that the other two men who had attacked the Kalenwatch were down, both cut through, though they were moving.

      At least she had the three men she had captured.

      

      “Send word to the others. We need to take these men into questioning,” Morgan said.

      “Councilor?”

      She turned back to the soldier. “What is it?” She tried to keep the frustration out of her words, but she wasn’t sure she did as good a job as she hoped.

      “Look,” he said, pointing to the three men she had wrapped power around, who were still trapped.

      She spun, and she realized that she had been holding too tightly to the fog. Using it through the Alainsith rod left her with less control but more strength than she would’ve had otherwise. She should have known better. All three men were lying motionless. Some of the fog still danced around them, holding them in the tight bands she had wrapped around them, but none of them moved. None of them breathed.

      She looked down at the rod. She didn’t have much control over it, so when she tried to sever the tendrils of fog connecting her to it, she could not.

      What had she done?

      She had lost control. Now she wouldn’t know what these men had been after.

      “Increase patrols around the warehouses,” she told the soldier. “If you see anything unusual, alert the council.”

      He nodded.

      Morgan slipped the rod back into its sheath and headed away. Her power was supposed to be for protection, but what she had done felt like murder.

      She hadn’t gone far before she saw other figures near a warehouse. She slowed, reaching for the rod with some trepidation, realizing there was another attack.

      A man dressed in dark clothes confronted three others. He was quick, and skilled with a sword in a way that left her wondering how Gray would manage against him. Though given Gray’s connection to the Alainsith aspect of his sword, she believed that he would be able to handle someone like this. But the other three had him pinned in.

      One of them was familiar.

      Morgan could not take her eyes off Adira. She was small and compact, but every movement she made was efficient. Brutally so, Morgan realized. The woman carried a staff that was probably twice as tall as she was, and she spun it quickly. Adira blocked each thrust of the sword, sending the large attacker toward the other two with her, who were carrying swords. They stabbed at the man but missed, and though they were not nearly as skilled as Adira, it mattered very little.

      Adira slapped her staff on the man’s arm, his leg, and his back, and she forced him to pay attention to her every time he attempted to wage battle with her companions. The staff left welts wherever it met the man’s skin, and the blood could be seen under the dim streetlights.

      Then one of Adira’s blows struck him in the forehead, and he collapsed.

      The other two surged forward, driving their swords into him.

      Adira spun, her staff a blur, but then she brought it down in a sharp crack on the cobblestones as she faced Morgan.

      “You don’t need to sneak up on me,” Adira said.

      “I wasn’t sneaking up on you. What are you doing?”

      “Protecting my assets.”

      “Who is it?” Morgan asked.

      “One of a half dozen that we have dealt with over the last hour.”

      “Let me guess. Breaking into the warehouses?”

      Adira frowned. “How did you know?”

      “I came across five facing two of the Kalenwatch.”

      Adira sneered at that comment. “The Kalenwatch would not have been able to handle them.”

      She dismissed them so quickly that it took Morgan aback, but perhaps it shouldn’t. She had seen how the Kalenwatch had struggled. Though they had managed to bring two of the men down, would they have succeeded against five? But then there was what she had seen of Adira, and how efficiently she had fought. There was good reason for her derision.

      “I helped,” Morgan said.

      “Good. It’s about time the council actually takes some interest in the city.”

      “I’m still surprised that someone of your position would want the council to intervene.”

      Adira shrugged. “It’s not as if I want the council to stop my work. There are certain things that any city needs.”

      “Such as your brothel.”

      “I provide a service. Nothing more and nothing less.”

      “I see.”

      “What I don’t care for are those who think to undermine my service, and I definitely do not care for those who attempt to disrupt it in some way. Which is why I have been taking the steps I have.” Adira nodded to the fallen man. “If you’d like, I can deliver the other six to the Kalenwatch headquarters. I’m sure they will try to question them, but unfortunately, I have not left them in any shape to provide information.”

      “Thank you.” Morgan looked around the street for a moment before settling her gaze back on Adira. “I’ve heard that the merchant guild is unable to transport anything in or out of the city.”

      “I have heard the same.”

      “Have you heard why?”

      Adira rapped her staff down on the ground again, and Morgan was surprised to see that it suddenly collapsed, becoming no taller than Adira’s shoulder. “I would think that Reims would be able to find out that information. But given what we have encountered in the city lately, it makes you wonder if there is something unpleasant to it.”

      “Witchcraft can’t keep people from moving,” Morgan said.

      “Then perhaps it is not witchcraft.”

      “What else would it be?”

      Adira shrugged. “I don’t know, and I’m not in a position of authority to be able to provide those answers.” She looked up at Morgan, squeezing the now shortened staff.

      “I know what you’re asking.”

      “I’m asking no more than I asked before. I’ve also proven what I’m willing to do. What are you willing to do, Morgan Raparal?”

      Morgan looked over to the body that was lying motionless. The other two men were standing on either side of the body, swords now sheathed but looking as if they were ready to protect Adira from any perceived threat.

      “I’m not sure if the council will go for it, but I will make the proposal,” Morgan said.

      Adira flashed a smile. “That is all I ask.”
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HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      Honaaz looked up at the sky. It was one of those mornings where the sky was a perfect blue, with only a few wispy clouds that marred it, and the sun hadn’t quite come up. The breeze on his cheeks was faint, subtle, and enough that he could almost imagine that he was lying on the deck of a ship, feeling the swelling waves rising and falling beneath him. Almost.

      The ground had a little more give than the deck of a ship did, and there was no movement here. Somehow, his head spun, though he suspected that was all the drink he’d shared with the hegen the night before. He hadn’t known how much they enjoyed their wine, but the massive cask had flowed freely. It had tasted nothing like the wine that Morgan kept in her fucking home, more of a fruity, berry kind, but it had been sweet, and after a few cups, he hadn’t cared what flavor it was.

      He rolled over and looked at Lily. She was resting with her knees pulled into her chest, her arm under her head. She slept quietly, soundly, and she was safe. That was all he wanted.

      When he’d seen her leave the sorcerer’s home with the hegen woman, he had felt compelled to go after her. Fucking Reims hadn’t gone after her, so somebody needed to. He didn’t think that Lily would care, anyway. He hadn’t been sure, though. These were her people, after all, and she didn’t like to talk about them much. He had a feeling that something had happened between her and her people, and whatever it was kept her quiet.

      Once he had reached the fire, he’d followed, but hadn’t been able to get too close. Some kind of sorcery had held him back. Probably the same sort Lily used, but he didn’t see any sign of bone blocking him. If they were true sorcerers, they wouldn’t need just bone, he knew. They probably had some other way of enacting their sorcery, keeping him at bay.

      She had been happy.

      Honaaz had seen that look on her face, had seen that smile, one that she had not shared with him too many times. He hadn’t seen it very often when she traveled with fucking Reims, either. There were times when she did look happy, but for the most part, she had been serious. She’d suffered, and Honaaz didn’t like to see her suffer.

      But being around her people again, she’d relaxed. It was as if some great weight had been lifted from her back, as if the satchel she carried had lightened suddenly. This was what she needed.

      And it got him thinking about what he needed.

      He’d remained in Sanaron after the attack, staying with Reims and his people—and with Lily. But after spending this night with her and the hegen, he started to question if perhaps that had been a mistake. Why did he stay away from his people? Maybe it was time that he return to the Isles.

      He’d been betrayed, but Honaaz was a fighter—and his uncle deserved vengeance.

      It meant leaving, though.

      As he looked at Lily, watching the morning sunlight reflect off her hair, he felt a longing to stroke her cheek the way he had the night before when she had pulled him down to lie next to her. She’d kissed him, and warmth had worked through him that felt like a different kind of sorcery. They had lain next to each other, her body so small but so powerful. He had wanted to protect her, but he knew that she didn’t need it. She had shown him that.

      Could he leave her?

      He hadn’t known her for long. Certainly not long enough that he should care this much, but he had traveled all over the sea and never met anyone quite like her. Honaaz had known plenty of women. There were enough whores in every port that he had an opportunity to bed someone anywhere he went, though he stayed away from that and always looked for someone who could truly fill his sail. It took leaving the water to find one.

      Yet staying with her meant keeping her away from her people, and from the happiness he had seen the night before. It also meant keeping him away from his own people.

      He sat up. Lily still hadn’t stirred, and he didn’t want to have her awaken too early. She deserved to have that quiet. He listened to the sounds around him. These were a happy people. The only times Honaaz had ever danced had been when he’d been far too drunk to remember, but this time, though he’d been drinking the berry wine, he remembered every bit of it. He remembered the way Lily had dragged him through a series of movements, as if leading him rather than letting him lead her. Maybe that was appropriate. When it came to Lily, wasn’t she the one who wanted to lead, anyway?

      The hegen were starting to wake up. He saw a few of them sitting off to one side of the smoldering fire and talking quietly, along with the old man who had been working with Lily. An enormous piece of bone rested on his leg, and Honaaz couldn’t even imagine what creature he had found that on. The man slowly worked a knife that was far too small up and down the bone’s surface, peeling thin strips away. It was nothing like the fast pace that Lily used when she made her carvings.

      The woman from the night before had left, though Honaaz had not seen when she had. Lily had eventually grown tired and had simply lain down near the fire, so he had joined her. There had been no point in leaving her, as she was the reason he was out here anyway. He wasn’t sure if he even could.

      She was her own sort of magic that had a hold over him.

      Lily stirred again, and Honaaz shifted the blanket, covering her up. When she seemed to go back to sleep, he let his mind wander again.

      The fucking tall bastard had gone back to his home. It sounded like Reims intended to go back to his. The sorcerer was in her home, and now Lily was here. With her people.

      What about me?

      Maybe it really was time for him to go back.

      Lily had suggested it to him already. Honaaz had wanted to go back to the Isles on his own ship, on his own terms, and had told himself that he would eventually earn enough to buy his way back, but that had not come to fruition. Some of that came from his ongoing desire to gamble, but some of it came from the fact that whatever bastard intended to sell him a ship wanted to do so for far more than the ship was worth.

      Honaaz knew the worth of such things, as well as what it would mean to return to the Isles to face those who had betrayed him and his uncle. As much as he wanted to go back, he wasn’t even sure if he was ready to do so.

      Those thoughts stayed with him as he got to his feet.

      After making sure he had his daggers, he headed away from the hegen, trying to ignore the strange sensation that somebody was watching him. He kept looking around but did not see anything.

      Honaaz wandered toward the city. This early in the morning, the fog hadn’t swelled to its normal density yet, but it was threatening to. There was a bit of a breeze, and it carried some of the refreshing salt in the air, along with a hint of fish smell, which surprised him given how far he was from the sea. It wafted here as if there was something about this place that seemed to drag those smells deeper into the city.

      He headed down one of the main streets and made his way to the docks. He stood near pier nine for a little while. Three ships were tied up today. One was an immense three-masted monstrosity with a wide hull and a whole flurry of activity on the deck. A man yelled the way that Honaaz shouted at his sailors.

      Honaaz turned away and studied a small ship behind that one. It had a single mast, and its black paint had already started to chip. The railing had been poorly maintained, and the sail was fraying slightly. A captain should take care of their ship. It didn’t take much to keep up the paint, repair any decking, and make sure that you weren’t stranded out in the middle of the sea with a torn sail.

      The third ship was a twin mast, reminding him of his uncle’s boat, but with a much sharper prow and a strangely carved masthead that looked something like a serpent trying to dive into the sea. There was a single man standing on the ship, and others were working near the gangplank, unloading several barrels and large trunks. There was nothing particularly unique about it. The ship looked to be well maintained, and the men were diligent, which fit Honaaz just fine.

      He’d had other opportunities to crew a ship but had always declined. He had felt as if he were more valuable than just serving as a crew member. Maybe it was time that he accept that he would have to take on different responsibilities for a little while, long enough to get him back to the Isles.

      “You look like you’re thinking of taking a journey.”

      Honaaz spun to see Pepper standing behind him. He hadn’t even heard him approach, though he’d been lost in thought.

      Pepper looked past him and glanced at the ships. “I can tell you which ones are looking for a crew, if that’s your plan.”

      “I don’t fucking know what my plan is,” Honaaz said.

      “You taking that girl with you?”

      “So what if I am?”

      “You probably better. A pretty thing like that is going to be scooped up by someone else if you leave her behind.” Pepper laughed when Honaaz stiffened. “Don’t be like that, Honaaz. I’m just tugging on your nose a little bit.”

      Honaaz rubbed his face, shaking his head. “You and your fucking sayings.”

      “You don’t have anything like that in your land?”

      “Not as awful as that.”

      “Your woman scared off my mark,” Pepper said.

      “Thomas?” Honaaz shrugged. “That fuck tried to jump us.”

      “Then he was a fool. Any man could see how quick your woman was with those knives of hers. I still can’t tell how she won that hand.”

      “I won it.”

      Pepper arched a brow. “Did you?”

      Fucking Pepper. There were others like him too. So many that Honaaz had come to know in this city, and none of them were the kind of people he was going to miss.

      “Did you come over here to try to drag me in for another game?” Honaaz asked.

      “Oh, I’m not sure you’re in the mood to play any games right now, are you?”

      “Not right now,” Honaaz muttered.

      “If you are looking for someone heading out to sea, not up the coast, you’re looking in the wrong place. That big bastard right there,” he said, pointing to the three-masted ship, “plans to head north. Figures he can trade with the Natrillan. It’s a bit of a journey, but you know how it is, I suppose.”

      Honaaz nodded. He’d made the journey a few times. It wasn’t enjoyable. The sea got cold and rough, and it took a captain with real steel to their spine to make a journey without turning back. And a ship that size would be tricky. There were times when a large ship would make the passage more comfortable, at least as long as the captain didn’t try to pack too much on board, but in a rough sea like that, and in as rocky a place as it was that far north, it wouldn’t be a pleasant crossing.

      “The little one is just running across the coast,” Pepper said.

      “Piss-poor captain if you ask me.”

      Pepper looked over to him. “You know him, then?”

      “Don’t need to. Look at that ship. Doesn’t do anything to maintain it. Needs to replace his mainsail, and don’t get me started on how he’s tied up to the fucking pier.”

      Pepper barked out a laugh. “You really do know what you’re looking at.”

      “I told you I do.”

      “Well, pier six is where it’s at. There are a couple ships there heading south and west. That’s where you want to go, I presume?” Pepper watched Honaaz for a reaction. “The Isles. Can’t say that I know too many people from the Isles, but there’s you.”

      Honaaz hadn’t visited pier six enough times to know what ships were there, as the deepwater ships typically came in and docked at nine. He remained quiet, and Pepper looked as if he had a question for him.

      Finally, Pepper shook his head and whistled softly. “You know, I kept expecting you to come back. Well, or that woman of yours. Figured she’d want to get revenge on your behalf. She didn’t really seem to care much for Thomas.”

      “We dealt with him,” Honaaz said.

      “You said he jumped you, but you didn’t say what happened. Why would he have bothered with you? All he cared about was making a little extra coin.”

      “That’s not all he cared about,” Honaaz muttered.

      Pepper continued to watch him, but Honaaz ignored him. At this point, he wanted to just get moving. He would have to figure out what his next step was going to be—perhaps find a ship and arrange for his transportation across the sea. Maybe it was time to leave, despite how hard that felt at this point. He had never thought he would grow comfortable in Sanaron, away from the rocking of a ship, the smell of salt in the air, and the wind whipping around him, but he had.

      Not fucking comfortable. Complacent.

      That might be worse. He owed it to his uncle to deal with those who had betrayed them.

      “You aren’t saying something,” Pepper said.

      Honaaz clapped him on the shoulder. “You might want to get back to your drink. And your cards.”

      “I could introduce you.”

      “Not sure I need it. I told you that I have plenty of experience talking to men like that. Why would I need you to make an introduction for something I can do myself?”

      Pepper grinned at him, and then he shrugged. “I suppose you don’t, do you?”

      “Fuck no, I don’t.”

      Honaaz left Pepper standing there, and he wandered along the shoreline. The sound of the sea lapping against the rocks came to his ears—a comfortable sound, or one that should be. Something in the city made it feel different, and not quite right. Maybe it was the fog, though even that didn’t fit what he felt.

      He hadn’t gone far up the dock when he noticed another pier with four ships tied up. None were as enormous as the monstrosity on the last pier, but they were still large enough to make reasonable time on their crossings. Any of them would take a full crew to manage. Find the right captain, and he could find work. That wasn’t the hard part of any of it. The real challenge would be finding a ship that headed where he wanted to go, not just anywhere. There were plenty of ports up and down this land that he didn’t have any interest in visiting. He’d done that enough with his uncle and knew that the people of those places would irritate him.

      “You there,” a voice called from nearby. “What are you looking at?”

      Honaaz turned to see an older man, probably in his forties, with a wide-brimmed hat and his arm in a sling. He was taller than most, and he had the sun-kissed skin that spoke of someone who spent his share of time working aboard a ship.

      “I’m not looking at a fucking thing,” Honaaz said.

      The man made his way toward him, watching him the whole time. He had a bit of a limp, and when he neared, he stunk of wine, though he didn’t look like he’d been drinking. “You trying to figure out how to sneak aboard? A man like you won’t have an easy time getting on unseen.”

      Was that what this man was? There were plenty who made a living thinking they could smuggle a person onto a ship for easy transportation, but they usually got the person killed instead. Most captains didn’t tolerate stowaways. There were stories of men who ended up swimming when they thought they’d get a free journey. Women who were pretty enough—and creative enough—might get away with it, but Honaaz hadn’t heard of a single man who managed to make a crossing like that successfully.

      “You think you can get me aboard?” Honaaz asked.

      The man took another step toward him. “Like I said, it’s not going to be easy, but for the right price—”

      Honaaz grabbed the man by the throat and dragged him toward the docks. “Let’s see what a few of these captains think of your plan. How many of their crew are involved?”

      He knew it was more likely that the captains were in on it too. It wouldn’t be too surprising to have an “arrangement” where the captain got paid a cut. Might even make it easier for a man to get aboard, think it was going to work, and then he would get lost at sea.

      The man brought his arm down on Honaaz’s forearm, driving it down with a sharp blow. He was strong, but so was Honaaz, and he held on to the man tightly.

      “I’ve thrown stronger men than you to the sharks,” Honaaz said.

      The man stopped struggling. “How many do you think you can handle at one time?”

      “How many you got?”

      The man laughed.

      Only then did Honaaz look around and realize that he was surrounded.
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily knew that she was alone even before she woke up. She could feel it. It was a strange thing, to notice that while asleep, and stranger still that it bothered her. Most of the time she went to sleep alone and awoke the same way. Something about Honaaz’s absence upset her more than she would’ve expected.

      It didn’t surprise her that she’d dreamt of her parents. The dreams had come to her, reminding her of what she had seen and experienced in the time since they had left her. She felt their loss acutely. How could she not?

      When she sat up, the blue sky was almost too bright. These days, Lily preferred the dense fog that obscured the streets, making it so that she couldn’t see the daylight quite as easily as she could out here at the edge of the forest. A bit of a breeze carried to her, but it wasn’t warm enough, and it wasn’t fragrant enough, to be pleasant. Rather, it was something that was almost uncomfortable.

      She took a deep breath. The smell of smoke from the campfire the night before still hung in the air, along with a hint of some of the spices used in the cooking, which had been a soup made out of roasted vegetables and edible leaves with a side of berries. She had been welcome to enjoy anything that the hegen had to offer, and Lily had taken it willingly. She had savored each bite, remembering what it had been like when she had eaten food much like this with her people before.

      There was another aroma that lingered in the air. This one was a bit different. Sharper. And it was the one she missed the most.

      It was the memory of Honaaz. He had a sharp scent, though it was not unpleasant. It was simply him.

      She looked around, expecting to see him sitting somewhere off to the side, perhaps watching her, but he was gone.

      She hadn’t really believed that he would stay. These weren’t his people, nor was this his place, but he’d danced with her. That mattered.

      When Lily got to her feet, she folded the blanket that she’d used to keep her covered, then carried it over toward where several hegen were gathered, eating leftover vegetables from the night before. She remembered the name of only one of them, a woman named Terian who had some standing within the family, and who had been more than welcoming to her.

      Terian tipped her head as Lily approached. “Did you sleep well?” She smiled and offered her a bowl, which Lily took.

      There were more fruits than there had been the night before. Fresh blackberries, several bright red berries she didn’t recognize, and sliced apple. All of it was set into the vegetable broth.

      “I haven’t slept outside in a while. Not among the people,” Lily said.

      “It was time, then. Perhaps not necessarily outside, but sleeping among the people.”

      Lily smiled and looked around while taking a bite of the berries, enjoying their ripe, juicy texture. That was one thing she had always appreciated but had not been able to enjoy lately. When she had traveled with her family and with her people, she had always eaten well. Certainly better than she did these days. Kanar never seemed to care where and what they ate.

      After she finished eating, she eventually found her way over to where Odell was resting on a stump. He seemed not to have moved from his spot the night before, continuing to work on his carving. He looked up at her when she approached, his hand pausing. He then turned his attention back to his carving.

      “What are you making this morning?” she asked.

      He gave a small chuckle. “The same as before. I find that it is best for me to keep working at my talisman. I can find many things that way.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as what this section of bone is trying to tell me.” Odell continued to peel away the bone and draw upon it.

      Lily watched for a while. She couldn’t tell what he found in the bone, though she suspected there was another talisman, and more protection within it. She was pulled forward, watching his steady movement as he stripped away a section of bone at a time, his hand moving in something of a spiraling fashion. She couldn’t feel it the way she would be able to if she were the one carving.

      He glanced up. “You don’t have to sit there. You can help if you’d like. Or perhaps you’d prefer to work on your own.”

      “I’m not sure I could make anything different than what I made for you yesterday.”

      “Perhaps you need one for yourself.”

      She reached into her satchel and pulled out the owl and the wenderwolf, running her finger along them as she felt for the energy within. “What if that’s all I can make?”

      “You think you’re only able to make one talisman?” Odell paused for a moment, and when he looked up at her again, he grinned. “I suspect that you’re more capable than that. I’ve seen the kind of artistry you’ve created. It is the kind that tells me that you are far more competent than you say.”

      She smiled slightly. There was something about what he was doing that was almost peaceful, almost relaxed. “How did you come to make animals only?”

      “Because that’s what’s around us.”

      “Must all talismans be animals? I wonder about insects. Maybe plants, or even people.”

      He paused a moment. Lily was aware of it in the way that his hand seemed to hesitate, but little more than that. It seemed as if there was still a bit of power in him as he paused that way. As if he were calling upon something different, and not just some part of himself.

      “Do you think you can add your own potential into another person?” he asked.

      She grunted. “I don’t think I can add any potential into another animal.”

      “Ah, you show wisdom.”

      She laughed. Her knife slid along the bone easily, moving steadily. With each movement she made, she could feel the bone working underneath her hand. Before she knew it, she found a form taking shape.

      It was different than the berahn she’d made the night before. With that one, it was almost as if the bone had called out from her, or perhaps she had known that she was going to trade with him and that he needed the berahn. In this case, it was not anything quite like that. She had glanced to the sky and seen a hawk before she had started carving, and it had taken form beneath her hands. It was more distinct than the berahn had been. The berahn had been blurry, as if to demonstrate just how difficult those creatures were to see. The contours and texture of the hawk were easy to feel in comparison.

      When Lily was done, she found that it had not taken her nearly as long as she had anticipated it would. Somehow, the entire process had taken only an hour, maybe even a little less. She had felt it as she’d poured some part of her into the carving, and she had realized just how much more detail this had than most of the carvings she made.

      She paused, resting the talisman on her lap.

      Odell looked over to her. “You work quickly.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He smiled. “The young often do. When you’re older, you find that some things take a little longer than others. There is no shame in speed, especially when it results in the same outcome. Your hands might be more practiced than you realize. Or perhaps you are more inspired.” He leaned close to her and smiled again. “Or perhaps it has nothing to do with either of those things. Art requires potential, you know, both yours and that of the substrate.”

      She doubted that he was referring to her, which meant that it was the Alainsith bone. There had to be something within it that had given her the ability to draw out the potential far more easily than she would have been able to otherwise. She’d made a hawk, nothing more than that.

      “Did you want to trade for it?” Lily asked.

      Odell shook his head. “I think you should keep it. Perhaps the talisman will provide you with some insight. That’s why you came, is it not? We’ve used something similar in my family for generations.” He nodded to several others in the hegen encampment, and Lily realized that many of them had small bone figurines on them. Some wore them, while others simply carried them. “Perhaps it’s nothing more than a superstition providing peace of mind, or perhaps it’s something else.” He gave her another wide smile. “Though I do suspect that your talisman must protect you from something quite different than what mine are designed to do. What you face, and what you have faced already, seem difficult.”

      She looked back toward the city. Difficult was an understatement. “I thought I was comfortable in Sanaron,” she said.

      “Until?”

      “I guess I didn’t realize what I was missing. I had forgotten it.”

      “It’s easy to forget where you came from, but it’s just as easy to forget where you are heading. Sometimes you need to keep both in mind while you make the journey.” Odell finished with a strip of bone, and he looked up. “It’s no different when carving, I’ve found. While you are working, you can feel the way the bone starts, but you can also feel the way the bone should end. If you are diligent in your work, you can find what it’s asking you to see.”

      She smiled to herself as she held the hawk. It felt different than many of her other carvings. She’d never really attempted anything quite like it before. She had carved bone many times, but she always tried to create something designed with a specific purpose, whereas the talisman had been merely her attempt to make something out of the bone. Maybe she should have been doing these kinds of carvings all along.

      “Are you always like this?” Lily asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Always so talkative, I suppose.”

      Odell frowned. “I shouldn’t share with you?”

      “I’m glad that you did,” Lily said. “It’s been my experience that most aren’t comfortable sharing, especially with me.”

      “Perhaps it’s because I don’t see things the same way as others.” He met her eyes, and she saw that his were almost milky white.

      How had she missed that?

      Here she had thought that he was carving slowly because he was diligent and exacting, the way so many others were, but that wasn’t it. At least, that wasn’t it completely. It was because he couldn’t see. He carved based on feel. It made the talismans he had given her all the more impressive.

      “I didn’t know,” she said.

      He beamed. “I don’t need to see to know. Some do, but I’m not some.” He laughed at his own joke before he began to focus on his carving again. “I do hope your journey brings us together once more. Maybe not here, but somewhere. I would be most interested in what you have learned in the time we are apart.”

      “Which way are you heading?” Lily asked.

      “Our journey will take us to many different places. We’ve avoided Reyand lately, but that might be a mistake. There is nothing to fear in Reyand. There is much we can learn there, in fact.”

      “What do you think you can learn?”

      “Perhaps what has driven our people to that land, and what keeps those who are already there in their homes, and maybe what separates us.” He shrugged. “Or maybe I’m simply an old man hoping for answers I might never see.”

      He fell silent, carving steadily and slowly, and Lily realized she didn’t need to interrupt. She got to her feet and made her way from the hegen camp. When she reached the outskirts of the city, Lily turned back. She felt almost happy, which surprised her, though maybe it shouldn’t. She had been away from her people for a long time. Returning to them should not feel so natural, and yet it did.

      Now it was time for her to return.

      But first she would find Honaaz.

      She took the main road through Sanaron until she reached the docks, where she paused at his favorite tavern. When she pulled the door open and saw no sign of him, she was jostled from behind and forced inside.

      His two friends—if that’s what she could call them—were there, though there was no sign of Thomas. She didn’t expect to see him. The bartender, the one that Honaaz referred to as Nolly, was polishing his counter, running a rag along the surface, his gaze sweeping everywhere throughout the tavern. It was still early, which meant that it wasn’t as busy as it would be later in the day, though there were quite a few patrons here. Maybe it was the proximity to the docks and the kind of person that attracted.

      “Are you going to stand there, or are you going to come and wager?”

      Lily turned.

      Pepper was standing behind her, and he flashed her a wide, yellow-toothed grin as he nodded to the table. “We welcome your company. You might be a little more of a challenge than Honaaz, though, so maybe we wouldn’t welcome your company.” He winked. “Honaaz plays a little aggressively, though I suppose you know that.”

      “That’s how he lives.”

      “I see. And how do you live?”

      “I prefer to be a bit more mysterious,” Lily said.

      Pepper grinned at her again. “I can see that about you. Why am I not surprised that Honaaz would want someone like that around him?”

      Lily wasn’t sure what to make of this man, and she didn’t have a strong opinion of him yet. “Have you seen him?”

      “He was down here recently, taking a look at a few ships.” He arched a brow at her. “Are the two of you planning a journey?”

      The way he said it suggested that he knew they weren’t. It also suggested that he held a curiosity about what she might do if Honaaz left.

      Lily didn’t know. Honaaz wouldn’t leave the city without saying goodbye, would he?

      “If you see him again, let him know that I’m looking for him,” she said.

      “You could stay. We have enough for a game, and I would be most interested to see how you play.”

      “I don’t want to take your coin.”

      “What makes you think you would?”

      “Let’s just call it a hunch.” Lily stepped out into the street and headed for the docks, searching for Honaaz. He couldn’t hide from her. He was too large to blend in.

      She hadn’t gone far when she had the sense that someone was behind her. She spun, catching a glimpse of movement.

      Three men converged on her.

      The nearest one came at her, looking as if he intended to grab her. She slashed at his wrist with a dagger, leaving a gaping wound that caused him to immediately jerk away and hold his arm up against his body. The next man lunged at her, and she stabbed, driving the blade into the meat of his armpit and twisting as she withdrew. She gave him a quick blow to his chest, and between the pain and her quick strike, he staggered back, stumbled, and fell over. That left only one.

      “Your choice,” she said. “Take a knife in the belly, the chest, maybe the leg, or leave.”

      He was larger than the others, though not large when compared to someone like Honaaz. He growled, as if she should be scared of that, then lumbered toward her with arms raised. It was a terrible fighting stance.

      She dropped when she began to feel a soft swelling in her throat.

      Witchcraft.

      Lily had felt witchcraft enough times that she didn’t overreact now. She drove her knife into the man’s thigh, slashed her other knife through his calf, before driving her fist into his groin. He fell over screaming.

      Where was the witchcraft practitioner?

      She scanned the street, searching for any evidence of them, until she saw somebody perched on a rooftop. Thomas. He held a wand in one hand.

      Lily flicked one of her knives at him. It went end over end, tumbling until it struck the rooftop next to him. It was enough to disrupt his attack on her.

      She took a gasping breath, then raced toward the building, sending another knife at him. He moved and managed to avoid the second strike.

      Lily reached into her satchel for her grappling hook, forgetting that she didn’t have it any longer. Instead, she grabbed one of the pieces of bone and pricked her finger before tossing it. There was an explosion where Thomas had been, and the pressure on her eased. It wasn’t gone completely, but now she could take another breath.

      She had the Alainsith bone. Maybe the talisman would help.

      Lily had never considered carving something like that before, but now she realized how it might be useful.

      She made her way up the shore, watching for more evidence of those using witchcraft, or even the Dogs. She saw nothing. There was no sign of Thomas on the roof either. Since she’d revealed her own magic, she doubted he would be as eager to jump her again. That was the only consolation she had.

      Now she had to find Honaaz and make sure he was unharmed. If Thomas was out looking for revenge, she feared what he might do if she weren’t there to help.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      The book of maps in Morgan’s library amazed Kanar. He had the giant tome spread out on the table, and he marveled at the detail in some of the maps, having never seen anything quite like it before. He found his gaze drifting across one, looking from Reyand to Sanaron to the surrounding lands, but not coming up with an answer. How much of this was Alainsith? And how much of this once had been?

      He had no answers. Without Jal, Kanar wasn’t sure he could get them either.

      He looked up when the door opened.

      “You’ve been here a long time,” Morgan said.

      Kanar breathed out slowly and closed the book, setting it off to the side. He had a stack of more in front of him, each of them a collection of maps, and none of which had been useful.

      “You told me I could study,” he said. “I think, in fact, that you wanted me to study, at one point. I seem to remember you trying to get me to go with you.”

      “I had anticipated something a little different than this.” A hint of a wry smile curled her lips. “But perhaps it is only fitting that it’s taken you a little while to come to terms with what needs to be done.”

      He dropped down into the seat. “What’s on your mind?”

      Morgan pulled back one of the padded high-backed chairs and sat across from him. She rested her hands on the table, bringing her fingers together. “My father believed there was something intrinsic to the fog. He believed that it could offer us a more controlled protection. He’s the reason I left the city in the first place. He wanted me to understand. He thought I could be the one to do so.” She glanced down at her hands. “I was, but think of what it cost me. Us.”

      The “us” she meant was her and her father.

      “He would’ve wanted the city safe, right?” Kanar said.

      “That’s all he ever wanted. He was willing to make bargains for that, sometimes ones that were more dangerous than he should have made, but it was all on behalf of the city. All because he believed he knew how to protect it.” She let out a heavy breath. “Regardless of how much I might want to leave to continue my studies, I simply don’t think I can. I’ve now got a greater responsibility here.”

      Kanar wasn’t sure she could either. Until they understood the reason behind the Alainsith structures, along with the reason behind the attack, they needed to have someone present in the city who could counter such dangers.

      “There are times when I wish I could go back and make a different decision,” Kanar said.

      “Which ones?” She looked up at him. Her eyes were bright, and there was a bit of a sparkle to them the way there had once been. Ever since he had brought her back to Sanaron and left her, that sparkle had faded.

      In truth, it had disappeared when he had betrayed her. He tried to claim that she had been the one to betray him, but he didn’t think that was true anymore. He had been the one.

      “Remember our first meeting?” Kanar asked.

      “Often.”

      “Remember what I said when you asked me to stay with you and explore the library?”

      “I remember you had some sort of patrol duty. You often did,” Morgan said.

      Kanar nodded. “I was one of the Realmsguard. Of course I had a patrol.”

      “And I couldn’t have gone with you.”

      “You wouldn’t have, even if I had asked.”

      She smiled tightly. “You know I couldn’t.”

      “I do now. But at the time…” He shook his head. “Perhaps everything happened the way it was supposed to. It’s just… what happened, and the way it did, are not how I wish it would have.”

      “It sounds so complex,” Morgan said.

      They sat silently for a little while, a strange melancholy falling between them.

      “I’m sorry,” Kanar eventually said, breaking the quiet.

      “For what, exactly?”

      “Mostly because I didn’t ask.”

      “Even if you would’ve, I’m not sure that I could have told you anything that would have changed what happened between us.”

      “Probably not,” he said. “But I’m still sorry, nonetheless.”

      Morgan smiled sadly. “You’re forgiven. You always were forgiven, Gray.”

      She sat up suddenly, and she looked toward the door.

      “What is it?” he said.

      “There was a knock.”

      “Why don’t we see who it is?”

      Relief swept across her face, though she’d already begun moving her fingers in the steady pattern that always seemed to control the fog around her. Kanar didn’t think she needed him to protect her, but she seemed comforted by his presence regardless.

      Once they reached the door, she slid aside a small curtain covering the window, and Kanar stepped close to look out. It was midday, and bright enough that he could see a hint of fog swirling around the courtyard outside of her home.

      A figure in a gray cloak carried a massive sword strapped on his back.

      “That’s the Hunter.” Kanar straightened and looked at Morgan. “Why don’t you go back to your library. I’ll—”

      “He has no authority here,” she said. “Nor does his king. We have an alliance, which must be honored.”

      She pulled the door open before Kanar had an opportunity to object.

      The executioner seemed almost surprised to see Morgan open the door. He didn’t move, though. The only sign that the Hunter had been surprised was the slight tension around his eyes, but then that faded.

      “You’re here,” the Hunter said.

      “And you are at my home,” Morgan said.

      He frowned slightly. “Your home. That means that you are—”

      “Morgan Raparal. My family rules in Sanaron.”

      Kanar watched the Hunter and found a little satisfaction in how his expression shifted.

      “I see,” the Hunter said.

      “Disappointed?” Kanar asked.

      The Hunter flicked his gaze past Morgan to Kanar. “I’m trying to understand, as I always do.”

      “I was wrongfully imprisoned,” she said. “I am not a practitioner of witchcraft.”

      “I’m starting to wonder if that’s true. Ever since coming to your city, I’ve seen more examples of witchcraft than I have anywhere else.”

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Kanar said.

      “Because you abandoned your post.”

      The Hunter said it merely as a statement without any accusation, but it still irritated Kanar. He knew nothing about this man other than that he had an almost unquestioned devotion to the king. He served the way Kanar once had.

      “Might I come in?” the Hunter asked.

      Morgan frowned. “Under what terms?”

      “A chance to talk. That is all.” He looked at Kanar. “Besides, I’m under no misconceptions that I’d be a match for Kanar Reims.” He glanced to Morgan. “Or perhaps you, depending on what powers you do possess.”

      Kanar shrugged at Morgan. “It’s up to you.”

      “I think we hear him out,” she said.

      “I’m not sure there’s much to hear out. He came to the city for you, and probably for me and the others.”

      At least Jal was no longer in the city, so they didn’t have to worry about the Hunter going after him. What would happen if the executioner were to drag an Alainsith to a prison in Reyand? It was almost enough to bring a smile to Kanar’s face.

      Morgan motioned for the man to come inside, and when he did, Kanar closed the door behind him and locked it. His hand remained near the hilt of his sword, ready for the possibility that he might need to attack. The entire time, he found his gaze drawn to the executioner’s own sword.

      It was a weapon that had taken countless lives, and if the rumors about it were true, it was also an Alainsith blade. Considering the powers he had already experienced, Kanar wondered if a sword like that might carry a power similar to witchcraft.

      Morgan stood in the back of the room with a bottle of wine in hand, already setting several glasses on the table. “I find all conversations to be better over wine.”

      “I don’t drink,” the Hunter said.

      “You will today,” Kanar said.

      He forced the man into the room.

      The Hunter swept his gaze around the room in a way that left Kanar thinking he saw everything. There was an appraising look in the man’s eyes, and he wasn’t even a soldier. He was merely an executioner. Not merely, though. The stories about him suggested that he was not merely anything.

      When Morgan handed the Hunter a glass of wine, he took it, brought it to his nose, and swirled it around. Finally, he took a long drink. “An interesting vintage. Why did you choose this one?” he asked, looking up at her.

      “Do you recognize it?”

      “It’s from Reyand. I believe it comes from one of the northern wineries.” He took a sip. “Yes. The grapes are a little more earthy than they are to the south.”

      “I thought you didn’t drink.”

      “I don’t,” the Hunter said. He swirled the wine again and sniffed for a moment before taking another sip and setting the wine down. “I was sent by the king to retrieve you.” He looked from Morgan to Kanar, then down at the wine.

      Kanar had a sense that the Hunter was debating what he was going to do or say, and yet he kept his head bowed. Was he praying?

      Morgan traced a faint pattern with her fingers. It was slow, but it was enough that Kanar could see the soft trace of fog that crept underneath the doorway, working its way into the room and around the perimeter. Whatever was going to happen here, she was prepared for it.

      Kanar kept his hand near the hilt of his sword. If it were to come down to it, he was ready to jump. He could have his blade unsheathed and attack before the Hunter ever had a chance to do anything.

      Finally, the executioner looked up. “I have to believe that the king understood that you were part of Sanaron’s leadership.”

      “Perhaps,” Morgan said.

      “If I believe that, then it raises another question. Or perhaps a series of them.” He smiled tightly. “I’ve been trained to question, as you might know.”

      Kanar grunted. “I’ve heard the rumors.”

      “Undoubtedly. You did spend some time in Verendal.”

      “I’ve been through there a few times,” Kanar said with a shrug.

      “From the men I talked to before leaving, it sounds like you were stationed there once over the last five years, not counting however many times you traveled with the king as his escort or visited unaccompanied by the king. Given your service to the throne and how you hunted witchcraft, you were given a great deal of freedom in your pursuit.”

      He stated it as a fact, as if reciting the details of Kanar’s time in Verendal did little to concern him.

