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      It seemed profoundly unfair that he would die a victim of falling rock.

      If Brandt was going to die, he wanted his death to be heroic. A death dealt by an elite Falari commander would be acceptable. He wanted a death where people would speak of his nobility and sacrifice, of the content of his character. Perhaps women who had never known him in life would weep for his passing, bemoaning the loss of a promising warrior taken before his time.

      If a falling rock killed him, his own squad, closer to him than blood, might pretend he never existed.

      As a stone twice the size of his fist hurtled down the cliff face toward him, he lamented that a betting man’s odds were on the falling rock.

      Brandt leaped to the side, his hands searching for a new hold, the deadly stone brushing his left arm on its way to the scree below. His hands caught a jagged protrusion and he swung wildly for a moment before planting his feet against the wall. Given the extent of the scree they had to pick their way through just to get here, falling rock wasn’t an uncommon occurrence on this cliff.

      “Sorry!” Ana called from above him.

      Brandt vowed not to climb directly below her anymore. He would rather find his own way up, even if it took longer.

      He looked up in time to see her scamper up another section of the wall with ease.

      Ana’s lightness put his to shame. It didn’t help that he was almost twice her size, but even if they had weighed the same, her skill far surpassed his, a fact she seemed eager to remind him of today. She paused on a ledge not much wider than her foot. From the way she stood on it, though, she could have been standing on a wide road in a perfectly flat field.

      Brandt looked down. They’d climbed several times his own height. If he fell, he didn’t think lightness would prevent an injury. From where Ana stood, a fall meant almost certain death.

      She was smiling. She enjoyed the challenge.

      “Do you see a trail?” he asked. The locals had said there was a trail. No one had known the exact location of the trailhead, though, and a full morning of searching hadn’t revealed it.

      Thus, the climb.

      “No,” Ana replied. “But I think I see the cave above. Maybe forty paces away, if you could walk up the cliff from where I stand.”

      Brandt muttered a curse. He had never minded heights in the past, but he’d never tried climbing a hundred paces up a vertical wall with a disturbing amount of loose stone, either. A hundred paces didn’t seem like much — on the ground he could cover that distance in a handful of heartbeats. On a vertical wall, a hundred paces might as well be the distance to another world.

      He took a deep breath and focused his internal energies, feeling gravity relax its relentless hold on his body. He planned his route, then pulled himself up the wall.

      Fortunately, though the wall was high, it offered plenty of hand and foot holds. He made himself as light as he could, using the holds to propel himself up. He was just about to lose focus when he reached Ana’s ledge.

      Brandt wobbled as his feet found purchase. He had forgotten down below that his feet were larger than hers. Where she could stand flat-footed, he had to balance on his toes.

      Ana steadied him and pointed. Less than a pace away the ledge was wider. Brandt side-stepped over and finally rested.

      From his higher vantage point, he saw the cave Ana had noticed. From below it appeared as a dark smudge on the cliff face. Unfortunately, her estimation of its distance looked accurate.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “It’s a good place to hide from the world.” She gave him a small shrug. “If I was thieving from the surrounding area, I’d consider it. It’s a little hard to reach, though.”

      Brandt thought the same. A good hideout balanced accessibility with safety. The cave above appeared incredibly safe, but he couldn’t imagine making this climb every day. Even a sure-footed gazelle like Ana ran a significant risk with this climb.

      Brandt ran his hands over the rock wall, searching for his next hold. His fingers passed over a well-defined edge, barely raised from the surface of the rock wall.

      He frowned. Nature rarely made use of straight lines. He motioned for Ana to approach, then pointed to his discovery.

      She came and ran her hand over the same section of stone. The difference was barely visible to the eye. If Brandt hadn’t been searching for a hold with his hands, he didn’t think he would have noticed it.

      “He’s got a stone affinity,” Ana said. “A strong one.”

      Brandt agreed, though he hated what that implied. This mission was supposed to be easy.

      She gave him a questioning glance. “Keep going?”

      Brandt looked up at the cave, then back down. The altered stone was evidence enough their bandit did indeed live in the cave above. No other explanation made sense. They could return tomorrow with the rest of their squad. Five against one sounded much better than two against one.

      But Brandt was pretty sure the bandit wasn’t home. If their suspect had a strong stone affinity, he would have come down and thrown them off the cliff face by now. They hadn’t exactly been sneaking up on the cave.

      Besides that, time was against them. The bandit had been striking more frequently. The local governor demanded results.

      And strong stone affinity or not, Brandt didn’t back down from a challenge.

      “Want to risk it?” he asked.

      “Against stone?” she paused, more reasoned than him. “Sure.”

      Brandt agreed. Even if the bandit wasn’t home, any information might help them predict his movements.

      They made themselves light and climbed the rest of the way.

      The cave was bigger than Brandt had envisioned. He’d expected a small space, possibly wide enough for some shelter and storage but little else. Instead, a deep darkness greeted him. The cave went well into the rock face.

      Fortunately, Brandt always came prepared to use fire. His small pack carried two small torches, and a moment later he had one of them lit with his own fire affinity. As always, he felt the warmth of the fire calling to him, a seductive, nearly irresistible song.

      He ignored it.

      All elements were dangerous.

      But fire put the others to shame.

      They stepped into the cave, Brandt leading the way with his flame.

      The darkness retreated before his torch, and he found the end of the cave in short order.

      There was no evidence of habitation.

      Brandt slowly spun around with the torch. They couldn’t have been misled.

      “Brandt.”

      He turned at the sound of fear in Ana’s voice. She stood next to a wide crack in the stone. He’d walked right past it without noticing. He stepped closer, thrusting the torch forward.

      He immediately took a step back. His legs felt weak.

      The crack wasn’t a crack, but a tight passage. The stone of the floor, ceiling, and walls was perfectly smooth.

      No hammer and chisel could make a hallway so perfect.

      But that level of affinity was impossible. The cost was too high.

      He heard nothing besides their quick breathing. The cave was empty, and any answers were through that passage. He refused to be cowed, even by a feat as impressive as this. He stepped forward.

      Ana put a hand on his arm. Their eyes met. After a moment, she nodded.

      Like the rest, she would follow his lead. He hadn’t let them down yet.

      Brandt went through first. The passage was narrow. He had to turn sideways, and even then either the backs of his shoulders or his chest scraped against the sides. Ana slid through easily.

      He wondered if the bandit was closer to Ana’s size than to his.

      He froze on the other side of the passage, his eyes locked on another impossible scene.

      The second chamber was several times larger than the first.

      It had been devastated. Rubble lay everywhere, broken boulders larger than his torso.

      Behind him, Ana pushed her way through. He stepped to the side to let her in. She froze beside him.

      “Oh.”

      She had a gift for understatement.

      Brandt stepped deeper into the second chamber. Ana started to follow, but he waved her back. The light from his torch didn’t fill the whole space. He wanted to make sure they were alone.

      After picking his way through some of the rubble, he found a flat spot where he didn’t have to worry about balance. He closed his eyes and listened to the song of the flame.

      Most didn’t understand that heat surrounded them, every moment of every day. Even the frigid air of winter contained plenty of heat. The air in this cave, cold and clammy against his bare arms, held more than enough.

      He pulled the heat from the air around him, felt the warmth of it as it flowed toward his torch.

      He opened his eyes. Held high above him, his torch blazed, several times brighter than it had before. Light reached every corner of the second chamber, if only for a couple of heartbeats. Brandt spun around quickly, just to ensure they were alone.

      He saw no one besides Ana.

      He released the flow of heat to his torch. He shivered. The air around him had become much colder. It would take a few minutes for the circulation of air to heat the space back to its normal temperature.

      Ana stepped closer to him, rubbing her arms to keep them warm. Together, they explored the cave.

