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      She observed her creation from afar even as it spun away, churning and growing into an attack she hoped would cripple an empire. It was so nearly perfect. It just needed a little something more.

      So much was instinct. No manual had ever been written on these techniques. No master could teach this power. As far as she knew, no one else in the long history of this planet had developed these skills.

      And she had hundreds of years of memory to draw on.

      There.

      She pulled some heat from far away and added it. Then she pushed with wind, a force not much stronger than blowing the seeds off a dandelion.

      Every action she took was echoed by the priests chanting below her. They possessed no true skill of their own. Their greatest talent was to follow her lead without question, to duplicate her efforts in exact amounts. They were mirrors of different sizes. No more.

      Perfect.

      She leaned back and tracked her creation. It moved slowly now, but it gathered speed. By the time it hit the empire, there would be little warning. Hopefully her aim was true, but she could never be sure. Her talents had improved, but to even strike close required skill beyond the imagining of most mortals.

      It didn’t matter.

      His death would cause certain, predictable consequences she had planned for.

      His survival would lead to predictable outcomes as well.

      Both paths had been prepared for, and both led to her goal.

      She spared a thought for him. He’d been in her thoughts frequently, a trend she sometimes worried about.

      He had called her a queen.

      Long ago that might have been true.

      Her memories of ages long past were broken, shattered by the unyielding weight of countless years.

      Once she had tried to hold onto those memories. She’d crystallized them in her mind, forced herself to remember.

      But even diamond cracked, and her mind had come close. It seemed, perhaps, that a person was only allotted so many memories. When a new one was made, an old one must die.

      She didn’t know. Again, there was no one to compare experiences with. She walked paths no mortal dared approach. That first emperor, he had come close. But then he had passed through the gates, his foolishness costing him his life.

      It didn’t matter.

      Humans sought to order their universe, to categorize all things.

      The dream of a whole species of fools.

      The universe was more vast than their limited comprehension. They couldn’t explain what was seen, much less unseen. She had acquired lifetimes of knowledge, but all she knew was that her knowledge only scratched the surface of the deep mysteries.

      If she were to pass through the gates, all would be lost. She hadn’t yet found one worthy of her instruction.

      She focused on her attack once again. These first few moments were critical. A small error here doomed the entire attempt.

      It was as perfect as she could make it. Nothing more remained for her.

      She allowed herself to lean back in her throne. Physically, her body was young, continually healed by powers she used but didn’t comprehend. But her body still ached. Her soul was heavy, carrying the weight of all those years.

      No one understood.

      She glanced one last time at the swirling mass of moisture, wind, and heat.

      Perhaps if he survived, he would someday understand. In all her years, she’d never met someone with his potential. Even as he’d shattered her gate and delayed her carefully laid plans, he’d proven his worth.

      He could be turned. He coveted her strength, and that would be his downfall.

      She’d failed in her attempt before, a fact remarkable by itself. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t come to her side.

      Even if he traveled to the gate, she would meet him there and make him beg for her welcome.

      Brute force wasn’t the answer. His spirit was too strong to be cowed, even by one such as her.

      But there were other ways.

      Subtle, yet more effective.

      Like the storm she had just launched across the sea, a person could be manipulated by small degrees.

      Humans always thought themselves so rational. After the fact, they could justify any action.

      She understood truth, though.

      Humans were emotional and chaotic, manipulated by forces they didn’t even consciously recognize.

      A glance at a lover that lasted too long.

      A quiet whisper between friends.

      A disappointed parental glare burrowing into the heart of a child.

      Small events, quickly burned from memory, but not from behavior.

      She’d planted seeds when they first met. In the intervening years, those seeds had grown and would continue to grow.

      Safer if he died.

      But if he survived, even this attack would nudge him in the direction she wished him to travel.

      He had called her a queen.

      But she was no queen.

      Not anymore.

      She was a god.
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      Brandt gave Kurl a small nod as he walked across the courtyard. The other monk was on gate duty this afternoon. Passing the alert guardian, Brandt remembered his own entrance into the monastery so many years ago. Kurl had been on duty that day as well. He’d recognized Brandt’s compulsion and let him inside, literally opening the gates to the next stage of Brandt’s life.

      Without Kurl, then, there was no Brandt. Had that gate remained closed all those years ago, Brandt imagined his life would have been darker and much shorter.

      That fateful decision had been a small one, at least from Kurl’s perspective. He’d admitted a visitor to the monastery whom he had every right and reason to turn away. The choice meant little to him, but it meant everything to Brandt.

      Brandt found it easy to find countless such points in his life. When one started searching, dozens of moments burned like stars, choices and decisions that seemed meaningless at the time, but eventually changed the course of a life.

      Cause and effect.

      He’d been thinking too often about the concept lately. Everywhere he looked, he saw a vast web of interdependence.

      He blamed Alena.

      They might be separated by distance, but she had figured out a way to connect with him. They met in her mental world every week, comparing their learnings. They met in a construct of her mother’s kitchen, the place she felt most comfortable.

      Together they advanced faster than Brandt believed possible.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      Even Highkeep served as evidence of Brandt’s concern. When Brandt had first come here the monastery had been a hive of activity. It always appeared quiet from outside the walls, but inside, dozens of monks threw themselves into daily training.

      Today a bare handful remained. Brandt and Ana lived here, as did Kyla, the abbot. Kurl and six others rounded out the monastery’s current inhabitants. The rest were scattered throughout the empire, teaching their skills to the army and to city watches. Though the citizens of the empire weren’t aware of it, they were preparing for a war they had little chance of winning.

      In another two weeks a group of monks were scheduled to return. Then Brandt and Ana would leave and continue the instruction while the others continued developing their own skills.

      Train yourself. Then train others.

      That had been the emperor’s last command to the monasteries after Landow.

      So Brandt trained. More than most monks, he was given the time and space to learn more about the powers that infused their world. Though Kyla would never order him to do so, Brandt still volunteered to train nearby city watches. He didn’t believe it was right for the other monks to bear the burden of preparing the people without him.

      Besides, sometimes teaching led him to new discoveries.

      Brandt finished crossing the empty courtyard, coming to the abbot’s study. He knocked and was welcomed in.

      Kyla had served as the abbot of Highkeep since before Brandt’s arrival. She kept her hair cut short, betraying her own distant past in the military. Brandt gave her a short bow as he entered.

      She wasted no time in pleasantries. “Ready?”

      “I am.”

      Kyla put her hand on her desk. Brandt heard the sounds of stone shifting within, unlocking a hidden compartment.

      She pulled an uncut diamond out of the desk, clutching it tightly in her hand. “Which element shall we begin with?”

      “Water.”

      Without a word, she pulled some water from a nearby cup, letting it gather in the air between them. Then she pushed it at him.

