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

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

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

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

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

      “Sorry!” Ana called from above him.

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

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

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

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

      She was smiling. She enjoyed the challenge.

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

      Thus, the climb.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What do you think?” he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Want to risk it?” he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      He ignored it.

      All elements were dangerous.

      But fire put the others to shame.

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

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

      There was no evidence of habitation.

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

      “Brandt.”

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

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

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

      No hammer and chisel could make a hallway so perfect.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The second chamber was several times larger than the first.

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

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

      “Oh.”

      She had a gift for understatement.

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

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

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

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

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

      He saw no one besides Ana.

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

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

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

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

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

      She nodded.

      “That’s not possible, right?”

      “I didn’t think so.”

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

      But it was too large by far.

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

      “A new weapon?” she asked.

      Brandt wished he knew.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Had the bandit returned?

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

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

      The passage.

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

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

      She wasn’t going to make it.

      The passage was going to close around her.

      An impossible death, trapped in stone forever.

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

      He pulled with all his might.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I know.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s happening?” her brother asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Go inside, Jace,” she commanded.

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

      “Now!” she interrupted.

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

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

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

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

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

      A named family, then.

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

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

      Alena didn’t think they’d be friends.

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

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

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Who are you?” she echoed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Alena looked up at him, looking bored.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He caught himself well, his training asserting itself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Impossible. The thought echoed in his mind.

      And yet here they were, sealed inside a mountain.

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

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

      “Yes?”

      “I hope the gates reject your soul.”

      “I know.”

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

      Maybe not this tight, though.

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

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

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

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

      Brandt reached for his supplies. They needed light.

      “What are you doing?” Ana asked.

      “Lighting a torch.”

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

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

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

      “Fine, but a normal torch only.”

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

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

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

      Their initial examination was thorough, but revealed nothing promising.

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

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

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

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

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

      Ana shrugged.

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

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

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

      “Brandt.”

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

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

      There.

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

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

      But how thick was the covering stone?

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

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

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

      Ana shook her head.

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

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

      Ana looked skeptical. “How?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She nodded.

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

      Then he pulled.

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

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

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

      While he had collected heat, she had gathered water.

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

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

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

      But no light.

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

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

      “I want to try again,” Brandt said.

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

      “I can do it.”

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

      “Always.”

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

      “That’s fair.”

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

      All or nothing. Always.

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

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

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

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

      For a moment, nothing happened.

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

      Light shone through.

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

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

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

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

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

      They had done it.

      He’d never had a doubt.

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

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

      And he was impossibly strong.

      Brandt looked forward to the challenge.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Alena ignored him and stepped into the shop.

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

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

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

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

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

      She smiled. “I brought something.”

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

      Bayt followed, latching the flooring closed behind him.

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

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

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

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

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

      “You should get rid of it.”

      Alena blinked. “What?”

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

      Alena shook her head.

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

      She crossed her arms. “Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What should I do?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      “Thank you. And Alena?”

      “Yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do I have to choose?” Brandt asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s the wrong decision.”

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

      “I do,” Brandt replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Even Ryder cursed at that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kyler swore. “I hate children.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A grim smile flashed over Ryder’s face.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Because I was sure we could win!”

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

      “We won!”

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

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

      Brandt sipped his beer and relaxed.

      The wolfblades were loud and obnoxious.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Niles was trying to lose a tail.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But she hadn’t had a challenge in months.

      Alena put the fruit down and followed Niles.

      He was good.

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

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

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

      This was fun.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Two trips.

      Easy to protect.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Ana laughed. “You just figured it out?”

      He arched an eyebrow at her.

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

      “And you didn’t inform me?”

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

      “Who won?”

      “Ryder, of course.”

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

      “Out of curiosity, what was your bet?”

      “That you would never notice.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He also swore when he realized what they were.

      Stones.

      “Find cover!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Or so he thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kyler sounded a warning. “Brandt!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They couldn’t let him reach the mountains.

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

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

      Brandt’s blood boiled.

      “Ryder, cut him off!”

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

      Brandt yelled ahead. “Ana, assist Ryder.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Brandt stumbled over to Lola, who had dug her sword into the ground and was using it to stand up. “You okay?”

      She inhaled sharply. “I will be.”

      Together, they checked on the others. Kyler and Ana both responded well, but Ryder took some time to recover. Blood flowed freely from a wound to his scalp.

      Miraculously, none of them had died. As Brandt watched his friends recover from the various blows they had taken, he understood a truth.

      The bandit had intentionally left them alive. Several of the blows could have killed them. If the man had the ability to lift Kyler in the air with a single stone, the blow to Ryder’s head could have easily sent him to the gates.

      The bandit had pulled his punches.

      Brandt wished he knew why.

      Once everyone was back on their feet, they returned to where the wagon had tipped over. When they arrived, they found another surprise. One surprise too many, in Brandt’s opinion.

      The merchant and his wife appeared to be dead.

      Ana approached and kneeled down beside them. She put her hand next to the merchant’s face. “He’s alive.”

      She moved to the wife and confirmed she lived, too. Ana examined the woman more closely. She squinted as she brushed some of the long dark hair away from the woman’s neck. “There’s a small puncture wound here.”

      Brandt examined the merchant, finding a matching wound.

      “The bandit?” Lola asked.

      Brandt shook his head. “I can’t imagine him using poisoned darts.”

      “The walls are gone,” Kyler observed.

      Brandt hadn’t noticed, but once Kyler pointed it out, he couldn’t believe he had missed the detail. The short wall that had stopped the wagon during the ambush was gone. The taller wall that had toppled the wagon was, too. The road looked clear as far as the eye could see. “Could you have fixed that?”

      Kyler rubbed at his chin. “Not in less than a full afternoon’s worth of work and two full meals.”

      “So the bandit returned and repaired the road?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      Brandt shook his head. Who else had been after the merchant? Why had the bandit fixed the road when he returned?

      He had no answers. “Let’s arrest these two and search through what’s left. We can question them back in Landow.”

      They went to work, hoping to find answers to the questions that plagued them.
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      Alena helped serve the meal her mother had prepared. Tonight’s meal was simple, if hearty. Mother had roasted a whole chicken and boiled potatoes, a celebration of a project her father recently finished.

      One advantage of Alena’s position with Bayt was that she had access to more spices every day than most people saw in a month. Often, in lieu of accepting gold for her activities, she took her payments in spice. Her mother was an excellent cook and used the herbs and seasonings to great effect. Tonight’s chicken and potatoes were no exception.

      Their father was home this evening. He owned one of the best smithies in town, thanks in large part to his long history of hard work and uncompromising standards. Many years ago he had started out as an apprentice smith, but the quality of his work slowly became known throughout the area. When his master became too old to lift the hammer, he had inherited the smithy and built its reputation further.

      Now the smithy employed four well-regarded apprentices, and the forges were in almost constant use. Father was best known for his blades, but he gave the same attention to a farmer’s horseshoe that he did an official’s sword. It made him the best in the area, but it also meant long absences from his family.

      The four of them sat down to eat. The chicken was moist and savory, and the potatoes filled the small spaces in Alena’s stomach. The fireplace warmed the room, and Alena wished she could sit at the table forever. She was eager to explore the world, but less enthused about leaving her family.

      Father gave her a pointed glance in between bites. “How are your studies?”

      “Good.”

      He gave her a knowing glance. “I hear you haven’t been attending your history lessons very often.”

      Alena knew where that rumor would have come from. Jace did everything he could to curry favor with their father. Little did he realize their father looked down on a tattletale.

      It wouldn’t stop Father from using the information, though.

      “I’ve been using the extra time in the shop.”

      “You believe you will still pass the exams?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      He held her gaze for a moment, then smiled. “Very well.”

      “Luc!” Mother sounded indignant.

      Father chuckled, a low soft sound that put Alena instantly at ease. “She’s nearly an adult, and she’s a bright girl. I choose to trust her.” He grinned at his wife’s glare. “Anyway, if she fails to pass the exams, she knows she’s stuck in this town for the rest of her life, and then you won’t have to worry about her leaving.”

      His indirect threat struck uncomfortably close to her heart. She loved her family, but the continent was vast, and she wanted to see as much of it as possible. University was her only legitimate way out. She had been studying history, just not under the tutelage of that old fool at the academy. She wouldn’t miss her chance to escape Landow.

      After the meal was over, Alena went to help Mother with the cleanup, but Father stopped her. “Jace, help your mother tonight, please.”

      Jace, always eager to please Father, jumped to it.

      Alena followed her father and sat next to him near the fireplace. He spoke low, so as not to be overheard.

      “You’re not being a fool about your classes, are you?”

      “I don’t think so. Our instructor does little more than read from a text. I can do that on my own, and faster.”

      “You understand what you risk? History is a key component of the exam.”

      She nodded. “I do. I’ve been borrowing additional history texts from the academy library. I will be prepared.”

      “Very well. Just remember, Alena, your intelligence is a double-edged sword. With it, you can accomplish great deeds. But left unchecked, it will get you into trouble. It must be balanced with hard work and wisdom.”

      “I know, Father.” She meant it, too. He had hammered that teaching into her with the same intensity he hammered imperfections out of steel.

      “Good.” He reached into one of his deep pockets, pulling out a hide-wrapped object and handing it to her. “I have something for you.”

      She recognized his handiwork immediately. It was a long knife, and it had all the hallmarks of his craft. The blade was simple and unadorned, with a hilt that didn’t draw attention to itself. Her father created the best blades, not the best-looking ones.

      She put the knife down and leaped at him, wrapping her arms around his thick neck. He embraced her tightly, his strong arms threatening to crush the breath out of her.

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      “You’re welcome, girl. I’m proud of you.”

      They broke apart and she studied the knife for some time. They were shortly joined by Jace and Mother, and the family exchanged stories of their past few days. Alena went to her bedroom that night warm and full of cheer.

      But she didn’t remain there long. As soon as she was certain her family was asleep, she threw on dark clothes and slipped out the window of her room, using lightness to skip across the neighboring roofs. She landed on a street a block away and made her way toward Niles’ house, the same way she had for the past three nights.

      After the first night, Bayt had told her to stay far away. Though he’d tried to hide the fact, he had been supremely interested in where the Arrowoods were living. The very spices her mother had used tonight had been a direct result of that information.

      Nothing encouraged Alena more than telling her that something shouldn’t be done, though. For the past few nights she had watched the house. She had no specific purpose. She just wanted to learn more about the new named student and his mysterious family. Her curiosity had always been insatiable.

      Alena reached her usual observation point without difficulty. She settled in, allowing the shadows to embrace her.

      Waiting had never been challenging for Alena. Even as a young girl, she had found the world rich in sensory details. As she watched, she let her senses wander. She traced the smoke rising into the sky from the chimneys, listened to the sounds of people walking on the streets below. Someone in the house beneath her must be cooking, because the scents of roasted meat filled her nose.

      It was very late when a now-familiar figure appeared in the darkness of the streets below. Every step landed without a sound, and his head swiveled back and forth at regular intervals.

      Zane Arrowood had arrived.

      Most nights, Zane walked straight to his house. Tonight, though, he was more circumspect. He doubled back, then walked around a block twice. He even used lightness to reach a nearby rooftop.

      Alena pushed herself deeper into the shadows.

      Eventually, he came to the door of his house, but he didn’t go inside. He looked around one more time.

      Then he climbed to the roof of his own house. He crouched down behind the chimney, and Alena heard the soft sound of brick scraping against brick, barely loud enough to reach her ears.