      Ana focused on the rubble first. She examined a few of the boulders while Brandt swept some of the smaller debris aside with his foot. He frowned when he found a depression in the floor of the cave. It had been partially filled in with loose pebbles, but he could feel the bottom with his toe when he dug it in.

      He called to his partner. They stared at the depression.

      He shook his head. “Does that look like…?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s not possible, right?”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      The depression was an impact crater. Made by a fist or foot of someone with a stone affinity. Each of them had seen plenty.

      But it was too large by far.

      Even their masters at the academy would have been hard pressed to create one half as wide or deep.

      “A new weapon?” she asked.

      Brandt wished he knew.

      This wasn’t a bandit’s hideout. The man might be stealing from travelers on the road and hiding here, but this was something more. This was a training ground for an incredibly strong fighter. A place where his training wouldn’t be interrupted or discovered.

      They continued their exploration. The chamber was filled with damage that shouldn’t be possible. Mystery piled on mystery.

      As they neared the end of their search, a thought occurred to Brandt. Where was the fire?

      If a bandit lived here, he needed to cook his meals. He needed light to see. He needed fire.

      But there was no evidence of any. Brandt hadn’t seen any wood or ash. He hadn’t noticed any scorch marks from fire on stone. The realization hit him hard. “The bandit doesn’t live here.”

      A soft sound, like the scuffing of a shoe on stone, reached their ears. It came from the first chamber. Brandt quickly extinguished the torch.

      Had the bandit returned?

      With a nod, the two warriors snuck toward the narrow passage, preparing to ambush the man as soon as he came through.

      Brandt heard the sound of stone on stone before he saw anything. Whatever moved, it sounded large. His stomach twisted in knots when he identified it.

      The passage.

      Ana must have reached the conclusion about the same time he did. She sprinted ahead of him, light over the rocks. He followed, but lost ground with every step. Gods, but she was fast.

      She was in the passage when he got to the start of it. Sure enough, the narrow passage was closing. Brandt saw the flutter of a dark cloak on the other side of the passage, but his attention was captured by Ana.

      She wasn’t going to make it.

      The passage was going to close around her.

      An impossible death, trapped in stone forever.

      He reached in and found her hand. Too late, she realized her danger.

      He pulled with all his might.

      At the same time, she became light. He yanked her off her feet toward him, the two of them crashing down together as the passage sealed shut, as though it had never existed.
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      Alena yelped as her mother pulled the covers off her bed, exposing her to the crisp morning air. Her thin nightgown did little to trap her body’s heat.

      Even with her eyes closed, Alena knew her mother was shaking her head in disapproval. “You’ll be late.”

      Alena grasped for the covers, but her mother held them elusively out of reach. “There’s hot tea for you downstairs. Your brother might have left you some food, if you’re fortunate.”

      Alena groaned, but the soft embrace of drowsiness abandoned her. She rubbed at her eyes and pushed herself to sitting. Her mother kissed the top of her head, then left the room, her task complete.

      Alena looked longingly at her bed for a few moments before standing and reaching for her clothes. She dressed in the uniform of her academy, a simple blue tunic and dark pants. Dresses were an option, but she preferred the pockets and mobility of her current outfit.

      She walked down the stairs of their small home into the dining room, where her younger brother, Jace, ate everything in sight. Alena sat at the table and swiped the last piece of bread before Jace could devour it. He glared at her, but with his cheeks full of food, any chance at intimidation was lost.

      The bread was still warm, and Alena said a small prayer of thanks for her mother. Before marrying Dad, she had been the middle daughter of a baker’s family, and she still rose early to bake. Alena nibbled on the bread while sipping the cup of tea her mom had prepared.

      Breakfast ended too soon, but it was a small price to pay for the extra sleep.

      Jace sprinted out of the room to gather what supplies he needed for the day. Alena’s mom sat down at the table across from her. “You’re working this afternoon?”

      Alena nodded. “I shouldn’t be long. I just need to finish some of the bookkeeping for the month.”

      Mom beamed at her, and Alena quelled the now familiar shame in her stomach. “Do you think he’ll offer you a position?”

      Alena let out an exaggerated sigh. “I told you I would let you know. I’m not sure.”

      Mom raised her hands in mock surrender. “I know. It just sounds like your apprenticeship is going well. We’re both proud of you, you know.”

      “I know.”

      Before Alena could say more, Jace burst back into the room. “Let’s go! There’s supposed to be an instructor from the wolfblades today.”

      Mom gave Alena a knowing look. Jace dreamed of joining the elite military units with all the enthusiasm a fourteen-year-old scrawny boy who had never been in a street fight could. He didn’t have a chance, but it wasn’t their parents’ manner to crush hopeless dreams. Alena must have picked up the habit, because she said nothing either.

      After the customary goodbyes, the two left for the academy.

      Jace pestered Alena on the walk. “Did you know that the wolfblades are one of the original units commissioned by Emperor Anders I? They’ve been active as a unit for over two hundred years!”

      “I did not,” Alena replied drily. It didn’t matter how little enthusiasm she displayed. Jace would continue until they reached the academy. The best she could do was endure it.

      Fortunately, their journey to the academy was not a long one. When the squat, two-story structure came into view, Jace quieted. A group of about twenty students had gathered in the street outside.

      “What’s happening?” her brother asked.

      Alena shook her head. She recognized a few of the students. They were drawn to trouble the way Jace was to military history.

      Alena was about to pass them by when she caught a glimpse of a student in the middle of the circle. Ren cowered within, overshadowed by a young man who was several heads taller.

      She glanced toward the academy, but knew no help would come from that direction. On academy grounds, rules were absolute. On the street in front of the academy, the instructors couldn’t be bothered.

      Alena took a step toward the academy gates, then stopped. If it had been anyone but Ren she would have walked by.

      But Ren didn’t deserve his fates. Like most students, Ren was several years younger than Alena, but he was small, even for his age. He attracted tormentors of all stripes.

      “Go inside, Jace,” she commanded.

      Jace looked from her to the group. “Come on—”

      “Now!” she interrupted.

      He cursed at her, but obeyed. Jace thought he wanted to be like his older sister, but he didn’t have the stomach for trouble. Deep down, he enjoyed following the rules. He preferred order over chaos.

      Once he was safe on academy property, Alena shouldered her way into the crowd. She received several angry glares, until the students saw who it was. Then they made way for her.

      She reached the front of the crowd in time to see the stranger pick Ren up by the front of his tunic.

      Alena’s first glance revealed all she needed to know. The assailant was as old as her, which meant he, too, was on university track. Between that fact and the quality of his clothing, Alena could imagine his story well enough.

      As Ren struggled hopelessly to escape, Alena noticed the crest sewn onto the taller boy’s clothing. She made out what looked like a tree, but couldn’t catch the rest.

      A named family, then.

      She didn’t recognize the crest, which meant the family wasn’t from around here.

      So he was from a wealthy and influential family, and he picked on smaller students his first day of class.

      Alena didn’t think they’d be friends.

      But she couldn’t help but notice the full coin purse bulging in his front pants pocket.

      She stepped into the circle, drawing the new student’s attention.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Who are you?” she echoed.

      The new student tossed Ren to the side. Ren, never one to let an opportunity for escape pass, scrambled out of the circle. No one stopped him. A far more interesting spectacle was developing. Alena felt their attention focus on her. The crowd smelled blood, and no small number probably hoped it was hers.

      “I’m Niles.” The new student puffed out his chest, displaying his crest for all to see. He clearly expected everyone to recognize it.

      Alena shrugged, then turned away. Niles had let Ren go. There was no reason to linger.

      She heard his step, felt the pressure of the air change as he lunged toward her, his hand outstretched to stop her. She’d half-expected the move, half-hoped for it.

