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      The void of space trembled with its passing. It imagined the stars themselves would flee from it if they could.

      It needed no food, no sustenance of any kind. It had left behind such physical concerns long ago. Dezigeth traversed the enormous distances with speed lesser beings couldn’t even comprehend. But it still had some ways to go. The vastness of the universe impressed even it.

      Stars passed by, pinpricks of light which grew into spheres of explosive energies as it neared. Sometimes the stars burned alone, defying the darkness of infinite emptiness. But others danced in pairs and triplets, finding some small solace in the company of others.

      A newly awakened power called to it. At the moment, weak and fledgling, barely worthy of attention.

      But in time, such power might grow. And in time, it might even challenge.

      Experience had taught Dezigeth and its kind that even weak awakenings were best pruned early. Ancestors long past had argued about the justice of their actions, back when such quaint ideas had still held sway among the sentinels.

      Its actions weren’t about justice. They were about survival. About necessity. About the fate of all living creatures.

      Because history taught one lesson to any who paid attention: power always sought more power.

      Weak as this awakening was, it grew with surprising rapidity.

      Such was a trend its brethren had noticed more often now. Some argued that another type of awakening occurred, one more subtle and more widespread than they suspected. The claims didn’t strike Dezigeth as true, but as it slid through the void, it wondered. This awakening was greater in speed and depth than any it had felt before.

      A portal had brought it to the edge of the sentinels’ conquests. But the last leg of the journey had to be traveled alone, its destination beyond the outskirts of civilized space.

      Dezigeth didn’t concern itself with the outcome of its journey. When it arrived, a course of action would appear, and it would be followed. Excess thought was extraneous, a weakness expelled long ago. Regardless, it would establish a portal, so that the expansion of civilization would continue. It would shine light deeper into the darkness, and in time, the darkness would have no place left to hide.

      That was the ultimate destiny of all living beings.

      Dezigeth was a sentinel. An instrument of a pattern imprinted upon all things at the very moment of creation.

      Those it approached considered themselves gods, another conceit its brethren had abandoned, along with justice, love, and compassion.

      Soon, though, they would learn the harsh truths of the universe.

      They weren’t gods.

      And their time of domination would come to a swift conclusion.

      Dezigeth flew, and the space it soared through grew even colder as it passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Light filled Brandt’s soul.

      It blinded him even as he squeezed his eyes against the onslaught.

      The moment couldn’t have lasted more than a heartbeat, but entire lifetimes passed within the distance of a single step. He was inside the gates, and he sensed the connections between all living creatures, tenuous filaments stretched across the planet like silk threads.

      The light vanished, and he stumbled.

      A perfect darkness overwhelmed his sight, so deep he couldn’t see his hands in front of his face. He saw nothing at all.

      His momentum sent him to his knees. The ground underfoot wasn’t flat, and his day had been long. He’d witnessed the deaths of both his emperor and his prince.

      Bile rose in his throat, and he vomited. The thin acid splashed against something solid, and a trickle of liquid ran along the edge of his palm as it supported his weary weight. The sickness came in diminishing waves, and after the third, mercifully ended.

      He didn’t dare stand. He breathed deeply through his nose and wiped his mouth dry with a dirty sleeve.

      His senses returned, one at a time, like itinerant children wandering home as the sun fell at the end of a summer day. This space was dark, cold, and wet. It was familiar, somehow, though his fatigued mind struggled to recall where from.

      A sharp, impatient voice interrupted his recovery. “Done?”

      Brandt grimaced, the power behind the question sending a lancing shock through his skull. But the pain spurred his memory. When he’d last been here, it had been the queen’s mental construct, and she had nearly killed him. “This is where you grew up.”

      A momentary silence greeted his observation. Then, “Clever, aren’t you?”

      Brandt thought of all that he’d left behind. “No, I don’t believe I am.”

      A soft light flared to life before him, a dim flame that burned without fuel. It lit the cave, casting dancing shadows as the queen held it aloft. The space was exactly as Brandt remembered it, and it sent a chill down his spine. Besides the two of them, the cave was empty.

      Brandt thought of the sword at his hip. The queen stood no more than five paces distant. Few opportunities would be as perfect.

      But he saw the way her eyes rested on him. She expected an attack, and without surprise, he had no chance.

      He set aside thoughts of murder and pushed himself to his feet, fighting his body’s unsteadiness.

      “A wise choice,” the queen remarked.

      Brandt gave as much of a nod as he could manage. Even that made the cave wobble in his vision.

      Reflected light caught his attention. He focused on the source, then took a step back when he understood.

      The cavern narrowed, forming a natural passage between what appeared to be two larger caves. Past that opening, Brandt thought he saw a gate. But it gave off no light.

      The queen followed his gaze. “Care to inspect it?”

      “May I?”

      She nodded, and Brandt shuffled toward the gate, ducking his head to avoid the narrowing of the cave.

      Illuminated by the fire that floated between them, Brandt saw that it was a gate, carved from the same diamond as the others he had seen. But the similarity ended there. He reached out, but was unwilling to touch the gate. Memories of previous experiences warned him.

      “Why—” He couldn’t find the words he wanted. His mind remained mired in the past, unable to understand what stood before him.

      “—doesn’t it overwhelm you with its power and glow?” the queen said, finishing his question. At Brandt’s nod, she answered. “Because none in your lands know how to control a gate, not properly. Those experiences represent nothing more than wasted energy.”

      The implication was clear as day. Here, the queen wasted nothing.

      Brandt pressed his palms to his eyes, trying to force life back into them. With every word and action, the queen reminded him of her superiority. Even the gentle flame still burning between them should have been impossible.

      Ana.

      The sudden thought of her last expression broke what little remained of his focus. The weight of his betrayal bent his back. It was all too much, far too much. He swallowed what remained of his pride and asked, “Would it be possible to rest, soon?”

      “Of course,” the queen replied. “I am due home, and you may rest there.”

      The queen meandered out of the caves, apparently showing deference to Brandt’s weakened state. The show of kindness, small as it was, surprised him. In their previous encounters, she’d displayed nothing resembling warmth. He wondered how many of his previous impressions of her were accurate.

      He supposed he would soon find out.

      They passed through a small gap, barely large enough to walk through. Once beyond it, the queen gestured and a slab of rock descended, covering the opening. Brandt, exhausted from a day full of wonders, barely noticed. But he didn’t think he could move the barrier, even with the gatestone he possessed.

      He studied the queen’s back. Was it even possible to kill her?

      The tunnels turned, and in places, he saw affinities had widened the stone to make an easier passage. Once, this cave might have been naturally difficult to access, but now the queen relied on the strength of her affinity to protect it.

      They stepped into a blinding light, and the fire between them winked out, leaving no trace of its existence. Brandt squinted and covered his eyes from the glare of the sun.

      A wave of heat greeted him as he emerged.

      He was, it appeared, in the middle of a vast desert. He blinked again as his eyes adjusted, then turned his head as a sudden breeze blew sand into the air.

      The change of scenery almost brought him again to his knees. Nothing like this existed in the empire.

      Truly, he was alone and far from the empire.

      A small caravan awaited them, which the queen gestured to. She smiled, though Brandt felt no warmth from it. “On behalf of all the Lolani, Brandt, welcome to your new home.”
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      Shadows crawled across the land as the sun set over the jagged peaks and steep cliffs of Falar. Alena watched their progress from the corner of her eye, comforted by the solid presence of her brother beside her.

