
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Guild’s Bard






The Queen’s Blade Book 2


D.K. Holmberg


[image: ASH Publishing]



Copyright © 2024 by D.K. Holmberg

Cover by Damonza.com

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Want a free book and to be notified when D.K. Holmberg’s next novel is released, along with other news and freebies? Sign up for his mailing list by going here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

www.dkholmberg.com


Contents


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30

Chapter 31
Author’s Note
Series by D.K. Holmberg



Chapter One


The street was surprisingly empty.

I was still getting a feel for Busal City, and figuring out the different flows here, but it felt empty to me, though I had to acknowledge that this might actually be normal for the city at this time of day. Still, there was something about it that just didn’t feel quite right. The training I had gotten from Waleith had helped me learn to trust that feeling so that I could identify threats.

I paused, sweeping my gaze along the roadway, and felt something that struck me as a heavy resistance.

This was the western edge of Busal City. It was the opposite side from the harbor, with a massive, wide-open cobblestone road that led into the city. I had half expected that it would be a lot busier than it was at this point in the day. I watched, looking out over the road, as various caravans made their way toward the city.

Most of the caravans were obviously merchants, either covered wagons, pulled by solid horses, or open-backed wagons packed with trunks and other items. Some people traveled on foot, but not many. Most people who came to Busal City did so through the harbor.

My hand twitched, and I ran my finger along the edge of my blade, feeling for the power within the fabricator device. The blade itself had several symbols on it, and it had been made to store aspects of magical resistance. Most of that resistance came from me, apparently, and allowed me to counter threats that came into Busal City. As the Queen’s Blade, I was responsible for the magical safety of the city. It was a position I hadn’t been in for very long, and I still didn’t feel completely suited to it, but seeing as I was the only Blade in the city—at least these days—I was the last line of defense when it came to magical threats.

Every so often, the magical resistance built in a way that I thought I could track. I had come to learn that there were many different types of magic to be found within Busal City, something that still surprised me, and I had discovered that I had the ability to discern the different types and use that ability to eliminate the most dangerous ones. Most of the time. There was enough magic in the city, despite the fact that magic was forbidden, that I was constantly on edge.

The resistance that I had been feeling began to shift.

I started forward.

If nothing else, I needed to see if there was anything coming into Busal City. And though Waleith had made it clear that I was to try to eliminate any magical threat inside the city, I had found that it was just as effective to ensure that no magical threat made it into the city in the first place. It had been easy enough to identify movement toward the city, so that I could anticipate—and eliminate—anything before it became a problem.

Which was what I was doing now.

The caravan coming toward Busal City was long. Probably a dozen wagons in total, divided into three groups, and each of them was weathered and worn. The lead wagon was painted with stripes of red and green, making it look like a carnival wagon rather than a merchant wagon, which I suspected it actually was. I focused on what I was able to pick up on from the caravan, the kind of power I could determine. There was a hint, little more than that, of the energy I had detected.

But it was that hint that troubled me.

That was one thing I had come to understand about my ability, such as it was. Waleith had ensured that I could determine dangerous magic from less dangerous. And in this case, there was a strange, almost painful sensation upon me.

I watched as the first few wagons moved past.

One man shuffled close to me. He had a crossbow in his hand, and he was dressed in a uniform of some sort, a gray jacket and pants, no real armor to it, but a soldier, or mercenary. He gave me a slight shove.

“Out of the way,” he said.

It was unusual for anybody to push me like that. I was big. It was what I had gotten into trouble for most of my life, but while serving as the Queen’s Blade, my size was something that I thought might be an advantage. I didn’t know for certain, but I wondered if some of my ability stemmed from the fact that I was this size, so that those with real power weren’t able to overpower me nearly as easily as they could others.

I ignored the soldier and stayed close to the wagon.

He whistled, and two other men came from around the first set of wagons and put themselves in between me and the wagons.

I surveyed these three men. They all had the look of grizzled soldiers, but they gave off an air of empty threat. I regarded them, saying nothing for a long moment, before smiling at the first of the men.

“What are you transporting?” I asked.

“We are transporting a whole lot of none of your business,” he said.

“Really? And where is that from?”

He snorted and looked as if he was going to try to push past me again, but I positioned myself in such a way as to counter his empty threat.

“I told you to move. I said it nicely. The next time, it’s not going to be so nice.”

“Oh, my apologies,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were being so kind to me. I wouldn’t want to upset a powerful merchant coming into Busal City.”

“You can bet the Seven Souls you wouldn’t,” he said.

I snorted and tried to get a sense of these wagons. Once the first passed, I was able to get a better look at the second. It was a massive wagon and seemed to be a cage for some creature. Maybe I had been right in the first place. Maybe this was some sort of circus.

Neither of the first two wagons was the source of what I detected, and as they passed by me, I watched. Soldiers attempted to push me out of the way, but I ignored them, positioning myself so that they could see the pin on my lapel any time they tried to force me out of the way. I was a servant of the Queen, and I was not to be denied.

I felt something with the third one. It was the same tingling resistance I had come to identify as danger. I hesitated, moving closer, but one of the men grabbed me.

My training kicked in.

Not the training that Waleith had been giving me, the kind designed to help me understand how to find the power inside myself and control it. No. If that was all this was, I wouldn’t have reacted quite the way that I did, and I probably wouldn’t have snapped.

This was my military training.

Harsh. Brutal.

Definitive.

When the man grabbed my wrist, I spun, pulling back on his arm and yanking with a bit more force than I had intended. Still, I wasn’t disappointed that I had. And the fact that he was willing to attack me suggested that this was somebody who didn’t care if somebody else took their own sort of step.

And so I pulled until I heard a hint of a crack, and only then did I release.

The man cried out, and the other two turned toward me, now paying much closer attention to me. One of the men reached for a knife.

It was a long-bladed knife, a dagger more than a knife, and he didn’t even have it out of its sheath before I chopped my hand down on his wrist. There was a faint crack. That left the first man, the one with the crossbow, who looked at me, now sizing me up as if really seeing me for the first time.

“You can’t assault⁠—”

I ignored him, tapping on my lapel pin. “I serve the Queen. And you would’ve known that had you asked a question rather than assaulting a faithful servant of the Queen’s household.”

I stepped toward him.

He took a step back. The wagons were moving slowly, and I looked over at the one that was moving past. It was open and had several boxes in the back. Large trunks.

“What are you transporting?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

I glowered at him. “What are you transporting?”

“I don’t know. I’m just here to help with security. To keep people from getting too close. We have some animals, and people like to gawk at them.”

“Do they, now?”

I could imagine people probably wanted to see what kind of animals they had, and whether there was anything intriguing to see.

“We didn’t do anything. The wagons are licensed.”

I chuckled. I had no idea what was involved in licensing wagons, or merchants, or anything along those lines. And normally, that would have mattered very little to me, and these men would have mattered very little to me.

Maybe that was a sign that my temper was not fully controlled. But it was also a sign that I was not going to be bullied in this city, not now that I understood that I had a bigger role to play. And I was going to fulfill it to the best of my ability.

“Tell your wagon driver to stop. Pull off to the side of the road, and I will inspect the contents.”

His eyes widened.

“I can make this easy, or I can make this difficult,” I said.

I really didn’t know how he was going to react to this. I had never actually stopped a caravan like this before, but it did seem to be the right strategy here, with what I could feel.

The wagon driver, the man I had seen on the red-and-green-striped wagon, climbed down slowly, looking at me. He wore a wide-brimmed hat and had a knobby cane in one hand. He approached slowly, leaning on his cane almost too dramatically for my benefit as he looked up at me.

“I didn’t realize the Queen now placed inspectors outside of Busal City,” he said.

“Consider this a brief inspection,” I said.

The man regarded me again, and he frowned. “Is that what this is about? You need compensation?”

“What? No. It’s not about compensation. What are you transporting?”

“Some cargo meant for the harbor. We have some animals that are going to be transported to Isank, but that’s not what you’re concerned about.”

“And what do you think I am concerned about?”

“Don’t know. But it’s unusual for us to be stopped like this, especially here.”

I wasn’t about to argue with him. “Leave the wagons. Step away, and give me a few moments. If everything goes well, you will be on your way in no time.”

“Not no time,” the man said.” Obviously, it will take some time.”

“Obviously.”

I started at the front of the caravan, looking at the lead wagon, once again feeling for any sort of magical resistance. Now that I could feel something here, I wanted to give myself an opportunity to test it more thoroughly.

The second wagon was a large rectangular box with some bars on it. I poked my head up, only to see a massive bearlike creature. It was sedate, but I wondered what it would be like if it were more alert. I’d never seen anything like it. The thing was easily twice my size and had a blunted head, with long claws on the forelegs, and it moved around the box but didn’t do anything other than that. It was as if it were too somnolent to react.

Whatever I had detected, the power that I had been feeling, came from the second-to-last wagon. I reached for my blade and used that to pry the top off one of the trunks. A merchant shouted, or perhaps it was one of the guards, and was quickly quashed by somebody else.

Other caravans were moving past. I didn’t feel anything from them. It was this one. This was what had drawn me out here.

Once I got the trunk open, I looked inside. There was a series of ceramic jars set into a velvet lining. I quickly grabbed a jar, tested it, and felt the power. I popped off the lid and found a shimmering golden powder within.

This was what I had felt. This was the strange magical resistance.

And as I looked at the back of the wagon, I realized there were three other trunks just like this one. And if they were all filled with the same magical powder, I couldn’t let this go.

I slipped the lid back on the jar and pocketed it.

“You can take the other wagons, but this one stays. You can claim it at the inspection office after it has been cleared.”

The merchant hobbled toward me, tapping his cane on the ground as he did. “That’s going to take time, isn’t it?”

“I can’t tell you how long it’ll take,” I said.

“My ship is not going to wait very long.”

“Then you go without these trunks,” I said.

He frowned. “Do you even know what that is?”

“Do you?”

He regarded me, and something in his expression shifted.

What is he transporting?

Maybe I needed to hold him as well. I could probably bring him to the constables and get him questioned, but I didn’t have any good reason for doing so other than my own suspicion. And I was still proving myself, so I knew better than to cause too much trouble here. Still, I didn’t know anything about this powder, only that it had some magical characteristics that bothered me. I needed time to identify it.

“You will leave your contact information with me, and that way, I can know who the customs inspector should release the wagon to.”

The man looked as if he wanted to continue arguing, but then he seemed to decide against it.

“Fine. If this is the approach you’ll be taking, then so be it.”

He stomped his cane once, twice. For a moment, I couldn’t help but feel a flare of prickling magic, but it faded so quickly that I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it, or if it had come from the powder. Either way, it faded, and I let it go. And I let him go.

They quickly gathered the other wagons and started off, unhitching this third wagon from the rest. I was going to have to bring it into Busal City myself now. But at least I could do that much. It just meant that I was going to be delayed from other things that I planned to do today.

I just hoped Dara didn’t mind.


Chapter Two


It took a while to secure the wagon, but I managed to get it locked up inside the fenced yard where the customs inspectors could have a look at the powder. Attempts at overpowering the magical resistance of the powder had been difficult, and I had hesitated, because I had wanted to have some intact powder to better investigate.

I had used my blade while waiting on constables to arrive. I’d sent a pair of travelers, a younger man and woman that had been looking in my direction after I had confiscated the wagon, to contact the nearest constables once they got inside the city. It had taken a while for them to arrive, but they had come eventually. And what was better, they hadn’t even argued when I’d asked them to help me get the wagon into the import lot so that it could be inspected.

Maybe Harent had instructed the constables to help me. I didn’t know. I was trying not to make too many issues with the constables, knowing from Waleith that other Blades who had served in Busal City had experienced difficulties with the constables in the past, and I didn’t want to have the same issues, because it would make my job that much more difficult.

After checking a few jars, going one by one, I attempted to deactivate the powder. This quantity of powder could be dangerous, depending upon what it did.

There were times when I wished that Waleith hadn’t departed so quickly. I understood his reasoning. He needed to continue his search for additional Blades, especially after the training compound had been destroyed, and he was determined to find more who would be able to serve the Queen’s mission and ensure that the city was as protected as possible.

There were times when I wished I’d had even another month or two of training to be better equipped for what I had been asked to do. But Waleith had made it clear that he didn’t need to continue training me.

The day that he left, he had set out a series of items while we were seated in the Queen’s garden. Fragrant flowers of all colors had surrounded us, some set in elevated beds, others planted in patterns on each side of the paths. Flowering bushes and trees had dotted the grounds as well. Waleith had looked around, and I had followed the direction of his gaze, smelling the fragrance all around us. He had told me to close my eyes.

“I’m going to hand you several items, and I want you to hold them for no more than a moment, and I want you to identify whether any of them are dangerous.”

“Do you really need to do it like this?”

“I don’t want you to concentrate on what the items look like, only how they feel to you. If you’d like, I could blindfold you.”

I had come to be amused by Waleith and his training techniques, even in the short time that I had been working with him. He had his own distinct way, and there was much that he thought I could learn from him, but also much that he thought I needed to learn on my own.

So when he had handed me the first of the items, I had taken it. The key to detecting magic was a simple one. My body reacted innately, and instantly, to the presence of magic. It was as if I was attuned to various forms of magic. The problem was that Waleith wanted me to be able to figure out which types of magic were dangerous and which were benign. That was something I was still working on, and I did not yet have a firm grasp on how to easily, or readily, identify magic.

“What do you feel?”

He had settled an item in my hand for just a moment. It had been little more than that, but as I’d held it, I’d felt a faint tingling.

It wasn’t painful. Tingling could mean many things, but it almost always meant magic. And as I felt that tingling, I focused, testing for the resistance I needed to identify. It was there, and it filled me with an awareness.

“Benign,” I said.

I opened my eyes, but he slapped my hand before I had an opportunity to see what the item was. “Very good. This one was.”

He set another item in my hands. Again it was brief, and I felt a strange coolness to it, and I focused, feeling again that resistance, and then there was something else to it, something that I couldn’t quite characterize. It felt cool, and there was a bit of a prickling sensation, almost as if I had jumped into cold water. It was the pain, that prickling sensation, that I had come to identify as the dangerous type of magic.

“This one feels different,” I started, “not entirely safe, but not necessarily unsafe. I don’t really know.”

“Very good,” he said. “I would call this one neutral.”

I wanted to open my eyes, but the last time I had done so, he had smacked my hand.

“So neutral?”

“Exactly,” he said. “Neutral. And this one?” He set another item in my hand.

I expected that this was going to be much like the other two, but I immediately felt a warmth wash over me. There was a resistance, but it wasn’t painful, and that resistance left me with a decidedly comforting sense.

“Not dangerous,” I said.

“And why do you say that?”

“It’s almost soothing.”

“But should it be?”

As soon as he said this, I realized my mistake. Should it be?

“It’s dangerous, isn’t it?”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. Don’t think I have enough experience to know.”

He chuckled. “Good. It’s better that you don’t know and admit that than pretend that you know and understand.”

“So what is it?”

“It is also neutral.” He chuckled. “And yet it is the kind of neutrality that may be pushed one way or another. That is the kind of thing you need to be aware of.”

“Can I see what you’re trying to show me?”

“I think not,” he said. “Because if you were to see it, it would change your opinion of it. It is what you feel that matters, Zaren. And in this case, what I want you to do is identify whether there is something to this item that’s dangerous.”

“And in this case, the danger is in its potential. So dangerous.”

“Very good. But it’s not dangerous in the same way as we have uncovered before, is it?”

“It’s not like what Talina was doing, or the strange attacks that she was using on Busal City.”

We had not managed to get any information from Talina. She had been incapacitated—by me—when I had stabbed my blade into her back. I had released a bit of power into her, and in doing so, I had stolen her natural magical ability.

And then she had been held. Interrogated.

Questioned, though I hadn’t been a part of the questioning, so I didn’t really know much about what had been uncovered, only that it hadn’t guided Waleith or the Queen to any greater insight than they already had. Considering what Waleith had said about somebody else being involved in the attack, and another underlying threat in Busal City, I couldn’t help but feel it was something that we needed to have a better understanding of.

“Yes. Unfortunately, it would be much like what she was doing. Her magic was very discrete. That made it easier for you to identify. And unfortunately, we don’t have an opportunity for you to continue to learn about different types of power. Had we still had the training compound open, this would not be an issue. At the training compound, our students learned to work with different types of magic, benign and not so benign, and learn to identify them without even seeing them. It is what makes the Blades as skilled as they are. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to learn on the job.”

“I still don’t know if I’m the right person for this,” I said.

“I wasn’t convinced either,” Waleith said. “But you have proven yourself. You should be thankful. And now you get to serve the Queen, something that you had intended to do previously. You were going to serve the Queen anyway, until you were discharged.”

I was quiet then, because he wasn’t wrong. I had been discharged from the army, and it had been difficult for me.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I’m not saying anything to offend you.”

“Oh, and here I was concerned,” I said.

“But I do want you to recognize that there are certain actions that you have already taken that have changed who and what you are.”

“I’m not saying that I’m not going to serve.”

“And you should also be confident in the fact that the Queen herself is happy that you’re serving.”

I didn’t have that sense. The Queen might be tolerant of me serving, but happy seemed a bit of a stretch to me. When I said as much to Waleith, he shrugged.

“Perhaps ‘happy’ might not be quite the right term, but she does recognize the value you add to her needs.”

We went through several more magical examples, with each one getting increasingly complex. They helped me learn to differentiate various types of magic, to the point where I felt I was actually doing reasonably well.

And now I needed to use that knowledge as I studied the wagon, trying to decide if the powder that had been brought into Busal City was dangerous.

I had to keep reminding myself that not all magic was dangerous. That was something that Waleith had tried to make clear to me, and something that I had struggled with.

An older, gray-haired woman strode out of the nearby building, and she looked at me for a long moment, sweeping her gaze from head to toe. She was dressed all in gray, with a black leather satchel hanging over one shoulder, a notebook in one hand, and a serious expression in her eyes.

“Haven’t seen you around here before. But you wear the Queen’s mark. Care to tell me what you have brought us?”

I flicked my gaze to the building behind her. “Just something that needs to be impounded until I have an opportunity to test what’s in it.”

“You test?”

“You can run whatever tests you need,” I said, and I wondered if perhaps that was a mistake.

She clicked her tongue and came over to the trunks before pausing and tapping on them. “Interesting. Not your typical cargo.”

“Apparently, it’s headed for the port, and for⁠—”

“That doesn’t matter. Do you have the name of the merchant?”

“I do.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure if you knew the protocol.”

I’d guessed, but I understood a measure of bureaucracy. That would be my military training, I supposed, just knowing the way that bureaucracy worked, and the protocol that would be involved. And unfortunately, I suspected there was going to be a significant element of paperwork involved in all of this as well.

“I have some forms that you will need to fill out. They will capture where you encountered the cargo, the reason for the embargo, and any other concerns that you might have with it.”

“Of course,” I said, bowing my head politely and waiting for her to explain something more.

“And you do understand that there is a limit to how long we will store the items here.”

“I’m well aware,” I said.

“Very well. If that is all, I can show you inside and help you get started with the paperwork.”

This was going to be painful, I suspected. Paperwork was often a deterrent.

As I followed her inside, I did have a passing question, however.

“What sort of protections are here?”

“Traditional protections.”

“And by that, you mean…”

“This place is secured. The only reason that you were permitted access to it was the fact that you were with the constables, and that you have the Queen’s mark on you. Had you not had that, you would not have even made it into the yard.” She offered a hint of a narrow, thin-lipped smile. “But then, that’s not the kind of protections that you’re asking about, is it?”

I was quiet.

“There are, of course, additional protections, nontraditional, that have been a part of Busal City from the earliest days. If those of the protections you are asking about, I can’t elaborate much upon them, as I’m afraid I don’t know anything more. But you can rest assured that this yard is as secure as any place within the city.”

Pausing for a moment, I glanced back at the wagon, wondering if maybe there were other protections around the yard that I hadn’t identified. I shouldn’t ignore that responsibility. “I can meet you inside.”

“The paperwork is essential,” she said.

“Of course,” I said, waving my hand, “but I forgot something with the wagon.”

She regarded me, her lips pursed angrily, as if she was trying to decide if she wanted to believe me, but then she nodded.

After returning to the wagon, I began to focus on other sorts of power around here. I hadn’t attempted to do that before, which was probably a mistake. I did feel the tingling of the powder in the jars, but that was about it—at least, until I stepped away from the wagon, when I began to pick up on a different sense, as if there was a weight settling on my shoulders. It took me a moment to realize what it came from.

The walls. But how?

I moved around, holding my hands out, and focused on that weight. As I got close to the walls, I felt as if the weight was building, especially when I focused on it intentionally. When I wasn’t paying any attention to it, it did not cause any difficulty. It was there, and yet it was not there, which was a strange thing to acknowledge. The sense of heaviness continued to build, and I was all too aware of how it was pressing down on me, but beyond that, I couldn’t identify anything.

Hopefully, these protections would be enough and would work.

When I headed inside, the woman regarded me for a moment, as if trying to decide what she wanted to do and say, before she motioned for me to follow her to a small room, where there was a stack of paper that I was going to have to go through.

And as I saw what task lay before me, I knew that I had been right in my initial assessment. The paperwork was a deterrent. In this case, I didn’t care. I would do what was necessary.


Chapter Three


The paperwork took me far longer than I wanted.

By the time I was done, I was tired. I suspected that some of it was not even essential, that the officious woman was just trying to get under my skin, but any time I asked whether it truly was necessary to do the amount that she was providing me with, she made it clear that it absolutely was, and that I should stop questioning her.

And so I did.

Before leaving the yard, I ensured the wagon was secured as much as possible, not wanting anyone to be surprised by anything with it. Not only that, but I didn’t want to have any sort of power escape from it. I didn’t think any would, but then again, there were aspects to this situation that I couldn’t control.

When I left the yard, I made my way toward Dara’s shop.

It wasn’t actually her shop, but that was how I viewed it. She’d been employed there since before I’d first met her in the city, and though I knew that she had her own magical talent, everything that I had learned from Waleith about magic in general and magic in Busal City let me know that not all of it was dangerous. Had I not learned that, I might have taken a very different approach to her, and the kinds of things that she could do.

I found the street outside her shop to be quiet. It was a narrow passage, with neatly placed and maintained cobblestones and buildings that leaned over the street, shading it. Some of the buildings had canopies stretched out in front of them, creating even more shade. Many of the storefronts had neatly maintained signs, all of which detailed the merchants found inside, other than Dara’s shop, which had a simple and strange sigil on it that I didn’t quite recognize.

When I reached the door, I hesitated a moment and then stepped inside.

The air always had a strangely metallic odor to it. Not only that, but a bit of pressure pushed against me, alerting me to other traces of magic here. The shelves were filled with sculptures, and many of them were strange and incredibly ornate. Knowing that some of these had to have been formed out of magic didn’t make them any less impressive.

I found Dara seated at the counter. She was hunched over, running her finger along the surface of a metal bowl. I had never been able to figure out just what her magical talent was, though I knew that she had some obvious talent. It had never mattered to me.

The bowl that she was working on began to change. She didn’t even use many tools—certainly not as many tools as I would have expected somebody who was working on an item like that to need. It meant that whatever she was doing was tied to the magic that she was summoning.

She had some control over metal?

It certainly wasn’t dangerous magic. And it wasn’t the kind of thing that would raise any suspicion in me, or anybody else who worked with the Queen, at least under normal circumstances. But it didn’t seem to me that it was any sort of fabricator technique, either. Fabricators used various markings to place power inside items, such as my blade. The markings trapped magic. I knew very little about the training involved to become a fabricator, but I did know that fabricators were highly valued—even by the Queen. They would not be working in some hidden shop on the outskirts of Busal City.

Dara looked up and smiled.

She was a lovely woman. She had crystal blue eyes, dark brown hair, and an easy smile. But it was her eyes, more than anything else, that drew me in. They always sparkled, had a friendly look to them, and they had disarmed me the very first moment that I had seen her.

“Zaren,” she said, her smile spreading, “it’s good to see you. I thought that you were going to be here earlier.”

“So did I,” I said.

“One of those days?”

“One of those days.”

She set her hands down, and for a moment, it looked as if the bowl she’d been working on rippled. Then the movement began to ease.

She glanced down. “I’ve got a little bit more work to do, but I suppose it could wait. I believe you promised me something special today.”

“I did,” I said. “And I was starting to get a little worried that I wasn’t going to be able to show it to you today.”

“Well, we couldn’t have that, could we?”

I grinned at her. “No. We most decidedly could not.”

She looked at the door behind her. “Rianal won’t be here for a while, so I suppose I have time.”

I chuckled. I’d never met Rianal, though I’d heard quite a bit about him from Dara. Obviously, he was her employer, though I didn’t know if he was her mentor as well. I still didn’t know if she was serving in some sort of apprenticeship role. If she was, then she had quite a bit of freedom, as she had never had any difficulty in leaving the shop at any time. If she was an apprentice, then it was the kind of apprenticeship that had already matured to a point where she didn’t need to ask for permission.

“I can wait, if it’s easier,” I said. “I don’t want you to get into trouble because of me.”

Dara grinned. “I doubt that you could do anything to get me into trouble,” she said. “But then again, you still don’t really like to talk about what kind of work you do for the Queen.”

“Because it’s really quite boring,” I said. “And she’s made it clear I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

That was about the extent of what I had shared with Dara about my employment. That I was employed. Really, nothing more than that. And at this point, given that the relationship was still so new, I didn’t want to say anything that would make her uncomfortable.

I kept telling myself, however, that she deserved honesty, and she deserved to know who I was and what I was, to know whether I was a danger to her, even if I didn’t intend to be. The problem, however, was even though I didn’t intend to be a danger to her, there was still the possibility that I would end up a danger nonetheless.

If it came down to my commitment to the Queen or to Dara, I… well, I didn’t really have much choice in that, I knew. I was going to have to choose the Queen.

I didn’t know how I could not.

“I’m going to check on a few things,” Dara said, “and then I’ll be back out here. As long as you are able to wait.”

“Happy to,” I said.

She slipped away, heading to the back of the room. When she was gone, I began to feel a bit of magic building, leaving me wondering what she was doing. I knew that she had some potential, though I didn’t know the extent of it, nor did I know how she used it, but it didn’t strike me as dangerous. That was really it, though. I suspected that at some point, I was going to have to discover what she did.

When Dara stepped back out, she had a smile on her face and a small basket in hand.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I did promise you a picnic, but it’s a little late. I thought you were going to be here a little earlier than this…”

“And I told you that⁠—”

“Oh, I know. You got sidetracked.”

I nodded. “I did.”

“Let’s just hope that we still have a little time. Rianal doesn’t like it when I leave work unfinished.”

“What are you working on?” I asked.

She eyed me for a moment. “Oh, no. You don’t get to ask me about what I’m working on if you’re not going to tell me what you’re working on.”

I smiled. “Of course. I wouldn’t want to be unfair.”

“No,” she agreed, her smile broadening. “We wouldn’t want to be unfair.”

I guided Dara through the city, and she clung to my arm, holding her basket with her other arm. The simple gesture was comforting, and we navigated the increasingly crowded streets like that until we reached the center of Busal City, and a small plaza filled with carts selling food, along with street performers, from which I veered us away.

“Where are you taking me?” Dara asked.

“I thought that you would know by now,” I said.

She frowned, and then she began to look all around her. “No.”

“I thought that today would be a good day for us to check it out.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said. “You’re taking me to the garden?”

“I had to get permission,” I said.

That wasn’t entirely true. I didn’t need permission, not as the Queen’s Blade, as Waleith had made it quite clear that I had implicit permission. I just had to head there and use my blade, and… well, that was about all I had to do.

“How did you get permission? She never lets anybody visit.”

“I work in the household,” I said, tapping the pin on my chest.

Dara twisted to regard the pin for a moment. I could feel some resistance coming from her, as I often did when she was testing metallic things, though I wasn’t sure what she was testing now. I had not previously detected her attempting to use whatever abilities she had on my pin, the sigil of the Queen’s household, though I wondered what she would pick up. It was a fabricator-made item, and it was supposed to offer me a measure of protection, though I had barely tested it.

As we approached the wall, her steps quickened. “You know how long I’ve wanted to come here?”

“You have mentioned it a time or two,” I said.

“I know I have. I just…” She turned to me. “Thank you, Zaren.”

We headed over to the gate. There were no guards, though there didn’t need to be. It was locked. And the wall was high enough, covered with razor wire, that it made it difficult to get in. And I knew Dara had snuck in before, as she had told me that she had done so at night, though I wondered if perhaps she had attempted to sneak in during the daytime. This would be the first time that she would get in with permission. That meant something.

I reached the gate, and as I did, I felt for the magic in the fabricator mark, and I held my blade up to it. The faint pressure I detected released with a soft pop.

“You have a key?”

“Something like that,” I said. “My blade serves as one.”

Dara glanced at it for a moment, and I let her study it. I didn’t know if she would recognize it, but if she did, then it would explain things, perhaps to her, and perhaps more about her.

“Those are fabricator marks on it,” she said.

“They are. That’s why it opens the gate.”

“Do you know what those marks do?”

I shook my head. “Do you?”

She frowned. “I…” Her demeanor had shifted, darkening just a bit.

In that moment, I grew a little worried. Why would she know fabricator marks? And not only recognize them but be concerned about them?

I had to shake those thoughts away.

Dara’s expression shifted again. “I have seen marks like that before. I do work in a metalsmith shop, so we get items that have been fabricated. I don’t really have anything to do with them. Rianal usually takes those on, but…” She shook her head. “You know.”

“Do I?” I asked, trying to sound playful, but at this point, I couldn’t help but feel I was interrogating her. I didn’t want to interrogate her, as I wanted to trust her. She deserved my trust. If we were to have any sort of relationship, I had to be able to trust her.

“Well, I would have assumed that you knew, because you are carrying a fabricator-made item. I don’t know anything about it. I would be curious to have a look at it sometime. To help you understand the marks.”

“So long as you don’t damage it.”

She laughed, but it sounded somewhat forced. “I doubt I could damage your fabricator-made blade.”

I slipped it into my sheath, trying to figure out what to say in response. She was probably right. It would be difficult to damage a fabricator-made blade. “I don’t know all that much about fabrications, so I’m not sure. I was just told to be careful with it.” Forcing my own smile, I looked around. “Are you ready to see the garden?”

Dara watched me for a moment, her gaze lingering for only a split second on my sheathed blade, but I noticed it. Finally she lifted her gaze to meet my own. “I’ve been ready to see the garden for as long as I’ve been in Busal City,” she said. “And I can’t believe that I’m finally going to get the opportunity to do so. Thank you.”

I held the gate open, and she stepped inside. When I followed, the floral fragrance struck first. Dara laughed, and her voice lifted, switching to one of excited wonder as she hurried onto the main path, which led past several rows of elevated roses, a mixture of red, pink, and vibrant blue. She waved me toward her as she hurried forward.

And with that gesture, all the anxiety I had been feeling began to ease. I had to ignore the concern that I had allowed myself to focus on, as this was Dara. She wasn’t going to do anything to harm me. And I doubted that she was going to do anything to harm the Queen—even if she could.

I followed her in. I took a deep breath and felt the strangeness in the air. It might just have been my imagination, but I was certain that there was some sort of strange energy here. Perhaps it was just tied to the magic that I was picking up on, or perhaps it was tied to something else. Whatever it was, it kept a faint edge, which meant that I was keeping a faint edge, something that I did not want to have to do. Still, the longer I focused on the energy, the more I felt it, a strange coalition of power, and I remained on alert.

“Zaren,” Dara said, urging me from deeper in the garden. “Are you going to join me? I thought this was supposed to be a picnic.” She laughed, her voice carrying through the garden.

It was supposed to be a picnic. I couldn’t ruin it. I had to dismiss this feeling. That was how I was going to be happy, wasn’t it?

Dara took a seat near the center of the garden, just outside the circle of stones where I often met with Waleith when he was in the city. I wondered if she recognized it. Or maybe she didn’t want to disturb the stones. She waited for me as she set out a blanket and began to pull out food from her basket. Bread, smoked meats, and even an assortment of fruits: apples, a cluster of grapes, and one berry that I didn’t recognize.

“Our picnic.”

“It’s perfect,” I said.

And as it took a seat across from her, a part of me wondered if it was, in fact, perfect. Or maybe I was making it not perfect. But as she worked, I noticed her gaze occasionally lingering on my blade, and more than once, I saw it going to my lapel pin. And I knew that I was going to have to answer questions sooner rather than later.


Chapter Four


As strange as it might seem, it was actually nice to be investigating something again. Ever since Waleith had departed Busal City, I had been chasing various magical items, but I hadn’t necessarily felt I had come across anything of note. I certainly hadn’t done anything to inspire much confidence in my level of service. Not that I had much opportunity to go to the Queen, and I certainly had not had many opportunities to talk to her about what I was doing. But I knew from experience that I had to build up my responsibilities, because that was how I was going to prove my worth to the Queen.

The powder investigation gave me a sense of purpose. That was good, and in a way, I felt it was necessary for me to better understand what role I was going to play here. It was stimulating to pursue something mysterious. Most of the time, I came across items of minimal magical energy. And far too often, the Investigators were the ones who were responsible for finding anything that we had to look into. It was about time I found something for myself.

The problem, as I saw it, was that I had not been able to identify anything about the powder. I wanted to ask more questions of the merchant, but that had proven difficult. I figured that the next order of business was to find out what kind of powder I was dealing with, and so that was what I was now doing.

The jar was the key. I carried the jar of powder with me all throughout the city, and while I had been trying to come up with a few answers, it was difficult to know where to start. The easiest place was the market.

Busal City had a massive market at its center. It was a place where merchants would gather, some coming by sea, others coming by land, and it was a place where people of wealth and of lesser means would congregate, having an opportunity to trade together. Most of the stalls were wagons that had been converted into stands, though there were some that were more ornate than others, and still others that were more permanent, massive storefronts that were designed to entice passersby. I was not immune to the draw, but then again, this was a place that I had visited many times ever since coming to Busal City, partly because the market was one of the few places that I knew to be cautious of, especially given the different types of magic that I could often feel here.

And so I ventured through the market. There were items sold from all over the world, and the variety gave me an opportunity to uncover something about the powder. I figured that if nothing else, I could look for similar jars. Not only that, but I had to hope that I might find the merchant, and see if he was attempting to trade other items.

There was no sign of him as I ventured through.

He had been transporting animals, so I anticipated a circus, but I had not seen anything.

At one stand, I hesitated, noting spices that came from all over the realm. They were packed in neat jars and canisters, and I paused for a moment, looking them over. The merchant, an older, grizzled man with deeply wrinkled eyes and a bulbous nose, frowned at me.

“Wouldn’t figure a man your size to be much of a baker.”

“All of these are baking spices?”

He snorted. “Well, you answered my question for me.”

“And how did I answer it?” I asked.

“If you don’t recognize salt, you aren’t much of a baker.”

“I recognize salt,” I said, pointing to the canister that was filled with pinkish granules. “Though I don’t recognize this one. It is not cinnamon, and it doesn’t look like cloves or nutmeg, so what do you have here?”

“Well, maybe I have misjudged you a little bit. It is called camerin, and it is transported from⁠—”

“From Hulak,” I said.

He leaned back and regarded me with a very different expression.

“Yes. It is. You have some experience?”

I didn’t answer. When I had been serving in the military, we had visited several outposts, and there had been quite a few men who loved some of the more exotic spices. I did have some familiarity with camerin, as it added a measure of heat to everything cooked with it. That was not something that I necessarily appreciated, but in small quantities, it added a smoky characteristic as well. I looked along the tabletop, and as I did, I tested for any magical energy. I didn’t pick up on anything, so perhaps this was the wrong approach. And considering what I needed to find, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was looking in the wrong place.

“I can give you a discount,” the man said, leaning forward, “especially since you have some familiarity with it. I can sell you two ounces for⁠—”

“I’m not interested,” I said. “Not in that, at least.”

“Care to tell me what you are looking for? I’m sure that I can point you in the right direction.”

I was tempted to show him the powder. Tempted only because I didn’t have any idea about it, and I figured that if he knew something, he might be able to help, but I was also a little concerned about revealing that I was looking into it. There was the potential for danger in that.

I could take a different approach, I thought.

I fished the jar out of my pocket and cupped it in my hand. “I’m just looking for a merchant who sells this.”

The man’s brow furrowed. “So you already know what you want? You’ve already bought it?”

“I’m just looking to purchase more.”

The man reached for the jar, but I pulled it back.

I didn’t have any idea what purpose the powder had, but there was no doubt in my mind that there was some magical intention behind it, and I had no desire to hand it over to somebody who may or may not know how to use it.

“Well,” the man said, his expression darkening, “can’t say that I recognize the writing, but the ceramic is Chilazean style.”

“You can tell that?”

He snorted. He pointed to one of his other jars, this one filled with a pale blue powder. “I recognize it because a man like me needs to be able to identify purity. If you trade for certain spices that aren’t in the right canisters, you know that you are likely being scammed.”

“Thank you.”

“Wait,” he called after me as I turned away. “That’s it? You aren’t even going to give me a chance to earn your business? I told you that I could sell you two ounces for a reasonable rate. And if you don’t want that, I could sell you salt. What man doesn’t want to add salt to his⁠—”

“Like you said,” I interjected, “not much of a baker.”

He kept calling after me as I turned away, though now at least I had a different way to approach this mystery.

Chilazean pottery was expensive. It was also intricately made, and apparently, the technique of its creation was kept as a closely guarded secret by the Chilazean people. Supposedly, the pottery was far stronger than it had any right to be, though I had not tested it myself. It was too expensive to ever risk damaging.

Which suggested that the powder inside would also be strong.

I had suspected as much, especially given the way that the merchant had been behaving, but I had been a little curious about that. I had been left wondering if there was any way to figure out the value of the powder short of finding the merchant and forcing him to share with me more about the powder.

And rather than just impounding the wagon, I probably should have detained the merchant as well.

Now that I had a better idea about the jar, I figured that I could find somebody selling Chilazean pottery and get a better idea about the value there.

It didn’t take long for me to find a ceramic merchant. She was a young woman with dark hair and dark brown eyes that were nearly black, and she was dressed in the flowing robes of Ulash. When I showed her the jar, she shook her head.

“I’m not buying. I am just selling. I apologize, but I don’t need to transport anything more.”

“I’m just trying to gauge its value,” I told her.

She frowned at me. “You don’t want to sell it?”

I shrugged. “I’m not so sure that I should. I am just trying to get a sense of what something like this would retail for.”

“That’s a different conversation,” she said, looking past me, which forced me to look over my shoulder. I could tell that she was searching for someone else, probably anyone else, who might be a customer and actually bring in some coin. She had obviously dismissed me the moment that I had told her that I was not looking to sell. I wondered what she would do if I were to push and sell the jar. “Retail value is different from wholesale.”