      “From what I’ve been able to understand, the two of you crossed paths in Verendal at least three of those times. I’m not sure about more than that,” the Hunter said, and his mouth pressed tightly into a frown. “Though I do suspect that there were more connections than that. Perhaps if I would’ve had more time to question before leaving, it would’ve been easier to uncover, but the timing just wasn’t right.”

      “You learned all that from talking to people in Verendal?” Kanar asked.

      “People like to talk to me.”

      “I’m sure they do. You don’t give them much choice.”

      “Oh, they have a choice,” the executioner said. “It’s just that some understand that to choose differently is not always in their best interest. As you can appreciate. You did serve Reyand diligently for many years.”

      “What are you going on about?” Kanar asked. “Now that you know who she is and why you can’t take her back, what are you doing?”

      The Hunter took a deep breath, glancing from Kanar to Morgan. “I have seen evidence of witchcraft in the city.”

      “We are aware of it,” Kanar said.

      “What are you doing about it?”

      “That is none of your concern.”

      The Hunter frowned, but then he nodded. “True, but I’ve also seen evidence of it while on the road during my journey to Sanaron. For a long time, we had witchcraft tamped down. Not eradicated, since I’m not sure that such a thing can be truly eradicated, but we had deterred it and expunged it from many parts of the kingdom. And now for it to have cropped up so potently again, and so close to here…”

      “We’ve dealt with powerful witchcraft,” Kanar said. “If you paid attention to anything in Sanaron—”

      “I have paid attention to everything I’ve seen in the city, including the witchcraft practitioner who performed a Pronouncement while you were holding him.”

      Morgan frowned. “You saw this?”

      “I don’t exactly know what a Pronouncement is,” Kanar said. “We captured somebody. I was trying to understand what was taking place, but I didn’t have a chance to. He died before I could find out more.”

      “A Pronouncement is a sacred ceremony to those who practice witchcraft,” Morgan explained while watching the Hunter.

      The man nodded. “There have been times when they’ve used a Pronouncement in order for others to escape, but that doesn’t seem to be the case here. I can’t tell the purpose of the Pronouncement. I wasn’t there in time.”

      “Had you been there in time, would you have known?” Morgan asked.

      “I might have. I have observed several in my career. Each time, the purpose behind the ceremony was obvious.” He took a deep breath and reached for the glass of wine, swirling it and bringing it to his nose once more. “I came here looking for you,” he said, nodding to Morgan. “That was my assignment. But now I wonder if perhaps there was another purpose for my coming.”

      “You think the king wanted you to find me?”

      “Undoubtedly,” the Hunter said. “The question I have is why he wanted me to find you. I don’t know that, but perhaps it doesn’t even matter.” He set the wine down again. “I’m going to return to the kingdom. I will inform the king that you are in Sanaron and that you lead the city. He will leave you alone.” He turned to Kanar. “I will also inform him that you are here, Mr. Reims. Along with the team of criminals that helped you break into one of the most secure prisons in the kingdom.”

      Kanar sniffed. “I’m not sure that was one of the most secure prisons.”

      “Do you know how much hegen power we had wrapped around her?”

      “I don’t. Another person on my team does.”

      He pursed his lips. “Yes. One of the Lost.”

      “I don’t know that Lily would take kindly to you referring to her like that.”

      The Hunter regarded him for a long moment. “I find it intriguing that you feel that way about her. The stories I hear about you suggest a passion for removing all things magical.”

      “Let’s just say that I’ve had a change of heart.”

      “Really?”

      “I’ve come to see that things aren’t quite the way I believed.”

      The Hunter arched a brow. “You find value in witchcraft?”

      “Not in witchcraft,” Kanar said, shaking his head. “But there are other powers in the world, as I believe you understand.”

      The Hunter watched him, though there wasn’t much in his expression that Kanar could read. “What are your intentions in Reyand?”

      Kanar had given that some thought, as he had started to question his role. The blade he’d been given stored power, and he wondered how much Porman had been aware of it when he had given Kanar his sword. “I’m not certain any longer.”

      “Would you attack the kingdom?” the Hunter asked.

      Kanar remained quiet for a few moments. All of this had started because he’d been willing to enter the prison in violation of an oath he had made to the kingdom, though it was an oath he wasn’t sure he could uphold any longer. At the time, it had been a difficult choice, but that was before he had known what he had sacrificed in making it.

      “I don’t intend to harm Reyand, but I also don’t intend to follow orders.”

      The Hunter leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. He flicked his gaze from Kanar to Morgan and remained unreadable.

      “What if I tell you what I know about Alainsith weapons?” Kanar flicked his gaze to the sword that the Hunter carried. The executioner’s blade. It was a weapon that was feared throughout Reyand, and generally for good reason. But he had never known that there was something else to it. He had never even considered the possibility that it would carry with it the potential of the Alainsith.

      “I would say I’d be willing to listen,” the Hunter said.

      “I’m sure you would. Now, what I’m curious about is how many others like you and me have similar blades?”

      The Hunter frowned, but he remained quiet. He seemed to be considering as he glanced from Morgan to Kanar.

      “I think we need to have a different conversation,” the executioner said.

      “And which one is that?” Kanar asked.

      “About what you know of the Alainsith.”
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      As Lily made her way down the street, feeling as if everything was unnaturally quiet, she couldn’t help but imagine what Honaaz would say knowing that she had been attacked by witchcraft—and that it had been Thomas who had done so. It brought a smile to her face thinking of him with her.

      Her steps brought her to the docks, where she found Honaaz talking to an older gray-haired sailor, and she was reminded of what Pepper had said.

      Lily stared for a while, and Honaaz turned from person to person, seemingly enthralled by the ships that were tied up. Why wouldn’t he be? These were enormous ships, and they were the kind of thing he would appreciate.

      She let out a long sigh. What was she doing coming here? What did she think she could offer Honaaz?

      After shuffling back into the shadows, Lily watched him for a little while, wishing she could get close enough to listen but not wanting him to know she was spying on him. She didn’t think he would mind, but Honaaz could be difficult for her to read, and she certainly didn’t want to upset him over something as silly as this.

      A soft scraping sound caught her attention, and she looked behind her. The noise might be nothing, but it might also be somebody using witchcraft nearby again.

      And she wasn’t going to be caught unaware.

      Honaaz could take care of himself, and he had his own intrinsic resistance to witchcraft, but she was going to keep an eye on him. Lily scrambled into the alley she had come from, keeping her back against a nearby building.

      She couldn’t see Honaaz from here, and her mind worked through what he might be doing. Bargaining, most likely, and probably arranging his transportation and return to the Isles. He had claimed that he wanted to take her with him, but she wouldn’t fit in there. Lily didn’t fit in many places. Oh, Esmerelda wanted to try to bring her back to the hegen, but Lily wasn’t even sure if that was going to be possible.

      She found a handhold and began to work her way up the side of the building. It would be easier with the grappling hook. It angered her that she’d lost that, as it had been one of her prized possessions. She spotted a cracked stone at hand height and used it to haul herself up. Once she reached another section of crumbling stone, Lily shifted her grip and pulled herself up a bit farther, moving hand over hand until she managed to reach the rooftop. From there she looked out, sweeping her gaze around.

      She wasn’t far from the water, and with the billowy fog over it, she wouldn’t be able to make out much along the shore anyway. She listened for the sound of voices but didn’t see anything there either. From her spot on the rooftop, she didn’t have to deal with the thickness of the fog the way she would were she down at street level. She used that and slipped forward, looking for the source of the scraping sound she’d heard.

      Lily reached into her pouch and grabbed one of the Alainsith bones. Tracing her finger along its surface, she could feel some of the trapped potential within it. Then she took out her bone knife and started working at it.

      She didn’t create a talisman the way Odell had demonstrated. Instead, she focused on how she used the art in other ways, how she managed to call on a certain kind of power, drawing that out of the bone and granting some hint of strength that lingered there. It reminded her of when she had first learned such carving, when she’d been sitting with her family.

      “I can see it in you, Liliana. I see the way the bone calls to you. I see the way the power flows for you.”

      Lily had been sitting next to a stream. They had been camped for the night, and she had moved away from the water, wanting some time to herself. She held the slender steel knife that her mother had gifted her when she had first started working at the art, clutching it tightly and hiding the bone carving from her mother. Even then, there had been a part of Lily that had understood that what she was making was not the same art that her mother had wanted her to learn.

      Her mother shifted to get closer to her, as if she wanted to sneak past so she could see what Lily was making, but Lily continued to position herself in such a way that her mother wouldn’t be able to see.

      “It doesn’t feel right,” Lily said.

      “Which part?”

      “Most of it,” Lily muttered. She looked at the water as it spilled over the rocks. “It feels like you want me to do something different than what I’m making.”

      “Who is to decide what direction your art should take?” Her mother touched her hand but didn’t hold on, as though she knew that Lily didn’t want to be forced to share what she was making. “Only the Mother can guide you. That is who decides these things, Liliana.”

      “What if she guides me to something I’m not supposed to make?”

      Her mother smiled. “Is that what you fear?”

      “I don’t know what I fear,” Lily said. She sat back. “I know you want me to be like you.”

      “I want you to be like you. I want you to find what you need. Not what I need, and not what you think I need. Only what you need. That is what the Mother asks of you.” Her mother moved forward, settling on the ground next to her. “Which is what I came to talk to you about.”

      Lily looked over. “About my carvings?”

      “I think it’s time for us to discuss where you can continue your education.”

      “You can’t teach me.”

      Or wouldn’t teach her?

      Maybe her mother had come to learn the truth about Lily’s carvings. Maybe she had seen them, though Lily hadn’t hidden them. When her mother wanted to see what she made, Lily showed her, if only because she didn’t really understand everything she had done with those carvings.

      “There are certain things I can teach you,” her mother said. “We’ve talked about how the grasses grow, the way flowers and their fragrances can linger, and the art found in such things. I’ve talked to you as much as I can about the patterns found in this part of the world and in others where we’ve traveled, but there are limits to what I can show you. I’m not surprised that carving is something that draws you, as others have been drawn to it as well.”

      Lily clutched the piece of bone she had been working on, trying to hide the irregular lines in it and how those lines worked together to create something almost destructive. She hadn’t meant to make it destructive; it was just that it happened to do that, regardless of what she wanted.

      “What will you do with me, then?” Lily asked.

      “I will help you find others of our people who can teach you what you need to know.”

      “You won’t stay with me?”

      “We are all part of the people, Liliana. Because of that, you will never be apart from us.”

      Lily sat on the rooftop and finished her work, turning it over in her hand as she studied it. She’d carved the same thing she had that day next to the stream. Perhaps thinking about her life before she had left her family had drawn her back to that time, or perhaps she simply was caught up in that kind of carving once again.

      It was little more than an irregular shape with no real pattern to it, not the way her mother would have liked her to carve. There was nothing to it that added any strength, other than the fact that she had placed some of her own potential into it. As Lily traced her finger along the bone’s surface, she recognized how poorly constructed it was.

      What had her mother seen in her at that time? She must’ve seen enough to know that Lily had potential, but not in that type of carving. What was it, then? She never had the chance to ask her mother. If she had, Lily wondered what she might have learned.

      She stuffed the piece of bone back into her pouch, then followed the roofline. Maybe it would be best for her to leave Honaaz to whatever he intended. He hadn’t said anything to her, and she wasn’t going to intervene and force him to share his plans with her. They had stopped the Prophet. Wasn’t that enough?

      Lily jumped over to another building and looked down. Not for the first time, she wished that she had a better way of seeing through the fog.

      An idea came to her.

      Maybe she could.

      She searched through her satchel, running her hands over several prizes she had carved, until she came across one she had not.

      The owl.

      Odell had claimed it would offer her a way of seeing, as well as a measure of protection that she could appreciate if she came to understand the talisman. Could there be something within it that she could use?

      Lily held out the owl, having no idea what to do. Odell had claimed she could empower the talisman, but how?

      Maybe the same way she empowered her own magic.

      Lily traced her hand up and down it, running her fingers along the feathers and wings, until she got to the sharp, pointed beak. With it, she poked her finger and smeared a bit of blood across it. A wash of cold worked through her and then faded. When it did, the fog seemed as if it were changing—almost as if it were fading.

      Not because the fog itself lifted.

      Instead, she thought it was because the owl granted her some kind of power.

      She squeezed her hand around the talisman, when another wave of cold washed through her as her potential slipped into the owl. In doing so, she caught sight of ships out on the water. There were dozens of them. She had never seen the bay quite so clearly. Were there always this many ships?

      The cold became too much.

      She looked down at the owl, realizing what had happened—she had used too much of herself.

      As the vision faded, she leaned forward and fell, crashing to the cobblestones.

      And Lily knew no more.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      Another fucking attack.

      Honaaz was getting tired of fighting. Not that he minded it, but it was just that he’d been fighting more often than usual lately, which was the reason he needed to leave the city.

      One of the men lumbered toward him. Honaaz had the sense that he was a Dog. The man had a mark on one hand, though it seemed misshapen compared to what he had seen on most of the Dogs he’d fought before. Honaaz dropped down, ducking, and then drove his arm up in a sharp strike, catching the man in the throat. The man coughed and then collapsed.

      “Fucking Dogs,” Honaaz muttered.

      He spun, and he could feel a strange tickle in his throat. Was that witchcraft?

      Having learned that he had a natural immunity to witchcraft, Honaaz didn’t know how it would affect him, if at all. It felt like a bit of dust that clung to his throat, enough that he felt like he wanted to cough.

      Somebody was standing to the side, watching.

      The old bastard who had attempted to con him was standing there doing nothing.

      Not nothing.

      He moved his hands like Morgan.

      Sorcery.

      Honaaz dropped and punched the next man coming toward him. He twisted around, looping his legs behind one of the attackers and catching him off guard. Honaaz pulled him quickly to the ground and drove his fist down into the man’s chest. He heard a satisfying crack, then sprang back up to his feet.

      Three more men came at him. Honaaz crouched down and waited until they converged on him.

      Let them come.

      If they were just Dogs, he could deal with them. And if they were more than that… Well, Honaaz now knew that he had some sort of magical resistance. He could handle that just as easily.

      When they gathered on him, he punched the nearest one, kicked the second, and grabbed for the third before throwing him across the street. His throat started to tighten a bit more, and he looked around to find one of the fuckers moving his hands in a pattern.

      Honaaz grabbed the man and lifted him off the ground by squeezing his throat.

      “Call them off,” Honaaz growled.

      The man’s eyes bulged, and he looked down at Honaaz.

      “Call them off, or I’ll squeeze you until you can’t do nothing. And stop the fucking sorcery.” The sorcerer continued moving his hands, and Honaaz grasped his arm and gave it a sharp crack. It snapped, and Honaaz reached for his other arm. “Like I said, call them off, or you’re going to have two broken arms.”

      The man fell still.

      “Who are you?” Honaaz asked.

      “Someone who knows what’s coming.” The sorcerer tried to raise his hand to use his magic but wasn’t quick enough.

      Honaaz squeezed his thumb into the man’s windpipe. He wanted to crush it, but he also wanted answers, which he wasn’t going to get by taking this man out. “And what have you fucking seen?”

      “I’ve seen you.”

      Honaaz started to press again. Let this fucker feel him if he wanted to see anything. “Call them off,” he said as three more men started coming toward them from the ships.

      He looked at the ships, really looked at them this time. He hadn’t paid much attention to them before, but now that he did, he realized that he had made a mistake in not studying them the way he probably should have all along. These ships had a distinctive style to them.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      What was going on here?

      Sanaron was a place of trade and business. Not warfare.

      But the ships suggested that war was coming.

      Honaaz hesitated a moment, and then he backed away. He needed to warn Morgan. If anybody could do something about the ships, it would be her.

      A body lay on the cobblestones, causing him to pause. Something about it drew him. There was just a mess of fabric and blood, which wasn’t all that uncommon in Sanaron, but still something compelled him to stop.

      A gleaming piece of white bone rested near the head of a fallen figure.

      Lily?

      What had happened to her?

      A couple of men approached, and Honaaz growled before they got to her. They looked up at him. One of them reached for a knife as Honaaz grabbed his daggers, raced at him, and drove both of them into the man’s chest. He slammed the man down to the ground with a loud roar, then jerked his daggers up and spun around, but the other two men had already run off.

      He reached Lily and checked for a pulse, thankful she was still breathing and that she hadn’t bled out. She looked like she had been beaten, but he didn’t see any signs of a fight. Those two other men had not seemed like they would’ve caused her any trouble, and the man that Honaaz had driven his daggers into certainly wouldn’t have been a challenge for her.

      She had saved him enough times that he felt as if it were his turn anyway.

      He wasn’t sure what had happened. She was close to an alleyway, and he looked up, realizing there were rows of buildings that she’d probably been jumping from.

      He scooped her up, cradling her close to him. She moaned but said nothing else.

      “Come on,” Honaaz murmured. “Open your fucking eyes.”

      He glanced around. The attackers hadn’t followed him. He figured that was good, but if war was coming, did it mean they had some way of dealing with the protections found within the fog? Or perhaps they would use it to their advantage.

      He ducked into an alley. Better to have the buildings blocking anyone from seeing him while he was here than to be sprung upon. And it would give him a chance to reach into Lily’s pouch were he to need it. His daggers might work against some of those men, but he doubted they would work against a sorcerer for long.

      Honaaz reached the end of the alley and crouched down, holding Lily to him. He stroked her cheek and watched her. She didn’t move or say anything, other than taking slow and steady breaths.

      While unconscious, he rustled through her satchel for other weapons and found a strange-looking wolf. Had she carved that? That was some incredible skill. He knew that she had talent, but he hadn’t known that she was such an artist. But wasn’t that what she called what she did? Art. Why wouldn’t she have that ability? He knew how skilled she was. And strong. But he didn’t like how she hadn’t come around yet. It worried him. Whatever she had done had taken quite a bit out of her.

      “Come on,” he grunted. “Open your eyes.”

      She moaned, which he figured was a good sign. Any sound meant she might be coming back around.

      “What happened?” Lily asked. Her voice was a whisper, but at least she was awake.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, leaning back. “There you are.”

      “What happened?” she asked again, and she sounded stronger than she had before, as if whatever injury she’d sustained was finally starting to ease.

      “Found you on the ground. Figured you would know what happened.”

      She sat up and immediately winced. After a few moments, she massaged the back of her neck, before shifting and touching the side of her cheek. “I fell. I was looking toward the water.”

      “Can’t see much, can you? The fog is too thick.”

      “I have a talisman.” She started to move and then rubbed her head. “Had? Where did it go?”

      “What?” Honaaz asked.

      “Bone carving. Looks like an owl.”

      Honaaz hadn’t bothered to grab the bone that had been lying next to her. He had been more concerned about her, and not at all about the carving.

      “I left it,” he admitted.

      “I need that.”

      “Stay here. Well, only stay here if you think you’re going to be all right.”

      Lily started to nod but then stopped, rubbing her neck again. “Go quickly.”

      She reached into her satchel, before pausing and looking around, then grabbing the stone wolf he’d seen. She set it next to her but didn’t do anything else with it.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Something the man I was sitting with last night made. He was trying to help me understand how to make carvings better than I normally do.”

      “So he gave you one to practice on?” Honaaz frowned.

      “Not exactly. Well, maybe exactly?” Lily let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. At this point, the only thing I can think about is resting. My mind isn’t working the way it should.”

      “So rest,” he said. “Let me deal with this.”

      “I saw something, Honaaz.” Her voice had taken on a serious tone, and she grabbed his hand. There was no passion in it. It was a gesture of fear. He could feel the tension in her grip and in the way she squeezed, far stronger than anybody Lily’s size had a right to be. “I don’t exactly know what it was, but there were ships coming. Lots of them.”

      Honaaz clenched his jaw, and he watched Lily for a moment. He didn’t say anything.

      He didn’t need to.

      “You aren’t surprised,” she said.

      “I was attacked.”

      “And?”

      Honaaz wasn’t quite sure what to say about it. He wasn’t sure she would even understand. The attack had changed things for him.

      “It’s a long story,” he said.

      “Why do I have the feeling that we have to deal with this?”

      “We weren’t supposed to have to deal with it. Nobody was. It’s why… Fuck. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Sounds to me like it matters.”

      “Well, it wasn’t supposed to fucking matter,” Honaaz said. “Maybe it does. My uncle was betrayed. I managed to get off the ship. And now I’m here where I don’t want to be.” He looked up, catching himself at the last moment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

      Lily squeezed his hand, and she shook her head. “I’m not upset with you.”

      “You should be.”

      She shot him a smile. “Why should I be? You didn’t do this, any more than you did what you got caught up in because of Kanar.”

      “I took that job myself,” he said, and Lily just shrugged. He pulled his hand away from hers, and he looked toward the street. “I’m going to get that owl.”

      “Good. We might need it. If you were attacked—”

      “I was attacked,” he said.

      “And you got away without needing help.” He growled at her, and she smiled, which didn’t do enough to take the sting from her words. “But we might need that. It might let us see things we can’t otherwise.”

      “A fucking bone owl?”

      “That fucking bone owl let me see through the fog.”

      “Sorcery or witchcraft?” Honaaz asked.

      Lily looked past him, her nose crinkling like it did when she was thinking. “You know, I don’t really know. Maybe it’s a little bit of both. Witchcraft involves pain, right? And it certainly hurt when I poked my finger with the owl’s beak, and there was the death of the Alainsith it had come from. Well, not Alainsith. I don’t know what bone that was made from. Anyway, I guess…”

      Honaaz just watched her. He had never been more confused by her than he was right now. “Stay here. Use your art to keep yourself safe. I don’t know what’s coming, but I don’t want it to come for you.”

      Honaaz raced down the alley. He paused at the mouth and peered down the street. The fog was a little thicker here, and it might’ve been helpful to have Lily’s ability to see through it. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about finding some way past all of the fog or about what might be out in the city. But he didn’t have witchcraft or sorcery or hegen art or whatever she wanted to call it. He was just Honaaz.

      He slipped forward. Three enormous shapes soon loomed in front of him. Honaaz braced himself for an attack and thought about Lily.

      He wasn’t going to let those fuckers get to her.

      After reaching for his daggers, he dropped his shoulder and barreled toward them. He drove his dagger into the chest of the first man, then spun, leaping upward with both knees toward his chin. For a large man, Honaaz could move more quickly than most. He jabbed his fist into the top of the skull of another.

      He raced forward until he reached the spot where Lily had fallen.

      A man crouched over, reaching for her bone. Her art.

      No.

      Honaaz growled and raced toward the man, who started to twist his fingers in some sort of sorcery, Honaaz figured, so he flicked his dagger, which tumbled end over end and caught the man in the arm.

      The man turned to him, holding his injured arm, a hint of a smile curling his lips. “You came back.”

      It was the same fucking sorcerer.

      “That’s not for you,” Honaaz hissed.

      “I hadn’t expected to see anything quite like this. You did well, bringing it to me. Now, where is she?”

      “You aren’t going to find her.”

      “Do you really think you can withstand what I can do?” the man said.

      The air squeezed again, and as it did, Honaaz tried to fight his way free, but it was like moving through mud. Heavy, thick, almost overwhelmingly oppressive mud.

      Honaaz thought he had magical resistance. How was the sorcerer succeeding against him?

      He brought his arms up, but every time he stretched, his arms were slammed back down.

      The sorcerer plucked the dagger from his arm, threw it to the stones beneath his feet, and looked up at Honaaz. “Such spine. It’s a shame you didn’t have that spine when you were on board the Stoic Dredge.” He took a step toward Honaaz and didn’t seem to have a problem with the thick air, as if he was using the fog against Honaaz.

      He shouldn’t be able to do that. The fog was Morgan’s to command.

      What if there were others who had her ability? Honaaz had to believe that sorcerers had similar powers, especially as that was what he had seen, so it wasn’t a stretch to think that this sorcerer, and whoever he was with, would have that same ability.

      Fuck.

      All Honaaz could think about was that he had no idea how he was going to get out of here. When he had dealt with witchcraft before, he had managed to fight his way free of it, but he hadn’t needed to do that for witchcraft since it turned out that he had some magical resistance.

      And when he hadn’t, Lily had helped him. Like she had with so many other things.

      He didn’t like that he needed her help that often, but he was going to find his way out of this somehow. He wasn’t going to wait on Lily to get to him. Not this time. He didn’t need that help.

      Although he did need some.

      It felt as if the man was squeezing a band of fog around him.

      The sorcerer took a step toward him, regarding Honaaz with a sneer.

      Rage built within him. This was the same reason he had lost his uncle. Sorcery. This was the reason there had been a mutiny.

      And this was who he had to stop.

      Honaaz wasn’t sure what that was going to take, nor did he know if he could break free, but he was determined to find some way to get past this.

      The sorcerer took another step toward him, and anger bubbled within Honaaz. It was the same anger he’d felt when he had faced witchcraft, the same anger he had felt when they had come after Lily.

      There had to be something he could do.

      Honaaz snarled, but all that did was bring a smile to the other man’s face.

      “Such stubbornness,” the man said, and he let out a laugh. “I cannot imagine what it must be like to have lost as much as you have, only to come here and think you have found safety. And now what? How much have you lost? How much more will you lose?”

      The air thickened once again.

      The man reached Honaaz and traced his hand beneath Honaaz’s chin. “You will join us,” he said.

      “The fuck I will.” He barely got the words out, but he was thankful that he managed to say something. He wasn’t going to go down without a fight, even though he didn’t know whether his fighting would make a difference.

      “Oh, I think you will. And I think you will enjoy it.” He stroked under Honaaz’s chin again.

      Though Honaaz wanted to push back, though he struggled against it, he found himself drawn forward by this man, compelled to follow him, forced to head toward the ships.

      His head didn’t turn the way he needed it to. His eyes were the only part of him that worked. There was nothing he could do.

      He was trapped.

      He had suffered from a mutiny before. Only this time, he was the one doing it.
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      Honaaz hadn’t returned for her

      Lily was alone in an alley, though picked her way carefully forward. Honaaz should have been back by now. Her mind wasn’t working the way it needed to, but she knew what had happened. Using the owl had drawn on her potential, and that had strained her more than she wanted.

      She needed nothing more than time. But she didn’t have it.

      She had to find Honaaz.

      Lily staggered forward, stumbling through the fog until she came upon a body. It took her mind a moment to process what she was seeing.

      The body meant that someone had been through here. Honaaz, most certainly.

      Another few steps, and there was another body. This person was crumpled.

      Honaaz definitely had been through here, and he had been brutal. He had taken down two… no, three men.

      And he had done it with no difficulty, it seemed.

      As she continued forward, she reached into her satchel, looking for something else. Something that would help her understand whether there was a danger here, or whether this was just Honaaz fighting with some Dogs.

      There was no sign of him, and Lily had no way of seeing through the fog without the owl. Could she use something else?

      She would have to work quickly, but if she made it herself, she might be able to add her own element to it. Lily leaned against the wall and listened to the uncomfortable quiet around her. From her satchel, she pulled out one of the Alainsith bones, wanting the power and potential trapped within it. Using her bone knife, she began to carve as fast as she could.

      As she did, she kept the image of an owl in her mind, but it wasn’t the same one. This was something else. This owl was like one she had seen before in real life. It soon began to take on the shape of an owl. Lily felt a hint of something, almost as if there was a bit of energy sweeping out of her, but then that faded.

      Holding her hand out, she looked at the owl to use its power to see through the fog.

      A shape moved in the distance.

      She knew that gait. She knew that bulk.

      She started toward it.

      “Honaaz!” she called.

      He didn’t turn to her.

      “Honaaz?”

      Somebody had a hold of him.

      Lily grabbed a fragment of bone from her pouch, pricked her finger, and tossed it. It exploded when it struck the ground.

      Honaaz reacted quickly, spinning and then crushing the man’s throat. There was real hatred and anger in the way he did it. That was the kind of violence she had not seen from Honaaz in a while. Not since he had first joined them. The other man fought for a moment, trembling, trying to break free, but he could not.

      Honaaz hurried over to her. “Lily?”

      She glanced past him. “What was that about?”

      “Fucking sorcery.”

      She sagged to the ground. Honaaz caught her and helped her stand, then dragged her to the side of the road.

      Three men came toward them. Honaaz let out a low growl before racing forward, slamming his shoulder into one, and driving him back. The man stumbled away and let out a pained cry. Honaaz glowered at him, and the man turned and raced away, before doing the same to the other two.

      “You’re going to have to explain to me what’s going on,” Lily said.

      Honaaz glanced toward the docks, then reached down and pulled her to her feet. “Fucking sorcery,” he said.

      “You’ve been saying that quite a bit.”

      He shrugged. “It don’t change anything.”

      “Seems to me that it does. What happened?”

      “It was my uncle. I told you that our ship had a mutiny.”

      “And the mutiny was caused by sorcery?”

      “I wasn’t sure.” Honaaz breathed out heavily and then glanced over to her, watching her for a moment before shrugging again. “Can’t say with any certainty what it was due to. The only thing I know is that there was a fucking mutiny. Not the first time we had anything like that, and I doubt it’s going to be the last. Well, if I ever make it back to my fucking ship, that is. Anyway, there was a fucking mutiny.”

      “I still don’t understand,” she said.

      “What’s to fucking understand?” Honaaz staggered over to the fallen man, kicked him once, and then made his way back to her. “There isn’t anything to fucking understand. The fucking sorcerers have been making a mess of my land.”

      She found herself staring at him. She hadn’t known that Honaaz had that view of sorcery before. He had seemed tolerant, though he had been skittish around her when she’d first come upon him. Maybe that had come from what he had been through.

      “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

      “Because it didn’t fucking matter,” he said. He shook his head. “Anyway. We should get moving. I don’t want to be here when the others fucking come.”

      “What others?”

      “When there’s one, there’s bound to be more. You learn to stay clear of them as long as you can, but sometimes you just can’t, you know?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Well, maybe you should.”

      “And maybe it doesn’t matter,” Lily said.

      He held on to her arm, and he looked toward the water. “You said you saw ships.”

      “I did.”

      “And with him here…” Honaaz glanced down at the fallen sorcerer, who looked nothing like what she would’ve envisioned a sorcerer to look like, though to be honest, she wasn’t exactly sure what a sorcerer would look like. “We have to be careful.”

      “For what, exactly?” Lily asked.

      “For more of his kind.”

      Lily had been using quite a bit of her potential, which had made her tired. Was it sorcery? She didn’t know how that was different from witchcraft—or if it even was.

      “What happened with the talisman?” she asked, looking over to him.

      “He got to it before I could,” he said. “He wanted it.”

      “Why?”

      “Fuck if I know.”

      Lily frowned, and as she stared into the distance, she realized that she didn’t know, either. There had to be a reason, though. Why would the sorcerer have wanted the talisman?

      “See if he still has it,” she said.

      Honaaz watched her for a moment before shrugging, grabbing the sorcerer’s body, and rolling him over. As he sorted through the pockets, he dropped items on the ground around him. One of them was the bone talisman, but there were other carvings as well. Not all of them were made out of bone. Some were wood, some were metal, and some looked to be woven out of grass. All of them appeared to be similar to a hegen type of art.

      Lily stuffed the owl back into her pouch before studying the other talismans. “Do they intend to attack?”

      “I don’t know. I think we need to find out, though.”

      “If they do, will the city’s protections be enough?”

      “With the fog, I would’ve said yes, but ever since the Alainsith attack, the fog hasn’t been the same,” Honaaz said. “Now I don’t fucking know.”

      Lily looked out toward the bay.

      How would they find out?
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      Morgan hesitated before entering the council chamber, debating what she would do when she entered, along with what she would say. Things were strange in the city, and increasingly, she felt like the council needed to assume a greater role in what was going on in order to ensure the safety of their people. The problem was that Morgan wasn’t sure if the others would even pay any attention to the concerns she had. More and more, Harkenal and Elanessa had started working together. The only one who would listen to her was Jamil, and at this point, she wasn’t convinced that he was the best ally.

      Footsteps behind her caught her attention. She turned to see Adira striding toward her, her staff compressed down into the short length that made it look as if it were little more than a walking stick, though Morgan knew better. A formal cloak was pulled around Adira’s shoulders, and her jacket and pants were of a high quality. She regarded Morgan with an appraising gaze.

      “I have not had an opportunity to convince the council—”

      “Which is why I am here,” Adira said. “I’ve tried to get you to come and visit me more than once.”

      She had, but Morgan had ignored the requests. Morgan had other things she felt like she needed to do, especially with the executioner in the city, and she was also dealing with the ongoing threat of witchcraft.

      “I’m sorry, but I have been focusing on my share of issues.”

      “As have I. I have decided that I can no longer wait for you to decide that you wish to present me to the council.”

      “You need to be patient,” Morgan said.

      “At this point, I’m not so sure that patience is warranted.” Adira looked toward the closed council doors. “Do you want to introduce me, or shall I do so myself?”

      Morgan looked toward the entrance of the council hall and frowned. “How did you get past the Kalenwatch?”

      “You mean the two men who thought to stand guard and keep out ruffians?” Adira scoffed. “You have a high opinion of your Kalenwatch and what they are capable of doing.”

      “Not as high as you might think.”

      That elicited a hint of a smile from the other woman. “Maybe that is for the best. You recognize that your Kalenwatch is not as effective as you would like to believe.” She nodded toward the door. “If you don’t mind, there is much that must be done.”

      “We have time. You need to be patient. Otherwise, this is not going to go well.”

      “How many soldiers do you think we have intercepted over the last couple of days?”

      The question took Morgan aback. “Soldiers?” she asked.

      “You do remember the night I encountered you in the streets?”

      “I remember.”

      “There have been others,” Adira said. “Quite a few, in fact.”

      “Why have I not heard about this?”

      “Because you choose not to listen. I don’t know what they intend, but they keep targeting warehouses along the docks. I don’t suppose you know why?”

      Could that be it? But then, Morgan had been concerned about what was going on with the magic in the city and had been working with Gray and the others to dig into what was occurring with those new powers. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that there might be something else.

      “Are they more organized than the Dogs?” Morgan asked.

      Adira snorted. “The Dogs were never organized. They banded together in little more than packs of strays that made them useful for what Malory intended, but this is different.”

      “Are you certain you are not dealing with witchcraft practitioners?”

      Adira tapped her staff on the ground. It rang out against the stone in the hall, but not so loudly as to draw anyone else’s attention. “Do you think I could manage witchcraft?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Adira snorted again. “I’m not the Blackheart, though I can handle soldiers. What worries me is that we have the harbor essentially closed to traffic and yet we continually find more dangers working their way into the city. Why is that, do you think?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Perhaps it’s time you find out. And perhaps it’s time you permit me to help. I have been doing all that I promised in order to ensure the safety of Sanaron, and I think that a more formal arrangement would be helpful for us both.” Adira turned so that she could face the doors, and her knuckles tightened around the staff. “You have the merchant guild and the artisan guild represented. It is time that others are given the same opportunity.”

      “So what guild do you represent? The brothel guild? The thieving guild?”

      “Yes. The bastard Jamil decided that I shouldn’t be represented by the merchant guild, so I have taken things into my own hands.”

      If this went through, there would be equal representation from the guilds, along with the families on the council. Morgan did not know if that was an issue, but she was not naive enough to think that Adira pushed for this because of some benevolent intention. She wanted to get something out of it. The problem was that Morgan was not sure what Adira intended to get, and she was not sure what the woman could accomplish.

      “Let me present you to the council, and I will continue my proposal.” Morgan started forward, and when Adira kept pace with her, she looked over and shook her head. “I will go first.”

      “Consider this a bit of insurance. I’m going along with you so I can take a look.”

      Morgan sighed, then pushed open the door and stepped into the council chamber. Elanessa, Harkenal, and Stockton were there, but Jamil was missing. She frowned at that.

      “What is this?” Harkenal asked. “We did not agree to a guest.”

      Adira smacked her staff on the ground, and with a flick of her wrist, it extended into its full size, stretching high over her head so that it looked twice her height.

      “This was not what we discussed,” Morgan whispered to Adira.

      “Consider it what I discussed,” the woman said.

      Adira strode toward Harkenal, who hesitated and then got to his feet, already moving his hands ever so slightly. A band of fog swirled out from him and began to billow along the floor. Elanessa did the same, and together the connection that they shared poured some of that energy out of them so that it prevented Adira from getting too close.

      Adira stopped walking. She spun her staff once and smacked it on the stone again. “It seems the rumors about the fog are true.” She flicked her gaze to Morgan. “I think it’s time that we have a discussion about my position in the city.”

      “Your position?” Elanessa asked. Her hands were fixed at her midsection, and the fog that she controlled was subtle. None of it was as potent as what Morgan could command, though Morgan’s control had stemmed from the time she had spent outside of Sanaron when she had learned to master aspects of witchcraft that were able to meld into this power.

      “She is the brothel mistress. At least, she is now,” Stockton said lazily, barely moving forward. He seemed uninterested, or perhaps intoxicated. He flicked his gaze over to Adira and shrugged. “She has been busy. She’s consolidated a few organizations who thought to move in after the Prophet went silent.”

      “That was you?” Harkenal asked.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know who I am,” Adira said. She turned to Elanessa. “And don’t pretend that others of your family don’t know who I am.” She fixed the others in the room with her hardened stare, then turned to Stockton. “We are missing one.”

      Stockton waved his hand. “I haven’t seen Jamil.”

      “We’ve been waiting on his arrival. He had a report about trade in the city and—”

      “Trade has ceased,” Adira said. “This is your doing? Some plan you have to prove to the merchant guild how tight you control things in the city?”

      “This is not my doing. And if you paid any attention to what has been my doing, you would understand that I have been offering the city layers of protection.”

      “She has,” Morgan said, finally finding her voice and stepping forward to move around the table so she could stand next to the others. Could Harkenal have been working against what Jamil wanted?

      That did sound like something they would do—both he and Elanessa.

      “What are you saying?” Harkenal asked. He had relaxed slightly, the tension evident in his shoulders beginning to ease, but not so much that Morgan thought he might sit down again. In fact, she expected the opposite. From the way he looked, he appeared ready to run.

      She glanced from him to Adira and snorted. Adira had played this quite skillfully.

      Of course she had. This was the woman who had taken over for Malory and had ensured a smooth transition of power within the city, to the point where most were not even aware that there had been a transition. They simply believed that the Prophet had disappeared.

      “I believe your guild master has shared with you some of the concerns about trade moving through the city.” Adira glanced toward Stockton, who nodded slowly.

      Were they in on this together?

      And if so, had Morgan been used?

      “Those concerns are fully well-founded,” Adira continued, “and perhaps a bit more extensive than even he was aware of. I have uncovered an effort to prevent any outside ships from reaching the port.”

      “A blockade?” Harkenal asked, turning to Elanessa. “Do you know anything about this?”

      “Don’t play coy,” Adira snapped. “You know exactly what’s been going on.”

      Morgan had the distinct sense that Adira watched her as well, but she ignored it. She wasn’t sure that she was included in Adira’s irritation, though perhaps she should be. Hadn’t she not used her gifts to protect the city?

      “What about rumors that there is nothing moving by road?” Stockton said. “I haven’t had the opportunity to speak to Jamil about that, but maybe they are connected.”

      “More than rumors,” Adira said.

      “What do we know about it?” Stockton asked.

      Harkenal shook his head. “Jamil is not here to share with us what he has uncovered.”

      “Jamil is not necessary.” Adira smacked her staff on the ground, and with another flick of her wrist, it collapsed down once more.

      She took a seat at the council table. She hadn’t been invited, yet the others said nothing to counter her. So much for Morgan needing to get their approval for Adira to have a seat among them. Adira must have realized that wasn’t going to happen without a show of force. Perhaps she had some part in all of this.

      “He is the merchant guild representative,” Harkenal said.

      “He is, but he is not the reason I am here,” Adira replied.

      “And what reason are you here?”

      “I’m here because of you.” Adira leveled her gaze on Harkenal and Elanessa, leaning forward a hair.

      “Because of me?”

      Adira glanced over to Morgan. “If there’s one thing I learned from Malory, it’s that people love to talk when they come to the brothel. They feel that they can impress my girls.” She smiled tightly. “Money is the only thing that impresses them.”

      “What are you doing?” Morgan asked.