      “It’s too many,” he said, his whisper barely reaching her ears.

      She hoped Jace was wrong. All violence was pointless, but these continued attempts were pitiful. They had declared peace. These rebels struck out like a vengeful child, hoping to land one last blow against their sibling before a parent pulled them apart.

      The rebel assault would fail. Ren and his war party had set up the tents for the night, but already they had crawled, out of sight of the advancing Falari below, to higher ground. Though Alena couldn’t see them, she imagined them lying patiently in wait, bows eager for targets. If the advance came too close, Ren would give the order to fire.

      She intended to avoid that outcome.

      And now she had the power to make her wishes reality. The abilities of two gates were hers to command, a power unimaginable to most. Surely by now the Falari advancing below them had heard stories, but few believed. Alena’s affinities defied reason, and doubt was an unfortunately common reaction from their enemies.

      “You don’t have much time left,” Jace remarked.

      Well below the camp, Ren had erected a small marker of stone, visible both to Alena and the archers above. If the advance passed that marker, Ren would respond.

      The rebels neared the edge of the trees. Once beyond cover, they would charge, their tactics as predictable as the last three groups who had tried the same.

      Alena selected her boulder. She reassured herself her connection to the gates remained. Then she waited for the shadows to near. She sipped from her cup of cold water, her throat dry from another long day of hiking through the high elevations of Falar.

      The attack came just as the sun dipped below the peaks of the mountains.

      Jace’s concern about numbers had been well founded. Nearly two dozen men and women broke from the trees at once, running silently up the slope toward the camp. Each carried their bow, eager to get in range.

      Alena gestured, and the boulder beside her leaped into the air, breaking every natural law the Falari understood. Even Jace, familiar with her strength, widened his eyes as he watched. Alena flung the boulder a hundred paces into the air, then let it fall, nudging it in the direction of the advancing Falari.

      The advance stopped the moment Alena gestured, and as they saw the boulder falling toward them, the small war party scattered, most running back to the safety of the trees.

      The boulder struck the slope below with an ear-splitting crack, and Alena channeled a small amount of stone affinity to ensure no deadly fragments rolled down onto the fleeing war party.

      Before the last of the Falari disappeared into the woods, they paused and turned toward Alena. They threw a rude hand gesture up in the air, a last act of defiance before they vanished from sight.

      Jace laughed. “I’m not sure I’d have the courage to do even that much, were I in their position.”

      Alena wished she could find the humor in the situation. She was tired, an exhaustion far beyond what the long days on the trail justified.

      Jace, ever attuned to his sister’s moods, let his laughter die out. “You did well, Alena. The Falari will all come around in time.”

      Perhaps. Alena didn’t know how long a people could hold on to the hurts of the past, but the cynical side of her suspected it was far longer than one would hope. Before the Battle of Faldun, the Falari had been nearly evenly split over the future of their people. Such divisions didn’t heal just because one group won a single victory. The elders of Falar would need to rule wisely if they wished for the peace to last.

      But the Falari weren’t the cause of Alena’s worry and exhaustion. That honor fell to the meetings still before them.

      “What if he resorts to force?” The words broke from her like sheep eager to escape their pen.

      Jace frowned, finally realizing her true preoccupation. He stirred the small fire in front of them with a stick, delaying his answer. “You don’t think he would, do you?”

      “I hope not—but I don’t know.”

      Jace chuckled to himself, then silenced it when he saw her glare. But then he chuckled again, unable to contain it.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking about how my sister is the most powerful person on the continent.”

      Alena shook her head. “I’m not, though.”

      Jace’s grin didn’t fade. “You possess the power of two gates and have the backing of both the Etari and the Falari. Personally, I think Olen has more to worry about than you do.”

      Alena supposed, but Jace’s argument didn’t sit well with her. This power wasn’t hers. She had no right to it. She didn’t understand why Hanns had bequeathed it to her.

      “No matter how many times I see that, it never fails to amaze me.”

      The siblings turned to see Sheren. Alena moved over so the Falari soulwalker could join them. Though not officially a member of Ren’s war party, she’d wanted to escort Alena and her other newfound friends to the border. More than anything, she wanted to join Alena in her daily soulwalking training with Toren.

      Among the Falari, Sheren’s soulwalking ability, and her willingness to use it, made her an outcast. But she was hungry for knowledge, and Alena had a feast to share.

      Alena didn’t mind. She enjoyed Sheren’s company. Her mind was quick and she asked questions during their trainings that pushed Alena to understand her own abilities better.

      Which she needed to do.

      The world was a mess. Though the sun rose and fell as it always had, chaos had never been closer to seizing the empire and the surrounding lands. And now Hanns had given her this ability, leading her to believe that she was somehow responsible for solving it.

      But she didn’t have the slightest inkling. She had no solution to the threats hanging over the empire, no plan to bring peace to a world stumbling ever closer to war.

      Every day as they walked she practiced with her gates. When she wasn’t training others, she trained herself. And her abilities had improved. She could, for a while at least, soulwalk while walking, acting in both planes of existence at once. When they stopped, she explored her powers more deeply, and gradually, strengthened her connections with the gates. Hanns’ had never been as strong as he believed, and she didn’t want to make the same mistake. While the others rested at night, she wove more powerful bonds.

      For all her work, though, she wasn’t sure if it was enough.

      Jace’s hand on her shoulder slowed her racing thoughts. They’d spoken at length about her doubts, and no one knew her better. “Try not to worry. So long as you keep doing what you feel is right, I believe we’ll be fine.”

      She smiled, though she didn’t feel better. “Thanks.”

      The soft sound of rustling cloth announced Ren and his small war party. Toren and Ana were a part of it, their martial skills considered sufficient for the ambush. Alena tensed at the look of concern on Ren’s face. Her first thought was that her tactic to scare off the attackers hadn’t worked. Had the retreat just been a feint?

      She caught ahold of herself. If that was true, Ren would still be up above, raining arrows down on the advance. “What is it?” she asked.

      “While we were up high, we saw a scouting party two valleys over.”

      Alena frowned. That was a considerable distance, and Falari scouting parties usually blended well into the terrain. No competent scout would be spotted so far away. Suspicion grew in her mind as she realized a likely explanation.

      Ren confirmed it. “It’s imperial, and they’re heading this way. We watched them for a time.”

      The war leader paused.

      “I believe they are looking for you.”
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      Brandt stared at the lifeless desert as their carriage thundered along the narrow track. The dry air parched his throat. He constantly fought the urge to lick his lips. He’d been in inhospitable places, but none matched this. On foot, he wasn’t sure he would have lasted a day.

      Inside the black carriage, he should be roasting alive, an imperial dinner for the queen. Instead, he felt surprisingly cool. She was to thank. She channeled heat from the air inside the carriage through a small vent to the air outside. Brandt had never considered such a use of air and fire affinities, but the practice was so natural to the queen she seemed to do it without conscious thought.

      He couldn’t imagine her sweating.

      Every moment within the carriage felt like an active betrayal. Not just of Ana. That was something else entirely, a decision he still couldn’t bear to consider. If he did, he feared that he would shatter like glass.

      This was a lesser betrayal, but the thought of it still twisted his insides with self-hatred. He should try to kill the queen. His sword should be out of its scabbard, seeking her life. For most of the day now, she had sat or stood no more than five paces from him, and he had yet to make a single attempt.