“How much on average would something along this line go for?”

She let out a heavy sigh, and then she leaned forward, her gaze skimming across it. “How certain are you that this is Chilazean? Such ceramic is quite rare to make its way… Oh. I see.”

“You recognize it?”

“Well, the quality is definitely there.” She continued studying it, though she didn’t make an attempt to grab it from me, unlike the spice merchant. Instead, she just frowned as she leaned forward, her head bobbing as if she were some sort of bird trying to decide how she was best going to pluck a fish from a stream.

“Are you sure that you don’t want to sell?”

“I thought that you weren’t buying.”

“I could always use more pottery,” she said with a shrug. “Especially depending upon the value. You won’t be able to sell this easily, but to the right person, I am certain that I could turn it around and…” She trailed off, as if she wanted to avoid revealing too many of her secrets, as if what she could make from selling the pottery was some mystery.

I laughed. “I’m not looking to sell,” I said. “But I do thank you for making it clear that this is valuable.”

“It is,” she said begrudgingly. “And I can’t tell you how much it would go for on the open market, but the paint suggests that it is made by one of the older families from Chilaz, and to the right person—collectors mostly—it would actually have some value.”

“And let me guess. You know how to find those collectors.”

She shrugged. “I do. At least outside of the city. Over time, you sort of get exposed to these things.”

“So give me a general estimate.” I felt like I was talking in circles here. I did know more now than I had before, and learning that the jar itself was probably incredibly valuable made me question whether the powder was inconsequential. Maybe it was just to keep the ceramic dry.

“For that one? I imagine that I would purchase it for a gold and a half,” she said after consideration.

I started to smile. “And how much would you be able to sell it to your collector for?”

She looked as if she wasn’t going to answer.

“I’m not looking to sell, like I said.” I straightened and then pointed to my lapel pin. “I am serving the Queen. I’m just asking questions.”

Her gaze lingered on the pin for just a moment before shifting up to me, and her expression darkened. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I have done nothing to violate the Queen’s decrees, so there’s no reason to detain me.”

I looked at her. I debated how I wanted to handle this, because I certainly didn’t want to threaten the merchant, but I wanted the answer. It would help me understand more about this jar.

“I’m just looking for answers,” I said. “And if you’re truthful, then I have no reason to detain you.”

She let out a sigh. “To the right collector, and I must say that it is difficult to find the right collector,” she went on, as if she needed to ensure that I wasn’t going to try to go off and sell this on my own, “it may be worth as much as five gold.”

Five for one jar?

“It’s more valuable in a set,” she hurriedly added. “Because the Chilazean artisans tend to make complete sets. They are all painted the same, and they are usually numbered.”

I was tempted to look at the jar to see if it was numbered, but I would do that later.

“So if you have a collector who is interested, and if they have others of the set, they would be far more inclined to pay a premium. But only if you have a set,” she added again, this time even more hurriedly.

“And a complete set?”

“It depends on how many constituted the set,” she said.

“Let’s say there were twenty,” I said, thinking back to what I had seen in the wagon.

“A set of twenty is not a complete set. It is typically forty to fifty.”

“All right,” I said, and I began to wonder if I had miscounted. “Let’s say you had a complete set.”

“Incredibly valuable,” she said. “So valuable that I wouldn’t even put a price on it.”

I resisted the urge to move.

“Why would something be stored in it?”

She frowned. “Stored in it? They are primarily decorative.”

Primarily, but not entirely.

“And the people of Chilaz? What do they use such ceramic for?”

“A variety of purposes,” she said. “But…” She shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know. I haven’t actually ventured very deep into Chilaz. They don’t like outsiders very much.”

I knew that to be true.

“So if you were to have a complete set, you would probably be able to sell it to specific collectors and profit considerably.” She watched me as if trying to decide if I had a complete set.

“Such as you?”

“Well, I am not necessarily a collector. I travel too much to really be able to afford such luxuries. Unfortunately.”

“Unfortunately,” I said.

“But if you do find others…”

The implication was clear.

And I couldn’t help but feel ever more cautious now that I had shared that I had twenty jars.

I knew that I would have to be. And I knew that I needed to get back to the impound yard, and I probably needed to make sure that the wagon was better secured than it already was.

Had I known that these jars were so valuable, I probably wouldn’t have left them there. I probably would have brought them to the palace itself.

I started away.

And as I did, my mind kept churning. I couldn’t help but wonder about the powder. Maybe the powder wasn’t what was valuable. Maybe it was the jar.

And maybe it wasn’t even the powder that I was picking up on. I hadn’t even considered that. What if the powder was designed to neutralize some sort of magical effect or magical property of the jar?

And if that were the case, then what purpose would there be in transporting so many jars?

I still didn’t have any answers. Coming to the market had only left me with more questions, and that was an incredible irritant to me, especially because I couldn’t help but feel I had to try to find something else, more information, better answers about all of this, but I felt I was just as far away from finding them as I had been before.

If nothing else, I did know that the jar was valuable.

I continued through the market, my mind working on how else I might approach finding more information about the powder, but coming up with nothing. And as I worked, I decided that it was definitely time to get back to the impound yard.

From there…

From there, I was going to have to figure out how valuable all this cargo was, and what steps I needed to take to secure it so that the merchant, or someone else, didn’t break it out before I had a chance to fully investigate the properties of the jar, and the power that it obviously possessed.


Chapter Five


Ididn’t make it to the impound yard. My journey was interrupted by an Investigator.

The market had proven only slightly fruitful. I had kept looking, as I still couldn’t shake the possibility that the powder had another use, though I had started to think that it was just some sort of masking powder to prevent anybody from picking up on the magical properties of the jars as they moved through the city. This was a likely tactic if the merchant, and whoever was responsible for this cargo coming into Busal City, was aware of the Queen’s standing on all things magical. It made complete sense to me that they would want to hide the presence of anything of magical potential, especially something so valuable as these jars.

And yet I was curious about what purpose the jars had.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that they also had another use, but how was still beyond me.

This was what I had signed up for, though. I had agreed to serve as a Blade, to use my innate ability to ensure that I found and neutralized any dangerous magic. The problem in this case was that the jar itself didn’t feel dangerous, though it obviously had a magical potential within it. I found myself probing periodically as I wandered through the market, testing the jar. But there was only a faint, strange resistance that struck me, but not overwhelmingly dangerous.

I found an apothecary, which raised a level of curiosity in me, as the powder might be something that an apothecary would recognize, but when I approached, there were enough customers there that I didn’t really have an opportunity to investigate. And given that I now believed that the jar was really the crucial piece here, it would be foolish to spend too much time focused on the powder.

When I had reached the far side of the market, and was looping back toward the impound lot, I saw the familiar figure of one of the Queen’s Investigators.

They served under me, or at least, theoretically they did. They were tasked with identifying magical items and neutralizing them. They were a line of defense against magic that was just below the Queen’s Blade.

This man was a slender, tall man by the name of Byron. I had met him early on and prior to Waleith’s departure. He had wanted to make sure that I was at least familiar with some of the Investigators, because if they needed a Blade to neutralize something, the Investigators ought to know who to go to.

Byron saw me. It was hard not to, but he was nearly my height, though he didn’t have anything close to my build. The Investigators didn’t carry fabricator blades, though they did have fabricator-made stones that were simply designed to neutralize dangerous magic. I didn’t know if they would neutralize all forms of magic, or if the stones somehow identified what was dangerous and what was not.

Byron waited for me to catch up to him, and his gaze drifted back toward the market, almost lazily.

“Didn’t expect to see you out here, Zaren.” He had a dry, almost lazy way of speaking. He had a hint of an accent, though I had not been able to place it, and I didn’t know him well enough to ask where he was from. And in a city like this, there were quite a few people who refused to talk about where they were from.

“I’ve just been looking into a shipment that’s come into the city,” I said.

He frowned. “A shipment? Of what?”

I needed to work with the Investigators, so I shared with him the fact that I was looking into Chilazean pottery.

“Never heard of it.”

I decided not to show him the jar.

“You’re saying that it’s as valuable as that?”

“I’m not entirely sure if the ceramic merchant was telling the truth or not, but I suspect she was.”

“How can one jar be worth so much?”

“That’s a great question,” I said.

“You think that it violates the Queen’s command?”

That was what the Investigators called the decree that they search for items of magical power: the Queen’s command.

I thought it was interesting, and a little amusing, but they took it so seriously. At least, most of the Investigators that I had met certainly did. Byron was no different, but I partly understood that. When I had been serving in the military, a part of me had fully understood what I did, how I served, and the value that I offered. And I had taken great pride in it. At least, I had at first. There had been others around me who had not. Others who had believed that they were simply serving because they needed to make money, and serving in the military was an easy way to do so, at least relatively. Serving as an Investigator was on the whole not dangerous. But it was something that allowed these men to claim that they were serving the Queen, and it probably gave them a sense of pride.

Was I so different? I certainly felt a measure of pride in what I did, serving as the Queen’s Blade, so I couldn’t make any comment about that.

“I don’t entirely know,” I admitted.

“Would Waleith?”

The question was a common one, and one that I was still struggling to deal with. There were several Investigators who still favored Waleith, partly because they knew him and partly because word had gotten out that I had not had traditional training as a Blade. I suspected that made them doubt my ability, but then again, there were times when I doubted my own ability. I had little reason to think that they should trust my insight. And it did leave me wondering what would happen if I ever encountered another Blade. Waleith was the only one I had ever met. If I met another Blade, would they decide that I didn’t know enough, or couldn’t know enough, to be of much use? Could I prove otherwise?

I doubted it. That was the simple truth. I simply doubted that I would be able to convince them of my ability, because I simply had not had enough time training with Waleith.

“It’s possible,” I admitted. “But I’m the Blade here now, so I’m the one that you have to work with.”

These words were a little harsher than I had intended, but I felt a rising frustration with such questions.

Byron held his hands up, shaking his head. “No, no,” he went on, and he offered a placating smile, one that didn’t strike me as very genuine at all. “I’m not saying that we want anything or anyone else. I was just commenting on whether you had⁠—”

“You were questioning whether I had the necessary experience or talent to handle such things.” I shrugged. “And to be honest, I don’t have the answer. But like I said, I’m here now. And the Queen herself asked me to serve.”

I didn’t like playing that card, because it made the not-so-subtle implication that the Investigators didn’t serve the Queen quite as directly as I did. Then again, they didn’t have the fabricator pin that denoted service in the Queen’s household. So in a way, it was true.

“I mean no offense, Joha.”

Now he’s switched to my last name?

“Have you found any strange shipments?” I asked.

I typically got reports from the Investigators on a weekly basis, and asking now was outside the norm, but given the way that he had questioned me, I felt that I should push him just a little more.

“There have been some minor fabrications,” he said, waving a hand, “but nothing of much significance.”

“What do you mean, minor fabrications?”

In the time that I had been serving as a Blade, I didn’t have much experience with fabrications. They were a unique kind of magical device, one that stored potential. I had not spoken to Master Matherin about fabrications all that often, but he and I had shared a few conversations about them, which had given me a basic understanding.

I suspected that I was going to need to go to him and ask more questions, because I felt I should know more about fabrications in order to neutralize them. But then again, fabrications were often relatively magically neutral to begin with. Most fabrications did not contain any sort of innately dangerous magic. It took an intent, and a person who was trying to use that power, in order for them to do something dangerous.

“We often find minor fabrications. They are easy enough for us to neutralize, and those of them that we can’t neutralize, we collect and ship them to the palace.” He watched me as he spoke, as if daring me to challenge that procedure.

“Which is completely appropriate,” I said.

And I wondered if it was for the same reason that I was thinking of. The Queen had her own fabricator, who I suspected would be the most appropriate person to deal with such things.

“Yes, well, they have been a little bit more common than is typical, but thankfully, nothing that is overly dangerous.”

“Not overly dangerous? So you’re saying there is some danger?”

“Possibly,” he said. “If you want, I can take you to the warehouse, and you can take a look. I don’t think you need to be involved, but I wouldn’t be opposed to having the Blade give his opinion.”

I could tell from his tone that he was not serious. But then again, I wasn’t entirely sure that I cared.

“That would be great,” I said.

I waited for him to lead off, and we weaved through the streets, veering quickly and often taking a path that I wasn’t as familiar with, though it seemed Byron was. The path was not nearly as crowded as the main streets, and we were able to proceed quickly.

“Do you know when Waleith intends to return?” Byron asked.

“Not exactly,” I said. “He’s been looking into the events that transpired recently.”

“The attack near the harbor.”

“That and another.”

Byron glanced in my direction.

I was curious about how much the Investigators had heard about what had taken place in the city. They certainly had access to tools that helped them recognize when magic was used, even if they didn’t have their own innate ability. And I had not asked the question directly about whether they were able to pick up on what had happened. Perhaps that was a mistake.

“I had heard that there was something else,” he said carefully.

“Oh?”

“And I’m sure that you won’t confirm it, but there are rumors of something transpiring in the palace.”

“Why wouldn’t I confirm that?” I asked. “There was an attack in the palace. I stopped it.”

He blinked. “You?”

“Yes. Waleith was preoccupied, and injured, and I prevented a dangerous magical entity from reaching the Queen.”

He was an Investigator. And I wasn’t explicitly forbidden from sharing that information, so why not use it to my advantage?

We reached a warehouse. The warehouse district was to the north of the main part of the harbor, and there was constant activity along the street. Wagons would travel here and there, carrying items that were meant for storage and then distribution elsewhere. This part of the warehouse district was quiet. I felt a strange energy pushing on me. It was neutral, as far as I could tell. Powerful, but not dangerous.

“Here?”

“We’ve been compiling most of the fabrications here,” Byron explained. “It makes more sense to gather them and keep them together, and then we send them by wagon to the palace.”

I nodded. I was going to have to talk to my contacts in the palace about that. Even if it was just to hear about how often the fabrications were transported. I was still working on all the aspects of my responsibilities, and that was one that I hadn’t even considered. And perhaps I also needed to talk to Master Matherin about the fabrications that were sent. I wondered what he might say about them.

Byron fished out a key, which he used to unlock the door, and then he stepped inside.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dimmer light inside, but I realized that there was another Investigator here.

“You brought the Blade?” Jos asked.

“He wanted to see what we have been doing,” Byron said.

Jos looked at me. He was about two hands shorter than me and had a build that would have once been muscular but had gone to flab. “Nothing that you need to get involved in, Blade,” he said.

A title. I was still trying to get a sense of who was going to treat me with a measure of deference, respect, and who still needed me to prove myself. And I didn’t have a problem with proving myself. Truth be told, I felt I was probably going to need to prove myself until I had served in Busal City for a long time. And there was no real definitive idea about how long I was going to serve here. From what I had learned about Blades, there was a possibility that eventually I would be asked to serve outside the city.

“I’m just taking a look,” I said. “Nothing to be worried about.”

He grunted.

Byron led me through the warehouse and to a small, locked room to the side. Rows of shelves filled with crates occupied the main part of the warehouse, and there was a dusty, almost damp smell to the air.

But once the door was opened, that smell disappeared.

And the sense of the room pressed on me. I was aware of the fabrications in a way that I had not been aware of them before. It was almost as if the room itself, and the door, managed to conceal anything that I might have picked up on.

That was odd.

I moved forward, stepping past Byron, and flipped open a massive trunk.

“Are you going to get this into a wagon?” I asked.

“We lift it,” he said.

I glanced back at him, and he shook his head. “Most fabrications aren’t that heavy. At least, most of these. And like I said, we send them up to the palace with quite a bit of regularity, so the loads don’t end up getting too heavy. At least, not normally.”

Inside were items of various shapes and metals. Some of them were shiny, some dull, and all of them had strange lettering on their surfaces, lettering that composed the fabrication and held the power that I did not fully understand. Waleith had left before I had been able to learn much about fabrications from him.

“What do you mean, not normally?”

“I just mean not normally,” he said. “We have been finding a few more than normal.”

“Over what period of time?”

“Over the last couple of weeks,” he said. “It’s cyclical, Joha. Nothing to be concerned about. I know that you haven’t been in the city for a long time, but this is very typical.”

“But they have increased over the last few weeks? Have you identified anything else about these fabrications?”

“Did you tell him that they have been taking on a similar style?” Jos asked from outside the door.

I looked over at Byron. “Similar style?”

“He just means that they’re all smaller. It doesn’t really mean anything. And to be honest, I’m not sure if there’s anything to make of it. But…” He shrugged, glancing back at the other Investigator. “They are all similar in size. It suggests that they aren’t quite as potent.” He shrugged. “If you want to test them, you certainly can.”

I debated it.

I had to decide how I wanted to handle this.

I had to be careful here. I didn’t want to diminish their skill, and I didn’t want to make it seem as if I was second-guessing everything that they were doing.

“Will you let me know if anything else changes?”

Byron held my gaze. “Of course. We will send it in our reports.”

I was skeptical about that. The reports had not said anything about increasing fabrications. But he wasn’t the only person that I could go to with that question.

And if they were all minor fabrications, as they implied, then it was probably nothing that I had to deal with. Besides, I really didn’t know if this was common or not. And it probably was, especially considering everything that Waleith had told me about magical movement in and out of Busal City. This may just be the way that things were here.

“Well, thank you for showing me,” I said. “I am going to continue my investigation.”

“Anything that we can help you with?” Jos asked.

“You can let me know if you find anything about Chilazean pottery.”

“Chilazean? Isn’t that pretty valuable?”

“It is,” I said. “Which is why I’m looking into it.”

He shared a look with Byron before shrugging. “If we hear anything.”

I hoped that they would.

Now I needed to get back to the impound yard.


Chapter Six


The strange powder was plaguing me. I had been trying to come up with some answer as to whether it held a dangerous magic or whether it was merely a potential kind of magic.

Increasingly I found myself believing that it was the potential kind of magic. I had gone looking for the merchant, hoping to ask him more questions, but hadn’t been able to find him. I doubted he’d left Busal City. The powder had to be valuable. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be much reason for the merchant to bring it into the city under such a heavy guard. I didn’t know how to identify it, though. I’d considered going to an apothecary, but I had a concern about revealing my investigation and raising more questions.

It might be better for the questioning to come from customs.

Which was where I headed now.

The woman there was the same one as before. The building was quite austere and filled with desks, stacks of books, papers, all of it kept neatly organized. It seemed a bit overwhelming to me, and I had a hard time thinking about how she was able to keep track of everything, but I suspected that she knew exactly where everything was and exactly what she had here.

As soon as I entered, she glanced up at me from her desk. “Mr. Joha.”

“I need to finish my report,” I said.

“Not necessary.”

I froze. “Not necessary?”

“I was not able to find anything suspicious within that trunk, and so I released it to the merchant.”

I hesitated. “You’ve already released it?”

“Of course I have. It is not our responsibility to hold things indefinitely. Unless you had felt the Queen required it. If that had been the case, then I would have needed a different set of paperwork.”

“I would’ve expected you to get word to me.”

“I did. You didn’t receive it? I sent a courier to your residence.”

I hadn’t been home much lately, but I didn’t think that I’d missed a courier. “Did you find out anything about the cargo?”

“Unfortunately, no. It is inert. I had one of my trusted apothecaries test it, and they didn’t detect anything. And I had one of my more capable exotic importers brought in, and they didn’t think that it was anything, either.”

“But obviously, it was valuable. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been escorting it so securely.”

“Well, we think that it was a cooking spice,” she said.

I had a hard time believing that, especially since I’d spent some time talking to a spice merchant about the powder. “Is that right?”

She shrugged. “A cooking spice. It is a rare one, but it apparently has an unusual texture to it and is reportedly useful in augmenting various flavors.”

“You had somebody test whether it was edible?”

That was going far beyond what I had expected, and I started to think that someone had been here—and bribed this woman—to get the powder out of the yard.

“Not me, but one of my agents.” She waved a hand. “We are nothing if not thorough. The Queen knows this, of course.”

I stared at her and didn’t know what to say about that, and I didn’t know what to make of the fact that she had dealt with the wagon already. “Could you at least tell where it was from?”

“The markings on the trunks were easy enough to identify. I doubt it was the origin, though.”

“What were the markings?”

“Lakoran. But as far as I know, they don’t grow any sort of spice like that. Perhaps they imported it. I don’t know. And at this point, it no longer matters. It was not a threat, which means that it is no longer necessary for you, or the Queen, to hold it.”

“I suppose,” I said, breathing out heavily.

Though I suspected her of accepting a bribe, what proof did I have?

“I do need you to fill out the release,” she said.

“You were the one who released it.”

“Yes, well, you are the one who brought it here, so you are responsible for the paperwork.”

Definitely a deterrent.

“Fine,” I said.

I took a seat, and she handed me a stack of papers, which took me the better part of the afternoon to fill out. When I was done, I was irritated and still felt I had somehow been played by the merchant, or someone he had intended to sell the powder to. The problem was that I didn’t know if it mattered enough to get angry about.

I found my way to the harbor.

The air smelled of salt, with a gentle breeze blowing in. There was ship traffic moving in and out of the harbor—there was often ship traffic moving in and out of the harbor. A large stone bridge stretched from one side of the harbor to another, though I had not spent much time in that section of Busal City. The shops along the harbor were less formal than those found elsewhere, and they were places that I was actually a little more comfortable visiting. The sound of music drifted from a nearby tavern, and I found myself tapping my foot to the familiar tune.

While I was standing there, I felt something strange.

It was soft, subtle, but it was distinct.

Magic.

Not near me, but across the harbor.

At first I thought that it was one of the ships. If that were the source of the magic pressing on me, I would have expected to pick up on a particular movement within it. I had practiced that with Waleith, picking up on aspects of movement in power, but there was no movement. The power was stationary. But it was far from me, on the far side of the harbor.

I frowned, turning to the bridge that spanned the harbor, joining one side of the city to the other. And as I stood there, focusing, I realized that was what I was picking up on. Whatever it was came from the other side.

I worked my way toward the bridge.

Waleith had warned me that it wasn’t my responsibility to patrol on the far side of Busal City, but curiosity got the better of me. I was still the Queen’s Blade. The bridge was a massive structure, wide enough to handle two carts side by side, and it stretched the entire length of the harbor. I wondered how such a construction had been made—and I suspected there had to have been some element of magic within it, not that I would ever make such an accusation here. I’d not crossed the bridge.

Until now.

As I made my way across, I couldn’t help but feel some energy within the bridge itself. It was a subtle thing, and had I not been so focused on the magic in the city, I might not have picked up on it. But it pressed on me. I didn’t see anything on the bridge. A few other pedestrians, and a wagon that started to cross behind me, but nothing else.

The city on the far side of the bridge was different.

In a way, it was quieter, without the foot traffic, as most ships came into the other side of the harbor, though there were some that docked on this side. There wasn’t the heavy flow of merchants here, either, probably because this was not the part of the city where the Queen resided, and the shops found here were dingier and more run-down. Signs were faded, if they were visible at all. Cobblestones were cracked. No attempt had been made to repair them. Weeds cropped up in sections of the stones. The air had a foul odor, one that couldn’t be attributed to the fishy stench of the harbor. The buildings were smaller, and many of them looked as if they had been abandoned.

All of it felt different.

I followed the sense of magic that I had detected, thinking about what Waleith had said about how there was another Blade here. Why in this part of the city, though?

And why had he not introduced us?

I continued following the sense until I reached a small plaza, where I paused. The plaza was surrounded by low, cracked, and crumbling stone walls. A few streetlights around the walls looked as if they’d seen better days—one of them tilted forward as if it were going to fall, and another had a crack in the fabricator glass. This was what had drawn me, though.

I hesitated there for a moment and looked around, testing for any sort of power, but I did not feel there was anything all that significant.

I could no longer feel the magic the way that I had before. It was obviously still around, somehow, but it no longer pressed upon me in the way that it had when I had first detected it.

Perhaps this was a mistake. My responsibility was on the other side of the harbor, not here.

After moving farther into the plaza, I paused.

I turned in place. This was where I had felt it, even though I wasn’t exactly sure what I was feeling.

I knew there had to be something, though.

“What are you doing here?”

I looked over. The woman standing in an alley had short dark hair, dark eyes, and she stood shrouded in the shadows. She had on a dark gray cloak and was simply lounging, leaning against the nearby building with distrust lingering in her eyes.

“Just wandering,” I said.

“Really?” She took a step toward me. She had a dangerous sort of grace, something that I wasn’t exactly sure what to make of, but it seemed to fill her. It was powerful. Despite her compact size, I had the distinct impression that she was incredibly capable.

Was she the source of magic that I had felt?

When I focused on that part of me that was aware of magic, I didn’t feel anything. No prickling, no warning, no obvious sense of anything. No magic.

It wasn’t her, then.

I let out a relieved sigh, but not completely, as there was still magic nearby.

She took a step toward me again.

“You aren’t from this side of the harbor.”

“And you know everybody on this side of the harbor?”

“Mostly,” she said, nodding. “But even if I don’t, you just don’t have the look.”

I started to smile but realized that if the citizens here were all like her—short, compact, petite—then I most definitely did not have the look. Perhaps I stood out more than I realized.

“I was just passing through,” I said.

“Were you? Or were you just causing problems here?”

She shifted, and her cloak moved, allowing me to catch a glimpse of a familiar hilt—one that was a match for mine.

The other Blade.

She must have been drawn here the same way that I had been.

At least that answered one question: whether the other Blades would be as capable of detecting magic as I was. Then again, knowing what Waleith had said, I shouldn’t have questioned that. I should have believed that they would have that same capability, and that I was not necessarily unique.

I had started to move when she darted forward. She was fast.

Almost impossibly fast, but it didn’t strike me as magically fast. She was just quick.

She had her blade drawn and pointed up at my chin before I even had a chance to react.

“Check underneath my cloak,” I said, keeping my words careful, low, and making a point of not antagonizing her.

“What?”

“Underneath my cloak. Just check.”

I considered telling her to check my lapel pin, but I realized that she wasn’t wearing one. She was not part of the Queen’s household. She was a Blade, but not a Queen’s Blade.

There was an important distinction, but I wasn’t entirely sure that I knew what it was—or what it meant.

She reached underneath my cloak for a moment until she found the hilt of my blade, which she withdrew.

“Seven Souls,” she muttered. She took a step back, still clutching her blade, holding it up at me, though no longer pressing it into my chin. I could feel the memory of the pressure against my neck. “Who are you?”

“My name is Zaren Joha,” I said.

“A Blade? I’ve never met you.”

“I’m new. Waleith brought me to Busal City after the attack on the training compound.”

She sucked in another sharp breath, and then with a flourish, she slipped her blade into her sheath and sent an irritated gaze sweeping around her before turning back to me. “You aren’t supposed to be on this side of the harbor, then. If you’re serving over there, and training with Waleith, you’re supposed to stay there.”

“I am.” I shrugged slightly. “That’s my assignment. Waleith is out of the city, though.”

“What? He left his apprentice behind?”

“I’m not much of an apprentice these days, what with him gone. And not since the Queen made me her Blade.”

She paused a moment, peering up at me. “She took you in as her Blade?”

“I did save her life,” I said.

“Sounds like there’s a story there.”

I shrugged.

“And how long have you worked with Waleith?”

“Only a few months,” I said.

“You’ve only been here a few months, and you’re already the Queen’s Blade?” She grunted, shaking her head. “So what are you doing on my side of the harbor, then?”

“I don’t even know who you are. So…”

“Name is Asi Lano. And I’m the Blade who serves here.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Asi.”

“We’ll see about that,” she muttered.


Chapter Seven


We were seated at a tavern close to the harbor’s edge, though the tavern was dim and dingy, and there was something about it that didn’t feel quite right to me. But maybe that was more me than the tavern. I’d started to get accustomed to a certain niceness, though I wasn’t sure how much of it was my growing snobbishness and how much of it was just this side of the harbor feeling a little different.

Asi was at the counter, getting us mugs of ale, and she hurried back. There was an older minstrel seated on a stool near the back of the tavern, strumming a strange five-stringed instrument and singing with a soft, coarse voice.

Asi set the mugs of ale down. “Care to tell me what you’re doing over here?” she asked, not even hesitating before diving into the questioning.

“I just felt something,” I said.

“You felt something. On my side of the harbor.”

I nodded.

She frowned, watching me for a long moment. “You felt it from where?”

Was this some sort of test? It might be, especially since she didn’t know me. And were the situation reversed, would I not do the same? But she was a Blade.

And I had the distinct sense that she had begun to feel the magic, and more than that, I couldn’t help but feel she had recognized something about that magic, which had drawn her here, the same way as it had drawn me.

I breathed out. “Are you like this with everybody?”

“No,” she snapped. “But then again, I don’t often have other Blades here.”

“Are you sure that you should be shouting that?”

Asi started to laugh. “Who do you think around here is listening to us?”

“I guess I don’t know,” I said.

“No, you probably don’t know. But you should start to ask those questions. Anyway, there’s nothing here to be concerned about. The people here keep to themselves. Even when they probably shouldn’t,” she muttered.

“I see.”

“Why don’t you tell me a little bit about what’s going on, why you are here, and how you detected the presence of that dust?”

I frowned at her. “Dust?”

“Yes. That’s what it was.”

It had to be the powder. I pulled out the jar in my pocket and set it on the table in front of us. “Is this what you were picking up on?”

Asi leaned forward, squinting, and then she shrugged. “No. I can feel something there, though. A little surprising, as I wouldn’t have expected to pick up on it so easily, but it’s obviously there. What is that?”

“Something that I’m still trying to identify,” I admitted. “And to be honest, I just don’t know.”

“So what, then?”

“So what?” I agreed.

She sat back, and she quickly drained the ale in front of her. She looked at me, the expression in her eyes unreadable, and then she nodded. “All right. Let’s talk.”

I filled her in on everything. She was a Blade. She needed to know.

And if what we had both detected in this part of the city was tied to what I was looking into, we needed to better understand it.

When I was done, Asi let out a low, slow whistle. “I guess I see why Waleith brought you in,” she said. “Surprising that he would’ve gotten so involved so quickly, but maybe it was the right decision. And you handled it about as well as anybody could have.” There was a grudging sort of respect. “And honestly, I have no interest in serving the palace.”

I relaxed inwardly, having not been entirely sure how she felt about that, if she was disappointed that she had not been made the Queen’s Blade.

“Why not?”

“You serve on the other side of the harbor, and you’re always jumping at shadows. The Queen does that to a person, you know. You’ll see. If you serve long enough, that is. Waleith is the only one who can handle it, I think, but that’s because he and the Queen have their own sort of relationship.”

I arched a brow at that comment, and Asi shook her head.

“I don’t mean a relationship relationship. I just mean that they’ve known each other for a while, and he handles her a little differently than most do—or can. You probably haven’t served her very long, but the longer you’re around here, and the more you get exposed to, the more likely it is that she’s going to get her hooks into you.”

“Isn’t that the point? Aren’t we serving to be the Queen’s Blades?”

“We’re serving the realm, not necessarily the Queen.”

“It’s pretty much the same,” I said.

“Depends upon your vantage,” she said. “For me, I’m not serving the Queen. At least, I haven’t been. When I was picked, brought to the training compound, and shown what I could do, I… well, I thought that maybe that was a good thing. Better than some of the options that I had, and alternatives I had for service. And once I left, and did my supplementary training, I⁠—”

“Supplementary?”

“You don’t know? Of course you don’t know. You didn’t train there. And it’s been destroyed.” She shook her head. “Word got back to me. Seven Souls, I think word got back to every Blade that serves. Not much they could have done about it, from all that I’ve heard.” Asi breathed out, finishing her ale before leaning forward and resting her arms on the table, watching me. “Do you know more about what happened?”

“Only a little. Waleith didn’t let me get close enough to see it for myself. I think he wasn’t sure that I was ready, or maybe he just had a hard time with what had taken place there. Whatever it was, I stayed back.”

“I wonder why that was.”

“I think he was still trying to figure out whether I could be a Blade. I don’t think he was sure about whether he was going to bring me in fully.” I hadn’t had an opportunity to prove myself.

I still didn’t know if his intention had been for me to go to the training compound and find another instructor, or if he had known that the training compound had been destroyed at that time. He had kept that bit from me.

“So you are investigating this powder. Found something here—or you thought you did. And now what?”

“I don’t really know. I’m not even sure what the powder is, or what it does, but it has some magical texture to it.”

“And you detected it from your side of the harbor.”

I nodded.

“You’ve got quite a bit of range on what you can detect, which is frankly quite impressive. More than I have. At least, I’m guessing you have. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have beaten me to it.” Asi shook her head. “So, if there’s anything that you need from me, I’m here to help.”

“Just like that?”

“Well, Blades don’t generally work together. We sort of have this independent streak. It’s fostered when you train at the training compound.” She smiled, as if there was some grand joke to it. “But that doesn’t mean that we don’t try to work together when we have to.” She shook her head. “Waleith should’ve told me.”

“How many other Blades do you know?”

“Active? Not many.”

“Why not?”

Asi leaned back, crossing her arms. She regarded me for a long moment and then breathed out a frustrated sigh. “It’s not supposed to be like this. You’re supposed to know these things, especially if you’re the Queen’s Blade. But you don’t. And maybe Waleith is doing this as your way of getting additional training so that he doesn’t have to do the training.” She cocked her head to the side, regarding me for a moment, as if trying to decide if that was true. “Is that what he’s doing?”

“Honestly, I have no idea what Waleith is doing. I think he’s looking into what happened at the training compound, and whether the attack has anything to do with what we faced in the city recently.”

“Even if he tries to replace Blades, there was a pretty high washout rate among those who went to the grounds. I only know a few Blades. Only one or two each cycle made it through.”

“Cycle?”

“Well, we went through different aspects of training. First there was the identification, and then we were taken off to one part of the realm to train. I tended to favor hand-to-hand combat, so I was trained on fighting styles.” She spoke casually and confidently. This helped to explain the speed with which she had targeted me. I still remembered how quickly her blade had slid underneath my neck.

Maybe Asi would have been a much better person to deal with Talina and her soldiers. Or maybe not. There were different tactics. Different ways of detecting magic. Different ways of neutralizing it. Wasn’t that what Waleith had said? Everybody had their own technique. Everybody had their own power.

And he had wanted me to find mine.

“After we had trained enough, we were brought together. Took about a year, but in that time, each person was given an opportunity to work on detecting various things. We learned to focus, identify, and neutralize.” She shook her head. “And it was hard. A lot of sleepless nights. A lot of dangerous days. Some people…” Asi trailed off, shaking her head.

“Some people what?”

All of this sounded similar to what I’d gone through with the military. And maybe that was what the Blades were—another branch of the military serving the Queen.

“They didn’t make it,” Asi said, and she looked over. “It was really hard. And unfortunately, they got into bad situations, and they couldn’t make it out.” She let out a heavy sigh. “But you didn’t go through all of that.”

“I went through training with Waleith,” I said.

“Did he have you testing things that might explode in your face?”

“Actually, he did.”

She frowned. “Well, there’s that, at least.”

“You wanted to make sure I’d had an opportunity to get blasted?”

“I think it’s only reasonable. Anyway. It’s good to meet you, Zaren. Now I do hope that you stay on your side of the harbor. This is my side, and if there’s anything that you need to know, send word.”

“That’s how this goes?”

“That’s how this has always gone,” Asi said. She tapped her knuckles on the table, got to her feet, and then leaned down. “Enjoy your ale.”

With that, she left me.

I looked around the tavern, listening to the minstrel while taking slow, steady sips of the ale. It was odd. At first I had been concerned that Asi would be upset about my appointment, but that hadn’t seemed to be it at all. Not disappointed, and not angry. She was more curious.

But her experience with becoming a Blade had been so different from mine that I wasn’t even sure that I could consider myself a Blade if what she had gone through was as arduous as that.

Waleith had called me a Blade, though.

And maybe that was all that mattered.

At least there was another Blade here. Even though Asi was a little odd, I couldn’t help but feel I wasn’t quite as alone in this position as I had been before.

Would I have wanted this role had I known how isolating it would be? A better question, though, was whether I would have even made it had I gone through what others had gone through.

My experience was unlike theirs, and certainly unlike Asi’s, enough so that it left me wondering if perhaps it was not at all the same. It left me wondering if perhaps my experience was not going to be the same either.

Pushing those thoughts away, I started to consider what I needed to do. I wasn’t sure. The powder was here. I had felt it.

And Asi had as well.

Dust. That was what she had called it. It was odd, but this was the only thing that I had to go on, only I didn’t know if there was anything to be concerned about.

I finished my ale and then headed out of the tavern.

From here, the lights on the other side of Busal City were visible. It was lovely, and the city itself looked enchanting. It was set on a small hillside, with the buildings slowly rising toward the palace at the heart of it, though there were other parts of the city that were prominent as well. Lights glowed in windows, giving everything a peaceful appearance from a distance, making it easy to ignore the dangers found over there. There was a quiet, almost somber energy to everything. I couldn’t help but feel that from here, which left me wondering if perhaps I was getting accustomed to something in the city itself.

I started across the bridge. As soon as I stepped onto it, I felt the faint energy of the bridge itself, and when I neared the midpoint, I noticed a flash of magic all around me.

This was different from what I normally detected, but I didn’t know if it was dangerous in any way. There was a strange undercurrent to it that made me a little uneasy.

What was it that Asi had claimed? Serving the Queen, being under her thumb, would lead a person to madness, because they were constantly on edge about what they were doing and how they were serving.

Maybe I had already reached that point. I certainly was concerned about irritating the Queen, and disappointing her as well. I didn’t want to be that person, and I didn’t want to be the reason that somebody managed to slip through her defenses and attack again.

Another flash came within the harbor. And then another and another.

I felt them distinctly.

Each one flickered into my awareness.

That was unusual.

The timing was odd. Why now and all at one time?

Still, there was a directionality to it that I could follow.

The layers of magic that I picked up on seemed to be concentrated in a specific zone. They were faint, nothing like what I had felt when the city had been attacked. At least, when it seemed as if the city had been attacked, when it had actually been a way of trying to attenuate Waleith’s natural magical resistance. This time, there was something faint, a hint, nothing more, and I wondered if I would even be aware of it were I not standing on the bridge, looking out over the harbor. Inside the city, I would’ve been caught by the other magic there, different natural strains, and perhaps some not so natural, of benign forces that I had been taught to ignore.

But out here, there was nothing of it. There was just the water, and from there, I felt the faint edge of power that led toward the water’s edge, until it faded.

And the answer became clear to me.

I started jogging before I knew what I was doing. I had to get there so that I could look into this, because I had no idea whether what I had picked up on should be worrisome. But the simple fact of the matter was that I felt it. Not just in one place, but in many places.

