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            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






JAL

        

      

    

    
      The small boat rocked in the waves, sending Jal jostling from side to side. He positioned himself as carefully as he could in the bow of the boat, working one of the paddles to guide himself through the water and out toward the center of the bay. He could have relied on Honaaz, but this was something he needed to do on his own. The overcast sky still reflected off the water, forcing him to shield his eyes for a moment as he tried to ignore the brightness all around him. Everything seemed calm and peaceful, which was strange given all the debris that littered the bay following the attack.

      He slowed as he neared the remains of one of the ships. Large chunks of wood floated in the water. Over the last few days, several sections of the ships had washed ashore. The timbers had been brought through the city and out to the island that had once housed the Alainsith temple, which now was little more than broken debris. Jal had surveyed the remains, looking for any signs to help him understand what had happened, but so far had not been able to find anything.

      Rather than waiting for it to wash ashore, he figured he would come out here on his own, partly because he needed to get away and work his mind through what they had dealt with, and partly because he wondered if maybe there were answers he had not yet found. He was looking for evidence of anything that told him more about the attack, more about what had been going on, and more about what his people’s role in it would be. All this time, he’d been focused on his own song and on trying to understand the reason behind the attack, and he’d been wrong. At least, he’d been wrong about what he had known.

      The waves washed along the side of the boat, and occasional sprays of salty water splashed up, forcing him to wipe his sleeve across his face and mouth to purge that saltiness. He listened to the rhythm as the boat moved, a sound that was almost peaceful. The smaller boat didn’t groan the way the larger ships had, though every so often he noticed a faint squeak as the wood twisted when the water slapped at it, leaving him thinking that it might eventually shear apart under the stress of the bay.

      It was foolish to think that. This was a well-made boat, crafted by those who had traveled long journeys with their vessels. It was one of the few that had been salvaged from the larger ships, and Honaaz had spoken glowingly of the skill that had gone into their construction, which Jal took to mean that it was quite expertly done.

      A large chunk of wood floated toward him, and he guided himself to it. The wood was blackened, though much of the ships’ remains had been similar, as if they had been painted and oiled rather than charred with a torch. He pulled close using the oar, and ran his fingers along the wood. There was evidence of writing on it, but it was difficult for Jal to make out. He noticed some familiar letters, though it wasn’t entirely Alainsith writing. There were aspects to it that he did not know, but he had seen it before.

      The old writing.

      It was found on some of the other buildings scattered throughout these lands, and had come from a time before his people had separated, before the song split. He recognized only a few of the letters, but wondered whether he might be able to read more of it if he knew more of the song.

      When he had been held captive by Adrianna, Jal had been quite aware of his role in the song, and he had come to recognize what he might need to do and what they might have for him. Even now, he still felt some aspects of that song, even though it had faded, leaving him with only a memory of it: a memory of the control, a memory of the chorus, and a memory of how everything had blended in ways that worked together to create something much more.

      That was the memory Jal thought he needed to find again. If he could come to terms with the song they had used to hold him, maybe he could even gain a better understanding of these people and the reason they had attacked, though he wasn’t sure if understanding was even going to be possible with what they had done and what they still intended to. They had come here to attack, and he had wrongfully assumed that the attack was planned for Sanaron, or for Reyand, but that had not been it at all.

      “You don’t have to do this,” a voice said.

      Jal turned, having been lost in thought while tracing his hand over the section of broken wood. He looked over to see Honaaz and Biggins sitting in a small boat much like his own, rowing quickly toward him. The white berahn—no longer a talisman, Jal suspected—sat behind Honaaz as it often did, watching with eyes that seemed far more knowing than any talisman had a right to. Jal didn’t understand the technique, only that it was far more impressive than anything he had ever seen Lily make in the past. It was almost as if the combined powers they used added to it.

      That was something Jal still hadn’t come to terms with, but he figured that he needed to understand it. At least, he thought Honaaz needed to understand, but Honaaz didn’t show any sign of trying to. He didn’t really seem to care. He was mostly concerned about how his talisman would perform for him. And given everything they had gone through and what they had seen, perhaps that was all that really mattered. The talisman had offered a measure of protection.

      “I came out here looking for answers,” Jal said, forcing a smile. There had been a time when he tried to smile to win over those around him, but now it was a way of trying to make himself feel better.

      He tried to imbue his own song with that smile—the silent sounds that were around added to everything that built, creating more of the song, but it didn’t work. Despite his intent, the song remained almost mournful, with the waves sloshing, the occasional cawing of a seagull, and the creaking of his own boat—but not Honaaz’s, Jal realized. All of that added to the sorrowful sounds that left him feeling as if he had lost, even though they had won the battle.

      “I keep thinking there is something more for me here,” he said.

      “You don’t have to be out here by yourself,” Honaaz said, pulling his boat close.

      He was a large man, easily a head taller than Jal. When Jal had first met him, he had made the mistake of thinking Honaaz simpleminded, little more than the brute that he suspected Kanar had initially hired him to be. Over time, Jal’s impression of Honaaz had shifted. He was a brute, but he was surprisingly thoughtful, despite how he might sound at times.

      “I didn’t want to involve anybody else,” Jal said. “These were my people.”

      He frowned as he looked at the remains of the boats. How many had been lost? They had been cousins, or something akin to that, even though they might’ve been the enemy. Jal had taken control of the song, and had added his own element to it. He remembered all too clearly how he had injected his past—that of archery—into the song, and had corrupted what they had been trying to do. In doing so, Jal had disrupted the attack long enough to buy them time for Kanar to get through and serve as the Bearer—and destroy the rest of the fleet or send them running.

      “I’m still trying to understand what happened here.”

      Honaaz snorted, and he looked over to Biggins. “We talked about it. You saw what happened here. Too much shit.”

      Jal smiled. “There was that.”

      “And it wasn’t just your people,” Honaaz said, his tone turning serious. “It was some of mine too. I don’t like it.”

      “I’m sorry they used your people.”

      “It’s surprising they could.” Honaaz got to his feet, standing in the bow far more easily and comfortably than Jal could, and while the boat rocked, it looked as if Honaaz stayed completely motionless. The berahn talisman remained behind him, as if trying to counter Honaaz’s weight in the boat, though maybe that wasn’t it. Biggins could do that more so than Boney. “Everything that fucking Reims has told me about me”—Honaaz glanced over to Jal briefly before turning his attention back to the water—“suggests that my kind are immune to magic. Why do you think the Alainsith were able to use them, then?”

      Jal went quiet, watching as Honaaz fingered the hilt of the slender sword strapped to his waist. He had two on him, though there were probably more blades than that on Honaaz’s person. He tended to carry bone knives that Lily had made for him. Though Jal didn’t fully understand what those knives might be able to do when it came to the kind of magic they had faced, he had his suspicions. The long bone blade at Honaaz’s waist was almost a perfect replica of another sword—the metal blade that his uncle had once had in his ship. Honaaz had kept it, though he said he did simply because it resembled the bone blade.

      Why did both swords look so familiar to Jal?

      Increasingly, Jal had begun to think that everything was far more interconnected than they had known. Perhaps it was tied to the Elder blades, but he wasn’t entirely sure how such a thing would be possible. Not only that, he didn’t know how many more there were.

      His people spoke of ancient blades that embodied the power of the song of all the Alainsith, ancient blades that were designed to unify the people. So when he had found out that Kanar was the Bearer who carried one of them, it was delicious irony. And from what Kanar and Esmerelda described, he guessed that the executioner had another. It raised questions without answers.

      He couldn’t be certain, but he also suspected that Honaaz now had one as well. The characteristics of the blade looked significant, and while Jal had not had an opportunity to examine it—there had been too much going on in the days after the attack for him to take that time—he started to question if perhaps he had to stop delaying what needed to be done. The answers to that might be more important than anything else he could do here.

      “I can’t say that I know why,” Jal said, finally breaking the quiet between them. Honaaz seemed perfectly content with the silence as well, as did Biggins, though it had been Jal’s experience with Biggins that he was mostly quiet anyway. The man had taken to traveling with Honaaz, and Jal wondered what had happened between the two of them. “Perhaps they overpowered them, or they bribed them, or perhaps⁠—”

      “They bought them,” Honaaz said. “I know that’s most likely. Too much fucking money. That matters to my people. And trade.” He shook his head. “Besides, the ships would have been compelling.” He waved his hand across the empty bay, motioning to the debris that still floated like a reminder of the ships that had once been here. “Fuck if I know, though. I don’t like it. I like knowing that they’re gone, and that we don’t know what happened to them, and we don’t know what they might be doing now. What if they went back to Sanaron?”

      “Then at least they’re not here,” Jal said. “We should be thankful for the victory.”

      “Some victory,” Honaaz said. “Down there was a town. Others have been brought down all along the coast, and we already know they have far more ships than we do. We might’ve cut down a handful of them, but how many remain?”

      Jal looked out at the water. This was a handful?

      But then, the idea that there were more ships out there still seemed likely. He was probably right. There had to be more, didn’t there? They had dealt with one aspect of the fight, but having seen what happened in Sanaron and how quickly and easily they had swept in, Jal was left wondering if the Alainsith had thought this was going to be an easier fight than it ended up being. Maybe that was the reason they had not sent the full weight of their forces to bear.

      “I suppose we need to know,” Jal said. “And thankfully, you have a few of your friends you can ask.”

      “Not my fucking friends,” Honaaz said.

      His boat started to turn away and create some distance between the two of them, but Jal guided them ever so slightly back together. Maybe now was the time for him to try to get a better idea of what was going on here.

      “I think we need to understand what they were after,” he said.

      “You saw what they were after. They came for the city.”

      “That isn’t all they wanted. And unfortunately, given that I was a captive with them for a while, it seems that there was more to it.”

      Some of it was Kanar’s blade. Adrianna had spoken of other things and other reasons, but it had mainly been about Kanar’s blade.

      Why?

      That was the question Jal still didn’t have an answer to, one that had been eating at him ever since his release. Or his escape?

      He had managed to escape, though it hadn’t been quite as impressive as he would’ve liked. If he’d had an opportunity to destroy their ship, perhaps he could have captured Adrianna and found the answers he needed. At this point, there were only more questions. Those who had been with her, those who had been like her, had either died or escaped. That made it difficult to know much about what had happened. All they had were the men Honaaz had captured, and that was because Honaaz had been determined not to sacrifice his people if it wasn’t necessary.

      “I don’t suppose you would humor me for a moment here,” Jal said.

      Jal went over to him, and Honaaz twisted so that he stood in the bow the boat, but it barely rocked, leaving Jal marveling at his level of control in the water. He supposed he shouldn’t be as impressed as he was, as Honaaz had already proven himself an accomplished sailor, but there was a measure of his connection to the water that left Jal in awe. He wondered what Honaaz’s song might be like.

      “What do you want?” Honaaz asked.

      “I just want to see your sword.”

      Biggins frowned at him, but he didn’t say anything.

      Honaaz unsheathed the bone blade, and Jal shook his head. “Not that one. The other one.”

      “This isn’t mine,” Honaaz said. “I took it off that… Wait. Why do you want to see it, anyway? Are you going to drop it into the ocean? I’m not sure I want you to do that.”

      “I’m not going to drop it into the water,” Jal said. “If it would make you feel better, we could wait until we get on shore, but I do wonder if there’s something about it that I might be able to learn.”

      “What?”

      Jal had been around Honaaz enough to recognize his uncertainty, but this was more than uncertainty. It was annoyance. He didn’t take too kindly when people weren’t open with him. And Honaaz naturally had a measure of suspicion that Jal understood. He had been through some things and had suffered because of his own people—something that Jal even had some experience with. Not that he could tell Honaaz that and get any sympathy from him.

      “There’s just something about that blade I’m curious about,” Jal said. “I thought I might recognize it, and might be able to help you identify it.”

      Honaaz unsheathed the sword and held it carefully, though he didn’t hand it over to Jal. “I saw him carrying this.”

      “That is what I understand. You seemed distraught when you came across it.”

      “Fuck yes I was distraught,” Honaaz said, looking up at him. “It was my uncle’s sword.”

      “Your uncle?” Jal asked. Maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe there was nothing about it that would allow him to understand, but he couldn’t help feeling as if there was something more to that blade, something far more than what he understood. It was just a matter of having an opportunity to study it. So far, he had not, and he wondered if he could not. At least, not without going home. Increasingly, Jal thought he was going to have to return home in order for him to gain the understanding of what he wanted and needed to know.

      Finally, Honaaz flipped the blade, and then he handed it hilt-out toward him. “Don’t drop it.”

      Jal took the sword. He sat back down in the boat, not wanting to even run the risk of losing it. Maybe he should have done as he told Honaaz and taken it to shore to study it. If he were to drop it, Jal guessed that it would be devastating.

      He ran his fingers along the surface of the blade. It was a flat gray, much like Kanar’s sword now was. But there were symbols inscribed on it, faint and faded, as if they had been slowly lost to time. Jal traced the symbols slowly, closing his eyes and trying to feel for anything that might be within the sword that he could identify, but even as he felt them, he did not notice anything more within those symbols that would help him understand what was here, if anything. He simply did not know if there was anything here at all. Maybe there was nothing.

      But as he traced his fingers along the blade, Jal recognized something.

      It started slowly. It started when he hummed under his breath, the song quiet, and it mixed with everything around him enough that he mingled with it, trying to find his own source of the song. In doing so, he tapped along the blade and recognized a faint and steady reverberation, a hint of energy that he had the vaguest awareness of. But the more he ran his hand along the sword, the more certain Jal was that it was there, as if it wanted him to know of its presence. There was a song within the blade.

      He hadn’t been certain, but now he believed—and knew—it was there.

      How could he not? He could feel it, and feel the influence of it, and feel the way it seemed to echo as he tapped on the blade, the way it was calling to him, wanting him to know.

      And that was what he wanted to feel.

      “When did your uncle acquire this?”

      The idea that Honaaz’s uncle would have a blade seemed improbable, but then again, so much of what Jal had seen and experienced since working with Kanar had seemed improbable. Why not this? It actually made a certain sort of sense. Maybe Honaaz’s people were somehow related in ways that Jal did not yet understand. It was even more reason for him to head back to his homeland to try to find answers.

      Honaaz had one hand on the talisman’s head, watching Jal. “I don’t know. He said it’s been within the family. So I suppose my grandfather gave it to him? My father died when I was young. Accident. Happens too often out on the sea. My mother and my uncle’s wife were close. They arranged for me to sail with my uncle. So I learned to be a man.” His voice became quiet. “And my uncle always had the blade with him. Had it with him when he was betrayed.”

      Jal flipped the hilt, held it out carefully, and waited until Honaaz took it. “It’s an interesting blade.”

      “It’s an old one,” Honaaz said.

      “I believe it is.” When Honaaz looked over to him, Jal frowned. “You’ve seen Kanar’s sword.”

      “The fucking Blackheart. Of course I have.”

      “And you know what I have been trying to help him do.”

      Honaaz glanced down to Boney, of all things, before turning back to Jal. “You’ve been trying to help him find the power within it.”

      Jal nodded. “Finding the song. Partly. Because the song is what will bind him to that connection. It’s the way that my people have long believed we can remain connected to everything. The song bridges us to who we were, who we are, and who we can be.”

      “Well, seeing as how I’m not you, I don’t think it matters.”

      “That’s just it. I think it might.”

      Jal turned and looked out on the water. Honaaz’s people. The other Alainsith. Those who had attacked in Sanaron. His people. The Juut.

      The Alainsith had once been more numerous, and different than they were now. Jal knew that. The song told him of that. And given his experience with Adrianna when he’d been trapped on her ship, he had come to recognize that there were other Alainsith, with other abilities that were very different than what he could do.

      And now…

      Now Jal didn’t know what to make of it. He didn’t understand, but he suspected that there was something more than he had known before.

      “Why did you want to see the sword?” Honaaz asked.

      Jal looked up at him. “Because I think they were both made by my people. I think that blade is the sibling of the one Kanar carries.”
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LILY

        

      

    

    
      Lily watched Honaaz, who had a distinct expression of irritation on his face. Boney stayed close to him, as the berahn often had over the last few days, and Honaaz would occasionally rest his hand on the talisman’s head. Lily had come to recognize that the gesture was some way that the two of them connected, though she wasn’t sure why, and she didn’t know what happened when they did connect in that way.

      The waves worked along the shore, and there was a peacefulness that she had come to feel with that sound. There was something about the way the water splashed against the ships and against the shore that she had begun to appreciate. Maybe it was just her time with Honaaz that had made her feel that way. He certainly enjoyed the water, and it was possible that some part of him was rubbing off on her.

      Distantly, she was aware of her hawk-owl talisman circling overhead. She didn’t have the same connection to her talisman that Honaaz seemed to with his, though increasingly, she started to question whether anybody could have that level of connection. The more she saw Honaaz with his talisman—well, her talisman, but the one he had activated and begun to connect to in ways she didn’t fully understand—the more she realized that she didn’t have the same shared understanding of the power within those talismans that Honaaz did. She could do some of it, but it wasn’t the same. And that was impressive. He took what she made, and he added to it, amplifying it and making it better than before.

      It was almost as if he had brought the talisman to life.

      Then again, she had only seen that with the one. Maybe it was just something to do with Boney: how Lily had carved that one in particular, and what Honaaz had needed when he’d been trying to use it to protect himself.

      “You look bothered,” she said.

      Honaaz flicked his gaze to Biggins, who was standing nearby, but the moment that Honaaz gave him that look—one that Lily knew all too well—Biggins scurried away, heading toward the city. It was still quiet, but some of the people had begun to return. After learning that the attack had been halted and that the ships had turned away, more of the locals had decided to stay. Not all of them, though. Quite a few still evacuated toward the Alainsith lands, and probably beyond, as Lily had a hard time thinking that anybody would be permitted to stay in the Alainsith lands.

      “It’s the tall bastard,” Honaaz said. “He told me that this”—he unsheathed the metal sword—“was made by Alainsith.”

      Lily frowned. “The one you think the bone blade replicates?”

      “Right. You know, when you made that bone blade, it was straight.”

      “Well, the carvings don’t always end up the same way once you add a bit of yourself.” She looked up at him. “Especially when you’re the one to do it. I didn’t do anything with Boney to make him look like that. I doubt he would have turned out half as impressive as he is had I been the one to activate him.” Her experience with her talismans had been that they would expand and become larger, but nothing like Boney, who was now nearly large enough for Honaaz to ride on him. No, not nearly. She had actually seen him riding on Boney, so she knew that the bone talisman was big enough for a man even as massive as Honaaz. “It’s possible that when you use the sword, you change something. I can’t say that I understand it, though.”

      “When you first made me that bone blade, I thought maybe that was just how it was carved.” Honaaz let out a frustrated sigh. “Maybe that’s my problem. I should’ve known better. The fucking sword took on features I wanted, didn’t it?”

      “Possibly,” she said. “Why is that an issue?”

      “Because they look so similar, don’t they? Look at this.” He pulled both blades out, holding them toward her. And as she looked at them, she saw that he wasn’t wrong. They were similar. Perhaps not the same, but close enough that she would have recognized them. She wouldn’t have needed to even question it.

      “What’s your point?” she asked.

      “I guess the point is that I don’t know. Why would my uncle have an Alainsith blade?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe the Alainsith used to make lots of swords.”

      “Have you heard of Alainsith swords?”

      “Some,” she said. “But I imagine you’re going to tell me that’s a problem.”

      “The fucking problem,” Honaaz said, “is that this sword has been in my family. Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, neither do I.”

      She smiled at him. “What’s your real question?”

      “I think the real question is what the fuck is going on with it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said again.

      “I’m not asking for you to know,” Honaaz said. “I need to go talk to them.”

      “And what do you think you’re going to find?”

      “Maybe answers.”

      Lily watched him for a moment, and then she nodded. “Be careful.”

      He snorted. “I can handle some captured men.”

      “I know you can, but I still want you to be careful. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to do anything. I think they’re scared. They know what happened, or at least have heard. And because of it, they’re going to know that they’re trapped. They need us, Lily.”

      “Just because they’re stuck here doesn’t mean they won’t fight,” she said. “It’s been my experience that people like that are even more dangerous.”

      He strode away, leaving her looking out over the water as Jal’s boat came into shore. She hadn’t even realized that he had taken to going out, but given everything he had gone through—something that she only had a vague idea about, since Jal was pretty quiet with what he revealed to them—she wasn’t terribly surprised. She suspected that he wanted answers about why he’d been taken and what it meant for him.

      He tied up the boat, making sure that it was lashed tightly before looking up and seeing her. He flashed a broad smile. Unlike when they had been in Sanaron, the expression didn’t reach his eyes.

      He made his way over to her. “You spoke with Honaaz.”

      “I did,” she said.

      “Did he tell you?”

      “Well, he said you were interested in the sword. Is there a reason behind that, or is it just about the fact that it was an Alainsith-made blade?”

      “It’s more than just Alainsith construction,” Jal said. “My people have not made weapons quite like that.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Wular had two of them just like it.”

      “Well, my people made weapons…” He paused and seemed as if he was trying to figure out what to say next. “But they didn’t make weapons quite like the one Kanar has, and the one the Hunter has.”

      “What is it about them?”

      “Alainsith blades are unique. We always put a little bit of something into their creation. A part of the song that we use as we make them. It’s how we add some aspect of ourselves into the creation, but the ones that those two have are different. Some would say more powerful.”

      Lily glanced toward the shoreline. She didn’t know where Kanar was, since she couldn’t see him at this point, but she knew that he’d been exploring and trying to decide what he was going to do next. She didn’t know what he would end up choosing, as she felt as if she didn’t know him any longer. And given everything that Kanar had been through, and what it seemed that he was becoming, perhaps she couldn’t know him.

      “Do you care to elaborate, or is that supposed to be some Alainsith mystery?” she asked.

      Jal smiled again, and this was one that did reach his eyes. He patted her on the shoulder and turned to walk with her. They headed toward the city, making their way down the docks, and when they reached the street that ran along the waterfront, he stopped.

      He took in a deep breath, and when he let it out, he looked over to her. “I’ve talked to Kanar about finding the song.”

      “Well, I don’t want to hear him singing, even if he thinks it’s going to give him power.”

      “When I was younger, I didn’t really know what it meant. I thought that it was a matter of trying to find myself. That’s what my people long claimed. We would meet in the great hall, and we would sing, blending our voices together as if we were creating something different.” He smiled, as though reliving the memory. “But we were always taught that the song was a way of remembering the past, thinking about the present, and considering the future.”

      “I suppose that’s nice,” Lily said.

      And given that it was the Alainsith who were doing it, it was probably more than that. She had seen Jal working with Kanar, and she had recognized that he was trying to help him find some aspect of the connection he had to the sword in order for him to better understand that that wasn’t how he might be able to use it, though Kanar had struggled, partly because of his own intrinsic hesitation with magic, but also partly because of the fact that he wasn’t Alainsith, she suspected.

      “It’s more than nice,” Jal said. “I always understood it, but I never really understood it. Does that make any sense?”

      Lily shrugged. “I suppose. When I started working with my talismans, I understood that there were ways of making the art, and ways of pouring some of myself out into it, but I didn’t really understand all the aspects of what I needed to do to be able to create the complexity of art that I might.”

      Jal nodded vigorously. “Exactly. Like your art. You started finding your power improving the more that you found yourself.”

      “I imagine so,” she said.

      “And what’s more, you began to learn new ways of creating your art.”

      She shrugged again.

      “The song allows that. It’s a complicated pattern, and it’s one that lets us sing and join ourselves together. In doing so, we become something more. More than just an individual, we become part of the whole, we become a family.”

      “I don’t know what you’re going on about, or why you’re telling me this, but I gather that there’s something quite important about it.”

      “Very important,” Jal said. “I’ve been trying to help you understand, but partly because I need you to help Honaaz understand.” He turned toward the water. “He has one of the Elder blades. They were made long ago, longer than any from my family know. From a time before.”

      Lily watched him. “That’s what you told Kanar, but I’m not exactly sure what that means.”

      “It just means that they were imbued with power that my people can no longer put into sword making. Our artisans don’t really understand why, though they think it’s some aspect of the people that has been lost over time. We’ve seen other such blades recently: Kanar’s sword, the one the Prophet wanted that Morgan now possesses, and that of the Hunter, a blade that is a different style and carries with it a different power. Now I think I’ve found another.”

      “What would that mean?”

      Jal shook his head. “I don’t know. Which is troubling. I simply do not know what to make of the fact that there’s a fourth sword unlike any that our people could make. But it’s what Adrianna said when she held me captive.” His voice trailed off a little bit, and he rocked slightly in place, shifting his feet, though it looked like nervous energy when he did it. Lily wondered if it was more than just that. Maybe there was something about what he’d experienced, or what he feared he might experience again, that pushed him to rock in place and slide his feet around as if to try to find a comfortable position. “She made a point of saying that she was after a blade. She said that she was after several things, but it was when she mentioned that she was after the blade that had me more concerned.”

      “So she knew about Kanar’s sword. Well, given what we know about it, and how his sword gives him some increased potential, wouldn’t that make sense?” Lily asked.

      “You would think so. And perhaps it does, but he’s connected to it. I know that the Prophet tried to separate him from the sword, thinking to claim it from him, but much power would be needed to do so.”

      “Unless she could coerce him into helping.”

      “That’s a possibility as well,” Jal said. “I considered it, though the more that Kanar connected to the sword, the less likely it would be that she would be able to coerce him. As he comes to understand the song, it’s unlikely that he will fall victim to somebody like that. It’s not entirely impossible, but less likely.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Unfortunately, I just don’t know. I think my grandfather had been trying to warn me. Or maybe not warn me, but teach me. I think he wanted me to know, wanted me to understand the truth and have a way of finding the song so I could recognize it when others had already done so.” He rocked in place for another moment, his feet shifting again. “But at the time, I just didn’t know. It was because of his lessons that I managed to get free, thankfully, but I don’t know if I would be able to do it if they attacked again. They would understand what I know, and it’s likely that Adrianna will come back stronger.”

      “I don’t really understand what you’re saying,” Lily said.

      Jal looked up. “I think what I’m saying is I’m going to need to leave and return to my people. And I think we need to gather the others.”

      “Well, we’re all here.”

      “Not just those who are here. We need the Hunter, and…” He frowned. “I need to talk to the Juut. Wular’s people. They have to have a blade, as well.” He was saying it mostly to himself.

      “Jal?”

      “I’m sorry, Lily. I’m trying to make sense of all of this, and I’m finding it far more complicated than I would’ve expected. This should be easy.”

      “What about an invasion is easy?”

      Jal grinned. “I suppose you’re right. There’s nothing easy. I’m going to make preparations, and then I’ll have to depart. For real this time. I’m going to take the berahn, and hopefully they will accompany me quickly so that I won’t be apart from you for long, but I advise you to make haste to the others.”

      “Verendal,” she said.

      Jal nodded. “We need to reach them. We have to regroup, and we have to plan.”

      “We can’t abandon this city.”

      He looked out down the shoreline. She followed the direction of his gaze, and she saw that they weren’t as alone as she thought. There were others working. She noticed some of the hegen, and even some of the locals, crouching along the shore, and it took Lily a moment—along with drawing on her hawk-owl connection—to realize that they were placing protections. Talismans.

      The city would be defended.

      It would be a different type of defense than before, and unlike the last time, this wouldn’t be a hastily made one. This would be a stout defense, especially if they had time to make plans.

      “I don’t think the city is going to be abandoned,” he said. “I also don’t think the Alainsith will return here. I think they came with a purpose.”

      “Kanar wasn’t here when they first attacked. I’m not sure if that’s the whole reason, then.”

      “Maybe not the whole reason, but part of it.”

      “Can the ships be enough?”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      An idea had come to her. Given the talismans she had learned to make, and Honaaz’s connection to them, there was a very real possibility that she might be able to use some of them and keep Honaaz linked to them, to at least create something of a blockade to prevent other ships from reaching the coast. She didn’t know if it would work, but it was something she had to consider.

      “I’m going to speak with Kanar,” Jal said. “I’m sorry you got caught up in this.”

      “Why are you apologizing?”

      “Because it’s my people. And because I’m sorry.”

      “I think we all would have been caught up in it one way or another,” Lily said. “Regardless of whether it happened here, or later, eventually war was coming. And you did nothing to make that happen.” She watched Jal, forcing him to meet her gaze. He was taller than her, so she stood on her toes, until his forced grin turned into an expression of uncertainty. “We’re all a part of this,” she said again. “All of us. But that doesn’t mean we have to take what comes. We can be the reason this ends. That’s what I intend.”

      She left Jal and headed up the shore. She walked slowly, deliberately, and watched the hegen as she did. They were carving steadily, and she had a distinct understanding of what some of the hegen were doing, but not all of them. Some were using branches, stones, and grasses, but others had taken to using a few bones like Lily. She paused at one young man, though she didn’t recognize him. He hadn’t been with the hegen who were traveling with them. Had there been other hegen that had come? She frowned, stepping forward, worry building within her. What would happen if they were betrayed again?

      A hand on her arm made her spin and pull out a knife. She rapidly held it up, before catching herself.

      “You can’t walk up on people like that,” she said to Esmerelda.

      “I didn’t mean to surprise you.” She flicked her gaze to the knife. “And I suppose I didn’t realize that you would be so quick of hand. Impressive.”

      “Just one of many things I learned while at the citadel.”

      “You still sound as if you regret your time there.”

      “They taught me what I needed to survive,” Lily said.

      “You don’t think that was a valuable lesson?”

      “It was. It’s just that I wonder if I lost some part of myself.” She nodded to the young man. “Who is he?”

      Esmerelda glanced over. “In the days since the attack, we’ve had word of a few small families from the north.”

      “Our people?”

      “Yes. I found it unexpected too. I hadn’t realized that some people of the family would travel quite this far, though I suppose it shouldn’t be terribly surprising. There are cities scattered all along the coast, as we have seen.”

      Lily nodded. So many of those cities had been destroyed, with people claimed in terrifying witchcraft process that turned them into weapons and stole power from them. She couldn’t imagine the depravity involved in that.

      Though that wasn’t entirely true. She could imagine—she just didn’t care for it.

      “They are not in large numbers, but they’ve been coming here,” Esmerelda said. “It’s almost as if they recognized that they were welcome. We didn’t send out any word.”

      There had to be some way of using the art to send messages, but it was a lesson Lily hadn’t learned. She couldn’t think of how the art might be utilized in that manner, though she had seen Esmerelda use it in ways Lily hadn’t even considered before.

      “Many of them have some potential.”

      “I suppose that’s good,” Lily said.

      “More than good. They needed safety, and we can offer it to them.”

      Lily motioned to the young man. “He’s using bone.”

      “He is. Do you recognize what he’s doing?”

      Lily stared and tried to make sense of it, but she couldn’t tell from where she stood. “Am I supposed to?”

      Esmerelda shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter one way or another, but I wondered if perhaps you might recognize that he’s carving with a technique similar to yours.”

      “Using bone to make talismans?”

      “Many of them are. Not all, but many. They have learned from you, Liliana.”

      As she watched, Lily realized that was exactly what he was doing. He had a pile of bones resting next to him. She questioned whether they were from Alainsith but doubted that was the case. Where would he have access to that? Lily had a supply of them, and she wasn’t going to let anybody else have them.

      “Jal seems to think we need to leave. That we need to return to Verendal.”

      “As do I,” Esmerelda said.

      “He also thinks there is something tied to your husband’s sword. Along with Kanar’s. And now Honaaz’s.” Lily shook her head. “I’m not exactly sure what that means or why it might matter, as a single sword shouldn’t make a difference, but he’s going to go back to his people to talk to them.”

      “We’ve seen much on our journey,” Esmerelda said. “Strange sightings, and much that has led us to question what we understand of the Alainsith. At least, to lead me to question. We have only known of a singular Alainsith entity, but as we’ve traveled, I’ve seen some buildings and structures that are different. Older. And yet, still Alainsith.” She frowned. “It leaves me with questions.”

      “That’s probably what Jal is also after,” Lily said. “I’m going to go with him.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “I didn’t want to leave the city in danger. Not with what we have been facing, not with the possibility that the attacks might return. I’m going to do what I can to leave protections, but⁠—”

      “Some of these people are planning on staying.”

      “Our people?” Lily asked.

      “Yes. In fact, I suspect that most of them will choose to stay here. At least for now. They will continue to place protections around the city, and if you do as you promise, it might be enough to defend against another attack. But even if it’s not, it’s likely that another attack is not going to come here. Not from what I’ve seen.” Esmerelda pulled out her cards and flipped one over. “The cards have begun to speak again, and everything that I see shows me that we need to move. That is where we will find our answers.”

      “Because of the cards.”

      “Because it’s tied to something different,” she said. “And they want to stay because they have found their people. They have found their place.” She studied the people up and down the shoreline. Finally, she turned to Lily. “What of you?”

      Lily watched the man work, and then her gaze drifted back to the docks, to their ships that were tied up. She could imagine Honaaz standing on his ship, and she wondered what he might say.

      But she knew how she felt.

      “I’ve found my place as well.”

      “It’s not always where we think we will be, but sometimes it’s where we’re needed,” Esmerelda said, patting Lily on the arm. Then she started forward and reached the young man, offering encouragement and guidance.

      Before Lily left, maybe that was something she needed to do: offer encouragement and guidance, and help the others here understand what they might need to do.
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      Honaaz paused on the stairs leading down into the ship’s hold. It was quiet, though he could feel some of the creaking around him, the energy of the ship that seemed to settle despite it being tied to the dock. The air smelled of salt, sweat, and something foul, though that wasn’t incredibly surprising given what they had on this ship.

      Things felt wrong, but he wasn’t sure why that should be. Maybe it was only because they’d been in port for as long as they had. Ever since leaving Sanaron, Honaaz had started to feel as if things were more normal for him. He belonged on the sea. That was what he had been born to, and where he felt the best. His people had been sailors for as long as they had memories, sailing all throughout the Isles, yet now he had questions that he didn’t have answers for. And they were questions that he doubted he could find answers for.

      He touched the hilt of his bone sword and traced his fingers along it. Lily had made it for him, and he couldn’t help feeling the energy within it, but he also felt something else about it. There was some connection to him that he didn’t have with other weapons. He had felt the same way with the bone daggers, and they had seemed to amplify his own natural and intrinsic resistance to magic. He wasn’t sure why that should be, or if it even mattered, but there was always some aspect of it that felt like it was more powerful than it would be otherwise.

      Boots along the deck caught his attention, and he looked back. Biggins approached with a mug of ale in hand.

      “Want a drink?”

      “Not sure now is the time,” Honaaz said.

      Biggins glanced down at the ale. “Why wouldn’t it be? Seems to me that any time is a good time. Given some of the shit we’ve been dealing with, I feel like we should drink whenever we have a chance.”

      “Go ahead. You can have mine.”

      Biggins shrugged and took a long sip. “What do you make of what the tall guy said?”

      Honaaz let out a heavy sigh. “Can’t say that I know much at this point. All of this is beyond me. Feels like we keep getting dragged into more and more than I ever wanted to.”

      “You seem to be handling it just fine.”

      “Do I have much of a fucking choice?”

      Biggins snorted. “Probably not.”

      “Probably not. I’m going below deck to ask these fuckers a few questions. You want to join me?”

      “I might just sit up here and look out over the water and have my ale. I tell you what, though, I miss sitting at a table and playing cards, dominoes, anything.” He sounded wistful. “And I don’t know if I’m going to get out again.”

      “Are you going to stay here?” Honaaz asked.

      He wasn’t sure that he cared if Biggins came with him, though he did feel as if maybe he needed Biggins to join him. A man who could sail, who he had come to trust—however reluctantly—was valuable. Honaaz could train others to work with him, but he had gained a measure of familiarity with Biggins.

      “You think it’s safe?”

      “Safe at this point seems to be pretty relative,” Honaaz said. “How do we know what’s safe anymore? Is the city safer than any others? The fuckers aren’t here any longer, so I suppose it’s safe, but I can’t say if it truly is or not.”

      “I came to this city wanting quiet,” Biggins said. He took a drink of his ale, rested it on the railing, and stared off into the distance. “Figured it would be a quiet place. And for a long time, it was.”

      “You just wanted quiet?”

      “I got tired, Honaaz. I didn’t want to deal with all of this. And this was a place I thought I could be.”

      “It can be again,” Honaaz said. “If that’s what you’re looking for, let this be the place you use for that. No one is going to come for you here. Lily will have her people placing protections around the city.” From here, he could see the hegen working, far more of them than he had realized there were. He wasn’t sure if there’d be any way for him to truly test whether there was anything to any of the other talismans that were in place, but it was a worthwhile thing to look into. Maybe he could ask Boney to do it. The bone talisman had to know how to detect dangers.

      “You might be right. Maybe that’s all I need.”

      “You have to figure out what that is, Biggins. No one can tell you that but you.”

      “Getting advice from Honaaz.” Biggins shook his head. “What has the world fucking come to?”

      Honaaz snickered. “Probably too much. If you decide to stay, you aren’t going to hear any objection from me. You deserve it. I’m surprised that you chose this place, but maybe given all the shit that seems to be going on these days, it’d be best that you stay away.”

      “That’s not why I didn’t go back,” Biggins said.

      “That’s what you say.”

      “It’s not.”

      Honaaz didn’t want to argue with him. None of it made much of a difference, anyway. Biggins was willing to help, willing to shake off whatever issues he had that had brought him north, and had pitted him against Honaaz, however briefly. And now he was going to be useful. Honaaz would see to that.

      “You haven’t said much about that sword.”

      Honaaz glanced down at his waist. “Because it doesn’t matter.”

      “But it does. Think about what it means.”

      “And what does it mean?”

      “If that’s your uncle’s sword,” he started, which elicited an arched brow from Honaaz, but Biggins pressed on, “and the blade has been in your family for a long time, doesn’t it mean that they got it from the Alainsith?”

      “So?”

      “Do you think your family somehow served them?”

      “That’s one possibility,” Honaaz said.

      Biggins smirked. “That’s one possibility? That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “What more do you want me to say? That my family may have served the Alainsith? That they might’ve been like those fucks that attacked us? I don’t like to admit it, but what other choice do we have?”

      Biggins leaned on the railing for a while, silent as he looked out over the water. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want to let you do whatever you want to do. None of my business. If you decide you want to be a part of this, then I welcome your help. We probably need somebody who can do some of the things you can, but if you choose not to, I’m not going to complain. You lived your fucking life, and maybe it’s time that you just get to sail away, let it pass you by.”

      Biggins took a long drink and then set the mug down on the railing. “Pass me by?”

      “Well?”

      “What if I’m not ready for things to pass me by?”

      “I’m not going to tell you what you are or are not ready for. You get to decide that. I’m just saying that⁠—”

      “I know what you’re fucking saying,” Biggins said.

      There was more agitation to his comment than he normally possessed. Maybe he was finally finding himself, finally finding a way to get past whatever it was that had bothered him until now. And Honaaz wasn’t entirely sure what it was.

      “Then you make your own decision,” Honaaz said.

      “I’ve made my decision. I made it a long time ago when I came to these lands.”

      Honaaz regarded him for a moment. “What do you mean, came to these lands?”

      Biggins heaved a sigh, irritation surging. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters. What do you mean?”

      “It means that you aren’t the only one who left the Isles behind. And I don’t want to talk about it, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Biggins muttered.

      “Fair enough.”

      He watched Biggins for another moment, who looked out over the water with an unreadable expression on his face. Honaaz wanted nothing more than to get a sense of what Biggins might do, but perhaps that wasn’t for him to know yet.

      He headed below deck. His first stop was the small room just off the bottom of the stairs, where he kept some supplies. He pushed open the door, flipped on the lantern, and stood for a moment. He wanted to prepare before he went and questioned the captives. It was time to get answers, and these men needed to provide them. Given everything that he had been through, maybe that was the underlying message that he had for himself.

      He unsheathed his uncle’s sword. He hadn’t taken the time to even study the silver blade, as the only thing that he really cared about was that it had been his uncle’s, and it had been so similar to the bone blade that Lily had carved him. Now he thought he understood why they had been so similar. It was because of what he must’ve pushed into the bone blade that had converted it into something that reminded him of the one he had seen on the wall behind his uncle all those years before.

      He traced his finger over the markings on the surface of the blade. They were faint, and Honaaz had never even noticed them when he was younger. The blade was just a blade. He never fought with a sword, as his people generally didn’t, and there was no reason for him to be at all concerned about that. It was more decorative than anything else, though perhaps it was a mistake to think that. The blade wasn’t just decorative. There was something to it.

      Had his uncle known?

      He had no idea what his uncle might have been aware of all those years ago. It was possible that he had not known, that he simply had a decorative sword, which was what Honaaz would’ve thought it was as well. They had no reason to think their family had anything like that.

      He took a seat, running his finger along the flat of the blade, and then tapped it. He’d seen the tall bastard do something similar. When he did, the metal trembled, and there came a slight creaking sound, as if the ship had started to tremble too. He tried again, and the ship did the same thing as before, making the same strange sound.

      Well, that must mean there was something within the blade, much like the tall bastard suggested. And if that were the case, then perhaps he had to keep that in mind.

      Still, it seemed odd.

      He looked over to the wall. It was so similar to where his uncle had once had the blade suspended. Honaaz remembered the very first time he’d seen it, and remembered remarking on it.

      “Why do you have that hanging up there?” Honaaz had asked while lounging against the wall. Light had been streaming in the window, and reflected off the table. Some salt air drifted in through the open port as the ship rocked in the waves.

      His uncle was a massive man, a good several inches taller than he was and as muscular as any man Honaaz had ever met. He glowered at him for just a moment, before flicking his gaze behind him to the wall. “Didn’t your father ever talk to you about it?”

      Honaaz turned away from the sword, which was mounted to the wall, but it was the only thing that was there. Nothing else. It wasn’t as if his uncle didn’t like decorations. He had plenty of clutter in his quarters. “My father?”

      “Fuck yes, your father. He didn’t tell you about it? The damn thing is to help with trade. Something we’ve had for a long time now. Stays with the captain.”

      Which was why Honaaz’s uncle had it, as he was the oldest of the children, with Honaaz’s father as the youngest. There had been another brother, but he had died.

      “He never talked about a sword. Maybe because I’d never inherit it.”

      His uncle snorted. “I don’t have any fucking kids, so when I’m gone, the blade is going to be yours. You get to decide what to do with it. Hang it up on the wall, strap it to your waist like one of those mainland fuckers, or hand it on to your kids, if you ever get around to finding a woman who can put up with you.” He offered a hint of a smile to Honaaz, as much as he ever did. “But it stays in the family.”

      “Why do we have a sword?”

      “I don’t know. Never did. Never cared to know. It’s just part of our family. Now, is there a reason you came down to my quarters today? I had you up working the lines. Figure you have to get more experience with it before you can start taking on more responsibility.”

      “Nothing too exciting,” Honaaz said. “We caught sight of land.”

      “It’s about fucking time,” his uncle said. “I’m ready to get fresh supplies. And you all need a fucking bath.” He stared at Honaaz.

      Honaaz looked back up at the sword. He had never thought to ask about it in all the times he had come to his uncle’s quarters, though he was glad that he had. It was strange that he had never heard about it before now, and that his father had never shared anything, though maybe it was just that he thought Honaaz would never get an opportunity to have it.

      Honaaz shook away those memories.

      The blade had been his grandfather’s, and belonged to his ancestors before him, and he couldn’t help but wonder how many of their family had known the truth of it. Well, the truth that the tall bastard had claimed. Maybe there was none to it. But if his uncle had known, or his grandfather, what did that mean? Honaaz had told Biggins the truth. He didn’t fucking know if it meant they had served the Alainsith—but given what they had dealt with, that had to be the case, didn’t it?

      He’d never known it. At least, he hadn’t realized it. But maybe his uncle had known, and the sword was a marker of those who had to fucking serve. Honaaz traced his finger along the blade. If they had served the Alainsith, how could he justify what he had done?

      It bothered him, but there was nothing to be done about it. He took a deep breath, let it out, and slipped the sword back into its sheath.

      He pulled out a talisman. This one was a weasel. He tended to release them after he activated them, though he wasn’t sure if it was dangerous for him to do so. He could sense considerable potential within the talismans, especially the weasel, and it was something he was aware of as they worked their way around the deck of the ship, to the point where Honaaz could practically feel the energy within them, even when he wasn’t fully aware of the connection he had to them. And he did feel that connection.

      More and more often, Honaaz was aware of the connection that he shared with the talismans he had activated. Maybe he should cut back and stop trying to activate all these talismans, as he wasn’t sure what would happen if he continued to do so. Would they drain power from him? He didn’t fucking know if that was going to be the case, but if they did, he didn’t want to end up flat on his ass in the middle of a fight just because some bone talisman needed to draw power at that exact moment.

      For now, he would take advantage of them. He took the weasel, pricked his finger, and smeared a bit of blood on it. The bone absorbed the blood, though not completely. He felt a stir as it did, and a wave of cold washed through him for just a moment before it passed. He felt it briefly enough that he recognized the cold working through it, what it indicated, and how that meant it was tied somehow to the strange connection that he now shared with the weasel. Then the cold faded. This wasn’t so much that he was weakened like he had been when he had gifted Boney with some of that power—and he had to believe that it was power. Then again, with Boney, Honaaz didn’t have any problem with giving power to him. He would do whatever it took to keep his berahn alive.

      The weasel began to stretch and elongate in his hand like some sort of weird cat, and he forced the talisman to look up at him. “I’m going to ask a few questions, and all I want is for you to make sure they don’t give me too much trouble. You got that?”

      The talisman wiggled in his hands, before slithering down to the ground and scurrying out the door. Honaaz took that as a yes.

      He followed the talisman, and he reached the door along the middle of the hall. He hesitated for a moment, the weasel waiting next to him. He could bring Boney down here, but he was so big that it was difficult to think that Boney would be of much help, especially as he had seen just how useful the weasels tended to be. More than that, the others were terrified of the fucking weasels for some reason. Honaaz had never had any cause to fear them, so he wasn’t sure what had happened.

      He rested his hand on the door, and then pushed it open. Garvish was in the center of the room. A lantern on the wall provided enough light for Honaaz to see by, and enough that it would disturb Garvish as he tried to sleep. Between that and the threat of the talismans arranged around the man, Honaaz figured that he could keep him awake long enough to torment him and get some answers. He might not be an executioner, but that didn’t mean he had no idea how to make men suffer so he could get the information he wanted.

      Garvish looked up at Honaaz as he entered, then his gaze drifted down to the weasel talisman. Shackles on his ankles kept him from moving too far, keeping him confined to one side of the room, but his hands were free. That was about as much as Honaaz was willing to permit him. He couldn’t break out of the shackles. Lily had seen to that, though Honaaz had been concerned that even her talismans might not work against his people. So she had tested them on him. When he had failed to break out, he had deemed them successful. She had added a few more elements to make them even stronger, and thankfully they had appeared to work.

      “What are you doing here?” Garvish asked.

      “Came to decide what I’m going to do with you. Well, all of you. Haven’t made up my mind yet. Maybe I leave you here, but maybe I drop you into the sea the same way you did to him.”

      Garvish regarded him with a dark expression. “Do whatever you think you need to do.”

      Honaaz glanced down at the weasel talisman. “Did you hear that? Did you hear the way he’s talking to me? You know I don’t like that.”

      The weasel started forward, and Garvish jerked back. The weasel stopped.

      Honaaz frowned. He hadn’t even told it to do anything, though he had thought that he wanted the weasel to stop. He had formed a connection to some of the talismans in the past that seemed almost as if they were bonded to his mind, but he had not expected the weasel to react quite like that. This time, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something unique about how it worked. What was it?

      He’d have to play around with that when all of this was done.

      “Looks like you don’t like my friend. I can let him have his way and chew on your face and neck, and rip out your heart as he has with a few others, or you and I can have a nice, quiet conversation. I don’t care what it’s going to be.”

      “What do you want?”

      “How many ships are there?”

      There were several other questions on Honaaz’s mind, but that was the one that he thought might be the most important, at least for what they were dealing with. At this point, they needed answers, and they needed to know what sort of danger the city might be in. He knew how many ships they had sunk, and had a good sense of how many would be remaining, though he didn’t know if Garvish would be privy to that information. Considering that the man had possessed Honaaz’s uncle’s sword, it left him thinking that Garvish might’ve been at least somewhat connected.

      “You can’t take them on. You’ve got no more than a half-dozen ships.”

      Honaaz took a step toward him, and the weasel did as well.

      Garvish jolted back another step, the chains shaking.

      “You don’t know how many fucking ships I have, so don’t start acting as if you do.”

      “I saw what you were doing. You don’t have enough to be a threat to anyone.”

      “We captured you. We chased your fleet away. So maybe don’t pretend that you understand.”

      It wasn’t the first time Honaaz had told him that the fleet had departed, though Garvish had questioned it until Honaaz dragged him to the deck and showed him the bay, before dragging him back down. He hadn’t gotten much in the way of answers. Then again, he hadn’t been particularly delicate with his questioning, and maybe he hadn’t given Garvish the opportunities to provide those answers.

      Honaaz took another step toward Garvish, and the weasel followed, moving steadily closer to him, which forced Garvish to take a step back again, the chains rattling as he did. He watched Honaaz, but he mostly watched the weasel, as if that was what he was most concerned about.

      “You’ve already betrayed your people,” Honaaz said.

      He wasn’t sure if that was true or not. At this point, he might have been the one who had betrayed their people, but he wasn’t going to tell Garvish. Garvish had been willing to attack others. That wasn’t what his people did. They were traitors, that was it. Not whatever this fucker had done.

      “You’re the one who betrayed our people,” Garvish said.

      Honaaz reached for a sword. He found himself grabbing for the blade that had been in his uncle’s quarters, and as soon as he did, he felt the trembling again, almost as if there was something about the sword that wanted him to unsheathe it and use it to attack Garvish. Given what Garvish had done, he deserved that, Honaaz figured.

      “You want to talk about betrayal? You want to talk about what you don’t deserve? You want to talk about⁠—”

      A faint sloshing sound caught Honaaz’s attention. It felt almost like there was a wave slamming into the side of the ship, though they were tied up at the docks, and there should be nothing like that. Maybe it was only his imagination, but he couldn’t shake the sense that he had felt something there, and whatever it was had been significant.

      Garvish watched him. “Get on with it. If you’re going to fucking end me, then have at it.”

      Honaaz snorted, then tore his attention away and looked at the weasel. “If anyone is going to rip you apart, it’s going to be him. But if you don’t want to tell me, then maybe I’ll drag you south. Leave you for those fucks in Sanaron, and you can see how much they care about your well-being.”

      Garvish frowned. “Sanaron? Why would they be there?”

      “Because you fucking invaded it.”

      “We went to Sanaron for the same reason we came here.”

      “Let me guess. For an opportunity to destroy this fucking city?”

      “I don’t know. That was part of it, but they wanted one of your people.”

      “Right. The Blackheart. I get that.”

      Garvish shook his head, his frown deepening. “I’ve not heard of a Blackheart. Is that what he’s called?”

      “Is that what who is called?” He needed to know more about what had happened in Sanaron and whether they were no longer there. If not, what would that mean? Did it mean that Sanaron had been left alone? And did it mean they could return?

      Honaaz didn’t necessarily want to return to Sanaron, but he assumed there were those who might. It was a city that some of them had known for their entire lives.

      More than that, he still wondered whether that was where Lily really wanted to end up.

      “They didn’t tell us. They said we had to find…” Garvish shook his head and clamped his mouth shut, seemingly refusing to say anything more.

      Honaaz wanted to throttle him, but he doubted it was going to do much. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “They said something about the song having a long memory.”

      Honaaz glanced down at the weasel, then up at Garvish. “If I find out you’re fucking with me, we’re going to have another conversation.”

      “Why would I be fucking with you about this? I don’t care about it. All I want is for you to let me go so I can return to the Isles.”

      Honaaz sneered. “You’ll be lucky if you leave this ship.” He started to turn, but then paused and looked down at the weasel again. “Do whatever you want with him.”

      He strode forward out of the room. Garvish hollered after him, shouting his name, but Honaaz didn’t care. He needed to talk to Lily, as he wasn’t exactly sure what the fuck he was going to do. If Sanaron was empty, did that mean they could return? And if they did, what would they find? They had left so much behind there, which made Honaaz wonder why the attack would’ve gone through there and then left again.

      Maybe fucking Reims would know, but even with that, Honaaz wasn’t sure if he would. He wasn’t sure if it mattered.
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      Kanar looked back at the city. It was quiet, though it had been that way at times when he’d been here. Other than the times they’d been fighting and trying to stay alive, the city itself had been a generally quiet place. There was something to be said about silence that existed around him like that, a comforting sort that he did not have any urgency to fill.

      Were it not for the danger here, this was the kind of place where Kanar may have chosen to settle down, much like how he had once attempted to do so in Sanaron.

      Now he was no longer sure he would ever have an opportunity to settle anyplace.

      When he had left the Order, he had headed to Sanaron because he felt he had no choice but to get away from all the fighting and continually dealing with magic. He had thought that he might find a way to get used to a quiet life there. Even in Sanaron, though, there had been no real quiet. The only thing he had been afforded was an opportunity to take jobs and earn his keep, and he had developed a team that was so dramatically different than the one he had worked with while in the Order.

      Sanaron was never going to be home for him. Now he was leaving another city to head back into Reyand, and back into lands he was familiar with, but lands that were also not his home.

      He breathed out slowly.

      “You could stay,” a voice said.

      He looked over. Esmerelda joined him, wearing a flowing blue dress, a heavy gray cloak, and a woven crown, or one that looked something like that. She had on a woven necklace as well, along with bands wrapped around her wrists—her hegen magic designed to protect her from anything that might come their way. Kanar wondered if that was even necessary, given what Lily had shown of the kind of talismans she had access to. It was possible that Esmerelda wouldn’t need to use anything like that.

      “I don’t intend to stay,” he said. “I’m still trying to figure out what I will do.”

      “You assume we are going to pull through this?”

      They had dealt with threats, some unlike anything he had ever faced before, and they had dealt with magic that seemed beyond what he was capable of handling. Yet despite all of that, he had handled it. They had handled it. There had been dangers, but they had been types of dangers that they had figured out how to deal with.

      “You don’t think we can?”

      Esmerelda looked at the line of people snaking away from the city, heading on a road that he knew led south and would eventually hook up with the one that they had taken north. “I can’t say. Quite a few of these people are staying, but not as many as I think could stay.” She glanced over to him. “I suppose it doesn’t make a lot of sense to you.”

      “When you’ve seen your home attacked, and have dealt with power that is beyond you, it’s understandable that you would want to evacuate. Especially when you’re given the promise of safety in another place.”

      “I think we might’ve made a mistake in that.”

      “Lily made a promise,” Kanar said.

      “I don’t know if it’s going to be safer when we reach Verendal.”

      “We don’t think they’ve moved inland.”

      “That’s just it. We don’t think. We don’t really know,” Esmerelda said. “And that, more than anything else, is where we are potentially in danger.”

      “Jal left to return to his people.”

      “I suspect that has been long overdue.”

      “Something was off with him, though,” Kanar said. “He didn’t say it, but I had the sense that he was trying to puzzle something out. He’s been… more pensive, if anything, lately. I’m not exactly sure what to make of that.”

      “He’s Alainsith.”

      Kanar snorted. “As if that answers everything.”

      “It answers more than we know. He’s lived longer than he looks like he has.”

      That had been one of the harder things for Kanar to wrap his mind around. Jal was older than he looked. How old was a matter that Kanar had not gotten to learn. Jal had spoken about leaving his homeland a little while before they had met, and Kanar now questioned what “a little while” meant to him. Time was different for the Alainsith.

      And just as he had the last time he’d been separated from Jal, he found himself missing his friend. The Blackheart, wanting a friend.

      In the distance, Kanar occasionally heard the sound of the berahn. They were scattered outside the city, and it was almost as if they had blended into the forest and the grasslands around the city itself, though they did not make any attempt to get too close. He wondered about that. Jal had said the berahn once had roamed all lands more freely, but something had changed. Knowing what they did now, and how the berahn could be somehow coerced, he was left wondering if it was tied to that, or if some other reason had forced their separation.

      “I understand that you and Lily have been securing the city,” Kanar said, finally turning back to Esmerelda.

      “We’ve placed quite a few different protections, and hopefully they will be enough, but I can’t say with any certainty if the city is going to be fully protected. I think that it will be, and given everything we have encountered so far, I’m hopeful.” She flashed a smile. “Now look at me. Optimistic like Kanar Reims.”

      “How is your husband?”

      “Alive.” She twisted the ring on her finger. He had seen her wearing it early on in their journey, and had come to learn that the ring was some connection she shared to the Hunter, though he wasn’t sure how that worked. As far as he understood, it had only helped her to know whether Jagger remained alive. Beyond that…

      “You’re worried.”

      “We’ve been separated for a while now,” she said. “Longer than we ever have before. It’s been… difficult. I understand the necessity, and I’m not complaining about that, it’s just that it has been hard on me. I’m trying to understand what we can do with what we’ve seen here.”

      “I wonder if perhaps you should have returned to Verendal after we left the Alainsith lands. You may have been happier.”

      “And think about how many of these people might’ve suffered had I done so. I was meant to come here.”

      She looked down, and Kanar realized she had pulled some of her cards out of her pocket and begun to flip through them. He wasn’t sure what she saw in those cards, if anything, but she stared at them in concentration. When it came to these cards, he knew there was something about them that provided a measure of understanding, almost an aspect of prophecy, though he wasn’t even sure he could call it that. “Hints of possibilities” might be a better way of describing it. He didn’t understand how that power worked, but from what he had seen, Esmerelda didn’t understand it either.

      “The cards told you to come here?” he asked.

      “The cards have been behaving themselves again. We’ve had a victory. The enemy was pushed away, and we bought ourselves some time. How much is another matter, and it’s not one I fully understand. I only recognize that we do not have a limitless amount of time, but we did buy ourselves some. And given what we’re facing, and how much better prepared they are than us, and how much more powerful they are than us,” she said, smiling slightly, “having more time is essential in trying to mount a counteroffensive.”

      “You don’t sound like a hegen when you speak like that. You sound almost like a soldier.”

      “I was putting it in terms you would understand.”

      “How would you put it?” he asked.

      She tilted her head, and she frowned slightly. “I suppose in a similar manner. But it comes down to understanding what they want and need. That’s what it always comes down to when dealing with others. Find what they’re looking for, and either provide it for them, or provide an alternative.”

      Kanar snorted. “I think you are far too kind with our enemies. They’ve already shown that they don’t care much for us, and that they are willing to do anything to get what they’re after. They will destroy us if they get the chance.”

      “Perhaps. And maybe that’s what they want. But what do they need, Kanar?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t either. Which is why I’m going to search. If we can understand what they need, perhaps we can head off what they want.” Esmerelda strode forward, heading toward the people off in the distance.

      Kanar remained there for a few moments, before he kept moving. He didn’t like the idea of separating once again, but this time he felt as if there was a good reason. They needed to split up, if only so Lily and Honaaz could move the fleet and uncover… well, whatever it was that they might be able to uncover.

      He had not expected anything else. For that matter, he thought it made sense for Lily to go with Honaaz, who might need her particular gifts. Where they were heading inland, Kanar hoped they didn’t necessarily need someone with that same protective ability.

      He started to whistle softly, listening to the sounds around him. His hand went to his sword, resting on the hilt, where he could feel the energy within it. As he whistled, his song beginning to build, he recognized the call from the berahn in answer. They were out there, calling to him. Calling for him.

      And he thought that he could use them.

      He hadn’t gone far beyond the edge of the city when he gave a loud, shrill whistle and held his hand on the blade. He waited. A berahn came bounding toward him. Kanar had long begun to wish that he might have a way of speaking to the berahn, though he could technically talk to them. It was just a matter of not knowing if they understood him. If only they did.

      This berahn was an enormous female, with striped gray fur, a bushy tail, and black ears. Rings around her eyes gave her an almost haunted appearance. When she approached, she did so with her head held high and her ears swiveling as if to listen to all the sounds around her.

      “I’m hopeful that you don’t mind the inconvenience of providing me with transportation. I need to get to Verendal quickly.” He glanced past her. There was another berahn behind her. “And Esmerelda would need to go as well, though I don’t know if she’s willing to travel with me.”

      The berahn tilted her head back, and her nostrils flared as she sniffed at him. Finally, she lowered herself to the ground. Kanar had long suspected that if she decided to refuse, either she would back away from him and disappear, or she would use her massive paws and slice through his chest, leaving him for dead. He had no misconceptions about how he might fare against a creature like this.

      He climbed onto her back. This wasn’t the first time he had traveled by berahn, which left him wondering if this was the reason the Alainsith had wanted to tame them, knowing how powerful they were.

      With a few rapid movements, they were carried forward, reaching the edge of the evacuees. He found Esmerelda there again, though she stood off to the side, waiting. She looked up at him, then glanced behind him to the smaller berahn waiting for her.

      “I wanted to make sure that the others would have safe travels,” she said. “I ensured that they knew where they were going, and now that I’m confident in that, we can go.”

      “You knew what was going to happen?” Kanar asked.

      “I suspected that you would ask for a ride. I didn’t know that the berahn would be so accommodating, but with everything they’ve been through with us so far, perhaps it’s not too surprising that they would offer themselves up to you in this way.”

      “I think of it more as a partnership.”

      “Which is probably why they permit it,” she said.

      She bowed her head, deeply enough that she was practically fully bent at the waist, though she kept her eyes locked onto the berahn. She whispered something, but Kanar couldn’t hear what it was. Finally, the other berahn lowered itself to the ground, and Esmerelda climbed on.

      “I wasn’t quite sure if it was going to work,” Kanar said. “I thought that maybe we needed Jal with us for the berahn to listen.”

      “From what I understand, you have learned their song, and because of that, you are permitted something that others would not be.”

      “I suppose.”

      She patted the side of the berahn. “Whenever you’re ready, Kanar Reims, I am too. We can go as quickly as they want, though I’m not sure we have time for a detour into the Alainsith lands.”

      “I’m not sure about that either.” He had been tempted to take that detour, if only so he could talk to Jal and get an understanding as to what he had come to recognize, but at this point, Kanar didn’t know if that even mattered.

      The berahn took off. The creatures were impossibly fast, taking bounding leaps that carried them dozens of steps at a time, moving almost tirelessly as they headed toward Verendal. Around midday, they reached a grassy plain and slowed near a stream, where the berahn drank greedily. He and Esmerelda joined them until they had their fill. The water was cool and crisp and tasted of sweet minerals.

      Something about this place felt different. He said as much to Esmerelda, who nodded.

      “Perhaps your connection to the sword is more profound than I realized.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I wouldn’t have expected you to notice it.” She ran her hands through the grasses near the stream, before plucking several of them and twisting them in her fingers. “We came through a place near enough to this on our way north. It had a meadow much like this. The grasses are unique. There is something to be said about them and what can be drawn out of them.”

      “The same way that Lily makes her talismans?” Kanar asked.

      Esmerelda smiled tightly. “Similar, but it’s not quite the same. With her talismans, she’s drawing upon a life lived, but with these grasses, we are drawing upon something else.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be the same? If the grasses represent life lived here, wouldn’t it be no different?”

      “Perhaps it wouldn’t, but we have not considered it the same. Regardless, there is something about this place and the general power that can be found here. It’s unique in many regards, though I’m not exactly sure why that is. Perhaps it’s tied to the Alainsith.”

      “This isn’t quite in Jal’s land,” Kanar said. “We’re to the north, and somewhat east of his people’s lands.”

      “From what we know. But there are parts of those lands that extend here. Remember what he said to you.”

      Kanar backed away from the stream and squeezed the hilt of his sword for just a moment, focusing as he tried to feel for something in it. He recognized that there was a sense of energy there. It took him a bit to understand why that should be, but the blade, through the song, connected him to other things around him. He had come to understand that connection, and had come to recognize the power of it. Even now, he could feel that, even though the berahn were not calling to him in any way.

      He had wanted to understand that there was an aspect of the song that he was supposed to feel, some part of it that would call to him, but Kanar wasn’t always sure how to use the song. Jal had seemed to think that it was somehow tied to the connection that he had around him, but it wasn’t until Kanar had bonded with the berahn that he had begun to feel an aspect of the song that was different for him—one that seemed to flow and fill him in a way that he could not grasp otherwise.

      “We should keep moving,” he said.

      Esmerelda got to her feet, and she started plucking more grasses around her, wrapping them around her wrist before stuffing them into her pouch. What was that for? She moved quickly, then stopped at a section where there were some flowers, which she picked as well and added to her collection. In many ways, it reminded him of how Lily would harvest her items, although watching Esmerelda do so was altogether different. Something more natural.

      Unless it wasn’t.

      Perhaps that was just what he told himself to feel better about what Esmerelda did.

      The power came from the same source: something stored through its life.

      “You have a strange expression on your face,” Esmerelda said.

      “I made a strange realization.”

      “Does it help you in any way?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe it’s just a matter of helping me understand everything I’ve experienced.”

      She whistled softly, and her berahn came striding over to her, lowering itself so that Esmerelda could climb onto its back. Kanar turned to see the dark-haired berahn he had ridden approaching him. He locked eyes with her, to let her know that he meant no harm, and when she finally dropped to the ground, he slung his leg up and over her.

      They started away and traveled quickly. Kanar had no idea of their speed, only that it was faster than he had once imagined possible. It was much faster than going by horseback, and as far as he could tell, the berahn did not fatigue the way that any horse would.

      The landscape began to shift. Off to their west, he noticed towering trees, and he guessed that they were tied to the Alainsith, but the berahn skirted around them as they continued to head south, which ultimately brought them into a forest. The air had changed, taking on a bit more odor of pine, rotting leaves, and damp earth, and as they traveled, Kanar started to grow aware of a different energy around him. He suspected that was real and not imagined, but he wasn’t sure why he should feel it so profoundly. There was something about it that he did not fully understand.

      Finally, the berahn began to slow. He glanced over to Esmerelda, who had started to look around her with a troubled expression.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I know this forest,” she said softly. “We are getting close to Verendal. But something is off.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just that there is something amiss here. It feels… uneven. I can’t say why I feel that way, nor can I even express what it is or whether there’s anything to it.”

      He waited for her to try to expand on what she was feeling, but she didn’t. Instead, she touched her berahn on the side, and they turned to take a more direct southerly approach. They found a narrow, overgrown path, but as they traveled south, it began to widen. The berahn were not moving nearly as rapidly as they had been before, though still quickly. Then the trees started to space out. Not only that, but he saw a faint trace of fog. It came from off into the east, yet it was near enough that he felt something from it.

      When he motioned to it, Esmerelda looked over. Then she started to twist the bracelet on one of her wrists, and nodded slowly. “That is what I’m feeling,” she said. “I don’t know what it is, but something about it isn’t right.”

      “If it’s the same as what Morgan can use⁠—”

      “I’m not sure it’s the same. Morgan’s has a very different pattern to it.”

      He started to smirk, but he realized that Esmerelda wasn’t making a joke. “I didn’t see a pattern to it.”

      “You might not see it, but it’s definitely there. It seems to me that the fog continues to swirl around us, though I’m not sure why. I think that if you pay attention to the way it moves, you can see how it is, and perhaps you can come to understand why.”

      “I’m not sure I would recognize anything within that swirl of fog, and I definitely wouldn’t recognize any patterns. But if you say it’s not the same, then I believe you.”

      The berahn started to swerve, and it seemed that they were taking a different route, as if they wanted to avoid traveling close to that fog.

      “Why do you think they changed course?” he asked.

      “They know something,” she said.

      The day was growing long. Kanar didn’t have any false notions about getting to Verendal in a single day, but then again, Esmerelda had spoken as though she had known this part of the forest. If that were true, it was possible that they might find something here.

      “Can you tell us where we are?”

      “We are close. Close enough that I can feel Verendal. Can you?” She looked over at him.

      There was a time when a question like that would’ve seemed unreasonable to him, and bizarre, but because of everything they had been through, Kanar couldn’t help but think that perhaps there was something to be said about what he might feel.

      He squeezed the hilt of his sword and tried to focus, thinking about what Jal had told him, remembering the way the song would come to him, as if the song itself was guiding him. Kanar didn’t know if that would work or not, but as he listened, he began to feel something within it.

      “I can’t tell.”

      “Then maybe there is nothing,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      “Take us the safest way to Verendal,” Kanar said.

      He patted the berahn’s side, and she bounded off. He kept waiting for her to grow tired, but there had been no change to how she ran, traveling through the forest as if it were nothing. He couldn’t help but question how far she might be able to run in a single day. Much farther than any creature had a right to, he assumed.

      They headed south, cut east, and then veered west, and never did they come close to the fog. He felt its presence, though. Kanar realized that was what he had detected, even though he couldn’t understand what it meant. He only knew that there was some sense of energy coming off of it. He started to think that they were going to take a break for the night, when he noticed the glow of lights in the distance.

      Could that actually be Verendal?

      They reached a rushing river, and he knew that it had to be.

      “So fast,” he said softly.

      “They are amazing creatures.”

      “I can’t believe we traveled so far so fast.”

      “And I still feel like we are pressed for time.” Esmerelda smiled tightly. “Come. Let’s see if Finn has returned. If not, we can visit with those who remained.”

      They made their way through the trees, staying away from the more heavily traveled roads, but they found no further evidence of fog. Every so often, Kanar became aware of something that left his skin tingling, but then it passed. He wasn’t sure why he felt it, only that there was that sense from nearby. When they reached the edge of the forest, they both stopped, climbed off the berahn, and patted them.

      He stared out from the trees. “Thank you for your assistance,” he whispered to the creature, but he couldn’t take his gaze off what he saw of Verendal.

      The city had changed.

      It was a dramatic transformation, especially given how recently they had been there. The people of Sanaron that they had left behind had established themselves outside the city walls, which was all the change that Kanar really had expected.

      But there were more people here. Many more.

      There were so many people that they had spread out and around the outskirts of the city, sprawling toward the forest, and they expanded so far that they had begun to cut into the forest itself to make room for more.

      “Can you believe this?” he asked.

      “I cannot.”

      “What do you think it means?”

      She was quiet for a long moment, and when she looked over to him, her eyes were drawn. “I fear it means we might already be too late.”
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      Finn Jagger had missed Verendal. It was a strange thing for him to think, and stranger still that he felt a certain connection to the city in ways that were probably unhealthy, but he missed it, and he missed the people, and he missed the comforts, perhaps more than anything else. He’d been on the road for so long, sleeping on the hard ground with nothing but a campfire to provide heat, that he had started to forget what it was like to be well and truly warm.

      His home was unnaturally quiet, but the smells were the same as he remembered, though the layer of dust was more than there should be. The air hung with the aromas of dozens upon dozens of different spices and leaves and oils that he and Esmerelda kept stocked in the room at the back of the house. The fire blazed brightly in the hearth, providing a comforting warmth that finally allowed him to relax.

      “Don’t you think it’s too hot?”

      He looked over to Morgan, who had remained in his home ever since they had returned to Verendal. He had thought that she might return to her people in the Sanaron section, but she had not. She had wandered near it, but she’d been hesitant to go in. He wasn’t sure why, but increasingly, Finn started to suspect that it was tied to the fact that they had returned, though they had done so with danger still at hand. Or perhaps it was more than that. Perhaps it was that she didn’t want to intervene in what was happening here in the city.

      “I’m just letting it burn for a little while, then we can tamp it down. Do you want some tea?” he asked.

      “Tea? After everything we’ve gone through, that’s the first thing on your mind?”

      Finn shrugged and opened a cupboard, pulled out Esmerelda’s spices, and put a kettle on the stove. Then he wiped down the counters while he waited for the water to boil. “I thought they would be back here by now,” he said, his voice soft.

      “I did too.”

      “Do you think anything happened to them?”