      Alena shifted her stance slightly. Niles missed her arm and stumbled beside her, their bodies colliding awkwardly. Her hand sneaked into his pocket at the moment of impact, then back into hers. Right in front of everyone, and no one noticed.

      Niles stumbled as he tripped against her, his face turning crimson. Once he found his balance, he turned on her. “I asked you a question!”

      Alena looked up at him, looking bored.

      Niles had some martial training. Enough that he believed he was unmatched in an academy fight. She imagined any students who could challenge him lost intentionally. Few interfered willingly with named families.

      The air pressure changed again. Alena noted it and turned aside as Niles threw a straight jab at her torso.

      She didn’t bother to hit him. She carried no weapon, and at best, her punches would annoy him. Far better to let him defeat himself.

      He passed her, off balance, and she again made for the edge of the circle.

      Niles rushed her, finally desperate enough to make a real mistake. He was expecting her to twist away, his arms extended wide to tackle her.

      Alena ducked underneath his hands, extending one of her feet across his shins. Niles fell.

      He caught himself well, his training asserting itself.

      Alena worried she might have a real fight on her hands. Niles looked angry enough to murder, and she’d just demonstrated the extent of her martial abilities. She was saved by the ringing of the academy bell.

      The assembled students released a collective groan, but the circle broke apart and drifted toward the academy. Niles, his audience and his available time vanishing, waved her away as though she was nothing. No one believed he meant it, but no one argued against a named family, either.

      Niles joined the others, muttering and laughing with his new friends. She had little doubt they were speaking about her, but she didn’t mind. Only a fool sought the approval of academy students.

      Alena waited until they were well on their way, then followed them through the academy gate.

      She let her fingers brush against the coin purse now resting in her own pockets. She guessed there were at least twenty pieces in there.

      She grinned, happy for the first time since she’d been woken up. Today was shaping up to be a good day.
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      Brandt stared into the perfect darkness where the passage had once been.

      It was impossible that the passage could be closed. That level of affinity didn’t exist. How was the cost paid? No one could move that much stone.

      Impossible. The thought echoed in his mind.

      And yet here they were, sealed inside a mountain.

      This darkness had a weight that settled on his shoulders and pressed against his chest. The dark seemed alive as his eyes and mind searched for anything to latch onto. He imagined that they weren’t alone, that the perfect dark had spawned creatures of nightmare.

      Ana’s tentative movement beside him brought him back to reality. He hadn’t even checked to see if she was hurt. “Brandt?”

      “Yes?”

      “I hope the gates reject your soul.”

      “I know.”

      He couldn’t let despair rule his thoughts. He’d gotten them into this, but he was certain he could get them out. Sure, the situation looked grim, but they’d been in tight spots before.

      Maybe not this tight, though.

      The rest of their squad knew their approximate location, but Brandt didn’t hold out any hope for a rescue. Even if the squad climbed the cliff and found the first cave, they might not find the sealed passage.

      Gates below, even if they found the passage and somehow guessed what had occurred, it wouldn’t matter. Kyler had their strongest stone affinity, and he didn’t come close to having the power to reopen that passage. No one did.

      His thoughts always circled back to the impossibility of their situation. He struggled to accept their predicament, because it couldn’t be real.

      He shook his head. He needed to think. Impossible or not, here they were. If he wanted to breathe fresh air again, he needed to apply himself. He’d never met a challenge he couldn’t overcome.

      Brandt reached for his supplies. They needed light.

      “What are you doing?” Ana asked.

      “Lighting a torch.”

      “Is that wise? If this cave is sealed, you’ll be using up our air.”

      He hadn’t thought of that. His hands stopped before they could spark the flint he carried. “I think it’s necessary. No rescue is coming, and we need to see to have any chance of escape.”

      He waited. He could well imagine her face, scrunched up in thought. How many times had he seen it? He’d been her squad leader for three years now, and it wasn’t hard to prove Ana was the most thoughtful of the squad. The rest of them took more after Brandt, jumping in first and sorting out the mess later.

      “Fine, but a normal torch only.”

      Brandt struck the flint. Working in complete darkness, it took him more tries than usual, but eventually the torch caught.

      As soon as it did, the darkness no longer pressed against him. He took his first deep breath in what felt like ages and rolled his shoulders back.

      Ana wasted no time. As soon as the fire burned, Brandt imagined she had started a timer in her head. He followed her, studying their prison with an eye for escape.

      Their initial examination was thorough, but revealed nothing promising.

      Brandt swore. “How can this cave not have a second exit?”

      If a bandit used this place to hide, they would have had a second way out. No criminal ever voluntarily cornered themselves.

      Ana, of course, had an answer. Already she was thinking ahead of him.

      “Maybe it does, but it’s sealed with stone.”

      Brandt mentally kicked himself. Of course. If their target was strong enough to seal an entire passage, he was confident enough to seal up his other routes to prevent the accidental discovery of his cave. “If that’s true, though, he would want to leave it thin, right?” He was disappointed by the lack of courage in his voice.

      Ana shrugged.

      Brandt forced himself to hope. The conclusion made sense. If the man had left an escape, he would want to make it as accessible as possible. “Let’s look again.”

      Their second search was slower. They ran their hands up and down the rock, searching for any clue, any trace of the other exit. Brandt’s first torch began sputtering, so he lit the second and extinguished what was left of the first. Once the second burned down, the darkness would return, likely forever.

      Brandt didn’t think about that. They would find their way out. There had to be a second exit.

      “Brandt.”

      He turned. Ana was farther along the wall, her hands running up and down a section nearly opposite of the passage that had brought them in. He walked over to her.

      She pointed at the stone and Brandt ran his hands along it.

      There.

      Like on the cliffs outside, a slightly raised edge, as straight as a ruler. His heart skipped a beat as he traced the outline of the disturbance.

      The second exit was small. Ana would fit easily enough, but it would be a tight squeeze for him.

      But how thick was the covering stone?

      Brandt took the hilt of one of his daggers and rapped it against the wall. It sounded like solid rock to him.

      He wouldn’t despair. There had to be a way for them to open this second passage.

      Brandt’s second torch flickered. They didn’t have long. “Any ideas?”

      Ana shook her head.

      Brandt kicked at the stone a few times, earning a bruised heel for his efforts.

      They sat back, staring at the rock. Ana pulled out her small waterskin and took a sip. She handed it over to Brandt. He was about to drink when he had an idea, inspired by the skin. “We could crack it.”

      Ana looked skeptical. “How?”

      “I’ll heat it rapidly, then you cool it.”

      Ana considered the proposal. “Is there enough heat?”

      It was Brandt’s turn to shrug. “We still have the fire. I would pull all that I can.”

      Ana considered for a moment. “We won’t have more than a chance, maybe two. If it fails, we’re out of options.”

      “True, but I can’t think of anything else.”

      Ana thought for a while. Then she nodded. “Let’s try.”

      They went to work. The majority of the task fell on Brandt. Pulling the heat necessary to crack the stone would require almost everything available. He lit the stave of the first torch with the flames from the second. He placed the burning stave near the hidden passage.

      He gave Ana one last look. “I’ll give you a signal when I’m ready.”

      She nodded.

      Brandt turned back to the wall. He closed his eyes and listened for the song of the fire. He reached out with his will as far as he could.

      Then he pulled.

      He caught the heat from the burning stave, some heat from their bodies, and the heat from the air. Goosebumps formed on his skin as the cave air froze around them. He kept pulling, collecting as much as he dared.

      The stave burned out, all the heat stolen from it. Their last torch flickered.

      When he had pulled as much as he deemed safe, he pushed the heat into the stone, forcing it in like an oversized blanket into a small box. As he pushed, the heat tried to escape, to diffuse throughout the mountain. Brandt grimaced as he held it tight within the rock that sealed the escape. He nodded at Ana.

      While he had collected heat, she had gathered water.