But why would I feel it on all the ships in the harbor?


Chapter Eight


The energy was building.

Given the obvious power here, I was tempted to return to Asi and ask for her assistance.

But she had made it clear that I served on my side of the harbor, and she served on her side of the harbor. She didn’t have any interest in working with me. Even if she did, what was I supposed to tell her? That I felt something a little strange that left me uncomfortable?

Upon reaching the far side of the bridge, I paused to catch my breath, as I’d been racing across it. I had to slow my heart rate and my breathing so that I could pick up on the source of power here. When I did, everything that I detected was definitely coming from the ships.

Maybe I was overreacting. There was a possibility that the ships had a natural protection, and that what I detected was nothing dangerous. At this point, I simply did not know if that was what I had to be worried about.

Which was why I headed toward the nearest ship.

It was dark. The ship was massive, had three masts, and had a decorative figurehead on the bow. There was no activity on board, which could mean many things, but it had been my experience that most sailors tended to keep a vigilant watch of their ships.

Standing on the dock, I studied the bright red sides gleaming in the pale moonlight. There was a bit of magic, but I couldn’t easily identify it. Just the same resistance that I’d been feeling lately.

When I pushed my awareness of that magic forward, I began to feel a tingling and the prickling sensation.

Pain.

Dangerous magic?

I moved closer to the ship.

I kept waiting for some sailor to pop out. This didn’t look to be a naval vessel. Rather, it was a merchant ship. In that case, I would’ve expected the merchants here to remain along the shoreline with various protections. But there was nothing.

That bothered me.

As I neared the ship, continuing to focus on magic, I felt an awareness of something, though I wasn’t exactly sure what I was picking up on. The markings on the ship were unclear to me as well. There weren’t many times when I wished that I had spent more time aboard ships, but seeing those markings made me feel that having some naval experience might have been beneficial, because I would have known who and what these represented, as I had to believe that they did represent something.

Getting closer to the ship, I recognized a strange variant of power, as if it was reacting to my presence. It wasn’t often that I felt magic reacting to my presence without me provoking it, but in this case, it was simply probing, pushing against me.

As that pressure persisted, I found myself pushing back.

And as soon as I did, I wondered if that might be a mistake. It was possible that pushing back would only cause the power to expand, and if it was unstable, I might trigger something.

Still, if I could use the antimagic ability I had, I might be able to overpower whatever was here.

The antimagic ability that made me a Blade.

I pushed.

My skin tingled. That prickling sensation washed over me, as if I were stepping into icy water. Moving forward, I noticed a faint glimmering along the surface of the ship. It looked as if some reflective metal had been added to the paint, though I had not seen that on any ship before.

As I stepped closer, the resistance continued to push on me.

I reached for the paint. The glittering.

Something about the paint on the ship left me feeling a wave of uncertainty. And as I stretched for it, I felt the familiar tingling that I had been picking up on before. It reminded me of the sensation I had felt with the powder.

Why would it be here?

It looked as if it had been brushed onto the exterior of the ship. I knew it had a magical potential, but I didn’t know the purpose of that potential.

But I did not feel comfortable leaving it here.

There was that tingling sensation that suggested to me a dangerous form of magic. And because of that, I knew better than to leave it, as doing so would only risk allowing that power to expand and ultimately cause its own set of problems. Given that I didn’t know what it was going to do, whether there was anything here that I needed to be concerned about, I couldn’t just leave it. So I pushed against it.

Pressure built.

There was resistance. I had felt that resistance before, the way that power worked against me, but having held the powder in the jar for a while, I had a certain familiarity with it. When dealing with magic, familiarity helped.

The resistance eased the harder I pushed.

The color on the ship began to shift, becoming more of a pale greenish tint. The change happened gradually. I continued pushing.

Then it was gone.

The color had faded, so that there was nothing else remaining. I had neutralized the magic. And I was tired.

“You there,” a voice said from behind me.

I turned, and immediately, instinctively, my hand went to the hilt of my blade. I hesitated a moment as I looked. The voice had come from the shoreline. Given where I was standing, and what I had just been doing, it didn’t surprise me at all that I would see a dark-haired man wearing what I could only assume to be a merchant’s jacket watching me.

“What are you doing near my ship?”

“Just admiring the paint,” I said.

The man frowned. “The paint? Who would admire the paint on a ship?”

There was no obvious reaction otherwise, so either he was surprised by my question, or he was masking what he knew. My thoughts kept turning back to the powder and raised a question as to who was responsible for this.

I had started away when the man called after me.

“You ever think of working on board a ship like this?”

I paused, and his voice carried.

“Could use a man with your size.”

“Oh, could you?”

“Need men with some back to them.”

I grunted. “I’ll think about it.”

There had been a time when that kind of comment would have bothered me, but not any longer. Now I knew a purpose. Now I had to find an answer.


Chapter Nine


Darkness swallowed me as I made my way along the shoreline, moving from ship to ship, noting powder on each one that I passed. It was only on the external portion of the ships, as if they had been dipped in the powder. The strange prickling irritant lingered with me as I moved forward. I didn’t have to push nearly as hard with each subsequent ship to overpower the magic and the resistance, but I worried about what it meant.

Waleith had taught me many lessons about neutralizing various powers. I was thankful for the lessons that he’d given me, but I wished that I’d had more time to work with him so that I could better understand the different magics, and how to differentiate them. I suspected the powder had its own innate kind of power, and that if I had enough time, I should be able to continue to neutralize it, but I wasn’t sure.

Asi had suggested that was the kind of training I might have received had I gone to the training compound when I had first been gaining my ability. I couldn’t help but question how things might have been different if I had been given that opportunity. Would I have been different?

My ability would have, certainly. I would probably have had a greater understanding of it, and a better understanding of how to control it. Perhaps I wouldn’t have ended up in Busal City, though. Or maybe I would have been at the training compound when it had been destroyed.

I pushed those thoughts aside. My life was what it was. And I had to be content. That was what I had been taught when I was younger, something my father had tried to instill in me.

Thinking of my father did bring different questions to me. Maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe I should just let go of the past and stop thinking about answers I might want but couldn’t have.

I focused instead on the power. There were different types and textures of magic, different potentials, all of which Waleith had taught me about. All of which I needed to concentrate upon now. That was going to help me understand what I should do here, and whether there was anything that I could have an influence upon.

The prickling sensation could be anything. It didn’t necessarily mean that it was a dangerous sort of magic. It could just be the potential I was picking up on.

There certainly wasn’t anything angry about what I was picking up on. This was not the way that I would feel if there was a much more dangerous or insidious type of magic nearby, which meant that whatever this was should not be nearly as potent, or as dangerous, as what I had felt before. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was odd, nonetheless.

Why was it all along the shoreline? Why was it on all the ships?

I needed more information.

Until I had it, taking additional action was probably a mistake.

I hurried along the shoreline until I saw a different vessel—a small, sleek ship that was unlike the others. Most of the merchant ships had wider bodies, massive masts with enormous sails that allowed them to travel quickly. This was small. Not a fishing vessel but something else.

A smuggling ship, I was sure.

I moved closer to it.

There was no sign of the powder here. Why not this one?

I moved away, heading farther down the dock. There were more ships, more merchant ships, a few navy vessels, and all of them had the same powder color to them. I found no other smaller vessels, though.

I headed back toward that ship.

If it was the only one without the powder, there were two possibilities.

One, and the one that was probably the most likely, was that it had just gotten to shore and had not had the coating applied to it yet. That would be strange enough. The other was that it might be the one responsible for coating the others.

If that were the case, then the real question was why.

The magical energy persisted. I couldn’t tell why, or what it meant. It felt dangerous, though.

As I worked my way along the shoreline, visiting dock after dock, I continued to struggle against the resistance, but I did not think there was anything dangerous within it. Eventually, I noticed movement along the shoreline.

That was odd. It was late enough that I hadn’t been seeing too many people out.

And considering what was going on here, I had to be cautious.

I had my blade, but would that be enough against whoever was responsible for the magical energy on these ships?

I had no idea of the purpose behind it, though. Was it destructive, or was it protective?

Unfortunately, I’d been looking for answers from this powder, trying to make sense of it, but had not found anything of use. That still bothered me.

I followed the shadowy form as I hurried along the water’s edge.

“Hey there!” I shouted.

I’d already reached for my blade, and I was pushing my own intrinsic resistance into the blade.

The figure stiffened and turned toward me. As soon as they did, I became aware of a strangeness to them, and they held something up against them. I noticed the shimmering quality to it immediately. It seemed to coat them entirely.

Powder.

Dust, as Asi would’ve said.

The figure held something in hand. I felt pressure building. Then they threw something at me.

I spun off to the side, reacting fast, and looked down to see a small object landing on the dock where I had been standing. It was round, a little oblong, and did not seem to have the same coating on it as the figure did, nor as the ships did.

The figure didn’t speak. They just slipped farther along the water, glimmering with that shimmering haze around them.

Should I go after them and figure out what they were doing, or should I neutralize this object?

This object was the more immediate threat.

So that was what I had to do.

Using my blade, I pushed toward the spherical object, feeling a resistance working against me. My blade vibrated with the energy, as if struggling to overcome whatever was there.

Pain began to surge along my neck.

Dangerous magic.

I drove the blade downward, using all my strength.

And I met a barricade.

My blade bounced back, and into my belly.

I stared blankly at it for a moment. Pain bloomed in my stomach, and blood began to spread across my shirt.

Now what was I going to do?


Chapter Ten


Isat on the shoreline for a few moments, trying to get my mind together, trying to make sense of what had just happened. I had injured myself using my own ability.

All I could think of was that whatever this magic was, it was powerful.

I pulled the blade out. My hand shook. I could feel the resistance still on that round object nearby, but I didn’t dare try to push through it again. Not on my own.

I also didn’t dare leave it here.

I reached for it and immediately cried out.

“Seven Souls,” I muttered.

Everything burned from withdrawing the blade from my stomach. I needed help, healing, but I also couldn’t leave this item here. It was dangerous. I could feel that.

Bending forward, I resisted the urge to cry out in pain as I scooped it off the dock. I could feel the prickles of pain more acutely now that I was holding it. And I didn’t want to feel it. So I stuffed it into my pocket.

Slowly I got to my feet. I looked along the shoreline. I didn’t see where the figure had gone, but I could still feel the resistance along the ships, only it had started to ease a little bit. It was fading somewhat.

I needed help.

I staggered through the streets.

My mind was working on what I was going to do, where I was going to go. I didn’t know who I could go to for help. I thought about Dara, but at the same time, I didn’t want to bring Dara into this. She didn’t know what I did, nor did she know the reason I did it. Until I had an opportunity to talk with her, and to make sure that she understood what I was doing—and the reason that I was doing it—I wanted to approach her with caution.

The only thought that came to me was Harent.

I figured he was the person who would be the most willing, and perhaps able, to help me. Which meant getting to the constabulary station.

I kept my hand pressed up against my belly, trying to stanch the bleeding. I thought about tearing a strip from my cloak, but it wouldn’t be enough to bind the wound. It was better just to hold my hand pressed up against it. At one point, I paused and leaned up against a nearby building, my belly throbbing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been hurt like this, and this time was my own fault.

How would I explain this?

The constables would ask questions. Especially Harent.

Then again, that wasn’t the worst thing. He probably needed to get involved, especially if there was something happening in the harbor. I couldn’t do this alone. That was one thing I had learned when Waleith had been in Busal City, and something that I suspected he and other Blades didn’t acknowledge.

I staggered forward.

At one point, I stumbled and sat for a few moments. My eyesight grew hazy and dark, and I knew that I was much more injured than I had realized. How much blood had I lost?

Eventually, I found the strength to get moving.

Maybe it wasn’t so much strength as it was stubbornness. I stumbled forward, staggering as I dragged my hand along the buildings, and veered toward the station. It shouldn’t be that far from here now.

The hill stretched in front of me, more cumbersome than I remembered. Eventually, I sank to the ground.

I took a gasping breath, feeling a burbling in my belly. It was painful.

And I knew that it was dangerous. Whatever I’d cut into was not a good thing to cut.

I forced myself forward. I was Zaren Joha. I was the Queen’s Blade.

And I needed more help than I could get from the constables.

A different thought came to me. The Queen’s physic. I’d met Jamie when working with Waleith, and I knew that he could help, if I could reach him. That meant getting into the palace grounds, though I wasn’t sure that I was going to be able to do so.

Especially if it meant climbing the hill.

I lost track of how long I climbed. Those moments became a blur of darkness, pain, and a constant struggle. Every so often, I would have thoughts of my parents, my father especially, who had wanted me to follow him in service in the military. My mother had wanted me to stay on the farm. I still didn’t know what had happened while I had been away, and maybe I never would.

My thoughts blurred.

Waleith would be disappointed in me. Maybe the Queen as well.

“Stop!” someone called out.

I blinked, my vision clearing for just a moment.

I’d reached the palace. I had no idea how I had managed to get to it, but I was thankful that I had.

There were two guards standing watch. I leaned over for a moment, wobbling. One of the guards cast me a strange look. I raised my free hand and realized I was still holding my blade. One of the guards began to react. I drew upon some hidden reserve of strength.

“Queen. Household.” I moved my lapel, showing him my pin. “Physic.”

I started to fade, sinking to the ground.

Everything went dim. I felt a sense of movement, and a distant part of me was aware that I was being dragged off to some cell, and if so, I had no idea what I was going to do.

Then I felt confident, gentle hands on my belly.

“What happened?”

“Blade,” I managed to get out.

“Set him on the table, and then leave me.” The voice was commanding, directive, and I hoped that it was the Queen’s physic. If it wasn’t, then… well, if it wasn’t, then why was this person even bothering to help me?

No. It has to be the Queen’s physic.

I was set down, and then my eyes drifted shut once again. For a moment, as they fluttered, I started to focus on the pain, on my breathing, and everything around me, and I tried to see if I could do anything with the pain, but as I felt the pain building, I knew I could not.

“Chew,” a voice said.

Something was placed in my mouth, and I instinctively began to chew. Everything began to get a little bit brighter, and for a moment, I started to stabilize.

The pain was there, though. It was more pronounced than it had been before.

“You’re going to live, so just keep chewing,” the voice said.

“Thanks,” I muttered.

My thoughts were swimming, and it was difficult to keep my mind focused. Gradually, the pain eased.

It happened slowly, and as it eased, and as I began to feel something more, I opened my eyes. The pain was no longer quite as pronounced. More than that, the haziness to my vision had faded. I was able to see the physic’s face. He was leaning over my belly, working slowly, chewing on his lip as he did. He had a long needle and thread in one hand as he worked to stitch me up.

“This is going to take some time to heal, so I don’t want you to be blasting around the city the way that you obviously have been. If you’re anything like Waleith, I know I’m not going to be able to keep you from doing anything foolish, but you could at least exercise a bit of caution.”

I nodded, and then I realized that he was watching me, so I said, “All right.”

“We haven’t properly met. I’m Jamie Walton, the Queen’s physic.”

“Zaren… Joha.”

He nodded and continued to work. “Good to meet you. Now, you care to tell me what happened here?”

“Blade,” I said.

“Obviously the blade cut you, but I was hoping for a little bit more detail.”

“Blade bounced,” I said.

“The blade bounced?” He eyed me with incredulity before turning his attention back to my stomach. “You are going to be just as much trouble as Waleith, aren’t you?”

“Waleith is trouble?”

Words were coming more easily to me now, which I viewed as a victory.

“Yes. Waleith is most definitely a challenge for me. Now, mind, I’m going to keep working on you, and we will see if we can’t get the bleeding to stop completely.”

He continued sewing, and I said nothing as he worked. The pain had eased into a dull ache. The dizziness faded as well, though I doubted that had as much to do with him stitching me up as it did with whatever medicine he had given me. And while I lay there, I wondered for a moment if I still had my blade, as I had been clutching it when I had been wounded. Not only that, but I had run it through my belly, and I had then…

Well, I didn’t know what I had done with it then.

Had I sheathed it, or had I dropped it?

No. I had it. I remembered it at the guard station.

When Jamie was done, he stepped back. “That’s all I can do for now. Rest. I will check the wound in a bit.” He eyed me strangely. “And I need to remove some of your clothing.”

“Be my guest,” I said.

“Better than Waleith, at least,” he muttered, shaking his head.

“Why?”

“Why, he asks,” he said, shaking his head. He slipped my cloak off and carried it away. “Because Waleith doesn’t trust anybody. At least, he barely trusts anybody. Obviously, he must trust you, because you’re here, which, if I am being completely honest, I am a bit surprised by. Then again, maybe he has finally found a way, and a reason, to trust somebody other than himself.” He shook his head, and then he frowned, reaching into the pocket of my cloak.

I tensed. As soon as I did, the pain in my belly intensified, and it took a few moments of steady breathing for me to settle it down.

Jamie pulled out an item from one of the inside pockets of the cloak. At first I thought that he was going to pull out the magical orb that I had been dealing with, the one that was responsible for my injury, but that wasn’t what he pulled out. Instead, it was the jar of powder.

“What are you doing with this?”

“Oh?” I asked, looking over. Even from here, I could feel the magical resistance within it.

“It’s rare. But you don’t even know that, do you?” he asked, and he held my cloak up before carrying the jar over to me. “You’re just carrying it in your pocket.” He snorted, mostly to himself. “Which tells me you didn’t know what you had.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Aelith powder.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what that is,” I said.

“Well, isn’t that a thing,” Jamie said. “And I suppose it would explain why you’re just carrying this around with you.” He shook his head. “Do you know how much this is worth?”

“I really don’t.”

“Probably ten gold all by itself.”

Ten gold. That one jar?

“And what about an entire wagon filled with it?”

“A wagon? No. Nobody would have that much.”

“How much would it be worth?”

“Well, you can multiply it, but that’s not the question that I’d be asking.”

“What question would you ask?”

“Who can afford to move that much aelith powder?”

I lay back, looking up at the ceiling.

And he was right. Who would be able to move that much?

It was incredibly valuable, which meant that it would be incredibly difficult for somebody to have that much money. And if somebody had that much wealth, why were they moving that powder into Busal City?

Better yet, what were they doing painting it on the ships?


Chapter Eleven


When I woke in the morning, my head was throbbing, mostly because I had not been able to shake the pain from my injury. It was more than just that, I suspected. The agony was far greater.

Every time I moved, I could feel the stitches that Jamie had placed. My skin felt taut, which was going to be a problem if I had to face more assailants.

“Awake?” Jamie asked.

I nodded, and he immediately handed something to me—a steaming mug of tea.

“Drink.”

I looked at it, and I wished that I hadn’t. It was cloudy and looked a bit chunky. It smelled a little pungent as well.

“It doesn’t smell good. It doesn’t taste good. But it works well. Drink.”

I took a steadying breath and brought the mug up to my mouth to take a sip. As soon as I did, I wanted to gag, but I knew that probably wouldn’t rid me of the taste.

“Drink,” he said.

“You made this for me?”

“I made it because you need it, so you’re going to drink it. It’s going to help ease some of the pain, stiffness, and it will fight the fever you are undoubtedly going to have. You missed the bulk of your gut, but there is an infection. This should help stave off that as well. So, like I said, drink.”

I steadied myself, steeled myself, and then I took a long, gulping drink of the liquid. It was foul. And it felt strange as it went down. The moment that it hit my stomach, another wave of nausea began to work through me. It took all my strength to keep from vomiting it back up.

“Well, most people don’t do it quite like that, but then again, most people don’t come in here with blades that bounce into them. Now, will you tell me more about how you got all that powder?”

“I’d love to, but it was just brought into the city. I was doing a routine inspection,” I went on, not at all sure about how much Jamie knew about what I did, or why I did it, and needing to be careful as I shared this information, “and discovered this. I didn’t know anything about it, so I had the wagon impounded.”

“Sounds reasonable to me,” he said. “Whoever is bringing that into the city obviously has quite a bit of money. You would have to wonder why they would bother bringing so much here.”

“I agree,” I said. “But apparently, they managed to clear customs, and the wagon, and all the contents, were released. I tried to hold on to it, but bureaucracy.”

“At least you have that one jar.”

“I don’t know what the powder is used for. That’s what I’ve been trying to find out.” Only I hadn’t really been trying to find what it was used for. I’d been more focused on the strange sensation of magic through the city, rather than performing an actual investigation the way that Waleith had taught me.

“Oh, quite a few things. Alchemical mostly. But it has some uses for fabrication as well. But it is also used in medicines that are concocted by those who know of such things.”

“How do you know so much about it?”

“It’s not the first time that I’ve seen aelith powder, but it is the first time that I’ve seen it in such a quantity. That is quite surprising. Anyway, you look as if you are feeling a little better.”

I focused for a moment on the pain and realized that I really was feeling quite a bit better, which surprised me. I would have expected to take a lot longer to fully recover.

“What did you give me?”

“A little concoction of my own,” he said, grinning. “And it usually works quite well. It is a restorative, and an anti-infective, and it is also a painkiller. Now, you should know that it isn’t going to work perfectly, but it should keep you from struggling as you go about whatever it is that you obviously have to deal with.”

“I’m not exactly sure yet what I have to deal with,” I said.

Jamie approached and handed me another cup. I looked down at it, and this time I accepted it with a bit more suspicion.

“Take this, and see what it will do for you.”

“I’m not so sure that I could take anything like the last one.”

“It worked.”

“Right, it worked. But I hope I don’t need anything quite like that again.”

I got to my feet and wobbled for a moment as I looked around the shop. It was sterile, which I supposed was a good thing for a physic. Rows of cabinets lined the wall, all made of metal rather than wood. Jamie had various instruments stacked neatly along a counter, and there was a basin of liquid near one end of the counter. He had stacks of gauze piled on the floor, most of them bloodied. My blood, I realized. I let out a heavy sigh before I turned.

“Where am I?”

“Still on the palace grounds.”

I nodded. “I guess… I guess I didn’t know where your physic building was. Thank you. I appreciate your help.”

He snorted. “I don’t do it for free.”

“I’ll visit the bank when I get the chance.”

“Oh, I don’t need you to pay me,” he said. “The Queen pays quite well.”

I grabbed my cloak and threw it over my shoulders. As soon as it settled on my shoulders, I began to relax. I could still feel that magical ball inside the pocket, and there was that resistance coming off it, and within that resistance was something a bit uncomfortable for me, but there was something about it that left me wondering.

It had not harmed me. That much was clear.

“Do you need a walking stick?” Jamie asked.

“Will I need one?” I tried moving but felt that tightness in my belly. Maybe he was right.

“I don’t know. It depends on how strong you are.” He eyed me up and down. “Well, I guess that’s not really a fair thing to say to somebody like you. You’re a strong-looking man, but it depends upon how much strength you have after everything that you’ve been through.”

“I wouldn’t mind having something to lean on,” I said.

It would be better than leaning on the buildings as I had last night. I had vague memories of my journey toward the palace. Everything was a bit of a haze, and it left me feeling lost and needing to better understand all of it. But within the strangeness, and all the energy that I was feeling, I couldn’t help but feel there was something to what had happened.

I took the offered walking stick, a carved length of silver wood with a head shaped like a wolf. When I looked at Jamie, he shrugged.

“Somebody with money didn’t make it.”

“And you’re just letting me have it?”

“Borrow. I’m happy to lend it to you, seeing as we both serve the same purpose.”

“Thank you,” I said again.

When I headed away from the palace, through the gate, I glanced at both of the soldiers, who looked at me for a moment before ignoring me. I didn’t know if that was because I had come out of the palace or because I had the sigil of the Queen’s household. That had saved me.

But it hadn’t saved me from my own blade.

Waleith—and Matherin—had claimed that the pin offered me some sort of physical protection. So much for that. Matherin had made it sound as if it was going to defend me against any sort of danger that I might have to face, but that obviously wasn’t the case.

I had questions, and no real leads on how to find the answers. That was starting to bother me. But maybe what I needed to do was regroup and go back to asking questions of someone else who had been using—and misusing—magic in the city. Were Waleith here, I would wait for him to go to Talina, but he wasn’t.

Which meant that I had to do this myself. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Still, I was already here. On the palace grounds, and so close.

I could go back to the harbor, see where I’d been injured, but I doubted that I would find anything. I needed information—and answers.

And though I didn’t know Talina all that well, I had to believe that she knew something.

I was a little uneasy about the idea of going into the dungeon and interrogating Talina. I had avoided doing so since she had been captured, partly because Waleith had made it seem as if I didn’t have any real responsibility to question her, but partly because I had no idea what I was going to do or say to her. I didn’t know enough about who she was, or what she was, to ask any sort of measured or intelligent questions. But given what I had uncovered, and that things seemed to be a little unsettled, I couldn’t help but feel I at least needed to find out if she knew anything.

When she’d been captured, she had made an implication that I couldn’t shake. What if she was right? What if there was something else involved here, something that we had overlooked?

What if there was a greater conspiracy than even Waleith knew?

The question was who was responsible.

And it might not be something that I could have a hand in. If the conspiracy, or at least the attack, came from some external source, I wouldn’t be able to do anything here at all.

The only thing that I could do was ensure the safety of Busal City, and make sure that these dangers were dealt with.

I leaned on the walking stick. I was feeling better with each passing moment, but I could still feel the pain in my belly. I wondered how long it would take for me to recover fully. Jamie had stitched it up, but a wound like that could take a long time to heal.

And unfortunately, I didn’t have any magical items that could be used for healing.

When I reached the lower level of the palace, I had to show my lapel pin to continue downward, passing some palace guards and getting to the dungeon level. It was actually brightly lit. Lanterns glowed along the walls, using fabricator light to gleam with a soft white that cast aside most shadows. At least along the hallway. The cells were rows of bars, and I made my way along them until I saw a pair of guards at the end of the hall, blocking access to another door.

“I need to talk to one of the prisoners,” I said.

The two guards looked at me, and I could see that they were trying to decide what to do.

“I’m the Queen’s Blade. I need to talk to a prisoner.”

Once again, the confusion in their eyes was prominent, and I understood the reason. They were probably concerned about how I was involved, and whether they could allow me to pass. Not only that, but I had obviously made it down this far into the dungeon, so I had been given some access.

“I serve while Waleith is out of the city,” I added. “If you’d like, I could send word to the Queen. I’m sure that she would be quite happy to have a word with you about barring the entry.”

I was pushing my luck a little bit, maybe a little too hard, but I did need to get inside.

And I wasn’t about to go to the Queen. Not with this, and not until I had a better idea about what I was dealing with, and if there was anything to be concerned about. Without having any information, I couldn’t just show up and make a vague assertion.

I pulled out my blade and held it up. And when they didn’t react, and simply shared a look, I stepped forward and then pressed my blade into the lock.

It opened.

I shook my head. If it was that simple, then I should have just done it.

Neither of them reacted as I stepped inside the room.

I didn’t know what I was going to find.

The room had only a single lantern, and it was on the wall by the door. It had a pale blue glow, and I didn’t know if there was any significance to the color, or if it was simply the color that the fabricator had chosen for that lantern. It did illuminate much of the hall. Rows of cells lined it, with another guard standing watch.

“Talina?” I asked the man.

He had a hard expression to his eyes, one that looked as if he had seen things in his days. Probably someone who’d served in the army, not so different than me.

“Down there,” he said, pointing to a door at the end of the hall.

I headed down, pausing to look into one of the cells, and smiled to myself. Jasar lay curled up in the cell, and didn’t even bother to look up at me. A part of me was tempted to talk to him, but I’d heard he’d not been willing to share anything, despite some of the Queen’s best questioners pushing.

So I moved on, reaching the other door, testing my blade on that. Much like the last, it came open to reveal a cell. A figure was seated in the center of the cell.

I approached. As soon as I did, I began to pick up on the vague sense of magical energy that radiated from bars around the room worked into the walls. Fabrications. That was what they had to be. The cell was designed to hold somebody with magical potential. That was impressive, I had to admit, and a little surprising.

“Oh, look,” Talina said. “The baby Blade.”

She leaned forward, and I realized that she had chains on her wrists, her ankles, though they were long enough that they could extend nearly to the front of the cell.

I couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable they would be.

Then again, I didn’t think that comfort was a consideration for a prisoner like her. The Queen would want her to be uncomfortable after what she had done.

“I came to ask you a few questions.”

“You think that you will get anything more from me than the others did? So foolish. Waleith comes and takes his payment in blood, so what of you, baby Blade?”

I hadn’t known that Waleith had come to talk to her, but it made sense. “I don’t need anything more than what Waleith got from you.”

I still wasn’t sure of the purpose of my visit. I wanted answers, but what kind of answers was I even looking for?

Talina’s head sank, and she blew her hair up out of her face. “I have nothing to say to you, baby Blade.”

“No? I suppose your back probably hurts too much.”

She leaned forward, yanking on her chains. The movement was sudden, and it surprised me. There was a ferocity to it. “You do not even understand what you did.”

“I understand that I neutralized your magic,” I said. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe I don’t understand. Maybe I can’t understand.” I shrugged. “How long are they going to hold you here?”

At this point, I didn’t even know the answer to that, though I suspected that they would hold her indefinitely.

“As long as they need to get the information about the truth,” Talina said. “As if I’m going to share anything. Little good the truth has ever done one of my kind.”

“You mean about you or your sister?” She didn’t answer. “Your sister didn’t have anything to do with this, did she? This was all you. This was your desire for⁠—”

“For our lands to be returned,” she snarled. “Not that someone like you would ever understand. You who have abandoned your home.”

I blinked. This was a direction that I had not anticipated the conversation going in, and truth be told, I didn’t really know how much she could know about my home.

“There was nothing left of the farm to go back to,” I said. I figured I might as well tell her that it didn’t matter to me.

She leaned forward, and her face gleamed in the pale blue light. “I’m not talking about your farm.”

“Well, that’s the only home that I know.”

Talina started to laugh. “Is it? A shame, baby Blade. There is so much you could know about yourself if you would only think to ask.”

I didn’t move.

So much that I could know about myself?

I suspected that she was just saying anything to get under my skin, and I really wasn’t all that experienced in interrogating people, so maybe it was a mistake to have come here. It was possible that all I was doing was exposing myself to danger and giving Talina an opportunity to taunt me, draw me in, but a part of me wondered about that. She couldn’t really know anything about me, or my family history, so why would she have said something about my family in particular?

Why pick that topic?

“I imagine you’re trying to decide how much I know about you, baby Blade.”

“I’m trying to decide how much I want to talk to you,” I said. “I can’t imagine that many people come down here to talk to you. At least, not now that you’ve served your purpose.”

She sneered. “My purpose? And what makes you think that I have served any purpose?”

I shrugged. “Only that I know that you shared with Waleith everything that he needed to know.”

She continued pulling on the chains. “Did I? And what makes you think that I shared anything of use with him? And what makes you think he even asks?”

“Because he’s not here.”

“And have you questioned why that is?”

“I don’t need to question why. I know where he is.”

Talina was quiet for a moment, and she continued to yank on the chains disconcertingly. I couldn’t imagine how much pain yanking on the chains like that would cause.

It had to hurt.

“You said that the attack goes deeper than we know.”

She was quiet.

“Help me understand.”

“Like I was supposed to help Waleith understand?”

“Maybe,” I said.

I wasn’t sure what to say to her. I couldn’t help but feel there was some information here that I needed to extract from her, but how was I going to do that? How was I supposed to convince her, as I was not any sort of interrogator.

It wasn’t my skill.

Maybe I needed to give up some of my own information.

“We know about the aelith powder.”

Talina was quiet for a moment.

And in that moment, I thought that I’d managed to get some sort of reaction, but she didn’t say anything. Maybe I was wrong.

“And I know that it can be used for this attack.”

She looked up. There was a depth of darkness in her eyes that actually left me wanting to take a step away from her. She was a disconcerting woman to be around.

“And what do you think it can be used for, baby Blade? I’m sure you’ve heard rumors, but I doubt you know anything. I doubt you can know anything.”

“Were you involved in moving the aelith powder? Was that what was used on the training compound?”

“What makes you think that I would be involved in such a thing?”

Was she denying that she’d been a part of the attack on the compound? “Because of what you can do.”

Talina started to laugh. “And what I can do has something to do with that powder?” She snorted, the chains jangling as she moved them. “I would have imagined that you knew more about it than I did. But maybe not. Maybe you have lost that part of yourself, baby Blade.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

She continued watching me. “Oh, I can see that. You probably don’t care anything about being what you are supposed to be. You only care about being this cute little baby Blade.”

It would be irritating were it not for the fact that I was never referred to as a baby, given my size. She was just trying to get under my skin, and it simply wasn’t working.

“So you don’t have any interest in telling me anything more?” I asked.

“What makes you think that I would tell you anything? You should figure it out on your own. And I can’t wait to see what you come up with.”

I watched her.

I thought about everything else that had been going on, and the change in the fabrications, but the fabrications were not that significant. If they were, then the Investigators would have said something.

And not only that, but I’d had an opportunity to take a look at those fabrications, and to try to understand what they were, what they could be used for, but I had not felt anything significant from them. Could I have been wrong?

“I could get you help,” I said. “I could get you out of here.”

Talina looked up. The darkness in her eyes changed, and now it seemed to be a hollowness rather than a true darkness.

“What makes you think I want to get out of here?”

“You would rather be trapped here?”

“Trapped?” She started to smile. “Am I?”

“If you were able to escape, you would’ve done it by now.”

I was sure of that, but then again, maybe there was something else to this. Maybe I was missing something.

“If you tell me anything, it will help.”

Talina laughed. “You really aren’t very good at this, are you, baby Blade? It’s a shame. It’s too bad that Waleith didn’t have the time to teach you, but then again, if he had taught you, perhaps you wouldn’t be here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She laughed again. “Oh, to be a fly on the wall when you find out.”

I tried a few more approaches, but she stopped answering questions altogether.

And I had the distinct sense that she wasn’t going to say anything more.

And maybe there was nothing for her to say.

So eventually I stepped out, moved past the guards, who paid no attention to me whatsoever, and then headed down the hall and back out of the palace grounds. I was tempted to say something to the Queen, to imply that there was something going on with Talina, but what was I going to tell her? That she had a dangerous prisoner? The Queen knew that she had a dangerous prisoner.

And there was really nothing that the Queen could do when it came to Talina beyond keeping her imprisoned. And I had nothing else to do, nothing else that I could find. Nothing else that I could feel.

I breathed out.

It was time I went home. I allowed myself to stop thinking about the frustration I had with Talina. She wasn’t wrong. I really wasn’t very good at interrogating people. That was not my gift. Maybe there were other things that I could do, or learn, but interrogation was not something that I necessarily had any interest in. Yet I might need to gain some skill in it, especially if it came down to finding dangerous magic in Busal City. And especially if it came down to understanding whether Talina was involved.

She knew something.

And until I had a better idea about what that was, I could not ignore it.

Which meant that I was going to have to get better at asking questions.

Either that, or I was going to have to hope that Waleith returned to Busal City in time to ask questions together.


Chapter Twelve


The knock at my door surprised me.

I was tired. I hadn’t been sleeping all that well lately, due to my uncertainty about everything that I was finding and now my injury.

When I got to the door, leaning on the walking stick, I found Jos waiting for me.

He let out a shaky sigh. “Oh, Blade. It’s a good thing that you’re here.”

“Jos,” I said. “What is it?”

“Byron sent me to get you. Said he came across something and needed to have you look at it.”

“What kind of thing?”

But I already had a pretty good idea. Some sort of fabrication. That was what they had been looking into, at least primarily.

“More fabrications,” he said. “They have been a little more potent of late.”

“What do you mean by that?”

I turned away from him to grab my blade and strap the sheath to my belt. I also grabbed my jacket.

“Just what I said. They have a greater reserve of power to them. I don’t really understand it. I don’t know enough about fabrications. Most of the ones that we have been finding up until now have been less potent, if that makes any sort of sense.”

“Probably not made by formally trained fabricators,” I said, thinking about Dara and what I suspected of Rianal. I was going to have to deal with that at some point, I knew. And I didn’t really look forward to it, because it meant that I would have to deal with Dara, and whether she knew that she had any role in it. I didn’t know if she did. And if she did, what would that mean for me? What would that mean for her?

The answer was obvious—at least when I thought about it from a practical standpoint. I couldn’t be involved with anybody who was using fabrications in Busal City that were not sanctioned by the Queen. Not in my role as the Queen’s Blade.

But that was the rational side of me.

There was an irrational side of me, a part of me that was trying to make sense of whether I could find a way to maintain the relationship and keep my position. I knew better. And I could easily imagine how Waleith would respond to my relationship with Dara, if he were to learn of it. And in my mind, there was little doubt that Waleith would learn of it, because this was the kind of thing that he would pick up on immediately.

He had already warned me against having any sort of relationship in the city. He had said that I was going to have to leave the city, so he may not want me to form any relationships that would make me reluctant to leave.

“Let’s go,” I said, reaching for the door.

Jos took one look at the cane and frowned. “What happened? Were you attacked?”

“Only by myself,” I said.

“What?”

I snorted. “I was dealing with something at the harbor⁠—”

“Wait. That was you?”

I hesitated. We had stepped outside my door, and I was in the process of closing it, sweeping my gaze along the row of homes here. This was a nice house, and far nicer than I would ever have been able to afford on my own. And the Queen had simply gifted it to me. When Waleith had left the city, I had wondered if I would be expected to stay at the palace, and I was thankful that I did not have to do that. I actually appreciated having some space, my own space, where I could get away from the palace.

And truth be told, I hadn’t been spending all that much time in the palace to begin with. I probably needed to be a greater presence there, especially because I was the Queen’s Blade, but I still felt a little uneasy about that role, and my responsibilities. I didn’t have any idea about how often I needed to have contact with the Queen.

Given the way things were building, I was starting to wonder if I should be checking in with her more often than I had been. She probably needed to know more about what I had been dealing with, to know if there was anything here that I should get her involved in.

But…

But maybe she didn’t need to.

There was a possibility that she needed some measure of deniability. She couldn’t know that she was dealing with such danger in Busal City, or at least she couldn’t have others knowing that.

“What did you hear?” I asked.

“We knew that something had taken place at the harbor. It left our fabrications practically vibrating and guided us to the harbor,” he said, pulling out a small stone fabrication. I didn’t recognize the mark on it, but I suspected that it had been made by Master Matherin, like so many fabrications were. “They stayed like that for a good few hours. We couldn’t find any obvious source. Was that you?”

I shrugged. “I’m still trying to work out the details of what happened, but yes. That was me. And to be honest, I’m not exactly sure whether the Investigators need to be involved.”

Jos nodded, and I could see the disappointment in his eyes.

“But if there is anything, I’m going to make sure to get you involved. If it is affecting the safety of Busal City, the Investigators all need to be a part of it.”