      A few moments later, Zane was back on the street, opening his door as though nothing unusual had just occurred.

      Alena bit her lower lip. Zane had hidden something. Given his precautions, she had no doubt that whatever was hidden was particularly valuable. She wiped a bit of sweat from her palms.

      Bayt would kill her.

      But she would never have a better opportunity.

      She could hear her heart thundering in her chest.

      She had pulled some foolish tricks before.

      But this, this was a whole different level of foolish.

      She imagined the look on Bayt’s face.

      Perhaps she could earn enough to buy her way into university. It was possible for some. The exam was the only way in for those who couldn’t afford better. Her father would be proud of her admission, even if he could never learn the method she’d used.

      She wrung her hands. She wanted to pace, because pacing always helped her think.

      Alena cursed. What could Zane have hidden?

      Sure, Zane seemed frightening enough, but there was no connection for them to draw to her. No one besides Bayt even knew she had been here. The Arrowoods didn’t even know she existed.

      She leaped from roof to roof, using all the lightness she possessed to land on the Arrowoods’ roof.

      Alena stepped slowly, testing her weight on every step. Every soft sound echoed like thunder in her ears.

      She loved this feeling. Every sense was sharp. Colors, sounds, and smells were all more vivid. When she reached the chimney, she had little difficulty seeing what brick had been removed.

      Alena crouched down, listening for any sign her presence had been detected. Then she dug her fingers into the crack and began gently prying at the brick.

      She forced herself to be patient. The brick moved, one hair’s width at a time.

      Then it was out. Alena reached her hand in and found a small package, wrapped in hide. She pulled it out, then replaced the brick. Remaining close to the scene was a risk, but if it delayed the discovery of her theft, she figured it was worth it.

      Then she reversed her path, leaping back onto safe rooftops. As soon as she was clear, she dropped back to the ground, pulling a hood over her head. She walked away, putting as much distance between her and the scene of the crime as she could.
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      Brandt paced outside the governor’s residence. He still felt the aches and bruises from the battle the day before, but he counted himself lucky for surviving a fight of such intensity with as few wounds as he did. None of the wounds hurt as much as his pride. In the whole history of his command, he’d never suffered a defeat.

      The bandit would suffer for the humiliation he had caused. Brandt planned on ensuring it.

      The rest of the wolfblades recuperated at the inn. Ryder, in particular, required quiet rest. Brandt couldn’t wait for answers, though. The governor had to know more than he was letting on. A bandit that powerful left traces of his existence. Powers that strong left a path to follow, like an army marching across a field.

      A man dressed as a servant stepped out and motioned to Brandt. “The governor can see you now.”

      Brandt took the stairs up to the house three at a time. He’d been politely but firmly rebuffed when he tried to force his way in earlier.

      The building wasn’t nearly as ostentatious as some governor’s residences Brandt had seen in his travels. Landow wasn’t a frontier by any means, but it did rest within a week’s journey of the northern edge of the continent. Given the abundant wealth of natural resources and the booming trade, no doubt the governor could have afforded something more.

      The house was large, but it was only a third the size of some closer to the interior, where the power and wealth of the empire were concentrated.

      The servant led him through a long hallway to a single door. They walked past the main receiving room. Brandt took that as a promising sign. He hated the pretense of proper receptions.

      The servant knocked lightly on the door. From the way the servant fussed about his tasks, Brandt guessed the man was privately paid help. No wage earner took his work so seriously.

      At his master’s response, the servant opened the door and gestured for Brandt to enter. Brandt did, then stopped short, surprised by the room.

      The servant had led him into what appeared to be the governor’s private study. Several shelves of scrolls, all labeled and neatly organized, stood on the wall to Brandt’s right. A window on Brandt’s left let in the afternoon sun. The room smelled like old paper.

      He approved.

      The governor’s desk also impressed him. Instead of the tall desk with a chair most preferred, the governor’s desk was designed for sitting on the floor, a traditional style in some parts of the country, but considered far out of date now.

      Brandt’s previous interactions with the governor had been by appointment, at the government offices near the center of the city. There, the governor had been formal, almost condescending.

      Brandt received a distinctly different impression now. As the governor stood to greet his guest, Brandt’s eyes tracked the smooth motion. The governor was young, as far as such positions went. He couldn’t be much more than thirty. But he stood in a single motion, rising to his feet in a manner that demonstrated a care for his body most government officials lacked.

      This man was determined, and ambitious. He greeted Brandt politely, then motioned for him to sit. Brandt did, ashamed the governor made the motion look easier than he did. His body still ached from yesterday’s beating.

      “Governor, thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

      “Call me Kye, please. There is no need for formality here. The short letter you sent left me in disbelief. Had the words come from anyone other than a wolfblade, I’m not sure I would have taken them seriously. Tell me everything, from the beginning.”

      Brandt wondered for a moment at the change. His prior visits with the governor hadn’t earned him nearly this level of respect and attention.

      Brandt told his story. Kye leaned forward as he listened, his whole body involved. At times, he scribbled notes to himself on a sheet of paper. Other times he stopped Brandt, asking a clarifying question.

      “And you’re sure your men don’t need further medical attention? I can put them in touch with some of the best private doctors in town.”

      “Thank you, but they should all fully recover.”

      The governor looked over his notes, then looked out the window. Brandt couldn’t guess where the governor’s considerations wandered, but the intensity of his thought wasn’t in question.

      The moment stretched out, silence settling between the two men. Brandt fought his body’s urge to fidget.

      “Do you know what was stolen from the merchant?”

      Brandt did. He had spent most of the day interrogating the man. It hadn’t been difficult. The man was a smuggler, so he understood his options. He could cooperate and suffer a lesser punishment or refuse and die. Brandt had all the authority to take the man’s life under any pretense, and they both knew it. The man confessed right away, the words pouring out of him. The smuggler possessed no regrets beyond the fact that he had been caught. The questioning had only taken so long because Brandt had been certain the man knew more than he said. Only after most of the day had passed was Brandt convinced by the man’s lack of knowledge. “A diamond.”

      Kye sighed and his shoulders slumped. He gazed out the window. “That’s what I feared.”

      Brandt frowned. “Why?”

      Kye didn’t answer for several long moments. “The emperor himself has been looking for that diamond for almost a year now. He just received information that a smuggler’s network had brought it here. It was thought they hoped to carry it to the coast and onto a boat traveling to an Etari port.”

      Brandt absorbed the new information, then made a connection. “That’s why the Arrowoods are here.”

      Kye raised an eyebrow, as though he was surprised the wolfblade was so well-informed. “Indeed. Their methods are unique, but the family has been known for its success in such delicate endeavors.”

      “Why is the diamond so special? It can’t be about money. He leaves most valuables alone.”

      “An astute observation. It is rumored that the diamond can focus and increase one’s personal affinity.” Kye met Brandt’s gaze, watching his reaction.

      Brandt blinked rapidly. “Truly?”

      Kye shrugged. “I cannot speak to the veracity of the rumors. But I suspect it is those very rumors that have attracted so much attention to our corner of the world.”

      Brandt had never heard of a diamond being able to increase a person’s affinity. Ever since the empire had been founded by Anders I, hopefuls had searched for ways to artificially increase their affinity, but all such attempts had failed. Some still searched, but most sensible people considered it the modern equivalent of alchemical gold.

      If it was true, though, the consequences were staggering. Affinities could be useful, but they were rarely strong enough to defeat a talented martial artist.

      The bandit was an exception. He was strong enough to destroy all five of Brandt’s warriors at once. Did he already possess a diamond like the governor spoke of?

      Brandt’s mind spun at the possibilities.

      One worried him more than the others.

      What if the diamond worked, and the bandit just now got his hands on it? The man’s power was already inhuman. To amplify it further seemed impossible, but what if?

      Brandt shuddered.

      Kye noticed. “You can well understand why this diamond is so important. Most likely, the rumors amount to nothing, but the emperor can’t take a chance on such an item. It must be retrieved. All of us must turn our efforts toward this cause, now.”

      “What would you have of my wolfblades?”

      “Search for the diamond.”

      “You believe it is here?”

      Kye appeared genuinely concerned. “I do not know, but I hope so. Between your squad, the Arrowoods, and the city watch, we have a chance to retrieve the diamond if it’s here. If it’s beyond our grasp, I fear the consequences.”

      Brandt wasn’t sure how much help his wolfblades could be. They were soldiers, not investigators. But disobeying a governor’s orders came with a cost, and this time he had no better ideas. He bowed and accepted the charge. Kye dismissed him, immediately returning to the stack of papers at his desk.

      One thought worried Brandt as he walked from the governor’s house. Kye had known about the strength of the bandit and the Arrowoods’ search for the diamond before the attack on the smuggler yesterday. Yet he hadn’t put the pieces together.

      Perhaps the governor hadn’t believed Brandt’s outlandish story from the mountains. Perhaps the governor just hadn’t put the two strings of events together. It seemed unlikely. His impression was that the governor was sharp. It seemed like a connection he should have made.

      There was no telling, though. All Brandt was certain of was that he felt a deep unease as he walked toward the inn to give the wolfblades their new orders.
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      Academy crawled by. To Alena’s sense, every class was at least twice as long as usual, every instructor endlessly lecturing on meaningless topics. She couldn’t care less about Emperor Anders I’s establishment of the monasteries, or the battles he fought to unify the continent after declaring himself emperor.

      The diamond felt heavy in her pocket, weighing her down whenever she moved.

      She had considered skipping the whole day and going straight to Bayt’s. Only two obstructions kept her from doing so.

      The first was Jace. Perhaps she could convince him to keep her absence a secret, but she doubted it. He might try, for her sake, but secrets leaked out of him like water through a sieve. He simply couldn’t do it. She didn’t want another lecture from Father, especially so soon after the last one.

      Alena felt in her other pocket for her new knife. The hilt of the blade was cool against her palm, but the thought of the gift warmed her.

      Bayt was the second obstruction. He had told her, early on, how important it was to maintain a normal lifestyle. His own routine served as an example. He didn’t need to trade in spices. The information he collected and sold more than paid for his simple life. But the facade was important. It prevented people from becoming curious and asking questions there were no easy answers to.

      He had taught her never to run from the scene of a crime unless she was chased. Running attracted attention. Likewise, she didn’t skip a full day of classes the day after she had stolen a fist-sized chunk of diamond from a named family. People were too talented at making connections.

      So she sat in class, tapping her foot and trying not to run her hand down to her pocket every other heartbeat to ensure the diamond was still secure.

      She skipped history, but that was routine enough that no one noticed. She worked her way toward Bayt’s shop, using many of the same techniques Niles had attempted just a few days ago. Hopefully her skill exceeded his.

      Alena took far more extensive precautions than usual. Only when she was absolutely sure she was safe did she approach the shop.

      She was probably paranoid. There was no connection between her and the diamond. Neither Niles nor his father had ever noticed her. She’d taken advantage of chance encounters.

      There was no way they could suspect her.

      Bayt’s shop was quiet when she stepped in. The hairs on the back of her neck rose and she stopped just inside the door. No one stood in the front of the shop.

      Bayt always kept an apprentice out front. It was one of the primary rules of the place, drilled into all new apprentices on day one.

      The practice wasn’t just about having someone present for customers. The apprentices up front acted as the first line of defense when imperial investigators appeared.

      She almost ran.

      But there was nowhere to run to. She didn’t know what to do with an enormous uncut diamond. Bayt fenced everything for her.