      She pushed the water at the stone, the liquid turning into steam on contact.

      Brandt lost his focus when he heard the stone crack. He opened his eyes.

      The torch flickered wildly, barely holding on to its remaining flame. In the dim torchlight, Brandt saw deep gouges in the stone.

      But no light.

      Ana leaned in closer. After a moment, she sat back. “It worked, but not enough. The wall is thicker than I hoped.”

      She left their other fears unspoken. They were only guessing the altered stone was a passage. If it wasn’t, they were wasting their efforts. Brandt picked at the gouges with the tip of his dagger, but the stone resisted the blade.

      “I want to try again,” Brandt said.

      “The effort alone might kill us. I can probably collect enough water, but what about heat?”

      “I can do it.”

      Ana sighed. She didn’t believe him, but she would follow him. “All or nothing, right?”

      “Always.”

      “If you freeze me to death, I will haunt you for the rest of your life.”

      “That’s fair.”

      They collected themselves. Brandt closed his eyes and felt around the cave. He had gathered everything he considered safe last time. Now he would have to pull more. But he supposed a quick death was preferable to a slow one.

      All or nothing. Always.

      Brandt pulled heat again. He pulled the last of the heat from the dying stave, the warmth still stored in the cracked stone, and the heat from their own bodies. He began shivering uncontrollably, but he kept pulling from the air around them, scraping every last bit of heat together that he could.

      He pulled the last of the heat from the lit torch, casting them into permanent darkness. At the same time, he could feel moisture pulled from his body. They were both at their limit.

      He pushed the heat into the stone, focusing it. “Now.”

      There was a splash, followed by a wave of steam.

      For a moment, nothing happened.

      Then the stone cracked, echoing loudly in the small chamber.

      Light shone through.

      Brandt whooped with joy, crawling forward as fast as his cold limbs would allow. He banged the hilt of his dagger against the stone, breaking it into pieces he then pulled into the cave. Warm air flowed in from the small passage on the other side of the rock. The wolfblades had revealed a small tunnel just large enough to slither through.

      He returned to Anna. She was so cold she could barely move. Brandt had nothing to give, but he pushed her gently toward the passage. The air flowing in felt tropical compared to the frozen air of the cave.

      Ana lay on her belly and crawled forward. Brandt followed suit, exhaling deeply to fit through the initial gap.

      The farther they went, the faster Ana climbed, the tunnel angling upward. Like the opening that had led them here, the surface was unnaturally smooth. Occasional depressions in the stone served as holds. Her body was warming up again, and the passage opened up until they were standing in a vertical crack. They walked toward the light, coming out into a thickly wooded deciduous forest.

      Ana laughed, her relief finally finding expression. Brandt laughed, too.

      They had done it.

      He’d never had a doubt.

      They began their journey back to Landow, where they would meet the rest of the squad. Now that his survival was certain, at least for a while, his mind returned to his previous concerns.

      They had escaped with their lives, but they still had a bandit to catch.

      And he was impossibly strong.

      Brandt looked forward to the challenge.

      He would show the bandit what the wolfblades could do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Alena left the academy before the last class of the day began. She studied history last, but the instructor was a doddering, absentminded fool who read from a book out loud to the class. He didn’t teach her anything she couldn’t learn on her own. So why waste precious time?

      Wisdom also dictated that she leave early. She had crossed paths with Niles three times that day, and his glares were unmistakable. Throughout the day he’d gathered a following of students eager to ingratiate themselves with a named family. She guessed he planned on waiting for her outside the academy, this time with a more supportive entourage. She refused to grant him an easy opportunity.

      The streets outside the academy were quiet as she walked out the gates. The city guard at the gate nodded as she passed. She was beyond the age of compulsory education. University-tracked students attended of their own choice, so the guard had no reason to stop her.

      Alena chose streets more or less at random. Landow had been one of many cities redesigned by Emperor Anders I, so all the streets were set out on a grid. So long as Alena continued either north or east and paid some attention to her surroundings, she would eventually end up at her destination.

      She glanced behind her periodically. She didn’t believe anyone would try to follow her, but one couldn’t be too cautious.

      Her checks revealed nothing suspicious. A handful of wage earners cleaned the streets. A few merchants stood talking outside a shop. The sameness of it all bored her, much the same as her classes.

      The walk to the shop didn’t take long. Landow’s academy was near the center of town, where most of the government buildings stood. Bayt’s shop was located among a small group of other shops, surrounded by nice houses.

      From the outside, Bayt’s shop appeared pristine. Alena knew he paid more than was necessary on upkeep. He knew well the value of appearances. The shop inside was equally clean.

      To most people, Bayt was a merchant who specialized in the spice trade.

      And to be fair to him, Bayt was a successful spice trader. Caravans never passed through Landow without a visit to Bayt’s shop. Alena noticed a cart sitting outside as she approached. A young man, looking thoroughly bored, rested in the cart, a large brimmed hat pulled over his eyes.

      Alena ignored him and stepped into the shop.

      Bayt glanced at her, smiled, then returned to his conversation with the visitor. They spoke in a language Alena didn’t understand. It sounded like one of the southern dialects, but Alena didn’t have her master’s ear for tongues. He frequently criticized her lack of interest in language.

      She was about to start cleaning when Bayt called out to her. “Alena, could you fetch the caraway and the fennel?”

      Alena nodded and stepped into the back, where the stores of spices were collected. Bayt’s organization was impeccable, and she found the spices with ease. She brought them to the front, then cleaned until Bayt finished his meeting.

      It wasn’t long before Bayt said his farewells with a smile and a wave. Alena noted that no small amount of coin had changed hands. Much more than the spices were worth.

      He turned his attention to Alena. “You’re early today.”

      She smiled. “I brought something.”

      Bayt glanced around, then nodded for her to go into the back room. He ordered another apprentice to watch the shop, then followed Alena. He locked the door between the shop and the back room, then gestured toward the floor. Alena found a recessed button within the floor by memory and pushed it. There was a click and a section of the flooring popped up. Alena lifted the section and descended some steep steps into the small room below.

      Bayt followed, latching the flooring closed behind him.

      Her master might be a successful spice trader, but this room was where his true wealth was built.

      Most of the cramped space was filled with papers and scrolls. They were all encoded in a script Bayt had invented. He had promised to teach it to her one day, but until that day, she was welcome to break it herself. It had been a pet project of hers for almost a year now, but she still hadn’t broken it.

      She didn’t know what made Bayt more proud: the fact that she had been trying for over a year, or that his script had resisted her persistent efforts. She might not possess his ear for language, but there were few codes she couldn’t unravel.

      A small table stood in the center of the room. Alena took Niles’ coin purse out of her pocket and set it on the table with a satisfying thunk. Bayt took one glance at the crest. She thought she saw a flash of worry in his eyes. “Where did you find this?”

      “From a new student at our school. He didn’t seem like he deserved it.”

      “You should get rid of it.”

      Alena blinked. “What?”

      “Some money isn’t worth the trouble it brings.” He pointed at the crest. “Do you know who this is?”

      Alena shook her head.

      “This is House Arrowood. They’re a newer named family, and one you had best steer clear of.”

      She crossed her arms. “Why?”

      Bayt looked around the small room, as though worried someone might overhear. “If half the rumors I’ve heard are true, they earned their name solving problems for the emperor. Problems no one else could. Extortion, bribery, even assassination. Nothing is beyond them.”

      Alena frowned. She tried to reconcile her image of Niles with the description Bayt provided. She couldn’t get them to match.

      Bayt’s real income and real power came through the information that flowed through his shop along with the spices. If he believed something, odds were it was true. But Niles? He’d been well-trained, but an angry fool.

      Still, ignoring Bayt’s warnings was even more foolish.

      “If they are so dangerous, why are they in Landow?”