      “They were going to the Alainsith,” Morgan said. “There are a great number of things that could have happened to them. But I don’t think the Alainsith harmed them, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      It wasn’t what Finn was asking, though she wouldn’t understand his lack of concern about that. He didn’t fear the Alainsith the way others did. He did fear the journey, and based on what they had encountered in the capital, he feared what might’ve happened if they came across a different danger. Knowing Esmerelda as he did, and having a pretty good sense of what Reims might do, Finn worried that they would have been willing to put themselves in situations that were unnecessary.

      But he had to have faith. He knew Esmerelda would tell him that, though sometimes faith was easier when you knew that the people you cared about were safe.

      “I’m just going to have a mug of tea, and then I’m going to head into the city to get everything situated,” Finn said.

      “I don’t think you can.” Morgan shifted on the chair and pulled back her cloak. “At least, not yet. You realize that you brought people to the city who have now come to rely on you.”

      “I did, but there are others who can make sure they are situated.”

      “None of the others are Finn Jagger,” she said with a pointed look. “I’m sure you don’t like hearing that, but it’s true. You offered them something they didn’t have otherwise, and now you are going to have to be there for them, to continue to provide for them.”

      He wasn’t sure that was what he wanted. Then again, if he helped the people get settled, it was possible that they could integrate themselves into the city more easily. At this point, Finn didn’t know what they might need from him other than help with integrating. They could be useful. At least, that had been his thought before they had reached the city itself. Given everything they had encountered here, he started to wonder if it was even possible for the people they’d brought to have the same usefulness that he thought they might. There were so many people now sprawled outside Verendal that the walls and everything around them felt like another place entirely. It was hard to fathom.

      A knock came at the door. Finn finished making the tea and handed a cup to Morgan, then poured one for himself.

      She breathed it in and looked over to him. “You aren’t going to get that?”

      “If somebody knocks, they know I’m here already,” he said. “And if they knocked, it means they knew how to find me.”

      “I’m afraid that doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “The house is hard to find. Well, it’s hard enough to find in the hegen section, unless you know exactly where to look.”

      “So you don’t think you need to answer your door?”

      He swirled his tea, but she got up and pulled the door open.

      Finn glanced over. He wasn’t surprised to see the person standing on the other side, but he was amused by Henry Meyer’s approach of shoving past Morgan and entering the home.

      “You get back to the city, and you just come strolling back here?” Meyer demanded. “I thought I would have an opportunity to sit and talk with you. You don’t have any idea what we’ve been dealing with.”

      Finn glanced over to Morgan, and he shrugged. “Unfortunately, I have a pretty good idea of what you’ve been dealing with. I’m guessing it has been Alainsith power. And also that there have been different kinds of Alainsith power.”

      Meyer frowned at him. His hair was thinner and shorter, and he leaned on his cane a little bit, but not as much as he had the last time Finn had seen him. It was almost as if he’d grown sprier in the days since Finn’s departure. Could it be that the work Finn had assigned him had brought a spring to his step?

      Not that Meyer would ever admit that, as he didn’t like acknowledging that Finn did anything good for him, but there was a difference in him.

      “We’ve been dealing with this fog, which is unsettling,” Meyer said. “We’ve learned that your people have ways of placing protections around it.”

      Kezia. It didn’t surprise Finn that she would know enough to be able to do that. She was gifted. Esmerelda had always said that she could one day lead. And that was the reason Esmerelda had spent so much time with Kezia, training her so that she could take over for her in the future.

      “Good,” Finn said. “I don’t know how long it will hold, though. We found it all the way to the capital. There’s something strange about it.”

      “There is,” Meyer said. “For one, I’ve never seen Alainsith structures quite like that.”

      Morgan turned to him. “Was it all of them?”

      He pursed his lips in thought, and he shook his head. He tapped his cane briefly on the ground. It was only then that Finn realized there was a boy waiting outside the door. He had to be twelve or thirteen, young enough that he wouldn’t have been sent for errands inside the hegen area.

      “Can I help you?” Finn asked.

      Meyer glanced back. “Him? That’s just Pippin. Wait. You didn’t assign him to me?”

      Finn smiled slightly. “Why would I have assigned you someone?”

      “I thought you knew that you were going to be gone for a while, and this was some game of yours to try to make sure I was preoccupied. Revenge, or something like that, where you start to think that you’re going to assign me an apprentice and make me train up one in your absence.” He turned to look back at Pippin again. “But it wasn’t him?”

      Pippen was staring at Finn now. “You’re the Hunter?”

      Finn took a sip of his tea. It was a little more bitter than he liked, and without Esmerelda here to mix it, he was always going to make it too dark for his taste. She had a better touch with it than he did. “That’s what they say.”

      Meyer frowned at him. “We are going to have to talk when this is done.” Pippin nodded hurriedly, and then he took a step into the home, but Meyer raised a hand. “Stay out there.”

      “On the street? You know what they say about the hegen… I mean, I hear that they sometimes say things about the hegen and what they’ll do to people my age⁠—”

      “Just watch what you’re saying,” Meyer said, shaking his head. “And keep an eye on the street.”

      “On the street? What do you expect it to do?”

      “I expect you to keep an eye on it. If you see anything odd, I want you to let me know.”

      Meyer shut the door in his face.

      He tapped his cane again as he stepped into the room. “How bad was it?”

      “Surprisingly bad,” Finn said. “We barely made it to the capital, and once there, we encountered… Well, I’m not exactly sure what. We encountered something. And we were lucky to escape.”

      “We’ve had quite a few people in the city that were lucky to escape. From the looks of what you had coming with you, there are even more of them. I figured I’d let you get them settled before coming to find you, but you didn’t really get them settled at all, did you?”

      “I’m not the one who has to help with that.”

      Finn found Morgan watching him, and he could see the hint of amusement in her eyes.

      “So you brought how many here?” Meyer asked.

      “There had to be more than a thousand,” Finn said.

      “Probably five thousand,” Morgan added softly.

      Finn had stopped paying attention to the numbers. There were certainly enough that they had taken time to move all the way along the caravan, and with that many people, they had snaked through the forest slowly. But five thousand? And that was only a fraction of all the people who had lived in the cities they’d passed. Many more had headed all the way to Verendal, or perhaps gotten lost along the way. He didn’t even know.

      “So many,” Meyer said, rubbing his forehead. “I’ve had an old friend of yours keeping things organized.”

      “What old friend?” Finn had his suspicions, though.

      “I figured there are certain things that I’m good at, and there are certain things I’m not. So I put the Hand to work keeping the new section organized. And I’ll tell you what, he did it. Much better than I could’ve predicted.”

      Finn smirked. “I can only imagine what he said.”

      “He didn’t say much of anything. I just made the suggestion, and he did it.”

      He watched Meyer, looking for something in his eyes to give away what else he might’ve done, but there wasn’t anything. He would have said something more to Oscar to get him to partake in helping with the city, and probably would’ve been forced to promise him something. How much about Finn and Oscar’s relationship, and arrangement, had Meyer uncovered?

      Not that Finn was ashamed of it. He hadn’t permitted Oscar to do anything against the law, and had only traded in information, which had been beneficial for both of them. The kind of thing that he figured was just smart business.

      “He often claimed he wanted to find more reputable work. I suppose you’ve given him that opportunity,” Finn said.

      “I think he just needed something to do,” Meyer said. “That man has been bored, which is why he’s gotten himself into the trouble he has.”

      “He hasn’t gotten himself into any trouble.”

      Meyer scowled at him, and then snapped his cane down on the ground once with a sharp crack. “He has been organizing the crews, allowing them to use the Wenderwolf for their misdeeds, and⁠—”

      “And everything that he’s done I have been aware of.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Meyer said. “It’s just that I’m surprised that you didn’t have any objection to it.”

      Finn shrugged. “What am I supposed to object to? I knew what he was doing, and I knew why he was doing it, so there wasn’t anything for me to get caught up in. Besides… What do you mean that he’s bored?”

      “Ever since Annie died.”

      “I didn’t know you’d heard that.”

      “I keep my ears open,” Meyer said. “She was a good woman.”

      “She was,” Finn said.

      They fell into silence, and as they stood there in the kitchen, Finn sipped at his tea and glanced over to Morgan. She had a look on her face that suggested she was trying to come up with some answer that eluded her, and he wasn’t sure what that might be.

      “Why now?” Morgan finally said.

      “We’re going into that again?” Finn asked.

      “I think that’s the only thing we should be going into. Why now? Something must have changed, but what do you think it is?”

      “We’ve been asking the same question,” Meyer said, then motioned for Finn to follow.

      Finn glanced at Morgan for a moment before joining Meyer outside. They walked through the streets, with the little boy following the three of them, until they came to the small square at the heart of the hegen section. All around were more sounds than usual. Normally within the hegen section, there was music, laughter, and dancing, but now there was the din of chaos from the makeshift structures abutting the wall surrounding Verendal. All the people that had moved to Verendal for safety created a cacophony of noise.

      When he saw Kezia, Finn smiled. She was dressed in a pale yellow dress, and her golden hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She had a silver band around her neck and several bracelets of grass woven around her wrist. Those were new, and they reminded him of what he had often seen Esmerelda creating for herself. When he joined her, he wrapped her in a quick hug.

      “It’s so good to see you again,” Kezia said. “I’ve been worried about you. I’ve been worried about Esmerelda as well.” Her voice dropped.

      “I’m sure she will return safely,” he said.

      Kezia watched him, and the look in her eyes suggested to Finn that she might have been a skilled interrogator if she had been given that opportunity. She seemed to study him with a knowing look, as if she understood that he was not completely honest with her. And he wasn’t. He didn’t necessarily believe that Esmerelda was going to be safe, regardless of how much he wanted her to be. He didn’t know. And until he knew she had returned safely, he wasn’t sure he could relax.

      “Tell them what we experienced,” Meyer said to Kezia.

      “Don’t you think we should let Finn settle in again?” she asked.

      “You think we have time?”

      Kezia’s frown provided the answer.

      “It’s okay,” Finn said. “We’ve seen much the same, and I don’t have a good explanation as to what’s going on, nor do I know whether we have much time, only that we have seen the dangers.”

      She sighed. “There’s something off about the Alainsith structures. We thought it was all of them, but the more recent structures simply have a faint fog around them.” She glanced over to Morgan and then back to Finn. “It’s the old ones. Those that have been overgrown, lost to time, are the problem.”

      “We’ve seen the same thing, but I don’t know why.”

      “I could show you to one, if that’s going to help.”

      “I don’t know that it would.”

      They had experienced enough on their own that he wasn’t sure it would make much sense. But from the way Morgan watched, she had questions. More than that, he suspected that she had a specific kind of question, and was left trying to decide if she could find the answers.

      “It’s only been recent, though,” Kezia said. “Only for the last few weeks or so. Maybe not even that long. We’ve been placing protections around the structures, and they’ve been holding, but if this is Alainsith…”

      Finn nodded. If it was Alainsith magic, then it was unlikely to be restrained by the hegen. They both knew that, and unfortunately, there may not be anything that either of them could do about it.

      “We need Esmerelda to come back,” Finn said. “She went to the Alainsith, and we can hope that she returns with answers, but until then, I don’t know that I have any answers for us.”

      “That’s understandable, Finn,” Meyer said, “but now that you’re back, I’m going to ask that you relieve me of my responsibilities, as I am ready to go back into retirement. I can help as much as possible with whatever is happening outside the city, but everything in the city is⁠—”

      “I’m afraid I can’t allow that,” Finn said.

      “You can’t allow it?”

      Finn shrugged. “I’m afraid I can’t allow it. I don’t know what we’re going to need, but I can’t do this myself.”

      “Who are you to tell me that I can’t retire?”

      Finn patted his mentor on the shoulder and smiled at him, though it was a sad smile. “Why, I’m the head of the executioner court.”

      Meyer snorted. “That doesn’t mean you can force a man out of retirement.”

      “Then consider this a friend asking another friend.”

      “You’re going to be the death of me,” Meyer said with a sigh.

      “I suppose that’s fair. You were once nearly the death of me.” Finn looked over to Kezia, then flicked his gaze around. “There are more of the people that came with me, if you could see to them and make sure that any needs they have are met.”

      “Of course they would be welcomed here, Finn Jagger. You don’t need to worry. I will look after them,” Kezia said.

      He hugged her again, glad to see a friend, and she left.

      “Why don’t we see what’s happening here in the outer sections,” he said to Morgan and Meyer.

      Meyer glowered at him, but rather than objecting, he followed. Morgan did as well, quieter than usual. Her eyes were glazed with a distant look, her lips tightly sealed, but her silence was louder than a shout.

      When they reached the area outside the hegen section, it felt as if everything were pushing in on him, leaving him with a sense of overpowering unease. His pulse thundered in his ears, a rapid drumbeat that seemed discordantly loud in the pressing quietude. Finn could sense the subtle shift in the atmosphere, the air thickening with an unseen danger, an indefinable darkness that threatened to choke him. The sense of unease was more than just a feeling; it was a palpable entity that breathed down his neck, leaving him with an intense disquiet.

      “So many,” Finn said, taking stock of the countless makeshift shelters, many of them constructed out of tarps and blankets and branches. There were more and more semipermanent structures built, though. If this part of the city was attacked, these people would be slaughtered. “We have to figure out a way to protect these people.”

      “That’s your first thought?” Meyer asked.

      “What else should it be?”

      “I figured you’d be more concerned about the amount of crime found here.”

      Finn shook his head. “I’m sure there’s plenty of crime, as there is any time people gather, but I’m more concerned about what would happen if we were attacked here. I might ask Kezia to help with that.” He turned to Morgan. “And maybe we can task some of the Realmsguard that came with us.”

      She nodded. “I can see what I can do.”

      “And…” He trailed off.

      Two soldiers fought through the crowd and made their way toward them. He had thought they might be men who had traveled with them, but they were coming from the wrong direction.

      “Are they here for you?” Finn asked Meyer.

      “Nobody knows where I am. I like it that way.”

      As the men approached, Finn realized that they were Realmsguard, dressed in the gleaming metal of their station, armed with swords and crossbows, with one man sporting a recently healed gash on his forehead.

      “You the Hunter?” The man had his hand just above the hilt of his sword, as if he wanted to be able to unsheathe it at any moment.

      “I am,” Finn replied. He had forgotten that he was still carrying Justice with him, as he hadn’t even set the executioner sword down when he’d gotten home. He’d taken to wearing it constantly, so it felt almost as if he were supposed to have it with him.

      “Good. We were sent to get you.”

      “Sent by who?”

      But the answer was obvious. There was only one person who would send the Realmsguard.

      “The king. He’s asked to meet with you.”

      “Oh. You he will meet with,” Meyer muttered.

      Finn looked back at him and frowned. “The king has been here?”

      Meyer nodded.

      But when Finn turned back to the Realmsguard, the injured man caught his eye. “No, the king has not been here. He just arrived, and now he would like to meet with you.”
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      The ship swayed from side to side, and Lily held on to the railing, looking out over the raging sea. The water occasionally splashed up over the bow of the ship, sending saltwater froth across her brow, and she wiped it clean. She didn’t mind the salt, and she didn’t mind the spray. The day was warm enough, and she had come to appreciate the crispness of the air. Maybe that was her connection to Honaaz, or perhaps some part of her had begun to change so that she found things more appealing than she once had.

      Lily kept her focus off into the distance as she studied the horizon. She didn’t see anything other than waves that continued to crest, rolling toward the ship, though Honaaz navigated smoothly through these waters, guiding them easily. She kept waiting for it to be a much more difficult journey, but he was skilled, which he had always claimed to be.

      It wasn’t just what she could see with her eyes that made a difference, though. Now that she was connected to her hawk-owl talisman, she looked through that.

      The water was relatively calm, which she supposed was for the best. There were no signs of other ships, though Honaaz had made it clear that there would not be. He claimed that he’d been looking for indications of anything else, and suspected there was no further attack out in the distance, but she wasn’t sure if the Alainsith were biding their time to return.

      “If the water doesn’t change, you don’t need to stand there staring,” Honaaz said.

      She looked back to where he stood at the helm, holding the wheel in a relaxed grip. Boney waited next to him, as it often did, though the berahn talisman seemed larger each time she saw it. She didn’t think that was the case, and she guessed that it hadn’t really been changing size or growing in any way, but then again, she also didn’t know. The talisman had a unique connection to him.

      “Don’t you have one keeping an eye on the water?” she asked.

      He flicked his gaze up. “I do.”

      One of her other talismans—well, his now—sat perched atop the mast. The talisman was not quite as enormous as so many of the other ones Honaaz had bonded to, but certainly larger than her own hawk-owl talisman had become. And his connection to them was very different than anything she had with hers. He was unique in his own way, and powerful as well. She couldn’t help but feel a moment of jealousy, though she tamped it down, knowing that it did nothing. There was no reason for her to be jealous of Honaaz for what he had, especially as he would do anything to protect her with those same talismans.

      “Then you understand why I keep looking,” she said.

      “I’d be happier if you focused on those fuckers below deck,” he muttered.

      She looked toward the stairs. She hadn’t heard anything, but then again, she didn’t really expect to hear anything, anyway. The men from the Isles were isolated now, and given the talismans she had situated in front of their cells, she didn’t think any of them would act up. Honaaz didn’t either, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t nervous about their presence on board. It was part of the reason he had rigged a shelter on the deck of the ship so that the two of them could sleep without having to worry about any of the captives getting too close. Only part of the reason, though. The other—and probably most important—reason was that Honaaz wanted to be close to the helm if something were to go wrong. He had been training several of the hegen to sail, but it was complicated work, and what Honaaz had learned during a lifetime on the water took time to impart to the others.

      “I can interrogate them more, if you’d prefer,” Lily offered.

      “I don’t know what to do with them,” he said, shaking his head. “I think there’s more they’re not telling me, but I can’t get them to share. I’m not like the Hunter.”

      She arched a brow at him. “You didn’t spend enough time with him to make that claim.”

      “Fine. I’m not like his apprentice either.”

      She looked across the water toward the ship Biggins sailed where Isabel waited. They were far enough apart that she could just see the figures on the deck of the ship, but she couldn’t make out much of their details. Not without her talisman.

      Several other ships sailed near them, all connected to Honaaz through his talismans. There were hegen on board to help steer, and Honaaz had managed to connect to those talismans in a way that even allowed him to control the ships. It was far more complex than she had imagined any of her talismans could ever be, but then, she’d learned much more about her magic since leaving the citadel than she had thought possible.

      “We could ask Isabel to question them,” Lily said, “but then, I don’t get the feeling she’s all that interested in that line of work. I think she did it because she had a sense of obligation.”

      “Probably,” he grumbled. “Fucking seas.”

      Another swell struck the bow of the ship, and they rocked from side to side. She looked back at one of the hegen, Jonah, who stood gripping the railing near the rear of the ship, his face ashen. He vomited regularly, but had so far managed to stay standing. He wasn’t the first to have gotten sick, but he certainly had suffered the longest. Even given the calm of the water, Lily shouldn’t be terribly surprised that anybody had a hard time. She was surprised that she did not, but ever since she’d started traveling with Honaaz, she had not struggled with it as she had anticipated she might.

      “I don’t know how your people ever get used to this.” She said it with a smile, trying to take some of the edge off the words, and had to grab on to the railing before she was thrown to one side again.

      He looked over, frowning briefly. “Get used to it? This isn’t normal.”

      “It’s not?” She tried to think about what she’d seen when they had been in Sanaron, but the fog always made it difficult to know what the water was like. That and the fact that the bay had been quite well protected meant she did not see much. “What’s it like?”

      “It’s not fucking like this,” he muttered. “The Weather Watchers can usually keep things calm, but maybe they’re the ones who are making it like this.”

      “There aren’t any Weather Watchers here.”

      “Not right now, but that doesn’t guarantee they aren’t still influencing things. I wouldn’t be surprised if those fuckers are still out there causing us trouble.”

      “Where would they be?” she asked.

      “Depends on where they have their ships. There are other islands scattered throughout, and they could use that as a launching point to try to create trouble.”

      Lily hadn’t considered that before, but she supposed that made a certain sort of sense. The Alainsith had gone, but that didn’t mean they were gone. Only that they had moved away so that her people wouldn’t cause any additional problems.

      “Tell me about the Weather Watchers. What do they do?”

      “They keep the winds up but the seas calm. It helps us travel more easily. Most think they don’t do much, or if they do, it really doesn’t make much difference, but my uncle always believed in their influence.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about it? I’ve seen what they do, and I know that they have some role to play, even if it’s not one that I like. Those fuckers are probably responsible for what happened to my uncle. Well, and me.”

      She waited until a wave crashed against the ship, and then she made her way over to Honaaz, rested her hand on his, and looked up at him. “You’ll get your revenge.”

      “That’s what I thought I wanted,” he said, voice soft. She barely heard him over the wind, though she had learned to listen to Honaaz, and recognized the hint of anguish in his words. He was a proud man, and he wasn’t going to reveal any pain to her if he didn’t have to. In this case, she understood that his pain masked something else. She wasn’t sure what it was.

      “What is it that you want now?”

      “Fuck if I know. Peace. Quiet. The comfort of my own ship. You by my side.” He sniffed, and he smiled slightly. He stared straight ahead, and some of the sea spray that had saturated his face streamed down his bald head. “Sounds like a pretty good life.”

      She squeezed his hand again. “Well, we just have to get through this, deal with the Alainsith invaders and a war that the world hasn’t seen in centuries, save the people we care about and nations that don’t care about us, and then you can have any life you want.”

      He glanced down at her. “That all?”

      “I know it doesn’t sound like much, but I think we can manage.”

      He snickered. “Not sure it’s going to go quite like you think.”

      “I don’t know what to think about any of this. We’ve been experiencing nothing like I have ever imagined, and I keep looking for something to make sense, but I don’t know if anything here will ever make sense again.” She smiled tightly. “It sounds ridiculous. But then, my whole life has been like that.”

      They fell into quiet. The last few days had been much like this, to the point where Lily had gotten comfortable with it, as much as any one person could get comfortable with the salt and the waves who had not been born to it the way Honaaz had been. She felt like she could tolerate the storm and the violence of the water.

      In the distance, thunder rumbled. It had been a constant presence, to the point where she had come to expect a downfall at any moment, yet none had ever come. Just the darkness of the clouds that threatened, or an occasional burst of lightning, but nothing more. She turned and looked toward it, which caused Honaaz to do the same.

      “It’s not coming this way,” he said. “You start to learn something about weather patterns when you sail. Those clouds have been moving north.”

      “That’s not the way the weather generally travels here,” Lily said.

      “Didn’t realize you knew weather patterns too.”

      “I don’t, but I recognize that something is not quite as it should be.”

      “Might be the Weather Watchers. I don’t know why they’d be pushing the winds to the north, unless they intend to send the ships out and around us.” He frowned. “Not much up there. Ice, mostly. I suspect if you sail far enough, you can make your way around the continent, but it would be a difficult journey. We could head that way, once all of this is over with, if you want.”

      “I told you what I want. I want to see your Isles.”

      And she did. She’d heard stories of the Isles but had never visited. She’d never been off the mainland before sailing north with Honaaz and the others. There was a certain freedom to traveling like this, knowing that it was just you and the water, and she could see the appeal in it. Then again, her people had been travelers as well, and a certain amount of wanderlust remained in her from that, even though she had started to find a bit of herself over the years.

      “I don’t know how much is going to be left when all of this is over,” Honaaz said.

      “Why would you say that?”

      He flicked his gaze toward the stairs leading down below deck. “I told you. We get through this, and then we will probably have to go across the sea to deal with those fuckers who decided to betray us. Figure it’s going to take some violence to root them out.”

      That, she suspected, was at the heart of what had been bothering Honaaz more than anything else. He might deny it, but there was a certain pridefulness to him. He also wouldn’t want to harm his people, even though she knew there was a part of him that had been upset by them.

      She squeezed his hand for a moment, then she turned and looked out into the distance. Her talisman continued to fly, circling overhead, but she never let it travel too far away from her. Lily didn’t want to lose control over it, though Honaaz didn’t seem to have much difficulty with his.

      “Why don’t you start teaching me how to sail?” she asked.

      He frowned. “You don’t need to learn.”

      “Why? Because I’m a woman?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Have I ever said you couldn’t do anything because you’re a woman? I’m just saying you don’t need to do it because you have me, and there are more important things for you to do.”

      “Well, thanks, I suppose, but I would like to know what you’re doing. And given that we have this fleet, such as it is, it might make sense for me to learn how to sail so I can help.”

      “If you want. I don’t know that you’ll want to do all that much with this. It’s boring, repetitive work.”

      She found herself laughing. “Carving talismans is sort of the same thing. I put something of myself into it, but there’s a monotony to it. Peeling away the bone, finding the patterns, and trying to uncover what the bone is meant to be all ends up a bit repetitive over time. Necessary, though.”

      “Well, maybe you’ll have better luck than most who try to sail. Most people don’t have the mind for it. What too many people don’t realize is that you have to stay sharp. It’s hard to do that when the work gets repetitive. Not that I think you would have a hard time with anything, but keeping focused even as your mind starts to wander…” He shook his head. “Some of it I just do on instinct. Finding the right waves, angling the ship, catching the wind. All of that just happens now, but when I first started learning, it took time and effort and focus. It can be exhausting in the beginning.”

      “Is that why the others you’ve been teaching have been sleeping so much?”

      Honaaz laughed. “Most of them are sleeping because they’ve been spending too much of their time throwing up. Fuckers can’t keep anything down. They’ll learn. Either that, or they end up getting so dehydrated that they die. That happens.”

      Lily frowned at him.

      “Wait. That’s not what I was trying to say.”

      “We don’t need any of our people dying,” she said.

      It was a danger, though. With everything they were going through, everything that they still had to deal with, she knew it was a danger, and despite her intentions of protecting her people as much as possible, there may not be all that much she could do to ensure their safety in the long term. When it came down to it, there would be a time when her people would have to fight, or they’d have to run. She was hoping that she could equip them to fight, but she also had to be ready for the likelihood that she would lose some of them.

      Was that what it had been like for Kanar when he’d been in the war?

      He didn’t talk about it all that often, and she had stopped pushing. She had come to know Kanar, and what he’d been through, and how much he had changed, but she found herself wondering, which left her open for other questions.

      After a moment, she nodded to Honaaz. “Why don’t we start.”
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      The wind whipped around the sail. Lily had learned how it fluttered, and she was able to correct the lines to counter the gusting wind. The sky was dark, and the clouds were thick enough that she couldn’t see much of anything. Occasionally, there would be a flash of lightning that never seemed to reach the ground, and thunder would rumble off to the west. It stayed mostly within the clouds, a steady energy that continued to explode around them, leaving Lily all too aware of the power in that storm cloud. She was thankful that they didn’t appear to move any closer.

      In the last few days, she’d been waiting and expecting that the storm would start to shift, but there had been no sign of that. Honaaz had been right—something that she found he often was when it came to sailing. She appreciated his quiet competence and confidence, along with how quickly and easily he managed to command those on board.

      The other ships were still out there, and whenever she focused on her hawk-owl talisman, she could see them, and didn’t have to worry about them venturing too far away. The only one that Honaaz wasn’t in complete control of was Biggins’s ship, but he had Isabel on board to ensure that he stayed with them, and he really didn’t expect Biggins to make a run for it.

      They moved quickly south, following the same trajectory they had before, and did not see any sign of activity along the shore. Lily kept watching for evidence of the Bloodless but saw nothing.

      “How are you holding up?” Honaaz asked.

      “You told me it was going to be repetitive. I was prepared.”

      He grunted. “You haven’t had a chance to keep up with your talismans.”

      She glanced toward the small makeshift shelter that Honaaz had built before they’d set sail. “I’ve made everything I need, and unfortunately, I don’t know that I need to keep carving more until we have a better sense of what we might face. I don’t know what it’ll be, but we will end up coming across something.”

      It was part of the reason she had held off. She wanted to save some of the Alainsith bone for the possibility that they might be attacked. She didn’t know what she might need, as the Alainsith fighting them had been so varied that it had made it difficult for her to anticipate much of anything. But she had a limited supply of bone.

      For now.

      She wondered if she’d be able to gather more once they reached Sanaron. There had been the Alainsith that she’d cut down in the city that she still could harvest from. The age of the bone didn’t matter. At least, she didn’t think it would. She didn’t know. There was the possibility that the Alainsith would have claimed their people, but she still suspected there would be some that remained.

      Assuming they were able to get through to it. There was the chance that they might encounter another danger.

      “You can keep questioning them,” she said, glancing to the stairs. Once Honaaz had become comfortable with Lily holding the wheel—something that wasn’t nearly as complicated as he’d made it sound—he had ventured below deck periodically to interrogate the other captives. He was not gone for very long. She sensed that he was frustrated more than anything else, and she suspected that he wasn’t getting the kind of information from them that he had hoped to.

      “Those fuckers aren’t telling me anything. I keep trying, wanting to give them a chance, but they don’t want to listen. So I guess they’re going to stay there, staring at those talismans and wondering when I’m going to let one of those weasels in to have at them.”

      When he had first mentioned the weasels and how they had attacked, there had been a certain malicious excitement in Honaaz. That was gone now. In its place was this flatness that Lily couldn’t quite place, almost as if he were saddened by what they had dealt with, and his role in all of it.

      “I can try. I have some experience with questioning people,” she said.

      “They won’t talk to you.”

      It wasn’t the first time that she’d offered, and she had known how he would answer, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t willing to listen.

      “I’m just saying⁠—”

      Honaaz nodded. “I know what you’re saying.”

      “It’s been dark for a while,” she said, changing the subject.

      It was more than just the darkness that bothered her. It was the heaviness to the air, and how no moonlight or starlight managed to creep through. She kept waiting to be able to glimpse something through the clouds, but she didn’t see anything. The only thing she could make out was the emptiness in front of her.

      “We’re getting close,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Something I feel. The water feels similar to what I remember when we were traveling north. And the sounds are the same. It’s something you’ll start to pick up on if you stay on the sea.”

      There hadn’t been much in the way of sound. Just the water, though there had been a few stray seagulls that had cawed, their strange cries muted in the air.

      “I could send the talisman away,” Lily suggested. “I have to think there would be something out there I could pick up on.”

      “I’ve been looking. Can’t see much. Fog is too thick.”

      She gave him a shove. “That’s why you know we’re getting close to Sanaron.”

      He shrugged slightly. “Partly the fog, but not entirely. Can’t say that it’s Sanaron fog, or if it’s just something that was caused by the fucking Alainsith.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I wonder if we need to have a different term for them. Jal is Alainsith, and he’s with us. I don’t know that we can blame him and his people for everything we’ve experienced.”

      “What do you want to call them?”

      “I don’t know. I’m curious what they call themselves, though.”

      “Probably Alainsith.”

      She started to smile, when his jaw tightened.

      He pointed, and she immediately focused on her hawk-owl talisman, using what she could to try to make sense of what might be out in the distance. There was nothing but the thick fog, and she encouraged the talisman to sail even higher. As it did, she noticed the fog thinning as the talisman moved farther and farther from her. It took some of her strength, and she felt a wave of coolness wash through her as she sent the talisman sweeping away, but then she caught a glimpse of the city.

      It had been a while since she’d been to Sanaron. There was a part of her that still felt an affinity for the city, as this was where she had met so many of her friends, and where she had come to appreciate her own art for what it was. And this was where she had gotten to know Honaaz.

      The city was darkened. Empty.

      She kept looking for any signs of movement, but there was nothing.

      If any of the attackers remained, she didn’t see them.

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

          

      

    

    






HONAAZ

        

      

    

    
      Honaaz stood at the bow of the ship. There was no fucking movement in the city. He hadn’t been sure, but as he stared through the talisman, he kept waiting for shadows to slip along the streets, for there to be signs of lanterns in windows or swirls of smoke from chimneys, yet he saw nothing. Then again, Sanaron had been evacuated, so anybody who remained would be with the fucking Alainsith.

      It wasn’t just that the city itself seemed empty. There were no ships either.

      He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Those ships had been sent north, presumably after them, so he didn’t know if there even would be any out there. And if there were, he didn’t know if they would be more than what they could handle. Probably not, given what they had already gone through and how many talismans they had with them now, but there was the possibility that they wouldn’t be able to manage that danger the same way.

      “Any suggestions?” Lily asked.

      He tore his attention away and joined her at the wheel. “I say we go into port. See what we can find. And if it’s nothing, then…”

      Fuck. Honaaz didn’t know what they were supposed to do if they didn’t find anything. The whole point of coming down here was to see what the Alainsith were after in the city. If they weren’t here, then maybe they weren’t after anything at all. Maybe Sanaron had simply been a point of attack, a starting point and nothing more.

      “Can you get word to Biggins?” Honaaz asked.

      “That’s not how the talismans work,” she said.

      “I know that you have some way of signaling, and it’s probably easier than my way.”

      His connection to the talismans had made it difficult for him to keep focused on anything but the steady draw he felt from them. The more talismans he connected to, the more Honaaz could feel it. It was a constant cold sensation that seemed to linger inside of him, buried deep within him, but not so powerful that it was tiring. In times when he began to feel the effects, Boney would make his way over toward him, nuzzle his head up into Honaaz’s hand, and then he would feel a wave of relief, almost as if Boney had decided to give him some of his own power. Honaaz tried not to put too much intention behind Boney’s actions, but it was difficult not to. He didn’t understand everything the berahn did, but recognized that there was a certain power to the way he’d connected to Boney, and to everything around him.

      “I’m trying to send word to him. Just wait, if you would,” Lily said.

      “What else am I supposed to do?”

      She smiled at him.

      Honaaz focused on his own talisman and on what he might be able to see. The talisman sat atop the mast and swiveled. He had found that he didn’t need to push too much of a connection into that talisman, so it wasn’t quite as vibrant or alive as some of the others. He didn’t know if that was something he had control over, or if it was just the way Lily had carved it, but he had come to feel like that talisman had connected to him in a way that was different than the others, but no less useful. And he felt the distant connection within his mind, and it was that connection that allowed him to see things he couldn’t on his own.

      And through that connection, Honaaz could see that the city was empty. There were no signs of shadows.

      “Biggins said he would follow you,” Lily said.

      “See? Was that so hard?”

      “A little bit.”

      The other ships were easy. In order for him to keep the ships on course, he had entrusted several of the hegen to guide them, but there were also some talismans connected to Honaaz on board each ship for times when it was more difficult and dangerous to sail. He had not needed to use those connections, but if he were to have to focus on them, he thought that he might be able to draw on his connections in a way that would permit him to reach through those talismans and steer the ships into shore more easily.

      Honaaz headed toward one of the docks, and he tried to focus on what he could make out, but the fog made it difficult for him to see much of anything. He tried to peer through it, concentrating on what his talisman connection showed him, but increasingly, the fog swirled and thickened, making it difficult to navigate.

      It took him a moment more than it should have to realize that the fog seemed different than it had been when he’d been here before. Honaaz had sailed into Sanaron enough times over the years that he had come to know the fog. Usually there was a wispy quality to it that eventually lifted as you got closer to the city. In this case, the fog felt thick, almost as if it were a cloud trying to envelop him—and suffocate him. He had to force himself to breathe more deeply, trying to fight through everything he felt, and thankfully he managed to do so, but it was not nearly as comfortable as what he remembered.

      This had to be the result of those Alainsith fucks as well. Who knew what kind of magic they were using. But this was undoubtedly some of their magic.

      Hidden beneath the fog was the sprawling city, its silhouette barely visible, like a ghostly apparition emerging from the veil of the sea. The clammy tendrils of the mist clung to the rough-hewn wood of Honaaz’s ship. He guided them into the dock, and once he reached it, he hurriedly jumped down and tied up the ship.

      When it was done, he waited until Biggins pulled into port. He climbed down once Honaaz had secured their ship, though Isabel stayed on board.

      “You don’t want the others to come in?” Biggins asked him, looking back at the other ships out in the bay.

      “Not yet. We can wait until we figure out what’s here. If anything.” He looked up at Lily, who was still on the ship. “Do you want to stay on board?”

      She hurried down and joined him on the dock. “Not in Sanaron. It feels different than the last time we were here.”

      “Was it this dark?” Biggins asked.

      “Not quite like this,” Lily said. “It feels odd. I don’t like it, and not only because I don’t know what kind of power they’re using on us to make us feel this way. I also don’t like the emptiness of the city. It reminds me of the other places we visited that were abandoned.”

      “Let’s just hope we don’t find dead bodies everywhere,” Honaaz said.

      Biggins arched a brow, and Honaaz shrugged.

      “That’s how they use these people. They sacrifice them, forcing them into their witchcraft. Turn them into magic. Anyway, it just feels different here.”

      He agreed with Lily. He had spent a lot of time in Sanaron ever since the mutiny and being abandoned here. Much of it was spent along the shore, in taverns that now were likely empty—though they might still have ale. He wouldn’t turn down a good mug of ale if the opportunity came along. But the places that were here had changed.

      “Are you coming?” Lily asked Isabel, who had joined them.

      Isabel peered around. “I don’t like it. It feels… itchy. I don’t know how to describe it otherwise.”

      Lily looked over at Honaaz, and she mouthed the word “itchy.”

      Honaaz didn’t know what Isabel was talking about, but he definitely felt that something was wrong here, even if he couldn’t quite pin down what it was. Something was odd. Maybe it was the fog, or maybe it was just the fact that there was some strange magic here that he had begun to feel. Whatever it was, he was determined not to be here very long.

      “Let’s sweep through the city, see what we can find, and then we can decide what we’re going to do,” he said.

      And if they didn’t find anything, he wasn’t sure what they needed to do.

      Keep sailing?

      He didn’t know if that was the right answer either. At this point, heading back out to sea without knowing what they might encounter could prove dangerous. The better answer might be to head inland, as much as it pained him to think that way. Going inland might offer them the opportunity to get back to Reims and the tall bastard, to see what they might know.

      None of them spoke as they made their way along the shoreline. Boney kept pace and occasionally would wander off, before bounding back. He seemed unusually quiet, though Boney didn’t make much sound as it was. It was just a feeling that Honaaz had from the talisman, as if Boney were aware of the strangeness that existed around them.

      “I used to drink there,” Honaaz said, pointing to the Rolling Pen. It was darkened, as he expected it to be.

      “Was the ale any good?” Biggins asked.

      “It was fine.”

      “It was piss,” Lily said.

      Honaaz grunted. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “It was cheap. That’s what Honaaz liked about it. That and there was always a game being played, so he thought he could save some coin on drink so he could spend it on his gambling instead.”

      “I was never much of a gambler,” Biggins said.

      Lily snorted. “Neither was Honaaz.”

      He sniffed. “I did fine.”

      “You did fine against easy competition, but if you ever faced anything that posed a challenge, you didn’t do as well. I’m not saying that to upset you, as I suspect you could do better, it’s just…”

      “I bet this one would be good at cards,” Biggins said.

      “She is,” Honaaz agreed.

      Boney tipped his head back and breathed out. Some of the fog began to shift around him, swirling in a way Honaaz hadn’t seen it do before. He had not been focused on how the mysterious energy in the city might impact Boney, and now began to worry about what would happen with the talisman.

      “What’s it doing?” Biggins asked, looking over to Boney.

      “Seems to have smelled something.”

      “It’s fucking bone, isn’t it? What can bone smell?”

      Honaaz shrugged. “Well, he was bone to begin with, but I don’t know what he is now. Now he’s something more.” He patted Boney on the top of his head, and he leaned close. “Show me what you’re finding.”

      Boney looked up at him, and it seemed almost as if something flashed between them, giving him a sense of a connection that Honaaz thought he could feel, even if he didn’t understand what it was.

      Then Boney bounded away.

      Honaaz noticed something in what Boney did and the way he was moving, and recognized the sense of him gradually growing more distant.

      Fuck.

      “Well, I guess we have to wait until he decides to return,” Honaaz said. “Or we chase after what I can feel of him.”

      Lily had stopped at a building, and Honaaz looked over to it. He remembered it. He’d only been here one or two times, but he knew it as the brothel where the Prophet had been. He didn’t know her the way Reims had, but he assumed Lily did. She hadn’t spoken of it too much, though he understood that she was bothered by what had happened and how the Prophet had betrayed them all.

      “Thinking about her?” he asked.

      “Not really,” Lily said. “I stopped thinking about her when she died. She lied to us, lied to others, but that’s not really what I’m looking at. Check out the stone.”

      Honaaz frowned, and when he looked, he realized what she was seeing. A bit of dark energy seemed to flow out of the stone, but the dark energy hovered for just a moment before it drifted outward, swirling up and joining the dense fog clouds that surrounded the rest of the city.

      Was that what was making the fog?

      “Alainsith magic?” Honaaz asked. “That’s what this fog is?”

      “Well, we knew it was Alainsith magic in that it was how Morgan uses her connection, but this is slightly different. I don’t remember her power working quite like this. Hers seemed to have a different effect, and it wasn’t quite so… painful.”

      “Or itchy,” Isabel said.

      “Why do you keep calling it itchy?” Honaaz asked.

      “Because it is. Can you feel it?”

      “I’m trying not to.”

      Lily turned to her. “You feel the Alainsith magic.”

      “I feel something.”

      “This is Alainsith magic,” she said, making a point of emphasizing that. “And that’s what you’re feeling. I wonder why.”

      “I’m not trying to cause any trouble,” Isabel said.

      Honaaz snickered. Distantly, he was aware of Boney, who seemed to have moved deeper into the city, though Honaaz wasn’t sure where he’d gone. He didn’t know the city as well as Lily and Reims did. He might’ve stayed here for a while, but most of his time had been spent trying to find jobs, drinking, gambling, and generally feeling sorry for himself. It wasn’t until he got caught up with Reims that he had started to be part of something more in Sanaron.

      “Just be careful,” Lily said.

      He knew Lily had her suspicions about the Alainsith and the ties they had to Reyand, and that she wasn’t sure how to phrase that—especially not to somebody like Isabel, who had grown up around it.

      “What are you trying to say?” Isabel asked.

      “That you can feel Alainsith magic.”

      “So can you.”

      “I’m hegen,” Lily said, sweeping her hands up and down herself. “Some of the art is connected to the same kind of power that the Alainsith use.” She frowned. “At least, I suspect it is. And given all of the time I’ve spent on talismans carved out of Alainsith bone, I think I’m probably attuned to it in a way that I wouldn’t have been otherwise.”

      “What about these two?” Isabel asked.

      Lily looked over. “I suspect they have Alainsith ties as well.”

      Honaaz jerked his head around, eyes wide. “What?”

      “I’ve been trying to work through this. Think about what we know,” she said, and her gaze flicked over to the dark gray stone of the brothel. Honaaz had a hard time thinking of it as anything else. And he kind of liked the idea that an Alainsith building had been used as a brothel, especially given how much those people had tried to fuck the rest of them. “We have Kanar Reims, Bearer of the Blackheart, one of the Elder blades, if what we know is true.” She looked over to Honaaz. “Then what you found. Another blade. Another Bearer.”

      “I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

      “I don’t know where I’m going with this either,” Lily said, and she frowned. “I think there has to be a connection to all of it, but it doesn’t make any sense to me. At least, it doesn’t make any obvious sense to me. I feel like there’s something here, I just can’t quite piece it all together.” She nodded to his blade again. “If you’re a Bearer, and if Kanar is, how many Elder blades are there?”

      “They were made by the Alainsith, so it’s possible there are dozens of them,” Honaaz said.

      “The king had an entire collection of Alainsith swords in his armory,” Isabel said. “I saw them once. They were old, many of them rusted. I never really understood why he kept them.”

      “Maybe because they wanted the memory of the Alainsith. Or perhaps they wanted the memory of what had once happened with the Alainsith,” Lily said. “Were you drawn to it?”

      Isabel’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, were you drawn to the swords?”

      “Why do you ask that?”

      “I’ve been thinking that for a while, but I haven’t known how to say it, or whether anything even mattered. You have Alainsith ties. It doesn’t matter to me. I have Alainsith ties, and I’m starting to think that Honaaz and his people do as well. We knew that there were three families of Alainsith, but Honaaz also has learned that there are more. How many more?” She looked over to him. “Maybe more than we know. You’ve talked about your Weather Watchers, so what if they’re Alainsith too?”

      Honaaz didn’t have an argument against that. It actually made a certain sort of sense. “Fuck.”

      “And we know that she was after Kanar’s sword. Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know,” Honaaz said.

      “She thought there was some magic in it, something that would help her connect to even more power. I think we need to figure that out. Well, somebody does. We aren’t with them anymore, so maybe it’s not up to us…” Lily’s voice trailed off a little bit. “That doesn’t change that you now have a sword, and there’s the possibility that your Weather Watchers have one.”

      Honaaz turned and looked back to the ship. His uncle had had this sword, which was the reason Honaaz had wanted it back. If it was an Elder blade, why would his family have had it?

      “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “But it does,” Lily said. “If we add up everything we know, and everything we’ve been through, it makes more sense than anything else. Your uncle was attacked because he had the blade. If they intended to come after those who carried them, and thought they could acquire these swords for whatever intention they had, then it makes sense. Which means they’re probably going to go after the Hunter as well.”

      “Finn?” Isabel asked.

      “I thought you called him Master Jagger.”

      Isabel shrugged. “I probably should, but the king called him Finn too often that I started to lose track. I was careful around him, but…” She pursed her lips. “So he has an Alainsith sword, and now you think that’s also an Elder blade?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe it’s not. Maybe it’s just a blade that has stored considerable power. An Elder blade, like the one Kanar has, is different. Jal has said that, even though he hasn’t been all that clear about how it’s different. Only that it is.”

      Honaaz snorted. The tall bastard had talked about the blade having a song, but Honaaz didn’t hear any song when he tried using his uncle’s sword. Maybe there wasn’t one.

      “So we’ve got fucking Alainsith, and now what?”

      “I don’t really know,” Lily said. “All I know is that it feels like we’re close to understanding what they’re after. That’s the key to knowing how to stop them. Figure out what they want, and we can get to it first.”

      “Or we give it to them,” Biggins said, shaking his head.

      “If we give it to them, then they can use it for whatever they intend. If it’s to attack, then we have to keep it from them so that we keep our people safe.”

      Honaaz started to say something, when he felt a strange sense in the back of his mind. He stiffened. There was a bit of cold, but it wasn’t the sort of cold he felt when one of the talismans drew upon his power. This was something else. It took him a moment, but he realized that it came from Boney, as if the berahn were trying to tell him something—only whatever it was that Boney wanted to tell him was too unclear, and he couldn’t figure out why the talisman seemed to pull on him.

      “Honaaz?” Lily said.

      “Something’s wrong,” Honaaz muttered. “Boney is trying to tell me something, but he’s never done that before.”

      “You can’t fucking talk to a talisman,” Biggins said.

      “I know I can’t talk to them, but I can feel the connection to him, and that’s what’s telling me that something is not quite right. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it.”

      He waited, and then he realized what Boney was trying to do. It wasn’t just that Boney wanted to connect to Honaaz. He was trying to push on Honaaz, to encourage him to shift his awareness and focus to another talisman.

      To the owl perched on the ship.

      What the fuck?

      Honaaz did so, and he froze.

      The owl could see through the fog. Ever since they’d come into port, the owl had seemed to grow increasingly competent at looking through the fog, to the point where Honaaz no longer had the same difficulty he did when they had been coming into shore. Now he stared out to sea and saw that the other ships had come with them, but he saw something else as well.

      Dozens of ships now filled the bay.
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      Finn was tired of waiting on Porman, though it felt as if that was all he had been doing ever since he had gotten the summons. When the Realmsguard had come for him, he had assumed that he would go meet with the king immediately so he could discuss what they had gone through and the Alainsith dangers they had been dealing with. Unfortunately, that had not been the case. The king might have summoned him, and he might have sent the Realmsguard to him, but they had not intended for Finn or the others to go with them right at that moment.

      “You seem like you’re annoyed,” Morgan said to him.

      “I’m tired of waiting.”

      They were making their way through the streets of Verendal, fighting the ever-growing crowd. Increasingly, he felt as if the crowd were much thicker than the city could tolerate, though there was a sense of organization here that wasn’t typically present. He assumed that came from everything Meyer, and perhaps even Oscar, had done.

      His back felt unnaturally light. He couldn’t go around wearing Justice throughout the city, not the way he had when he’d been traveling, but Finn was left feeling strangely empty-handed, and there was a part of him that questioned whether he should just keep wearing it. He wouldn’t be the only person who had a sword on them. The Archers now did, along with the Realmsguard, but his blade was unique in how it served the city and its people. Finn simply could not go around carrying the blade as if it were a weapon to be wielded against the people. It was a means of ensuring justice, and nothing more than that.

      “You could approach him, see what he wanted before, and then⁠—”

      Finn shook his head. “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to approach him for anything. If he wanted to have me go to him, he would have told me to come immediately, rather than this.”

      Rather than waiting for another summons. And until he knew why, and when, he was going to stay within the city walls. It was harder to get into the city these days, even though he was still recognized easily. He didn’t want to have to fight through a crowd or feel the need to justify his presence. But it was more than that. There was also his need to try to gauge what had been taking place in Verendal in his absence.

      Finn knew that Meyer had been keeping things well organized. It was the reason he had asked Henry for his help, but there was his own pride, and his own desire, to be a part of what was going on in the city. Now Finn worried that by having been absent, he might have overlooked something, though he probably should not fear that. If there was anyone who would ensure that affairs in the city ran smoothly, it would be Henry Meyer, the master executioner who had assured justice for a long time before Finn had come to serve.

      “Why do you think he’s taking so long?” Morgan asked. She had her hands spread away from her, circling in a sweeping pattern, though Finn didn’t know if her pattern was designed to try to summon the Alainsith magic within the city, or if there was some other purpose behind it. Every so often, he would catch swirls of fog, but not so much that it was obvious what she was doing.

      “The king does things his own way,” Finn said.

      “I get that, but why do you think he hasn’t simply summoned you? Knowing your role, knowing everything you have done as the Hunter, it seems to me that the sensible strategy would be for him to use your help.”

      “I don’t know,” Finn said. “I’m not sure I can know. I’m not the king. And at this point, I’m not sure it matters.”

      But it did to him. As much as he tried to avoid the fact that it bothered him, it bothered him. How could he deny that?

      He turned a corner. In the distance, he could see several familiar taverns, but none of them were where he was going. He was heading toward Declan Prison, a place where he had once felt strangely comfortable, even though it was a place of violence.

      “You probably shouldn’t stay with me for this part of what I’m doing.”

      Morgan pressed her lips together tightly. “Is there a reason you don’t want me to accompany you? If it’s a matter of worrying about my sensibilities, you don’t need to do so. And if it’s a concern of you fearing how I might react to being brought back there…” She shrugged. “Well, I’m not particularly worried about that. I’ve been gone for long enough now that it doesn’t matter to me.”

      “It matters to me,” he said.

      She smiled. “That’s interesting. Are you afraid that there will be some who are upset that you brought me?”

      He snorted. “I doubt that anybody will be too upset, but I am concerned that some may think you’re meant to be behind the walls once again.”

      “I doubt you would hold me that way a second time.”

      “I would not,” Finn said.

      “Although I am curious about your line of work.”

      It wasn’t the first time that Finn had somebody accompany him on a job, and not even the first time that it was a woman. Female executioners were not unusual within the court. They weren’t as common as male executioners, but when Finn had been brought up by Master Meyer, he had been tested by several of the female representatives of the executioner court, to the point where he had learned that many of them were far more knowledgeable than a number of the men. So many of the women in the kingdom had to prove themselves when men did not. Finn never understood it until he saw what his sister went through.

      “I’m not doing any questioning today. In case that’s what you’re looking for,” he said.

      “I’ll be honest. I don’t know what I’m looking for. I came searching for understanding, and now I wonder what you might do.” Morgan frowned. “But then again, you are the Hunter, so it might be helpful for me to see that in action as well.” She grinned, though her hands never stopped moving. As they neared Declan, and the dark stone loomed in front of them, she paused, but her hands were swirling more aggressively than before.

      Finn had tried to make sense of the patterns that she used, but had not seen anything within them that made much sense to him. There had to be some aspect of her magic that he could comprehend, but though he had seen it during their journey, he still didn’t understand what it was that she did or how she did it, only that he recognized the patterns in power that she used to summon that magic.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Probably nothing,” she said softly, “but it seems to me that the closer we get to this prison, the more that things start to shift. Can you see it?”

      Finn reached backward, as if to grab Justice, and was immediately reminded that he didn’t have the sword on him. Perhaps it was better to keep the blade on him on the off chance that he might need it. But then again, it was strange to wear the blade when there wasn’t a festival.

      “I’m not feeling anything,” he said.

      “Like I said, it’s odd. Perhaps it’s too subtle for you. But as I get closer to the prison, I can feel something.” Her lips pressed together in another frown, more tightly this time. “It’s a bit unusual. Some of it is the typical Alainsith power that I’ve grown to draw on, but not all of it is. Some seems to be masked in a way where I can’t reach it as I should.” She turned in place, looking all around. “Unfortunately, I cannot tell. I think we need to get closer. Unless you don’t want me to.”

      Finn had traveled with her long enough that he had begun to trust her. It was strange to think that he trusted one of the people he had put in prison and held with hegen art because he’d thought she might break free using her witchcraft powers, but even stranger was that he trusted her without any hesitation. As soon as she suggested that there was a danger here, he took it seriously.

      “You think it’s the structure?” he asked.

      Her frown deepened. “Not exactly. I don’t know, though. I can feel something, but again, I’m not sure what it is, and I’m not sure why it is. Only that there’s the sense of something here.” She glanced over to him. “I will keep focusing on it as we approach. It might help if we test it even more once we get inside the building.”

      The patterns she began to trace in the air were slightly different than they had been before. Initially, Morgan had used some of the patterns that were larger and swirlier, if such a thing were possible with the kind of magic she used, but increasingly, she formed tighter patterns that were seemingly designed to focus the power in new ways.

      “Once inside, I don’t want you to draw on your Alainsith power too strongly,” he said. “We don’t want to run the risk of anyone knowing what you’re doing.” Even that wasn’t exactly true. It wasn’t a matter of not wanting anyone to know what they were doing, it was a matter of not wanting to call on the kind of power that might be present here, and they might need to find a way to draw it out.

      They reached Declan Prison, which had been a church at one point. That past was still visible in the chapel—a place he ended most of his questioning—where the stained glass and carvings honored the Mother.

      Though there were other Alainsith buildings in Verendal, there were few that were like this. Finn had never given it much thought before, but now that he had traveled outside the city and experienced all the dangers that he and Morgan had run into, he questioned whether they were linked in some way.

      Morgan looked up at the prison. “It’s old,” she said, her gaze sweeping along the stone, and then she turned and looked at him. “But you knew that.”

      Finn nodded. “I’ve always known that the building itself is old. But it seemed different than many of the other Alainsith buildings within the city. I never understood that before. I’m not sure that I do now, either.”

      “Perhaps there is nothing to understand,” she said. “Or perhaps anything that there is to understand is beyond our ability to do so.” She pressed her hand up against the building and then traced a faint pattern, working her fingers together quickly and tapping the stone. There was a trace of fog, but it was different, slightly darker, than it had been when she’d used it on their journey back to Verendal. “Even in this, I can feel that it behaves differently. It’s almost as if it’s behaving the way it’s supposed to, without the same influence.”

      “What do you mean that it’s behaving differently?”

      “Well, the construction reminds me of what we saw in the places where that dangerous fog was present. But it’s not acting like that. Why here, and why not other places? What allows me to use the power stored within this building and not in others?”

      As she mentioned using power stored in the building, Finn realized that he had never truly had her captive the way he had thought. Or it was possible she had been, and had only grown stronger in the time since she had been rescued.

      “I wonder if this is different because it’s tied to our use of it over the years,” he said. “Maybe it’s because it has changed so much. It has served many purposes during the time it’s been part of the city. Perhaps that’s just the part of it that matters.”

      Morgan traced another pattern, this time on the other side of the door. “Maybe that’s all it is. Or maybe not. Are we going in?”

      “We are.”

      They headed inside, and once they did, he noticed the smell first. He’d been away from Declan long enough that he was not used to the smell anymore. Now that he was back, in a place that had been so comfortable to him, and one that had become something like home—as much as a prison could be—the smell struck him.

      He strode forward, though he glanced over to Morgan to see what she might do. He didn’t know how she might react. Maybe she wouldn’t react in any way, but then again, he also worried that she might take this as an opportunity to try to summon some of the power that was trapped within the building to see if she could use it. If she could, what would she do?

      “You keep watching me suspiciously,” Morgan said. “I think I’ve proven that I’m trying to understand. And besides, your people are now housing mine outside the city walls.”

      “You have,” he said. He shrugged slightly. “Suspicion is a job hazard, I guess.”

      “But you have to find it in you, somehow, to come to terms with what I might be able to offer you. We are not so different. Your people have occupied this land, much like mine have occupied Sanaron. And it seems as if the Alainsith were there before both of us. Don’t you think that matters?”

      “We’ve proven that it matters,” Finn said. “Unfortunately, we haven’t proven why it does.”

      He reached the stairs that led down into the cells. Sounds and smells drifted up toward him, suggesting there were plenty of prisoners down below, though he didn’t see any guards. The iron masters that typically stood watch were missing.

      He frowned. Instead of heading down, he made his way toward the warden’s office and knocked on the door. He didn’t have to wait long before an annoyed voice called out to him to enter.

      The warden looked up quickly from where he sat at his desk. “Jagger? I thought…”

      “You thought I was dead?” Finn asked.

      “Gods, I hoped not. You know, I didn’t have any problem with the old executioner, but he’s just not you.”

      Finn snorted, and he swept his gaze around the room. “I came to see if you needed anything.”

      “Well, between old Master Meyer and the other two that have been coming by, I’ve had all my new prisoners dealt with. Never thought to have them processed quite so quickly.”

      Finn frowned. “New people?”

      “A couple of other master executioners. They said they were sent here.”

      “Who are they?”

      He’d been wondering about the others on the executioner court, trying to figure out how many might have survived, but had not had much of an answer as to whether anybody had pulled through. Seeing that someone had come through here left him hopeful that perhaps the court could be rebuilt. It would be difficult, Finn knew, but if some had survived, then the possibility remained that they could rebuild entirely.

      “You’ll have to talk to Meyer.”

      Finn sniffed. “So you don’t need me.”

      “Oh, I’m glad to have you back, but I don’t need for you to question anybody. Then again, you are the master executioner, so far be it from me to be the one to tell you not to hang out here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Can’t believe how calm things are,” the warden said.

      “Calm?”

      “I mean, given everything we’ve been dealing with, I would’ve expected there to be more violence, but everything has been relatively calm. I can’t believe it. Sounds like old Master Meyer is quite thankful for everything you did to make preparations for him.”

      Finn frowned. He had always tried to establish ways of keeping peace throughout Verendal, and had started to think that he might have other methods that would be effective, but he had not had an opportunity to prove them, or test them, like he wanted. Maybe he had done some good.

      “I will check with you later.”

      He strode out, closed the door behind him, and then headed down the hall with Morgan trailing after him. When he reached the stairs leading down to the cells, he paused and then turned to look at her. “I hadn’t considered that there were going to be other members of the executioner court here. I think it makes sense, especially if the other cities have fallen, but I had not anticipated that they would reach the city so quickly.”

      “You sound like you’re not disappointed.”

      “Why would I be disappointed? They’re part of the executioner court, and they would be serving the crown.”

      “Why? Maybe because somebody could take over your responsibility.”

      Would that be so bad?

      Increasingly, while he’d been traveling, Finn had started to ask himself questions. He had been the king’s executioner for the better part of fifteen years, long enough that he felt as if he had served his time. But once he was done, who would take over?

      He had attempted to train others, but even as he had, he’d never managed to find somebody who would be a skilled replacement for him. Isabel was supposed to be his next trainee, but there had never been a hope that she would take over after him. Having someone from the executioner court here, or perhaps more than one, presented possibilities for him that Finn had not considered.

      Now wasn’t the time to do so.

      “We should keep moving,” he said.

      They headed out of the prison, and once out on the street, he found himself drawn to the river. Sunlight reflected on the surface, leaving it dancing with sparkles that made it seem almost serene despite the chaos all around him. It was a place he had often gone with Esmerelda, so it was strange coming here with another woman, but there was also something peaceful about the river. It felt as if it were a part of Verendal that he was meant to be connected to.

      When he was younger, he couldn’t think of anything worse than the possibility that he might be banished from the city. It was one possible sentence that he might have received for his crime, but now that he knew what was outside the city, and he knew what existed out in the world, he started to wonder if perhaps exile from Verendal wouldn’t have been so bad. He might’ve seen things that he would not have otherwise, and perhaps he would have experienced some parts of the world differently—and perhaps even better than he had now.

      “We should make our way toward the palace,” she said. “It’s nearly time.”

      “Nearly.”

      “You would make the king wait?”

      “I’m not opposed to having him wait on me a little bit. He has made Meyer wait,” he said.

      “You know that man is going to be there already.”

      Finn looked over to her. “I didn’t realize you knew him so well.”

      “I don’t need to know him to know his kind. It sounded like he was quite frustrated that the king didn’t welcome him in earlier.”

      “It also sounded like the king had only recently returned. Strange, that.”

      “It is,” she said.

      “If that’s the case, we have to wonder why it took them so long to get back, and whether there is something more to it.”

      “You think the king is not the king?” Morgan asked.

      “Not that,” Finn said, though maybe. He hadn’t given that any thought before.

      What if the king wasn’t the king? With everything he had seen, and all the dangers he had encountered in the world, the idea that the king might be some sort of imposter wouldn’t be that far-fetched. And as the capital had fallen and people had evacuated, including Porman, wasn’t it possible that somebody might have taken over his role and tried to present themselves as the king? Maybe they needed time to ensure that they could do so as effectively as they wanted.

      A bell tolled in the distance, and Finn tensed.

      There’d been a time when the bells told him so much about the city: when it was time to wake up, when it was time for most people to be indoors once the city curfew was established, when it was time to worship or pray. There were a dozen other purposes behind them too.

      Now Finn felt tension, and he wasn’t sure if that was something that was intrinsic to him, or if there was some other reason for it. He looked over to see Morgan watching him.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “Because you’re right. It’s time. And I think we need to go and see what we can share with the king.” He took a deep breath, and glanced back over to Declan. “Did you detect anything inside the prison?”

      “I was trying. There is a connection there, but it’s different than what I’ve had in other places. The connection remains as valid as it is in other places. It’s almost like that building carries with it the same power and potential as some of the other Alainsith structures that are newer.”

      “But that’s just it. We don’t know that they are newer structures,” Finn said.

      She frowned. “They have to be newer. The construct is different. They have more decoration to them. This one is simple. Blunt. It’s almost as if the Alainsith began to develop their technique over time. Not that I could say that with real certainty, but we saw something similar in Sanaron. Most of the structures there are newer construction, and they carry with them the trapped Alainsith power that I’ve learned to utilize, but not all of them. There were some—and primarily those along the shoreline, which is how they managed to attack my city.” Irritation entered her voice and edged her words with far more venom than he had heard from her in quite some time. “But mostly they were the kind of structures you have here.”

      “The people are more than the buildings. In Sanaron, and in Reyand,” Finn said. He had to believe that was true. If it wasn’t, then everything they had gone through might have been in vain. “Let’s go see the king.”
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      The last time Kanar had been in Verendal, the city had looked dramatically different. But it wasn’t just the way the city looked—there was also a feel to it that was quite different. The air hung with an energy that he couldn’t quite place, though he tried to make sense of it. Some of it seemed to be tied to what had been happening in the forest outside Verendal, but not all. Based on what Kanar had experienced, what he had detected there was considerably different, and considerably more dangerous.

      But now he found himself standing at the edge of the city, trying to understand what he saw.

      Esmerelda stood next to him, quietly, though she was twisting one of her woven bracelets in her hand, her fingers tracing the surface of it as she worked, as if to try to find whatever hidden power she had within it. She’d been silent ever since they’d approached the city, though Kanar kept thinking that she might become more animated. She never did.

      “All these people,” he said.

      “So many. Too many.”

      “We thought we might be able to get ahead of the war.”

      She didn’t look over to him, but he could see the sadness in her eyes, much like he understood the source of it. It was the same sadness he had felt. They had pushed back the fight. They had succeeded. He had come to understand what it meant for him to be up there, and how he was somehow connected to the power within the sword. Shouldn’t that mean something? But unfortunately, now that they were here, he couldn’t help but feel as if they were still trying to catch up.

      “We need to get to the others and figure out what has been taking place in our absence,” Kanar said. “Are you willing to do that?”

      She shot him a look of annoyance.

      “I’m not asking you if you’re willing to help,” he said. That would be a ridiculous request of somebody like Esmerelda, especially as she was so bound to her people. “What I’m asking is whether you are willing to stay with me.”

      She twisted her ring on her finger. Kanar had seen that from the very first moment they had left Verendal, though remarkably, she didn’t keep it on her at all times. He was curious why she would remove it, and whether there was any reason to do so. There might be some power within the ring she was trying to hold on to. He had seen firsthand the depth of power that somebody like Esmerelda possessed, but he had also come to realize that there were aspects of that power that he didn’t fully understand, and perhaps could not.

      “I thought we might be able to reach this in time,” Esmerelda said.

      “In time for what?”

      “In time to stop something else. Maybe we never would have been able to.”

      “You don’t know if that’s true or not,” Kanar said. “We don’t even know if we have an opportunity to keep whatever is happening from happening.”

      “What have you seen, Kanar Reims?”

      He was quiet for a moment, and he looked back behind him toward the trees, toward the forest they had just come through, and he shrugged. “The same as you. We’ve seen the forest, and the power it hasn’t known for many years.”

      “Even that is not the truth,” she said. “The forest has known this power. It’s been quiet, and only those who are familiar with that are able to access it, but that doesn’t mean it has not existed during that time.”

      “Then what?” Kanar asked.

      “What we’ve seen is a power that has decided to attack those who tried to replace it.”

      She started forward, and Kanar hurried after her, wanting to keep pace, but more than that, wanting to try to help her. Esmerelda had been of so much help to him in their travels that he didn’t like seeing this side of her, and didn’t like what he saw of her struggles. He wished that there was some way for him to help, but he knew that there wasn’t anything he could say to make a difference for somebody like Esmerelda, who had been suffering for as long as she had.

      “You don’t have to follow me,” she said. “I need to visit with my people and⁠—”

      “I can go with you. I don’t have a people here.”

      Esmerelda paused. “What about the people of Sanaron?”

      “I’m not from Sanaron.”

      “And you are not of the Realmsguard either.”

      It was a bit harsh, but it wasn’t untrue. Kanar had left that life behind, having chosen something else altogether.

      “No. I am not of the Realmsguard.”

      “You are welcome among my people, Kanar Reims.”

      It sounded so formal, but there was also a true welcome to the way she said it, and within that, Kanar knew that he should be thankful that she was willing to accept him. He had come back to Verendal to try to find others who could explain what was happening, and to try to help, only to find that they might already be too late. The idea that they could have failed before having a chance to succeed bothered him more than he would’ve expected.

      The city had bulged and expanded beyond what it had ever been designed to contain. Makeshift buildings had been erected, concentrated in an area that Kanar believed was tied to the Sanaron people that had left them behind, though it did surprise him that the people of Sanaron would start building more permanent structures here in Verendal. There were other camps, many of them little more than crude shelters with branches and sheets draped to create cover from the elements, though none of that would do all that much when faced with a storm. Eventually, the weather would turn, and as it grew colder, Kanar didn’t think there would be much that could be done for anybody here. There were no protections that could be offered. And worse, if these were all the people that remained of Reyand, did it mean that they had already been defeated?

      So many people here, but so few compared to what should be.

      The hegen section was as vibrant as it always had been. As he followed Esmerelda, he focused on the sounds around him, hearing the song and feeling a certain rhythmic energy. Esmerelda twisted her bracelet in one hand, seeming to follow that energy as well, as if she were listening to the song, or perhaps it was adding to the art she used.

      “Why do your people always sing?” he asked.

      “Because we prefer to be happy,” she said.

      “But it seems like every time I come here, somebody is singing.”

      She glanced over as they neared the edge of the hegen section, and though there were several people off in the distance, no one approached Esmerelda. Did they not recognize her? She’d been away for long enough that it wouldn’t be terribly surprising, but she also had been their leader, so he had perhaps wrongly expected that she would have been greeted warmly and welcomed back, especially with everything she had done for her people.

      “Are you concerned because of the song?” she asked.

      Kanar looked down at the hilt of his blade. The leather wrappings were faded and aged, stained with oil from his hand and others. Stained with blood, as well, though he tried not to think about that as much. He had done his best to keep it clean, and though he had been responsible for caring for the sword and keeping it as well maintained as possible, there were parts of it that he simply could not return to their previous luster. Perhaps it was because it was Alainsith made, or perhaps it was meant to look stained in this way, which he could not resolve.

      “I suppose that’s part of it,” Kanar said. “After what Jal taught me about the blade and the song, I am left to wonder if the song is carried by your people.”

      She bit her lip as she tipped her head to the side and listened. “When Jal began to speak of the Alainsith song, I must admit that I began to question the connection. It seemed to me that it was too significant to be mere chance. The hegen have always carried the song of our people, enjoying the sounds of music and laughter and merriment, and have conveyed our stories through song. That strikes me as quite a bit like what Jal shared with you.”

      Kanar nodded. “It is like the song. Every so often, I can practically hear it in my head.”

      “Only every so often?”

      “I don’t listen for it all the time.”

      “Why not?” Esmerelda asked.

      “Because it’s not my song.”

      “But it could be.”

      “I’m not Alainsith.”

      “I don’t think you need to be Alainsith to hear the song. They are but a piece of the past, and you are currently its Bearer, so your song is what will carry it to the future. Do you think that doesn’t matter?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve been trying to understand what I’m supposed to do with the sword and what it means for me to be the Bearer, but more than that, what it means for me to have this power, and I honestly haven’t had much luck in piecing it all together.”

      “It seems to me that there is nothing about luck with it, Kanar Reims. What you need to do is to try to find your purpose when it comes to that blade, and when you do, then, and only then, will you be able to understand what it asks of you.”

      He smiled to himself, though he didn’t explain to Esmerelda that the reason was because she spoke of the blade telling him what it wanted from him. Such a thing seemed strange and impossible, but at the same time, given what he knew of Esmerelda and what she believed of the world, it was possible she believed that the sword could share that with him. In Kanar’s mind, the sword conveyed power, but would it actually share with him?

      Perhaps it could if he listened to the song. Perhaps that was what he needed to do, and why Esmerelda made that point. All he had to do was find some way to listen, to understand what the sword tried to communicate to him, and open himself up to it so that he could be ready.

      “If you listen to the song of my people,” she went on, glancing around, “you will hear stories of the children, you will hear the laughter of adults, you will hear the lust of young couples. But you will also hear tales of my people and their travels, lands they once wandered. You will come to understand that it has only added to the music of our people.”

      “And you don’t think that’s much like the Alainsith.”

      “I never did before,” she said softly.

      She moved forward, leaving him behind for just a moment as she headed deeper into the hegen section, until she got to a small gathering of people. Once there, she paused  and then turned while twisting the bracelet again, before she tapped one foot, as if she were trying to dance and readying herself for whatever might be there for her.

      “Why aren’t you just going straight in?”

      “I’m listening,” she said. “Not because I don’t want to know what my people have been doing, but because I want to be prepared for what they’ve been doing. Much has changed here, and I want to be ready to help them in whatever way I can.”

      “Wouldn’t you help them more by simply appearing?” Kanar asked.

      “Perhaps, but I could also diminish those who have been here in my stead, and take away from all that they have accomplished.”

      “You really care that much.”

      “Should I not? They are my people.”

      Kanar had lived for too long distrusting the hegen, and after coming to know them the way he now did, he couldn’t help but feel as if that had been a mistake. He had gotten to know Esmerelda, who was a strong woman, and extremely gifted with her own ability with magic, but it was more than that. Her desire for understanding had helped him see how she wanted to connect to others, and allowed him to understand her way of viewing the world.