      Brandt heard the song of Kyla’s power and felt the water rushing toward his face. Pushing directly against the water would only cause it to disperse, soaking him.

      Like a grappler, Brandt elected to use Kyla’s strength against her. Instead of fighting against her, he let his own strength redirect the water. The small sphere of water distorted as it whipped around his head and back at Kyla.

      They could redirect the water back and forth for days with no winner. The task wasn’t particularly difficult for either of them. As Kyla mimicked Brandt’s redirection, sending the water back his way, she split it, not into two parts, but four.

      A hint of a grin broke out on Brandt’s face. He redirected all four smaller spheres, splitting one into two. He sent three straight at her while allowing two to orbit around his head one more time.

      It was training, but it was also playful, at least with water. Failure cost no more than a wet face most days. Other elements were less forgiving.

      The water danced between them. Pushed, pulled, and redirected, at least one attack was always headed his way.

      Stone followed water, and fire after that. In each element the pattern repeated. By the time the last flickering ball of flame was extinguished, both Brandt and Kyla were short of breath, sweat beading down their foreheads.

      Kyla placed the stone back in her desk, straining against the effort of locking the hidden compartment after her exertions. She held Brandt’s gaze.

      “I don’t know what more you hope to accomplish here,” she admitted.

      Brandt wiped the sweat from his eyes. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “You’re as strong as any unaided warrior the empire has ever seen. Only the emperor is stronger, but without his gates, I suspect even you could challenge him.”

      Brandt stood, pacing Kyla’s small room. He wanted to argue with the abbot, but to what end? They’d explored the problem from every direction. They had no answers, and his frustration had no outlet.

      He rested his forehead against a cool stone wall, imagining the solid peace of the stone seeping into his bones. “It’s not enough.”

      “I still think you should leave to study with the other abbots. Even a change of scenery may lead to the breakthrough you seek.”

      Brandt thought of his last encounter with the queen of the Lolani. Two years had passed since that moment, and every day he felt her strength, imprinted somewhere deep in his heart. He might be one of the strongest in the empire, but whatever light he displayed was a dying candle against the roaring bonfire of the Lolani queen’s ability.

      He could wander the empire for an age, meeting new teachers in every corner. It still wouldn’t be enough.

      Now that he knew what was possible, nothing less was acceptable.

      Given the futility of his efforts, why not stay where he was comfortable and welcome? In Highkeep he could put away daily concerns and focus on developing his skill.

      “I’ll consider your wisdom.” They both knew it was a lie, but neither would point it out. “Thank you for your time, as always.”

      Kyla nodded and Brandt took his leave. Kyla, aided by Highkeep’s gatestone, could barely keep up with him. As he continued to get stronger, that would become untrue. Then he would have no one to train with, no one to push him.

      Perhaps Alena could construct some sort of mental training ground where he could further hone his skills. She claimed she had done something similar for herself.

      He ran into Ana in the courtyard and his worries dissipated. If anything, the years had only increased her beauty in his eyes. She stood straight, her long dark hair undone today. He stepped close and grabbed her hands.

      “How did it go today?” she asked.

      Brandt sighed. “Well. Even when she is aided, I suspect that I will soon surpass her.”

      “That is something to be proud of. But?”

      “But it still doesn’t matter. This new strength still equates to nothing against the Lolani. I might win against their warriors, but against their queen I am nothing.”

      Ana stepped closer to him. “I don’t like to hear you say that.”

      “What?”

      “That you are nothing. A person is more than just their strength. Once you begin to forget that, I’m not sure there’s a return.”

      She was right, of course. Ana always was.

      They’d all come back changed from the caves outside Landow. Alena discovered powers not yet developed by anyone in the empire. Brandt lived with the knowledge of his own limits and the power they faced. And Ana had become something of a philosopher. Each of them had brushed death. By Alena’s accounts she had even been to the gate. But Ana had perhaps been changed the most by the experience.

      She held onto serenity now, a quality he admired more with every passing day. She would say it was because she had discovered what mattered to her, but Brandt wondered if the change went even deeper than that.

      “I’ll try. I promise.”

      Then he frowned. Ana’s presence had distracted him, but the hair on the back of his neck was standing on end. Why?

      Ana sensed the disturbance at the same time he did.

      “What is that?”

      It felt familiar, yet his memory refused to dig up the appropriate event. Where had he felt this?

      Then it hit him. The heavy air, filled with moisture and unseasonable heat. The atmosphere held a menace to it, an intent.

      This was what it was like before the queen had tried to assassinate the emperor years ago.

      Brandt shouted. “Everyone run! Down the road! And ring the bell!”

      The few monks in earshot hesitated, then leaped to action. The bell began to clang. Monks came out into the courtyard, ready for danger and confused when none appeared. They looked to him for answers.

      “Get away from the monastery,” he said. “Leave, down the path.” They didn’t understand the queen’s ability to manipulate the weather, but they knew the attack couldn’t be aimed at a person, not exactly. Instead she aimed for a place where she knew a person would be. In this case, the monastery was the only reasonable target. If they put distance between them and the walls, no lives would be lost.

      Orders were passed among the monks. Kurl opened up the gate as the first handful rushed to safety. Storm clouds appeared over the mountaintops, darker and taller than any storm had a right to be, racing across the sky with unnatural speed. Brandt wouldn’t have much time to effect his own escape.

      He made himself light, running through the hallways and corridors of his home. Off in the distance he heard the first rumbles of thunder, deeper than normal. He felt the reverberations in his stomach. He woke one monk sleeping undisturbed through the bells and shooed him out, still groggy. Other than that, the monastery was empty.

      The rain started, a sudden downpour that drenched every stone in sight. Brandt ran, sprinting toward the gate as fast as his legs and lightness could carry him. He passed the gate just as the first bolt of lightning struck behind him, a blinding flash and deafening roar washing over him.

      For several agonizing moments he ran on instinct alone. Off to the edge, the path ended precipitously, but he needed every bit of distance he could get between him and the monastery.

      Fortunately, his instincts guided him well. He remained on the path and his vision cleared after just a couple of heartbeats.

      A second flash hit, far more powerful than the first. His world became light and sound. The blast threw him into the air and tossed him to the ground face first. Brandt knew he needed to move. He was too close.

      But he couldn’t convince his body. He cowered, burying his face into the stonework of the road and covering his head with his hands.

      In time, the echoes of the blast faded, the mountains echoing the final reverberations.

      Brandt blinked and slowly raised his head.

      He lived.

      He lifted his gaze higher, to the threatening sky. The impossibly tall clouds had already diminished as they passed beyond the monastery. So many forces of nature had been manipulated to bring one powerful event into being. As unnatural as it was, it couldn’t last.