      She looked behind the counter. Nothing was out of place. The spices were well-organized, every container where it belonged.

      Alena stepped into the back room.

      She found Bayt.

      Or what was left of him.

      Alena gagged and rushed out of the room. She ran to the front door, then stopped. What if someone was watching? She had looked for people tailing her, but spotting someone watching a building was often far more challenging. It was how she’d found the diamond in the first place.

      She breathed deep through her nose, calming her heart. There wasn’t much stink, yet. Definitely not enough to overwhelm the various scents of the spices. Bayt hadn’t been dead long.

      She’d never seen a body disfigured like that.

      She needed to go back. If there were any answers, they were in the back room.

      With a deep breath, she steeled herself. She returned and forced herself to look at Bayt.

      The bruises that covered his face and body told Alena Bayt’s last hours had been anything but pleasant.

      Part of her had always known Bayt’s work ran this risk. But it had never felt real. Bayt had been too smart. He always knew just how far to push people. Far enough to profit, but never enough to bring this down on him. What had he done?

      Alena studied the trap door in the floor. There were unbroken blood clots across it. Bayt hadn’t spilled his secrets, even at the end.

      Who would do this, though, and why?

      Alena wished she knew more of Bayt’s business. She had no idea who would wish such harm on him.

      Would they go after his apprentices, too?

      As her eye studied the floor, she noticed writing she hadn’t before. The letters had been written in blood. Her breath caught in her throat.

      Return it.

      She sank to her knees, her breath coming in gasps.

      Those two words told her all she needed to know.

      She was the reason Bayt had been tortured and killed.

      That thought ran through her head, repeating itself over and over. She lost track of time and her surroundings.

      When her awareness returned, she realized she was vulnerable as long as she remained here. She knocked the palm of her hand against her forehead, forcing herself to think.

      Bayt’s voice echoed in her head. “Think! Then act.”

      She needed to leave. Being here implicated her. If a customer came in, they would link her to the body when the murder was discovered.

      She stood up and left the store. Her eyes searched the streets and the rooftops, looking for a hidden observer.

      She saw none, but that meant little. There were too many places to hide.

      She needed to move, to flush out anyone who might follow her.

      Alena chose directions randomly, her eyes always looking back and forth. She turned left, then right, then turned back and walked the way she came. A few passersby glanced at her curiously, but no one followed.

      She stepped into a teahouse and sat down. When the tea arrived, Alena sipped at it greedily. A little spilled down her chin. As she brought the cup down, she saw that her hands were shaking.

      She placed the cup down gently, then put her palms on the oak table, spreading her fingers out and forcing them to relax. She closed her eyes, then worked her attention down her body, relaxing her tongue, her shoulders, and her back.

      A calm mind followed a calm body. Bayt had taught her that.

      He had taught her more than she realized.

      She needed to think.

      Bayt’s trap door hadn’t been opened. Granted, Zane Arrowood hadn’t been searching for the information. He had been searching for her.

      She thought of the message, left in her mentor’s blood. Why leave it? If Bayt had given her up, Zane wouldn’t have left the message. He’d be on her trail, sniffing her out.

      Bayt hadn’t talked.

      She grimaced. She knew she was grasping for hope, but the story fit.

      So how had Zane found Bayt?

      That was easy enough, she supposed. Everyone on the wrong side of the law knew Bayt. He’d carved out a niche for himself, and among the locals, his reputation protected him. Bayt didn’t intimidate with physicality, but with connections and information.

      Alena realized the next few days would be complete chaos within the city. No doubt, Bayt had put plans in place if something happened to him. Zane had just inadvertently released dozens of pieces of compromising information on city and government officials.

      But Zane wouldn’t care about any of that. Alena suspected he only cared about the diamond.

      And he had tortured and killed Bayt, who had been innocent enough of the crime, without a second thought.

      She understood well enough what had happened to her master. Only one question remained: what did she do next?

      If Zane had found Bayt within a day of the theft, he would quickly make his way through the underworld here. He would learn that Bayt’s apprentices knew about more than just spices. Soon Zane would be coming after her, seeking information. He wouldn’t know she had the diamond, but he’d get lucky all the same.

      She sipped at the tea, fighting desperately against the tightness in her stomach, the bile rising in her throat.

      She just had to test herself, didn’t she? She couldn’t leave well enough alone. Bayt’s death landed squarely on her shoulders. Her breathing came fast and shallow as further consequences unfolded in her imagination.

      She couldn’t stay at the academy. Her family would be in danger.

      Her only hope was to return the diamond. She wouldn’t be able to do anything with it anyway. Bayt had been her only fence.

      If she returned the diamond, maybe Zane would stop the hunt before it reached her.

      She bit her tongue. It was a slim hope, but the only one she had.

      She finished the whole pot of tea, the warm liquid calming her a little. The sun fell on the horizon, and she figured there was no point wasting time. She placed a few coins on the table and left the teahouse.

      Alena used most of the remaining sunlight to ensure she wasn’t being followed. By the time it was dark, she was certain no one was behind her.

      She made her way toward the Arrowoods’ house, stopping about a block away to climb to the roofs.

      Alena watched every rooftop, looking for shadows out of place, or a hint of movement in the dim light of the stars. The moon wasn’t up yet, and there wouldn’t be a better time.

      She waited. She almost convinced herself it was because she was checking for traps, but she fooled no one.

      Her heart raced and her palms sweat. In so many ways, tonight was like the night past.

      Last night, though, she had welcomed the nerves. Tonight she wished them away.

      Thoughts of her family in danger forced her feet forward, but she almost didn’t make the jump across the first roof gap. Lightness was difficult to summon with her internal energies all awash with torn thoughts.

      She had to pause. Any hope she had depended on her abilities, and her abilities required a calm mind. She ran through the same practice as she had at the teahouse. She sat in the darkness and closed her eyes. She breathed deeply and relaxed the tight muscles throughout her body.

      Her family needed her to return the diamond.

      She focused on that one thought, pushing out all others.

      Her heart slowed.

      Alena stood up and ran her eyes over the roofs one more time. The city was quiet. She leaped from roof to roof, each jump bringing her closer to the house and the chimney where she had taken out the package. Soon only two gaps remained.

      She looked one last time for hidden warriors, then leaped across the gaps to the Arrowoods’ house, making her steps as light as possible. Once there, she waited for ten heartbeats, listening for any sounds that signaled danger.

      Alena took the hide-wrapped package from her pocket and placed it next to the chimney. She didn’t want to be on the roof long enough to wiggle the loose brick out and replace it exactly where she had found it.

      She leaped off the rooftop just in time to see the tall silhouette of Zane Arrowood dash up the other side, rush to the package, and pick it up.

      “Halt!” he yelled.

      The tone of command in his voice almost gave her pause. But she had seen Zane’s handiwork up close. She wouldn’t stop for him. She had left the diamond. That had to be enough.

      In an instant, Alena learned firsthand how the Arrowood family had earned their name. Zane Arrowood leaped across the roof with ease, landing only a few paces behind her. His hand whipped out and Alena’s heightened senses caught the slim displacement of air as a needle threaded its way toward her.

      Alena ducked, and the needle passed overhead.

      Poison?

      She didn’t want to find out. Alena sprinted. What little martial skill she possessed paled in comparison to Zane. Her only hope was in escape.

      Alena kept to the roofs. There were fewer obstructions up here. Streets and alleys passed below. Every so often, Zane would whip a needle at her, but every time she felt it approach and avoided it.

      Unfortunately, the needles kept her from escaping Zane. He was the stronger fighter, but her lightness was superior to his. If she could just open a gap between them, she might have a chance.

      Just as the thought crossed her mind, a brick at the edge of a roof crumbled as she stepped on it. Even as light as she was, she couldn’t clear the gap. She fell, landing lightly on her feet. But before she could move, the ground gave way under her. She swore, unable to dodge as a stone slammed into her stomach, knocking the wind from her lungs.

      A shadow emerged from an alley just as Zane dropped from the roof. In a moment, Alena was forgotten as the two men focused on one another.

      “Where is it?” asked the shadow.

      “Out of your reach. Now, will you take off the mask, or will I take it off for you?”

      Alena swore again as the city watch bells began ringing.

      This street was not where she wanted to be right now.
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      The frantic ringing of a city watch bell drew Brandt’s attention.

      The wolfblades stood as a pack in the street. They had been patrolling the city, looking for some clue as to the diamond’s whereabouts.

      They hadn’t even known where to start, and they’d made no progress. How did one find a single stone inside a city?

      A sudden premonition caused Brandt to shudder.

      More bells joined the first, a chorus of need, playing for all who would listen.

      They shouldn’t respond.

      They were still recovering from their fight the day before. By all accounts, Ryder should still be on bedrest. Ryder, though, refused to let the wolfblades leave without him.

      Glances passed between members of the group. They all thought the same as him, Brandt suspected.

      There were no coincidences.

      Brandt listened to the bells, his concerns mounting. The five of them hadn’t defeated the bandit in their last encounter, when the conditions were nearly ideal. In Landow, there would be watchmen and civilians to worry about.

      His stomach twisted at the thought.

      Their duty was clear. The bandit was a threat, regardless of whether he possessed the diamond. Brandt didn’t believe in the diamond’s powers, but even the chance of truth was enough to warrant action.

      Brandt focused on Ryder, the question unspoken.

      Ryder nodded.

      Brandt didn’t share the other man’s assessment, but he trusted his wolfblades. And they owed the bandit a rematch to prove once and for all who possessed superior skills. “Stay close.”

      Brandt became light, speeding toward the sound of the bells. No doubt, the city watch was doing the same.

      The sound abruptly ended.

      Brandt ran faster, checking behind him to ensure everyone kept pace.

      It wasn’t long before they could hear the battle. Steel rang against steel. Men yelled as they attacked, then screamed as they fell.

      A moment later they saw the fight.

      Brandt skidded to a stop, surprised by the extent of the damage. Men and women clothed in the uniforms of the city watch lay motionless in the street.

      Ryder, sensitive to the currents of air that swirled around them, gave him a better idea of what he observed. “Most of them still live. Three are dead.”

      Farther up the street, the bandit and another man passed one another with a furious exchange of blows. In the darkness, Brandt barely tracked the exchange. A closer glance revealed the other man was Zane Arrowood.

      Brandt understood, after watching the warriors for a few moments, why Zane Arrowood was favored by the emperor.

      His wolfblades were some of the best warriors in the army. Each of them possessed an affinity. And none of them alone would last more than a few heartbeats against either of the warriors in the street. They fought as if they were warriors of legend.

      Zane didn’t possess an affinity, but his martial skills were clearly second to none. He was a living spiral, his body in constant, circular motion. His sword spun, deflecting stone after stone while still threatening the bandit.

      Stepping into that fight was suicide.

      The sight of a young girl in the street froze the order to retreat in his throat. She possessed some small amount of martial skill herself, although it appeared relatively untrained. She tried to escape the battle, but deadly stones darting around her locked her in place. Only her quick reflexes kept her alive and uninjured.

      It took Brandt a few moments to understand.

      The bandit was intentionally pinning her in. He wanted her there.

      Brandt couldn’t guess why, but he knew the bandit had to be stopped.

      He felt the eagerness of his warriors behind him. Wolfblades didn’t take defeat well. He held out his hand, restraining them for a moment.

      Desire or no, charging haphazardly helped no one.

      Brandt watched Zane move and assessed his skills. For tonight, at least, they shared a purpose. The wolfblades needed to support the master swordsman.