      “As I listen, I can hear the anxiety,” she said. “It’s subtle. You probably don’t know it because you don’t know my people, but having been around them for as long as I have, I hear it in the song first. There is a rhythm here that is far more assertive than it normally is, but it’s not only that which tells me that my people are troubled. I can hear it in the chorus, words that linger and suggest to me that there is something else taking place. I listen, and I hear, and I observe.”

      “If you would rather go and see what you can find on your own, I can check on the people of Sanaron.”

      “You can do what you prefer, Kanar Reims.”

      “I don’t want to leave you behind if something is amiss,” he said.

      She paused again, and this time she turned fully to him, her hands clasped in front of her. She stopped twisting her bracelet, though she didn’t stop moving in time with the music. The rhythm seemed to be the most significant, and Kanar wondered if there was something he might recognize within the song that could help him if necessary. “Do you think I am in any danger here?” she asked.

      “Not with your people,” Kanar said. “But I do wonder if perhaps there is something here that troubles you.”

      “Much troubles me. What we have seen in the city troubles me. What we have seen outside the city troubles me. And what is to come troubles me.”

      Kanar debated what he should say. The answer came to him easily: nothing. This wasn’t his city, and these weren’t his people. In this place, and in this case, he was an outsider, something he had been for a long while. Ever since deciding to leave the kingdom, really.

      He held out his hand. “Thank you for accompanying me. I’m sorry for everything we went through.”

      She shot him a puzzled look. “Do you think that our journey is at an end?”

      “Perhaps not entirely, but we won’t be traveling together quite the same way.”

      “Not the same way. I wonder if you would even want that.”

      “I left the Realmsguard because I wanted peace. I was tired of fighting and killing and hunting magic, but now…”

      Now he wasn’t sure. At this point, Kanar felt like he had to be responsible for more than he had been, but it went beyond just that. He felt like he had to do more than he had, and to find a way to understand in ways he had not yet.

      “I guess I just wanted answers,” he finished.

      “Something all men want.”

      “I suppose. I’ve found that the things I want are often different than most.” He tipped his head to her, waited until she clasped his hands, and then he left.

      He walked away from the hegen section, picking his way through the crowd, until he reached the larger structures. Once there, he found himself looking around and searching for signs of anybody in the Sanaron section who was familiar to him. He didn’t know that many of the Sanaron people, other than Adira, and he doubted he would have much of a chance to find her easily.

      This area was far better organized than most of the other makeshift sections had been. Many of those looked as if they were falling apart, the shelters nearly crumbling, but it was also the sense of the people in those parts—the desperate energy that he felt and heard. Through much of it, he recognized that there were cries and shouts asking for aid, and a distinct sense of helplessness and hopelessness.

      That was the effect of war. Kanar had seen that enough times that he understood it, but worse, he had felt it, and he had been a part of it. When he had chased down those who used magic, even those who might have been somewhat innocent in their use of it, he had come to understand how war changed people. He had tried to close his mind to it, tried not to think about what it meant for him or for others, and now…

      Now he felt it differently.

      That was what he needed to be doing, wasn’t it? He had to gain an understanding of these people and what they had been going through, and he had to understand how the war had affected them, as it very much had. It affected him.

      Having come from the north, and having seen how the war had impacted those people, Kanar knew it, but this was something different. This was a larger scale. This was mass evacuation, immigration, and people leaving places they had known and grown up in, some spending their entire lives seeking safety that was not necessarily a given. The king might want to protect his people, but Kanar didn’t know if there was going to be much that Porman would be able to do to protect these people given the current circumstances and the dangers that existed on his borders.

      As he wandered along the perimeter, he found himself listening. There were people crying, others consoling, soft whispers and murmurs, but never laughter. Never song. It was a sharp contrast to what he had experienced in the hegen section. Perhaps some of that was the fact that the hegen had been established in their section for a while and did not need to fight for themselves, though there had been a chaotic energy even there. Kanar had asked Esmerelda, but what if more hegen had converged on their section and filled it? Would the existing people have welcomed them? Everything he had seen about the hegen suggested that they would.

      Verendal could learn something from them. Many people could learn something from them.

      He made his way into the Sanaron section by finding narrow pathways. Not wide enough for carts or anything other than foot traffic, but it was far easier to navigate here, and there was organization that wasn’t present elsewhere. As he made his way around, he found himself thinking that they had established the place in a way they could not in others.

      He also recognized something else. It took a moment to realize what it was, but once he became aware of it, he couldn’t miss it. Having spent so many days dealing with the Alainsith fog, Kanar realized that there was some still here. That fog continued to drift, floating up in a very thin and wispy barrier that hovered above the ground. More than that, as Kanar looked around, he realized that it created a border around the Sanaron section that wasn’t present in any of the other areas. It was almost as if they had erected it to keep the Sanaron people safe, though that would unlikely be effective.

      As he kept sweeping through the area, he looked for Adira. She would be the leader here, and he knew he shouldn’t be surprised at how well organized the Sanaron section was, or how much of an influence she had. But he didn’t see any sign of her, and he didn’t see any sign of Morgan, either, though Kanar had started to think that it would be unlikely for him to find Morgan here. She had gone off with the executioner, and there had been no stories of their return.

      After a while, Kanar found his way back out of the Sanaron section. It was strange, but a bit of anxiety worked through him. He didn’t know why he would feel that way, though perhaps it came from the fact that they were using Alainsith magic in order to protect themselves. It shouldn’t bother him. The Alainsith power could be useful in positive ways, and it didn’t necessarily mean that they were putting themselves in any danger, but having experienced that, Kanar felt troubled by it, and by the possibility of that power continuing to expand and be used.

      Did that mean he wanted the Alainsith power destroyed? If so, did that mean the power of the blade—the power that made him the Bearer—needed to be destroyed?

      They were bound together. He, and the gifts that he’d been given by the sword, were connected in ways that he never would’ve thought possible before, but now he understood the nature of the power that he used, even if he didn’t love it.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t take advantage of it, and that very same power might be the key to helping protect others within the kingdom.

      He squeezed the hilt of his sword, and immediately began to feel the energy that was there. He knew the song, could feel the effect of it, and recognized that all he needed to do was close his eyes, and he’d be able to sing it, hear its chorus, and add his own voice to it.

      If he were to do that, how much would be lost?

      And if he didn’t, how much could they gain?

      Those answers remained elusive as he wandered. Aimless.

      He had traveled all this way, and now that he was here, Kanar couldn’t help but feel as if he still didn’t know his destination, only that he had not yet reached it.
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      Honaaz stared at the ships, mind already churning through what they would have to do. It surprised him that he immediately went to battle tactics, especially as he was not a commander, but that was what he would essentially need to be in order for them to get his ships out of the bay. He was at a disadvantage. Not only did they not have the numbers they needed, but he didn’t have the men to sail them.

      He looked over to Lily. “I’m not fucking sure how this is going to go. If this goes off the rails, I don’t want you stuck behind.”

      “If this goes off the rails, I’m not leaving you here to die. We evacuate. There’s no reason we need to stay here.”

      “We need to get answers, right?”

      “Would the two of you stop?” Biggins asked. “We can’t fight our way through it if there are a dozen or more ships.”

      “More,” Honaaz said. “Unfortunately, a whole fucking lot more.”

      “So we’ve got a bunch of ships here, and they’re all pressing toward us. Why don’t we just head inland, where your friends all are, and see what else we might find?”

      Lily sighed. “That might be what we have to do. I know you don’t like the idea of abandoning your ships⁠—”

      “I hate it,” Honaaz said. He looked around the empty streets of Sanaron. Memories of abandoning the city the last time came back all too quickly to him. He hadn’t liked abandoning the city then, either. It was painful to realize that he could have so little influence in a place where he had once thought he might find some measure of peace.

      Then again, it was never going to be his peace, and this was never going to be his place. Sanaron had been a way station, a port, and nothing more.

      But they were going to attack him again?

      A blurry shape came streaking toward him, and Honaaz immediately reached for one of his bone blades, before realizing that it was only Boney coming to rest next to him. He patted Boney on the head, and the berahn talisman nuzzled up against his hand, before looking at him.

      “Don’t think we have the same advantage we had when we fought them in that last fucking city,” Honaaz said, continuing to pat the talisman. “Having more berahn might be beneficial.”

      “Could you call them?” Biggins asked.

      “I can’t. Maybe Boney can, but I don’t know that he has that ability.” He glanced over to Boney. “Do you?”

      The talisman nuzzled his hand again, not answering, though Honaaz didn’t really expect Boney to offer him much help when it came to that sort of thing. Boney wasn’t a real berahn. He might be real, and might even be alive, but he wasn’t truly a berahn.

      “What about you?” Biggins asked Isabel.

      She looked out over the water, her eyes tight as if searching for some answer she might be able to find out there. Perhaps she had a talisman activated somewhere. “I don’t see anything. Well, the ships, but even those are getting harder and harder for me to see.” She glanced over to the stone building. “They’re doing something here. They’re using this fog.”

      Lily frowned. “Morgan had said something similar back when Sanaron was attacked. She hadn’t really understood what was going on, though she’d recognized that there were different Alainsith structures in the city, and all of them seemed to react differently.”

      Thunder suddenly rumbled, sounding much louder and closer than before. Honaaz groaned and glanced up at the sky. Lightning streaked overhead, flickering in bright bursts.

      A fucking storm? Of course there would be. If the ships had come, the Weather Watchers would be with them, and probably driving the storm as well. He wouldn’t put it past them to be the reason that the ships had appeared as quickly as they had.

      And if the ships were here…

      There would be other Alainsith.

      Fuck.

      “Can’t say I know what it’s going to take for us to get through this, but it’s probably more than we realize. I don’t like it,” Honaaz said.

      “Then we run,” Lily said.

      “What if what they’re after is here?” Biggins asked.

      “There’s nothing fucking here,” Honaaz growled. “They had an opportunity to get through the city, and they left.”

      Lily looked up at him. “They left, just like we were talking about. They aren’t after the city. Well, maybe they were somewhat, but they aren’t only after the city. Do you see?”

      Honaaz grunted. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Because you’re too dense,” Biggins said.

      Honaaz glared at him, and for a moment the old anger flashed within him, but he suppressed it, tamping it back down. “What am I supposed to see?”

      “They came for you.”

      “Me?”

      “Well, maybe not you, but the sword. That’s what they want. And that would be the reason they came back.”

      Honaaz reached for his uncle’s sword, unsheathing it. Now that he held both of the blades, twins of each other, he felt the connection to the bone blade, but not to the one his uncle had kept on the wall in his office.

      Find the song. That was what the tall bastard had told him to do, but he hadn’t provided Honaaz with any way of doing that. He had no idea what it meant for him to find a song in the blade, or if there was anything that would even be found within it, only that the tall bastard had his own oddness about him, and it was tied to what he wanted others to do.

      “If they’re after the sword, we can’t let them get to it,” Isabel said. “We can try to run.”

      “Not sure if that’s going to work,” Biggins said, his eyes fixed on the sky.

      Honaaz turned his attention toward the same place, watching the clouds and the flickers of lightning, and sensing the power of the storm. It was getting closer. Close enough that he could feel that energy as it built and came toward them. As that storm continued to build, it wouldn’t be long before it overpowered them. And as much as he wanted to run, maybe they couldn’t.

      “We go, and they just end up chasing us, right?” Honaaz asked. He held up his uncle’s blade and noticed how light it felt in his hand compared to the one made of bone, which seemed to be a different density. “If they’re after this sword, won’t they keep coming? If that’s the case, then I’m going to stay and fight.”

      “We can all stay,” Lily said.

      “I’m not letting you remain here and die.”

      “You’re not letting me?”

      “Lily—”

      “No, Honaaz. We’re going to stick together. I have some bone and some talismans, and if I’m right, there should be a few places within the city where I can harvest more.” She fixed him with a look, practically daring him to challenge her.

      “I can get the ships ready,” Honaaz said.

      “If we’re going to take on a fucking navy, we’re going to need to make it look like we have better numbers,” Biggins said. “I don’t suppose any of your little treats can help with that?”

      Lily frowned and scratched at her jaw, and then a smile started to curl her lips. “You know, I haven’t tried any sea creatures before.”

      “Would that work?” Honaaz asked.

      “Why wouldn’t it? I just need to make something big and dangerous, and then unfortunately, it’s probably going to have to be up to you to activate the talisman. Do you think you have enough strength for that?”

      Honaaz started to say that he wasn’t sure it was a good idea given how many other talismans he was connected to, but Boney pressed his head into Honaaz’s hand at that moment. He felt a flare within the talisman, along with a surge of power that flowed into him.

      “Seems like Boney is telling me I do.”

      Lily nodded. “Good. Then we start making preparations. How long do you think we have?”

      “It won’t be long,” Biggins said. He licked one finger and raised it in the air. “You can feel the wind. And within it, you can⁠—”

      Honaaz waved his hand around. “You don’t need to do that to pick up on anything like that. You can feel the thunder and lightning moving closer.”

      Lily grinned, and there was something dark and dangerous in it. “There was a book on board the ship. It had a few things that I might be able to make. And Isabel is going to help.”

      Isabel looked over, and then she nodded. They started off down the shore and quickly disappeared.

      Biggins turned to him. “You think you can do this?”

      “I don’t know,” Honaaz said. “If she gets us some help, it’s possible. We know how to resist some of their attacks, but if they come at us with real strength, I don’t know that we have the same advantage we had when the berahn and Reims fought alongside us.”

      “You think one man is worth that much?”

      “I would’ve always said no before, but I’ve seen Reims fight. As much as I hate to admit it, he’s a real bastard in battle.”

      And now was a time when Honaaz would’ve loved to have somebody like Reims on hand to help. But they didn’t have him. They didn’t have the tall bastard. They didn’t have the berahn.

      What they had were talismans.

      He reached the ship, quickly loosened the ropes, and started easing it out into the bay. Biggins did the same with the other ship. They were shorthanded, which was going to make it more difficult to deal with everything. He didn’t have any way of reaching the others, and hoped that Lily did, especially as he focused on one talisman after another on board the ships and sent them out toward the center of the bay. He didn’t know if this would work, but he had to find some way to overpower it.

      Boney stayed by him, and he kept pressing his head up against Honaaz’s hand, as if he thought that Honaaz needed some connection to the talisman for reassurance.

      But it wasn’t just reassurance, he didn’t think. The more he felt the presence and pressure of Boney, the more that Honaaz started to realize that Boney was doing it to offer him something else. Not reassurance, but a connection to his power, and a way for him to get through this.

      He looked down. “I get it. And I know that you think we can do this. Fuck, I hope it works, but I don’t know if it will.”

      He stared out at the water. The ship was moving slowly, the wind whipping around him making it more difficult than he preferred, though he could feel the energy pressing in and working ever so slowly toward him, building up as it did. He wondered if they were going to fight their way through the wind and the weather, but he wasn’t sure if it would make a difference. The only thing he could feel was the gusting that continued to grow stronger, swirling around them in a way that was determined to overpower them.

      Fuck.

      Honaaz had never really cared much for the Weather Watchers, as they had always had a certain sort of magic. Not that of sorcery, but their own intrinsic kind of magic that he had known better than to put himself against. Still, the Weather Watchers had been valuable to their people, keeping their ships intact and allowing them to navigate places that they wouldn’t have been able to otherwise.

      He used the talisman to peer through the fog, counting at least a dozen ships out in the bay. The view wasn’t perfect, though. Something about the talisman remained cloudy.

      Could he control that?

      In the past, Honaaz had simply had a connection to the talismans, but increasingly, he had come to realize that the connection he shared seemed to be variable depending on how much of himself he allowed into it. At this point, Honaaz increasingly started to think that he needed to pour more of himself into the owl talisman so he could try to get a better glimpse of what was out there. And as he stared, he started to notice that there was a shimmer, and a sense of cold that worked through him. Boney pressed himself up against Honaaz, and another wave of power began to flow into him.

      “You can’t give up so much,” Honaaz said to Boney. He didn’t know how much energy the talisman had to sacrifice, and if it would change him in any way, but he certainly didn’t want the talisman to weaken too much just because he was trying to help.

      The talisman pressed his head up against Honaaz’s hand and nuzzled him again.

      Fuck.

      There were at least two Alainsith on a ship, and what he suspected was a Weather Watcher at the bow. There were people, but none like Honaaz. They seemed strange, and it took him a minute to realize what they were. He hadn’t seen them… in a long time.

      Bloodless.

      They used the Bloodless to help them sail? What kind of shit was this? The numbers were against them, but at least he didn’t have to fight his own people.

      He leaned over and called out to Biggins, “None of us on the ships. Fucking Bloodless.”

      Biggins responded after a moment, only giving his understanding. Nothing more than that.

      Honaaz gripped the railing as he looked out over the water, and he tried to make sense of what he saw. Then he returned back to the helm and used the owl talisman to try to determine more about what was out there, but there wasn’t anything obvious. The longer he stared, the more uncertain he was about what was on those ships.

      Finally, he looked down at Boney. “We are going to need to use some of these other talismans, and we’re going to need to be as quick and powerful as possible so we can overwhelm this attack. Think you have it in you?”

      In answer, Boney moved to the bow.

      He had seen Boney find things on his behalf, and he knew what the talisman could do, but he wasn’t prepared for what Boney did next.

      The talisman jumped and landed in the water with barely a splash, and then disappeared.

      Distantly, Honaaz could feel Boney’s energy as the talisman started to swim away from them toward one of the ships. He listened to the wind as it whipped around him, felt the energy in the air as the lightning crackled, the thunder rumbled, and the storm continued to move toward them. He had to angle his ship against that, but realized that they were moving slower and slower. The storm was starting to overpower them. At this rate, those ships would reach them, and they wouldn’t be able to do much to oppose them.

      And then he felt something happen to Boney.

      Honaaz wasn’t sure what it was, only that he was faintly aware of something happening to the energy within Boney. He hurt.

      It was a strange thing to be aware of, as he had never noticed anything like that before, but stranger still that he would recognize that the talisman could hurt.

      Perhaps the strangest of all was Honaaz’s own reaction to it.

      He wanted to do whatever he had to in order to help Boney.

      Even if that meant throwing himself at these attackers.

      Fuck.
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      Lily raced along the shore, looking up at the clouds. Lightning flashed high overhead, and she could feel the energy in the air. She hadn’t seen a storm like this in a long time. The last time that she had was when she’d been training in the citadel. She hadn’t understood what had happened then, only to learn later that it was tied to something that the citadel had been working on.

      In retrospect, she understood that it had to be witchcraft, which was probably what the Weather Watchers were using with the storm now. The wind howled, the thunder rumbled, and overall there was a distinct sense of power that continued to cascade around her. All of it was overwhelming, and all of it continued to build, rising up with violence and carrying through the city in a way that left her worrying whether they would be able to get out of this as quickly or easily as they had hoped.

      She found Isabel jogging alongside her. “Was what you said true?”

      Lily frowned. She tore her attention away from what she’d been doing so she could focus on just what it was that Isabel might be asking about. “Was what true?”

      “You talking to me about the Alainsith. Was what you said true?”

      Lily blamed herself for having waited so long to have this conversation with Isabel. Had she done so before, perhaps it wouldn’t have been an issue, but she had let that information simmer, to the point where now she was going to have to deal with it.

      “I’ve been thinking about things for a while,” Lily said. “Thinking about the types of talismans I make, the kind of art that people like Esmerelda create. Everything that our people have done. How so much of it has been connected to the Alainsith. Maybe that’s the key here, though I’m not exactly sure what it is. Maybe we once served them.”

      She turned a corner, and she recognized that one of the broken Alainsith buildings was up ahead. She headed straight toward it. If she was right, and if there were still Alainsith bodies inside, she could harvest bones from them. If she was wrong, then she had left too many of her supplies on Honaaz’s ship, and there was a real possibility that she wouldn’t be able to make the talismans she had promised. She had some bones in her satchel, but not enough.

      “Why would you think that?” Isabel asked.

      “It’s just a hunch. Maybe it’s wrong,” Lily said. She slowed briefly, glancing up at the sky when a particularly loud clap of thunder began to rumble, and then started forward up the hill. “But you have a connection to things that you probably shouldn’t have otherwise. We all do. I’ve noticed it, even if you don’t. I can feel it, but I could be wrong. It’s just been changing ever since the attack, and ever since I started to use the Alainsith bones in my art.”

      Once she had started to work with Alainsith bones, Lily had felt a very different connection to her ability. She recognized the power that could be found within it, and she recognized that there was some aspect of it that seemed to want to come out of her, to want to be used.

      Perhaps that was only tied to how she had been using the Alainsith bone, or perhaps it was just because drawing on that power and that potential had connected her to something greater than she had known. It had helped her find a way of focusing and harnessing that connection and that power so she could understand it.

      “I wonder if that’s why the king wanted me to train with Master Jagger. Maybe he knew.”

      Lily grunted as she passed the building.  “Do you think he could have taught you?”

      “Not him, but his wife.” Isabel bit her lip. Lily wasn’t accustomed to this level of uncertainty from her. She was normally quite confident. “Maybe he knew, and he knew that I needed to go someplace where I could see and learn, and maybe I could begin to reveal some of that potential.”

      “Is the king that clever?”

      “He’s the king.”

      Lily snorted as she reached the door to the building. A bit of fog streamed from it, but it was thin and wispy, different than the fog from the darker building on the shore. A foul odor was coming from inside. Hopefully that meant the bones were still here. If they weren’t, she didn’t know what it would take for her to accomplish what she needed to.

      “Just because he’s the king doesn’t mean he’s clever,” she said. “There are plenty of rulers who are fools.”

      Isabel shook her head. “He’s clever.”

      “Then maybe he knew. Maybe this was all part of his plan. Maybe he understood who and what you were, and how you could learn. Or maybe it was all just a happy accident and here you are, learning about a potential Alainsith connection, with an opportunity to uncover more about what that means for you and what you might be able to do with it.” Lily shrugged. “How am I to know?”

      Isabel fell silent.

      Lily pushed the door open, and the smell hit her in full.

      The air inside was quiet and still, and the faint fog that she’d seen drifting from the rest of the building began to billow out, as if it had been trapped and was now freed. It drifted out into the city and immediately began streaking toward the water, almost as if it were alive.

      Lily turned to watch.

      “What is that?” Isabel asked.

      “It reminds me of when Morgan was here. I’ve seen her directing the fog like that, but she’s not here. Unless there are some who remain?”

      Lily frowned at the thought. Could there still be others in the city? She didn’t think there were, but the people of Sanaron had proven that they were proud, and if there were some who had a connection to the power that was here, she wouldn’t put it past anyone to have lingered to try to protect the city and defend against danger.

      And if that were the case, then maybe she could ask for help. That was if they had time. Increasingly, Lily didn’t think they did.

      She pulled her attention away from the fog. She didn’t know what it meant, but she wasn’t going to stay here while she had something else that she needed to be doing. She stepped inside, ignoring the foul stench, and reached the first of the bodies.

      Decay had set in, and most of the skin had already withered.

      “That’s unnatural,” Isabel said. She didn’t seem to have much difficulty with the smell, which surprised Lily, but then again, she had been apprenticed to the executioner, so it was possible that she had a different understanding of things and a different ability to withstand foulness.

      “It is unnatural,” Lily said. “Can’t say that I have ever seen anything quite like it before, but given that this is an Alainsith building, and there seems to be something about it that was holding power here, maybe it’s been drawn out of the Alainsith.”

      “Do you think that means the bone potential will be lessened?”

      Lily hadn’t considered that, but now that Isabel said it, it made a certain sort of sense. As much as it pained her to agree, maybe she had to be more careful. And maybe, unfortunately, these bones weren’t going to be useful for talismans.

      She stepped farther into the building.

      “I need to light this space. I have a way of using one of my pieces of art to do that, but it can be a bit explosive at times, so you might want to step back.”

      Isabel gave her room as Lily reached into a pouch, pulling out one of the small fragments of bone. She didn’t even smear much blood on it, and then she triggered it, causing the bone to glow softly with reddish light. She tossed it into the corner, as activating a bone talisman in that way had the potential of burning her just as much as it could burn through the bone.

      It radiated light, casting the entire building in a pale glow.

      Lily paused for a moment, looking at the bodies. There were at least five here, all in various states of decay. The one nearest the door was the most withered, though the others all looked withered in the same way, as if they had been dead for decades rather than weeks at most.

      Lily grabbed a knife and set to work. She quickly freed the long bones, and then the arms, and she started packing fingers before she stopped herself. She had enough fingers. What she needed were larger bones that could be used.

      She bundled them in cloth from the Alainsith cloaks and then carried them outside.

      “How squeamish are you?” she asked Isabel.

      “I saw what you were doing.”

      “That wasn’t the question.”

      “I’ve been with Jagger when he has interrogated prisoners. Why?”

      “Because I need you to go and rinse these bones. I need to collect more, and I want to do it as quickly as I can. I can meet you at the shore.”

      “What happens if the attack hits before then?” Isabel asked.

      “It’s possible it will.”

      “You don’t seem concerned.”

      “Oh, I’m concerned, but we don’t have much choice here,” Lily said. “I need to gather as many bones as I can so we can deal with what’s here, and then we can see what else we might find.”

      Isabel took the bundle, holding it up with her wrist bent as if she was afraid to get too close to it.

      “You’re going to have to actually hold on to it,” Lily said.

      “I know.”

      “And don’t drop them in the water.”

      “I get it.”

      “Good. Now get moving.”

      Isabel hesitated a moment, and then she scurried off, leaving Lily alone in the city. There was a quiet around her, which left her uneasy, but this was Sanaron, and Lily had traveled the streets often enough that she knew them quite well. Certainly well enough that she knew what she needed to do.

      She darted forward. If these buildings were absorbing power from the Alainsith in order to create some sort of protection, then she needed to go to one of the buildings that wasn’t so close to the shore. There were other buildings she thought she could reach, and hopefully those would not have the same issue. At least, maybe she would find some that were not so decayed.

      As she moved, she remembered what it had been like when she had stalked the streets, hiding within the fog, maneuvering along rooftops that she should have avoided. She remembered what it had been like when she had been dealing with something so simple as the Rabid Dogs, and now…

      Now everything was so different, so much more dangerous.

      She hadn’t gone far when she thought she heard a sound like stone crumbling. She spun, sweeping her gaze around her and immediately connecting to the hawk-owl talisman that circled overhead. She hadn’t called the talisman back, and she was thankful for that presence now. It had enough of a connection to her that she could peer through its eyes and try to make out what was happening on the streets around her, even if she couldn’t see much.

      But she trusted her ears.

      During her training in the citadel, Lily had been trapped in darkness for a week straight, which trained her to focus on using all of her senses. One of her earliest instructors had made a point of telling her that it was too easy to become dependent on eyesight alone, and that she needed to try to find a way to focus on something else.

      “What do your ears tell you?” Tayol had asked. “What does your nose? What does your skin?”

      It was one of the many times he had worked with her, and he’d always been rough. When she was new, Lily had thought that he chose her to pick on because he didn’t like the fact that she was hegen. There were plenty of people within the citadel who didn’t care for hegen, and believed that she was tainted because of that. Too many people believed that the hegen were somehow connected to a dark power.

      “I can’t use my other senses,” Lily said.

      They sat inside a small stone room buried beneath the citadel proper. The air had a bit of a musty odor, but not much more than that. The room was dark, illuminated only by the single glowing lantern that Tayol carried with him. Irritation flashed in his eyes, as it often did.

      “Until you find answers, you will stay here,” he said.

      He tossed her something, which Lily caught instinctively. It seemed to be a massive waterskin. By the time she looked up, Tayol—and his light—were gone.

      Lily was trapped in darkness. She grew thankful for the waterskin, and that alone told her that Tayol did not want her dead. Otherwise, he would have simply closed the door and left her without. But with the waterskin, she was forced to suffer, drinking when she was hungry and thirsty, and eventually trying to save as much as she could, knowing that the moment the water ran out, she would quickly dehydrate—and die. If there was one lesson that had been well taught to her in her early days of training at the citadel, it was how long a person could survive without food. And she knew that she couldn’t withstand that suffering for very long.

      She tried to understand what it was that Tayol wanted her to learn, as she gradually and begrudgingly came to realize that he had been trying to teach her something, but the message and the lesson that he wanted her to learn was a complicated one, and one that she did not know if she could grasp easily.

      At least, not without him here.

      But over time, she recognized that the air was not just slightly musty, there was the smell of water in it. She scrambled around until she found another source, and near the end of her week, she found a small stream that ran in the corner. Though the water tasted foul, slightly metallic, it was drinkable, and she was able to quench her thirst more fully without fear of emptying her waterskin.

      The air felt different as well. She noticed that there were different gradations of sense that pushed on her, something that suggested that there was a bit of wind that moved through this space, despite the fact that it felt completely isolated and closed off. She found herself moving toward that wind, trying to understand just what she felt, and not coming up with any real answers.

      And what she heard. That was the most important thing, she suspected. At first, everything had been quiet. She had heard the sound of her own breathing, the pounding of her heart in her ears, the sense of it trying to call to her, warning her of her own panic and anxiety about her captivity. And yet, despite all of that, she knew that she was not going to die if somebody returned for her. It was just that she didn’t know if anybody would return for her. Tayol had trapped her here, and everybody knew that when Tayol put somebody through a test, he was in charge of it alone. No one else.

      Lily started to go a little mad. But she tried to focus on what he had wanted her to learn, and put her mind to paying attention to the lessons that Tayol thought she should master, and it wasn’t until many days had passed that she found her way toward a crack in the wall. She couldn’t see it, but she smelled that something was different, and she recognized that the airflow seemed to drift from it. She had to climb, and she found a narrow opening. She reached for it and began to press herself into it, then she shimmied forward until there was no way for her to go anywhere else.

      This was what Tayol had wanted for her. That bastard. There had to have been a way out the entire time.

      She took a deep breath, reached her hands forward, and found a ledge. She pulled, stone scraping against her skin, and then she fell, dropping into a hall.

      There was no light here either, but she felt the breath of wind drifting toward her, and she followed that, letting it guide her until she found the doorway. She expected it to be locked, but she pushed it open and stepped out into light.

      Tayol sat with a pot steaming in a hearth, a book propped open in his lap, and he looked over to her. “What did you learn?”

      She ignored him and went straight toward the food, scooping herself a bowl of stew. Then she dropped down in the chair across from him and waited for him to admonish her for eating without his permission, but he never did.

      “How long?”

      “A week,” he said. “You did well. Most take longer.”

      Most take longer?

      She couldn’t even imagine being there for that long, but then again, she had escaped, so shouldn’t she be pleased with that? Still, anger surged in her, and she wondered how she could get her revenge.

      But maybe there was no revenge.

      Lily shook away the memory, and she looked all around her. She had not heard anything more, and as she continued up the slope, she found another Alainsith building that had a thin bit of wispy fog drifting out of it, but not so much that she worried it was going to draw too much power out of it.

      She pushed open the door. It had a foul odor inside, but nothing like what had been in the other building. She immediately activated one of her pieces of art, causing a small amount of light to glow, and then swept her gaze around to look for signs of anybody that might be here.

      She came up with nothing, so she stepped into the building and found the bodies, sorting through them until she found the ones that were the least withered and rotted. There were three of them this time, and she unfolded a scrap of cloak, hurriedly set to peeling the long bones out of their legs and arms, and piled them inside. The flesh was rubbery, and it cut easily, almost disgustingly so. She tried to ignore the way it felt in her hand, as well as the stench that fell away as she carved through the bodies. Normally when she collected prizes, they were fresh, not like these. When she was done, she retched. Once she was out in the streets, she retched again.

      As she was bent over, gripping the fabric of the cloak, she heard a sound.

      Had she not been so focused on her own internal struggles, Lily wasn’t sure that she would’ve noticed it. In that regard, she might’ve been saved by the fact that she had begun to open herself to the possibility of other things around her, and she felt that energy nearby. She set the cloak on the ground as quietly as she could, and she reached for her knives. At the same time, she turned slowly and carefully, searching for any signs of other people.

      She focused on everything around her. The wind drifted out from the bay, whipping at her and carrying some of the foul odor away. The storm raged on, with the crackling of lightning, the rumbling of thunder, and the energy she felt within the air. That was distinct, and Lily focused on that, when she heard a bit of stone moving.

      But not where she had expected.

      Not along the street level, but up the hillside leading toward the bay—away from the water. She backed into the doorway of the Alainsith building, and her gaze darted up. She held her knives and squeezed them for a moment, before looking around and seeing a ripple along the roofline that shouldn’t be there.

      Somebody was watching her.

      Not Isabel, though with a sudden surge of concern, Lily wondered if Isabel was in any danger. What if somebody had been following her as well?

      But then, they hadn’t heard anything down near the shore, so Lily didn’t think Isabel was in any trouble there. It was here, and her, that this person had chosen to follow.

      She grabbed the cloak and slipped out of the doorway, then picked her way around the building, trying not to pay attention to the possibility that there might be somebody else there. As soon as she reached the corner, she began to jog until she reached an alleyway. Lily jumped, reached the lower lip of the roof, and tossed herself up, rolling to a landing as quickly as she could. Once she popped up, she raced toward the rooftop where she had seen the other figure.

      She kept her knives in hand, ready to toss them or any her talismans. Using the hawk-owl, she focused on what she might be able to observe around her, but it didn’t provide her with any additional insight. It was almost as if the talisman could not. As much as she tried to see, she could not come up with anything else. She continued racing, and then she saw the slight irregularity in the roofline.

      She tossed a knife, intentionally missing.

      The figure jerked around, and fog began to swirl toward Lily. It was the same wispy fog that had drifted out of the buildings.

      She readied another knife and held out one of her talismans.

      “If you’re from Sanaron, I don’t mean you any harm. But if you’re with those bastards coming in from the sea, then we might have a little trouble,” Lily said.

      The figure continued to move their hands, and she prepared for the possibility of another attack, but it didn’t come. Nothing did. The person got to their feet, watching her.

      They were shrouded in fog, which made it difficult for her to tell much about them, but she sensed the energy coming off them. And though she did, she also didn’t know if she was in any real danger. She started to wonder if perhaps they would do nothing to her.

      “Show yourself,” Lily said. “Otherwise, I’m going to be forced to take action, and I don’t want to have to carve through you if you’re trying to defend Sanaron.”

      “Who are you?”

      The voice was soft and muted, wrapped in the power of fog, and it seemed almost feminine. Then again, that shouldn’t be terribly surprising. Morgan had been one to control the fog here, though Lily didn’t know how many others were capable of it. She suspected that there had to be more than just Morgan who was able to do it, though. It was a trick that allowed her to latch on to the lines of power, and to use power that was not hers.

      Stored Alainsith power.

      But then again, that was what Lily had started to do as well. By using the potential within the Alainsith bone, she was using trapped power that was not her own either. And that combination was not altogether dissimilar to what she felt in front of her now.

      “My name is Lily. I know Morgan Visaran. I fought alongside her when Sanaron was attacked. I came back because we wanted to know what happened here. I would like to try to offer assistance in the city. If that’s what you want, then I don’t mean you any harm.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was true or not, and she wasn’t sure if this person even cared. And at this point, Lily didn’t know if they even knew who Morgan was. It was entirely possible that they had no idea and were here for a very different reason. Much like it was possible that they were with the Alainsith.

      Fog swirled again, and Lily stayed motionless. Despite that, she kept her bones ready, and she was prepared for the possibility that she was going to have to toss one of her talismans, even if she didn’t really want to.

      Finally, the person stepped forward. The shadows in the fog continued to dance around them, making it so that she couldn’t see much. The fog started to slip away. It did so slowly, distantly, when a bolt of lightning shot downward.

      It headed toward this woman.

      Lily jumped.

      Fog suddenly shot out toward Lily and streaked at her, but she collided with the woman before the fog caught her. Lily crashed into her, wrapping her arms around her, and they tumbled from the building. She twisted, knowing that the landing was going to hurt and bracing for the pain, but she didn’t have much choice in the matter. She had to keep this woman, whoever she was, safe from the Alainsith attack.

      Or Weather Watcher attack.

      Lily didn’t know who was responsible for this. All she knew was that somebody had triggered the lightning.

      She hit the stone. Her breath was knocked out of her lungs.

      The fall could’ve been worse, but this other woman had done something with the fog, wrapping it around them and creating a billowing power that surrounded them.

      Lily popped to her feet, backed away, and held her knives at the ready. She flicked her gaze up, but didn’t see the storm clouds shifting. Then again, she hadn’t seen anything shifting when the lightning bolt had flown toward them. She didn’t realize that the Weather Watchers had that level of control. Honaaz had not warned her of that. She thought they manipulated little more than rain and wind, but this was something targeted, and something horrifying.

      If they had that ability, then how were she and her team supposed to try to fight through it?

      The fog twisted around the woman.

      “I’m not the person who aimed the lightning,” Lily said to her. “I don’t think you did either. I think it’s the Weather Watchers on the ships.” She hesitated. “Show yourself.”

      The fog swirled for another moment, and then it began to settle, gradually turning into wispy clouds that faded into the stones until disappearing altogether.

      Lily realized with a start that she knew this woman. She had seen her before.

      The woman looked like one of Malory’s brothel workers, though Lily couldn’t remember her name. She was slight and shorter than expected for someone who was Alainsith, assuming that was what she was. She had control over the fog, though, which left Lily wondering why she was still here.

      “Weren’t you with Malory?” Lily asked.

      “That was a mistake,” the woman said. “She made promises. She didn’t know, and she paid the price.”

      “You know what’s happening here.”

      The woman flicked her gaze up, and fog wrapped around her again before fading. “I know. War has come.”

      “If you know, then maybe you can help us. We’re here to fight them.” Lily didn’t know if this woman would even be willing to work with them, or if she was here to fight on behalf of the attacking Alainsith, but the uncertainty that Lily saw in the woman’s eyes suggested that she had reason for being here. But more than that, it told Lily that she feared something else.

      “You can do nothing,” the woman said.

      “Maybe not just me, but what about the men from the Isles? What about the Alainsith from the north? And what about Reyand?”

      The woman was quiet for a moment, and Lily didn’t know if she would run or not. If she did, Lily would have to let her go. She had other things that she needed to do.

      Finally, the woman looked around. “Come. I will show you to the others.”

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      The air was strange. Kanar noticed a foul odor to it, and there was something else within it. He had been wandering the city for the better part of the day, and in all that time, he had not found anybody he recognized. He’d noticed several patrols of soldiers, mostly Archers bearing the city’s crest, though occasionally he found some of the more highly decorated Archers that were tasked with defending the king when he was present.

      Given the effect of the war and how extensive it had been, it actually surprised Kanar how few soldiers there were. He had expected there to be more present. He didn’t see any Realmsguard either. What he did see, and what astonished him more than anything else, were regular men and women armed with little more than knives, though some with crossbows, and fewer with swords. It was a bizarre sight. If Kanar didn’t know better, he would’ve thought they were all thieves, especially considering how they were dressed and the way they moved among the crowd.

      If there was one thing that Kanar had come to identify during his time in the Realmsguard, it was how to pick up on criminals. Everything that he knew, every instinct that he had, screamed that these were thieves. Oddly, though, they seemed to be working at keeping peace.

      It wasn’t perfect. With a crowd the size of the one arranged outside the walls of Verendal, Kanar didn’t expect there to be too much peace or organization, but in places like that, it wouldn’t be hard to fathom crime running rampant. He had seen that as well, the way war could take even the most honorable man and turn him into a terrible human, and could make a desperate man violent.

      He found himself at the wall. He’d been wandering through this section for long enough, and he needed to head toward the palace. He didn’t think the king was there, but he didn’t have any reason to go anywhere else. As he passed through the gate, he heard a shout behind him, and he paused.

      “Esmerelda?”

      She strode toward him, dressed in white, her hair neatly brushed and pulled back behind her head. The leather satchel on her shoulder was new, and he guessed that it carried many of the pieces of art that she needed for her hegen magic. It was similar to the one Lily carried, though he knew that the two of them had very different uses of the art.

      “We need to go.” She flipped the cards, holding one up for him, and he glanced at it.

      “Go where?”

      He couldn’t tell what she was trying to show him on the card, though obviously it was something that affected her. In his mind, it looked like squiggly golden lines—nothing clear, and certainly nothing to be concerned about. Nothing that should cause the level of angst that he saw from her.

      “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “That’s not an answer,” he said.

      “No. Nor will I be able to give you one at this point. Not yet. In time…” She shook her head. “Well, in time perhaps you will make a difference, but for now I do not know. We must go. The cards also tell me that we need to be quick.”

      “The cards tell you?”

      “I know that you don’t believe, but that is what the cards say to me, and what they tell me must happen.”

      Kanar had learned to listen to her and the various fortunes that she might see, but he still wasn’t entirely sure what to think of the cards and the things she saw within them. At this point, he didn’t know, but he also didn’t know if it even made a difference. He didn’t have a good idea about any of it, nor did he know what to make of what she saw with the cards.

      “I’ve been looking outside the city, and I’ve noticed a few things,” he told her.

      “You mean that the thieving crews are providing a measure of organization.”

      “Is that what they are?”

      “I recognize several of them. And one man in particular who is running things.” Her lips pressed into a tight smile, and there was almost a glitter of amusement in her eyes. “Finn always saw greatness in him, but he was never willing to accept it.”

      “Who?”

      “A man who mentored Finn back when he was on the streets. He always believed that the man’s heart was bigger than he would accept, and always believed him capable of more than he thought. That’s Finn, though. He always sees the best in someone.”

      “You’re talking about the Hunter. An executioner.”

      “You don’t think an executioner can see the good in people?”

      “I think the line of work would be demanding, and would eventually turn even the best person into something else.”

      Kanar wasn’t sure what that something else was, but he couldn’t imagine what it might be like to do that kind of work, or what it might involve. Even more so, he couldn’t imagine how that would change him. He had thought it was hard to be a soldier, being responsible for hunting and killing enemies of the kingdom, which had changed him, but he couldn’t even fathom what it might be like to take another man’s life on a regular basis simply because they were judged to have violated one law or another. As much as Kanar believed in the king’s justice, there were certain elements of it that plagued him.

      “You might be surprised,” she said softly. “As I’ve said, I think the two of you⁠—”

      “I know. You think we would’ve gotten along. I’m not as certain of it.”

      She watched him for a moment, then she pulled out her stack of cards and began to flip through them, turning each one to Kanar. “Everything I see suggests to me that we must look. Together.”

      “And I’m saying I think we need to be careful looking through here. The city is far more crowded than before. There’s something else too: If the city is under attack, or in danger, then why is the gate open?”

      He realized that the wall was not closed. People from outside, from those makeshift shelters, were free to move in and out through the gate, even though it was relatively difficult to do so given the crowd outside. Inside the city was just as crowded, with the streets packed so that no carts or wagons could move. There were no horses here either. Verendal had always been a place of trade, though partly because it was a destination city.

      “The city is unlike anything I’ve seen before,” Esmerelda said. “I have been here for a long time, and I’ve never seen it quite like this.”

      Kanar frowned “You didn’t grow up here.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, it’s what you said. If you had said, ‘I’ve lived here my whole life and never seen it like this,’ then I would have not thought anything of it, but you said you’ve lived here a long time.”

      “I was not always in Verendal.”

      “Because the hegen move,” he said.

      “Many of them do.”

      “‘Them,’ or ‘us’?”

      Esmerelda watched him intently. “What are you getting at?”

      “Your comments.”

      “I think you’re reading too much into it, Kanar.”

      “Am I?” he asked.

      Esmerelda fidgeted with the bracelet on her wrist again, then swept her gaze around her. She was on edge, which he understood, as he felt similarly, but there was something beyond that. Maybe it was just that they had finally returned to try to figure out how whatever was happening outside the city was affecting what was happening in it, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something else that bothered her.

      Esmerelda pulled out her stack of cards again and began to flip through them. As she looked at each one, her frown deepened.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “Nothing I can answer easily. As I’ve told you, the cards were not nearly as revealing as they once had been. It’s improving, but not as it should be. The only thing I can think of is that we need to get to the palace and speak to the king.”

      “He’s here?”

      Morgan and Jagger had gone off to try to reach the king, but if he had come here… Did that mean they were also here?

      Esmerelda nodded and smiled. “It seems as if we weren’t the first to return to Verendal. From what I can tell, they came back to the city recently and were last seen heading to the palace.”

      Kanar hadn’t realized how close the king and Jagger actually were. It was something that he should’ve considered before, and he was surprised by what connections Jagger possessed as the executioner.

      They began to work their way through the city, with Esmerelda seeming to know a route that avoided much of the crowd.

      “Why are you able to move so easily through here?” Kanar asked.

      “What makes you think this is easy?”

      “There are certain paths within the city that some don’t seem to know.”

      They were on a fairly narrow street, with storefronts lining the buildings that were squeezing down on them, and what he suspected were homes above many of the stores. It wouldn’t be wide enough for wagons to come down, but there were still several hundred people along the street. Not so much that they had to force their way through as they did in other places.

      “It seems like plenty of people know this path,” he said.

      “Oh, plenty know,” she said.

      They rounded a corner, and the palace came into view.

      “How often have you visited the palace?” Kanar asked.

      “I have rarely gone. Finn will go every time the king comes, but I have not had the same interest.”

      “Why not? It seems like that would be something that could help your people.”

      “Because he’s the king?” Esmerelda asked.

      Kanar shrugged.

      “Regardless of what you might think, my people are not as caught up in that level of politics as most.”

      They continued making their way through the city, turning corners and always weaving onto less crowded streets as Esmerelda led them forward.

      “What kind of trick are you using to push the people away? You’re doing something, though I don’t know what it is. I can feel the effect of it.”

      There was almost an energy to how she pushed others away, creating something of a bubble.

      “There are certain tricks,” she said.

      “To keep people away?”

      She glanced over to him, before turning her attention back to the crowd. “Is that so surprising? There are quite a few people who choose to avoid my people.”

      “If what you imply is true, they choose to avoid your people because you want them to?”

      “Perhaps not as actively as you believe, but we do prefer to stay outside the city, in our own section. We understand that people don’t care for our art.”

      “Not all of your art is that kind of art,” he said.

      “Not all is,” she said. “But many people don’t care for it. Those who feel that way find that they don’t need to come to our section, but more than that, they don’t want to come to our section. And those who have need of us…”

      “So you allow others to come?”

      It sounded strange, but it was perhaps not so strange.

      “When necessary,” she said.

      They reached the entrance to the palace grounds. Esmerelda glanced to the two men guarding it, and she frowned. She flipped through her cards again, until she reached one and frowned even more.

      “What are your cards showing you?” he asked.

      “It’s what the cards don’t show me that has me concerned.”

      Kanar smiled. “And what is it that the cards aren’t showing?”

      “Look at the people around here. You can see it.”

      He watched, but didn’t know what she was getting at. At least, he didn’t know at first. The longer he watched, the clearer it became: the crowd.

      The crowd in Verendal was considerable, and they had been fighting their way through it all the way to the palace, making a difficult journey even more so. He and Esmerelda had been quiet, but now something left him questioning. The crowd did not reach the wall of the palace.

      Some of that could be attributed to the fact that there would likely be protections around the palace, and some of it could simply be tied to the fact that they were in a part of the city where there was considerable wealth. As they had headed closer to the palace, closer to this area, the buildings had become larger and larger, many of them with surrounding walls of their own, and with incredibly ornate gardens or other means of displaying wealth. But not all of them. Some were simple structures, and even a few were stone. Kanar had noticed them, but he hadn’t even thought twice about them. Why would he? He had grown up seeing buildings like that all throughout Reyand.

      “The crowd is staying away from the wall,” Kanar said.

      “That is part of it,” she said. She slipped one of the bracelets off her wrist and began to twist it more tightly again, before handing it to him. “Try this.”

      Kanar took it and looked down. It was made of grass that she had plucked from the Alainsith lands and carried with her. It was dry and still somehow supple, woven into a braided pattern, with the grass twisted tightly but very clearly a thin, broad blade of grass. She had worked several branches into it as well, and there were pieces of what looked like dirt, stone, and even flecks of color, though he couldn’t tell what those were. The intricacy of the bracelet was significant.

      “What is this? Another form of protection?” he asked. She had given him other bracelets in the past, so he figured this was something similar.

      “No. Just place it on, Kanar.”

      He slipped it on his wrist and immediately knew why she had given it to him. It seemed as if colors had shifted. Some became more muted, whereas others, like the palace walls, became brighter. The palace itself also had a bit more vibrancy to it. It was normally a dull white stone, and now it practically glowed, which left Kanar wondering how and why Esmerelda would give him something like this, and what reason there might be for her to think that he needed to see it.

      But he saw something else too.

      Fog.

      It was working its way along the palace walls and pressing out toward the street, but in a subtle fashion.

      “I didn’t realize the palace was an Alainsith structure,” Kanar said.

      Esmerelda frowned. “Nor did I. There are many Alainsith structures in the city, and they are all different in their architecture. Most Alainsith structures carry memories of those who built them, but there were quite a few that were destroyed during the witchcraft war.”

      “They never made it to the palace?”

      “They were never given the opportunity.”

      Because of Jagger, Kanar suspected. He knew that the Hunter had had some role in ensuring the safety of Verendal during the war, though Kanar was not sure that he would be able to understand without asking Jagger himself.

      He twisted the bracelet and looked along the street at the fog.

      “This talisman,” he said, glancing over to Esmerelda for confirmation that he had chosen the right word for it, as it was the one Lily had always used. “It’s impressive that it allows me to see this Alainsith power.”

      “I chose my grass, and the other items involved in its making, from the Alainsith lands so that I could watch for any signs of them.”

      “Just watch for them, or does this have any additional benefit?”

      “I don’t know if it would protect you if we were attacked.”

      “Can you do something like that?”

      “I can,” she said.

      He hadn’t been sure, as he had not seen it firsthand, though he had suspected that she was capable of it. Esmerelda was more powerful and skilled than she let on. Kanar was quite thankful she was on their side, though he did wonder if she was willing to acknowledge her power.

      “But this one was not designed for that,” he said.

      “That was not its intention,” she said. “Now if you would prefer, I am more than happy to make another one.”

      “I’m not sure that I have the need any longer.” Before he had come to understand his role as the Bearer, it might’ve been different, but now it was not the same.

      He looked at the wall, at the fog, and noticed the wispy characteristics of it, and a different question came to him. This was Alainsith fog, which he had grown accustomed to seeing, especially in Sanaron, but there was something else about this that felt different. The Alainsith fog in Sanaron had been easily visible, almost as if it was designed for him to be able to see it. It wasn’t until they had left Sanaron and gone other places, and encountered others with power, that he had come to realize that there was more power out there—something they needed to be cautious of.

      “Why is it that we can’t see the fog without this?” he asked.

      Esmerelda locked eyes with him. “Now you begin to understand.”

      “Is that what your cards showed you?”

      “They have fallen silent once more.”

      He understood how much that bothered her. She had struggled with it before, so he knew there was a problem when the cards did not reveal what they were supposed to.

      “Which means we might already be too late.”
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      Finn stood on the street outside the palace, with Morgan next to him, when he saw a familiar figure striding toward him. Meyer was dressed all in dark gray, but it looked far more formal than was typical for him.

      “There’s somebody else joining us,” Meyer said, looking around him.

      The streets were busy, which had been the case ever since he had returned to Verendal, and it left Finn on edge in a way that he knew it shouldn’t. Having some density to the city was not a problem. There were times when the streets were busy like this. Typically they were for festivals, though if the people were to line up for a festival now, they would probably crowd the street so that he wouldn’t be able to walk the condemned down it.

      “You care to tell me who?” Finn asked.

      “Not Pippin,” Meyer said, glancing to where the boy trailed behind him. He was dressed in the same grays as Meyer, and had a look of curiosity to him. He peered up at Finn, though there was no real worry in his eyes like there was in so many people his age. Seeing a pair of executioners didn’t trouble him.

      Pippin kept looking over to Morgan, which Finn found more amusing than anything else. If he were to try to make a play at her, Pippin might end up losing a hand.

      “I don’t suppose it has anything to do with the pair of executioners I heard were in the city in addition to you?” Finn asked Meyer.

      “How did you hear that?”

      “It’s my job to know things.”

      Meyer regarded him for a moment. “You’ve been back for a little more than a day, maybe two, and you’ve already returned to your old tricks? It’s almost like you got a network of spies.”

      Finn shrugged slightly.

      “Wait.” Meyer stepped forward, and he frowned at him. “Do you have a network of spies?”

      “Not spies in the traditional sense, but I have some who are more than happy to provide information.”

      “Like who?”

      “It’s not necessary. We don’t want to get anybody in trouble.”

      Meyer grunted. “Oscar. That’s what you’re talking about. And he’s not so much a spy as he is your friend.”

      Finn said nothing.

      Oscar was part of his network of informants, though not spies. He had others. Men he had traded leniency for. As he had served as executioner over the years and gained increasing influence, there had been more and more opportunity for him to use that influence to ensure that he had access to things he would not have otherwise. In this case, information. Information was worth more than almost anything else. He had learned that early on in his career.

      It amused him that Meyer thought he’d learned from some spy network, though.

      “Did you tell them when to meet?” Finn asked.

      “I didn’t need to,” Meyer said, motioning behind him.

      Two others were coming along the wide, busy street that was filled with wealthy shop owners and prominent families who tried to claim ties to King Porman. Jesaphen was tall and lean, surprisingly thin for somebody of his station, with dark gray hair and flat brown eyes. He had a bag slung over one shoulder, stuffed with his own executioner’s blade.

      Matelia walked beside him. She was shorter. Not fat, but definitely wide. Stout, Finn supposed. She was strong, as any executioner ultimately ended up being, and had served in her station for only a few years less than Meyer. She had been one of the people who had questioned Finn all those years ago when he’d first apprenticed to Meyer, yet she was one of the ones who had elevated him to his role within the court. She had her own executioner sword strapped to her back, but it rose above the top of her head like a cross. Finn had often wondered how she managed to wield it, as the blade itself was larger than her.

      As they approached, they bowed politely to Meyer, before turning to Finn and bowing much more deeply to him.

      Finn snorted, and he waved his hands at them. “Stand up,” he muttered.

      Matelia smiled at him. “We don’t want to ignore traditions.”

      “And we don’t need to observe any traditions outside of the court.”

      Her face turned serious, the smile slipping. “I’m glad to see you, Master Jagger.”

      It was always “Master Jagger” with all of the members of the executioner court. Now that Finn sat at the head, they treated him differently, though he had been treated differently even before he had risen to his position.

      “It’s good to see you alive,” Jesaphen said. “Haven’t managed to get much in the way of word out recently. It’s not been clear how many survived. When I heard that you headed east, I was concerned.”

      “I needed to get word to the king,” Finn said. “I hadn’t been sure that he knew what was taking place.”

      “There has been movement, so we recognized the danger and followed it, realizing there was much for the court to do.”

      “So you came to Verendal.”

      Matelia nodded. “We thought we could continue to serve our people in Verendal. There are many here. Not so many in the city, sadly, as most of my people are outside the city’s walls.” Surprisingly, she glanced at Meyer, as if she blamed him.

      “You understand the reasoning behind that,” Meyer said.

      She drew herself up, and her frown deepened. “Just because I understand the reasoning doesn’t mean I like it. And I see what you have done.”

      Meyer glowered at her for a moment. “What I’ve done?”

      “What you’ve done here,” she clarified. “I’m not objecting to it. It’s merely a comment.”

      “You came to meet with the king,” Finn said.

      “The court must convene. Unfortunately.” She hesitated a moment, turning and looking over to Morgan as though seeing her for the first time. “Perhaps we should not be speaking so freely here.”

      “This is Morgan of Sanaron,” Finn said, motioning to her. “She accompanied me east toward the capital, and it’s because of her assistance that I survived.”

      “She fits the description of somebody that escaped your custody,” Jesaphen said.

      “She fits that description because she is that person,” Finn replied.

      Matelia’s eyes widened. “You have permitted her to remain free?”

      “She was not guilty of what she was accused of. I have done nothing more than carry out justice.”

      “Witchcraft,” Jesaphen said, reaching for the hilt of his sword like he was going to fight witchcraft on his own.

      “Something like that,” Finn said. “But not exactly. There have been some users of witchcraft again, and sadly I’ve been privy to those experiences, but what we’re facing now is beyond witchcraft.”

      “Do you care to share what it is?” Matelia asked.

      “We will wait until we are before the king.”

      She nodded, though Jesaphen watched Finn for a moment, gaze lingering for a long time, before he turned to Meyer. “I’m still surprised that he managed to get you out of retirement for this long, old man.”

      “If anybody else had asked, I would not have done so,” Meyer said.

      “You wouldn’t serve the court if they asked?”

      “I would serve the court, but then I would kindly decline.”

      Jesaphen chuckled. “Still the same Master Meyer, aren’t you?”

      “No,” Meyer snapped, his voice gruff. “I’m older.” He nodded toward the palace. “Now if you don’t mind, why don’t we go and see if we can get in to see the king. Given how many times I’ve tried to do so on my own and have failed, I’m not terribly optimistic that it’s going to work for us, but then again, I’m not Finn Jagger.” He managed to lace the words with a hint of irritation.

      Finn smiled tightly. “No need to be jealous.”

      “Who said I was jealous?”

      They headed toward the palace gate, where five Realmsguard stood watch—two on either side of the gate, and one man standing in front. The man in front had a long pole, tipped with what looked like a curved sword, while the men on either side of him carried swords and crossbows. As soon as they approached, the man with the pole leaned toward them, which was enough for Meyer to draw up short. Those weapons would cause anyone to hesitate.

      “The king summoned us.” Meyer held their gaze.

      “The king has not summoned anyone,” the lead man said, his voice deep and irritated

      Finn patted Meyer on the shoulder as he stepped past him. “My name is Finn Jagger. I am master executioner here in Verendal, and I sit at the head of the court of executioners. The king has summoned me to the palace. You will let us pass.”

      The man’s gaze lingered on Finn, before flicking to the rest who were with him. “You only.”

      “No,” Finn said.

      The guard hesitated, and in that moment his long pole dipped ever so slightly, as if he was trying to decide how he was going to react. He probably hadn’t expected anybody to refuse him.

      “My friend and I”—Finn motioned to Morgan—“recently returned from the capital. We went looking for the king to pass on word of the dangers we anticipated finding. The other three here are all members of the executioner court.” By saying that, he elevated Meyer back onto the court with a single command. He wasn’t sure how Meyer would feel about that, but he could always turn it down later. In the meantime, by having him as part of the court, they had four votes, which gave them a majority. Even with the missing remainder, he could use that power.

      Finn could see the hesitation in the man’s eyes. There were not many throughout the kingdom who understood the importance of the executioner court, but the king had made sure that his Realmsguard did.

      “He didn’t say anything about the court,” the guard said.

      “He may not have known that the court survived, considering everything that has happened within Reyand. If that’s the case, then don’t you think he would want to welcome his executioner court?”

      The court of justice. The court that served beneath him.

      The court that the king granted his authority, but who did not need it.

      The man raised the pole, looked to the others, and waved a hand.

      Finn let out a relieved sigh. He hadn’t wanted to get into an argument, but he was willing to do so to get the others in with him. He needed their help, especially with what they were dealing with.

      The Realmsguard stepped off to the side, and the man with the pole pulled out a ring of keys, unlocked the gate, and let them file inside. No one spoke. It wasn’t until they were inside that Finn realized that not only had Morgan and the other three executioners joined him, but so too had Pippin.

      Finn frowned. That was quite forward of him, and it took a measure of confidence for the boy to stride through the gate knowing that a pair of Realmsguard on either side of him could have simply delayed him, or worse.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” Meyer said.

      “We had numbers,” Finn said, “and I’ve seen to it that Porman has made the Realmsguard understand the significance of the executioner court.”

      Meyer shook his head. “Never would’ve thought about it.”

      “Well, that’s why you aren’t me.” Finn patted him on the shoulder, and Meyer grunted, though Finn didn’t sense any irritation from him. It was more amusement.

      The palace grounds were neatly manicured, despite the chaos on the street beyond the surrounding wall. Flowers were arranged in patterns, and their fragrance filled the air. Small shrubs were carved into different shapes, including one that looked something like a wenderwolf. He didn’t see any shaped like a berahn, though that wasn’t terribly surprising considering how the gardeners would have never seen one. He saw a few fox, a wolf, and even a small herd of deer carved into the shrubbery, all leading up to the palace entrance.

      The palace itself had not changed much over the years. It was a simple building, but massive. Finn could feel a sense of age about it, though much of that feeling came from the fact that the windows were ornately wrought with iron, along with stained glass, much like the chapel within Declan Prison.

      He hadn’t gone far along the path toward the palace when the front doors opened, and an elderly man wearing all black stood with his hands clasped in front of him, watching as they approached. Finn caught sight of two Realmsguard behind the man. They likely would be the king’s closest guards, which meant they would be among the most skilled in all of Reyand. Given what they had encountered on the way back to Verendal, Finn couldn’t help but wonder if they could have done anything anyway. They were overmatched by Alainsith magic, and they would’ve been helpless to do anything to stop it.

      The man looked past Finn to the others with him. “I take it you are Master Finn Jagger, and others of the executioner court.”

      “Mostly,” Finn said. “I also present Morgan of Sanaron.”

      The man looked at Morgan, and his gaze swept from her head to her feet. He nodded and then turned, striding into the palace. As soon as he did, the two Realmsguard on either side of him stepped back, let them pass, and closed the doors behind them once they were inside.

      “You will follow me,” the man said. His voice was thin, a little crackly, but there was an air of authority to it.

      Finn had not seen him before. Even when he had seen the king within the capital, he had never run into this man. Who was he?

      When he had met with the king in the palace before, he had seen other servants. There were always Realmsguard. That was common when it came to the king and his safety, or at least what he claimed he needed for his safety, but the servants typically stayed within the palace and performed their duties, as they were the only ones who knew the household the way the king liked it.

      “I can’t believe I’m in here,” Pippin said.

      “Hush,” Meyer said.

      Finn smiled to himself. How had Meyer managed to find himself another apprentice so easily? And one who seemed even more suited to the role than any that Finn had found for himself? He had struggled to find an apprentice, and to teach them. He had struggled with that responsibility in general. Not like Meyer, who had a knack for it. Sometimes the mentor mattered.

      Not sometimes. Mostly. The mentor almost always mattered.

      They strode down the marble-tiled hall, past sculptures of past kings and portraits of battles, until they reached a familiar room. The man dressed in black motioned for them to follow him in, and they did so.

      Once inside, Finn swept his gaze around. Swords of all different shapes, colors, and designs hung on the walls, adorning them in ways that surprised him. King Porman had once told him that they were the blades of vanquished enemies, though he wasn’t sure that was entirely true. Some of them were Alainsith made—well, many of them—and given what Finn had learned of the Alainsith and the power they possessed, he had a hard time thinking that the Alainsith had been vanquished so easily. He wasn’t sure what truth there was to that claim, only that what he had seen did not fit.

      “You will wait here,” the black-clad man said. “He will join you when he is ready. I will have some wine sent in.”

      “How about cheese and some sausage?” Pippin asked.

      The servant looked at him. “And who is this?”

      “Apparently, my apprentice,” Meyer muttered.

      The man frowned as he studied Pippin a few moments longer, before nodding. “I suppose for the young man, I can have some cheese and meat sent in. And water. You are far too young to be drinking wine.”

      “I can drink wine,” Pippin said as the man left. “My brother and I…” His face reddened slightly, as if he were about to reveal some secret that he was not supposed to, and then he glanced up at Meyer. Finn didn’t see the look that Meyer had given him, but he could easily imagine it, and it was probably a similar expression to ones that Meyer had given him countless times during his own training.

      “Quite an odd place to bring us,” Matelia said.

      “You’d think so,” Finn said, “but almost every time I’ve met with the king, it’s been here. He has private access to this room, which I think is part of the reason he likes to come here, though I wonder if it has something to do with the weapons around us, as well.”

      Matelia shook her head. “The king isn’t a soldier.”

      “He might enjoy the idea that he could be,” Jesaphen said.

      “I doubt that’s it,” Finn said, “though I don’t know with certainty.” He looked at the panel on the far side of the room that he knew would slide open. He waited for it to click, reveal an opening, and for them to be regaled by the presence of the king. It didn’t happen.

      Instead, when the door to the room opened again, two servants dressed in gray came in, wheeling a cart that had three bottles of wine, five glasses, and a tray heaped with diced cheese and sliced sausage.

      Pippin immediately dove into the meat and cheese. Nobody else approached the wine until Morgan shrugged, grabbed a glass, and began to pour. “Not the vintage I would’ve preferred,” she said, glancing back at Finn, “but I suppose he doesn’t have access to the same wine we get in Sanaron. Or got,” she said, her voice trailing off slightly.

      Finn often forgot how much she had sacrificed. In the time that they’d traveled together, Morgan had not spoken of what she had encountered in Sanaron all that often. It was almost as if she were afraid of revealing just how much she had lost, and just how much that meant to her. But he understood.

      “We will keep your people safe,” he said to her.

      Meyer watched him, and though he didn’t say anything, there was a question in his gaze. Finn had come to know that look over the years, and he recognized that it was more than just curiosity that burned in his eyes—it was a question about whether there was anything they really could do about what was happening. For his part, Finn didn’t know. They had offered Sanaron a measure of protection, but even that had not been nearly as much as what the people needed.

      “Aren’t you guys going to eat?” Pippin asked.

      Finn picked up the open bottle of wine and poured himself a glass. He let his gaze sweep around the room, wondering when the king would enter, but at this point he simply did not know. They were here to wait, and there was only so much they could do now that they were here. They had come looking for answers, and while he believed there would be some, he did not know what more they would learn.

      “You should eat,” Meyer said to him. “How much have you had since you returned to the city?”

      “I’ve made sure that I’ve eaten a few times,” Finn said.

      “Just a few times?” Meyer snorted. “Why do I have the sense that is not exactly correct?”

      Finn had not been thinking all that much about himself, but perhaps that was a mistake. He had been more focused on trying to get answers.

      His mouth watered, and his stomach rumbled, as if reminding him that he needed to take better care of himself. He grabbed several pieces of cheese, dropped them into his mouth, and chewed slowly. They were slightly salty, and pleasant. Not that he would’ve expected anything less from the king’s personal supplies. He finished by eating several hunks of sausage, savoring them as well.

      “How long has he made you wait here before?” Matelia asked.

      Finn finished chewing, washing the food down with a swig of wine. He could almost taste the earth in the wine, along with oaken notes that suggested the skill with which the wine had been made. And Morgan claimed this was only adequate?

      “This is the king,” Finn replied. “He could have us wait as long as he chooses.”

      “You would think he would have come to see you sooner,” Jesaphen said.

      Irritation flickered in Meyer’s gaze. He didn’t say it, but Finn knew that Meyer also shared Jesaphen’s frustration at the fact that they were being forced to wait. At this point, Finn didn’t feel that way, but he recognized and understood why the others might.

      “We serve the honor of the king,” Finn said.

      “That’s not all,” Meyer added.

      Finn held his gaze as he swirled his wine again. “No. That’s not all.”

      The fact of the matter was that, as the head of the executioner court, Finn should have been treated much kindlier. That was something that had been difficult for him to grasp as he had taken on an increasing role within the kingdom, and within the court. He had struggled knowing that he should be treated with a measure of respect, and honored the way his position deserved.

      But increasingly, he had come to see that was true. The court served Reyand, but did not serve only Reyand.

      A paneled wall slid aside, and Porman stepped out. He was thinner than the last time Finn had seen him, but he was still Porman. His eyes had that dark, knowing look to them, and there was something else about him—an air of confidence. He tipped his head politely to Finn, before sweeping his gaze around the others in the room, smiling tightly at each of them.

      “My apologies for keeping you waiting. I trust that my stewards have kept you from going hungry and thirsty?”

      He paused with his hands clasped behind him, and the door leading to the hidden chamber remained open. Was it for a quick escape, or was there some other reason?

      Finn wouldn’t put it past Porman to keep Realmsguard hiding in that space, as if the king feared somebody breaking in and attacking him. But did he really fear that from his own people? Could he think that Finn—and Meyer—were here to harm him?

      The idea seemed laughable, but then again, given what Finn had seen on his journey, he recognized the danger that existed for Porman, and the danger that existed within the kingdom.

      Finn stepped forward and bowed, though not as deeply as he once would have. “It’s good to see you again. We traveled to the capital to try to get word to you of events that we had started to see playing out around Reyand, but we were too late. I’m sorry that we weren’t able to get news to you any sooner than we did.”

      “I had heard that you were there,” Porman said. “It’s regrettable that you decided that was the time.”

      “I was in Sanaron,” he explained. He looked over to Morgan, motioning for her to step forward. He didn’t know if she had ever met the king, but at this point, there was no need for modesty. “This is Morgan of Sanaron. I believe you know her from a different reason⁠—”

      “Unfortunately, I do,” Porman said. “I heard rumors that she escaped custody. That my old friend Kanar Reims guided her from Verendal.” He locked eyes with Morgan for a long moment.

      Finn tried to see if there was anything that passed between the two of them, but he couldn’t tell. Porman had an intensity to his gaze, and sometimes a darkness in it. With Morgan, Finn had come to realize that when she felt threatened, she began to trace patterns, summoning the Alainsith power that was around her. At this point, Finn didn’t expect there to be much of that power.

      But there was one thing that Finn had not considered before coming into the palace, which he realized now that he was here: Many of the swords that lined the walls were Alainsith made. He didn’t know if she could summon the power out of those blades, but if she could, there was the possibility that she might be able to use her magic against Porman.

      If she wanted to get revenge for what had happened to her, and the fact that they had imprisoned her, now would be the time. In addition to having Justice with him now, he also had his hegen protections—ever since returning to the city and visiting with Kezia, he had made sure that he had replenished those—but that might not be enough. He had seen just how powerful Morgan’s magic was, and recognized that there were ways she could use power that mitigated anything that he might try.

      Morgan tipped her head politely. “I appreciate your hospitality, King Porman. My people suffered greatly in Sanaron. It is only through the welcome of your faithful servants that we were granted safe passage and given a place we could recuperate.” She spread her hands to the side, but she didn’t bow as Finn or Meyer had. She merely watched Porman with a burning expression, almost as if a question lingered in it: How much did Porman know?

      “The events have been tragic,” Porman said. “As you have seen, we have continued to suffer. Most of Reyand has been evacuated, and places that have not been fully evacuated have been…” He shook his head.

      “Have been what?” Meyer asked.

      “Destroyed,” Finn answered.

      Meyer frowned. “How could they have been destroyed? Has witchcraft spread that far?”

      “It’s not exactly witchcraft,” Finn said. “At least, it’s not the kind we experienced during the early stages of the witchcraft war.” He looked over to Porman. “And I imagine that those you trained and equipped to deal with the magic of the witchcraft war have struggled.”

      He didn’t know that with any certainty, though. And other than talking with Reims, he did not know what Porman had done to try to counter what had been happening throughout Reyand—and beyond.

      “Unfortunately,” Porman said, nodding slowly. “My men have much experience handling witchcraft. They have equipped themselves with the necessary protections.” His gaze lingered on Finn’s wrists, as if Porman knew that Finn carried hegen art on him. “Even so, they have not been able to overcome this danger. We have continued to try, but we were pushed back. First in the southeast, and gradually we were forced back toward the capital. We had advance warning that an attack was coming, but the problem was we didn’t know why, and we didn’t know what it would be. Only that something was coming our way. There had been evidence of various magical attacks, and yet we have never expected anything quite like what came here.”

      Finn hadn’t known that the attack had spread quite that far, but he supposed it made sense. They had managed to evacuate away from most of it, but by the time they had encountered it, they had begun to see its effects in unfamiliar ways. They had been pushed, forced inland, and all back to Verendal?

      His mind churned through everything he had seen and everything he knew to try to make sense of all of it, but he did not come up with anything more than what they had already faced.