He straightened. I could see a look of eagerness in his eyes.

I had to be careful. I had to offer them a measure of responsibility, because from what I had seen, most of the Investigators wanted to be a part of things, and they were serving because they cared, or at least they wanted to have that measure of distinction, and the honor of serving the Queen.

“So this attack hurt you?” He looked at me as if he was trying to decide how badly I had been injured.

I hadn’t checked underneath the bandages, but I was feeling quite a bit better.

“It hurt, but mostly because I was dealing with a fabrication that was a little more potent than I was expecting it to be. At least, I’m assuming it’s a fabrication.”

“Have you brought it to be tested? When we have strange fabrications that we don’t really understand, we always bring them to the palace. They give us a report, tell us if there’s anything to them that we need to be concerned about, and then they dispose of them.”

“I have not,” I said. “At least, not yet. I was a little preoccupied with a few other things.”

My injury, the powder, and then with what Talina had said.

“Oh,” he said. “Well, if that’s the case, if there is anything that you need, we can help you. We really need to be a part of the investigations. We are Investigators, after all. Waleith didn’t involve us as often as we would’ve liked, and…” He trailed off as if realizing what he was saying.

“I’m not Waleith,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “But I don’t want to sound as if I’m not appreciative of the opportunity that we have, and the opportunity of working with you. It’s just that we like to be a part of things. And too often, the Blades and the Investigators don’t work well together.”

“That seems to be an ongoing trend,” I said.

Jos frowned, guiding me along the street. “Really?”

“I’ve heard the same about the constables.”

His brow furrowed. “Oh. The constables.”

“Not you as well.”

“It’s just that they don’t always appreciate our involvement.”

I shrugged. “I know the head of the constables.”

“Harent. He’s a hard man.”

“But a good one.” When Jos looked over at me, I shrugged. “I served with him in the military.”

“I didn’t take you for a navy man.”

I hadn’t realized that the Investigators knew about Harent’s past, but then again, maybe I should have expected that.

“Not navy, but I served in the army, and oftentimes the navy would transport us. He served on one of the ships I traveled on, and we got along pretty well.”

“Maybe it’s good that you are the Queen’s Blade, then. If you can make things easier with the constables, then that wouldn’t be so bad.”

“Right,” I said. “So long as we’re serving the same purpose, we should get along.”

I leaned on the walking stick, but as we kept making our way through the streets, I found that I needed it less and less. I was going to get it back to Jamie, but I wondered what he would say when he learned that I didn’t really need the walking stick as much as he might expect. He had made it clear he thought that I was going to need it for a little while.

Had he given me a concoction that was far more restorative than he had wanted to acknowledge?

Maybe it was something magical.

There were plenty of stories about magical healing items, though I had never encountered anything like that. And I would not expect Jamie, the Queen’s physic, to use anything so openly like that, but then again, maybe he would have if he’d thought that it was necessary to help me, another servant of the Queen.

By the time we reached the warehouse district, I was feeling only a little tension in my belly.

“You don’t look that hurt,” Jos said.

“I’m feeling better.”

“What happened, anyway? How badly were you hurt?”

“I got punctured in my belly,” I said.

His eyes widened. “We saw a lot of blood,” he said. “There was a trail, and we followed it, but it sort of disappeared.”

I frowned at that. “Well, that might have been mine. I don’t know if there’s anybody else badly injured out there.”

“I’m guessing you made it back to your home.”

“The palace. I had the Queen’s physic help me.”

Jos nodded, as if that was the most obvious answer. “Oh. Of course. Well, constables were following it as well. They’ve been looking into some operation around the harbor. I haven’t been able to figure out what it is.”

“Could it be tied to these fabrications?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Usually we worry about what’s coming into the city. And there have been more fabrications arriving. I know that Byron told you that it’s cyclical, but I think he said that just because he didn’t want you to take away the investigation. It is cyclical, at least from everything that I’ve heard, but this is more than what is normally cycling, if that makes any sense.”

“Considering what I’ve been dealing with, it does make a bit of sense,” I said. “So why don’t we continue to look into it? And you can tell me if there’s anything that we need to know.”

He nodded. “That would be good. We can work together. The way that we’re supposed to.”

We reached the warehouse, and Jos unlocked it and stepped inside.

The moment that we were inside, I began to feel something. It was a strange tingling energy that washed over me, and it left me thinking that whatever was here was potent. It was magical, obviously, but I had no idea about what sort of magic it was, nor about why I was picking up on something so obvious compared to what I had detected in the past. This left me practically trembling, and I wondered if this was what Jos had brought me in for.

“How is your fabrication? Is it vibrating?” I asked.

Jos brought out his navigator stone, and he clutched it briefly. “Not really. It’s not here. It’s just up ahead.”

I expected him to bring me into the room, but he led me into the warehouse instead.

We had to maneuver along rows of shelves, and I found myself looking at all of them. Some of them were marked with letters and symbols that I recognized, but not all of them. There were quite a few that were marked differently, that I couldn’t quite identify.

I was curious about all this, but whatever the reason these were here, they had drawn the attention of the Investigators. I didn’t feel anything from them, though. Either the Investigators had already neutralized them, or they were bringing them here to investigate before letting them back out into the city.

Interesting.

Maybe what I needed to do was spend more time working with the Investigators so that I could know more about what they did, about the types of items they uncovered.

Even if there were benign items coming into the city, shouldn’t I know about that? Especially if they were magical and benign.

Jos stopped in the center of the warehouse, or at least what looked like the center of the warehouse. There was a small, ornately decorated trunk here. The shelves had been repositioned, and it took me a moment to realize why.

They framed the trunk on five sides, as if to contain something inside it. But there was an item on each shelf, and as I stood there, I recognized some energy coming from those items. Fabrications.

“What is this?”

“We set up a containment area,” Byron said, coming from the shadows of a nearby shelving area. “I’m sorry about that, but it was the only thing that we could think of doing. We didn’t want to bring it into the city until we had a better idea about what it was. When Waleith was here, we would get him to help with such cases, and he would usually deactivate anything that we found. We didn’t have to use these containment areas all that often.”

“So you shielded this item?”

That would explain why I wasn’t able to pick up on anything quite as readily as I suspected I should have when I had first come into the warehouse.

“We did. We thought that it would be effective in making sure that nothing was going to escape.”

“You did a good job,” I said. Better than telling him that I was able to pick up on something.

Byron nodded as if he had expected the compliment.

“So what is it?”

“Another fabrication,” he said. “And honestly, we don’t really know what it is or what it is supposed to do. But it is radiating something that is causing our fabrication stones to react to it.”

I strode forward. The moment that I passed through the containment fabrications, I began to feel the tingling of energy all around me. And I had felt it before.

By the time I opened the trunk, I had a pretty good idea about what I was going to find.

There was another orb inside.

The energy from it was a little different from what I had been picking up on, but this one reminded me of the one that I had tried to deactivate, only the sense of it was a little unusual.

“You did well,” I said.

“So are you going to deactivate it?”

I looked over, knowing that my answer was going to reveal a measure of weakness. But I wouldn’t be able to deactivate it. I hadn’t been able to deactivate the other one and had only ended up hurting myself, so I had little doubt that this one would be the same.

“Unfortunately, these are potent.”

“These?”

“I found another one like it,” I said. “Last night. I understand that you picked up on some of the effects of it,” I said.

“Wait,” Byron said. “That was you?”

“It was,” I said. “And the power there is pretty considerable.”

“Why?”

“Well, your guess is as good as mine. I don’t really know. I do think that we need to deactivate it, but I’m unable to do it.”

Byron looked over at Jos as if he had expected that.

I lifted the orb, feeling the immediate surge of magic along my hand. There was a tension there, and a potency, leaving me all too aware of the power that was within it.

And now that I knew with certainty that there were more of these fabrications, I knew that it was time for me to get answers.

After taking my leave of the Investigators, I made my way back toward the palace, determined to visit with Master Matherin, and I had a series of questions already cropping up in my mind. My steps took me into a familiar part of the city, and I slowed. This wasn’t what I needed to be doing, but maybe this was where my heart had decided I needed to go. So I stopped.

I took a deep breath and hurried over to Dara’s shop. The air inside had a metallic odor, and there was a faint tapping sound from deep within the building. I’d never heard that in here before, though I admittedly had not spent that much time inside this shop.

When I reached the back counter, it wasn’t Dara at all.

The man there was probably ten years older than me, with a square chin, dark eyes, dark hair.

“Can I help you?” the man asked. His eyes immediately drifted to my pin, and they widened. “Of course. I would be happy to serve the Queen in any way.”

I tipped my head. “I’m just here to talk to Dara.”

“Has she done something?”

“No,” I said. “It’s more of a personal matter.”

The man frowned. Then he let his gaze wander around the shop before settling it back on me. “She’s not in yet.”

It was strange, but I was aware of a certain resistance working against me. It was similar to what I had felt from Dara when I had come to visit with her, but it was more potent in a way.

Instinctively I resisted what I was picking up on. I wondered if there was a mistake in doing so, as it might reveal what I was doing, but he didn’t seem to notice. If he did, he said nothing.

It was a fabrication.

That was what I was picking up on.

I wasn’t quite sure why it bothered me. I had always known that Dara had some sort of magical connection, that there wasn’t a lot that I could do about it without acknowledging what she could do, and my own personal reaction to it. Knowing that her employer also had some magical connection made things a little stranger.

“Can you let her know that Zaren stopped by? I’m a friend.”

He regarded me for a moment. “Of course. I will let her know.”

I left, and I had the distinct feeling that he had been testing how much power he could wield without drawing my attention. Had he known that I had recognized it immediately? And what could—or should—I do?

He wasn’t doing anything dangerous. At least, not anything obviously dangerous. And I couldn’t go and find every possible fabricator in the city, much like I couldn’t go and find every possible magic user in the city.

I leaned heavily on the cane, thankful Jamie had given it to me. I was tired, but though I also needed to visit Matherin, I found myself drawn out to the shoreline. Many of the same ships were present, still painted with the powder, but now it had been fully activated. I realized that it wasn’t all the ships in the harbor, as I had thought. Some were left untouched. In my hurry the night before, I hadn’t noticed. I made a note of each of the ships that had not been impacted, and I figured that if nothing else, I should find out what set them apart. Maybe I could find a pattern—and figure out who was responsible for the powder.

There was no energy that struck me as magical here.

Either it had been neutralized, or…

I reached into my pocket to pull out the magical item and squeezed it in my hand. There was a faint tingling, as there often was, and then I felt a strange additional resistance.

It came from the jar of powder. I brought it closer to the item. The sizzling that I had been picking up intensified.

That was unexpected.

I pulled them apart. When I did, the powder settled.

I held the powder up, swirling it. The power had changed entirely. All because of this fabrication?

It had somehow impacted the powder. Had it inactivated it? If so, this fabrication would have a similar ability to mine. Which left me wondering why the attacker had thrown it at me.

Unless they thought that I was with whoever had placed the powder in the first place.

I needed answers. I knew a little bit about the powder from Jamie, but I needed to know more. And since fabrications were involved, I had to stop putting off going to Matherin. I hadn’t visited him since Waleith had introduced us, but maybe now was the time. I only hoped that he would provide me with the help I needed.


Chapter Thirteen


By the time I reached the palace, I was tired. I had wandered along the shoreline, testing more ships, searching for any sign of the powder on them, and finding none. The small vessel was gone. That didn’t surprise me. There had been no powder painted on that one, so perhaps it was responsible for removing it from the other ships.

And if so, that begged another question.

Here I had thought that somebody had painted the powder on the ships as some sort of attack. What if that wasn’t the case at all?

What if instead of an attack, it was protection?

From what Jamie had said, the powder had various applications. Maybe I had it wrong.

Reaching the palace again, I nodded to the same pair of soldiers that had been there when I had come from the physic. Once on the grounds, I headed toward the back side of the palace, taking a path through a tall hedgerow, the thick pine scent dense in the humid air. It didn’t take me long to reach the small building at the back of the palace grounds. I hadn’t spent much time with Master Matherin, and I wondered if he would even welcome me.

Before I approached the door, it opened, and the small man looked up at me, rubbing his hands on his leather apron as I approached.

“What do you have on you?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

He held his hand out. “I can tell that you have something, so get it out.”

“This?” I asked, holding out the powder.

He took it, held it up to the light, and shook it. “Aelith powder? Odd. But no. That’s not what I’m talking about. This is quite a considerable amount.”

“That’s what Jamie Walton said as well.”

Matherin snorted. “Yes, well, I guess I’m not terribly surprised that he said that.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“It has some medicinal uses. I’m sure he was eager to take some from you.”

I looked at the jar. “Maybe he did. I didn’t give him any, but I was unconscious for a little while.”

And I couldn’t be that upset if he had taken some from me while I was unconscious.

“You have something else,” Matherin said. “That is what I need to see.”

I returned to my other pocket and held out the orb. “This?”

He frowned, taking it from me. “Yes. This. Exquisite work, this. Where did you get it?”

“It was used to attack me,” I said. “Or maybe it wasn’t. I’m still not sure.”

He arched a brow and waved for me to follow him into his workshop. I did so, my gaze sweeping around it, noting a row of cabinets with tools hanging from hooks beneath it, gleaming metal benches, and stacks of other metal, as if he were in the middle of creating some fabrication.

“Delicate work, this,” he said, and he rolled the orb on the table and pulled out a magnifying glass, which he brought close to it. “Very delicate work. Whoever made this was incredibly skilled.” He tapped on it and then turned, squeezing the item, and then rolled it again. “Very interesting. You said this was used in an attack?”

“It was.”

“It would not have worked.”

“Why not?”

“Because the intention behind this would not have any effect on you.” He flicked his gaze up at me for a brief moment. “This is designed to incapacitate those who have items of magic on them. Considering that you don’t have any items of magic on you—well, other than the fabrications and the powder—nothing would have happened to you.”

“That’s why my blade reacted when I tried to use it against it?”

He looked up, and now his gaze darkened. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I attempted to use my blade on it, and it reacted. My blade rebounded.”

“Rebounded. Yes. That would be unfortunate, and I am not terribly surprised that you experienced that. This is an exquisite fabrication. But it is not perfect. You probably detected it as something magical.” He waited for me to nod, and when I did, he turned his attention back to the item. “And you likely attempted to mitigate any magical effect in the same way that you have with other items.”

Matherin knew as much about me as anyone, so there was no point in arguing with him. Besides, I knew that he served the Queen.

“Yes,” I said.

“It would not have made a difference. Or it should not have. There must be some defense mechanism worked into this. Unusual for an item like this. Though I suppose with the right technique, and with the necessary skill…” He ran his finger along the orb until he found what he was looking for. His mouth tightened into a thin line. “Yes. Here it is. I don’t even know who made this,” he said, seemingly in awe. “There is a defense mechanism here. And you were lucky.” When he looked up, he studied me. “Where were you hurt?”

“Stomach,” I said.

“Yes. Well, man your size, I suppose that is where you would have been struck. Somebody smaller, the blade might’ve gone into their heart. I suspect that was in fact where it had targeted.”

“What do you mean, targeted? This was trying to target me?”

“I doubt that it was targeting you specifically, but it was reacting to what you were doing, and it was trying to ensure its survival.”

“You speak about it as if it’s something alive,” I said.

“Oh, no. Not alive, but some fabrications act almost as if they were. Especially one as well made as this.”

Matherin studied the orb with his magnifying glass again. At one point, he sucked in a sharp breath, running his finger along the surface of it.

I just stood waiting and watching while looking around his shop.

My hand traced the surface of my blade, which elicited the strongest reaction from Matherin so far.

“Not in here,” he said. “I do not need you to do anything in here that might incapacitate anything I might be doing.”

“What sort of fabrication dangers are you aware of?” I asked him.

Matherin looked over. He had pulled some items onto his workbench, and he began to test the orb. “Dangers?” His brow furrowed. “You have more than just this one, don’t you?”

“How do you know?”

“I would not be much of a fabricator if I were not able to detect other fabrications.”

“You can feel them?”

The fact that he could feel something suggested that he had an ability similar to mine. That surprised me. Then again, should it? I didn’t really know all that much about fabrications, or the techniques involved in making them, but I supposed that it wouldn’t be all that surprising that Matherin had some innate ability to detect them.

“No. I cannot. But other items in my workshop can. The moment that you approached, I was aware of you. Partly because of some of the fabrications that you are carrying. I did have a hand in crafting them myself.”

The blade and the pin.

“And other items I am able to detect because they carry specific signatures.”

“Such as that orb,” I said.

“And the other.”

I smiled tightly. “There was another. I didn’t know if you would detect it.”

“If all of this was your way of trying to test me, that is not necessary. The Queen is aware of what I am capable of.”

“No,” I said. “Not a matter of testing. I’m just trying to better understand fabrications in general. Apparently, there have been more fabrications active around the city than usual.”

Matherin nodded, returning to his work, examining the orb. “Minor fabrications. There are plenty of people around the city who have some ability, though it is usually not all that significant.”

“Did they learn from the same place that you learned?”

He glanced up. “Is that your way of trying to find out where I trained?”

I snorted. “I don’t suppose it would help me.”

He turned back to his work. “There are plenty of places that can teach the art of fabrication. Not around here, of course, as the Queen does not encourage such work, but if you traveled to Ardem, you would find they have quite skillful fabricators. There are other places, and if you venture even farther, you may find specific schools of such learning.”

“Really?”

“You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

“I just find the idea of learning magic like that to be fascinating.”

“I would suggest that most places that understand the powers that work through the world have places to learn about them.”

There was something in the way that he said this that suggested he didn’t fully support what the Queen did. That surprised me.

“You don’t think that we should restrict access?”

“It doesn’t matter what I think. The only thing that matters is what the Queen feels. And she feels that such things must be controlled.”

“Mostly because they are dangerous.”

“Perhaps. And in the case of this item, it actually could be dangerous. I’m not able to determine all the purposes behind it. But I do not think there is fundamentally anything about it that you need to be concerned about.”

“Are you sure?”

“Mostly. Hold on to it. This may come into use for you at some other time. It has its own intrinsic abilities, and from what I can tell, your natural tendencies may even augment them. It will be valuable, I suspect, though I can’t say why or when.” He smiled tightly. “Anyway. Is that all?”

“I suppose it is,” I said.

I hesitated, looking over at the door to his room before turning my attention back to Matherin.

“Wait. There is another thing. I saw the powder painted on ships in the harbor last night. That’s what I was investigating. I don’t know enough about the powder, or what it does to really understand it. On one of the ships, I felt the resistance, and I neutralized it.”

“You neutralized an entire ship coated with this?” he said, pointing toward my pocket with one long, bony finger.

“I felt as if I needed to, as I wasn’t exactly sure what it was doing. I think I inactivated it.”

Matherin nodded slowly. “Impressive that you were able to handle so much. Perhaps if it was already tuned, it would have been easier. Or perhaps it would have made it more painful.”

I remembered the sensation of pricking needles along my neck as I had worked. It had been painful.

“How many?” When I frowned, he went on. “Ships. How many?”

“Most, actually.”

He pursed his lips, frowning. “Well, the powder can be used in fabrications, though coating the ship’s exterior would not be a typical fabrication. I don’t know what the purpose of that would be.”

“Could it be destructive?”

“Anything can be destructive, especially when it has the magical potential that aelith powder possesses. That doesn’t necessarily mean that it is used for magic, however. It is used for other purposes, which I believe the physic has instructed you on.”

I nodded. “Where is the powder found?”

“A difficult place to reach, and that is what makes your having such a large volume surprising.” Matherin took a moment before saying anything more, as if he was trying to build up the tension or the dramatic nature of what he was going to say next. “It comes from the Isle of Erantor.”

At that, I couldn’t help but groan.


Chapter Fourteen


Erantor was a notoriously difficult place to visit. It was well known as a violent land, and while a large island, it was ruled over by the horse lords, who had lived there for as long as history could recall. When I had been in the military, we had avoided the island, partly because it was dangerous to soldiers and partly because if you got too close, the inhabitants had strange ways of attacking. Most believed that they used some form of magic, though as far as I knew, nobody really understood what type of magic they had access to, or if it really posed a danger to outsiders.

Matherin shared as much as he could about the powder with me, helping me to better understand its uses. Learning more and more about the powder, and that it was incredibly valuable, left me with more and more questions.

Not the least of which had to do with how it had been stored.

The powder was valuable. The porcelain was valuable.

Which meant that whoever had moved it had considerable funds.

I still didn’t have a good idea about why it had been used on the ships in the harbor, and increasingly I felt I had to get some answer to that. It was all tied together, but my investigation into it was leading me nowhere.

I decided that it was time I reported to the Queen what I had found, and either get some advice or consider other options. Perhaps she had other means of investigation.

The palace grounds were lovely. Hedgerows formed something of a maze to navigate, and flower beds and countless fruit trees filled the entire garden with an exquisite fragrance.

By the time I reached the entrance to the palace, I still hadn’t churned through everything that I was going to report to the Queen. I took a moment to gather myself. It was the same way that I felt every time I came to the palace. There was a majesty to everything. The stone, the marble, everything gleamed. The energy in the air was palpable, and there was a chaos, though it seemed to be a structured sort of chaos, as if everyone was moving in something of a dance. I waited a moment, feeling for everything that was happening around me, until there was a tap on my arm.

A white-robed man looked at me, his wrinkled eyes narrowing for a moment. “Can I help you, sir?”

I smiled tightly. I hadn’t seen Hobell very often, but I recognized him from the previous times I had visited the palace. He served as something of a head of the household, and he wore the Queen’s mark on his lapel. His looked to be affixed much more diligently than mine, which was perched at a precarious angle and was threatening to pop free.

“I need to report to the Queen,” I said.

“Do you? I’m afraid that she is quite busy.”

“Well, this is important.”

“Yes, well, important or not, I can certainly pass on word that you would like to speak with her, but as you are undoubtedly aware, the Queen will see who she will see, and I do not know if she is willing to see you.” He sounded irritated by the fact that I would even propose such a possibility.

I smiled tightly, tapping on my lapel pin. That was something that Waleith had made quite clear before he had departed. I was a member of the household, and I served the Queen directly. As I had been named her Blade, I reported to the Queen and to no one else. Given my position, I was also to be granted an audience with the Queen when I requested one. I had never tested that.

“You are the Queen’s Blade now,” Waleith had said, standing in the courtyard outside the palace, looking back at it. He had a dark look in his eyes, one that I could not read, but I didn’t know Waleith all that well. “It is a position that is generally considered quite unique. You serve as an arm of her defense. No differently than how the army, the navy, and the Investigators throughout the city serve. The Blades serve in that way. And you, as the Queen’s Blade, will now serve her much more directly.”

“I see,” I said to him.

He shook his head. “I doubt that you do. But you will. You will need to. You are her Blade. You see what I’m saying?”

“Not particularly,” I said.

“That is what I suspected. You are her Blade, which means that you will do what is necessary to ensure any danger to her, her crown, her city, or her realm is dealt with.”

“How will I know?”

“An excellent question, and one that I don’t have a good answer for, unfortunately. You will have to learn to trust your instincts and decide what must be done.”

“Such as when you went to investigate the training compound.”

“Had there been another option, I would’ve taken it. That was dangerous, and something that only a Blade—and perhaps only the Queen’s Blade—could have looked into. Such investigations can leave the city exposed.”

“Why?”

“Because there are always those who are trying to angle for an opportunity. Some seek to gain power over the Queen, or around the Queen, while others seek merely to gain influence. And still others would seek to take over.”

I started to smile at that. “You mean somebody would overthrow the Crown?”

“Somebody is always scheming. The council would like power, though they don’t always have the amount they want. Others within the city are looking for an opportunity to gain money, power, or simply influence. And you must navigate all of it. That is why there are Blades. That is why we serve the way we do. You are looking for the wrong kind of influence that the Queen cannot mitigate.”

And so, as I looked at Hobell, I thought about what Waleith had said, and how he had directed me and made certain that I knew that I could and should be granted an audience with the Queen whenever I requested one.

I had not felt I’d had any reason to take advantage of that prior to now, but at this point, with what I had seen, I felt I needed to talk to the Queen. I needed her counsel.

She may know something that I did not.

But would she offer it to me? I was her Blade. And yet I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant.

Still, I was her Blade.

I waited. Hobell harrumphed and then motioned for me to follow.

“She does not like being disturbed like this. Especially not when she has been meeting with Dorian.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Prince Dorian was the Queen’s stepbrother and had taken over the role of her adviser following the king’s death. I knew little about him, though I had interacted with him from time to time.

We stopped outside a small room on the second floor. A single guard stood watch, hand resting on the hilt of his sword. He was muscular and about a head shorter than me, and he regarded me as if he was trying to size me up and decide whether I was a threat.

“Wait here,” Hobell said.

I stood for a moment, rocking from side to side and trying to get my mind in order. I could not, though. Finally Hobell returned, and he had an irritated look in his eyes. I wondered why, but he motioned for me to follow, which left me thinking that the reason for his irritation was his distress about the fact that I was to follow, and not for any reason besides that.

“She will join you in a moment,” he said.

I stood in a large room, with a pair of chairs, a table, and a hearth. I suspected this was a small room for the palace, though it was still enormous.

I waited. And waited.

It seemed to be an eternity before the door along the back wall opened, and a dark-haired man strode in, frowning as he saw me. His eyes flicked past me to see if there was anybody else here. Finally, his gaze settled on me.

“The Blade,” he drawled.

“Your Highness,” I said. “I came to speak to the Queen.”

“Yes, well, she is preoccupied.”

“Then I can wait.”

His frown deepened. “You can report to your prince.”

I debated this. I had to think about what kind of response Waleith would have given. He had made it clear that I could demand an audience with the Queen, and that there were times when I needed to do so, not only because there were times when I needed to report on what I was doing—and given everything that I had seen lately around Busal City, I couldn’t help but feel that was necessary—but also because there were times when I needed to find out what she might know. The Queen had her own magical connections, which were undoubtedly much more diverse and deeper than any connection that I might have. Which was the other reason that Waleith had wanted me to make certain that I worked with the Queen.

“This is a matter that I need to speak to Her Majesty about,” I said.

Prince Dorian scowled and then shook his head. “Then you may wait.”

“Thank you.”

“It may be a day or two, but if it is urgent, she will send for you.”

“That’s not my understanding,” I said. “It is my understanding that as her Blade, I am to be granted an audience with her when I request one.”

“When you request one?”

As soon as the prince said that, I realized my mistake. He clearly didn’t care for me. Maybe he didn’t care for Blades. Or maybe he didn’t understand what I did or how I served. Or perhaps he understood all of it and he just didn’t like me.

“I don’t mean it like that,” I said. “I’m just saying⁠—”

“Oh, I’m sure that you are.”

I didn’t know what he meant by that, but it probably wasn’t anything good. I wasn’t sure what else I needed to do. But I decided that I was far enough along that maybe it didn’t matter.

“I can speak with Hobell again, if I need to. And I understand that you are undoubtedly busy as well, so I don’t need to take any more of your time.”

The prince frowned. “Just tell me your issue, Joha,” he said. “If it has to do with the safety of the city, then it’s something I need to hear about anyway. I am responsible for the Queen’s Guard, as you probably know.”

I actually didn’t know that, and now I felt even more foolish.

“I’m concerned about a threat that is coming to Busal City. In order to better understand it, I may need to leave the city.”

“And?”

The way that he said this caught me off guard.

“Well, I assume that I need to report to the Queen before I depart the city. I am her Blade, and so⁠—”

“You are her Blade,” he said, looking sharply at me, “which means that you make your own choices. Did your mentor not provide that level of instruction?” He shook his head. “A shame, really. Waleith could be a complete pain, but at least he understood the obligations of his station. If he is going to pass on the mantle to someone else, it is the expectation that he will do so to someone who understands just what he needs to do. I cannot imagine…”

I found myself ignoring what he was saying. Not because I didn’t want to listen, though I didn’t care much for Prince Dorian, but because I felt a surge of power.

And it was familiar.

“Maybe we can wait until Waleith returns,” I said.

He snorted. “Yes, maybe we can, seeing as he’s been gone for a few months.”

The familiar pressure came again. It was distant, but I recognized it. Maybe it came from spending some time around Asi, but the sense of the Blade magic was significant. Waleith had returned.

“I think he will be back soon,” I said.

Prince Dorian regarded me. “Good. Maybe we can get adequate help.”

With that, he strode out of the room.


Chapter Fifteen


It had been a long time since I had seen Waleith, or even felt him, so being aware of his presence, however subtle it was, left me with a mixture of emotions. Some of it was my eagerness to talk to him and get his counsel on how to approach what was going on. He had experience that I did not. But a part of me was a little disappointed that I wasn’t going to have to work through this on my own.

The door opened again, and I turned to it, reaching for my blade on instinct before catching myself. That could have been a significant mistake.

It was the Queen.

She looked regal. That was the only way that I was able to describe her. She had an air about her that struck me as powerful, something that radiated from her and left me with a sense of her authority. She was dressed in flowing velvet robes, with a small crown situated on her head and a staff of office in hand that reminded me of the walking stick that Jamie had given me. Her other hand clutched a handkerchief, and I noticed that there were flecks of red on it.

She was alone.

She swept her gaze around the room before settling it on me. “I understood that Dorian was here.”

“He was here, but then he left. He wanted me to give him a report, and I think he was irritated when I refused and said that I needed to report to you.”

She frowned and then flicked her gaze behind her, and I realized there was somebody in the hallway. I couldn’t see them, but they were definitely there. When she turned her attention back, leveling her gaze once again at me, she nodded. “You requested an audience, and here I am.”

“Thank you for being willing to see me, Your Majesty,” I said, bowing and keeping my eyes up. I wasn’t sure what the proper protocol was in this situation, but I was certain that I was expected to bow, to bend the knee so that I was showing proper deference. The problem was that I wasn’t exactly sure what proper deference looked like, as I had not been raised around royalty.

“You are my Blade,” she said, as if that answered everything, covering her mouth for a moment and coughing.

“I am,” I said, straightening. “I wouldn’t have come to you if the problem were something that I could solve on my own.”

That elicited a sharp arch to her brow.

I took a moment, and I continued to focus on the sense of Waleith, knowing that he was out there, even though I could not tell how close he was or if he was even coming to the palace. What if he was just back in the city but wasn’t making his way here?

I supposed that made a certain sort of sense as well, as I wouldn’t be terribly surprised if Waleith had returned to the city and gone looking for me, or any possible threats. Then again, why wouldn’t he just come back to the palace if he were here, and report to the Queen, as she was the one who commanded him?

“What is the issue?”

“It is a little complicated.”

I began filling her in on everything that I had learned, including all the details about the aelith powder, and she stood listening carefully. When I was done, I made a point of talking about the ships and how they had been painted with the powder, and then I talked about the other magical influence. Seeing as she knew what I was, and what I could do, there was no reason for me to hold anything back from her. Still, I felt a bit nervous about sharing these details, as Waleith had made it clear that there were certain things that one simply didn’t talk about. Then again, this was the kind of thing that I was here to do, serving the Queen, and everything that I was doing was tied to the kind of power that I possessed, so it seemed to me that this was exactly what I needed to be sharing with her.

“You have done well, then. If you have managed to mitigate an attack on the city, I should commend you.”

“I’m not sure I have mitigated anything,” I admitted. “To be honest, I don’t know much about this powder. Jamie, your physic⁠—”

“I am well aware of who Jamie is,” she said.

“My apologies, Your Majesty,” I said, feeling a bit foolish. “I know that you do, but I was just explaining… Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter. I was talking to him about the powder, as he had helped me after my injury.” I pointed to my stomach, and though I still felt a dull ache there, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been before. “And he said that it was valuable. Expensive, even.”

“It is,” she said.

I frowned. The Queen knew all about aelith powder.

Then again, why wouldn’t she? She was the Queen, after all, and it should be my expectation that the Queen was fully aware of such things, and was probably even responsible for trading for such things from time to time, though I wondered whether she had a use for aelith powder.

“My concern is tied to the fabrications that could be made with it,” I said.

She frowned for a moment. “Go on.”

“Well, everything that I’ve learned about the powder suggests that there are many uses for it. But the one that alarms me most is its use in fabrications.”

“I see, and so now you think that we have some imminent fabricator attack?”

“I’m not exactly sure. I spoke with Master Matherin, and he doesn’t seem to think that’s the case. I realize I might be overreacting, but I also don’t want to underestimate the potential danger.”

“I will have my people look into the fabricators. That is not an area that you need to concern yourself with.”

That was good. I didn’t know how to handle the fabricators myself, especially as I knew that she valued them and their service.

“You have other questions, though,” she said.

I tipped my head politely. “I do. I think I need to investigate this more fully. In order to do this, I think that I need to pursue the source of the powder. I have learned details of it, and about where it is exported from, but I wanted to propose to you the plan, to have your permission to leave the city.”

She watched me for a long moment, and there was a hardness to her gaze. “What status did I give you when you ascended to my Blade?”

It sounded like it might be a trick question, and I wanted to be careful not to end up in any trouble if I answered it the wrong way.

“You made me your Blade.”

“Yes. My Blade. The Queen’s Blade. And that means that you have free rein to investigate whatever you feel you need to. Of course, it is better if you are stationed in the city, at least for me, the protection of the city, but that doesn’t mean that you must remain here. Waleith certainly wouldn’t, especially if he thought that there was a potential threat that he needed to address.”

“I understand,” I said, feeling a bit chastised. “But I’m new to my station, and I wanted to ensure that I was not violating any permissions, and more than that, I wanted to ensure that⁠—”

The Queen raised a hand, cutting me off. “You must have confidence in your decision-making to serve as my Blade. You do not need to check with me for all things. And to be honest, there are certain things I need to have deniability about. I can trust you, can I not, Zaren Joha?”

It was a loaded question.

But it was more than just that. It was her way of asking if I was going to serve her.

She glanced at the walls, and I wondered if it was because of her servants, but perhaps she was alluding to Dorian not summoning her when I had come.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I said. “You can trust me completely.”

“Very well. Then I will trust that you will do whatever you feel you need to in order to fulfill the assignment that you have given yourself. That is the expectation that I have given to all of my Blades.”

“All of them?” I asked, frowning for a moment. “How many have you had?”

“Other than Waleith?”

“Yes,” I said.

“He was the second.”

“And what happened to the first?”

“We do not talk about him,” she said, her voice going soft. “But rest assured that his memory is honored.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” I said.

The Queen watched me for a moment before striding out of the room. The door closed behind her with a definitive click. A strange sense of pressure—and power—also came from it, leading me to think that she was using some magic to protect herself. Of course, I knew that she would. Even if it was just fabrications.

The door behind me came open, and Hobell poked his head in. “You may leave anytime,” he said.

“Thank you, Hobell,” I said.

He frowned and flicked his gaze to the door before looking back at me. “Did you get what you needed?”

“I believe so.”

“Very well. And how was she today?”

I shrugged. “She was about the same as she was the last time I saw her. Powerful.”

“Yes, well, that is her, after all.”

He guided me out of the room.

By the time I reached the main entrance of the palace, my mind was spinning. The Queen had given me permission. Implied permission, but permission nonetheless. Which meant that I now had a journey to undertake. And that meant that I needed to first find Waleith, assuming that he was in the city, and discuss what I was going to do.

It was all about the aelith powder.

But the Queen had not wanted to relay everything that she knew, for some reason. Could it be listening ears?

“Say, Hobell,” I said, turning to the strange man. “Are there spies in the palace?”

He frowned. Then he motioned to the pin on my lapel. “You wear the Queen’s mark.”

“Of course I do,” I said.

“And everybody who comes to the palace, and serves the Queen, wears her mark.”

“I see.”

But I really didn’t.

“In order to be gifted that mark, you must be fully vetted, and that means⁠—”

“I get what that means. You’re saying that everyone who comes to the palace has been tested for their loyalties.”

“Very much so.”

“Very good. Thank you.”

That answered that concern, at least.

But it didn’t change the fact that Waleith was convinced there was something else going on in the palace. Or at least within the city. And I thought about what Talina had indicated, without really sharing anything with me. Unfortunately.

It all ended up leaving me thinking about the powder.

I needed to figure out who was responsible for moving it. And if the answer wasn’t going to be found here, then I was going to have to find it elsewhere. Even if it meant leaving Busal City to do so.

But before I left—and if I did—there were a few steps to take.

It was time to do so.


Chapter Sixteen


Ihadn’t gone very far outside the palace before I noticed a group of people making their way in.

They were all dressed in elegant robes, and several of them were jostling to be the first person to reach the entrance. I didn’t know these people, but I knew who they were. This was the council.

In the time that I’d been working in Busal City, I hadn’t had much interaction with them. The council comprised seven members, who were presumably elected to fill their posts and served to provide local governance to help the Queen in her rule. In reality, most of them were wealthy businesspeople given an opportunity to serve primarily because of their contribution to the economy of the city.

And I didn’t really care much about that. Their presence in Busal City didn’t make much difference to me, but there was something to be said about getting to know those who had a measure of authority in the city.

So I stood off to the side, watching.

“You’re looking better,” a voice said from behind me.

I jerked around, surprised.

“Oh. Jamie.”

The physic eyed me up and down. “I didn’t expect to see you moving quite so well. I figured, with such a serious injury, you would have taken quite a bit more time to recover. But maybe a large man like yourself can recuperate more rapidly than the typical.”

“Do larger man tend to recover more quickly?”

He frowned at the question, and then he shrugged. “Well, not usually, but there are exceptions. And from what I’ve heard, you tend to be an exceptional man.”

I was curious about that comment. “From what you’ve heard?”

I continued looking over at the councilors as they headed toward the entrance.

“The Queen doesn’t love these meetings.”

“No?” I said, a little surprised by the change of topic.

“Oh, I think mostly because she feels they are not serving as they should be serving. Then again, one could argue that the way in which the council was established would only foment such divisiveness. She intended for them to serve as representatives of the common people.”

I regarded the councilors. “Not so common,” I muttered.

Jamie laughed. “No. And to be honest, I think the Queen recognizes that as well. Not that she would ever say anything about the structure, because it poses some political challenge to dissolve the council. It could be done, but I imagine that it would increase the consternation of those with a bit of money behind their names.”

“She’s the Queen. She can do whatever she wants.”

“You’d be surprised. Even the Queen has some limits.”

I was surprised by that, but it wasn’t really my place to comment on anything concerning the Queen.

“I haven’t had much interaction with them,” I said.

“Oh, then you are lucky.”

“Do you know them?”

Jamie’s comments certainly made it seem like he did.

“Know of them, I suppose, would be the better way of putting it. I don’t necessarily know them. But I’ve been in the palace a few times when they’ve come. Like you, I think that it’s best to know the people that you might have to interact with.”