      “Ana, Kyler, and I will use our affinities from a distance. Our goal is only to distract the bandit. We’ll give Zane an opening. Lola, Ryder, get that girl out of here, but keep her close. She knows something.”

      A chorus of affirmations followed his order and the wolfblades sprinted down the street. Brandt listened for the song of the fire, hearing it as he passed an alley lit by a torch. He pulled the fire to him, splitting it in two. He fed it with some of his own energy, flinging one ball of fire at the bandit as soon as an opening presented itself.

      The bandit stepped back, giving up ground in exchange for safety. Zane pressed into the opening, refusing to give the bandit even a moment to recover.

      Ana pulled a string of water from the skin at her hip, whipping it at the bandit just as Kyler flung a rock at the bandit’s head.

      The tide of the battle turned in a heartbeat. Zane and the bandit had been well-matched, but the addition of the wolfblades overwhelmed the thief. The man in black retreated, surrounding himself with a wall of swirling stones.

      Brandt flung his last ball of flame at the bandit, the fire passing through the storm of stone without problem. It struck the bandit on the left shoulder, burning through his clothes, but he uttered no cry of pain.

      The stones spinning around the bandit launched away from him.

      Brandt could do nothing but raise his arms to shield his face as stones blasted into him. They cut into his skin and bruised his arms and torso, but thankfully, he avoided taking any worse damage.

      When he brought his arms down, he saw the bandit lunge at Zane.

      The movement was desperate, and Zane rewarded it by stabbing his sword into the bandit’s side.

      It didn’t look to be a fatal cut. The bandit’s move had been too unexpected and too fast.

      The two men grappled. Zane looked like he was trying to throw the bandit, but the bandit stood rooted, his footing firm. The bandit drove quick strikes into Zane using hands and elbows.

      Across the street, Lola and Ryder reached the girl. In a few moments they would have her to safety.

      Zane cursed loudly enough for Brandt to hear.

      He turned back to the fight in time to see the bandit pull a small leather-wrapped package out of Zane’s pockets.

      The bandit stumbled backward, as though realizing for the first time a sword was embedded in him. But he unwrapped the package as Zane lunged for him.

      Brandt wasn’t sure what happened next.

      Zane flew backward, and his body slammed into a brick wall across the street. He impacted with a sickening thud, the sounds of bones cracking easily audible down the block.

      Zane’s eyes went blank.

      The bandit turned his attention to the wolfblades.

      Off to Brandt’s side, the bricks cracked in the building next to him. What little light the stars provided disappeared as the whole building leaned over him.

      Brandt looked up, frozen in place.

      Then Kyler was there, pushing him aside. The giant man’s muscles bulged, tense with the effort of supporting the building, and he grunted a single word. “Go!”

      Brandt looked up at the building, hovering above them.

      Brandt ran, hating that he ran, but knowing there was no other way to honor Kyler’s sacrifice. He grabbed at Ana’s wrist as he passed her. The building resumed its descent well before they were clear.

      Kyler screamed.

      Brandt flung Ana forward, then leaped himself.

      The building crashed down, a cloud of choking dust filling the street.

      The sound of footsteps running echoed in the gloom, followed by a shuffling step. Brandt pulled at Ana, who resisted his efforts.

      “Kyler’s back there!”

      He didn’t have time to argue, to tell her Kyler wasn’t going to follow them. Their friend led the way, now, to the gates that awaited them all.

      So he pulled, overpowering her objections with physical strength. After a faltering step or two, she followed.

      It didn’t take long to come out of the dust. Brandt wiped his eyes. Ahead of them, Lola stood her ground against the shuffling bandit, sword in hand. Beyond that scene, Ryder and the girl ran.

      Ryder stumbled, holding his head. Brandt couldn’t see clearly, but it looked as though he had been hit with something. Then he straightened and continued.

      At least they saved one life tonight.

      A stone as large as Brandt’s head sped from the rubble straight at Lola. She saw it coming and dodged, moving in close, hoping to find protection right next to the bandit.

      Brandt summoned what little strength remained to join the fight, his sword leaping from its sheath. As the stone turned and raced toward Lola, he kicked at it, the power of his kick shattering the stone into pieces.

      The bandit growled, “Pathetic.”

      It was the first time Brandt had heard the bandit speak.

      More bricks flew from the collapsed building.

      Brandt cut through one with his sword, but the bandit caught the two pieces and circled them around. His control and strength still surprised Brandt, even after all this time.

      He needed to get close enough to use his sword. The bandit was injured and relied on his affinity to win this battle.

      In the moment of his distraction, a handful of bricks crashed into Lola from different directions. She grunted, then fell to the ground.

      Brandt jumped into the swirling storm of stone surrounding the thief, driving his blade straight forward.

      Brandt never had a chance. He was caught by several stones at once, and his blade never made it close. The power of the defense threw him off to the side, resting against the side of a building. Brandt looked up, uncomfortably aware of how dangerous buildings were now.

      He tried to sit up taller, but his body refused to obey his commands. He looked around, finally finding Lola. She lay still on the street.

      He couldn’t find Ana either. Had she also died in the attacks? Everything had happened so fast.

      The bandit stepped toward Brandt. He growled, disguising his voice. “You shouldn’t have been here, fool.”

      Brandt couldn’t fight. The bandit remained out of reach.

      His team was dead. Thoughts of Kyler, Lola, and Ana filled his head. Hopefully Ryder would escape. He’d always been the most clever of them.

      Brandt gritted his teeth. Their deaths had to mean something.

      He searched for the bandit’s warmth. It was there, a quiet song, barely audible over the rampaging beat of his own heart.

      Brandt imagined entwining his fingers in that heat, finding a hold deep within that couldn’t be broken. He might die, but he would die together with this man.

      “Why?” he croaked.

      He didn’t care much. No reason was worth the death of his friends. But an explanation would distract the man in those crucial first moments.

      The bandit didn’t answer. A single rock, not much larger than Brandt’s index finger, floated between them. As Brandt watched, the rock fractured, flakes of stone fluttering to the ground like heavy leaves. The stone became a thick needle, pointed at his heart.

      Brandt clutched the bandit’s heat in his will and pulled. He yanked as hard as his affinity allowed. A sweat broke on his brow as the heat came into his own body.

      But nothing happened.

      Brandt pulled and pulled until sweat poured from his forehead and armpits. The bandit should have died. He should have crumpled in agony as his blood froze in his veins.

      But the bandit just shook his head. With a wave of his hand, the stone needle darted at Brandt. Brandt twisted, but the projectile pierced his chest, embedding deeply there.

      A burning white agony blackened his vision. His body no longer obeyed its orders, and darkness swallowed him whole.
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      The wolfblade who called himself Ryder pulled her along. For the moment, she followed, the direction a welcome relief from having to solve her problems on her own.

      Alena knew she was fast. She didn’t have many martial skills, but she had developed her lightness as far as she could. Of all the martial abilities, it was the one that came most easily to her. Had Ryder been healthy, though, she suspected he was even faster.

      Despite the pounding of her heart, she studied him as he moved. She noticed the novel ways he changed directions, using walls, carts, and benches to alter his momentum.

      It wasn’t just sheer physical ability. It was technique and imagination.

      She feared the consequences of the gash across his forehead. It was bleeding freely, and his footsteps didn’t always land exactly where she thought they should.

      Ryder pulled her into an alley. They rested for a few moments. More accurately, Ryder rested. He grimaced as he explored his wound with his fingers. He leaned back against the wall, using his left hand on his knee to brace himself.

      “What happened?”

      “I got hit by a sharp rock. It probably should have killed me, but I sensed it coming in time.” He gasped between his sentences.

      “You sensed it?” Her curiosity was piqued. Sometimes, she believed her experience of the world was different than most people’s. She was sensitive to the movements, much more than anyone she had met. She could feel a ball speeding toward her, or a punch. It had only been a few years ago she realized few people shared that skill.

      Ryder nodded. “Air affinity.”

      The revelation struck her like a slap. Did she have an affinity? The idea had never occurred to her outside of daydreams. Affinities allowed one to manipulate elements, and she couldn’t do any of that. They had tested her just a few years ago.

      “If you sensed the rock, why not use air to deflect it?”

      Ryder’s chuckle was grim. “Wish I could. But air’s not helpful that way. Can you imagine how much wind it would take to deflect a thrown rock?” He straightened up. “We need to keep moving.” He stumbled as he took his first step. She reached out to support him.

      He waved away her help. “Let’s go.”

      They kept running, but Alena quickly realized he was now slowing her down. He shouldn’t be running, or fighting. After a couple of blocks, he came to the same conclusion. He stopped again. “Do you know of a good place to hide?”

      Before Alena could answer, she sensed the projectile.

      She dodged out of the way, her lightness keeping her safe.

      Ryder wasn’t so fast. He grunted as a razor-sharp stone sliced through his shoulder.

      Alena turned to see the bandit, not more than a block away. How had he followed them?

      Then she noticed the blood on the ground, the constant drip from Ryder’s forehead.

      The sight of the bandit deflated Ryder. Whatever hope he had held onto was gone. He turned to her. “Run.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t stop him, but I can hold him off. Go.”

      Alena wanted to protest, but she didn’t. Ryder was right. Her only chance at safety was to run. So she did.

      Behind her, she heard Ryder shout. She didn’t waste even a heartbeat to turn around. She knew the result. Air against stone was no contest.

      Alena ran, her body as light as possible. She used the tricks she had picked up from Ryder, changing her momentum at will.

      She sensed the stone flying for her, but dodged as it cut into the wall of a house. Before the bandit could send another her way, she broke line of sight by jumping into an alley.

      She didn’t take to the roofs. The ground level was filled with hiding spots. Up high she might move faster, but she would be seen for hundreds of paces.

      She turned and turned, never running straight for more than two blocks. Landow’s gridded system of streets would protect her.

      Her hair blew behind her as she ran.

      Despite the danger, Ryder’s tricks unlocked a new freedom.

      Another stone or two followed her, but soon even those fell away. She was faster than the bandit.

      Alena slid into a narrow gap between two houses, burying herself between two stacks of logs and an old sheet. She calmed her breathing.

      She didn’t know how long she hid there. Every sense tingled as she waited for any sign she had been discovered. As her heartbeat returned to normal, her perspective shifted.

      She had escaped. But at what cost?

      She knew, now that she had a moment to reflect, why Ryder had given up all hope at the end of the chase. If the bandit had followed them that far, it meant he had killed Ryder’s other wolfblades.

      Memories of the giant man who had presented at their academy came unbidden to her mind. He had been so strong.

      And Alena had watched a building come down on top of him, snuffing his life with the same ease as when she stepped on an ant.

      All because of her.

      She hugged her knees tightly to her chest, rocking back and forth.

      Before tonight, she had always wanted to be big. She wanted to be noticed. She wanted people to pay attention to her, to see what she was capable of. Born and raised in Landow, near the edges of the empire, attention promised her a future outside the walls of the city.

      Now she saw her foolishness under reality’s harsh glare. She regretted any time she had been noticed or remarked on. Every moment of attention she had worked so hard to earn was now a threat to her safety.

      The bandit had killed Zane Arrowood. He had killed the wolfblades.

      Would he kill her?

      Would he even make an effort to find her?

      She squeezed her eyes shut and bounced the back of her head against the wall she hid against.

      She had to focus.

      How much danger was she in?