      “Master Meyer has worked to ensure the city is safe.” Finn wanted for Meyer to get acknowledgment for all the work he had done in Finn’s absence. “I believe he tried to get an audience with you before, but found it difficult.”

      The king nodded slowly. “If only it would be so simple, but we only returned to Verendal recently.”

      “How is that possible?” Finn asked.

      “The return to the city was dangerous. The road was challenging, and it wasn’t until we found help that we were able to make it safely.”

      Finn thought about what he had heard since he had returned. “There were rumors. Some said you joined my caravan.”

      The king nodded slightly. “More than rumors, I’m afraid. After escaping the attack, we felt it best to remain as anonymous as possible. I apologize for that, but it wasn’t until we reached the city and could get to the safety of the palace that I thought it made sense to reveal ourselves. Especially after what we have learned.”

      “Why?” Matelia asked.

      Porman did not answer right away. Finn looked around and saw Pippin eating, staying as quiet as someone his age could, though he was watching them with curiosity in his eyes. The others remained silent.

      “We saw what was happening,” Porman finally said. “We saw the Alainsith attack. And what’s worse, they are not done. Everything I’ve heard tells me that the Alainsith have mobilized.”

      “You mean—” Jesaphen began.

      “I mean we face another Alainsith war.”
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      Lily followed the Alainsith woman, debating what she should do. The fog continued to swirl around the Alainsith, though it settled down toward the ground, creating a billowing cushion that was something like a cloud that moved with the woman and never drifted far from her. The air was quiet and muted, and despite the fact that there was the occasional  burst of lightning and sound of thunder in the distance, she couldn’t tell if the storms were actually moving toward them or whether this was nothing more than the same sort of relentless attack that she and Honaaz had detected on their journey.

      Honaaz was waiting on her, though. He had gone out with the ships, and in doing so, he had put himself against whatever was coming.

      It was dangerous. She knew that it was. And she didn’t want to leave him behind.

      She slowed, but the Alainsith woman kept moving, before she seemed to realize that Lily was not following her. The woman gradually turned around, fog billowing around her as it had each time she controlled it, and it built into something of a buffer that worked its way around her.

      “Come,” the woman said.

      “There’s an attack taking place out in the bay. I need to help someone I care about.”

      “No help. Come.”

      “I get it. You’re here defending Sanaron—at least, as much as Sanaron can be—but I need to help my friend. He’s gone out into the bay to try to take on these Alainsith.”

      She wasn’t exactly sure what this woman would do about that, or how she would react, but if she really did want to stop the Alainsith from fighting, it seemed to Lily that she would be motivated to participate. Then again, this woman had been working with Malory, who had hidden herself within Sanaron, positioned herself as the Prophet, and readied the city for an Alainsith attack. She had been the one who had wanted to exacerbate the fighting.

      The woman stopped for a moment, and the fog slowly began to drift away from her, as if she were gradually beginning to release it, but she didn’t do so completely. Lily could feel power emanating from her. She didn’t know if she would be able to counter this fog or the control that the woman had over it. Perhaps her talismans could, but she would need to act quickly.

      “We can keep them from destroying Sanaron if we work together,” Lily said.

      “Too powerful. Too many families.” She turned, spinning away.

      “That’s it? You’re willing to just leave Sanaron to them?”

      The woman didn’t answer, though the fog continued to swirl. For the first time, Lily realized something about it: The fog was encountering resistance. It was subtle, but it was almost as if the darker fog—what Lily had initially thought was tied to the shadows in the darkness but now began to see was an actual sense of fog—had pushed against it, and caused a bit of energy to begin working its way against the fog that the Alainsith controlled.

      What does that mean?

      As far as she could tell, it meant that whatever power was here had a way of countering this Alainsith. But Lily had seen the power in the old Alainsith buildings, and she had seen how they were able to oppose this.

      Maybe they were opposing the other Alainsith, and didn’t want to do so entirely openly. If that were the case, then would there be any way that Lily could try to convince them to help without revealing their full intention?

      Thunder exploded from behind her. The wind picked up.

      Lily stood frozen for a moment, a debate waging within her. Honaaz needed her. But she needed help.

      She made up her mind and darted after the Alainsith woman. By the time she reached her, she found more fog, but that wasn’t all. There were other shadowy shapes on buildings nearby, looking down on her. She flicked her gaze around to count how many were here, and got to five before she turned her attention back to the woman.

      “You’ve already stayed in the city,” Lily said, reaching for her, only to have fog push her away. A gentle shove, but still a shove. “Whatever you’re doing, you’re willing to pit yourself against them.”

      The woman turned. “We didn’t know what she wanted.”

      “Malory?”

      She frowned for a moment, then she nodded. “We didn’t know what she wanted. And yet, the blade belongs with my people.”

      “How do you know that Morgan isn’t part of your people?” Lily readied for the possibility that she might need to use one of her talismans, but even if she did, she wasn’t sure that would be enough against Alainsith, and she would feel a whole lot better if Honaaz were here. “She has the ability to use the fog just like you do, and she has a connection to the city. That seems to suggest that she is like your people.” How many others had Alainsith blood in them?

      Could Jagger? The Hunter had his Alainsith weapon, and she’d heard what it managed to do. If it was one of the Elder blades, then perhaps he also had more Alainsith blood than he realized.

      Or maybe none of it was dependent on Alainsith blood. Maybe all that mattered was that somebody had the potential and the willingness to use the blade, and it was not at all tied to their bloodline.

      “The blade belongs to my people,” the woman said again.

      “So you let Malory do what she was doing. You let her try to bring Sanaron into war, and then you stayed here. Is that what you wanted? Did you want war to spread to Sanaron? Or are you here because you want to protect it?”

      There was a conflicted look on the woman’s face.

      “You’re here because you want to protect Sanaron,” Lily guessed. “I don’t know all the details of what’s going on here, only that my people, and those I care about, have been caught in it. And it seems to me that too many have avoided helping when they could. So there are Alainsith who are attacking, and we have you and the Alainsith in the north that have stood by, letting all of this take place when they could have intervened. Is that what you want?”

      “We don’t want war.”

      “Fine. You don’t want war. Neither do we, but we don’t have much choice in the matter because it seems to me that war is coming regardless of whether we want it or not.”

      Fog layered along the cobblestones near Lily’s feet, before it drifted and headed to the shadowed figures that surrounded them.

      Lily snorted. “I’m not going to hurt you or them, but not because I don’t think I can.” She glowered at the woman. “I can deal with your kind, and I’ve seen that I can deal with their kind. We’ve pushed them back once. We will do so again.”

      She needed the Alainsith as allies. It would make everything so much easier if they participated in the battle. With whatever magic they possessed and the way they could control fog, Lily could come up with several different possibilities of how that magic could be used, and how it might protect the people she wanted to protect.

      But first they needed to get help.

      “We won’t be drawn into the war. We only want the blade,” the woman said.

      “And Malory was willing to destroy to obtain it. Is that what you’re willing to do? If so, then you might find that you have more enemies than you realize, and regardless of what you believe, war might come to you.”

      She stared at the woman, before another burst of thunder exploded, far too close. It seemed the storm was shifting. The wind was also picking up.

      The fog seemed to minimize what Lily felt of it, but increasingly, she started to worry that it wouldn’t protect her as well as she wanted. And if she let go, there was a very real possibility that the storm would overpower them.

      Honaaz needed her help. She had promised to make talismans for him, and to do whatever she could to make sure he got through this as safely as possible. And she was going to.

      She turned. “If you decide to help, I will be along the shoreline.”

      Lily flicked her gaze up as she strode away, watching the others that ringed her, counting an additional two. What she wouldn’t give for Jal to be here. He might have noticed more of them, but more than that, given that he was Alainsith, he might have been able to broker some treaty and peace with them, and may have even been able to convince them to participate in what they were doing.

      Of course, Jal had been forced to confront these Alainsith, and others like them, before. So maybe there wouldn’t be anything he could do. Wular had gone off to her people, and Jal had believed that she was gathering them to join in the fight, but what if she didn’t, and what if she couldn’t? They trained to fight, but they did so in order to avoid a fight, Lily knew.

      She clutched the fabric holding the bones and raced toward the shore. Every so often, she would catch swirls of fog, but not so much that she thought any of the Alainsith had followed her. She wasn’t sure if some of this was residual fog that protected the structures around the city, or if there were any Alainsith that might be watching her, using fog to do so.

      By the time she reached the shore, she was more irritated than anything. The storms had picked up. The sky was dark, almost black, and when lightning crashed, she noticed how dense the clouds seemed. There was something quite unnatural about it, though that wasn’t terribly surprising. The Weather Watchers were responsible for the storms and had likely caused the wind to continue to blow in, forming these thick, dangerous clouds.

      How could Honaaz even sail in anything like that?

      He probably couldn’t. Not without help, but would any of her talismans be enough?

      She used her hawk-owl to try to make out whatever she could, but with the darkness of the night and the wind whipping, the talisman struggled to stay in the air. It took considerable connection on Lily’s part in order for the talisman to remain connected to her, and for it to have any way of seeing anything. With it getting buffeted as much as it was, she found the talisman unable to even watch the water.

      It wasn’t going to stay there indefinitely. Eventually, she suspected the talisman would run out of the stored power that was within it, as there was a certain connection to that.

      As Lily reached the shore, she looked around. Where is Isabel? She had come down to clean the bones and had promised she would be here, but Lily saw no sign of her. Had she stayed, or had she gone looking for Lily?

      A shadowy figure approached from the distance, and Lily looked up.

      “What happened?” Isabel said. “I didn’t expect you to be this long. I’ve been wandering along the shoreline looking for you, and⁠—”

      “I found Alainsith.”

      Isabel’s eyes widened. “They already reached the city?”

      “Not the ones who have been chasing us, but those who were in the city before. I tried to get them to help us. I don’t think they want a war, but it seems as if they fear getting involved. Now we have to see if we can’t do something to help Honaaz and Biggins. I don’t know if it’s even going to make a difference.”

      Isabel frowned at her. “I thought your idea was to make some sort of sea creature and unleash it into the water to help Honaaz.”

      “That’s part of my idea,” Lily said, nodding. “But there is something else. The Alainsith here were using a different kind of fog. It’s strange, and the effect is subtle, but I’m sure that is what it is.”

      “We want to chase them down rather than helping Honaaz?”

      Lily looked down the street. The thicker fog seemed to billow up from the shore, adding to the storm. “That’s just it. I think that if we help the Alainsith who are here, we can also help Honaaz. If we destroy some of these buildings that have been drawing on the wrong kind of energy—the kind of energy the attackers want to use—we might be able to limit their influence in Sanaron.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea,” Isabel said.

      “It either works or doesn’t. So I’m going to need your help. These carvings aren’t going to take much to make, but I’m going to need you to be the one to activate them.”

      Isabel frowned at her. “Why me?”

      “A hunch.”

      “Because you think I’m connected to the Alainsith.”

      “You need to stop thinking about it in those terms. I think we all are. And that’s why I need you to at least try.”

      Lily was prepared for Isabel to object again, but she didn’t. Instead, Isabel looked at her for a long moment, and then she nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

      Lily took the bones that Isabel had washed, then stacked them on the ground in front of her before beginning to carve. It was quick work, blunt, and not like the talismans she had been making recently. Those were skillful, even if she worked faster than most of the other hegen who used bone. But she wanted a very specific purpose here.

      “The key with this kind of bone is the shape, not so much the intention,” Lily said as she was carving. “I’m trying to harness as much of the potential stored within this bone as possible. When I used to use finger bones, I didn’t need much potential because the explosion was partly tied to me.” Realizing that now was not as problematic as it once had been. “It was something that I tried to keep quiet. I was using a mixture of hegen magic and witchcraft, but for a good intent. Well, I suppose if anything could be considered good intent. Anyway, this,” she said, handing the talisman over to Isabel, “is basically a way of focusing the power within the bone, and then you’re adding just a droplet of yourself to it. Then it’ll explode.”

      “How do I do it?”

      “You prick your finger. You smear the blood on. And then you run.”

      “Run?” Isabel asked, arching a brow at her.

      “Trust me. When this goes off, you’re going to want to be far away,” Lily said.

      “You said that some of these have already diminished. What if it doesn’t work?”

      “Well, then I try another. Or not. I don’t even know.”

      Isabel looked along the street. “Where do I start?”

      “Malory’s brothel. And then we need to find any buildings that look like it. You were in Sanaron for a while. Did you see many?”

      “Only a few along the shoreline. The rest are more like the Alainsith structures within Reyand.”

      That had also been Lily’s impression, so it was good that Isabel had come to the same conclusion. “I’m going to carve a few more of these.”

      As she worked, she focused the potential within the bone. She could feel the potential beginning to form, even if it was difficult to know whether it was going to work exactly as she intended. Her training had taught her how to harness all of that, and her time in the citadel had taught her additional techniques that she had added. But it was more than that. It was what she had learned about herself, and about the hegen, in the time since Lily had left that had helped her understand ways of using the bone, and understand that what she had once believed about what she could do, and what her people could do, had not been completely right.

      “How many will it take?” Isabel asked.

      “A building that size… I think three. Anything more than that might level too many others nearby.”

      “Level?” Isabel looked at the next spiked piece of bone Lily handed her.

      “Well, it depends on how much power is in that, and it really depends on you. I’m making an assumption based on what I believe about you, so I could be off a level of magnitude, but regardless, if three of them don’t work, we can keep making more.”

      “Do you have enough?”

      She motioned to the gathered pieces of bone. “I hope so.”

      “But you still need to make the sea monsters to help Honaaz.”

      “I will make sure to keep a couple in reserve.”

      Isabel grabbed the carved bone and raced down the street. Lily set to making more spikes, and finished with the third one when she felt a tremble, followed by a long, low peal of thunder.

      Only it wasn’t thunder.

      Wind gusted past, carrying debris and pieces of rock that rained down on her. The air rang with power as Isabel staggered toward her. She held her hands over her ears, her eyes wide.

      “I think three was too much.”

      Lily smiled to herself. It wasn’t just that three was too much. Isabel was more than they had expected.

      “Good. Do you think one will do?”

      Isabel nodded, took the bone, and started off, saying nothing.

      Lily turned her attention to another piece of bone. This time, she started to focus on carving the sea creatures. The storm had shifted now that she had exploded one building. Well, now that Isabel had exploded one building. Another burst thundered toward her, though this was less intense than the last one. Lily looked up the street and saw stone crumbling and debris raining down. The second explosion had the same effect as the first one. The storm clouds had started to shift, moving outward.

      It might work.

      Now all she had to do was figure out some way of helping Honaaz.

      She studied the long bone resting on her lap. She hadn’t cleaned it, and it disgusted her that it was still covered with slime from the body she’d taken it from, but maybe that would help. She thought about the drawings of creatures that had been in the book she’d seen on board the ship. Some were benign—plenty of fish that she suspected were there to help sailors know what was safe to eat and what was not. She tried to think of the most terrifying one. There were sharks, but a shark didn’t seem as frightening as what she really wanted. It might be able to swim fast, though, and if it came down to it, maybe a shark would be for the best, especially if she could make a massive one that could rip through the ships.

      But there was one drawing in particular that she remembered seeing, one that she thought might not even be real, but maybe that was part of the fun. If anything like this could be fun—sending an imagined creature out into the sea to terrify the sailors, and use it to destroy the ships.

      If it worked.

      She started carving.  The creature she remembered had a strangely pointed triangular head, a dozen tentacles with spikes along each, and a gaping mouth filled with fangs. The carving was a bit complex, mostly because the bone didn’t work for all of that. She could get the head, and the mouth and fangs, but the tentacles…

      An idea came to her. She reached into her satchel and grabbed several of the strands of grasses that Esmerelda had given her to use. They had come from Alainsith lands, and as she wrapped them around, she weaved pieces of stone into them to act as the spikes along the tentacles.

      When she was done, she stared at it for a moment.

      “What is that?” Isabel asked.

      Lily looked up. Blood dripped down Isabel’s forehead. “Are you hurt?”

      “No. It’s nothing.”

      “If you say so. This is something I found in one of the books on Honaaz’s ships. I don’t know if it’s real, but it looks terrifying, doesn’t it?”

      Isabel nodded. “It looks like something.”

      “And now I have to hope it will work.”

      “What do you have to do?”

      “Unleash it into the water. This is a different type of talisman than I’ve made before. This is bone, but it includes grass and stone—all of the hegen aspects of the art I’ve been learning. I don’t know if it’ll work.”

      She pricked her finger and began to smear blood along bone, but she paused. The wave of cold that washed through her was significant, and she felt the talisman starting to change.

      “Help me with it.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Isabel asked.

      “The same.”

      She held it up, and it had already tripled in size. Isabel frowned, but she carved a line in her palm and wiped the blood along the backside of the talisman, before letting out a sharp gasp. “It’s cold.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      The tentacles started to stretch. The small piece of carved bone continued to transform, its body rippling and shifting as if it were not made of solid bone, but of something much more fluid and malleable. It was mesmerizing, like watching water begin to boil, each bubble distorting the surface until the calm facade was completely shattered. The talisman began to elongate, stretching in every direction, its length increasing at an unnatural speed. The tiny, intricately carved features began to blur, then warp, then reshape, growing in size and complexity. It writhed and twisted, pulsating as if it had a life of its own.

      Lily looked at it one more time and said to it, “Go hunting, but leave Honaaz and our people alone. Good luck.”

      With that, she tossed it into the water. There was a faint stir as the talisman started to sink, but then she felt it as the tentacles began to change, whipping at the water until it slipped through it.

      Lily shivered.

      “What now?” Isabel asked.

      “Now we make another.”

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    






FINN

        

      

    

    
      Finn watched Porman, though he didn’t have much of an idea about what Porman said, nor did he know what the king was going on about when it came to the Alainsith. The war he had spoken of had been ages ago, and there should be no reason for the Alainsith to attack—or want an attack.

      The others around him were quiet. Matelia had stayed standing near Finn, and Jesaphen was, as usual, relatively silent. Meyer looked troubled, though Finn couldn’t tell the reason behind Meyer’s concern, other than the fact that this had to do with the Alainsith, and he knew that Meyer was predisposed to wanting to ensure that the Alainsith were not involved in anything.

      The only one who seemed unbothered by all of this was Pippin. He continued to pick at the meat and cheese stacked on the cart, saying nothing. He didn’t look at any of them,  lost in his own world.

      “Alainsith war?” Finn asked, breaking the silence. “The Alainsith have no interest in fighting us. You have made certain of that over the years.”

      “I have.” Porman glanced at the others before turning his attention back to Finn. “And what we know of the Alainsith war is not necessarily accurate. Most believe that we once fought with the Alainsith, but that could not be further from the truth. The Alainsith and Reyand have never been at war.”

      “I know the histories,” Meyer said, finally finding his tongue. “We know what has happened.”

      “Actually,” Finn said, looking around at each of them, “the histories aren’t necessarily accurate. They were spread as a means of explaining why the Alainsith would move through here, and to explain what others have done and dealt with when it comes to the Alainsith, but they have not truly been accurate.”

      “Reyand hasn’t fought with the Alainsith?”

      “Well, not Reyand as it currently exists,” the king said. He glanced over to Pippin, and a slight smile curled his lips. “It would have been years ago, and you wouldn’t even call it Reyand, at least not in its current form. And what we encountered was something quite different than a battle with the Alainsith.”

      The king grabbed a bottle of wine, poured a glass, and took a long sip. When he was done, he held the glass and swirled the liquid. “Most believe that the Alainsith want their land back, but as many of you have had experience with, the Alainsith lands are not quite what we believe them to be. It’s possible that they never were.”

      “What does this have to do with anything?” Meyer asked.

      Finn found himself smiling. He appreciated that Meyer had regained the confidence to challenge the king. Even when he had been master executioner, Meyer had not been the one to question the king, as if he feared upsetting Porman, though such a thing was unlikely to be the case and probably unnecessary to worry about.

      “This has to do with what is happening,” Porman said. “It has to do with the attack you experienced outside the city, and with what happened to my home.” His words became increasingly tense and terse and angry. He turned to Finn. “And it has to do with what we have ignored for far too long.”

      “We haven’t ignored the Alainsith,” Finn said. “You meet with them regularly, don’t you?”

      “I do, but I also don’t meet with all the Alainsith.”

      “I don’t know how you could expect to meet with all of the Alainsith,” Matelia said. “How would you have an opportunity to get to all of them?”

      “Well, it’s not a matter of getting to all the Alainsith people,” the king said, sounding as if he was trying to placate her rather than offering any real explanation. “It’s a matter of meeting with each of the families.”

      “How many families are there?” Jesaphen asked.

      “As we know it, there are three.”

      “As we know it?” Meyer asked.

      “Well, it’s possible there are more. Quite a few more, given what I have seen scattered throughout my land,” Porman said.

      “How many more do you think there are?”

      The king looked at Finn. “What have you seen in the executioner court?”

      “Seven families,” Morgan said.

      The king tipped his head politely. “You take away some of my excitement in reviewing all of this, but you are correct. Seven families. At least, seven families that I suspect exist. I can’t say with any certainty if there are more or not, but seven is a reasonable beginning. And each of them was represented on the executioner court.”

      “The earliest court was Alainsith?” Matelia asked.

      “Perhaps not executioners, but they were the first among the court. Over time, things have shifted and evolved, and…” Porman waved his hand, motioning to the others. “We see now that there is this court as it is, though I do not know if it is as it once was. In fact, I rather doubt it is. It would be too unlikely for the court to have the same purpose.” He frowned. “Some of the oldest records that we have of the Alainsith come from there. Some of the most valuable artifacts are from there.”

      “Why let us have it?” Finn asked.

      “Because the court is bound to justice, and to establishing and maintaining peace. That is what the ancient court valued as well.”

      Finn glanced over to Meyer in worry. Meyer was often quiet when things were uncertain, and in this case, things were very much uncertain. Not only for Finn, but also for Meyer, and for whatever they might deal with when it came to the king.

      “What is it?” he asked Meyer.

      “I always believed that the court was more important. That we served something greater.”

      “Oh, you serve something incredible,” the king said. “Do not fear that you have somehow become less than what you believed.”

      “You mentioned Alainsith,” Meyer said. “Why do you think there is one?”

      “Given what we have seen, it strikes me as a bit unusual, and perhaps even unlikely, but what we have encountered suggests something quite dangerous.”

      “You fear this is the Alainsith coming for you?” Finn asked.

      Porman smiled tightly. “Oh, I doubt they are coming for me, but I can’t say what they are coming for. And when I heard that you had come looking for me, I knew that I had chosen well. All those years ago, and now look at you, Finn Jagger.”

      “I came looking because we had seen something dangerous, but we knew that not all the Alainsith were involved. And we came to warn you, but we were too late.”

      “I had all the warning I needed.”

      “How did you know?” Finn asked.

      “Do you think you are the only one who understands the Alainsith power?” Porman turned, looking over to Morgan, which surprised Finn. “There are many who understand that power, and I have made a point of keeping them around me, as it is necessary so I can best prepare for whatever I might have to face. When dealing with such Alainsith energies in the world, there is something important in ensuring that the various Alainsith structures are not used against my people, as they almost were.”

      Meyer glanced over to where Pippin still picked at cheese, and shot him a hard, almost irritated look. It was one that Finn remembered quite well from when he was younger and still learning his responsibilities. “So we have an Alainsith attack,” he said to the king, “and your people have retreated back to the city, but now there is something else taking place.”

      “Alainsith attacking Alainsith,” the king said. “Which, on its own, is quite unsettling, as the Alainsith should be united. That they are not suggests to me that there is a different danger. It’s one I’ve been trying to avoid, but unfortunately, there is no avoiding this any longer. We must deal with it, and so we have. At least for now.”

      Finn shook his head. “The threat is not dealt with. I don’t know what you believe is happening, but there are still dangers we need to resolve.”

      The king said nothing for a moment, before turning to the others around them. He flashed a grin at them as he did, and Finn realized that he was trying to deflect some of the concern about what was happening, but could not deflect all of it.

      “How much warning did you have?” Finn asked him.

      “We didn’t have much.”

      “You said you had some,” Morgan said. “You evacuated. We saw what happened in Jorash, but most of the people there did not have the same advantage you had. There were others—too many of them—who did not have an opportunity to get away safely.”

      The king’s smile turned into a frown. “We did what we could. We did it when we could.”

      Finn questioned that, which bothered him. He liked to think that Porman was trustworthy, and over the years, he had been. But for whatever reason, Finn found himself wondering if Porman was telling them everything, or if he was keeping something from them. At this point, Finn simply did not know.

      “What can you tell us?” Morgan asked.

      “I can tell you…” Porman trailed off, tipping his head to the side, and he frowned as he glanced to the door. “I can tell you that I must go.”

      “Where?” Finn asked.

      “Perhaps we should all leave.”

      Meyer headed over to the door and rested his hand on it, before spinning and turning back to the others. “Something is taking place.”

      “Which is why we need to go,” the king said.

      Morgan pressed her lips together tightly. She twisted her fingers, and a hint of faint wisps of fog began to swirl steadily away from her, though it seemed as if she were trying to hide the fact that she was using the fog at all.

      “Can you detect anything?” Finn asked.

      Meyer watched him, but he said nothing.

      “There is an energy here. It reminds me of…” Morgan squeezed her eyes shut, then glanced over to where the king stood, though he said nothing. “I can feel it,” she said. “I can’t tell you why I can, only that whatever is here is faint, but also pushes against me.”

      “What do you mean that it’s pushing against you?” Finn asked.

      “It is just that. As if whatever is there wants me to stop.”

      Finn turned to the king. “What sort of protections are on the palace?”

      “Protections?” Matelia asked.

      Finn ignored her. “Hegen?”

      “This is an ancient Alainsith structure,” the king said. “Hegen magic would not make a difference here.”

      “So there are Alainsith protections within it?” Meyer asked.

      “It probably doesn’t matter one way or another,” Finn said, looking over to where Morgan stood. “If it is Alainsith, we’ve seen how that can be used.”

      Jesaphen’s brow furrowed. “Alainsith power can’t be used by any but the Alainsith.”

      “I’m not Alainsith,” Morgan said.

      “And you can use that power?”

      Morgan stepped back and started to move her fingers in a tight and steady pattern at her sides. As she did, the fog began to flow even more than it had before, gradually working its way outward and then beyond toward the doorway. Finn recognized what she was doing, the way she was trying to command the fog so she could control it and push it out, but she was doing something else with it as well—using it in a way he had not seen before. It was guiding beneath the door, as if finding every crack in it, and then outward.

      “There are ancient Alainsith protections in this building,” she said. “Most of them are stout enough that they are holding, but not all of them. I can feel something else here, but it is fighting me.”

      “Do you need my blade?” Finn said it softly, but Meyer jerked his head around.

      How many of the others knew what Finn was asking? He didn’t want anybody to know what he was suggesting, that he might use his executioner blade to try to fight magic. That was not what he intended, and not what he should have offered. He was an executioner, not a swordsman. But knowing what he did about the blade and the power that was within it, Finn couldn’t help but feel as if he could use it to help them.

      “It might become necessary. Be ready,” Morgan said.

      And he was. Finn pulled the sword free from where he carried it, and found the king watching him, but he said nothing. Even Meyer didn’t say anything.

      Matelia shook her head. “You should not do that here.”

      Finn ignored her and turned to Morgan, watching as she sent some of that fog sweeping away from her, and then withdrew it in a flurry. Her eyes went wide.

      “Powerful,” she said. “Much more powerful than anything we have dealt with recently.”

      Finn glanced around. “We should find a way out.”

      “The king has a way out,” Meyer said. “The question is whether he will allow us to join him as he uses it.”

      “You would come with me?” Porman asked.

      “You would have us go out there and face whatever is coming?” Meyer replied.

      “Well, seeing as how we don’t even know what it is, I’m not sure that it is such a sacrifice to have you go out there.”

      Finn strode over to the door and pulled it open.

      A thick blanket of fog headed through the halls, but it wasn’t just that. He felt a dampness, mixed with a chill, in the air, as well as something else that he couldn’t quite place, though he had felt something like it before. It was almost as if this energy was trying to push on him, though whatever Morgan had done—and increasingly, Finn was certain that she had done something—fought against it, protecting them.

      He looked around, before his gaze settled on the others. “There is something coming, and I don’t know what it is, but it’s powerful like Morgan said. I can feel its influence out here and know that we don’t have much time.”

      “Then we go,” Morgan said. “Can you use your blade against this?”

      Finn didn’t know if there were limits. Esmerelda had warned him about it in the past, telling him that the magic within the blade had been strengthened over the years through the power of death that the sword had been used for, but sooner or later such magic could be spent. It was how witchcraft could eventually be used up to the point where there was nothing left. He didn’t know if there was anything he could do that would sap all the strength that had been added to the sword over the years, but he was not sure he wanted to risk it. Finn was cautious as he held the blade and readied himself.

      “Not that way,” the king snapped, striding over to Finn and throwing the door shut.

      As soon as the door closed again, Finn began to feel something pushing against him, almost as if the door itself had some innate protections. He looked over to Porman and realized that it must. There had to be a reason that Porman chose this place to meet with him—and others. The room was protected.

      Finn snorted. “And here I thought you didn’t care much for magic.”

      Porman frowned slightly. “When have I ever made it seem as if I didn’t care for magic?”

      “What do you mean?” Meyer asked.

      “There are innate protections on this room,” Finn said. “I don’t know what they are, but I can feel them. As soon as he closed the door, I was aware of it.”

      “How are you aware of magic?” Pippin asked, still chewing on a hunk of cheese.

      “What was that?”

      “How are you aware of magic?”

      Meyer arched a brow as he watched Finn. “It’s a reasonable question.”

      “Because the sword Justice is powered with the blood of its victims,” Finn said.

      “It might be more than that,” the king said. “But perhaps now is not the time to discuss that, seeing as how there’s something taking place, and you have me a bit concerned. Why don’t you follow me.” He headed to the wall and pressed a section on it that caused a door to slide open. He motioned for Meyer to head into the cavity first, then promptly followed him. Porman looked over to Finn. “I want you to walk behind me.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you are the head of my court.” He glanced to Morgan. “And she should come as well, as she has her own understanding.”

      Finn hesitated a moment, but then he nodded. He looked to the others with him, before finally striding forward and joining them. He wasn’t sure what else he might be able to do, and didn’t know if it even mattered. At this point, the only thing that mattered was getting Porman to safety and trying to understand whether there was anything else they might have to deal with.

      “The power here is a mixture of hegen and Alainsith,” Morgan said to him. “You can feel it. I’m sure you can. You have been around the hegen long enough to be able to. But even if you weren’t, you probably would know because of the Alainsith power.”

      “Why do you think I would be aware of Alainsith power?”

      “Because of the blade you carry. It connects you, and it permits you to feel something others would not.”

      “She’s right,” the king said. “But perhaps for a different reason. Come along.”

      Finn waited a moment, then hurried after the king. Meyer was still in the lead, guiding them down the set of stairs that headed away from this tunnel and into a part of the palace that Finn had never been—and could not imagine how it existed.

      “Where does this take you?” Finn asked.

      “It’s for me, and now you, to find a way to get somewhere safe. That is all that matters,” the king said.

      “Is this Alainsith as well?”

      “Seeing as how the entire palace, and much of what’s beyond it, is all Alainsith, it is. Now, if you’re going to keep asking questions, we may not have time to get through here.” Porman looked over to Morgan. “Since you have a measure of control over what is happening, I would like to know if you have any way of closing off this space as I show you to someplace else. Perhaps we can keep them from retaking it.”

      “Retaking what, exactly?” Meyer asked.

      Porman didn’t answer that question and instead continued to address Morgan. “There are natural protections here, and if you can control them, we should be able to use them, but I don’t know if you will be able to do so here quite easily.”

      Morgan paused for a second, and she raised her hands and began to move them in a pattern. Finn watched the movement, having seen something like that before, and recognized an element of witchcraft within it. He smiled at that thought. There had been a time when he had feared what she did, as well as the technique and control in the way she used it. Now he understood it for what it was—just another way of using power.

      The fog started to swirl, and it flowed out and behind her.

      “I like the way that feels,” a soft voice said from down the hall.

      It seemed to Finn that Pippin had been on edge, which made sense, given the fact that they were dealing with dangerous Alainsith and the kind of power that could cause them all trouble.

      “What do you feel?” Meyer asked the boy.

      “I don’t know. There’s something here, though. It’s like something squeezing on me… Ouch!”

      Finn shoved past Matelia and Jesaphen, as he couldn’t tell where they were, only that he felt their presence in the tunnel leading them down. Morgan stayed close to him. He’d traveled with her long enough now that he recognized the sense of her. She leaned over, pressing up against his shoulder.

      “Alainsith?” he said.

      “Perhaps, but I am not entirely certain.”

      Finn held on to Justice. He could feel a faint tremble in the blade, though he wasn’t exactly sure why. The sensation carried through the hilt and into his hands.

      Then it was gone.

      Pippin moved close to him. “Maybe I should go back.”

      “I’m not so sure there is any going back,” Finn said.

      “So I’m just stuck here?”

      “I think we’re all stuck here.”

      And they would be until they figured out what was going on and how they could escape.
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      Honaaz did not care for how this battle was going.

      He felt as if he were trying to fight through the wind itself. With the storm clouds battering at him, lightning shooting through the sky, and him occasionally getting too close to the water, he knew he was going to have to find a way to either run from the storm or get to the Weather Watchers in order to overpower them. Those fuckers were not going to leave him stranded on his ship.

      Only, there wasn’t all that much he could do.

      Boney was out there somewhere. Honaaz could feel him swimming away, but there wasn’t much that Boney would be able to do without Honaaz helping. He was a powerful talisman, and he had proven that he was adept in a fight, but this was something else. This was dealing with the Weather Watchers. Even Honaaz didn’t like the idea of going against Weather Watchers.

      Honaaz tried to steer the ship, but with the storm picking up, it became increasingly difficult for him to guide the ship where he needed to go. The storm raged with a vengeance, the howling winds whipping through his hair and stinging his face like a thousand needles. The ship groaned under the immense pressure, its timbers creaking and straining against the tempest’s fury. Honaaz gripped the helm with all his might, his knuckles turning white as he fought against the relentless onslaught of magical wind from the Weather Watchers.

      His eyes scanned the horizon, searching for a way through, but all he could see was a swirling maelstrom of dark clouds and crashing waves. The ship pitched and rolled, threatening to throw Honaaz off balance with each violent sway.

      Through sheer force of will, Honaaz managed to maneuver the ship, inch by painstaking inch, through the treacherous currents of the storm. He steered with a precision born from experience, anticipating the twists and turns of the magical wind. Each correction he made was a small victory.

      Below him, he heard the sound of his prisoners pounding on the walls. He’d been hearing it for the better part of an hour now, and had ignored it as much as he could. If he trusted any of them, he might have freed them so they could help him, but the problem was that he simply did not fucking trust any of them.

      He might need to, though. That thought stayed with him as he stared against the wind, the rain, and the lightning. But he might be able to use the talismans to keep them from acting against him.

      When another gust of wind caught him and sent the ship listing, he swore under his breath. He lashed the wheel, then stepped below deck and reached the first of the cells. “You’re helping,” Honaaz grunted.

      Garvish watched him. He sat with his knees bent, back pressed up against the wall, and his gaze lingering partly on the weasel that sat in front of him. “Why?”

      “Either you help, or you sink. Take your fucking pick.”

      Honaaz pulled the door open, then looked back at the weasel. “Don’t let him try anything.”

      The weasel’s long, strangely flexible tail swished from side to side, and then the talisman turned his attention back to Garvish.

      Honaaz stomped back up the stairs and focused on the wheel, trying to steer. In the distance, he could feel the sense of Boney as he was swimming through the water, though the chop had slowed the talisman more than before. There wasn’t going to be much time before something happened—either he would be able to go help Boney, or the ship would be pushed farther and farther back to port. At the rate he was going, there was no telling what might happen to the ship. Probably splinter along the docks. Honaaz thought he could swim and get out, but the prisoners he had trapped in the cells below deck wouldn’t be so lucky. They would sink.

      He had a hard time feeling terrible about that.

      Well, mostly a hard time. They were still his people.

      He heard the sound of footsteps behind him, and he turned around. Garvish paused as he came up, then yelped and staggered forward, the weasel following him. Honaaz figured he probably needed a name for the weasel, especially as he seemed nearly as alive as Boney, if only because he had actually done damage to some of Honaaz’s people. Maybe by fighting and drawing a little blood, the weasel had been strengthened in the same way that Boney had seemed to be.

      “What do you think?” Honaaz asked the talisman. “Weasley?”

      The weasel looked at him, but didn’t react otherwise.

      Honaaz shrugged. “Weasley it is. Keep him in line.”

      “What are you doing?” Garvish asked.

      “I’m sailing out to the battle. And you’re going to help.”

      To his surprise, Garvish immediately began to fix the lines, and they stopped luffing in the wind. Honaaz managed to get control over the ship, and he righted it, steering back out to sea. They tacked slightly into the wind, giving him a bit of an angle that he could use as he headed toward the battle. Somewhere out there was Biggins, though Honaaz didn’t even know where he was any longer. He couldn’t even focus on the talisman and the ships they were on, as his focus had to be entirely on what was happening here.

      “How many are you going against?”

      “I don’t know. A dozen,” Honaaz said.

      Garvish shot him a look. “You against a dozen?”

      “You don’t know how much of a fighter I am.”

      Garvish grunted. “Stupid, that’s what you are.”

      “Sometimes.”

      The wind whistled, and another burst of lightning streaked overhead, which forced Honaaz to jerk the wheel. He turned it just in time as the lightning struck the water, causing cascading spray to shoot up toward the ship. Honaaz barely staggered, but Garvish had to catch himself quickly. Weasley didn’t fall at all.

      “Fucking Weather Watchers,” Honaaz muttered.

      “They wouldn’t do that on their own,” Garvish said.

      “Right. Just like you wouldn’t get involved?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “I understand well enough. You got involved because you wanted the money. Some things are worth more than what you’re paid. Sometimes it’s your pride. But then again, maybe you don’t have any of that.”

      Honaaz tried to keep his irritation to a minimum, but he couldn’t help it. He was still angry about being stranded in Sanaron a long time ago.

      He had to let that go. He knew he did. Holding on to that anger and frustration and irritation did nothing for him. All it served to do was leave him feeling upset at what he had been through. And what he had been through had changed him—and strengthened him, as much as he hated to admit it.

      Would the old Honaaz have been able to take a ship out to sea like this? Would he have even dared? This Honaaz was. And he did it because he felt it was necessary.

      That isn’t the only fucking reason.

      Lily. He would do anything to help her.

      If it meant fighting, and dying, Honaaz would do it.

      The first ship came into view, and Honaaz angled slowly toward it.

      “Do you intend to ram it?” Garvish asked.

      “Not exactly.” Honaaz glanced down at Weasley. “Make sure he doesn’t go anywhere. If he does, I want you to force him back. Do you understand?”

      Weasley looked over, and at this point, Honaaz wasn’t exactly sure what the weasel might do, but he did seem to recognize what Honaaz wanted.

      He snorted. Fucking talisman.

      As they neared one of the other vessels, Honaaz moved to the bow. “Take the helm.”

      Garvish frowned at him. “I can’t do it by myself.”

      “The fuck you can’t.”

      With that, Honaaz jumped, the motion carrying him across the water. Wind battered at him, trying to push him back onto his ship—or down into the water. He wasn’t afraid of splashing into the sea. He could feel that Boney was somewhere nearby, and if it were to come to that, he was sure the talisman would be able to offer him help. But he focused, and could practically feel that resistance pushing against him.

      Then he landed in a roll on the other ship. As he popped up to his feet, he jabbed his blade into the belly of the nearest Alainsith that he saw, sweeping up and then jerking it free. He made a point of checking the Alainsith as he got to his feet, keeping them from recovering. He didn’t have any idea how powerful they were, but having dealt with some of these bastards already, he was not about to have one get up and crawl after him, even with a hole in their belly.

      Another cloaked figure stood in front of him. Honaaz felt power beginning to swirl around him, recognizing it because he had experienced it before, and knowing that it would eventually constrict tight enough that he would not be able to move.

      He focused on it for a moment, his bone blade sinking down into the pressure. He locked eyes with the Alainsith. “Jump in or die,” Honaaz said through gritted teeth.

      “You think you can do what the others like you couldn’t⁠—”

      Honaaz’s sword hit the bindings being used on him, and immediately carved through them. Once he was free, he flicked his blade up, cutting through the man’s groin and reaching his throat before the man could speak further.

      He fell to the deck.

      Honaaz spun, facing three more people. They were smaller than Honaaz. The other was thin, petite, and standing near the bow.

      Fucking Weather Watcher.

      He had to deal with the Bloodless first.

      Honaaz darted toward the first of them, decapitating him in a sweep of his blade. He shoved his sword forward, carving through the arm of the next, then rolling and bringing the blade around to cut through the leg.

      It was done.

      He stepped toward the Weather Watcher, who turned and watched him.

      “You can refuse to fight,” Honaaz said.

      The Weather Watcher said nothing.

      “I don’t want to cut you down.”

      And he didn’t. He had spent so much time on ships, so much time sailing alongside other Weather Watchers, that Honaaz couldn’t help but feel as if the idea of killing another was just as bad as what had been done to him and his uncle. But he wasn’t going to do nothing.

      The wind started swirling and pushing against Honaaz.

      He brought up the bone blade. The wind hit it, and then faded.

      The talisman really was quite powerful.

      Honaaz took a step forward, then another. With each one, he felt the wind sweeping around the blade, drifting off to either side of it. The power being used on him failed.

      He reached the Weather Watcher, and hesitated. There was something about her that reminded him of Lily. He brought the blade up and then slammed the hilt down on the top of her head. She crumpled.

      Honaaz took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      A loud thump came from behind, and he spun, only to see Boney landing on the deck. “You could’ve been helpful before.”

      The talisman roared, and Honaaz felt a surge, realizing that Boney had not been inactive. A ship nearby was listing off to the side, already sinking.

      Honaaz strode toward Boney and patted the talisman on the head. “Fine. You did well.” Boney nuzzled his head into Honaaz’s hand.

      He looked across the water and saw Garvish locking eyes with him.

      If that fucker…

      The ship steered toward him.

      Honaaz grabbed the Weather Watcher, threw her over his shoulder, and then jumped, landing on the deck of his ship once again. He dropped the Weather Watcher next to Garvish.

      Garvish frowned deeply. “What’s this?”

      “This is the Weather Watcher. You get to deal with them however you want.”

      “You didn’t kill her?”

      “Did I kill you?” Honaaz snapped.

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s one of us. Or was.”

      Honaaz didn’t know how to explain it in any other way, but that was how he felt. And yet, he also felt like there was something that wasn’t quite right. He still didn’t understand why his people were working against them.

      “What about the others?” Garvish asked.

      “There weren’t any others. Well, there were Alainsith, but I cut them down. And a pair of Bloodless.”

      Garvish’s brow furrowed. “What was that?”

      “What? The fucking Bloodless? We’ve dealt with them. They are easy enough to bring down. Just have to chop them up. And I suppose you have to have the right weapon.” He waved his bone sword at Garvish, who looked at it strangely for a moment before staggering back. “Now you’re going to steer me toward another ship.”

      Garvish didn’t say anything. He simply shifted the direction of the ship, guiding Honaaz as he had demanded. “How many do you think you can take down by yourself?”

      “It’s not just me,” Honaaz said.

      “How many? Eventually they’re going to figure out what you’re doing. They have more than what you can withstand. And they can do…” Garvish shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t overpower it.”

      “You might be surprised what I can do.”

      They reached another ship, and Honaaz jumped onto it. The Alainsith were ready for him this time, and they started to hold him in place with their power the moment he landed. They weren’t ready for Boney, though, who ripped through the arm of one of the Alainsith, blood staining his white fur.

      Honaaz pulled free of the power trapping him and spun to deal with the three Bloodless, cutting one in half, decapitating the second, and kicking the third to give himself space. Then he turned back to the Alainsith.

      Boney strained against invisible bands that tried to hold him, snarling and snapping at them. The Alainsith glowered at Honaaz, but they seemed only to have enough strength to hold either Boney or Honaaz, but not both of them.

      Honaaz moved steadily toward the Alainsith, ignoring the wind and the rain that started sleeting at him, and drove his blade into the man’s throat. As the Alainsith sank to the ground, Boney rushed forward and ripped him in half.

      Something came toward Honaaz, and he spun, his blade going through the shoulder of the Bloodless. Then he made his way toward the Weather Watcher, a smaller man who glanced at him, before his gaze drifted past him to Boney.

      “Just let it go,” Honaaz said.

      The man twisted his hands, and the wind started to pick up and work its way around him.

      Honaaz looked down to Boney. “Don’t kill him. But you can hurt him a little.”

      Boney bounded ahead and knocked the Weather Watcher forward, catching the man before he fell overboard. Boney bit down, which elicited a loud cry from the Weather Watcher, but the wind and the rain that had swirled around Honaaz immediately cut off, dying down to nothingness.

      He scooped up the Weather Watcher and waited until Garvish steered closer, before jumping. The jump was almost not enough. Honaaz landed precariously on the railing of the ship, and pushed himself forward so that he fell onto the deck. He rolled on top of the Weather Watcher, who let out another grunt.

      Honaaz got up, feeling exhausted. Maybe there was something to what Garvish said. He’d taken down three of the ships, but that didn’t mean he was done. There were at least nine more, but probably far more than that. He knew there were more than just the dozen ships he had seen, and he didn’t know if he’d be able to deal with them easily.

      What was he going to do?

      He looked over to Boney, who nuzzled his head up against Honaaz’s hand again. As it often did, a strange sense of reassurance came from him, but it didn’t strengthen Honaaz the way that he needed. And at this point, he didn’t know if it could.

      “You’re getting tired,” Garvish said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I can see you getting tired. Just admit it.”

      He growled softly. He looked out over the water, toward the oncoming ships, and as much as he wanted to deny the fatigue he was feeling, Garvish was right. He was getting tired. There was only so much more that he would be able to endure. Only three ships were down.

      He wasn’t Reims, and he couldn’t listen to the song of the sword. He didn’t even know if he could withstand more wind from the Weather Watchers. The only thing he could do was keep fighting.

      The thunder rumbled, and lightning crackled out in the distance. It seemed to have moved, though not nearly as much as he needed it to. What Honaaz really wanted was for the storms to drift farther out to sea or disappear altogether, but that was only wishful thinking. He knew that.

      A pair of ships neared.

      He looked over to Boney. “We might need to split up on this one.”

      Boney nuzzled Honaaz, but that didn’t reassure him. He squeezed the hilt of his sword and readied to jump, but Garvish shifted the ship, bringing it around.

      Honaaz jerked his head, looking over to him. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Garvish pointed. “Look.”

      There was a third ship.

      They were surrounded. Somehow they had sailed deeper into the attack, and it had gotten to the point where there were now three ships around him. The Alainsith had used that tactic against them before, and he knew that they were powerful enough to hold him.

      Fuck.

      He would either jump, or have Boney jump, or they might just end up sinking.

      And where were Biggins and the other ships?

      Honaaz was too tired to reach for the connection to the talismans. As he attempted to do so, he realized that it probably was a reason he was tired anyway. He’d been holding on to those connections to the talismans, and they had been feeding on some part of him, draining him in a way that he couldn’t even handle.

      Fuck.

      The ships moved around him, and the wind started to shift. It created a pattern that built and swirled around them, a torrent of energy.

      Honaaz could feel that becoming stronger, could feel the way it was sloshing up against the sides of the ship, and heard the wind screaming. It reminded him of so many times that he had traveled when he was younger, times when he had been on board ships heading through storms, but knowing they were safe because they had the Weather Watchers with them. This time it was the Weather Watchers who were responsible for what was to come.

      He didn’t think there would be any way for him to break free of this. He looked over to Boney, who stood on the deck, yet he had a sense from the talisman that even he didn’t know if there would be anything he could do.

      They were stuck. Surrounded by the kind of power that Honaaz couldn’t control, and wouldn’t even be able to reach to stop them from attacking. Trapped.

      The ship groaned as it worked its way through the water, but the water itself was also starting to churn around them.

      Irritation built up in Honaaz, and he reached for his other sword. His uncle’s blade. If he was going to go down, he was going to go down fighting. He would hold both blades, swing them at these fuckers, and⁠—

      The wind whistled around the metal blade, but then worked its way around the bone blade. It was like a song.

      What was that?

      Honaaz held the metal blade up and listened. This time, he truly listened. He did what he had heard the tall bastard telling Reims to do all the time, to pay attention to what he heard around him, to be ready for it so he could fight, but drawing on the power of the blade by listening to the song. Honaaz didn’t know if there was anything to it, and had always believed that it was little more than Alainsith nonsense, but now that he heard the song, he found himself tipping his head to the side and waiting. That was real. He knew that it was. But what was it?

      The wind whistled past the blade again, but it wasn’t just that sound. It was the rocking of the ship. It was the waves in the water. It was everything around him.

      It was the sea.

      That’s the song.

      Of course it would be a fucking song for his uncle’s blade. They were sailors, and this was their place.

      Honaaz found himself humming along with it. It reminded him of one of the old sailing songs he had learned as a child. He grunted to the tune, and surprisingly, even Boney began to sing along. Then Garvish joined him.

      The wind started to shift as they sang. It reached the blade, but something within the blade started to vibrate, and it carried outward, as if the water itself settled at Honaaz’s command.

      He looked at one of the ships. Was there any way he could use this fucking blade to carve through them?

      He pointed it, tried to sing, but nothing changed.

      Honaaz peered down at the blade. “Well?”

      The wind shifted. The song changed. He realized what he had to do: sing to the blade, and sing to the sea. That was how he would use this.

      And so he did. Honaaz sang and pointed the blade again.

      It blasted outward, and the wind changed when his attack struck one of the Weather Watchers. He turned, focusing on another. With another blast, another burst of song, the Weather Watcher collapsed, dropping into the water.

      And then he turned.

      The wind started to become different again, and the ships were moving.

      But not fast enough.

      Something slammed into the ship nearest him. Honaaz couldn’t see what it was, but he felt it somehow. He looked down and realized that some strange creature had crashed into the enemy ship, creating a hole in it.

      “What the fuck was that?” Garvish cried out.

      And as he sighed, Honaaz smiled to himself. He knew what it was.

      “That… is Lily.”

      He couldn’t tell what the talisman was, but it looked like some sort of fucking monster. Just the kind of thing she would use to carve through these Alainsith.

      He raised his blade up, and he sang at the top of his lungs, his horrible voice joining with the sound of the ocean, the creaking of his ship, the wind that still caused his blade to vibrate. He cried out triumphantly, and it seemed as if the sea cried out with him.
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      Lily stood on the shoreline, listening to the sound of the thunder rumbling in the distance, waiting for any sign that something had happened to Honaaz, but she couldn’t tell. The air had started to shift, and the wind had changed with it, getting to the point where the only things she was aware of were the claps of thunder, the mixing of energy that radiated out over the bay, and a distinct sense of danger. She couldn’t figure out what that was, though she worried that the Alainsith had accomplished what they set out to do.

      Isabel stood next to her, holding one of the spiked talismans that Lily had made, twisting it slowly and subtly in one hand as she looked out over the water. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Lily said. “I’ve not seen anything like it before.”

      The wind had been gusting, whipping, and whistling around, and then had suddenly died. The suddenness of the way it had shifted left Lily uncertain. Whatever had happened there had been significant. And until she had a better sense of what it was, she wanted to be ready—and that meant preparing more of these explosive talismans.

      She didn’t want to have to create more of them, but she also didn’t want to face the Alainsith empty-handed. She was determined to have more preparations than needed and to be ready for the possibility of another attack. These Alainsith here had a different connection to their kinds of magic, one that Lily wasn’t entirely sure whether her talismans could fully counter. Honaaz seemed equipped to handle it, as did Kanar, but she didn’t know if her hegen magic would be effective. Explosives targeted in the right way could work against anybody, though, Lily figured.

      “What happened to the wind?” Isabel asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lily said again. “It was gusting, and then something shifted.”

      “Do we try to get out there and help?”

      Lily shook her head. She wasn’t sure there were any docked ships she could even sail. If there were, she wasn’t confident that she’d be willing to take one out into the bay. Doing so would be too dangerous. She didn’t know enough about sailing to be of much use—not in a storm like that, and not while Honaaz was out chasing the dangers that were there. “We stay here. We wait until Honaaz returns.”

      “What if he doesn’t make it back?”

      “He will,” she said.

      And she believed that he would. This was Honaaz, after all, and she had seen him fight. He might have a high assessment of her skill, but she had the same for him. She’d witnessed him deal with violence that should have toppled any other man, but he had come through it. It was more than just the connection he had to the talismans she had carved for him. It was more than just his connection to Boney, though that was impressive on its own. It was Honaaz’s determination, and his stubbornness, that helped him in ways that allowed him to survive things he should not have. And it was his natural resistance to magic that probably made the biggest difference.

      As Lily continued carving, she was tempted to set free one of the sea monsters, though she’d already unleashed three of them. With each one, she felt the wash of cold work through her, to the point where she’d begun to grow tired enough that she wasn’t sure she would be able to activate any more of her talismans. Isabel might have been able to do more, as Lily poured something of herself into the carving, which took strength from her that Isabel didn’t sacrifice.

      “There’s something behind us,” Isabel said.

      Lily turned. Her eyesight started to blur somewhat, and only in that moment did she realize just how tired she was. She hadn’t noticed the fatigue move through her as much as it had, and now she felt that overwhelming sense of weakness working over her.

      “Who is it?” she said to Isabel.

      Lily tried to stand, and when she did, she wobbled slightly. Isabel slipped an arm around her shoulders and helped her to her feet.

      “What’s wrong?” Isabel asked.

      “Using talismans. Takes something out of me. I put too much into it.”

      That had always been a problem. Even when she had been with her family, Lily had put too much of herself into her art, to the extent that she had been told it was too dangerous for her to do so.

      Too dangerous. Lily laughed at that idea. The idea that anything could be too dangerous for her given everything she had encountered, and everything she still had to deal with, was amusing to her.

      “Why do you do it?” Isabel asked.

      “Because it’s necessary.”

      “But you don’t have to.”

      “I don’t,” Lily said. “But it works better that way.”

      Isabel leaned on her for a moment. “Well, you’d mentioned that there were others coming. I think I’m seeing them now.”

      “Alainsith?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Dangerous?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      Isabel looked over. “I don’t know.”

      Lily tried to clear her eyesight, wanting to make sense of what was out there, but even as she attempted to do so, she didn’t see much.

      The fog had begun to settle around them far more fully than it had before.

      Fog.

      The fog was the issue.

      She blinked for another moment, and when she did, her eyesight started to clear a little bit.

      “Alainsith,” Lily said. She wished that she had a way of replenishing her strength faster, but it would take time and rest and recuperation in order for her to recover as much as she wanted to. “Not the ones we’ve fought. The Prophet.”

      She didn’t know how much Isabel understood of the Prophet, but she thought that Isabel must have heard something, with everything Lily and the others had mentioned before.

      “They’ve stopped,” Isabel said. “I can’t see much. The fog is dense around them. It looks like there are three of them.”

      Lily blinked again. “Three?”

      “How many did you think there were?”

      Lily thought about what she had seen when she had dealt with the Alainsith before, and she dug through those memories, trying to come up with how many had been there. There had been one she had interacted with, one that she recognized, though there had been others there as well.

      And it was the others that she had not had any chance to speak to. How many of them had been at Malory’s brothel? Perhaps all of them. Or perhaps none of them.

      One of the figures stepped forward. The fog started to part around them, making it so that Lily could now see more. Isabel stayed by her, clutching the bone, squeezing it in one hand.

      “Are we in danger?” Isabel asked.

      “Possibly. I don’t know.”

      “What would they want with us?”

      “It depends. When we were in Sanaron dealing with Malory—one of the Alainsith—she wanted a sword. It turns out that it was in Morgan’s family all along. These Alainsith might want the same thing, or they might not. Maybe they want nothing more than to protect the city. They might view it as their own.”

      The figure that stepped forward was tall. They had dark hair, wide-set eyes, and full red lips. They were dressed in deep green, striped with blue, and looked like an Alainsith.

      “You did this,” the person said. A woman. She didn’t look like the other Alainsith woman that Lily had seen before, but there was a tone to her words that suggested she was female. She regarded Lily for a long moment. The fog swirled around the woman, once again making it difficult for Lily to see much, though it did clear around her face.

      “What did I do?” Lily asked.

      “Destroy.”

      Lily snorted, and she glanced over to Isabel briefly. “Maybe you should get moving. I can provide a distraction. You go to the docks, grab one of the ships or whatever boat is there, and try to get away.”

      “I thought you said there were no boats we could take.”

      “You could try.”

      Isabel shook her head. “I’m staying with you.”

      Lily breathed out heavily, and she turned back to the woman and bowed her head politely. “I did this. I destroyed some of these buildings because they’re ancient structures that seem to be using a corrupted form of whatever power you possess. I’ve seen your fog, and I’ve seen others who control the same sort of energy, so I understand what you can do. If you think to use it against me, you’ll see what I can do.”

      She started reaching into her pouch.

      “We did not come to fight,” the woman said.

      Lily scoffed. “Of course not. You stood by while we fought.”

      “There must be peace.”

      “Really? That’s how you view things? Given everything that has happened in this city, and everything your people did, it seems a bit ironic that you would be preaching for peace. Or did you forget about Malory and how she attacked, wanted to take over the city, and tried to claim things that were not hers?”

      The woman regarded Lily for a long moment, and the fog billowed outward and created a blanket of fog that hovered along the shoreline. It was denser than it had been before, and it had a pale energy to it that struck Lily as distinct from what had been there when she had first come back to the city. That fog had been almost dark, as if there was something within it that tried to corrupt everything else around them. This was pale, pure.

      “You did it,” the woman said.

      Lily shrugged, shaking her head. “You’re going to have to help me understand what it is that you think I did. Like I told you, I destroyed these buildings. I don’t know why they’re different, only that they are, and that they somehow did something.”

      Everything started to spin around her, as if the world were starting to swim. She blinked, trying to focus. She really had used too much of herself in her art, to the point where she was starting to feel the effects of it in ways she had not expected. It was a mistake, especially when it came to putting that into it. There was a limit to how much of herself she could pour into her art, and she’d already overdone it before.

      “You disrupted what they did,” the woman said.

      “It was necessary.” Lily looked over to Isabel. “How many are there?”

      “I still see only the three.”

      “There are probably more,” Lily whispered. She wasn’t sure how much her voice would carry in the fog, or whether the Alainsith had any way of redirecting her words so they could hear what she said. She suspected that it was possible, but she didn’t know what else to do about it.

      The thunderstorm still raged behind her, a crackling and rumbling of energy, though it was faint. How much longer did they have? She didn’t know when the fog would intensify and get to the point where it would overwhelm the others. Or worse, begin to blend with the storms that were called in by the Weather Watchers, mixing with the power of the other Alainsith.

      Maybe now was the time to disrupt whatever it was that was coming, and to be ready for it so she could defend against it.

      The fog started to swirl toward Lily and press against her. More than that, it also moved out and away, heading toward the bay and then beyond. As it wafted away, Lily was reminded of what Sanaron had looked like when she’d first been here, when the fog had layered over everything. It had been benign then.

      Or had it?

      She didn’t know if the fog had always been some corrupted force or if it had offered protection. It was possible that the fog had always had a dangerous influence. But as she watched, the fog spread farther away until it layered over the bay as it once had.

      Lily took a deep breath. She wouldn’t be of much use to Honaaz at this point, anyway. She had to hope that her talismans, along with the sea monsters, provided him with enough help.

      “You will come,” the woman said to Lily.

      Lily was tempted to object, but as she glanced over to Isabel, she realized that objecting wasn’t going to get them what they needed: information.

      But more than that, they needed allies.

      Honaaz might not understand, but she hoped he would not blame her for leaving. And she wasn’t leaving him altogether. Then again, she couldn’t do much for him right now anyway. She had to leave him here.

      “You could wait,” she said softly to Isabel as she followed the woman, wanting to make sure Isabel knew she didn’t have to go with Lily.

      “I am not leaving you behind.”

      “They might be dangerous. I don’t know what these Alainsith want from us.”

      “Maybe I can get answers too,” Isabel said.

      Lily wanted to tell her that it was too risky, that they didn’t know what they might encounter, but at the same time, she appreciated having Isabel with her. If worse came to worse, Isabel could activate some of Lily’s talismans and help.

      For that matter…

      She reached into a pouch and pulled out one of the berahn she had made, which she handed to Isabel. “Activate it. That is, if you aren’t too tired.”

      “I felt the others, but I’m not too tired. Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      Isabel regarded the talisman for a moment, before she peeled the clotted blood free from her hand and smeared her palm over the talisman. It began to change immediately, and Isabel set it down behind her, before catching up to Lily. “What will it do?”

      “If it’s anything like what has happened with Honaaz, then it’s going to follow suit. I don’t know how big it’s going to get. I suspect some of that is tied to the purity of your Alainsith connection.”

      “Are you saying that Honaaz has an Alainsith connection?”

      “Probably. Though his seems to be different, doesn’t it?”

      As Lily followed the woman, the fog trailed alongside them, obscuring much of the city. If she hadn’t traveled through Sanaron like this before, she might’ve been more alarmed by the density of the fog, but this was something she knew, and a part of the city that felt familiar to her. She didn’t love the fog, but she understood it, and she recognized it.

      “Where are they taking us?” Isabel asked.

      “I don’t know. Probably one of the newer Alainsith buildings. The ones along the shoreline were older, so it makes me think that maybe these Alainsith—I think they’re the family from the south that had attacked us before—are somehow newer. Or they had come here more recently. I don’t really know.”

      “Did you see anything in the city before that would make you think that likely?”

      “Sanaron had many Alainsith buildings, and as we got to know Morgan and her city, we started to think that was pretty typical. Then again, with everything we saw around Reyand, Alainsith buildings were not uncommon.”

      They headed up the hill. The fog obscured everything, so that when the woman and the others with her stopped, Lily had no idea how far they had gone. She didn’t even know what section of the city they were in. This might be a place she had spent some time, though perhaps not.

      The woman strode forward, and the others took a position near a doorway. They waited, and Lily hesitated a moment before following the woman into the building.

      Once inside, her eyesight cleared, and she started laughing.

      “What is it?” Isabel asked.

      “The silversmith?” She snorted, and she glanced back at the two guarding the door, though she suspected that there were others outside who were watching as well. She had only seen those two, but Lily believed there had to be far more Alainsith patrolling in the same way as the woman she had found. “This is a jeweler Kanar targeted one time. It was a job that Malory had us pull. I don’t know if she knew or not. Probably, now that I think of it. Which means that Norman’s shop must have had some old Alainsith connection.”

      “What did you take?”

      “A sculpture,” Lily said. “But it wasn’t worth much. At least, we didn’t think it was. Kanar didn’t know. He took the job because Malory wanted him to, and at the time, we thought it was all tied to something she found valuable. Little did we know that it was all about how she wanted to have us help her acquire the blade.”

      The other Alainsith woman had kept going deeper into the building.

      Norman’s shop looked quite different. When she’d been here before on the job, she had found rows upon rows of jewelry all fashioned by artisans. Silver and gold and some platinum, all mixed with diamond and jade and other precious stones. The workmanship was incredibly detailed. When they had been assigned the job, Lily had assumed that they were to clean out Norman’s shop, which would have put them directly in the crosshairs of anything Norman would have done to get revenge, but that hadn’t been the job.

      Now the shop was emptied. She had no idea where the jewelry had gone. Maybe Norman had cleaned it out during his evacuation, if he had managed to escape. Or maybe the Alainsith had taken everything. Then again, she had never seen the Alainsith value traditional jewelry. Anything they wore looked to be made more like hegen art, woven out of natural fibers, branches, grasses, or flowers.

      Another pair of guards stood at the entrance to a hallway leading to the back of the building. Lily had explored the rest of the shop before, so she understood that the deeper she went, the more likely it was that they would lead to his artisan workshops. The two guards glanced at Lily, but they didn’t stop her.

      Strength started to return the more she walked, so she thought that if it came down to it, she might be able to fight a little, though she doubted that she’d last very long.

      She swept her gaze behind her, and nearly froze.

      The berahn talisman that she’d handed Isabel still trailed after them, but now it was as large as a wolf, and completely white, though a bit slenderer than the talisman that followed Honaaz. She hadn’t considered the possibility that the berahn talisman may take on some of the shape of the person who activated them, but why wouldn’t they? As far as she knew, a talisman was connected to the person who added something of themselves into it. It was no different than the way Lily added something of herself to all of her talismans, to the point where she could feel them.

      She leaned closer to Isabel. “Can you feel the talisman?”

      Isabel glanced back at it. Her eyes widened slightly. “I didn’t realize that he’d gotten so big.”

      “He?” Lily asked, a hint of a smile coming to her lips.

      “Well… I guess I do feel like this is a he. Is that wrong?”

      “Honaaz felt the same way, but I do wonder if maybe it’s me carving male berahn. Or maybe it has something to do with the power going into them. I don’t really know. The only thing I can tell is that it seems like something you are putting into the talisman is changing it so that it’s like this.”

      “Was I not supposed to do it?” Isabel asked.

      “Actually, I think this is absolutely what you’re supposed to do.”

      And if they had another talisman like this—and somebody else who could activate it as well as Honaaz could—they might have an advantage against any attackers. She had worried about not having Kanar and Jal come with them, but maybe that wasn’t even a problem. Given the number of talismans she had, and the kind of power that could be put into them, she started to wonder if there were other possibilities.

      She imagined an entire army of bone talismans taking on the Alainsith. It might even work. But then again, they would still need somebody to activate them. Lily had no idea how much that would take out of the person, and whether such a connection could be maintained. She had no idea whether there was any way for that energy to persist without drawing off too much.

      She hurried forward, chasing after the woman, who disappeared through a doorway. Lily and Isabel were left standing and watching. Lily didn’t know what they would find. The only thing she knew was that this was where the woman had led them, but why here? What was this place?

      The room was large—much larger than she had expected. Stairs led down into it, and this was a place that Lily didn’t remember being before. Had it been blocked off? Or maybe there had been no need for her to come here in the past.

      Seven people sat at a table, and they all looked in her direction when she and Isabel approached. All were Alainsith, men and women who looked upon her with eyes that seemed to have seen more of the world than she could imagine. But there was one person that caught her attention, a young man who stood behind an older one. He looked over to her, frowning. A flower was tucked behind his ear.

      Bendal?
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      Finn and the others kept making their way down the stairs. Everything was faint, though there was a soft glow that seemed to emanate from the walls. He thought it was from the light of a lantern somewhere nearby, but increasingly, he started to think it was the light of the stone itself, as if there was some natural glow here that was radiating outward, illuminating everything. He had no idea why that would even be possible, only that he could feel it now.

      Morgan walked next to him. She and the others were quiet. Meyer would pause every so often, reach out toward the wall as if he was going to touch it, before withdrawing his hand again and turning to look around him instead. Meyer bore an expression of extreme irritation, and it was a feeling that Finn shared.

      “How deep does this go?” Finn asked.

      “Not much deeper,” Porman said. “Unfortunately, the protection here only extends a few levels beneath the ground. Then again, traditionally I have not needed any measure of protection, so anything is better than none. There is something below here that I want to show you. It is old, and my family has known about it for generations, but we have kept it secret.” He frowned for a moment, and then he glanced at Finn. “It’s the reason I wanted to try to find a way to work with the Alainsith. This is the key.”

      The stairs finally ended. The king started forward, and Finn stayed at his shoulder.

      “Realmsguard?” Finn asked.

      “They will be outside protecting us. They have hegen items worked into their uniforms.”

      Morgan started laughing.

      Porman eyed her. “What is it?”

      “I can only imagine what Gray would say if he learned that his Realmsguard uniform had magic in it. He liked to think that he was beyond magic.”

      “Gray?” the king asked.

      “I believe you know him by his given name. Kanar Reims.”

      The king frowned. “A shame he is not here.”

      “I agree,” Finn said.

      The king tipped his head to the side, and he studied Finn for a moment. “I’m surprised you feel that way. I thought he’d upset you with what he did.”

      “I know the reason he did it, and I don’t blame him for wanting to get her out. Besides, I don’t think we knew she was Sanaron royalty when we held her. And we believed that she was responsible for the witchcraft attack against the Alainsith.”

      “She was not,” the king said.

      Finn nodded. “She was not.”

      “Yet again I am reminded of what a wonderful choice I made when I first selected you to be a part of my court.”

      “I didn’t realize that you selected me.” Finn didn’t like the implication that the king was taking possession of him, as if Porman were somehow responsible for what Finn had managed to accomplish. He had not been involved. He might have approved of Finn, but he had not done anything himself.

      “I have the final word on all new admissions to the executioner court.”

      “Perhaps not,” Finn said. “Otherwise I would know of it.”

      Meyer looked back at them. “The two of you need to stop talking. I need Finn up here now. And I think we need Justice, especially if it can carve through witchcraft.”

      “I doubt this is witchcraft,” Finn said, though wasn’t the Alainsith power similar enough?

      “This level is secure,” the king said. “It is old. That’s why I wanted to show this to you. And it would take an incredible act of⁠—”

      A strange sound began to slither toward them, working steadily in their direction.

      “What was that?” Meyer asked.

      “There is something down here,” Morgan said. “I can feel it. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like the way it seems to be moving toward us. Can you feel it? It’s like the fog is manifesting more discreetly than it has before.”

      “That may be part of it,” Finn said.

      An explosion thundered distantly.

      He stepped forward, and he looked to Meyer.

      “We will fight off whatever is here,” Meyer said.

      “We?”

      “Well, you. The rest of us will hide behind you. And probably her,” Meyer said, gesturing to Morgan. “She is quite impressive.”

      “She’s taken,” Finn said.

      “So are you.”

      “I’m not interested in Morgan.” He glanced over to her. “No offense.”

      “No worry,” she said.

      “By this Reims?” Meyer asked.

      Finn nodded. “The Blackheart.”

      Meyer’s frown deepened. “I’ve heard of him.”

      “Then you’ve heard of what he can do.”

      “Is he everything that they say?” Meyer asked.

      “More, from what I’ve seen,” Finn said.

      “High praise, then.”

      “Can we keep moving and get to wherever you’d like us to go, Your Highness?” Matelia asked. “I don’t care for what’s going on here, and I don’t like the fact that whatever it is happens to be moving at us. I can feel some energy here, almost as if there’s something trying to work its way toward us. I just don’t like it. I think that we need to keep moving as quickly as we can so we don’t have to deal with anything else here.”

      “We can keep moving,” Finn agreed.

      He motioned for the others to join him, and they started forward.

      Morgan stayed in the lead with him, and she looked over to him. “He thinks that this is the most protected place, but why is it I feel like there’s something down here with us?”

      “The Alainsith must have some other way of reaching it. Maybe they have always had another way of reaching it. So we need to be prepared for that, and for where this brings us.”

      Morgan stayed close to him, her hands constantly twisting at her sides. She had her sword sheathed, and Finn kept waiting for her to remove it, but she had claimed she didn’t need to unsheathe it to use the power that was trapped within. It was supposedly the same type of blade as the one he carried, which meant it was Alainsith powered, but everything he had seen from it suggested that while it might be powerful, it also was only useful in certain circumstances.

      “Is it necessary for us to see this with an attack coming?” Finn asked Porman.

      “I fear this may be the reason the attack is coming. I need to show it to you so you can understand.”

      “Something is moving up there,” Meyer said.

      “How did you see that?” Pippin asked.

      Meyer shot him a look. “I’m not so old as not to be able to see that.”

      “It wasn’t an age comment.” Pippin frowned. “Well, maybe it was. I haven’t made too many of those, and to be honest, it may not make much of a difference. You move slow enough that age comments aren’t going to help me tease you any more than I have. But I didn’t see anything. How did you?”