The way that Jamie said this suggested something, but I wasn’t sure what the implication was.

“Care to help?” I asked.

“You want me to help you identify the council? You’d be better off going to Hobell. He’s pretty good with getting access, and as far as I know, he has a way of maneuvering around the palace that might be helpful if you wanted to watch their interactions.”

I didn’t detect magical energy from any of them. That didn’t mean that they were perfectly safe. And I supposed that it would be dangerous for somebody to bring anything magical to the palace in the first place. Doing so would only draw attention to them, and the Queen would probably view them unfavorably.

“Let’s just say that I would prefer hearing it from you,” I said.

Jamie shrugged.

The council had reached the main entrance to the palace. They were standing there as a group, all of them arguing.

“Well, you see the lead woman,” he said. “That is Councilor Sivara. She’s been trying to get the ear of the Queen for quite some time, mostly because she is hopeful that her interactions will gain standing with the guild she represents.”

“Which guild is that?”

“The Banking Guild. She naturally has quite a bit of influence, though to hear her talk about it, she doesn’t have nearly as much as she would like. Standing next to her is Councilor Jinat, and he is the head of the merchant guild. And next to him is⁠—”

“Are they all guild heads?”

“They are,” a voice said from behind me, and I spun.

The man standing there was dressed in a nice jacket and pants, and he had an unfamiliar pin on his lapel. I could tell that it was a fabrication, even if I wasn’t able to identify what kind of fabrication it was. He had an easy smile, with long brown hair that was brushed back, and he glanced from me and Jamie over to the gathered councilors.

“And this is Councilor⁠—”

“Telling. Magnus Telling.”

“And what guild do you represent?” I asked.

He shrugged slightly. “Mine is more of a loose collection of assorted businesses.” He glanced over at the others. “Not like this lot. You’ve got your banking guild, and you’ve got your merchant guild. You have your shipwright guild, and the craftsman guild. There’s a representative from the local university, and even a representative of your guild, I believe.” He glanced at Jamie.

Jamie nodded. “I don’t think he is so thrilled with his station.”

Telling laughed, his voice loud, drawing the attention of other members of the council. “No? I would assure you that everybody finds it to be quite profitable to serve on the council. Even those who don’t chase profit.”

“What of you?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I chase profit? It’s the only reason I’m serving on this council.”

“I see,” I said.

“Everybody wants the influence. Everybody wants to see if the Queen will offer them her favor. And be a little stubborn.”

“You might need to be a little careful about what you say about the Queen,” Jamie cautioned.

“I would say the same thing to her face.” Telling turned his attention to me. “And what of you? You bear her household sigil, but you don’t look like any member of the household that I’ve seen before. Certainly not a servant.” He frowned, taking a step back as if to size me up. “Well, maybe a soldier, but you don’t have that compliant look about you.”

I actually started to smile at that. “That’s what you expect of a soldier?”

“Not me. The Queen. She would expect everybody to serve with compliance. But you don’t.”

“I’m here to serve the Queen,” I said. I couldn’t help but feel this was some sort of test, and if so, it was a test that I needed to do better at.

“Serving the Queen doesn’t necessarily mean that you are compliant.” He frowned, and then his gaze settled at my waist. “I see. A Blade. Interesting. I didn’t realize that we had somebody else serving in the city.”

“For now,” I said.

Telling’s smile broadened. “For now. And we have somebody who is not even committing to a length of service. How intriguing. I would imagine that the Queen views you with curiosity.”

“I’m not sure how the Queen views me.”

“I could ask, if you’d like. We are meeting with her, and I’m sure that I could raise the topic of your service in the meeting—that is, if you want the others to know about you. But looking at you, I don’t have the feeling that is something that you’re interested in.”

“Not particularly,” I said.

“You would rather be unknown?”

It wasn’t even that. In my mind, it was better for no one to be aware of me, or how I was serving. It would be easier to ask the kinds of questions and do the kinds of things that I needed to if no one knew that I was watching them. Then again, I didn’t really think that I was going to be observing the council. Were Waleith here, he would caution me against doing just that. It would be dangerous.

But then, he was concerned about others taking action against the Queen.

“What are you gathered here to meet with her about?”

Telling nodded to the open door. The other councilors were filing in, but they looked to be jostling for position, trying to be the first one inside, as if the Queen were waiting on the other side of the door.

I sensed Telling’s amusement before he laughed.

“Oh, a typical meeting. We convene regularly, talk about the activity in the city, and she provides us with an update. If you’d like, you could attend as my guest.”

“Would I learn anything?”

“Depends upon what you’re trying to learn. As a Blade, I doubt you would learn anything that would serve you in that role. At least, not obviously.” He smiled as if he had made some grand joke.

I wondered what he knew. He obviously understood what Blades did, which made me think that if nothing else, he knew how I was serving.

“But you might learn a little bit about the inner workings of the city, and perhaps even about the various factions.”

“I didn’t realize there were factions.”

“Oh, there are always factions,” Telling said. “Somebody is trying to negotiate their position and put themselves in a favorable place, where they may be able to gain greater attention.”

“And you?”

“I mostly try to keep from getting arrested.” He grinned at me. “Anyway, it was lovely to meet you. I didn’t catch your name.”

“Zaren Joha,” I said.

My mind worked through what Telling had last said, about how he was trying to avoid getting arrested. I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I could assume.

What sort of councilor was he? What sort of man would the Queen allow close to her who would deal with something that might get him arrested?

It was a puzzle, but it wasn’t the kind of puzzle that I really had much of an answer to.

“Well, Zaren, it was nice to meet you. I had better get going, because it seems there’s a real possibility that they will begin the meeting without me. And that would be no good.”

Telling started whistling as he moved past me, heading toward the door, catching it just as it was closing.

“What does he do?” I asked Jamie.

Jamie glanced over. “You’ve been in the city for several months, and you don’t know anything about him?”

“That’s not really my responsibility. I don’t investigate the councilors.”

“You might need to start looking into such things. Otherwise, you might overlook something.”

“Why?”

“He presumably represents a handful of minor guilds.”

“Presumably?”

Jamie nodded, still looking toward the door, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Just presumably. But most people know that he is also connected to the criminal enterprises that operate within the city.”

“And he makes jokes about that openly?”

“Well, Magnus Telling is nothing if not daring. I suppose you don’t get into his position without having a little arrogance.”

“You don’t like him.”

“I don’t like some of the things that he works with. And I don’t like that he presents himself as a reputable businessman when most of his income is disreputable.”

“Such as?”

“Such as dealing in stolen goods, brothels, that sort of thing.”

“Anything that I need to be involved in?”

I had already started to question whether Telling was involved in the movement of the aelith powder, and of the ceramics, but if that were the case, would I have known? Dealing with a councilor would certainly explain why there was so much money involved. And it might even explain how the impound yard had been bribed. Maybe they hadn’t been bribed. Maybe it was all part of some operation.

I needed to go back there, to see what else that officious woman would reveal—if anything.

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Jamie said. “But it would be several steps removed. He would never openly get involved in magic. It’s not the kind of thing that he would do. But he would certainly profit from moving items of power into the city.”

And now that I knew about the increased movement of fabrications, along with the powder, I was left wondering if it was all tied to a councilor trying to jostle for authority.

And if that were the case, then perhaps meeting him now had not been a coincidence.

Maybe he had been waiting, or had seized an opportunity.

And I wouldn’t put it past him to have already known who I was.

I had already been making preparations to deal with the powder, and that involved the constabulary, but now I felt I needed to involve them even more. I wondered whether Harent knew about the councilor, or if he would be concerned about getting involved with the council.

Jamie broke the silence between us. “I would like to take a look at your wound. I can’t have my work going to waste with you pushing yourself too hard and too soon. I see that you don’t have my walking stick on you.”

“I can get it back to you,” I said.

“I’m not that concerned about you returning it. Well, I do want it returned.”

“Have you had somebody keep something they shouldn’t have?”

“All the time,” he said.

“Well, I’m sorry. I’m usually pretty good at returning things that I borrow.”

“Usually?” he asked, arching a brow.

“Usually. I’m not going to say that I’m perfect, but then again, I shouldn’t need to borrow walking sticks.”

“No,” he said. “You shouldn’t. It is quite rare for a Queen’s Blade to be injured and need my services, so I shouldn’t hold it against you.”

“What were you doing?” I asked, looking at the palace.

“Oh, I also have a standing appointment with the Queen.”

“Just to check on her?” I asked, a bit surprised by that.

“Partly. She’s been dealing with a chronic cough, and I’ve been working to help her clear it before it becomes anything more significant.” Jamie waved a hand. “I think it bothers her more than it bothers me. It’s just the dry air this time of year. That tends to make things worse. Anyway, I didn’t realize that she had an appointment with the council as well. So I’m going to have to return. And what of you? Did you find anything useful?”

I liked Jamie. He was easy to talk to. I thought that he was serving the Queen well and had good intentions, but I didn’t know how much I should share with him. Still, he was the first person to have given me any sort of insight and direction about the aelith powder, and which way I needed to go to better understand it.

“I talked with Master Matherin about the powder, and he seems to think that it is useful for some fabrications. That knowledge combined with some other activity within the city has prompted me to take a different approach.”

“Fabrications. And here I was thinking all chemical. But fabrications do make sense. Especially around here, and especially in the quantity that you are talking about.”

I nodded. “Well, now that I know where the powder comes from, I am trying to coordinate how I can best figure out who has been trading for it. There have been some other instances in the city that I need to investigate.”

Jamie was quiet for a moment. “Well, I would suggest that you be careful. You’ve already been hurt on this assignment, and I certainly wouldn’t want anything more to happen to you, but I have a feeling that you won’t necessarily listen to any advice I might give.”

“That’s not entirely true,” I said.

“Not entirely?”

“No,” I said. “But the nature of what I have to do may draw me into places and situations beyond my control.”

And if I had to deal with more orbs, I might have to use my own magical potential more often. And if that became the case, there was a real challenge concerning whether I would be able to do that. What if I ended up getting injured again?

Not if I could help it.

Not if I could do something.

That was the key.

“I’ll make sure to get your walking stick back to you. I will return it.”

Jamie snorted. “I hope so. Anyway, good luck.”

“I hope I don’t need luck, but I’ll take whatever I can get.”


Chapter Seventeen


There was always a strange energy coming from the constabulary station. I suspected some powerful protective magical layer lingered in it, as the building itself was incredibly old. I always felt a tingling from it, but I wasn’t sure of the source. Perhaps it was fabrication, or perhaps it was something more ancient than that.

I stood in the doorway, watching constables heading in and out. I didn’t know very many of them. I had started to recognize some of them but didn’t know their names. I suspected I would learn them over time, as I was at least willing to work with the constables, unlike Waleith and other Blades.

“We have never had a good relationship with the constables,” Waleith had said. “And some of that is on me, and some of that is on my predecessor. Generally, it has been a difficult relationship between us. They see us as outsiders, and intruders. In many ways, we are. They don’t understand the nature of what we do, or the reason that we are honored in the way that we are. They know only that we have the mark of the Queen, and that mark grants us access and passage throughout the city that even they don’t have.”

He had pointed at my lapel pin and made a point of telling me that I needed to keep wearing it at all times, and all around Busal City.

“That will get you access. That will keep you safe. That will⁠—”

“I get it,” I said. “I have to wear it, because it is the key to what you want me to do.”

“Indeed it is,” he said. “The pin marks you as a member of the Queen’s household. And you will need that sigil to prove that you are a part of the household, so you can do certain things as you progress around the city. I cannot tell you all the things that you might need to do, but that pin will grant you leverage at times. The Queen cannot have concern that magic is widely spread throughout the city. Even if you know that it is, and that you are protected, the Queen cannot have that danger out in the open. Do you understand?”

“The Queen is trying to ensure that everybody in the city feels they are protected by her.”

He nodded. “Exactly. Protected by her. And at times, protected from her.”

He never elaborated on that, which had left me with more questions than answers. Then again, when it came to things Waleith said, I wasn’t sure if there was anything more to them.

“It will be good for you to have a connection with the Captain. The constabulary may need you to serve in a way others have not been able to before.”

Now, as I stood in the door of the constabulary station, I knew that I needed to talk to Harent about what had been going on in Busal City, as he probably had contacts that might be useful. As I stepped inside, a chaos and an energy built around me. I hesitated a moment until I saw a familiar face.

Lijanna was an older woman with gray in her hair, sharp features, a strong nose, and eyes that seemed to take in everything. She was well regarded among the constables. Though I didn’t know her all that well, I had spoken to Harent about her and knew he thought highly of her.

“What are you doing, Joha?” she asked, her voice a bit harsh, accented. It left me wondering, as I had every time I’d seen her, where exactly she was from.

“Come to see the Captain,” I said.

“He’s a little busy. We’ve had some activity in the city recently. Smugglers.”

Maybe I should have come to Harent before. I’d seen a smuggler vessel.

“What are they smuggling?”

“Oh, the usual,” she said, waving her hand, and I noted that she didn’t give me any real answer.

“I won’t bother him for too long,” I said. “This is important.”

She glanced behind her, toward the door leading down the hall to Harent’s office. “Well, if you’re going to interrupt him, I might go with you.”

“You just want me to be the one to interrupt him.”

She shrugged. “Better you than me.”

I worked my way through the constabulary, passing desks, a few halls that led back to cells, and finally to the back row of offices, where Harent’s office was located. The noise died down the farther I went.

“You look a little rough,” Lijanna said.

“I feel a little rough,” I said. “Had a rough experience last night. Attacked.”

She arched a brow. “That’s what you are here to talk to the Captain about?”

“Something along those lines,” I said. “And it may be tied to your smugglers.”

“He’s not going to like that,” she said.

We reached the door at the end of the hall, where Lijanna looked at me, waiting, and then finally I knocked.

There was a gruff voice from inside, and I pushed the door open.

Harent sat behind the desk. It was piled with papers and books and several small sculptures, along with something that was smoking near the back wall. As soon as I was inside, I felt a faint stirring of magic in the room. It came from the smoking sculpture, though I had the distinct sense that Harent didn’t know that there was any magical component to it.

Harent looked over, and he snorted. “What are you doing here, Zaren?”

“Apparently, dealing with your smugglers.”

He looked past me and over at Lijanna, who shrugged. “We don’t need the Queen’s Blade running around the city, dealing with smugglers,” he said. He looked at me. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I said. “I actually came for a different reason, though I do think that I might’ve seen one of your smuggler ships last night.”

“Where? What did it look like?”

I glanced at Lijanna, who was watching me, but she turned her attention back to Harent.

“I came across a small vessel in the harbor. It was while I was investigating something else.” I was tempted to explain more, but I wasn’t going to do that in front of Lijanna. I wasn’t sure how much to share with her.

“Just one?” Harent asked.

“Just one.”

He breathed out heavily, and then he shook his head. “Better than I thought. There have been rumors of quite a few moving in. Small. They get in, stay overnight, and then disappear. They move quickly and come in under cover of darkness, and we’re barely able to track them. We’ve got the navy looking for them, but you know how that can go.”

“I think you know how it goes better than I know how it goes,” I said.

“Then I know how it goes,” he said. “Anyway, we’ve got people looking into it.”

Harent nodded to Lijanna.

I turned to her.

“Just merchants traveling off the usual roads. Nothing obvious, but they have been acting strangely,” Lijanna said. “We’d ask the Merchant Guild, but the guild master—a man named Telling—isn’t talking.”

“Who?”

“The guild master,” Harent said. “And he’s connected. Too connected, if you ask me.”

“I could talk to him.”

He shared a look with Lijanna. “That could work. Here.” He jotted down a note on a scrap of paper. “That’s how you find him, if you actually plan on it. He’ll know we’re involved. We’ve been impounding anything unlicensed,” Harent said. “We’ll get a good handle on things. Nobody is going to get in or out of the city until we have a better idea about what’s happening.”

Lijanna nodded, regarding me for a moment before stepping out and closing the door.

“That one’s going to be trouble for you,” Harent said. “She knows you have access you shouldn’t have, and I think she’s even poked around about your history.”

“She has?”

“I haven’t told anybody anything,” Harent said. “And I don’t intend to, so don’t look at me as if I’m the one who’s going to reveal some secret of yours.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t need to. I can see that look in your eyes. Anyway, she’s curious. Inquisitive. And that’s not the kind of thing that I want to steer any of my people away from. It’s the mark of a good constable.”

“I thought that the mark of a good constable was that they were able to follow commands.”

He growled at me. “Don’t do this, Zaren.”

“What am I doing?”

“You are being a true pain in my backside. Anyway, what is it you need? You came because you need something, and you think that I can offer it.”

I had, but now I was starting to wonder if maybe there was something going on here that I should be looking into. “I need your resources.”

“You need my constables?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “I need other resources. Contacts you might still have within the navy. I need transportation.”

“No,” he said.

“No?”

“I’m not helping you run,” he said.

“Run?” I frowned, shaking my head. “I’m not planning on running. I just need help. I need you to give me access to some of your resources so that I might figure out a way to get to the Isle of Erantor.”

Harent frowned at me and leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk. “Tell me why.”

“I’m pursuing a strange compound that has moved into the city, and it’s something the Queen is concerned about. She told me to look into it. That involves figuring out where it came from and how it was transferred here.”

“Is this tied to the smugglers?”

“I don’t know. It’s possible. If it is, I will let you know.”

He sat back, crossing his arms for a moment. “Will you?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“Well, you are a Blade. I’m a constable. And it has been my experience, and everybody else’s within the constabulary, that Blades have their own way of doing things, and that often doesn’t involve sharing with the constables. So my question, old friend, is whether or not you will do what you say, and whether or not you are going to provide me with information if it has something to do with what is going on around here. Will you?”

I breathed out heavily. I hadn’t intended to get into this kind of conversation with Harent, but maybe this was what I needed to do. Maybe this was what he needed from me.

“I don’t know what kind of relationship you have with Waleith.”

“Not much of one,” he said.

“Well, I’m not him.”

“I know,” he said.

“You might say so, but you’re also acting as if I were. He might’ve trained me for a while, but I’m not him. You know me, Harent.”

Harent breathed out heavily, and then he leaned forward and shifted in his seat. “I can see what I can do. I can’t make any promises, and I can’t guarantee your safety if I get you out of the city. And what’s more, I doubt I can get you a navy ship.”

“Why?”

“My contacts aren’t what they once were. And even if they were, I doubt that I could get you onto a ship.”

It wasn’t that he couldn’t get onto a ship. It was that he couldn’t get me onto one.

“Any resources would be helpful.”

He sat quietly for a moment, contemplating. “I might have somebody that could help. You probably won’t like it.”

“Why not?”

“Let’s just say that it’s a little unusual.”

I frowned at him.

“Well, you came to me. I’m going to help you, but I am telling you that you aren’t going to like it.”

And if Harent said that I wasn’t going to like it, then I was certain I wouldn’t. What was worse was that he looked at me with a slight smile.

And I did not care for that one bit.


Chapter Eighteen


Iwasn’t feeling any better about things after visiting the constabulary station. In fact, I felt even worse, and I questioned whether I was onto something with one of the Queen’s councilors being involved in a possible attack on Busal City. It was difficult to know what the right approach was.

Harent had cautioned me, but then again, what else could he do?

And it would be better if I was the one who investigated, rather than him. I could put myself into situations that he could not, especially as a representative of the Queen’s household. I knew that my station and my representation of the Queen were a little tenuous, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t take advantage of my position, that I couldn’t try to wield that connection so that I might be able to gain information. The problem was that because I was starting to make preparations to further investigate the aelith powder, I may not have time to ask those questions.

But why wait?

I could go to the councilor and ask questions, couldn’t I?

I could, but maybe the first order of business should be to find out more information. The constables knew something, but I needed to take better advantage of my own resources in order to understand what else might be happening in Busal City.

Working my way toward the docks, I debated whether to go to the Investigators, and I decided to take a different approach. Instead, I headed over to look at the ships tied up.

I hadn’t been back here since my injury. That might have been a mistake, because there was probably much that I could learn here about what was happening in the harbor, especially if it had anything to do with the aelith powder. I didn’t feel any sort of energy here, but I maintained my focus. I was stretching, straining for an awareness, wondering if there was going to be any sense of that resistance that I had detected before, but I didn’t feel anything.

There were a variety of ships in the harbor.

There were a couple that were obviously naval vessels. I had sailed on ships just like them before, but I didn’t know how often they came into port. I wasn’t sure whether Busal City was the primary base for the navy. There were others that looked more like merchant ships, a few small fishing vessels, though at this time of day, most of those ships were out to sea.

“Didn’t expect to see you down here,” a voice said.

I turned and saw Byron.

“I keep running into you,” I said to him. He was looking out into the harbor as well, frowning.

“You’re concerned,” he said.

“I think that everything is starting to build,” I admitted. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure what we’re dealing with, but it does strike me that something is being coordinated here.”

“We could help if you give us more information,” he said. “I know that we are just Investigators, and you are the Queen’s Blade⁠—”

“I would love to have your help,” I said. “And I think that I might need it. You’re dealing with some fabrications, and I was dealing with this magic-infused powder that seems to be causing problems. I am now starting to wonder if they might be related. If that is the case, I’m not entirely sure how, or what that means for us, or the city.”

He was quiet for a few moments. “That’s what you’re looking into?”

“Mostly,” I said. “The powder is being moved, and apparently, it’s somewhat dangerous. The ceramic jars that have been used to transport it are quite expensive all by themselves, and the powder itself is incredibly valuable.”

“Are you looking for somebody who has the means to move it?”

“The means, along with access to fabrications. The fabrications are not formally sanctioned, however, and I wouldn’t have expected something like that.”

“Most fabrications are controlled,” Byron said. “They are highly regulated, and anything that comes into the city needs to have the Queen’s stamp before it can even reach the shore. That is most of them. And considering that not many fabrications are allowed here, there generally isn’t much of an issue.”

The Queen’s stamp basically determined where the fabrications could go. They were often carried to the palace. But there simply weren’t that many fabrications. Or at least, it had been my experience that there were not. Maybe there were more fabrications than I was aware of.

Of course there would be, as there were many things that happened in Busal City that I wasn’t fully aware of.

“Well, we also know that there are some minor fabricators active in the city,” I said.

“We have a list,” Byron said.

I frowned. “You keep track of them?”

“It’s better to know about them. Most don’t cause any problems. And most just seek to make a little profit. Then again, most of the fabrications that they make are truly minor and don’t do much, if anything.”

That made me feel a bit better about Dara and what she had been involved in. Then again, I didn’t know if she knew everything that she’d been involved in. Maybe she was just working and didn’t know what her employer did.

That was my hope.

Unfortunately, it was possible—and likely—that she knew exactly what she was doing. She had certainly heard about my responsibility within Busal City, and she would have known to avoid me.

“I’d like to see that list at some point.”

“You can’t go and disrupt the process,” Byron said.

“That’s not my intent. It’s really just informational.”

He frowned. “I suppose we could share, especially since it seems like you are sharing.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You know, we can work better together.”

“I never said that we couldn’t.”

“It’s just that⁠—”

“I’m not traditionally trained,” I said. “And I know that. I realize that there are gaps in what I know, and what I can do, compared to somebody like Waleith. But that doesn’t mean that I’m not here for the right reason, and it doesn’t mean that I don’t want to ensure that we are fulfilling the Queen’s purpose for us.”

He was quiet for a moment. “We aren’t comparing you to Waleith.”

I started to laugh. “You are a bit.”

He shrugged. “Well, maybe a bit, but even Waleith doesn’t use us the way that we would like to be used. We want to serve. There’s a reason that we take this job.”

I had thought about what Waleith had said of the Investigators at one point. He had called them useful but had claimed they really wanted the easy work, and the pension. Maybe that was part of the reason, but Byron, at least, and seemingly Jos both had an interest in serving. I couldn’t shake that, which meant that I had to at least take them at their word.

“The more we share, the easier this gets for both of us. Anyway,” I went on, “I don’t suppose you know anything about smuggler ships coming into the harbor?”

He frowned for a moment. “From what I have heard from the constables, they’ve been investigating some smuggling, but they aren’t sure if it’s smuggling things into the city or smuggling things out of the city. It has caught our attention.”

There was a hint, perhaps just an undertone, of a challenge within that, as if he was daring me to tell him that he should know more than that.

“Good,” I said. “But there was a small smuggling vessel in the harbor last night, when I was attacked.”

“Jos told me about that.”

“And it was different from the others. Almost all the other ships were painted with the powder.”

“If you want, we can look into that.”

“That would be great. You can tell which ones have the powder coating on them. They tend to glimmer a little. It would be helpful to know if you find anything.”

He nodded. “I will do that.”

“And follow up on the smuggling operation.”

“We can keep an eye on it, but you are probably better leaving that to the constables. They have the resources to look into it, and the Captain does have the experience.”

He wasn’t wrong.

“Thanks,” I said.

We went our separate ways, and I felt better, at least a little, with how I had left things with him. It was good to have the help of the Investigators. It was going to be good having help with the constables.

The problem would be trying to coordinate them so that we could all work well together. I didn’t know if we were going to be able to merge our different ways of working, but increasingly I felt it all had to overlap.

Which meant that what I was doing had to augment what they were doing.

My mind kept coming back to the councilor. I didn’t know if he was someone to be truly concerned about, but a part of me felt I was on the right track. Who else would have the financial means to move aelith powder and the pottery?

Not only that, but the smuggling ships bothered me.

It all seemed to fit in some way.

How, though?

I didn’t like where this was taking me.

Not only that, but it may lead to a set of questions that would be difficult to ask.

Could I interrogate a councilor?

I wondered what the Queen would say if I asked her that question. Given the last conversation we’d had, I imagined that she would be open to it, only because she had made it clear that I needed to follow my own instinct and track down any leads. And unfortunately, Councilor Telling was where all the clues were leading me.

I had what the Captain had given me about how to find the Councilor, and though I was loath to use it, I felt I needed to follow up on it, if only because I wanted to ensure that I was tracking down every lead and doing everything that I could to gather the information that I needed.

So I headed through the city.

It didn’t take long to find the street that Councilor Telling lived on. It was a nice street, lined by fenced-in homes, many of them with massive gardens and towering trees that were flowering or fruiting and lending a sweet fragrance to the boulevard. There was little movement on the street. Not many people were out, and those who were had a purpose to their step, hurrying one way or another, and those that passed me barely glanced in my direction.

I found myself smiling at all of it.

It was a relatively quiet place to exist.

I could see the appeal. My own home, the one that the Queen had gifted me, was in a busier section of the city, and it was often too chaotic for my liking, even though I didn’t have to pay for the home itself. Here was a calm. But it was more than just that. It was the fences that surrounded most of these homes. It was the gardens that were set around them. Everything gave off a sense of peace in the middle of the city.

I headed along the street until I came to the address that Harent had given me.

I stopped at the gate and then rang the bell.

It didn’t take long for a doorman to step out, looking at me through the iron gate. “May I help you?”

“My name is Zaren Joha, and I serve the Queen. I’m here to speak with Magnus Telling.”

The man’s expression barely shifted. “Is he expecting you?”

“No.”

“Then I’m afraid that you won’t be able to visit with him today.”

“I’m sure that if you were to tell him who I am and why I am here, he would be more than willing to meet with me.”

He frowned for a moment. “Tell him? I do not tell,” he said.

“No? Then how do you do your job?”

It was the wrong question, as the man started to turn away.

“You can inform him that I’m here on an investigation. And that I have a few questions for him.”

He hesitated but then continued to disappear from view.

I stood in the street, waiting.

I hoped that Telling would come out, but I didn’t really know if his servant was going to inform him of my presence or if I had truly offended him. More likely the latter, and unfortunately, there wasn’t very much I could do to force his hand. Telling was a councilor, after all. I couldn’t just force my way up to his home and demand that he interact with me. Even if I could, I wasn’t sure that was the right strategy to employ, as I needed to ensure that I was cautious and asking the right questions.

When I was almost ready to give up, I noticed movement on the other side of the garden, and a figure came toward me.

I straightened.

The gate opened, and Magnus Telling stepped out, dressed in a traveling cloak, a leather satchel hanging over one shoulder, and the smile that he’d worn at the palace, seemingly plastered on his face.

“Joha,” he said. “It’s my pleasure to see you again. I apologize for the less-than-friendly welcome that you were given by Teran, but he is quite protective of my time. When he mentioned a hulking man at my gate claiming to serve the Queen, I knew immediately that it had to be you. And I knew that I needed to come out and see you. But unfortunately, I am quite busy. He wasn’t wrong in that. So if you don’t mind, we could talk while we walk.”

I looked around. “Are you sure?”

“Do I have anything to be concerned about?”

I wanted to tell him yes, but then again, there really wasn’t any reason for him to be concerned. “I just had a few questions about your business dealings.”

His smile faltered. At least, it seemed to. Maybe that was just my imagination.

“And what particular business dealings are you inquiring about?”

“Well, I’m aware of the roles that the other councilors have with their respective guilds. I am less clear on yours.”

“That’s not really what you want to know, is it?”

“Not exactly,” I said.

Once again I felt I was out of my depth asking questions, similar to how I had felt dealing with Talina. In this case, I had the very clear understanding that he was basically toying with me, because he was completely aware of what I knew, and what I could do.

“If you have anything in particular that you want to ask, you should just ask it. I’m not one for subtlety.”

I doubted that. Telling struck me as somebody who very much liked subtlety.

“Some dangerous material has been transported into the city,” I said, deciding that I would take this approach and see how he responded. “That, combined with some unauthorized fabrications, has raised my concern level for magical activity within the city.”

“I have no dealings with fabrications.”

I arched a brow.

“Fine,” he said, shaking his head. “I have minimal dealings with fabrications. Anything that I do with a fabrication is essentially protective in nature.”

“For you or for someone else?”

“Why, for me, of course. I have little concern about anyone else’s protection, or their needs. It is only mine. Well, and those that I serve.”

He added the last as if it were crucial and would somehow sway me.

“Of course,” I said. “So you are telling me that you have nothing to do with the fabrications that are moving into the city?”

“No,” he said. “But if there are fabrications moving into the city, you can certainly speak to the merchant guild. Or perhaps the shipping guild. They are more likely to be aware of such things, but then again, you came to me, so that’s not really what you are concerned about.”

“I’m concerned about anything that you might have that is less than aboveboard.”

“Illegal,” Telling said, stopping at the end of the street. “That’s what you’re asking about. You want to know if there’s anything that I’m doing illegally that might involve fabrications, or some other item of power.” He regarded me. “But no. I am not. My position on the council is tenuous as it is. It may not seem that way, but there are others on the council who would rather not see someone of my character involved in the politics of the city. Which is exactly the reason that I need to continue to serve.” He smiled, and some darkness departed his face, like a storm cloud blowing free from the sky. “And I have no interest in attempting to harm the city. Anything that would harm the city would also harm my business dealings. I am not so secure in those that I can afford such things. So I think you’re looking in the wrong direction. If I could be of any sort of assistance, I’m more than happy to be, but I would need to know more details.”

“You want to help?”

“If I can.”

I wasn’t sure if I should take advantage of that, but then again, would it hurt?

And it might actually be an interesting test to see if he was willing to help.

“I’m interested in some Chilazean pottery that’s been moving into the city.”

Telling laughed. When I looked over, he shrugged.

“And here I thought you were talking about something dangerous.”

“Oh, it could be,” I said.

“Pottery? I’m afraid I’m not involved in that. Not much profit in it, you see. It takes finding the right person to value pottery.”

“And you don’t think that you can find the right collector?”

“Not here,” he said. “People here tend to have more distinct tastes. And they do not run toward pottery. At least, not in my dealings. But if you want, I can look into your pottery,” he said with a slight smile, “and see if I can track down who might be intrigued by it.”

“That would be helpful.”

“I am afraid that it might be a bit of a dead end, though.”

“It’s expensive pottery,” I said.

“Oh, I have no doubt. Many things have value to the ones who value them. But they are less valuable to those who don’t.”

I frowned. That sounded a little ridiculous.

“But if it is valuable to you, then perhaps it is valuable to me. And I will see what I can come up with.”

What Telling left unsaid, but what he didn’t need to say, was that in doing so, I would owe him. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

“I must be going,” he said. “I am late for an appointment.”

“Oh?”

“Completely aboveboard,” he said, smiling broadly. “And if you’d like to come with me, you certainly can, but it is going to be a little boring. Mostly paperwork. An unfortunate part of my job,” he said, shaking his head. “And I truly detest it.”

“If you find anything, I would appreciate it if you let me know.”

“Of course. Anything to serve the Queen’s Blade.”

I let out a sigh and then headed away, deciding that I was going to go back to talk to Harent.


Chapter Nineteen


Once outside the constabulary station, I began to feel a familiar sense along the street. I paused and saw Waleith making his way toward me. He had his traveling cloak—a dappled green wool with simple embroidery around the lapel—hanging over his shoulders. He moved fluidly, coming straight toward me. He must have detected my presence here, much like I had detected his.

He pulled the hood of his cloak back as he approached. He watched me as he did, and a pressure built against me.

He stopped in front of me and then tipped his head slightly in a nod. “There you are,” he said.

“Looking for me?”

Waleith glanced at the station. “What are you doing here?”

“Maintaining relationships,” I said.

He grunted. “I doubt that much can be done with the constabulary to maintain any sort of relationship. They don’t trust us.”

“And I wonder why,” I said.

He snorted. “Do you blame me?”

“I don’t know who to blame. I’m still pretty new to the city, and though I know Harent, I don’t know what happened between the two of you.”

“Many things have happened over the years,” Waleith said, waving his hand. He swept his gaze around before settling it back on me. “And it’s not only me that they happen to dislike.”

“Your predecessor?”

When he arched a brow at me, I continued.

“The Queen mentioned him. She said he’d served honorably.”

“And he did,” Waleith said. He regarded me for a moment. “You don’t seem terribly surprised that I’m here.”

I tried to temper my reaction. “I felt your presence. I thought you were in the palace when I was there.”

“That’s what Dorian claimed,” he said.

“I see,” I said, realizing now that he had known that I knew. “The two of you…”

“Dorian has proven useful,” he said. “He has access to resources, and a willingness to serve. He wants nothing but the best for the realm, although he can be a bit cantankerous at times. Still, he does truly intend for the best.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Because you don’t spend enough time around the palace,” he said.

“I’m trying,” I said.

“Not from what I understand. Hobell tells me that you only came to the palace for the first time in several weeks today.”

Had it been several weeks?

“I’m still trying to come to terms with all the implications of my station. I’ve been investigating⁠—”

Waleith held his hand up, cutting me off. “I already know. And you don’t need to repeat it out here, where someone might overhear. In the city, especially this close to the palace, you should presume there is always someone listening.”

That surprised me. I looked around but didn’t feel anything. I doubted that anybody would be able to just spy on me without me noticing.

Waleith glanced at a person standing near the station, looking as if they were waiting. “The council has its own need for information. And given that you are a known servant of the Queen’s household, you are a target. As am I, when I’m in the city. So you just need to be aware, and you need to make sure that you are not overlooking the obvious.”

It was a good reminder, as I had stopped paying attention to that sort of thing.

“Walk with me,” Waleith said. “I’ve been away from the city for so long that I would love to see some flowers.”

I followed him until we reached the Queen’s garden, where he used his blade to unlock the door. We stepped inside, and Waleith pulled the door closed behind us. As soon as he did, the energy of the garden washed over us. We headed through the garden toward the center, where Waleith paused.

“It’s good to see you, Zaren. From what I hear, you’ve been serving well.”

“You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

“Well, there was a question about how you would serve, and from all reports, you’ve done well. And now I understand you intend to make a run outside the city.”

His saying that meant that he had talked to the Queen.

Of course he had. Either to her or to Dorian. Either way, I had to keep that in mind. I was still new in my position.

Maybe that was the point that Waleith was trying to make here.

What would it take to secure myself in my position?

Saving the Queen had not been enough. Maybe I needed to constantly prove myself.

“I only have a few details from the Queen,” Waleith said, “a smattering from Dorian, though apparently you weren’t willing to share much with him.”

“You made it clear that I needed to report to the Queen.”

“Yes, the Queen, but that doesn’t mean that you don’t report to the Queen’s brother.”

“Stepbrother,” I said.

He chuckled. “Fine. Her stepbrother.”

I looked around the garden and then filled Waleith in on what I was dealing with, pulling out the jar from my pocket. Waleith took it, examined it a moment, and then handed it back to me.

“There was an entire wagon filled with these. I don’t know what happened to it, as it was ultimately released from customs, and as far as I can tell, the aelith powder was placed on ships in the harbor, though I don’t know the reason behind that. The Queen’s physic tells me that this powder can be used for many different things, as does Master Matherin. Fabrications.”

“Fabrications. Interesting. So that’s why you want to investigate this. You’re concerned there might be a fabricator coalescing power.”

“To be honest, I don’t know. And I don’t know enough about fabrications, even. I tried to talk to Matherin⁠—”

Waleith surprised me by laughing, which cut me off.

“What is it?”

“You went to talk to Matherin about fabrications?”

“I did.”

“And how did that go?”

“Fairly well. He was curious. And I did have something else that appealed to him.” I pulled the other item out of my pocket and handed it to him. “He said this might actually be useful, and it wasn’t necessarily meant to harm me, though he doesn’t know who made it.”

“Where did you find this?”

It was strange having Waleith here again. I wondered how much I had to tell him, because I felt I should be able to handle the workings of Busal City, but I had not completely succeeded in my task.

I filled him in.

I started with finding the jars, impounding the powder, and my suspicion that somebody had bribed the impound yard to get them out, then my inability to track things down before the powder had been applied to the ships.

“Somebody painted the powder on the ships?” Waleith asked, interrupting me.

“It seems that way. I was able to disrupt the activity, but I’m still not sure as to the purpose of it.”

“Destruction, maybe,” he said, scratching at his face. “Were they merchant ships or⁠—”

“All the ships in the harbor,” I said. “Well, it wasn’t actually all of them. Apparently, there’s been some smuggling activity, which the constables are looking into, and the smuggling ship that I saw was not covered in it.”

“So someone isn’t targeting any particular vessel. Just the entire harbor. Which makes you think that somebody’s targeting the city itself.”

I nodded. “That is my thought.”

“Could be.”

I frowned. Waleith shrugged.

“I’m just saying that it’s one possibility,” he said. “I don’t know what any others might be, but we should at least consider the possibility that the reason is not as obvious as it appears.”

“It’s not just the powder,” I said. “There has been an increase in fabrications as well.”

He frowned at that.

“And some of them are involved in what’s happening with the powder. I talked to Matherin, and he doesn’t recognize the fabricator who made one of them. The others are all probably minor fabrications, according to him.”