      He told himself that his painful inaction was because of the certainty that he would be unsuccessful. He had seen the queen’s abilities, and he had seen nothing that led him to believe that he stood a chance of assassinating her. For all her apparent ease, he was certain that if he made the smallest move toward his weapon, his life would be over.

      No, he would wait. And in that time he would learn. The queen promised a power he had sought for nearly as long as he could remember. A wise man did not assassinate the bearer of gifts.

      An excuse?

      Perhaps.

      But this continent was already a land of wonder, and he had seen nothing but the smallest fraction of what it offered. With every passing league, he learned something of the land the invaders came from.

      To his knowledge, no desert of this magnitude existed on his home continent. He knew of one small area, less than a hundred leagues in diameter, which saw a little rain and was perhaps almost as arid, but the scale of this wasteland defied his understanding.

      When Brandt finally tore himself away from the view, he saw that the queen was studying him with undisguised interest. She saw that she finally had his attention, and she spoke. “I am not used to people ignoring me for leagues on end.” Her statement was devoid of malice, filled instead with curiosity.

      Brandt saw no advantage in rudeness. “I apologize if I have offended. But your land is unlike any I have seen before in my travels.”

      “My land is dying.”

      Brandt didn’t understand, and his confusion must have been clear on his face.

      “A land can only support so many,” the queen said. “Under my leadership the population of my empire has exploded. But this land has little to offer, and we consume its resources faster than it can recover. Most settlements are along the coast, although you are unlikely to see them while you are here.”

      “Is that why you attack our land?”

      The queen did not give an answer immediately, and Brandt felt as though he had just asked the wrong question to one of his military instructors.

      She changed the subject. “Why have you not yet made an attempt on my life?”

      The question threw him off balance, but the queen waited patiently for an answer. “I’ve been asking myself that question since we arrived.”

      “And?”

      “Perhaps I am too scared. As tempting as these moments may be, I do not think I would succeed, and you have not yet shown me the power I seek.”

      The queen smiled. Although she appeared young, her eyes betrayed her true age. “I admire your honesty. In exchange, I will offer my own. I have not ruled for as long as I have without surviving countless assassination attempts. You are right to believe that you would fail. Perhaps, if you learn all that I teach, your attempt would stand a chance, but until then—” She shook her head. There was no need for her to finish that sentence.

      They rode quietly for a time, but to Brandt it felt like an anticipatory silence, as though the queen was gathering her thoughts.

      “Throughout the course of your stay here, you will ask many times why I have taken a particular action. To save us both time, I can assure you that in almost every instance, the answer is the same.” She paused. “It is because I am afraid.”

      Brandt’s eyes narrowed. The queen seemed to be many things, but frightened was not one of them. Uttering the platitude felt hollow, though, so he said nothing.

      The queen continued. “I am afraid because I have seen what is coming. For all the strength and skills that I possess, I am nothing compared to what now approaches. Every action I have taken, every decision I have made, is done with one end in mind: to fight the monster that even now approaches.”

      Brandt studied the queen with fresh eyes. He could detect no hint of a lie in her statement, but he wasn’t sure that he would. This woman was unique in all the world. If she wanted to mislead him, he suspected she could.

      She waved one of her hands dismissively. “I can see you aren’t sure if you believe me, and that is fine. But just know that this is my explanation, and in time you will see that it is the only one for what you observe.”

      With that, their discussion ended. The queen closed her eyes and appeared to relax, and Brandt resumed staring out the window at the endless expanse of desert. But the scenery no longer held the appeal it once had. Now, all he could think about was what kind of enemy was required to make the queen live so many lifetimes in fear.
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      Alena watched the scouting party approach, surprised by the amount of trepidation she felt. Questions without answers, paths with unknown destinations, and perils disguised as opportunities filled her thoughts. For a time, such thoughts had been weightless. But the approaching party meant that her thoughts would soon become decisions, and those decisions would carry a very real burden.

      Alena had ordered their war party to a halt in an open clearing. She had no desire to shed more blood. They had already lost more than enough lives, but she feared it was little compared to what was yet to come.

      Her eyes wondered briefly from the approaching imperial soldiers to Ana, sitting alone, a hundred paces distant from anyone else. Brandt’s wife had been cordial enough throughout the trip, but Brandt’s departure had started a war within that woman’s soul. Three times Alena had worked up the courage to approach her, and three times Alena’s offers of help had been politely but firmly rebuffed.

      Her brother had better luck. Unlike Alena, he possessed a gift, an ability to bond with nearly anyone. He informed Alena that Ana wished her no ill will. Alena hoped that her brother’s information was accurate, but was hesitant to believe it. When Brandt had made his fateful decision, Alena was the only one strong enough to have forced a different outcome. But Alena hadn’t acted.

      For every moment of this trip she worried about the future, there were three where she cursed her past actions. She had done the best she could, but it hadn’t been nearly enough.

      And it had cost Ana her husband, the father of her unborn child. It was no wonder the woman didn’t wish to speak much to her.

      “Ready?” her brother asked.

      His question brought her back to the challenge at hand. The imperial soldiers were now within bow range, and Alena could feel the tension building between the two forces. She took a slow, deep breath and centered herself.

      The imperials stopped about two hundred paces from the war party. Mentally, Alena shook her head. She was still no warrior, but she now knew all too well the power and distance of the Falari bows. The imperials were too close for safety. Whoever commanded this scouting party wasn’t familiar with these lands or the warriors who lived within.

      A lone individual broke from the rest of the group, striding forward with confident steps.

      One side of Alena’s mouth turned up in a half smile. At that moment the soldier reminded her so much of Jace as a younger man, full of unearned pride and the certainty that the world would bend to his whims.

      Before, Alena had found the attitude frustrating. Now she found it endearing, a trait she hoped the soldier would hold on to through the approaching storm. Ren met her eyes, and she gave a small nod as she rose smoothly to her feet. She checked to ensure that she still had access to the gates, then joined Ren in meeting the scouting party’s commander.

      Ren and Alena stopped about a dozen paces away from the soldier, far enough away to imply safety, but close enough to be heard without shouting.

      Alena took the initiative. “Greetings,” she said.

      “Are you the one known as Alena?”

      Alena frowned. She hadn’t expected anyone to know her name, much less recognize her on sight. If Prince Olen had sent them, as she suspected he had, he was well-informed. “I am.”

      The commander appeared relieved. “My men and I are one of several scouting parties that have been sent to find you and the survivors of the Falari expedition.” The soldier’s eyes traveled beyond Alena to the motley collection of warriors behind her. Alena watched the young man as his concern mounted when he saw no familiar faces.

      Alena sympathized. For her, news of the emperor’s death was weeks old and countless leagues behind her. But for the rest of the empire this would be a fresh wound, an unexpected tragedy.

      But she saw no reason not to let the commander before her know. She bowed her head in sympathy. “I’m sorry, but those of us you see are all that remain.”

      The commander’s eyes widened as he understood all the implications of Alena’s statement. Not just the emperor, but the prince as well. Alena didn’t have the heart to inform the commander that it was the prince who had betrayed them all. That news would be Olen’s to share or not.

      To her surprise, the commander fell to his knees, tears freely falling down both sides of his face. Alena forgot that her views of the emperor were not shared by all. There were many, who, like this warrior, considered the emperor to be akin to a living god.