      “If you had given me an opportunity to tell you, you would have known. But you have been too busy, as you have said, which means that I needed to make a choice. And so I have.” She turned to Stockton. “Why don’t you escort Ms. Raparal from the council chamber for a moment so I can have a few quiet words with these two?”

      “Adira,” Morgan said, “what are you doing?”

      Adira shot her a look. “Only what must be done.”

      Stockton got to his feet and tapped Morgan on the arm. “Come along. We can return after they have their talk. It’s probably best. I haven’t known her for very long, but I do recognize a woman who has something to say.”

      “I can stay,” Morgan said.

      “You don’t want to be here for this,” Adira said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to have my opinion heard. Nothing more.”

      There was a part of Morgan that worried about what Adira might do, but these were also the same people who had not gone out of their way to find out what had happened to her father. So perhaps she didn’t owe them anything. And as she thought about it, she decided that she was not too concerned about what might happen to them. Morgan doubted that Adira would harm them. She would likely only threaten them a little bit. Harkenal and Elanessa struck her as seeming all too capable of being coerced.

      That said, it left Morgan in an uncomfortable situation. She didn’t necessarily need specific allies on the council, but she also didn’t want to make enemies. If she left the room, there was the possibility that Harkenal and Elanessa would become her enemies. They had not necessarily been allies of her father, though, so perhaps that wasn’t a problem. She could align herself with Adira, but the woman struck her as someone who didn’t necessarily make allies.

      Something else was taking place, however, and Morgan thought she might be able to learn what it was, though it would take subtlety. Thankfully, subtlety was something she was far more equipped at than Harkenal and Elanessa. As she stood staring at Adira for a long moment, she carefully placed a trace of fog on the ground. Morgan then left it behind while leaving it connected to her. If she had done it well enough, she could listen to their conversation.

      When she and Stockton stopped in the hall, Adira closed the door.

      The muffled sounds of the three voices drifted through the foggy connection that Morgan possessed.

      “We will begin with what I know you have been doing, starting with your role in the events that took place recently,” Adira said. “Events that I believe you have tried to downplay to Morgan.”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about,” Elanessa said.

      “Perhaps not, but your son did have a conversation with Dema, a young woman in my employ. You can ask him about her the next time you see him.” Adira fell silent for a moment, and though Morgan couldn’t hear much, she could practically feel Elanessa stewing. “And then there is you.”

      “Come on,” Stockton said, interrupting Morgan’s focus.

      She blinked, trying to keep her attention on what was going on inside of the room and struggling to do so. The disruption had made her falter with her connection, and she used a bit more force to try to solidify that once again, but it was difficult for her to do.

      “We will not be intimidated,” Harkenal said.

      “Ah, but I think you will. You will reach out to them and tell them that the city is—”

      Morgan didn’t hear what Adira said next. The door leading outside opened, and Jamil came staggering in. His eyes were wide, and the moment he saw her, he came racing toward her.

      “Good. You are here.”

      “What’s going on?” Morgan asked. She tried to turn her attention back to the door leading into the council hall, but her focus had been broken.

      “I need to show you something,” Jamil said.

      “Now? We are in the middle of the council meeting.”

      “It doesn’t look like we’re in the middle of anything. Besides, this is more important than the meeting. I need you to come with me.”

      “Jamil—”

      “I’m telling you that this is important. It’s about trade in the city.”

      With a sigh, she followed him. Stockton also joined, and he got a dark glower from Jamil.

      “Stay and tell them that we will be back,” Jamil told him.

      “I suppose I could stay,” Stockton said, withdrawing a small aromatic satchel of constir out of his pocket, along with a piece of paper. He began to roll the leaves into the paper. “Especially if our merchant guild master is finally going to take what I’ve shared with him seriously.”

      At least the constir explained why he seemed so subdued.

      “Try not to smoke too much,” Morgan said.

      Stockton waved his hand.

      She followed Jamil out of the council building and into the street, where she found five of Adira’s people surrounding the two Kalenwatch. She glanced over, but it didn’t seem as if Jamil was all that concerned about it.

      “Come on,” he urged.

      “You care to tell me where we’re going?”

      “There is something you need to see. Something your friend will need to see.”

      Gray?

      That immediately worried her, especially if there was something Jamil believed that Kanar needed to get involved in. She suspected that Jamil understood Kanar’s reputation all too well, which meant that he would know the kinds of things Kanar had been part of, especially lately.

      It was a bright day, with the sun shining overhead and few clouds to speak of. The fog was thin, little more than a trickle, enough so that she couldn’t help but feel as if it were moving away from the city. A layer of it still hovered over the bay, creating a billowing blanket that made it difficult for ships to get into port unless they were escorted by Sanaron’s barges.

      That gave her a moment of pause as she thought about what they had said inside the council hall about trade having been disrupted, along with the possibility that there had been a blockade on the city. She had seen no evidence of a blockade, but she wasn’t going to dismiss that as a possibility.

      “Have you heard of a ship blockade?” she asked.

      “We’ve heard nothing from the ships,” Jamil said. As he turned a corner, he flicked his gaze from side to side before leading her down the hill to move closer to the shore. He paused, stopping at one of the white stone buildings that normally emanated foggy energy.

      “What is this?”

      “This has been the home and workshop of one of our finest carpenters. His work normally sells for a premium, as his skill is unrivaled. It has been a training ground for many artisans over the years. One of the great houses, in fact, that I spoke to you about.”

      “And you wanted me to see it now because—”

      “Because he has disappeared.”

      “You can report that to the Kalenwatch,” she said.

      “You think I have not?”

      Morgan frowned. “They have not done anything?”

      “The Kalenwatch have been a bit irresponsible lately,” Jamil said.

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

      “There have been other disappearances. Quite a few, in fact. Some of the oldest families in Sanaron. All of them have simply gone quiet. I think Harkenal and Elanessa are working against my proposal.”

      “I doubt they would do that,” Morgan said.

      “I will show you.”

      Could this have anything to do with what Adira was talking to the council about?

      It didn’t strike Morgan as the kind of thing Adira would do, but then Adira had proven herself ruthless and clearly motivated for power. What if they had the same situation as before, with another threat to the city because of somebody else trying to use witchcraft? She had not thought that of Adira, but what did she really know about the woman?

      “I’m not so sure we should leave her back there,” Morgan said, though it was mostly to herself.

      “What are you saying?”

      “We left Adira with Harkenal and Elanessa.”

      “The brothel mistress?” Jamil asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “She is not involved. At least, not that I can tell. She has been trying to turn several of the crime syndicates and the other brothels into a more unified front. Far more structured than we have seen before. I have to admit that I’m impressed with her organizational skills.”

      “I’m sure she would be pleased to know that she has your approval,” Morgan said.

      “It’s not my approval. It’s simply that I recognize a skilled leader.”

      “Even if she is ruthless?”

      Jamil smirked. “The best business leaders often are.”

      Morgan turned her attention back to the building. She was reminded of the other building made of white stone that she had visited—where she had felt some strange energy as well. It was one of the few old Alainsith buildings in this part of Sanaron, as the others were gone. Several other darker, squatter, gray stone buildings were scattered along the street, though they didn’t radiate the same energy she felt from this one.

      She began to pull on the fog, attempting to draw that to her. She wanted to know if there was any sense of it that might make her understand what was going on here. As she drew on that fog, she began to feel something—resistance. Though these days, there had been considerable resistance that she had not been able to fully understand. Perhaps that resistance stemmed from what Malory had done, but Morgan was no longer certain if that was the case. Much of the fog had shifted its usual course in the city, no longer hanging over the streets and shrouding the buildings or the people. It now simply covered the harbor itself.

      “I can’t feel anything here,” Morgan said.

      “Do you think you should?”

      “Normally, I would be able to. In this case, there is nothing here that I can detect easily.”

      “I’m not of a great house, so I don’t understand,” Jamil said. “Is there anything you can detect?”

      “I don’t know. There’s something wrong with this building. Or around this building.” She should get Gray, but he was checking on something outside of Sanaron, so she wasn’t sure he was even available.

      The last time she had plunged into a search for answers on her own, she had nearly ended up killed. That had been a mistake. One she was loath to replicate.

      She breathed out a sigh and started toward the door, but Jamil caught her arm.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he hissed.

      “I intend to see what’s inside. Unless you believe I shouldn’t.”

      “I’m concerned about what’s there.”

      “As am I, which is why I intend to go,” Morgan said. “We need to know what’s inside this home and why it feels so strange. Besides, don’t you want to know what happened to your carpenter?”

      “I want the Kalenwatch to investigate.”

      “And why did you not go inside?”

      “Because I could not,” Jamil said, shaking his head.

      That was a strange comment, but as Morgan approached the building, the same resistance she had been feeling around her started to push on her as well. It felt like the resistance she knew from the fog, which was unusual. Why should that exist now?

      She used her patterns, and when they failed, she withdrew the Alainsith rod from its sheath, immediately summoning some of the fog through it. As soon as she did, she felt a greater power unfold. Then there was a reaction, and a tremble came from around her as whatever limited her ability to get closer to the building suddenly failed.

      Morgan stumbled forward, then reached the door. She glanced back to see Jamil standing behind her, though he had not approached.

      “It’s okay. You can come up here,” she told him.

      “I would rather wait and see if it is truly safe before I decide.”

      She let out a soft sigh and shrugged.

      As soon as Morgan pushed the door open, she knew something was wrong.

      Everything stunk.

      She had encountered this kind of stench before, and had even come to recognize how to search for it. She had not thought that they would find it here. Increasingly, though, she began to think that what she had uncovered was something different. Stronger than what she had found before. Then again, there had been other powerful forms of witchcraft that they had uncovered lately.

      She hadn’t gone far into the building when she saw the first body. The person was sitting upright, arms at their sides, blood pooled around them. She suppressed a gag as she continued to work her way around, and soon counted five others. All seemed young, and all were in the same position as the first.

      “What happened here?” Jamil asked in a hushed voice.

      “Be careful not to touch anything,” Morgan said.

      “What is this?”

      “Witchcraft.” Only, it was a form of witchcraft she had not seen in Sanaron before. This was the kind they had encountered in Reyand during the witchcraft war, when so much had been destroyed, and so many had lost everything.

      How was it here?

      In the middle of the building, she found what she could only assume was the proprietor. Her suspicions were confirmed when Jamil gasped, covered his mouth, and began sobbing softly.

      “I take it that this is your carpenter.”

      “Chutel Vastaril. As I said, he is from one of the oldest families in the city.”

      Morgan had heard of that family. Her father had made her study the history of Sanaron when she was a child, and she could name most of the earliest families.

      The carpenter sat in the middle of the floor with his hands wrapped around a blade that was plunged into his chest. Somehow, even in death, he managed to stay upright. There was no blood around him, though. Morgan wondered why. And how.

      “Why would he have done such a thing?” Jamil whispered.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “What… what is this?”

      That, unfortunately, she did know.

      “This is what is called a Pronouncement,” Morgan told him.

      But why here?
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      Kanar followed the Hunter, staying close to him, though Finn Jagger didn’t move like a woodsman. Still, he seemed comfortable, which was contrary to some of the rumors that Kanar had heard about him. He was supposedly a man of the city, one who rarely traveled, other than on the king’s behalf, so Kanar had not expected him to be so obviously comfortable traveling outside of Sanaron.

      “Are you sure there is something to be concerned about with here?” Jagger asked.

      “Something’s going on,” Kanar said. “You said it yourself. There has been more witchcraft taking place.”

      “But you claimed that the Prophet was dealt with.” He regarded Kanar with a hard, appraising stare, and seemed as if he were seeing deep within Kanar’s mind.

      “The Prophet has been dealt with, and Sanaron should be safe. I’m not sure why it would not be.”

      They reached the outskirts of the city, hitting the edge of the forest. Jagger paused for a moment, sweeping his gaze around before shifting the pack that hung over his shoulder. He glanced to Kanar. They hadn’t discussed the terms of leaving Sanaron, but Kanar wasn’t entirely sure if Jagger had been serious about what he had suggested. Perhaps he truly wanted to help the kingdom, or perhaps he wasn’t sure. Kanar had to hope that the rumors about the Hunter’s determined, almost obsessive nature were accurate. That was what he needed.

      “We saw evidence of witchcraft as we were traveling, but nothing that would suggest that there was a buildup of power at the edge of Sanaron,” Kanar explained. “I don’t know why Sanaron would be of any significance, anyway.”

      “It’s a port city. And it’s old. Old enough that even the Alainsith once occupied it.”

      Could that be it?

      They had dealt with one Alainsith attack, but maybe it had only been the precursor to something else.

      Once again, Kanar wished that he had some way of reaching Jal.

      “What did you see on your way here?” he asked as he followed Jagger.

      “We were traveling light, so I didn’t pay much attention to everything around us. We stuck to one of the narrow roads.”

      Kanar frowned. “One of the narrow roads?”

      “When you travel through the country as much as I have, you come to know many of the country roads. Most of them aren’t nearly as well traveled as the more populous ones.” Jagger shrugged. “It is easy enough to navigate around them and away from them. Given what we’ve been facing and the possibility that there had been some uprising of witchcraft, mostly because of you and your people”—he glanced in Kanar’s direction—“we decided not to take the more heavily trafficked routes. We didn’t know what we might deal with.”

      “I didn’t realize you were well traveled.”

      “Did you think you were the only servant of the king who traveled?”

      Kanar shook his head. He stared into the depths of the forest and followed Jagger as he guided them onward. He seemed to know exactly where he was going and what he needed to do.

      The Hunter headed down what turned out to be a narrow trail through the forest. Kanar hadn’t even known there was a trail here. In all the times he’d left Sanaron, he had followed the busier roads and had not veered off very often. Jal probably knew about some of the side roads, but Kanar did not.

      “How often does the king’s executioner leave the city?” Kanar asked.

      “More than you can imagine.”

      Kanar started to smile, but Jagger didn’t return it. Not one for humor, then. Perhaps that was for the best.

      “I suppose Esmerelda might have picked up on some things,” Jagger said.

      “With the hegen?”

      He nodded. “There has been more movement with the people lately.”

      “Why?” Kanar asked.

      “She doesn’t know.” There was tension in his voice, and Kanar suspected that it bothered Jagger that his wife didn’t know.

      “Lily hasn’t said anything,” Kanar said. “But then, she doesn’t like to talk about it. I never really understood what it means to be one of the Lost.”

      “You’ll have to ask her.”

      “I’m asking you. What does it mean?”

      Jagger stopped, ducking beneath a tree branch that hung low, and he turned to look at Kanar. “What was it like when you left your home?”

      “I left a long time ago,” Kanar said, looking away. How much did Jagger know about his past? Could he know about Kanar’s sister? No one other than his team knew anything. It seemed impossible to believe that somebody else might have learned something, but this was the Hunter, and it was plausible that he had uncovered that secret.

      “Did you choose to leave?” Jagger asked.

      Where was this line of questioning going?

      “I made a decision,” Kanar said, watching him. “Why?”

      “The Lost are those who leave their families. They can always return, but they are lost to the people.” Jagger shrugged. “I’m not truly a hegen, so I can’t explain the complexities of it.”

      “You might not have been born to them, but you are married to one.”

      Kanar hadn’t considered that Jagger could be hegen, nor had he considered the possibility that the king’s executioner was hegen. If that was the case, what did it mean? Probably nothing. The king certainly wouldn’t consider it to mean anything.

      “That doesn’t give me any greater insight into them or their culture than someone who has traveled alongside one,” Jagger said.

      “She didn’t want to share with me that she was hegen.”

      “Whose fault is that?”

      Kanar bit back his response. He hadn’t come with Jagger to argue. “Does the Alainsith sword have any power?” he said instead.

      The Hunter looked over to Kanar. “Does yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve seen many Alainsith swords in my time. Did you know that women are their soldiers? Most of them, at least.”

      That was something Kanar had not known, though he had fought alongside Wular.

      “I doubt the king or the Realmsguard would think much of that if someone were to suggest a similar makeup of his military,” Jagger said. “The king has a very deliberate approach to how he uses his people.”

      “That’s an interesting choice of terms.”

      “‘People’?”

      “No,” Kanar said, shaking his head. “‘Uses.’”

      Jagger frowned. “Is that it?” He seemed genuinely curious, and his voice dropped to something like a whisper. “I’ve been trying to understand you, Reims. You had been so dedicated to the king, to the throne, to all of Reyand, and then it just stopped. I wasn’t sure what that was about or why it changed, only that you had thrown it away.”

      “I hadn’t thrown anything away,” Kanar said.

      “You haven’t embraced it, either.”

      Kanar shrugged. “I’m concerned the king is using us.”

      “Oh, I’m certain he’s using me,” the Hunter said.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been used ever since I was chosen for this profession.”

      “And you don’t mind?” Kanar asked.

      “There comes a time when every person has to decide what they want for themselves. Is it to choose your own path, or is it to embrace the one that’s been given to you and make the best of it?” He looked back at Kanar. “When I was thrust upon my path, with no choice in the matter, I had to decide whether I wanted to stick with it or if I wanted to take a different approach. If I would’ve taken a different path, I wouldn’t be here today.”

      “Where would you be?” Kanar found himself curious, despite himself.

      “Dead.”

      The Hunter ducked underneath the branch, raised a hand, and held it out for a moment, before slipping forward carefully. It took Kanar a moment to realize why Jagger had held out his hand.

      A piece of bone circled one finger.

      Hegen. He had a piece of hegen magic.

      Kanar didn’t know why that surprised him, but it did, especially that Jagger would be so open with it. He moved steadily forward until he caught up with Jagger, who was leaning over and looking at a section of ground that had been trampled.

      “What is it?” Kanar asked.

      “I can feel something.” He flicked his gaze to Kanar’s sword. “What does that sword permit you to do?”

      “Why?”

      “My blade allows me to cut through magic,” the Hunter explained. “There is power in death, after all. I was wondering if yours did the same thing.”

      Could the Hunter actually be trying to work with him?

      “It’s a powerful sword,” Kanar said. “I don’t really understand much about it, other than the fact that it helps connect me to something more.” That was all he could say, though there truly was something more. He didn’t exactly know how to describe it, only that the blade bonded him to power that seemed to come from every life he claimed. Maybe witchcraft, much like he believed, or maybe there was something intrinsically Alainsith about it. Something that came from those he brought down. And if that was the case, then he did not need to fear witchcraft, did he?

      “Unsheathe your weapon and move forward. Carefully, though. I don’t know what we might find here,” Jagger said.

      Kanar pulled his blade out of the sheath and walked, inching his way carefully. He wasn’t sure what he might find, but if the Hunter had detected witchcraft, then Kanar suspected that it was truly there. He wasn’t going to refuse good advice when he had it thrust upon him.

      He held his blade outward in front of him. As he moved, he began to feel a faint tightness in his throat.

      “Don’t move forward,” he managed to get out.

      But the Hunter strode toward him, his almost comically long sword clutched in hand. He walked straight ahead, then paused in the middle of the trampled section of ground and drove the blunted end of the blade down into the earth. As soon as he did, the pressure on Kanar eased.

      Kanar looked over. “Were you using me as bait?”

      “I was anticipating that you would have a greater tolerance to such things than me. I am not as familiar with battling witchcraft as you are, Reims. Or did you think it was otherwise?”

      “I’ve heard stories.”

      The Hunter smirked. “I face criminals. I question criminals. I carry out the sentences of the jurors and the magister in my city. I work on behalf of the king. That is all.”

      Kanar regarded him for a moment and then looked at where he had buried his sword into the ground.

      “How did you know that was there? Gods, how did you even know about what you called the Pronouncement?”

      “Just because I haven’t fought as much witchcraft as you doesn’t mean that I don’t understand it.”

      “You explained it briefly earlier, but what exactly is a Pronouncement?” Kanar asked.

      “There are different ways that power can be summoned,” Jagger said, and he crouched down, traced his fingers through the dirt, and sniffed them.

      Kanar mimicked him, but he didn’t smell anything. He didn’t really expect to, anyway. When he stood, Jagger had already slipped his sword back into its sheath strapped it to his back. It was not a practical sword, but it certainly looked intimidating enough.

      “You know the obvious ones,” the Hunter continued. “Most people believe that witchcraft is tied to death, and while that is one of the most common uses of it—at least the most common use of summoning and storing power—it’s not the only one. I’ve come across many scenes of torture, rape, maiming, all where the intent is the same. Sometimes the suffering adds something to the power that the practitioners summon.”

      Kanar shrugged. He knew that, as well. Unfortunately, he had come across that too often. “And this Pronouncement?” he asked.

      “Rare,” Jagger said. “To be honest, I’ve never seen it happen in person. I’ve only heard about it in passing. It was something that those who study witchcraft have suggested is possible.”

      “Why do you call it a Pronouncement?”

      “Because that is what it is—a pronouncement of power. It is a way of expressing it. It’s a way of pushing that out and creating something new.” He started forward, following a path that Kanar couldn’t see, but obviously Jagger did. “There are ways of finding that power, though. Of linking it and, more than that, calling to others who have it.”

      “That’s what you think this is.”

      Jagger glanced over. “I think it’s possible.”

      Could it be tied to the Alainsith? When the Prophet had summoned power, she had used witchcraft, and Kanar had a hard time thinking she would have been opposed to killing her followers if it meant strengthening her people. If the Pronouncement was meant as some means of calling more Alainsith to the city, then they were in much greater danger than he had realized.

      And it was an even greater mistake that Jal had left.

      Jagger continued through the forest, and Kanar looked around, wondering what he had seen or sensed. He didn’t resheathe his sword. He felt like it was better for him to keep it ready, especially as he had no idea what they might encounter between here and the next space where witchcraft was summoned.

      They hadn’t gone very far before they found another collection of power. It was a section that seemed as if it stored energy and kept it trapped. Kanar stared for a moment, and then he followed Jagger, watching as he slammed his sword into the ground the same way he had before.

      “Do you worry about wasting too much power?” Kanar asked.

      “This blade has been used in countless executions over the years. Well, not countless. My mentor and I once tried to estimate how many it had been a part of, and we stopped counting at a thousand.” Jagger looked over to Kanar. “How many lives has your blade claimed?”

      “Not a thousand,” Kanar said. At least, not a thousand since it had been given to him. Perhaps it had taken more than that at one point, since it had been an Alainsith blade.

      “As we have mentioned, there is power in death,” the Hunter said. “That power grants the blade more strength, and more potential. To disrupt the singular collection of power like this takes some out of this sword, but it does not take it all.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      Kanar shrugged. “Not really. But I understand that there is something within the sword that you’re using. I haven’t determined whether there is a limit to it.”

      “I haven’t either,” Jagger said. He grabbed his sword, slipped it back behind his back, and headed onward.

      Such an odd man. Not somebody Kanar thought he would get along with, but at the same time, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something almost compelling about Jagger.

      “When did you first learn that your sword had the ability to call on power?” Kanar asked.

      “When I first faced witchcraft.”

      “When was that?”

      Jagger glanced over. “Before you ever knew about it.”

      They came across several places much like the last, where Jagger slammed his sword into the ground. Each time he did, Kanar felt the tension ease. He was never even truly aware of that tension until it began to abate.

      “I could do the same thing,” Kanar said.

      Jagger glanced back at him. “My blade is not destined to destroy only witchcraft.”

      “And mine is?”

      “Yours may be needed in ways that mine is not.”

      They kept moving, and finally, Jagger stopped and nodded ahead of him.

      “It’s pointing in this direction,” Jagger said.

      “What is?”

      “Everything we have destroyed.”

      “Why out here?” Kanar asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure.”

      Jagger moved carefully through the forest, pausing at certain branches and touching them as if to feel for something that only he recognized, before walking to another. Each time Jagger paused and moved on, Kanar couldn’t help but wonder what he detected. He thought he understood witchcraft, but he didn’t know anything like what the Hunter did. He hadn’t even known about the Pronouncements. And whatever they were, they seemed to be significant enough that they unsettled Jagger.

      “There’s a reason I didn’t let my apprentice come along,” Jagger said. “What we have here is potentially too dangerous for her.”

      “You knew we might find something out here?”

      “Between what we encountered on the journey here and what we found in the city, I knew there was a possibility.” Jagger weaved between the trees as he spoke, then ducked underneath one branch and twisted to look upward. “There it is,” he murmured, and he motioned into the trees.

      Kanar followed him and looked up at where he was pointing.

      Bodies hung from the tree. At least three of them.

      They were all facing the tree itself, twisting in the faint breeze. Kanar was surprised that he hadn’t smelled anything. When he said as much to Jagger, the Hunter shrugged.

      “It’s possible that they have been here a long time,” Jagger said. “They are preserved, after all.”

      “We should cut them down.”

      “What difference would it make?”

      “If it’s witchcraft, we would cut through the witchcraft,” Kanar said.

      “That runs the risk of revealing our discovery.”

      “As if you stabbing your sword into the ground isn’t doing the same thing?”

      Jagger took a deep breath as he stared at the tree. “I suppose it does. Be my guest.”

      Kanar reached into his pocket and grabbed one of his knives. It would be easier if Lily were here. She was the one who could throw knives. Or Jal. He could shoot down the bodies.

      But Kanar was no slouch. He had plenty of experience throwing weapons, especially in places where his sword wouldn’t reach, so he liked to think that he was capable, even if he wasn’t as competent as the rest of his team.

      The nearest body hung by a long, thick rope, and he couldn’t see the face, thankfully. The other two were angled in such a way that the tree blocked him from seeing much of them.

      He glanced over to Jagger. “What do you think will happen when we cut them down?”

      “They will fall.”

      Kanar rolled his eyes. “What do you think will happen to the witchcraft?”

      “I can’t say,” Jagger said with a shrug. “I don’t really know. Maybe nothing.”

      Kanar doubted that it would be nothing. Something would happen. Some aspect of the power that was holding the bodies would be shattered, and then he and Jagger would have to be ready. That was what he was prepared for.

      His aim was true when he tossed his knife. It struck the rope, cutting through it, and then a shout rang out.

      “He’s not dead?” Kanar said.

      He raced toward the tree to where the man would fall, but Kanar wasn’t fast enough. The man bounced off a branch and fell toward him. Kanar tried to angle so that he could catch him, but he missed.

      The man fell to the ground with a thud, followed by a pained grunt.

      When Kanar reached the fallen body, he glanced over to Jagger. “Is he dead?”

      Jagger leaned down and began to move his hands, running them around the man’s body. He checked the man’s neck and his breathing. “Not dead,” he said. “Injured, but not dead.” He reached into his cloak, pulled out a bottle, and brought it up to the man’s lips.

      “What is that?” Kanar asked.

      “Something to take the edge off his pain.”

      “Why would you want to take the edge off?”

      “Because I’m human,” Jagger said. He ran his hands along the man’s arms, then checked his legs, and finally rolled him over to look at his back. “Part of my training involves learning to evaluate for injuries.”

      “I know,” Kanar said.

      Jagger pursed his lips, looking at him for a long moment. “I suppose you do. I can’t tell what’s wrong with him. Something, obviously, but I don’t know if it’s some residual effect of witchcraft, or if he has internal bleeding.” He flicked his gaze up to the tree. “Either is a possibility.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kanar said. “I had no idea they would still be alive.”

      “I’m not blaming you.”

      Kanar turned. “I’m going to get the other two down.”

      “Hopefully not the same way.”

      Kanar frowned but then realized that Jagger was making a joke, but it was more gallows humor than he would’ve expected. Then again, Jagger was an executioner, so why shouldn’t he have gallows humor when it came to this sort of thing?

      Kanar positioned himself beneath the tree and began to climb. His foot slipped, and he fell to the ground, where his hand brushed against the hilt of his sword.

      The sword gave him some connection to power, but he didn’t have any control over it. Morgan had suggested that if he could understand the power trapped within the sword, he might gain some benefit beyond what he already had learned, but he was too stubborn or ignorant to figure it out on his own.

      He got to his feet and looked back up at the tree. Nearby, he could practically feel Jagger waiting on him.

      “Just give me a moment,” Kanar said.

      He needed to figure out the power in the sword.

      And why not now?

      If it required a connection to the sword, then so be it. He squeezed the hilt, and he began to feel a strange tremble of energy working through him. It was the energy he resisted while fighting, only now it simply coursed into him as if waiting for him to use it.

      How was he supposed to, though?

      Kanar stood beneath the branch and jumped. The jump carried him to the lowest branch, and he made quick time as he scaled the tree, climbing to the branch where the other bodies were tied. He crawled over until he reached them, and then he hesitated.

      “Are they dead?” Jagger called, not seeming to notice how Kanar had drawn on power to even reach the lower branch. Maybe he truly hadn’t noticed.

      Kanar frowned, studying them. “I can’t tell.”

      “Then maybe don’t drop them the same way.”

      “I didn’t plan on it!” Kanar shouted. He turned in place, trying to figure out a better way of getting these people down. The way they were situated would make it difficult. He was going to have to find some way to cut through the rope without dropping them, but also without falling himself. It would involve him hanging over the edge.

      And dangling.

      Kanar didn’t care much for that, but they needed to talk to these people. They might provide some answers.

      He reached for the person—a woman, he realized—and grabbed for her cloak. She was completely covered, and as he dragged her up from the tree, he felt her move, but only slightly.

      “It’s okay,” he murmured. “I will get you free.”

      The woman moaned, and the pain he heard in that sound left him aching for her. No one deserved this sort of torment.

      He positioned himself so that he could pull her free, and then he cut the line. As soon as he did, she started to scream. She thrashed, and Kanar nearly dropped her, before managing to hold on and pull her back up.

      “Easy,” he said.

      But she continued to thrash.

      Kanar would have to lower her down. Or he had to jump with her.

      He cradled her tightly against his body and then leaped. He had no idea if it would work or if he would end up breaking something, but when he landed, it was almost as if the ground gave enough for it to soften the blow.

      Kanar looked over to Jagger. “See what you can do for her. She’s awake. At least, she came awake.”

      He jumped back up again and landed on one of the upper branches. Why was he able to jump so high and so easily like that? He would have to wonder about that later. For now, the only thing that mattered was that he cleared the branch and landed near the man who was still hanging from the tree. Kanar pulled him toward him, then started to cut through the rope.

      Jagger hollered something at him, but Kanar wasn’t sure what it was, and he didn’t know whether it mattered.

      The man started to fight him. Kanar ignored it and held on to him, squeezing him against his body the way he had with the woman.

      “Easy,” he murmured, but the man continued to thrash.

      Somewhere below, Jagger was still shouting at him.

      Kanar frowned. “What is it?” he called.

      “I need you down here.”

      “I’m just about done,” Kanar growled.

      He finished cutting through the rope, and then he jumped with the man. The drop was more difficult this time, and he had to twist so that he didn’t lose the man as he fell, but he managed to come to a stop not far from Jagger. Once he did, he found Jagger staring at the woman.

      “What is it?” Kanar asked.

      “They appear to be performing witchcraft. I believe it is a Pronouncement.”

      Kanar looked around. What was going on?

      “If there are others, we need to find them,” Kanar said.

      Jagger met his gaze. It meant they had to work together a little longer.
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      Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm Lily. She’d been carving for the better part of the last two days, working through the Alainsith bone as much as she could and pouring out part of herself into the making of the talismans. If that was what it would take for her to protect Sanaron, she would do so. Kanar had been gone for a while and had not yet returned, which had her worried about what might have happened to him.

      Thankfully, there were plenty of bone fragments from the Alainsith she could use. She had carved most of the fingers, though she found that making talismans out of the fingers was not as effective as what she had hoped. She had started with wolves, but as she’d been carving and moving to gradually larger bones, eventually ending up with the long femur bones from the Alainsith, she had found that the berahn were much more appropriate talismans. She had already made a dozen.

      Those carvings always looked something like a blur, as if her skill was not quite adequate. But when she finished, she felt something within them that felt strangely right. It was almost as if the bone wanted her to carve berahn out of it.

      She finished the most recent creation. She hadn’t peered through the owl in several hours. In the last few days, Lily had come to recognize the limits of the owl, along with the toll it took on her. Surprisingly, using her carving of Alainsith bone had not taken nearly the same toll as the one Odell had made. She suspected that it was tied to the fact that she had been the one to make it, though there was the possibility that it was linked to the Alainsith bone that went into its creation.

      “You keep carving these,” Honaaz said, slipping up behind her. He’d been giving her space, which she appreciated, but at the same time, she needed his insights.

      Lily focused on the owl and looked at the ships. They hadn’t moved much. Each ship’s markings were painted a slightly different color, and each had a different masthead. Lily had come to think that these design choices had some importance, but Honaaz waved it off.

      “Just some stupid fucker’s preference,” he grumbled. “They don’t mean anything.”

      “Have you found Kanar?” she asked.

      “Not yet. We wouldn’t even know if he was in any danger, anyway.”

      They probably wouldn’t.

      Lily sighed. “Well, if we don’t have any way of asking Kanar, then we might need to find our own help.”

      Would the hegen offer them any assistance? They were probably gone, so it wouldn’t make a difference. She doubted they were going to stay long. They had made it clear that they were only passing through Sanaron, not staying indefinitely. It was odd for her to have that pang of sadness, as if she were losing something. She hadn’t known those hegen. They were her people, but not really her people.

      “What do you want me to do?” Honaaz asked.

      “We have to figure out what’s going on out there.” Lily reached for one of the talismans she had carved. “With the number of ships moving, it feels like something is taking place, but…” She shook her head. “I don’t feel like I know what it is.”

      “Sorcery.”

      “Why do you worry about it so much? I thought you had sorcery to help guide your ships.”

      “We did, but…” Honaaz breathed out heavily. “Most of the time, the sorcerers help us find the wind and guide us into ports safely, but lately—or, at least, the way it seems lately—things have been a little less predictable.”

      “How so?” Lily asked.

      “We have had more difficulty. My uncle nearly ran aground. He was angry with the Weather Watchers and blamed them, though they claimed no responsibility.” Honaaz grunted. “Not surprising. Why would they ever want to take any responsibility for what happens to our ships? They say they’re only there to watch the wind. I tried to get involved. I recognized that something had happened, but before I had a chance, there was an accident.”

      “Your uncle.”

      Honaaz nodded. “I was blamed. Fuckers actually thought I would hurt my uncle? Of course I wouldn’t, but that didn’t matter to them. Why would it? They wanted his ship. They would do anything to claim it, even if it meant making it look like I was somehow responsible for what had happened to him. I wouldn’t do anything to him, and he knows that.”

      “What happened to him?” Lily asked.

      “They tossed him into the fucking sea,” Honaaz said, shaking his head. “Just like that. He’d sailed that ship for his entire life. Bought it from his own father, and…” He turned away.

      “Honaaz?”

      “I don’t need to talk about it.”

      “Maybe you do. I felt that way. After I lost my parents, I didn’t want to talk to anybody. When I went to the citadel, they said I needed to talk to them. As if that was going to help me.” Lily scoffed. She twisted the berahn she had made, turning it from side to side in her hand. “I never really felt like that would make any difference for me. All I wanted to do was think about getting vengeance.”

      “You’ve got that right,” Honaaz said.

      “So I trained. I learned how to sneak, how to fight, how to kill.”

      The lessons had been long, sometimes difficult, but for the most part, she had known what she wanted to do, and she had been willing to throw herself into the work because of it. She wasn’t afraid of working. In fact, she had wanted to do everything she could to get the vengeance she felt was owed to her.

      “Then I learned how to hunt,” Lily said, flashing her teeth in a smile. “The first time I brought down one of the witchcraft practitioners, I felt better.”

      “Good,” Honaaz said.

      “Then I took out more and more.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I suppose I’m saying that I don’t know when it should have stopped.”

      “Should it have?” he asked.

      “At some point,” she said. “Eventually, I’d done enough. At least, that’s what I was telling myself. I kept cutting down practitioners of witchcraft, but they kept throwing more at us.”

      “Maybe it will never stop.”

      “Now you’re sounding like Kanar.”

      “Fucking Reims,” he said.

      “Sometimes I think I feel that way about him, but sometimes I think he had it right.”

      Honaaz looked over. “Which part?”

      “The part where he decided to stop fighting.”

      “Reims hasn’t stopped fighting.”

      “He’s stopped fighting that part of himself,” Lily said. “I think he recognizes that he’s not going to be able to stop all uses of magic. Maybe he doesn’t really want to. Maybe the only thing he really wants to do is to try to stop those who were using witchcraft the wrong way.”

      “I think you’re giving Reims too much credit.”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      She turned the talisman over in her hand before setting it on the ground next to her, then looked out toward the fog, the water, and the strange sense that she had from out in the middle of the bay. She couldn’t see anything there, not without connecting to the owl. Lily didn’t want to do that quite yet, but she was aware that something was there. There had to be some sort of power. She held up one of the owl talismans. She had made several in the days since the initial attack, mostly so that she could use them to look out and see if there were any other ships to be concerned about. If she were to lose one talisman, she had others ready. It was her way of staying prepared. Lily was nothing if not wanting to always be prepared.

      She hadn’t seen anything, though. That wasn’t to say there weren’t ships out there, but Lily had not noticed anything else unusual. Nothing that would explain what they were dealing with.

      “We need to find Reims,” Honaaz said.

      Lily got to her feet, swept the talisman into her pocket, and looked around. “Unless we figure out what’s going on out there,” she said, nodding out toward the water, “I’m not sure we’re going to know what to do when we do find Kanar.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “Well, we do have a small boat.”

      “It’s not going to get us out there easily,” he said.

      “We don’t go very far. This isn’t like we’re making some sort of ocean crossing. It just has to get us out into the bay.” Lily looked over to Honaaz and saw him tense. She suspected that he was worried about her, which made no sense, as she was the one who could see out into the bay, not him. “Did you sell it?”

      “Fuck no. I didn’t want to sell it until I knew what else we had. Besides, Reims told me not to.”

      “Kanar told you not to sell the boat? I thought you wanted to get rid of it.”

      “How am I supposed to know what Reims wants to do,” Honaaz said, shrugging. “He works in mysterious ways.”

      “He most certainly does.” She breathed out heavily and looked toward the water.

      “Going out there will be dangerous. If there are Weather Watchers, then…”

      “I can take care of myself,” Lily said. And you, she didn’t add.

      He groaned and then shook his head. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      They headed down the shoreline, and she let him take the lead. He guided them past several docks, most of them quiet, especially after the workers had attacked him and moved on. Honaaz had been investigating the docks over the last few days and hadn’t found anybody else to be concerned about. Lily didn’t know if she should be relieved or if she should be irritated. It would be so much easier if there was something for them to deal with.

      Honaaz kept moving until he reached a small dock far along the waterfront. There was a row of warehouses in front of it, but nothing else. When he reached the boat, he jumped in.

      “Where are you going?” someone asked behind them.

      Lily spun, pair of knives already in hand, and looked up to see a man standing by the water. He was of average height and build, and he looked sickly. She remembered him from the Rolling Pen. He had not had the most skill, but he had seemed interested in the game.

      “Fucking Shaul,” Honaaz muttered. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been waiting for you to come back. Gods, Honaaz, even Pepper is. It seems like he’s thinking that you will rejoin the game, especially since that other bastard hasn’t returned.”

      “That other bastard is dead.”

      “You killed him?”

      “If not me, then someone else.”

      “He’s not dead,” Lily added, looking up at Shaul. “He should be, though.”

      Shaul’s eyes widened slightly, and he glanced from her to Honaaz. “Where are you going?”

      “Can’t we take a little boat ride?” Honaaz grumbled. He held his hand out for Lily, but she didn’t move.

      She kept her knives in hand and watched Shaul. Something about this didn’t sit well with her, but she wasn’t sure what it was. Thomas had been a witchcraft practitioner. Pepper seemed a little off. And this Shaul… He was the least intimidating of them. Which meant that they were underestimating him.

      That was something the citadel had always taught. Look unimposing, and people will overlook you. Those were the people who tended to be the most dangerous.

      “Why were you here?” Lily asked, eyeing him.

      “I’ve been watching for him,” Shaul said, nodding to Honaaz and smiling. “I thought he’d want a few coins.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about me taking your coins.” Honaaz flashed a grin. “I’ll be more than happy to empty your pockets.”

      “When do you think you’re going to be back?” Shaul asked.