      The order of the world reasserted itself in time.

      Perhaps that was some consolation.

      It was all that he had. Brandt sat up and for the first time saw his home.

      Or what remained of it.

      The queen’s attack had struck true. Perhaps it had looked and sounded like lightning, but it had been something more. The blast had destroyed three of the monastery’s buildings and damaged the rest.

      Brandt couldn’t conceive of the energies required for such an attack.

      He knew he was weak compared to the queen, but the ability to work this technique seemed impossible. For every step he took toward her skill, she ran a league.

      Brandt didn’t know how he would catch her, but looking at the remains of his home, he swore a vow that he would never stop trying.
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      Rolle was an enormous man, making the front room of the smithy look small when he stood within it. Most days two or three customers could browse through the space comfortably, but Rolle alone looked like he barely had room to turn. His arms were as thick as Alena’s waist, but it was hard not to laugh at his infectious smile and quick wit.

      Rolle’s kindness was even more expansive than he was. He worked as one of the town’s butchers, and his generosity was legendary. He provided liberal portions, a business practice that worked well for him, guaranteeing customer loyalty. Alena’s own mother bypassed the nearest butcher in favor of Rolle because she knew it helped their family’s money stretch further.

      Rolle chose one cleaver from the table between them and held it close to his eye. He examined the edge of the blade and took some practice swings, as though cutting through the air was the same as cutting through flesh and bone. Then he picked up a second cleaver and repeated the process.

      The two tools were the same except for the steel used. An apprentice had made the first out of a lesser steel. It served as practice for the apprentice and a cheaper option for those who couldn’t afford nicer. The other had been made by her father.

      Alena’s eyes tracked Rolle’s movements closely. She saw the years of experience ingrained in his cuts. Rolle was no warrior, but she suspected he could butcher a cow faster than anyone in town.

      “The grip feels a bit small,” Rolle said, “and I prefer my cleavers to be a bit longer and heavier.”

      “If you’re interested,” Alena replied, “we could forge something custom for you, but it would require some time. We’ve been busy.”

      Rolle laughed at that. “So I hear. Drok’s smithy is worried they’ll be run out of town.”

      Alena shook her head. “We can’t handle all the work this town requires. And Drok does fine work.”

      “True,” Rolle admitted. “But everyone knows where to go when they need a blade they can count on.” He picked up each cleaver in turn again. “These feel nearly identical. Different steel?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think I like this one more,” he said, handing her the cheaper cleaver.

      Alena saw how Rolle’s eyes lingered on the more expensive cleaver. He knew it was better, but couldn’t convince himself to spend the extra money. He was a man careful with his money.

      She’d seen such expressions on many faces in the last two years.

      Part of the challenge was her father. He insisted that his shop be known for quality of all its products, not just his own. The whole town knew of her father’s gift with steel, but he rarely marked his personal creations in any way. Perhaps an expert would notice the difference between a blade crafted by her father and one crafted by an apprentice, but most wouldn’t, and her father preferred it that way. If the shop sold it, the product had earned his approval.

      Alena was also prohibited from speaking about who made what. Custom work was an exception, but for items up front she had strict orders. She knew who made which cleaver, and could have easily sold Rolle on the more expensive one if he knew her father had crafted it himself.

      She admitted that it allowed the smithy to charge more for all its work, and the practice fueled avid speculation about who made what, but she did sometimes find the restriction annoying.

      “If you don’t mind me saying,” she began, and Rolle nodded for her to continue. “More than many professions, the quality of steel will matter for you. The less expensive cleaver will serve you well, but it has its own cost. It will require more time to maintain, won’t hold its edge as long, and will need replacing sooner.”

      She paused. “You’re a man who lives by the quality of his blade. Although this blade costs more,” she pointed to her father’s cleaver, “you’ll be more satisfied with the purchase, and it will save you time in the long run.”

      Rolle wavered, but Alena didn’t push. Sometimes the art of the sale was in knowing when not to say more.

      Rolle let out an explosive sigh, a grin lighting his face. He had wanted the more expensive one all along; he just hadn’t been able to justify it to himself.

      Alena had given him just the reason he’d been looking for.

      Not long later he left, the proud new owner of her father’s cleaver.

      Her father came out from behind the corner. Alena hadn’t seen him from her position, but she’d thought she heard the rustle of cloth and shifting of weight that signified his presence. He didn’t come forward very often. It distracted the customers too much.

      Father looked at the pile of silver on the counter. His look was mildly disapproving. “You didn’t—”

      Alena smiled at her father’s discomfort. “You know I promised not to. And I didn’t need to. He just needed a reason to get what he wanted all along.”

      Father nodded, not quite convinced, but trusting anyway. “It’s a good sale. I suppose I’ll have to get to work on another one. If he does come in for custom work, offer him a bargain. He’s been good to our family over the years.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      Before Father could reply, the door to the shop opened again. The young man who stepped in stood tall. Though he wasn’t half the size of Rolle, his presence still filled the room.

      “I came by to escort Alena home, Father, if she’s done making all your sales for the day.”

      “Hello to you, too, Jace,” Father said. He nodded his permission. “I can have the apprentices finish closing up.”

      Alena glanced suspiciously at her younger brother. “I don’t need an escort.”

      “The streets are filled with pickpockets and thieves, my dear sister. I couldn’t bear the blemish on my honor if any harm were to befall you.”

      Alena raised an eyebrow. “You’re that bored?”

      He laughed. “I am, indeed. And we haven’t had any time to ourselves lately. I want to know how my sister is doing.”

      Alena gathered what few belongings she had brought to the shop, then remembered to call after Father. “Don’t be late tonight!”

      “I won’t!”

      The siblings left the shop, turning in the direction of their house. They shared the events of their day, though nothing momentous had happened to either of them. Alena noticed her brother containing his excitement about something, but he didn’t want to spill the story yet. Perhaps he’d finally met a young woman? Their mother would swoon at that news. She feared Jace spent too much time working and not enough time looking to start a family.

      Pleasantries exhausted, Jace dug into weightier subjects. “How are you?”

      She noticed the shift in tone. A glance confirmed it wasn’t simply a polite question. “Is it that obvious?”

      His smile was wide. “Only to anyone who knows you at all. I think you were better at pretending when you were younger.”

      “I had more practice.” She paused. “Did they put you up to this?”

      “Yes, but I would have asked on my own soon enough.”

      “I’m not sure what to do,” she admitted. “When I returned home, all I could think about was how I wanted to stay here forever. And I’ve loved the past two years.”

      “But you want more?” Jace completed the sentence for her.

      She nodded. “I need to find a teacher. Someone in the empire has to know more about soulwalking. And I want to visit Etar and see my family there.”