      Bayt shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard even a whisper of their arrival. This,” he pointed to the purse, “is the first I’ve heard of them. If they arrived here this quietly, it’s even more cause for concern.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Dispose of the money. Throw the purse someplace that it can never be tracked to you. Pray to the gods that young man doesn’t figure out who stole from him.”

      Bayt wasn’t given to dramatics. Alena had seen him deal with belligerent investigators with a cool and easy grace. But that crest frightened him more than threats of a life imprisoned.

      “Don’t you want the money?” Normally, he would fence her goods for her in exchange for a sizable share of the profit. Alena never complained. He paid well enough, and her real reward wasn’t in coin, but in knowledge. Bayt had taught her most of what she knew.

      “No, and you shouldn’t either. When you get rid of it, make sure no one can trace it to you.”

      “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?”

      “If anything, I’m remaining remarkably calm. If anyone but you had brought that, I’d be turning them in myself.”

      That stopped her in her tracks. Bayt’s primary income was illegal, but he held to his own sense of honor. Alena could never quite pin down the rules he followed, but she had never distrusted him. For him to turn on his own associates was unlike him.

      “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      “Thank you. And Alena?”

      “Yes?”

      “Could you talk to your mother about coming by here all the time?”

      “I’m not sure it would do much good. She is set on you offering me a full position here.”

      “I thought you told her you were going to university.”

      Alena shrugged. “Maybe? She would be excited to have me stay in town.”

      Bayt put his hand on her shoulder. She tore her gaze from the crest on the purse and met his. “You’re going to need to decide soon, you know. University exams are only a few months away, and you won’t be able to play both sides then.”

      She glared at him, and he held up his hands in mock surrender. “I know I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. But sometimes it’s good to be reminded.”

      “Thanks.” Alena scooped up the coins that had fallen from the purse, then put the purse back in her pocket. She would have to leave soon if she planned on dumping the coins and purse somewhere safe and still be home in time for the evening meal.

      She went to the steep staircase, where she went to work on the latch of the hidden entrance. Bayt mumbled and she looked at him. “What?”

      “You would need to be very careful, but if you could find out what the Arrowood family is doing here, that is information I’d pay quite a bit for.”
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      Brandt watched Kyler half-place, half-drop five large mugs of beer on top of the table. Only the giant man’s meaty fists could possibly hold so many handles at once. Kyler’s delivery was greeted with a chorus of thanks, and the wolfblades each jostled one another for the nearest mug.

      Brandt waited until the others had taken long pulls before sipping at his own beer. The brew tasted more bitter than usual. He made a face, but the others didn’t seem to suffer the same problem. He was pretty sure Kyler was half out of beer before he finished sitting down.

      He barely noticed when Lola reached out, took his beer from him, and took a long pull. She placed the mug back in front of him, now more empty than full.

      Kyler looked between Lola and Brandt, tensed for conflict. When none erupted, he looked even more concerned. “That doesn’t bode well.”

      “Relax. The sergeant’s had a rough day. It’s not every day you almost get yourself and your best warrior killed,” Ana said. “Still, if that’s how he’s going to be—” She reached over, snatched his mug, and finished what little beer Lola had left. Then she slid the empty mug back at him.

      Kyler and Lola chuckled. Ryder, taciturn as always, barely reacted.

      Brandt stared at his empty mug for a moment before looking up.

      “What was worse?” Lola taunted. “Almost getting buried alive, or meeting with the governor and telling him your foolishness almost got you buried alive?”

      “Do I have to choose?” Brandt asked.

      The five wolfblades sat in a corner booth at one of the local taverns, huddled around a round table that comfortably seated three. The tavern was doing brisk business tonight, though, and the table was all that was available. Brandt imagined if they flashed their unit crests, space would clear for them, but they preferred the relative anonymity.

      Brandt leaned back in the booth, willing himself to relax.

      “You going to tell us about it, or are we just going to keep drinking your beers for you?” Lola asked.

      Brandt ran a hand through his short hair and sighed. “The governor wasn’t upset.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Kyler asked.

      “He ordered us to return to the mountains to find the man who trapped Ana and me.”

      “And that’s a problem because…” Kyler prompted.

      “It’s the wrong decision.”

      “Of course it is,” Lola said, the sarcasm dripping from her words. “Only you would know better than the governor.”

      “I do,” Brandt replied.

      Despite the good-natured ribbing, when Brandt made the claim, the others listened. His wolfblades weren’t ones to show outward respect to their sergeant, but they didn’t need to. Brandt knew they would follow him to the gates and back.

      “If,” Brandt emphasized the possibility, “this bandit is still in the mountains, hiding among the cliffs, we would be doomed if we found him. Given the strength of his affinity, even we aren’t good enough. The mountains are a battleground he controls.”

      “But that’s not all, is it?” Ana, as usual, seemed like she could read into his thoughts.

      “Nothing about this bandit makes sense. Look at the testimonies of the merchants that brought us here. By all accounts, we were supposed to be dealing with a weakly talented bandit, probably self-taught. He never took more than coin and left the merchants unharmed. None of that lines up with the man we encountered in the mountains.”

      Brandt paused, wishing now he had that beer at hand. His throat was parched. “If he possesses this kind of power, why isn’t he using it? Why is he stealing petty amounts of money from merchants?”

      “Maybe it’s not the same person?” Lola suggested.

      “Possibly,” Brandt admitted. Something was getting under his skin, but he couldn’t figure out exactly what it was. The details didn’t line up.

      “There’s something else,” Brandt continued. “As I was leaving the governor’s mansion today I ran into Zane Arrowood.”

      Even Ryder cursed at that.

      “What’s that snake doing here?” Ana asked.

      Brandt shrugged. “He didn’t even acknowledge my presence, and I didn’t ask. But his being here worries me.”

      Ana didn’t mind speculating. “Maybe he’s here about the bandit, too?”

      Lola shot that idea down. “The Arrowoods don’t have any affinities in their family. They’d have no chance. And they don’t leave the capital for mere bandits.”

      Kyler glanced from one woman to the other. “A lack of affinities has never stopped Zane Arrowood’s enemies from passing through the gates. He’s a dangerous man.”

      Brandt cut off the speculation. “We could guess all night and never come close to the truth. That family has enough secrets to fill a library. I would like to believe that if we were both chasing the bandit the governor would have told me, though.”

      Brandt didn’t need to explain his distrust of coincidences to the others. His fellow wolfblades had served together long enough. True coincidences were rare. Finding Zane Arrowood and an impossibly strong bandit in the same region wasn’t one.

      “So, what’s tomorrow’s plan?” Kyler asked. He grounded the group and kept them focused on their next steps.

      “Well,” began Brandt, “you still have to go to the academy.”

      Kyler swore. “I hate children.”

      “And yet you’re the best with them.” Brandt leaned forward. “I had an idea about the bandit, though.”

      Lola shook her head. “Against orders, I assume?”

      Brandt managed to look offended. “The governor’s orders don’t make any sense. Even if we could find him, he’d just send us all to the gates without a second thought. Besides, from what Ana and I saw, I don’t think he’s living up there. I think he’s only using the isolation for training.”

      Brandt paused to ensure he had everyone’s attention. “I want us to focus on the road south of town. It’s where the bandit has been striking, and that is where we’ll find him. If we fight there, perhaps we’ll have an opportunity.”

      Brandt’s confidence convinced most of his wolfblades. They nodded, agreeing with his logic. Despite their orders, they’d follow him.

      Ana alone didn’t look convinced. He understood. The depth of the man’s affinity beggared belief. Even on flat ground, against a power like they had encountered in the mountains, they might not have a fighting chance. But without a better suggestion, she capitulated.

      Brandt turned to Ryder. “Send a message to the captain. Request reinforcements. I’ll include what Ana and I saw.”