      The bandit had seen her face. By itself, that meant little. Landow was big enough to hide in. A face alone wasn’t enough to cause her to worry.

      But Zane had been tracking her down quickly enough, and he hadn’t known her face.

      She shook her head, then buried it in her knees.

      She could guess at probabilities all day, but she didn’t know enough. If the bandit considered her a threat, he would come after her. But she was no threat. There had been other members of the city watch left alive by the bandit. Surely he wouldn’t track everyone down?

      There was no way of telling.

      Bayt’s advice had been to stick to routine whenever possible.

      So she would go home, and in the morning, she would return to academy. She wouldn’t even skip history.

      Thoughts of academy made her stomach churn.

      She would have to face Niles, who had lost his father this night.

      But it had to be done.

      She sighed and stood up, looking both ways to ensure she was truly alone. The barest hints of sunlight were starting to show on the horizon.

      As she walked, a new determination settled on her. She could do this.

      Perhaps this life of thieving wasn’t for her. It had been a fun game for a time, and she had learned enough to fill a library of books, but it wasn’t reality.

      People didn’t steal out of boredom. They did so out of necessity, and in this empire, where was the necessity? Everyone worked enough to eat. If they didn’t, the empire disposed of them.

      She had been a fool, protected by Bayt and his unique position. He had created an illusion, a dream world for her to play in.

      Reality was raw, though, and dangerous.

      In just a while, she would be home, and she would wake up on time and pretend nothing was different. She would make her parents proud, and they wouldn’t be proud of the lie she had created around her life. They would be proud of her true achievements. She would never steal again, nor even think of breaking the law. From this night forward, she would be a loyal servant of the empire.

      The sacrifice of the wolfblades wouldn’t be for nothing.
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      Brandt opened his eyes, the stabbing pain in his skull evidence enough that he still lived.

      His gaze darted around, searching for clues. He lay on a bed, as did many others. Individuals wearing the white uniforms of healers moved from bed to bed. The atmosphere was quiet, an unspoken recognition of the nearness of the gate that separated the living from the dead.

      He’d seen the gate himself, once. Years ago as an infantryman, before joining the ranks of the wolfblades. He had been stationed near the Falari border, involved in a small skirmish, one of the endless border conflicts the southern lands were involved in. Brandt had taken a spear through the side. The strike hadn’t hit any vital organs, but nearly a full day passed before he was discovered by his fellow soldiers. By then infection had set in and he was weak with fever.

      He didn’t remember much from the following days, but he remembered the gate.

      Less a gate, perhaps, and more an arch. Made of smooth stone, eroded until it was almost as smooth as glass. Yet somehow every stone fit perfectly, held together by an invisible mortar.

      He had been walking toward that gate when a force had pulled him back.

      And he had lived, and gone on to join the wolfblades.

      Was it truth, a vision of his eventual destiny? The destiny that waited for all?

      Or was it a figment of his mind, created out of the myths and legends of his people?

      He considered himself fortunate to return once. He still had days where he wondered about the veracity of his vision. Unfortunately, the only way to discover the truth was to make a journey from which there was no return.

      He had seen no gate this time. There had only been the pain of the stone blade through his chest and the sweet blackness that followed. Then now.

      Brandt lifted his right hand, grimacing against the pain. He brought his hand into sight and flexed his fingers. They moved as expected. Gingerly, he touched his left chest, the slightest touch sending a flare of agony down his spine.

      Alive, then, but not well.

      One of the healers, a middle-aged woman, noticed his movement. She approached him, her eyes missing nothing as they examined him. “I’d tell you to be careful, but judging from the scars on your body, this isn’t your first time under a healer’s care.”

      Her voice was rough, but concerned. Like a disapproving mother.

      The edge of Brandt’s lips turned up in a smile. “I’ve seen one or two.”

      “Closer to a dozen, would be my guess.”

      “It’s easy to lose track.”

      She made a sound that might have been a chuckle, or a grunt. Brandt liked her.

      “How bad is it?”

      “Not fatal. The stone pierced almost directly over your heart, but entered at a shallow angle. Your chest is a mess that the healers have been trying to fix, but some of it is just going to require time to heal. You can count yourself lucky.”

      “Other survivors?”

      “The city guard was luckier than they should have been. About twenty injured, but only four dead.”

      Brandt didn’t want to ask the question, but he had to. He clenched his left fist, already suspecting the answer. “The other wolfblades?”

      “You’re the only one we found alive.”

      Her tone was direct but compassionate, the voice of one used to giving terrible news to worried families.

      A chasm opened within him.

      He had known, of course. Only a fool would hope. But he had hoped anyway.

      He lay there in mute shock. The healer reached out and grabbed his right hand, gently moving it away from the wound he had been exploring a moment before. She squeezed it before she let go.

      Understanding his needs better than him, she offered him a short bow and then moved away, giving him the space to breathe.

      Brandt stared upwards, looking at nothing in particular.

      Just two nights ago they had been drinking together.

      He’d lost friends in combat before, but not since becoming a wolfblade. They were among the best. For over two years the five of them had spent almost every day from sunrise to sunset together. They fought as one.

      And now only one remained.

      Brandt lay there, unmoving, even as the healers came to check on him. In the back of his mind, he heard the soft songs of the torches scattered around the hall of healing. Fire still called to him, but he didn’t respond.

      The world felt empty and cold. He had no desire to move through it, to be a part of it.

      He slept, then woke, then slept again. Time meant nothing. Sometimes light shone through the windows of the hall, other times it did not. He endured the healing process, and forced himself to eat.

      Every time he awoke, he felt something new growing inside of him. A stone that sat in his stomach and grew with every waking.

      Rage.

      At himself, for surviving.

      And at the bandit, for taking away those he loved.

      Rage bred purpose.

      He began stretching, running through what exercises he could. His wounds closed up on his chest, thanks in no small part to the constant ministrations of the healers.

      After eight days, he stood up, put on his bloody wolfblade uniform, and walked out of the hall of healing, ignoring the protests behind him. He could clean and dress his own wounds, and they had done little else for him the past day. Rest could come later.

      Brandt ignored the stares as he walked down the street toward the center of Landow. When people saw his uniform, they moved out of his way. A few brave souls offered to help, but were silenced when they glanced into his eyes.

      The city guard was headquartered in a small fortified building near the center of town. Watchmen came and went regularly, but Brandt felt a sense of unease over the place, a grief that hadn’t yet found a home.

      When Brandt passed through the open gate, activity in the courtyard came to a stop. Several of the watch turned and bowed to him. Brandt returned the bow, unsure of where to proceed.

      A young officer saved him from embarrassment. He approached, gave a quick bow, and asked, “How can I help you, sir?”

      “Is your commander here?”

      The officer nodded. “He hasn’t left much since the incident. I’ll take you to him.”

      The young man led Brandt through the narrow halls of the building, escorting him to a room nestled deep within. “This is Commander Scot.”

      Brandt and Scot exchanged introductions and the commander motioned Brandt to a seat.

      Brandt respected the commander after only a glance. He sat tall, and his head was shaved. Everything in his command post was clean and orderly. He looked the part of a warrior, and from the way he moved, Brandt imagined it wasn’t a false pretense.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Scot began.

      “Thank you.” Brandt noticed the bags under the commander’s eyes and the disheveled uniform. Scot had lost warriors, too. “And I’m sorry for yours.”

      The commander nodded. “It would have been much worse if you and the other wolfblades hadn’t shown up. There’s not a man or woman in the watch that isn’t thanking you in their heart right now.”

      The words lifted Brandt’s spirits. His friends deserved the recognition, little as it would mean to them now. But hearing accolades wasn’t why he had come. “What can you tell me about that night?”

      Scot looked down at his desk in disgust. “Not enough. We haven’t been able to track down the bandit or the missing wolfblade.”

      Brandt’s eyes shot up. “What did you say?”

      “We haven’t been able to find—”

      Brandt cut him off with a snap of his hand. “There’s a missing wolfblade?”

      “Yes. A woman, of average height, with long dark hair. She might have a water affinity.”

      “Ana.”

      Scot made a note on a sheet of paper. “You didn’t know?”

      “The healers told me I was the only one found alive.” Brandt raged at the healer until he realized his mistake. She hadn’t lied. It had only been the day after the battle. They probably hadn’t realized a body was missing yet.

      Ana was alive.

      She had to be. Brandt hadn’t seen her near the end of the fight. But what happened? Where had she gone?

      Brandt shook his head to clear it. Ana lived. He would find her, but that still wasn’t why he had sought the commander. “Have you come any closer to learning the criminal’s identity?”

      “No.” Scot’s anger reflected Brandt’s own. “With the strength of the man’s martial arts and the power of his affinity, it makes sense to assume a man of at least some wealth or power. That level of skill takes years of dedicated training. We’ve been interviewing possible leads, but nothing has come of it, yet.”

      “Can you give me writ to investigate on my own?”

      Scot frowned. “Do you need it?”

      “Probably not, but if someone challenges my authority, it’ll be much faster to turn to you than my own commander.”

      Scot considered. Brandt could decipher his uncertainty easily enough. Wolfblades were military. On paper, their authority exceeded that of the city guard, but the reality was often far more tangled. Local officials could tie up Brandt’s investigation for weeks if they challenged him and required letters from his commander, stationed hundreds of leagues away.

      Scot looked up, studying him. “Very well.” He took out a sheet of paper, wrote his orders on it with a neat hand, then pressed his seal near the bottom. He held out the paper. “If you find anything, let me know. We’ll offer whatever help we can. The watch is always at your call.”

      Brandt nodded and took the paper.

      It was time for him to find the man who had killed his friends.
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      Alena woke to the sound of Jace pounding on her door, yelling at her to wake up. She blinked rapidly, her mind struggling to stitch together two very different realities.

      She was a student at Landow Academy. And she was a thief who had watched brave warriors die the night before.

      The worlds collided, making her head spin. Jace’s pounding on the door didn’t help.

      “I’m up.” When the banging didn’t stop, she yelled, “I’m up!”

      The cacophony ceased and she heard Jace’s quick footsteps down the stairs. Alena rubbed at her eyes. She’d feared she wouldn’t sleep well, but as soon as her head had hit the pillow she had fallen into a deep slumber. Exhaustion overtook fear.

      The morning had come far too soon. She closed her eyes, the world spinning around her. She was Alena, an overtired and ambitious student. A glint of morning sunlight caught the blade of the knife her father had given her. She reached over and grabbed it, taking strength in the solidity of the weapon.

      She would bring it to academy today. Weapons were strictly forbidden, but so long as she kept it hidden, it wouldn’t be a problem. They never searched students. She slid her finger over the side of the blade. It wouldn’t break, and neither would she.

      She ran through her usual morning routine, taking comfort in the normalcy of a morning with her family. Whenever she lost focus, her mind returned to the scenes from the night before. So she threw herself into everything, from brushing her hair to dressing.

      But her focus failed often. At breakfast, her mind wandered, and her food remained untouched. Mom caught her staring off in the distance. “Alena, is everything all right?”

      She nodded, hating the lie. She should tell her parents. They deserved the truth. Perhaps they would have some guidance for her.

      But the truth endangered her and them. Lying to them kept them safe.

      The two siblings finished preparing for the day and stepped into the streets on their way to academy.

      It didn’t take long to hear about the events of last night. The news was on every tongue. Everyone in town had an idea, a theory, or a rumor to spread. By the time they had walked five blocks, Alena had learned that the wolfblades had fought the city guard. That Zane had been a thief pursued by the emperor. That the wolfblades had torn a building from its foundation. The only fact everyone could agree on was the truth: three wolfblades, four city guards, and Zane Arrowood had died violently.