      A god who was now dead, who had revealed, at the very end, that he was as fragile a mortal as any of them.
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      The sun rose and fell as the carriage made its way east. They made good time across the desert. Twice they stopped in small villages that had grown around tiny springs. At each stop, they exchanged horses with an efficiency that indicated long experience.

      “We are far from your gate,” Brandt remarked.

      The queen waved her hand dismissively. “I seal it away where no one else may reach it without my awareness, and my connection to it exists regardless of my physical distance. Even now I can feel the power of the Falari gate coursing through my veins.”

      The mention of Falar sent a pang of longing through his heart. Ana and Alena would still be there, possibly still fighting through the aftermath of the civil war they’d been in the middle of.

      Brandt nodded to the queen, his thoughts a continent away.

      Until they crested a rise and a city came into view.

      At first Brandt thought his mind had cracked, that the city was an illusion of both heat and exhaustion. But as they grew closer, the shifting spires solidified and Brandt realized he looked at a marvel. Beyond the city lay water, an endless expanse that could only be ocean. Brandt stared, not bothering to hide his amazement.

      He noted the queen’s pleased reaction out of the corner of his eye. Given their distance from the city, it was as large or larger than any city in the empire. It stood to reason, then, that he gazed on the largest city in the world. “Welcome to Valan, the heart of my lands.”

      Towering walls surrounded the city in a protective embrace. They stretched for well over a league. The amount of effort that must’ve gone into building such a wall was nearly beyond his imagination. And where had they quarried the rock from? The project must’ve taken decades to complete.

      Though he burned to ask questions, he held his tongue. He refused to give the queen the satisfaction of his curiosity, at least for now.

      She indulged him anyway. “The last time I had the wall rebuilt, it took nearly ten years, and the efforts of thousands of people. Should any invading army ever cross the desert, they will find that their efforts were for nothing.”

      “And if they attack by sea?” Brandt’s strategic mind contemplated the possibilities.

      The queen offered him a vicious grin. “Beyond the traditional defenses, I’m assisted by many with water affinities. No one unwelcome would ever near our shores.”

      Brandt chewed on his lower lip. He hadn’t thought of that, which disturbed him. The gates in the empire were a closely held secret, for reasons Brandt understood and agreed with. But it meant that entire generations of generals and commanders had grown up not taking the exceptional power of affinities into account. Had he been in command of an invasion, they would’ve fallen prey to this misunderstanding.

      Perhaps Alena had a point. The secrets that had built the empire might now be one of the greatest threats it faced.

      The carriage rumbled on, and soon they were at the first of two thick gates, wrought with enormous quantities of steel. Brandt couldn’t help but shake his head in wonder at the sight before him. He wasn’t sure the empire possessed any siege weapons that could batter down such a defense. Not in any reasonable time, at least.

      For all the wonders they had already seen, none prepared Brandt for the city itself. His first thought, which he was immediately shamed by, was that he had finally found a city he could live in. The streets didn’t ring with the shout of merchants hawking their wares or people arguing with one another, as was often the case when too many people lived in too small a place.

      The streets were largely empty, and those who were out walked with purpose, barely acknowledging anyone they crossed. Brandt imagined the homes they passed were full of people, but he saw little evidence of it in the streets.

      Again he fought the urge to inquire.

      The farther the carriage traveled into the city, the more uneasy Brandt felt. He appreciated the quiet, but there were too few people visible. Forces were at play he didn’t understand, and again he felt the separation between himself and the empire he had left behind.

      One final wonder awaited him. As the carriage followed a gentle bend, he could see out his side window a tower taller than any other they had passed. It looked to be made of obsidian, a black sword threatening to pierce the heavens. Another defensive wall circled it, higher even than the surrounding buildings. By itself, Brandt wasn’t sure it could be taken by force, and it stood in the heart of this impenetrable city.

      It was their destination. But at the gates, the carriage came to a stop that had a feeling of finality to it. He gave the queen a questioning look.

      “I allow few within the palace grounds,” she said.

      They stepped out of the carriage together, and Brandt admired once again the strength of the wall. The Falari claimed that Faldun had never been taken by force, but Brandt suspected that even they would have no choice but to bow before this structure. The palace was enormous, and, if the queen spoke the truth, nearly abandoned. “How few?”

      “Only one or two advisers are allowed within at a time. Anyone else who enters is under a strict compulsion.”

      Brandt’s eyes narrowed, but he suspected that his judgment did not bother the queen in the slightest. “And me?”

      “My first true guest in lifetimes.”

      The gates opened before her, revealing a vast and empty palace. “Welcome.”
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      Alena, Jace, Toren, and Ana said a tearful farewell to Ren and the rest of their Falari escort. They exchanged pledges to visit and embraces. Relationships, it seemed to Alena, defied the expectations of time. Though she had only known the Falari for a couple of months, she found that she trusted them as much as those she had spent years of her life with. Leaving them proved more difficult than the span of their time together should have justified.

      Leaving Sheren, in particular, proved difficult. Alena had a fondness for the soulwalker.

      “You’re sure?” she asked again.

      Sheren nodded. “You have taught me enough for a lifetime, and now I must study on my own. But this is my land, and I miss my home.”

      Alena nodded, and they embraced again.

      Again, as she had felt almost every day for the past three months, she was grateful for Toren. He stood beside her as solid as any mountain. Even if she spent the rest of her life expressing her gratitude, it wouldn’t be enough. He didn’t say much, but his presence grounded her.

      Time and circumstances forced her forward. She had offered to tie a bond to both Weylen and Ren, but both had refused. Although the Falari were grateful for her efforts, their reticence over affinities could not be so easily overcome.

      She mourned the loss of their company.

      Her new imperial companions, at least, were far more pleasant than she expected. The commander, named Jon, might have lacked the competence necessary to survive hostile encounters in Falar, but he made up for it in curiosity. He hadn’t expected to find Falari and imperial forces working together, so as they walked from the highlands of Falar to the plains of the empire, Alena found no shortage of conversation to distract her from the looming problems ahead.

      Over the course of their travels, at night and around the campfires, Alena recounted the story of their adventures as best she could. Fortunately, as she had never come face-to-face with Regar, nor had she been present at his demise, she found it easy to remain circumspect about the details of his death. And because Hanns had kept the gates a secret, there was nothing for her to tell there, either. As far as the soldiers knew, she was nothing more than an emissary chosen by the emperor.

      If they had any doubts as to that, they were polite enough not to speak of it.

      She understood then some of the benefits to the secrecy Hanns maintained. She had little doubt the soldiers noticed the flaws in her story, but they made no comment of them, accustomed to not knowing everything.

      Alena considered revealing more, but some doubt held her back. Hanns had once implied that the secrets the first Anders had kept were responsible for the long peace the empire had created. Alena wasn’t convinced, but she also wasn’t so certain, or arrogant, to believe that her own viewpoint was correct. So she spoke of the emperor’s and the prince’s death obliquely and waited for the first meeting with Olen to decide more.

      Her one regret from those days was not spending more time with Ana. With the arrival of the imperials, Brandt’s wife had inserted herself with the scouts and spent the days roaming far and wide, and Alena suspected that the former wolfblade spent the days trying to outrun the feelings that threatened to crush her.

      The days passed, and they continued to lose elevation. Their surroundings turned from glittering snowcapped peaks to foothills to plains, and one day, Jon announced that they were back in imperial lands.