Waleith breathed out heavily. “So much is happening.” He shook his head. “I’ve been aware of outside influences taking a greater interest in what’s happening here for some time. What happened with the training compound was a part of it, but I thought that was going to be tied to something that we uncovered here. It seems the extent of the infiltration may be greater than I realized.”

“What do you mean, outside influences?”

“There are others who seek to influence.”

“When you were last here, you thought that we had a traitor.”

“Maybe. Maybe it’s just some other entity trying to influence politics.” He clenched his jaw. “I think I’m going to have to go with you.”

“With me?”

“Yes. With you.”

“I was actually hoping that you would be the one to go.”

“You’re the one who’s picked up on this, so this is your investigation. And under other circumstances, I would probably not make much of the need to come with you, but I think now I’m starting to feel otherwise.”

“You would leave the city unprotected?”

“Not unprotected. There are the Investigators, and there is another Blade on the other side of the harbor.”

“Asi.”

“You’ve met her?”

“I have. It was incidental. I was chasing something that she was chasing, and we talked.”

Darkness flickered across Waleith’s brow for a moment. Then he sighed. “That’s probably good. We may need her help, but if nothing else, she can keep an eye on the city. I will talk with her about expanding her patrol while we are gone.”

“And I can talk to the Investigators.”

“Good.”

I was glad he left that task for me, because I needed to maintain—and expand—my relationship with them.

I would talk to Harent again, only because I needed to tell him to keep an eye out.

“I’ve already got transportation,” I said.

“How?” Waleith asked, frowning.

“Harent.” I pulled out the slip of paper and unfolded it, looking down at the name.

“Well, that’s a start,” he said. “Then let’s go and arrange for transportation.”

“There’s something I need to do first.”

“What’s that?”

“I need to see a girl.”

Waleith arched a brow but then just laughed. “Oh, you’d better do that. You don’t want anybody angry when you get back.”


Chapter Twenty


There was a faint buildup of magical energy when I entered the shop. I smiled, recognizing it from the last time that I had felt Dara’s connection. She was sitting at the counter, holding a small, slender piece of metal, which she ran along her project. She was smoothing out the surface of the metal sculpture much more easily than I would have expected.

Dara looked up as I approached, a hint of a smile curling her lips. “Zaren? Rianal said you stopped by, or at least I suspected that it was you who stopped by. He said that he spoke to somebody wearing the Queen’s mark, and that you weren’t willing to leave a message for me.” She arched a brow at that. “I wonder why you weren’t willing to share anything.”

I shifted my feet, looking from side to side, as I tried to think how to answer, as I did feel guilty about not having shared anything with Dara, and not having been here before. “I stopped by, but I didn’t know whether I wanted to tell him anything. I’m sorry about that.”

She shrugged. “I understand. You’ve got your secrets.”

“Secrets,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not so sure it’s much of a secret at this point. It’s just that I… well, I’m going to be away for a little while.”

When Dara set her hands down, her energy flared.

I took a deep breath, and then I let out a heavy sigh. “I told you I serve the Queen.”

“You did,” she said. “And I’ve not worried about that. If you serve the Queen, and you get me access to the garden, isn’t that enough?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I serve the Queen for a very specific purpose.”

I shifted and twisted my hands, grabbing at the fabric of my jacket. Dara had to know that she was using magic.

And she had to know that the Queen didn’t want magic used in Busal City without any sanctioned purpose—or control.

Maybe that was why she was hiding here in a shop like this. What would happen if I revealed what I was?

“I am the Queen’s Blade,” I said.

Dara looked at me, and the lack of surprise in her eyes suggested that she had either heard that term before, or…

“You knew.”

“I looked into it,” she said, her voice soft. “I wanted to understand what you were doing, and whether you were somebody I could trust.”

“And?”

“And you are here,” she said.

She looked around, settling her gaze on the project that she was working on, and slowly, carefully, she began to look up at me. There was a hint in her eyes that suggested she was not sure what she wanted to do or say, but her expression was pained.

Pain because of me.

Pain because of what I did. Pain because of who I was.

I hadn’t come looking for her, and I hadn’t come looking for the kind of power that she had, but at the same time, I had come to her, to the shop, because of what I had detected.

“Do you know?” Dara asked.

“I feel it,” he said.

“And you serve her.”

“I do.”

“Why are you only telling me now?”

“Because I have to leave,” I said.

She frowned. “You’re telling me because you have to leave? Does that make any sense?”

“I just want to be able to come back to you,” I said.

Dara sat studying her project for a moment, her hands moving along its surface, as if probing and testing for something. I could feel the energy coming off her.

“It’s dangerous for me, isn’t it?”

“It might be,” I admitted. “I don’t intend for it to be, but…”

“You don’t intend for it to be, but that doesn’t mean that you won’t keep it from being that way.”

“Yes,” I said.

She nodded. “So you serve her that closely.”

“It’s complicated,” I said. “I’m still pretty new to my position, and finding my way as I continue to serve.”

“Why would you want to continue to serve?”

“Why wouldn’t I want to continue to serve?”

There was an emptiness in her eyes, something that suggested she was upset, but at the same time, she didn’t want to say anything about her feelings, and that hurt more than anything.

“I can come back to you when I return.”

Dara nodded. “I will think while you’re gone.”

I understood the implication, but I also knew that I couldn’t force her into anything. I wanted to reassure her, to tell her that I would not alert the Queen or anyone else within the city to her ability, but could I make such a claim?

I had known from the beginning this might be an issue, when I had felt power in the shop. I had thought that I could ignore it, and what I was, but maybe that was not fair on Dara.

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.

“Safe travels, Zaren,” she said.

I wanted to say something to her, but what was there to say?

So I left. When I cast one last look at her, she was staring at the metal item she was sculpting.

If the situation were reversed, if it were me using an unregulated kind of magic in Busal City, would I feel so trusting of somebody who could betray me?

Probably not.

Once out in the street, I headed toward my home. It didn’t take long. The streets were crowded. The palace loomed in the distance along the hillside, but I ignored it as I entered my cozy home.

It was comforting, a pair of chairs in front of the hearth, a small table with a single chair, and a neat and tidy kitchen, though I barely used the stove. It was all that I needed.

It didn’t take me long to pack for my travels. Once done, I paused a moment, sweeping my gaze around, and then headed out.

I reached the Investigators’ warehouse and paused for a moment before deciding to knock.

Jos answered.

I tried to look past him but didn’t step inside. “I’m going to be preoccupied for the next few days,” I said. “So if you find anything, send word to Master Matherin. He knows what’s going on. He will help with any strange fabrications you find. Do not wait to have them delivered to the palace.”

“If you say so, Blade.”

“I do. And just be careful. It seems like things may be more dangerous than I know.”

His eyes widened.

“But I am looking into it. The Queen knows of this investigation, so if you can’t reach me, send word to the palace. Either the Queen or Prince Dorian.”

Jos licked his lips. “It’s like that?”

“It is.”

He nodded. “Be safe, then.”

I said my goodbye, feeling like I had done all that I could, and then headed toward Waleith.

When I reached the shoreline, I followed what I felt of Waleith, and it guided me toward the end of the row of docks, the end of a row of warehouses, past a series of merchants, taverns, and dingy housing. And when I found Waleith, he was standing at the edge of the street, staring at one of the ships, tapping his hands together and staying quiet.

“Took you long enough,” he said. “Everything go well with your girl?”

“No,” I said.

He watched me for a moment, but he didn’t say anything. “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too,” I said.

Waleith breathed out heavily. “Anyway. The ship your friend Captain Harent helped us get is right here. And to be honest, it is not the most impressive vessel I’ve ever seen.”

He motioned toward it. It was a small ship, though not quite as narrow as the smuggler ship that I’d seen. It reminded me more of small fishing vessels that were found all throughout the harbor. There were sections of the deck that looked rotten, making me concerned that we wouldn’t have a very comfortable journey.

A small, compact man who was wearing tattered clothing and stank of fish approached. The captain, I presumed. He waved his hands and motioned for Waleith and me to step on board. Waleith did so, but he kept sweeping his gaze around him, as if he was looking for something.

Once I was on board, I leaned over, looking across at the city on the other side of the harbor.

“I sent word to her,” Waleith said.

“Good.”

“She is skilled.”

I started to smile. “I gathered that.”

“You didn’t test her, did you?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t.”

“It wouldn’t go well, I’m afraid.”

I snorted. “Why is that?”

“You met her, right?”

“I met her.”

“If you met her, you must have realized that she doesn’t play around. You’ve got your size, and she doesn’t. She’s quick. Deadly quick. I’ve seen her take three men down before they even realized they were in a fight.” Waleith started to laugh. “And she has some potential as well. Strong enough to deal with most things. Thankfully, she doesn’t have to deal with much.”

I wondered about that. She had referenced how I was more potent than her, so I did wonder if there was something more that she could do.

Waleith’s gaze suddenly darkened.

“What is it?”

He was looking past me and saying nothing.

I turned and realized that there was another figure boarding. And it was this figure that Waleith glared at.


Chapter Twenty-One


Istarted laughing.

Waleith looked back at me. The air carried the salt of the sea and the stink of fish, but otherwise, the breeze was cool and comforting. I could already feel the ship creaking beneath my boots, and I had to ready myself for the way that it was going to move through the swells. The journey would take the better part of a week, which was a fairly long time, all things considered.

“It’s not funny,” Waleith said.

“You’re upset because there is a minstrel on board?”

The man was a little older than me, maybe by a year or two, with dark hair, bright eyes, and an easygoing smile. He had a case slung over his shoulders and was dressed reasonably well, at least for a minstrel.

“I’m displeased that we are going to have to listen to his playing the entire time that we’re on board,” Waleith said.

“All because of that?” I couldn’t conceal my laughter. I headed over to the minstrel, holding my hand over my mouth. If we were going to travel together, it was best to get to know the people on board the ship. “My name is Zaren Joha.”

“Garridan,” he said, his voice soft.

“Garridan? That’s an interesting name.”

Garridan just shrugged. He looked past me, over at Waleith, and his expression flickered for a moment. He had a broad smile on his face, but as he looked at Waleith, that smile faded, if only briefly. “It’s my name.”

“And where are you heading?”

He regarded me for a moment. “Probably the same place as you.”

I wondered at that. I doubted that any minstrel would be heading toward the Isle of Erantor, but I wasn’t going to share with him what we were doing. “You look comfortable on a ship.”

“I should. It’s not my first time.”

“Did you serve in the navy?”

Garridan surveyed me, his gaze skimming up and down. He bore the look of someone who knew how to appraise an animal, as if I were a horse and he was determining whether I was sturdy enough to ride. I couldn’t help but wonder if I passed the evaluation.

“No,” he said. “I’ve never served, not the way that you do.”

“When I was serving, I traveled quite a bit on ships.”

“Navy?”

“You would think so, but no. The army often travels on ships, and the navy transports the army. Though there were a few assignments where we traveled overland.”

Garridan pressed his lips together in a frown. It was as if he was trying to decide how to answer. “Odd to see someone who serves the Queen heading out on a ship like this.”

“It’s just an assignment.”

He obviously recognized the sigil, which could be good or bad.

“An assignment? And the Queen doesn’t arrange transportation for you?”

“We were permitted our own transportation.”

He started laughing. “Well, then you did an amazing job. I’m sure that you are going to have quite an exciting journey.” Garridan walked past me, clasping me on the shoulder. “Safe travels.”

Once he was gone, I looked over at Waleith. He was shaking his head.

“What is your issue?” I asked.

“I don’t care much for minstrels.”

I laughed. “Minstrels? It’s just entertainment. You find the right tavern, the right minstrel, and you can pass a good evening. I do wonder what he’s doing on board the ship.”

Waleith frowned, looking in the direction that Garridan had gone in. “We could ask,” he muttered.

“But you don’t have any interest in doing so.”

“No.”

It was odd. I had never met anybody who didn’t care for minstrels, and Waleith’s reaction was a little unusual.

“I’m going to get settled,” Waleith said. “We share a berth, so don’t think you can get too comfortable.”

I didn’t, especially because I knew that quarters on ships were almost universally designed for men much shorter than myself.

I remained topside as the captain finished preparations. It wasn’t long before we headed out into the harbor. As we did, I looked around, focusing on my awareness of magical energy, but I didn’t feel anything. The aelith powder had been painted on ships, and I wondered if some of it had gotten into the water, but if so, it would be diffuse enough now that I wouldn’t feel it.

The breeze picked up, catching the sails, which helped us escape the mouth of the harbor more quickly than I had expected to. I stayed out of the way of the sailors.

Waleith stayed below deck. I stayed above, as I was comfortable in the open air, and I enjoyed watching as we set out. It was strange. When I had come to Busal City, I had been uncertain, not quite sure what was going to be asked of me. And leaving now left me with a different sort of uncertainty.

When the daylight began to fade, Waleith finally returned. We were well beyond the harbor and heading into open water. “I’d like to talk to you about what we intend to do once we get to the island,” he said.

I glanced at him. Most of the sailors were busy, and the captain was at the helm, and there was no sign of the minstrel. He had gone below deck, and he had stayed there. I wondered whether we would see any more of him.

“How much do you know about aelith powder?”

“Not much. The Queen’s physic told me some information, and Matherin told me more, and I suspect the truth is more than that. It’s obviously valuable, though I’m not sure if it’s just the powder or what it can do. I’m still not sure why they used the Chilazean pottery, though I suspect there must be something innately unique about that pottery.”

“That’s a good thought,” Waleith said. “And to be honest, I don’t know. But my concern is more about the powder. And the people that we will encounter.”

“The horse lords.”

“Yes. They don’t take too kindly to outsiders. They are very private people, and while they do have some interaction with outsiders from time to time, they prefer to keep to themselves. It’s entirely possible that they might attack us. We may need to sneak onto the island to find somebody amenable to talking.”

“Why can’t we just talk to whoever they have as a trade ambassador?”

“We can—and should—do that, but I still want you to have a measure of caution.”

“I can be cautious.”

“And there’s something else,” he said. “There’s something that you need to know about the horse lords. You’re going to look like them.”

“What do you mean?”

“Most of them have your size.”

I frowned. “They have my size?”

“Well, not exactly the same, but they are all large men, like you.”

That was surprising. I rarely met anybody my size. And I could tell there was a question that Waleith wanted to ask. “I don’t come from there.”

“I didn’t say that you did.”

“Will they have the same potential that we have?”

He hesitated before answering. “Possibly, though I’m not sure that’s something we can use. They will identify us both as outsiders, so there’s no point in pretending that we are—or you are—one of them.”

“So how do we do this?”

Waleith turned, looking out over the water. “I think you get to take the lead on this. It’s your project. You were the one to identify the problem. I’m just here for support.” Which meant that it was a test for me. “Until we get there, I’d like to keep working with you. I have some training aids that might help. We have a week or so of travel, which might be useful.”

That would be good. More time to train would help.

We set to work. We spent the better part of that night training, and Waleith tested me on various items. He had a small box with him. Each time he drew an item from the box, I was able to feel its power radiating outward. As we worked, I realized what he was doing. He was simply trying to get me to identify gradations of power.

At least at first.

As the days went on, we sat at the bow, testing over and over. I barely saw the minstrel, and when I did, he would sit and strum his instrument, singing softly, though mostly to himself and never loud enough to disrupt anybody on board the ship. He kept away from us, as if he recognized our need for space.

It was actually too bad. I would have enjoyed the opportunity to listen to the minstrel, as from what I had heard, he had a lovely voice. Waleith seemed to be relieved that we didn’t interact with him very often.

It wasn’t as if I had that much time to sit and talk to the minstrel, though. Waleith kept me busy.

I was to push myself so that I could identify different types of magic much easier than before. Fabrications turned out to be easiest for me. Maybe that was because I had become increasingly familiar with fabrications, wearing one, wielding another, and having handled others, but I recognized the undercurrent of magic that came from specific fabrications.

It didn’t take me long to realize that what I felt from these fabrications was not at all dissimilar to what I felt when I was around Dara.

And though I had suspected that she was making fabrications, I hadn’t known with any certainty. Knowing—or at least suspecting—that she had been left me with a series of questions about what I was going to do when I returned to Busal City. What would I say to her?

What could I say?

Other types of magic had different energies.

Waleith wanted me to identify them all. Some felt like the resistance I picked up on in the city. Others felt like a vibration in the air. Still others were like an electrical sensation, a coming storm. And the painful ones were the ones that I knew to be cautious with, though they were not the only ones to be cautious with. Some types of magic did not leave me with any sensation of pain, and I knew that I needed to be aware of them nonetheless.

When the island came into view, the captain called out to Waleith. It was the end of our fourth day at sea, and our journey had gone much faster than I had expected. We had found favorable waters, apparently, and favorable winds.

But as I stood looking out over the darkened water, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of foreboding, and I couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something dangerous to the distant island, something we needed to be cautious about.

And it occurred to me why that would be. There was aelith powder there. A considerable amount of aelith powder. And once we reached the island, that was all I would detect.


Chapter Twenty-Two


As the ship veered toward the shoreline, I started to question how we were going to get all the way in. The captain seemed confident in his skill, but would we draw attention?

When I said as much to Waleith, he just shrugged.

“It’s possible that the horse lords realize we’re coming in, and they might decide to take action,” he said.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

“There’s not a lot we can do about it. We have to trust we can make it.”

I leaned on the railing, and I realized somebody else was next to me. I looked over to see the minstrel, his instrument now slung over his back, and his expression drawn as he stared off into the distance, as if trying to decide what he was going to do.

“I understand you’re leaving,” the minstrel said. “A dangerous place to go.”

“Maybe, but this is what we need to do.”

Garridan looked at me for a long moment. “And what did you come here to do?”

“Make sure that the realm is safe.”

I turned away, and he focused on Waleith, who had been talking to the captain.

When I approached, Waleith waved me over. “We’re taking a small dinghy into shore. The captain will return in a few days, and if we’re ready, we’re to fire a flare.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about being stranded on the island. I didn’t know anything but rumor about the horse lords, but I was concerned. We paddled away from the ship, and I began feeling a strange wave of anxiety. Waleith kept his gaze focused on the shoreline.

“Have you ever been here before?” I asked.

“Not here,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. “I have been to similar places, however.”

We continued paddling, making steady time. The lights of the shore grew brighter. I noticed an energy beginning to build as well. Having carried aelith powder with me for so long, I suspected that was what I was picking up on, as it was easy enough to detect—at least, easy enough now for me to detect.

“Do you feel it?” Waleith asked.

“I do.”

“Good. Be prepared to disrupt it.”

“It depends upon how much is here.”

“The powder is rare,” he said. “I doubt they have a great quantity of it.”

I wasn’t so certain.

It might be rare, but jars and jars of it had been transported into Busal City. The fact that so much had been moved so easily suggested that there was more than Waleith may be aware of.

And something else had me on edge.

What if someone here knew how to wield the powder’s innate potential?

If that were the case, then there was the potential for real danger. The potential that we would find something troublesome. The potential that we wouldn’t be able to escape.

And until I knew…

I didn’t know what I would do. I didn’t know what I could do.

Regardless, I just continued paddling.

The waves began to intensify as we got closer to shore. Swirling currents began to stir, causing the dinghy to rock precariously. I tried to maintain a stable position and keep paddling, but it was challenging. At one point, Waleith shouted at me, but the crashing waves made it difficult to hear.

The intensity of the waves had to be the reason the captain wouldn’t get closer to shore. We had to navigate around jagged rocks sticking out of the water. At one point, a massive wave sent us sliding forward.

Waleith called out. “Paddle!”

There was an urgency in his tone.

We crested a wave, and I paddled quickly, but then we plunged downward into darkness.

And then I was in the water.

I panicked for a moment.

But only a moment. Panic could shut down a person’s mind. I knew to calm myself, steady myself, as I attempted to swim. At one point, I felt something grabbing at me. I kicked, pushing myself to the surface, and found that I was much closer to shore than I had thought.

The water was violent. I’d lost the paddle, though we’d also lost the dinghy, so it didn’t even matter.

When I crawled free, I saw Waleith already on the land.

“Do you still have your blade?” he asked.

I blinked. “That’s your first question?”

“Considering what we might encounter, I think it is the most important.”

I checked, and I did.

“Good. Do you have anything else?”

I’d intentionally left most of my supplies on the ship. I checked my pockets, finding the small metallic orb. I didn’t know if it was going to be helpful. I still had the powder in the jar. But nothing else.

Waleith was looking around, rubbing at his arms. It took me a moment to feel what he had already identified.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It seems there is another type of power here. I don’t know what it is, not yet, but I suspect that’s what we need to find.”

“It’s a good thing we are going to have a chance to ask about it.”

“I doubt the horse lords will provide us much information.”

“Why don’t we ask them?” I said, pointing toward the thundering sound coming toward us. It was off to the north, a steady rumbling that built as it came toward us.

“That’s sooner than I expected,” Waleith said, though mostly to himself.

As they approached, the horses spread out, sweeping out and around us. A strange undercurrent of energy struck me, and it took me a moment to realize what it was. Powder. It was potent, and it came from them. It coated them, leaving them shimmering.

I could feel the strange resistance, and I had to resist the urge to push against it.

“Careful,” Waleith said. He had his hands still at his sides, and yet his fingers were twitching, as if reaching for his blade.

“I don’t like the way that feels,” I said.

“I don’t, either,” he said. “The only thing we can do is just wait to see what they might do with us. So I’m telling you to be careful.”

I mimicked him, standing with my hands up to either side of me, and waited as the horse lords approached.

The nearest of them was a large, burly man with a bare chest, tattoos covering all his exposed skin, and a long braid that hung over his shoulder. He had massive hoops in both ears. He was an enormous man, and much like Waleith had suggested, he did have a similar size and build to me.

The lead man galloped forward, and he circled Waleith and me, while the other riders took up a perimeter around us, seated, their horses calm, quiet. The man looked at Waleith, and his brow furrowed.

“Outsider,” he said, his voice accented. “What are you doing here?”

“We came because of your powder,” I said, stepping forward.

Waleith glanced at me, and was that a look of approval? He had made it clear that I should be the one to step forward, to take the lead on this, even if that wasn’t natural for me.

“We come from Busal City. A shipment of your powder came into the city, and we do not know the purpose of it. We did not come to take your powder or to trade for it.” That was a risk, I knew, because if they wanted to trade, that might facilitate easy relations. But at the same time, I wanted to be honest with him. “This,” I said, holding out the jar of powder.

The man moved faster than I would have expected, scooping it out of my hand before I had a chance to react.

He turned, leading his horse away from the others, away from us, until he had some space. He held the jar up. It surprised me, but the powder still seemed to be dry. Despite the fact that we had been tossed and turned in the water, and very nearly drowned, the jar had withstood it.

“You say this came into your land?”

“It did,” I said. “We only seek to understand.”

The man looked at the others with him, and as his gaze swept around them, he turned finally and looked over at me. “You will come.”

It wasn’t a question.

The horses surged toward us.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Iwas seated behind another large man atop the horse. The man had to be nearly the same size as me, and it surprised me that the horse could hold our combined weight, but then again, the horse was massive, much taller than me and more muscular than any horse I had ever been around.

We galloped quickly across the ground.

We had found the horse lords.

I wasn’t sure what to think of that. I hadn’t expected to find them so quickly. I had anticipated having time to gather my thoughts, perhaps even spy from a distance so that we could make some preparations.

They had probably seen the ship.

Any time I tried to engage the man in conversation, he just grunted.

And so I stayed quiet.

They took us along a well-marked trail, and the scenery began to change, leaving behind the rocky shoreline and heading into gradually rolling hills dotted by spindly trees. I found myself wondering how we were going to return to the ship. We had lost the dinghy.

I wasn’t sure whether the horse lords would even help.

They had some trade, though.

We knew that, which meant that they had a way to trade.

That was the key here, so I would have to figure out what that was.

We slowed near a copse of trees. The horse lords motioned for us to get off, and I did so, with Waleith climbing carefully from his saddle while I jumped free.

I leaned close to him. “Thoughts?”

“We stay with them,” he said. “This isn’t what I expected. I didn’t anticipate finding them so easily. But we need to use them to gain access to their village. And perhaps they can help.”

Waleith seemed comfortable, but it was more than that. He seemed curious.

The horse lords motioned for us to follow, and we did so. The horses were guided in one direction, while five horse lords led us forward along the path. Strangely, I had the sense of the powder all around me. It seemed to permeate everything, including the horse lords, the horses, and even the trees, as if everything was laced with the powder.

There wasn’t the same resistance to it that I normally felt, but it was a distinct sensation.

Waleith was quiet as we continued toward a massive crackling fire.

It illuminated a series of tents that surrounded the fire. There had to be a hundred, maybe twice that many, people here. There were men and women and children, many of the men looking much like the horse lords that had guided us to this settlement, though not all. The women mostly had long dark hair. They had on simple dresses and didn’t have nearly the same number of tattoos as the men did. They had jewelry, though their ear piercings weren’t quite as pronounced or prominent. The children generally ran around naked.

“This is your village?” I asked, following the man.

“For now,” he said.

“What do you mean, for now?”

“For now,” he said. “When we move, it moves.”

It took me a moment to realize what he meant. They were migratory.

I glanced over at Waleith. “Did you know?”

“We know so little about their people. They have a designated trader, and that is it. We rarely encounter much of their people.”

We headed forward and reached a clearing near the fire.

Tents of strange fabric were all arranged neatly, some with a look of permanence to them. A few had stone pillars, while others had log walls, and all were incredibly ornate. Many of them were brightly colored, though some had faded. Everything here radiated the sense of the powder.

We were guided toward chairs woven out of branches, with fabric creating a seat and backrest. They motioned for us to sit, and Waleith did so first, being practically swallowed by the chair. I hesitated before sitting. The chair was suited to someone my size.

Two women approached. One of them had dark hair and pale gray eyes that reflected the flames. She was dressed in a flowing blue gown that caught the light from the fire, making it shimmer. It also reflected some of the energy from the powder. The woman stopped, and she looked at Waleith before her gaze settled on me.

She bowed her head slightly and then rose, still looking at me. “Why have you come?”

“I told your warrior,” I said, taking a gamble and assuming that was what he was, “that we have come because of an influx of your powder into our city. We are trying to understand the reason.”

She regarded me for a long moment. “How much did you find?”

“There was a wagon filled with those jars,” I said, motioning to the man who still had the jar that I had offered. “Several dozen of them. And from what we know, they are incredibly valuable.”

“Several dozen?” She was hesitant as she spoke, and I wondered if the words translated as well as intended.

“Several dozen,” I agreed. “We do not know what it means.”

She stood quietly before finally taking a seat. She clasped her hands in her lap and then nodded to the jar. “That is the amount we would normally trade.”

“At a time?”

“In a year.”

I blinked. Something was wrong here. “Then how did so much powder get exported from your lands?”

“That is a very difficult story. We collect the powder and keep it for ourselves and for our celebrations. It is considered sacred to us. We move where we find it, where we feel it.”

Feel.

That suggested they were aware of its power.

“And it is difficult to gather in such a quantity,” she said.

“Then what came into my city is significant.”

“Yes,” she said, and her expression darkened.

“Do you have any idea how?”

She looked around before her gaze settled once again on me. “We are not the only clan on the island. We were once a single clan, but we have split. And some view the sacred powder differently.”

“What happened?” Waleith asked.

She turned, her gaze seeming to weigh him, as if she was deciding whether she wanted to answer. “We were once one, and now we are divided.”

I could tell that it bothered her. “What happened?”

“Another thought that they could lead.”

“They wanted power,” I said.

“They wanted money,” she said. “And they wanted to move. They felt that we have been confined to the island for too long. But we have been drawn here, and the Great One has asked us to stay to protect the resources and to ensure that those who are not worthy do not reach it.”

“Do you know who they were meeting with?”

“Outsiders,” the first man said, his voice rough and hoarse, and seemingly irritated. He glanced at Waleith as he spoke, but he didn’t have that same irritation in his gaze when he looked at me. It was only for Waleith.

“Not outsiders like us,” I said.

“No,” she said. “These outsiders are worse.”

“How are they worse?”

“They see us as less than we are. But then, perhaps all of your kind sees us as less than we are.”

I wished that I could tell her otherwise, but I could easily imagine how most people would view the horse lords.

“You are welcome to stay with us, sit by the fire, and you are welcome to learn what you can of the powder, but I doubt you will learn anything of use. It is merely sacred, and not dangerous, at least not to anyone that we have interacted with.”

I wasn’t sure if that was true. But I also didn’t know if she recognized that the powder carried with it some power. If not, should I show her it did?

Not unless I really understood why it was sacred to them.

Which meant staying, if only for a little while.

I looked over at Waleith, who was quiet. We had come here hoping to find who was responsible for trading the aelith powder, and I didn’t feel we were anywhere close to an answer. It was unfortunate, because these mysterious outsiders were obviously the ones who were drawing it into Busal City.

But now we had to deal with the dynamics of clans battling one another.

And that would make things difficult.

I didn’t know how long I could stay. If the answers weren’t here, then maybe we needed to find the other clan, find who they were trading with, and force them to answer.

Only…

Only having seen the horse lords of this village, and how obviously powerful they were, I doubted that we would be able to force anyone to tell us anything.

And if that was the case, then maybe this journey was in vain.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Isat off to the side of the fire, watching the crackling flames. Waleith was quiet, picking at some of the food they had provided for us. The horse lords were nothing if not hospitable hosts.

“What are you thinking?” I asked, glancing at Waleith.

“I’m thinking that we are not going to find our answers here.”

“That is my concern as well,” I said. “But I keep thinking that they have to know something.”

“We need to go to the other clan,” Waleith said.

“And do what? Force them to tell us what they have been involved in, or try to wait and see who they are trading with?”

“Perhaps both.”

He took another bite of bread. It was somewhat sweet and filling. There was some kind of meat baked into the bread, so it was a little chillier and saltier than I was accustomed to. It was still tasty.

The woman who had spoken to me before came over. “I would like to talk to you, if you don’t mind, and if your friend does not mind,” she said.

“That would be fine,” I said. “Here?”

“I would walk, if that is all right with you.”

I didn’t feel I was in any danger, but then again, walking off with this woman could place me into a dangerous situation.

I got up and glanced at Waleith, who nodded as if to tell me that he was going to keep track of me.

Then I followed the woman.

“I don’t even know your name,” I said to her. “I am Zaren Joha.”

She looked over. “I am Hodanna.”

“Just Hodanna?”

She nodded. “We have little need for second names. I know who I am, and I know who my family is, and that is all that matters. If you need more specificity, I could tell you that I am Hodanna, daughter of Stig and Alansari, sister to Olash and Prillinna.”

“So just Hodanna,” I said, laughing softly.

“It would be easier for you, I would imagine.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“Do you know much about our people?” she asked.

“Not particularly,” I said. “I’ve traveled some, but all I know about your people is that you tend to be somewhat reserved and a little suspicious of outsiders.” I watched her as I spoke.

“That would be accurate,” she said. “We have not had much experience with outsiders, nor do we have much interest in engaging with them, at least traditionally.”

“But you do engage in some trade with outsiders. The powder does make its way to our shores.”

“It does. But it is out of necessity. There are items that we aren’t able to obtain on the island that provide us with some benefit. So we trade the powder for them.”

“Not for money.”

“What need do we have for money?”

They had seemed a simple people, and didn’t actually look as if they had need of money. “Do any of your people ever leave the island?”

Hodanna was quiet for a moment. We had reached the outskirts of the village. Stars twinkled high overhead, and it was a clear, cloudless night. The wind picked up, carrying a hint of salt and the occasional cawing of seagulls. It was peaceful, inasmuch as a place so foreign to me could be peaceful.

“There are some who fall to the Inaran sickness.”

I frowned. “And what is that?”

“It is the term we use for those who decide that they can no longer abide living on the isle. It’s not common, but it does happen from time to time. And we would rather see those few flourish rather than fade into a shell of what they could be.” She looked at me.

“I see.” I’d been feeling a little uneasy about the similarity of my build to that of the horse lords since we had arrived here. When Waleith had suggested that I would look something like them, I had not really anticipated finding an entire island filled with men who had my size. And it had raised a number of questions I would like the answers to. “Is that why you wanted to talk to me?”

Hodanna tipped her head. “You have the look.”

“Of one of your people. So you think that my family, particularly my father, was one of your people.”

My father had much of my size. My mother did not resemble the horse lords, but then again, she hadn’t been a petite woman by any means.

“It is possible. Most who fall to the sickness do eventually return. They will often find that the outside world is not at all what they believed it to be, and they will return, seeking permission to rejoin the clan, to rejoin the ride. They are welcomed, though it is a difficult transition.”

“And you thought that I came here because I wanted to ask if I could join the clan.”

Hodanna was quiet again.

In the distance, I saw rising hills dotting the darkness. There were some scattered trees filtering out some of the light up ahead, and beyond that, I couldn’t see much. I could hear the sea, so I suspected she was guiding me toward the shoreline, perhaps to push me off if I were to refuse her offer.

It put me on edge.

I had a vague awareness of power near me, but that was nothing new on this island. I suspected that most of it was the powder, but not all of it.

Waleith, I suspected. He was probably following me, which was good. I was thankful that I would have his support if I needed it.

I didn’t think that I would need it, though. I wasn’t in any obvious danger here, but Hodanna could try something. Given the quantity of powder that I felt here, there was a distinct possibility that she could use it to harm me. It would be more than I could overwhelm.

“If you wanted to, you would only have to ask,” Hodanna said.

“I don’t think I would feel comfortable asking that,” I said.

“Have you wondered?”

It was such a simple question, and it was one that I didn’t have a good answer to, but I felt I needed to.

“About my family?”

“About where you belong.”

“I think everybody does at times,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “but I wasn’t raised among your people. I don’t know this place.”

“You could. I can see it in your eyes. You felt something when you came here. A familiarity, probably. That is what most who return say. They feel as if some pressure has been taken off them.”

Had I felt that?

I had been aware of a tension once we had reached the island, but I wouldn’t call it a change in pressure.

“We really are here only to try to understand what’s happening,” I said. “There is a danger in my city.”

“But not your city.”

“No,” I said. “Not mine, at least not originally. But it is now. And it still could be. Not only that, but I feel I need to make sure that the city is safe. That is what I have committed to doing.”

Hodanna nodded. “And you want to know who is responsible for moving the powder. Unfortunately, I do not have that answer for you. It was not from my clan, but as you have come to learn, we are not the only clan on the island, and you have likely learned that the other clan is different.”

“Possibly,” I said. “But I am hopeful that you will make an introduction.”

“They may not make the same offer to you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, there were other reasons for the split of our lands. They feel there was a way to profit from the sacred powder, but they also feel that those who leave the island because of the sickness should not return. They view it as a true sickness, not one that can be cured.”

“So you think they will react poorly to me.”

“It is possible,” she said. “And I do not know if they will provide you with the answers that you seek. But we can try.”

“Do you get along with them?”

“Do you get along with all members of your family?”

“I don’t have many left,” I said.

“One more reason to consider a return,” Hodanna said softly, and there was a distinct sense of welcome and warmth to the way that she spoke.

“Thank you, but I don’t think this is the right time.”

She nodded. “We don’t always get along, but we don’t always fight, either. And we will do our best. I have already sent word, as I suspected that was going to be your request.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Hodanna nodded. “Now, you may return to the fire, sit and enjoy, and feel the warmth on your face.”

I followed her, and once we reached the outskirts of the village again, I let her pull ahead. It wasn’t long before Waleith joined me.

“How much of that did you hear?” I asked.

“Most,” he said.

“Did you know?”

“That they were going to think you were of their people?” He shrugged. “Not exactly. I thought that it was possible. There aren’t many who have your size. But I didn’t realize that so many of their people had departed the island.”

“I’m not so sure it’s that many. And I suspect that most return, at least considering what she said.”

“And your father? That’s who you think is connected to these people.”

“He seemed content,” I said.

“Or perhaps he never really left the island,” Waleith said. “Perhaps when he was serving, he would return.”

I frowned. That was certainly possible.

“Maybe. I don’t know enough about his service to know. I do know a few people who served with him, though, and…”

And thinking about it made me wonder if perhaps I should have been asking more questions all this time.

But I had never had any reason to. I had never had any reason to question my father about his history. I had just not known about much other family.

And another thought came to me.

When I had returned to the farm after my service had ended, I had found it sold, or in reality, abandoned and claimed by someone else.

What if that had not been the case? What if my father had returned?

And if so, would that mean that my mother was here as well?

No. That wouldn’t be the case. If they were here, then Hodanna would have mentioned that. She would have mentioned the return of somebody from the sickness, that they had left behind a child. Wouldn’t she?

Maybe she wouldn’t.

I felt strange.

“Anyway,” I said. “She’s already sent word to the other clan. We will hopefully find out who the outsiders are by the end of the evening. Then we can make our way back to the ship, get back to the city, and deal with this.”

Waleith watched me, and there was an unreadable look in his eyes.

“I’m fine, Waleith,” I said.

“I hope so. We’re going to need your focus. At least, the Queen is.”

“And I told you that I am fine.”

We headed back to the fire and took a seat. I sat for a long time, and it was not long before Hodanna came over. She smiled.

“Unfortunately, the other clan is not willing to discuss the terms of their trade arrangements. We can ask additional questions, but it is possible—and quite likely—that they will not discuss their trading activity with us.”

As I waited for her to explain, there came a strange, unsteady trembling.

At first I thought it was just the horses moving toward their village, but this was a little different.

As soon as I realized what it was, I jumped to my feet, drawing my blade. “An explosion. An attack.”

And with that, the earth thundered all around us.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chaos began to build.

The horse lords quickly reacted, gathering their horses and streaking off into the darkness. Hodanna issued a command to another standing next to her before turning in my direction.

“Is this our fault?” I asked her.

“It will not be yours. We sent word, and perhaps they did not care for the fact that we had welcomed outsiders.”

I wondered if they were going to give us up, but I didn’t have that impression from Hodanna.

“We need to go,” Waleith said. “We need to figure out what’s happening, and if there is an attack here, we shouldn’t get caught up in it.”

“We need to understand the powder, right?” I looked over at Hodanna. “They use it. It’s important to them.”

“Sacred,” she said.

“So it’s sacred to them. And with that being the case, we need to understand why they are willing to sell it in such quantities. There has to be some reason. Once we figure out who they are working with, then we can go.”

“Not here,” Waleith said.

There was another explosion, this time from the far side of the village.

Waleith started away.

I hesitated, but then I started after him. Maybe he was right. Maybe we needed to use the distraction.

We reached the edge of the village. Waleith looked around, and then his gaze settled on me.

“You can feel the powder. I wonder why I can’t.”

I nodded. “I can. It seems to permeate everything. I don’t know how they can tolerate it.”

“They probably don’t feel it as you do.”