      Alena watched Jace. His first reaction was disbelief. The wolfblades couldn’t be killed, not by anything happening in Landow. She guided him forward before he could raise a scene in a square where a particularly bold young man was claiming the wolfblades hadn’t been that strong to begin with.

      For once, she understood how her brother felt. The wolfblades had saved her life. They deserved nothing but respect.

      Brother and sister walked in silence. With every step, Jace’s disbelief turned into acceptance. But acceptance grew into something darker. When they came in sight of the academy, Jace turned to Alena.

      “He deserves to die.”

      The vehement statement, uttered after so long a period of silence, made her jump. “Who?”

      “Whoever killed the wolfblades.”

      “I agree.”

      “People like him, they don’t deserve to live.” Jace grabbed onto Alena’s hand. “I’m going to make sure of it. I’ll make sure that people who hurt others get what they deserve.”

      Alena’s heart broke a little at that. Her brother was still so kind, because she heard the hurt underneath his threats. Would he be the same as he grew into a man? She was tempted to poke fun at him, but when she saw the seriousness on his face, she withheld her comments. Let the world crush his dreams. She, for one, would support him. “That’s noble of you,” she said. “I hope you still feel that way as you get older.”

      “I will,” he vowed. “The wolfblades shouldn’t have died.”

      Was it only yesterday that she had felt something similar? That she lived in a world where “should” mattered? Zane Arrowood, the city guard, and the wolfblades should be alive. Bayt should be alive. And she should have known to stay well enough alone.

      As they approached the academy’s gate, Alena’s legs grew heavy.

      This was her fault.

      She was the one who had put the pieces in motion.

      If she had never stolen the diamond, none of this would have happened.

      She watched Jace walk in front of her, the picture of young justice. If the bandit did seek her out, Jace would put himself between her and the criminal, just like Ryder had.

      She should run. Running kept her family safe. It guaranteed that Jace could grow up to become the warrior he dreamed of. She imagined turning right there, running away from Jace and Landow until everyone she loved was safe.

      Then they turned the corner and the familiar walls of the academy reassured her. She was scared. She had let her emotions start to dictate her behaviors.

      The bandit wouldn’t come after her. He had no reason to. So long as she kept her head down, she had no reason to worry. She needed to stay calm.

      A small crowd had gathered inside the academy gates. With a sinking feeling, Alena guessed the cause.

      She was right.

      Niles stood there, surrounded by friends and those who wanted to be his friend. His eyes were rimmed with red, but he stood tall.

      She studied him, drawing her conclusions quickly.

      He knew his father was dead. But he had come to academy anyway. He wasn’t the same boy he had been yesterday. He was the head of the Arrowood family now. The sudden responsibility stiffened his back. She stopped to listen. One younger girl was asking him what he would do next.

      He looked out over the crowd, meeting many of them by eye. Alena cast her eyes down, unable to meet his gaze.

      “My family was given a task by the emperor himself. I plan to follow the orders of my liege. My father was investigating illegal activity in Landow. I will do the same.”

      Had Niles said those words a week ago, Alena would have classified them as an empty boast. Now she heard the determination in his voice. Last week he had been a spoiled child. This morning he was a young man with a purpose. Could the transformation last?

      The crowd also noticed the determination, in their own way. They leaned in, drawn toward the power of his belief.

      “Won’t that be dangerous?” one girl asked.

      Niles nodded. “My father was a far stronger martial artist than me. But I will train to meet the challenge. I have the notes from his investigation, so I can pick up where he left off.”

      The others kept drawing closer, wanting to know more about what had happened. Alena snuck away, ashamed to even be near Niles.

      And his words worried her. He presented a new challenge. If what he said about the notes was true, it wouldn’t be long before he was following the same thread of investigation his father had, an investigation that led straight to Alena.

      The bandit might decide she wasn’t worth the trouble, but she didn’t imagine Niles would feel the same.

      The question of his transformation became more vital now. If Niles’ boast was empty, she had little to worry about. But if this transformation was something deeper, something more meaningful, she had a problem.

      Her first class passed by in a blur. Alena tried to focus, but compared to the issues of life and death that faced her, ancient literature about flying dragons held little interest.

      She doodled in her notes. She had two problems: the bandit and Niles. If she was going to survive, she needed to know how much of a threat each was. She needed to know more.

      Every time a student shifted, she startled, expecting to see Niles standing over her, unanswered questions written on his face. But he didn’t even notice her.

      By the time the students were summoned for lunch, Alena had reached a decision. The only way to keep her family safe was to learn more. She needed to know who the bandit was and if they would seek her out. And she needed to know how dangerous Niles truly was.

      But how would she answer those questions?
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      Brandt’s next visit was to the governor. Before the attack, Kye had known more than anyone about the events transpiring in his region. He was sharp and well-informed. If there was a lead to find, Brandt’s best hope was with him. The wolfblade hoped he wasn’t wrong. He didn’t know where else he could turn.

      The journey from the barracks to town hall was blissfully short. Every step caused Brandt’s chest to burn, tendrils of pain branching through his entire body. By the time he arrived at the governor’s workplace he was sweating and out of breath. Perhaps he wasn’t as healed as he thought he was.

      His blood-soaked uniform attracted significantly more attention than he would’ve received under normal circumstances. Within moments an aide appeared, and a few moments after that the same aide disappeared into the halls of power, seeking the governor.

      Brandt rested on a bench, closed his eyes, and focused on calm breathing. The pain in his chest faded, at least a bit. It wasn’t long before he heard the soft footsteps of another man on the polished wood floors.

      He opened his eyes to see the governor standing before him. Kye looked about the same as Brandt felt. His hair was disheveled, he moved slowly, and his eyes didn’t possess the same sharpness Brandt had noticed when they had met just a few days ago. The governor looked like he hadn’t slept for several nights.

      Which, Brandt supposed, might actually be the case. The bandit had proven to be no ordinary criminal. Brandt remembered the building toppling on top of Kyler. Such a feat wasn’t possible, just as the cave mouth closing hadn’t been possible. The rumors of the diamond had to be true, as it was the only explanation. And if the rumors were true, Kye had failed the emperor. Brandt wouldn’t be sleeping well, either.

      Without a word, the governor beckoned for Brandt to follow. Brandt grimaced as he stood and tailed the governor down the long hallway. The building was surprisingly quiet. Kye wasn’t moving quickly, and to Brandt’s eye, it looked like the governor was injured.

      Or just very tired.

      Brandt was grateful for the pace. If Kye required him to move any faster than a shuffle, he wasn’t sure he’d remain upright.

      After a long journey down a never-ending hallway, they sat in a small, quiet study. This wasn’t a room where the governor usually received guests. Kye’s desk here looked far less organized than the one in his mansion. Papers were scattered all over, and a pot of tea sat off to the side. The governor reached for it and poured two cups. Kye passed one over and the two of them sipped their tea in silence. The drink was colder than it should have been, but the lukewarm liquid still provided a welcome relief from Brandt’s misery. He needed to rest, and soon.

      “I — I was very saddened to hear about the loss of the wolfblades.” The governor’s voice was hoarse, as though he had been talking for hours on end. “I’m sorry.”

      Brandt couldn’t get the governor to meet his eyes. Kye either stared down at his desk or off into a corner of the room, his eyes unfocused.

      Guilt?

      But why? Did he feel somehow responsible for the battle that had taken place in his city? “Are you all right?”

      Kye gave a grim smile, gesturing to the papers on his desk. “Even after the fight, the bandit isn’t my only problem. Another criminal was killed the day of your fight. Apparently he had no small amount of blackmail on many officials throughout town. His death caused many officials to resign, and the town is barely functioning. So I need to perform tasks others would have done, taking up my time, when all I want is to find who killed my guard and your wolfblades.”

      There was a silence as Brandt absorbed the outburst.

      What he heard was guilt, some flavor of the same guilt he felt.

      Brandt knew those emotions intimately. They had haunted him when he first took command and he questioned every decision. Regardless of the result, he always believed he could have done better. Before this mission he had never lost a soldier, but he had given orders which had injured others, and it had taken him no small amount of time to process even that small guilt.

      He couldn’t think about the loss of his friends. If he did, he wasn’t sure he would function at all.

      “It’s not your fault,” he said.

      Kye shook his head. “I think the bandit was pushed too far. Few of the city guard were killed. It was only when your soldiers and Arrowood attacked that his violence reached its peak.”

      The thought hadn’t occurred to Brandt. He supposed it made sense. The bandit hadn’t harmed them in their first exchange. “Well-intentioned or not, his crime remains the same.”

      The governor grimaced. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you will turn aside from this? So many have already been lost.”

      Brandt shook his head. His direction was clear. “Do you have any leads?”

      This time it was the governor’s turn to shake his head. “The bandit has left no trace. He’s a master swordsman with a powerful stone affinity. Nothing else is known.”

      “And what about Zane?”

      “He, too, is dead. Why?”

      “He knew something, or else he wouldn’t have been there. Perhaps he left papers.”

      The governor leaned back. “I suspect whatever knowledge he had died with him. More so, I do not even know where he resided. He was a man of mysterious ways.”

      Brandt frowned at that. “Did he have a family?”

      “I believe so, a son. I know the line has not been ended, at least.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. The governor gave him a place to start. “Thank you for your time, governor.”

      “Of course. Please, let me know if you find anything. You are not the only one who wants justice for the fallen.”

      Brandt nodded and stepped out of the room, leaving the governor to his problems.

      

      Brandt sat on a stone bench near the edge of the town center. Here the government buildings and large commercial properties began to give way to homes and small businesses. This bench was well-positioned in a corner formed by two adjoining buildings. At this time of the day the sun beat down, but the spot was protected from the chilly breeze. Brandt closed his eyes and enjoyed the feeling of the sun warming his body, a seeping warmth penetrating all the way to his bones.

      If Zane had a son, where would he be?

      Brandt thought it odd that the governor hadn’t known where in town a named family lived. For a man who seemed otherwise so well-informed, it seemed like an egregious oversight. Kye didn’t seem like a governor who let such things slip by him.

      Brandt could still find the son, though. When hunting anyone, Brandt found it easy to put himself in another’s position, especially if he knew something about them.

      He imagined himself as Zane. The man was named, which implied that he had some small amount of pride, at least. Most named families found the most ostentatious houses they could when they moved. If Zane kept his location a secret, it probably had more to do with his assigned task from the emperor than anything else. But secrecy wouldn’t diminish his pride.

      So if the boy was still in Landow, where would he be?

      One idea came to mind.

      The academy.

      There were several schools in the area. Landow was certainly big enough to have more than one. But there would only be one academy, where the best and the brightest would gather. He couldn’t imagine Zane not sending his child to the very best that was available.

      Brandt figured there was no better place to start. It took him most of the afternoon to find the academy. Within its walls there was a hushed feeling, the same oppressive atmosphere that followed so many disasters. Brandt was taken to the headmaster, who eyed his uniform skeptically. “How can I help you, Sergeant?”

      “I am looking for the son of Zane Arrowood. Is he here?”

      The headmaster hesitated for a moment, which only confirmed Brandt’s suspicion.

      “I mean the boy no harm. But my questions must be answered.”

      “Whether or not you mean harm is irrelevant. The boy has just suffered the loss of his father and everything he knows. As gentle as you intend to be, you will still reopen wounds that are just barely closed.”