      “Experience.”

      Pippin gave a small shrug. “If you say so.”

      “What did you see?” Finn asked Meyer.

      “Movement. I don’t know what it was, only that it was swirling and beginning to slither across the ground.”

      “Slither?” Jesaphen asked.

      “That’s the way it looked,” Meyer said. “Why?”

      “I don’t care for snakes.”

      “Well, I didn’t say it was a snake, just that I saw something slither.”

      Finn moved forward and swept his gaze around. He couldn’t tell if there was anything else here, but he felt a sense of pressure, something of a resistance, and began to notice that it was building.

      “I feel it,” Morgan said. “I don’t know what it’s from, only that there’s something here. I am doing what I can to disrupt it, but I don’t know if I have enough control over it to do so.”

      “Do what you can,” Finn said.

      She darted forward, and then he noticed the slithering sound again. It was soft and subtle, and it seemed to be coming from up ahead. Finn started to walk toward it, holding on to the sword, ready for whatever might be there but unsure what it was that he heard. There was something, though. He was certain of it. Much like he was certain that Meyer had seen something, much like he was certain that Morgan could do something about it, even if he didn’t know what it was. She was skilled and powerful, and…

      She unsheathed her blade. The fog began to bloom in the small confines of the tunnel, to the point where it filled it and then began to push outward.

      “What is that?” Meyer asked.

      “That’s the extent of what I can do,” she said.

      “You haven’t really explored what the sword can do. You’ve used it like a weapon, but it’s more than just a weapon. I don’t know all that it can do either, but I think that between the two of us, we have to figure out what these blades are capable of. If we can figure that out, then we might be able to use that to overpower the Alainsith.”

      “I didn’t come here to overpower the Alainsith. I want to protect Reyand,” Finn said.

      She frowned, watching him. “You have to be interested in more than just protecting Reyand. Given everything that you have seen, and what we know they are willing to do, you have to find a willingness in yourself to use the power that you’ve been granted in order to do something more. Otherwise…”

      “Otherwise what?” Finn asked.

      “Otherwise they are going to win.”

      It was strange hearing from her, and being encouraged by her, to protect Reyand.

      Finn was not under any illusions that he was a perfect man. He also was not under any illusions that he had not made mistakes, knowing it likely he had done so over the years. What had happened with Morgan was one such mistake. He had wanted to defend the people in the kingdom and ensure that everything he did was to serve Reyand, but he also recognized that he had to operate with imperfect information. And without having better knowledge and information, Finn could not always make the best decisions.

      Those thoughts often plagued him. It was part of the challenge of being an executioner, one that had always bothered him. How could he find justice when justice was an imperfect thing?

      Morgan looked over to him, watching for a moment, and he found himself trying to decide what he could do, if anything. Finn did not know what would be necessary, much like he did not know what he would have to do, only that it was tied to justice. It had to be. He was an executioner. He served his king, and his people, by being an executioner. Without that, Finn didn’t know what he was, and he didn’t know who he was. All he knew was that he could not be anything else.

      “I see the fog up ahead,” Meyer said. “It seems to have shifted. It’s almost… Well, it’s almost thick.” He looked over to Finn. “I don’t suppose that blade can carve through it, can it?”

      “It can, but the challenge is how long it will withstand it.”

      Morgan watched him. “If what we think about the blades is true, then the power that’s within them is not limited to what you have trapped there all these years.”

      “What’s she saying?” Meyer asked.

      “She’s saying that the sword itself is powerful. When we were dealing with witchcraft initially, I always assumed that the sword was powerful because of the lives it had claimed. I always assumed it was bound in centuries of blood. A witchcraft weapon, essentially.”

      He looked over to Meyer, then to the king, and it felt strange having a conversation like this in this narrow tunnel. There was a little bit of light, but not enough for him to feel comfortable or confident about anything.  He found Matelia and Jesaphen watching him, but they mattered less to him than the king or Meyer. The only one who wasn’t watching with any sort of judgment was Morgan, as they had had this conversation before. Well, and Pippin, but Pippin had an amused expression on his face, as if he couldn’t be bothered by any of this.

      “We have started to suspect that the swords themselves are something different and unique,” Finn continued. “Morgan’s sword was sought by Alainsith.”

      “Perhaps it is all tied to this place,” the king said. “A place of blades. And if this is what they are after, then it would explain why they pursued all the way to Verendal.”

      “Why would they even care about Verendal?” Meyer asked.

      “Because there is Alainsith power here,” Morgan said.

      “I see something,” Pippin said, tossing a bite of cheese into his mouth and chewing on it. He frowned as he did, and wrinkled his nose. “Something also smells bad in here.”

      Finn turned, holding the blade. With its blunted end, the executioner’s sword was not the kind of weapon that would be useful in a fight, but it was useful in the kind of things he was asked to do with it. Not just in carving through the guilty to carry out a sentence, but also in helping him with the kind of power they had dealt with, allowing him to overwhelm magic, cut it down, and keep them safe.

      Meyer frowned, which wasn’t uncommon, but he stared straight ahead as he did. “I hear something.”

      “You hear something?” Pippin asked.

      Meyer cuffed him on the side of his head. “That’s enough out of you.”

      Pippin grinned. “I finally got my first taste of the executioner’s torture.”

      “I will show you a taste of the kind of torment you can experience,” Meyer said. “And if you’re not careful, you might get more than you bargained for.”

      “I haven’t been guilty of anything.”

      “You don’t need to be guilty for me to question you,” Meyer said. “You just need for me to have a suspicion of guilt. Now, do you want to challenge me on this?”

      “The king is here. He heard you threaten me,” Pippin said, though he didn’t seem at all frightened by Meyer.

      “The king recognizes Master Henry Meyer and his desire to ensure peace and stability in the kingdom, so I am not at all alarmed by what he has suggested,” Porman said. “If it’s going to protect us and provide us with a measure of safety, then who am I to challenge Henry Meyer and what he thinks is necessary for him to acquire the kind of information that he needs to make judgments?”

      Pippin grinned. “Now I’m guilty? Oh, my poor family. I hope I have an opportunity to say my goodbyes.”

      Finn looked over to Meyer. “Has he been like this the whole time?”

      “He’s gotten worse.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ve had challenging apprentices before,” Meyer said.

      “I thought you only had one apprentice.”

      “And that one happened to be challenging, so I know what it’s like to deal with somebody like him. Now, do either of you intend to go and see what’s going on? Because I am not at all interested in lingering here any longer than is necessary.”

      “I will go,” Finn said.

      He held Justice in front of him as he moved forward, the Alainsith power splitting on either side of the blade. Morgan stayed with him, and he was surprisingly thankful for her presence.

      “The key is trying to push through the blade,” she said. “Once you do that, then you can start to feel how it changes. I don’t know if that makes any sense to you or not.”

      “It makes some sense,” Finn said.

      “You have to listen to what the sword is trying to tell you.”

      “Now the sword is talking to you?” Pippin asked. “This is quite the blade, isn’t it?”

      Meyer shook his head, and Pippin finally went quiet, as if he realized that now wasn’t the time for such comments.

      Finn slipped ahead, and he made his way forward until he caught sight of the fog. He lowered the blade, letting it slice through the fog slowly, carefully. As it did, he began to feel the energy of that easing away from him. He wished he could tell more about it, but the only thing he was aware of was the strangeness that he detected, and how it started to push against him, telling him that there was power here. It was a kind of power he had not felt before.

      Morgan’s hand moved quickly in a pattern as she traced through whatever she was trying to cut into, and the fog started to thicken.

      But it was not just the thickening of the fog that caught Finn’s attention and set him on edge. It was what else he felt—and heard.

      Voices.

      With the thickening of the fog and the voices nearby, Finn suddenly worried about what was up ahead.

      And whether it meant the Alainsith were coming for them.
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      Kanar held Esmerelda’s gaze for a moment. She had pulled on another of her hegen talismans and was working it around her wrist, as if uncomfortable with the presence.

      She frowned as she looked along the street. A crowd of people filled it but gave space before the wall, as if they were fully aware of the Alainsith power that pressed them back, even if they could not see it the way Kanar and Esmerelda did.

      Kanar continued to watch. The bracelet she had given him allowed him to know just what it was that was moving. The hazy sense of foggy energy pushed its way out, slowly easing people back, and the only ones it didn’t really affect were the guards standing watch on either side of the gate leading through the wall.

      But even they seemed to be influenced by the strange energy here.

      “Does that help you see more?” he asked, pointing to the talisman on her wrist.

      She shook her head. “This one doesn’t do much else. Perhaps it may offer me a bit more protection from whatever is here, but I’m not expecting to have anything assault me.”

      “Not expecting it, but it’s still possible it might happen.”

      She shrugged. “Anything is possible, Kanar. Especially here.”

      “Why especially here?”

      “You can see it. I’m sure you can. The city, like so many others within the kingdom, has various Alainsith structures, and all of that puts us into a situation where we are connected to that ancient power. In that, it tries to push its way back once again.”

      Kanar snorted, then squeezed the hilt of his sword. When he did, he could feel something, almost as if the song within the blade tried to call out to him again, to remind him of the power that existed within it. He detected just enough that he was aware of the energy and the fact that there had to be something more, even if he couldn’t necessarily feel it without drawing the blade.

      “You mean the song,” he said.

      “You may think of it as a song, but I’m sure the buildings think of it as something else. Perhaps the touch of the past, something that guides them and connects them to what they once were, the people who had once called this place home.”

      “Whatever happened to the rest of the Alainsith?”

      “The Alainsith abandoned this place,” she said. “We have never known why, though there are some who have long suspected that there was a reason. Perhaps mankind, though even in that, it seems a bit surprising that they would abandon the city so thoroughly if it were only about mankind.”

      Kanar thought about all histories he had heard about Reyand, and about the dealings with the Alainsith over the years. There had been stories told of the past, and all involved fighting the Alainsith, including some that claimed that the fighting had happened years ago. Kanar doubted the veracity of most of those stories now.

      “We’ve fought with the Alainsith,” he said.

      “I know that’s what your stories tell you.”

      “My stories?” Kanar asked, a hint of a smile curling his lips. “Aren’t they yours as well?”

      Once again, he was left wondering where Esmerelda actually called home. It certainly wasn’t Verendal. Perhaps not even Reyand, though none of that made much difference at this point.

      “They are my people,” she said, “but as you have seen, it can be difficult for my people to feel connected to Reyand. We have been marginalized within the borders.”

      “Porman has always protected you,” he said.

      “He has, but that is quite different from feeling welcome.”

      The strange Alainsith energy continued to move, gradually pushing outward. The more that it did, the more that Kanar started to question what was taking place, though he knew what he needed to do.

      “We have to get inside the palace. I don’t suppose you have some method to expedite it so we don’t have to fight our way through?” he asked.

      She considered for a moment, then reached into her pouch and started to pull out several different items. She leaned forward, away from him, as she began to add them together. He couldn’t see what she was doing.

      “I might have a technique to get us through, but we will need to be ready.”

      He didn’t know what she would try, but he had seen the power of her art during their travels. He waited until movement slid toward them within the fog, some aspect of it seeming to have shifted.

      “It looks like the fog has decided to focus on us,” Kanar said. “Has that ever happened before?”

      “You have dealt with it as much as I have.”

      “I thought you had more experience with it.”

      Esmerelda shook her head. “There was a time when I had experience with the Alainsith, but the experience I had with them was nothing like what we have been dealing with lately. At this point, I simply do not know what to expect from it. And I don’t know which Alainsith family is involved in this fog.”

      Kanar squeezed the hilt of the sword again, and as he did, he began to feel the energy of the blade flowing into him. He looked over to Esmerelda, and then she tossed whatever it was that she had created toward the guards.

      “I didn’t expect you to attack them,” Kanar said.

      “Oh, it’s not attacking them. I am trying to make a point, however, so be ready.”

      He almost asked her what he needed to be ready for, but he didn’t have to. A surge of mysterious energy left his skin tingling, a wash of power that Kanar felt swirling around him. Then it seemed as if a field of grass burst where the guards were standing.

      The grasses were massive and seemed to flutter, almost as if they were alive, flowing and moving and quickly ensnaring the guards.

      Kanar recognized that as his cue, and he got to running.

      He exploded forward, unsheathing his sword as he raced toward the grasses. Esmerelda caught up to him, placed her hand on his arm, and shook her head slightly to keep him from doing anything more.

      “You don’t want me to fight my way in,” he said.

      “It is not necessary.”

      “The grass⁠—”

      “Will not harm you,” she said.

      Kanar let her take the lead. She strode up to the grass, and once there, she waited a second. The grass bent to the side, pushing the guards. It looked as if the grasses had begun to wind their way around the guards’ legs and arms, but did not suffocate them.

      The level of control she displayed left him marveling. It was even more potent than what he had seen from her before. This must be tied to the grasses she’d harvested in the Alainsith lands, but even knowing that, Kanar found himself amazed by it.

      “Time to go,” she said.

      He followed her, and they hurried through the grasses.

      They reached the gate, which was locked. One of the guards would likely have the key, but Kanar didn’t want to go and search them. Instead, he took his sword and slammed it into the lock, then called on the power within it. There was a burst of energy as the sword pressed into the lock, and the lock shattered.

      “We will have to apologize for that later,” he said, looking over to Esmerelda.

      “I’m sure that if there is a danger here, the king will understand.”

      “If there is?”

      “I believe there to be, but we don’t know, do we?”

      He paused for a moment and then darted forward, Esmerelda following him. As they went, he looked for more threats, though other than the faintest trace of the fog, he didn’t see anything else.

      “Kanar?” she said.

      Fog streamed toward them as if alive, and he was surprised by how calm Esmerelda sounded. She was far too composed for a hegen with no experience fighting, almost more like she were an experienced soldier.

      He focused on the power within the sword and immediately began to hum softly, mostly under his breath, as he let that song carry away from him and drift toward the fog. It was the song of the blade, the song of the Bearer, and it was meant for Kanar to control.

      What happened next surprised him. He had never felt anything quite like it before.

      When he had been battling with the other Alainsith, Kanar had not known the song to reach a strange crescendo the way that it did now, and he did not expect for the song to push against that fog, as if there was a vibration within it. But that was what he felt. It seemed as if his sword began to buzz, vibrating in time to the song, and doing more than that—countering the power of the fog.

      There was a steady buildup, one that Kanar could not even control, as if the blade knew what he needed from it and was acting on its own. He squeezed the sword, felt that power, and then pushed it out from him. The fog started to disperse as though the song shattered the magic within it.

      “Now we can go,” Esmerelda said.

      “Did you know that it could do that?”

      “You are the Bearer.”

      Kanar shook his head. “I’m still trying to understand what that means for me. All I know is that I somehow have access to power, and then I can use that and⁠—”

      “It means you are tied to the blade, and all that it represents. This blade gives you an ancient and powerful connection to Alainsith magic.”

      Kanar couldn’t, but perhaps that wasn’t the point.

      “I feel something. The sword. The song. All of that. And I don’t understand it—or why I can hear it.”

      “It is your sword, Kanar.”

      “And I’m not Alainsith.”

      There was a troubled look on her face, and she sighed.

      “What now?” Kanar asked.

      “Now we ready ourselves,” she said. “Are you prepared?”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “For whatever we might encounter inside the palace. I fear that those we care about have gone in there.”

      She strode forward, working with something in her hands, though Kanar couldn’t see what it was. It was almost as if she were preparing another of her hegen attacks, though if that was what it was, Kanar wished he could see how she did it and understand what she created. He could tell neither of those things.

      She stopped for a moment, and then pressed the item up against the enormous doors leading into the palace. They were made of a dark wood and mixed with dense iron, and carved with the sigil of Porman and the kingdom of Reyand: the massive head of a wenderwolf.

      Esmerelda backed away from the doors and nodded at Kanar. He started to move back, suspecting that whatever was to come would be impressive and powerful, and was not disappointed. He felt a surge of energy, and then the door exploded, as if she had placed fuel on a fire.

      The wood splintered, but it did so in an odd manner. Hegen art weaved its way into the door, and power began to grow, flowing with a steadiness, and something else.

      “I need your song,” she said softly.

      He stirred himself from his surprise, and then began to sing quietly, his voice joining with the tune of his blade. As he sang, the strange grasses that she had used in the explosion started to wind, sweeping into the palace doors and forcing the iron to bend enough to open.

      “That’s good,” she said, her voice dropping. “And probably enough.”

      “What did we just do?” Kanar asked.

      She smiled at him. “You added an element of yourself to this. All we needed was enough energy to help push this open, and you provided it.”

      “I don’t understand how I could have done it.”

      “With the song, and with the memory the grasses maintain of where they grew and what they were.”

      “How?”

      “It is complicated, and to be honest, I don’t know that I fully understand it myself.” Her fingers twisted like she was trying to form another piece of art. “I’m also not sure that it matters all that much, either. The only thing that matters is that it was effective.”

      Forcing their way past the guards was one thing, but they had shattered the gate to the palace, which would leave the palace partially unguarded and unprotected. Kanar didn’t know if that was an issue or not, but he believed they had done what was necessary.

      He tried to think that they had been acting on behalf of Reyand, but they had been doing what they believed simply because of what they had experienced. If there was no danger here, then the only thing they had done was to cause the palace to be overrun by hegen—and possibly even Alainsith—power.

      She took his arm, guiding him through.

      The only other time he had been in the palace was when he was in the Realmsguard, and his responsibilities at that time had been different. He had been tasked with securing the safety of the king, nothing more, and that had involved patrolling both within and outside the palace, along with the city itself. Kanar’s experience in the palace was limited to the main hallways.

      Everything he saw here was unchanged, except there was one difference: There were no servants. When he had been here before, there had been servants scurrying all throughout the halls, especially when the king was in residence. The servants made sure every need was met and would often anticipate things he might need, keeping him from having to ask. Most of the servants were based in Verendal, though there were some that traveled with the king.

      Kanar saw none.

      The absence was striking and, in that regard, almost overwhelmingly surprising.

      He looked over to Esmerelda. “Do you have any idea where he would be?”

      “I have some, but I think we should be more concerned about that,” she said, pointing.

      Kanar turned to see where she was motioning, and realized that she had indicated the hallway, where more of the fog drifted. This time it wasn’t the same pale fog he had been seeing before. This was dense, almost like it was filled with shadows, as if the fog itself had become something dangerous.

      “It’s different here,” he said.

      “I think we have two choices, but they each have their drawbacks. We can search for the king and Finn and Morgan, along with any servants who might be with them. Or we attack.”

      Kanar hadn’t wanted to interrupt to suggest that if there were servants in the palace, they were unlikely to be with the king. And with the fog he was seeing, he started to question if anyone even still lived.

      “Which do you propose?” he asked instead.

      “I don’t have a strong suggestion here, Kanar. Like I said, both have drawbacks. If we go after the king, we run the risk of whatever power is here already overwhelming us. But if we go after the danger, they may not know that we’re here fighting on their behalf.”

      “Then we split up.”

      “Also dangerous,” she said.

      “But is it necessary?” he asked. “I don’t like the idea of splitting up, but we need to find the others, and we also need to deal with this threat. Something isn’t quite right. Go and find them. I will fight this.” She frowned, but she didn’t argue with him. “I have the sword and can use the song, which should help me with what’s coming. You, on the other hand, have a way of tracking them. And you probably have been to the palace more recently than I have.”

      “You might be surprised by that,” she said.

      He smiled tightly and then looked along the hallway. The trail of fog made its way toward them, drifting steadily, and he began to think of what they might need to do. Kanar wasn’t sure what that would involve, but he had some idea. Fight through the fog the way he had fought before, try to get through it, and then…

      Now that they had broken into it, he might as well do whatever he could to defend it.
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      Honaaz stood on the ship, sword in hand, uncertain. The wind still whipped around him but wasn’t quite as intense as before. He saw one of the other ships listing and careening, heading deeper into the depths of the sea. He had no sympathy for that captain, or any who were on board, even if they were Weather Watchers. They had been willing to attack and harm him and others like him, so why should he feel any sympathy or remorse for them?

      Boney stayed behind him. The berahn rested his head on Honaaz’s hand as he often did, nuzzling up against him as if wanting to try to push some energy into Honaaz, though he didn’t know if it was that or if Boney was simply this affectionate. He didn’t care. Weasley remained in front of Garvish, keeping him from moving, yet Garvish stared at Honaaz.

      “What did you do with that sword?”

      “I didn’t do anything. I just used it,” Honaaz said, looking at the blade. The wind continued to whistle around it, as though the blade were carving at the wind itself, keeping it from affecting the ship too much. But it was more than just the way the wind was whistling. It was what Honaaz could hear as it whistled. There was a current to it, almost a steadiness of sound and song that drifted into his ears to the point where Honaaz could feel it as it joined with him. All he had to do was open his mouth and he could sing with it, and he thought that he might be able to participate in what he felt of the blade.

      “I saw what happened. What are you? Some sort of sorcerer?” Garvish asked.

      Honaaz wanted to say no, but wasn’t he? Was that what he now was? He had come to learn that his people had magical resistance, but that magical resistance might have been tied to something else. Increasingly, he had started to question whether it was magical resistance—or if it wasn’t just magic.

      How could he have anything but magic with the way he could use the talismans?

      When Boney nuzzled up against him again, Honaaz looked down and patted him on the head. “Fuck.”

      Another ship tried to replace the one that had sunk. He could feel the wind pushing on him, but now that he understood the song in the blade, he started to wonder if they would even be able to do anything to counter him. Maybe they could not.

      He raised his sword again, and he bellowed into the wind.

      Something about that felt right, as if he were shouting to his people, and to his uncle who had been abandoned during the mutiny. Shouting to his ancestors, and crying out to tell them all that he wanted.

      Then the wind buffeted him again.

      It was picking up once more.

      Something slammed into one of the ships, ripping a giant hole through it.

      Something slid through the water, but Honaaz couldn’t tell what it was. He believed that it had to be from Lily, but what kind of creature would she have summoned? He suspected that she had used a shark or something similar, but the hole was not regular at all, and didn’t look as if it had been chewed through by some bone shark. What was it, then?

      The ship started to turn, and as it sank, the Weather Watcher on board fixed his gaze on Honaaz. There was a moment where the man looked as if he were trying to call out to him, maybe even to apologize for attacking, but then the Alainsith strode to the railing, and Honaaz felt a strange sensation pushing on him.

      What was that?

      It started to build, and increasingly, Honaaz started to detect that energy as it was rising and swirling around him. It was power of a sort, but what sort of power?

      A song.

      That answer came to him quickly, and as it did, he knew what he had to do.

      He raised the sword again, and he began to shout. Boney cried out too, his odd voice joining in with Honaaz’s song, but then something else happened. As before, even Garvish started to shout and sing, his bellowing voice joining in.

      The song began to build. The effect that it had on Honaaz’s sword caused it to vibrate and ripple, sending a wave of energy sweeping outward from the blade. He tried to angle at the attacker, but it would make no difference. Instead, Honaaz just shouted at him, roaring his song, and letting it carry.

      The ship pressed away from Honaaz’s own. The Alainsith glowered at him as the ship sank. The man crawled to the mast, climbed on it, and attempted to use that for support, but the wind battered at it, and the mast collapsed.

      Then the Alainsith sank with the ship.

      “Would you look at that,” Garvish said. “Looks like the fucking Weather Watcher decided to take that one down with him.”

      Honaaz frowned. “I don’t understand what you were doing working with them.”

      “If you felt it, you would know.”

      “If I felt what?”

      “If you felt it,” Garvish said again.

      Honaaz wanted to argue, but he didn’t have any idea what the man was going on about, and there were still more ships to deal with.

      “Honaaz?”

      He spun, uncertain who was behind him, and he had a worry that Lily had come out into the bay—something he very much didn’t want her to do. He wanted her to let him deal with this, and she could continue to stay on shore, making her talismans and protecting them. She didn’t need to risk herself out here.

      But it was Biggins. He stood on his ship, two talismans on either side of him, and his gaze darted toward Garvish, who was working the sail.

      “What the fuck just happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Honaaz grunted. “The sword. The song.”

      Biggins glanced to the blade. Honaaz still held it upright, as if he were trying to use it to summon the wind, but that wasn’t even quite right. He didn’t just need to summon the wind. He needed to listen to the song on the wind, and the way it carried to him.

      “What sort of song?” Biggins asked.

      “Listen for it, and maybe you can shout with it.”

      Honaaz could still hear it. It came from the roaring of the sea around him. It came from the wind. It came from his angry breath in his lungs. All of it worked together, all of it building into the song he knew deep inside him, deep within his bones, as if it had always been there.

      Had his uncle known that as well? He couldn’t imagine how he would not have. It was the kind of thing he would’ve expected his uncle to have known about.

      “What do we do?” Biggins asked. “There are still quite a few out here, and the fucking Weather Watchers are pushing us back. It’s surprising I managed to reach you. It’s been almost impossible to keep the ship heading into the wind because it’s constantly shifting, practically keeping me from tacking straight.”

      “That’s the Weather Watchers,” Garvish said. “They know our techniques. Well, I thought they did. But then you showed up.”

      Honaaz looked back, realizing that their other ships were still with him. All of them contained a hegen and a talisman connected to Honaaz.

      Could they use them?

      “Are you fighting with them?” he asked Garvish.

      “I’m a sailor from the Isles. I don’t fight for anyone but myself.”

      “What about your fucking people?”

      Garvish glowered at him.

      Honaaz shook his head. “I saw what you were doing, and I saw what you were willing to do, so you can’t tell me that you weren’t fighting with them.”

      “If you felt it, you would know,” Garvish said again, as though that were all the answer Honaaz needed.

      “Their song?”

      “I don’t know. I felt the urge. The desire. It was compelling me, like I had to answer and be alongside them. If I didn’t, it was like I would be letting down my family. My people…”

      Garvish trailed off at the end as he looked over to Honaaz, his gaze lingering as if trying to beseech him for answers. Honaaz couldn’t fully understand, but he had felt the effect the song had on him. Not only here, but when they had been fighting those Alainsith fuckers before.

      “Do you feel it now?” Honaaz asked.

      Garvish regarded him for a long moment, before shaking his head. “I feel a longing to help my people. I feel like… Well, I feel shame.”

      Honaaz grunted. “What do you think the others are going to feel?”

      Garvish frowned. “Why?”

      “Do you think they’re going to feel the same shame as you?”

      “Probably.”

      “Good. Why don’t we see.”

      Honaaz strode below deck, and he stopped at a cell, nodding to the weasel talisman there. “Make sure he doesn’t try anything.”

      He pulled the door open. The man inside was unfamiliar. He was a little smaller than Honaaz, and the stubble on his head had started to grow thick. The scar on one ear made it look as if his ear had been split at one point and then stitched closed again.

      “What do you feel?” Honaaz asked.

      The man blinked as he looked up at him. “Feel?”

      “Do you want to attack me?”

      He stared at Honaaz for a few moments, his eyes blank, but then he blinked again, and everything within his face started to clear. “I want to sail.”

      “Good.” Honaaz motioned for the man to follow him, and he slowly got to his feet, before pausing near the weasel. “He’s only going to hurt you if you fuck this up.”

      He led him up to the deck. He hadn’t been sure what Garvish was going to do, but then again, he had left Garvish alone before, and the man had done what Honaaz had wanted.

      “There’s a ship there. Think you can manage?” he asked the newly released prisoner.

      “Alone?”

      “You won’t be alone,” Honaaz said, and he glanced down. The other man looked down and saw the weasel following him. His eyes widened slightly.

      “What do you want?” the man said.

      “To take down the fuckers who decided to use us.”

      The man nodded, then pointed at the weasel. “And you have to have that with me?”

      “Just to make sure you don’t hurt my other friend.”

      Honaaz focused on the talisman that he could feel on the other ship, and gradually that ship began to move closer. He waved a hand to Aaron, the hegen sailing it, who waved quickly back to Honaaz.

      “You will work with Aaron,” he told the man. “He knows how to sail, but he’s not from the Isles. Work with him, or my little weasel friend here is going to deal with you. You understand?”

      He nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Wilarsh.”

      Honaaz narrowed his eyes. He looked at the man again, noting the scar, noting his age, and grunted. “Heard you were dead.”

      “I’m not.”

      “That’s fucking obvious.” He shook his head. “Get on board.”

      There were a few other ships, and he went through the same thing with them, each man a sailor that Honaaz had heard of before, and each of them someone he had thought was dead.

      How many had been taken—and forced to serve?

      But not even forced. They had been convinced to. They had been used so that they would hear the song in a way that would make them want to participate in whatever fighting they had to. And that alone had been enough.

      Honaaz stood next to Garvish. “Are you going to run?”

      “I’m still here.” He looked over to Weasley, before back at Honaaz. “What do you have in mind? You’re still outnumbered.”

      “We are, but have you noticed that the storms aren’t quite as bad?”

      Garvish frowned, and he peered up at the clouds. “They aren’t. Why?”

      Honaaz shrugged. “Maybe we disrupted something. Can’t say that I know. But I remember what I saw as that last ship sank. The fucking Weather Watcher seemed almost satisfied with what happened. He wanted that Alainsith to sink with him.”

      “They’re working with the Alainsith,” Garvish said.

      “The same way you are?”

      “I told you what I felt.”

      “What makes you think they don’t feel the same thing?” Honaaz patted Boney on the head. “Let’s get moving and see how many more of these ships we can take on.”

      He wasn’t sure what it was going to involve, but he was willing to fight. And so far, they’d had some success. If they could keep it up, Honaaz believed there was the possibility that they might be able to overpower these attackers. If they could…

      They could chase these fuckers out of Sanaron.

      And then what?

      He didn’t know what would happen at that time. Maybe they would have to chase the ships back across the sea, figure out what they were after, and find a way to protect the Isles and anything else that had been suffering under their influence.

      He steered the ship, and the others followed, letting him take the lead. Honaaz still hadn’t sheathed his sword, and at this point, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. As he held on to the blade, there was a part of him that thought he could hear something within it that would help him understand what he was supposed to do, even if he didn’t know what that something was. The wind still pulled at it, causing the blade to vibrate and add to the strangeness of the song that Honaaz heard, though he didn’t cry out to it as he once had.

      But maybe that was a mistake.

      He roared against the wind.

      Garvish watched him for a long moment, but then his voice added to Honaaz’s, and he cried out as well. Behind him, he heard Biggins join in, and then the others.

      There were still more men of the Isles in cells beneath him. He didn’t dare release them until he had a better sense of whether they could be trusted—and he didn’t think they could. The only reason he had let these others out was because he needed people who could handle ships, and to do so without him having to focus so much on the talismans. Instead, Honaaz could instruct the talismans to keep an eye on the men from the Isles, along with the hegen, and it took far less energy and effort on his part.

      The ships arranged around them, and they headed straight toward a cluster of three enemy ships.

      Wind started to whip as it had before. It was picking up intensity, the energy of the storm working against them. Honaaz roared again, adding his song as he held the blade up, and it seemed as if the wind parted around him so that they could make a run at the three ships.

      They were easy targets for his fleet, but only because he had the song, and the blade. Honaaz felt as if he knew what he needed to do.

      When they neared, he patted Boney. “What do you think? Can we take these on?”

      Boney sniffed, and then he started to growl.

      Honaaz frowned.

      Then he heard a splintering of wood. And then another. And then another.

      As soon as he heard it, he realized that those three ships had all been ripped through. Honaaz couldn’t tell what had caused it, though he saw a flash of white in the water, as if it were catching the reflection of lightning—there was no moonlight out tonight. The source of the destruction disappeared beneath the surface of the water, leaving it rippling.

      What sort of terrifying thing had Lily unleashed this time? It was almost enough to make him smile, if only he had a better idea about what it was—and what it might do to him.

      The ships were sinking. There were Bloodless on each of them, and they were quiet, but the Alainsith had taken up positions as if to try to control Honaaz. But when they did, something shifted. It was like the wind swirled around them, forcing them toward the sinking portion of the ship so that the water swallowed them immediately. They drowned before they had an opportunity to fight. It left only the Weather Watchers.

      Honaaz regarded them while holding his blade out, worried that he might have to carve through them, but the winds died again.

      “Well, fuck,” he muttered.

      The Weather Watchers had helped.

      Why now?

      Had they come up with some way of overpowering the song that influenced them? Or was it that Honaaz and his ships had acted fast enough that they provided an opportunity for these attackers to try to take control for themselves once again?

      He steered his ship toward them. “If you attack, I cut you down. You understand?” he called to the young, dark-haired Weather Watcher.

      She locked eyes with him, holding her hands out, forming a triangle with the tips of her fingers and her thumbs. A gesture of peace.

      Honaaz nodded, and he grabbed a line from his ship and tossed it over to her. He yanked on the rope, pulling her onto the ship. She came to a rolling stop and then froze when she saw Boney.

      “You saved me,” she said. Her voice was soft and almost timid.

      “I only keep you alive as long as you don’t decide to attack.”

      “What of the others?”

      “They get the same offer.”

      The problem Honaaz had was that he didn’t know if they would accept it. But he didn’t fear them. Now that he had the blade, and had felt that song within him, and knew how to roar against the wind, he didn’t know if it made any difference. Why should it?

      He could add his voice.

      And as he did, the others shouted alongside him. They added their voices to his. The only one who did not was the Weather Watcher, who stood quietly.

      He stared toward one of the other ships, and the Weather Watcher made the same gesture of peace. He was older, with graying hair and silver eyes that seemed to absorb the crackling lightning, though the storm was less significant than it had been before, like it was starting to retreat. Honaaz tossed him the line and pulled him on board. He bowed, holding the gesture of peace again as he did.

      “Just stay out of my way,” Honaaz muttered.

      Then he turned to the third ship. It had almost sunk completely, and the Weather Watcher stood on an exposed section, clinging to it. The water started to consume it.

      Honaaz glanced over to Boney. “Go get him.”

      The talisman leaped into the water, moving swiftly as he glided into the water and then dove beneath it. He was gone for a few moments.

      When he came back up, he clutched the Weather Watcher in his mouth and swam toward Honaaz’s ship. Honaaz reached down, but he couldn’t get to the Weather Watcher.

      He looked over to Garvish. “Don’t let them pull anything.”

      He sheathed his blade, looped the rope around his wrist, and jumped. He scooped the man out of the water and then tied the loose end of the rope around Boney’s midsection, before climbing back on board. Once he was on, water dripped from him as he began to pull Boney up. The talisman was heavy, almost impossibly so, and Honaaz grunted as he worked.

      The young woman Weather Watcher came up next to him. “I will help.”

      The wind swirled around Honaaz, and he realized that she had started to create a spiraling funnel of water. It pushed Boney up out of the sea so that he could come aboard more easily.

      The talisman rubbed his head up against the woman, and then roared, his voice once again joining with the song.

      Three more ships were down, but there were still so many.

      Honaaz would have to figure out what to do about these Weather Watchers, and he would have to learn more about what had happened to them and why they had been so willing to fight on behalf of the Alainsith, but that would come later. Right now…

      “Looks like one is trying to get away,” Garvish said.

      Honaaz shifted his attention to the owl talisman and tried to push some of his awareness through it. With the storm having calmed, Honaaz could see more clearly, even if it was still difficult. It seemed as if Boney joined in, adding some of his connection. A surge of power flowed, which was unexpected. Then the talisman leaped.

      As soon as the owl took to the air, she—and Honaaz was certain that this talisman was a she—glided, circling ever higher. As she did, he could see the ships arranged out in the distance. His count had been off before. Whether it was because of the storms or the violence or the darkness, it didn’t matter. There were still well over a dozen ships, and they surrounded one that was much larger.

      That was where they needed to go, he was sure.

      But that ship was moving away.

      And it was doing so quickly.

      The others followed, and it seemed as if the waves behind that fleet were rougher, and the winds more violent as it pushed them forward, gliding through the water.

      “What do you want to do?” Garvish asked.

      Honaaz looked at the others. “Back to port.”

      “You don’t want to chase them?”

      “Why would I want to risk ourselves going after that many? We can’t take them on. If we have a few more ships and better preparation, maybe.”

      If they could get the Weather Watchers and the men of the Isles to fight alongside them… Why was he thinking like that?

      Honaaz wasn’t a navy commander, but he did have a fleet.

      It was smaller than the other, but it was a start.

      He doubted that he could salvage any of the ships that had sunk, but there was the possibility that there might be more along the Sanaron shoreline. He looked at the Weather Watchers. The young woman watched him, one hand resting on Boney. He didn’t feel anything strange coming from Boney, and it seemed the talisman didn’t mind, as if he were almost content with the contact and the connection he shared with the Weather Watcher.

      These people were free.

      They had likely been influenced and coerced by the same song that Garvish spoke of. It was the same thing the tall bastard had mentioned.

      And if that were the case, then he now thought he had some understanding of how to disrupt it. At least for his people. Honaaz didn’t know if the same thing would work for all of the Weather Watchers, or if it was only those that had been disrupted from the song as their ships had sunk.

      Did they have their own blades? If they did, did that mean the tall bastard had been right all along?

      Could all of this be about some ancient fucking swords?
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      Lily stood in the doorway, uncertain how to react. She had been so focused on what was happening with the Alainsith, and what she had been feeling in the city, that she hadn’t even considered the possibility that there might be others here she still knew. Coming across one of the Alainsith who had worked with Malory had startled her, and it had set her thinking differently, but she had never thought that she might find somebody she had spent any time with.

      The now much larger bone berahn stood behind her, and surprisingly, Lily had a faint sense of connection to it. She wasn’t sure if it was because she had carved the talisman or if it was just proximity to it. With Isabel having been the one to activate it, Lily would expect her to have the greatest connection to it. But Lily had some sense of the berahn, enough of it that she recognized the connection, even if she couldn’t do anything with it. They probably had to name the berahn much like Honaaz had named his. She didn’t want to choose anything quite as simple as Boney, but only because she didn’t want to have two Boneys.

      “What is it?” Isabel asked, leaning closer to her.

      “I know him,” Lily said, barely able to move.

      The others in the room had looked over to them, and then they had started speaking quickly and in a language she didn’t understand. There were snippets of words that she thought she could make out, but most of them were difficult for her to piece together. She didn’t understand Alainsith, even though there were aspects of the language worked within the kind of hegen magic she had learned growing up.

      She remained motionless for a few more moments, until Isabel jostled her and pushed her forward. “We need to get answers so we can get back to the shore. Isn’t that what you told me?” Isabel whispered.

      Lily nodded. Her shock might have been accentuated by the fact that she had been drained of energy because of how much potential she had put into making and activating the talismans. That had to be it. It couldn’t just be surprise.

      But she couldn’t shake the fact that she had not expected to see Bendal again.

      It wasn’t because she had any difficulty letting him go. She had enjoyed her time with Bendal. He had been nice. Sweet. But he had been simple—or so she had thought. Working as a florist in Sanaron had been an easy job, and she had felt as if she couldn’t explain to him the kinds of things she did. He had never seemed to mind her absences, where she would frequently disappear and return to the city days or weeks later.

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “Which part? The Alainsith gathering inside of a jeweler, or some young man that you obviously had feelings for?”

      “It’s not that I had feelings for him,” Lily said. “He was a distraction. A diversion.”

      She had always called him pretty. Bendal was taller than most of the boys she had spent any time with, and had been quietly gentle. She had not even known that he had a connection to the city—the same as Morgan, she realized. Lily could see it in the way the fog swirled around him.

      She cursed herself, irritated at her stupidity. But even more irritating was the fact that he stood watching her, a blank look on his face that probably matched the blank look on her own.

      She stormed forward, and she ignored the table filled with the other chattering Alainsith, though she could not overlook the fact that there was a trace of fog around the base of the table, as if to try to consume it or perhaps shield it. For the most part, the fog remained wispy, not nearly as dense as it had been in other places in the city.

      Lily looked over to Bendal, who stood behind an older man with dark hair, though “older” was relative. If they were Alainsith, they would all be incredibly old, and far older than they appeared.

      “Bendal,” she finally said, setting her hands on her hips, her fingers immediately going to the daggers that were hidden beneath her folds of fabric. “I didn’t expect to see you back in Sanaron.”

      He glanced down at the man in front of him—his uncle, Lily suspected, though she hadn’t seen his uncle all that often at the shop—before turning to face her. He flushed slightly. “It’s good to see you, Lily. I’m glad that you survived the initial attack.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk to you.”

      Lily darted forward. As soon as she reached him, a pair of knives in hand, the fog began to billow, creating a buffer around him. Isabel called out to keep Lily from doing anything foolish, though she wasn’t going to do anything foolish. She just wanted to startle Bendal. The same way he had startled her by his presence.

      But she hadn’t expected him to have control over the fog.

      Maybe she should have.

      She pushed away from the others at the table, who merely glanced over to Bendal, noticed that he was unharmed, and resumed their quiet argument. Lily didn’t know what they were saying, but she suspected they were discussing what it meant for her to be here. They were far too excited by her presence otherwise.

      Bendal didn’t seem to be as concerned as she would’ve expected, nor as concerned as she would’ve been if the situation were reversed. He merely eyed her knives, before he flicked his gaze up and looked at her.

      “It’s good to see you,” he said again. “I never got to know you as well as I would’ve liked to.”

      “You never got to know me?”

      “Not as well as I would’ve liked.” He smiled, and with a controlled buffer of what looked like a cloud, he pushed her back ever so gently. The same gentleness that she’d always seen from him. “If you’d like to talk, we can talk, but please don’t try to attack me.”

      “What happened?” Lily asked, lowering her knives. She wasn’t going to get anywhere by trying to hurt him, especially given that he was acting as calm as he was, and she was acting like an ass. She could acknowledge that. She didn’t like to acknowledge it, but she could.

      “You knew about the attack on the city,” he said.

      “Knew about it?” She glanced over to Isabel, before turning her attention back to Bendal. “I was here for it. I was part of it. We bought time so that others could evacuate.”

      He watched her for a moment, saying nothing. “You weren’t the only one who helped buy time.”

      Lily frowned, but she thought about what she’d seen here when she had been evacuating. They had hurried to the ships, getting the hegen on board, and Honaaz had quickly brought them out to sea. But she remembered a layer of fog that hovered over the city, a blanket of it that seemed to loom over the bay. At the time, Lily hadn’t really understood the type of power that fog had, only that there was a distinct energy to it and that it was connected to the Alainsith. She had thought that Morgan was in control of it, but then again, Morgan didn’t have indefinite and perpetual control over the fog. If she had, she might’ve been able to protect Sanaron far better than she’d been capable of.

      “You were there,” she said.

      He shook his head. “Not me. I barely understand what they do. I guess, what I can do. They’ve explained that I have some connection to this, but have to learn to use it.”

      Which meant Bendal could control the Alainsith fog.

      Why was Lily surprised by that? There were others in the city with that ability, she knew. And it shouldn’t surprise her that people from Sanaron would have that ability.

      “Tell me what exactly happened,” she said.

      “We were not going to abandon the city. They provided some protections, but it was strange,” he said, his brow furrowing. “They attacked, but then they left. They didn’t want the city. We thought that was what it was about.”

      “They want to destroy. We’ve seen it along the coast.”

      “We think they were after something else.”

      Lily didn’t need him to explain what they had been after. She had seen it herself, and recognized that it was about something more than them.

      “So you stayed in the city after the attack. And you—or others—have layered your protections,” she said, sweeping her gaze around and looking at the fog that was here. Isabel stood a few paces away, the berahn talisman resting behind her.

      “That’s what I heard they were doing,” Bendal said. “Protections. That’s all they are willing to be involved in. And now there’s another attack. I don’t understand what happened, or why it has taken place now, but they agreed to protect the city.”

      “Just the city?” There had to be a reason that they were willing to defend Sanaron, but why?

      “They said this place was once protected. That it was a place where all the people were unified.” He looked around. “And this was the heart of it, though it was long ago.”

      Lily followed the direction of his gaze and didn’t see anything. She couldn’t help but feel as if this was some ancient Alainsith structure, but what was it?

      “Why here?” she asked.

      “I don’t really know. It seems that there was once something here, but it was destroyed.”

      “By these Alainsith who are attacking?”

      He pursed his lips, and again his gaze swept around the room. “I don’t think so, but to be honest, I don’t really know. They were disappointed to see that it no longer stood, but they wanted to protect this place, nonetheless.”

      Lily wasn’t sure why, or what it was that the Alainsith wanted here, and maybe it didn’t matter.

      But maybe it did.

      The Alainsith had been after a place in the north as well. They had wanted to occupy it. She had thought that it was about the Bloodless, or perhaps about the song the way Jal claimed, but what if it wasn’t that? What if there was something else to it?

      She wished she had her friends with her now.

      “They won’t get involved in anything else,” Bendal said. “I don’t understand it, Lily. They are willing to protect the city, but that’s it, especially after what your people did here.”

      Hers?

      That meant Kanar and the others, and probably referred to whatever they’d dealt with around Malory. Why would that have mattered, though?

      He leaned close, lowering his voice to a whisper. “They talk about other Alainsith and their violent tendencies.”

      Lily smiled at that. He meant the Juut. “I think they should be more like them. I think that would help.”

      “You don’t understand,” he said.

      “You’re right. I don’t understand. Unfortunately. I wish I did.”

      She backed away, and she headed over to Isabel, who watched her with a troubled look in her eyes.

      “What is it?” Isabel asked.

      Lily shrugged. “Oh, nothing more than just the fact that the Alainsith have been in the city for a while, and knew what was happening, and didn’t do anything to intervene. I suppose that’s nothing to be too excited about, is it?”

      “They knew?”

      “They were here. And they stayed behind when the city was attacked. They offered their protection to the city, but not to the people in it.”

      That fit with her experience of the Alainsith. They were more protective of their buildings and structures and culture than they were about others. Then again, she was not Alainsith. None of them were. And none of them could really understand all that the Alainsith had been through.

      Lily scoffed. “Here I thought we might be able to get some help, but I don’t think that’s going to be any use. They aren’t going to help us.”

      “You don’t know that,” Isabel said.

      “I know that they’re more concerned about protecting their own than they are about protecting others. And at this point, I don’t know that it matters anymore. All that matters is that we need to get back to help Honaaz.” She turned, but the two women who had guided them to this place blocked the entrance to the door.

      Lily carefully reached into her pouch and grabbed an explosive piece of art. “I don’t think you want to try to hold me. Or my friends.”

      They didn’t move.

      She leaned over, reaching for the talisman. The bone berahn moved toward her, and she rested her hand on its head. When she did, she began to feel a different connection to it, a certain sense of power that seemed to work within the talisman, and it flowed up through the berahn and into Lily.

      “Or maybe you just want to see what my berahn will do.”

      “Liliana,” a voice said. It was deep, and almost musical.

      Lily turned, anger already surging within her, and she crossed her arms over her chest. If she needed a distraction, she could explode something here and then escape. She felt Isabel’s presence near her, and realized that she couldn’t simply act on her own. She’d need Isabel’s help. Then again, if Isabel had one of Lily’s talismans, she could toss that herself and use the power within it for the two of them to escape. Perhaps they could even ride the bone talisman out.

      “Only my parents called me Liliana.”

      “I know. I knew them,” said an older-looking man at the end of the table. He had dark hair, tanned skin, and he was dressed in deep blue and green. His hands rested on the table, clasped together, and there were woven rings on three of his fingers on each hand.

      “Well, you may have known them, but they didn’t speak of you.” She looked around, and the rest of the table had gone silent.

      “You return to the city. Why?” the man asked.

      Lily stood where she was. “This isn’t an inquisition. I get to ask questions. We came here looking for answers as to what happened in Sanaron after we were attacked further up the coast, and given what we had seen of the Alainsith attackers”—she watched them to see how they might react to that, but none of them offered much—“we knew that we needed to get a better understanding about what was happening here. We had seen that Sanaron was the start of the attack. But when we got here, the city was quiet. At least we thought it was.”

      “It was quiet,” the man said.

      “No thanks to you, or I suppose you probably think that you’re responsible for everything that happened here. And maybe you were responsible for preventing some of the attack, but obviously not for preventing all of it. If you were, you might have been able to keep the city from falling into disrepair.”

      She could feel Isabel stiffening behind her, and she knew that she probably should be a little careful, but she was irritated and wished she had Honaaz here.

      Maybe there was some way to get Honaaz’s attention. She wondered if she could convince her talisman to circle him and lead him to her. She could think of ways it might work, but would he actually be drawn to it?

      There were other talismans she had made for him, and because of how she was connected to the one she had made for Isabel, she thought she might have a similar connection to Honaaz’s talisman. Maybe, but she didn’t know. Honaaz had used them far more exclusively than Isabel had, and had managed his own connection with them in a way that Lily didn’t know if she could replicate. So if nothing else, she might only be able to use part of the connection, and not all of it.

      She thought about the hawk-owl talisman and sent it circling away. Through it she could vaguely see the bay. There was less of a storm system than there had been before, and she tried to send the talisman to Honaaz’s ship. She wanted him to find her.

      She sent that request to the talisman, not knowing if it would even work.

      Then Lily turned her attention back to the man. “You aren’t willing to deal with the Alainsith attackers.”

      “We do not want to resume a war.”

      “You don’t want to resume a war, but it came nonetheless. Your people obviously didn’t have that same issue. Malory, in particular.” She looked around the room to see if she recognized any others that had served alongside Malory, but saw none.

      “Her views were not shared,” the man said.

      Lily snorted. “And that makes it better.” She looked down at the talisman. “They aren’t with you, obviously, as they aren’t with the Alainsith from the north. They’ve been involved.”

      At least Jal had been, but she wasn’t going to tell them that it was only Jal. It wouldn’t matter, and it wouldn’t help.

      “Our brethren from the north have remained neutral,” he said.

      “Neutral like you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the Juut?”

      “Also neutral.”

      “Great,” Lily said. “None of you seem to care about the fact that Alainsith are coming from across the ocean, wanting to attack and destroy, using even darker magic than the witchcraft your people introduced.” The Bloodless had been an awful use of magic, though there were other types that had been just as bad. “Do you even care?”

      “They are the Lost,” he said.

      She frowned. “The Lost?”

      Lily didn’t know what to say to that. That was the term the hegen used for those who left the people. Lily had been Lost.

      He looked around the table. When he finally turned back to Lily, the others remained silent, but she had a sense that they were uncertain. She didn’t know why they were, or whether there was something that they intended to share with her that they were not supposed to, but she could tell that something was off.

      “Our people were once united. Much changed. Over time, the people became divided. You have experienced that in your land. We grew distant. And some were lost.”

      Lily frowned again. “The Alainsith war.”

      “We do not call it that.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you don’t. And you’ve all tried to be neutral, but your neutrality isn’t working. Your people have started to attack.”

      He was quiet as he watched her.

      “We’ve found several of the Elder blades,” she said.

      A faint murmur went around the table. Lily smiled to herself and glanced over to Isabel.

      “You’ve taken the Elder blade from Sanaron,” he said.

      “I didn’t take it, but one who leads in Sanaron did. Or were they not supposed to, especially given that they were from the city?”

      “The Elder blades are of my people.”

      Lily shrugged. “I don’t know whether your people are worthy of them. But it doesn’t matter, does it? The Elder blades have bonded with their Bearers, and new Bearers have appeared.”

      As she said it, she started thinking about what she had seen and what she knew. There was the blade Kanar had. There was the one Morgan carried. She didn’t know about the Hunter’s sword, but she suspected that it was one of the Elder blades as well, given the way it had its power over magic. That made three. And then there was what Honaaz had acquired.

      Jal had always believed that there was one additional family of Alainsith that had been Lost, but it was more than just one, wasn’t it? Magic was tied to the Alainsith. She had seen that, had known that her entire life. What she did was tied to that power, even if it wasn’t the same. The witchcraft taught throughout Reyand, which had become the bane of the kingdom, had descended from Alainsith power.

      What about what Honaaz could do? What of the Weather Watchers?

      There were three families that had been Lost.

      And three that were here in this land: Jal’s family in the north. The Sanaron families to the south. And the Juut.

      But something about that didn’t fit perfectly. There had to be something else, didn’t there? The numbers didn’t fit with something that she’d heard. It was something Morgan had mentioned once. Something about Sanaron itself.

      “There were seven families,” Lily whispered.

      “There were four,” the man said.

      Lily ignored him, and she looked over to Isabel. “Morgan had mentioned distinct styles of architecture within Sanaron. I didn’t really think much of it at the time, but it makes sense, especially given what we’ve seen here. Different styles of architecture that matter. Some of them seem to combine all of the styles, as if they wanted to honor each of them.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “You said it yourself. There was also something like this in your capital, wasn’t there?”

      Isabel bit her lip, and then nodded slowly. “There is. It’s attached to the palace. I haven’t spent much time there, but mostly because it’s where the executioner court keeps their records.” She shrugged. “I’m not supposed to know much about it, as I’m not technically a part of the executioner court.”

      The court.

      The Hunter.

      And he had one of the Elder blades.

      Lily started to laugh.

      “What is it?” Isabel asked.

      “They got the numbers wrong. Jal has been thinking that there was one family missing, but what have we seen? We’ve seen the way Honaaz can resist magic. We’ve seen the way the Weather Watchers can control things. And we’ve seen how the others seem to influence all of it.”

      “So? They might be the ones that taught them, similar to how witchcraft came from these Alainsith.”

      Lily looked over at the table. All of them were watching her, staying silent, which surprised her.

      “I don’t think that’s it. I think they are descendants of Alainsith families. Maybe not pureblood Alainsith, not like those that isolated themselves, but Alainsith nonetheless.” She turned to Isabel. “I’m starting to think that maybe we all have some connection to the Alainsith. For a while now, we’ve been trying to figure out all of this, and what all of it means, haven’t we? We’ve been trying to understand why they’ve been attacking, and why they followed us, and why they moved back to Sanaron. What has been the unifying feature, though? What have we seen most of all?”

      “The blades,” Isabel said.

      Lily nodded. “The Lost are trying to acquire all of the Elder blades. I just don’t know why.”
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      Jal looked down at the berahn working with him. He had been taking his time as he journeyed back to his family, trying to gather as many of the berahn as possible. It was like herding sheep, only they were sheep with distinct personalities that had distinct plans and were not always thrilled with the idea that they were being herded. In that, maybe it was more like herding cats.

      Jal smiled at the thought. He had told Kanar and the others that he was a farmer from the very first moments that he’d met them. And in his mind, he had been something of a farmer. It was what his grandfather had wanted him to believe his responsibilities to be. To work with the people, to shepherd them forward and into the future, but remembering their connection to the past.

      It was the key to the song.

      His grandfather’s understanding of the song was different than what so many others had of it. Within his people, and within his land, he had come to know aspects of the song, but it was little more than a way of trying to remember the past. It did nothing to help guide them into the future.

      And the song had only provided certain memories. They were not anything distant enough for him to dig deep in the past to try to understand what had happened to their people over time. It was something he had often questioned: why that would be, and why the song did not carry them beyond when the families were united. He had asked his grandfather about that at one point, and he had smiled and nodded. They had been standing out on a grassy plain much like the one that Jal now walked across, though the blades of grass had been shorter then. The wind whipped through, rustling the grasses. The air had a hint of perfume on it from the flowers that grew off in the distance, along with the earthy scent of the recent rain.

      “Our song only leads us back to understanding our family,” his grandfather said. He hummed a little, his voice rich and deep, carrying out and mixing with the wind. “When you join with the conclave and you hear the song, you can be reminded of where we came from. But there is more to it. There are melodies that we miss.”

      Jal looked over, and though he had not yet sat among the conclave for as long as his grandfather had, he had come to understand aspects of the song and had heard the chorus. It spoke of the need for peace, of calm. It spoke of the need to respect their home, their land, and to defend it were it necessary.

      “I don’t hear anything in it,” Jal said.

      “You can if you listen. And I believe that you can listen, Jal. You have a patience to you that is different than most. You will find that patience to be crucial as you get older. You have to let the song come to you so that you can understand what it’s trying to show you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Most believe that the song has a beginning and an end, but if we believe that, then we believe that we were the first to sing it. Do you think that’s true?”

      Jal thought about it, and he tipped his head, listening to the wind, listening to the blades of grass as they murmured near him. He even heard the occasional mournful cry of a wolf off in the distance. “I suppose you would say that we are not the first.”

      “Not the first, and we will not be the last. The song will outlive us, as it must. There were those who came before, and there will be those who come after, but the song will remain, so long as it is sung.”

      Jal smiled at the thought. He liked the idea of something outliving him, leaving some legacy behind. Even at that age, Jal had known that their people lived a long time, and that meant he would be afforded an opportunity to do things that men in the southern lands could not. He had spent no time with them, though he remained curious of them, and why they were so hurried—and often violent.

      “Who should we teach the song to?” he asked his grandfather.

      “We teach the song to those who can learn. Some are better prepared to listen than others, but you may be surprised at who has the potential to understand it, and who has the potential to sing alongside you. You must be open to it, and you must be ready for what you learn.”

      Jal opened his eyes, and he could hear the song around him, and he could hear the energy of it, even if he didn’t understand the purpose behind it. He felt something about that song, and felt some part of it even now, trying to cry out to him as he listened. One of the berahn howled, and it was answered by an echo of another, and then another. It was through the calls of the berahn that Jal had begun to understand more about the song than he had ever imagined. It was through their cries that he recognized that the world was far more complex than he had known. They had layers within their song that reminded him of melodies he had ignored. And it was that song that had helped Kanar find what he needed so he could understand his blade.

      That was why Jal now had to return.

      He needed to speak to his family, but it was more than just that. He needed to share with them what he had learned, and ensure that the song did not go forgotten now that he had rediscovered it.

      But it was even more than that. His people, his family, needed to know what he had felt. They had to know what they had experienced, and what the past meant for them as they looked into the future. The problem for Jal was that he didn’t know how his people would welcome that information, if they would welcome it at all.

      He turned so that he could look out and around him. This was a place where he had once spent considerable time. When he had traveled with his grandfather, he had come to these lands, which had given him an opportunity to feel the sweep of power through here and to come to know it far better than he once had. He remembered how he had first learned to connect to the berahn, watching them and trying to find a way to understand them. So much had changed for him since that day. So much about him had changed—not only his understanding of the berahn, but also his understanding of himself and his place in the world. He wondered what his grandfather would’ve said had he learned about what Jal had ultimately done, and whether he would have been pleased with what Jal had found, or whether he would be disappointed.

      Unfortunately, Jal had lost his grandfather before he had the chance to know. If he were to find the song well enough, he supposed it was possible that he might be able to use the song to know what his grandfather would have thought, but he didn’t understand that aspect of the song enough for him to use it to gain that insight.

      A blur of dark fur came bounding toward him, and he looked up to see one of the berahn making its way toward him. He had come to know this one quite well. She had been traveling with him for a while now, keeping him company, looking out for him, and ensuring that he didn’t wander too far. More than that, this berahn had been responsible for helping call to some of the others, as if she had known what Jal needed from them, and wanted to help provide that answer. He smiled as he looked at her, and he slowed as she approached.

      The berahn nuzzled her head up against his hand, acting more like a dog than some of the berahn he had been around. She reminded him a little of Honaaz’s talisman friend, which was a bit strange given everything he had seen with that talisman. It was a unique construct that provided Honaaz with a connection and a pull on power that was unlike anything Jal had ever experienced before.

      “You’ve been busy,” Jal said to her. “I’m trying to understand what my grandfather wanted for me, but the answers have proven difficult. I suppose you know that. You have your own way of listening to the song, and unfortunately, I don’t know what that is, nor do I know what I’m supposed to know and learn from you.”

      Despite having a sense of her, and a sense of the power she possessed, he didn’t know what she might do. She was a unique creature, and though he wanted to speak to her, it was a one-way communication.

      The berahn looked up at him, and a certain bit of energy seemed to come from her. Within that, he saw the same curiosity in her eyes that he had seen from the berahn in the past. It was a look suggesting that she knew him despite not being able to speak to him.

      Jal followed the flowing grassland, making his way farther from here, getting closer to an old stone building that had started to crumble. The stone construction was different than many, but only because it had been built long ago and forgotten.

      He reached the entrance, tracing his finger along the old writing that was there. A surge of familiar energy worked through him, and then out of him, until it began to twist and weave into the stone itself. It didn’t take long, and the more he pushed that sense out of him, the easier it was for him to begin to feel the way the stone was shifting and sliding.

      A door came open, and Jal stood there staring for a moment. There were two other berahn now behind him, as if they wanted to see Jal’s grandfather’s old building, though they would have been here at one time before. It had been a while, though, as Jal’s grandfather had not come here in the later days of his life. This had been a place where he had once come to try to think through the song, which was part of the reason that Jal had wanted to come here now. He could feel something.

      Once inside, he saw the markings that his grandfather had left long ago, written along the walls in the ancient language, meant to help convey a message that should carry through time. It was similar to the song, though not the same, since the song was meant as a way to convey the past and connect to those who would eventually forget it, whereas the writing here was meant for those who could not follow the song. In that respect, the writing was intended for those who were not of his people. It still surprised him that his grandfather would have left something like that, but he had always cautioned Jal that the lessons of the past were not only for those who could follow it soon.

      He looked back at the berahn. “You can come inside,” he said. He knew the berahn wouldn’t, even though he invited them.

      At this point, the only thing Jal really wanted was an opportunity to see if there was anything here that might help him find a way to connect to his long-lost grandfather. He looked around the empty room, as it had been ever since his grandfather had departed. The writing on the walls was all he had, the only thing his grandfather had left for him. And as far as Jal knew, his grandfather had left it for anyone to find, not just for Jal, who could listen to the song and know where to go.

      He paused, rocking in place, thinking about the song he had begun to hear, the one he had started to recognize, and he wondered if perhaps there were elements of the song that he might be able to use. He didn’t know if that song was for him or not. What he could hear was the memory of it. He turned in place, looking at the writing on the walls, and began to sing that, adding to the song he heard in his mind. Jal was not at all surprised to learn that his grandfather had left something there that fit within the song. The steady sound began to build, as if the chorus was always meant to be there for him. He hummed slowly and steadily, finding the melody, and as he sang, he sighed.

      It was almost as if additional words appeared, and he continued to sing, only this time something shifted. The berahn began to sing with him. It was soft and subtle, little more than a mournful cry, but as their voices added to what he heard, he began to recognize something there. The song stretched beyond what he had known before, older than he had been before.

      And the song wanted him to listen.

      Images began to flash in his mind. That was the key to it, something that the song permitted when sung with the right melody. But there was something missing. It took Jal a moment to realize what it was, but once he understood the absence, he started to change the song. Instinctively he began to add what he had heard from the attackers, mixing part of their rhythm, and he even thought about what Honaaz had added to his song, along with Kanar. Elements that layered in. When he did, he recognized that they all weaved together, different elements that seemed to fit, different melodies that seemed to join into something greater.

      And he noticed something—voices were missing.

      But he didn’t know how many.

      Jal sang, trying to uncover the key and the secret of what was there, along with what he had missed. But even as he did, there were no answers for him, and nothing that he could find. He believed there had to be something, but as he sang, he found that it did not respond to him as he wanted it to. And though he tried to find the key that his grandfather once had known—or must have suspected, as he had written much along these walls—Jal could not find anything more. Whatever was here seemed beyond him, and beyond his ability to understand.

      Gradually, he started to trail off. When he did, he turned and realized that he was no longer alone. His mother stood there in the doorway, her flowing white dress draped toward the ground, her hair braided and pulled back behind her head. Her eyes—that had once seemed so crystal blue, the eyes of the sky itself—looked haunted, perhaps even angry, though Jal did not know why that would be the case.

      “You found it,” she said, her voice soft.

      “Did you know?”

      She looked at the building and didn’t step in. “Your father always spoke of this place. It was somewhere he thought was significant, but he never permitted me to come inside.”

      Jal smiled. “Why not?”

      She didn’t return his smile. “He felt it was not for me.”

      That didn’t sound like his father, and certainly not like his grandfather. He would not have denied anyone entry to this place if it would help them gain understanding. “My grandfather showed me how to come inside.”

      “Because you would have been worthy.”

      Jal snorted. “I’m not sure that I would have ever been worthy. Not then, but perhaps I am now.”

      “What changed?”

      “That’s the question you ask?”

      “I heard the song,” his mother said. “It guided me here. I wasn’t sure what it was, or why I would be called out here, but once I started to hear the song, I knew. It was you.”

      Jal nodded. “Me. I heard it.”

      “I’ve never heard anything like it before. And the berahn…” She looked over, and there was a berahn seated on either side of the door, neither of them moving. Despite the fact that they were quiet now, Jal could still feel the sorrowful element of their song, and though he wasn’t sure of the purpose behind it, nor was he sure what had happened to it, he recognized that there was something more he needed to understand.

      “We’ve always believed that there were our three families and then the Lost,” Jal said.

      She frowned. “You don’t think that’s true?”

      “The song. It tells me there is something else to it. More melodies. I can’t hear all seven but more than four.”

      “It does not matter,” she said.

      Jal had a hard time believing that to be true. The song was everything.

      “My grandfather always believed there was more to it. He always believed that we—and I—could learn it. He wanted me to hear the sounds of his ancestors.”

      His mother nodded. “He did.”

      “But they are not the songs of your ancestors.” Jal swung his gaze around. It had taken him a while to understand, but now he thought that he did. “My grandfather… My father…”

      She nodded again. “They came from the south. Each generation offers a way to bridge to another. We have wanted to unite the songs, but we failed.”

      “Is that why my grandfather came?”

      “Your grandfather… Well, he should not have come. He was welcomed, as any honored elder would be, but he should not have come.”

      Jal thought of everything he had known about his grandfather, all the ways that he had struggled, and wondered whether there was any reason that his coming to this land had been a part of that.

      “How much did he know?” Jal asked.

      “I presume you’re talking about your father.”

      “I am.”

      “I don’t know. Your grandfather kept much from him, and from us.”

      His grandfather must’ve known something, which didn’t surprise Jal, as his grandfather had always been wise and clever, but what was it? It had to do with the song. Given Jal’s experience on the ship as a captive, having felt the effect of the lost song, he questioned whether that was what it was. Could that be all there was to it?

      The song.

      He thought of what he’d heard, and everything that he knew, and began to wonder. He rocked in place, thinking about the song and how it carried through him, thinking about the missing melodies.

      The song of their people was older than they knew.

      And that, Jal thought, was perhaps the most important piece.

      They weren’t after the swords.

      The Elder blades might be important, but they were important for a specific reason: The blades had been imbued with the song of their people.

      Unite the swords, and they could unite the song. And based on what Jal had felt of the song and how they had used it, he thought he knew what they intended to do.

      They would use the ancient song to rule.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






KANAR

        

      

    

    
      Kanar moved forward, sword in hand, sweeping his gaze along the walls inside the palace. He still saw no one. He had anticipated that he would come across somebody at some point, that he would find a servant, or perhaps an attacker, but there had been nothing. Just emptiness.

      It was disconcerting.

      Where were the Realmsguard? Where were those who were tasked with defending the palace?

      Without anyone here, Kanar thought that Porman might not be in Verendal. Rumors were often just that—rumors. It wouldn’t be the first time there were rumors that spoke of Porman having a presence in a place he did not, but these had been fairly specific, according to Esmerelda. She had believed that Finn and Morgan had returned and gone to the palace.

      As Kanar made his way along the hallway, memories came back to him of his time within the city, and of serving and patrolling with the Realmsguard. The last time he had been here, the city had been different. Not just with the crowd, but with the feel that was here. It had been a time before the witchcraft war, a time before the violence had come, and a time before he had finally abandoned his responsibilities, wanting nothing to do with fighting. He had grown too weary of it to keep going.

      Perhaps that didn’t matter.

      The ancient sculptures stationed here were all unchanged from when he had been here in the past. When he had patrolled through these halls the last time, Kanar had barely paid attention to them, as they were unimportant for his responsibilities in ensuring the safety of the king and crown. What did he care about some sculptures, regardless of what Morgan had always asked, wanting to know what sort of treasures the king had? Not because she had any interest in stealing them, he had never thought, but mostly because she had been intrigued by what the king would consider valuable.

      They’d had several conversations about it over the years, though he had never paid enough attention to these sculptures to provide Morgan with the kind of information she had wanted, much to her irritation. Now he wished that he had shared something with her so that it would’ve forced him to pay more attention. These were old sculptures, and many of them looked like Alainsith carvings, reminding him of what he’d seen in Sanaron, along with what he had seen when he had visited Jal and his people. That couldn’t be a coincidence, and given what he knew about the Alainsith and their art, he couldn’t help but feel as if that were important. At least, important in some way.

      He paused at one. It looked something like a berahn, but it wasn’t large enough. He rested his hand on it and found himself thinking about what he had seen in Sanaron, the kind of sculptures Malory had been interested in, and wondered if perhaps these were like that.

      He paused at the next sculpture. This one reminded him of some of the trees that Jal had in his lands. And the next reminded him of Wular, the way she carried her pair of blades, and how she stood with confidence in her posture.

      He hesitated a moment, realizing that each of the Alainsith families were represented here. At least, from what he could tell.

      There were other Alainsith families—the Lost—but were those the only ones?

      A sudden grunt caught his attention. Kanar jerked his focus away from what he’d been looking at, and he hurried along the hall toward what he heard. It was a sound he recognized. It was the sound of a man who had been attacked, and might be suffering. Possibly even dying.

      Kanar darted along the hallway, and once he reached the end, he paused at a set of stairs. The fog was still drifting up from below, though it seemed to part all around him, as if it recognized him and his blade. But from where? Kanar didn’t know that there was anything in the lower level of the palace. Storage rooms, mostly.

      The fog shifted, and Kanar rushed down the stairs, holding the sword out from him. He had been humming, not even aware of the fact that he had been, but his voice had joined whatever energy came from within the sword, drifting out from him and mixing with the power of the blade. As he sang, that energy coursed out from him and spilled into the blade, then pushed beyond, into the fog itself.

      And it met resistance.

      Kanar kept singing, his voice carrying as it grew louder. The fog seemed to try to fight him, though how could he overpower it? He thought he could feel that fog, and that energy, and that song, and as he focused on what was coming, he began to mix in some element of the berahn song, specifically the way they howled. It pushed, but it wasn’t enough. He tried to push back, tried to fight, but every time he attempted to sing, he could feel something fighting him.

      Was there something about the song that wasn’t quite right?

      Kanar didn’t know the song the way he thought he could and should. The only thing he really knew was what he had learned from the berahn, and that, combined with what he could sing, had added an element to his fighting that had allowed him to resist.

      But why not?

      Kanar focused on the song, focused on what he could feel, and thought that it had to be enough.

      As he listened, fog pressed on him, an energy that seemed as if it carried its own sort of song.

      There was another grunt.

      Kanar roared. It was a primal, crazed roar, and he poured everything within him out into it. Anger. Frustration. Sadness.

      And everything seemed to feed into the song. The sword vibrated even more intensely, and then began to push back, sweeping away.

      He stepped down the stairs, plunging through the fog, and he came across the first person he’d seen while in the palace. The man was dressed in the dark gray of the Realmsguard. He had a sword in hand but was not breathing. He had no injury, nothing to suggest what he had suffered from, only that he looked as if he had tried to fight. And had failed.

      Kanar moved on. As he did, he felt the fog and resistance, but nothing else.

      He continued along the hallway, picking his way slowly toward the source of this power. The fog parted around him, sweeping on either side of his blade, leaving him alone. But he was not satisfied with that. He turned, the blade whistling, and that added to the song as well. Each time he twisted the blade, he could feel that energy sweeping out from him, the song beginning to pour out of him, and then he knew that there was something else here.

      Something different.

      He paused.

      Another body lay motionless ahead. As he headed toward it, he made sure there wasn’t anything more coming in his direction. When he was satisfied that there wasn’t, he hurried over to the body. He crouched down, tracing his hands along the person’s neck, checking for any signs of injury. As with the first person, there was nothing.

      He moved on again.

      Another body.

      Where was the attack?

      Kanar was pushing the fog back, but maybe that had been a mistake. Was he pushing it toward the attackers? No. He didn’t think that was the case. He didn’t know what it was, didn’t know what he had detected, but he believed there was something here. What, though?