      Jace’s shoulders tensed for a moment at that, but he relaxed them quickly. If she hadn’t been looking for it she wasn’t sure she would have noticed. Unlike her, Jace had gotten better at disguising his emotions.

      They walked in silence for a block, each lost in their own thoughts.

      “What will you do?” Jace asked.

      “I’m not sure yet. It will break their heart if I leave, but I don’t think I’ll be happy to remain in Landow for much longer.”

      Their house came into view. “Whatever you decide, you know I’ll support you, right?”

      “I know.”

      Their conversation came to an end as they entered their family house together. Their mother welcomed them, then immediately put them to work. Jace, being better in the kitchen than Alena, helped finish the meal. Alena put out the bowls they would eat from. She had a little time to read before Father’s heavy footsteps could be heard in the hallway.

      Family meals were still boisterous. Jace served as a commander in the city watch, and he had no shortage of stories to share. From celebrants who had gotten a little too deep in their cups to thieves that knocked themselves out while trying to evade pursuit, he had a new story every time they gathered.

      Father still groused about his apprentices, but less than he had many years ago. He had trained them well over the years, and several were becoming masters in their own right. Father paid well and cared for his smiths. If not for that, Alena suspected several of them would have moved on. Many were skilled enough to start their own smithies.

      Alena didn’t have stories to share. She enjoyed working for Father, but stories from the front of the shop didn’t entertain the way Jace’s did. And she didn’t speak about the far more interesting aspects of her life. Her abilities made her family nervous whenever she mentioned them.

      Eventually Jace called for silence. “I have news!”

      The family obediently quieted, plates long since finished.

      “The governor came to see me today,” Jace said, and Alena’s heart dropped for a moment. She’d been hoping the news was about a young woman, too. Jace worked too hard. “He wants to create a new position, a lieutenant governor for the region. And he wants me to fill it.”

      Mother beamed and Father clapped his son on the shoulder. They were proud, and why shouldn’t they be? Jace had become not just an admirable soldier, but a competent leader as well.

      Alena smiled, but doing so required an effort. She was proud of her brother, but it hurt to see him succeeding while she felt stuck.

      It wasn’t fair to him, but it was true.

      Their father went into the cellar and pulled out a bottle of wine. Their family rarely drank, but Jace’s promotion merited the occasion.

      They laughed and drank until the sun kissed the horizon.

      Then they were interrupted by a knock on the door. Jace, in high spirits, went to answer it.

      Alena’s heart skipped a beat when her brother let in a figure cloaked in red, a familiar shade to any trader in the empire. Those cloaks denoted Etari traders.

      The Etari threw back his hood once he had crossed the threshold into their house. His eyes met Alena’s. “Sooni has summoned you,” he said. “Your aid is required.”
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      Brandt stood with his fellow monks on the path, staring slack-jawed at the monastery that had been his home for over a decade. He saw the ruins before him, but he still struggled to believe. The monastery had been something solid, a place where the ravages of time raged ineffectively against the sturdy construction. But now?

      It would take years to rebuild what she destroyed in moments.

      He didn’t understand.

      The destruction wrought by that last blast was orders of magnitude greater than her previous attacks.

      He’d run.

      Retreat had been the only way to survive.

      Questions plagued his lethargic mind. The how bothered him, but he already knew the Lolani queen was stronger than him. This was simply more evidence of a fact he already understood. The questions that demanded answers were the whys. Why now? Why here? Brandt took pride in his abilities, but he was no threat to the Lolani queen.

      Had this been simple revenge, attacking him because he’d prevented her invasion years ago?

      Ana’s hand clutching his stopped his questions cold. He’d been so obsessed with the attack and its meaning he’d forgotten to check on her. Thanks to their efforts, and the mostly empty monastery, every monk still lived. Ana appeared unharmed and remarkably calm. A look passed between them, and her slight nod let him know that she was fine.

      Kyla stepped in front of the assembled monks. “The danger has passed. Let’s return and search for what can be salvaged. We need to know if we can sleep here tonight, or if we have to make our way down the road.”

      Brandt hoped they would find enough bunks to remain at the monastery tonight. The nearest village with space for them to sleep was a full day’s walk away. At the moment, he didn’t find the idea of such a walk inviting.

      The monks followed Kyla into the ruins of Highkeep. The gate had shattered and the short journey was slow. They stepped carefully, cognizant of the fact that a twisted ankle now would only increase the already weighty burden on friends.

      They paused inside the gate. A blackened crater silently smoked inside the destroyed courtyard. Nearly two hundred years of history, wiped away in a flash of power. Brandt clenched his fist and looked over the rest of the monastery.

      The blast had destroyed the abbot’s quarters and study. Brandt stepped toward the last standing structure. The guesthouse, which had been the target of the queen’s previous attack on the monastery, remained unbroken. Brandt put his hand to the stone and closed his eyes, listening to the song the element sang to him.

      He had always heard stone as a steady hum, and today was no different. The building stood and would give them shelter, at least for tonight.

      Kyla issued the monks’ orders. Several began searching the rubble. The monastery housed no small number of valuable items. Any that could be easily recovered would be moved to the guesthouse and protected by the remaining monks. Brandt, Ana, and two others cleared a path to the guesthouse and ensured it was ready to host an influx of unexpected residents.

      Brandt threw himself into the work, grateful for the opportunity to bend his body to a difficult task. He left himself no time for questions. All that mattered was moving stone out of the way, clearing the way to the guesthouse.

      Brandt used his affinity at times, but for the most part relied on his hands and muscles to perform the labor. Thanks to the cost, using his affinity expended as much energy as picking the rocks up by hand would, but sometimes the affinity made the task easier.

      By the time the sun descended to the tops of the peaks, casting long shadows, Kyla declared the work done for the day. Others had found food and the well was undamaged. For tonight, survival wouldn’t be a problem.

      The meal was quiet, the only sound that of utensils scraping against the bottoms of bowls. No one said as much, but no one knew when their next meal would be. Brandt imagined the other monks were also lost in their thoughts, memories of their home mixed with fears for their future.

      Brandt and Ana retired early, seeking solace in one another. Brandt held onto her tightly that night. Despite the loss of the monastery, she remained. Her presence shielded him from the worst of the attack’s effects.

      He woke up first the next morning, staring at the ceiling as Ana breathed softly on his neck. Over the course of the night she had rolled over and curled up next to him, her arm draped over his chest and her nose next to his ear.

      He matched his breath to hers, slow and steady.

      Ana’s transition from sleep to wakefulness was instant, the same as his had been. Some habits from their days as soldiers refused to die. He only noticed because their breaths suddenly didn’t match. She spoke before he could greet her. “What’s on your mind?”

      “What comes next.”

      Her hand reached up and played with his hair. She waited for him to elaborate.