      “I understand, but that does not change the necessity.”

      The headmaster gave him a long, hard look, but there was nothing he could do to stop Brandt. The wolfblade’s authority superseded all in this region except the governor’s. More than anything, the headmaster just wanted to ensure that his feelings on the matter were known. Brandt understood. He even respected the headmaster. But it didn’t alter his course of action.

      The headmaster summoned an assistant, who then ran to find the boy.

      “What is his name?” asked Brandt.

      “Niles.”

      A few minutes later the assistant reappeared with a student in tow.

      Brandt studied the young man, curious. There was a hint of haughtiness to his demeanor, a slight upturn of the nose that couldn’t be hidden. This was a boy who had grown up named, a status he had lived with for his entire life. No matter how well-intentioned the parent, status changed a person’s outlook.

      But Brandt didn’t think he should underestimate the young man. The boy had spirit, a backbone of steel that had probably only appeared in the past few days. For the first time he understood hardship, and he looked as though he would respond with strength. There was something of the father in the son, it seemed.

      Brandt offered the young man a short bow, which was not returned. He saw the way Niles looked at his uniform, though, caught the flicker of recognition in the widening of his eyes. The reaction was only of a moment, but it gave Brandt hope. He turned to the headmaster. “Is there someplace that Master Arrowood and I can speak in private?”

      The headmaster nodded. “Feel free to use this space. I shall wait outside.”

      The headmaster looked chagrined that he had to leave his own office and forfeit his protection of his prize student, but there was one very tangible benefit to being a wolfblade in the empire.

      When Brandt gave an order, people obeyed.

      Niles sat before Brandt could even offer him a seat.

      Brandt watched him with interest. This was a young man who was still used to getting everything he wanted. The power of his name no doubt caused him to think he was superior to most adults. Brandt had already appealed to the young man’s vanity by titling him master. Now it was time for something harsher. “Who killed your father?”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed at that. He’d been expecting sympathy or gentleness. But if he wanted to be the head of the Arrowoods, he needed to earn it. His father had died a warrior.

      Niles’ response was defensive. “How should I know?”

      Brandt’s reply was sharp. “Because you are master of the Arrowood name, a house known for its intelligence and ability to gather information. Your father died pursuing his mission, and you’d be a poor son indeed if you didn’t at least have an idea of who murdered him.”

      The boy leaped to his feet. “You can’t speak to me like that!”

      Brandt kept pushing, acting nonchalant. “I’ll talk to children however I choose.”

      He hadn’t been sure it would happen, but Niles swung at him. Even injured, Brandt had no problem countering the attack. With a quick movement of his right arm he redirected the boy’s attack away and down, causing Niles to stumble to the floor. The pain in his chest seared even at that small movement, but the boy was too caught up in his own shame to notice.

      “I mean no disrespect, Master Arrowood. But you are Master Arrowood now, and the cheap intimidation you used to engage in as a boy has no meaning in my world. There are plenty of people who won’t cower at a name, and it is up to you to convince them the name has meaning. Your father died in front of me, right next to my own warriors.”

      Niles’ face was a mix of emotions. Brandt saw anger, pain, and loneliness. The boy was a seething cauldron of emotions that needed a direction. Brandt could supply it.

      “I will have vengeance for my wolfblades, and for your father, but I need your help.”

      Niles looked up and met Brandt’s gaze. Brandt could almost see the transformation right before him. It was challenging to overcome a lifetime of habit, but Niles succeeded. He put the past behind him and stood up tall, dusting himself off.

      He bowed.

      His father’s son indeed.

      “Let’s get started, then,” Niles said.
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      Questions.

      There were too many questions, and not enough answers.

      When she listened to Niles the day after the incident, Alena had worried he would track her down in a day or two. But then nothing happened. Niles went to class, and after that he returned home, just as he had before his father’s death. Alena knew because she followed him. He made no effort to hide his destination anymore.

      After a few days, Alena began to believe she was safe. Niles had been boasting. He didn’t have the character to follow through on his claims. She still felt for her knife several times a day just to reassure herself that it was still there, but she didn’t feel the same need for it she once had.

      Days passed, and nightmares faded into memories.

      Then the wolfblade, still wearing the bloody uniform he had fought in, appeared and spoke with Niles.

      The academy wasn’t that large, and news traveled through the student body within an afternoon of the wolfblade’s appearance. No doubt some of Niles’ new friends were all too eager to spread the rumor. Their champion had been summoned by a wolfblade.

      Alena’s stomach twisted into knots then. The hunt would be on for her.

      The wolfblade had seen her. There would be no hiding from him, and if he joined with Niles and learned what Zane had been investigating, it was only a matter of days before she was discovered.

      So what options did she have?

      She searched her mind for any advice that Bayt might have given her, but nothing came to mind. She wasn’t sure that her former mentor had ever found himself in a situation as dire as this.

      The one time he had, it ended with his death.

      The problem that haunted her the most was the same as it was over a week ago. She didn’t know enough to make an informed decision. She lacked enough information to predict anyone’s next actions. Any choice she made was just as likely to harm her as it was to work.

      When a good idea finally hit her, it seemed so obvious she was ashamed she hadn’t thought of it earlier. This whole time she was complaining about a lack of information, yet she had worked for the town’s most well-known supplier of exactly that commodity.

      The evidence was everywhere. News of the attack faded quickly as scandal after scandal enveloped the town. The governor had to replace nearly every official of note. Bayt had set up a system to protect himself, and when Zane killed him, that system fell into place.

      On one hand, she laughed at the thought of so many officials with their secrets revealed. If the governor acted wisely, Landow could become the jewel of the empire in the next few years as corrupt officials were replaced. On the other, the knowledge that it was her theft that had set this chain of events in motion haunted her. How many people’s lives had been destroyed in the past week?

      Her best opportunity to stop the ripples from spreading further was to visit Bayt’s shop and uncover the rest of his information.

      The thought of returning to her former workplace worried her, but she saw no better way forward.

      That afternoon, Alena skipped history, the mere act bringing a brief smile to her face. She hadn’t skipped since the incident. There had been no point.

      But it did cause her to reflect. Even though there had been no consequences to her routine of skipping history, she was ashamed that she had felt so daring as she had done it.

      Now her past behavior just seemed childish.

      She didn’t have much of a plan for her return to Bayt’s shop, but she figured she didn’t need one. All she needed was to make sure that she was unobserved, and the rest would take care of itself.

      She used lightness to reach the top of a roof across the street from Bayt’s shop. She watched and she waited, searching for anyone with an unnatural interest in the building.

      When she was certain that the shop was unobserved, she entered through the front door. The door had been locked, probably by the city watch, but her key still provided easy enough access.

      When she entered, she was surprised that the room didn’t smell worse than it did. The scent of the various spices was still strong enough to overpower most other smells. She could just barely detect a hint of a foreign stench, a metallic odor that did not belong.

      The details, as they often did, caught her attention. Some of the jars of spices had been opened and not returned quite correctly. Out of curiosity, Alena approached one of those jars and peeked inside. She couldn’t be absolutely certain, but she suspected there was far less of the cinnamon in here than there had been a week ago. The city watch appeared to have helped themselves while they were investigating the crime.

      She shook her head. The behavior didn’t surprise her. People would take what they could get whenever they had a chance to do so, but she was still disappointed. She had hoped, perhaps, that it would be different with the people whose duty it was to protect the citizens.

      But people were people no matter what profession they claimed.

      Replacing the cinnamon how she had found it, Alena walked into the back room. Even now, all she could think about was how much blood painted the floor. The human body, it seemed, held far more than she had suspected.

      The blood had soaked deep into the wood. Whoever purchased this building would most likely have to tear up the floor and replace the boards.

      They would be in for quite a surprise when they did.

      Alena forced herself to examine the rest of the room. With the blood such a prominent feature, it was easy to think that was all that mattered. But there were more spices back here, as well as the ledgers for the legitimate business. Alena looked around, noticing that the ledgers were gone. No doubt the city watch would be looking for some motive to explain the grisly murder. But they would find no answers there.

      Eventually she turned her attention back to the floor and to the bloodstain. She kneeled down and studied the edges of the floorboards that formed the trap door. There were three places where pools of blood had coagulated across the boards. They were still unbroken.

      Alena pushed the switch, opened the trap door, and stepped down. As she descended, she closed the door from below. If anybody happened to come into the shop, it would be far safer to be hidden below than have the trap door hanging open.

      She glanced around the small room, already confident that she wouldn’t notice anything that she hadn’t seen before. The place was untouched since her and Bayt had been below. There wasn’t much point in being discriminate. She didn’t know what was valuable and what wasn’t, so she took as much as she could. She loaded up the sack that she had brought, filling it with papers and gold and anything else that might prove valuable. There were a few knives that she passed over. She was no martial artist and even a quick glance told her that every blade was of inferior quality to the one she carried as a gift from her father.

      It didn’t take long to clear the small space. It seemed a shame that a man’s life amounted to so little when it was over. She still had room left in her sack.

      But it would be enough to get her started. Information was a currency more valuable than gold. If she had learned one lesson from Bayt’s tutelage, it was that.

      It was time to put his knowledge to good use.
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      Brandt couldn’t decide how he felt about young Niles Arrowood. When Niles said they would begin immediately, it wasn’t a figure of speech. He stood up and left the headmaster’s office, forcing Brandt to follow.

      Outside the door, the headmaster waited for them. Niles took command before Brandt could even open his mouth. “Sergeant Brandt and I are leaving for the day. There’s a matter that requires our urgent attention.”

      Niles spoke as though he expected the headmaster to obey without question. No doubt, the expectation had only been reinforced through a lifetime of permission.

      Brandt respected Niles’ willingness to jump right to work, but the way he treated others grated on him.

      Brandt hadn’t grown up with the privileges that Niles enjoyed. His father and mother had both been wage earners, and while Brandt never needed anything more to survive, thanks to the empire’s policies, he also never received anything beyond the essentials. That lack of wealth was the primary reason he had joined the military as soon as he was old enough.

      The young man had character, but it was buried under years of affluence.

      Brandt didn’t need to make friends. He only needed information. And who was to say? Perhaps in time the young man would make the Arrowood name synonymous with honor. It hadn’t been his father’s way, but perhaps Niles could chart a new course.

      Brandt shook his head softly, wondering who he was trying to convince.

      A few blocks after leaving the academy grounds, Niles came to a sudden stop and turned to face Brandt. Brandt had struggled to keep up with Niles and was grateful for the pause. There was a wary look in the youth’s eyes, as though a suspicion had just occurred to him. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      Brandt could have given half a dozen reasons, from the blood of his friends on his uniform to the gaping hole that had been in his chest just a week ago. But as he looked at Niles he saw more than simple wariness. He caught a hint of paranoia. “There’s nothing I can say that would convince you. You can only decide for yourself. You have enough information to choose.”

      They stood there, facing each other, as Niles debated with himself. Finally, he gave a small nod. “My father wished for the location of our house to remain a secret. But I believe this action is justified. Follow me, and do as I say.”

      Brandt bristled at being commanded by a boy, but he held his tongue and followed.

      That afternoon was one of the most torturous of Brandt’s life. He had been on long marches before, and the wound in his chest was certainly not his first injury. But between having to follow the boy’s instructions, the never-ending agony of the still-healing wound, and the ridiculous route they took to their destination, Brandt was surprised he hadn’t either passed out from pain or attacked an innocent bystander.