      Alena trusted Jon, but was disappointed that there was no change she could mark from one land to another. No unfathomable soulwork protected the empire, a reminder of how little the first Anders had actually known.

      Jon led them straight to the outpost where Prince Olen waited. When they arrived, Alena was surprised to see that Olen had brought an army with him, orderly tents lined up in neat rows.

      Some part of Alena had always realized how close their adventures had taken them to the brink of a war that would destroy the tenuous peace between the three peoples of this continent, but she hadn’t truly understood until she saw the army. War had been only days away.

      Though dusk was near, Jon brought Alena directly to the prince. For all the time she’d spent on the road, it hadn’t been nearly enough to prepare. As when she had returned to Etar, she brought the news of the loss of a loved one. When, she wondered, would she ever bring words that people would welcome?

      Olen quartered in the outpost itself, and within a single heartbeat of stepping into his chambers, Alena understood the mysterious prince. Everything in his quarters lined up perfectly, a collection of right angles. He sat straight as an arrow at a writing desk, and for a moment Alena wondered if his back even knew how to bend.

      When he rose to greet her, Alena noted how stiff and jerky his motions were. Perhaps she had just spent too much time among warriors, but she found herself inexplicably disturbed by his lack of grace. It was no wonder the soldiers were rumored not to like him. “Alena, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      His words were correct, but his tone and delivery were wrong. She kept her growing unease from her face as she bowed. “Prince Olen, the honor is mine.”

      “My father is dead, is he not?”

      The question carried no emotion. But, Alena supposed, he made her task easy enough. “I’m sorry, sir, but he is.”

      The news appeared to hit him with all the same impact as if she had informed him it might rain a bit tomorrow.

      “And my brother?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but he also died.”

      If it was possible, Olen’s reaction to that news was even more muted. “Very well. I suppose you must tell me what happened. No embellishments, please. Just the details.”

      So, Alena told the story, for what she hoped would be the last time. This time, she told of Regar’s betrayal, and the news didn’t seem to surprise Olen. The only detail she left out was that of the gates, and the fact she now possessed them. She couldn’t say why, exactly, but something about Olen made her uneasy.

      When she finished, the prince dismissed her with a casual wave of his hand. “Thank you. As always, make sure no one knows. I must decide how best to break the news of the emperor’s death.”

      She paused, wondering if she should mention that she had already informed the scouts. Small as her hesitation was, he caught it. His face darkened. “What?”

      “The scouting party who escorted me is aware of your father’s demise, sir.”

      Storm clouds built on Olen’s brow, but he waved her away. “Tell no one else, then.” She nodded and departed, uncertain what to make of her encounter with the prince. She had hoped that their meeting would resolve some of her worries, but it wasn’t so. If anything, she was more confused now than before.

      She hadn’t made it more than a handful of paces beyond the outpost walls when a dozen heavily armored guards drew up to her with crossbows raised. It took her two full steps to realize they were here for her.

      The one in the lead spoke with the voice of authority. “Alena, by the order of Prince Olen, you are under arrest.”
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      Brandt ran through his forms in the empty palace grounds. He glided from one motion to the next, an uninterrupted flow of strikes, blocks, and movement. When he finished one form, he launched straight into another. He gave his mind no time to wander.

      Sweat streamed freely down his face, but his breath harmonized with his movement.

      When he finished his last form, he briefly considered starting the entire sequence again. He wiped the sweat from his brow. Other responsibilities weighed heavier, and he couldn’t delay the inevitable much longer.

      Brandt stared at the black palace looming above him, the rising sun hidden behind its enormity. It didn’t seem real, and the grounds, immaculately maintained but abandoned, strengthened the feeling. He imagined the queen, high in her tower, looking down on everyone.

      The sound of the main gate opening caused him to turn. A young woman entered and made a straight line for the palace. The gate slammed shut behind her. Brandt waved a hand in greeting, but her eyes never turned in his direction.

      Brandt frowned, hand frozen in the air. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. His gesture should have drawn her gaze, at least for a moment.

      He let his hand fall to his side, then shrugged. He returned to his own chambers, where he washed and changed into loose clothes provided by the queen. They fit well and he enjoyed the freedom of movement they provided.

      A knock sounded at the door as he finished. He opened it to find the woman from earlier standing before him. Face to face, he quickly understood her earlier behavior. The girl’s eyes were lifeless, reminding him of glassy pools.

      Compulsion.

      Brandt clenched his fist, nostrils flaring.

      He closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe deeply. He’d known about the queen’s compulsion before accepting her offer. She’d attempted the same on him once. Despite his own experiences with the condition, he could do nothing for the woman, and raging against the queen did him no good.

      When he opened his eyes, he saw the woman hadn’t reacted to his actions at all. She gave him a short bow, a poor imitation of imperial customs. “Greetings. My name is Sheela, and the queen has instructed me to follow all your commands.”

      Her words sent a shudder through him. He forced his fists open and gave his hands a small shake.

      He returned the bow, determined to treat her no differently than he would any other person. “Thank you, Sheela. Did the queen have any requests?”

      “She wishes to inform you that administrative matters require most of her attention today. While you are welcome to explore the palace, she suggested that I escort you around the city, so you may learn more of our society. She also wishes you to know you have complete freedom of movement, and I am to answer any questions you have.”

      The idea satisfied his curiosity, so he agreed. Sheela led him from the palace and through the main gates. Two palanquins waited for them.

      “I’d rather walk,” Brandt said. He wanted to feel the city, to smell its food and listen to the conversations within. He didn’t want to observe it from within a box.

      Sheela nodded and dismissed their transportation. As Brandt watched them vanish around a corner, she asked, “Is there anywhere in particular you’d like to visit?”

      “Is there a market?”

      Sheela looked uncertain. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand this word.”

      Brandt blinked, realizing for the first time that speaking imperial hadn’t been a problem since he’d arrived. But then, his only interactions had been with the queen, and now Sheela. Perhaps Sheela’s imperial wasn’t as complete as he’d assumed. He tried again. “Is there a place where people buy and sell goods?”

      The lines of uncertainty deepened on her face.

      Brandt tried one last approach. “Could you show me where people get their food?”

      A smile lit Sheela’s face, but combined with the emptiness behind her gaze, the effect was more disconcerting than comforting. “Of course! Follow me.”

      Brandt did, unease twisting his stomach into ever-tightening knots. He’d been a foreigner before, particularly in Falar. But the experiences didn’t compare. Here, he didn’t just feel out of place. This felt more like a wrongness, hidden under the veneer of a different civilization.

      Just like yesterday, the streets were empty. Brandt asked Sheela why.

      “Everyone has their duty to complete. Tonight, at first bell, if you are out, you will see citizens as they travel from their duties to their homes.”

      Brandt wasn’t sure he understood, but he let the matter drop. Part of him doubted every answer Sheela gave him. Could he trust anything someone under compulsion said?

      Which led to the next obvious question.

      “Sheela, do you know you are under the queen’s compulsion?”

      “I live to serve the queen. It is an honored role.”

      Brandt rubbed at his chin, wondering if she understood. “Do you understand that not all your choices are your own?”

      Sheela shook her head. “I have chosen to serve the queen.”

      Brandt let the question drop. Sheela didn’t know. How much of her compulsion was voluntary was impossible to guess.

      “Sheela, what is your life like when you aren’t serving the queen?”