      “I need to see the emperor.”

      Her hand paused for a moment, then resumed. Two years ago the emperor had offered to make Brandt one of his personal honor guard. Brandt had declined, insisting he could study better at Highkeep. Anders VI, or Hanns, depending on the formality of the situation, had conceded the point and stopped short of ordering Brandt to remain by his side.

      At the time, Brandt’s feelings had been complicated. He had inherited some of Alena’s anger over the lies the empire told to sustain itself. But unlike Alena, he understood that truth didn’t always govern best. He had genuinely believed that Highkeep was the best place for him to study. Hanns freely admitted that even with the knowledge only known to the line of emperors, he didn’t possess any greater understanding of the queen’s power than they did. The monastery offered him more time to practice and monks who would help push him. As part of the emperor’s honor guard, Brandt would have had to travel, stand guard over meetings, and complete dozens of other tasks that weren’t a part of monastic life.

      But, if he forced himself to confront his own shortcomings, a large part of his decision was the woman lying next to him. Ana would have traveled with him to the capital. She was a strong warrior in her own right, but the emperor’s offer hadn’t extended to her. Accepting the offer would have meant more time apart from her.

      They’d enjoyed the past two years together, but more than once Brandt had questioned his decision. All the time to study hadn’t resulted in the gains he needed. In his moodier moments he worried his decision to return to Highkeep had struck a blow against the empire he served.

      “You’re sure?”

      “I am. Perhaps the emperor doesn’t understand the Lolani queen, but he still has the most powerful affinities in the empire. There has to be something he can teach me.”

      Ana didn’t reply immediately. Her hand kept running through his hair, though, slowing his thoughts and his breath. “You’re probably right. I don’t like it, though.”

      “Why not?”

      She didn’t answer at first, seeking the right words. “It’s nothing I can point to, nothing rational. But this feels like the beginning of the end to me. When we leave Highkeep, I doubt we’ll ever return.”

      Brandt hadn’t considered beyond their trip to the capital, but Ana’s words rang true. This did feel like a door closing.

      But it opened upon another part of their journey.

      Outside, Brandt listened to the sounds of the monastery coming to life. Mostly, he heard the sounds of rock being moved by some of the early-rising monks. But he didn’t want to get out of bed, not quite yet.

      “There’s something else,” Ana said.

      Brandt turned his head so he was looking at her.

      “You won’t expect this,” she warned.

      He reached up and brushed the hair out of her face. She’d grown it even longer these past two years.

      Ana took a deep breath. “I’d like to start a family.”

      Brandt’s hand tangled in her hair. He tugged at the tangle hopelessly for a moment, then simply removed his hand. “What?”

      Her eyes twinkled with mirth. “I’m sure you heard me the first time.”

      Brandt pushed himself gently away from her so they weren’t entangled. “Now?”

      Now that she had expressed herself, she had no problem defending her decision. “Yes.”

      “I’m sure there are worse times to start a family, but I can’t think of one.”

      She kicked him in the shin under the covers, then turned serious. “I understand. But there is no perfect time to have a child, especially for us. There will always be another danger. In the past it was Falari incursions. Now it’s the Lolani. Who knows what we’ll discover five years from now?”

      She paused, her gaze steady on his. “But that’s no reason not to try. Children are another reason for us to keep fighting for a better tomorrow.”

      Brandt sat up in bed, and Ana’s hand met his. She held it tightly. He returned her grip. “What about your training?”

      She smiled at that. “I’ll continue as best I can, but my skill won’t matter. We both know that.”

      “You’re one of the stronger affinities in the monastery.”

      “And I haven’t made any progress in months. I’m near the limits of my ability.”

      It was the first time either of them had said as much out loud, even though Brandt had suspected it for a while. The admission still hit him like a punch to the stomach, though. He wanted her to grow stronger. They’d been on this journey together, and he didn’t want to leave her behind.

      But there were limits, and Ana had found hers.

      He considered her proposal. They had talked about having children before, but it had never felt quite right. Brandt enjoyed the idea of raising children, but he found himself with cold feet now that the actual opportunity presented itself.

      He snuck a look at Ana. She was gorgeous, kind, and strong. And he suspected she would make a wonderful mother.

      In the end, his decision was simpler than he expected. This was what she wanted, and he couldn’t refuse her.

      “Very well,” he said.

      A smile grew on her face, and a mischievous look flashed on it immediately after. “You want to start now?” She threw the covers off, revealing nearly her entire body.

      He should probably tell Kyla they were leaving, and there was no shortage of work around the monastery to complete. The rebuilding had just barely begun.

      But it was important to have priorities.
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      Despite their initial confusion, her family’s good manners prevailed. They welcomed the trader into their home and offered what little remained of their meal. The Etari, who introduced himself as Ligt, accepted the hospitality and dug into the remains of the meal with the enthusiasm of a man close to dying from starvation.

      Alena laughed to herself as Mother and Father attempted the polite conversation that dominated imperial meals. They asked about his travels and the weather on the road. He answered them kindly enough, no doubt used to imperial customs, but his patience for such questions was clearly limited.

      Her mirth died when she caught sight of Jace out of the corner of her vision. He stood near the door of the dining room, stiff as steel. He crossed his arms and fixed Ligt with a glare meant to kill.

      Alena didn’t need to soulwalk to understand her brother’s reaction. He understood why Alena had run to the Etari years ago, but his heart still wrestled with her decision and the dark consequences it had spawned. Most days it felt like they had put their past behind them. But Ligt’s presence threatened to destroy in a night what they had spent two years trying to rebuild.

      Still, he probably wouldn’t draw his sword within their family house. Her brother could be rash, but he matured day by day. His new promotion was evidence enough of that.

      Thought of his promotion saddened her. Tonight should have been his night to celebrate.

      Alena interrupted her mother’s question about Etari food. Ligt didn’t bring welcome news, so it was best to deal with it now. Alena raised a hand and her mother went silent. “You said Sooni summoned me. Why?”

      Ligt scraped the last of his food from the plate, then turned to face her, hand signing a gesture of appreciation for her intervention. He switched to the Etari language. “Do you still speak and understand Etari?”

      “With ease,” she replied, in the same language.

      A sign of gratitude. “I do not know the words for some concepts in imperial.” He signed an apology.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for.”

      She sensed the tension growing among her family members. They all knew she’d spent years among the Etari, but Jace wasn’t alone in his discomfort in being reminded. She turned to them. “He doesn’t know enough imperial to explain Sooni’s summons. It’s not because he desires to keep anything a secret.”

      “She speaks true,” Ligt added.

      “If it makes you uncomfortable,” Alena said, “I can speak with him in another room. You will know everything before we’re done.”

      Father shook his head. “Anything that affects you affects us. We’ll stay.”