      As he walked, he began to feel something changing. It was subtle at first, and it took him a moment to realize that it was not the song of the sword but something else. The song came from the fog.

      With that realization, Kanar understood what he had to do, even if he wasn’t entirely sure what that would require of him. He could feel it, much like he could feel the way the song began to push against him.

      He had to add to it.

      Kanar thought about the fog, thought about what he had seen, thought about the pain he had experienced. He thought about the suffering. All of that was a part of him, and a part of the Alainsith, which meant it had to be a part of the song as well. He recognized that, even if he wasn’t sure how to do anything with it.

      A sound drifted along the hallway. It was strange, slithery, and was shrouded in the fog as well. In that, Kanar began to understand that he had to try something different. He had to do something to counter what was coming. He had to find a way.

      But how?

      He made his way toward the slithering—that seemed to be the most significant piece now. He moved carefully, quietly as he hurried toward that mysterious sound, trying to prepare for what was there. Kanar couldn’t help but feel as if whatever was coming toward him was not human. He had faced Alainsith attackers before, and he understood the danger they posed, so this was something else. But what was it?

      As he continued to listen to the strange sounds, he worked steadily, holding the blade in hand. He focused on what he could see and hear, and more than that, he focused on what he could sense, hoping to use that to add to whatever was coming.

      Kanar hesitated as he recognized that something was pushing toward him. He stood transfixed for a moment, listening, waiting. But as he waited, he couldn’t help but tell that whatever was coming toward him was different than what he had faced before.

      He shifted his song, this time adding an element of his own uncertainty to it. He was a proud man, having dealt with dangers in the past and knowing that he could fight to withstand them, so this should not worry him. At the same time, there was something about whatever was coming at him that left him on edge.

      He continued singing, nervous energy flowing into him, working through him as he added that to the song. And then there was something else.

      There was a shift. It seemed to be a bit of energy, and it exploded toward him.

      He reacted by pushing out, pushing away, and adding his own sense of fear to what he detected. But as it came at him, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else coming.

      He swept his sword, and the fog seemed to thicken. As he moved forward, his blade struck something real. Something physical.

      He didn’t see anything, but he felt it.

      What I wouldn’t give for Esmerelda to be here with me now.

      He found that to be an unexpected thought, especially as he would not have imagined wanting to fight alongside one of the hegen in the past, but now it felt as if she were the only person who could help him understand the kind of danger that they faced now. And it was definitely a danger.

      He twisted his blade, then took a step forward, and he felt something else beginning to build around him. It was power, but what kind, and where was it coming from?

      He continued to sing, to add that strange energy to what he was doing, and began to feel something, though he was not sure what it was.

      The slithering came toward him again.

      Down.

      He brought his blade around.

      Then he saw it.

      It looked like it was made of fog itself, as if it was some slender cylindrical form that crept its way along the ground toward him, but he wasn’t sure if what he detected was right or if there was something else to it. He listened, and then he flew forward with the blade, feeling for the fog. That fog was coming from something, drifting up from some other place, and potent in a way he had not expected or prepared for.

      Kanar brought his blade around, cutting toward that fog. He didn’t think it would do anything, and at first nothing happened, but then he began to feel a change of energy. Some part of it was shifting.

      The cylinder shape, that fog, began to slide toward him. It was almost like the fog was somehow alive.

      Because it is.

      A snake? What kind of bizarre creature was this?

      The massive serpent darted toward him, fog swirling around and departing long enough for Kanar to see the dark eyes, the sharp fangs, and the forked tongue.

      He drove his blade down.

      The serpent shifted away from the movement, dodging his attack.

      Kanar tried again and was rewarded with a soft split of energy as his blade cut through the creature.

      But did not kill it.

      The serpent slithered forward, seemingly unbothered by the sword pressed into its flesh. Kanar jerked the blade free, and the serpent immediately struck at him. He rolled to the side, then thrust the blade toward the serpent’s body again.

      Fog split on either side of the serpent, and he cut through the creature.

      And still didn’t kill it.

      Kanar popped to his feet, feeling the speed and energy of the blade and how it gave him more strength. He needed to take advantage of it, but he wasn’t sure what that would involve at this point.

      The head of the serpent shot toward him.

      He tried to stab it, but again failed.

      He was forced to jump, and given that he had the power of the sword, he could thankfully jump higher and faster than he could without it. Kanar came down, sweeping the blade around, thinking that he could find a way to jab it into the serpent, only to realize that there were now two. Cutting through the creature had divided it somehow.

      What kind of magic was this? It was Alainsith, most likely, but what kind of Alainsith power?

      One came at him, and he flipped in the air, before bringing his blade down and stabbing outward. The blade sliced into the creature, catching it in the jaw and sliding through it.

      And then the serpent stopped moving.

      The fog swirling toward him gave him all the notice he needed of the second one. Kanar brought his blade around, carving through the head, then driving the blade down and through the rest of it.

      He took a long and shaky breath. A strange energy persisted in the fog, leaving him wondering what other danger there would be. He felt something moving, though, and he knew he had to do something.

      The only thing that came to mind was the song. And as he began to sing what he felt, that energy he knew was there within it, Kanar let that song carry him and begin to build, twisting through him and rising up within him.

      The song pushed against the fog.

      Kanar drove the blade down into the stone, standing motionless. He had done something like this once before, and remembered how a barrier had formed. It did so again, deflecting the fog. He was not alone, though there was no serpent. Just an Alainsith.

      The man flicked his gaze to Kanar’s sword, before looking up at him. “You should not carry that,” he said.

      The song filled Kanar, granting him power that built within him. He would need that, he knew, even if he wasn’t exactly sure what he could do here.

      “I am the Bearer,” Kanar said.

      “You should not be.”

      “And you should not be here, but it seems you are. Is it just you and your friends, or are there others?”

      The Alainsith glowered at him.

      “You aren’t the first I’ve faced. We already pushed back your ships,” Kanar said.

      There was a moment of hesitation in the Alainsith’s eyes. It made Kanar smile.

      He swung the sword up, and when he did, he added a bit of his song to it. The motion, along with the sound, elicited a vibration and hum from the blade.

      “I also know your song,” Kanar said. “It’s one of death, and it’s one of pain and suffering. It is one that will be stopped.”

      “And that is why you will fail,” the man said.

      Kanar stepped forward, careful this time, recognizing that he needed to use the power of the blade, along with everything he heard within it, to uncover a way of ending this. “Is that right? What makes you think you can succeed here?”

      “Because you and the others have forgotten.”

      Kanar frowned. In that moment, the man used his hesitation and rushed forward. He didn’t have a blade like Kanar, but he had something that worked similarly: a cylindrical item that was similar to what Morgan had found. It whistled in the air, carrying its own sort of song.

      Kanar moved slightly to the side, practically vibrating with power.

      He caught the man’s sword with his own.

      Kanar stabbed toward him, driving the blade out, and felt the energy within this other man. The deliberate movements were almost as musical as anything else he did.

      Kanar spun, slicing, and was countered. He turned, shifting, and was forced back. Each step the man took, and each movement that he made, added to his song.

      Could Kanar do something similar?

      He didn’t understand his power nearly as well.

      When the man adjusted his movements, Kanar stabbed forward, unleashing everything that he could. The suddenness of it was carried with a burst of his own power, his own anger, and his own sadness.

      He stabbed at the man’s chest. The Alainsith brought his blade up to block, but was too slow.

      The man locked eyes with Kanar, and smiled as he died. “You are already too late.”
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      Finn raised the blade, holding it out carefully as he looked over to Morgan, who was quiet. She had her own sword up, but she held it in one hand instead of two. Hers was thin, slender, more like a rod than a blade, but obviously had some Alainsith power, drawing tendrils of fog around it and through it.

      “Well?” he whispered.

      “I can’t say. I hear it, though.”

      “Alainsith?”

      “Given the thickness of this fog, it has to be. Strange, though,” she said. “We’ve not seen any Alainsith before. Why here?”

      What was it about this place that made it significant?

      It wasn’t about Porman, and it wasn’t about Finn, or Morgan, or any of them.

      Could it be about the swords?

      Or could it only be about this place, and the fact that it was Alainsith? Something here was significant, he knew, even if he didn’t really understand it.

      “Listen,” the king said.

      There were voices speaking nearby. And one of them was familiar.

      He looked to Morgan, whose eyes had widened.

      “Gray?”

      Reims was here?

      The idea that Reims was here gave Finn a renewed focus.

      With sword held high, he stepped forward. He didn’t use it like a weapon, he simply had it outstretched, slightly angled, and let it do the work. Justice carved through the fog, allowing him to step freely. But it was not his blade that did the most work. It was Morgan’s. Not only did it carve fog, but it seemed to do something else. It was almost as if the fog folded up and around it, swirling into one end of the blade, or one side of it, and then out. As it did, the color of that fog started to shift, swirling and changing, as if she were doing something to modify the nature of the fog.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” he asked.

      “I’m holding on to the sword. That’s about it,” she said, her voice soft. “I’m not in control of this, if that’s your question.”

      “How is that happening?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can see it, and I can feel it, and I recognize that what’s happening has considerable power, but it’s simply flowing through the blade. It’s vibrating. Can you hear it?” She looked over to Finn.

      The voice fell silent.

      Something was wrong.

      Reims?

      Something moved along the ground. Finn darted forward and brought the blade down, catching a tendril of fog and carving through it.

      But it wasn’t a tendril of fog. It was some strange serpent.

      Morgan gasped. She immediately began forming a pattern, tracing it around until it squeezed and held the serpent in place.

      “Did you see that?” she asked.

      “I saw the snake,” Finn said.

      “Did you see what happened when you cut into it? There was power spilling out of it, but it was more than that. That power was diverting, splitting, almost as if⁠—”

      “Doubling,” Meyer finished.

      “Can you keep what you’re doing?” Finn asked Morgan.

      “I’m trying, but I think we have to kill it.”

      “Or hold it,” the king said.

      “Hold it?” Finn asked, looking at him.

      Something about Porman wasn’t quite right.

      Was it the fog? Could it be impacting him in some way?

      Finn hadn’t seen anything, but maybe he wouldn’t.

      He raised his blade, preparing to slice through the serpent the same way he once would have brought a blade through a condemned person’s neck. The fog parted around him ever so subtly, allowing him to see through it just a little bit.

      A figure in the fog stood over another, which lay on the ground.

      Finn held his sword carefully, until the standing figure looked at him.

      “Reims,” he said.

      Morgan flew past him, and she wrapped her arms around Reims, pulling him into a hug. He stiffened for a moment, his face flushing slightly, and then he lowered his sword and kissed Morgan deeply.

      “I see,” the king said. “I had not known he cared for her.”

      “You hadn’t known?” Finn said. “You had me chase her down, and you didn’t know what she meant to Kanar Reims?”

      The king turned to him. “I am not aware of all things. I try to keep myself informed, but there are times when I do not have all the answers I would like.”

      Finn looked over to Reims, who stepped away from Morgan. “Where is Esmerelda?”

      Reims glanced around, nodding to the king, before he took in the other executioners and finally Pippin. When he settled his gaze back on Finn, he frowned deeply. “She should have found you. She was coming to look for you. I’d detected something here and came to deal with it.”

      “The fog?”

      “The Alainsith. One of the Lost.”

      “They should not have reached us here,” the king said.

      “Obviously they did. Obviously they knew of passages that have been hidden. And maybe these places are all interconnected.”

      The idea troubled Finn. If that was the case, then did it mean that the Alainsith who had attacked the capital had traveled through these passages? Could he and the others have traveled in such a way?

      There was a brief, thunderous explosion that shook the stone walls around them, leaving a bit of debris raining down. Then everything fell silent.

      “No,” Porman whispered.

      “What?” Finn asked. “Do you know what happened?”

      “I fear they have destroyed what I wanted to show you. Perhaps it is already too late.”

      Morgan squeezed Reims’s arm, and he looked over at her.

      “We need to find Esmerelda,” she said, her voice soft. “He’s going to worry about her.” She nodded to Finn.

      “She won’t be harmed,” Reims said. “They wouldn’t have done anything. And besides, there is no further sense of the Alainsith here. If there was, I would’ve noticed.”

      “How would you have known if there was any danger here?” Finn asked.

      “Ask your wife.”

      Reims spun, and he flew past Finn, past Morgan, with his blade outstretched, and he jabbed it forward. His movements were so fast and so precise and so fluid that Finn was barely able to follow them. When he stood, he grunted, flicking his blade.

      “Another of those serpents.”

      “I held it,” Morgan said.

      “You did more than I could do. I tried to stop it, but they divide when you cut them. You have to stab them through the mouth.”

      “Alainsith power,” Finn said. “At least, that’s what Morgan suspected. We need to get someplace safe. We heard the attack up above⁠—”

      Reims shook his head. “There is no more attack up above. I dealt with everything and neutralized it before coming down here, thinking that I was going to chase down the origin of this fog. Well, the origin of this Alainsith magic.”

      “I want to find Esmerelda.”

      “If this was all of the Alainsith threat, then we are safe for now,” the king said.

      “Safe?” Reims glowered at him. “We aren’t safe. This might be all of the attack we’ve seen, but it doesn’t mean the attack is over. And the fact that they got in here so easily, without drawing any attention, should alarm you more than it seems to. You aren’t safe here, Porman.”

      The king frowned, cocking his head to the side as he regarded Kanar. “So informal now, are you?”

      Reims tensed. Morgan took his arm, linking hers in his. Some of the fog she had been controlling began to swirl, flowing out and around her, as if she were worried that she needed to do so in order to protect Kanar. Maybe she did. Finn didn’t know what Porman might do when it came to him, only that he was unpredictable. Then again, it seemed to Finn that Porman knew more than he had been letting on, which made it so that things were far more difficult to interpret.

      “It’s not informal. I’m just stating the obvious,” Reims said.

      “I’m sure you are, but you are still in my kingdom, and you are still beneath my palace,” he said, spreading his hands off to either side of them, “so I am still the one in command.”

      “Again, I’m not trying to offend.”

      The king regarded Reims for a long time, saying nothing. Then he smiled. “You are everything I wanted you to be, Blackheart. I hoped you would become the man you are, and had hoped that over time you would come to realize your potential, and use that potential to help the kingdom.”

      “You gave me a blade powered by Alainsith magic.”

      “Well, I gave you the blade, but I did not know it was powered by Alainsith magic at the time, I only knew that it was special. You’ll have to forgive me for not knowing more about it.”

      “Had you known, what would you have done?” Reims asked.

      “Had I known, I probably would have still given it to you. You are worthy of it. There are not many in Reyand who are worthy of such weapons, but you have proven yourself, Kanar.”

      “We still need to get out of here, regroup, and make sure you are safe. We do not need to be here where there are Alainsith that might attack.

      “If the lower levels are destroyed, there is nothing more I can do here. Nothing more I can show you here. Perhaps the palace was the target.”

      Finn wondered why the palace would be the target and not the king himself, but he wasn’t about to say that, as he wasn’t exactly sure of the answer.

      “There may be more,” Morgan said.

      “Now that we can go no further, perhaps it’s time to return to the upper levels, where we can have a different conversation,” the king said. “I do not have any interest in remaining down here any longer than is necessary. This space, and this place, has never appealed to me.”

      Morgan turned to Finn, and she began to trace a pattern. Had Finn not traveled with her as long as he had, he wasn’t sure that he would recognize that pattern, but he saw the Alainsith magic within it. Energy built up and continued to work from her, creating a swirl of fog.

      She directed it upward.

      But other fog came from behind them.

      Finn pushed past Porman, looking down the tunnel. It was dark and quiet, but he could feel something trembling within his blade that seemed to react to whatever was unseen in that direction.

      “What is it?” Morgan asked.

      Reims was there immediately with blade in hand, moving far faster than anybody Finn had ever seen before, using some power that Finn could not even fathom.

      “This is the same fog we’ve been dealing with,” Reims said. “I can feel it. And something—someone—is controlling some aspect of it.”

      Finn looked around.

      It was coming from Jesaphen.

      Jesaphen stood next to Matelia, and that dark fog was flowing out of him, making its way toward Matelia, and even toward the king. It appeared as if it tried to move toward Morgan, but it seemed as though whatever Morgan used had deflected it. And it did nothing against Reims, or against Finn even.

      What is this?

      He turned to Jesaphen. “What are you doing?”

      Jesaphen frowned. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Finn?” Meyer’s voice was soft, but there was urgency to it. Finn recognized the measure of concern within it, having heard it for so long while he had been working with Meyer over the years.

      Morgan moved off to one side, twisting her hand as she waved her fingers in a magical Alainsith pattern. Energy flowed out from her, sweeping toward Jesaphen. He did nothing.

      Only when Reims approached did he change.

      Jesaphen’s face contorted, and then he crumpled.

      Blood poured out of him, staining the floor. Finn had seen people die many times over the years, but seeing that with one of his executioners, somebody he had worked with, was awful, especially as Jesaphen was serving the king.

      An Alainsith man stood behind him, seemingly cloaked in fog, and watched them all with a darkness in his eyes. “You are already too late. The meeting ground has fallen, and none remain.”

      It seemed as if he concentrated fog, and it blasted out from him. Finn tried to deflect it, thinking it was going to go toward him or Reims, but it didn’t.

      It shot toward Porman.

      He called out, but it was too late. Reims dove forward, driving his blade into the Alainsith’s chest. The man fell to the ground, blood bubbling to his lips, and the shadows quickly dissipated.

      Finn spun to Porman, who had collapsed. He looked up, his eyes blank and glassy.

      “Morgan?” Finn hollered. “Can you do anything here?”

      She crouched down next to the king and cradled the sword on her legs, resting her hands just above the king’s chest. She began to trace a pattern with the fog, and a hint of power flowed out of her and into the king. When she withdrew that energy, nothing changed.

      “There is nothing that can be done,” she said.

      “You have to save him,” Reims said.

      Morgan looked up, and her eyes were hollow. “I’m sorry, Gray.”

      “I can try,” a voice said.

      Finn jerked his head around. Esmerelda strode quickly from the direction they had come. When she settled on the ground, she glanced to him briefly and nodded, then turned her attention to the king. She reached into her satchel and started plucking out items,  hurriedly using them to form hegen art.

      Finn had seen it often enough in their time together that he recognized what she was doing, even if he didn’t know the patterns she used. They reminded him of some of the witchcraft patterns that he’d seen used. The bands of dark energy that had come from the Alainsith had targeted Porman. Why wait until now, though? Why hadn’t the man targeted him at any other time?

      Unless it had taken time to influence him.

      Esmerelda worked quickly, placing items around Porman before pressing her hands on his chest. Finn felt something subtle and cold wash over the hall. Finally, Porman sucked in a sharp breath. His eyes were dim, but he was awake and he coughed.

      “He’s weak,” Esmerelda said. “He might not survive, but I have done what I can for him. We just have to hope that it’s enough to stabilize him.”

      “What do we do now?” Morgan asked.

      Finn looked over to Reims. It was good that the Blackheart was here. They would need him.

      “Reims?” he said.

      “We continue what we should have been doing all along. We prepare for war.”
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      Kanar stood on the wall surrounding the city. The chaos beyond the borders had begun to spread, though there was still a surprising amount of organization out there, which left him uncertain about how they were going to maintain it.

      The king lived, but for how much longer?

      Porman was weak, and he still may not pull through. Esmerelda had done all that she could for him, her hegen skill far more advanced than what even Morgan had been able to do, though that didn’t surprise Kanar. He’d seen her using such skill often enough that he understood that she had talent few others possessed. More than that, she seemed to have progressed in the time he had been working with her. Maybe it had something to do with the type of magic she was tapping into, or the kind of art she had started to use, but maybe it had to do with the fact that she had started to change.

      They had all changed during the journey, after all.

      Kanar wasn’t alone on the wall. He looked over to where Jagger stood with his sword strapped to his back. Kanar had not seen him without it, and found it surprising that he wore it all the time—and that it suited him. Jagger’s brow furrowed as he stared out, though he wasn’t watching the crowd the same way Kanar was. He was looking down at the Raven Stone, the place where men and women were brought for sentencing. Kanar had seen an execution before, but hoped to never see one again.

      “What are you thinking about?” Kanar asked.

      “What will happen if King Porman does not pull through.”

      “It doesn’t change what needs to happen. We are at war, and we need to prepare for it.”

      “The people have withdrawn to Verendal. There has to be a reason that the Alainsith have forced us all back here, and it has to be more than just ancient Alainsith connections.”

      “You’re probably right,” Kanar said.

      Jagger frowned, and looked as if he wanted to argue with Kanar, before biting back whatever he was going to say. “They attacked the borders first. Sanaron, the capital. And then up the coast, as well, given what you have said.”

      Kanar nodded. “They have, and they have been pushed back in certain places, though I don’t know if they were pushed back nearly as much as we believe. We overpowered them in some parts, but not enough.”

      They were targeting certain cities, but he couldn’t help but wonder why. There had to be a reason behind it.

      And then there was what he had heard the Alainsith beneath the palace mention: meeting grounds. What was that about? Not the blades, not as he had thought.

      Not that he believed they didn’t want them, as he was certain that was part of their target.

      “Or perhaps it’s what is elsewhere,” Jagger went on, as if trying to talk through a plan on his own, unmindful of what Kanar might think or say. He scratched his chin, and his gaze drifted down, looking toward the throngs below them. There were so many people. Verendal had swollen to the point where it was overcrowded.

      In Kanar’s mind, there was only one reason for that.

      Slaughter.

      Jagger might wonder why the Alainsith had pushed them back here, but the only thing Kanar could think of, the only thing that made sense to him, was that they wanted to eventually wipe out any resistance. Bring them all to one location, and then use whatever powerful Alainsith magic they possessed to overwhelm them.

      Worse, it would work. And they wouldn’t even have to draw on too much power.

      There weren’t that many Alainsith here. Kanar had carved through three of them. He kept thinking that there would be others, but they had not found any more. Hegen now surrounded the city, using their art to search for other dangers, and they had encountered a few more signs of Alainsith, but the protections they started to place somehow pushed those Alainsith back.

      At least, that was what Esmerelda claimed. And Kanar believed it.

      Kanar breathed out. “I wonder what would’ve happened had I not met you.”

      “Morgan wouldn’t have been freed,” Jagger said.

      “She wouldn’t have, and the citadel would’ve been destroyed sooner.” Then again, the citadel had still been destroyed regardless. “And perhaps Morgan would not have the Elder blade.”

      “I’m still not certain that is the key.”

      “That’s fine,” Kanar said. “I’m not certain that it is, either, but there has to be a reason they want these weapons. Or maybe it isn’t the weapons at all, but they’re after something here that we can find.”

      “They’ve come after you, they’ve come after her, but they haven’t come after me,” Jagger said.

      “Maybe they are waiting.”

      Jagger looked over to him.

      Kanar shrugged. “They have reasons for everything they do, even if they’re reasons we don’t understand. I think it’s time that we take the battle to the Alainsith somehow. We have to stop reacting, and we need to start acting.”

      Jagger watched him for a few moments. “Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?”

      Kanar snorted. “Maybe a little bit of both. At this point, I honestly don’t know. I had thought we could fight them. When it’s just a few of them against one of us, we do fine. Even when we were outside the city, dealing with some of the dangers along the coast, we did fine.”

      At least, they had done fine once they had discovered the song. Kanar didn’t know if they would continue to do so well if he lost it.

      But could they do more if others found the song? If they could find the song of the other blades, how much more could they resist? Would that even be enough to take the fight to the Alainsith?

      And then there was what Kanar had experienced. They had come after those blades first. Maybe not his directly. They may not have known he had one, after all, but they had certainly gone after Morgan’s sword. If this was all about the blades and the power that existed within them, it seemed likely they could try to accomplish the very thing that the Lost wanted. Go after what the Alainsith pursued, get there first, and win.

      But maybe it wasn’t even that.

      They had his sword, Morgan’s sword, and whatever power was within the blade that Jagger carried. How many more were there?

      Esmerelda believed there were probably upwards of seven families, which meant seven swords. How many were they in control of?

      They might even have Honaaz’s blade, but beyond that?

      If it came down to overpowering blade for blade, Kanar wasn’t sure they would have enough strength, or enough knowledge. And it was that ignorance that might be the most significant challenge. They may have to try to overpower those Alainsith.

      “I only know that we can’t stay in Verendal,” Kanar said. “At least, I don’t know that I can stay in Verendal. You might need to.”

      “I don’t know that any of us can,” a voice said, coming along the wall.

      He looked over to see Esmerelda. When had she arrived?

      “We may need to,” Kanar said. “Especially because we don’t necessarily know what they plan. The city needs to be protected.”

      Esmerelda joined Jagger, and she rested her hand on his arm. “The city will be protected. At least, as protected as we can make it.” Her gaze drifted down toward the hegen section. “They have become something more. Many of them have grown confident. I suspect that has to do with what they experienced during the attacks.”

      “From what I understand, Meyer was responsible for ensuring the city was defended. To the detriment of his other responsibilities,” Jagger said.

      Esmerelda squeezed his arm. “I think that given the circumstances, you should understand that he may have had other priorities than simply carrying out justice.”

      Jagger looked down. “I don’t disagree, it’s just that if we lose what we were…”

      “Perhaps we find something better.”

      Silence hung between them, and Kanar knew better than to interrupt. He understood what she was implying. The hegen had not been treated well before.

      “So the city can be defended,” Kanar said.

      Esmerelda nodded. “To a degree. My people are doing what they can, but eventually the Alainsith may overwhelm us, much like they very nearly overwhelmed us in the north.”

      She had done more than she had ever intended to, Kanar knew. He suspected that it wasn’t something she was proud of. The hegen wanted to be helpful, they wanted to find peace, and they wanted to offer safety and protection.

      Esmerelda had needed to do more.

      Lily had shared with him some of the things Esmerelda had done, and some of the techniques she had used. He had found himself surprised, impressed, and not the least bit worried about how powerful she might actually be. Hegen magic that could actually rival the Alainsith.

      But then again, what he’d seen from Lily and her talismans rivaled anything the Alainsith could throw at them.

      “The hegen can protect Verendal,” Kanar started, looking over to Esmerelda, “and the king will lead. So long as he lives.” It was hard for him to acknowledge the fact that the king might not survive the attack, even though it was the truth. Yet it was the kind of truth he did not know that he wanted to face. “But the rest of us need to deal with the Alainsith. We need to handle them, and do so definitively. I’m not exactly sure what that’s going to entail⁠—”

      “We need to go after their objective,” Jagger said.

      “The blades,” Morgan said.

      Kanar hadn’t even seen her come up to them. She’d been shrouded in fog. “So they want our blades?” he asked. “That… doesn’t feel quite right.”

      It seemed like there was more to what they wanted than just the swords. Only, Kanar wasn’t sure what that was.

      “They want the blades for a reason,” Morgan said.

      Esmerelda had her stack of cards in hand, turning them over one at a time. “I can’t tell what they are after, but I can see that there is a danger in giving them the blades.” She glanced over to Jagger and showed a card with a sword marked in gold ink. “The cards remain vague. Less than they had been, but still vague. Whatever they are after is somehow obscuring this.”

      “The king had started to share something with us, but he didn’t get the chance to finish,” Kanar said. “And there was something there. A place the Alainsith wanted to keep us from.”

      “The attack has occurred in other places,” Esmerelda said. “The north. The capital. And⁠—”

      “Sanaron. That is where it all began. I think we need to understand why. Lily is there, but there are limits to what her talismans can do.”

      Jagger looked over to Esmerelda. “Just how powerful are these talismans?”

      “They are far more capable than I ever thought possible. They are hegen, but touched with Alainsith magic, and a kind of power we have never known before.”

      Kanar pursed his lips. “Even if we were to try to get to Sanaron, or farther to the north, we all wouldn’t be able to do so very easily.”

      “All? I don’t think any of us would be able to get there very easily,” Jagger said.

      “That’s not exactly true,” Esmerelda said. “We have one way of traveling that can take us far faster than you can imagine.”

      Kanar shook his head. “They haven’t traveled that way before.”

      “Just because they haven’t doesn’t mean they can’t. I think with the right help, they should be able to.”

      “What way is this?” Jagger asked.

      “Berahn,” Esmerelda said.

      Jagger started to smile.

      “She’s not joking,” Kanar said. “That’s how we traveled north.”

      “You traveled with the berahn?”

      “We traveled on the berahn.”

      Kanar found himself smiling too, understanding the reaction, as it was one he had shared at the time.

      “It’s not like you think,” Esmerelda said.

      Kanar let out a laugh. “Well, it’s probably exactly like he thinks.”

      She frowned and turned to him, before finally shrugging. “Well, maybe it’s exactly what you think, but it’s not quite like that.”

      “Then what is it like?” Jagger asked.

      “It’s strange, and compelling, and perhaps even a little unsettling.”

      “So basically exactly what we would imagine it to be,” Morgan said.

      “Pretty much,” Kanar said. He flashed a smile at her, before looking at all of them and tapping his chin. “I don’t know how we will call enough of them.”

      “You know the song. That’s all that’s needed,” Jagger said.

      Morgan unsheathed her blade, and she held it out carefully, cupping it in her hands. “The song?” She looked over to Jagger. “Have I told you about what I hear from the blade?”

      Jagger pursed his lips. “I remember you mentioning something. I don’t hear anything when I hold the sword.”

      “I wouldn’t have even thought anything of it. It seems strange, but when I hold the blade, especially around the fog, I can hear something. I don’t know what it is, only that there seems to be something that is bound with it. Does that make any sense?”

      Kanar nodded. “It’s the song of the blade. Jal believes that it ties us to the past, to the present, and then to the future. Somehow, the swords are all linked like that.”

      “What does this have to do Sanaron?” Morgan asked. “It all started there, but I don’t understand why. Maybe it’s just the blades, but…” She shook her head. “Maybe that’s all it is. Sanaron and the blades.”

      Jagger held out his sword, and Kanar did the same. Morgan also raised her unsheathed sword.

      Could that be it? Could it only be the Elder blades?

      But why?

      And maybe that wasn’t an answer they would get on their own.

      “They are also different,” Jagger said. “Why do you think they are somehow connected?”

      “Because they are,” Morgan said. “They’re connected through the song. That has to be what it is.”

      Kanar nodded. “That’s what Jal would say.”

      “Where is he?” she asked.

      “I thought he would have arrived by now,” Kanar said. “He was going to visit with his people and share with them our need for help. Once he did, he intended to join us here.”

      “Maybe he still will.”

      “Or maybe he can’t,” Esmerelda said. “The Alainsith might have chosen otherwise. They want peace, and they believe if they get involved, they will somehow violate the very thing their people are after, even if it means avoiding attacking their own. Well, perhaps especially if it means avoiding attacking their own. I don’t fully understand all of it, but when we were faced with that danger, Jal knew his people would hesitate to get involved.”

      Kanar looked down at his blade. It had once been the Blackheart’s blade, a weapon that was bound to him, and to what he thought he might become. Now it was just a sword, but still a powerful one, and still one that offered him the potential he had always known it could.

      But he was the Blackheart, nonetheless.

      He felt energy within the blade every time he used it. And if the others could find something similar, it might be enough. They had to find the song, the same way he had. Perhaps going to the court would allow them all to do that.

      Or maybe there was something else in that place, something that was tied to the Alainsith, and to the blades, in a way that might be the key to getting past all of this.

      “We find the rest of our team,” Kanar said, “figure out how to stop the Alainsith, and…” He shrugged. “We work together. Maybe Honaaz and the others like him could help. Still, I can’t help but wonder why Sanaron.”

      “There was power there, Gray. And it’s where it all started. Maybe that is where it needs to end.”

      Maybe, but Kanar couldn’t shake the feeling that something about this wasn’t quite right. They were missing something.

      In his time serving in the Realmsguard, and later in the Order, he had learned to trust that feeling. In this case, he had no idea what that feeling would lead him toward.

      He looked out. The city was crowded. The streets were crowded. The area beyond the wall was crowded. Verendal had become the last bastion of hope. If they failed, it wouldn’t take long before the city fell. The people had been gathered here, herded like animals, all waiting for the slaughter.

      If they did not do what they could to protect them, the Lost Alainsith would accomplish the very thing they wanted: They would wipe out the last vestiges of humanity.

      But more than that, Kanar wondered, was what they would do to the other Alainsith.

      Jal had fought. So had Wular.

      How many others would suffer before the rest of the Alainsith got involved?

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          

      

    

    






MEYER

        

      

    

    
      Henry Meyer was tired of the horde of people around Verendal. He’d gotten accustomed to it—at least, as accustomed to a crowd as anybody could be—but that didn’t mean he liked it. At this point, he found even traveling small distances within the city to be more of a hassle than it was often worth. He had taken to carrying his cane with him, not quite for support as it was to push back anybody who happened to get too close to him as he navigated through the streets.

      “You had better be careful and not get so far away from me,” he cautioned Pippin, who had been wandering behind him. The boy was more intrigued with what was happening around him than he was with keeping pace, and Meyer was determined to prevent him from getting swallowed up in the crowd. Not that Pippin would mind. Everything that Meyer had seen of the boy suggested that he wouldn’t care if he got lost in a sea of people.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I told you where we were going. We have to see them off.”

      Pippin glanced behind him, though Meyer did not need to turn to know the direction of his gaze. He too had been looking toward the palace, wondering if they might hear word about the king’s health, but there had been nothing, as if all word out of the palace had fallen silent.

      Then again, it was for good reason. If anybody learned that the king was injured and recuperating, he didn’t know what sort of attack they might face. It would raise problems, he knew.

      “Come along,” Meyer said, tapping the boy with his cane. “We need to get out of here before they get too far away from us.”

      Pippin didn’t argue at this point, though Meyer didn’t really expect him to. He thought that the boy would be more curious than not, especially given what he knew of him. The boy did have an inquisitive mind, which Meyer thought was for the best. Pippin needed to have a sense of curiosity if he was going to keep working with him.

      And that, more than anything else, was a strange spot for Meyer to be in. Here he was thinking that he was going to work with Pippin? He was too old to have an apprentice, wasn’t he?

      But who could?

      He no longer questioned whether Finn was the right person to lead. With what he had seen beneath the palace, Meyer understood that Finn had taken on a greater responsibility than he had ever anticipated. He was an executioner, but now he was something else, something that Meyer could not quite fathom and didn’t know what to make of, but then again, it wasn’t for him to decide. It was for others to figure out. He had never wanted a place within politics, and that he had been drawn into it was dangerous chance, the way he figured it. He was much more content with staying in Verendal, seeing the city run smoothly, and ensuring that the king’s justice was carried out.

      Well, if he were honest with himself, he would be far more content with the idea of staying retired. He had been doing perfectly well for himself in retirement, and now that he’d been pushed out of it and made to work with all these other people, he no longer knew whether he would ever have an opportunity to fall back into the same retirement plan he’d had before.

      “Now you’re the one slowing,” Pippin said, nudging him from behind.

      Meyer shook away those thoughts. What did it matter if he was caught up in the idea that maybe he had been happier in the last few weeks, when he had felt useful, than he had in the years since he’d retired from his role as master executioner? No one cared about what an old man wanted, even one who had faithfully served the throne for decades. He understood that, much like he understood that there were others who would eventually take over for him.

      The man he had intended to take his place had assumed a greater responsibility to the kingdom, and now there wasn’t anybody who was capable of doing so.

      They continued to push through the crowd. Most wandered aimlessly, which made it even harder for them to travel. If people had a destination, and if there was movement in the streets, they could follow the flow of traffic to help them get through the crowd more easily. This aimlessness made it far more challenging for them, partly because people simply stood, gaping, or just getting jostled around. And there were more than a few people who rested against the buildings, as if unmindful of the crowd that stepped over them. Some were stomped on, and some appeared injured, but many of them just looked as if they were seeking a place to rest.

      So many people still had needs in the city, and from every report that he’d gotten, there were more and more people coming every day. How could Verendal house all of them?

      He pushed those thoughts away as well. They weren’t his concerns. He wasn’t the one responsible for organizing that. That would be Porman.

      But Porman wasn’t doing anything.

      The king had been preoccupied with the war, and was now preoccupied with the injury he’d sustained, to the point where his presence in the city had not been known with any real certainty lately.

      “Are we heading out of the city, or are we meeting them somewhere else?” Pippin asked.

      “Outside the city.”

      Meyer tapped his cane on the ground, and he turned up a narrower street. Sometimes the main thoroughfares were harder to squeeze along than some of the side streets. At least on the side streets, there were fewer people sitting and resting. And he had started to notice that most of these streets had more movement along them, as if the people there had purpose.

      What he wouldn’t give for Finn’s knowledge of the alleys. Meyer might’ve served in the city for most of his career, but he had never mastered the alleyways as well as some had. Even those were probably crowded, though. No longer a place for thieves, now they were likely taken up by those who wanted easier passageways.

      “Do we have to go far?” Pippin asked.

      It was a strange question, or it would’ve been up until recently. The area outside the city used to consist only of the Raven Stone and the hegen section, but now there were more sections, if they could even be called that. But there was even more than that out there. There was the gradually shifting landscape, as the city itself continued to evolve, becoming something it had never intended to be. Most of these people probably would never leave again, at least once they became established. And thanks to Oscar, as much as that pained him to say, the city outside the walls was far more organized than it had been—and probably should be. Leave it to a thief like Oscar Richter to offer a measure of order that the city would otherwise have been lacking. Even the Archers had not been able to coordinate nearly so well beyond the walls.

      “Not far,” Meyer said, realizing that he hadn’t answered. “And the more you complain about it, the longer I might keep you outside the city.”

      “It’s not staying out of the city that’s a problem. It’s the getting outside that is. I don’t like fighting through all these people.”

      “I think they’re thankful they have a place to go.”

      “What happens if the war comes here?” Pippin asked.

      Meyer glanced over to him. The boy was quiet, but had a shrewd mind. It was the same concern Meyer had. It was the same concern that he suspected Finn had, the reason he was willing to task the hegen with protecting the city. Well, he hadn’t necessary asked the hegen to do that, but Esmerelda certainly had.

      They feared what might come if the Alainsith brought the battle all the way to Verendal. And it was possible that they might still do so. If they did, what sort of protections would the city have? Hegen magic would likely surround them, but all it would take would be a simple attack, and so many, and so much, could be lost in the fighting.

      “We just have to make sure that the city is as productive as it can be, so why don’t you just do your part and help make sure of that,” Meyer said.

      “I thought my part was helping you.”

      “That is your part. And if you do well, you can be tasked with helping even more.”

      Pippin frowned, then shrugged. “I’m not sure I want to do anything more. At this point, the only thing I really want to do is to find a nice bed, maybe keep a full belly, and live out my days.”

      “You sound like an old man,” Meyer said.

      “Old like you?”

      “Pray you reach my age.”

      Almost as if in answer, bells began to ring in the distance. He looked up, noticing the position of the sun, and then hurried forward through the crowd until he reached the Teller Gate.

      By the time he had gotten past the throng of people attempting to make their way into Verendal—something that was increasingly difficult to do unless you had the proper credentials—he was feeling more and more like Pippin, frustrated by the crowd and feeling as if he would be far more content to stay outside the walls.

      The problem was that staying outside meant he wouldn’t have any contact with those who were able to help him coordinate the safety and security of the city, along with helping to coordinate the functions of the city itself. The magister had taken to communicating directly with Meyer, which was something he had never experienced in his days serving as the executioner, but something he suspected had increasingly happened on Finn’s watch. Between the two of them, they had begun to plan for how to push expansion of the city, to build up some of the structures within the walls to increase the capacity of the residences. They had then coordinated with those outside the city to form a makeshift council, led by Oscar, to create more stable housing options for people who lived beyond the walls.

      He didn’t have to go far before somebody caught him, waving to him, and Meyer pushed through the crowd to catch up to them. It was one of the Archers, a man by the name of Welton, who had been stationed outside the walls ever since Meyer had decided that they needed more stability here.

      “We’ve been making space for them up ahead,” Welton said. “It’s getting hard to keep it clear. You know how it’s been.”

      “I know,” Meyer said. “How many are going?”

      Welton frowned. “Everything that I’ve heard told me that they are only taking a small contingent with them. From what the Hunter says, they don’t want to draw attention.”

      “Very well.”

      Welton guided them through the crowd. The Archer was treated with a different level of deference than Meyer and Pippin, partly because of his armor and the weapons he carried, and partly because Meyer looked like an old man leading his grandson. By the time they cleared out, they had stopped at the hegen section. The area maintained a level of demarcation from the rest of the city overflow, no longer pushing quite as ferociously as it had here, and the crowd had eased as well. There was still far more activity in this part of the city than there had been before, but most of that came from the increased number of hegen that had come here.

      And all of the ones he saw were busy.

      The hegen normally were happy people, and though they welcomed people with their art, it was their song and dance and celebrations that had always seemed even more welcoming. That was what had drawn them in, he suspected, though he didn’t really know how or why Finn had been so easily sucked into the hegen planning. Maybe Esmerelda had seen something in her cards, though if she had, she had never revealed it to Meyer, and he wondered if she had ever revealed anything like that to Finn. Probably not. Finn had believed that magic had somehow brought the two of them together, and he probably would have been disappointed to feel like he was somehow a cog in some magical connection.

      Meyer saw a familiar hegen woman dressed all in yellow, and he made his way over to her. Kezia was busy talking to several of the other hegen. She seemed to be giving them directions, and they were sent away with a skip to their step and a sense of purpose that Meyer had not necessarily seen before.

      When everyone was gone, Kezia turned, pulling her hair back and letting out a heavy sigh. “Henry,” she said, smiling broadly as she saw him. “I’m glad you made it.”

      “I wanted to see them off.”

      “I think they wanted you to as well. I’ve been so busy with making preparations here that I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to get to spend any time with them, but thankfully there have been more of the people coming to the city with experience that it has made it easier for me.”

      “And still you lead,” Meyer said.

      She smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know that I should. I’m quite a bit younger than most of them, but…”

      “I seem to recall that Esmerelda was quite young when she took on her role within her people.”

      “Well, she was also one of the most talented we had seen in generations. She doesn’t like to talk about that side of things, though she probably should. She has earned that recognition.”

      Meyer chuckled. “She once said the same thing about you. I hope she’s shared that with you too.”

      Kezia nodded as if she had already known. “She likes to tell me that I am surpassing the levels she was at when she was my age, but again, that is all part of Esmerelda’s way of trying to encourage me, which is something I have known for a long time. She has always been encouraging, you know.”

      “I’m sure she has,” he said.

      “Anyway, I have been trying to ensure that we have as many protections placed so we aren’t surprised by any of the Alainsith. I don’t know if it’s going to be as effective as I would like, but Esmerelda helped me learn a few techniques I hadn’t considered before.” She smiled tightly. “And I think they will be far more effective, especially against this kind of power.”

      “So the city⁠—”

      “The city will be as safe as we can make it, Henry.”

      He appreciated that Kezia had stopped calling him Master Meyer, though he wasn’t sure when the transition had taken place. Was it when she had started to take on increasing responsibilities within her people, or was it just the fact that the two of them had been spending more time together out of necessity?

      “You know, we feel useful here,” she said, looking around.

      “I hope so,” Meyer said.

      “That’s not always been the case. I know that’s hard to understand, and it’s even harder for my people to know what it means, but we haven’t always felt useful.”

      “But you always have been. It’s just a matter of whether the king recognizes you formally.”

      “I suppose so.”

      He grinned. “How about we go and find them before they leave?”

      Kezia nodded, and she guided him and Pippin through the hegen section until they weaved all the way to the far side, a place where the forest practically grew up against it.

      And then they slowed.

      “We don’t have to go very far,” she said. “They’ve been gathering here to get the preparations made, and wanting to keep the berahn from getting too close to the city.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe I’ve seen a berahn.”

      Meyer shivered inwardly. “I am fine if I don’t see another one.”

      “They aren’t terrifying. Not the way I would’ve expected them to be. They are powerful, though. And when you look in their eyes, you can practically see them looking back at you. There’s an intelligence there.”

      “Which is part of my concern,” Meyer said.

      They reached the edge of the trees, and the sounds and smells and energy of the forest—something that still startled him—began to press inward. Some of that energy came from the fact that it was an old-growth forest, and had been touched by the Alainsith ages ago, but some of the energy came from whatever the hegen were doing to it, modifying in their own manner. By placing their art around the forest, something they had avoided doing for years, they began to influence it in ways they had never done before.

      She slowed as they neared a massive tree, and when they circled the trunk, Meyer caught sight of the caravan.

      Finn and Esmerelda were speaking to several hegen, though Meyer wasn’t sure how many of them were coming with them. Morgan stood off to the side, her gaze seeming to survey everything with an intensity he wasn’t quite certain about. She was going because they were returning to Sanaron, to her city, and she believed she could rebuild it. But if it came to stopping the Alainsith, Meyer wasn’t sure if they would be able to rebuild, or if they were going to have to destroy. Given what they had seen of the Alainsith and the kinds of things they’d been willing to do, he would be unsurprised if they needed to bring down aspects of the Alainsith—which might involve destroying parts of Sanaron.

      Finn saw him, and he patted Esmerelda on the shoulder before making his way over to him. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to come. I know you’ve been busy in the city⁠—”

      “Because you have forced me to be busy,” Meyer said.

      Finn smiled. “You don’t have to act like you mind.”

      “I was perfectly content sitting in my home and finishing my documentation.”

      “We both know that you were not perfectly content, and we both know that you have been far more energized than you have been in the last few years.”

      “I’m not fit to be an executioner any longer, Finn.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to need to be. There are others from the court in the city now. Matelia, for one, and there are more coming. Given how large the city has become, we will need the presence of more than one executioner, unfortunately. I asked her to restructure the court, bring the others together, and be prepared for our victory.”

      Meyer frowned at him. “You’re so confident of your victory?”

      “I’ve always been an optimist.”

      Meyer didn’t know how to respond to that. Finn had remained at that level of optimism despite everything he had been involved in, and everything he had become over the years. It was a marvel, but perhaps it shouldn’t be.

      “I want you to be well.”

      “And I want you to do whatever you can to make sure that our life work is not for naught,” Finn said.

      “I think it’s more your life’s work than mine.”

      “Mine is tied to what you started. I just continued to evolve it.”

      Meyer nodded. “I suppose. You have had a greater influence than anything I have ever imagined. And now…”

      “Now we know that the city can function with a different level of independence, so perhaps that is for the best. We have learned that about ourselves, and learned what we can be.”

      “Look at the two of you. Still scheming,” a voice said from behind them.

      Meyer spun and saw Oscar relaxing against one of the trees. He hadn’t even noticed him there.

      “So you’re here to see him off as well,” Meyer said.

      Oscar leaned forward. He was tall and slender and still looked as if he could pull off any thieving job he wanted. There was a dangerous aura to him that Meyer couldn’t quite place, though it might stem from the fact that Oscar seemed completely at ease in spite of the presence of a pair of master executioners.

      “Figured it was best to get the Hunter out of the city. You know, so I can get back to what I was doing in his absence.”

      Finn snorted. “In my absence I believe you’ve been helping to coordinate things in the city, and ensuring everything runs as smoothly as possible. Or was I wrong in that?”

      Oscar pressed his lips together, and he shook his head. “You can’t take away what fun I’ve been having,” he muttered.

      “I’m not trying to take away any fun. I’m just commenting on the fact that you don’t need to try to be a scoundrel when we both know you’re something else.”

      “I am not a scoundrel,” Oscar said.

      “Fine. Not a scoundrel, but a thief of great renown who has suddenly reformed and decided to use his gifts for the greater good.” Finn grinned at him. “Just as you and my father once planned all those years ago.”

      There was a hint of darkness across Oscar’s features, and Meyer watched him.

      He had never learned what happened to Finn’s father. All those years ago when Finn had first come to them, he had been searching for information about his father, and had been working with Oscar so that he could continue to be a thief, much like Finn believed his father had been. As Meyer had searched, he had not found anything about Finn’s father that suggested he was more than a thief. The only thing he had learned was that the man had been caught and then escorted from the city. Nothing more than that. Nothing in the prison records to suggest where he’d been brought, which was strange, especially as the only type of prisoners that would typically be expelled from the city like that would be those who had committed some sort of treason.

      How could somebody like Finn’s father have ever committed treason?

      “Do you expect to be gone long?” Oscar asked.

      Finn shook his head. “I don’t know. We will try to get back as soon as it’s safe to, but none of us really know what’s going to be expected of us. All we know is that we have to go, and if we don’t, something worse will come.”

      “It’s time,” Esmerelda said.

      She was no longer standing there alone. Kanar Reims stood behind her, watching her. Given all the reports that Meyer had heard of Kanar Reims, Meyer was surprised to see the measure of respect in his eyes as he looked at Esmerelda, especially because of how the Blackheart was known to view magic. Then again, everybody had started to change, so why not him?

      With a whistle, the Blackheart raised a blade into the air, and there came a strange vibration, and then humming. With a flurry of movement that Meyer scarcely saw, a dozen creatures appeared.

      He’d seen the corpse of these creatures before, but alive was somehow different. They were enormous, and they looked like a mixture of wolves and horses and nightmares. There were so many of them, yet they were calm, as if they had been simply waiting for their summons. As Kezia had suggested, Meyer noticed the look of bright intelligence in their eyes, and he found himself staring at the nearest one, unable to take his gaze away from it, feeling as if there was something powerful—and dangerous—about the creature.

      “Keep the city safe,” Finn said, leaning into Meyer.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll do everything I can. I don’t want to hand it back to you in any worse shape than you give it to me.”

      Finn leaned back, and he smiled. “Whoever said anything about getting it back to me?”

      With that, he followed the Blackheart and tentatively climbed onto the back of one of the berahn. He sat a bit rigidly, though that wasn’t unusual as Finn didn’t care much for riding in general. The others all scrambled on, including the half-dozen hegen, which left Meyer thinking that they were skilled artisans who would be able to use their art to help defend against whatever they dealt with.

      With another whistle, the berahn bounded away, quickly disappearing into the forest. It happened so fast that there was a part of Meyer that wondered if he had imagined it.

      “What now?” Pippin asked.

      “Now we do our part,” Meyer said, shaking himself from the memory of what he’d just observed. “Now we make sure that all of Verendal is safe in their absence. While they fight, we need to make our own preparations.” He locked eyes with Oscar Richter, and the thief known as the Hand watched him for a long moment before nodding.

      Finn would go and fight. An executioner, and head of the court.

      While another stayed behind and defended the city.
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      Kanar was sure that he’d never get accustomed to sitting astride a berahn. They had a smooth movement to them, and he had come to know the feeling of their jumps, enough that he tried to brace himself for them, but each time the berahn landed, a jarring power surged through him. He couldn’t help but feel as if it seemed to echo with the song that came through his blade, as though the berahn were trying to remind him of everything he could do and the power that he possessed. Not that Kanar needed that reminder, and not that he wanted the berahn to do so in this manner.

      They practically flew across the ground, though. It happened quickly enough that he couldn’t even fathom the speed at which they were racing along the road, though they saw no other travelers. Whenever there was even a hint that somebody else might be on the road, the berahn veered off as if sensing the possibility before anyone else, and then darted through the trees, before returning to the road once again.

      They rested periodically, though as far as Kanar could tell, the rest was not for the berahn so much as it was for the people. It was almost as if the berahn realized that the humans needed a reprieve.

      And perhaps they did.

      They would crawl off the berahn, sit and talk softly, eat and grab a drink, but little more than that. Everybody had the same sense of urgency to reach Sanaron, and everybody felt the driving need to keep moving as quickly as possible.

      Kanar found himself watching Morgan. He understood her rising tension, which was partly tied to the fact that she had not been back to Sanaron since they had left, and partly tied to the fact that she feared what they might encounter there. How much of the city would remain intact? The idea that Sanaron itself might’ve been destroyed had to be disheartening to her, as it was more than just her home. It had been the heart of her power, and where she had learned about her connection to her Alainsith ability, and yet, she had carried herself with a quiet dignity that had made Kanar look at her with renewed respect.

      Once they reached the hillside that would eventually lead down toward Sanaron, the berahn slowed. He looked over to Morgan again. She brushed her hair back and tucked it beneath the hood of her cloak, which she had kept up, either to protect herself from the wind, or simply as a shield. Kanar didn’t know. A hint of fog swirled around her and the berahn, though he didn’t see her using any of the patterns she needed to create that fog.

      “What are you thinking about?” Kanar asked.

      “I can feel the power here,” she said, her voice a whisper. “I feel like it’s still there, that there is some aspect of it that has stayed, but I’m not sure if that lingering power is going to be enough for me to utilize or if it has been corrupted.”

      “How do you know if it has been corrupted?”

      Kanar didn’t fully understand how that worked, only that others had been able to detect that mysterious corruption of the Lost Alainsith ability, and had known what it felt like when that power flowed toward them.

      Even he had started to feel some element of it. When he would touch the hilt of his sword, Kanar became aware of the vibration that the blade carried, as if it were trying to signal some power to him, to tell him that the blade itself still had some energy within it, or perhaps to try to counter the possibility that something worse might come.

      That there had not been anything more left him reassured, at least for now.

      “It’s not so simple,” she said. “If only it were. I still don’t exactly know what to make of it.”

      “How long are we going to stay here?” Jagger asked.

      During the ride, Kanar had recognized that Jagger watched Morgan with a measure of respect, looking at her with the same expression that he looked at Esmerelda with. And it made Kanar realize that he had misjudged the Hunter. This was a man who was powerful and strong-minded, who served the throne, but he was also somebody who listened and watched and tried to learn. Wasn’t that what they should all strive for?

      “I do not know what more we might find,” Morgan said.

      “We should get moving,” Esmerelda said. “I feel something.” She had taken a moment to pull out her stack of cards, and she was flipping through them, looking at the cards and then over to Jagger before nodding. “What I see here tells me that we need to be down there. There is a danger, but I’m not sure if the danger is within Verendal, or if it is somewhere else. Regardless, it is coming. And soon.”

      She looked over to the other hegen who had been traveling with them, though they had been relatively quiet. Kanar didn’t know how they would fit into what would happen, and he supposed it depended on how they used their art. If they were willing to fight, maybe they could be helpful.

      “Is it possible that your people are here?” Jagger asked.

      Kanar shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      He shifted his sword and looked over to where the berahn were gathered near the hillside. It reminded him of when the berahn had attacked in Sanaron originally, where he had started to understand the depths of the Alainsith involvement in what was happening. At least, where he should have begun to understand the depths of their involvement. At the time, he had thought it was simply bound to one family, and not to all of the Alainsith families. Had he known, what would he have done differently?

      He probably would’ve still tried to understand, and still tried to come to learn what more they needed to do, but it was more than just that. It was a matter of trying to know what his blade did, as when he had first been dealing with the Alainsith, Kanar had not understood the extent of the power that his sword possessed and provided him.

      One of the berahn howled, and Kanar looked over. The pack made their way to them, which Kanar took as notice that it was time for them to get going again. He jumped, then landed atop his berahn, not needing to have the creature lower itself as some of the others did. When everybody was seated, the berahn surged forward.

      He leaned over, patting the berahn’s side. “Can you feel anything down there?”

      He didn’t expect an answer, though he had attempted to talk to the creature several times in their journey, but never got an answer in response. This time, though, the berahn twisted so that it could see Kanar, and there was a soft whistle.

      Kanar could feel something within the whistle, as if it were trying to add to the song. That sound carried with it a keening warning, and that filled him with a different understanding of what the berahn were trying to do. He reached for the hilt of his sword, keeping one arm wrapped around the berahn’s neck, trying to hold tightly to the creature as they raced toward Sanaron. Then he raised his hand, signaling to the others, and glanced back.

      Of them, it seemed as if Esmerelda knew what he was trying to say. Then again, they had traveled together long enough, and under enough duress, that he wasn’t surprised that she, of all of them, would understand that.

      “What is it?” Jagger asked.

      “The berahn senses something. He’s trying to give me a warning. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know how to interpret it, but the warning has been added to the song, so I wanted you to be ready.”

      Had he heard himself saying something like that even a year ago, Kanar would have laughed.

      They approached Sanaron, and he stared, half expecting to see the city destroyed, but most of it remained intact. The berahn started to slow, no longer lurching forward in a streak of power, but bounding with more speed than any horse Kanar had ever traveled with.

      He managed to sit more upright as he looked down upon the city.

      “Is that fog?” Morgan whispered.

      “It looks like it,” Kanar said.

      It reminded him of the fog he had seen in Sanaron when he had first come to the city. The thick blanket hovered over everything like a protective layer.

      “There shouldn’t be any fog here,” Morgan said. “Not with the last attack. They would have destroyed any residual Alainsith power.”

      “Unless they returned,” Esmerelda said. She held out one of her cards, and Kanar looked over to see what looked like a glowing cloud.

      “I take it that’s fog?” Kanar asked.

      “I wasn’t sure what it was. It could be many things, and there are quite a few times when I’m not sure what the cards are trying to show me until I see it, such as now. So I don’t know what it’s trying to reveal to me.”

      “Does it mean that the city is safe?” Jagger asked.

      “It would not be,” Morgan said. “When we left⁠—”

      “Something is coming toward us,” one of the hegen said.

      A shape moved in the shadows.

      Kanar looked at the others, and then he hopped off the berahn, drawing his sword in a movement, and raced forward.

      The berahn raced alongside him, streaking quickly, heading into the fog.

      Kanar held his sword out, and already started to feel the song vibrating within him, the humming of energy that was building there inside of him, to the point where it began to practically fill the air with buzzing. It reminded him of the berahn whistle, and Kanar shifted the tone of his own song, and his own cry, as he added to that song.

      The fog exploded away from him.

      And then he staggered to a stop.

      “Honaaz,” he muttered.

      The massive man stood across from Kanar in the residual tendrils of fog, with the bone berahn behind him. That talisman had grown larger, and looked to be even more enormous than the largest of the berahn that had traveled with them. Kanar didn’t know how that was even possible.

      “Fucking Reims,” Honaaz mumbled. “It’s about fucking time you got here. We were going to head toward you if you didn’t make your way here. Didn’t expect to see you, though. That would be too sensible.”

      The others joined them, all of them climbing down from their berahn.

      Honaaz swept his gaze around, nodding to Esmerelda, frowning at Jagger, and then tipping his head slightly at Morgan.

      “Where is Lil⁠—”

      “She’s here,” Honaaz said. “You told me to keep an eye out. Boney here told me that he felt something, so I figured I’d go check it out. Didn’t think it would be you.”

      Kanar eyed the talisman. “Your berahn talks to you?”

      “Not like that,” Honaaz said, waving his hand. “At least, not yet. I think in time he may eventually be able to talk to me, but you know how talismans can be. Boney tends to be a bit shy, and he’s trying to hold some things back.” He snorted and ran his hand along the top of the berahn, as if petting an actual creature.

      What surprised Kanar was how the berahn responded, rubbing its head up against Honaaz’s hand. Honaaz flicked his gaze up, and Kanar followed, realizing that there was another talisman. Something that looked like an owl mixed with a hawk circled overhead. It was dull white, much like the other bone talismans. Lily must have been busy.

      “You’ve just been staying in Sanaron?” Esmerelda asked.

      “Not exactly,” Honaaz said. “We’ve had a few different issues come up. We pushed back a fucking attack on the coast, and so far haven’t seen another one, and Lily is working on trying to find some allies.”

      “You held back an attack?” Kanar asked.

      They hadn’t brought that much power this way. They had taken a couple of ships, only a few sailors, and though they had Lily and Honaaz, how could that be enough against what they had faced farther north along the coast? None of them were bound to a blade or had the song, though Lily’s hegen art was incredibly powerful and potent.

      They must not have faced very many ships.

      “A fucking fleet,” Honaaz growled. “It’s a good thing I had this,” he said, patting his hip, and Kanar realized he had a sword sheathed there.

      Understanding began to dawn on him. “You found the song of the blade.”

      Honaaz nodded. “How did you know that?”

      “A fleet, Honaaz. How else are you going to fight off a fleet of ships?”

      “I don’t fucking know. And to be honest, I still don’t know what the song is, or what it does, but Lily seems to think it’s all tied up in the swords.”

      It was good that they had come to the same conclusion, but what did it mean that they had?

      “We should prepare for our attack,” Kanar said. “We decided that it’s time to take the fight to them. The berahn suggested that we come here to do so.”

      Honaaz stared at him for a moment. “That’s going to make Lily quite pleased.”

      They followed Honaaz and his talisman as they headed deeper into Sanaron. The fog was only a thin layer, and it seemed to have dispersed now that they were here, almost as if the city itself seemed to recognize they were not a threat. The idea seemed surprising to Kanar, and suggested a much greater level of control over that energy than he could’ve imagined possible, but given everything he had seen so far, why shouldn’t there be that level of control over all of it? Why shouldn’t there be power?

      He glanced over to Esmerelda. “Anything else?”

      “I’m not seeing anything, but then again, now that we are here, the cards have become opaque again.”

      “You expected this?”

      She paused and leaned close to Kanar, which elicited a strange look from Jagger.

      “Think about this, Kanar. Look at the fog around us, and think about what Honaaz mentioned. Lily is trying to find allies. Do you remember anything like this?”

      Kanar frowned. “I do. When Sanaron was attacked by Alainsith who thought to reclaim it.”

      Esmerelda nodded. She flipped over a few cards, before she straightened and stuffed them into her pocket. “We can only hope that they had decided to side with us rather than with their cousins. Otherwise, we may be walking into a trap.”

      Kanar held his sword and looked up at Honaaz. “He has magical resistance.”

      “And do others of his kind have that?” she asked.

      Kanar pursed his lips for a moment as he thought about it, and realized that they would. “So you think he might be employed the same way that Jal mentioned how he was nearly influenced by the power of the song.”

      “I don’t know. I’m just saying that it’s possible. I don’t know if it happened or not, but I do think we need to be cautious.”

      He couldn’t deny the thought. She was probably right, which meant that they needed to be ready. He slid carefully over to Jagger and said, voice low, “We have to be ready for something. I don’t know what it is, but Esmerelda has suggested that there may be a trap here.”

      “Then we should turn around,” Jagger said. “We can’t leave Verendal unprotected.”

      “Verendal isn’t unprotected,” Esmerelda said. “Our people have been doing all that they can to ensure that it is as safe as it can be. You don’t need to worry.”

      Jagger looked as if he wanted to argue, but he didn’t.

      Kanar squeezed the hilt of his sword and glanced over to the berahn. If this was tied to the blades, wouldn’t they have an advantage? Having two of the Elder blades here, along with the berahn, seemed like it should grant them an advantage over whatever might be coming toward them. Then again, if Honaaz truly was a Bearer and had his own blade, then it might not even matter. He might be able to overpower anything they could do, and counter it with his own sword and its own song.

      “We just need to be ready.”

      Esmerelda handed Kanar something, and he glanced down to see a woven grass bracelet with stones and gems worked into it. He hurriedly slipped it onto his wrist, not even questioning. She handed them to others, including the other hegen that were with them. The only person who hesitated was Morgan, but even she slipped it on quickly.

      “You aren’t the man I expected you to be,” Jagger said.

      “No?” Kanar asked. “Well, I have changed, so…”

      “I think we’ve all changed.”

      They headed to the shoreline, where the fog had lifted somewhat, though a thin layer still remained. There were other ships tied to the docks, and Kanar recognized them from the northern city, along with the man standing atop one of them. Talismans on the ship made him question what was taking place here.

      “Look,” Esmerelda said, pointing.

      Kanar noticed considerable destruction along the shore. Many of the buildings, including warehouses that had once been used by the Dogs and the Prophet when they were running the city, had been completely destroyed, stone shattered and left in piles. It was relatively recent, as some dust and debris still lingered in the air.

      “They destroyed the old warehouse?” Morgan asked.

      “Alainsith,” Honaaz muttered. “Old. And they were using that somehow. Don’t fucking ask me how they were doing it, as I don’t fucking know, but Lily saw that they were using that power against us. She and your apprentice,” he said, nodding to Jagger, “placed a few different talismans there to destroy it. I wasn’t there. I was out on the bay dealing with some of the Alainsith fucks and trying to stay alive, but Lily said that it was all tied to the kind of power they were using against them.”

      Kanar glanced over to Morgan, who had remained silent. It was the first evidence of actual destruction inside the city. And if what Honaaz said was right, there would be more.

      “Are you somehow coerced?” Esmerelda asked Honaaz.

      Honaaz slowed, and he turned to her with a deep frown on his face. He scrubbed one hand across his bald head, glancing up at the sky, then down at Boney, before he turned to look at the rest of them. “Fuck. That’s what you’re worried about?”

      “I think it’s a reasonable concern,” Kanar said.

      “No. I’m not fucking coerced. I don’t even hear their song, though I did. It is a bit seductive, and destructive. I can see why my people were drawn to it.”

      “Because of the destruction?” Esmerelda asked.

      “Because of the promise,” Honaaz said. He didn’t explain anything more, and they continued down the street until they reached a simple tavern. Kanar recognized it.

      He looked over to Honaaz, who shrugged. “What can I say. Familiarity and all. Plus it’s close to the shore, close to the ships, and it gives us a chance to keep an eye on whether those fuckers are returning.” He pushed open the door and strode into the tavern.

      The berahn had followed them, and Kanar hurried over to the one he had been riding on and crouched down in front of him, though didn’t need to crouch far. The berahn locked eyes with him. “Keep an eye on what’s happening here. If you see or detect anything, give us a warning, if you don’t mind.”

      The berahn whistled softly, a sound that vibrated somewhere deep inside of Kanar, giving him the sense of the power that the creature possessed. And it added to the song. More than anything else, that seemed to be the key for Kanar—feeling that energy, and feeling how it somehow connected to him.

      The rest of them filed into the brightly lit tavern. Another man from the Isles was seated in a corner, along with several hegen surrounding him, and Lily sat behind the bar.

      She looked as she always did. Small, petite, with her hair pulled back, but there was a hardness to her eyes that was new. Maybe it had been there when he had last seen her, and he had not paid attention to it.

      “Kanar?” she said.

      He nodded. “It’s me.”

      “Did the city…”

      “It’s still standing. Reyand is not, though.”

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      That was a good question, as Kanar wasn’t exactly sure. “Mostly because the berahn wanted us to come this way. We have decided to see if we can’t figure out a better way to disrupt the Alainsith attack. We were hoping that with the Elder blades, we might be able to do so. We’ve got three of them.”

      Lily glanced from him to Morgan and finally to Jagger, nodding at each of them, and then rested her gaze on Honaaz. “And we have a fourth. We think there are seven.”

      “That fits,” Jagger said. “But where are the others?”

      “One of them is with the Lost,” Lily said.

      Honaaz grunted. “Another is with the fucking Weather Watchers.”

      “And the seventh?” Jagger asked.

      “Wular and her people,” Kanar said.

      “What if they got to them first?” Jagger asked.

      Honaaz snorted. “You’ve seen her fight, right? And if all of her people are like that, I don’t think we have to worry too much about them. Even if they don’t have the song, or don’t have the blade, they aren’t going to be in that much danger.”

      “As far as we can tell, the blades are the key,” Kanar said. “I’m not exactly sure why, but I think they’re gathering them to overpower the song in some way. To take over. To rule it.”

      “That’s not it,” a voice said, and Kanar looked over to a darkened corner of the tavern, realizing that there was one other person that he hadn’t noticed sitting there.

      He glanced at Lily.

      “One of the Alainsith. Southern family,” she clarified.

      “If that’s not it, then what is it?” Kanar asked.

      “They are after the blades because they want to unify the song. That is the only way they can accomplish what they want.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Why, the same thing they wanted before they were exiled. They want to rule,” the Alainsith woman said.

      Before Kanar had a chance to question more, a shrill berahn whistle echoed from outside in the street. He squeezed the hilt of his blade, felt the warning, and somehow understood what it was.

      He looked over to Lily. “They know we’re here.”
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      Lily stood at the doorway to the tavern, Honaaz behind her. She could feel him, though it wasn’t any sort of magical sense, rather it was just the brooding, heavy sense of Honaaz that she had come to know and appreciate. She reached one hand out, feeling for him.

      Kanar stood out in the street, sword in hand, speaking quietly to Esmerelda and the others that had come with them. She hated that she felt relief at his presence. She shouldn’t need Kanar, should she?

      But with what they were dealing with, she did.

      And perhaps there was no shame in needing somebody like Kanar Reims, especially given everything they had encountered together and withstood. So why was it that she felt so plagued by his presence?

      “Is it that they show up and the attack comes?” Honaaz asked.

      “Probably no odder than us showing up and getting attacked,” she said.

      “What do you want us to do?”

      “Go with them. Bring Boney. And be ready. I don’t know what we might have to face, and if this is another attack like we faced before, but if it is, I doubt that they will understand the true danger here.”

      “You’re talking about Reims,” Honaaz said.

      “I know who it is,” Lily said, a little more harshly than she intended.

      Honaaz took her hand and squeezed. “We could get into a ship, make a run for it.”

      “And go where?”

      “I don’t fucking know. Find a quiet island. Maybe the two of us just stop there for a while, wait and see what happens.”

      She turned to him and smiled, taking his other hand into hers too. Honaaz glanced down at her, and there was a beseeching look in his eyes, one that practically begged her to go on the run with him. And she was tempted. She couldn’t deny that. She would love the idea that the two of them could disappear from all of this violence and bloodshed, and could start again. That was what she wanted more than anything else.

      But she couldn’t abandon her friends.

      Kanar, regardless of anything else, was a friend. And he needed her.

      “We need your blade, and he might need my talismans,” she said. “But all of us need the Alainsith.”

      Honaaz turned and looked behind him. “Are you sure they will help?”

      “No. And now I have to convince them, somehow. Wish me luck.”

      He released her hand and stepped out of the tavern and into the street, where he joined Kanar. Kanar looked down at Boney, and there was an appraising look in his eyes that Lily recognized. It was almost as if Kanar was trying to decide how useful Boney would be in what they were going to have to do. And that was something else that Lily understood. She didn’t want Honaaz to know that she contemplated how she might use these different things, but unfortunately, life demanded a certain practicality, and that involved them using whatever resources they had.

      She turned, looking back to the inside of the tavern where Jenna sat quietly. It had taken her a while to get the Alainsith to share her name and anything about her. As far as Lily had been able to find out, Jenna had been in the city the entire time that Malory had been here, and had seen the extent of what Malory was willing to do. She claimed she hadn’t been a part of it, though Lily didn’t know if she believed her.

      She strode over to Jenna, dropped down in a chair across from her, and rested her elbows on the table. Lily was tempted to reach into a pouch, grab some of her bone fragments, and begin carving art, but she needed her focus entirely on Jenna for this conversation.

      Honaaz came back in and joined her, which didn’t surprise Lily at all.

      “You heard what was happening,” Lily said, keeping her voice soft.

      “I can’t be of any assistance,” Jenna said.

      “No. That’s not true. You won’t be of any assistance. You’ve chosen not to fight, but you can fight.”

      She bowed her head. “You’ve seen what happens when we get involved.”

      Lily snorted. “You’ve already gotten involved. Your people have done so indirectly, and all I’m asking is for a more direct approach.”

      “The only thing that happens when we get involved is fighting and bloodshed. And we will not permit anything more.”

      “What about the Juut?”

      Jenna frowned for a moment, and she looked around the tavern before settling her gaze back on Lily. “They have always been unpredictable. And they have trained in violence and bloodshed.”

      “I know. I know one of them.”

      “But they have always done so in order protect themselves. Not to fight.”

      “But they could fight,” Lily said.

      If there was some way of gathering the Alainsith, unifying them against these others, shouldn’t they? But Jal had known how difficult that was going to be, and he had made it clear that he didn’t think that his people, and his family, would be willing, or interested, in participating.

      “As I said, we cannot.”

      “And you protect your city?”

      Jenna and the others had already started to protect Sanaron, and had done so indirectly. The city still stood, despite the attempt by the other Alainsith to destroy it.