      “Should I also inform him you’re disobeying a direct order from the governor?” Ryder asked.

      “I was hoping you would leave that part out.”

      A grim smile flashed over Ryder’s face.

      “Also, I don’t want anyone wandering around town alone. As much as possible, all of us stay together. If you do encounter the bandit, don’t engage alone.”

      Kyler looked hopeful. “Does that mean you’ll come help at the academy?”

      Brandt laughed. “No. If you can’t survive a room full of children, you deserve your fate.”

      Kyler swore as the others chuckled. The large man stood up. “Well, if I have to be in front of children tomorrow, I’d like to get drunk tonight. Another round?”

      A round of agreement answered his question. Kyler glanced to Brandt for approval. Brandt nodded. He knew the tolerances of his wolfblades. “One more round, then we’re done.”

      As Kyler left, Lola leaned close to Brandt. “When the captain finds out you’ve disobeyed direct orders again, I was wondering if you could do me a favor?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Could you recommend me for your position? I think I’d be better at it than you.”

      Brandt grinned. “You’re welcome to my third stripe whenever the captain rips it off me. I’d hate to deprive you.”

      Lola smiled. “You’re a good man, sir.”

      Ana overheard the exchange. “If the captain didn’t take his stripe after Tinsworth, he never will.”

      Brandt tried to look hurt. “That wasn’t my fault!”

      “You led us straight into the enemy encampment,” Ana replied.

      “Because I was sure we could win!”

      “Because you forgot how to count?” Ana asked, a smile on her face.

      “We won!”

      Ana was about to reply, but mercifully, Kyler ended the conversation when he brought the next round of beers to the table, the mugs laughably small in his large hands.

      Brandt leaned back after he grabbed his mug. This time, he guarded his beer zealously. Conversation quickly turned to other matters. Kyler wondered if anyone had heard any local ghost stories, and Lola asked if any well-regarded warriors lived here she could train with.

      Brandt sipped his beer and relaxed.

      The wolfblades were loud and obnoxious.

      But they were his, and that was enough for him.
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      Alena worried she might run into Niles in the street before class. She tensed as she turned the corner to the academy, then relaxed when she saw no one waiting.

      The entire day passed without event. Bayt’s warnings unnerved her, but if Niles missed the coin purse, he made no public show of it. Thankfully, he also seemed to have forgotten about their small confrontation. Though they shared several classes, he didn’t so much as spare her a glance.

      She did have to sit through a wolfblade’s visit. The man was a giant, standing two heads over their martial arts instructor. He carried a hammer taller than her and gave the usual speech about duty to the empire and the benefits of service. No doubt, Jace was swooning on the other side of the room with the younger students.

      Alena was interested in the man’s forms. Despite his size, he moved gracefully, his oversized hammer whistling through the air with ease. She didn’t know much about the wolfblades, but Alena was certain this man was the strongest warrior she had ever met. Even their instructor looked impressed.

      Dozens of questions followed, and Alena’s attention quickly drifted. The wolfblade looked like he wanted to be in the academy about as much as she did.

      Most of her thoughts focused on Niles Arrowood. Bayt had offered good money for more information about the family, which had piqued Alena’s interest. Bayt rarely parted with money without good reason. Alena glanced over at Niles several times during the presentation, wondering what could possibly be so worrying about the boy or his family.

      The presentation ended with the wolfblade sparring empty-handed with some of the students in the class. Even though the outcome was inevitable, Alena still found her attention drawn to the fights. She wasn’t sure she would ever be an expert martial artist, but she loved the exchanges, the subtle movements of balance and power that could win or lose a fight.

      A number of the students in the class had developed their martial arts to a high level, at least for their age. Jace was among the first students to fight the wolfblade, and although he was flat on his back within a few heartbeats, he came away beaming. Alena couldn’t help but chuckle to herself as she shook her head. Her brother was hopeless.

      She wanted to see Niles fight the wolfblade, but he didn’t volunteer himself. Was he scared of being beaten? Or did he possess a secret family technique? Alena had heard many named families did, but she didn’t know one way or the other.

      The presentation ended and classes resumed as normal. Being as both Alena and Niles were on the university track, their schedules collided throughout the day. Every class she had with him, she found her gaze drawn to the boy.

      She didn’t like that there were two stories about him in her head. In the first he was a spoiled, wealthy child who enjoyed lording his named status over others. But Bayt’s reaction indicated something more. The second story was more sinister, filled with conspiracies and secrets. Alena knew she wouldn’t be able to rest until she’d resolved the difference.

      Alena left class early again, but she didn’t travel far. She changed out of her academy uniform into a faded tunic and pants. She tied her hair up tightly and threw a hat on. Unless he was supernaturally observant, Niles wouldn’t recognize her when he left.

      Her wait didn’t take long. The streets were busy at this time of day, so she had no fear of being spotted. A group of Etari traders in their red cloaks attracted most of the attention in the area.

      If Bayt’s warnings were accurate, she was taking on more risk than was healthy. But she didn’t believe Bayt. Perhaps Niles’ family was one to worry about. Crossing a named family was never wise. But perhaps Niles was the weak link. He certainly hadn’t shown her any skill worthy of concern yet.

      She promised herself she would be careful, but she planned on getting answers.

      Niles left the academy with the rest of the students. He walked for a few blocks with a group of his new friends, then peeled off. Alena followed, leaving plenty of distance between her and Niles.

      After another two blocks, Niles turned right into a narrow alley. Alena didn’t follow. The alley was empty except for the academy student. She waited away from the entrance, watching her peer.

      At the end of the alley Niles turned right again, walking back the direction he had come.

      The hairs stood up on the back of Alena’s neck.

      Niles was trying to lose a tail.

      Did he know that she was following him, or was this something he did every day?

      Following someone who didn’t want to be tailed was difficult, especially when working alone.

      Far from being discouraged, Alena turned around and paralleled Niles on her current street. When she reached the cross street she had just passed, she looked left and saw Niles coming straight toward her.

      She didn’t see any flash of recognition in his eyes, so she blended into a group of customers outside a food stall and waited for him to pass. After a few moments, she picked up his trail again.

      They walked another two blocks, and Alena found herself grateful the weather was nice outside, encouraging crowded streets. Alena was a bit shorter than most girls her age, so she was hard to spot in a group.

      Niles ducked into a shop and Alena walked past, glancing in as she did. Niles bowed to the owner, then stepped into a small room behind the main shop.

      This wasn’t the Niles she expected. His face didn’t have any of the pride he’d displayed so openly at the academy.

      Bayt’s worries seemed more likely than ever, but Alena couldn’t shy away from the challenge. Was this new student finally a match for the skills she’d developed over the years? Her heart beat a little faster at the possibility.

      Alena went into a shop across the street, keeping an eye on the room Niles had ducked into. When he emerged, she almost dropped the fruit she pretended to examine.

      Niles’ well-made clothes were gone. In their place he wore a tunic even more ragged than her own. He bowed to the shopkeeper one more time, then stepped back onto the street.

      Alena remembered the fear in Bayt’s eyes when he had spoken of the Arrowoods. Reason told her it was wisest to leave Niles alone. He had training she hadn’t expected and was clearly trying to lose any pursuers. But it had the feeling of a daily routine. She didn’t think he was aware of her. He just didn’t want to be followed.

      She didn’t care much about Bayt’s offer of a reward. She had plenty of money.

      But she hadn’t had a challenge in months.

      Alena put the fruit down and followed Niles.

      He was good.

      Niles took several unnecessary turns, sometimes walking around the block and sometimes just doubling back on his path. Alena hung far back from her classmate. She didn’t take risks. If she lost Niles today, she could try again tomorrow. Patience rewarded victory.

      As near as she could tell, Niles never noticed her.