      Ligt spoke to Alena in Etari. “Your family loves you.”

      She turned back to him. “They both do.”

      A sign of affirmation, respect indicated in the gesture.

      Ligt, in Etari fashion, spoke directly to the problem. “The great scourge threatens us again.”

      Alena started. “The Lolani have returned?”

      Ligt signed for her to remain calm. “Not in person, but in other ways.”

      “Explain.”

      “It is our gatestones. Have you noticed anything strange with yours?”

      She signed a negative. She missed Etari communication, so rich in its combination of gestures and words. It felt so much more free than imperial.

      “Some of our more recent family members have experienced challenges with the gatestones. The problem seems to be worse the closer one gets to the remains of the shattered gate. But at times, our gatestones fail us completely.”

      “How so?”

      “Some who use them vomit. Others complain of strong headaches. A few have come close to death’s gate. For others, the connection briefly vanishes. The problems are increasing in frequency, severity, and duration.”

      Alena frowned, then signed her confusion. She hadn’t noticed any such problems, but she very rarely connected to her gatestone.

      “Many believe the Lolani queen has infected our gate.”

      Alena leaned forward. Through all her years with the Etari, she’d never learned much about their gate. Hanns, her emperor, had told her the Etari possessed the remains of a gate that had been shattered. It was the source of the small gatestones every adult Etari embedded somewhere in their skin, usually near the navel. It allowed them to connect to a power greater than their own, bypassing the cost that plagued imperial warriors gifted with affinities.

      But Alena didn’t know where the Etari gate was, or anything else about it. Sooni, the leader of her family, had never spoken with her about it, despite Alena’s inquiries.

      “I’m sorry,” Alena said. “Why does Sooni want me?”

      “She says that you can soulwalk.”

      Then Alena understood. Among the Etari, soulwalking was taboo, for reasons they had never explained to her. Alena only discovered her own ability to soulwalk after leaving the Etari, so the subject hadn’t come up.

      After their last battle with the Lolani queen, Alena had written a long letter to Sooni explaining everything. She was obligated to inform them of Azaleth’s death, the outcome of the battle, and her own role in it. That had also been the letter where she told Sooni she wouldn’t be returning to Etar anytime soon. Explaining it had been difficult, and Alena still didn’t believe she’d expressed herself well.

      Sooni deserved better from her.

      Sooni had done more than just save Alena’s life. She’d given Alena a second family. And Alena was responsible for Azaleth’s death. Several reasons complicated any return to Etar, but it was her fear of facing Sooni again that prevented her from venturing near the border again.

      But thanks to the letter, Sooni knew she could soulwalk and somehow thought Alena’s gift might be exactly what the Etari needed. Alena swore, in Etari. She didn’t need her mother yelling at her for her language.

      “Will you come?” Ligt asked. “There is concern that if something is not done soon, the infection will worsen.” He paused, giving her a meaningful look. “We might lose all the power of the gatestones.”

      Alena had mixed feelings about that threat. She didn’t treasure her gatestone quite the same way the Etari did. For them, the gatestone represented their passage into adulthood. It remained with them until the moment of their passing, when it would be given to another, often within the same family.

      Her stone wasn’t without sentimental value. It hadn’t marked her adulthood, but instead her formal acceptance into Sooni’s family.

      Her more pressing concern was that her gatestone fueled her soulwalking abilities. It had been a large part of the reason they’d defeated the Lolani queen and her minions. Losing the gatestone wouldn’t be difficult. Losing its power would be.

      “I’ll need to discuss it with my family,” Alena replied.

      Ligt signed his acknowledgement. “Perhaps it would be best if I waited somewhere else?”

      Alena glanced at the looks on her family’s faces. “That might be wise.”

      After Alena got Ligt settled in their family room, she returned to the dining room. Jace had taken a seat. She completed the circle. Then she took a deep breath and recounted the conversation that had just taken place.

      “But you don’t have to go,” Mother said.

      Alena signed the negative, then remembered she was with her family. She shook her head. “No. There are no immediate consequences to refusing the summons. If I choose not to go, Ligt will leave without complaint.”

      Ligt might leave, but if disaster befell the Etari, they would hold her at least partially responsible. Then she would feel the consequences. But she didn’t want to make this decision about what the Etari might do or not do to her. She wanted to do the right thing.

      And as soon as she understood that, she realized she had already made her decision.

      It tore her in two.

      Father, always more attuned to her thoughts than she guessed, realized the same. “You want to go.”

      She nodded, feeling the pain in her heart mirrored in the faces of her family. “If the attack has anything to do with soulwalking, then I’m the only one who can help. And I don’t want to see the Etari suffer.”

      Jace’s fists clenched at that, but he said nothing. At best, most citizens of the empire viewed the Etari with ambivalence. But no small number saw their existence as an affront to the empire. Jace might not have felt so strongly as a child, but Alena’s time among them soured any generous views he might have had. He couldn’t view them as anything more than the people that had taken his sister away from him.

      “I don’t want you to go,” Mother said. “What if it’s dangerous?”

      Alena had no good answer to her mother’s concerns. She felt little threat from the Etari, but she had no way to evaluate the danger from the gate. “I’ll be as safe as I can.”

      Mother looked to Father, worry in her eyes. Father, in turn, watched Alena closely.

      She remembered that gaze from when she was younger. It wasn’t a soulwalk, but the sensations weren’t dissimilar. Father didn’t have an affinity, but his careful observations and slow wisdom served him nearly as well. “Why do you really want to go?”

      Alena swallowed. “The Etari saved my life, and I owe them a debt for that. If I can serve them in this, I would like to.” She paused, knowing the answer wouldn’t satisfy her father’s insight into his daughter. “And perhaps there are answers. For all my training, I still don’t understand my powers well, and this might be a path in the right direction.”

      “And you’ve been eager to leave for weeks now, anyway.”

      “Yes.” She wanted to tell them more, to tell them that she loved them but she had to go. But this was her family. They all understood her, and she hoped they trusted her, too.

      Father leaned back in his chair, a sigh escaping his lips. “Then I suppose you should go. But you will keep in touch, and you will return when you are able.”

      Mother protested, but Father calmed her with a hand on her shoulder. He waited for Alena to answer.

      “I will,” she said. “If you wish, I can form a connection with you the same way I did with Brandt before he left. I should be able to reach you that way.”

      Alena looked to Jace. Mother would eventually follow Father’s lead, but Jace was another matter entirely. He stared at the table, fists still clenched. When he did look up, his jaw was set. “I will go with you,” he declared.

      “What?” Alena asked, her question joining the chorus of inquiries coming from their parents.

      Jace shrugged. Once he made a decision, he rarely retreated from it. “I lost you once to the Etari. I don’t mean for it to happen again.”