      “Later,” Honaaz said. He glanced over to Lily and then frowned. Did he notice her gripping her knives, or was it just his natural hesitance? Whatever it was, he seemed to recognize that something was amiss.

      “Why don’t you run back to Pepper? Tell him I’ll be back this evening.”

      “You’re just taking a ride along the coast?”

      “Just a little ride.”

      Shaul started to smile, when Lily leaped forward. She reached Shaul before he had a chance to react, and she held a knife underneath his chin. “Why were you following us?” she whispered into his ear.

      “I wasn’t following. I just saw Honaaz, and I—”

      “He might’ve fallen for it, but I won’t. I see your tells.” But Lily had almost not seen them. She had thought that Pepper was the one to be worried about, but he hadn’t been that person at all. It had been Shaul.

      Who was this man?

      He twisted to try to break free of her grip, but Lily held tightly.

      “You can keep struggling,” she said, “but I’m not letting go.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “What needs to be done.” She shoved Shaul forward, toward the boat and Honaaz.

      Honaaz towered over him, both daggers in hand, glowering at Shaul.

      “Can you tell her that we’ve been gaming together ever since you came to the city?” Shaul said.

      “We have, but I trust her,” Honaaz said, nodding to Lily.

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “Not like I trust her. Why don’t you go ahead and tell me why you followed me?”

      “Fuck, Honaaz. I didn’t follow you. I told you. I saw you as you were making your way up the street. I hadn’t seen you in a few days, so I thought I’d check on you. That’s it.”

      Lily tried to get Honaaz’s attention, but she realized she didn’t need to. Honaaz wasn’t stupid. He may have taken a little time to get to the same conclusion, but he certainly wasn’t stupid.

      “Follow me through the fog? You expect me to believe that?” Honaaz growled.

      “I just wanted to game with you.”

      “Take a seat, Shaul,” Honaaz said.

      “I don’t want to get in the way of the two of you.” Shaul looked over, smiling broadly, but it faded when he looked up at Lily.

      Lily was certain that she had read this situation right. She had gambled plenty of times in her life, often enough for her to recognize when someone was playing a long con. Though she hadn’t seen it in time, now that she did, she couldn’t look past it. It was something she should have noticed before. For that matter, it was something Honaaz should have noticed before too. Both of them had overlooked it.

      “Let’s get going, dear,” she said, jumping into the boat and taking a seat across from Shaul while still holding her knives. “We can see what interesting sights we encounter on our romantic little boat ride.”

      “Honaaz?” Shaul said.

      Honaaz ignored him and untied the boat, then sent them out into the water. With quick, confident strokes of the oar, he carried them away from the shore. When their team had returned to Sanaron after breaking Morgan out of prison, they had done so in this boat, staying near the coast. Lily hadn’t expected to feel so much movement from the waves since they kept the boat away from the shore, but as they headed into the fog and disappeared into the dense, cool mist, the waves began to sway beneath them.

      She stayed crouched in the back of the boat, holding her knives. Honaaz had one dagger in hand, and he also had the oar, which she figured was probably the better weapon of the two. Especially when it came to someone like Honaaz battering somebody with it. They needed answers, not to kill Shaul, and they weren’t going to get their answers if they had to stab him.

      “Why don’t you tell us a little bit about yourself, Shaul,” she said.

      “I’m only here to—”

      “Gamble.” Lily flashed a wide smile. “I know. That’s what you said. And I do believe you. At least, I believe you believe that’s the only reason you’re here. But I think we also know you’re here for something else.”

      She glanced out toward the fog, reached into her satchel, and pulled out a small owl. This one was carved out of Alainsith bone. She had worked with trying to carve different sizes of these talismans, and as she had formed this one, she had found it intriguing that there was a bit of a difference in what they did based on their size.

      “Is this how you repay your debts?” Shaul asked.

      Lily looked over to Honaaz. “What did you owe him?”

      “Oh, I had to borrow from him when I first came to the city. Only a few silvers.” He glowered at Shaul. “I paid him back too.”

      “You paid me back, but you don’t even want to acknowledge how I helped you out?”

      Honaaz stared out over the water and said nothing.

      “You still haven’t said anything about yourself, Shaul,” Lily said. “Where are you from? I thought I caught your accent when we were in the tavern, but it seems to have shifted.” She smiled at him as she leaned forward slightly, clutching the owl while she watched him. Surprisingly, it allowed her to make out the contours of his face more easily. She noticed how the lines around the corners of his eyes twitched, almost like he was nervous. And he should be nervous, she decided.

      “I’m from Drineth. It’s on the border of—”

      “I know. The border of Drest. You know, I’ve been there quite a few times. Your accent isn’t quite right for there.”

      “I’m from outside the city,” Shaul said.

      Lily glanced over to Honaaz, who looked irritated.

      No. That wasn’t it. Not irritated. Angry? Or maybe it was something else. Embarrassed?

      “Perhaps that’s all it is,” Lily said. “But I’m thinking that there is more to it. You had some training. Maybe you’ve traveled?”

      She wanted to give him an out, but more than that, she wanted to give Honaaz a chance to feel some redemption. He wasn’t at fault. Not knowing anything about Shaul was not on him. He had gone to the tavern to have his drink, to gamble, and that was it. He hadn’t known he was the mark.

      More and more, Lily believed that to be the case.

      “I might’ve moved around a little bit,” Shaul said. He shifted and turned to look up at Honaaz.

      Honaaz ignored him, continuing to paddle, carrying them deeper into the fog.

      “Honaaz, come on. Talk to me. Don’t make me deal with her.”

      “She’s talking for both of us,” Honaaz grumbled. “I think she’s right. And you thought to play me.”

      He brought the oar out of the water briefly, long enough to smack it across Shaul’s forehead and knock him back. Then Honaaz slipped it back into the water and resumed paddling. The waves still slid beneath them, but the movements weren’t nearly as unpleasant now as before. Maybe it was just Honaaz’s skill, or perhaps it was more about this boat in particular. It might be capable of dealing with the waves. Then again, it was a hegen boat—or it had been.

      “Why don’t you want to talk to me?” Lily asked, leaning toward Shaul. “I’m just trying to get to know you a little bit.”

      “It seems like you’ve already convicted me,” Shaul spat.

      “Oh, don’t be like that.” She needed to get him talking. The more he said, the easier it would be for her to identify his accent. Now that she was listening to it, she thought she could pick up a hint of Yelind, as well. Yelind and Drineth were on opposite sides of Reyand, which made it unlikely that he would have both accents, unless he had trained specifically for that.

      Shit.

      Lily leaned back, regarding him. “How long ago were you last home?”

      “I don’t get back there very often,” Shaul said. “Most of my travels keep me away.”

      “What do you do for work?”

      “What do you do?” There was a slight edge to Shaul that hadn’t been there before. It brought a smile to Lily’s face.

      “I do this,” she said. She grabbed one of her knives, then casually tossed one. It sank into the boat right next to his arm.

      Shaul didn’t jerk away. That was telling.

      Honaaz watched, and he also seemed to recognize the significance of that.

      “You throw knives?” Shaul asked.

      “When needed. But I do other things too, such as question men like you on why they have a hint of Drineth in their accent but also a bit of Yelind that’s mixed with Ora.” That last one was a bit of a gamble, but she could hear it in the long, drawn-out O when he said throw. She wasn’t sure if she had it right, but increasingly, she thought that she did. “Have you ever thrown a knife?”

      Honaaz looked over to her, but Lily kept her gaze on Shaul. She waited for him to reach for the knife. He would, if she had this right.

      Lily slipped forward toward him, right as one of the waves caught her and lifted her. She tried to roll with it, hoping she could float with the movement, but another wave seemed to strike at the same time, catching her off guard and causing her to stumble. After checking for injury, she realized a moment too late that Shaul had grabbed the knife.

      He darted toward her, quicker than she had expected. He sliced, catching her on the wrist. Lily had to maneuver to keep him from driving the blade deeper into her flesh, and that gave him a chance to thrust his other blade outward.

      She kicked her heel toward his midsection. He deflected the blow, ducking beneath it with skill, and Lily rolled to the side, following another wave. She spun around, and Shaul’s blade came right toward her face.

      Then he collapsed.

      She looked up at Honaaz. “I had it.”

      “The fuck you did.”

      “Well, I probably had it.”

      “What was that about?” he growled.

      “That was about him and his training.”

      “Where the fuck did a guy like that get training?”

      “I thought the citadel, but now I don’t know. He’s like no one I’ve ever encountered.”

      What new magical danger had they unearthed?
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      The boat bobbed in the waves, and the fog surrounded them, which Honaaz knew to be a good thing. Lily continued squeezing the owl that she’d made, and he couldn’t help but marvel at the detail in it. Over the last few days, she’d been carving more of these strange talismans, as she called them. Each time that she did, he couldn’t shake the amazement he felt at how skilled she was.

      All of the talismans were made out of bone, and each of them was useful for a different purpose, at least according to Lily. He had no idea what they were useful for, only that some seemed better suited for fighting, and others seemed better suited for seeing through fog. He suspected that she had still others that had different purposes.

      He still gripped his dagger, holding on to it ever since Shaul had attacked. What had that fucker thought he was going to do? Try to slice open Lily, apparently.

      This had come from a man who had gambled with him the entire time. He had always been friendly, other than when it seemed as if Honaaz had too good of a hand. Then he managed to complain as loud as anyone, as though Shaul never managed to win. How much of that had been intentional as a way of controlling the game the entire time?

      “Are we getting close?” Honaaz whispered, trying to keep his voice low, though the fog likely swallowed anything he said.

      Lily looked up from working on Shaul’s bindings. They could deal with him when they got back to shore, though having somebody who might betray them could pose a danger, regardless of the density of the fog and regardless of whatever protections Lily thought she could offer.

      “Let me take a look.” She squeezed her owl again, and he noticed that she didn’t prick her finger the way she had the last few times. Maybe she was getting better at using it, or maybe she had already pricked her finger enough times that she didn’t need to do it again. As she stared into the fog and swept her gaze around, she only frowned. “We’re close. You’re moving awfully close to them, though.”

      “I can’t fucking see anything,” he said.

      “I can help.”

      “Not if you can’t see anything either.”

      She stood up and turned so that she could look next to him. “There’s a ship there,” she said, pointing directly in front of her. “And one there and one there.” She turned so that she faced about ten degrees in each direction.

      Honaaz wished he could see like she did.

      But why couldn’t he?

      “Do you think your owl might work for me?” he asked.

      Lily bit her lip, squeezing the piece of bone for a moment, then handed it over to him. “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “To be honest, I’m surprised it even works for me. I don’t have to use the same potential with it that I normally do. It seems that I should, but…” She shook her head and reached into her satchel, grabbing another bone owl. “Maybe you don’t have to be so blind.”

      Honaaz held the piece of bone, tracing his finger along it. It really was well carved, which left him marveling at her skill again. As he squeezed it, he felt a strange warmth and noticed that it seemed like the fog was getting lighter. It wasn’t disappearing, but it seemed like the fog eased, somehow. Because of that, he could make out shapes. They began to grow clearer and clearer, until he noticed the ships all around them.

      They were much closer than he had expected.

      How was he supposed to get close to the ships without knowing they were there?

      Shaul. Pepper. Thomas. How many of them had access to witchcraft and he hadn’t known about it? Maybe Nolly? No. Not Nolly. He’d been something of a friend, if a barkeep could ever truly be a friend and not somebody just hoping for extra coin.

      “I can see them, but I don’t know if it works as well as it does for you,” he told her.

      “There’s no reason that it shouldn’t work the same for you as it does for me. It’s just…” She shrugged again, then glanced down to Shaul, looking as if she wanted to kick him. She seemed to change her mind and instead stepped on one of the bindings that kept his ankles tied together. He hadn’t come around yet, though Honaaz had hit him as hard as he could with the oar. It was a wonder he hadn’t split the fucker’s skull. “Anyway,” she went on, “if it works, and if it doesn’t take too much out of me, we can navigate through the fog. We can see what these ships are doing.”

      He hadn’t told her yet, but Honaaz intended to do more than just see what the ships were doing. If she was right—and now that he could see, he realized that she was—then based on her description of them, these were not just any ships.

      “If you can see, then we don’t need to stay out here,” Lily said.

      “I’m going to get a little closer,” he said.

      “We don’t need to get any closer. We just need to know what they’re doing and why they’re hiding in plain sight.”

      “Is it night?” Honaaz asked.

      She motioned toward the sky. “It’s getting there. The fog will start to lift eventually.”

      It was some sort of magical fog, but he didn’t really understand it. He was thankful that Morgan had a way of controlling it, though.

      He paddled them slower. He was cautious now, not wanting to make too many ripples in the waves, which might draw attention to their passing. Honaaz guided them forward, slipping through the waves as carefully as he could while still maintaining control over the boat. He approached one of the larger ships. This was the one that he thought he needed to get closest to.

      “Are you guiding us toward that?” She pointed through the fog.

      He nodded. “I intend to climb aboard.”

      “You intend to do what?”

      “I’m getting on the fucking ship,” he said. “And you’re going to keep this boat near it. All you have to do is steer close to the bigger one. Stay close while I climb onto it.”

      “What do you think you’re going to find?” Lily asked.

      Honaaz didn’t want to tell her what he really thought he’d find. He wasn’t sure if they would be there or not. Only that he couldn’t stand aside when there was a possibility that he might be able to find a way on board—and to stop something.

      It was time.

      It was past time.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to find out there, but I can tell you that I’m going to fight my way across the deck of that ship.”

      She placed a hand on his arm. “You don’t have to do it by yourself.”

      Honaaz grunted. “I know I don’t. I’m not planning on dying, so don’t sit there and think this is some suicide mission. What I’m doing is getting on board a ship and taking the fucking thing.”

      There would be a mutiny this time. And it would be him.

      Lily watched him, then glanced over to where Shaul remained bound. He hadn’t moved, but he did seem to have come around. Honaaz half expected him to wake up and open his eyes, maybe even make some comment about how he wasn’t trying to do what Honaaz accused him of, but he didn’t.

      “Be careful,” Lily said. “And if you need anything, just whistle.”

      “I won’t need to whistle,” Honaaz said.

      “But if you do need me, please just whistle.”

      He wanted to argue with her that it wouldn’t be necessary and that even if it was, he wasn’t sure that whistling would be the right approach, especially because it would only draw the attention of the other ships. But Lily looked at him with that hard expression she had, the one that dared him to challenge her, so he didn’t. He turned away and then set the paddle down into the boat next to her.

      “If he gets unruly, a smack across the head will be all he needs.”

      Lily patted her pouch. “I think I can handle someone getting out of turn.”

      He took a deep breath and then climbed toward the ship.

      They had navigated close to it in the fog, and Honaaz had no idea whether the crew even knew he was there. He hoped that they didn’t, but he didn’t know if those on board the ship had the same fucking limitation that he and Lily did. If the fog was only for them and not for the people sailing the ships, then maybe it wouldn’t make a difference.

      He reached the railing, pulled himself up, and hung there for just a moment. The waves dragged on this ship, but not nearly as much as it did on their small boat. He scanned the deck and caught sight of one man standing near the mast. Two others lingered next to a staircase leading down into the belly of the ship.

      He knew there would be more. Probably quite a few more, but if he could remove those three as a threat, then he would have a much easier time after that. He had to start quickly, though.

      Honaaz jerked on the railing, swung his legs up over the side of the ship, and went running the moment he landed. He barreled into the first man, driving his head down onto the deck, then spun, sweeping toward the mast.

      He grabbed the next man by the neck and slammed him into the mast.

      No one else appeared.

      And then he felt it. It was like the wind itself thickened around him.

      Honaaz held his hands at his side. He still had the owl talisman, but there wasn’t anything else that would be able to break through the Weather Watcher’s sorcery. He heard the sound of boots on the deck coming toward him. The steps were muted, and the swirling fog made it difficult for him to hear them well, but Honaaz was aware of the presence. He could feel it coming through that decking, but he could also feel the energy in the air—something that called to him, something that suggested that there was more than what he had seen before.

      Then the man approached.

      He was tall and slender, with jet-black hair that ran down to his shoulders. He leaned on a narrow staff, and he turned to Honaaz. His eyes were flat gray, the color of a storm, and his mouth was a thin line.

      Honaaz flicked his gaze around, searching for others. Three more stood behind the Weather Watcher, but that was it. A total of six crew on board a ship like this? They were understaffed, but it wasn’t the crew that made the difference, in this case. It was the Weather Watcher and the power of the sorcery that propelled them. That was the key to all this, and that was why the Weather Watcher was the one who had come to him.

      Mutiny. That thought stayed in Honaaz’s mind.

      “Do I know you?” the Weather Watcher asked.

      “You should,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Why should I?”

      Honaaz slowly turned his head. It was like twisting through mud or trying to turn and steer the ship through a violent storm. As he attempted to do so, he could feel the energy pushing against him, the power and weight of the Weather Watcher’s sorcery squeezing down upon him, making it so that he could barely do anything. But he did turn.

      The Weather Watcher regarded him impassively. He seemed unconcerned that Honaaz managed to turn at all. Then again, the Weather Watcher was probably accustomed to men Honaaz’s size, along with their ability to break through some of the magic.

      Honaaz was determined to do more than just break through it. He was going to destroy this Weather Watcher. Break him the same way that he had very nearly been broken.

      The Weather Watcher took a step toward him. The power he used continued to swirl, squeezing Honaaz. He approached, but he didn’t say anything. There was just the thudding of boots across the floorboards. Then he stopped across from Honaaz. The three who stood behind him were each nearly the same size as him.

      “I do know you, don’t I?” the Weather Watcher said.

      Honaaz couldn’t even growl. He needed to control himself and his emotion.

      And maybe Lily should have been here with him.

      The man looked up at him. “The same size, though there are plenty your size in the lands there. But there’s that look in your eyes. Yes. It’s the one that screams murder. So few have that strength in them. Not enough actually would be willing to murder if it were to come down to it, but you certainly have that look in your eyes.” He pushed his hands outward, and the tension around Honaaz started to squeeze even more tightly against him, making it so that he could barely move. “You returned. I wasn’t expecting you to return to us.”

      “I didn’t return to you,” Honaaz managed to get out.

      “But you came back.”

      The other three started to make their way around Honaaz. If this went on much longer, they would grab his wrists, and getting out would be that much harder.

      Honaaz knew what he had to do.

      He focused on his feet, letting the tension within him bubble up and boil within him, until it built up and he could feel it working all the way through him. Then he unleashed it, and power exploded out through his arms.

      He reached out with a movement that was not as fast as he had hoped it would be, but still faster than the Weather Watcher had expected. Honaaz grabbed him by the throat, crushing it quickly.

      The power holding him faded.

      He spun, smacking the man behind him with a closed fist across the scalp, then driving his heel into the next man closest to him. Finally, he twisted around and brought his knee into the forehead of the next.

      They were all down.

      Honaaz dragged the Weather Watcher over the side of the ship and looked down to Lily.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “The fucking Weather Watcher.” He dropped the man down onto the boat next to Lily. “Tie him up to keep him from fighting you. Smack him with the paddle if you need to. I’m not done here.”

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

      “Take my fucking ship back.”

      Honaaz hurriedly made his way around the ship. Much had changed after all this time away, but there was still enough familiarity that he recognized and remembered what it was like to work the ship, to manage the sails, to do everything he was supposed to do.

      But he didn’t need to do all of that himself. He gathered the men that he’d knocked unconscious and quickly used some loose rope to bind their wrists and ankles behind them. He would deal with them later.

      He got the anchor up, and the ship lurched forward. He wished he had someone else with him. He could ask Lily to come aboard, but he needed the small boat as well.

      “Stay near me,” he called to her.

      “You’re just stealing the ship?”

      “I told you. I’m taking it back.”

      He guided the ship toward the shore. The fog was dense, but the talisman let him see through it so that he could find his way to the docks. In the fog, Honaaz could hear the sound of other sailors near them, but so far, they didn’t seem to see him.

      A person landed on the deck next to him with a loud thunk.

      Ryson stood across from him. His face was scarred—one of the scars had come from when Honaaz struck him, before he had managed to escape—and his eyes looked almost scarred closed, though he was still able to glower at him.

      “You shouldn’t have come back,” Ryson said.

      “You shouldn’t have fucking taken my ship.”

      “Not yours.”

      “It was after you killed him,” Honaaz growled. “And I’m taking it back.”

      “You don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t know what you got yourself into.”

      Honaaz glanced off to the side and then turned his attention back to Ryson. “I know pretty fucking well what I’ve gotten myself into. Much like I know what you decided to get yourself into. I saw the Weather Watcher. I saw how he was leading the crew. He isn’t the fucking captain, unless you forgot that lesson.”

      “All he wanted was the sword,” Ryson said.

      The sword?

      Then it hit him.

      His uncle had a sword hanging on the wall in his office. It had been there from when Honaaz was young. His uncle had claimed that it was special, but then he had always claimed that everything he owned was special.

      “That right?” Honaaz asked.

      “He was to keep you here until we arrived, but you’ve made it easier. Now you’ll tell us what you did with it, and the rest can be over soon enough.”

      Honaaz had his daggers. He didn’t care about a sword. The last he’d seen, his uncle had left it behind.

      Maybe the sea claimed it. Would fucking serve them right.

      Ryson took a step toward him, and Honaaz braced himself. Ryson was a skilled fighter, and Honaaz didn’t want to have to beat the shit out of him again, especially knowing what the other men had gone through, but now wasn’t the time for pleasantries.

      Ryson reached for the wheel.

      Honaaz darted forward.

      Ryson was predictable. He drove his elbow straight toward Honaaz, but he didn’t keep his head up the way he should have. Honaaz brought his knee toward his face, striking him in the chin. Ryson went flying backward. Honaaz flew toward him, catching him and then dropping him to the deck.

      “Make this easy for yourself. Don’t move,” Honaaz said.

      Ryson tried to struggle free, but Honaaz held him down. He bound him the way he had done with the others, and shoved him to the side of the ship.

      A shout rang out.

      Somebody knew what was going on.

      Before Honaaz had a chance to react, something exploded behind him.

      Then another. And another.

      At first, he thought the bastards were attacking his ship, but that wasn’t what it was. It was Lily using her magic to attack the other ships. She was giving him a chance to get through.

      He had to work quickly, racing from the mainsail and shifting the lines before guiding the ship closer to shore.

      The fog around him started to thicken. Even the talisman didn’t make it easier for him to see past the haze, as if there was something within the fog that seemed to recognize his need. It began to constrict around him, holding tightly so that he didn’t have to fear the other attacks.

      “Are you doing that?” Honaaz shouted, hoping that Lily could hear.

      “That’s not me. I hope it’s Morgan. If it’s not…”

      Honaaz fixed his gaze straight ahead. If it wasn’t her, he knew what it might be.

      Fucking sorcery.
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      The air had a hint of foulness to it, though nothing like the prisons in Verendal. Finn was accustomed to that stench, but it didn’t make it any easier on him. This was something unpleasant, and though he couldn’t quite place the source of it, he suspected it came from what they’d been dealing with and the dark magic they’d seen.

      He hadn’t witnessed anything quite like that before. He’d done his best to sound confident around Reims, knowing that a man like that had quite a bit of experience dealing with witchcraft—far more than Finn had. He hadn’t wanted to look inexperienced, but he was. He couldn’t shake that feeling, nor could he shake his fear at what he had seen. There was violence, and it was the kind that he was not accustomed to encountering out in the wilds like this.

      “Can I finally come with you?”

      Finn glanced over to see Isabel striding toward him. She’d been waiting at the edge of the forest and had stayed there until Reims had departed to find his team, as if she feared him more than she feared Finn. Perhaps she did. There were plenty of rumors about Kanar Reims that had spread throughout Reyand, and Finn had a hard time knowing how many of those were false. Given what he had seen of the man, it was entirely likely that most of those rumors were completely true.

      “There are certain things you aren’t ready to see,” Finn said, and he strode down the road that ran atop the city.

      Sanaron was an interesting place. The upper level sat on a hillside, and it stretched down to the shore, making it so that everything seemed to flow toward the water. From above, one would imagine that he should be able to see out into the sea, but the strange fog made it difficult for him to make out much of anything. The fog itself came across as something natural, but there were times when Finn had a feeling it was controlled in some way. Especially when he had been around the woman’s home, where it had seemed to slip into doors in ways no fog ever had.

      He had known what he was getting into when he had pursued Morgan, and he had presumed some of the danger in coming after Reims, but Finn had not really had any true belief that he would be able to hold Reims. Morgan was supposed to be a prisoner he could bring back.

      But all it had taken was a few words from Reims to make him question everything.

      “You’re quiet,” Isabel said.

      “We came across witchcraft in the forest,” Finn said.

      “You expected it.”

      “You knew?”

      “It’s not like you’ve been keeping stuff from me all that well, Master Jagger. You brought me down to the shore, after all. I got to see everything.”

      “Not everything,” Finn said.

      “What happened there?” Isabel rounded on him, crossing her arms over her chest, and her chin tipped up in the stubborn way that it often did. “You’ve been trying to keep things from me, as if you think you can protect me, but if I’m going to be part of this, I need to know what’s going on.”

      “I would like to keep you out of it, if I can,” Finn said. “Come along.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He arched a brow at her. “Well, I intend to talk with somebody who might provide me with some insight. Given what I’ve dealt with and what I’ve seen, and now what I’ve experienced, I have questions.”

      “Are you going back to talk to the woman you kept in the prison?” she asked.

      Finn slowed, looking down upon the city. “This is still the information-gathering part of the job.”

      “You know, it seems to me that most of your job is information gathering.”

      Finn shrugged. “What about yours?”

      “You mean between running errands when you send me to the general store after different supplies, and only occasionally going into the prisons? I suppose my days are spent drinking.” She beamed at him, as if she had just won some prize. “Though that’s not what you were getting at, was it?”

      “It’s that attitude that keeps you from being brought along on more jobs than I have,” he said.

      “Maybe it’s you not bringing me along that keeps me having that attitude.”

      “Maybe it is,” Finn said.

      She frowned at him. “What?”

      “We have to work together. You’re supposed to be my apprentice, even though I haven’t made much of an apprentice out of you. Maybe it’s time that you begin to learn how to question our prisoners.”

      “You would put me in front of the prisoners?” Isabel pointed to herself. “Me?”

      He grunted. She’d only seen him doing the questioning and had little experience with it herself.

      “You don’t think you can do it?” he asked.

      “I think I’ve seen how most of those men react to a woman like me.”

      “That gives you an advantage that I don’t have,” Finn said. “They know what I’m willing to do. If they’re from Verendal, then they know what I’m capable of.”

      His job took a certain level of hardness, and Finn was not opposed to using it when he needed. It also created a certain reputation, and that reputation had benefited him over the years. Over time, the reputation had made it so that he didn’t have to question quite as hard as he once had.

      “I once heard it said that you can catch more flies with honey,” he told her.

      “I’m not trying to catch flies,” she said.

      “But you are trying to get information. And if the men think you’re slow, ignorant, or perhaps even someone they can take advantage of, you can use that to your benefit.”

      “What makes you think I’m not doing that with you?” Isabel asked.

      Finn watched her. “I know you are.”

      She said nothing, and they continued on. The fog made it difficult for him to see much around him.

      “I’m not using you,” she said after several minutes of silence.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Well, not really.”

      Finn shrugged. “I’m not terribly concerned about it, even if you were. I’ve been in my line of work long enough that I can tell when somebody is trying to get something out of me.”

      “Yeah? And what might I be trying to get out of you?”

      “I didn’t say that I always know what they’re trying to get out of me,” Finn said. “Only that I can recognize when somebody is attempting to manipulate me. Much like you often do.” He turned away and stared into the fog. “And the brothel mistress. She’s doing something, but I can’t quite tell what it is.”

      “You think she’s in on it?”

      “Reims doesn’t,” he said.

      “You trust him?”

      “No, but I do trust his judgment.” It was a difficult place for Finn to be, trusting someone like that.

      “Then who do you think is responsible for this?” Isabel asked.

      “I don’t know, but if we don’t stop it here, it will come to Reyand.”

      He reached a small building and paused. The door opened, and Esmerelda stood on the other side. She looked past him to Isabel, before locking eyes with him and waiting for him to come inside.

      Isabel followed him into the small inn that Esmerelda was staying at. His wife had told him that she’d been tempted to stay with the hegen camping on the outskirts of the city, but she also didn’t want to interfere in their own ceremonies, so she had decided to stay in a separate place. Finn wasn’t exactly sure if that was the right strategy for somebody like Esmerelda, who had a name and recognition within the hegen, but he wasn’t about to challenge her on that.

      The inside of the inn looked comfortable. A hearth crackled at one end, though it wasn’t cool outside, and they didn’t really need the heat, but the light was welcome. It did seem to burn away some of the fog that drifted into the main room. Two others sat inside, though Finn didn’t recognize either of them. He suspected they were both hegen, from their appearances.

      “I take it they discovered they can’t get past the borders of Sanaron,” Finn said.

      Esmerelda glanced over to the other two. One of them was an older man sitting near the hearth, who ran a knife over a long piece of ivory bone.

      “They state that some traps are holding us here. You found it?”

      Finn took a seat and glanced to the back of the inn. He had no idea where the innkeeper was but thought that he might actually take a mug of ale. It had been a while since he had been to a tavern where he had wanted to sit and drink, but after what he had seen and what he and Reims had dealt with, he was ready for it.

      “Witchcraft surrounds the city,” Finn said. “At least, as far as I could track.”

      Esmerelda glanced to Isabel and studied her for a moment, before turning her attention back to Finn. She didn’t say anything about his openness of speaking in front of Isabel, but she didn’t need to. She understood his hesitance in the past, though she had also encouraged him to try to work with Isabel more than he already had. She probably would be pleased that he’d chosen to take on more of a mentorship role with her. Finn didn’t see how he had much of a choice at this point.

      “What have you found?” the old man said without looking up.

      “Places where the ground has been disturbed,” Finn replied. “I could feel the presence of power there but wasn’t able to do much with it.”

      “You disrupted it, though, didn’t you?” Esmerelda asked.

      Finn glanced over. “I did.”

      She breathed out a sigh of relief. “Then perhaps that’s all you can do.”

      “There were several of them. And I found something else.” He relayed what he and Reims had encountered with the trees—how there had been three practitioners hanging alive and how they had all been facing the tree as part of some torment.

      Esmerelda was quiet. She pulled out a stack of white cards from her pouch and began to turn them over. Each one was blank, at least to start. Gradually, golden ink on the cards began to shift and take on shapes. From what he knew, the cards had been inaccurate lately.

      “Can you see anything?” Finn asked.

      “The cards are unreliable,” she said, staring at them. “In some places, they are easier to use than others.” She looked up and held Finn’s gaze. “In this case… Well, I’m not sure. I don’t know if I can trust what I’m seeing here.”

      “What are you seeing?” Isabel shuffled forward, looking over Esmerelda’s shoulder. “I’ve heard about these cards. I’ve never gotten into debt with the hegen where I needed to be given one, of course, but I’ve heard of them.”

      “Sit down,” Finn warned.

      Isabel ignored him. “That one looks something like a tower. That one looks like a ship. That one looks like—”

      Esmerelda placed her hand on top of the cards, and she glanced up at Isabel. “I know what they look like. The challenge is understanding what they mean. There’s a difference between seeing and knowing.”

      “I thought all of your magic was knowing,” Isabel said.

      “It usually is.”

      Esmerelda had come a long way since Finn had first met her. She once would have denied the purpose of the hegen cards, at least to outsiders.

      “What if we can figure out what the different shapes mean?” Isabel asked. “That could be kind of fun. There was a tower. Maybe it’s something like a church tower?” She frowned, wrinkling her nose as she did. “In Verendal, you have quite a few churches. Some of them are awfully tall. There is the tower of Mother, there’s the tower of—”

      “I know the towers,” Esmerelda said.

      “What about the ship?” Isabel glanced from Finn to Esmerelda. “Aren’t you even going to try to figure that out? It seems to me like that would be significant. There aren’t too many ships around your home, but out here… I’ve seen some tied up along the shore. I know Master Jagger doesn’t want me to go down to the docks, but when you go down there, you can hear things that you can’t hear otherwise. Stories. Sounds like there has been more activity on the docks than there has been in quite some time.”

      “Has there?” Esmerelda asked.

      “Well, activity doesn’t always mean anything too exciting. In a city like this, it could just be more trade. It sounds like everything had kind of quieted down when the Rabid Dogs—that’s a gang that had been running the docks—were more active. It sounds like Kanar Reims and his team removed the threat of the Dogs.”

      And here Finn thought she hadn’t been listening.

      She had been, but she’d been doing it her own way.

      But then, when he had taken on his responsibility of working as an apprentice with Master Meyer, hadn’t he done so in his own way too? He hadn’t approached the job the way Henry had. He had found his own sources and asked his own questions, and because of that, he had grown in skill.

      That was one of the areas where his previous apprentices had not been as successful. None of them had been willing to ask the hard questions, or to listen. More than that, none of them had managed to piece together what they had heard.

      “What do you think it means?” Finn asked, looking over to Isabel.

      She regarded him for a moment, before flicking her gaze down to where Esmerelda still held the cards. Esmerelda moved her hand and revealed the topmost card. On it was what looked like a series of stacked rocks. Finn didn’t have any idea what that might mean, and neither did Isabel, judging by her strange expression. Esmerelda was more difficult to read. She often was. Did she see something in the stack of rocks? Maybe there was nothing to it, or maybe it did mean something but she didn’t want to reveal that to them.

      “Well, you have a gang that’s been active in the city for a while, right?” Isabel pressed her lips together, frowning for a long moment. “It’s not that dissimilar from Verendal. You have your crews operating there, though none of them are really tied together.”

      “Not any longer,” Finn said.

      “Does that mean they once were?”

      Finn shrugged. “There was a time when there were some who had a loose rein over the crews. It wasn’t quite direct control like what we’ve heard here, but there was somebody who once had a significant hold over things.”

      “I didn’t know,” Isabel said.

      “You haven’t been in Verendal long.”

      She grinned. “I suppose I haven’t. Maybe if I stick around a while, I could be that person.”

      “Don’t start,” Finn cautioned.

      Isabel started to smile, and Esmerelda laughed softly.

      Finn shot Esmerelda a look. “Don’t you go encouraging her.”

      “I have a hard time thinking this one needs any encouragement, Finn.”

      “Anyway,” Finn said, tearing his attention away from Esmerelda and looking over to Isabel, “what do you think all of that means?”

      “Well, if we go by what we have seen, we can piece things together, right?” Isabel sat up, and it allowed Finn to see the older hegen carving the bone sitting quietly, who seemed to be listening. “It’s a power vacuum. Somebody left, somebody got to take over. And we met somebody who obviously wants to have a hand in things, right? That brothel mistress.”

      Esmerelda arched an eyebrow at Finn. “You met a brothel mistress, did you?”

      “Oh, she’s quite lovely,” Isabel said, “but don’t let Finn tell you otherwise. I’m sure he’s going to tell you that he didn’t think she was pretty or anything, or that she wasn’t strong or impressive, but I saw the way he was watching her.”

      Esmerelda kept her face neutral.

      Finn shook his head. “As if I would look at a brothel mistress.”

      “I don’t think look is the right word. Maybe leer?”

      “Go on with your assessment,” Finn said.

      Isabel gave a slight pout, seeming disappointed that he wasn’t being baited the way she obviously wanted, but she shrugged. “Well, she could be somebody like that. She has already started to develop a measure of control in the city. It seems to me that all it would take would be for her to swoop in, and then she could gain complete control.”

      “I don’t have a sense that she’s trying to position herself for control,” Finn said.

      “You could ask Reims. He seems to have the in with her. She’s also the one who suggested you check the outskirts of the city, so she’s obviously connected, even though she may or may not want to take over.”

      Finn frowned. Isabel wasn’t entirely wrong, and he found himself surprisingly pleased with her. She could piece together things in a way she had not attempted to do before, and had come to a conclusion that might actually be useful for them.

      “What would you suggest?” Finn asked.

      Isabel wrinkled her nose again. “With what?”

      “Understanding her role in what’s happening in the city. We know several things, don’t we?” Finn leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He could feel the warmth of the hearth, which he felt as if he needed now. “Sanaron has known some danger of late. There has been talk of Alainsith. Talk of witchcraft. Now there has been a definite attack on the city itself. Witchcraft has the perimeter surrounded. There was somebody who had considerable power here, but they’re gone, at least as much as we can tell. And we have now seen one Pronouncement. Perhaps more. What do you think that means?”

      Isabel rubbed her hands together, and she shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t understand witchcraft the way you do. I was just throwing out ideas.”

      “Throw out an idea about what you think it might mean,” Finn said.

      Isabel took a deep breath, and she looked over to Esmerelda, then to Finn. “Well, if it’s like you say, and if there’s something big taking place, at least with witchcraft, we have to figure out why, right? That why is probably tied to what happened. Maybe it’s tied to what they did. That Pronouncement.”

      Esmerelda started flipping cards, one after another. She paused at one and stared at it. “She might be right,” she whispered. “We have always viewed the Pronouncement as one more way that the practitioners of witchcraft can attack, but what if that wasn’t it at all?”

      “I think it’s a summons of some sort, but for what reason?” Finn asked.

      “I don’t know,” Esmerelda said.

      Finn leaned back, drained. His head felt heavy, but they needed to know more.

      This isn’t your fight, he reminded himself. His purpose was to be in Verendal, to serve the king, to defend Reyand and its laws. It wasn’t to deal with a place like Sanaron and the threat of witchcraft.

      The war was over.

      At least, it had been.

      They had pushed all witchcraft practitioners out of Reyand. But obviously, they had not eliminated them completely. They had not defeated witchcraft. It had only gone into hiding, and now it seemed to be back.

      Not just back, but returning with the kind of power that its users had not possessed before.

      A summons.

      That’s what the Pronouncement would be for, but what kind of summons would it be? What would that mean? Unless it wasn’t that at all.

      Witchcraft like that could be used for other purposes—only Finn had not seen signs of it here. Yet.

      None of this was his concern. They weren’t in Reyand.

      But as he looked at Esmerelda, he knew they couldn’t leave until they understood.
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      The fog out on the bay seemed even denser than it had been before. Morgan strained to try to call that fog into her, yet she could not draw nearly as much as what she knew she needed to. She didn’t know if it would even come to her any longer. Between her and Jamil, they had searched the city, finding as many pockets of the Pronouncements as they could, each of them no different than the one where Chutel Vastaril had claimed his own life.

      What was strange, though, was that in each of the places, they found some of the great, and oldest, families of Sanaron. None of it made any sense to her. The only thing that would make sense would be if these families had chased witchcraft simply to try to counter what Morgan and her family could do, but that assumed the others even understood her family’s measure of control over the fog in the city. Morgan did not think that to be the case. And even if they knew what she could do, why would they have sacrificed themselves?

      It simply did not make any sense to her.

      And more kept changing.

      “What do you think this is about?” Jamil asked.

      “I have no idea,” Morgan replied. “I’ve been trying to understand it, but I do not know.”

      There had to be some explanation as to why some of these families had sacrificed themselves, only she did not have any idea as to why.

      They were standing in an upper portion of the city, the pale stone no longer feeling as comforting to her as it had once been. She breathed out, trying to gather her thoughts.

      Jamil turned to her. “Have you heard anything from the others?”

      “What others?” Morgan asked. She assumed that he didn’t mean the others on the council. They had agreed to investigate together first, on the chance that Harkenal and Elanessa were part of it.

      “Your people. You have the Blackheart looking into things.”

      She sighed. “He has not returned.”

      “What has he been doing?”

      “Investigating outside the city.”

      “You’re having him look into why trade has faltered?”

      “I thought it reasonable,” Morgan replied. “Given that we don’t understand what has been going on with that, the Blackheart does understand if this is all magical in origin.”

      “But what does not make sense is all of this.” Jamil motioned all around. “Every house we have managed to get into is the same. Each of them has evidence of this Pronouncement. Why?”

      “They are a means to power,” she said.

      “A power for what?”