That struck me as unlikely. They had to sense it in some way to even be aware of the powder in the first place.

As Hodanna had mentioned, the powder was sacred.

Before I had an opportunity to say anything to Waleith, a painful streak of magic began to weigh down upon me. When it faded, I breathed out a sigh of relief.

Waleith dropped to his knees, his blade in hand, sweeping his gaze around before looking over at me. “One lesson for today. Each Blade has their own talent. And you tolerated that better than I could have.”

All around us, fires began to bloom in the night. Some of the small buildings had collapsed, but not all of them. An energy had built in the air.

“We should help,” I said.

“You want to help them rather than use this opportunity to find out what is going on?”

“These people welcomed us.”

“As outsiders. Remember our purpose.”

He wasn’t wrong. We had come to see who was trading the powder. It wasn’t this clan.

It was the other clan.

And we had to find them. We had to figure out who was involved.

“Come,” Waleith urged.

So I did. We raced into the darkness, heading away from the village. We hadn’t gone very far up the hillside, toward another copse, when there was another explosion. Each explosion radiated some magical energy.

This one carried something more distinct with it.

Fabrications.

I paused, turning. “Did you feel that?” I asked Waleith.

“What did you detect?”

“I don’t know. Fabrications, maybe. I can feel something. I don’t know what it is, but it’s more than just the powder.”

“I didn’t detect any fabrications.”

Could that be what this was about?

Hodanna had said their people didn’t want money. And fabrications had been moving through Busal City. I had thought they were moving into the city, but what if it was the opposite? What if they were moving out of the city, and being traded here? Why, though?

There was another pause, and Waleith darted away, forcing me to follow him.

We hadn’t gone very far when he nearly collided with a group of three horse lords.

Waleith held his blade, waiting.

One of the horse lords turned to us. He had something in hand. I recognized it immediately. A fabrication. I could feel that some sort of energy was beginning to build.

Waleith recognized it as well, and he lunged.

He was faster than I would have been able to move, and he jumped at the horse lord, driving his blade into the man’s shoulder.

There was a strange cry and then a pop. It occurred to me that Waleith was using his magic blade, the power within it, to overpower their magic. I wondered what else he was able to do, and how he was able to move so quickly. The answer came to me.

Fabrications.

We moved, and the two other horse lords turned their attention to Waleith, but they didn’t seem to realize that I was there. I had to use that opportunity, and so I raced forward, and when I caught up to them, I grabbed one of the men and yanked on his leg. He came stumbling out of the saddle. He looked at me as he got to his feet, bringing out a strange curved blade that glittered with fabrication work along its surface. I could see the fabrication, but I could feel the powder within it.

I pushed my innate resistance into my blade, forcing as much power into it as I could to overpower him.

He danced back.

I considered what Waleith had taught me about how to use the blade. And I recalled the lessons that I’d had in the military on fighting. There were techniques that might be beneficial, but I had a shorter blade, which meant that I didn’t have the same reach.

Another buildup of energy in the air took away my questions. I pushed forward, pressing against the resistance, and my blade slipped into the man’s belly.

His eyes widened as he collapsed.

Behind me, Waleith was fighting with another of the men. Waleith was fast. He darted behind the man, and he brought his blade up and then down into the man’s shoulder. He dropped his sword.

I was there, slipping underneath a striking arm, and drove my blade forward. He crumpled.

Waleith let out a heavy sigh as he turned in place, shaking his head as he did.

“Unfortunate,” he said. “Now we will have to explain this.”

“I’m not sure that we have to explain anything. Hodanna knows that her people have been trading with ours. We can let her know they have been trading fabrications.”

That was all that I had been able to identify so far.

Waleith looked around. He was breathing heavily, and then he motioned with his blade. “There are more coming.”

He darted off, and I followed. I could feel the magic up ahead, a strange sort of prickling of energy that left my skin tingling. Fabrications.

I was pushing against the sensation even as I ran.

A trembling began to build, though I didn’t know if it was coming from a fabrication or some other source of power.

Regardless, we raced toward the other clan of horse lords.

Then we were upon them.

There were five of them this time.

They didn’t hesitate as the others had. They seemed to recognize immediately that we were outsiders. But more than that, they all seemed to recognize that we were a threat.

One of them galloped his horse toward me.

I jabbed outward with my blade, pushing through myself, using my antimagic ability as I did, and I felt resistance. It reminded me of when I had tried to stab into the strange orb, and how that had resisted me. This time, the resistance bent just a little and then buckled altogether.

The magic trembled and then shuddered and exploded.

The man was tossed free of his horse.

Waleith was there, knife down into his chest.

One of the four remaining peeled off and went galloping away.

The other three turned toward us.

Waleith had backed away, trying to stay in the shadows.

They spread out, attempting to flank me. An energy began to build, similar to the prickling sensation, but this time it was even more diffuse, and it built in a way that left me trembling, leaving my skin aching with it. It started to burn.

Then it started to intensify. I dropped to my knees.

I cupped my blade between my hands, trying to drive it upward so that I could carve through the magic and counter it. It didn’t work for me.

I surged upward, attempting to carve.

Energy exploded around me.

But I was strong. Not just physically. I had a magical strength.

I surged against the power until an explosion of energy tossed the three men backward.

Then Waleith was there. He hamstrung one man, drove his blade into the thigh of another, and I darted toward the third one, catching him in the side of his neck. Blood poured out. The other two stumbled and fell, and Waleith pounced, driving his blade into the head of one, while I kicked the other, then dropped and drove my blade into him as well.

Then I let out a soft sigh. “I’m not sure I can handle this for much longer.”

“We don’t have much choice in the matter,” Waleith said.

We raced into the darkness, toward another battle that was not our own as the air trembled with magic.


Chapter Twenty-Six


We reached the next battle.

Something about it was different.

The energy was changing. There were seven horse lords, and all of them radiated the same magical power that I had felt before. They seemed slower, though. Almost sedated.

I frowned as I began to push on my power, focusing on something else.

“Waleith,” I said, “something about this doesn’t feel right. I don’t know what’s going on, but it feels as if they are dealing with a different sort of attack. It’s not me, and I don’t think it’s you.”

He shook his head. “Not me.”

“Then what is it?”

I hurried toward the nearest horse lord. The horse nearest me stumbled and then staggered.

What sort of approach was this?

It wasn’t just fabrications. It wasn’t just aelith powder.

Waleith slipped around the rear of the horse lords, moving quietly.

I moved closer, fighting the strange energy with my own innate resistance.

I stepped forward, and I saw it.

It was a shape that I recognized—an orb. It was resting in the middle of the circle of horse lords.

And as I started to reach for it, Waleith cried out. “Don’t! Don’t you feel it?”

I hesitated. It was power, but a different sort of power from what I had detected before. This felt unusual.

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t know. It’s a different kind of fabrication. Much more complex.”

My hand jerked back. “Complex?”

“I can feel different layers in it. It’s unusual for me to be aware of that, but I can detect it now.”

Keeping my hand away from it, I leaned close. There were similarities to the orb that I had found in Busal City. And it was similar to the orb that the Investigators had found.

I debated whether to leave it.

If I did, there was a possibility that it would be used against us.

So I grabbed it and waited to have some strange reaction to it, but I felt nothing. I slipped it into my pocket.

“We need to find who’s attacking us,” Waleith said.

“Are you sure it was attacking us?”

He frowned at me. “Why?”

“It’s just that it didn’t seem to be targeting us. It was targeting them.”

I motioned to the horse lords. This was the other clan. They were dressed in black leathers with streaks of orange painted along the sides, though even the leathers seemed to glitter with some of the powder residue. Someone had used this strange and complex fabrication to hold them.

When I said as much to Waleith, he frowned. “Let’s keep moving.”

It wasn’t long before we felt the next pocket of resistance, and much like the last time, there was something different about it. This was much larger than some of the others had been. This time, there were probably two dozen horse lords.

They all seemed stunned, and none of them were moving. They were simply frozen in place, seated atop their horses. I approached carefully.

There were three orbs this time. All of them were situated next to the horse lords, and all of them were settled on the ground, in a triangular shape. They were vibrating.

As I approached, I could feel the vibration pushing against me, as if it was recognizing my innate resistance. I hesitated to do much, not at all certain whether I should even attempt to resist this.

I looked around the pattern. In the heart of the triangle were the horse lords, held in place.

I searched around me, trying to figure out who was responsible, but I didn’t see anything, nor did I see anyone.

Waleith approached. He looked at the orbs scattered around us. “I have never seen anything like this before.”

“I have, but I thought it was meant to harm me. That doesn’t seem to be the case in this place.”

I was tempted to take one of the orbs, but if I were to do that, it would likely disrupt whatever power was holding the horse lords. Here I had thought that the breakaway clan was the one with the fabrications.

What if they weren’t the only ones?

“Do you think both clans are working with fabricators?” I asked Waleith.

“Fabrications like this are incredibly difficult to acquire. And incredibly expensive. If they were simple, explosive, or defensive, that’s another matter, but the ones we are looking at here are incredibly complex.”

He wasn’t wrong. There had to be something else to this, something more.

But what was it?

“What do we do?” I asked.

Waleith looked at the gathered horse lords, trapped inside the fabrication triangle. “Either we cut them down, or we leave them.”

“Leave them,” I said.

Waleith frowned at me.

“We are part of this fight. We came for a specific purpose. We don’t need to kill. And they are already incapacitated, so they aren’t bothering us.”

He pursed his lips. “If you say so. This is your lead.”

I looked around. The captives weren’t doing anything. They looked lethargic, and I suspected that the longer they remained trapped, the more lethargic they would become. So why should we do anything to them?

“Do you detect anything else?” I asked Waleith.

“Distantly.”

I focused, attempting to use what he had taught me, and it took a moment for me to latch on to what Waleith sensed. When I did, I followed him through the trees, toward the distant fabrication energy. We found a figure moving.

They were shadowed and difficult to see against the backdrop of night, but it wasn’t so much what I could see as what I could feel. It was a faint, diffuse sort of energy. It was a resistance, but not a prickling, painful sort of resistance.

This was whoever was responsible for this attack. This was the fabricator.

I moved forward again and found something rolling in my direction.

I bent down and picked it up. It was another orb.

A vibration hummed, and it seemed almost as if someone was singing.

I held it up. Then I froze.

I could not move.

Waleith reached me, took the item, and set it down next to him. I was able to move the moment he pulled it from my hand, and everything within me relaxed. It was a strange sensation.

“Are you hurt?” Waleith asked.

“I don’t think so.”

He looked down at the item. “It’s a modified fabrication. I would not have expected to find anything like that here.”

He held his blade, but he didn’t use it. I wondered if he could.

“They attacked me,” I said.

“Probably because you look like a horse lord,” he said. “But the better question is who that was.”

“A fabricator, but why would there be a fabricator out here?”

I had suspected that the fabrications had been brought in, but this encounter suggested that the fabricator was here on the island. And if there was a fabricator working with the clan that we had met, maybe that was the reason for the attack.

“It seems there is still quite a bit that we don’t know,” Waleith said. “And the woman that you were talking to⁠—”

“Hodanna,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You can’t allow yourself to get too caught up with the people that you are working with.”

I wasn’t sure if I couldn’t, especially given what Hodanna had said about the possibility of my family connections to this place. Maybe I had to allow myself to be connected. Maybe that was the only way that I was going to get answers. Or maybe… I didn’t even know.

“We need to figure out who is responsible, and what they are responsible for.”

“So what do you want to do?”

“I want us to find who is trading the powder. And if it involves us finding whatever fabricator is here, and dealing with them, then that is what we need to do.”

He wasn’t wrong.

A deep rumbling began to build. I didn’t feel anything dangerous, nothing to suggest any fabrication being used, and when Waleith looked over at me, I shook my head.

“I think this is the clan that we first met.”

“Be ready,” he said.

We didn’t have to wait very long. I had been tempted to hide, but I doubted that we would be able to hide very well. They were moving quickly, and they were on horseback.

Seven horse lords approached. One of them was the man that had met us on the shoreline. He was looking at me, a dark expression in his eyes.

“You will come with us,” he said.

He didn’t ask any questions. Perhaps there was nothing for him to ask.

We walked as they rode.

They guided us through the trees, over the hilly ground, and I used the opportunity to try to determine if there was any power around us. I didn’t feel any additional fabrications. I didn’t feel anything other than the powder.

When we reached the village, chaos had swallowed it.

The tents had been damaged. There were a few small crackling fires, though many had been put out. A sense of the powder still lingered, the resistance pushing against me. I didn’t feel any fabrications, though I wasn’t sure that I would be able to, given how much energy I detected.

We were guided toward the central fire, where Hodanna was gathering people to her.

“What happened?” I asked her. “They were using our kind of magic. You told me that⁠—”

“It is complicated.”

“And you have access to our kind of magic as well. You told me that the others were trading with outsiders and not you.”

“We have not traded.”

“You have somebody here,” I said. “You have somebody using fabrications. This power. Where are they?”

“It is⁠—”

“Complicated,” I said.

She nodded.

But it didn’t take long. I felt another buildup of energy. Fabrication energy.

I followed what I detected, ignoring Hodanna calling after me, until I came across a small shrub near the edge of the campsite. There was another fabrication here. Another orb, and incredibly complex. It was just like the ones that we had found. Or perhaps not quite like them, but it certainly was potent, and it vibrated as I pushed against the magic within it. I didn’t push too hard, knowing that doing so would only cause me more pain, and I did not want that.

“What do you think?” Waleith asked.

“I don’t know. They are using protective fabrications. But who is giving them to them? And I suspect the powder is augmenting it.”

“Can you feel that?” He seemed surprised.

“I’m not sure what I’m feeling,” I admitted. “There is something here, and it is potent, but it is also unclear.”

The persistent energy lingered.

And the more I felt that energy, the more certain I was that it was a mixture of fabrication and aelith powder.

I focused on the next fabrication that I detected. It brought me around the campsite. I found one after another, and at first I started gathering them, until I realized that was a mistake, and then I started to replace the ones that I had gathered. Waleith was watching me, an unreadable expression in his eyes.

“The fabrications are using the powder in some way,” I said. “And they are protective. They are different from the ones that were used against us. I don’t really understand it.”

“So we have a fabricator who is able to draw upon the powder here, seemingly to protect them. And we have somebody using that knowledge to attack the other clan. Who would do that?”

“Somebody who wants to keep the powder from leaving here.”

That seemed like the key that I had been missing.

I strode back to the center of the camp, looking all around. I could still feel the energy coming from the powder.

Someone had known we were coming. Then there had been an attack.

The timing didn’t feel like an accident. Had they been expecting us?

But maybe not expecting us.

Someone else.

“You were waiting on someone, weren’t you?”

Hodanna stared at me for a long moment, and then she smiled. “You should not have been here. This was not your fight.”

“But we are here, and I want to know what happened, and why.”

There was a moment of silence, and then a voice from the darkness broke it.

“She was waiting for me.”

Strangely, I recognized the voice. I turned and was still surprised when I saw him.

It was the minstrel.

He was carrying a small orb in one hand, and he looked different. It was as if he’d been wearing a mask on the ship that he’d now removed.

Waleith strode toward him, holding his blade. Fires all around us crackled, carrying the chaos and energy of everything that had happened in the village. The minstrel didn’t move.

“What did you do?” Waleith asked.

Garridan glanced at me before turning his attention to Waleith. “I had not anticipated that you would be here.”

“You had not anticipated?”

The minstrel shrugged. “I was coming here anyway.”

“Are you behind all this aelith powder coming to the city?” I asked, heading over to him, and not at all sure what to do or say, as something about this didn’t feel right. There had been an attack, but I was still not entirely sure who to blame.

“No,” he said. “I share your concern. My people have attempted to prevent its spread.”

Waleith frowned. “Your people?”

The minstrel shrugged again. “The Guild.”

And with that, Waleith’s eyes widened slightly.

“What are we talking about here?” I asked. “What’s the Guild? Which one?”

“I didn’t know it was a guild of minstrels,” Waleith said, shaking his head.

Garridan just chuckled. “It is and it is not.”

“Could you explain what’s going on?” I asked.

“The Guild,” Waleith said. “There have long been rumors of an organization of assassins. They call themselves the Guild.” As he looked over at Garridan, his expression darkened slightly. “And different than so many guilds that you would have experience with in Busal City or elsewhere. I did not know that they were minstrels, but it makes a little sense. They would be able to maneuver and navigate into places that others would not be able to reach.”

Garridan shook his head. “And I think you are mistaken. The minstrels are not the assassins, but perhaps it makes little difference. And you should know we are not an organization of assassins. At least, not explicitly. We have a different purpose.”

“And that is?”

“Stability.” Garridan shrugged. “At least, that is my intention.”

“And who are you?”

Garridan shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is what you’ve uncovered here. There are real dangers in this powder moving so easily.”

“Because of the fabrications,” Waleith said.

He nodded.

Things began to make sense. When we had been greeted by the horse lords on the shoreline, they had been expecting someone else. They had been expecting Garridan. Our arrival had changed something.

But somebody else must have known that we were coming.

Somehow all of this was interconnected.

“We should talk,” Garridan said, and he looked over at the crackling fire. “That is, if you don’t mind.”

Hodanna was standing near him, watching, though there was an unreadable expression in her eyes. “You may speak freely.”

“Thank you.”

Waleith followed me as I followed Garridan. There was still something not quite right, but I wasn’t sure what it was. And I would have expected Waleith to be better prepared for all of this.

When he reached the fire, Garridan motioned for us to have a seat, and I did so, taking a seat in one of the overly large chairs. The minstrel stood. He didn’t have his instrument with him. Had he left it on the ship?

“How did you get to shore?” I asked.

“I have my own resources,” he said. He leaned forward. “You have begun to learn about the various functions of the powder.”

It was a statement, not a question. At the same time, I had the distinct sense he was attempting to gauge how much we knew.

“I understand that it has various purposes,” I said.

He smiled tightly. “Yes. It can be used, and misused. In the wrong quantities… well, let’s just say that’s the reason the Guild decided to get involved.”

I drew the orb that I’d found in Busal City from my pocket. “So I assume this came from someone from the Guild? I was told this was a fabrication, and quite well made.”

“Yes,” he said. “It is a fabrication. And yes, it is quite well made. But to answer the question you have not asked, it was not an attack. It was meant to prevent an attack.”

“Because of the powder dispersed on the ships.”

“It was dispersed in the water,” he said. “In the harbor.”

I frowned at that. Could that have been it?

Then there was the smuggler ship, the one that had not been coated by the powder. “So why was one ship targeted and not another?”

“It is complicated,” he said. “But needless to say, these fabrications that you have found are useful in different ways. In the case of what you have seen, they are useful in helping to negate any specific type of danger.”

“Disrupting magic,” Waleith said.

“It has a different role. It was meant to disrupt the way that the powder behaved.”

I’d seen that, so I believed him.

“So we have some people who are moving the powder. We have it heading to our city,” I said, realizing that Waleith was staying quiet, which surprised me. As I looked at him, I could tell that he was trying to work through some problem, as if he’d found a puzzle that he didn’t care for and was struggling to make sense of it. “And then it is dumped into the harbor.”

Could the merchant that I had stopped with the powder have known?

“That is the way that it sounds,” Garridan said.

“But it doesn’t make any sense. Does that mean someone is attempting to attack the ships or the harbor?”

I could see Waleith wasn’t certain, and his uncertainty was matched by what I felt.

“What if this is an attack on Busal City?”

“I don’t know,” Waleith replied. “Ever since the attack on the training compound, things have been a little unstable. Uncertain. And I’ve been trying to dig into what’s been involved, but it is not at all obvious to me.”

He looked at Garridan, and there was real darkness in his gaze, along with anger. I wondered why. What was he upset about?

“Are you blaming the Guild?”

“It’s the kind of thing they would get involved in,” Waleith said.

“We did not attack your training compound. I have been investigating what happened there, but unfortunately, it has been quite difficult to find answers. The attack was thorough.”

“We don’t need your help,” Waleith said.

“You do,” I said, stepping in between them. “You can’t find anything, and it seems the Guild is⁠—”

“I know what the Guild is,” Waleith said.

At this point, I decided it was better not to push.

“So help me understand,” I said to Garridan. “Somebody with money was bringing in the powder. They were targeting Busal City in some way. I’m presuming that the powder is explosive, or dangerous, or perhaps a combination of both.”

“Yes,” Garridan said. “But it is also unusual. An attack like this is expensive.”

“Only if they were paying for it,” I said. I looked at Waleith. “But if they were using fabrications, those are inexpensive. Or at least inexpensive to fabricators. And if they wanted to create fabrications that would allow them to better battle with the other clan…”

That made sense, but it was a strange sort of sense.

“What I haven’t been able to figure out is why you are here,” I said to Garridan.

“I came to offer my assistance.” He shrugged. “The only way to handle such attacks is to neutralize them.”

“So you came to bring your fabrications.”

He nodded. “And I did not expect to meet such resistance immediately. I suspect they knew that someone was here,” he said, looking over at Hodanna, who nodded, “and decided that it was time to intervene. Unfortunately.”

“There are others coming,” she said.

“What do you mean, there are others coming?” I asked.

“Others of this magic. Our scouts have seen it. They are coming.”

More fabrications.

Which meant that others were trying to gain more powder. I still wasn’t entirely sure what the purpose of the powder was in Busal City, but it might just be to improve the potency of fabrications. Either that, or somebody really was trying to attack, and Garridan and the other members of the Guild had managed to neutralize it. Or perhaps my own presence had helped. Whatever it was, it was fortunate that we had stopped it.

But if more powder reached Busal City, how long could that fortune last?

“What do you need help with?” I asked Garridan.

“This is not our fight,” Waleith said.

“No,” I said. “But if we don’t stop it here, it becomes our fight.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Icrouched in the darkness, looking out over the water. Garridan had made it sound like we were going to be important for what was coming next. The pressure of the powder all around me weighed down on me, leaving me feeling heavy.

Waleith was nearby. He was quiet, and I had the distinct sense that he was disappointed in the fact that I had been willing to stay. How could I not, though? This might not be my fight, but this was the right decision. I knew it, and if Waleith were to think about it, rather than remain so focused on Garridan and his involvement here, he would know it as well.

He was shadowed against the darkness, flat against the ground, and his breathing was the only thing of him that I could hear.

“You don’t think that we should be a part of this,” I said.

Waleith turned his attention to me. “It has nothing to do with what I think we should be a part of.”

“This isn’t the role of the Blades,” I said.

“No,” he said. “This is not our role.”

“But if we can stop the movement of the powder⁠—”

“Anything that we do here will only reveal what we can do, and that will only weaken the Crown.”

“I have a pretty good feeling that the Guild already knows what we can do. And to be honest, most people within Busal City already know what we can do. It’s not as if we are secretive about it.”

Waleith frowned.

“What is your issue? It’s more than just the Guild.”

“I told you that we knew that outside forces were starting to build. That’s what I’ve been looking into. It’s more than just the issue of the attack on the training compound, though that is a significant reason for my involvement. It also has to do with what we have uncovered in Busal City, and the danger that has come with it.”

“And what if these same outside forces are responsible for the powder?” I asked him. “We still don’t know what they are after. Obviously, the powder is magically potent, but it has to be useful in some way. Perhaps destruction, but it might just be the augmentation of fabrications.”

“I don’t disagree,” he said.

“And if all of that is true, we need to know as much as we can about it. We need to better understand the powder, to find out whether we can neutralize it more efficiently, especially if the attacks continue to come.”

“I don’t disagree.”

“So,” I went on, “can you work with Garridan?”

“I won’t work with him. I won’t tell you not to, but I won’t.”

It occurred to me that Waleith was the problem, more so than anyone else. Waleith couldn’t work with the constables. He hadn’t been able to work with the Investigators. And now he wouldn’t work with the Guild.

I wondered why. I didn’t want to suspect him of anything untoward as it was possible that he really was that difficult to work with, but I had to keep that possibility in mind.

“What is your issue with working with others?”

Waleith frowned. He was quiet in the darkness, looking away, but I could feel something.

“Everyone I’ve ever worked with has let me down.”

“So you have just chosen not to work with anyone?”

He snorted. “Yes.”

“But you are working with me.”

“You haven’t let me down. Yet.”

“That’s not the reason,” I said.

“I didn’t have much choice in the matter,” he said. “I needed somebody who could allow me the opportunity to investigate.”

“So you feel like you were forced to take me on.”

“Somewhat,” he said.

I just shook my head. “Well, while you wait to see if I’m going to let you down, we are going to work with the horse lords, Hodanna and her people, and with Garridan.”

The pressure was building around me.

A darkened shape suddenly darted toward us, crouching down.

“I have placed all the fabrications that I could generate around their campsite,” Garridan said. His voice was little more than a whisper. “It should be enough to keep them from awakening. Should…”

“It doesn’t solve the issue,” Waleith said.

“No,” Garridan agreed. “The issue is who they are trading with. Find them, neutralize them, and the issue goes away.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that Garridan had managed to neutralize the entire clan. It was impressive.

And yet shouldn’t I be happy about that?

There was no reason to be disappointed by the fact that the fabrications kept us from needing to fight. They were powerful, and with that potency, we were given an opportunity to handle the dangers without needing to actually engage in a fight with the horse lords. That had been Hodanna’s request, and it was one that I had felt certain needed to be honored.

“When this is done, you are welcome to stay,” she had said before we had departed. “I can see you have questions. I can see you have a weight on you. But it doesn’t need to be that way. That weight can be removed. Your people can help.”

I hadn’t been sure what to say. These weren’t my people. Maybe they could be, but not right now.

“I do have questions,” I’d said, “but I also have responsibilities. Until I have a chance to satisfy those responsibilities, I cannot stay here. I appreciate the offer.”

“You would be welcomed.”

I had hesitated then. “How do you know?” When she frowned, I went on. “How do you know that I am of your people? What if I’m not?”

“Blood knows blood,” she’d said. “You will see.”

I had turned to where Waleith was waiting. Garridan had already crept off into the darkness, preparing his attack. He was not at all what I would have expected. I had taken a moment. Then I’d turned back to Hodanna.

“My father,” I’d said. “I don’t know what happened to him. I don’t know if he returned. But if you hear of an outsider that has come back to the clan, let them know about me.”

She had nodded. “He will know. Blood knows blood.”

I pushed away those thoughts.

“Are the two of you ready?” Garridan asked. “I can ensure the horse lords are neutralized. It is easy. They infuse everything with the powder, and these fabrications are designed to take advantage of that, but I am concerned about what else we might find, and who else might be responsible. If you are not prepared⁠—”

“We are,” I said when Waleith was quiet.

Garridan nodded. “Good. We go.”

We reached a place near the far shoreline. Up ahead, lights of another village, another clan settlement, caught my attention. There was a ship in the harbor. This one was twin-masted and sleek, but nothing like any ships in the harbor at Busal City. So if they were trading here, it was not tied to what was happening in Busal City.

There was no movement. The people here were incapacitated.

Out in the bay, I saw another ship.

No. More than just one ship. Several.

Each of the ships was painted with aelith powder.

Was it not destructive?

“What is the connection?” I muttered.

“What was that?” Waleith asked.

“The ships. They have aelith powder on them. But there’s nothing else that ties them together. I was looking for a connection, but I don’t see one. I had thought…” It was hard to admit that I had thought that coming here would give me a chance to make a connection to who was responsible, but from what we’d seen here, there was nothing consistent.

Maybe several merchants had learned about the powder and were all making the same trade. That seemed to be unlikely.

We crept forward, no one speaking.

At one point, I paused, looking over the village. The fire crackled, but there was an emptiness to it, something that struck me as odd. I had seen this use of power when the horse lords had attacked before, but I found it incredibly odd now to come across an entire village, an entire clan of people, completely incapacitated.

“How long will it last?” I asked Garridan.

“Until the effect of the powder is completely neutralized. Considering how much of it they have on themselves, it will take some time. And I have made certain to neutralize their stores of the powder as well.”

“Isn’t that going to lead to more fighting between the clans?” I asked.

“Does that matter to us?” Waleith asked, increasingly irritated.

“It does,” I said. “Because we don’t want to leave the situation here worse than it needs to be.”

That wasn’t the only reason, though I suspected that I didn’t need to tell Waleith any more. He must already know.

“I have also taken their fabrications and destroyed them. It is a simple matter when you know the technique involved in the creation.” Garridan looked at Waleith. “So they will be empty-handed. There should be no fighting, as this clan has been weakened. Their numbers were already fewer than the breakaway clan, so it is unlikely they will try to attack.”

“What do you intend for us to do, then?” Waleith asked.

“I intend for us, well, you to identify the one responsible. As you can see, there is movement in the harbor.”

He pointed.

He was right. There were three small dinghies moving in. At first I wondered whether it was our captain coming into shore, and if so, whether he was somehow responsible for this. But the shape of the vessel was wrong.

And there was another ship moving within the harbor. I recognized it. It was the smuggling ship that I had seen in Busal City.

“So many,” I said.

“I suspect they wanted to make sure that each had an opportunity to trade. Unfortunately—for them—we have neutralized most of what they have come looking for.”

“And how do the horse lords feel about that?” Waleith asked.

“The powder was already contaminated. They wouldn’t have been able to utilize it, anyway, so there is nothing to be concerned about.”

“Let’s get going,” I said. “They’re expecting somebody to meet them, right?”

Waleith looked at me.

“Well, I’m going to be there.”

“I doubt that is going to be effective.”

“Do you have a better plan?”

I hurried after Garridan, and we reached the shoreline. The three dinghies, along with the other ship, were nearing shore. The dinghies were moving in quickly. I looked over at Waleith and debated the wisdom of his presence. “I don’t know if you should be here,” I said. “Especially if there are some who will recognize you.”

“You think they will recognize me?”

“I don’t know. But they won’t recognize me.”

Garridan looked at Waleith. “He’s not wrong.”

Waleith looked irritated, and he held my gaze for just a moment.

“You can trust me,” I said. “I can do this.”

He looked like he wanted to argue, but when he didn’t, I nodded.

He slipped away and disappeared into the shadows.

I moved farther along the shoreline and followed Garridan as we got closer to the shore.

“What’s the plan here?”

“You are looking to see who is responsible, isn’t that right?”

I nodded.

“So your plan is to see who is involved, and then use that.”

“We need the fabrications,” I said. “We need to make sure that we get all of them, so that we can destroy them all. And then⁠—”

“Agreed,” he said. “But I would also encourage you to be ready to deal with any sort of threat that might arise.”

“How so?”

“You are a horse lord.” He smiled. “I imagine that you will find a strategy.”

It wasn’t long before another small dinghy was lowered from the smuggling vessel and rowed into shore with the other three. I stood feeling a little uncertain. I wasn’t dressed like the horse lords, but in the darkness of night, maybe that wouldn’t matter. I had their stature, which could be to my benefit.

If only I had thought to bring Hodanna. Or others.

“I don’t have their accent,” I muttered to Garridan, moving my pin to the inside of my jacket.

“They won’t recognize it. Just use any affectation that you can.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but what choice did I have now?

All four dinghies reached the shore at about the same time. A total of a dozen men climbed out, each of them hurrying forward, reminding me of the councilors trying to push into the palace all at the same time.

They looked me up and down. Then they flicked their gazes to Garridan.

“Where is Krogan?” This came from a dark-haired man with a long scar over one cheek.

“Dead,” I said. “You deal with me.” I forced an accent and wasn’t sure if it was working.

Two of the men shared a look.

“Or not. I don’t care.”

I had started to turn when somebody called out. “No. We can continue our discussion.”

I turned back. “Terms are not agreeable.”

“What? The terms are the terms,” the nearest of the men said.

“If you don’t want to trade with him, we will certainly offer you more,” another said.

“We have an entire shipload of the devices.”

“You aren’t the only one,” another one said.

“But we are willing to bring them in.”

“Enough,” I said, trying to sound gruff, angry, and it was easy enough to do, because I did feel that way.

They were bringing fabrications here so that one clan could attack the other. They were trading for aelith powder. And…

And none of these people looked as if they were in charge.

Stopping them would do little.

“Bring to shore. Then we talk.”

I turned, and I heard somebody calling after me, but I ignored it.

Garridan strode along behind me.

“Did it work?” I asked.

“Well, they are talking among themselves, so you at least have their attention. I think the question will be whether they are going to do what you ordered. The options are limited. They made their way out here, so it is likely that they will push the issue.”

“None of them look like they are from Busal City,” I said.

“That was a concern,” Garridan said.

“And I’m not so sure what to do about that.”

“You make the trade. We follow the powder, and we deal with it.”

“I…”

Maybe he was right. I wanted to follow the powder, didn’t I? That was the purpose of this mission. We could figure out where it was going.

“They are getting back in the dinghies,” Garridan said.

“Good,” I said.

I reached a small hillside, and there I paused and turned to look behind me. I didn’t see anything else, and I certainly didn’t see anybody moving. I could still feel the energy around us, as it was building from the fabrications that Garridan had placed. I was hopeful that it would last long enough. We certainly didn’t need to get into a fight.

“How much longer do you think the fabrications are going to hold?” I asked.

“A little longer,” he said. “But perhaps not much.”

I nodded. “Then we’d better be ready.”

I stood in place as the dinghies went back out, and then a dozen more came back in. They were loaded with fabrications. There were fewer people this time, one per dinghy, essentially, and they hurriedly began to unload the fabrications on the shoreline.

I looked over at Garridan. “What do we do?”

“We trade,” he said with a smile. “The powder has been neutralized. So offer it as they would expect.”

“And it won’t do anything?”

“Test it yourself.”

He brought me to an enormous trunk of powder. It was decorated with a series of markings that reminded me of fabricator marks, and yet there was a strange energy coming from the trunk that was not quite fabrication. I pulled it open and looked inside. The powder reflected the moonlight, but there was no sense of energy coming from it. It was, as Garridan had said, neutral.

“All right,” I said. “Now what?”

“Now we trade.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Ireally wasn’t sure what Garridan intended, but I felt this was right. I moved forward, watching the dinghies as they moved away, and getting ready for the plan.

I stood there on the shore, and I studied the ships out in the harbor. There were three of them. If I were a sailor, they might be familiar to me. But I couldn’t help but wonder if I might be able to identify something on the ships, especially if they were to make it back to Busal City. That was what this was all about, after all, having an opportunity to figure out whether there was going to be any way to track this back, to see who was responsible for everything that had been happening in Busal City.

Waleith remained quiet.

I turned back to him, and when I approached, I saw frustration in his eyes.

“You don’t like this plan,” I said.

“I don’t like any plan that involves relying upon somebody else,” he said. “Especially because they are talking about transporting powder. You are relying upon Garridan having truly neutralized it.”

He wasn’t wrong. That was, in fact, part of the plan, but I wasn’t even entirely convinced that Garridan had managed to neutralize it all.

I needed to test it.

I hurried over to the trunk of aelith powder and flipped it open. I scooped out some of the powder in my hand and focused on it. It was a simple matter, because I had become so attuned to this powder. I should recognize some of the energy within it, but there was an emptiness to it.

“I don’t feel anything,” I said. “So if there is anything here, it is either faded or gone entirely.”

“You don’t know that,” Waleith said. “We don’t know anything about aelith powder, and we certainly don’t know if the clans can alter it. You already know that the powder is unusual. I’m just saying that we need to ensure that everything is protected. This is our job, Zaren.”

That was his issue, I realized.

It was less about the powder and more about what he viewed as our responsibility, and probably what he viewed as my neglecting our responsibility.

“I will make sure that none of the powder actually gets on those boats.”

“Good.”

“And I will do one better. I will also make sure that any of those fabrications are destroyed so they cannot cause a problem.”

“Even better,” he said.

“Is there anything else I need to do?”

“No,” he said. “At least, not unless we have an issue with this breakaway clan.”

I looked behind us.

Most of them were resting. Or at least, they seemed to be resting. I was hopeful that the effect of the fabrications would hold a little longer, because I didn’t know how long we had.

I approached the shoreline and waited until the dinghies began to pile fabrications onto the shore.

There were hundreds of them. Each dinghy had more than I had found—and neutralized—in Busal City in all the time that I had been there. I wondered what Master Matherin would say if he were to know about all of these.

I could easily imagine his response.

He’d probably make some comment about how most of these were not very potent, and in fact, as I focused on the nearest of them, I realized that he would probably have been right. The nearest fabrications were all minor and mild. I didn’t feel anything specific about them, though I also didn’t have enough control over this particular part of my ability to do so. I suspected that if I’d had more time to hone my skills, I might have picked up on more.

Waleith waited behind me, and at this point, considering his hesitation, I suspected that was probably for the best, because I didn’t want to involve him any more than I needed to.

The nearest of the men pointed to the pile of fabrications.

I noticed the sword sheathed at his side. I hadn’t paid any attention to that before. And I smiled to myself. If it came down to a sword fight, I doubted that I’d have much difficulty.

The hard part here, however, was that I doubted it would be a simple sword fight.

It would have something to do with magic.

I could do something about that, however. If he had power, I could use my innate resistance to handle it.

“We brought the items that we claimed we would. Most of these are protective, though there are quite a few that have various attack abilities.” He shrugged. “You have to play around with them.”

“Play?” I asked.

I was curious about how this trade had gone before, and whether I could keep convincing him that I was who I claimed I was.

“Right,” he said. “These can be reused. That’s the beauty of them, and the beauty of the power that is bound within them. You can play around, see what you need from them, and have your way with that little skirmish that you’re dealing with.”

“Were they difficult for you to gather?” I asked.

“Not too bad,” he said.

“Then you can bring more next time.”

He was quiet.

I frowned, turning to another man. He was just finishing unloading his own dinghy.

There were more fabrications. All of them had a very mild energy to them.

And then the third dinghy was being unloaded, and much like the last load, they had the same, very mild fabrication energy radiating from them. That surprised me, as I had expected them to have a bit more potency, especially considering the type of fabrications that we had faced when we had battled with the horse lords that had gathered their own fabrications and had used them to try to attack the breakaway clan.

Something wasn’t quite right.

“Where is the powder?” one of the men said.

“Come,” I said.

I marched them over to the trunk.

And then I backed away.

The three men looked at each other and then looked past me.

Only then did they seem to recognize that something was amiss.

“What is going on with your people?”

“Zaren,” Garridan hissed. I hadn’t even seen him, but he appeared out of the darkness. “Deal with them.”

“Deal with us?” This was the taller man, and he had a sword suddenly in hand.

And I felt a strange rippling wave of power coming from him.

I knew what I needed to do. I drew my blade, and I immediately focused on the power in it and pushed through it.

There was resistance, but I had become accustomed to it, and having dealt with it as often as I had, I used it, overwhelming it.