      A dozen challenges presented themselves to Alena, but one above all else. “But what about your promotion?”

      His only answer was to meet her gaze. She saw then that nothing she could say would change his mind. He would follow at a distance if she didn’t let him join them. She gave him a small nod and he relaxed. He’d been preparing for a fight.

      There was little else to discuss. Alena hated seeing Mother distraught, but there was little she could do to ease a mother’s worries. She would form a connection with both of them. It was the only comfort she could offer. She would reach out to them when she had the time.

      “I’ll let Ligt know,” she said. “I imagine we’ll leave in the next day or two.”

      “And I’ll let the governor know that I’ll be gone for a while,” Jace said.

      And just like that, the decision was made.

      She was going back to Etar.

      And this time, she was bringing her brother.
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      Estern came into view long before they reached its walls. When he first saw it clearly, Brandt stopped to take it all in. He shook his head at the changes visible even from afar. The city had grown since he’d been here last.

      He shouldn’t be surprised. It had been, what, a dozen years since he’d last visited? His travels with the wolfblades occasionally brought him through, but not for a while before his fateful visit to Landow. And since then the vast majority of his days had been spent in Highkeep.

      Beside him, Ana seemed less impressed. “Looks dirty.”

      Brandt smiled. “Still not interested in moving to the city?”

      “Give me open air and clean water any day.”

      Brandt and Ana shared a dislike of cities, although for different reasons. Brandt had grown up within one, the youngest son of a family of wage-earners. He admired his family, but growing up in a city where so much of the empire’s coin had been on display left him with little but bitter memories. He despised ostentatious displays of wealth, and there were plenty to go around in the larger imperial cities.

      They spent the rest of the day reaching the walls of the city. Farms gave way to homes built beyond the walls. Brandt wondered if the city had run out of space or if those who elected to live outside the walls found life to be cheaper and the space more welcoming.

      The wolfblade within him frowned at the new construction. He understood why people built in such places. Whether due to cost or space, they could build their homes outside the walls but still retreat inside in case danger threatened the area.

      But there was little to worry about here. Estern, while not quite in the center of the empire, was hundreds of leagues away from any border that threatened it. There hadn’t been a meaningful threat in this region since Anders I established the empire two hundred years ago.

      He still disliked it. Should the worst come to pass, the houses were a liability. They could shelter invaders or be burned, obscuring enemy movements. Though he didn’t feel the need to circumnavigate the city to prove his suspicion, it appeared as though the construction encircled it.

      The houses ended about five hundred paces from the wall. From that point, nothing protected would-be invaders from the sight of the wall. Brandt supposed the short open field was better than nothing.

      The gates to Estern stood open, and Brandt and Ana entered without problem. Brandt stopped before he made it a dozen paces into the city. How could such a city even be possible?

      Every building in sight was more than a story tall. Several were more than three, and they all seemed crammed together. The noise, especially after the weeks on the road, deafened him. How did anyone get used to such a cacophony?

      Ana gave him a small push. “You’re making us look like country folk who’ve never seen a city before.”

      “It’s so much bigger than I remember it.”

      “It’s still a city.”

      “Let’s find someplace to sleep tonight. We can try for an audience with the emperor tomorrow.”

      Brandt didn’t have any particular worries on that count. By now, Kyla would have sent a message ahead making the emperor aware of their impending visit. Hopefully accessing the palace wouldn’t prove too difficult.

      They faced an overwhelming number of choices for food and shelter. Eventually, Brandt chose one more or less at random. The space seemed clean and the room and food affordable. They weren’t anywhere near the heart of the city, but Brandt suspected they didn’t have the coin for such places.

      This suited them better, anyhow.

      They enjoyed a quiet meal together, eating before most of the crowd arrived for the evening. That night they retired early. As had often been the case, even after long days on the road, they worked to make Ana’s dream of a family a reality.

      That night Brandt fell asleep completely exhausted.

      They greeted the rising of the sun with another attempt. Then they called for bathwater, scrubbing the last remains of the road off. Hanns hadn’t stood on ceremony when Brandt had met him in the past, but they’d never met at court before.

      After a filling breakfast, they made their way toward the palace.

      The buildings grew larger the closer they came to the heart of the city. To Brandt’s relief, the streets also quieted. The buildings had space between them, and while the roads were still full of people, it wasn’t nearly as crowded as the outer reaches had been. Here, the wheels of commerce dressed citizens in fine clothes and provided luxuries unknown to most.

      Brandt felt tension growing within him. Memories of mistreatment at the hands of such people still echoed faintly in his mind. He cursed Kye for stealing the memories of his friends, but Brandt would have thanked him for stealing those of his childhood.

      Their first full view of the palace reassured him. It, at least, hadn’t changed. Built during the reign of Anders I, the palace was a fortress. Perhaps some found it beautiful, but its intent was to protect. Now that Brandt understood that it guarded a gate, the design choice made even more sense.

      The guards surrounding the palace paid close attention to all guests entering and leaving. Brandt’s critical eye found few flaws in the emperor’s defenses. He and Ana were interrogated multiple times, and while they made it through with little difficulty, Brandt easily saw how the precautions would have stopped any intruders.

      Eventually they found themselves in a small nondescript room in the palace. A few paintings representing the reign of the Anders served as the only decoration. Brandt gave them little attention. They were depictions of stories any school child could recite.

      The door behind them opened again and a group of four guards entered. Brandt recognized two of them as guards who had served Hanns back when he’d first visited the monastery all those years ago. The recognition was mutual, and short bows of acknowledgment were exchanged. The guards performed a quick check of the room to ensure its safety.

      Then they left and Hanns entered.

      He looked older than his years. Only two had passed since Brandt had seen him last, but it looked more like a dozen had. Both Brandt and Ana bowed deeply, a gesture barely returned by the emperor.

      A younger man with more than a passing resemblance to Hanns followed. The emperor introduced him, though Brandt had already guessed. “Brandt, Ana, this is my younger son, Regar. He wished to meet you, as the ones who discovered the gate outside Landow.”

      Brandt knew little about the young man besides what was common knowledge. Rumor had it that Regar had been a troublesome child, but like any prince, he had gone into military service as soon as he’d come of age. He’d served on the Falari border, dealing with the never-ending incursions. Brandt had never served under the prince. His own tenure as a wolfblade had ended before Regar reached the border.

      Brandt had heard stories of Regar’s time, but details differed. All that Brandt knew as fact was that the prince had been captured by the Falari in some skirmish. Some said he escaped and fought his way back to imperial territory. Others claimed a rescue mission had been launched. Still others believed Hanns had bought his youngest son back with promises of gold and alliances.