      That was an answer that Morgan did not have. Each place they visited and explored had left her with no real answer. She had searched for patterns, as well as whether there was anything throughout Sanaron that might explain the reasoning behind it, but she hadn’t found an answer. There was no consistent or identifiable pattern that she could detect. Witchcraft was all about patterns. At least, traditional witchcraft. Increasingly, she had started to wonder if perhaps this was not traditional witchcraft.

      Or perhaps not even witchcraft at all.

      And if not that, then what?

      “I think we need to lift the fog in the bay,” she said.

      “Why?” Jamil asked. “What is it about the bay that has you so curious? I think the issue at hand is the great houses. Help me find the rest, and we can warn them of what the others on the council intend.”

      She wasn’t sure if they did intend anything else.

      “There is something drawing away the protections that once existed within the city,” she told him. “That is what has me curious. If we can understand what that is, we might be able to determine if there is something out in the harbor that is causing this.”

      At this point, Morgan was no longer sure how much she needed to be part of this, and how much needed to come from the rest of the council. Whenever she had mentioned that to Jamil, he had shaken his head.

      “I think it’s time that I talked to Adira,” she said.

      “I doubt she will offer you any insight. We should stay focused on the great houses.”

      “I will, but first I need to speak to her.”

      Adira had known something, and that left Morgan thinking she was probably following the wrong strategy. Until she understood what it was that Adira knew, Morgan wasn’t sure she would find those answers for herself.

      She started down the hillside. There was practically no fog in the city now, revealing the entirety of Sanaron in all its glory, such as it was. Some of the buildings were brightly painted, but most were white stone, as if to model those ancient Alainsith buildings. By the time she reached the road leading to the brothel, she had expected that Jamil would have veered off, but he stayed with her.

      “You don’t have to come with me for this,” she told him.

      “These are my friends.”

      “Not all of them were from your guild.”

      He nodded slowly. “Not all, but enough of them were. I would like to find out what she knows.”

      Morgan approached the entrance cautiously, trying to summon some of the fog to her, and not able to do so with much strength. The more she pulled on it, the more she felt as if some of that fog tried to resist and strain against her. She thought it was because of something here, and she wondered if Adira had a hand in it, but perhaps that was not the case at all.

      As soon as she reached the entrance to the brothel, the door opened. Adira greeted her, dressed in her traveling cloak and with her staff not yet expanded.

      “I’ve been wondering when you would finally come to see me.”

      “What do you have to do with all of this?” Morgan asked.

      She could tell that Jamil had tensed behind her, as if he were trying to move away. He was the one who had wanted her to find answers, and here she was searching for those answers. Jamil should not want to escape from what she did.

      “What do I have to do with what?” Adira said.

      “You know something.” Morgan carefully brought her hand up to the Alainsith rod, prepared for the possibility that she might need to draw on that power, though she was not sure if she had enough control over it if it were to come down to a fight with Adira. She had seen Adira’s skill, and she understood the other woman’s ruthless efficiency, so Morgan did not want to battle with someone like that without having help. Were Kanar around, maybe it wouldn’t be such a problem, but she didn’t know when he would return.

      Maybe I should have waited for Lily or Honaaz.

      Either of them would have offered her additional assistance. They would have protected her, though they had been absent and doing their own thing as well.

      “Had you returned, you would have learned what I know.” Adira flicked her gaze over to Jamil, who shrugged.

      “We’ve been investigating the dangers around us,” Morgan said.

      “Really? The dangers? Do you even understand what dangers are here?”

      “I’ve seen what has been happening.”

      Adira crossed her arms. “And what do you believe has happened?”

      “There have been Pronouncements throughout the city. Do you know what those are?”

      Adira frowned. “Am I supposed to?”

      That question gave Morgan a moment of pause. Maybe she had it wrong. Maybe Adira did not know.

      “A Pronouncement is a way for those who use witchcraft to call considerable power,” Morgan explained.

      “You think I use witchcraft because the one who came before me did?”

      Morgan shrugged. Hearing it stated that way made it sound a bit ridiculous, she had to acknowledge. Yet she also couldn’t help but feel as if maybe Adira was keeping something from her. The challenge, as she saw it, was that she felt as if she’d been scrambling around the city to try to find an answer and had failed repeatedly.

      “What did you bring to the council?” Morgan asked. “You wanted Jamil and me out of the room before you revealed to Harkenal and Elanessa whatever it was that you were doing. Are you working with them on this?”

      “If I were behind it, I wouldn’t be trying so hard to stop it.” Adira turned, and with a flick of her wrist, she extended her staff, then darted toward Jamil. “But you are.”

      The suddenness of it took Morgan off guard. She spun, trying to focus on the fog, but not able to do so. It resisted her attempts to call on it.

      Jamil’s eyes widened. “What? I’ve been working with her. She and I have been looking into what’s been going on.”

      “No,” Adira said. “You’ve been using her and her knowledge of the great families to target them.”

      Could Jamil have been doing that? When Morgan had been traveling with him, she had been convinced that he was helping. But the more she thought about it, the more she realized that Jamil had not been the one behind her or the council learning of the disruption in trade. That had been Stockton.

      Wouldn’t the merchant guild have known?

      “You need to call her off,” Jamil said to Morgan.

      Morgan scowled. “You have been asking me quite a few questions about the families. After finding me, you also convinced me to reveal some of the others. Why?” As she thought about what she had been doing and how she had been used, she couldn’t help but feel as if that had been the case. What purpose would there have been behind it, though?

      As Jamil took a few steps back, he kept eyeing Adira and her staff. But it was the way he watched Morgan that truly had her troubled. He had been paying attention to her use of the fog before, along with her connection to it.

      Something shifted within Jamil. His entire demeanor seemed to change as he straightened, reached under his guild cloak, and withdrew a familiar item—a witchcraft staff.

      He pointed it, and though he didn’t do anything with it, she didn’t need for him to for her to know what it was.

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter that you uncovered what I have been coordinating.” Jamil pointed the staff at Adira, and with a quick, controlled flick of his wrist, the ground around her trembled, encasing her feet in stone.

      Adira grunted as she tried to move, but she could not. She slammed her staff down on the stone again and again, but each time that she did, nothing changed. He watched her, and there was a look in his eyes that spoke of his amusement with her difficulty. Then he turned his attention to Morgan.

      “It has been tricky to find the other families,” Jamil said. “I must say that your connections and your inexperience have been useful. Harkenal and Elanessa were naturally more hesitant to reveal anything, but not you. You were almost eager.” He let out a laugh. “And that is all they ask of me.”

      Morgan attempted to move toward him, but he whipped his staff, and a band of power came from it, different than witchcraft. She had experienced witchcraft in Reyand and other places since she had attempted to learn all that she could about it. This use of power was unlike anything she had ever felt before. And from somebody that she didn’t think had much magic.

      Why would he not, though? There had been several Pronouncements. They were powerful, as well as a summons. But a summons for what?

      The rituals had taken place in some of the oldest Alainsith buildings in Sanaron. Because of that, Morgan couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps that had been the entire purpose behind the Pronouncements. If so, it meant that the buildings had been the target, not the families themselves, though the families may have been tied to them in a way.

      “Why?” Morgan whispered. She felt as if she couldn’t move, as if there was some power around her that prevented her from doing so, yet she strained anyway. “Did you think you could replace the Prophet?”

      Jamil sneered at her. “Replace? I could not replace that one, but when I learned of what was coming, I had only a few choices: reveal to the council what we had heard, or make my own agreement. Now, I am a businessman, and I have chosen to do only what is necessary.”

      “For you,” she said, trying to keep him talking. She needed some control over the fog, but she didn’t have it. Her hands were glued at her sides, and the more she strained, the more she felt that power squeezing her, though she couldn’t tell what he was doing. This was skillful witchcraft. “How long have you been training?”

      “This?” He held up the staff and then shrugged. “Not very long. They say that the techniques the Prophet taught were quite basic. There are others who are far more powerful. That is what they promised.”

      “So this was about power?” Morgan said.

      “Not only power, though I did need some in order to accomplish what they asked of me.”

      Jamil took a step toward her, and Morgan continued to try to find the fog, but her fingers wouldn’t even move. If she had that…

      Where was Gray?

      He would have protected her from this and kept her from making a mistake.

      Yet he was gone, and now she would die. Her city would fall. But to what?

      “Accomplish what?” she asked.

      Jamil gave her a cruel smile. “Why, to destroy the ancient protections of the city. They wanted to reclaim what they had lost.”

      Alainsith.

      But if it was them, wouldn’t Kanar have gotten some word? Wouldn’t there have been some rumblings? The Alainsith didn’t come by ship, so what was this?

      Morgan tried to move, but Jamil stood across from her, and she could smell the magic on him. There was a corruption to it, and it started to change things about a person, but she had not noticed it before. Why would she only notice it now? Somehow he had managed to hide what he was doing from her.

      All this time she had thought herself clever, and able to help Sanaron. She had thought she had uncovered a danger to the city, one that her father had not even understood. And all this time, she had been used.

      Jamil brought the staff up and slid it toward her neck. “I have already removed the others on the council. I wanted to ensure there were no further places to be concerned about, but perhaps it doesn’t matter. Now I will remove you. It’s a simple thing, you see. What you call a Pronouncement has served as something different. Not a summons at all, but a means of shattering ancient protections. I also have learned how to draw power out. It’s a slow, painful process, but that is what makes it so useful. At least, that is what they tell me. I might take a little power, though they have made it clear that I cannot take it all. They still need you. I hadn’t been sure until I saw you going into places that should have been forbidden, but now I know. You found what they seek.”

      He began to press the staff into her neck. Morgan couldn’t move, and she fought the pain.

      It had to be the Alainsith rod. That was what Malory had been after, so it made sense that they would be after it as well. Did that mean they had come for Gray? He was still gone, and she feared that something had happened to him.

      A crack split the air. For a moment, Morgan thought Jamil had done something, but then he grunted. And then she could move.

      Adira was twirling her staff, and everything happened quickly. Jamil flicked his own staff, and a bit of power exploded from the end of it. Adira danced to the side and spun her weapon toward him. Jamil glanced at Morgan, but she had already withdrawn her Alainsith rod, which she held outstretched and pointed at him. Fog started to swirl from the end of it, and she thought it might be enough.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “All of this will be over soon.”

      With a flick of his wrist, the ground in front of him exploded in a cloud of black dust. When it cleared, Jamil was gone.

      Morgan looked to Adira. “Thank you for that.”

      “I wasn’t about to let him get the best of me. I’ve never liked him. He did not want to recognize my establishments as part of the guild. It was because of him that I decided to take a different approach.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did. Now we have to stop whatever he has started.”

      “Do you think you can?”

      “I don’t know. Not on my own. And from what he said, the council is unlikely to be of much help.”

      It was possible that Harkenal and Elanessa were gone. If so, it meant that she was the last of the ruling families in Sanaron. It meant she had to take command. It meant she had to protect the city.

      Morgan had no choice but to be ready.
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      The city no longer felt comfortable to Kanar.

      Maybe it shouldn’t feel comfortable. He’d been in Sanaron long enough to know the quirks and strangeness of it, and that was what had helped him become comfortable here. Until seeing the rapid spread of witchcraft bodies hanging from trees.

      Not bodies, though. They’d been alive.

      Jagger hadn’t known what it was. And Kanar didn’t either.

      Kanar wasn’t inexperienced. Not when it came to witchcraft. If anything, he was one of the most experienced people in all of Reyand when it came to dealing with it. If there was something to be done about witchcraft, he had to do it.

      They’d come across five other collections that were similar. Each time he came across one, Kanar questioned what they were finding and what that meant for them—and he still didn’t know. Jagger not knowing was not terribly unsurprising. He had kept saying that he was little more than an executioner, though Kanar knew that was not exactly the truth. He was definitely more than just that.

      Kanar headed to Morgan’s home, noting that the fog around him seemed diminished, which left him wondering why Morgan would withdraw it, if that was the case. When he knocked, he didn’t have to wait long. The door opened, and an older man with close-cropped silver hair stood in the doorway, frowning at him. Kanar had never seen this man here before, though he supposed it wasn’t surprising that Morgan would have servants, only that she had not brought them out before now.

      “I’m looking for Morgan,” Kanar said.

      “Is she expecting you?”

      “Probably not, but she won’t be too surprised I’m visiting.”

      The man frowned. “I’m afraid that I have been given explicit instructions. She has asked that she not be disturbed with what has been going on.”

      “She will be disturbed for me.”

      Kanar started to push forward, but the man held out his hand, and Kanar was thrown backward a step. The suddenness startled him, and he didn’t even have a chance to react. It was almost as if the man used the density of the fog the way Morgan did, corralling it around his fist and pushing Kanar back without hesitation.

      The door closed, and Kanar stood there for a moment, watching and trying to process what had just happened. How many others were there in the city who knew how to control fog in that way? He only knew about Morgan, but there was no reason there weren’t others.

      When the man didn’t return, frustration filled Kanar, though it didn’t need to. He wasn’t helpless. He had the sword—and the power that it lent him. There were many times when Kanar had intentionally not used that, but now seemed as good a time as any for him to do so.

      Kanar squeezed the hilt of the sword. Doing so seemed to connect him to some part of the blade itself, as if he could use that connection and trap it inside himself. He felt the power bubble up within him. As it did, he focused, and then he jumped.

      This was a simple move, little more than a leap, and it carried him up until he landed atop Morgan’s roof. It was empty.

      He didn’t know why, but he thought that maybe she would be here, if anywhere. He often found Morgan standing on her roof, looking out at the city, as though the fog would somehow help her understand something.

      This time…

      There was nothing.

      Kanar hurried across the rooftop and peered down below. Through the fog, he caught sight of a few people, before he turned back to see Morgan standing behind him.

      “I heard that you were here,” she said, waiting with her hands clasped behind her back.

      There was a glimpse of shadow down the stairs behind her that swirled with fog. It cleared for just a moment, long enough for Kanar to realize that it belonged to the same man who had greeted him at the door and sent him away.

      “I didn’t realize that you had somebody else who knew how to use the fog the same way you do,” Kanar said.

      Morgan nodded. “There are others in the city. Some of the oldest and most connected to Sanaron. Don’t worry, I’m not trying to keep things from you.”

      “No?”

      She sighed. “Well, I hadn’t been. Maybe…” She turned, made a quick swirl with her hand, and pushed. The fog bubbled, then met a faint resistance. As it did, Kanar heard a door close.

      “Who is he?” Kanar asked.

      “One of my first instructors,” she said.

      “Others know how to use it the same way?”

      “It’s not a secret, Gray. It’s more a matter of understanding potential. And it’s something those of us who first came to Sanaron learned.”

      “Those of us?”

      “Those like my family,” Morgan said.

      “I understand. But there’s something you should know.”

      He guided her to the northern side of the rooftop, and he pointed out into the distance. He couldn’t see anything and didn’t think she would be able to either. Not through the fog, and not with the power that swirled around them. But he focused, stared off into the distance, and waited.

      “There’s something out there,” he said. “Something I saw today.” He told her about the witchcraft and everything he and Jagger had encountered. As he talked, her frown continued to deepen, until she stared quietly. “I’m not exactly sure what the attack means, and I have a sense from Jagger that he doesn’t know either. But witchcraft is squeezing around us in some sort of strange Pronouncement that I can’t help but feel is drawing more Alainsith to us.” Kanar turned, looking out into the fog. “Maybe that’s all it is—some witchcraft attack. Maybe they’re upset we removed the Prophet.”

      “That is problematic,” she said softly.

      “We removed an obvious threat, but what if there’s more here?” Kanar asked as she took him to the center of the roof.

      “Jamil has been… a problem for me,” she started.

      Morgan began to move her hands in a pattern and then pushed outward. A hint of a breeze drifted to him, and most people on the street would probably view the breeze as being responsible for carrying the fog away, rather than some mystical power raising it and lifting it away.

      He slipped his hand out, waiting for Morgan to take it. When she intertwined her fingers in his, he felt a thrill. There’d been a time when Kanar had enjoyed holding her hand, when it had been a quiet, almost exciting thing. It felt so different now, as everything between them felt so different. He missed the times they had spent together, talking, debating, even just sitting. Now everything felt tense, as if his betrayal of her, and her betrayal of him, had turned the world on its side.

      He walked her to the edge of the rooftop while holding her hand tightly. Before thinking better of it, he slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her close. He enjoyed the warmth, the lavender fragrance, and the overwhelming feel of her body pressed up against him. Kanar jumped, and he held her as he landed, keeping her from injury.

      “You could’ve done that yourself, couldn’t you?” he said.

      “Once, I could have. Things are… different… now.”

      “With the fog?” He laughed and stepped away from her, but he kept her hand in his.

      She didn’t pull away. She let him guide her.

      “I’ve learned a few things lately that you need to know about,” she said as they headed east downhill toward the shore. It wasn’t directly toward Adira’s building, but it was close enough that Kanar wondered if they were heading in that way. “Your Pronouncement isn’t the only one we’ve encountered. There have been others. I should probably ask the hegen if they know what it means.”

      “I don’t think the hegen are tied to witchcraft.”

      “They use similar aspects in their magic, don’t they? Think about what Lily does. She uses bone. It’s tied to the death of the individual. What is death but a way to grab power?”

      “She talks about it as stored potential,” Kanar said.

      “I suppose that’s always some part of it.” Morgan nodded, then frowned. “Much like I’ve seen some hegen using other items. Did you know that the Hunter’s wife prefers to use flowers and inks?”

      “I haven’t spoken to her.”

      “I haven’t either. When it comes to the hegen, they each have some preferred type of art. Lily works in bone. Other hegen who have come through here work in grasses and leaves. Others in inks or wood or metals.” She shook her head. “Yet, above all of it, there’s the one kind that I’ve been most intrigued by.”

      “The hegen cards,” Kanar said.

      She smiled tightly. “I’ve never managed to find out anything about them. I tried.”

      They reached a tall, narrow building made out of silvery rock, with blue tint through it. Morgan rested her hand on the stone and traced her fingers along the surface.

      “There’s something here,” she said. “I don’t know if you can feel it or not, but I can.”

      “It’s old.”

      “Incredibly old.” Morgan turned to him and twirled her hand, tracing outward as if to capture some of the fog around them. She didn’t do anything with it the way she had before, which surprised him. Instead, the fog just swirled toward the building, touched the side of it, and then disappeared. “Can you feel it? Can you feel anything here?”

      “Am I supposed to feel something?”

      She walked around the side of the building, and Kanar realized that fog surrounded the outside of it. Morgan pushed open the door. The fog didn’t press all the way inside, though it seemed to him that she held on to it, keeping it from heading any deeper into the building itself. It was almost like she was trying to ensure that there was some aspect that remained safe, but safe from what?

      She turned to him. “Be careful here.”

      A body lay in the middle of the floor, surrounded by a pool of blood in a nearly perfect starlike shape that spread out around it.

      Witchcraft.

      But not just any witchcraft. This was a Pronouncement.

      More than that, there were another half dozen bodies arranged around it.

      “You wanted me to see this?” Kanar whispered.

      “I wanted you to see because it’s not the only one.”

      Morgan stepped back outside and waited for Kanar to join her. She closed the door, wrapping fog around it. When she did, it swirled for a moment, until it solidified into a tight band that squeezed up and around the building, as though she were trapping the fog there—not just the fog itself but the witchcraft inside of the fog, holding it in a way that would keep anything worse from escaping.

      Kanar frowned at her, but she strode off down the shoreline.

      They hadn’t gone far, heading slightly uphill and curving away from the water, when they came to another building. It was made out of black stone, and she rested her hand on it much like she had the last one, tracing her fingers across the surface. It seemed to Kanar that there was another bit of fog that swirled in it, but then it retreated.

      As soon as Kanar followed her inside, the foul stench of rot and death struck him. As before, a body lay in the middle of the room with a pattern surrounding them. More witchcraft. Another Pronouncement.

      What’s going on here?

      Morgan led him back to the street. “There are more. I could show you all of them, but they are mostly like this. I’ve been trying to catalog them while you were on your little adventure.”

      He sighed. “Witchcraft here, witchcraft outside of the city, and all of it a Pronouncement.”

      “And tied to the merchant guild master,” Morgan said. “I suspect he’s the one you’ve been chasing. When I left Sanaron, I wanted to learn that I could offer the city protection. I thought that if I could learn more secrets about the kinds of power around the world, I might be able to defend the city better. So many different people come through here that it seemed sensible.” She smiled tightly. “And now…”

      They reached the shore again, with rows of taverns, waterfront shops, and the dock stretching out into the fog-filled bay.

      Morgan frowned, shaking her head, staring off into the distance. “What’s that?”

      Kanar couldn’t see anything through the fog stretching out over the water. “There’s something out there. I haven’t been paying attention, but I should have. Maybe that’s the purpose of the Pronouncements. I fear we might be under attack, but why would the Alainsith want to reclaim Sanaron now?”
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      Lily hurriedly tied up the boat to the dock. She didn’t do the same skillful job that Honaaz could, but she could manage. She looked over to the two people lying in the boat. Both of them remained unconscious. Shaul had threatened to wake up during the return, and she’d clubbed him a few more times in the head while they were returning to shore.

      The other one knew some sort of magic as well. Honaaz had called him a sorcerer, which meant that he had power. He didn’t look like much. He gave off the same feeling from the Alainsith she had seen, though, granted, those were few and far between. But he couldn’t be Alainsith, could he? Maybe they were the sorcerers that Honaaz feared. But why would they have hidden on ships?

      Jal had spoken about the Alainsith families. This person didn’t strike him as one of the Juut like Wular. If he was, then she had a hard time thinking that Honaaz would have so easily incapacitated him. And Jal wouldn’t have left if his people were here. Was it one of the southern Alainsith like Malory had been?

      Honaaz expertly guided the ship he had commandeered into the dock, and Lily marveled at his skill. It slipped in there silently, then came to a near perfect stop.

      Honaaz jumped down and strode over to her. “Did they give you any trouble?”

      “Well, they’ve been unconscious, so I haven’t had to worry about them. Shaul decided to wake up on me, and I smacked him a few times.”

      “You should’ve smacked him more than a few times,” Honaaz grumbled. “I got my ship back.”

      She looked over to the impressive vessel, sleek and brightly painted. “Yours?”

      “It’s mine. They stole it from my uncle, and I’m taking it back.” He said it with real menace in his words, and Lily found herself smiling at him.

      “I’m not taking it from you,” she said. “I could use your help in getting these two men out of the boat. We need to secure them someplace better than this.”

      “Where do you intend to bring them?” Honaaz jumped down, landing in the boat and balancing perfectly as he did. “It’s not like we can bring Shaul back to the fucking Pen.”

      “I was thinking that we need to find a more secure location. Maybe not your tavern. Especially if we don’t know how many others he has been working with.”

      Honaaz gave a low growl. “If Pepper and Nolly and—”

      “You have to assume that they’re all involved,” she said. “It’s a pretty good ploy. I know you don’t want to admit it, but they played you. You weren’t necessarily the easiest target, I suspect, but they did a good job with you.”

      “You don’t have to sound so impressed.”

      “I’m not impressed that they did that to you.” Lily waved her hand. “What I’m impressed by is how long they spent doing it. Why you?”

      He clenched his jaw. “A sword.” When she looked at him, he shrugged. “That’s what Ryson said. He served on the ship. They wanted my uncle’s sword.”

      “Another sword,” she whispered, and she looked out toward the water. Could it all be connected? Kanar’s sword. Morgan’s rod—or blade, as Malory had called it. And now a sword that belonged to Honaaz’s uncle?

      “I wish Jal were here,” she muttered as she grabbed Shaul. He was the lighter of the two, and she hoisted him up and slung him over her shoulders. “You grab him.” She nodded to the other man. “He’s too tall for me, anyway.”

      “These fucking Weather Watchers. We let them guide our ships, and this is how they repay us? All because of a sword?”

      It raised a question for her, given what she had felt from the man and the kind of power she suspected he had. Could the Weather Watchers be the reason behind all of this?

      “How long have you had Weather Watchers on your ships?” Lily asked.

      “As long as I can remember.”

      “Do they do anything else besides help you with the wind?”

      Honaaz grunted. “They’re sorcerers. They do plenty of things.”

      “And by plenty of things, you mean—”

      “I mean plenty of things.”

      Honaaz jumped up to the dock while holding on to the Weather Watcher, leaving Lily with Shaul. He had started to come around, and she knocked him in the skull again. He fell still.

      She scrambled up the side of the dock after Honaaz. He kept the Weather Watcher slung over his shoulder as he swept his gaze along the shoreline.

      “I don’t know where to take him,” Honaaz said. “I think Reims has a place, but I don’t know where it is.”

      “I know somebody who might,” she said.

      Adira’s brothel would be quite a ways from here, and it would be difficult for them to access easily without drawing attention, especially carrying the two bodies with them. But it’s not as if they would be the first people to carry unconscious people through the streets.

      With what they were dealing with, they needed to get someplace quickly. The other option was for them to leave these two here…

      “Keep an eye on them,” Lily said. “I’m going to go get some help. Keep them alive. We need to get answers out of them. I know you’re frustrated, but we need to talk to them so we can understand just what it is they’re after.”

      Honaaz clenched his fists.

      Lily touched him on the cheek. She leaned forward, kissed him gently on the lips, and stepped back. “Alive.”

      Then she turned and raced off into the fog. She gripped one of her owl talismans, and she barely had to focus on it in order for her to get to see through the fog. There were plenty of people out. Far more than she recalled having seen before. It was almost as if they were blending into the fog. Like they knew they wouldn’t be seen.

      There was more activity along the docks than she remembered. With the ships out at sea, arranged in such a way, it was as though they were preparing, readying for an attack that they needed someone to signal.

      The Alainsith had come here. The Prophet. And now Weather Watchers. More magic, and all of it was appearing here in one place, at this time, and posing a danger.

      When several men turned toward her, seeing her through the fog, Lily picked up her pace. She rounded a corner as she headed toward the brothel and then slowed as she neared it. Seven men approached. One of them had the tall, lean look that she had seen from the Weather Watcher.

      She reached toward her pouch to grab for one of her pieces of art, but she wasn’t fast enough. Something constricted around her, like the fog or the wind was wrapping itself around her like a band. Her hand crept toward her pouch again, but she wasn’t able to reach it.

      “Where is he?” the man asked.

      Lily needed a distraction. If she could just break free…

      She couldn’t move, though.

      The man stepped toward her, and he was nearly a foot taller than her, which wasn’t terribly uncommon. She was not a tall person, and there were plenty of people even in Sanaron who were much taller than her. He was tall the way that Honaaz was, but he wasn’t as massive as Honaaz.

      He looked down at her. “Where is he?”

      My pouch.

      She felt like her fingers could reach it to pull out one of her pieces of art. That was all she needed to do.

      She didn’t have a moment to. The man pulled her forward and lifted her with his magic without any real effort.

      He held her across from him. She tried to kick, to fight, to grab for her knives, but nothing worked. It was as though the fog itself had thickened around her. Her hand still gripped the owl, and while that talisman granted her the ability to see through the fog, she couldn’t move. Maybe she had brought the wrong talisman with her.

      “I’m sure you don’t want to suffer, little one.”

      “I don’t want to suffer at all,” Lily managed to say. “But maybe you don’t want to suffer either. What are you going to do when he catches you?”

      “Destroy him,” he said.

      Why was Honaaz so important to them? They’d wanted the sword—not Honaaz.

      Unless they needed both.

      She didn’t have time to consider it. She had to get free.

      The only thing she had was the owl talisman in her fist. She squeezed it, feeling the beak of the owl pierce her hand. She rubbed her thumb along the owl and then added a marking to hopefully shift its intention.

      The fog started to thicken around her, but she ignored it.

      A sense of cold washed over her, and she released the owl. It began to glow a pale red, but that quickly bloomed, getting brighter and brighter, erupting with what looked like flames.

      Somebody shrieked, but even with the owl, she couldn’t see anything through the fog.

      But she was free.

      She dipped her hand in her pouch again, grabbed another piece of art that she’d carved, and pricked her thumb with it. Then she tossed it.

      Lily grabbed a pair of knives and then darted forward.

      The piece of art exploded, and she heard a howl.

      Lily streaked toward that sound, thrusting her knife into the body of one person. As she turned, she could feel hands reaching for her, and when she slapped at them, she was pleased by the sudden cry as somebody jerked back.

      She spun, dropping low when she felt movement near her head. Bringing her fist out, she stabbed and punched at the same time. Then something grabbed her again, and it was like a band that wrapped her.

      Lily was twisted around, and she came face-to-face with the Weather Watcher—or sorcerer, or whatever he was—who peered down at her.

      “Clever.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but then his eyes widened, and he dropped her.

      Lily jumped back just in time as a blade punched through the man’s chest.

      Kanar.

      “What is going on?” Kanar asked.

      Lily hurriedly reached into her pocket, fumbling until she found one of the owl talismans, and she squeezed it. She used it to look around. There were four others still nearby. They seemed to be converging upon them, but they were more hesitant now that Kanar was there.

      She rushed toward the first one and slammed her knife into his neck. She spun, jamming the other knife into a man’s shoulders. Then the others seemed to realize she could see them, and they raced away. She flipped one knife at the back of one and caught him with it, and he staggered forward and stumbled to the ground. Then she hurriedly threw a knife at the other, who crumpled.

      She would retrieve those knives, but not yet.

      Lily let out a relieved sigh. “I’m glad to see you, Kanar. There’s something going on.”

      “Ships?” he said.

      “You know?”

      “Morgan saw them.”

      Morgan. Of course she could. She could control the fog. She might even know what was going on.

      “We need to get her,” Lily said. “We need to know what’s going on here.”

      “She can see, but she isn’t able to control that far out, she says. There’s something else too. We’ve been dealing with quite a bit of witchcraft. It’s a strange, powerful witchcraft, and different than what we’ve faced before.” He took a deep breath. “Let’s go someplace where we can talk.”

      “No. We need to take a pair of men that Honaaz and I captured and interrogate them. One of them is like this one,” she said, pointing to the man who had fallen. “What he calls a Weather Watcher. They’re from his homeland. At least, I think they are. They have power, but it’s not the kind I really understand. Not witchcraft.” She clarified that last part, as she knew what Kanar might think.

      “What other kind of magic could it be?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I know it’s going to sound strange, but I’m starting to wonder if it’s some form of Alainsith magic.”

      Kanar took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That fits with what Morgan has been seeing. I know a place that should hold them. At least, if you help.”

      He followed her, and they headed down to where Honaaz was standing.

      As Kanar approached, Honaaz shook his head. “Fucking Reims,” he said.

      “It’s good to see you too.”

      “What happened?” Honaaz asked.

      “I came across another one of them,” Kanar said, motioning to the fallen Weather Watcher. “He grabbed me. He squeezed me in fog or wind or something.”

      “That’s how they attack,” Honaaz said. “Normally we use them to help us guide our ships. Never thought I’d have to fight one.” He grunted. “Still not sure about that.”

      Kanar breathed out slowly and then shook his head. “Let’s drag them.”

      Kanar took Shaul, and Honaaz took the Weather Watcher, which left Lily to provide cover for them. She needed to make other talismans that she could keep on her so that she could fight through the Weather Watcher’s power if it came at her, but she wasn’t exactly sure what that would involve.

      If she created a small talisman, much like the owls, she could bind them together and keep them on her at all times. Then she might be able to use the power within them the way she used the owl.

      They reached a warehouse. She hadn’t been here before, though now that she came down here, she remembered Kanar talking about it. He nodded to her, and Lily picked the lock and pushed the door open.

      Once inside, she reached for a talisman and pricked her thumb on it, and it started to glow with a soft orange light. Kanar glanced over to her but didn’t see anything. They headed down the row of what looked to be cells, until they reached the end. He nodded to her, and Lily pulled the door open.

      There was a stain on the stone.

      Blood.

      It looked as if it had been scrubbed away, but it wasn’t completely gone.

      “What was this?” she whispered.

      “This was the Pronouncement,” Kanar said. “I’m not sure what they were trying to do, but this is where they were using their power.”

      “What if this one does the same sort of thing?” Lily gestured to the Weather Watcher.

      “You said he wasn’t using witchcraft.”

      “I don’t think he was.”

      “He’s a fucking sorcerer,” Honaaz said. “He doesn’t use witchcraft.”

      Kanar nodded. “I don’t know if that matters, but we can use your art to hold him, Lily. If we work at it the right way, we should be able to maintain that hold and keep him trapped here.”

      “And then what?”

      He looked over to the cell. “Does he have anything on him?”

      “Nothing of witchcraft,” she said. She had searched while Honaaz was on board the ship, looking for a clue that might suggest that he had anything of power on him, but thankfully he did not. “That doesn’t mean that he doesn’t have the same Weather Watcher ability the others did.”

      “You think he does?”

      Lily shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know, though, as we haven’t had a chance to talk to him.” She nodded at Honaaz. “He knocked him out before we had that opportunity.”

      “That’s for the best,” Kanar said. “Until we know what we’re dealing with, we should be careful.” He frowned and looked around. “It’s a shame we only have one cell like this. The others will be easier for somebody who had access to witchcraft to break out of, but if you use a few of your pieces of art, it might be enough to trap them. You will have to watch, though.”

      “I’m going to do whatever we need to do,” she said.

      Lily pulled out several blank bones and set to carving them. She kept waiting for Shaul to come around, but he didn’t. If he were to, she could knock him unconscious again, but she didn’t want to get close to him if she didn’t have to.

      She carved several wenderwolves, as they seemed most fitting for what she needed to do. When she was done, she set three of them around the outside of the cell.

      Honaaz looked over to her. “The detail in that is impressive.”

      “It seems like I’m getting better at it the more I do.”

      “Practice.”

      “This is more than just practice,” Lily said. “I wonder if it’s the Alainsith bone, or if maybe there’s something else to it. I… Well, I just don’t know. Odell told me that I would get better the longer I worked at it and that I would begin to learn more, but I didn’t expect it to work this quickly.”

      “What did you think would happen?” Honaaz asked.

      “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure.”

      She headed along the row of cells and stopped in front of the one containing the Weather Watcher. She had several different talismans already carved, and decided that this fit something different.

      Berahn.

      Lily placed five around the cell in a pattern. Kanar watched, saying nothing.

      When she was done, he nodded to her. “Will it work?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m not exactly sure what kind of power the Weather Watcher has, or whether it’s going to be anything I can contain.” She glanced over to Honaaz. “All he said to me was that they were sorcerers. If it’s the same sort of sorcery that Morgan has…”

      “I don’t know if Morgan can hold somebody with fog. She uses it, but not quite that discreetly.” Kanar gestured to the man. “When I stabbed the other Weather Watcher, there was a surge of power through the sword. It wasn’t the same as when I attacked the Alainsith in the city before. It was similar enough, though.”

      “I had the same feeling. I didn’t know if they were Alainsith or not, since they came by boat.” She glanced up to meet Kanar’s eyes. “Why here?”

      Footsteps came toward her.

      Lily spun with a pair of knives in hand, ready to throw them, when she saw who it was—the Hunter.

      “You want him here?” she asked Kanar.

      “Well, we have a pair of prisoners we need to interrogate, and who better to do that than someone who spends each day doing such things?”

      “Kanar?” Lily lowered her voice. “You know what you’re suggesting.”

      “He was with me,” Kanar said. “We dealt with witchcraft outside the city, and I saw the other Pronouncement.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      “In this? Yes.”

      Lily turned and watched as the Hunter came toward them. He was an older man, probably in his late twenties, with hard features, serious eyes, and a strong jaw line. She would’ve probably considered him handsome. Not pretty, not like Bendal, but certainly handsome.

      Honaaz regarded him, yet he backed away as the executioner approached, almost as if he recognized that the man had some intrinsic power.

      A young woman walked behind him. She was nearly Lily’s age, dressed in a gray cloak, with black hair that hung loose around her shoulders. A playful smile quirked her lips, but it faded as she neared the cell and looked inside.

      “Is that another witchcraft user?” the executioner asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Kanar said.

      “Why do you want me here?”

      “Because we have prisoners, and we need to question them. They’re part of an attack on the city.”

      The executioner frowned deeply, and then he nodded. “For Reyand, I will do this.”

      Lily glanced over to Kanar, whose expression looked conflicted. It was an emotion that she understood. Reyand? Lily wasn’t sure they were doing anything for Reyand. At this point, they were doing it to save Sanaron.

      She wasn’t going to mention that, though. She didn’t know if she could or should say that to the Hunter. But it was not just him who had her concern. It was the woman standing behind him, with a strange expression that flickered across her gaze and faded once more.

      Who was she, and why did she look past them into the cell with such intensity?
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      Finn stood at the cell and looked at the others. He wasn’t exactly sure how to tell them what he was going to have to do. He glanced back at Isabel. “Help them out of the warehouse.”

      “We aren’t leaving,” Reims said.

      “You don’t want to be here for this,” Finn replied.

      Reims cocked his head. “Do you think I can’t handle a little questioning?”

      Finn turned to him and ignored the other two. He worried about what the Lost might do, though he noticed that she had several pieces of art scattered around the cell. The detail on the ones nearest him was surprising. Berahn. She had seen them. There were so few people who’d ever seen one, and for her to be able to carve them suggested that she had been close.

      “This is more than just a little questioning,” Finn said.

      “You mean you’re going to torture them.” Reims let out a laugh. “I’ve always wondered. There were stories about you, after all. I didn’t spend that much time in Verendal, but—”

      Finn turned away before Reims could finish, and he headed toward the door of the cell, then pulled it open and stepped inside. “I don’t have most of my typical tools, but what I have will be effective.”

      It wasn’t ideal, and he didn’t necessarily care to do it in front of an audience, though it wouldn’t be the first time he had questioned somebody with others paying attention to what he was doing. In Verendal, and in the prisons, there were often iron masters that watched. Typically, it was because they felt the need to provide a level of protection.

      He approached the tall, slender man. Though his black hair was ragged, he was dressed well. His cloak was finely made, his hands were clean, and his skin looked soft and slightly tanned. This was a man who was not accustomed to physical labor.

      Finn stood with his hands clasped in front of him. He twisted the stone ring that Esmerelda had given him, which would offer a level of protection. But this close, next to this man, he still didn’t know if it would be enough.

      He stood for a few moments, watching the man’s breathing. There was a regularity to it, though every so often, there was a pause. The muscles of his hands seemed to stiffen slightly as well.

      “You might as well sit up. I know you’re awake,” Finn said.

      He spoke softly, and he didn’t move from his spot just inside the door—close enough that he could step back out if he needed.

      The man sat up slowly, looked over to him, and started laughing. “Who are you? Somebody who obviously thinks much of himself.”

      Finn tipped his head. “My name is Finn Jagger. I am master executioner to King Porman.” He waited, and he noticed a slight tension around the corner of the man’s eyes, which he had suspected he’d see. “You recognize the name. Good. We will have a much easier time with this.”

      “You think to scare me?”

      “No. I’m here to question you, and I also think that you want to answer those questions. Don’t you?”

      “You won’t be able to hold me.”

      “Perhaps not,” Finn said with a shrug. “I don’t have any idea what you’re capable of. I wasn’t there for your capture, though they were.” He nodded outside the cell. “And seeing as how you were stopped by a hegen and a rather burly man from the Isles, I have a feeling that you are not nearly as much of a threat as you would have me believe.”

      There were many lessons that Finn had learned over the years when dealing with men who thought to intimidate him, but intimidating them always led to them reacting in a specific way. If they grew angry, they could be useful. If they tried to act proud, that was also useful. In this case, the man’s lack of reaction was surprising.

      “You aren’t surprised she was able to do that.”

      He flicked his gaze behind him. The large man stood with his hands clasped behind him, and Finn realize that he was holding a pair of long, slender daggers. He kept looking over to the hegen girl.

      He cares about her.

      That would’ve made him strong. Feisty. It might’ve been enough for him to overpower anybody who thought to harm her.

      That would be useful. At least, it might be if Finn ever got around to bringing Reims and his team in.

      Finn turned back to the man. “Seeing as how you recognize my name and what I am known for, the two of us can have a meaningful conversation. Why are you in the city?”