I had to shatter the power that I was feeling here. It was considerable, but the more I pushed, the easier it was for me to find that energy and figure out how to do so. I had enough time, and I disrupted whatever magic the swordsman had access to, whatever power he was attempting to use on me.

I reached him only a moment later.

I’d like to think that he hadn’t anticipated that I could do that, and yet he hesitated for just a moment before bringing his blade up and darting toward me.

I grabbed him, twisted, and threw him to the ground.

It was brutal. There was a quick crack, and I didn’t know what broke, a leg or an arm, but he cried out.

I ignored his cry.

The other two men converged on me.

As they did, a strange energy was building.

It took me a moment to realize what it was, but it was the pressure that I had been feeling that was starting to change—the pressure that was coming from the fabrications that Garridan had used to suppress the horse lords here.

It was fading.

And the horse lords were awakening.

We had to work quickly.

One of the men struck me from behind.

He was strong. And I suspected that he had some sort of fabrication—or some other magical item—that allowed him to strike much harder than he would have been able to otherwise. I winced from the pain of the blow, turned, and slapped him. He went staggering away. I immediately shifted my focus to the other man and pushed on the resistance that I felt, radiating that through me, and through whatever item he had. It shattered. I was brutal, and quick and ruthless with it.

He ran at me as if he was still wielding some sort of magic, and when I punched him, he collapsed in a heap.

Garridan was standing over the man that I had slapped, holding a bloody knife.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t think this is the primary target,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that you have to have sensed fabrications.”

“I sense something,” I said.

I could feel them. And I was aware of just how weak they were.

“That’s what you mean,” I said. “They aren’t very potent.”

He shook his head. “No. They are not potent. And you were probably aware of how powerful some of the other fabrications were.”

“I was.”

I looked at the pile of fabrications that had been heaped up on the beach. So many minor fabrications.

This was all a plan?

“So they wanted to bring the fabrications here for what purpose?” I asked.

“I think they were hoping that the horse lords wouldn’t recognize just how weak they were.”

“And they were hoping to trade for a vast quantity of the powder,” I said.

“I believe so.”

“But…”

I looked up.

The ships were gone.

“Where did they go?”

“Where did they…” Garridan frowned as he looked out to sea, and then he let out a frustrated groan. “This is a problem.”

“Why?”

“Because this is not the only place that they can find aelith powder.”

And with that, I suddenly understood what he was getting at.

I raced toward Waleith. He was standing back with his body turned so that he could look at the fabrications. I examined the fallen sailors, and it was clear that they were dead. One of them had a small gold piece with a strange mark that I pocketed.

“We need to go back to Hodanna’s camp.”

“Why?”

I filled him in on what we had found, and Waleith looked over at Garridan.

“You knew this was going to happen?”

“If I had known, I would have done things differently. I’ve already dealt with the worst of those fabrications, and for the most part, they are insignificant. They can stay here intact, as they are unlikely to cause a problem for you, or for anybody who might use one of them. But I am, however, concerned about the powder that Hodanna’s clan has.”

And that wasn’t all.

He was concerned about the ships.

We ran.

We had reached a hillside when I began to feel a strange buildup of pressure and power. The fabrications that Garridan had set had collapsed.

I could feel the sudden change. Now we would be chased.

“How long do you think we have?” I asked Garridan.

“Not long,” he said. “They will be weakened, but I don’t know how long it’ll take them to realize what’s going on. I suspect they will see the pile of fabrications on the shore and will recognize that something is wrong with the powder.” He frowned. “I need to return.”

“What?”

“They cannot find the powder. They need to believe they were betrayed.” He smiled, and there was a tightness to it. “This may be good. If they feel they were betrayed, they will be less likely to trade again.”

“So you want us to do what?”

“I want you to do what you were going to do. Stop what they intend with this powder.”

At this point, I didn’t even know if we could do anything. It felt like there was too much happening here.

It was a little confusing.

I ran back toward Hodanna’s camp, and Waleith followed me. And as I ran, I continued to probe, testing for any sort of resistance out there—anything that might be dangerous for us.

We nearly crashed into galloping horses coming in our direction.

I paused, looking up.

I recognized the man. I didn’t have his name, but he was one of the horse lord warriors we’d met. In fact, Hodanna was the only person who had given us her name.

“We need to get back to your camp,” I said. “I think that they might be heading your way.”

“Who might be?”

“Those who came here to trade,” I said. “They were trying to betray the other clan.”

“And what?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

The man waved, and I hopped up behind him on the saddle.

And Waleith did the same.

We rode onward.

We went quickly, and I found myself aware of a strangeness.

Power. Pressure. It was potent.

Fabrications.

And then I felt one explode.

It was distant enough, but the power within it was considerable.

“Garridan should’ve left the protections,” I muttered.

I found Waleith looking at me. There was a look in his eyes I couldn’t quite read, but I had a strong suspicion as to what he was thinking. He didn’t trust Garridan.

What if he was right? What if we should not have trusted Garridan?

What did we really know about him? Everything that we had heard, I had taken on faith.

By the time we reached the camp, there had been two more explosions.

We reached a small hillside looking down upon the camp. There were no fires. Just the steady popping of the energy that had come from the fabrications. And when it faded, there was a different sort of sensation, but I couldn’t even tell what it was.

But I suspected.

It was already too late.

We slowed.

I jumped off and raced into the heart of the camp. I found Hodanna at the campfire.

She frowned as I ran toward her.

“Your powder,” I said. “Where do you keep your stores of it?”

“It is safe. You must not worry.”

“Where?”

She flicked her gaze to where Waleith came striding up to join me. The other horse lords had looped out and around, and the larger man bowed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “We overlooked something.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“There has been an incursion.”

I didn’t need to have her, or him, tell me what the incursion meant. I had my suspicions. We had been distracted. Redirected.

The powder that had been at the other camp might not even have been real powder.

It had been inactivated. Or at least, it had seemed inactivated.

And now…

Now it was gone.

“I saw the ships. We can follow them,” I said, looking over at Waleith.

“That doesn’t matter. And it may be too late. They have the powder.”

“We will find more,” Hodanna said. “We always find more.”

I found Waleith looking at her, darkness gleaming in his eyes. That wasn’t his concern. To be honest, it really wasn’t mine, either, though maybe a part of me felt a bit of regret that they had lost their sacred powder.

Rather, Waleith was irritated with me. I had been too trusting of Garridan.

We had been used. That was the hardest part of all.

It was strange, though. I didn’t feel like he was using us.

But…

“What do we do?” I asked Waleith.

“We return.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


The return to Busal City did not take long.

I didn’t know if it was a matter of having truly favorable waters, as the captain claimed, but it seemed we were traveling easily. I wasn’t sure what to make of Garridan betraying—or using—us, but I suspected that there wasn’t much that we could do. The Guild now had the powder.

I had no knowledge of the Guild, but now I felt it was something that I needed to understand.

Waleith had been quiet, and there had been an edge to him ever since he had uncovered what the minstrel had been involved in.

“We still don’t have any answers about who was responsible,” I said as Busal City came into view. “We know that it is tied to the fabrications, but nothing more than that.”

“You said that you remained convinced that one of the councilors was involved.”

I had filled Waleith in on what I had dealt with when it came to Telling, but I still wasn’t completely convinced that he was a part of it. His dealings in various aspects of city business made it entirely possible that Telling was intimately involved in the fabrication trades, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about challenging a councilor.

“How will the Queen handle my questioning her councilors?”

Waleith looked at me. “The Queen would ask you to do your job. Whatever role that takes. Seven Souls, you went all the way out to the Isle of Erantor just to find out who might be responsible for trading in this aelith powder.”

“And didn’t find anything,” I said.

“No, but that doesn’t mean that you won’t find something. Do you feel you are closer to an answer?”

What I felt about that, I didn’t say. I now had other questions, but they were more personal questions, questions that left me thinking about what I was.

“I feel that if the powder is tied to the fabrications…”

Then I now had to approach the fabrication question.

I had been so focused on understanding aelith powder and who might be transporting it that I had not been paying as much attention to the fabrications.

I might have to question Dara.

I didn’t like that.

I had wanted, hoped, to keep that part of myself separate. I had wanted to avoid putting myself into a situation where I was going to have to be the Queen’s Blade with Dara, but then again, could I ever not be? That was who I was.

Hodanna had questioned whether I had a place. And though I wasn’t sure that Busal City was my place, increasingly I was feeling that using my ability, and serving as a Blade, was where I was supposed to be.

It was strange.

I had always been a bit restless, but understanding the reason behind my restlessness did make me feel a little bit better. And it was having somebody like Dara in my life that made me feel a sense of home.

Questioning her would take that away.

I knew it. And yet there was no doubt that it was what I needed to do. It was just that it would be difficult.

“I know where I could go to ask additional questions,” I said. “What about you?”

“I won’t be staying in the city,” Waleith said. “My investigations will carry me elsewhere. Eventually, I will return, as I will need to, but I am determined to find the one responsible for the destruction of the training compound.”

“Is that the most important thing to do?”

He gripped the railing. I could see the tension in his shoulders as he looked off to the city. “There were people there that I cared about,” he said, his voice quiet, but there was a real hardness to it. “And an attack like that was a direct attack on the Queen. She approves of this task, Zaren.”

I knew that she did. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have permitted Waleith to leave, but I also felt the attack was over, and how much was he going to find?

Then again, I didn’t have the same affinity for the training compound as he did.

I thought about the other Blade in Busal City and wondered what she might make of all this, and yet I didn’t know her well enough.

“How long will you stay in the city?” I asked.

“Not long,” Waleith said. “If you would like my support in dealing with the council⁠—”

“I think I’m going to need to do that myself,” I said. “For me to have the authority I need in the city, I need to ensure that I am the one doing this.”

Waleith nodded. “I agree.”

“And besides, I wouldn’t want to hold you up in whatever preparations you need to make.”

“I appreciate that, though I wouldn’t call it holding me up,” he said. “Merely delaying.”

“It sounds like the same,” I said.

He chuckled.

It didn’t take long to reach the shore, and once there, I disembarked, thanking the captain, and then spoke to Waleith for a few moments.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be out of the city,” he said. “But I will send word periodically. You did well with this investigation.”

“I don’t feel I have quite gotten a handle on it.”

“You have. You have to trust yourself. The answer is there.”

“Perhaps,” I said. It felt like there was some part of all of this that was not working the way that I had thought. And at this point, I simply didn’t know what that was.

We went our separate ways through the streets. I hadn’t gone very far before I saw a familiar face.

Jos came toward me. I wasn’t very far from the warehouse district. He seemed to realize I was coming from the docks—and possibly that I was coming from a ship. He flicked his gaze around the street before he made his way over to me. “Blade? Where were you?”

“I told you that there was something that I needed to deal with,” I said. “I was dealing with it.”

“You left.”

“The city was fine. We had you, Byron, and the other Investigators,” I said. There were only about five others, and I didn’t know them very well, something else that I was going to have to change. “And I had spoken to both you and Byron before I left. Have you uncovered anything?”

“Not really. Just that there have been even more fabrications moving through the city. We’ve been trying to dispose of them as often as we can, and sending them to the palace, like you instructed, but some of them have been powerful. Different. We aren’t even sure what they are. And that’s not all.”

“What else?”

I half expected him to say there had been another attack, but I hadn’t seen anything. At least, nothing obvious. And if there had been an attack, I would have expected Jos to lead with that rather than the fabrications.

“It’s not just fabrications any longer. There was one item that was stopped outside the city. We were summoned to deal with it.”

“Summoned by who?”

“That’s the strange thing.”

When he told me, I shook my head.

“Thank you. I’m going to check on a few things, but make sure that all fabrications get to the palace.”

Jos nodded.

“You did well.”

He smiled. “Thank you. That’s what we’re trying to do. You want to see the fabrications?”

I supposed that I needed to.

“Briefly,” I said. “I have other things that I need to do now that I’m back.”

We headed over to the warehouse, and once inside, there was no real energy. It wasn’t until we went to the back room that I picked up on a distinct sense of fabrications. I flipped open the trunk in the center of the room. Most of them were simple, though a few were more complicated. There were certainly quite a few more than there had been the last time I had been here. And as my gaze skimmed across them, I froze. There was one that I recognized. I pulled it out and held it up.

“That one is really interesting,” Jos said. “It doesn’t seem to have all that much potency to it, at least not at first, but it’s got this interesting reflective pattern to it, doesn’t it?”

I clenched my jaw, slipping the sculpture into my pocket. “It really does. Get these to the palace. All of them. And send word to Master Matherin that I want them dealt with. I’m going to check on a few things, but I will let you know if I find anything.”

Jos nodded, practically saluting, which elicited a smile from me, though I wasn’t sure if he realized what he was doing, and then I headed out of the warehouse.

I looked all around me. My natural ability to detect magic, and understand the power of fabrications, had certainly changed in the time that I had been away, but at this point, I wasn’t even sure it would make much of a difference. The Investigators would send the fabrications to the palace, where Master Matherin would deal with them. I didn’t necessarily have to get involved.

At least, not until I had a better answer.

It was time to do the hard thing, the thing that I didn’t want to do. I had been avoiding it, but I didn’t think that it was wise for me to continue doing so, as I truly needed to deal with this issue.

My issue.

So I knew where I was going to have to go first. And under other circumstances, I would have been excited. But the prospect of this task left me with a strange sort of unease.

By the time I got to Dara’s shop, I could feel some fabricator energy. Having traveled with Waleith and been around so many fabrications, I was far more attuned to that particular energy now. I wondered if that was a good thing, or if it would end up posing a challenge for me.

I hesitated, testing what I could detect. There was just a hint of power, and it tingled, leaving my skin awash with that energy. It was a familiar sensation, one that under other circumstances might be comforting to me, but in this case, and given what I was dealing with, it couldn’t be. Maybe it never could be.

I stepped inside the shop.

I took a deep breath and then hurried over to the counter, where I saw Dara seated, hands on one of her sculptures, running her fingers along it. There was a strange buildup of energy from her, and it faltered the moment that I came in. The sculpture seemed to ripple as whatever power she was putting into it faded.

“You don’t have to stop on my account,” I said. I flashed a smile, but I knew that it wasn’t very comforting.

“Zaren,” she said. “You are back. It’s good to see you. Or should it be?” She flicked her gaze past me, toward the door behind me, before turning her attention back. “I’m not even sure anymore.”

“It’s good to see you.”

“You have that intensity to your gaze.”

“Do I?”

“You get that from time to time. I haven’t seen it in a while, though. So not here to just see me, are you?”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I wish that it were so simple.”

“But it’s not, is it?”

“No,” I said. “I know that Rianal is a fabricator.” I let the words linger, and they hung there for just a moment. “I don’t know what sort of potency he has, or if there is any real potency to what he can do, but I do know that he has been involved in making quite a few fabrications lately.” I looked at the sculpture that she was making. “As have you.”

Dara sat quietly for a moment. “What happens now?”

“I just need information,” I said.

“So I’m to be your informant?”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“Actually, it is what you are saying. You want me to answer questions about the fabrications that Rianal has been making, and that I have been helping with. I get it. You’re the Queen’s Blade, and what we are doing isn’t necessarily legal in the city. But you do realize that in other places, it’s not forbidden. And what we do isn’t dangerous.”

I inhaled deeply. She wasn’t wrong. That was what made this even more difficult. She wasn’t wrong.

But I knew how the fabrications had been used. Some of them had paid off the horse lords. Others had been made more potent with aelith powder. Both were dangerous.

“I know,” I said. “And I hate that I have to come here and question you.”

“Do you hate it? You hate it so much that you still did it?”

“I wouldn’t be true to myself if I hadn’t.”

Dara snorted, and there was real irritation in her gaze when she looked at me. It was painful to see, as I was accustomed to seeing warmth in her eyes, and that warmth had faded. It wasn’t gone altogether, which made it even more painful.

“If you truly hated it, you could do something else. You could be something else.”

That had been my struggle, especially after going on this journey. I could be something else. That was what Hodanna had made a point of telling me, wanting me to know that I could join the people on the Isle of Erantor, but that wasn’t my home. At least, that was what I was telling myself.

And as strange as it was, Hodanna was right. There was a different sense on the isle. Perhaps there was a lack of pressure, much like she had claimed others felt. And yet I wasn’t entirely sure that a lack of pressure was a good thing. Pressure hardened people. And at this point, didn’t I need to have a little hardening, so that I could know my purpose?

I had to find my purpose.

And serving in Busal City, serving the Queen, gave me that opportunity. It allowed me a chance to be… well, it allowed me a chance to be what I wanted to be. I had wanted to serve the Queen.

And so how could I not?

“I need to know about the fabrications,” I said. “I need to know if they are dangerous, and though I know that you’re telling me they are not, I am concerned about what has been happening in Busal City. There have been dangerous fabrications coming through the city. Maybe not all tied to you, but enough are.”

Dara frowned. “What do you mean?”

I pulled out the fabrication that I had found in the Investigators’ warehouse and set it on the counter. Her gaze drifted to it, and her eyes widened slightly.

“Did you know that it was going to be used?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“What does it do?”

“It’s supposed to be just a protective fabrication.”

“Supposed to be?”

She nodded.

“Do you know what it’s painted with?”

Dara frowned and then leaned close before shaking her head. “I didn’t do this.”

“There’s a dangerous powder on it. It’s making these more potent. I don’t know what the intent is behind all of this, but I can’t help but feel the combination is significant. And until we know, I…” What was I going to say? That I wanted her help? No. I doubted that she would offer me any help. That look in her eyes told me so. “I just need to know who’s hiring you.”

“Rianal never says,” she said. “But there is this.”

Dara reached under the counter, pulled out a metallic box, and flipped it open. She held out one coin to me. “This is how he has been paid.”

I took the coin. It was gold, with a strange sigil stamped on it. I slipped the coin into my pocket. Dara frowned at me.

“I’m keeping this,” I said. “And this fabrication. And…”

“And?”

“And I don’t know,” I said.

She nodded. “I don’t know, either.”

We looked at each other for a moment, holding each other’s gaze, and I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to do. I just didn’t know.

I turned away and left her shop, wondering if I had just destroyed any chance of a relationship with her.


Chapter Thirty


Iheaded off, and it wasn’t long before I felt somebody following me. I waited, unable to shake the sensation, and it left me uneasy, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. Whoever it was had a magical item with them. Not a dangerous one, a minor fabrication.

And at the thought of a minor fabrication, I thought again about Dara, and about who else was involved. I didn’t know how to piece it all together, nor did I know whether I would be able to prove anything.

I paused, waiting for the pursuer to catch up to me.

And then I started to shake my head.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me that you have nothing to do with all of this,” I said as Telling approached.

He shrugged. “Depends upon what you’re after. I have been looking into that pottery of yours. It is quite valuable.”

“Quite,” I said. “But I believe I was the one who told you that.”

“And it does make me wonder if perhaps I should be looking into a different line of work. Why can’t I become a collector of such items?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Why can’t you?”

Telling grinned at me. “I found something else,” he went on. “It was making its way into Busal City. I generally have my ears open to items that are coming into the city, and in this case, given what you said, I felt there was a reason to be especially focused on imports.”

“You are the reason the Investigators got called out.”

He tipped his head. “Very good. Maybe you are a little more clever than I gave you credit for.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Oh, you don’t need to be like that, Zaren. I just figured that I was going to have to tell you what I did, so that you were aware of how I offered my services to the Queen. And I imagine that you will get word to the Queen that I did offer my services.”

“That’s what this is about?”

“Somewhat,” he said. “But it’s mostly about the pottery.”

“And what have you found?”

“It was difficult to identify anything. I tracked down the merchant that was bringing in a shipment of such pottery. A man by the name of Danzel, who has a reputation for taking in items of difficult value.”

“And who is not running a circus.”

He frowned at me. “A circus?”

“When I first saw him, he was transporting animals. It looked like a circus, but it obviously was not.”

Telling snorted. “What an interesting way to transfer items of value. I suppose it makes sense. You make the claim that you are doing one thing; you do another, and…”

“You sound like you have some experience with that.”

Telling shrugged. “Perhaps. But no. He is not running a circus. He is a merchant. And he does have a bit of a reputation.”

“So you found the rest of the ceramics?”

“Unfortunately, no. He had already reclaimed his cargo from the impound yard, though it was an easy matter to follow the documentation to him, and to where he then made the transaction.”

Following the documentation.

I suppressed a groan, as that was obviously something that I would have been able to do had I returned to the impound yard and spoken to the officious woman again. I had been irritated. Not just with losing the wagon and coming to learn about its value, but also by the sense that she had been susceptible to bribery. I still had quite a bit to learn about investigating.

“Don’t feel too bad,” Telling said, as if recognizing the direction of my thoughts. “You don’t have the resources that I do… yet.” He regarded me for a moment. “And you would not have been able to learn what I learned. There are certain people who will talk to me who would not talk to you. And in this case, I think that the information is helpful, but it is not entirely useful. The ceramics were traded, and then from there, I sort of lost track of them.”

“Do you know who was responsible?”

“I have a vague idea.”

“And will you share?”

“It depends. What are we talking about with these ceramics? Obviously, it’s not just about the pottery.”

“It is about something else. There was a material transported inside the jars that I have been tracking.”

“That you have been tracking?” He arched a brow. “Which means that whatever was in those jars is dangerous?”

I shrugged. “I’m not so sure.”

“So you are sure.”

I held his gaze.

“I doubt that this person who made the transaction knew anything about that. They aren’t involved in anything that would draw the attention of the Queen’s Blade. They probably only knew that the jars were valuable. And I doubt they held them very long. I am going to find out, however.”

He meant Danzel, which meant another dead end.

This was getting frustrating.

I knew that somebody in Busal City was deeply involved in this affair, but who, and moreover, why?

“Tell me about what you are looking into,” Telling said, “and I will see if there’s anything that I can do to help you.”

He had helped this far, and so I knew better than to refuse the offer. Besides, couldn’t I use a little extra help?

“There was a dangerous powder inside the jars. It has some magical qualities, and then I found it painted on ships in the harbor.”

“Painted?”

“Yes. I don’t know if it was painted on the ships individually or dumped into the harbor, where it then coated the ships, but given the destructive nature of this powder, the only thought that I have is that it was designed to damage these ships.”

“Were any excluded?”

“There were some,” I said. “And I looked into that, or at least, the Investigators have looked into that, and there is no real lead there. The ships were not owned by a single entity.”

“Not that you know of,” Telling said. “But perhaps there is more to it.”

I shrugged. “Regardless, the powder is also being used on some fabrications that are being made in the city.” I pulled out the coin. “And the fabricators are getting paid with this.”

Telling took it, held it up to the light, and then he started to laugh.

“What?”

“You went through all of that to give me this?”

“Why?”

“Because I can tell you who is responsible for paying the fabricators.”

Everything inside me went cold. “Whoever is responsible has to have considerable wealth,” I said. “And I’ve been looking for somebody who can move items like the powder in and out of the city, somebody with considerable resources.”

“And in this case, you’d be right,” he said. “But if you want to blame somebody within the merchant guild, you would be wrong. And unfortunately—for me—I don’t have access to the kind of wealth that would be necessary. But there is one person who does.”

“Are you going to tell me, or are you going to make me beg for the answer?”

He started to laugh. “Far be it from me to ask the Queen’s Blade to beg for an answer. So I will just tell you. This coin is not necessarily distinct. But the marking on it is. And I do have to laugh.”

“Why?”

“Well, I’m guessing that it was arrogance that meant they were willing to use their own mark. Or perhaps they didn’t even think that it could be tracked. Of course, that would be assuming that the Investigators and the Blade were not working together. That may have been the case in the past.”

He wasn’t wrong. Had I not found the fabrication, I wouldn’t have known to go to Dara, and I wouldn’t have gotten the coin. That didn’t mean that I couldn’t have just gone and questioned all the fabricators throughout the city. That would have been time-consuming, and…

And perhaps that was the point. It would probably have been too time-consuming.

“So?”

“It’s Sivara.”

It took me a moment to piece that together. “The banking guild?”

Telling nodded. “That’s her mark. You don’t have to take my word for it. You can talk to anyone who knows such things. But that is her mark.”

Seven Souls.

It was a councilor.

And a powerful one, I suspected.

“Why do you seem to be so amused by this?” I asked Telling.

“Because I am. And you should be as well.”

“I’m mostly confused. What reason would she have to destroy the ships, assuming that was what she was after?”

“Profit,” he said. “The same thing that all guild heads are after. Profit.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You said that most of the ships in the harbor were targeted.”

I nodded. “It seemed like it. Not all, but most.”

“And when that failed, what happened?”

“Fabrications started moving through the city. They were painted with the same powder, which augmented the potency of the fabrications.”

“And have any of the fabrications reacted in any way?”

“No,” I said. “At least, not yet. They have been deactivated because the Investigators have been tracking them down.”

“And I wonder if she realized that they were not capable. Perhaps not. But that doesn’t change anything. Profit is the motive. And it is simple. Destroy ships, and the shipwrights need to borrow money to build. Destroy goods, and the merchants need to borrow money. Destroy part of the city, and shop owners need to borrow money. It all comes down to profit.”

“So this has nothing to do with attacking the Queen.”

Telling shrugged. “Perhaps,” he said. “But I doubt it would be attacking the Queen directly.”

“And it wouldn’t need to be directly,” I said, realizing that. My concern lingered about the possibility that something more dangerous was at play. Talina had alluded to it, and Waleith was certainly concerned about it, so I couldn’t dismiss it.

And while this seemed to be a localized attack, there was a real possibility that an attack like this would cause some instability within Busal City.

It would certainly make people second-guess the Queen’s ability to defend her people and her city.

I said as much to Telling, who nodded.

“I suppose it’s possible,” he said. “But you are implying that you think there is something much more at play here.”

“I think it’s worthwhile to consider that,” I said.

He started to laugh. “You really have been well trained by Waleith. More so than I realized.”

“I’m not sure if I should take that as a compliment.”

“Oh, I think so.” He stood back and looked at the coin for a moment before flipping it over to me. “What are you going to do about this?”

“I’m going to confirm what you said about Councilor Sivara, and then I’m going to have the constables bring her in.”

Telling clapped his hands together. “Oh, delightful. If you would be so kind as to tell me when, I would certainly love to observe this parade. Or maybe I should say this circus.” He grinned again.

I snorted. Maybe circus was the better word for it.

“I hope you have the trust of the constables to do what is needed,” Telling said. “Otherwise, I can imagine that there will be some bribery at play.”

“Why?”

“Because it is what I would do.”

“It’s a good thing that I know the captain of the constables quite well.”

He was quiet. “You really are going to be an interesting Blade, Zaren Joha. I will enjoy working with you.”

“As long as we are just working together, and you are not doing anything that requires my investigation.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’ll be the case. I am going to be happy to provide you information. Especially because I think it will benefit me.”

“It will?”

“Having Sivara removed will create a bit of instability, which I can profit from. It will take some time for the banking guild to get sorted out, and in that time, others can step in.” He shrugged. “I can offer competitive rates, and take over some aspects of the banking guild. Perhaps I can even work my way into the guild itself.” He grinned. “Or maybe I can just profit. So all that we care about.”

“I see. Well, I’m going to go and talk to the constables now. I’m going to confirm what you said, and if everything checks out, then I will be making arrangements to have the councilors brought in for questioning.”

He didn’t stop grinning.

“And you know, Telling, if you try anything, I will find out.”

“From others, I would call that an empty threat. But I think you mean it.” He tipped his head in a nod. “It was good seeing you again, Blade.”

He headed away, leaving me in the street.

And now I had to go and make arrangements to arrest a councilor.

Despite what Waleith had claimed, that I needed to do what was necessary, I couldn’t help but wonder what the Queen would say to that.


Chapter Thirty-One


Harent reacted about as well as I had anticipated. He had been somewhat quiet when I had explained what I was concerned about, had even confirmed that the sigil belonged to Sivara. Given how long Harent had served in the city, I shouldn’t be surprised that he had known that.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

“About what I’m doing or about what I need to do?”

“Oh, both. Are you sure that you want to take on the council? You are still quite new to the city.”

“You’re going to help me.”

He laughed. “I am, but this isn’t the kind of thing that’s going to bring heat to me. I will be acting on your authority, not my own.” He regarded me for a moment. “So if you don’t mind that, then we can do this.”

I felt like it needed to be done. When I told him that, he nodded.

“Good. It would be pretty easy for you to be tempted by somebody with that kind of power.”

It was interesting that he made a comment about that, especially because Telling had also made a comment about the constables being bribed.

Which was one more thing to keep in mind. Everyone was aware that others might be tempted by wealth.

“I just want to make sure that I’m doing what I need to be doing. That’s all.”

He nodded. “You want to do this?”

“Now.”

Harent let out a sigh, getting up from his seat in his cramped office, and then we went out into the station, where he gathered up his constables. It wasn’t long before he’d gathered a dozen or so people, and then he motioned for me to take the lead.

As we made our way through the streets, I was distinctly aware of people paying attention to us. It was a procession.

A circus.

I smiled at that, thinking about what Telling would say about it.

“I’m not sure how to find her home,” I said to Harent.

“Oh, I can guide you there, but where do we bring her?”

“You don’t want her at the station?”

“I don’t think that is going to be the wisest place to keep her. Then again, if you feel like I need to, you are the Queen’s Blade, so who am I to argue?”

I snorted.

We headed to another quiet street, one that reminded me quite a bit of Telling’s street, and we stopped at a massive mansion situated near the center. It was on a lot that was twice as wide as any around it, and the building situated behind the towering wall could only be described as a palace. I stood in front of the gate, my mouth a little dry, my heart hammering.

“Still sure about this?” Harent asked.

“Yes,” I said.

I rang the bell.

“It might be better if you stand off to the side,” I said. “You can be here if I need your help.”

“Or we can just break in,” he suggested with a smile.

“We don’t need to battle our way into her home.”

I did feel a little resistance. It felt like fabrications, and much like I had suspected, those fabrications were tied to the property here. It was a strange sensation.

An older woman greeted me at the gate. When I told her that I was here to visit with the councilor on behalf of the Queen, she nodded and then hurried away. This was already going better than it had with Telling.

“Are your people arranged around her home?” I asked.

“On the other street,” Harent said. “If it comes down to it, we are ready to do what we need to do. I don’t think she’s going to run. Somebody like this generally doesn’t think about that sort of thing. They don’t usually believe they need to.”

He wasn’t wrong.

The councilor followed her servant toward the gate.

I wondered what she would say. I wondered what she would offer. I wondered how I would react.

When she stepped toward me, she frowned. “May I help you?”

“I hope so. I don’t think we’ve had an opportunity to meet. My name is Zaren Joha, and I am the Queen’s Blade. Do you mind stepping out here so that we can talk?”

“If you’re here on the Queen’s business, then we can step into my home.” She waved a hand, and her servant pulled the gate open. That was good. I was glad that the gate was open and that I wasn’t going to have to fight my way in.

“It’s not going to be quite as simple as that,” I said.

Sivara frowned, turning back to me.

I held the coin out. “I believe this is yours.”

She flicked her gaze to the coin, her brow furrowed as her eyes narrowed, and then she looked up at me. Realization dawned on her in that moment. She reached for something in her pocket.

I couldn’t tell what it was, but I suspected that it was going to be some sort of fabrication. I tested for resistance and then pushed. It didn’t take me long to overpower the power of the fabrication that she was carrying.

And the constables were there. They grabbed her.

“What is this?” Sivara demanded.

“This is me bringing you to the Queen for questioning.”

“Do you have any idea who I am? Do you have any idea what I do?”

“I do,” I said.

“And do you have any idea what will happen to you when you are proved wrong?”

I shrugged. “No. But I’m not wrong.”

I motioned to Harent, who grabbed Sivara between him and Lijanna. I was glad he had brought Lijanna. I wanted somebody who I felt we could trust.

“Get word to the council,” Sivara said over her shoulder to her servant. “Tell them that the Queen has overreached.”

“You don’t need to send any word to Magnus Telling,” I said. “He’s already aware.”

We made our way along the street, and at one intersection, I saw Magnus Telling standing dressed in his traveling cloak, his satchel over his shoulder, and a broad grin sweeping across his face. The procession carried us toward the palace, and I motioned to Harent to guide Sivara toward the cells. Let her be imprisoned with Talina for a little while. I had no idea where the Queen would keep her, but that seemed reasonable to begin with.

As I stood in the entrance to the palace, Hobell approached. “This is most irregular,” he said.

“I know. I need to see the Queen.”

His nose wrinkled. “You should clean up before you see Her Majesty.”

“I’m not so sure that I have time to do so. This is a bit sensitive.”

He flicked his gaze to where the constables were guiding the councilor along the hall. “Most irregular,” he said, shaking his head.

“I’m aware,” I said. “But the Queen did instruct me to do what was necessary.”

“I will alert Her Majesty that you are here. You can find your way to the chamber?”

I nodded.

It was strange walking through the palace unaccompanied. But I headed to the Queen’s rooms, nodded to the guards, and I was allowed entry, which surprised me. There was no comment about whether I belonged here or not. I took a seat and waited.

When the door came open, I half expected Prince Dorian to appear. He did not. It was the Queen, dressed in her flowing royal-blue robes and regarding me for a moment.

“I understand that you have found something troubling.”

I supposed it shouldn’t surprise me that she already knew.

“Quite. I’m not entirely sure what Councilor Sivara intended, but she was using fabrications, and the aelith powder that she had traded with the horse lords for, which has its own dangerous potential.”

“And it can all be traced back to her?”

“Mostly,” I said.

She frowned. “Mostly may not be good enough.”

“I can track the money. That is good enough. And I can track who she hired. And I suspect that once we search her home”—the suggestion elicited a sharp look from the Queen—“we will find more evidence of her involvement. That is, assuming we can do it before her servants manage to cover things up. I do have the constables guarding her home, so that shouldn’t happen. And I will send word to the Investigators to assist.”

I left out anything about the Guild. That was more to look into, and without understanding what they were, I wasn’t sure that it made sense to raise that as an issue with the Queen.

“You are working with all of them?”

I nodded. “Yes. I am.”

“Good. In some ways, better than Waleith. Perhaps that’s why he has left again. He realizes that he doesn’t have the best approach. Or perhaps he has just decided that finding the one responsible for the training compound is more important to him.” The Queen let out a heavy sigh. “It is dangerous, though. Having somebody from the council involved. And somebody so high-ranking.”

“Could this be tied to something more?” I asked.

“You mean like what Waleith suggested?”

I nodded. “He thought there was something more at play.”

“I don’t know. It is unusual for a councilor to take such steps. Especially someone like Sivara. She is generally fearful of losing her status and wealth. The fact that she did anything suggests that either she has leveraged herself too far and needed money, or there is far more at stake here than I know. The good news is that you can keep digging. That is, if you will.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

“Very well. Now go and clean up.”

Hobell watched me as I headed out of the palace, and by the time I reached my small home, I was tired. Mostly I was exhausted from my travels, but there was still an element of fatigue from using my resistance. And I nearly overlooked a note attached to my door.

It had a wax seal on it, with my name written below it. I lifted it off the door and stared at it for a moment, not at all recognizing the imprint on the wax seal, but given the shape, that of two stringed instruments crossed at their necks, I had my suspicions.

The Guild had reached out to me. Garridan had already sent word. Somehow.

As my gaze skimmed over the note, I wondered whether to be impressed or irritated. The Guild had claimed the powder for their fabrications and to keep it from reaching Busal City—or others. And they would be in touch.

“Great,” I muttered.

It was one more thing to deal with, one more thing that I wasn’t sure how I would deal with. That was a concern for another time. For now, I would rest and recover.

The city—and the Queen—needed its Blade.
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Don’t miss the next book in The Queen’s Blade: The Anvil’s Mark.
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A deadly power upends everything a Blade knows. The Queen’s Blade saga continues.

Zaren, steadily forging alliances in the bustling Busal City, finds solace in his growing network, a stark contrast to the oversight of his mentor. This newfound stability, however, is short-lived.

The unearthing of a mysterious and arcane ritual on the city's fringes catapults Zaren into action, exposing gaps in his preparedness.

A series of sinister events, marked by an escalating number of casualties, propels Zaren into a quest for clarity. In his search, he leans on his allies for insights, but unexpectedly, it's his enemies who shed light on the true magnitude of what's at stake. The conspiracy he’s long feared stretches deeper than he has known.

And the Queen’s Blade may be all that stands before a deadly power threatening to consume the city.
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Don’t miss another series set in the same world featuring Garridan and the guild from The Guild’s Bard (and in the upcoming The Anvil’s Mark): Chords of Fate.
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We were called the Wayward. It was a derogatory term for some, but it was one we embraced. Most of us truly were Wayward.

Leo Surinar is a wanderer, traveling with his mother in the Wayward caravan in the only life he’s ever known, finding their own peace while parts of the world descend into war. When a traveling minstrel joins the caravan, everything begins to change.

As Leo learns the power of song, and begins to dream of a world beyond the caravan—one only the Academy can show him—he starts to think there might be more to the world than what he sees from the top of a wagon.

Until his mother’s illness forces him to make a difficult choice.

Leo soon learns about the world beyond the caravan, the power that can be imbued in song, and power even greater than the song. As he’s hunted by deadly guild assassins and runs from the fae, he must decide between returning to what he’s always known and the knowledge and magic of the Academy.

The Wayward Chronicles begins an epic journey as Leo searches for his place in the world, as he’s destined to become more than Wayward. He’s destined to become a part of the song itself.


Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading The Guild’s Bard. 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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www.dkholmberg.com

[image: Facebook icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: Amazon icon]


Series by D.K. Holmberg


The Wayward Chronicles Series

The Queen’s Blade

The Wayward Chronicles

The Executioner’s Song Series

The Executioner’s Song

Blade and Bone

The Chain Breaker Series

The Chain Breaker

The Dark Sorcerer

First of the Blade

The Dragon Rogues

The Storyweaver Saga

The Storyweaver Saga

The Dragonwalkers Series

The Dragonwalker

The Dragon Misfits

Elemental Warrior Series:

Elemental Academy

The Elemental Warrior

The Cloud Warrior Saga

The Endless War

The Dark Ability Series

The Shadow Accords

The Collector Chronicles

The Dark Ability

The Sighted Assassin

The Elder Stones Saga

The Lost Prophecy Series

The Teralin Sword

The Lost Prophecy

The Volatar Saga Series

The Volatar Saga

The Book of Maladies Series

The Book of Maladies

The Lost Garden Series

The Lost Garden

cover.jpeg
(HE QUEEN'S BLADE + BOOK 2

£

+ D.K. HOLMBERG





OEBPS/image_rsrc3RZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S2.jpg
D.K. HOLMBERG






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S1.jpg
THE QUEEN'S BLADE + BOOK 3

D.K. HOLMBERG





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3S5.jpg