      Jenna shifted in her chair, and Lily knew that she had her uncomfortable, so she pushed. “You can. At least, you intended to, whether or not you were supposed to. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen your willingness to defend Sanaron, and how you have proven yourself able to intervene when it suits you. And it suits you now.”

      “What you’re asking for is something I cannot do.”

      “What I’m asking for is for you to defend Sanaron. Let us do the rest.”

      Lily heard a shout outside the tavern, and she knew that they didn’t have much time. Eventually, the attack would come, and she would have to get out there to join them. Several of her talismans patrolled out on the street, and she had other defenses that were ready, which gave her at least a feeling that she had time here, but she doubted that she had too much time to wait.

      “I will speak to the others,” Jenna said.

      Lily nodded and got to her feet. Honaaz hesitated a moment, but then he followed her out of the tavern.

      “Do you think they will?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I think they feel guilty about what happened with Malory, and the steps that were taken there. And I think they remember a war among their people, which keeps them from being willing to participate, even if it means the destruction of their people. Maybe Morgan can. Even in that, I don’t know.”

      “But still too bad that there are more who could use that kind of power.”

      “Well, we have others here who can use our kind of power,” Lily said. “We have talismans, and we have several of the Bearers, which seems to me to be the most important thing. Whether or not that’s going to be effective against what we’re dealing with remains to be seen.”

      Honaaz nodded and left to check on the ships and Biggins. Boney walked alongside him, his gleaming white body catching daylight. She wasn’t aware of him the same way that she was aware of several of the other talismans, but she felt a strange buzz of energy coming from him.

      She joined Kanar, who was standing along the shoreline.

      “I’m sorry that it took so long for us to return,” he said. “That we weren’t here for you⁠—”

      “Do you think I’m upset with you about what happened? We did what we needed to do, Kanar. Now we will continue to do what we need to do. Maybe it’s best that we have our team together.”

      “Not all of it,” he said softly.

      The fog began to swirl, and as it did, Kanar held his sword out and then started to shift in place. He cried out, as if shouting at the fog, calling to it, taunting it, even. There was power in his cry, and it echoed against the day, roaring outward.

      “We keep using the berahn, your talismans, and we keep using us,” he said.

      Lily looked around her. The city was empty, other than them and wherever the Alainsith had drifted off to, hiding from them, and she couldn’t help but feel as if there was an absence of far too many things here. More than that, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something else taking place in the city.

      Something ancient.

      It was tied to the Alainsith and whatever connection they had shared with the city before they had been exiled from it. It was tied to what the Alainsith wanted here, something that Lily did not fully understand, and did not think she could. It was tied to other places like this.

      And increasingly, Lily couldn’t help but feel as if they would eventually have to deal with these Lost Alainsith. How could they not? They were after power, but they were after more than just that. They wanted to rule.

      A shout from near the shore caught her attention. In the distance, Honaaz held his own curved blade while on the deck of his ship, crying out with a loud, guttural sound. The fog that had been swirling toward him began to ease, slowing as it did.

      Kanar nodded. “See?”

      “Like I said,” Lily said, “the longer we wait on this, and the more we try to do here, the more likely it is that this is not going to make a difference. I know that you are convinced of what we need to do and how we need to do it, but I’m not convinced that this is going to be effective.”

      The wind suddenly began to whip around them, and Kanar darted forward with his blade. He reached the shoreline, where he held it up, and he stood rocking in place.

      Morgan hesitated, but then she joined him, before finally Jagger did the same. All three of them stood next to each other, each of them holding their own unique swords. Jagger’s blade was long, unwieldy, and blunted at one end. Morgan’s sword was slender, more like a rod than an actual blade, and a bit of fog swirled around it. And then there was Kanar’s, the one that used to be the Blackheart blade, and now glowed silver. It seemed to take on some of the power and energy around them, such that Lily could even feel the way he was summoning that magic, which she found herself surprised by. Honaaz stood aboard his ship, crying out.

      Four of them were wielding Elder blades, fighting against the onslaught of the attack.

      It was a nebulous, strange sort of attack. There was fog, but there was something else mixed within it. Storms. Lightning. Thunder. Energy. And it was power unlike anything Lily had ever faced before.

      Despite all that they had done, and everything she now knew, they still might not be strong enough to overpower this. She could feel how they were struggling.

      The secret, and it was one that Lily didn’t know the answer to.

      Maybe the problem was that the ones wielding the Elder blades were not Alainsith.

      “They do know the song,” a voice said from behind her.

      Lily turned to see Jenna standing near the entrance to the tavern, hands stuffed in the pockets of her cloak, looking out over the landscape.

      Lily nodded.” They know it. They’ve learned it. They had no choice but to do so.”

      “Do you hear what they are doing?” Jenna asked.

      Lily looked back at the others, and though she didn’t know what it was that they were doing, she had a suspicion that it was the very thing Kanar—and Jagger—had suggested. The songs had to unite. But would they even be strong enough?

      “They think they can bring the sounds of the song together,” Lily said. “But we aren’t Alainsith.”

      “Perhaps that’s the reason it works,” Jenna said. “You don’t have to be Alainsith. At least, not full-blooded Alainsith.”

      She locked eyes with Lily for a long moment, and Lily held her gaze before looking away. Not full-blooded. How much Alainsith blood did Lily have?

      Given some of the things she had done, some of the way she had begun using her talismans, she couldn’t help but feel as if she must have some sort of Alainsith connection that she had never known before, but she would never have believed that possible until recently.

      And what of Honaaz? His magical resistance was tied to some power, yet she had come to believe that he was more powerful than many of the hegen. What reason could that be other than the fact that he had some sort of Alainsith blood within him as well?

      “It might work,” Jenna said, startling Lily.

      “The song?”

      “I don’t know. The song must be united, but I don’t know how to do that. There are stories, and aspects of my own song…” She began to trail off but quickly continued, “Aspects that suggest that there is one that can bring each of them together. I thought that there were only four, but now I see four here, and I suspect there are more.”

      “Seven,” Lily said. “At least, that’s what we think. Seven different blades, seven different families, and you only knew about four of them. Why is that?”

      “Because the song was lost.”

      “Then it must be found. And you must come to understand what needs to be done, for the good of your people.”

      Jenna stared outward, watching the sky, watching the wind, and watching the energy that lingered in the air. There was enough of that to leave Lily feeling that power, and feeling something more within it, but she wasn’t sure if there was going to be anything she could do with what she detected.

      “I will speak to my people,” Jenna said. She stood for a moment, before heading off down the street.

      Lily watched her until she disappeared. The fog swirled around her, pushing and billowing out, with a measure of control that Lily simply did not have, and didn’t think that even Morgan would possess. Morgan had her Elder blade, which she used to help summon some of the Sanaron fog, but even that had proven incompletely effective against what they had to deal with.

      The wind gusted again. Lightning began to crackle, then thunder rumbled.

      She heard Honaaz shouting. Laughing, even. He hadn’t moved off the deck of the ship, and he howled at the wind, howled at the storm, and howled with every ounce of rage bound within him, such that Lily could hear and feel his agitation.

      She wasn’t sure if there was going to be anything more that would come, but increasingly, she started to feel like they might have a way of overpowering this.

      The berahn began to add their calls. The sound was soft at first, sorrowful, and it started to echo along the street, working its way out toward the water. The berahn had been tormented and used by these Lost, so Lily understood that they had a different interest in destroying them.

      But was that what it was about? Was it about destruction? Maybe it had to be. And maybe the Alainsith had to fall.

      She looked back in the direction that Jenna had gone, and she wondered if that was going to be necessary. She didn’t know, but for their survival, such a thing might be necessary.

      She joined Kanar once more, reaching into her satchel for one of her talismans when the storms began to become violent. The powerful lightning surged around them and started to streak toward the ships.

      Honaaz cried out again, holding his blade out. A bolt of lightning that came toward him diverted at the last second, shooting down into the water instead, causing a burst of salty spray to shoot up into the air.

      Considerable energy crackled around them. She braced for another strike, and though it never came, she was prepared for the possibility that the energy of the storm would cascade around them.

      Kanar shouted as heavy thunder rumbled, and fog billowed toward them.

      They were not going to be enough.

      But then something happened.

      Lily felt fog pushing.

      She spun, and the line of Sanaron Alainsith made their way down the street, shrouded in fog, cloaked in gray, sending that energy pushing outward. Many of them were humming, and surprisingly, that humming reverberated within Morgan’s strange sword, causing it to glow. The fog shimmered and swelled outward.

      As the storm raged, Lily braced for another assault, but with the effort of the Alainsith and with what the Bearers were doing, the thunder and lightning began to die down, the fog was pushed back out and rolled away from the bay as if it were retreating, and then the Alainsith disappeared back into the shadows and fog.

      “I don’t think they will stop. They’re going to keep coming.”

      “How do we stop them?”

      “I have an idea,” Jagger said. “They were drawn here, just like us.”

      Kanar nodded. “The song. And we have to go to a place where we can bring the blades together and figure out the song.”

      And then Lily understood.

      A place to bring the blades together. Somewhere a city like Sanaron must’ve had, and that the Alainsith had found destroyed. It was why the southern Alainsith had remained.

      Could there have been someplace like that in the north?

      When she mentioned that to Kanar, he frowned. “You think they had something there?”

      “Think about what you saw. What we saw,” Lily said. “Different architectures, different structures, different styles of Alainsith buildings. Similar to what we found in Sanaron. They were once all here, Kanar.”

      “So they came to destroy?”

      “I’m not sure that they came to destroy so much as they came to find them. Or maybe…” She pursed her lips. “Maybe they did come to destroy so that others couldn’t be used against them. I don’t really know.”

      “But if they can be used against them, they might be the key to stopping this,” he said.

      “Right, but how are we going to find anything like that now? They destroyed it here, and maybe even in the north.”

      “Verendal too.” Kanar shook his head. “That had to be what they did in the city. That was why they attacked beneath the palace.” His jaw clenched, and anger surged in his eyes. “And if we need to find somewhere like that, how can we do it in time?”

      “There is one place,” Jagger said. “It was one significant to the Alainsith, but lately has served a different purpose. As far as I know, it remains intact. They didn’t find it when they reached the capital.”

      “Which is?” Kanar asked.

      “I think we must go to the executioner court.”
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      Kanar sat atop the berahn as they moved steadily through Reyand. He found himself clutching the creature, worried that they were not going to be able to withstand the attack, but he tried to keep his focus as they stayed ahead of the fog.

      He looked at the others. It felt like they were a small troupe, which they were. The same people he had come out of Verendal with now traveled with him, along with Lily and Honaaz, though Honaaz seemed bothered by the fact that he had been dragged off his ship, only to go across land again.

      “Stop looking at me,” Honaaz grumbled.

      “I’m not looking at you, I’m looking at what’s chasing us,” Kanar said.

      Though the Lost had been retreating, somehow those Alainsith had moved around them and positioned themselves in such a way that they were still pursuing. They had managed to stay ahead of the Alainsith, but each time they paused, even a little, more of that fog began to swirl and build, leaving Kanar to wonder if eventually the Lost would catch up to them. There had been no further storms, no further lightning and thunder, nothing to make him think that they were in any sort of danger from that type of an attack, but he remained on edge.

      They all did.

      “There’s nothing chasing us,” Honaaz said.

      Kanar pointed, and Honaaz twisted to look back as he rode his bone talisman, choosing Boney rather than one of the living berahn—though Kanar didn’t know if he could even call Boney lifeless any longer, given what he had seen from the talisman and how it seemed to interact with some of the other berahn. Honaaz had positioned Boney close enough that it was running alongside Kanar now, and the talisman was much larger than Kanar’s living berahn. That combined with the fact that Honaaz was a much bigger man made it so that he towered over Kanar.

      “So we got a little fog. I’d rather be sailing on my ship than cutting across the ground.”

      “It would take too long,” Kanar said. “And we can’t afford to lose you—or split up any longer.”

      Honaaz grunted and shook his head. “Can’t believe we fucking trusted Biggins to guide the ships. And fuck. You know how hard it is for me to give up my fleet?”

      “I’m sorry. I know that all you’ve wanted since I’ve known you has been to get your own ship, and here you finally have it and we continue pulling you away from it.”

      “Now I just want to keep Lily alive,” Honaaz said, soft enough that Kanar wasn’t sure that he wanted anybody else to hear him.

      “I want to keep all of you alive.”

      “Well, you don’t really have any choice in that matter, do you? We’re fighting together and doing what we can, but there is only so much we can do here.”

      “We can keep ahead of them, and we can get to the capital the way that Jagger suggests, and⁠—”

      “You don’t know if it’s going to work or not,” Honaaz said. “All you know is that the Hunter thinks it’s going to work. What happens if we don’t have enough strength? What happens if the attack is more than we can withstand? What happens if⁠—”

      “I know. I understand your concern. I share it.”

      Honaaz scoffed. “I don’t have any fucking concern.”

      Kanar smiled tightly. “I know.”

      They kept riding through the early morning, and though they were exhausted, none of them wanted to stop. They did take periodic breaks, much like they had when they’d been traveling from Verendal to Sanaron, but those periodic breaks were little more than enough for each of them to eat and get a drink and relieve themselves. The berahn didn’t seem to need a break. Boney certainly didn’t. Kanar questioned whether all of them should be riding on bone talismans, but he didn’t know if those would carry them as safely as the berahn—and didn’t know if the talismans would be as effective in battle.

      He hadn’t seen Boney in that type of situation, but Honaaz was a fighter, and Kanar doubted that Honaaz would keep any creature that wasn’t useful.

      “How much further is it?” Honaaz muttered.

      “It really shouldn’t be that much further,” Kanar said. “It’s been a while since I’ve traveled this way.”

      “Probably another week by foot,” Morgan said. She had positioned herself so that she was riding on the other side of Kanar, and she looked over to Honaaz, offering him a forced smile.

      “Well, seeing as how we aren’t going by foot, that doesn’t fucking help, now does it?”

      Morgan shrugged. “I don’t know how long this way. When we came through here before, we had a thousand people traveling with us. Well, we had quite a few more than a thousand, but we had a lot of people traveling with us, so we were slowed. I can’t say what our pace will be now.”

      Kanar hadn’t had a chance to talk to Morgan about it, and didn’t know what she and Jagger had experienced on their journey to the capital and back, only that they had struggled—and suffered.

      “We started seeing signs of the Lost, but we didn’t know what it was at the time,” she continued. “We barely made it there, and once we did, we were attacked. And then we found that the city had already started to evacuate, so we left. It was a useless journey.” She frowned. “Well, maybe not useless. I did begin to understand the song of the blade, if that matters.”

      “It’s going to matter,” Kanar said. “We’re going to need for you to understand the song of your sword so you can use it to help defend us from what is coming. And as you continue to learn that song, as you begin to feel it within you, you can help keep anything else from reaching us.”

      Maybe Morgan was going to be the key to defending against the Lost, especially with her control over the fog. Honaaz could help with countering the Weather Watchers and their storms.

      What could Kanar do?

      He was a fighter. He was the Blackheart.

      Maybe he didn’t have to do it alone, though.

      They still hadn’t seen any sign of Wular and her people. They had to be out there, but they had been quiet.

      “I can feel something,” Lily said. “I also see something.”

      She flicked her gaze up, and Kanar followed the direction of where she was looking. Her talisman circled overhead, but it was not just hers that flew over them. There was another talisman, this one bound to Honaaz, that patrolled above them much like hers, and the two of them continued to watch the forest for any signs of the other Alainsith. So far they had found none. He was optimistic that they would remain safe from the Alainsith if they could stay ahead of them, but he also had no idea if they could do so.

      “It feels like they are getting closer,” Lily said. “I can see the fog, more like a leading edge of it, and it’s pushing through the forest.”

      “What does it look like?” Morgan asked, turning to her.

      “It looks like… I don’t know.”

      Kanar looked over to Morgan. “Why don’t the two of us go back and check it out.”

      “We need to stay ahead of them,” Lily said.

      “We need to keep moving. We can go back, and we can push on that fog.”

      Lily shook her head. “That’s ridiculous. All you’re going to do is put the Elder blades in danger. We can’t afford that. That’s what you said, isn’t it? You told us that we need to get all of the blades and bring them together so they can be united. That way we can hear their song, and we can discover what power might be there within that so we can use it.”

      Kanar frowned. “That’s what I said.”

      He glanced up at the sky again. He didn’t like the fact that he was not involved in what was happening there, and how he had no idea whether there was anything more that might be happening that he could not control. Maybe that was the key for him. Maybe it had always been. He didn’t like the lack of control. When it came to magic, Kanar had never really been in control, and he had known that.

      “We stay together,” Jagger said.

      Kanar looked over. “We don’t follow your command.”

      “We have to do what is sensible, and splitting up, dividing the blades—especially if they are going to be the solution to all this—is simply not sensible. I don’t know what it was like when you were with the Realmsguard, but I thought the Realmsguard were freethinkers.”

      Kanar snorted, and actually appreciated the slight jab from Jagger. “We stay together, then.”

      The berahn surged forward, moving quickly as they raced across the landscape. Every so often, Kanar would see Lily frowning, her attention concentrated on the talisman circling above them, before she would look over to Honaaz, who would nod at her. What were they seeing and not sharing with the rest of them?

      He was tempted to press, but there was no point, especially as it didn’t matter, much like she had said. They had to keep moving, staying ahead of the Alainsith.

      Kanar looked over to Morgan. “What do you detect?”

      “I don’t feel any influence of it. There is some old Alainsith power here, but…” She paused, brow furrowing. “When I traveled through here originally, when you and I first met, I remembered more power here. It was distinct, potent, and I could feel it everywhere I traveled. But now…” She squeezed her eyes shut, still clinging to the berahn, her arms wrapped around the creature. She had the slender, cylindrical sword strapped at her side and still looked uncomfortable with it, unlike Kanar—and even Jagger. “I can feel some of that, like a memory, but nothing more than that. There was a time when it was more potent. It’s like they used whatever they could to destroy all evidence of the Alainsith power I once could draw upon.”

      “They probably did,” Kanar said. “They wanted to destroy the Alainsith.”

      “By destroying their own past?” Morgan asked.

      Kanar didn’t have an answer.

      The forest continued to blur past them, though somehow the berahn managed to avoid most of the massive trees that filled the forest. They had stayed along the king’s road, which provided open access so that they didn’t have to worry about getting caught by the forest and slowed.

      It was about midday, by his estimation, when he started to feel something. At first Kanar wasn’t sure what it was. When he squeezed the hilt of his sword, a surge of energy cascaded through him, along with the immediate understanding of the song, and he recognized that there was some power that was pushing on him.

      Not just power, yet he could recognize that it came from the song, as if that ancient Alainsith sound was echoing through the forest. It did so in a way that he could hear and feel it, but not do anything with it.

      He looked over to Morgan, who had leaned forward, resting her head on the berahn as if she wanted to sleep. They had been awake for so much of the day and night that he wasn’t surprised that she would be exhausted, but now wasn’t the time.

      He nudged her.

      When she opened her eyes, she stared at him with a groggy expression. “What is it?”

      “Can you feel anything?” he asked.

      She shifted, sitting up, and then her eyes opened wide. “I hear it.”

      “That’s my thought,” Kanar said. “I can hear it as well. It’s starting to push on me.” He looked ahead, and Honaaz didn’t seem to be startled by it. Neither did Jagger, though he was in quiet conversation with Esmerelda, and Kanar didn’t know how much he was aware of the song.

      Everything was building.

      Kanar could feel it through him, which told him that there was more taking place than what he could even understand. It was beyond him.

      He was the Bearer—or a Bearer. He was the Blackheart.

      But he was not Alainsith.

      Increasingly, he was starting to think that they were going to need Alainsith power to fight what was going to come, and find a way to overwhelm the Lost.

      “The shifting quality of it suggests that they are planning something, but what do you think it is?” Kanar asked.

      Morgan shook her head. “I don’t know. And if the song has started to shift, it suggests that they are getting ready for something, doesn’t it? Don’t you think it means they’re preparing for their attack, and getting ready to converge upon us?”

      “Lily would have seen something in the fog.”

      “Would she have? She may not be aware of what they were able to do, and how they masked their presence. They could move to the forest. They probably know it better than us.”

      Kanar frowned, and he let out a quick whistle to summon Lily. She turned, looking back at him, and then glanced over to Honaaz. Both of them flicked their gazes up, and then their eyes closed, before they jerked their heads back to peer into the forest.

      “How did we miss that?” Lily asked.

      “How close are they?”

      “They’re getting close. Really close. I don’t know how they have managed to stay at this pace. We’re traveling with the berahn. Unless they have their own berahn⁠—”

      “They do,” Kanar said. “Remember? Jal had been trying to free them, but he was not able to do so.”

      “You’re right. They must have been traveling behind us.”

      He unsheathed his blade. Increasingly, he started to feel like the attack would come soon, and he was going to have to act. But also, Kanar knew that he didn’t want to have to do that now, nor did he want to have to do that here, as fighting in the forest would put them at a disadvantage. They could be easily split up, and though they each had their Elder blades, which should give them enough power, he wasn’t sure if it was going to do enough.

      “I don’t know if we can keep running,” Kanar said, glancing over at Morgan. “She’s starting to fall asleep, and we might need to make a stand here.”

      “Here?” Morgan asked.

      “Where else would you suggest?”

      “There is a place up ahead, not too far from us,” Jagger said. “We can reach it, and there are ancient Alainsith ruins there. They were intact when we passed them on the way back to Verendal.”

      Kanar watched Morgan again, and as he saw the tiredness and fatigue in her eyes, he wondered if they would be able to make it to that place or not. Even if they did, he didn’t know if she would be able to stay awake long enough to fight.

      The berahn surged forward, seeming to know where they were going, and when they reached a small clearing off to the side of the king’s road, they slowed to a stop. Kanar slipped off the berahn and immediately jogged back in the direction they had come from, holding his blade upward.

      Jagger joined him with his massive executioner sword held in hand. He was only a little taller than Kanar, but somehow the sword still seemed as if it suited him. Then Honaaz walked up to them, wielding his glowing curved blade.

      “Well?” Honaaz asked. “What the fuck do you think we’re going to face?”

      Kanar sighed. “I thought we were going to be able to make it to the capital, or we could unite the swords and bring the song together, but now I don’t know if that’s going to be possible. I don’t know what will happen. But maybe we can do so here.”

      Honaaz snorted. “Here? Fuck, Reims. This is stupid, even for you.”

      “Do you have any other ideas?”

      Boney pressed up against Honaaz, and Honaaz rested his hand on the talisman’s head, then stared off into the distance.

      “I never wanted to die in a forest.”

      “We aren’t going to die,” Kanar said.

      “I can see the fog. I wish you could, but it’s thick, and it’s been trailing after us quite a ways. They must not have slowed it nearly enough.”

      “They” being the Alainsith who had remained in Sanaron, Kanar knew. He had hoped that they would have fought, and that they would come behind them, but unfortunately, they had been unwilling to do so. Lily had tried to convince them, but they were opposed to fighting, though Kanar wasn’t terribly surprised by that. The other Alainsith—Jal and his family, and even Wular and hers—had been unwilling to fight as well.

      “We’ll use the song,” Kanar said.

      Jal would be proud.

      Honaaz nodded and then stepped aside, moving away from Kanar with his blade held up in front of him. He did so in a different posture than Kanar would’ve used, his feet positioned as if he were standing on board a ship, and he leaned slightly forward as though bracing himself against the wind. Kanar held his sword in a loose grip, a fighting stance. And then there was Jagger, who grasped his long blade in both hands, keeping it leveled against his shoulder.

      They were the Bearers.

      And they may not be enough.

      He couldn’t shake that feeling, but he also couldn’t shake the fact that they didn’t have much choice in the matter. They had to be enough.

      As the first tendrils of the dark fog began to swirl toward them, Kanar cried out, using the power of the song, the power he could summon. He let that pour out of him and into the blade, which then spilled beyond, carrying out into the dense fog that danced through the forest.

      The fog parted, and as it did, he felt some resistance against him, but then he heard Honaaz crying out, then Jagger, and even Morgan, though he didn’t know where she was. The four of them were yelling—singing, perhaps—and yet the songs did not mingle well.

      The fog continued to split and swirl, and Kanar could tell that they were not going to be able to overpower it this time. Whatever they had done the last time had been different, so that as they attempted to do that now, the fog seemed to counter it, as if the Lost had learned something. Perhaps they had incorporated aspects of their song.

      When a shadow moved toward him, Kanar immediately drew on the power within the sword, a power that he had come to realize reacted to him. He was the Blackheart, and this was what he was supposed to do.

      He had moved quickly, and had separated from the others. It was a mistake, he soon realized. He was surrounded by five Alainsith, each of them carrying traditional swords. The long, slender rods reminded him of the kind of Elder blade Morgan possessed.

      One of them raised their blade, and something around Kanar began to push and shift uncomfortably. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that he felt that discomfort building around him. As he focused, he knew that he could not linger here, otherwise it would be dangerous.

      He had to end this, and he had to do it quickly.

      He had found the song. He understood the power within it.

      And he cried out.

      The blade answered. It shattered the strange sensation that he had begun to feel around him, allowing Kanar to move.

      He darted at the Alainsith, slicing through one man’s legs, driving his blade into the belly of another, whipping around to stab a third in the shoulder, before an explosion thundered.

      Lily and her talismans.

      The rest were scattered.

      He breathed heavily for a moment, then looked around and tried to make sense of what had happened.

      Lily was watching Honaaz, who studied the bodies.

      “They must have learned something,” Kanar said.

      “We have to figure something else out,” Honaaz shouted. “I don’t like this, and I don’t like the way it feels.”

      Honaaz took a step forward, and the dark fog started to swirl, pressing around them. Kanar tried to do the same thing, staggering forward, and next to him Jagger followed.

      The energy in the forest air thickened, as if the fog was going to suffocate them. Kanar was not going to fall here. He didn’t have the right kind of magic, he didn’t know how they were going to be able to combat this, but he felt it deep within him that he had to find some way to overpower what the Lost were doing to them.

      One of the hegen cried out.

      Kanar looked over and saw them crouching down. Esmerelda and another hegen were there as well, and she was working on weaving several bands of grass to stop the attack, or at least delay it. Kanar didn’t know if there’d be anything Esmerelda could do at this point. He had seen the extent of her power and knew that her hegen art was potent, but there were limits.

      “We need to retreat,” Lily cried out.

      “To where?” Kanar shouted.

      The berahn keened, but their howls were lost in the fog, muted to the point where even Kanar’s song was starting to become drowned out by this fog.

      And then he understood. That was its purpose.

      The fog was meant to overwhelm his song.

      It would overwhelm Honaaz’s and Jagger’s and Morgan’s songs.

      But he would fight. Until his last breath, Kanar would fight.
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      The knock on the door awoke him. Meyer hadn’t been sleeping well lately, but partly that was because he had taken to sleeping on the main level of his home, nearest the office, and he had been up late meeting with people to continue making preparations. He looked up at the stack of papers on his desk, the lantern still glowing, and had no idea how late it was—or how early.

      When he had gone to bed, he had just finished a meeting with Oscar and several representatives from the outer sections, as they had started calling themselves, working on arranging some measure of protection for them so they had a way of defending themselves against the Alainsith if an incursion occurred.

      “You have most of the traditional city protected,” Oscar had said, kicking his feet back in the chair as he sat across from Meyer’s desk, and chewing on a small twig of listar he’d grabbed from the jars near the desk. “I understand why you’re doing it and what you hope to encourage by protecting the traditional city, but we have other people that are outside the city who don’t have the same benefits.”

      “They don’t need the same protection,” Adira had said.

      Meyer looked over to her. Because she was the head of the Sanaron section, he had been driven to try to keep peace with them, along with Oscar, even though Adira and some of her people had a way of controlling Alainsith magic, which had left others on edge.

      “Are you sure about that?” Oscar said. “We don’t have any way of defending ourselves like you do. Your section has access to weapons that we don’t.”

      Adira turned. She hadn’t taken a seat, though Meyer had tried to encourage her to do so, and she simply glared at Oscar with a look of irritation that spoke of her experience dealing with men like him. Given her work prior to coming to Verendal—work that Meyer had increasingly started to understand—he wondered just how much she might have known how to deal with.

      “We don’t have weapons. What we have is⁠—”

      “Magic,” Oscar said, shrugging. “You don’t have to deny it. You have magic, and it’s that magic that is giving you an opportunity to do things and protect your people in ways that mine cannot be. That’s all I’m trying to say. We need other protections.”

      Oscar turned to Meyer, watching him with a bright intensity in his gaze. He had taken to dressing a little better, though Oscar had never been a poor dresser. It was almost as if he were trying to create the appearance of somebody with wealth, which he probably was, given his career choices, but this was even more than that. Almost as if he wanted to make himself look respectable.

      “You have magic, they do not,” Meyer said, waving his hand and then rubbing a knuckle in his temple. He was trying to work out a plan, especially given the information Kezia had left for him about places where they had already created protections. The hegen had been incredibly busy, probably busier than almost anyone else involved in securing the city, and had been faithful in sending reports to him.

      Then again, Oscar and Adira and others like them had been busy trying to organize those outside the city. Meyer had been working with the magister inside the city walls to help with that chaos, and had been sending reports to the king without any response. He still didn’t know if the king had recovered fully from his injury.

      Meyer turned to both of them. “We need to get along. We need to find a way that we all can work together so we can accomplish the goals we have for the city.”

      “I don’t have any goals for the city,” Adira said. “Only for my people.”

      “You could’ve gone with them,” Oscar muttered.

      “Enough,” Meyer said.

      He didn’t like the bickering, but at least it was just the two of them, and not the other three who had been quiet when they were dealing with this aspect of the city’s protections. The magister sat in a chair in the back of the room, as if he were too dignified to be listening to the shouting of an old thief and a woman who had come from beyond the borders of Verendal.

      “I will talk to the hegen, and we will get some protections placed,” Meyer said. “They have to be outside the perimeter of the city.”

      “That’s just the problem,” Oscar said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees as he locked eyes with Meyer. “How do we surround the perimeter when the perimeter keeps shifting? The city is still growing, Henry.”

      There was a level of informality that Oscar had never had before, not the least being that he used Meyer’s first name. Meyer didn’t mind, though he had a sense that Oscar had used his first name to elicit a reaction from him. He wouldn’t be the first man to try something like that, and given that Meyer had dealt with criminals and thieves his entire career, he understood the jockeying for power, even if he had never had anything to do with it.

      “Yes, the city is still growing, and we’re still trying to make sure we can offer protections around it, but we can place some hegen art that will move if needed.”

      “Do we have any art like that?” the magister asked.

      Meyer looked up. It was the first time the man had spoken in a while.

      “The hegen came to the city with a new kind of art,” Meyer explained. “They learned it from others, and claim that it has been successful against the Alainsith attacks in the past. All I can do is trust that it will work.”

      The magister rubbed his hands together. He was a heavyset man, and he had a scruffy beard, which gave him a kindly appearing face, though he had dark and intense eyes. Prior to the war, Meyer had heard that the magister was a stern, often cruel man, though he doubted that was true. Finn wouldn’t have much tolerance for anybody who was cruel, and he had enough pull within the city that he wouldn’t have to deal with a magister he didn’t respect.

      “I still find it amazing that we are turning to the hegen for our protection,” the magister said.

      “We have to use magic against magic,” Meyer said. He’d had this discussion with the magister before, but maybe it was best that he do so in front of Oscar and Adira. “We didn’t do that in the witchcraft war, and it took longer to overcome. And the kind of magic that we are dealing with now is far more potent.”

      “I wish that I could get the king to take any sort of meeting. With the viscount’s passing”—the viscount had died a year ago and never been replaced, a surprising turn of events from Meyer’s perspective—“we have not had as much connection to the throne as we once did. But having King Porman here…”

      “Well, the king doesn’t want to come out of his palace because he’s afraid of the war, so we have to deal with his absence,” Tralk said. He was one of the men Oscar had recruited into the councils, and he’d been helping coordinate some of the response outside the city.

      Oscar shot him a look, silencing him.

      Oscar and Adira knew what had happened to the king, but Meyer had wanted to keep it limited so that very few knew the true dangers that the city—and the kingdom—faced. If the king didn’t recover, none knew what the line of succession would bring. With the war, there may not be a line of succession, and that was difficult for everybody to wrap their minds around.

      “We will place the protections that will be effective, and then we can shift them if needed,” Meyer said. “I don’t know what else we can do with this, short of what we have been doing.”

      “Are we even sure there is a danger?” This came from Terrence Grimes, one of the wealthy businessmen who had been brought onto the council by the magister. Meyer had hesitantly allowed him in, as he hadn’t wanted to use more than the people he already had, but the magister had claimed that they needed somebody with wealth and experience who could also influence others with money to spend it for their shared goals.

      “There is a danger,” Meyer said. “You’ve seen what’s happening outside the city walls, and you recognize everything we have been dealing with, so you have to know that there is a threat⁠—”

      “I’m not saying there’s not a danger in the number of migrants coming to the city.”

      “Migrants?” Oscar asked, arching a brow.

      Terrence scarcely glanced at him, as if Oscar had no standing in his eyes, which he probably did not. Terrence looked past him to Meyer.

      “They are citizens of Reyand, no different than anybody else that has lived in Verendal,” Meyer said. “And they have suffered.”

      “We are talking about more than just people from Verendal. There have been others who have come to the city. We are not responsible for their safety and stability.”

      Terrence often made a point of ignoring Adira in these conversations, but Meyer spoke up on her behalf.

      “I have it from the king himself that he has welcomed the refugees from Sanaron. And I also have it on the king’s authority that we are to ensure the protections around the city. Now if you want to argue with that, you can bring it up with him yourself.”

      “He is not taking any audiences,” Terrence said.

      “Then there you go,” Oscar said. He turned back to Meyer. “So when will we get the hegen protections?”

      “I will talk with Kezia and the others. It may take some time for them to make them, but they probably also have a certain number that they already have prepared.”

      “Good. It’s going to make people feel better if they know that they have some measure of protection. Too many have seen what we encountered in the forest.” Oscar glanced back at Terrence. “What others have experienced on their journey to Verendal.”

      Terrence frowned, but he kept his mouth shut.

      Meyer understood how difficult it must be for somebody like Terrence to believe that there was a dangerous magical threat that existed in the forest. It was like child stories. It was different than the witchcraft war, where there had been actual combatants and those who practiced witchcraft that they could focus their attention on and blame for what had been taking place. But in this case, all they had were rumors of fog, of people who had suffered and died, and of a race of people that most had not had any conflict with for generations upon generations.

      Or longer, depending on what truth existed.

      “The hegen protections have to be large,” Oscar went on. “We need to have a series of them that will be large enough that we can create a visual marker for the people. They need to see that they are defended here.”

      “I’m not sure it works that way,” Meyer said.

      Oscar leaned back, rubbing his hands together. “Well, Finn once told me that the hegen have different types of artisans.”

      “That’s true.”

      “So we let those who make the hegen magical art do their thing, but perhaps some of the other artisans create something more visually striking—a monument of a sort—and use that to help the people feel like they are protected.”

      “And if we are attacked and those visual protections suddenly shatter?” Adira asked.

      Oscar shrugged. “If you get to that point, we probably won’t have any way of defending ourselves anyway, right? We’re talking about Alainsith magic, something that none of us have any ability to deflect. If they bring it at us, we’re going to be crushed.” He looked over to Meyer.

      Meyer had not shared his concern with Oscar, but Oscar was a smart man. He had seen the dangers in the city, and to the people that were here. The other option was getting people to keep moving and head north into what Kanar had described as Alainsith lands, but there were too many people here, and such an evacuation would be nearly impossible to handle.

      No. It was better to create protections and be ready for a siege, but it would be a siege unlike anything they had ever experienced before.

      “I will get the hegen to work with you,” he said. “Now, what else do we need?” He looked over to the magister, and he frowned at him for a moment. “We still have too many people in the city.”

      “We do,” the magister said, and he glanced over to Terrence. “We are working with several builders, and we are trying to coordinate so that we can keep our construction process working quickly, but we’re having a hard time getting supplies into the city.”

      “I might be able to help with coordinating that,” Meyer said. “We have to get people to send lumber and supplies along the river. Would that work?”

      The magister nodded. “It would help.”

      “We also need lumber and supplies,” Oscar said.

      “I’m not saying that you don’t,” Meyer said.

      “How are you going to prioritize?”

      “Who said that we have to prioritize?”

      “We have limited supplies,” Oscar said.

      “Of lumber?” Meyer leaned forward, resting his arms the table. “The limitation is the mill, not the lumber. We have plenty of trees surrounding us, and by clearing some of them, we might actually help prevent the Alainsith from getting into the city unseen. And it might even help the hegen place additional protections.” He wasn’t sure about that last part, as he didn’t know if the trees were somehow useful in anything the hegen did. “But the mill is a limitation. What if I commit to splitting the production so that half comes into the city, and half goes outside the city?”

      “And what happens if outside the city becomes more populous than inside the city?”

      “You’re right,” Meyer said. “That split isn’t fair. The city already has structures.” He looked to the magister, who was frowning at him, but he didn’t intervene. This felt far outside of Meyer’s realm of experience, and far beyond what he would ever have imagined that he would’ve been responsible for helping to coordinate, but it felt like he needed to have a hand in this, somehow. “There are very few shelters outside the city, and you have a greater need for the supplies. And in the city, we are simply adding to existing structures.” He looked over to Terrence and then to the magister. “We will split the supply so that three-quarters of it goes outside the city, and one-quarter of it stays within the city.”

      “That’s outrageous,” Terrence said.

      Meyer held his hand up. “We will do it for now, and we will work on constructing an additional mill.”

      “Reasonable,” the magister said.

      Terrence started to argue, but the magister tapped him on the arm and spoke instead. “Perhaps now is the time when we can take our leave. We have accomplished all that I think we can tonight, and it sounds like the greatest need is for housing and coordination of supplies. I understand that we still have soldiers scavenging from some of the neighboring cities?”

      “We do,” Meyer said. “And we have sent even more out with hegen protection.” That was a strange statement for him to make, but it had been necessary. “I’m not sure what we’re going to find, but we recognize that we need to try to uncover as much as we can, and we need to gather as many supplies as we can. At least until we know the city is safe once again.”

      And once the city was safe, then there was a very real possibility that they still wouldn’t have the necessary supplies they needed. Additionally, there was a very real possibility that it wouldn’t even make a difference. They had been dealing with such dangers that he didn’t know whether they would be able to convince others to leave the safety of Verendal—if it was even safe.

      “Very well. Come along,” the magister said.

      Terrence stood, and he glowered at Oscar for a moment, ignored Adira altogether, and finally nodded ever so slightly to Meyer.

      When he was gone, Oscar snorted. “I can’t believe you have that one listening to what you’re saying. I would’ve been happy with an even split.”

      “We couldn’t have done it, and it’s not fair,” Meyer said. “I hadn’t thought about it, but the area outside the city is far behind the protections of what we have inside the city walls. I would’ve pushed even harder, but I knew they wouldn’t go for that. There is also a need to get some of these people off the streets. If we have to fight, we have to be able to navigate the streets.”

      “As are we,” Oscar said.

      “Well, if it comes to fighting, we are going to need to get your people, those outside the walls, into the city somehow.”

      Oscar frowned at him for a moment, and then he nodded. “At least you have considered that possibility.”

      “I shouldn’t have to.”

      “Well, what can we say? We all are taking on different responsibilities than what we had ever imagined. At least things have been relatively calm. How many sentences have your people had to carry out?”

      It was increasingly difficult for Meyer to feel like the members of the executioner court were his people any longer. Matelia had done a good job of coordinating the other executioners, most of them journeymen, and using them to bring a measure of peace, but it was more about how Finn had strengthened the Archers over the years, and had empowered them to ask direct questions. More than that, he had empowered them to take a more reasonable approach than the Archers ever had when Meyer had been working.

      “Not as many as I would’ve feared,” Meyer replied. “Considering everything that we have been going through, I had expected that we were going to deal with quite a bit more, but surprisingly…”

      “That’s good,” Oscar said. “I’ve been trying to be a little heavier handed than I preferred in keeping the outer sections under control, and I’ve hoped that it won’t be necessary to take any sort of more drastic action, but you never know.”

      “Thank you,” Meyer said.

      “Why are you thanking me now?”

      “Because I don’t know that I could have done this without your help. I don’t have your resources, and I don’t have your experience in the kind of coordination you are doing, and… Well, thank you.”

      Oscar looked at Tralk before nodding to Adira. “Maybe we should leave Master Meyer. I have preparations to make, and I suspect that he has to get word to the hegen.”

      “I told you I would,” he said.

      Oscar tapped on Meyer’s desk and then headed out. Each of the others filed out of his house, before pulling the front door closed.

      Meyer had worked for a little while longer before settling down to rest, knowing that his mind would work far better if he had some sleep. By the time the knock came at his door and startled him awake, he was at least better rested, if not fully alert. There were medicines he could take that might help with it, but he had been trying to avoid using any of those, knowing there was danger in doing so.

      He quickly gathered himself and then trudged over to the door. An Archer stood on the other side, his eyes narrowed as he held an unsheathed sword.

      “What is it?” Meyer asked, immediately on edge.

      “I was told to get you.”

      “Where were you serving?”

      “Outside the palace,” the man said.

      “The palace?”

      “Not too far from it.”

      Meyer grabbed his cane and stepped out into the night. From the cool breeze in the air, along with the energy that swirled around him, he could feel that it was early. He hoped the daylight would come soon, as everything seemed to be better in the daylight.

      “Go ahead and lead me where we need to go,” Meyer said.

      The young Archer set off, but not in the direction that Meyer had expected.

      “I thought you said you were serving outside the palace?”

      “Outside the wall outside the palace,” the man said.

      “I see. Care to tell me what happened?”

      “They found something, sir. The hegen, that is. They asked me to come and get you.”

      Meyer breathed out heavily. If the hegen had found something, it likely meant that the attack had begun.
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      Jal listened to the song. Its energy carried him and guided him steadily, building to a point where he could hear and feel it all around. There was an aspect to the song that he had started to forget, though he knew that he should not. It was a part of the song that his people had known for generations, which helped remind them what it meant to be Alainsith.

      It was an element of the song he had not heard before.

      The moment he heard it, though, Jal understood what needed to be done. He understood what was happening, and what they were being forced to find. It was part of the song that he had hoped would not be necessary, but that he recognized now.

      He looked over to those with him. Most of the others of his family were hesitant to travel this far south. They were people who had known the forest and the trees for their entire lives, and didn’t remember what it was like to leave. The farthest that almost any of them had ever traveled was to visit the borders, primarily to see the trees and to know the danger that was there, and the reason that they were to remain in their lands.

      “I hear it,” his mother said.

      It surprised Jal that she had been willing to travel with him, though she was mostly unarmed. She swayed as she walked, her movements carrying the song of her ancestors. Jal had started to move in a different pattern, taking on the movements of his father’s ancestors. Could he blend the two?

      That was part of the reason their people had stayed together in that way, hoping to keep their families united over generations of separation, and to help their people maintain a certain semblance of peace, but it was difficult. His mother and father had stayed close, but she had never loved his father’s ancestors, and had certainly never loved Jal’s grandfather the way that he did. She had only tolerated him.

      What Jal wouldn’t give for his grandfather to still be alive, to provide his own feedback on what they had to face. His grandfather had possessed insight that Jal still wished the world possessed, and he’d had a way of recognizing the song that Jal worried had been lost. He didn’t know all that might be involved, only that he struggled to understand what the song tried to tell him, though he recognized that there had to be something within it.

      “Can you feel it?” he asked.

      The others were arranged around them, hidden within the trees, as if afraid to get too far out in the open. Perhaps they were. Jal understood, as he also didn’t care to be in open spaces these days, as it put them in danger. He had been feeling the effects of the Lost for quite some time, and remembered what it had been like when he had been trapped on their ship, practically beholden to their song.

      “I can feel it as well. This is a dangerous gamble,” his mother said.

      “And a necessary one,” Jal said.

      “I wish I was as confident as you.”

      Jal glanced over to her. She had come bearing little more than a pair of belt knives, and even in that, he had the distinct sense that she hoped she wouldn’t need them. For that matter, Jal also hoped she wouldn’t need them.

      “I wish you were as well,” he said.

      He started forward, moving carefully through the trees, his feet barely making any indentation in the soft debris. The smell of the forest surrounded him, though it was quite different than the forest he had known growing up. His time outside of his homeland had helped him find a familiarity in it, nonetheless.

      He breathed in and out, shifting his longbow where it was slung over his shoulder, much to the disappointment of his mother. She didn’t care for weapons, though his father would have appreciated it. At this point, he was ready for her disappointment, as he knew there was nothing else he could have chosen. He needed his bow.

      “It shouldn’t be much further,” he said.

      She frowned at him, but she didn’t say anything more. She didn’t need to. For the better part of the day, they had been feeling the sense of pressure—at least, Jal had been—as they’d been making their way south, hoping to find answers. After leaving their homeland, Jal had been drawn in this direction. At first, he wondered why that was and whether there was some part of the forest or some part of the song that had guided him, but increasingly he started to suspect that it was tied to what he had felt of the song, and how it was linked to the blade that Kanar carried with him. The blade of his people.

      At least, one of them.

      Not the only one, though. There were other Alainsith blades, and the one Kanar had was merely an example, which was hard for others to understand, and to comprehend.

      He jogged forward into the fog, and his song carried him, ringing out as it did, bringing him deeper and deeper into lands that had once been occupied by his people. But that was so long ago that it felt like it was a different time, and they were different people. Perhaps that was all it was. It was a different time.

      Then he began to hear the steady, almost staccato buildup of something more. It joined in his song, lingering there, sharing something different. Something more. It was a promise of danger and violence. It was power that appealed to Jal.

      He slowed, tipping his head and listening. It wasn’t a steady or regular sound, though he recognized it.

      Berahn.

      They were here. Which meant that the others must also be here. He had suspected that was the case, otherwise why would he have been compelled to come this direction? But he had not known with any certainty if they were going to be here or not.

      “What is that?”

      Jal didn’t look back to see who spoke. It wasn’t his mother. A cousin, probably. Their voice was soft and muted, and it drifted with the energy of what filled him. An energy that seemed to have lost part of its power.

      “If you listen carefully, you will hear the berahn. They hunt with the Bearer.”

      He heard a soft gasp, and Jal found himself smiling. Could they really doubt that Kanar was the Bearer now? Probably. Many of his people would deny that any human could carry the blade, but Kanar did. And more than that, Kanar could feel the song, and had begun to recognize the power within it.

      The fog started to thicken as Jal kept moving. The wind picked up, crackling with energy, and he stopped long enough to sing. He did so until the song carried, mixing with what he heard around him, recognizing the power that joined him. He ignored everything else other than that song, and that power, in order to try to add what he needed. And there was power in his song.

      The others also began to sing. At first, it was slow. Those who joined him did so with hesitancy, but gradually they began to increase the sound of their voices, to the point where they carried and Jal could move unencumbered once again.

      He jogged ahead, and a shadowy figure appeared in front of him. He unslung his bow, grabbed an arrow, and fired in a single fluid movement. It struck, and the figure fell. Another one appeared, the fog parting just enough for him to see them, and he aimed and fired.

      Somebody cried out, and Jal spun. Three people dressed in gray stood behind those who had come with him. The hoods of their cloaks were pulled up, so he could see no faces, but he felt the effect of their song.

      Jal had known it.

      And as they attempted to use that on him, he countered, adding in his own control so that he broke free of what they tried to do. He was not the Bearer, and he did not have the power that he thought would be required to destroy their song, but he had something they did not anticipate: an understanding of their song and what it intended.

      He drew three arrows and fired. They fell, and the song shifted once again. So did the fog.

      His mother watched him, but Jal ignored even that.

      “Keep moving,” he cried, his voice carrying and joining with the sounds of the forest, the shouting and the hollering, but also adding to the occasional howl coming from the berahn.

      And so they did. They moved steadily forward until they reached an opening in the trees, where more figures waited. He drew back an arrow, before staying his hand.

      “Kanar,” he said.

      The fog hesitated. It was the only way Jal could describe it. There was a measure of control to it that he hadn’t seen in quite some time. Ever since Sanaron, in fact. It began to dissipate, layering back down to the ground, and then the familiar figure stepped forward.

      “Jal?”

      “I came looking for you.”

      Kanar glanced past him, and his eyes made quick work of counting the Alainsith.

      Not enough. Jal knew that it was not nearly enough. But they would fight.

      Jal smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, I only brought those willing to join in. I apologize that I could not have brought more.”

      “You brought enough. We have been chased by the Lost and are trying to get to the capital, as we think that there is something there that will help us. We don’t know.”

      “I can feel it,” Jal said.

      “What did you feel?” Kanar asked.

      “Something different—the pull of the song in a way I haven’t felt in a while. And I felt you, Kanar.”

      It was a surprising relief to have found Kanar and the others.

      “We need to move quickly,” Kanar said. “We are trying to stay ahead of them, but it’s proving challenging. We have four of the Elder blades, yet I don’t think we know how to use them quite as well as they do.”

      Jal found himself frowning. They had four Elder blades. He looked at each of them. He’d had his suspicions about Honaaz but had not known with any certainty. It seemed as if they had discovered that truth. But there was something else.

      “I know you,” he said to the solidly built man standing behind Kanar. He had a long blade that was blunted at one end, and Jal felt something from that blade.

      “You should,” the man said, stepping forward. “You held me captive when you broke into my prison.”

      Jal grinned and turned to Kanar. “You brought the Hunter with you.”

      “He has an Elder blade,” Kanar said.

      Jal stared at it, but he didn’t have time to say anything. He began to feel another buildup, which was coming from the Hunter. There was something more to it that Jal didn’t quite understand, but felt like he should have. It was familiar to him. Why should he recognize that, though?

      “We should get moving,” Lily said, tipping her head in a nod to him. “Hey there, Jal.”

      He flashed a wide smile. Seeing all of them, having everybody gathered together again, was a relief. Even if there were new members to the team. “Lily. I’m so glad to see you.”

      “And I’m glad to see you too. I think we have much we can talk about, but can we get moving?”

      “That would be great,” he said.

      Kanar whistled, a shrill and familiar sound to Jal, and then the berahn split out of the darkness, striding toward them. One of them looked at Jal, and he found himself laughing softly. He recognized the berahn. And, more than that, it seemed as if the berahn recognized him.

      “You think you’ll be able to keep up?” Kanar asked.

      “I think we will manage quite fine,” Jal said. “But if we don’t, you keep moving. We will do what we can to ensure that you have passage.”

      Kanar looked at the others with him, but then he nodded. “We don’t want to take too long.”

      “No. I don’t believe you do.”

      They started off, separating from the Alainsith, the sound of the berahn’s cries harsh, but intentionally so. Jal found himself smiling as he listened to them, recognizing what they were doing. With each cry, they disrupted any potential song that might interfere or try to blend with their own song. And their song was one that Jal understood some of. It was violent, though not nearly as violent as what Wular would have once used, had she stayed with them. Jal wished she had remained, as he could easily imagine how much more she would’ve been able to offer them, but he understood that she did not feel as if she could.

      He jogged and was able to keep up with Kanar, who looked back at him. “If you didn’t need the berahn, why did we travel with them initially?” Kanar asked, managing to sit upright on the massive creature and look comfortable doing so.

      “For you,” Jal said, smiling. “I didn’t want you to feel as if you were going to be left behind.”

      Kanar snorted. “Thanks, I guess.”

      Jal looked past him and noted how each of them seemed to have varying comfort levels with the berahn. Lily clung to hers as if she were riding a horse. Esmerelda looked supremely comfortable, though she and Kanar had been traveling by berahn for quite some time, so that didn’t surprise Jal. Honaaz rode atop his talisman, resembling a regal king striding into battle, and perhaps he was. And then there was the Hunter, who seemed like he would rather be anywhere but where he was.

      They made quick progress along the road. The berahn moved quickly, putting distance between Jal and the other Alainsith that traveled with him, but not so much that he struggled to keep up. He jogged as he went, racing along with them, and felt the steady decrease of the energy around him, as if the fog itself started to ease, and some of the power of the Lost faded with it. He hoped that was what it was, but he was not certain.

      He turned at one point, looking to the others with him to see if they had any sense of what was out there and what they detected, but he could not tell. Perhaps it was only he who felt that change around him, something that he knew to be tied to the song, but it was a song that seemed to elude him in ways it should not.

      When they finally reached the crest of the hillside, the magnificent port city of Jorash unfurled before them. Jal, at the forefront of the Alainsith, swept his gaze over the deserted panorama. The others followed suit, all coming to a quiet standstill, the hush of trepidation pervading the air.

      There, below them, lay the once thriving capital, now silent and desolate. Its tall spires, grand architecture, and cobbled streets bore the marks of the magical onslaught. Buildings were scarred with a residual aura of fog and magic, their stone facades warped and twisted as though caught in some lingering tendrils of witchcraft. The streets that once teemed with life were now devoid of it, save for the occasional forlorn flutter of an abandoned banner, adding an eerie semblance of movement.

      Ships floated in the harbor, a warning cast by those who still sailed upon them. Honaaz stared, his nostrils flaring and eyes flashing with a fury that mirrored the danger that had consumed the city. His grip on the talisman was fierce, as though he was trying to channel his rage into the ancient relic, to hold back the storm of anger that threatened to break free. His jaw clenched, a grim expression carved onto his weathered face as he observed the desolation.

      Jal strode up to him. “What is it?”

      Honaaz looked over. “Fucking Weather Watchers. I didn’t think they had made it this far.”

      “What are they?” the Hunter asked.

      Honaaz’s brow furrowed, and he sighed heavily. “We thought they worked with us. Sailed with us. We thought they would help us, making sure that our ships reached port when they were supposed to, and making sure we traveled the way we were supposed to. At least, that was what they were responsible for.” He snorted. “Seems like they were working with the fuckers.”

      He gripped the hilt of his sword, something that Jal still found difficult to connect to Honaaz, as Honaaz had always been a brawler, and when he used weapons, it had been his knives. Seeing him wearing two swords at his side was a striking change.

      “Where did you intend to go now?” Jal asked Kanar.

      “That’s up to him,” Kanar said, tipping his head to the Hunter. “He’s the one who said he had something in mind for when we reached Jorash. Where is it?”

      The Hunter pointed deeper into the city. “I don’t know what we’re going to face.” He glanced over to Morgan, who traced her finger along the edge of the hilt of her own sword. “When we were here before, there were others here. We barely got away from them. They were hard to kill. We need to get deeper into the city, where we can show you to the executioner court. That’s what we need to find. If we can…” The Hunter shrugged. “That’s what I think this is about. Or at least that is where I think we’ll find some information. Whether or not it’s what we need is a different matter.”

      They started forward, though they were not riding the berahn anymore. All of them were walking, picking their way through the streets carefully. The city was empty, and strangely quiet. There was an energy here, and a trace of fog that seemed to hang over everything. It left the air almost shimmering with power.

      Jal was silent, as there wasn’t anything for him to say, but he did try to hear the song, trying to listen to it as he weaved his way through. He began to recognize that there was more than a hint of energy in the city, even though he didn’t know what that represented. He followed Kanar, wishing that this was one of those straightforward jobs he had taken with Kanar when he had first met him so long ago. There had been a simple, carefree sense to those jobs that he missed.

      “Thank you for coming,” Kanar said.

      “I told you I was going to.”

      Kanar glanced back, looking to the other Alainsith following Jal. “I know you wanted to, and I know it must’ve been difficult for you to do so, which is… Well, thank you.”

      Jal smiled. “You know that I would come.”

      “It’s not much further,” the Hunter said.

      They stopped at a narrow alleyway, and he suddenly spun, holding his lengthy blade out from him.

      Jal turned. A dozen men made their way up the street. They were dressed in dark clothes, all of them carrying long, curved blades and moving quickly. Something felt off about them, though he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “I’ll go,” Lily said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Honaaz said.

      “No. This has something to do with the Elder blades, so you need to stay with them. I can do this. If they’re just Bloodless…”

      “What if they’re something else?”

      “Then I’ll send word. Leave Boney with me.”

      Honaaz nodded, and Lily started down the street, reaching into her satchel as she did.

      Kanar gave Honaaz a slight push. “She’s capable.”

      Honaaz grunted. “I know.”

      “And she can do this.”

      “I know.”

      “Then we go.”

      Jal followed Kanar, the Hunter, and Morgan as they moved forward. He paused for a moment, and then turned to his cousin. “Help her,” he said.

      Sharanat glanced along the street and then nodded.

      The Alainsith spread out, sweeping up behind him, and disappeared.

      “Just us now,” Jal said to Kanar.

      “Great. Do you think it’s going to be like an easy job, or one of the harder jobs we’ve pulled?”

      “Can’t say. Anyway, let’s see what the Hunter has to show us.”

      They made their way down the alley, and then to a wall. It looked as if there had once been a hidden doorway, but now it was open. The Hunter and Morgan slipped through the doorway and disappeared.

      Kanar hurried forward, and Jal trailed behind him. He looked back at Honaaz, who was taking his time.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Jal said.

      “I should be out there fighting,” Honaaz said.

      “You’ll get your chance.”

      “I don’t need to be inside a fucking building,” he grumbled.

      “You do if we need to⁠—”

      A shout rang out.

      Honaaz stiffened. Jal reached for him, but Honaaz shook it off and took a step back. “That was Lily.”

      “If it was, there may not be anything you can do,” Jal said. “And if you come in here, there probably is something you can do.”

      “Not inside. The only thing I can do is fight.”

      Honaaz looked as if he was going to fight him right then and there, an anguished look in his eyes that told Jal everything he needed to know. Honaaz couldn’t stay here, and more than that, Jal wasn’t even convinced that he needed to stay. They didn’t know what was going on, not yet, and they needed to figure that out before they made any other plans. Honaaz couldn’t wait for that to help Lily.

      Honaaz stormed away, and Jal was tempted to race after him, but couldn’t.

      Instead, he spun and headed into the building, down a set of stairs, and into darkness. As soon as he did, he felt something around him shifting, some energy that seemed to swell, as if the song were building. He couldn’t be certain, but the notes of the song were different than what Jal was accustomed to hearing. He tried to focus on the familiar aspects of it, but even as he did, he could not tell what those were, though he knew that he should.

      He caught up to Kanar, who stood inside a large room. Jal looked around, and his gaze was drawn to enormous white marble sculptures that ringed the entire space. They were massive, but their size wasn’t what drew Jal’s attention. Rather it was their shape and what they represented. He knew immediately what these were.

      Alainsith, all of them.

      They looked like they could be any of Jal’s family.

      Seven of them adorned the walls, towering over them, as if they were meant to be celebrated, but instead looked as if they were somehow… angry.

      Jal found himself drawn to one sculpture, and he peered up at a face that reminded him of his grandfather, a face that had both wisdom and concern written in the eyes, long hair tied back and woven in such a way that he could practically see the resemblance to his grandfather.

      “What is it?” Kanar asked.

      Jal stood in place and closed his eyes, rocking as he did, and thought about the song and the power that was within it. He knew the song from his grandfather, much like he knew the song from his mother’s side of the family. For whatever reason, his grandfather’s song struck closer to him, and as he rocked back and forth, he began to whisper it, and was not surprised when he felt it amplified around him.

      “This is a place of my ancestors,” Jal said. “All my ancestors.” He opened his eyes, then looked around. “We’ve always known that such places existed, but I’ve never seen anything quite like this. I…” He turned his attention back to Kanar. “I didn’t expect this.”

      “This is the executioner court, where it has stood for countless generations, ” Jagger said. “When we were here before, I realized that there was something important about this place, but I didn’t know what, nor did I know why it was significant. This is what they have been searching for. I wonder why, though.”

      As Jal began to sing again, hearing the amplification of the song, he thought he knew. He looked over to Kanar. “This is where the songs were first sung.”

      “What does that mean?” Kanar asked.

      “This is where the blades called us. And this is how we can end the war.”
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      Honaaz knew he should’ve followed the tall bastard into the building, but hearing Lily’s cry—and feeling what Boney showed him—had made it so that he had little choice. He needed to help them both. He raced after Lily, half expecting to see a massive battle raging on, but instead he found nothing but darkness around him.

      He understood what this fucking thing was. He wasn’t about to deal with it once again.

      He unsheathed his blade, listened to the sounds of the ocean that were there in his mind and deep in his soul, as they were a part of him. Then he whipped the blade through the air, producing a crackling sensation that carried with it all that he could remember of the water, the sea, and his home. When he did, the shadows began to buckle and fold, withdrawing away from his blade.

      He darted forward. Somehow, he was going to have to get deeper into the city to figure out what had happened to Lily. She had taken Boney with her, which meant he could follow his connection to the talisman.

      Honaaz didn’t have to go far before he found that sense up ahead. There was a distinct energy to it, and as he raced forward, he began to feel something unexpected.

      Something from Boney.

      Then he heard the whistling shriek of the talisman.

      It was a sound that struck him as being similar to the other berahn, one that raged with violence.

      He raced toward it.

      Three people suddenly appeared in front of him, making Honaaz pause a moment to register whether they were with him or not. When it became clear that they were not, he brought the blade around in a sharp swing, carving two of them in half in a single blow, before driving his heel into the chest of the third.

      He didn’t even stop, staggering forward, racing deeper into the fog.

      Thunder rumbled somewhere distantly.

      Weather Watchers.

      Where the fuck were they? The thunder meant that the storms were coming, but more than that, it meant that the attack had followed them. The last time they had fought, Honaaz had barely managed to escape, and he didn’t know if he’d be able to get free if they came at him with the same energy again. He had to find a way, though.

      Where the fuck is Lily?

      He spun, holding his blade as he did, sweeping his gaze around him. There was no fucking sign of her. He closed his eyes for a moment. When he did, he traced what he could feel from Boney. He opened his eyes, kicked somebody that came toward him, then plunged into the darkness once again.

      He moved as if he were on a ship rocking through the waves. When he did that, it seemed like some of that dark energy began to buckle and fade around him, as though the wind that was drawing that energy in eased back. Honaaz could handle that much, he knew.

      He had to keep moving, though.

      Then he found Lily.

      Well, it seemed as if Lily found him. He felt an explosion, then another, and another. As soon as he felt them, he was pulled toward those blasts, knowing that if Lily was out there attacking with them, then he needed to get to her and fight at her side.

      She was up on a rooftop.

      “Lily?” he called.

      She crouched, then looked down at him. “What are you doing here? I thought you were supposed be back there.”

      “I heard you. I thought you needed help.”

      She smiled tightly. “Well, I appreciate that, but I can handle this. Besides, I can stay up here, and you can’t.” She frowned at him, and then she grabbed on to the roof, dangled for a second, and dropped to the ground. She sprang up and spun, tossing something down one of the nearby streets that suddenly exploded with a loud pop. “This is not going so well,” she muttered, looking along the street as she did. “I don’t know what Kanar was thinking. We aren’t going to be able to keep ahead of whatever is coming through here.”

      “I don’t know what is coming through here,” Honaaz said. “Is it just the fucking Bloodless?”

      “If that was all it was, it would be easy enough. I can sense something else. The Alainsith that came with Jal are helping, but I don’t know if that’s going to be enough.”

      “Are you sure they’re helping?” Honaaz asked, looking around him. That darkness continued to flow toward them as if it were alive. He and Lily were somewhat protected, but it seemed almost like it was protecting them from the energy of the blade, and nothing else. “They aren’t anywhere near here.”

      “Not yet, but I think we just have to give them more time. At least, it seems that way. I don’t know.” She shrugged, and then she turned again, tossing another of her bone talismans. This one crackled, sparks began to sputter from it, and a burst of flame shot out.

      “That was different,” he said.

      “I might’ve helped with it,” another voice said.

      Esmerelda stepped out of the shadows. Honaaz hadn’t even seen her.

      “I thought you were with the others,” he said.

      “I was, but decided that I was better suited for this.” She looked over to Lily. “Somebody has encouraged me to see that there are times when our people need to fight.”

      Esmerelda grabbed something in her pouch, and then she threw it. It looked like a disk that swirled, long tendrils shooting from it like vines that streaked outward. It caught buildings, and then it expanded even more.

      “That way should be safe,” Esmerelda said.

      “What are we even doing?” Lily asked her. “The others are back at the executioner court, doing whatever it is that they’re doing there, and we are out here dealing with Bloodless, and maybe the Alainsith, but why? If this is about buying time, then what are we buying time for?”

      “Hopefully for answers. But if not, then we buy time before our destruction.”

      “That’s not what I wanted to fucking hear,” Honaaz grumbled.

      Boney roared from somewhere nearby.

      Honaaz darted in that direction. It took him down a side street, where he found Boney surrounded by what looked like twenty of the Bloodless.

      They were large like the men from the Isles. And they weren’t Weather Watchers. They were silent as they converged upon Boney, who slashed at them, but they kept moving.

      “I can help, but I don’t know if I can do so without exploding anything,” Lily said.

      “I’ve got this,” Honaaz said. He stormed ahead despite Lily’s protestations, and he grabbed his bone blade. He felt the power within it, along with the strange power within his uncle’s sword. Honaaz raged forward, slashing through the Bloodless. He kicked at them, creating an opening, and then he reached Boney.

      The talisman looked up at him with a flicker of recognition, then snarled again. Honaaz snarled in response.

      The two of them started fighting the Bloodless. Honaaz used his blades like Boney used his claws, and together they ripped through their enemies, until the whole army of Bloodless was down.

      Boney roared again. Honaaz patted him on the head, but he realized something. Boney had roared for a particular reason.

      One after another, the other berahn joined Boney, howling in response. They were not just spread out behind them, like the berahn that had come with them would have done, but they were ahead of them as well.

      “Well, fuck,” Honaaz muttered.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “Listen. You can hear it. There are more berahn. If it’s anything like what we dealt with in that other city, then this is going to be the same problem we faced there, with the berahn trying to kill us.”

      “Then we have to just fight through it.”

      “I don’t fucking know if we are going to be able to. You’ve seen those bastards fighting. If they cut through to us, we’re going to have some trouble.”

      “Then what?” Lily asked.

      “Well, I think we have to turn the berahn the same way we did before, but that had always been done by the tall bastard.”

      “You know the song,” Esmerelda said.

      Honaaz turned to her. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “I can see that you do. I can see from the way you’re standing, and from the energy you have within you, that you can tell what that means. I can feel it, even. It’s the song that matters—the song is what the berahn respond to. If Jal is right, then it’s the song they connect to, that tells them there is something there, something old and ancient that ties them to a different sort of power. That is what you need to understand and reach.”

      Honaaz squeezed both blades. As he did, he began to rock, listening, hearing the crackling of thunder and lightning, feeling the wind as it whipped around him, and trying to think of what they were telling him, even though he understood that the song was the key. He wasn’t sure what they needed to do.

      “I can try, but I’m not sure if it’s going to make a difference.”

      “All we can do is try,” Esmerelda said.

      He listened to the sounds of the ocean, and as he did, he couldn’t help but wonder if Boney had brought him here because the talisman had thought he needed it, or if there was something here. The thunder was a loud rumbling that carried the same intensity he’d been hearing. Honaaz listened to the sound and could feel that energy filling the air. He listened to it and found himself swaying with a different rhythm, though he started to question whether that was what Boney had wanted. Perhaps the talisman had recognized that he needed to know something different, that he needed to hear a different sound or be drawn to the water in a different way. But Honaaz wasn’t sure.

      “Now that we are here, what do you think your talisman wants?” Esmerelda asked.

      “I don’t know,” Honaaz muttered. “He brought us down here, but he doesn’t like to talk.”

      She arched a brow at Boney. “Doesn’t it?”

      Thunder rumbled again distantly, and Honaaz looked out over the water, listening to the storm. As he did, he felt some part of it crackling against them.

      “Is this why you want me down here?” Honaaz asked Boney. “You wanted me to be here for the storm because I needed to?”

      Honaaz could feel something in the storm, almost as if it was telling him something. Maybe Boney was telling him something too. He looked over to Lily, who was quiet as she reached into a pouch and pulled something out of it, though he couldn’t tell what it was.

      “How many ships do you think are out there?” Lily asked, finally breaking the silence between them.

      Honaaz cupped a hand over his brow and stared out, wishing he had the owl talisman still connected to him. When they had abandoned Sanaron, that talisman had stayed behind.

      “I can’t see. I don’t suppose you have another owl talisman that you can connect me to?” he asked Lily jokingly.

      She reached into her pouch, then handed him a small carving of an owl, much like the last one she had given him. Honaaz hesitated a moment, before he pricked his finger and smeared the blood around it, feeling just the faintest tug as he did. The sense of the owl began to flow into him, much as the talisman started to expand on his hand until it stood. He threw it into the air, where it danced on the currents of wind, circling for a moment until it took off, streaking away toward the sea.

      He began to see the difference and the distinction out in the distance, and he could make out the danger that was up ahead: There were dozens of ships. The owl started to circle again and then turn back.

      Honaaz felt the lightning hit the talisman before it actually struck. The talisman shook heavily until the bone shattered.

      He jerked back, blinked for a moment, and looked over to Lily. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “How many did you see?”

      “More than we had in Sanaron.”

      She nodded. “That was my fear as well.”

      “We can’t fight them here.”

      Honaaz didn’t know Jorash very well, and it was strange standing in a foreign city on a foreign shore, listening to the familiar sounds of the ocean and feeling the familiar wind and smelling the familiar salt. All of this felt like it was supposed to be here, but he felt out of place.

      He raised the swords and swayed, the wind whistling around him.

      “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to use that against them,” Lily said, looking back at him. “I don’t know if it would make a difference either, if you could. There are too many. I think Jal was right.”

      She smeared her finger along something, and she set it down. He recognized it. He’d seen something similar in Sanaron. It looked like some bizarre creature with woven grass tentacles. As she tossed it into the water, he scrambled for it before it got too far, and added a hint of his own blood to it.

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      “It was about me giving it a little bit more,” he said. “If that’s going to do anything like it did in Sanaron, then we should give it every opportunity.”

      He felt the draining from this far more abruptly than he had with the owl. A cool chill washed over him as the creature continued to grow, this time far more rapidly. But something else happened. He could feel it much like he could feel Boney, but he was also aware of something else.

      “I think the Weather Watchers are building something, and I don’t know how much time we have,” Honaaz said. “Whenever they have worked with storms like this before, it usually goes pretty quickly. If these ships get into shore and we are swarmed, we’re going to be overwhelmed. The storm clouds are hiding ships. I can’t see them, and I wonder even with your talisman if I would’ve been able to see them, but that’s what they’re doing. And so we have to get fucking Reims so that we can let him help us.” He looked over to Esmerelda. “Is this why we need the song?”

      “I think we need the song for more than just your Weather Watchers.”

      Lily touched Honaaz’s arm, and he turned to look down at her. “It’s going to be okay,” she said.

      “It’s not.”

      He could feel the weather shifting, the storm surging, and the energy building. This was a storm. A real storm. When they had been in Sanaron, and the energy of the storm had been growing stronger, Honaaz had not felt the same intensity to it as he did now. But he could feel it rising around them, and he could feel the way the storm was intensifying, to the point where it would explode. And then what?

      Honaaz knew what would happen then. They would die.

      “We should leave. Retreat,” he said.

      “And go where?” Lily asked. “You’ve seen what they do. You’ve seen where they can go.”

      “There has to be someplace we can retreat to that they aren’t going to pose a problem.”

      “I think we have to fight them here.”

      She crouched down and started pulling items out of a pouch, then activating them with her blood. Honaaz knew how much that was going to take out of her, and that regardless of how much she tried, she still wouldn’t have enough to overpower what was coming in their direction.

      He looked over to Esmerelda, who was doing much the same. “Would you talk some sense into her?” he said.

      “What sense is there to talk? I don’t disagree with her. This is something we need to do.”

      “But we can retreat.”

      Esmerelda shook her head. “But we cannot.”