      “I wasn’t.”

      Finn smirked. “Very good.”

      The man looked up and frowned at him.

      “I was looking for a measure of honesty, and that answer was honest,” Finn said with a shrug. “You weren’t in the city, which means you were in one of the ships in the bay. Do you care to tell me why?”

      The man got to his knees, and Finn began to feel a slight tightness in his throat. Not only that, but it was almost as if the air around him was starting to get thick.

      This wasn’t witchcraft. He had been around enough witchcraft over the years. He had been attacked with burning pain, with attempts to cause the entire city to crumble around him, and flames that would burn even stone. But he had never felt anything quite like this.

      “You will find that I don’t care much for what you are trying to do.” The man flicked his hand, and the power within the ring Esmerelda had given him shattered the magic used on him. Finn had no idea how it worked, only that Esmerelda herself had created the ring, though she had done so with the assistance of other hegen.

      He was still thankful for it.

      Finn slipped forward quickly, grabbing his belt knives and jamming them into the man’s shoulders. The man cried out.

      Behind him, he heard a muttered “Fuck, didn’t expect that” from the large man.

      Finn ignored it. “You know my reputation, and you think you can play with me?” he said, leaning toward the man. He stunk of fish and the sea, but underneath it was something else—a hint of a floral fragrance, something that was almost frustratingly familiar. “The two of us will have an honest talk. Whatever you intend will fail.”

      “How do you know we haven’t already succeeded?” the man asked.

      “If you had, I would not be here. What is the purpose of the Pronouncements?”

      Finn dug his knives deeper into the flesh of the man’s shoulders. He could feel the man tense, but if he didn’t use witchcraft—and Finn didn’t think he did, given the fact that he had not attacked again ever since being stabbed with the knives—he wouldn’t be granted greater strength by what Finn had done.

      The man laughed. “You know so little for somebody who plays at such wisdom.”

      “I know more than you know,” Finn said.

      “This will all be over soon. Then we will have what is ours again.” The man tipped his head back, and he let out a strange shriek.

      Finn withdrew the two knives from the man’s shoulders, slammed the handles into his temples, and the man crumpled. He made a point of checking his neck for a pulse and making sure he was still breathing before stepping back out of the cell.

      “Is that how you do things?” Reims asked.

      “Not usually. Sometimes it’s worse.” Finn looked over to the hegen girl. “You said there was another?”

      “Back here,” Isabel said.

      He followed as she guided them to another cell. There were several carvings around it. Two looked like odd wolves. The heads were a little larger than any wolf he’d ever seen, and their fur was a bit thicker, but they were definitely wolves. Maybe a different hegen had carved them.

      “Who is this?” Finn asked the group.

      “Fucking Shaul,” the large man said. “Pulled me into a game and then decided to use me.”

      “Does he have magic?”

      “Not that we’ve been able to tell,” Reims said.

      “I’d like to question him,” the hegen girl said.

      Finn looked over. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. He might respond better to me than he would to you.”

      Finn glanced at her, then looked over to Isabel. Maybe it would be good for Isabel to see another woman questioning a prisoner, especially as the style of questioning and the things she might be able to learn would be similar, he suspected. Their build and their age were almost the same, so it would be interesting to see how a prisoner might react.

      Finn shrugged. “Do what you think you need to.”

      “Are you sure, Lily?” Reims asked.

      “Not really,” she said, “but I don’t want to stab him the same way he did with the Weather Watcher.” She shot Finn a glare. “And I’d like to see what we can learn from him. Besides, he’s not going anywhere. If I don’t succeed, then we can let the Hunter have his turn.”

      “He deserves that,” the large man said.

      Lily touched him on the arm and looked up at him. “Don’t worry, Honaaz. He’s going to get what he deserves.”

      She pulled the door open and stepped inside.

      “She’ll have to be ruthless,” Finn said, nodding to Reims.

      “You don’t have to worry about that with her. We found five other Pronouncements around the city.”

      That was too many. What reason would there be for something like that?

      He needed Esmerelda. She knew things and would be able to help him find those answers, but she was still trying to work with the hegen to get them out of the city in some way so they could get to safety. They weren’t going to do that now, he didn’t think. Not with such danger here, and not until he had a chance to understand just what was taking place and whether there would be anything more they could do to stop this.

      “I can see that you’re awake,” Lily said, and then she kicked Shaul. “It’s time you open your eyes and talk to me.”

      The man had rolled slightly when she kicked him, as if he’d been anticipating the strike. It was impressive that Lily had managed to realize that he was awake. Not many people would have noticed that. She crouched down, and a pair of knives appeared in her hands faster than Finn managed to follow. She was quick. Maybe Lily should be his apprentice, not Isabel.

      She stabbed the ground next to Shaul’s hand.

      Had she missed?

      No. He’d jerked his hand back, avoiding her strike.

      Lily grabbed his jacket, forcing him to look up at her. His eyes came open slowly. “We’re going to talk,” she hissed.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Shaul said.

      “Oh, you definitely did. You’re responsible for trying to pull Honaaz into something that he doesn’t need to be part of.”

      Shaul started to move, and Lily squeezed his jacket tightly. She looked to be strong, despite her small size. This young woman was certainly capable.

      “Why are you in the city?” she asked.

      “I was sent to find him,” the man said, gesturing to Honaaz. “That’s it. I was to keep him occupied and make sure he could be found by the others.”

      Lily glanced out of the cell toward Honaaz, then turned her attention back to Shaul. “Is that right? Why is Honaaz so important?”

      Shaul shook his head. He looked past her, and his eyes widened when he took in Honaaz. Not Finn.

      In most situations, Finn was accustomed to being the one that most people were afraid of. He was used to them looking at him with that same fear in their eyes. That it didn’t come because of him should have reassured him and offered him some measure of relief, but it didn’t.

      “A man like you wouldn’t take a job like that unless you understood some of the consequences involved, so I’d like to know,” Lily growled. “If I don’t, you are going to see just how slowly I can drive my knife into your throat.”

      She brought a knife up to his neck and rested it there, but she didn’t push. There was a bit of tension in her hand, though, and all she would have to do would be to slide it slightly forward, and she’d be able to glide her blade up into his throat. It was an effective questioning technique, which suggested that she had done this before.

      Who is this?

      Somebody who had experience with questioning. She was hegen, but not hegen enough to be opposed to using the threat of violence—and actual violence—to obtain the information that she needed. Finn found himself amazed and impressed.

      Shaul tried to move, but Lily held her hand on his shoulder, keeping him from going anywhere.

      “I told you, Shaul, we’re going to have a talk, and I’d like you to stay right where you are so we can do that. The more you move, the more unsteady my hand begins to get. You certainly don’t want that, I’m sure.”

      As if to demonstrate, she moved her hand forward a bit. It was a controlled movement that drew just a small bit of blood from his neck. Shaul stiffened.

      Finn actually laughed. Honaaz looked over to him, and Finn shrugged.

      Honaaz raised an eyebrow. “Are you getting off on her torturing him? If her hand slips, she’s going to slice his throat.”

      “Her hand will not slip.” Finn couldn’t help but feel impressed with her skill and the way she was crouching while holding her knives, as confident as if she was fully trained for such things. He looked over to Reims. “Where did you say she got her education?”

      Reims frowned. “I didn’t.”

      There were not many places where someone could learn this kind of skill, and only one that he thought likely—the citadel. That meant she was incredibly competent.

      Shaul remained quiet as Lily leaned toward him and whispered something in his ears. He let out a whimper.

      What could she have said to him?

      Whatever she said caught him off guard and obviously affected him.

      Finally, Lily turned. “He doesn’t know anything more than what he told us.”

      “Are you sure? I can help you question.” Finn stepped toward the bars of the cell and prepared to go inside, when a massive hand grabbed him on the shoulder. He barely turned, but he raised his hand to swipe the large man away. Honaaz was strong, but at Finn’s touch, he jerked his hand back as if burned.

      “Be my guest, but he doesn’t know anything more.” Lily nodded to the other cell without turning all the way around. “It’s the Weather Watcher.”

      Weather Watcher. That was a new phrase Finn was not accustomed to.

      But it meant magic of some sort. Perhaps not witchcraft, though. He didn’t know other kinds of magic other than the hegen and what he had seen of witchcraft, but Esmerelda had reassured him that there were plenty of kinds of magic in the world. It was only a matter of experiencing them to come to know just what was possible.

      “There’s an attack on the city,” Reims said, “and we’re dealing with ships, multiple Pronouncements, and sorcerers that may or may not be Alainsith.”

      Finn stiffened, balling his hands up tightly. “What was that?”

      Reims shrugged. “They may or may not be Alainsith. I don’t know. I’m not exactly an Alainsith expert. I do have more experience than most, but I am not sure what to make of them.”

      Finn looked back toward the other cell. “If they are Alainsith, or if they have something similar to their magic, you aren’t going to be able to contain them.”

      And I attacked one.

      He would never have attacked an Alainsith had he known, but that wouldn’t matter to them. Though Finn had garnered some goodwill from the Alainsith over his time serving as executioner, it wouldn’t take much to lose that.

      But even that wasn’t his real concern.

      If the Alainsith were attacked, it would renew a war that King Porman had worked throughout Finn’s entire career to end.

      Finn slipped his knives back into his pocket, looked over to Isabel, and saw that she remained pale.

      “I need to talk to Esmerelda,” he said.

      “Because of the Alainsith?” Lily asked, stepping out of the cell. She closed the door, not bothering to lock it. Finn wondered if it was because she trusted her talismans. They were strangely made, but he supposed that even strangely made talismans might still have power within them. He didn’t really know, anyway.

      “If the Alainsith are involved—”

      “They have been involved the entire time,” Reims said. “I told you, we had an Alainsith with us, and we were attacked in the city before. I’m not exactly sure why, nor do I know what they are after, but it is connected.”

      Finn stared at the cell, mind racing to try to come up with some answer, but he didn’t have it.

      Alainsith. Ships. Witchcraft. And these Pronouncements.

      They were all significant in some way, and he had to find the answer.

      Esmerelda would have to understand. For that matter, so would the king. Finn had already possibly attacked an Alainsith, so what did it matter if he did it one more time?

      He headed toward the cell.

      “What do you think you’re going to do?”

      “I need answers,” Finn said.

      “You already tried to get answers.”

      Finn glanced back. “I tried one way. I’m going to try something else.”

      He reached the cell, stepped inside, and stared at the man. Could he be Alainsith? Finn had some experience with them, though it was always in passing. He had saved one man from an attempt to use him in witchcraft, but that had been so long ago that it probably no longer mattered. His only other Alainsith experience had been equally brief.

      He pulled his pack off his shoulders. Ever since coming to the city, he’d been wearing it, which meant that he was carrying the sword with him at all times. Finn would not leave Justice behind—not while knowing what he did of the blade and the power trapped within it. There were too many people who would want it.

      He held it with the tip resting on the ground, watching the Alainsith man. He seemed to have recovered.

      Finn inhaled deeply. “We are going to try again.”

      The man sneered. “Do you think that blade scares me?”

      “You know what it is.”

      “Not yours.”

      “I would never claim possession of this. This belongs to Reyand.”

      The man laughed. There was something unsettling in the sound, almost shrill, harsh, and painful, and also different than what he had heard from other Alainsith. They had something almost musical in the flowing way they talked, though he had never known how to translate their speech. Not the way Meyer had, or how Esmerelda had understood aspects of it. Finn had tried, though.

      “Reyand,” the man said. “Do you truly believe that belongs to your people?”

      “I don’t know who it belongs to. It doesn’t belong to you or your people any longer.”

      The man stared at Finn, then started to laugh again. Was that his acknowledgment that what Finn had seen and heard was true?

      “What do you want?” Finn asked.

      “It doesn’t matter what I want.”

      “Why not? Don’t you get a choice?”

      The man smiled. “Your questioning did not work before. Don’t think that it will work this time.”

      “I’m offering you an opportunity to explain yourself,” Finn said. “To explain why you are here. To explain what you want.”

      The man sat up and looked at him. There was a strangeness to his eyes that Finn should have noticed before. “I see your fear, executioner. I see the worry in your eyes. I see the way you’re looking at me, wondering what I might do to you.”

      “I don’t believe you can do anything to me right now,” Finn said.

      Lily’s power was enough to hold him. Somehow she had used the berahn.

      And Finn was going to need answers.

      He wouldn’t get them here. Not from a man who seemed immune to his questioning.

      Which meant that he needed help.
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MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long time since Morgan had visited Harkenal’s home. She knew where it was, as he had one of the more prominent homes in Sanaron, situated on a small rise that gave it a fantastic view of the harbor. With the sun shining overhead and the lack of fog, the view from his home would be outstanding. And it would be unusual. Normally, there would be enough fog that it would have concealed the details of the home, shrouding it in that layer of protection. It was an Alainsith building, old and powerful, and not at all dissimilar to the one her family occupied.

      As she approached, she did not expect to find much. She believed that he was already gone.

      It had all been a ploy. The trade concern had been Jamil’s way of finding the names of the great houses.

      Why?

      He would have known some of them, but not all.

      But why would that have mattered?

      Morgan carried the Alainsith rod with her. She felt connected to it, especially since her own connection to the natural protections around the city had started to fade, to the point where she could not draw on the fog without the Alainsith rod. Even with it, her control felt somewhat diminished.

      She believed she understood why—the city was under attack. The Alainsith intended to reclaim it.

      It had been bad enough when Malory had led her Alainsith into the city to claim the blade, as they called it, but this was something else altogether. This was a direct attack on Sanaron, and Morgan did not know if they were equipped to withstand it. She had sent the Kalenwatch to guard the shore and the road out of the city, but she had several concerns with that command. One was that she did not know if they would follow her lead, as she was the newest member of the council, and too often they looked to the others on the council for confirmation of what they needed to do. The other concern was that she wasn’t sure if the Kalenwatch would even be equipped to handle the danger that she knew there to be. A magical danger was more than regular soldiers could handle.

      She had no choice but to attempt to do so, though. If she didn’t, they wouldn’t have any warning. And it seemed as if the Alainsith invaders were using their own regular soldiers. She had seen it herself and had even fought them. They were skilled, but not so skilled as to be unstoppable. With enough numbers, she had to hope that they could hold them off.

      She was delaying.

      Harkenal’s home towered overhead. It was easily three stories high, with all-white stone, built in the ancient Alainsith style and adorned with decorations that had been added over the years. A ten-foot wall surrounded the home, giving it an even more imposing appearance. She needed to get inside if she could.

      She started toward the gate and felt resistance. Morgan had encountered that same feeling countless times now as she had explored the city, checking the great homes and their owners. She had learned that the Alainsith rod would draw some of that power, and through it, she could get inside, but she had not known if it would be enough. Or if she could be enough.

      As she used the rod this time, she felt as if some of the fog drawn into it came from out over the water. Then she used it through the end of the rod, expelling it toward the strange, invisible protections around the tall white wall and then pulling on it. When the defenses faded, she hurried through the gate and up the path toward the house, ignoring the tall, manicured shrubs that lined the path, along with the flowers that cast a sweet fragrance in the air that masked an undercurrent of rot. That stench caused her heart to hammer faster.

      Morgan reached the main door and then pushed it open. As soon as she did, the smell overwhelmed her.

      She stood in place for a moment. She didn’t need to go inside, as there wasn’t anything she thought she would uncover. Instead, rather than focusing on the fog through the Alainsith rod, she used some of the earliest patterns she had been taught. These were from lessons that her father had given her on how to draw on that energy, and she felt a hint of that power beginning to flow through her. Not much, though. She wasn’t sure that there was much for her to find at all.

      The longer she stood here, the more she began to feel. There was a faint stutter. Then the stone started to crumble.

      Morgan backed away from the home as it fell in a pile of debris. By the time she reached the outer wall, she could feel something in that as well. And then that started to collapse.

      Gods, the Alainsith don’t even need to enter the city for them to destroy it.

      She reached the street, and from there she simply watched. Harkenal’s home, one of the oldest in the city, was no more. Would that be the fate of her family’s home? If so, could she do anything to prevent it?

      At this point, she wasn’t even sure.

      The other person that she needed to check on was Elanessa, but maybe it didn’t matter. She had not been seen in several days. Given what Jamil had claimed, Morgan wouldn’t be surprised if he had done exactly what he said and if he had killed her no differently than he had destroyed her home.

      Morgan turned and looked out over the harbor. The fog had shifted and billowed in toward the shore. That was a bit of a change. What did it mean?

      She started toward it, needing to see it for herself.

      When she reached a small squadron of Kalenwatch, she drew herself up, pulled out her marker of her station on the council, and stopped their commander. “I need you to stay with me.”

      “Councilor?”

      “The city is under attack. I’m not sure what we will find, but we must be ready.”

      She strode forward, squeezing the Alainsith rod, wondering if even that would offer them any sort of protection. Given what she had encountered, she doubted that it would. Despite that, she felt as if she had to try something.

      When she reached the shore, the sound of fighting came to her. It was faint at first, as it was muted by the fog, and it suggested to her that the invaders attempted to shield what they were doing under the blanket of the fog.

      “Keep an eye on me,” she said to the Kalenwatch commander.

      He nodded, and they lined up to flank her, offering a measure of protection. She breathed out a sigh and hoped it would be enough.

      She pointed her Alainsith rod out toward the bay, focusing on the fog. Morgan knew that it was probably more accurately referred to as a blade, as that was what Jal had claimed it to be, though she had a hard time viewing it in that way. It didn’t strike her as any sort of a blade at all. In fact, it seemed more like it was simply a staff, much like they used with witchcraft. Her attempt to pull off the fog that was layering over the harbor was difficult. It did not work the way she needed it to. Had Harkenal and Elanessa survived the attack, it might have been different. There might have been others who were able to, but they were gone. Their families had been lost in a Pronouncement—their homes destroyed with them.

      Adira leaned on the staff, though she did so with surprising weariness. Morgan hadn’t expected Adira to be so tired, but they had been dealing with such danger lately that perhaps it made sense, as she had been fighting attempts to attack. She was skilled, but there had to be limits to her skill.

      “The council had already fallen,” Morgan said. “He took out Harkenal and Elanessa. He made it clear. But I went to Harkenal’s house and saw it crumble.”

      Adira’s eyes widened. “The house fell?”

      “I don’t think they care about the families. I think they care about the structures.”

      “Why?”

      Morgan gave a slight shrug. “Because they were old and powerful, and I suspect that they were what granted the city some of the protections that we had.”

      “And now that the structures are falling?” Adira asked.

      “I don’t know,” Morgan said. And that was hard for her. What would happen now? “What brought you here?”

      “Oh, something I thought you might be interested in.”

      Morgan frowned, and she looked over. “What is that?”

      “Our friend.”

      She tensed. “You found Jamil?”

      “Found him, and we have him somewhat contained.”

      “Where?” Morgan asked.

      “Not far from here.”

      Morgan glanced to the Kalenwatch commander. “Follow me.”

      She set off, making her way down the road after Adira, and they had not gone far before they reached a small stone building. Not white, but an older gray. Without hesitating, Adira stepped inside. Morgan followed and immediately began to feel a strange wash of energy working over her. She didn’t recognize it at first, though she suspected there was something powerful about it.

      “What is this?” Morgan asked.

      “I may not understand magic the way you do, but I can learn to deal with it.” Adira motioned around her. “The hegen are quite useful. We have a small group of them at the edge of the city, though I suppose you know that.”

      “I do.”

      “They have provided me with a few different protections. Not for myself, but something that can mitigate what we are dealing with here.”

      “And that is…” Morgan trailed off as she realized what it was.

      Jamil was shackled inside the room.

      “How did you hold him?” Morgan asked.

      “I asked the hegen for protections from witchcraft. Now, that was difficult for me to explain, but when I shared with them my reasoning, the one who leads them was more than happy to offer it to me.”

      “Esmerelda?”

      Adira shook her head. “That was not her name.”

      “I see,” Morgan said, but in reality, she wasn’t entirely sure. She had thought that the executioner’s wife was the one who led the hegen, but perhaps that was not true. What did she really know, after all?

      She stepped toward Jamil, who was tethered to the wall with bands of iron that were woven with grasses and flowers and looked to be painted. He glowered at her.

      “Where is his staff?” Morgan asked Adira.

      “I have disposed of it.”

      “Disposed?” Morgan glanced at her. “It is too powerful for you to leave lying around.”

      “I did not. Don’t worry. I have not permitted anybody but myself to deal with it.”

      “What did you do with it?”

      Adira only shrugged. She rapped her staff on the ground with a sharp crack and then nodded to Jamil. “What do you want to do with him?”

      “It doesn’t matter what you decide to do with me,” Jamil said. “Anything you might try is futile. They are coming.”

      “You’ve already told us that you think we can’t stop what is coming,” Morgan growled. “But I think otherwise.”

      “Because you believe the Blackheart is so powerful. Yet he cannot stop it. None can. Those who could have stopped it abandoned our city long ago.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Jamil jerked on the chains, leaning forward. His face contorted in a mask of anger. Morgan could practically feel the rage bubbling off him. She hadn’t seen him like that before. Had his use of witchcraft somehow corrupted him, or had he always been like this?

      “Don’t worry,” Adira said. “He is tightly held, and there is very little that he’s going to be able to do to escape.” She tapped on one of the chains holding his wrist. “The hegen know aspects of magic that can hold even one such as him.”

      “It won’t be enough.” There was a dark and angry sound to his words, and he laughed. “You won’t be enough. When they come, they will slaughter everything and everyone. It is how they will power what they will do.”

      “You knew?” Morgan asked.

      “I told you, I had two choices—fight or make a bargain. My bargain was for my own salvation.”

      “So much for your salvation,” Morgan said. “You’re going to stay here, trapped, while we defend the city.”

      Somewhere distantly, the ground trembled and came rolling toward her like a peal of thunder.

      Jamil looked up. “Do you think you can stop this?”

      “I’m going to.”

      “And when you cannot?”

      “I will,” Morgan said.

      He laughed again. “I’ve seen what they can do. I traveled with them for a while. Do you know what their ships are like?”

      “Why don’t you tell me.”

      “Sleek. Fast. Powerful. Sanaron isn’t the first place they’ve targeted, only the next in line. They will make their way down the coast.”

      That actually gave Morgan a little hope. The ships could sail that route, but at a certain point they would reach the people of Juut. Not only were they skilled fighters, but they were Alainsith as well, and they would have to have some way of countering the attack. That was, assuming they were willing to intervene.

      “It was on my journey with them where I realized that fighting was futile,” Jamil said. “I’ve seen the other cities where they’d gone. I’ve seen the destruction. Sanaron will not last.”

      Morgan sneered at him. “So you just chose to serve?”

      “I chose to survive,” he said.

      And then he jerked forward and cried out.

      Blood dripped from his wrists where he strained against the bindings, and Morgan realized that he had been buying time. Too much time.

      She knew better than to give him that opportunity. She had been around this kind of power, had been around witchcraft enough that she should have recognized how he was trying to use his own pain and suffering to draw power. In doing so, he was calling some of that out through the bands holding him, which he was then empowering. They started to glow with a pale energy.

      And then he was free.

      Jamil lunged for Adira, and even though she whipped her staff at him, he was too quick. He pounced on her, and he immediately grabbed her staff, shoved it down onto her throat, and pressed.

      Morgan pointed the Alainsith rod at him and began to try to draw on power. Something here was limiting her. Maybe it was a proximity to these invaders, maybe it was something in this building, or perhaps it was just that she had reached the limits of the rod. Whatever it was, her tactic did not seem to work.

      She stood frozen for a moment. In that time, Jamil continued to squeeze down on Adira’s neck, shoving the staff at him.

      Then some part of Morgan became unstuck. She didn’t have the power of the fog, and she didn’t have her own control over it, but that didn’t mean there was nothing she could do. It did not mean that she was helpless.

      She hurried to him and then drove the rod into his back.

      He gasped.

      As soon as Morgan did that, she felt a strange stir. Could the rod be attracted to violence? Kanar’s sword had carved through how many people over the years? Each time that it did, his blade claimed even more power.

      That wasn’t what she wanted for herself, but she also recognized that some part of her rod had changed. She held the weapon while pulling on power, then moved her hands in a small, subtle witchcraft pattern she had learned while studying in Reyand. The power that had flown into the rod when she stabbed Jamil bloomed, and he cried out.

      Dark lines began to radiate outward. She withdrew the rod, but Jamil staggered back, stumbling toward the wall. He crouched there for a moment, his entire body contorted, a scream twisting his face. Adira jabbed at him with her staff. As she did, she flicked her wrist, and there was a flash of red.

      Finally, Jamil collapsed.

      Adira got to her feet and looked over to Morgan. “Are you hurt?”

      “I should be asking you that question.”

      “The only thing hurt is my pride. I thought I had trained myself to handle men like this. Unfortunately, he managed to get the best of me.”

      “You placed his staff inside of yours, didn’t you?” Morgan asked.

      Adira gave a slight shrug. “So what if I did?”

      “You have to be careful.”

      “We can make their weapons our weapons.”

      Morgan took a deep breath and let it out. “What if he’s right?”

      “About what?”

      “About the attackers. The Kalenwatch won’t be able to stop the Alainsith, and if they attack with magic, there may not be anything that can defeat them.”

      “Then what will you do, Councilor?” Adira asked.

      Morgan wasn’t sure. She didn’t know what she could do, only that she feared that they might already have lost.
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      The air stunk of blood, and there was also the reek of sweat and fear that lingered in it. It was all too familiar to Kanar. He had experienced that kind of stench too many times in his time serving the throne, attempting to prove to men that he was capable of scaring them. Kanar had scared most he dealt with. There was something to be said about having the reputation of being the Blackheart.

      He had used that to his advantage, much like he suspected the executioner had used his own reputation to his advantage. In this case, Kanar didn’t know that it made much of a difference.

      He pulled Lily away from the cell and glanced to the young woman who had remained. For whatever reason, Jagger had left her behind. Did he think to have her keep an eye on them?

      “What is going on here?” Kanar asked.

      Lily shrugged. “I don’t know. I was hoping the Hunter might tell us, but he basically ran away.”

      “It’s not just that he ran away. It’s that he ran away because he knew something.”

      What Jagger knew was still a mystery, and it worried Kanar. What had the executioner learned? Was it about the Alainsith?

      If only Jal were here. They needed their entire team. After what happened in Sanaron before, Jal had felt like he had to return home. Kanar wasn’t about to hold him back. Not if Jal thought there was something he had to do.

      Kanar clenched his jaw. “I need Morgan too.”

      Lily snickered. “So, he went after his wife, and you want to go after your… Well, whatever she is. What are the two of you now, anyway?”

      “It’s complicated,” Kanar said.

      “Does it have to be?”

      “I don’t think it can be anything other than complicated between us. We’ve been through too much.”

      “Right,” she said, “but does it have to be?”

      Kanar ignored the question and glanced back toward the cell. “What if there are other Alainsith? At least, others who have that kind of ability?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      Kanar wasn’t quite sure. It didn’t make complete sense to him, though at this point, he wasn’t sure it was supposed to. He felt like more of a spectator than somebody who was actively involved, and that worried him. He should be involved in this, especially since he should have a role in what was taking place. In fact, he did have a part to play—it was just that he wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

      “We know there was a Pronouncement and that there are ships filled with sorcerers.” Kanar flicked his gaze toward Honaaz, who stood near the cell, looking at the Weather Watcher they had captured. “I also know what I’ve experienced around the city, along with what Morgan has experienced. What if this is all some way of doing…”

      “What?” Lily asked.

      “Fuck,” Honaaz said, and he spun. “Why do you think the Weather Watchers are doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “This. Taking my ship. Attacking this place.”

      “Well, considering that I don’t know anything about the Weather Watchers”—Lily shrugged slightly—“I don’t think I’m going to be of much use in answering that question, Honaaz.”

      “I can’t tell you much. They don’t live with us.” Honaaz gripped the cell bars with both hands, his massive jaw clenching. Kanar had not ever seen Honaaz quite so distraught, and it was a bit unnerving to see him like that at all. “My uncle thought something was happening with the Weather Watchers. Told me to keep an eye on them. When I noticed that our Weather Watcher seemed to be guiding us into certain ports, regardless of where we were heading, I mentioned something to my uncle.”

      “What ports did you visit?” Kanar asked.

      “Not the right fucking ones. That’s all that matters.”

      Lily took his hand and squeezed it. Honaaz’s hand practically engulfed hers. “It matters,” she said. “We need to understand what’s going on here. If you can figure out anything that might be helpful, we need you to tell us.”

      “I don’t know what reason they want me. Maybe they thought I knew what they were planning.” Honaaz looked over to Kanar. “Saw me working with you and figured I was part of things.”

      Lily turned to Kanar. “That might explain why they had Shaul watching him. They might have thought that he had uncovered something.” She placed a hand on Honaaz’s arm. “Do you remember what ports you visited?”

      “I remember everything,” Honaaz said.

      “Good. That way we can trace it back when this is all done.”

      It wasn’t a bad idea, Kanar realized.

      “So we got this Shaul who doesn’t want to talk to you. You said there were others?” Kanar asked.

      “Pepper,” Honaaz muttered. When Kanar looked over, Honaaz shrugged. “Pepper.”

      “I take it that is a name of some sort,” Kanar said.

      “Of course it’s a name. Do you think I’m just saying ‘Pepper’?”

      Kanar snorted. “I never know with you. We can go and talk to this Pepper. If they were after something about you, Honaaz, somebody has to know what it was.”

      Honaaz growled softly. “Fucking Pepper.”

      “Well, it’s more than just him,” Lily said. “You can use Shaul. I have an idea.”

      “Why do I have the feeling this isn’t going to end well for me?” Honaaz said.

      “It has nothing to do with what’s going to happen to you. It has more to do with countering his little game.” She shot him a smile. “Because he was very much playing a game with you, and I think it’s time that we see if we can’t show him that we can too.”

      Kanar looked over to the executioner’s apprentice. “Keep an eye on this place, will you? When the Hunter gets back, let him know that we will be here after we get some answers.”

      Her gaze remained fixed on the Weather Watcher’s cell.

      “Don’t go in there,” Kanar said. “We don’t know how dangerous he is.”

      “I won’t,” the apprentice said softly.

      Kanar motioned to the others, and they followed him out into the street before closing the warehouse door behind them.

      Lily looked back. “Are you sure we should leave her in there?”

      “The Hunter is going to come back, and it’s better that his apprentice be there when he does. I’m not sure what’s going on, and I don’t want her to be there when our team figures out what it is.”

      “So now I’m part of the team?” Honaaz asked.

      Lily touched his arm, and Honaaz softened just a little bit.

      “I haven’t been the best leader,” Kanar admitted. “Mostly because I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to be doing. I’m trying, though.” He looked over to Lily. “And I owe both of you an apology. Jal too, but seeing as how he’s not here, I suppose it doesn’t make much of a difference that I owe him anything.”

      “The tall bastard would probably like to hear you apologize to him,” Honaaz grumbled.

      Kanar smiled at that comment. “He probably would. And he probably would enjoy hearing you refer to him as a tall bastard.”

      “He’s heard it before.”

      Kanar started up the street, and he noticed that the fog seemed a little different. Lighter, if that was possible. When he said something to Lily, she frowned.

      “It seems like the fog is lightening again,” Lily said, and she held out a piece of bone clutched in her fist. It looked something like an owl, and the detail was far more exquisite than Kanar had ever seen before. “This talisman lets me see through the fog. Honaaz has one as well. I can get you one too, if you think it would be helpful.”

      “That might be,” Kanar said.

      Then again, as he looked out into the fog and saw how it was lifting and the way that everything seemed to be clearing, he wondered if it was even necessary.

      “I need to go and talk to Morgan about the fog.”

      Lily nodded, and she looked up at Honaaz. “I need to gather prizes.”

      Kanar suppressed a shiver. Her prizes had made a difference in this fight, and they both knew it.

      “The dead Alainsith,” he said.

      She nodded again. “I don’t know how many I’m going to need, but I saw what was out there, Kanar. It’s not good.”

      “Go quickly. Once we are done, we can meet back at the brothel. We will branch out from there.” Lily started to turn away, when Kanar called after, “Lily. Be careful.”

      She flashed a dangerous smile. There was a hint of the young woman he had first met when he had encountered her in the city. The look that spoke of violence. Kanar couldn’t help but find himself smiling along with her.

      “I’m not the one who has to be careful.” Lily brandished a pair of knives, twirled them, and then stuffed them back into hidden pockets in her cloak. She and Honaaz disappeared into the fog.

      Kanar breathed out a heavy sigh. Something didn’t feel right. If there was one thing he had learned in his time serving the king, it was to trust that intuition. It was likely tied to the ships and the Weather Watchers on them, as well as the power that was all too similar to that of the Alainsith.

      But there was something else taking place. Morgan had revealed it to him. The Pronouncements were something beyond what he had believed.

      Why would the Alainsith come by water?

      Jal had spoken of them, and had even known of the family that had attacked before. Malory had not been part of Jal’s family, having come from a land to the south. Had they decided to change tactics?

      It didn’t make sense.

      There was a crowd up the street. Kanar had noticed large patrols of Kalenwatch, and though he’d been surprised by that, he ignored them. He thought that this crowd was tied to the Kalenwatch patrols. They were never out in much force in the city, and their presence would certainly attract the irritation of others, especially down near the docks. Then again, given what the dockworkers had dealt with lately, it was possible that they might not be quite as upset with the level of patrol that was here, especially with the measure of protection that Adira offered.

      “Something isn’t quite right,” Kanar murmured.

      Some of the people nearby were watching him, and he had a strange feeling about them. Many were dressed similarly in dark cloaks, and for the most part, they were men. Kanar kept his hand near the hilt of his sword, ready for the possibility of an attack, especially given the numbers that were here.

      The fog had shifted. It billowed toward the shore and had lightened over the water. That was considerably different than it had been lately. For the most part, the fog had pulled out of the city and had begun to hang out in the harbor. If he hadn’t known that there was something supernatural about the fog before, Kanar would have realized there was something odd about it now.

      The masts of ships out in the harbor became visible. There had to be dozens of them, all of them seemingly waiting. Honaaz had told him what was there, and Kanar had believed him, but seeing it was something else.

      What were they waiting for?

      A group of men came toward him. They were all dressed in the dark clothing of most of the others that he’d seen. They were not the Kalenwatch, as they preferred blue, though he didn’t see any of the Kalenwatch either. Had they left?

      More men started walking toward him. There had to be more than a dozen.

      Kanar backed away. He couldn’t take on the entire street by himself, though he would try if it came down to it.

      The men began moving more quickly. None of them looked like Dogs. He had dealt with the Dogs so often in the past that he thought he would recognize them by sight. If they were Dogs, he would be surprised to see them fighting with such coordination. That was not typical for them. Which meant this was something different.

      He unsheathed his sword, but the men did not react. Were they soldiers?

      Morgan had mentioned that there had been attackers in the city before, but he had not seen anything.

      They were invaders, he realized.

      The nearest men grabbed weapons of their own and unsheathed them.

      “Come on, then. Let’s see what you can do,” Kanar said.

      Four came toward him with steady and confident movements. They spread out, clearly knowing how to fight together and how to pin him in. Were they targeting him, or was he simply in the way?

      He turned, glancing over her shoulder, when he felt a sense of tightness building around him.

      Witchcraft.

      He squeezed the hilt of his sword. There was the power of the Alainsith within it.

      He would use it.

      He was the Blackheart.

      Kanar focused for a moment, feeling the strange power within him, and he let it flow. Then he surged outward with it, allowing that power to carry him. It blasted him forward into the nearest attackers, who were thrown back. His blade became a blur as he slashed, the power of the sword filling him, strengthening him, and giving him the ability to fight. He twisted, stabbing through the belly of one man.

      Then the rest on the street rushed him.

      Kanar stood for a moment, holding his ground. His gaze swept over them. There had to be at least twenty coming at him.

      The sword might give him enough strength to withstand that many attackers, but Kanar didn’t know if he wanted that risk. And there was still the matter of witchcraft behind him.

      Sometimes running was the best option.

      He turned and sprinted toward Adira’s brothel. He managed to get past most of the attackers, though he had needed to fight through a couple of them. As he neared, a swirl of fog came toward him. Kanar skidded to a stop, hesitating for a moment.

      Something about that fog felt familiar to him. He wasn’t sure why, but he thought he had detected something like it one other time. As that fog began to come to him, he realized why.

      “Morgan?”

      The fog cleared briefly, but it was long enough that he was able to make out Morgan and Adira standing side by side. Adira had a long staff in hand, her gaze flicking around at the dozen of her people surrounding her.

      “There you are, Gray,” Morgan said.

      She pressed her hands downward, and her fingers traced what Kanar could only imagine was some sort of pattern that she alone understood. As she did, some aspect of what she was doing began to flow and trace away from her, forming a snaking pattern out of the fog that she then began to press away from her. She let it flow deeper and deeper into the bay.

      “What’s wrong?” Kanar asked, noticing that she was holding on to the Alainsith rod, rather than using her traditional connection to her power.

      “It’s the fog. They’ve drawn it away from me and the city, keeping it over the harbor. I’m not controlling this.” Morgan looked over to Kanar with wide eyes. “Even when the Prophet was here, they were able to call on some of the fog, but they weren’t able to pull it from me like this.” She turned and stared out at the sea again, continuing to trace her pattern. Even as she did, Kanar could tell that something about what she was doing wasn’t working the way she expected. “It’s Alainsith. And they are using a different kind of witchcraft than we’ve faced before. The Pronouncements were a means of destroying protections in the city. That’s what they were after, Gray.”

      “So we have Pronouncements that are destroying your protections, we have invaders on the shore, and we have ships waiting out in the harbor.”

      Morgan nodded.

      “Why would the Alainsith attack?” Kanar asked.

      “I don’t know. The merchant guild master revealed that they intend to destroy Sanaron.”

      “You think they could?”

      “From what I’ve seen?” Morgan frowned in thought. A brief, thunderous explosion sounded, and she turned toward it, looking off into the distance. “Unfortunately, I do.”

      It was like witchcraft, only it was not.

      “The Kalenwatch—”

      “Won’t be able to stop this, Gray,” Morgan said. “The council has fallen, as have the families. So much in the city has been destroyed, and I don’t know how we can protect them here. If the Alainsith have come, there may not be any way to do so.”

      The pain on Morgan’s face was almost too much for him.

      “You lead in the city now, don’t you?” he asked. Morgan nodded. “What would you have us do? I will stay and fight.” Kanar turned and saw more fog billowing toward him, and he knew that there may not be much that he could do. Distantly, he heard the sound of fighting, and he suspected it was the Kalenwatch engaging with some of the invaders. An occasional explosion came from somewhere not far from them, but he couldn’t tell if there was anything to that. “You have my sword.”

      “I’ve never wanted your sword. Only your heart.”

      “You have that as well,” Kanar said.

      Morgan looked around her with anguish in her eyes. “We need to evacuate as many as we can from the city. So many have already fallen, and I fear that if we don’t get out, all of Sanaron will be destroyed.” She looked to Adira. “That’s what Jamil said happened in other places.”

      “I know.”

      “Will you help coordinate the evacuation?”

      Irritation flickered on Adira’s face, and she breathed out a heavy sigh. “I just found my place on the council, and now I have to leave the city?”

      “Well, there won’t be much of a council if there isn’t a city. And you didn’t get confirmed on the council.”

      “There aren’t enough councilors remaining to confirm me,” Adira said.

      “Will you help?” Morgan pressed.

      “I will. You’re going to need time.” Adira turned to Kanar. “What about you? Can you buy us time to coordinate the evacuation and escape?”

      Another explosion thundered. There had been a distinct lack of fog in the city lately, but now there was a spray of debris that seemed to hover over everything. Kanar covered his mouth and coughed for a moment. He would need to be able to fight, and to move quickly.

      And he would need to draw on the Alainsith blade in order to do so.

      It could be used against the Alainsith themselves. He’d seen that with Malory. But would it be enough now?