      The glassiness of her eyes didn’t fade completely, but the question surfaced something else in her. Her smile didn’t seem so forced when she spoke about her family. “My husband helps maintain the palace grounds, and we have a young boy and girl who attend the local academy.”

      Brandt tried to imagine what life in Sheela’s household was like, but couldn’t. Her compulsion didn’t seem to affect every corner of her life, though, so that was something. “What is academy like for your children?”

      “It’s different for everyone. Children are given an education according to their strengths. Our son has a head for numbers, and we believe he will someday become an adviser to the queen. Our daughter is much more physical, and I think she will join the army.”

      Brandt nodded along. He still didn’t understand, but he heard the pride in Sheela’s voice.

      He hoped that someday, he would have the same pride in his voice as he spoke about his child.

      Sheela stopped outside a building that looked much the same as any other. She gestured for him to lead the way.

      Inside, the entire first floor of the building was one large room. The noise of dozens of people working filled the space. Sharp knives thunked against wooden cutting boards, and people shouted from one to another. Brandt breathed a sigh of relief.

      At first, the space reminded him of markets he was familiar with. But the differences soon became all he saw. For all the food being prepared, nothing was being bought or sold. Instead, finished products followed a path he couldn’t quite decipher, ending in piles near one corner of the room.

      Sheela explained. “All day, the food is prepared and portioned for households. Tonight, after first bell, a representative from each household will come and pick up their food for the next five days.” She pointed to the piles.

      “And this happens throughout the city?”

      “It happens in every village, town, and city throughout our land. Only rural families are exempt, but they have their own guides.”

      “People just accept whatever is given to them?”

      Sheela nodded.

      He watched for a while longer. Even food was strictly controlled in this land. But what else had he expected?

      He asked Sheela if they could leave, which of course she agreed to. The scene made him uncertain of his own feelings. In some ways, the system reminded him of the empire’s own wage-earners, only with the money removed. But drawing comparisons between the systems did him no good. At a fundamental level, the assumptions he believed society operated on weren’t true here.

      Outside, Sheela asked him if there was anything else he wished to see. Brandt almost asked to visit the military, but he didn’t feel well. Perhaps he suffered from some lingering exhaustion, but he asked to return to the palace.

      They hadn’t been walking long when Brandt caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned just as a slow-moving arrow streaked through his vision. The arrow struck Sheela in the head. Her head snapped around and she collapsed, but the arrow rebounded and fell to the street.

      Brandt’s sword leaped to his hand, but whoever had shot the arrow had scrambled out of sight. Brandt looked up, tracing the path of the arrow to a nearby rooftop. He became light, but before he could scale the building, a woman stepped into the street in front of him, hands held up. She said something, but Brandt didn’t understand the Lolani language.

      Brandt’s gaze darted between the mysterious woman and Sheela. His guide still breathed, and he saw no blood. He looked more closely, confirming that Sheela hadn’t suffered a visible injury. Then he looked at the arrow. Where the arrowhead should be, there was instead something small and round, wrapped in cloth. He’d never seen an arrow like it.

      The woman took a step forward. She spoke again, in what sounded like a different tongue, but Brandt still didn’t understand.

      They appeared to be alone in the street. Brandt didn’t sheathe his sword, but he relaxed a bit.

      The woman frowned, brows furrowed in deep thought. Then she pulled a knife from a hidden pocket. Brandt tensed, but the weapon was still sheathed. The woman tossed it so it landed just in front of him. She gestured to the knife, then to him, then pantomimed carrying it.

      Beneath him, Sheela stirred, drawing his attention. When Brandt looked back up, he saw a quick flash of clothing as the woman disappeared around a corner. Brandt refused to pursue. Not in a place where he knew so little, and not when Sheela still needed treatment. He picked up the knife and hid it, then helped Sheela as she regained consciousness. As she recovered, he grabbed the arrow and examined it. A rock rested where the arrowhead should have, and it was padded enough to still deliver a powerful blow, but was unlikely to kill.

      Brandt looked up at the roof the arrow had come from. With an arrow weighted so unusually, he considered it an impressive shot.

      He tossed the arrow away and helped Sheela to her feet.

      Brandt followed her to the palace, the weight of the mysterious knife heavy at his hip.
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      Alena had never been imprisoned before, but she found the experience less frightening than she’d expected. As a young woman obsessed with theft, half the thrill had been avoiding capture. The reality of her cell was far less terrifying than the nightmares her imagination had conjured for her as an adolescent.

      The guards had thrown her in a small cell that possessed only a single pot whose smell made its purpose immediately obvious. There were no beds, no thought at all given to comfort. But she wasn’t tortured in any way, nor even treated roughly.

      Alena sighed, then set to pacing the cell. Why had Olen arrested her?

      Her first thought was the gates, but that made no sense. Olen couldn’t know about her possession of them, and if he did, he wouldn’t have bothered with this cell. As sturdy as her prison was, she could break the stone with a thought. Olen didn’t strike her as being that foolish.

      She didn’t have long to wonder. A commotion erupted at the door as the guards brought in someone else, someone whose creative vocabulary made Alena’s ears burn.

      Ana.

      Her hands were shackled behind her back, but she wasn’t making the guards’ task easy. Finally, about ten paces from Alena’s cell, the commander of the unit had enough. He turned and slapped Ana hard across the face.

      The blow only made the woman fight harder. Alena couldn’t help but smile and shake her head. They must have caught her by surprise, or sleeping. She couldn’t imagine Ana being captured by guards in any other way.

      Her humor disappeared when the commander drew a sword.

      In a moment, Alena was at the door to her cell, fully connected to the gates. If the guard tried anything, it would be his last mistake.

      Ana noticed her, and at the sight, calmed.

      The guard smiled smugly, believing that he had intimidated the former wolfblade.

      Alena wanted to smack the smile off his face, but restrained herself.

      The guards threw Ana in the same cell as Alena, still shackled. They slammed the door behind her, not even offering to remove the bindings.

      The two women stared at each other for a few moments. Then Ana sighed and turned around. “Could you take care of these for me?”

      Alena shook her head. “I’m sorry. I would, but I don’t want them to know, not yet.”

      Ana sighed again, although she didn’t seem surprised.

      “What happened?” Alena asked. “Why are we here?”

      Ana gave her an incredulous look. “You haven’t figured it out?”

      Alena’s face must have been answer enough. Ana shook her head. “You told the scouting party about what happened to Hanns. Everyone is being arrested.”

      It took Alena a moment to understand. “All of this, because of that?”

      Ana chuckled grimly. “You’ve been from the empire too long. We love our secrets.” She sat down in a corner and rested her head against the stone wall. She closed her eyes and let out a slow exhale.

      Alena paced the cell again, then stopped. It made her feel as though she towered over Ana. She sat across the cell from the former wolfblade, giving her space.

      The sounds of adjacent cell blocks being filled reached their ears, confirming Ana’s information. Alena listened for sounds of struggle, flexing her fist as she did. Confinement was one problem, but if any of the scouts suffered abuse tonight, Olen would rue his actions.

      Alena remained alert to any fights, but it seemed that Ana was the only one who’d resisted arrest. Even Toren came quietly.

      So they sat, and Alena snuck glances at Ana. She imagined and rejected dozens of attempts to bridge the gap between them, but Brandt’s decision felt like a wall even two gates couldn’t break down. Before long, guards brought an evening meal. Once Ana promised her best behavior, the guards entered and released her from the shackles.