      It was the most difficult task she’d attempted in recent memory. Her heart beat faster and her palms were damp. She had a smile on her face.

      This was fun.

      Niles’ path led him to a section of town Alena hadn’t expected to visit. It wasn’t the worst part of town, which was far to the west, but it was a rundown section. The buildings here were in various states of disrepair, and most of the citizens who lived in the area were the empire’s wage earners, the citizens who did the work required of them by law and earned just enough to live.

      Their lives could be worse. Everyone had food on the table and a shelter over their heads, but little else.

      As evening approached, the streets became quieter. Workers returned home from their day of service and families sat down to eat.

      Fortunately, Niles found his destination before the streets emptied too much for Alena to follow him.

      He looked both ways before entering, and Alena’s gut told her this had been his destination the entire time.

      Alena looked up to the rooftops. With the streets emptying out, she couldn’t stay on the streets unobserved much longer. If she wanted to watch the building, the rooftops were her best bet. Better to hide out of sight than try to blend in.

      Alena found a potential spot on a house across the street from the small one Niles had entered. She made herself light and climbed up the wall with ease. Once she was on top she settled in to watch.

      She didn’t know exactly what she was looking for. Bayt had been willing to pay for any information. Perhaps the location of this place would be enough. But she figured she could watch for a while, see if she saw anything interesting, then report to Bayt on her way home.

      Alena had been waiting for a while when she saw the door to the building open. A man stepped out, slightly taller than Niles. The family resemblance was easy to see, though. Alena guessed she was looking at Niles’ father.

      She felt a chill go down her spine as she looked at him. Niles had been a mystery, but there were no questions about this man. He moved with a cold precision, every movement calculated. After a single heartbeat, Alena knew there wasn’t a chance she could follow him successfully. Niles was the student, but this was the master.

      The man stood outside his door for some time. Alena slowed her breath, wondering if he was listening for the presence of observers. No normal person could have heard her from so far away, but she had heard stories of martial artists who had honed their senses to an incredible degree. Just looking at this man made her believe those stories.

      Eventually, he left, so silent and quick Alena almost didn’t believe he’d ever been there.

      Alena made no movement. Something about that man had frightened her, and she didn’t plan on leaving the safety of her rooftop until she was absolutely sure he was gone. And when she left, she fully planned on heading out in a different direction. She didn’t want to risk even a chance encounter.

      She watched for a while longer, but there was no further activity from the house. Alena could see silhouettes moving inside. One was probably Niles, and another looked to be his mother. Based on what she could see, it looked like this was where the Arrowoods lived.

      Why had Niles worked so hard to disguise his movements? And why did a named family live in a living-wage part of town? They could have had a house anywhere in the city.

      She figured she wasn’t going to learn the answers that night, so she climbed down the wall and made her way back to Bayt and to home.

      She knew one thing, though. Niles had just become the most interesting person in her life.
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      Brandt walked beside the merchant’s wagon as it creaked and groaned its way south of town. The wagon protested this journey almost as much as his legs did. He forced back a yawn. The sun would be setting shortly, and his feet ached.

      For three days the road had been peaceful. Brandt’s squad woke early every morning to escort merchants for the first league of their journey. If the wolfblades had received the governor’s blessing, the task would have been much simpler. Brandt could have ordered the merchants into a single morning and afternoon departure.

      Two trips.

      Easy to protect.

      He had tried convincing the governor again, but the man hadn’t budged a hair. He continued to insist Brandt and his wolfblades search the mountains. Brandt hated appointees like the governor, so full of themselves they didn’t even listen to those who served them.

      A warrior serving such a leader was no better than a sword frozen in its sheath.

      So his group waited beyond the sight of the walls, rendezvousing with merchants as they were already on the road. The merchants were almost always skeptical at first, but the wolfblade insignias on their uniforms, and their insistence, eventually convinced most traders.

      Still, their days boiled down to escorting merchants for a league, returning, and repeating the process for the next merchant. Brandt figured they were walking somewhere between six and eight leagues a day. It wore on a person. They hadn’t even felt like drinking most nights.

      And nothing called his wolfblades to attention faster than a mug of beer.

      If there was something worthwhile in their efforts, it was the fact the bandit hadn’t attacked again. Brandt wondered if it was because of his wolfblades, or if another factor was at play he didn’t understand.

      He had spent the past days and leagues turning the problem over in his mind, but he hadn’t come to any conclusions.

      Brandt still didn’t understand their experience in the mountains that day. That passage couldn’t have closed. No power like that was possible. The cost was higher than anybody could pay. So the feat was impossible, yet it had happened.

      The events in the cave offered one tantalizing possibility: What if the cost could be bypassed? What if the strength Brandt believed to be an upper limit was just the beginning of what those gifted with affinities could achieve?

      The sound of the breeze through the branches brought his attention to his surroundings. Landow was located near the edge of an expansive evergreen forest, and tall pines loomed overhead. The wolfblades escorted the merchants until they cleared the dense woods, about a league from the walls. From there the road traveled through leagues of lightly wooded grasslands.

      Brandt didn’t notice anything suspicious, beyond the merchant they escorted. The man’s eyes darted back and forth, but he wasn’t watching the trees. He was watching the wolfblades as though they might attack at any moment.

      Outside of town, when they had first crossed paths, the man had insisted he didn’t need an escort. He wasn’t the first merchant to say so, but he had been the most adamant. It wasn’t until Brandt made it crystal clear they were escorting every merchant, regardless of desire, that the man capitulated.

      Ana stepped up beside him. “You look troubled.”

      Brandt glanced at the merchant to ensure he wouldn’t be overheard, then kept his voice low. “I suspect he’s a smuggler.”

      Ana laughed. “You just figured it out?”

      He arched an eyebrow at her.

      “If the scene when we met wasn’t enough, you should have at least noticed his wife has been constantly rearranging the goods in the wagon. Ryder is pretty sure he’s identified at least three hidden compartments.”

      “And you didn’t inform me?”

      Her grin was sly. “We might have had a bet on when you would figure it out.”

      “Who won?”

      “Ryder, of course.”

      Of the group, Ryder’s intuition was the sharpest. He possessed some combination of skills that made him seem almost telepathic at times. Brandt had never figured the man’s means, but his results were beyond question.

      “Out of curiosity, what was your bet?”

      “That you would never notice.”

      “Your confidence is flattering. When were you going to tell me?”

      “Near the edge of the forest. We figured it would only distract you from the larger objective.”

      They had the authority to search the wagon. No citizen could disobey the request of a soldier. But Ana was right. If they stopped the wagon and arrested the smuggler, it would probably occupy them for the rest of the afternoon and evening.

      It was probably worth the small risk. The bandit hadn’t struck in days, and the odds of him attacking today felt slim.

      Before he could order the wagon to stop, though, Ryder ran up to him. In a low voice, he said, “Stop the wagon, now.”

      Brandt didn’t hesitate. He yelled for the merchant to stop. The man obeyed, eyeing the wolfblades warily. Brandt ignored him for the moment. He turned to Ryder, who had separated from the group, eyes fixed on the road behind them. “Someone’s coming. I think.”

      Brandt frowned. The man was never unsure. “Weapons out! Close together!”

      The smuggler must have seen his chance, because he snapped his reins and urged his wagon forward. The hefty contraption had just started rolling when a short wall burst from the road just ahead. It only stood a few hands high, but it was more than enough. Harnessed as they were, the horses couldn’t jump over, and the wagon didn’t have a chance of clearing it. Brandt was a little surprised the rickety contraption didn’t break at the mere sight of the wall.

      Only one man could move so much stone at once, though.

      Kyler swore, then pointed into the woods with his hammer. “There.”

      Brandt spotted the dark cloak as the bandit rushed toward them, weaving between pine trees with sure footsteps. Brandt squinted. It looked like a swarm of large bugs floated in front of the bandit.