      “I can buy time,” he said, and then he looked to Morgan. “If you don’t mind a suggestion—you can’t evacuate by sea, so there is only one direction to lead the people.”

      “I know. Do you think it will be safe?”

      When another explosion rang out, Kanar shook his head. “Safer than staying here.”

      He only had to hope that Porman wouldn’t mind if he evacuated the entire city to Reyand.
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      Finn paused, and he felt the explosion of magic. There was no doubting what it was, only the source of it, and it was not where he thought it would have come from. He had anticipated that the next blast of magic would come from outside of Sanaron, as if the attackers were going to surround the city to hold them inside, but that wasn’t what he had experienced.

      This was something else.

      It didn’t come from the direction he had expected, and as he hurried toward it, he wasn’t terribly surprised to find Esmerelda with a group of hegen there.

      She whispered something to the older man Finn had seen in the inn, along with a woman with silver hair pulled back into a bun, who shifted her bright red dress so that it didn’t brush across the ground. Esmerelda turned to Finn and strode over to him. Her black hair seemed to reflect the sunlight that drifted through the clouds. This high up in the city, the fog didn’t stretch quite as far, though there were still some aspects of it that he had to see through. He couldn’t see the shore, but as he watched, he realized he could make out ships in the bay that he hadn’t been able to before.

      “What’s going on?” he asked her.

      “They have been unable to exit Sanaron.” Esmerelda’s brow furrowed in worry. She watched the hegen as they gathered in front of one of the streets and made their way back into Sanaron. “It’s witchcraft, Finn. Different than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

      “I came to talk to you about it.”

      “Just you? Not him?” she said with a scoff.

      Finn frowned. She wanted to chide him about his attitude toward Reims now? “I’ve been chasing him a long time, but I’m starting to realize that I might not have known what I thought I knew.”

      “Oh, a lesson. What a wonderful thing.” She clapped her hands together, before taking his and squeezing them in hers. She had on a stone ring that matched his, and when they touched them together, Finn could feel a hint of energy. “It’s good you aren’t beyond learning even now,” she said.

      “When have I ever said that I was beyond learning?”

      “It’s more that I’ve been worried about you. You’ve been fixated on him. You’ve not been like that in quite some time.”

      “I shouldn’t be, I know,” he said.

      “You just seem like you are fixated on the idea of him. On some perceived slight.”

      Finn shook his head. “It wasn’t just perceived. He attacked the prison. He broke into a place that—”

      “That you felt great pride in securing, and he nearly showed you that it wasn’t quite as secure as you believed,” Esmerelda said. “Take a lesson out of that, nothing more, and move on.”

      He barked out a laugh, and she glowered at him.

      “I’m not laughing at you,” he said quickly.

      “It looks as if you are.”

      “I’m only thinking that it amuses me that you still try to point out my failings.”

      “Is it a failing? I’m just helping you try to see past your shortsightedness. Most of the time, you are quite skilled, but someone bested you, and I think that hurt your pride.”

      Finn held back a response and looked toward the shore. Somewhere down there Reims was still interrogating that possible Alainsith. Along with Reims’s hegen friend and much larger friend. All while Isabel waited, watching, probably wondering what else might have to happen.

      “What would you say if I thought that the Alainsith attacked, but not Alainsith like we know them?” Finn asked.

      Esmerelda regarded him for a moment. She squeezed his hand again, then stepped back, reached into her pocket, and pulled out her stack of cards. They were some semblance of Alainsith magic. They were one of the aspects of hegen power that they had borrowed from the Alainsith, though Finn still didn’t fully understand the power that was involved in them, nor just how she managed to use that power—only that she could.

      She turned the cards over. The first one that she flipped showed a trail of gold and what looked like a rope looped around a tree. It could mean anything, though in his line of work, he wondered if it was some sign of an execution he’d failed at, but he knew it was tied to the bodies he and Reims had found. She turned another, and it looked like a tower. On a third was a book. Then a series of symbols—circles linked with a triangle. Each time she flipped the cards, the ink lingered for just a moment before it began to swirl, shifting and changing until it faded back into nothingness.

      Esmerelda stared at the cards and then let out a soft, frustrated sigh. “I’ve been trying to understand for a while why the cards haven’t reacted immediately like they should. I’m still not exactly sure what is going on, only that I can tell that some aspect of the cards has shifted.” She looked up at him, holding his gaze. “The problem is that I don’t really know why. I can’t tell what the cards are trying to show me. I’ve never had this happen before.” She held one of the cards out. “Take it.”

      He knew she wanted to see whether the card would react differently to him.

      “It’s the one with the tower,” he said. It was similar to a card he had seen when she’d been flipping through them before, only the ink seemed to be more fluid as she held it. It was almost as if the ink hadn’t dried. There was something about the hegen cards and Esmerelda that caused the cards to activate. He wasn’t sure what she did, even after all these years they had been together.

      He took the card. As soon as he did, the image shifted. The tower disappeared, and now there was a long rectangle, though there was an intersecting line connecting to it. The ink continued to spread, and then a speck appeared in the background. It began to grow larger and larger until it turned into what he thought was a large boat. A dock.

      He looked up at her, frowning. “I’ve never seen the cards do this before.” Whenever she’d given him one, the image hadn’t changed. It was unusual enough that it would shift like that, but even more unusual was that when he turned it over, that image erased and became a new one—a tree. He turned it over and then back again, and he saw a series of symbols.

      She took the card from him. “No. It’s never done that for me before either. I thought that perhaps the Alainsith attack on the city might be the source of it, but I’m no longer sure. Even if it was, it should not react like this. This is something else.”

      She walked away, and Finn hurried to keep up with her. “I can’t leave Isabel down there.”

      “I thought you were willing to work with Reims.”

      “This has nothing to do with my willingness to work with him.”

      “I suspect that Isabel is perfectly safe with him,” Esmerelda said. “Besides, this is something you need to see.”

      She reached the edge of the forest and paused, looking up. Finn followed the direction of her gaze. He thought he might see more bodies dangling like before, but there was nothing. He breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “What do you want me to see?” he asked, standing next to her and slipping his hand into hers.

      The forest should have been a comfortable place. It was where he and Esmerelda had once formed their first connection, which was when he had begun to learn about her magic and understand her in full. It was where they had discovered truths about each other.

      Now he felt only an uneasiness.

      Some of that came from the fact that this was not his forest, but mostly he thought it was the Pronouncements.

      “There is something here,” she said. “When the people traveled through this place, attempting to make it back to Reyand, they were rebuffed.” She inhaled slowly, and her gaze settled back down in front of her, as if she were peering into the depths of the forest. “I am not exactly sure what it was, nor am I sure what they felt, but I trusted them.”

      “What they felt?”

      “They were deterred, Finn. I can’t tell you what it was, but it was power. If it was merely witchcraft, they would’ve known how to break through that. The people have known witchcraft for a long time,” she explained. “Long enough to understand what it is, and how to break through it. But it’s more than just that, as you know.”

      It wasn’t something that she generally liked to acknowledge, but there were similarities between hegen magic and witchcraft. It was something the hegen had tried to keep quiet, especially once the witchcraft war had become more prevalent. Over time, though, the similarities had become too significant to overlook. He also wasn’t exactly sure that Esmerelda wanted to overlook them. She had wanted to understand.

      Death was a part of life. There was power in death—that was something the hegen had long believed. But there was also power in life, and they embraced both sides, knowing that magic could happen from both.

      “If it wasn’t witchcraft, then what was it?” Finn asked.

      “That is what I’ve come to find out,” she said.

      Esmerelda followed an unseen path through the forest, though it was a similar one to what Finn had taken when he’d come out here with Reims. She stopped at a narrow stream, and she looked up at the trees, then pointed. In the distance, Finn caught sight of three bodies hanging.

      He and Reims had missed them.

      “We came through here,” he whispered.

      Finn approached slowly, reaching the trunk of the tree, and he peered up. The bodies were all hanging much like the others had been, with rope looped around the neck. However, the more he focused, the more he realized that rope wasn’t just looped around the neck but also underneath the arms. That would be fatal, but it would be a slow and painful death. A kind of suffering that would draw power. It was magic, probably witchcraft, but not like any he’d ever seen.

      “Do you recognize the clothing?” he asked.

      “I do not,” she said.

      The nearest body to him had on what looked like leather pants, but he didn’t recognize the material. It almost seemed scaled. The person wore a jacket, though it looked to be ripped, and beneath it, a deep-red shirt. The others were dressed in similar foreign attire. One person wore what appeared to be a long, heavy cloak. Finn caught sight of another pair of scaled leather pants underneath, but nothing else. He couldn’t tell much from the third one, since the tree blocked his view.

      Three. There were always three.

      “We can cut them down,” he said.

      “I’m not so sure that it will matter,” Esmerelda said.

      She motioned for him to follow, and she watched her step. There was a pattern to the way she walked, and Finn realized she was doing that intentionally, mostly because she seemed to have picked up on something that he had overlooked.

      They reached a small clearing, and she paused. Esmerelda reached into her pouch and pulled out another stack of cards, then began to flip three of them over time. After staring at them for a moment and seeming satisfied with what she saw, she stuffed the cards back into her pocket and grabbed for something else.

      A flower.

      The stem was not natural, and looked to be woven out of wire. She took it and looped it around her hand, before bringing the flower to her nose and blowing softly. When she was done, she tossed the flower forward. It hovered in the air. The flower turned in place, and pale green dust burst from the leaves, then began to hover too.

      “What is that?” Finn asked.

      He didn’t often go into details of Esmerelda’s magic, mostly because that wasn’t his concern, and he had no idea how she was able to use her magic most of the time. In this case, though, he started to wonder if perhaps he needed to not only understand but try to know just what she was doing with it.

      “It’s showing the outline of power here.” She glanced over. “I suspect Justice would be able to carve through it, much like it did before, but you should not. Not yet.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t think it’s time for us to do that quite yet.”

      “Esmerelda…”

      She reached into her pouch and pulled out another stack of cards. “Even here, the cards are unreliable. I keep trying to understand what they’re showing me, but as I flip through them, I am finding that they don’t want to answer the way that they should. It’s frustrating. I’ve never experienced anything quite like this, Finn. There is something influencing. it We noticed it outside of Sanaron. In Reyand, the cards were not consistently reliable, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as what it’s been here. Once we reached Sanaron, though, they’ve been like this. Perhaps it’s the fog.” She stared at the cards, and Finn realized that they were still shifting, much like they had done closer to the city.

      “I hadn’t realized the fog was some sort of protection,” Finn said.

      “Oh, it very much is. It is something old, powerful, and beyond anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      “Is it the Alainsith?”

      “Most likely. But what I don’t understand is why.” Esmerelda looked up at the trees, though Finn didn’t see anything there. “When the Alainsith abandoned places before, they never left their power.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Finn said. “When they left buildings, there was a bit of their power in them. It’s why most of those buildings, especially the ones in Verendal, remained standing when others collapsed.”

      She nodded slowly. “I should clarify. What I mean is that they leave the structure, but they don’t leave the power itself active. In this case, what we’ve seen with that fog is residual power that has remained active. It suggests that either someone has maintained it, or they intentionally kept it intact.”

      “There is Morgan.”

      “She controls it,” Esmerelda said. She moved her hands in a steady circle and then pressed them out. Some of the green haze from the flower began to swirl and react, before pulsing back outward, but it seemed to reach an invisible barrier where it stopped. “Much like I can control that. They do so on a greater scale than what I can do. That suggests to me that they have some training, which is surprising.” She smiled. “It’s one more way we have glimpsed power in the world, Finn.”

      He snorted. “One more way? How many ways do you think there might be?”

      “What do you see here?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      “I see you using your hegen magic, and some sort of power that’s lingered, hovering in the air. It seems to be held back by some sort of barrier.”

      “This is as far as the people were able to go, and no further. I suspect that if we were to trace this around the outskirts of Sanaron, we would find that it follows the contours, creating a ring around the city.” She stepped forward and pressed her hand into the haze. That green began to swirl, and it pushed up against another invisible barrier, before stopping altogether. Esmerelda traced her hand again, and as she waved her fingers softly, the green dissipated, dropping back down to the ground. “The Alainsith once occupied all these lands.”

      “I know the story,” Finn said. “They were chased away by the king’s ancestors.”

      She nodded slowly. “They were, but not in all places. Verendal, certainly. You can see evidence of it in most of those buildings. The people of Reyand built around that and formed a majestic place that even the Alainsith appreciate. But it wasn’t the same in all places. Some were different.”

      “What places?”

      “Places like Sanaron,” Esmerelda said, turning and looking off into the distance. “You can see it in the architecture. Most of these buildings were Alainsith. They carry their distinct styles, but not only that, they carry their distinct markings—ones that once were filled with the power of the Alainsith. There are no stories of what chased them from this land. Reyand never reached here.”

      “So you think the Alainsith abandoned the city for another reason,” Finn said.

      Esmerelda took his hand, then stepped into the stream and followed its path. Every so often, she splashed her boots in the water, which didn’t seem to slow her or bother her at all. Of course, the water was cleansing, and it was another aspect of hegen magic that Finn had seen her use before.

      She turned to him after a few steps and then motioned around her. “Look at the forest. Look at the trees. Look at the way they reach the edge of the city, and then stop. It’s almost as if they won’t grow any further.”

      “I think you’re reading too much into it. The city stretches down to the seashore.”

      “But the trees could’ve stretched even further,” Esmerelda said. “They recognize the protection placed around the city. They don’t push against it, as if they understand that this is not for them.”

      “And you think the Alainsith are responsible for this?”

      “I think there are other powers in the world, Finn. There are many powers. We are one of the newest. At least, my people. Your people now, of course, but our understanding of what we can do is limited to our experience with it. There are others who have known that kind of power longer. The Alainsith, as you know, but also…” She frowned as she reached the forest.

      As Finn followed her, he realized that the fog had started to lift, no longer as hazy as it had been. He had suspected that some part of it was changing, but he hadn’t been quite as aware of how pronounced that was until he reached this point.

      “The Alainsith might not even be the oldest,” Esmerelda said.

      As they stood there, the fog continued to disappear. It was almost as if a breeze gusted through, lifting the fog up in the air and sending it swirling away. For a moment, it was not much more than that, and Finn noticed the ships out in the bay. There were dozens of them.

      They were simply sitting there, waiting.

      And if each of them had somebody like that Weather Watcher they had captured, how much power could they bring to bear on the city of Sanaron? He had detected something Alainsith-like from the captive. He had no misconception about his own strength, and he doubted that even Kanar Reims would be able to withstand that kind of attack.

      “It’s starting,” Esmerelda said.

      Finn looked over to her. “What is?”

      Esmerelda squeezed his hand, and her mouth turned into a tight frown. “I don’t know why it would come now, but something must’ve changed.”

      He watched her. “Esmerelda? What’s starting?”

      “The war has begun.”
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      The sea was angry. It fit Honaaz’s mood.

      He and Lily raced through the streets, and he didn’t even bother to question where she was guiding him, only knowing that she seemed to understand what she needed. Every so often, he could hear the splash of waves along the shore.

      It occurred to him why he would be so aware of it this time. Something had changed.

      The waves had always been a presence in Sanaron, but they had never really been active. Certainly not active enough that he would have expected to hear them through the muted quiet of the fog.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      “What is it?” Lily asked, and she turned to glance in his direction. “Have you seen something?”

      “It’s not anything that I’ve seen.”

      But Honaaz could feel it. It was deep within him, almost as if the strangeness that he felt from the sea—the way the waves crashed along the shore, the rocks that took each splash, one after another—carried with it something else. It was like it carried some power that he could feel.

      “The fog isn’t keeping us from hearing the waves the way it normally has been,” he told her.

      She tipped her head to the side and frowned, and then she nodded slowly. “You’re right. That means we need to get moving, then. I don’t know how much time we have.”

      “Those ships have to get into shore first,” Honaaz said.

      It shouldn’t surprise him, but he immediately went into planning how to stage an attack. He could use the ship, take some of the dinghies, and guide them toward the shore. With the fog, they wouldn’t have any difficulty navigating. Fuck, they could have been doing that all along. How many times had the shore been infiltrated throughout all of this?

      Enough to bring in Shaul. Probably Pepper. Maybe others.

      “I need to make more of my art,” Lily said.

      “I’m not going to stop you.”

      “I know, but I need you to help me,” she said, watching him. “Are you willing to do that?”

      He looked down at her. “Whatever you need.” As he said it, he realized that he meant it. Whatever Lily needed, he was willing to do. He would offer what protection he could, but it was not just that. Lily was strong enough and powerful enough that he wasn’t sure that he would be the one to protect her if it came down to it. With her art and her hegen abilities, she had often saved him.

      But he could help.

      “Good. I’m going to need you to use your daggers,” Lily said. “I hope you don’t get queasy too easily because we’re going to have to work quickly.”

      She reached a small building, all made of stone, and then slipped up to the rooftop.

      Honaaz waited. He hadn’t known where she’d kept the bodies of the Alainsith they’d been forced to kill, but he wasn’t surprised she’d kept them in the city. It would be easier to take prizes and use them in ways that she needed if she had easy access to them. What did surprise him was that she looked down from the ledge of the building and gave him a look that basically told him that he needed to climb up after her.

      “You want me to come up there?” he called.

      “I thought you said you were willing to help.”

      “I didn’t realize that you wanted me to climb the fucking building.”

      “I didn’t realize that you were afraid of climbing,” she said.

      He growled as he looked for a way up.

      Even though Honaaz was a big man, it was easy enough for him to jump, if it came down to it, but he didn’t think he could jump to the top of the building. He’d seen Reims do that before, and he couldn’t help but marvel at how the man managed to jump, but it wasn’t like that for him. He didn’t have some stored witchcraft, and he certainly didn’t have sorcery… but there was a part of him that could do something.

      He was strong. And he needed that strength now.

      Honaaz stood at the edge of the building and then jumped. He grabbed for the lip, managed to get it with one hand and then the other, then pulled himself up. It was harder than it should be. Lily had made it look easy, somehow. Lily makes everything look easy.

      He reached the top of the roof and looked down. “Why here?”

      “Because I had Morgan seal it off so that nobody else could get in. There’s a door, but it’s basically blocked. I don’t know if I could even get in that way. Maybe you could…”

      “Why?”

      Honaaz turned, and he realized what she was getting at.

      The building was set slightly uphill, away from the waterfront by several hundred yards, and it should have been shrouded in fog. The building itself still was, but the water no longer had the same layer of protection over it. Now he could see the ships—and they were starting to move.

      “Fuckers,” he muttered.

      “Are they getting ready to attack?”

      “It sure as shit seems like it.”

      Lily pulled open a hatch in the top of the roof and then dropped down inside. Honaaz looked around one more time, before grabbing the hatch and slipping down inside the building with her.

      The smell hit him first. It was an overwhelming stench of rot and decay. He held his breath but wondered how long he could tolerate it.

      “Sorry about that,” Lily said. “Morgan thought she could help. She thought the fog might keep them from rotting too quickly, but I didn’t think it was going to work. Besides, it’s okay if the flesh disappears.”

      Honaaz gagged and covered his mouth before he retched. He wasn’t going to let Lily see him do that.

      “It’s okay,” she said, tapping him on the arm. She pulled something from her pocket, and a white light began to glow.

      Bodies were stacked along the walls. It was an empty room otherwise. Just stone and bodies. That was it. The center of the floor had been cleared so that she could drop down. Honaaz wasn’t sure if she would’ve been able to come in the door anyway. The bodies were pressed up against it and would have done just as much to block anyone from getting inside.

      “How do you stand it?” he asked.

      “I trained around this,” she said. “And the kind of art that I make tends to draw me to such things. It’s not like you get used to it, but…” She looked up at him and shrugged slightly. “You do kind of get used to it, actually. I don’t necessarily want to, but it’s better that I do, especially since I need to be able to do this kind of thing relatively regularly.” Lily pointed to a stack of bodies. “Why don’t you start there. Normally, I go for smaller things—finger bones, toes—but this time, I might need larger bones to work with.” She frowned. “Let me get that. You probably have a quicker hand with cutting off a few fingers. If you feel up to it, you can peel away some flesh, but if you don’t, don’t feel so bad. It’s a difficult thing for most to do.”

      She spoke about it so casually, so comfortably, that Honaaz was almost taken aback.

      Almost.

      This was Lily, after all, and he knew that she was strong enough to do this sort of thing, and that he had to be strong on her behalf.

      And so he was.

      He headed over to a stack of Alainsith bodies. He hadn’t realized how many had been killed. He knew there had been quite a few, but he didn’t think it had been this many.

      “Not all of these are Alainsith, are they?” he asked.

      Lily paused for a moment as she turned and looked over to him. “Not all of them,” she said. “I brought some of the witchcraft practitioners here as well. The most powerful ones only. I figured that they might be useful. I’m only focusing on the Alainsith.” She pointed to a wall behind him. “Those three there. I’m going to work on them, and we can leave the rest for now.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      “It’s going to have to be. Anyway, if we need more, we can always come back here. Or I can. You don’t have to do that.”

      “I’m not going to leave you to do this on your own.”

      She smiled at him. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about me, Honaaz. I’m not so delicate that I need protecting like that.”

      He growled softly. “I would never call you delicate.”

      She flashed a wide smile. “You’re so good with your compliments.”

      He snorted and turned to the bodies. She wanted him to carve through fingers. Honaaz had fought and killed many times, but he had never cut limbs off somebody after they were dead.

      This was for Lily, though. Not just for her, even. This was to protect his ship.

      He grabbed the first of the bodies, a tall and slender woman who was dressed all in gray. For a moment, Honaaz wondered which of them had killed her. It could have been anyone on the team, or even one of those fucking creatures Jal had ridden in on like some majestic bastard.

      Honaaz started to cut through the bones on one hand, working quickly. The fingers came off easily. He set them in a pile behind him, trying not to think about what he was doing. The smell wasn’t so bad as he worked, and he started to understand what Lily had said about getting used to it.

      Fuck if he ever wanted to get used to this, though.

      When he finished with both hands, he moved to the feet. He pulled off the boots, tossed them to the side, and then stared at the feet for a moment. “Just the toes, or do you want the bones in the foot?”

      “Just the toes for now,” she said. “We might need the bones of the foot, so if you have something that can carve through an ankle, go ahead, but the bones are a little harder.”

      Honaaz continued cutting, stacking the toes with the fingers, before wondering if Lily needed them in a separate pile. He shifted the toes to the side and then moved on to the next body. By the time he finished with the three Alainsith bodies, he felt both nauseated and relieved.

      He looked back at her, and he frowned. “How did you manage to do all of that in the time it took me to cut off fingers?”

      Lily gave him a broad smile. She had a stack of four long bones, all resting neatly in a pile. “Well, it’s sort of like butchering,” she said. “You get comfortable carving through the flesh and muscle and the tendons, and you start to know where the weak points are.”

      “No wonder you’re such a deadly assassin,” he grumbled.

      “Not only that,” she said, and then she turned back to her work. She finished quickly and soon had six long bones in a stack. She crouched next to the Alainsith. “I wish we had time to take the arm bones, but I don’t know that we do.”

      “Let me help,” Honaaz said.

      She showed him how to cut into the flesh of the arm and where the tendons were the weakest, and they cleaved the bones faster than he would’ve thought possible. He would have guessed that he needed a big sword, or certainly a longer knife, but his daggers worked just fine. They finished quickly and had another stack of bones, long fingers, and toes that Lily spread out.

      She got to her feet, grabbed a cloak off one of the fallen witchcraft practitioners, and draped it on the ground. She placed the fingers and toes into one pile and unfolded the cloak, then stacked the bones into another pile.

      “It’s easier to carry them like this,” she said. “Otherwise it gets a little messy.”

      Honaaz wasn’t going to argue. It looked messy enough the way she was doing it.

      She reached the center of the room and then peered up. “It’s going to be a difficult climb back out. Start by hoisting me up.”

      After Honaaz quickly lifted her, Lily grabbed the lip of the roof and climbed out. When she was done, she looked down.

      “You can follow anytime,” she called.

      He snorted. As if he wanted to stay in this place any longer than necessary. He jumped but couldn’t reach it.

      Fuck.

      He looked around, and the only thing he could do was grab a couple of bodies, stack them, and use them to help him jump. It was disgusting, and it was disrespectful to the dead, but they were… Well, dead. What did they care?

      He pulled them to the center of the room and stepped on them while trying to ignore how their flesh squished beneath him, and then he jumped.

      When he reached the roof, he pulled himself up and found Lily watching him. “What was that about?” she said.

      “That was about me not being tall enough.”

      “I bet Jal would have been.”

      “I bet the tall bastard would have been, too,” Honaaz grumbled.

      She grinned at him and then turned. “Well, I guess that’s all we need to do. At least for now.”

      It wasn’t all, and they both knew it.

      “We have to get going.”

      “I’m all for helping, Honaaz, but I’m not exactly sure how.”

      “The ships are moving,” he said. “You might be able to do something to slow that down.”

      “Maybe.” Lily looked at the bundle she had with her. “Do you think you can get us out there?”

      “Not in my ship.”

      “You don’t have to sound so glum about it.”

      “I don’t like it,” he said.

      She reached the edge of the rooftop, grabbed his arm, and pulled him toward her. Honaaz was too startled to do much of anything, so when she kissed him, he kissed her back without even thinking. “We’re sticking together.”

      He grunted. “I didn’t plan on leaving.”

      “Maybe not now, but… Well, we’re sticking together.” She said it with a fierceness that surprised him, though perhaps it shouldn’t.

      He would stick with her as long as she wanted.

      Lily jumped down and then started running along the shoreline. After he watched her for a few moments, he leaped and raced after her. She reached the small boat before he managed to catch up to her. She looked back at him, nodded, and then turned past him.

      “What is she doing here?” Lily said.

      Honaaz turned to see who she was talking about.

      The executioner’s apprentice.

      The young woman had come out of the warehouse, and she was watching them. “Where are you two going?” she asked. She looked along the street, but her gaze seemed focused mostly on the ships out in the bay.

      Was that concern in her eyes? Honaaz didn’t know. He supposed it probably didn’t really matter, not with somebody like this. The only thing that mattered was getting someplace else and figuring out what more they might need to do.

      “We are going to stop the ships from attacking,” he told her.

      “Can I… Well, can I come?”

      “Why the fuck do you want to come?” Honaaz asked.

      “I just do.”

      Lily glanced over to him with a frown, then shrugged. “I don’t really care. Do you?”

      “Only if she doesn’t get in the way,” he muttered.

      “Besides, she can help us row.”

      “I only have one oar.”

      Honaaz jumped into the boat, landing with a thud, and he looked out. It wasn’t just that these ships were moving, it was how many were out there.

      He glanced over to Lily. “I’m not sure what we’re going to be able to do.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” she said.

      Honaaz started paddling. He swept the oar through the water with rapid strokes, each one deliberate. He was a sailor, but even sailors learned how to paddle, mostly out of necessity. There were times when the winds weren’t quite right, and other times when the docks required a little extra guidance, so he, like everyone from his land, had learned how to handle an oar nearly as well as he knew how to handle a line.

      He glanced back and watched Lily as she made quick work of the bones they had harvested. She grabbed several of the smaller ones and started hurriedly peeling flesh off them. The other woman watched. She seemed to have a morbid curiosity, rather than any real fear of what Lily was doing.

      Of course, she was an executioner, so this probably wasn’t that big of a deal for her.

      “What are you making?” the woman asked.

      Lily didn’t look up. “Talismans.”

      “Why?”

      Lily glanced up then. “Because we need something that will help protect us.”

      “And whatever it is you have now will do that?”

      Lily shrugged, then turned her attention back to what she was doing. “I don’t know. I hope so, but…” She shrugged again.

      Honaaz watched her. With Lily, it was difficult to know whether she was bothered, or whether this was simply her way of dealing with things.

      “We aren’t that far from them,” he said.

      “The fog isn’t going to hold,” Lily said, “so we won’t have that protection, but I need you to get as close as you think you can.”

      Honaaz frowned. “You want me to get close to the ships? You mean the ones that have the Weather Watchers on them?”

      “If you don’t think you can do it…”

      Honaaz grunted. “I didn’t say I couldn’t do it. I just can’t believe that’s what you really want me to do.”

      “We need to get close.”

      She continued carving, and Honaaz glanced toward her every so often, trying to make sense of what it was that she was doing. He couldn’t tell what she was making, though whatever it was would likely be powerful, especially since it was carved out of Alainsith bone.

      Fuck.

      He guided them forward, and as he did, he realized something. The fog had been lifting, but the farther he went, the more it started to swirl toward them. Not just toward them, though. It was almost as if it began to move around them.

      “Are you seeing this?” he asked.

      “I see the fog, and I wonder…” Lily glanced back again. “Morgan,” she said, breathing out softly. “It’s got to be her. She’s trying to give us time, I suspect.”

      If that was the case, they needed to take full advantage of it. The sorcerer may not be able to hold this for long. Honaaz didn’t have any idea how powerful she was, especially compared to the Weather Watchers, but it was possible that she couldn’t withstand what they were doing.

      He looked over to Lily, who was carving bone and murmuring to herself. She did that sometimes when she worked, and Honaaz didn’t know if that made it easier for her or not. The other woman was staring at Lily with a gaze of vibrant intensity.

      “Why are you watching her like that?” Honaaz asked.

      “I haven’t seen the hegen working like this,” she said. “She’s skilled, isn’t she?”

      The apprentice came closer, and though Honaaz wanted to move away from her, he wasn’t sure if that was the best strategy. It might be better to stay close to her so that she couldn’t surprise him.

      “It’s not like I know about such things. But from what I can tell, she’s skilled,” the woman said. “Master Jagger’s wife speaks highly of her.”

      It took him a moment to realize who she was talking about. The executioner.

      “Does she now?” Honaaz asked.

      The woman nodded. “She does. And she doesn’t talk that way about too many people.”

      “So I suppose that should fucking impress me?”

      She looked over. “I don’t know. Does it?”

      Honaaz grunted. He didn’t know either.

      He let out a frustrated sigh and then looked over to Lily. The boat continued to move through the waves as the fog swirled around them, creating a layer of power. Maybe the Weather Watchers would know what they were doing and realize that they were coming, but maybe not. If they didn’t, then they needed to take advantage of that time.

      “We’re getting close to one of the ships,” he said.

      “I know, and I’m trying to work quickly, but…” Lily didn’t finish and instead turned her attention back to working at the bone.

      Honaaz neared a ship. He couldn’t see it all that well through the fog, but he could feel it. There was a sound in the waves, and he could use that to guide him so that he knew where he was going. But not only that, he still had the talisman Lily had given him. Honaaz gripped it tightly, using that to help him see past the fog.

      He looked over to Lily, but she was still quiet. “Lily?” he murmured.

      “Just a second,” she said.

      When she stood, she handed him what she’d carved. It didn’t look like any of the talismans that she had been making before, but he trusted her.

      “What am I supposed to do with it?” he asked.

      “For now, you hold on to it. I want you to stick it on the side of the ship.”

      “Just that?”

      “Well, I’m going to need to do something with it first.” She took her knife out of her pocket, jabbed it into her thumb, and smeared the blood on the same item that she just made. “That should do it,” she whispered to herself.

      “What did you do?”

      “It’s how I add a piece of myself into it,” she said. “It’s going to be painful, especially if we use it on all of these, but there’s a possibility that it will work better. It will certainly be more controllable than before.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      Lily sighed. “Not really, but I think I need to.” She nodded when Honaaz took it from her. “Now you have to find a place to stick it. Somewhere it’s going to be the most effective, so that when it does explode, it will have the most effect.”

      “It’s going to explode?” the other woman asked.

      Lily looked over to her. “If it works right.”

      Honaaz guided the boat up close to the ship and felt around until he got to the masthead. He stuffed the talisman up against the masthead, before looking over to Lily. “What now?”

      “Now we work quickly.” She reached into her pouch, pulling out bone and then looking up at Honaaz. “Because I don’t think we have too much time left.”

      Honaaz squeezed the owl, then focused, feeling the energy coming from it.

      She was right.

      The ships were heading toward shore.

      Once they reached it, that’s when the real attack would happen.
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      Kanar stared at the water. Things were moving quickly now.

      Morgan was quiet as she stood on the shore with her hands swirling rapidly in a pattern. Her fog was lifting and extending away from her, but something seemed to catch it.

      “There is an energy pushing against me,” she said. “It’s different than when the Alainsith attacked the last time, only there are similarities.”

      “What are you doing?” Kanar asked.

      “I’m trying to keep them from attacking your seafaring friend.”

      “Honaaz?”

      She nodded. “He’s out there.”

      “What is he doing?”

      “Well, it looks to me like he is trying to target the ships.” Morgan frowned and made a circle with her hand, and the fog moved with it. “Can you see through it?”

      Kanar started to say no, but he realized that he could. The fog had shifted, circling in a way that allowed him to see more clearly. There was a density out there, but through that he could make out a small boat. The hegen boat.

      “What does he think he’s doing?” Kanar whispered. He couldn’t make out everything, but it seemed that they were using the boat and heading toward the ships. Honaaz looked like he was affixing something to them.

      Lily’s art.

      That had to be what it was.

      And if that was the case… maybe it would work.

      “They’re targeting the ships,” Kanar said.

      “Well, they had better be quick about it,” Morgan said. “Because I can see the ships moving toward the shore.”

      “And I can see…” Kanar trailed off and turned, realizing that they were not alone on the shore.

      Dozens of men were coming onto the docks. Most carried swords, though a few had crossbows. He much preferred facing somebody with a sword, as he had a better chance against them.

      “Keep helping her.”

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

      “I’m going to be the Blackheart.”

      Kanar hadn’t wanted to do this, and it certainly wasn’t what he was trying to do, but he had learned to fight and to defend the kingdom for a reason. He wasn’t fighting on behalf of the kingdom now—he was doing so on behalf of people who wouldn’t be able to protect themselves. Wasn’t that what he’d been doing when he had been fighting witchcraft, anyway? Most of the people he had fought for wouldn’t be able to withstand witchcraft, so Kanar had been fighting for them, even if they didn’t know it at the time.

      Kanar took a deep breath and squeezed the hilt of his sword. He couldn’t help at sea. He couldn’t help with the fog. But he could do this.

      He would be the Blackheart.

      His blade split the first man in half. Kanar spun, hacking through another man’s arm, his sword hand dropping to the ground. As Kanar moved, the power of the sword filled him. Each life he took gave the blade more strength and gave him more strength. It wasn’t quite as pronounced as it had been when he had cut down the Alainsith, but there was still some power to be gained even then.

      And as he spun, cutting and twisting, slicing his blade through each attacker, Kanar felt the power building.

      Men surrounded him.

      Kanar roared, and everything felt like a blur. With each swing of his blade, he could feel the energy within him. He could feel what he needed to do.

      Five men fell. Then he carved through another three. Bodies began to litter the ground around him. He could only imagine what Lily might have thought about such prizes. It surprised him that he would think in those terms, but she had reclaimed something practical from the loss of life, so shouldn’t he think like that? Wouldn’t there be some benefit to taking lives if they could add to their advantage, given what they dealt with?

      As he cut down another man and felt the strange wash of warmth that went through him, he couldn’t help but wonder. He’d started to question why the king had given him the Alainsith blade and whether he had known the gift he was giving to Kanar.

      Or the curse.

      He stabbed another man, then paused for a moment. Those thoughts filled him more than the fear of the battle around him. There was that sense of fighting, but that fighting wasn’t nearly as terrifying as he had thought it might be.

      He needed to find a way to reach the power within his blade that he had not managed to do before. That energy was there, if only he could find it. Kanar had to somehow come up with that answer and do so quickly.

      There was a shout nearby. Somebody raced at him, and Kanar ducked, driving his blade up and slamming it into their neck. He spun again to face another attack, and then another. Each one happened rapidly. Almost too rapidly. Kanar tried to withstand them, but he wasn’t sure that he would be able to. They were coming so fast.

      Soon he was surrounded by five men. He turned, locking blades with one of them. He felt somebody moving close by, and he slipped off to the side, barely avoiding a sword thrust toward him. It stabbed the air, just missing him. Kanar twisted and drove his heel into one attacker’s knee, cracking it.

      He squeezed his blade the way he had when he’d felt that power surge into him. Then he jumped.

      Some energy in the blade flowed into him, and he was filled with that power.

      Witchcraft.

      Maybe not even that, but Alainsith power. That was what he needed to use.

      He was carried up and away. Then he landed behind the attackers.

      Kanar raced toward them. He could see the ships converging as they got closer to shore. Once they reached land, the attack would begin in full. The city would be overrun.

      But not if he could be the Blackheart.

      Kanar drove his blade forward.

      Men swarmed him, and he braced for the painful bite of power, that of steel stabbing through him, but it never came. Instead, an enormous explosion out over the waterfront rocked the ground and threw him back, along with the others around him.

      Kanar lay there for a moment. Now there was not the fog that had been swirling around him. Now there was dust and debris, and the smoke that came from burning ships.

      He started laughing. Lily. This was her art. Why had he ever thought that something like that could be bad? Her art saved them. Her art could continue to save them.

      The other men around him were down. Kanar hurried through the throng of attackers, finishing off those who had fallen but were not able to get up. He stood there for a moment, sword hanging limp, and then he looked out over the bay.

      The remains of a dozen ships smoldered out in the water. But a dozen sailed behind them. Then there was the small hegen boat making its way toward the seashore, coming right at him.

      Kanar raced forward and noticed Lily, Honaaz, and Jagger’s apprentice. What was she doing with them?

      “There were too many,” Lily said.

      “You did well,” Kanar replied.

      He grabbed for the boat as Honaaz guided it up to the shore. They didn’t even worry about getting it to one of the docks, and instead simply jumped out. Lily held her satchel, squeezing it up against her, and her eyes made her look exhausted. He had no idea what it took out of her for her to use her art like that, but it must have taken strength. He grabbed her hand and squeezed.

      She looked up at him, watching him for a moment, and then she shook her head. “I can’t do anything more.”

      “You’ve done enough,” he said.

      “Not enough,” she muttered.

      “Relax.”

      Honaaz climbed out of the boat and helped the other woman. “The fucking Weather Watchers are coming,” he said. “It seems like there is more than one on each ship. I didn’t know.”

      “What about yours?” Lily asked.

      “Fuck,” he said, before racing up the shore.

      Lily sprinted after him, which left Kanar following them.

      By the time they reached the dock where one of the enormous ships was tied, he slowed. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel some sort of pressure in the air. He had no idea what that meant, only that somebody was using power. Maybe it was the Alainsith magic they had been picking up on.

      Lily reached into her satchel and began to sort through items. She pulled out one of the carvings that looked something like a berahn.

      Kanar held his hand up. “Let me take care of this.”

      “You can’t.”

      “What do you mean I can’t?”

      Lily shook her head. “You can’t. This isn’t the kind of fight you can win.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Kanar said. “I’m the fucking Blackheart.”

      He started forward. Honaaz stayed with him, and Lily joined them, which Kanar supposed shouldn’t surprise him.

      “What are we dealing with here?” Kanar asked.

      “It’s my fucking ship,” Honaaz said.

      Kanar slowed and glanced over to him. “Yours?”

      “What? You don’t think I can handle a ship?”

      “That’s not it. I just didn’t know it was yours. We will make sure it’s unharmed.”

      “You had fucking better.”

      Honaaz motioned to a gangplank, and Kanar crept up it. He stayed crouched, but he could feel something pressing on him. That pressure continued to build.

      “Careful,” Kanar said.

      He squeezed the hilt of his sword, feeling magic. Sorcery. Witchcraft. Did it matter what it was? All that really mattered was that he had been given his blade for a purpose.

      Maybe this purpose.

      If they didn’t stop this attack here and now, there was a real possibility that it would spread beyond Sanaron and reach Reyand. If it did, there may not be anything that could be done.

      “Follow me,” Kanar said.

      With that, he launched himself forward.

      As soon as he landed, he felt the familiar squeeze of power around him. This was not the feeling of something wrapping around his throat the way that witchcraft often did. He had prepared himself for that possibility and knew that he could withstand that type of attack, but it wasn’t that. If it had been, Kanar would have the time he needed to fight through it, find the person responsible, and cut them down.