      They barely worried about Alena.

      She delighted in their underestimation. It brought her back to the days of her youth, when no one suspected her of thievery. Sometimes, a meek demeanor was the most dangerous weapon in the world.

      They ate their food, which was better than Alena had expected. Most likely it was the same meal the soldiers had eaten tonight.

      Content with a full stomach, Alena made her attempt. “The guards didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      Ana finished the last bites of her meal, then shook her head. She hesitated, then asked, “You would have attacked if I’d been in danger, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      Ana took her bowl and slid it sideways through the cell door for the guards to pick up. She gestured, and Alena handed over her bowl so Ana could repeat the process.

      “I’m sorry,” Ana said. “I’ve—”

      Alena held up a hand to stall the woman. She didn’t need Ana’s apology. She couldn’t imagine what the warrior lived through. Whether or not Brandt’s actions were justified, he’d ripped Ana’s heart to shreds. Seeing this proud wolfblade with her head bowed was too painful for Alena to watch. “There’s no need. He surprised us all.”

      “Is it strange that I don’t hate him?”

      Alena snorted. “Yes.”

      Ana smiled at that. “I understand why he did what he did. It doesn’t make his leaving any easier to bear, but as much as I want to rage at him, I can’t.”

      “I’m still going to drop a boulder on his foot when he returns,” Alena said.

      Ana laughed at that. “I won’t stop you.”

      The weeks of silence and distance evaporated. One of Alena’s burdens slipped away.

      “Do you have a plan?” Ana asked.

      Alena raised one skeptical eyebrow and looked around their cell. “Do I look like I have a plan?”

      “Good point. Shall we work on one together?”

      “Sure. I only have one requirement.”

      Ana listened.

      “When it’s done, Olen needs to regret he threw us in here together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheela refused to enter the palace grounds, no matter how strongly Brandt insisted she needed care. Eventually, her stubbornness won out, and Brandt entered the palace alone.

      The guards let him through the gate without question, and they made no search of his person. The palace grounds were as empty as ever, and he patted the pocket where the sheathed knife rested.

      He entered the tower, surprised by the smell of cooking food drifting through the halls. His mouth watered, reminding him he hadn’t eaten for most of the day. He’d asked, back in the building where food was being distributed, but they’d refused him. All the food was rationed, and no one received extra. Not even guests of the queen.

      Brandt followed the smell. Even if it didn’t lead to the queen, it would lead to a meal.

      After several turns, his nose led him to a small kitchen. He stopped in his tracks when he saw who was there.

      The queen stood over a stove, stirring vegetables into a stew. She glanced up at his arrival. “I figured you would be hungry.”

      The sight of this ancient and powerful woman cooking her own meal froze Brandt’s thoughts.

      “I do most of my own cooking,” she said. “It’s one less path for assassination attempts, and I find it difficult to compel people to cook well.”

      Brandt couldn’t help himself. After the events of the day, he laughed.

      The queen looked up, anger flashing in her eyes before she brought it under control. “What?”

      “You can direct a lightning bolt to strike countless leagues away, but you can’t compel someone to cook for you?”

      He saw another flash of anger in her eyes. “Power is never absolute.”

      “Despite your best efforts.” Brandt didn’t know why he pressed. Maybe because verbal weapons were the only ones he owned that had any effect on the queen.

      He heard the songs of the elements intensify, and he suspected she’d connected to her gate. Perhaps he’d pushed too hard.

      But then the songs faded. “If you wish to eat, you’ll be wise to hold your tongue.”

      Brandt gave a small bow of acknowledgment, not wishing to die due to insulting his host. Then he remembered why he’d come here in the first place. “Sheela was injured during our outing.”

      “I know.”

      The answer stopped Brandt’s next sentence in its tracks. “You do?”

      “My compulsion, as you call it, allows me to have some awareness of what happens to her. She’ll be fine, though. They were wise not to kill her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because training others in your language is a time-consuming task. I would have been frustrated, and taken that frustration out on them.”

      All Brandt could manage was a confused grunt.

      The queen ladled the stew into two bowls, then took one. “Come, we can discuss it over supper.”

      The dining room was smaller and far more intimate than Brandt expected. It was nothing more than a small round table with two chairs sitting across from one another. All were of fine quality, but nothing as ornate as what they used in the imperial palace.

      They sat down, and Brandt sampled the food. In yet another surprise in a day full of them, the stew tasted incredible. Some vegetables he didn’t recognize, but the flavors complemented one another well, and Brandt ate with undisguised pleasure. He noticed, as he ate, the queen relax at his enjoyment.

      That was when something that had been bothering him finally made itself understood. Why did the queen restrain her rage, or care what he thought about her cooking? He considered for a moment, but came up with no answer. He shoved another bite in his mouth, then leaned back.

      “Why all this?” he gestured to the room, and the meal.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m here to learn from you, and if I succeed, perhaps kill you. There is no need to make me a guest in your palace, or feed me the same food you make for yourself. Why?”

      She leaned back, matching his pose, studying him. “Because teaching you isn’t enough.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I should have four gates under my control now, with the fifth falling soon after. Instead, I have two. And even that was as much good fortune as strategy. The empire of Anders has resisted me at every turn, and I’m running out of time to conquer it.”

      “And you think I’ll help?”

      “I do.”

      The confidence in her voice unnerved him. It didn’t carry the empty bravado of boasting, but a calm certainty. “Why not just compel me?”

      “I’ve tried, as you recall.”

      Brandt did.

      “In time, though, your defenses would crumble. Everyone’s does, no matter their strength of will. But compelling someone takes something vital from them, a strength that warriors need. It is the same with cooking. I can compel someone to cook, but I cannot make them cook well. Compulsion is a tool, useful for some occasions, but not for others.”

      “Why not me? Why not now?” Brandt tired of vague answers.

      “I’ve already told you I fear what comes. I am uncertain I am equal to the task, and you are the first warrior I’ve encountered in an age who possesses both the talent and the will to be useful in the war to come. Would you take your best sword and deliberately put notches in it?”

      Brandt shook his head. “Having fought you, it is a difficult story to believe.”

      “You will, in time.”

      Not having an answer to that, Brandt turned back to his meal, finishing it in quick bites. When he leaned back again, it was with a contented smile on his face. Some habits of soldiering died hard. Nothing beat a full stomach and a warm bed. Give him those, and there was no limit to what else he could bear. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Brandt returned to the original subject. “You know Sheela was attacked, and yet you’ve asked no questions about the incident.”

      “There’s no need.”

      Brandt frowned.

      “I have little doubt you were contacted by one of the nascent groups of assassins that grow like weeds throughout my lands. I assume they rendered Sheela unconscious so they could speak to you without fear of me listening in through my connection to her. The details of what they said don’t much matter. If they are as clever as they seem, I suspect they gave you some item, to see if it would pass the defenses I’ve put around the palace.”

      Even though the queen had been blinded, she’d deduced more about the group and their purposes than Brandt had. He supposed there was little point in hiding anything. He took the knife from his pocket and laid it on the table.

      “Did they ask you to kill me?” she asked.

      “No. They just threw this down before me and mimed that I should carry it. The language barrier was an issue, and there wasn’t much time.”