      He also swore when he realized what they were.

      Stones.

      “Find cover!”

      His warning came just in time. Stones zipped toward them, launched with blinding velocity.

      Against lesser warriors, the attack would have been devastating. Kyler used his own affinity to bend the rocks aimed at him harmlessly away.

      Ana dodged, dropping to the ground gracefully as the stones passed overhead. Ryder put the wagon between him and the bandit, and Lola and Brandt used their swords to protect themselves, slapping the projectiles out of the way.

      The bandit burst into the open. He was clothed from head to toe in dark fabric, with only his eyes and hands visible. He carried two long knives, already drawn.

      The bandit’s first attack focused on Brandt. He led with one long knife, almost wielding it like a sword.

      Brandt used the longer reach of his own sword to deflect the knife, then stabbed at the bandit’s chest. His enemy might have an inhuman affinity for stone, but Brandt was clearly superior with the blade.

      Or so he thought.

      The bandit’s attack proved to be a feint. The ground under Brandt shifted as a slab of stone rose underneath his feet. Brandt’s stab missed high as he was thrown up and back.

      Brandt became light, but he knew, in a moment of terrible clarity, he’d been bested. The bandit darted in with the same knife Brandt had just been so proud of deflecting.

      Lola’s blade flashed in the late afternoon sunlight, and the bandit was forced to use his second knife to defend. Steel rang against steel and the bandit was knocked sideways.

      Right at Ryder, who had leaped over the wagon and joined the fight with his own two knives, shorter even than the bandit’s.

      Brandt’s opinion of the bandit’s skill quickly changed. Ryder was one of the fastest two-handed fighters Brandt had ever found in the empire.

      The bandit matched him strike for strike, even with the longer weapons.

      Lola, Brandt, Ana, and Kyler moved in. No matter how strong a warrior the bandit might be, the difference in numbers couldn’t be overcome. It was only a matter of time. Brandt was eager to bring this villain to justice.

      Kyler sounded a warning. “Brandt!”

      It wasn’t in time. Brandt steeled himself, but the large stone that had been underfoot a moment ago crashed into his back. He landed flat on his stomach, gasping for a breath that refused to come.

      Brandt struggled to his feet, the world twisting violently around him. How could the man focus enough to use his affinity while fighting off five wolfblades?

      The sound of wood creaking against wood was his only answer.

      Brandt turned to see the wagon leaning over, threatening to crash on top of them all. Stone rose underneath it from the other side.

      Ryder had already disengaged, and Ana and Kyler were moving away.

      Only Lola hadn’t noticed the danger. She’d be crushed under the wagon in less than two heartbeats, but she only had eyes for the bandit’s retreating back.

      Brandt sprinted and tackled her, getting both her and him out of danger just as the wagon crashed over on its side.

      Screams came both from within the wagon and from the horses harnessed to it. Brandt looked up, ignoring the noise, just in time to see Ryder get pinned under the same stone that had slammed into his own back just moments ago.

      It was the first time Brandt could remember seeing Ryder stuck in place. The man was a human tornado in a sword fight.

      Brandt guessed he wouldn’t have a chance at lifting the stone with the bandit forcing it down, so he attacked the bandit directly. Kyler, with his stone affinity and sheer physical strength, was Ryder’s best hope for a physical rescue. Brandt just needed to give Kyler the time and space to work.

      Ana entered the fray from another side, a thin sliver of water under her control. She lashed at the bandit’s face, hoping to distract him while Brandt made a fatal cut. Ana wasn’t a strong sword compared to the others, but her water manipulation made her powerful support in combat.

      The bandit sent two small stones toward Ana. She dodged, but the attack broke her own focus, giving the bandit time to meet Brandt.

      Brandt had the advantage of reach, but the bandit willingly gave up ground, and with the two long knives, his defense was impenetrable. Brandt kept waiting for the bandit to make a mistake, for the heat of battle to carry him away, but his opponent remained unflappable.

      In a moment, Brandt was joined by Lola and Ana. They pressed the bandit back, but even the three of them couldn’t execute a killing blow. It was only when Kyler came in with his giant hammer that the bandit seemed to consider them a threat. Whoever he was, his affinity and his martial arts were beyond anything Brandt had ever seen.

      The bandit threw up a wave of small stones. The act of affinity lacked the bandit’s earlier control, but made up for that lack with sheer intensity. Brandt and the others were forced to defend themselves, providing the bandit with enough time to turn and run deeper into the woods.

      Brandt looked back at the wagon. Its goods had been strewn over the road, but both merchant and wife appeared unharmed. Ryder grimaced as he moved, but the wolfblades looked healthy otherwise.

      His choice was simple. He had no particular desire to help the smuggler more than was necessary, and he refused to be beaten by anyone. “After him.”

      The five wolfblades gave chase. The bandit ran straight to the west. Brandt guessed he was heading for the mountains a league away. Once there, the wolfblades’ slim advantage would melt like snow under a burning sun.

      They couldn’t let him reach the mountains.

      The bandit moved lightly through the forest, his feet barely tapping against the ground. The wolfblades followed suit.

      Brandt fell behind. Lightness required a calm manipulation of internal energies, and at the moment, he was anything but calm. That bandit had sealed him and Ana in a mountain, condemning them to a slow death. He had tried to crush Ryder.

      Brandt’s blood boiled.

      “Ryder, cut him off!”

      Ryder nodded, but Brandt noticed him grimace as he darted ahead of the rest of them. He was hurt worse than he had first appeared.

      Brandt yelled ahead. “Ana, assist Ryder.”

      She darted farther ahead of the group, trailing Ryder as best she could. Ryder’s lightness was unmatched, but Ana’s came close.

      Brandt continued to lose ground to the rest of the group. His sword and his affinity were strong, but lightness had never been a technique that came easily to him.

      Ryder and Ana caught up with the bandit in less than thirty heartbeats. Brandt could just see the initial exchange, which his friends took the worse of.

      But it gave the other wolfblades time to catch up, and soon the battle was again five against one. The bandit’s capture was only a matter of time. Brandt burned to know the identity of the man who possessed such an affinity. How had this skill come to be?

      Lola collapsed beside him. In the shade of the trees, Brandt wasn’t sure what felled her.

      Brandt caught a glimpse of a fist-sized stone as it struck Ryder in the back of the head. Ryder folded over, his eyes blank.

      He couldn’t track the single stone. It was moving too fast, its direction changing moment after moment. The remaining wolfblades had also caught on to what was happening, and they looked around warily.

      It didn’t save Kyler. The rock caught him in the stomach, then lifted him high into the air. Brandt couldn’t believe his eyes.

      He focused on the bandit. He couldn’t stop the stone, but he could kill the man controlling it.

      Kyler crashed to the ground, the only warning Brandt had that the stone was no longer occupied with the giant warrior.

      Then the stone smashed into his side. Brandt only caught a glimpse of it before it picked him off his feet, just as it had Kyler.

      Brandt kicked his legs, clawing for the ground no longer beneath them. His flight only lasted for a moment before it ended with him slamming up against a tree. The stone flew away, and Brandt collapsed to the ground, clutching at his stomach, unable to breathe.

      The sounds of battle only lasted another few heartbeats. The thump of another unconscious body against the ground signaled the end of the wolfblades.

      Brandt fought to stand. Rage burned within him, but all the hate in the world wasn’t going to make his legs move.

      He slammed his fist into the ground as the forest went quiet around him.

      He didn’t know how much time passed, but the groans of his squad brought him to his feet. His breath came in ragged gasps, but it came. Maybe he’d cracked a few ribs. He couldn’t be sure.





OEBPS/images/waterstone.jpg
y- 3

WATERSTONE
MEDIA





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/thegatebeyondoblivion_ebook.jpg