      No. Instead, this was some sort of power that wrapped around him like a band, once again making him feel like he was trapped inside of the air itself.

      But he was holding on to his sword.

      He squeezed it, and then he roared.

      Kanar ripped free of whatever was holding him and raced forward. Behind him, he heard someone shout. He didn’t know if it was Lily, Honaaz, or maybe Isabel, the apprentice. It didn’t matter.

      Three people stood nearby. They had a distinct appearance, all wearing long black cloaks, and beneath them, they had on some sort of scaled clothing.

      Weather Watchers.

      The nearest one raised a hand. He had two fingers pressed together and the thumb bent across, and then he pushed his hand out. The movement was so similar to what Morgan did when she was controlling the fog that when a burst of power slammed into Kanar’s chest, he was almost ready for it.

      Almost.

      The burst was so powerful that once it struck him, he could do nothing more than try to fight through it.

      He swung his blade, carving at that power. As it worked through him, he attempted to slice it and found that it worked, but he wasn’t sure for how long.

      The man stepped forward. A sneer etched his face. “Such troublesome people in this land.”

      Kanar sprinted toward him. He didn’t want to give that man a chance to regroup. But something squeezed around him again, holding him in place.

      It wasn’t just one person this time.

      All three men came toward him. All three men reached for Kanar’s sword.

      If they got it…

      The air exploded with heat, and Kanar was tossed back. He rolled to his side and caught sight of Lily clutching her hand, her face contorted in pain. Honaaz loomed over her, as if he didn’t want to let anything happen to her.

      Kanar darted forward and slashed at one of the men, driving his blade through him. As soon as he did, a wash of warmth struck him, and power surged into him. He spun, slapping the hilt of the next blade into the man nearest him, then glanced over to see Honaaz with another Weather Watcher lifted up. Honaaz slammed the man down on his knee, shattering the spine.

      “Finish him off,” Honaaz growled.

      “We need to question them,” Kanar said.

      “The fuck we do.” Honaaz stormed over with his dagger and drove it toward the man, but Kanar stabbed through the man with his blade first.

      Honaaz glowered at him.

      “It powers me,” Kanar said.

      “Good. Let it fucking power you, then.”

      Kanar swallowed, and he could feel the magic within him. He hated that he could, but at this point, he needed that strength, as well as anything else that might make him stronger so he could end all of this.

      He glanced over to Lily, who looked as if she wanted to vomit. “How much does it take out of you when you use your power like that?” he asked.

      “When I do one, it’s not so bad,” she said. “But when I took care of the ships, it… Well, let’s just say that it takes a lot out of me. I have to put quite a bit of myself into it, you see.”

      Kanar nodded. He didn’t really see, but at this point, he wasn’t going to question her. She needed his understanding. She needed him to lead.

      “Save yourself, then,” he said. “Don’t use any of it unless you need to.” Kanar looked over to Honaaz. “And you make sure she doesn’t do anything more than what she has to. Do you understand?”

      Honaaz glanced at Lily, then nodded. “She’s not going to.”

      “Good. Now search your ship. See if there’s anyone else here. I’m going to—”

      Kanar couldn’t finish. Another burst of fog swirled around the shore.

      It wasn’t Morgan, though.

      He staggered, and Honaaz and Lily did as well. Isabel was the only one who did not.

      “What the fuck was that?” Honaaz muttered.

      “That’s the attack on the city.” Kanar looked at the others. “I don’t know that we’re going to be able to save Sanaron.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Lily asked, quickly transitioning to the new strategy.

      “We need to get people out of the city as fast as we can. But we also need to try to hold them back.” Kanar moved to the opposite side of the ship and peered out at the water. The others hadn’t reached the shore quite yet, but the fog…

      The fog was gone.

      The city’s protections were gone.

      Whatever Morgan thought she could do to help protect Sanaron, to slow the attack, was no more.

      “How effective will your talismans be?” Kanar asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lily said.

      “How much does it take out of you to carve them?”

      She frowned. “Not as much. I don’t put the same energy into them.”

      “You don’t have to explain it to me,” Kanar said. “I trust that you know what you’re doing, so I will trust that you will know how to do it.”

      “I do,” she said.

      “So let me tell you this. Figure out what you need to do with the talismans, put as much of yourself into them as you can, and arrange them along the shore. That might buy us some time.”

      “For what?” Isabel asked. “I heard what you were saying to Jagger. There’s witchcraft around the border of Sanaron that’s keeping people from leaving.”

      Kanar gave her a smile. “We can get through that.”

      “How?” Lily asked.

      “I think I know someone.”

      The Hunter had better be willing to help.

      As Kanar stood staring out at the water, there came another burst of energy. It hit him like a blast of air, and it threw him back. He staggered slightly, then continued to stare at the ships. Whatever the Weather Watchers had planned was coming soon. The fog was gone, so maybe they were testing other protections and other ways of defending the city.

      They didn’t have much time. And his team was too small.

      Maybe his team had always been too small, but they had to do whatever they could. They had to fight as much as they could, otherwise too many people would suffer.

      That was the reason he’d learned to fight magic.

      And that was the reason Kanar would fight now.
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      Lily could barely move with how exhausted she was. She’d been using too much of her art, and it took so much out of her. At the same time, she couldn’t help but feel as if what she was doing was necessary, and she was drawing on the kind of power she had been trained to use. The kind of power she had always needed to use.

      She looked over to Honaaz, who was watching her silently. He had been quieter ever since they had reached the shore. She had sensed how much it had upset him to destroy those ships. But it had been necessary, as well.

      “I need to carve talismans,” she said. “Can you give me time?”

      Honaaz grunted. “You know I can.”

      Kanar watched her. “You don’t have much.”

      “Just get out of here and help as many people as you can,” Lily said. “We will do what you want.”

      “We can meet at the forest. The Hunter has a sword that will get us out.”

      “We’re not going that way.” Lily got to her feet, and she clenched her jaw while looking at Honaaz. “We’re getting your ship out of here.”

      “How?” Honaaz’s brow furrowed. “Look at this. I can’t run through this. It’s like a blockade.”

      “Up the bay. There’s a way out from there, isn’t there?”

      Honaaz nodded slowly. “It’s difficult.”

      “Are you a sailor, or are you afraid?”

      “You know the answer,” he growled.

      “Then we’ll head north. Besides, there are a few other places we need to visit.” She turned to Kanar. “They’ve been attacking other ports. I don’t understand why, but I think we need to learn that answer. You get as many people out of here as you can, get them to Reyand, and we will…” She wasn’t exactly sure what they would do. Leave, probably.

      Kanar nodded. “Find me in Reyand.”

      He stepped toward her, and then surprised her by wrapping her in a hug. Then he strode away.

      She looked over to Isabel. She was young, but she didn’t seem afraid of what was happening around her. That surprised Lily. The girl obviously had some experience. “You should go with him. He’s going to meet with your master.”

      “I would rather stay with you, if you don’t mind.”

      Honaaz grunted. “A mutiny, is it?”

      “Consider it making a choice.”

      Lily turned to Honaaz. “What do you think?”

      “It’s going to be fucking difficult,” he said.

      “You always say that.”

      “And it seems like it always is,” he muttered.

      Lily started to smile, but everything hurt. As much as she wanted to laugh through it, she didn’t know if she could. She didn’t know if she could do anything at this point. The only thing she felt like she was confident of was that she needed to try to fight.

      She dangled her legs on the edge of the ship. Then she pulled out the long lengths of Alainsith bone and started carving. The movement was slow and steady, but she rapidly began to peel away more and more bone as she worked, feeling the steadiness of her knife against the surface, along with the shape she created.

      Honaaz loomed over her.

      “It’s not going to help if you stand like that,” she said to him.

      “I don’t fucking care,” he said. “I’m not letting anything get close to you.”

      “Isn’t that sweet,” Isabel said. “The two of you are quite adorable, but I think we have other issues.” She motioned, and Lily looked up.

      Men moved toward them.

      Honaaz snarled and raced off the ship before Lily could even say anything.

      “Should you go with him?” Isabel asked.

      “He’d probably get mad if I have to save him again.”

      “You’ve had to save him?”

      “More than once. He doesn’t really like it.”

      “I bet he wouldn’t.” Isabel took a seat next to Lily. “What are you making?”

      “They are called berahn. Some sort of wolflike creature. Pretty violent. But there’s some kind of power in them, mostly because they’re tied to the Alainsith.” She looked over to Isabel, who stayed silent while Lily carved. “You’ve heard of them.”

      “I might have,” Isabel said, seeming to choose her words carefully.

      “What kind of an executioner has experience with berahn?”

      “What kind of hegen has experience with them?”

      Lily shrugged. “One who trained at the citadel, learned to be an assassin, left that life behind, and now… they call me one of the Lost.” She finished the berahn and moved on to another bone.

      In the distance, she could see Honaaz fighting. He was taking on three men, and there was a fury in him that she hadn’t seen from him in quite some time. He lifted one man, tossed him toward the others, then simply grabbed a man’s head and snapped his neck with a quick shake.

      “Fuck,” she muttered, then went back to carving.

      Isabel leaned over and watched her. “Do you have to do anything once you carve it?”

      “Not that I know of. It’s a talisman. It seems to work once I make the shape. I don’t really know much about it. I’m still learning.”

      Isabel took the talisman and studied it for a moment. “It’s interesting. I saw the owl you’ve been carrying. The detail on that one is quite extensive. Can you see through it?”

      Lily frowned at her, then nodded.

      “What about the berahn?” Isabel asked. “Well, there’s a reason they have the nickname they do.”

      “What nickname is that?” Lily knew the answer, but she wanted to find out if Isabel did.

      “The silent killer. Then again, there aren’t too many people who have seen them. It’s really quite impressive.”

      “I’m glad that I can impress you.”

      Lily finished another one. She was working faster than she ever had before, which should have surprised her, but there was something about carving the berahn that seemed to flow, especially with the large Alainsith bones. She slipped her knife steadily across the bone and found that it glided, almost as if the bone itself wanted to be turned into that shape. Maybe it knew exactly what she needed, and it recognized that she had to find that kind of power within it.

      She glanced over and watched as Honaaz took on another five men. They tried to converge upon him in a different way, but Honaaz simply kicked out with his long legs, grabbed another man, and spun him around, which knocked three more down. It was brutal.

      “I wish he would’ve fought like that when we were dealing with witchcraft,” Lily muttered.

      “Did something change?” Isabel asked.

      Lily gestured around her. “This, I suspect. He missed his ship.”

      “This is his?”

      “That’s what he says.”

      “You know, I’ve learned that a man will do quite a bit to protect something he loves.”

      Lily snorted. “What about you? What would you protect? You seem like you are running from something.”

      “It’s not so much that I’m running from something as it is what I need to run to,” Isabel said.

      “What is that?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Lily quickly finished two more carvings, and she looked over at Isabel. “You know, it would be helpful if you would set some of these along the shore.” She peered out. The ships were making their way closer, and she didn’t have any idea how much longer they had, but they had to find some way to slow the ships.

      Isabel’s eyes widened. “You want me to run out there?”

      “I think somebody needs to, and I’m not sure I’m going to have time for it. Would you be willing?”

      Isabel scooped up some of the talismans. “All along the shore?”

      “As quickly as you can,” Lily said.

      She turned her attention back to the talisman. She had made five already but needed to keep working as quickly as possible. She had eight that she could make. Eight might be enough, but she also had a few more in her satchel she could sacrifice.

      Lily didn’t want to have to use all of them, though. Not that she would tell Kanar that, but she needed to save two, she thought. That might be enough to get them away on the ship safely.

      By the time Isabel returned, Lily had finished carving the rest of them. She handed them to Isabel and said, “Finish spacing these along the shore too.”

      She looked up, and she realized the ships had slowed. It was almost as if they weren’t able to get any closer, and hopefully that was because of the berahn sculptures Lily had made. Even if it wasn’t, even if they were waiting for another reason, she would take advantage of it and use the time they were given.

      “What about you?” Isabel asked her.

      “I have something else I need to do.”

      “More than protecting the city while people are trying to evacuate?”

      “There are other people who need to evacuate,” Lily said. She turned and pointed up the street. Without the fog layering over everything, it was easy for her to see what was happening here. So much easier than it had been before.

      She hurried off the ship. Her strength was starting to come back, despite having carved the talismans. She caught up to Honaaz, who punched a man in the face, sending him staggering back.

      “You shouldn’t be out here,” he said.

      “I think you can slow down.” Lily motioned to the water. There were only a few ships moving, but not with the same ferocity as before.

      He growled, and he looked around, before turning his attention back to her. “I still don’t think you should be out here.”

      “I’m not in any real danger,” she said. “I know that Kanar wanted you to watch over me, but this is getting a little ridiculous.”

      “I’m not going to let you waste your energy before we get you to safety.”

      “And I’m going to need to use my energy in order to get to safety.”

      Honaaz growled again.

      Lily placed a hand on his arm. “I need your help getting the hegen onto your ship.” When he looked over to her, she swallowed. “We are leaving, and I want to help my people evacuate. Can you help me?”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz murmured.

      She guided him toward the road where she’d seen the hegen. Had she not been sitting on the ship, she might not have noticed them. Had the fog not lifted, she might not have seen them, either. Instead, she had spotted the hegen coming toward them, and she knew what she needed to do.

      She found Odell leading them, along with the silver-haired woman, who was whistling.

      “We saw that we needed to come here,” Odell said. He looked over to the woman. “Well, she did, though she claims the cards aren’t listening to her the way that they should.”

      Lily frowned. “I thought you were leaving.”

      “We were going to.” He shrugged. “Unfortunately, it seems as if the road out is blocked to us. It forces us back this way. Maybe not unfortunately, though. It brought us back together.” He looked past her, and his brow furrowed as he peered around the edge of the city. “You did this.”

      “You can tell?”

      “I can feel something,” Odell said. “There is a certain signature to the talisman. An energy. In this case, I can feel the protective energy. It fills the air.”

      “Will it keep them away?” Lily asked.

      “Not indefinitely,” he said. He patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. You’ve done well, but there are certain things that cannot be overpowered. And the kind of art they use is greater than ours.”

      “Because they’re Alainsith. The city is evacuating, and I thought that you might want to come with us. By boat,” she added.

      Odell looked over to the woman. “What do you think, Maeve?”

      “That would explain this card,” Maeve said, turning it over. Lily glanced over her shoulder and noticed that the card showed what looked to be a ship, but then it blurred and became a berahn, before it blurred again and became another ship. “I haven’t been able to make sense of it, but when Esmerelda told us to come this way, I thought perhaps she had seen something.”

      Lily let out a laugh. The other hegen had seen this, even though she had claimed that she hadn’t been able to see much of anything lately. But she had seen enough. Certainly enough to know how to protect these people.

      Lily guided them, and Honaaz served as their protector. When three men came at them, Honaaz roared, raced at them, and simply threw them to the side, where the men collapsed and were piled in a heap.

      They reached the water, and Honaaz stiffened at a familiar face.

      Pepper.

      “Fuck,” Honaaz growled.

      “Get them on the ship,” Lily said to Odell. “We will be right with you.”

      Honaaz looked over to her. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Oh, I think I do.” She strode over and flipped out a pair of knives.

      Pepper darted toward her, moving quickly. Irritation surged in Lily. This was a man who had betrayed Honaaz.

      Before he could react, she drove her knives into his belly. “Shaul is not getting out of his prison. And we know what you were doing,” she whispered. She withdrew the knives, and Pepper dropped to his knees.

      Lily grabbed Honaaz’s arm and pulled him toward the ship.

      “I could’ve done that,” he said.

      “I know you could have. But I wanted to.”

      He shook his head. “I really wish I could take you to the Isles.”

      She patted his hand. “When all of this is over, maybe you can.”

      They reached the ship, climbed on board, and Honaaz went to work. Several of the other hegen seemed to know how to help, and they got the ropes untied. The ship pushed away from the docks, and they started moving out into the water.

      “They’re going to turn on us,” Honaaz said.

      Lily stood at the railing with Isabel next to her. The executioner’s apprentice looked out over the water, her eyes narrowed, a hint of concern etched there. She was moving her hand slowly, in a pattern that reminded Lily of what Morgan did when she was controlling the fog, though there was no fog here.

      She looked over to Isabel and held her gaze for a moment, before she reached into her satchel and then turned to Honaaz. “I will take care of that,” Lily said to him.

      “You can’t,” he said.

      “I didn’t realize that you were going to tell me what I could and couldn’t do.”

      “Kanar said—”

      “Kanar isn’t here. We are. I’m going to do whatever I need to do to protect these people, and you, since you get us out of here. Can you get us out of here?”

      Honaaz clenched his jaw and then turned to the wheel.

      Lily made it to the back of the boat, and she pulled out several of her carvings. Somebody joined her, and she looked over to see Odell staring toward the other ships in the water.

      “Our people don’t travel by sea very often,” he said.

      “We don’t,” she agreed.

      “But you seem comfortable.”

      “It’s not my first time on a ship,” she said.

      “You’ve learned quickly.” He pointed toward a pair of talismans sitting on the shore. They were gleaming white.

      Lily didn’t remember polishing the bone, which meant that Isabel must have.

      The ships hadn’t seemed to pay the carvings any attention.

      “It’s surprising that they haven’t turned toward us,” Odell said to her.

      Lily motioned to a talisman she had placed on the ship before they left.

      Odell nodded. “Ah. I see. You are using the berahn to help protect us.”

      “I think it’s reasonable.”

      He reached into his satchel and pulled out another berahn talisman—the carving Lily had made for him. He set it next to the other berahn. “It doesn’t hurt to have more than one guardian, does it?”

      Lily laughed. “Well, that makes three now, so I do feel a little bad that we didn’t leave any more in the city.”

      “I don’t think it would have mattered. What you left is enough for what they needed, but unfortunately, not enough to stop what is to come.”

      The ships were growing more distant, yet Lily could still feel something coming off them. Some sort of power was building. She wondered what might happen if it were to explode again. It surprised her that she was able to feel anything. These Weather Watchers had a form of magic that was not completely dissimilar to the art.

      The hegen were part of this. Whether or not they wanted to be, they may not have a choice in that. Lily had seen that in the witchcraft war and had come to know that she had to have a role in it. And she had. She had fought, she had killed, and she had lost.

      But she wasn’t the only one.

      Now, increasingly, she started to wonder if they would need to take even more drastic action. Would the hegen have to get involved? They didn’t want to, and she understood that, but there may not be a choice.

      She reached into her satchel and pulled out one of the other pieces of bone. She started to carve while she stood there, noticing that Odell watched her, though he didn’t say anything.

      Troubled thoughts lingered, mostly because Lily understood. It didn’t matter that the hegen didn’t want to get involved. None of that mattered. It had come for them anyway.

      War always did.

      Now a city would be lost. People would die. If they didn’t fight it, if they didn’t try to oppose this power, it would continue to spread.

      And the ones who might be able to do something about it were scattered.

      She would have to get Kanar, find Jal, and reunite the team. Somehow.

      A burst of power exploded.

      Lily felt it as a wave washing over her. Wind, mostly, but then there was a tingling energy that lingered within it. When it passed over her, she stared.

      And with a nauseating certainty, she understood what had happened.

      The protections she had placed with the berahn talismans had failed.

      The city would fall.
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar carved his blade through a pair of men quickly, not thinking about mercy.

      He had to get to Morgan and then evacuate Sanaron.

      A swirl of fog came toward him from higher up in the city. That surprised him, as he had not expected to see more fog since the magic had seemed to drive it out. Maybe it hadn’t succeeded. The trail of fog guided him like a path he was supposed to follow. He fought his way toward it, cutting down a few more people, and realized that the streets were empty other than the men he took down. The invading army, he had to remind himself. That was what they were. Nothing about this was benign.

      He didn’t find any more Weather Watchers, which he was thankful for. If he had, he didn’t know that he would be able to cut them down easily.

      When he found the trace of fog, he saw hundreds of people scrambling away from the city. Sanaron was large, but this was not all of its people. He followed the fog until he caught up to Morgan, who was leading the trail.

      “We’ve been trying to guide them away,” she told him. “Others have been searching for survivors. We bought time, but I fear the Pronouncements had a more dangerous purpose. It was one that I should’ve paid attention to.” Morgan looked over to him. “Death. They summoned death.”

      Kanar stared at the line of people trying to evacuate. “This is all who remain?”

      “We keep looking,” Morgan said with a sigh. “Now all we can do is run.”

      “We can regroup. Then we can fight. I might know a place where we can do so.”

      Morgan watched him. “What are you thinking?”

      “Well, I’m not sure we are going to be welcome, but there is one place we can go.”

      Morgan nodded. “Thank you, Gray.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.”

      Kanar provided cover, fighting off several other bands of Alainsith that attacked as they made their way through the city. The crowd of people continued to grow the farther they traveled down the street. Once they reached the edge of the city, Kanar turned and looked down. The fog had lifted completely, but the ships were still lingering out at sea.

      “What are they waiting for?” Adira asked, joining him.

      “I don’t really know.”

      “There are still some protections that remain,” a voice said.

      Kanar turned to see Jagger and his hegen wife. Had they been waiting? Jagger still had his massive sword strapped to his back, while Esmerelda had woven some flowers and grasses together.

      “That’s why you can use the fog,” Esmerelda said, nodding to Morgan and Adira. “But soon those protections will fail, and that means the city will fall.” She looked over to Kanar. “You did well evacuating as many people as you could.”

      “Unfortunately, it seems like they have been using witchcraft, or some variant of it, to power things in the city,” Kanar said.

      “To weaken the protections,” Esmerelda explained. “More than that, I suspect that they were using the Pronouncement as a way of calling to their people.”

      “Do you know who they are?”

      She shook her head and frowned deeply in worry. “I do not. Finn said you believe them to be Alainsith descendants, or somehow related to them, but we have no experience with anybody like that.”

      “It’s a good thing I know an Alainsith I can ask,” Kanar said.

      Jagger watched him. “You will find it difficult to get into the Alainsith lands.”

      “Oh, I realize that, but I’m hopeful that they will respond to the fact that I carry this.” Kanar squeezed the hilt of his sword. As often happened, there came a surge of power, almost as if it wanted him to know it was there. “Then again, I’m not exactly sure if they will.” He shrugged. “It’s just as possible that they might try to take it from me. Forcibly.”

      Could he go into the Alainsith lands? Kanar didn’t know if they were dangerous or not. Given what he had seen so far, it was possible that he would face the same danger. He had to hope that Jal could offer some help.

      Esmerelda glanced at his sword and pulled out her cards. She flipped through them, before shaking her head and sticking them back in her pocket. “I can’t see anything.”

      “I need your help,” Kanar said to Jagger. “These people need your help. They have to evacuate.”

      “I know.”

      “They can’t stay in these lands. Assuming we can get past the border around the city.” Kanar glanced at the sword strapped to Jagger’s back. “They need somebody who knows the king and can speak on their behalf. Porman needs to give them a chance to resettle.”

      “He doesn’t have the best opinion of Sanaron,” Jagger said.

      “I’m quite aware, but I was thinking that somebody who was still in his good graces would be able to speak on their behalf.” And maybe on his behalf, though that was something he would get to later. Not right now. He didn’t have time for that. Instead he needed to focus on simply getting people out.

      Jagger nodded. “I will send word to him.”

      Esmerelda turned to her husband. “I think you need to do more than send word to him.”

      “What do I need to do?” He seemed both annoyed and almost as if he understood that he wasn’t going to be able to choose anything other than what she wanted. Kanar almost smiled. It was like they had been through this before.

      “I think you need to go to him yourself. I also think I need to go with you.” Esmerelda turned a few more cards over and showed them to Jagger, who nodded.

      “Assuming we can get past this barrier,” Jagger said, then shrugged as he looked at Kanar. “Though I do suspect we will be able to, I still don’t know what else you intend.”

      Kanar scoffed. “I’m not going to attack Reyand. The people of Sanaron don’t intend to invade, and I don’t plan to do anything you might think me capable of doing.”

      Jagger regarded him for a long moment. “What do you think I think of you?”

      “You serve the king,” Kanar said.

      “So did you, once.”

      “And I still might.” Kanar squeezed his sword. “Once I speak to the Alainsith, there are a few other things I might need to do. A few things I might be the only one who can do. But you… you might be needed for something else.”

      “I’m an executioner.” Jagger looked over to his wife. “What do you think?”

      “I think you need to be more than you have been,” Esmerelda said.

      Jagger held her gaze, before he turned to Kanar. “Sometimes I don’t feel like I’m in control of my own fate.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “I will speak with King Porman. I will discuss with him your concern, along with the Alainsith, and we can decide what will happen next. But you need to return.”

      “Because you want to bring me in,” Kanar said.

      “Not like that. I did, yes, but maybe that’s not what I am meant to do. And maybe what you are meant to do is more than what you have done so far.” Jagger straightened. “Besides, I’m going to have to have another conversation with the king about my apprentice. It seems as if she has abandoned her post.”

      “What if I tell you that I know where she’s gone?”

      “It won’t make a difference. I was told to reform her, and I’m afraid I haven’t done what was asked of me.”

      Kanar laughed. “And here I thought you were the Hunter.”

      Jagger’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Only that the rumors are that he is infallible.”

      “Not in this,” Jagger said. “Then again, you aren’t what I expected the Blackheart to be either.”

      Kanar chuckled.

      As they headed through the forest, he could feel pressure. Soon they would reach the barrier formed from witchcraft—or whatever power it was. They would pass through it, and then he could head on to find Jal. Somehow.

      An explosion thundered behind them, and Kanar turned.

      “They are through,” Esmerelda said. “It’s time for us to leave before they make it so that we cannot.”

      Morgan watched him, as she had been the entire time that he’d been talking with Jagger and Esmerelda. “Once the people are settled, I need to know what is going on with the Alainsith as well,” she said.

      “Why?” Kanar asked.

      “Because I feel like there are lessons I still have to learn. And I need to find them.”

      “Is that the only reason?”

      Morgan locked eyes with him. “The only reason you will get, Gray.”

      He was terrified. He had no idea what would happen when he headed into the Alainsith lands. He had always avoided them intentionally, not wanting that kind of power around him. Now he would be heading straight toward it, but he would do so because he needed understanding. And he needed his team.

      He just hoped they would be enough.
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JAL

        

      

    

    
      The trees in this part of the forest loomed higher than any others. It was a gentle transition that took place gradually, leading from the tall, dense pine trees to much larger trees his people called sechorash. The towering trees lived only in certain parts of the world—and were considered sacred for a variety of reasons.

      Wular paused, tipping her head toward the nearest one. It was about twenty feet around, and though it was not as large as most, it served as a sentry to the Alainsith lands. “There are so few outside of our holdings,” she said.

      “There are,” he said. “It’s why we were willing to retreat.”

      She looked over at him. “You don’t think that was a mistake?”

      “The mistake would be losing them.” Jal began to circle the tree. “This one has been here for over a thousand years. Can you feel it?”

      Wular’s face contorted in a deep frown. She approached the tree, and she set her hand on the bark. Where Jal touched, the bark was almost spongy. The trees grew rapidly, many hands each year, so that they constantly expanded, as well as grew taller. Deeper in the forest, the bark, along with the tree itself, hardened. There were sections of some trees where they had cracked, either from fire or time or age, and he felt the dense strength of the trees.

      “Feel this,” Jal said. “Feel how soft, how flexible the tree is. My grandfather always told me that it gives because it knows that its strength is inside. Not outside. So many of my people believe that we need to be strong on the outside, but our strength is within.”

      Wular held her hand on the trunk for a moment. “Do you truly believe this?”

      Jal motioned for her to follow. The berahn had left them several days ago, though every so often, he noticed signs of their passing. He never heard them, but he also did not expect to.

      There had been no further evidence of the Realmsguard. Once they got deeper into the forest and closer to their own lands, there should not have been any sign of the Realmsguard.

      “What do you see there?” he asked, motioning ahead of him. One of the massive sechorash trees stretched in the distance, this one not nearly as tall as the one they had first come upon, but it was noble in its own way. It was wider by nearly ten feet at the base, and from this vantage, it looked as majestic as the others.

      “I see one of the sechorash trees,” Wular said. “Why? You are trying to make some point, as you have been doing our entire journey.”

      Jal smiled. It was good that she noticed what he’d been attempting, even if he hadn’t necessarily been subtle about it. “What do you see when you observe the tree?”

      “I see its height. Its size. The grandness that comes from it.” She breathed in. “I can also smell the fragrance of it on the air. I’ve been away from them for too long.” She leaned her head back, her eyes going to the branches that started nearly thirty feet in the air.

      There were no branches closer to the ground. It was one of the more impressive features of the sechorash. Most trees had low-lying branches, as if they wanted to be close to the forest floor. Not the sechorash. Their branches started high overhead, like they wanted to strain for the sky and the sun more than they wanted to be close to the ground.

      “What am I supposed to see?” Wular asked.

      Jal grinned. “I think I was ten when my grandfather brought me out here. We came to this exact tree. It was a part of the forest, which he thought I needed to understand. A place he thought I should know.” He walked around and admired the tree. It really was enormous. There were small crevices that pocked its side, but none of that was what drew his attention. “He wanted to prove a point to me about resiliency.”

      He and his grandfather had ventured around the side of the tree, where the blackened interior was visible.

      “What do you see here, Jal?” his grandfather had asked as he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, dressed in the deep-green robes that he favored when visiting the sechorash trees. He had claimed that he wore them so he could celebrate among the trees, and so that he could be one with them. Jal joined him, thinking that his grandfather must know some secret of the trees, and he wasn’t going to be the one to violate that secret.

      “What happened?” Jal asked.

      “Fire.”

      “Who would burn these?”

      His grandfather smiled and approached the tree, resting his hand on it. He did so tentatively, gingerly, almost as if there was some aspect of the fire that still raged within the tree itself. “Fire is a natural part of all things. It burns, and it can destroy, but it also changes. It is that change which we must seek to understand.”

      “How did it survive?” Jal asked.

      “Because the tree is resilient. You see how soft it is on the outside, but when it burns, you can see how strong it is on the inside. Our people must be like that.”

      Jal frowned. “We’re soft?”

      “Not soft. But we must be flexible, much like a sechorash tree is. It understands that fire is a part of the world. That change is.” His grandfather smiled. “And it grows to withstand that change.”

      “But it’s scarred.”

      “Scarred, but it still grows. The scar has become part of it. Over time, even that will fade.” He guided them around the tree to another section of the forest floor, where there was little more than blackened silt. “It burned here as well. See how the tree has decided it will incorporate that scar? We must be like that, my son. We must follow the change, and if we are burned, we must heal, and we must incorporate that within ourselves.”

      “What if it destroys us?” Jal asked.

      “Death is a part of life,” his grandfather said. “We must not fear it.”

      Jal closed his eyes tightly, thinking of his grandfather’s words and how prophetic they had been then. Had the man known?

      At the time, their holdings had extended far beyond the forest. They had begun to lose parts of their home, but there were some among the people who had wanted to maintain them for as long as possible. Then there were those like his grandfather who had recognized that fighting change meant that they would only burn hotter. Unfortunately, his grandfather was often viewed with disdain and was not trusted.

      “If you pay attention, and if you listen to what the forest tells you, you can understand,” Jal said to Wular.

      She frowned, and then she shook her head. “I don’t know that I can.”

      Perhaps she had been taught different lessons.

      “We should keep moving,” he said. “We are getting close.”

      They were close enough that Jal could feel the energy of his homeland, and practically feel his past calling out to him. He knew it was only his imagination, but if he closed his eyes, he could remember the walk through this part of the forest with his grandfather, the lessons that his grandfather had tried to instill in him, and the messages he had wanted Jal to understand from those lessons.

      As he and Wular went farther, they began to pass more sechorash trees, and he felt as if some part of him that had been missing was now returning. Jal hadn’t even been aware that he had felt that way, but the deeper into the forest they went, the more that sense seemed to return to him, energizing him in a way he had not realized he needed.

      Wular looked over to him. Tension seemed to linger in her shoulders and stretch down her arms, and the way her hands twitched told him that she wanted to be able to grab her blades at a moment’s notice.

      Jal paused, listening around him. The wind whispered, brushing through the trees and sweeping overhead, almost like it was trying to guide him in.

      Perhaps that was what it was. Perhaps the forest itself, and especially the sechorash trees, were returning him home.

      “We aren’t that far from where we need to go,” he said softly.

      She nodded and stayed quiet.

      As they stepped forward, an enormous tree loomed.

      It was larger than most of the other sechorash trees, and certainly larger than those around here. As Jal approached, he could feel its energy. It was as though the energy of the tree pressed outward, making its presence known all around. The tree had to be fifty feet across and hundreds of feet tall. It stood as a border between the rest of the forest, the great grove of sechorash trees beyond, and the smaller, younger trees that grew behind. His people had a name for the tree itself—one that was only spoken in its presence.

      “I have heard of these but have never seen one myself,” Wular whispered.

      “It’s easy to forget how impressive they are.”

      Jal stepped forward and moved past the tree, feeling the energy build around him. They reached the outskirts of his home, where the true Alainsith lands began—a place he had not visited for so long.

      He slowed, more hesitant than he had expected to feel.

      “I thought this would be easier,” he said.

      “Do you fear returning?”

      “Not to my home, but I do fear how my family might welcome me back.”

      “You have mentioned your team a few times,” Wular said.

      He glanced over and nodded. “I have.”

      “Did you consider bringing them with you?”

      Such a thing seemed strange to ask, especially from another Alainsith. No outsiders were allowed into their lands. In this part of the world, the forest itself prevented it, but he suspected that the Juut had their own ways to ensure the sanctity of their homeland.

      “I think that out of all of them, Kanar would have most appreciated what we might be able to offer. He is unlike almost all others I’ve met.” Jal smiled sadly. “Though knowing what I do of Kanar Reims, I’m not sure what he might’ve done. There is the possibility that he would have not handled it well. To put it mildly, I suppose.”

      “He wouldn’t have been able to do anything.”

      “He carries one of the great blades.”

      Wular frowned for a moment and stared around her at the trees, then looked back at him. “He wouldn’t harm our people.”

      “Probably not.”

      “And the others?”

      That elicited a smile from him. If there was anybody that might have benefited from coming here, it would’ve been Lily. She could have learned much. She deserved that, and he had the feeling that she would have wanted it, but since she wasn’t one of their people, she would not have been welcomed.

      “It would not have been the right time,” Jal said.

      Wular said nothing.

      They headed onward. The sechorash trees were a part of their forest, but it was more than that. This was where they lived, as well. As soon as they reached the main part of the Alainsith city, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief at returning.

      The city looked nothing like those of humankind. While Sanaron was unique in how it was built—on a hillside, stretching up from the water, gradually sloping toward the forest above, with buildings stacked on top of each other and narrow intersecting streets—it was still similar to other human cities he had visited.

      Not at all like that of the Alainsith.

      Situated about thirty feet above the ground was the first platform. It ringed the entirety of the tree, with smaller structures built upon that ring, and bridges that stretched from one sechorash tree to another. There were several different layers of rings around each sechorash tree, stretching higher and higher as they angled toward the sky, the highest near the uppermost branches of the tree.

      Jal stood in the faint light, looking up and breathing in slowly.

      “This is so different than how my people build their cities,” Wular said.

      “Sometimes there is beauty elsewhere.”

      This wasn’t how their people had always built cities. When they had lived outside of the forest, they had used stone, stacking it, caressing it, and adding to the contours of the stone so that it would gain its own strength. It was why those buildings lasted when others did not. But once they had retreated into the forest, toward the sechorash trees, they had created different ways of living—ways that blended with the forest and became part of it. Ones that were powerful in their own unique fashion.

      “I have not been to your land, though. Is it much different than what is found in Sanaron?” Jal asked.

      “Sanaron has a mixture of styles. I’m sure you saw that as well.”

      “I saw some of the old materials of the masons.”

      “I’m not talking about the white stone,” Wular said, shaking her head. “My people tried to replicate that when we left, but it didn’t suit us. Too ornate, you could say.”

      He chuckled. “I suppose you would call this too ornate as well.”

      “It has some characteristics.”

      “Then what do you mean about the stone of Sanaron?” he asked.

      “You didn’t see it?”

      Jal frowned, then noticed three figures coming toward them. Wular held her sword out, though Jal stayed her hand. He didn’t need for her to attack. These would be his people. More than that, he recognized Neliah, his cousin, as one of them. Leading, as it appeared.

      “What didn’t I see?” he asked Wular absently.

      “The old stone,” she said. “It was from a time before. From when we were a single people.”

      Jal hadn’t paid much attention to it, though perhaps he should have. It would’ve been a curiosity, little more. There were many places all around that their people had abandoned. Sanaron was but one.

      “What are you doing back?” Neliah asked as she glanced from Jal to Wular, before pursing her lips. She was tall, though not quite as tall as Jal, and had a pair of flowers woven into her hair. Her dress was a beautiful yellow that seemed to shimmer with the sunlight.

      “You knew that I returned?” He supposed that he shouldn’t be surprised, though he was.

      “The trees whisper of many things. We’ve been listening, as they have been active. Who have you brought to our land? You cannot bring outsiders… Oh. Juut.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, and she bent in a bow. The others with her did too. Jal didn’t recognize them, though he had been away for a while.

      “This is Wular,” he said.

      “We are honored by your presence.”

      Wular fixed Jal with an amused expression. The Juut were viewed with a measure of respect, mostly because they had never abandoned the warlike ways. They were skilled fighters, and his people knew they would not be able to withstand an attack if the Juut decided to target them.

      “Relax, Neliah. She came with me to bear witness.”

      “You have been gone a long time, Jalianandar. Even for the trees. They almost did not recognize you.”

      Jal glanced up at the sechorash trees. He doubted that they had not remembered him, as he had spent much time wandering among them. Enough that he had come to feel a measure of familiarity with the trees. “I have already apologized to them.”

      “Do you intend to apologize to your grandfather?”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “I will do whatever I need, as I came back for a reason.” Jal considered how he would broach the topic and wasn’t sure that Neliah even needed to know the truth. But then, perhaps she did. If something happened to him when he went to his grandfather, he needed to ensure that others learned the truth and that it was not suppressed. His people would likely not want to fight, but they might not have much of a choice. “Have you seen men of Reyand come this way?”

      “We knew they pursued, but they could not reach far into our land. The trees exclude them. You are lucky they did not exclude you.”

      Jal glanced over to Neliah. “They would not, since I think the trees understand my purpose for returning.”

      “Always so dramatic, Jalianandar.”

      “Not this time.” He watched the others who were with Neliah, then lowered his voice to a whisper and leaned close to her. “War is coming.”

      “Humans always think of war, but we are safe here. The forest protects us.”

      “It’s not war with humankind. It’s war with ourselves.”
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the next book in the Blade & Bone series: The Bloodless War.
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      War comes. Magic can either save them—or destroy everything.

      The team has splintered, but they still fight the same war.

      Honaaz and Lily sail north, where they find a dangerous new threat that threatens more than the coast.

      Finn and Morgan make their way to bring a warning to the king so that what happened in Sanaron does not happen in Rayend.

      And Kanar travels into the Alainsith lands where he learns the truth of the war, and that it might be already too late to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Return of the Lost. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series by D.K. Holmberg

          

        

      

    

    
      The Executioner’s Song Series

      The Executioner’s Song

      Blade and Bone

      

      The Chain Breaker Series

      The Chain Breaker

      The Dark Sorcerer

      First of the Blade

      

      The Dragonwalkers Series

      The Dragonwalker

      The Dragon Misfits

      

      Elemental Warrior Series:

      Elemental Academy

      The Elemental Warrior

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      The Endless War

      

      The Dark Ability Series

      The Shadow Accords

      The Collector Chronicles

      The Dark Ability

      The Sighted Assassin

      The Elder Stones Saga

      

      The Lost Prophecy Series

      The Teralin Sword

      The Lost Prophecy

      

      The Volatar Saga Series

      The Volatar Saga

      

      The Book of Maladies Series

      The Book of Maladies

      

      The Lost Garden Series

      The Lost Garden

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