      The dark energy of the storm was rolling toward them, and he understood the storm in a way he hadn’t before. It was the power of the Lost combined with the power of the Weather Watchers. There might even be some of the power of his people mixed in, something that he hadn’t even known existed until he had met up with Lily and fucking Reims and the tall bastard. But now that he understood that, now that he knew his people had power, Honaaz couldn’t deny what it was, and maybe even not what he was.

      He gripped his blades and looked down at Boney. “I guess we fight. What do you say?”

      The talisman roared.

      Honaaz raised his swords overhead, feeling the energy around him, that crackling of power that suggested something more within the storms. The power radiated outward from not just the storms, but from the Lost and whatever they represented.

      He would fight by Lily’s side.

      As he glanced down at where she was placing more talismans on the ground, smearing her blood on them, he suspected he might die by her side as well.

      If that’s what it takes, then so be it.

      He didn’t go anywhere as the storm continued to rage and the darkness moved toward them. He watched the chaos of it, as if standing on the bow of a ship as torrential rain was bearing down on them. It wouldn’t be the first time, but maybe it would be the last. He swayed, the way he once had when he had stood on the deck of the ship, feeling the energy of the storm, and he tried to focus on what it meant.

      He slipped the bone blade back into its sheath. That was not what would be useful now.

      He needed his uncle’s sword. His people’s sword. The Elder blade.

      A streak of lightning shot down toward them.

      Honaaz watched it, almost as if it came down slowly enough that he could follow the direction of it.

      And he saw that it was coming straight toward Lily.

      He raised the sword, and he cried out. The lightning arced toward the blade, surging into it. Honaaz squeezed. The blade took most of the power, but it kept shooting into the sword until the vibration of the blade began to become too much.

      And then the sword shattered, leaving little more than the hilt and a fragment of a blade.

      Another burst of lightning came.

      Honaaz looked down at Lily, saw the fear in her eyes as she noticed the shattered blade.

      He knew what he would do.

      He went to stand over her. If he could protect her one last time, he would.
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KANAR

        

      

    

    
      The blade vibrated with a musical quality, leaving a humming in the air that seemed to call to Kanar. It was almost as if the blade recognized the room, and realized that this was where it was meant to be, to the point where Kanar found himself squeezing the hilt of the sword and trying to keep the blade controlled as he gripped it. The room was ancient, with a massive ceiling that stretched high overhead. The sculptures that ringed the walls looked down with an odd energy pouring out of them, making him all too aware of how they were almost certainly Alainsith in origin.

      He looked at the others in the room with him. Jagger was staring at one of the sculptures, as was Jal. Morgan was picking her way around the room and looking for books, pausing at one shelf before pulling a book out and thumbing through it. He searched for Honaaz but did not see the large man.

      “Where did Honaaz go?” he asked.

      “He heard Lily,” Jal said. “He thought she needed help.”

      “Did she?”

      “I don’t know.”

      It would surprise Kanar if true. Lily was so competent that he had a hard time thinking she would have needed any help, but then again, the things they were dealing with were beyond anything he had dealt with before, to the point where it was possible that this might be more than Lily could withstand.

      “I can feel it,” Jagger said, looking over to Morgan. They had a strange bond ever since Kanar had come upon them again, though were he and Esmerelda so different? He had gotten to know her better, and had come to appreciate the hegen woman to the point where he valued her opinion and comments almost as much as anyone else he knew.

      “It wasn’t like this before,” Morgan said. She turned to Kanar. “When we came through here the last time, we were only here a little while, but had there been any activity or any sense of this, I think we would have known. It would have been distinct enough for us to have recognized it.”

      “Then what do you think this is?” Jagger asked.

      “This is the song,” Jal said.

      He had a curious expression on his face. For so long, Jal had always tried to come across as relaxed, to the extent that he seemed far too at ease with many of the things he and Kanar had done, but Kanar saw the tension within Jal, and he understood him well enough that he knew the source of it. Though Jal might recognize the song, Kanar wondered if he resented the fact that he was not permitted to be one of the Bearers.

      “What are we supposed to do with it, then?” Jagger asked.

      “We listen,” Jal said. He moved on to another of the statues and stared up at it, his eyes wide.

      Jagger and Morgan walked off together, talking quietly about what they would have to do. Perhaps their experience with each other, and with what they had seen, would help them understand how their song would work in a better way than anything Kanar or Jal might be able to offer.

      But Jal needed him.

      Kanar hurried over to his friend. “What is it?” he asked.

      “I can hear the song. It’s one that feels like it has always been sung, but it’s different, I suppose. This is what my grandfather wanted me to know.”

      “You told me that the song helps you understand the past. How are we supposed to use that so we can know what we’re to do?”

      Jal gave him a small smile. “I told you that it’s more than just the past, Kanar.”

      “That’s right,” he said, chuckling slightly. “You told me that it has to do with the past, the present, and even the future.”

      Jal shrugged. “You think it does not?”

      “I don’t know what to make of any of these things any longer. Is it similar to the hegen cards?”

      “What are the cards but another way of telling a story? What is the song but the same? So in answer to that, I would say yes, it is similar to the hegen cards, but the cards tell a story in a different way.”

      Kanar regarded Jal for a long moment. He recognized the uncertainty in his friend’s eyes, much like he recognized that there may not be anything he could tell him.

      “What’s bothering you?” Kanar asked.

      “What makes you think that anything is bothering me?”

      “Because I know you, Jal. We’ve worked together enough that I’ve seen that expression before.”

      “We have, haven’t we? It’s been good. We have seen much.”

      Kanar nodded. “We have.”

      “And you have proven something that I think my grandfather would have once appreciated. He believed that the Bearer could be anyone. He believed that anyone could learn the song and carry that forward, and be responsible for ensuring that the past and the present and the future are united as they are supposed to be.”

      “What are you going on about, Jal? It sounds like you⁠—”

      “I can hear it, Kanar. I can hear the way the song is ringing, but I can’t tell where it’s guiding us.” There was a look in his eyes that seemed to cry out. A look that left Kanar worried for him.

      “I can hear the sword and what it’s trying to do, but I don’t know what more you think I should know.”

      “I don’t either, though I’m trying to,” Jal said. “I’m trying to understand, and trying to make sense of what is here, but unfortunately, I cannot.” He looked up at the sculptures. “These are the memories of my people. Another way of passing on the song, I suspect.”

      “If that’s the case, then shouldn’t we be able to use something here to make sense of what we are to do?”

      “That’s what I also thought, but as I listen, I’m not hearing what needs to happen.”

      “Maybe because you aren’t a Bearer,” Kanar said.

      Jal laughed. “Have I finally convinced you that all of this was meant to be?”

      “I don’t know that I needed convincing.”

      “Perhaps not. Perhaps all you needed was to have an opportunity to see it for yourself. I suspect that has been the hardest part for you.”

      “Actually, the hardest part for me has been moving past what I believed of magic,” Kanar said.

      “And yet, what you call magic is simply a part of the world, and has always been there.”

      “How are we going to stop them?”

      Jal sighed. “I thought I would find an answer here, but now I don’t know. Maybe there isn’t one. And…”

      Kanar understood then. “You had hoped to be a Bearer.”

      Jal looked over at him. “When you learn about the song, and you learn the truth behind it, you wonder if you are going to be the one chosen for that. For so long, I understood the song, even if I wasn’t sure I would ever hear it in its entirety. Now that I have heard aspects of it, I have started to wonder why I was not given the opportunity to know the song and participate in it. I wonder why I could not be a Bearer.”

      Kanar held out the blade, offering it to Jal. “I don’t need to be one.”

      “I think that you do. You’ve seen how the blade is bonded, and how there is little you can do to separate from it until it is time. I don’t know what would be involved in separating it, nor do I know if it would even be possible.”

      When they had been attacked in Sanaron, the Prophet had believed that they could take Morgan’s sword from her, but they could only do so by using another of the Elder blades.

      Kanar looked back at the others. “You could use one of theirs. I’m sure Jagger or Morgan or⁠—”

      Jal turned to him, and his smile was sad, but there was more to it. Kanar wondered what that expression was and why he could see it so clearly in Jal’s eyes, but it was more than just sadness that lingered.

      “I don’t think your blade was meant to be mine.”

      “Why?”

      “You have believed that you have my people’s Elder blade, but I don’t think you do,” Jal said.

      “So whose do I have?”

      “Why, you have yours.”

      Kanar frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “Look at these.” He gestured around the room. “Look around you. What do you see?”

      “I see seven sculptures.”

      “Seven sculptures. Seven families.” Jal kept looking at one of them, his gaze unmoving. “We thought there were three. Well, we thought there were four, but one of them had been Lost. We did not realize there were others. Or we had forgotten…” His words drifted off, and he took a deep breath, before finally letting it out. “Perhaps that had been intentional. Or perhaps something had been done to make us forget.” He looked down to Kanar’s sword. “I told you that these blades are connected to the song. And that is something that’s bridged between the past, the present, and the future. If a few notes are forgotten…” He shrugged. “Perhaps the song starts later. And when it does, we don’t remember what had come before.”

      “You think your people intentionally made it so that they would be forgotten?”

      “I don’t know. Not until we hear the entire song. But seven, Kanar.”

      Kanar studied the statues around them. “So there are seven. We have your family, the southern family, the Juut.” He pursed his lips, thinking through it. “Honaaz and those of the Isles, along with the Lost, which leaves… Well, I believe it leaves the Weather Watchers, but the seventh…”

      He looked back to Jal, who was nodding slowly.

      “You think Reyand?”

      “I think aspects of it. And I suspect the Reyand king has known. Or at least suspected. Perhaps the Alainsith that stayed here chose to remain among men. We wondered how humans overpowered the Alainsith, but perhaps they did not. Perhaps the Alainsith did.”

      And it fit, Kanar realized. With what Esmerelda had told him about the hegen art, along with what he had seen, why wouldn’t it make sense that the hegen were somehow tied to the Alainsith?

      “But then you mentioned my blade?” Kanar asked.

      “A gift from your king. A special blade. Even he knew it.”

      “He did.”

      It was easy to remember the day he’d been given the sword, and how he had felt  rewarded for what he had done. Porman had handed him the blade with far more intensity in his gaze than he usually had, to the point where Kanar had felt an obligation to serve. When he later abandoned Reyand, he had been tempted to return the sword, but it had been a gift to him, and he also wanted to keep it.

      “If this is one of the Elder blades, and if this was tied to whatever family once lived here⁠—”

      “Still lives here,” Jal clarified.

      “Fine, still lives here. Then what of your family?”

      “My people have always preferred the trees. Well, my mother’s family. My father’s family was different. You see, I am a bridge, as have others been before me, meant to bring my family closer to those in the south. Or perhaps to bring those in the south closer to the ones in the north. My father was chosen to unite with my mother. And the result was me.” He smiled and shrugged.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean what I say, Kanar. So when you ask about my people, I assume you mean those in the north where you visited, but I have ties to the south as well. Perhaps not as strong, since I was not raised there, but my grandfather came from those lands, and he passed on their lessons.” He started to rock in place, his feet shifting as he did. “When I think of his lessons, I think of the songs he wanted me to know, and I can feel it.”

      Thunder rumbled distantly. Kanar hadn’t seen the storms moving in, but it wouldn’t be terribly surprising given what they had encountered up until this point. The Weather Watchers had been aggressive with sending the storms at them, enough that they had been chased by the wind and the rain and the thunder.

      “It’s still not an answer,” Kanar said. “Morgan has the southern blade. I always assumed I had the northern one.”

      Jal shook his head. “But that blade would not have been from the north. There would be another, one that would be closer to my people, one that would be more suited for what we have done.”

      “Which is what?”

      “We’ve always wanted peace,” Jal said. He turned, and he looked at Jagger.

      Kanar snorted. “His blade?”

      “I suspect that is the case.”

      “Then you should take it from him.”

      “I could no more take it from him than I could take yours from you. He is the Bearer of it, perhaps even more so than you, as he has carried the burden of that blade for many years, and he has ensured that it was used in the manner that it has long been meant to be used.”

      “How do you know that is how it was meant to be used?”

      “I can hear it.” Jal closed his eyes. “I can hear its song, much like I can hear the song from Morgan’s blade. I wondered why I could not hear yours. I’ve never understood, but seeing the two blades together, it makes sense. It’s as if two parts of me, the two sides of my family, are bridged together in a way I can now feel.”

      Another rumble of thunder came, and it sounded closer.

      Kanar sighed, looking over at Jal. “What do we do now?”

      “I would suggest that we find how to use these blades in the way they were meant.”

      Jagger and Morgan watched them. Without Honaaz, they only had three of the Elder blades in this room. If the Lost and the Weather Watchers were to come, what would they do?

      Kanar didn’t know if they had enough experience to withstand that kind of an attack.

      But there also remained the other challenge.

      “Can you hear the song?” Jal asked.

      “I hear it,” Kanar said softly. “And better yet, I can feel it.”

      “Good. You will need to. You must always remember that the song lives inside of you. Regardless of what happens with the blade, it’s what is inside of you that must be maintained. That is where the song comes from. You add your experience to it.”

      The sky boomed again, and each peal of thunder seemed as if it were moving closer and closer, telling Kanar that they were running out of time, if they were not already too late. Each time he heard it, and felt it, he knew that they were in greater danger, and he knew that they might not be able to do anything more.

      He took a breath and turned to the others. “Is there anything here that helps you understand your song?”

      “Nothing,” Morgan said.

      “This was once the heart of the executioner court,” Jagger said. “I’ve been here many times, yet I have not felt anything.” He looked down at his sword.

      “Does the sword tell you anything?” Kanar asked.

      “Not the way it should.”

      Kanar had found his song, but Morgan and Jagger still had to uncover theirs, if they were going to be of much use. The problem for Kanar—and for the rest of them, he suspected—was that none knew quite what that would entail.

      Jal was rocking in place again with his eyes closed, as if he were searching for some answer and not finding it.

      “How do you suggest we find the song?” Jagger asked.

      “Can you help them, Jal?” Kanar said.

      Jal finally opened his eyes and looked over to them, before he continued his steady rocking. A pained expression on his face seemed to prevent him from saying anything.

      “Jal?” Kanar said.

      “I don’t know. I was hopeful that we would find something here, where there is a memory and echo of what had once been. I can hear it, and I suspect that you can as well, as the song seems to be building here, but it’s not so loud that I can understand what it’s trying to tell me.”

      Kanar walked over to one of the sculptures and held his sword out. “Do we just bring the blade to the past?”

      “Perhaps that would work,” Jal said, “or maybe it would not. It might not even matter, as the answer is not in here.” He looked around. “Maybe it never could have been. I thought the answer would be here because this is a place of the past, the place of my people. I can see it in their faces, the way they once would have joined together, as if to try to carry out what they intended, but…”

      “What did they intend?”

      Jal stopped between Jagger and Morgan, and then he grabbed both of their arms. They tried to jerk free, but Jal was stronger than he looked. He was Alainsith.

      He began to rock again, humming as he did, his song carrying out from him, filling the room. There was something to that song that Kanar could feel, as if the song itself were trying to bind him to something more, something he should know, but could not completely hear. He looked over to Jagger and Morgan, and though they had gotten stiff, neither of them continued trying to pull away. They waited to see what else Jal might try to do.

      Kanar listened to the way Jal was singing, and to the energy he carried with him. As he listened, he could hear more within it, and he began to feel something.

      It seemed to reverberate within the sword.

      And as it did, he started to recognize some aspect of it that was powerful, but it was more than just that.

      “This place,” Jal said. “It was meant to be a place where they would come together. Where they would share the song. Where they would find peace. But something changed.” His brow furrowed. “I can’t hear all of it, only aspects of it. Notes, really, but it’s incomplete. I think that if we were to bring them together, I might understand it better. Perhaps if Honaaz were here.”

      A rumble of thunder boomed loud enough that it shook the building, causing dust to float down from the rooftop. It was like an explosion. Kanar could almost imagine Lily sitting up above him, tossing some of her hegen art down.

      “If the answer isn’t here, then we need to get moving,” he said. “I don’t know how much longer we have.”

      “If the answer isn’t here, then what are we doing staying in the city?” Jagger asked.

      Morgan frowned at him, looking as if she wanted to ask a different question, but also as if she didn’t know what that question should be. Neither did Kanar. The only thing he knew was that Jagger was right. If the answer wasn’t here, then why were they?

      “Any suggestions, Jal?” Kanar asked.

      “We have to interrupt what they’re doing, and it’s tied to the blades, but I’m not sure how. Not any longer. Maybe it was never for me to stop.” He watched Kanar as he said it.

      Kanar looked down at his blade, squeezing the hilt. He could feel the vibration, and every so often, it sounded almost as if a berahn would howl in the distance. It gave him a better understanding of the blade, which surprised him. He began to wonder why they did so, but perhaps the berahn remembered when others had not.

      Maybe that was why the Lost had tried to control the berahn. They were a part of it. At least, they had once been a part of it, though Kanar wondered if they still could be. When another peal of thunder reverberated through, shaking the building again, he pulled on Jal and dragged him.

      The others looked over to him.

      “We should go. The answer isn’t here.”

      “But the answer could be,” Jal said.

      “The answer isn’t here. Isn’t that what you said? And it doesn’t even matter. The blades, if they work the way you claim, are meant to unite the past, the present, and the future. We have to find some way to do that.”

      Thunder began to boom even more, sounding like explosions.

      As it did, there was something in that thunder that carried more than just the energy of the storm. It seemed to carry the promise of violence, and the promise of futility.
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      The city was quiet for once. Meyer had taken to patrolling around the perimeter of the wall, looking for signs of any additional Alainsith magic, and so far had not encountered anything beyond what they had seen following the initial attack. That had been little more than an attempted incursion that had caused some concern about the timing of the invasion, but there had been no further sign of more attackers, so the hegen had continued working.

      Meyer stood at the entrance to the palace, waiting to gain entry. The pair of Realmsguard standing guard kept him from getting inside, but at least they had responded to him this time, not like the last time he had been here. He had grown increasingly frustrated by how they had denied him entry, though he understood the reason behind it, especially in a time of war and with what had happened to the king.

      Pippin was not with him today, having reached a point where he could work somewhat independently. Meyer needed him to have that autonomy, and he had pushed the boy far faster than he had ever pushed Finn. He’d been pleased to note that Pippin had a measure of independence, along with a stubborn streak that helped in that situation.

      All around him was the quiet and calm of the city, as if everyone within Verendal seemed to anticipate the fact that they were under duress, and waited for the possible attack to come. Everyone had been given an opportunity to continue preparing and making necessary accommodations for the potential danger.

      The gate swung open, and one of the Realmsguard looked out at him. “You may enter.”

      “It’s about time,” Meyer muttered, though he didn’t say it loudly, not wanting to anger the Realmsguard any more than he already had. He needed to get inside so he could talk to the king. He didn’t know what Porman might tell him—if anything.

      The Realmsguard let him go alone. Meyer made his way through the garden, noting that in the last week, some weeds had begun to overtake it, which was unusual for the palace.

      The front doors opened when he reached them, and a servant ushered him inside quickly. He hesitated and looked around, searching for signs of any other servants, and found none. Several Realmsguard were stationed along the hall. None of them were actively patrolling. Instead, they were simply waiting and watching, as if they also anticipated another attack.

      He looked over to the man who had greeted him. He was younger than the usual servants, and he had on a white jacket and pants, but Meyer caught sight of a flash of brown beneath it, and he realized that this man must have been hegen.

      “You’re one of the people,” Meyer said, almost too startled to keep the comment to himself. He knew better, and knew he should be careful, especially if he was making an accusation that this man did not want known.

      Then again, these days the hegen were helping the kingdom in ways that very few others were. The hegen were ensuring the safety and stability of Reyand much more than the vaunted Realmsguard.

      “We serve in our own way,” the man said. “I’m Payeld. Esmerelda asked that I grant you an audience.”

      “I’ve been asking for the last few days,” Meyer said. It had been longer, but he didn’t want to irritate the man.

      Payeld bowed, tipping his head ever so slightly as he looked up at Meyer and met his gaze. “My apologies, Master Meyer. I had not known that you had come. If I had, I would have made sure you were granted access, but unfortunately it was kept from me. Not through any malevolence, I’m certain, but mostly as a means of protecting me, along with protecting King Porman during his recovery.”

      “I see. And now…”

      Meyer had received a summons this time, which had been the only reason that he had bothered to return to the palace, especially as he had been busy with so many other aspects of what he had taken as his responsibilities. He had not anticipated that he would have been granted an audience otherwise.

      “Much has begun to change,” Payeld said.

      Meyer nodded. “It has. The Alainsith have started their attack, though we have seen to the safety and stability of the city as much as we can. Of course, you probably know that.”

      Payeld bowed his head again, and he smiled politely. “My people have been doing all they can, but there is a certain danger in everything we’ve done, and the question remains just how much we will be able to undo.”

      “We just have to defend long enough.”

      He wondered how much of what Esmerelda had done had been a part of that.

      “Why don’t you accompany me,” Payeld said.

      He made sure the door was closed and then guided Meyer through the halls, though not toward the room where Meyer had spent the most time when he had visited the king in the past. Rather, he took him to the wide staircase set off from the main hall, and then up a flight of stairs. On one landing, they passed another pair of Realmsguard, both armed with swords and crossbows, and both wearing looks of steely determination. Nothing they could do would protect them, though. Not from the Alainsith—unless the hegen had provided them with some pieces of art to defend them against whatever might come. Given what Meyer had seen so far, he couldn’t help but feel as if that was probably the case. The hegen must have given the Realmsguard some means of protecting themselves. Otherwise he wondered if they would have enough.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You are here to see the king, Master Meyer, and I’m escorting you to his premises.”

      “His private quarters,” Meyer said as they reached the upper landing, and Payeld guided him down another hallway. “I thought he’d been recovering.”

      When Payeld looked over to him, Meyer realized that the king’s recovery had been little more than rumor and speculation, but it was more than just that. They had been working on the assumption that the king would improve, but now he began to see the truth.

      “He’s not getting better, is he?”

      “There are limits. I have trained in the healing arts most of my career, and have attempted to do everything I can. Esmerelda herself asked me to help, and I think it is fortuitous I was here in this city.”

      “Or perhaps you had no other choice because of the war,” Meyer said.

      Payeld nodded. “Perhaps that is it. My people joined the others that were here, and before Esmerelda left, she did ask that I offer whatever help I could to the king. Regrettably, we have not been able to do anything more. It is not the nature of my art. Perhaps if Esmerelda had been able to stay, she might have been able to do more, as her ability has certainly evolved…”

      “I haven’t seen that.”

      Payeld paused for a second, glancing along the hall before leaning toward Meyer and lowering his voice even further. “She must have learned aspects of the Alainsith art while she was gone. The level of control she has is now beyond anything any of our people have possessed in ages.”

      “I didn’t realize that,” Meyer said.

      “Oh, yes. She was always one of the most gifted among us and had a talent for reading the cards, which elevated her quickly among the people, but this is beyond that.”

      He held Meyer’s gaze for a moment longer, as if to try to tell him something more nonverbally, but then he hurried off. At the end of the hall, he stopped at a door, resting his hand on the surface and then tracing a pattern. The door came open with a soft click, and a surge of sound followed.

      “You use hegen art to seal the door closed?” Meyer asked.

      “We wanted to ensure that only those permitted to see the king were granted access to him. We can’t know who all might have come through here, and until we have a better sense of that, we aren’t going to take any chances. I’m sure you understand.”

      Meyer nodded. Even if he had managed to make it to the palace, he doubted he would’ve been able to get in to see the king. The level of protection around him…

      Did that mean the hegen were now responsible for keeping the king safe? The Realmsguard certainly had a presence here, and they offered the appearance of protection, but not only were the hegen the ones defending Reyand, now it seemed as if they were protecting the king himself.

      Yet there was only so much they could do. The hegen had limitations to their power, Meyer knew.

      He followed Payeld and stepped inside the room. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. The curtains were drawn, making it even darker, and there were no lanterns lit. The only light that streamed in came around the edge of the curtains and from out in the hall.

      A massive bed took up most of the space, and it looked as if all the furniture had been pushed toward the walls, including a table, several chairs, and even a trunk that probably had once been at the end of the bed.

      The air hung with the odor of illness and decay.

      In his time serving as an executioner, Meyer had seen many wounds, knew how they could fester, and learned how to treat and heal those to the best of his ability. And since his retirement, he’d become far more capable than most surgeons, and had as much knowledge as most of the apothecaries in the city short of Lena Jagger. He liked to think that he rivaled most of the physicians in Reyand.

      And so he recognized this smell. It was one of impending death.

      He looked to Payeld, who was watching him. “It’s not just that he’s not recovering, is it?”

      Payeld shook his head. “It is not. This is worse.”

      “I see that. He’s dying. I can smell what you have tried on him.” Meyer glanced to the table against the wall nearby, scanning the different medicines on it. He stepped over to it and recognized the neat and tidy script on the bottles.

      He snorted.

      “What is it?” Payeld asked.

      “She could have told me she was working with you,” he said softly.

      “We ask for discretion.”

      And if there was one thing that Lena was skilled at, it was definitely discretion. She would not reveal who she was healing, even if it was the king himself.

      “She is the most capable,” Meyer said. “If there’s any chance of healing the king, Lena Jagger would know.”

      “We have asked her for her expertise. Combined with my healing art, we thought we might be able to hold off the rot, but it has continued to progress to the point where his body is now failing. There are statements that need to be made.”

      The gravity of it stuck with Meyer.

      Statements needed to be made. He understood what that meant.

      Much like he understood where this was going.

      Payeld pulled a chair over and waved a hand for Meyer to sit. “When the others arrive, you may begin. We will let him rest until then.”

      “Are you certain I should be here?”

      “It was his request.”

      Meyer let out a heavy sigh, took a seat, and glanced over to the door, wondering who else might have been summoned to sit by the king.

      As he waited, he looked at Porman. He had been a young king when he had risen to power, and had always been vibrant and strong, so it was somewhat surprising to see him like this. He appeared weak, frail, and he looked old in ways he never had before. His cheeks sagged, and it seemed as if he had not shaved in a week, which would irritate the Porman that Meyer knew. His head made barely an impression on the pillow, and his hair seemed to be thinning, as if the illness had taken away his vitality.

      Studying Porman, Meyer realized that there may not be anything he could even say to him. At this point, the only thing he knew was that he was going to lose his king.

      And then what?

      He had no idea what would happen to the kingdom, or the line of succession. That had never been his concern.

      Perhaps that had been a mistake.

      He should have at least come to understand the line of succession, even if he didn’t want anything to do with determining who would rule. Especially as the war had kicked off, and Verendal had become increasingly important within the war effort.

      Porman coughed, and he opened his eyes.

      “Henry Meyer,” the king said, his voice weak and thready. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Thank you for seeing me, sire,” Meyer said, tipping his head in a polite bow.

      Porman smiled. “Always the public servant.”

      Meyer frowned. Was that some sort of comment on how he had served him over the years, or was that not a criticism?

      “I have done as my king has asked.”

      “You have always done more than your king has asked, and you have done better than most. I credit you with helping many aspects of my rule.” He started coughing again, and then winced. “It hurts, Henry.”

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t speak.”

      “I still have strength for that. They have been trying to keep me from talking, as they think it will preserve my strength, but sometimes talking actually helps me feel like the man I once was.”

      “Perhaps we can still get you help.”

      The king snorted. “I’m not so foolish as to think I have a chance of recovery now. I see and feel what has come. I don’t know what they did to me, but I feel the effect of it.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and his breathing became a bit irregular, and then he opened his eyes once again. “It shouldn’t have been like that. They should not have gained access so easily.”

      “They are Alainsith, and most of these buildings are theirs.”

      “Perhaps. But the secret, as you probably have started to discover, is that we are all Alainsith, at least in some respect.”

      Meyer’s brow furrowed.

      “Well, maybe not everybody. Those who have a measure of power are all descended from the Alainsith. The hegen, most strongly, which is why I have wanted to keep them close. You know how long it took me to come to that realization? Too many others believed that we needed to deal with magic with a heavy hand. It took understanding the world as it once had been before I came to see other ways that we should have known power.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Nor should you. But the key, Henry, is that we should have tried to understand. We should have dug into the truths that existed in front of us forever, but instead, we were focused on what we feared.” He coughed again.

      “Sire?” someone said.

      Meyer turned to see Payeld standing in the doorway. He was a little surprised to find the magister with him, along with an older woman carrying a leather briefcase.

      He recognized her. Marie Olson was one of the most skilled scribes in Verendal, and perhaps even within Reyand.

      “Good. Now that we are all here,” Porman said, coughing as he tried to sit up on an elbow, and failing, “we can begin.”

      “All of us are here?” Meyer asked, looking over to the magister.

      “All who matter. In a time of war, my council has become constricted. Magister Farrow has served me well here, and so have you, Henry. Between the two of you and Payeld, I think we have everyone we need present. At least for what I need to do now.”

      “Which is?”

      “I will get to that.”

      “Sire?” Payeld said.

      Porman looked up, and for a moment, his eyes took on the deep intensity that Meyer had come to know from the man, and it left him thinking that perhaps he had a bit more strength remaining than he realized.

      But then that strength faded, and he sagged, dropping back onto the pillow. “I don’t have enough left in me to ask my questions, Payeld.”

      The hegen healer hurried over to him. He leaned forward, whispering something softly and administering a dropper of liquid to the king’s lips.

      “Are we sure we can trust him?” the magister said, taking a seat next to Meyer.

      Meyer frowned. “He has Esmerelda’s blessing.”

      “But we are talking about the hegen⁠—”

      “The people who are defending Verendal—and the remains of Reyand. You don’t think we should trust one man who has power you can’t quite understand, but who is obviously serving your king?”

      The magister sat back. “Very well. Why do you think we’ve been summoned here?”

      “Because he’s dying,” Meyer said.

      Payeld straightened, and he stepped to the side, giving Meyer another clean look at Porman. The king’s eyes were bright and blazing with intensity again. Meyer didn’t know which stimulant Payeld had administered—if it even was any sort of medicinal stimulant rather than a magical one—but he was certain that the hegen had given him something to help him stay alert, which suggested that whatever Porman intended to say would be important.

      “Tell me about the city first,” Porman said.

      “As well as we can,” Meyer said.

      He detailed what the hegen had been doing, the protections that were placed around the city, and the ways they were integrating within the war effort. The king listened, nodding periodically, never dozing off. The stimulant was working quite well.

      Once Meyer was done with his report, the king leaned back and closed his eyes, though this time his breathing remained regular. When he opened his eyes, he looked from the magister to Meyer. “As you have surmised, the attack has wounded me. Initially, I thought I might make a full recovery, but the Alainsith incursion was insidious. It planted some dark seed inside of me that seems to be growing and festering, causing rot to spread. Unfortunately, there is nothing that can be done for me. The hegen have tried, as have those who have a different understanding of healing.”

      Meyer couldn’t help but wonder what different understanding that might be. He only knew of a few kinds of magic, and hegen was the most common in the kingdom. That and witchcraft, but the king had outlawed witchcraft.

      “And so it is time for me to make a proclamation.”

      “Which is why she is here?” the magister asked, looking over to Marie.

      She had set up her supplies, erecting a small table that she must’ve stored inside her briefcase, and placing a stack of papers on it. She pulled out a bottle of ink and a pen, then waited.

      “Exactly,” Porman said. “This proclamation must be made in the presence of witnesses, and it must be notarized to be as official as possible. Regrettably, I cannot make a public proclamation. My strength is simply not there for that, but this should suffice—provided the two of you, along with Payeld and our kind scribe, do not bicker.”

      Meyer glanced over to the magister, before turning his attention back to the king. “Bicker, sire?”

      “Yes. Bicker. What I must say has to do with the fate of Reyand itself. Today I will make my proclamation for succession.”
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      Lily was exhausted from making her talismans, using everything she could spill out of herself to create protections. She knew there were limits to her power, and to the number of Alainsith bones she had carved ahead of time, but she also knew that this was what needed to be done. She could practically feel something about it deep within her, an answer that seemed to be there, though she wasn’t sure what it was.

      The thunder and lightning had been building with a vibrant intensity, and each time it crackled, she felt it deep within her. It was some magical origin, she knew, even if she had no idea what it was, nor did she know how she could feel it so acutely.

      When a bolt of lightning streaked down, she looked up just in time to see Honaaz lunging forward, his blade in hand, holding it out as if to deflect the storm.

      Lightning spilled into it, and Lily froze.

      That entire moment locked in her mind. She could do nothing more than stare. She watched and waited, knowing that there would be nothing more that she could do. Hopefully Honaaz and his blade were strong enough to withstand that blast, which she knew was a magical one, and yet she also knew that it might be more than what Honaaz could tolerate.

      Then the afterimage of the lightning cleared.

      Honaaz was still holding the sword, but they were the broken fragments of it.

      The Elder blade had shattered.

      Honaaz looked down at her.

      Sadness filled her. Not for her, or for them, but for Honaaz. That had been his uncle’s sword. It was the one thing that still tied him to his people, a memory of what he had retained despite his people having mutinied against him and his uncle.

      As she started to stand, lightning flew toward them. Honaaz raced to cover her.

      “No!” she screamed.

      She hurriedly pricked her finger, smeared blood on three distinct pieces of uncarved bone, and tossed them in a quick triangle around her, Esmerelda, and Honaaz. Esmerelda looked over to Lily, her eyes wide, as if she understood just what Lily was willing to do—and sacrifice.

      For Honaaz, Lily would do it.

      She knew what she needed to do, and she was willing to.

      Weakness washed over her.

      But it didn’t matter.

      This was the kind of art she had always been meant to form. She would use what she needed to protect her people, and Honaaz was her people, regardless of whether he was born of the hegen or not.

      The lightning struck, and Lily felt each electrical burst as it coursed down, counting over a dozen flashes. The power came from multiple Weather Watchers, all of them targeting the three of them.

      She staggered, falling. Lily couldn’t get up.

      But she wasn’t going to fail here.

      She tried moving. Her arms ached, as if she had absorbed the lightning herself. She found that she was lying on the stone, and rolled over to see Honaaz there. He scooped her up, shaking his head and mouthing something to her.

      “I did what I had to do.”

      “Stupid,” Honaaz said as he settled her on top of Boney.

      Something changed when he did. Perhaps because her hand still had her own blood smeared on it, but she began to feel energy that she had been unaware of streaming into her. It started slowly and began to build, but gradually her vision cleared, and she looked over to see Honaaz crouching next to Esmerelda.

      Esmerelda had begun to work on other talismans. Lily couldn’t see what she was doing, but as she lay on top of the talisman, she could feel the energy flowing into her, as if Boney were somehow redirecting power. Was she drawing from Honaaz?

      She didn’t know. She wasn’t even sure how any of this worked. For all she knew, Boney shouldn’t even exist, but here he was, almost alive.

      Then he roared.

      Maybe he was alive.

      “We need to move,” Esmerelda said.

      Lily sat up, looking around. The storm front, filled with the lightning and thunder that had been approaching, was moving along the shoreline, much faster than it had been before. She braced herself, but she wasn’t sure she would be able to do anything. She didn’t have any more talismans to use.

      “Can’t run. Have to fight,” Honaaz said.

      “Maybe there’s something I can do,” Lily said.

      She started to focus on the sea monster she had created, but she realized something: There was more than one sea monster. She had made only one here, but she had carved others in Sanaron, and somehow they had followed.

      They were out in the bay.

      When she closed her eyes, she felt a similar connection to them as she felt to the hawk-owl when she focused on that. For that matter, she felt the same connection now to Boney, something that Lily found startling. She concentrated on it, listening, feeling that power, and she knew that there was something more.

      “Target them,” she told them.

      The creatures seemed to respond. It was a strange feeling for her to have, but she was distinctly aware of how those sea monsters suddenly started swimming, and she could practically even see their tentacles as they carved through the water toward a ship in the distance.

      When one of them was struck, Lily found herself smiling.

      Then another, then another. The sea monsters were attacking.

      “We might have bought ourselves some time,” she said.

      “I can feel that. What the fuck is going on?” Honaaz asked.

      “What you feel are our little talismans.”

      Honaaz grunted. “They don’t feel that fucking little.”

      Lily frowned, and as she focused, she realized that he was right. They were enormous. They had to be nearly the same size as one of the ships. Large enough that if they were attacked by anyone on the ships, they might even withstand it.

      The owl had not been able to handle the attack, and had shattered under the force of the Weather Watchers’ lightning strikes, but these things were different. Lily knew it, even if she didn’t understand why or what made them different.

      She scrambled off Boney and looked along the shore at some of the other talismans she had made.

      “They’re going to need our help,” she said.

      “Who?”

      She gestured to where she could see Jal’s people near the water. “They are.”

      A faint trace of fog was coming from them as they were fighting, but it was not so much that they would be able to withstand the dense darkness that was swirling toward them.

      Honaaz looked over to her. “You can’t fight.”

      “Not with my art. Well, maybe I can, but not as well as I wish I could. But that doesn’t mean I’m helpless.”

      “I would never call you helpless.”

      Lily snickered. “Good. Then you don’t mind helping make sure I get up there to them.”

      “What about the ships?” Esmerelda asked.

      “Well, we have these sea creatures, and⁠—”

      “Fuck,” Honaaz muttered. “Would you look at that.”

      “Would we look at what?” Lily asked.

      Honaaz pointed. Lily followed the direction, and she saw that there were other ships out there, each painted with a bold red stripe. Sanaron.

      Their ships.

      “Biggins?” she said.

      “Seems that way.”

      “Well, I did give him some talismans that were supposed to help.”

      Honaaz shot her a look. “You did? Well, maybe it’s a good thing my people have that resistance that we do.”

      Magical resistance.

      Of course.

      Lily eyed Honaaz, and she realized that she may not even have needed to do anything with that lightning. He probably could’ve absorbed much of it—or most of it—without her protecting him. And here she had tossed raw power around thinking that she needed to save him, but she had not.

      She reached into her pocket, grabbed her knives, and then checked her pouch. She was feeling better than she should, probably because of Boney. She wondered if he’d be able to restore her again, or if it even mattered at this point. They would have to fight. She was running out of bone fragments, anyway, and unless she had time to harvest more, it might not matter what she threw at the attackers.

      But they had a little hope.

      Some hope was better than none.

      Lily started forward, Boney on one side of her, Esmerelda on the other, with Honaaz taking up the rear. They hadn’t gone very far when she saw a swirl of darkness.

      She looked back to Honaaz. He had managed to go through that shadowy darkness before, but this time…

      “The sword is gone, and I can’t do anything.”

      “We can still fight,” Lily said.

      “Let me help this time,” Esmerelda said.

      She wrapped a blade of grass around her finger, twisting it into a strangely formed knot. There were some stones woven into it, and then when she whipped it away, it whistled through the air before cracking into something.

      Lily couldn’t see what it did, but she heard a faint grunt, and she darted forward.

      Honaaz was there with her, but he was angry.

      She held her daggers, and an idea came to her: Not daggers. Bone.

      She would cut down these Alainsith using bone harvested from their people, and she would empower it. Why not use the weapons they thought to use against Reyand against them?

      She had a bone dagger but had never used it. When she pulled it from its sheath, she found a shadow in front of her, who turned too slowly.

      Lily jumped, wrapped her legs around their neck, and drove the dagger down into their chest, slicing up. Blood spilled out, and she felt a wash of energy as that blood worked into the blade. She slipped down and then spun to see Honaaz holding one of the other attackers up in the air. He brought them down onto his knee, which shattered their spine, and he tossed them aside.

      He looked over, meeting her eyes. “The prizes?” he asked.

      “They might help.”

      He nodded, and without saying a word, he crouched down next to the body, chopped off the fingers, and handed them to her.

      “Thank you.”

      She tore off a piece of fabric and wrapped the fingers inside of it. She would use them if needed, but otherwise she would keep them off to the side.

      “What’s up there?” Esmerelda asked. “I see movement, but I feel something as well. It’s odd. Do you feel it?”

      “I… Well, I don’t know,” Lily said.

      She crept up the road, with the others following, and moved as quickly and quietly as she could. Then she saw it. Or better yet, she felt it.

      There was a vibration, something that sounded like the soft toll of bells. It was similar to a song, but it wasn’t quite right. Kanar was there, as were Jal, Jagger, and Morgan. But it was coming, and everybody was going to be here.

      Why this place, though?

      Maybe it didn’t matter where they fought. Maybe all that mattered was that they were together.

      “What happened?” Kanar asked.

      “Weather Watchers,” Lily said. “I think we slowed them, but I don’t know how much time we bought ourselves. We need to work quickly. Did you figure anything out?”

      “The court is gone,” Jagger said.

      Esmerelda sucked in a sharp breath. “What do we do?”

      Kanar sighed. “I don’t know. I thought that was going to be the key.” He glanced over to Jal, who was rocking in place with a strange look in his eyes, as if he were haunted by something he had seen. “If the Weather Watchers have been slowed, maybe we can get through this.”

      “I don’t know if that’s going to be enough,” Jal said. “They aren’t in control of the song.”

      “Then who is?”

      He pointed back in the direction they had come.

      Back toward Verendal.

      Lily frowned, and she realized what he struggled with. He must be aware of the song. She didn’t know how, and she didn’t know what it did to him, only that as he described the song, she began to understand that it plagued him more than he let on.

      What was it within the song that had Jal so concerned?

      “What do we need to do?” Kanar asked Jal.

      “There’s nothing we can do. Not now. There’s no time. Those two have not learned the song.”

      “But you can help, can’t you? Didn’t you say you were some bridge between them?”

      Jal shook his head. “I am a bridge, or thought I was. Perhaps still a bridge, or perhaps something else. Whatever it is, I might be able to hear the sound, but there’s not much I can do about it.”

      Kanar turned to the others. “Morgan?”

      She looked over to Jagger. “I feel something, but don’t hear what we need…”

      “For me, it was about the berahn,” Kanar said, then gestured to Honaaz. “You have an Elder blade. What about⁠—”

      “Had,” Honaaz said.

      “What happened?” Kanar took a step toward Honaaz, before seeming to catch himself.

      “Fucking Weather Watchers.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      “Well, I’m going to fucking fight.”

      “Without the Elder blade, it might not matter,” Jal said. His voice was soft.

      Somewhere distantly, thunder began to rumble again.

      Storm clouds were moving in. Lily felt the sea monster talismans swim through the ocean and attack, slamming into ships. But there were still too many. The Weather Watchers used the storms, lightning, and swells of waves to keep the talismans at bay.

      Through it all was a darkness. The energy of the Lost.

      The Lost didn’t struggle to find and understand the song. They already knew it. They already understood what they had to do to control it, and to destroy it. There was no time remaining for them to do the same.

      “We need to⁠—”

      Lily didn’t get a chance to finish.

      Thunder boomed, and darkness moved toward them.
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      Jal looked around at his friends. He should understand the song. He had heard it. He had heard the sound of the Lost, and understood the song that was there. He was the bridge, wasn’t he?

      But the problem for him, though he didn’t want to share it with Kanar, was that what he sang, and what he saw, had an endpoint. He didn’t know what that meant, but he worried.

      Without Honaaz’s Elder blade, they were at a disadvantage. Having four of the Elder blades might help them succeed against two, though it would be far better if Wular and her people would come. He still wondered what had happened. Had they been slaughtered? It would make sense. They were the militant arm of the Alainsith, so it was possible that they had been cut down by the Lost to try to keep them from getting involved in the fighting. Worse, they might even have the Juut Elder blade. If they did, then it was three against three.

      “Jal?” Kanar asked.

      Jal didn’t have an answer.

      The only thing he knew was that he had started to feel the song.

      Not his. And not his grandfather’s. It was the same song he had felt on board the ship with Adrianna. The sound of it began to fill him; it was a promise—and it was a threat. He knew what it was trying to tell him, and he knew that there was nothing he could do to overwhelm it. He would try, but as that energy built around him, there was only so much that could be done.

      “Stay together,” Jal said.

      “There isn’t anything we can do,” Kanar said.

      “We stay together.”

      The darkness swirled.

      Jal stepped forward. He would confront it.

      If this was the ending of one song, that didn’t mean another couldn’t begin.

      Wasn’t that what his grandfather had said? And perhaps that was the problem. They were dependent on the Elder blades and the songs within them, but maybe that was only a part of it.

      He strode over to Honaaz, who had remained next to Lily. “You still have your bone sword, don’t you?”

      Honaaz looked down at him. “What are you going on about?”

      “You have the sword Lily made you.”

      He frowned, then he nodded. “And?”

      “Well, what do you hear when you hold that blade?”

      Honaaz shook his head. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Honaaz,” Lily said, resting her hand on his arm. “Just try.”

      Thunder was rumbling, and lightning was crackling. It looked as if they were standing in the middle of the darkest of nights, with nothing more than storm clouds raging overhead. He could scarcely see Kanar or Jagger or Morgan, though surprisingly he was distantly aware of the two he was somehow related to. At least, related to through the song. Kanar remained an emptiness to him. Then again, he had always been mysterious to Jal.

      Perhaps that was why he had been drawn to Kanar. All that time ago, he had ended up joining him, thinking it would be a fun adventure. And now he didn’t know.

      “I don’t know what it wants me to try to do,” Honaaz muttered.

      Still, he unsheathed his bone talisman sword, and he held it out. As soon as he did, the wind began to stir. It sounded almost as if the waves were crashing louder. Why would Jal be able to hear that, but he couldn’t hear it with others?

      “What do you feel when you use it?” he asked.

      “I don’t feel anything,” Honaaz muttered.

      “What do you feel now?”

      “I don’t feel… Well, fuck.”

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “It feels like the other one. Almost. Something is different.”

      “Because it’s your song,” Jal said.

      “Would you stop saying that? I don’t fucking know what this song is, but it doesn’t matter to me.”

      Jal smiled. “I know it doesn’t. But it matters, nonetheless. You remember what you heard from the other blade.”

      “I know what it felt like,” Honaaz said.

      “And maybe you have carried some reflection of that, remembering the past, into your present, and this will become your future.”

      It made sense, and it was exactly the kind of thing his grandfather would have told him were he still there. It was exactly the kind of thing his grandfather had tried to convince him of. Honaaz didn’t seem to care, and he didn’t seem to understand, but none of that mattered.

      “Stay near Kanar,” Jal said.

      “I don’t need Reims’s protection.”

      “No. I don’t think you do, but he might need yours.”

      Jal moved forward and headed directly into the darkness. He paused long enough to look back at the others.

      “Have your blades ready,” he told them.

      “Even without the song?” Honaaz asked.

      “Even without it.”

      “What are you planning on doing?”

      “I’m planning on doing what must be done. And I think you are right, Kanar. I have to be the bridge.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Jal shook his head. “Neither did I. I thought I was supposed to be a Bearer, and yet, perhaps I never was meant to be. I am meant to be something else. Something more.”

      He started singing as he moved forward again, the song filling him, filling his heart.

      The song carried aspects of his past. Of his people’s past.

      But there was more to it—something that called to him, a memory or perhaps a reminder of what they were and what they could be.

      There was something else too. A missing piece, though Jal didn’t know what it was.

      Without that piece, they wouldn’t be able to stop this.

      He heard Kanar singing behind him. It was subtle at first, but Kanar’s song began to build as well.

      Then Honaaz joined with his strange grunting, but it was mixed with shouting and something that could only be described as creaking, reminding Jal of a ship on the sea.

      Fog started to swirl from Morgan. Jal continued to sing, trying to draw that fog out, trying to draw out everything that she might be able to offer, and he could feel that coming. It was soft and steady, but there was more to it.

      And then he heard something else. It was faint, little more than a bit of darkness that came with the sound of Jagger’s quiet, mournful song.

      Jal weaved his own song through it. It wasn’t the song of his grandfather, nor was it the song of his mother’s side of the family. This was a song that he added, one that struck him as a memory of the journey he had taken when he had traveled with Kanar and Lily and Honaaz, one that struck him of what he had seen in Sanaron, in Reyand, and beyond. It was the song that built, and it reminded him of everything he had felt and heard, everything he had started to become.

      Then he felt pressure against the song. The darkness cleared.

      “You made a mistake coming here.”

      Adrianna looked no different than she had when he had seen her on board the ship. Perhaps she was a bit more intense, but she was wearing a gray cloak with the hood pushed down, revealing her dark hair. Two others flanked her on either side. One was willowy thin, with wind swirling around their cloak and long brown hair standing on end. The other was tall and slender, bearing two blades sheathed at her side, with a third held in hand.

      One of the Juut.

      He and the others had the numbers. At least, he wanted to believe they had the numbers.

      Jal continued to sing, ignoring her.

      “Jal?”

      It was Kanar.

      Jal knew what he needed to do.

      He looked at Adrianna. “You were Lost, but you don’t need to be.”

      She laughed. “We were never Lost. We were waiting. Now is our time to reclaim these lands. Now we will lead.”

      Lead. That was what this was about. He thought through what he had seen inside the executioner court. Seven sculptures, all equal.

      He looked behind him, tuning out the sound of Adrianna’s song, as Jal knew that he did not need to pay attention to it while he could hear the others. When he turned back to her, he understood.

      “None lead. We are all equals. That is what the song was for.”

      “No. The others believed them our equals,” she said.

      Honaaz stepped forward as the storm thundered above, raising his bone blade. As a burst of lightning struck down, it shot into Honaaz’s sword, then fizzled out.

      “Well, that’s better than the last time.”

      Kanar joined him. Then Morgan. Then Jagger.

      “She’s using the wrong song,” Jal said. “I think you can sing a better one.”

      “How?” Kanar asked.

      “You’ve always known your song, Kanar. Now it’s time to share it.”

      Jal’s voice began to rise. He heard the song of the Lost, and he added what he remembered of Honaaz’s song, what he had heard from Kanar, and then what he knew of his family—both sides of his family.

      The sound built. Thunder rumbled. Fog swirled.

      Adrianna cried out, but one voice was not stronger than another. Not in the song as it was meant to be sung. That was what Jal needed to be here for. He was the bridge.

      For so long, Jal had tried to understand his purpose. His grandfather had wanted him to learn the song, but what he had learned was different than what his mother’s family had known. Jal had not understood, but he had appreciated what his grandfather had wanted to teach him, not only about the bow and how to fire an arrow, but also about the connection to the past, which guided them through the present.

      Jal was a bridge.

      Maybe all the Alainsith could be that way. They were the past. They were not the future of these lands.

      That was a peculiar realization to have at this point, but it struck him with certainty. As he looked around, realizing the role all of his friends had, he knew that this was not his people’s destiny.

      The song carried the past into the future.

      And he could be that bridge, uniting them.

      “Now, Lily,” he said softly.

      Lily slipped through the others.

      The Weather Watcher, the Juut soldier, and the Lost had been focused on the four in front of them who were all singing, and they had not been paying attention to any of the others. They thought the danger came from the Elder blades. But the Elder blades were merely a means of conveying the song.

      They were not the weapon.

      Lily flew forward, but she was not alone.

      She had three talismans with her. One of them was Boney, of course. The other two were strange—one that looked like a weasel, and another that looked like a massive hawk. When the talismans attacked, the three were not ready for it.

      There were so many of them around them. Far too many.

      It was overwhelming, yet there was a part of this, and a part of what they were doing, that left Jal understanding what he needed to do, and how to do it.

      Explosions thundered from Lily’s talismans. Honaaz stayed close to her, his giant berahn talisman lunging through the onslaught of attackers. Kanar was a blur with his blade. The Hunter… He stood back, next to Esmerelda, who sent woven items streaking away from her: grasses that rapidly shifted, growing from the ground and ensnaring some of the attackers, vines that suddenly appeared, even moss that actually exploded. And Morgan used the fog, controlling it and fighting with it.

      Through it all, they attempted to find the song.

      The attack was pushed back. Jal could feel it.

      He had always felt it, he realized, but it had taken spending time on the Alainsith ship, spending time around Adrianna, for him to truly feel it. He could disrupt it, as he understood the song, but he wouldn’t be able to overpower it.

      Not alone.

      But a thought occurred to him then. The song wasn’t strong enough to overpower them alone.

      They were meant to be sung in unison, harmonies that overlaid one another. They were meant to be united.

      Bridged.

      Jal added what was missing.

      The song around them exploded, and it felt like a wave of energy washed outward. When it did, the Lost’s advantage faded. They no longer pushed forward with the same ferocity. Lily’s talismans took on even greater effect. Jal had trouble keeping track of what Honaaz was doing, as he simply thundered at the Lost. Kanar remained a blur, cutting down one attacker after another. And Morgan sent the fog pushing forward, ever pushing, until there was nothing more.

      Only the song.

      Then it was done. Over.

      Everything fell quiet around him. There were bodies littering the ground, but thankfully none of his friends. Esmerelda tended to several injured hegen, though it didn’t seem as if there were nearly as many hurt as he would’ve expected.

      Because of the song. Because of his team. His friends. And because of him.

      The Lost had retreated. For now. He wondered what more would need to be done with them.

      But he would not chase. He would not attack.

      He would talk to the other families, see if they might find a way of bringing the Lost back.

      And it was more than just the Lost. It was Honaaz’s people. The Weather Watchers. And it was understanding what role the people of this land played.

      But not yet. Not now. And not by himself.

      For now, he couldn’t help but suspect that it was over. The Lost no longer had the advantage—because the others had found the song, and he had bridged it. He had united his people the way they once had been, even if it was for only a moment.

      “What now?” Kanar asked.

      “We continue the song. And we decide what must be done. Do we bring them back, or do we push them away?”

      Kanar frowned. “You would welcome them?”

      “What has been Lost must be found, Kanar. Even those you think might be beyond redemption may not be. They just need to hear the truth. They need to hear a new song.”
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      Kanar looked over to the capital. It was cast in shadows, but there was an energy to it that hadn’t existed the last time he had been through here. The last time, there had been a sense of unease, though Kanar understood it. War could do that.

      There had been something else, though—something he had not been able to quite understand, though he suspected it was tied to the Alainsith, and perhaps a song that they had been singing. Increasingly, Kanar came to wonder if they had been under some sort of Alainsith influence for far longer than he had realized. How much of that song had they been hearing?

      “You can go back,” Morgan said, pulling up beside him.

      The berahn was waiting, almost as if it wanted to know what Kanar would decide. It was watching him, a look in its eyes that spoke of intelligence, but also of something else. Perhaps understanding?

      “I don’t think I can go back. My time in Reyand is over. I was part of the Realmsguard long ago, but…” He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling the vibration of the sword and the contour of what he could only describe as the song that still flowed through him. “I think Jal opened my eyes to something else.”

      “What will you do?” Morgan asked.

      “I haven’t given it much thought. When all of this started, it was because of my sister.”

      Kanar didn’t have much hope that his sister was alive. In fact, he believed that she was probably gone, and there would be nothing more he could do for her, as much as he might wish he could. Then he had met Morgan, and his understanding and desire began to shift. As did his hatred for all things magical. Now he simply wanted to understand.

      “I suppose I could try to track down what happened to her, but I don’t know if that’s what I’m supposed to do. What about you?” he said.

      “Sanaron will be rebuilt. Those who want to return will be welcomed, but in the meantime, I need to go back, see what is left to salvage, and then I can decide from there.”

      “I would help,” he said.

      “Only if you feel like you want to.”

      Kanar smiled. “Why would I not want to?”

      “Wasn’t sure.”

      “I think it’s time for us to leave,” Jagger said. He was holding Esmerelda’s hand and looking at the others, and then he turned his attention back to the berahn. He watched them as if he was still not certain what to make of them. Perhaps he was not. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, Kanar Reims, but thank you.”

      “Thank you,” Kanar said. “For seeing that there was more.”

      “Now I get to return and find out how much my city has changed.”

      “Are you afraid of the change?” Morgan asked.

      Jagger frowned. He had the massive two-handed blade strapped to his back, and it suited him. “I think that the Alainsith showed me something I hadn’t considered before. Perhaps change is necessary. And perhaps it is meant to help us understand what we are supposed to do. I can only hope that I continue to understand that change, and understand my role in it.”

      He clasped Kanar’s hand and shook it, nodded to Honaaz and Lily, and bowed politely to Jal. He took the longest with Morgan, and she smiled, before pulling him into a hug.

      Kanar didn’t have much time to think about that, as Esmerelda grabbed him and wrapped him in a hug as well.

      “You will always be welcome among the people,” she said.

      “Thank you for all that you did.”

      “Take care of her.”

      Kanar nodded. “I will.”

      Esmerelda released him, and then she looked over to Jagger. “The two of you would get along well. I know it’s hard for you to imagine that, but⁠—”

      “Actually, I can see that we would,” Kanar said. “And I understand him better. Thank you for that.”

      She tipped her head to the berahn as if bowing to them. When she straightened, she took Jagger’s hand, and they headed along the road, back toward Verendal.

      Kanar sighed. “What of the rest of you?”

      “I think it’s time for me to return to my people,” Jal said. “To understand the song in ways I didn’t. I think I should go south, and then from there, I need to explore and see how much of Wular’s people remain. Perhaps not nearly as many as we hoped.”

      The Juut must have fared poorly, but that didn’t mean they would not see if they needed any help. Perhaps once he saw Morgan back to Sanaron…

      Once he did that, though, he knew he wasn’t going to want to go anywhere else.

      “Would you travel with us to Sanaron first?” Kanar asked.

      Jal flashed a grin. “I would like that.”

      Kanar glanced over to Lily. She was staring along the road in the direction that Esmerelda had gone. The look in her eyes spoke of uncertainty—something he thought he understood. “Lily?”

      She took a deep breath and blinked, turning back to him and giving him a broad smile. “Here we are again. The team. It feels like we should sneak off and take another job, but maybe that would be too dangerous.”

      “I think I want to fucking rest,” Honaaz said.

      “You want to drink,” Jal said.

      “I wouldn’t turn down a mug of ale.”

      “I know a nice tavern in Sanaron. I suspect they still have ale that we could use. No one else is drinking.”

      Honaaz snorted. “That wouldn’t be the worst idea.”

      “So you intend to go back to Sanaron?” Kanar asked.

      He hadn’t known what they would do. He assumed that Lily and Honaaz would travel together, wherever that was, but after they had left the ships, he had not known what Honaaz would choose. Honaaz had always wanted to find a ship of his own and sail back to the Isles. He had access to ships—or he had, prior to giving Biggins command of his fleet.

      “I’m going to get a drink. Going to sleep. And then I can fucking decide,” Honaaz said. He looked over to Lily. “Along with Lily.”

      She took his hand and peered up at him. “I told you what I want to do.”

      “You still want to go?”

      “I haven’t visited your homeland, so why wouldn’t I?”

      Honaaz grunted. “Then we have to get a ship back from fucking Biggins. I don’t know if that fucker is going to end up back in Sanaron or if he’s going to take his sweet time.”

      “Well, you did give him our ships.”

      “I didn’t have much fucking choice,” Honaaz grumbled.

      Kanar found himself smiling.

      Here he had wandered, looking for a way to free himself from Reyand and from what he had done. He had wanted to make amends for the atrocities he had committed, knowing that he’d had a hand in them, and that the only way he could make those amends would be by taking the time to do so. He wasn’t sure he was finished with that yet. He had done terrible things.

      But he was also willing to listen. And he was willing to see what else needed to be done. Perhaps that was the next step in his song. And when he reached for the blade, he could feel it.

      “Don’t you want to go and see if Porman has recovered?” Morgan asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kanar said. “If he’s recovered, if he hasn’t, I’m not staying in Reyand.”

      “Even though you are the Bearer of this blade?”

      “Aren’t we writing a new song?”

      Jal grinned. “You know what? You’re right. We are writing a new song. Maybe that’s what we should be focusing on: that song, and the way it sounds. You can let the Hunter write the Reyand song now, and maybe you can choose a new one.”

      Choosing something new.

      Perhaps that was what he needed. A new beginning. He couldn’t help but feel as if that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. He believed he needed that new beginning, and it was time for it.

      “Well?” he said, looking to the others. “What do you say? Should we head back to Sanaron?”

      “You’d better talk to the berahn,” Honaaz muttered. “Otherwise, how do you intend to get back?”

      “I do have other talismans I could use,” Lily said. “I have a collection.”

      She had harvested from the Alainsith before they had left. She had an enormous collection now, something that Kanar once would have been disgusted by, but now he understood the utility and the benefit of it. It was necessary.

      “I think the berahn will help. Besides, we only have to add our song.”

      Kanar waited, and a sharp whistle came. Then another, and another. There was an entire pack of berahn, and they all welcomed them.

      He jumped, landing atop the creature. Honaaz climbed on Boney, and then the others mounted their berahn. Morgan was the slowest, and she looked back.

      “I wonder what would’ve happened had you not come for me,” she said.

      “Well…” Jal shrugged. “I suspect that the Prophet would have managed to find the Elder blade, which then may have given the Lost enough of an advantage to overpower us and destroy Reyand and the other Alainsith families before we had a chance to react.”

      Morgan arched a brow at him, but Jal simply swept his gaze around and swayed ever so slightly. Kanar suspected that he was listening to his song.

      “That’s fucking great,” Honaaz muttered.

      “Well, she did ask,” Jal said.

      Kanar nodded. “She did.”

      Morgan snorted and shook her head.

      “You need to tell your people?” Kanar asked.

      She glanced back at the city. “Esmerelda told me that she would pass word to the others. I think I will establish whatever we need to in Sanaron first. Besides, I wanted to travel with you. Unless you prefer otherwise.”

      “Fuck no. Let’s get going. I want that ale,” Honaaz said.

      Jal laughed. “You know what? I do too.”
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      Verendal felt different.

      Maybe it was that Finn returned with a different understanding of the Alainsith, or perhaps it was that he believed they were safe. Whatever the reason, the city had a different aura and gave off a different energy than it had the last time he had been here.

      He looked back to the forest, to the berahn that were there, and then finally to Esmerelda. She had been quiet as they headed toward the city, though Finn wondered if it was about what had happened when they had been here last, or if it was because of what they had faced since they had left.

      “Things will be different,” she said.

      “Everything feels different, though I’m not sure if that’s because of the Alainsith or because of where we’ve been traveling.” He stared for another moment, and as before, he could still feel the energy of the berahn, as if they were following him. And perhaps they were. He had once viewed them as the silent killers, as terrifying creatures that would hunt and kill without any remorse, but now he saw them differently.

      In addition to the energy he could feel from them, every so often, Finn would hear the calls and cries they made as they remained out in the forest, but they didn’t reveal themselves. He wasn’t sure if they would.

      “Everything we have known about the Alainsith is quite different now,” Esmerelda said. “Now it’s not just the king who has any connection to them. You do, as well.”

      He took her hand and squeezed it as they reached the hegen section. “I don’t intend to go and visit the Alainsith.”

      “Why not?”

      “I think my role is one that would preclude that. I will be busy in Verendal.”

      From here, he could see the swelling of the crowd. Even in the short time they’d been gone, aspects of the city had continued to shift. New buildings had been erected. He had to think that Oscar and Meyer had much to do with it, though he didn’t know. Maybe they didn’t.

      “You intend to return to your previous responsibilities?” she asked.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I wasn’t sure. After everything that you’ve seen, I didn’t know if you would feel as if you needed to do something different.”

      “When I was made Meyer’s apprentice all those years ago, I thought I would end up serving for whatever term he required of me, but I was good at it. I am good at it. I think I can help Verendal.”

      “I worry that Reyand needs more than just what you can offer in Verendal,” she said. “Much will need to be rebuilt.”

      “Then Porman can rebuild it.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she locked eyes with him. “He may not be able to. I don’t know what has happened to the king in your—in our—absence, but it’s possible that Porman will not be in any shape to do what he wants to have done.”

      “Then whoever he names as successor will do it.”

      Finn didn’t know who that would be. That was not his concern.

      They found Kezia, or perhaps Kezia found them, as she was flipping through a series of hegen cards. Finn suspected that she must’ve seen something and had used those cards to come for them, but perhaps there was something else to it. She smiled and tipped her head politely to Esmerelda, who quickly grabbed Kezia and pulled her into a tight embrace.

      “I was worried about you,” Kezia said. “Things have been strange here. There was an attack, and then…” She shook her head. “Then it ended. We thought the city would be besieged, but it was not.”

      “I think the Alainsith helped.”

      That was what Jal had claimed, at least. There had not been many of them, but there had not been the need for many. Of course, given what they had faced and what they had experienced, none of them expected to need much, though. The Lost had attacked, but there had not been so many of the Alainsith to deal with.

      “I think Henry Meyer knows that you are returning,” Kezia said to Finn. “There are scouts out in the forest, and they’ve been looking for evidence of you.”

      Finn started to smile. “They’ve been looking for me?”

      “I think they were hoping you would return. I don’t know if they knew that you would, or when you would, but…” Kezia grinned broadly. “I’m glad you both made it safely.”

      “Then we should find Meyer,” Finn said.

      “Not to worry. When we detected you, we sent word to him. He should be here soon.”

      Finn raised a brow. “Detected?”

      “Well, Esmerelda did help me learn how to place a few different talismans that have been helpful with this. Thankfully. With everything she taught me, we were able to detect anyone passing through.”

      “How so?” Finn asked.

      “Well, we placed them around the city and throughout the forest, enough so that we could sense anything that moves through there. It was how we helped defend the city.”

      Finn found himself smiling again. The hegen had been the key to defending the city. The key to defending all of Reyand. It was only fitting given what he had come to know about the hegen.

      He turned and noticed Henry Meyer hobbling toward him using his cane, with Pippin trailing behind him.

      “It’s good to see you both,” Meyer said. “And about time, too. I’m getting tired of doing your job.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that now,” Finn said. “Now that we’re back, I can resume my previous responsibilities and take that off your hands.”

      Meyer glanced over to Esmerelda, before turning his attention back to Finn. “I’m afraid it’s not going to be as easy as that.”

      “No?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Do you care to tell me why?”

      Meyer looked behind him. “We have to wait a little bit.”

      “What for?”

      “For the magister.”

      “What does the magister have to do with anything?” Finn asked.

      “At this point, more than I ever would’ve imagined. Now, why don’t you fill me in on what happened while you were gone.”

      Finn sensed that something was strange with Meyer, but he had known him long enough, and trusted him well enough, that he knew not to push, especially because it was unlikely to make much difference. If Meyer wanted to keep something from him, then Meyer could be stubborn like that.

      Finn shared what they had done: the visit to Sanaron, then to the capital and the executioner court, and the somewhat anticlimactic end of the war.

      “All of this was about a song?” Meyer said.

      “Well, all of this was about an Alainsith grudge,” Finn said. He squeezed his sword. When he did, he could feel the song within it. After all these years, and after all the executions that Justice had been used for, he was surprised that he could still feel that energy within the blade. Perhaps it would always be there. The song had changed, though. That was what Jal had been trying to help them understand. The song had been written and composed by the Alainsith all those years ago, but since then, those who had claimed the sword and used it had modified it.

      “I wonder how much he knew,” Meyer said softly.

      “Who?”

      “Porman.” He took a deep breath, looked over his shoulder at a sense of commotion behind them, then stood off to the side as the magister joined. “Now we can talk to you.”

      “What is this about?” Finn asked the magister. Given the way things had been left, he had an idea of what had happened: They had waited to tell him that Porman had died. But why did Meyer need the magister?

      “Unfortunately, the Alainsith attack took King Porman,” the magister began. “Henry Meyer and myself were summoned to the palace, where we were given his final command.”

      “Which is?”

      “He claimed that Reyand has always been lawfully ruled.”

      Finn blinked for a moment, but realization settled in him. “He knew,” he said.

      Meyer eyed him. “And you understand what that means?”

      “He was descended from the Alainsith.” He looked over to Esmerelda. “As are the hegen. Was that why he was so comfortable with the hegen within the borders of the kingdom?”

      “I don’t know,” Esmerelda said. “Not that I’ve ever known, but it’s possible.”

      Finn snorted. It would explain much. So many within the kingdom had never tolerated the hegen, but not Porman. He had always understood that they had a different and valuable role to play.

      “So who among the hegen does he want to lead? Or has he already named somebody?”

      Meyer locked eyes with the magister for a moment. “He says that the one who should lead is the one who has proven that they hold the values of Reyand closest to them.”

      Finn frowned.

      “He named you his successor,” Meyer said.

      Esmerelda started laughing.

      Finn glanced over to her. She grinned at him.

      “What is that about?” he said.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. From a thief to an executioner and now to the king? That’s quite a story.”

      Finn turned to Meyer.

      His old master merely held his gaze, and then he tapped his cane on the ground. “You’ve always served Reyand. Even when you weren’t sure how, you did so. I think he made the right choice.”

      “I’m not hegen.”

      “Well…” Esmerelda pulled out her stack of cards and flipped through them until she found one that she held out for him. He couldn’t tell what it was, but it looked like a sword—Justice, probably—surrounded by vines that grew from it. “You remember when I first met you?”

      “I remember it well,” Finn said.

      “And how I was surprised at how comfortable you were around the art?”

      “I remember aspects of that, but I’m still not hegen. And I never learned the art.”

      Esmerelda shook her head. “But you have come to connect to your blade in ways that not everyone could. That’s when I began to suspect something more.”

      “So you’re saying…”

      “I’m saying the same as I’ve always told you, Finn. I think anyone has the potential to be of the people, it’s just a choice you have to make. We are all somehow tied to those ancient Alainsith. Perhaps closer than we realized.”

      Meyer coughed, and Finn looked over.

      “What do you say?” Meyer asked.

      “I don’t know that I have much of a choice.”

      “Oh, you always had a choice, Finn.”

      But Finn didn’t think there was much of one. He had never wanted to rule. Gods, he’d never wanted to be an executioner. He was a thief.

      Who would now be king.

      Could he really be thinking like that?

      “If I do this, I’m going to need your help.”

      Meyer scoffed. “I’m too old to be an executioner. I’ve done it these last few weeks because of the need, but I can’t stay out of retirement like this for much longer. It’s too taxing.”

      “I’m sure we can find another to fulfill that role,” Finn said. He would have to rebuild the court. Already his mind began to work through different ways of organizing Reyand, and trying to save those that had suffered. He wasn’t sure what it would take, but they would have to rebuild. He didn’t know how, but he did know that it would be a long and slow process. Yet he couldn’t deny his interest in being a part of it. “I’m thinking that I need somebody I can lean on who has wisdom and experience. You’ve always served that purpose for me, so I would ask that you do so now.”

      “Are you asking or are you commanding?”

      Finn smiled. “I suppose I could command, but maybe I should give you a choice.”

      “It doesn’t feel like much of a choice,” Meyer muttered.

      “Come on,” Finn said, laughing softly. “It’s more than the one you gave me all those years ago.”

      Meyer glanced over to Esmerelda. “Do you see what he’s going to do to me?”

      “I can see that it’s good the two of you will get to work together again.”

      “Then it’s settled,” the magister said. “Reyand has crumbled and needs to be rebuilt.”

      “Reyand has not crumbled,” Finn said. “She has suffered, she has nearly crumbled, but there is still strength. And together we will rebuild.”

      Meyer grunted, tapping his cane again, and he smiled. “Sounds like your first kingly proclamation.”
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      Enjoy Blade and Bone series? Don’t miss The Queen’s Blade.
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      A soldier with a past meets a future he cannot ignore. The Queen’s Blade saga begins.

      Zaren Joha, once a formidable soldier, now spends his days maintaining peace in a quiet tavern in Lavrun. No more military rigors. No more blind obedience. The job is uneventful, yet it allows him a semblance of normalcy.

      But his tranquil life in Lavrun is about to change. An encounter with the mysterious Waleith, a man with deep connections to the queen, draws him into a world where his brawn is not enough. The tavern's usual hustle, the sailors' brawls, and the regulars are soon overshadowed by a brewing storm of magic and intrigue attempting to topple the throne.

      As Zaren grapples with powers beyond his understanding and confronts the echoes of a magic-tainted past, survival in this new world demands more than physical strength. To protect those he has come to care for and to navigate the treacherous currents of royal politics and ancient magic, Zaren must embrace a role he never anticipated.

      No longer a soldier, he must become the Queen’s Blade.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Lie of Kings. 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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