      Whatever had happened, the young man didn’t seem scarred in any noticeable way, and the conflict with the Falari hadn’t changed, either. They still constantly harassed the imperial borders. Brandt saw a proud young man, attentive and strong by his father’s side.

      The emperor’s eldest son, Olen, Brandt knew even less about. He was considered more of an academic than a warrior and wasn’t well-regarded among military units. Though Hanns had never made an official announcement, Olen was widely expected to be next in line to the throne.

      They all sat. “Tea?” the emperor asked.

      For a time they spoke of meaningless topics. The emperor asked them about their journey, and in return Ana inquired as to the emperor’s health. All the while they sipped at tea poured by Regar, a potent green liquid that started with just the slightest hint of bitterness but ended with a pleasant sweetness. It was some of the best tea Brandt had ever tasted.

      The formalities surprised him, though he didn’t let the surprise reach his face. In their previous interactions Hanns had never been anything but direct and informal. Brandt wondered how much of this was show for Regar’s sake.

      Hanns, as the host of the gathering, was the first to broach the subject that had brought them all together. “I was saddened to hear of the loss of Highkeep.”

      Brandt and Ana bowed their heads. “Thank you for your condolences,” Ana replied.

      “Kyla’s messenger described the power of the attack,” the emperor said. “It sounded much stronger than the one we endured while I visited.”

      “I’ve never felt its like,” Brandt confirmed.

      “What aid do you seek?”

      “Knowledge,” Brandt answered.

      A ghost of a smile played across the emperor’s lips. “I seem to recall that we discussed this two years ago. I know little more now than I did then.”

      Brandt noted Regar’s sudden attention, a light in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. He looked close to speaking, but Hanns answered Brandt first. “You are welcome to any knowledge I possess, save only that known to the Anders about the gates. But I fear I will be less help than you hope.”

      “You’ve made no progress in understanding her power?”

      “None.”

      “Father,” Regar interrupted, “perhaps I—”

      “No.” Hanns’ reply was that of a parent who has already had a familiar argument with their child too many times.

      Regar glowered for a moment, then regained his composure.

      Hanns explained. “Prince Regar believes that some of the techniques the line of Anders use to control the gate might be the key to unlocking the queen’s power. I don’t agree, but Anders also decreed the techniques never be passed beyond the emperor and those who might succeed him.”

      Brandt wondered how applicable a two-hundred-year-old decree should be, considering the weight of the consequences. But he didn’t question Hanns. It clearly hadn’t done Regar any good.

      The emperor stood up suddenly, surprising everyone. “Follow me. Prince Regar, you may leave now.”

      Regar left, leaving an angry wake behind him.

      “I apologize,” Hanns said. “He means well, but he doesn’t understand how important it is we obey the laws Anders set for his line.”

      Brandt quickly finished the last of his tea, unwilling to waste a single precious drop. Then he hurried after Hanns. They returned to the palace hallway where they were surrounded by guards. Brandt noted their movement and training. The guards remained far enough away so as not to be bothersome, but effectively blocked both directions of the hall as they moved. No one would get close to the emperor and his retinue without permission.

      Hanns walked with a determined stride, taking the myriad turns of the palace with confidence inspired by a lifetime within its walls. Though Brandt considered himself an expert navigator, he soon found himself lost among the twists and turns. Another defensive feature designed to confuse invaders.

      They came to a room with a single door. They waited for Hanns’ guards to sweep the room for threats before entering, then they stepped into an orderly study.

      Hanns went to a shelf of scrolls and books. Reaching into a crack between books he pulled on a lever and a concealed door swung open on silent hinges. An eerie but familiar blue glow emanated from a stone hallway. Hanns looked back at them. “Ready to see one of the greatest secrets of the empire?”

      Brandt and Ana nodded, and Hanns led the way below.

      The narrow stone corridor led them steadily down. The steps were wide and gentle, but the path snaked as it descended. The blue light reflected in an unnatural manner off the walls, nearly glowing, though they seemed no closer to the source of the light.

      At first, Brandt’s attention was focused on the blue light, memories flooding through him. The last time he’d seen that light he had been certain he was going to die. He found the memories alone were enough to twist his stomach into knots.

      But as they descended and Brandt mastered his reaction, he began to notice the walls of the corridor. They were unnaturally smooth. No matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t see a mark of a chisel anywhere. The connection snapped together in his thoughts.

      “This tunnel was built by the same people who built the tunnels under the mountain outside of Landow.”

      “Astute observation,” the emperor confirmed.

      They passed entrances to other tunnels. Brandt noted one had smooth walls but another’s were rougher, similar to more that he’d been in.

      “You’ve dug your own access, haven’t you?”

      “Not me, but Anders III,” Hanns said. “He worried that in an emergency he wouldn’t be able to reach the chamber in time.”

      “Did those that come before build the palace, too?”

      Hanns shook his head. “No. As near as I can tell, most of the foundation was left by them, but the palace was built by Anders. The actual Anders.”

      Brandt nodded. More and more, it seemed that history seemed to revolve around the emperor who had founded their empire over two hundred years ago.

      Eventually they reached the chamber Brandt had known they would.

      Hanns stopped in the center of the room and gestured. “The gate that founded our empire. The gate that Anders discovered.”

      Like the gate near Landow, this one was a stone arch, carved by diamonds lit by a mysterious blue glow. This close to it, Brandt could feel its power thrumming through his bones. He hadn’t visited Landow’s gate since he’d left the area years ago, but he would swear this gate had a different feel to it.

      The light from the gate flickered then, almost as though it had been snuffed for a moment. The light recovered quickly enough, but Brandt didn’t remember the other gate doing that in the short time it had been active. “What was that?”

      The emperor looked as though the weight of the answer would crush him. “Better you feel it for yourself. Touch it and funnel a bit of air affinity into it.”

      Brandt looked at the emperor skeptically, who gave a halfhearted smile. “It will be a very different experience from before. It’s under my control. There’s nothing to fear.”

      Brandt wasn’t sure he agreed. Touching the first gate he had encountered had filled him with a power that had nearly torn him limb from limb. But he trusted Hanns.

      So he did as he was asked.

      Sensations blasted him the moment he opened his affinity to the gate. He remembered to ride the power, the way Alena had once shown him. The torrent of power became manageable and Brandt sensed a pattern underneath it all.

      Almost as soon as he found his bearings, they were torn away. A force of massive power tore into the pattern, seeking to rip it and tear it apart. The pattern of power bent and folded, but snapped back when the assault vanished.

      Brandt broke contact with the gate, gasping for air. He had felt that dark power before.

      “She’s attacking the gate.”

      Hanns nodded. “It’s actually worse than that.”

      “How?”

      Hanns exhaled deeply, the weight of the confession seeming to hang about his neck.

      “I believe she’s attacking all the gates at once.”
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