      “They are clever, then.” She explained before Brandt could ask her to. “Although they are invisible to your eyes, this palace is surrounded by wards. Anyone who tries to enter these grounds uninvited with a weapon is immediately compelled to kill themselves with that very weapon. I’ve found it a useful deterrent for would-be assassins.”

      “They wanted to see if I could bring a weapon across and still live.” Brandt realized that if the group’s experiment had failed, he would now be dead by his own hand, lying in a pool of blood at the gate of the palace. The thought made him shiver. They’d treated him as nothing more than a tool.

      “They did. And by making it one of their own weapons, they ensured that you could bring any weapon in, not just your own sword.”

      Brandt followed her logic. “So, once they figure out the language, they can ask me to bring in all sorts of weapons, or ask me to act as their assassin.” That thought led to another. “They immediately assumed that no matter who I was, I would want to kill you.”

      She nodded. “It is, unfortunately, a common reaction.”

      Brandt digested her words. He thought of the empty palace grounds and tower, and the layers of defenses the queen needed just to live through a day. Even Hanns, for all of his precautions, had never had to go so far.

      “How long have you lived like this?”

      She refused to meet his gaze. “Lifetimes.”

      Before he could answer, she continued. “But not for much longer. Soon it will all be decided.”

      “You fear this force that much?”

      The queen studied him again. “I do.” She played with her utensils, watching him. “I’d meant to wait to show you this, but perhaps it is best to do it sooner.”

      She stood up suddenly, her icy gaze focused on him.

      “Would you like to meet this world’s doom?”
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      The days rolled by, marked only by the passage of the shadows on the floor of their cell. Beyond the lack of comfort, Alena didn’t mind the imprisonment. The guards were kind enough and provided them three meals a day.

      The cells had never been designed for anyone to remain long. This was a military outpost, and Ana explained that the cells were most commonly used for soldiers who needed to sleep off a night of too much drink.

      Alena used the time to consider her next actions, and to speak with Ana. Now that the wall between them had fallen, the conversations between them came easier.

      While they waited, they listened. The guards, it seemed, weren’t worried about what was said near the prisoners, so Alena and Ana overheard the important news of the day. They heard when Olen finally announced the death of his father and brother. Alena said nothing to the guards that day, but noted how many eyes were downcast.

      A day later, Olen declared that he would assume the role of Anders VII. Alena watched the guards for their reaction to the news. She was underwhelmed. Though Olen’s ascension to the throne was hardly a surprise, few seemed excited by the prospect.

      The night before the ceremony, Alena decided it was time to act. She didn’t know how long Olen intended to hold them here, or what he planned for them, but she’d waited long enough.

      When she stood, Ana’s eyes followed. The former wolfblade must have seen something in her posture, because she asked, “Is it time?”

      “It is. You need not come with me, if you don’t want treason added to your records.”

      Ana gave a small shrug as she stood up. “I’d rather follow you than Olen.”

      “That’s what worries me.”

      Her imprisonment had given her plenty of time to consider different methods of breaking herself out. She could, if she wished, just destroy the cells, but she preferred not to make a scene. Alena opened her connection to the gates and picked up a pair of stones she’d slowly pried loose earlier. She’d smoothed the edges of each.

      Alena floated the stones out through the bars of her cell, then took aim at the two guards.

      The hardest part was deciding how hard to launch the stone. She only wanted the guards unconscious, not dead. And she’d never tried anything like this before. Toren would be better suited for the task, but they hadn’t figured out a way to perform the action together. His cell with Jace was out of sight of the guards.

      Alena flung the first stone forward.

      Her aim was true, and the stone cracked into the side of a guard’s head. The guard fell out of his chair, but he wasn’t unconscious.

      Alena threw the second stone at the other guard, this time a little harder. It, too, connected. The guard collapsed to the ground, and he wouldn’t be getting up soon.

      The first guard pushed himself to his feet. Alena didn’t want to hit him again. Instead, she drove the stone into his stomach and pulled it toward their cell. The guard, still not sure what was happening, struggled, but soon found himself with his back pinned against their cell bars.

      Ana wasted no time. She snaked her arm through the gap, wrapping it around the guard’s neck. A few moments later she released the guard, and he collapsed to the ground.

      Alena used the stones to pull the second guard, who had the keys attached to his belt, toward the cell. Once the guard was close, they grabbed the keys and let themselves out. After a moment of debate, they pulled the guards into the cell and locked them in.

      Alena pushed down her pang of guilt. The guards weren’t at fault. Later, she promised she would apologize.

      Assuming her judgment of Olen’s character was correct, and her plan worked.

      The two women walked further down the row of cells. Commander Jon and the scouts filled the next three. Jon, having heard the commotion, came to his bars to speak to them. He eyed Alena warily. “I thought there was more to you than you let on.”

      Alena’s estimation of the man improved. Others might have threatened or shouted. Jon trusted his instincts.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t say more,” Alena said. “I wasn’t sure what was appropriate.”

      Jon looked around his cell. “I’d say Prince Olen already thinks you said too much.”

      Alena conceded the point. “I intend to speak with him about that tonight.”

      “Do you mean him harm?”

      Alena shook her head.

      “Then we are with you, if you’ll have us.”

      Ana laid a cautionary hand on Alena’s arm, but the decision was an easy one. Besides, if Jon was trying to surprise her, it wouldn’t work. She had two gates and two stones.

      Yes, he could complicate matters, but she trusted him. And trust, she hoped, was better than secrecy. She opened his cell door and the others of the scouting party. “Remain here, for now. It will be easier for fewer of us to get through to Olen than for more. I don’t want to fight if I can avoid it.”

      Jon nodded, and Alena proceeded to the last cell. Jace and Toren were inside, resting with their backs against the wall in nearly identical poses. When she got to the door, Jace greeted her with a mischievous smile. “Took you long enough.”

      “I don’t have to let you out.”

      Jace chuckled as both men got to their feet. “That’s okay. I think I’ve seen enough of the inside of this cell.”

      Before long, they were gathered together at the entrance to the cells. The group looked to Alena.

      “I’ll lead the way,” she said. “Don’t fight unless necessary.”

      They opened the door, revealing a long, narrow corridor. Alena led the way, opening another door at the other end and peering through. This door opened into a large storeroom, with plenty of places to hide. A pair of guards on patrol strolled by, but Alena and the others crouched behind stacks of barrels, avoiding them easily.

      They exited the storage area once the guards were past.

      The officers’ quarters, where Olen was staying, were quiet. At this time of night, guard patrols were infrequent.

      It was almost too easy.

      Two guards stood alert outside Olen’s door. Toren took one and Alena the other. They fell to stones easily enough. Toren and Jace pulled the guards aside, leaving Ana to guard the door.

      Alena grimaced. It shouldn’t be this easy. Toren could have completed this mission on his own if he’d been in Alena’s shoes, and he was hardly unique among the Etari.

      She went to the door and tried it. It was unlocked.

      She hesitated for a moment. Perhaps it was too easy. Was it a trap?

      She didn’t think so. More than anything, it represented just how unprepared the empire was to fight against affinities.

      Alena stepped inside.

      Olen slept soundly in his bed.

      Alena slammed the door behind her and used fire to light every lantern in the room at once. Olen practically leaped out of bed, his eyes wide with fear. They went even wider when they saw Alena.

      She stepped forward and leaned toward him before he could shout. “Prince Olen, it’s time you and I had a talk.”
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