      They had walked, then doubled back on themselves. They circled around blocks and stopped at shops for no discernible reason. Brandt caught Niles trying to detect pursuit, but the whole routine felt amateur. Eventually they reached a section of town where Brandt felt right at home, the part of town he would’ve grown up in had he been born in Landow. This was where the wage earners lived. Simple, small houses clustered closely together.

      No wonder Kye had never figured out where the named family lived. It never would’ve occurred to him to search somewhere like here.

      The house Niles led him to was nondescript, with no distinguishing features that Brandt could observe. All in all, it was exactly the sort of house he expected would appeal to a man who did not want to be noticed.

      Niles opened the front door and gestured for Brandt to enter. They weren’t more than a few steps in when they encountered a woman coming to investigate the visitors. At one point she might have been pretty, but it looked like the years hadn’t been kind to her. Brandt figured she wasn’t much more than ten years his senior, but she seemed far older.

      Brandt offered a small bow. Niles jumped in before the woman could ask a question. He seemed to enjoy speaking first. “Mother, this is Sergeant Brandt of the wolfblades. He was with Father the night he was murdered.”

      Niles’ mother didn’t react.

      Whatever emotion the woman might have possessed was buried deep.

      She didn’t even reply. She gave the two of them a small bow, then turned and retreated into the shadows. For a moment, Brandt wondered if he had imagined the whole encounter.

      Brandt turned to Niles. “She has taken the death of your father hard. Does she have friends or family to help her?”

      Niles shook his head. “She was like that before Father died. He was not an easy man to live with.”

      Brandt stared at the space where the woman had stood. The more time he spent around Niles, the better he understood this family. It had all focused on Zane, an overbearing master. What shape would the family take now that Zane was dead? Would Niles make it something more than it had been, or would he let the pull of the past set his course?

      Brandt admitted that he was curious, and vowed to do what he might to help the two surviving Arrowoods, little as that might be.

      The two of them went deeper into the house into a small study. Papers were scattered all over, and a few books were open to various pages. Brandt took an initial survey of the room, seeing that most of the books had to deal with the lineages of wealthy families in the area.

      So Zane had believed much the same as the commander of the city watch. Any warrior with the skill that the bandit possessed had to come from a well-off family. That level of skill didn’t develop naturally, but through years of dedicated training. And beyond that, Brandt suspected that the bandit also had a military background. There was a difference between a fighter who had simply trained for battle and a fighter who had experienced the real thing. The bandit fought like one of the latter.

      “Your father suspected a wealthy family.”

      Niles nodded. “He didn’t discuss much of the investigation with me. But I have come to believe that was his suspicion. He had been searching through the houses to find candidates. Unfortunately, he found too many leads. Landow is a wealthy enough city that even with his criteria there were too many suspects to be useful.”

      Brandt released a small sigh of disappointment. He supposed it would’ve been too easy to figure the mystery out immediately. But surely Zane had discovered something that would lead Brandt to his next steps.

      “Do you know what your father was investigating the day he was murdered?”

      Niles nodded. “I do, actually. We spoke that night, not long before he left. When he didn’t find a useful lead among the wealthy, he focused on the criminal element within town. My father was searching for a diamond, and he believed that talking to Landow’s local smugglers might point him in the right direction.”

      “And he found something?”

      Niles shrugged. “The day he was murdered he found someone who he thought could provide a lead, but he never gave me the name.”

      Brandt swore softly. “Your father was a paranoid man.”

      “Apparently not enough, though.” Niles shrugged. “But you are right. My father was secretive, and very difficult to work with. He was happiest when he was out on his own, in the middle of the night.”

      Brandt looked around the room again. He didn’t think his answers were in the books or papers. “Can you think of anything that might help me figure out who killed the wolfblades?”

      Niles looked thoughtful. “I can’t, unfortunately. I would say that we could interview whatever criminal my father spoke to, but I suspect that person is dead, leaving us without a lead.”

      Brandt frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because when my father returned that day, before night fell and he left again, he was more relaxed than usual. The only time he acted like that was after he had taken out his aggression on someone.”

      Brandt heard the weight of the confession in Niles’ voice. The truth was unspoken, but obvious now that Brandt knew to look for it. Niles had been the victim of that aggression more often than not.

      Niles was named, and had nearly all the privileges that society could offer. And yet Brandt suspected that his own meager childhood had been far happier than Niles’.

      They spent the rest of the afternoon going through Zane’s records, but there was little for them to find. Zane had kept plenty of notes, but they appeared to be aids for his memory more than explanations. Without the core set of knowledge that Zane had possessed, the notes were nothing but vague hints.

      Brandt hadn’t learned as much as he had hoped, but perhaps it would be enough.

      Zane had suspected somebody wealthy or noble. He had been so certain of his belief that he had hidden his family in town, rather than permitting them the privileges they were due.

      But the most useful clue he possessed when he left was the one that Niles himself had given. The night he died, Zane had already killed someone else.
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      Family dinners were always a boisterous affair.

      Alena blamed Jace. For all his faults, her younger brother was a never-ending fountain of energy, and even though no one in the family could match her brother’s outgoing spirit or joyful attitude, there was something about him that rubbed off on the rest of them. They were happiest when Jace entertained them all.

      No one in the family was a slouch. Jace and Alena’s studies occupied many of their waking hours, and their father hammered away in the smithy almost all day, every day. But at least twice a week, suppers were considered sacrosanct, and nothing short of the gates themselves was permitted as an excuse for missing those meals. Even Father took the time to join, no matter how pressing the projects at the smithy were.

      Of the four of them, Alena sometimes thought that her mother was the hardest worker. It wasn’t as obvious as with her father and his long absences, but she often ran deliveries for the smithy while maintaining the household. She was an excellent cook, and there were few experiences as pleasant as stepping through the front door and smelling the warm aromas of that day’s culinary efforts.

      Their meals tended to pass by quickly. Only Jace didn’t pile food into his face, and that was because he was usually too busy regaling them all with some dramatic tale from the academy.

      In the past few days, Alena had developed a much deeper appreciation for family meals. She had been reminded, in the most brutal way possible, that life was not an activity that went on forever. In her usual day-to-day, obsessed with her studies and her work out of Bayt’s shop, it was sometimes easy to forget that the only resource that mattered was time.

      Alena swore she would never take her time for granted again.

      She drank deeply of these moments of relaxed and unrestrained pleasure with her family. Some part of her knew that as much as Jace’s antics might frustrate her on occasion, if she ever had to live without them her life would be much bleaker.

      So she threw herself into meals, laughing at Jace and soaking in her father’s stories from the smithy. The apprentices that worked under her father were a fascinating collection of individuals, and Alena was in turn impressed by their skill and horrified by their incompetence, at least as told by her father.

      She learned something about her father, though, as she paid more attention to him. He was a demanding man, who asked for nothing less than the best metalwork in town. Even though his apprentices were a source of unending grief, she didn’t miss the affectionate smile that he flashed after telling a story. The apprentices failed or succeeded on their own merits, as was their father’s way, but he loved them like children.

      After one particular meal ended, Alena noticed a silent signal pass between her mother and father. Her mother nodded briefly and asked Jace to help with the cleanup.

      Alena saw her father’s gaze, and she realized that Mother’s request had been planned since before the beginning of the meal. The corner of her father’s mouth turned up in a smile. He saw that she noticed. “Let’s go to the other room.”

      Alena followed her father, sitting on the floor as her father took the giant rocking chair that was his own. Her father’s father had made it by hand, many decades ago.

      “Sometimes you are so observant that it frightens me,” her father began.

      Alena smiled at that, flush with pride. “Why?”

      “Because parents are supposed to know more than their children, and with the way you study the world, I’m afraid it won’t be long before you know more than I do.”

      “Maybe I already do.”

      Her father laughed at that, a deep-throated chuckle that warmed Alena’s heart. “I’m not sure about that, but your wits may very well be quicker.”

      The smile faded from his face and he leaned forward. Alena knew they were about to dive into whatever was worrying him.”

      “How are you, Alena, truly?”

      She’d finally had to break the news about Bayt. She told them her former master was found dead in his shop. No doubt they had heard more from local gossip, but she couldn’t be sure. Between the resignations of so many officials and the demise of the wolfblade unit, perhaps the news had never become public.

      Either way, she pretended that all she knew was that Bayt had died.

      Since then, they had been worried about her, even though she reassured them that she would simply spend more time studying for the upcoming exams. But that didn’t stop their fretting, or such meetings with her father.

      Alena knew that she couldn’t just tell him that everything was fine. His eyes were too sharp, and clearly both he and her mother had sensed something. She didn’t know exactly what her father had observed, so she wasn’t sure how to ease his mind. “It’s been a struggle,” she admitted.

      Her father waited silently, giving her the space to tell him more.

      And how could she not, under that close but loving gaze?

      “I think that I’ve made some mistakes, Father. And it makes me doubt my decisions now. The future… it worries me. At times I think I’m ready to leave this house, but other days I’m not nearly so sure.”

      She wasn’t sure what to say. How else could she frame her problems so that she could benefit from her father’s advice, without getting him mixed up in her problems? Her father nodded, as though he understood. “You know, I think sometimes that it is harder for you than it ever was for me,” he admitted.

      “Really?”

      Her father scratched at his beard. “Your grandfather was a smith, and I grew up in his workshop. Blacksmithing was all I knew as a child, even with the education from the empire. I was never as smart as you or Jace, but more importantly, I always knew where my path would lead. What was the point of learning history or philosophy? I knew from the day I first held a hammer that smithing was all I wanted to do.”

      Alena nodded. Her father worked hard and put in long hours, but she didn’t think she had ever seen him happier than when putting the finishing touches on one of his pieces, or presenting them as a gift to someone in the family. He might complain about the long hours and the occasionally terrible conditions, but he was also a man who loved the craft he pursued. Alena suspected it was one of the reasons he was as good at it as he was.

      “Jace shares something of that same focus, although his craft will be different. He wants to go into the military, and I’m not sure anything will dissuade him. And honestly, I believe it will be a good place for him. He’s young and energetic and quick, and the instructors at the academy tell me that he pursues his physical lessons with diligence. He may not do as well with books as you do, but his gifts lie in a different domain. You are different. I’ve seen the way that you watch the world since you were a small child, and there is one thing that I have known ever since you were little.”

      Alena realized that she was leaning forward to catch every word. “What’s that?”

      “That someday, you were going to leave us. Landow is a decent-sized city, and I’m glad that you and Jace had the opportunity to go to the academy and receive some of the finest learning in the region. But you’ll never be satisfied here. You were born for the world.”

      “But what if I don’t pass the university exams?”

      “Then you will find another way out. The how does not worry me. I know that given enough time, you will always solve your problems.”

      Alena nodded to hide the fact her eyes were watering. “Thank you.”

      Her father smiled. “No matter what happens, Alena, just know that we always trust in you and believe in you. And you can always come to me if you don’t mind the sound of your father going on and on.”

      Alena nodded, and a sudden thought occurred to her.

      Sound. Her father’s word stuck in her mind.

      She had tried hundreds of ways to break Bayt’s code, but she had never thought of sounds.

      “You’ve given me an idea, Father. Thank you.”

      He grinned, some fatherly pride showing. “Go on, then. I’ll distract the others.”

      Alena went to her room and pulled out a long sample of Bayt’s currently unsolvable cipher.

      She had tried all sorts of mathematical substitutions, but nothing ever worked. However, she had never tried phonetic decryption.

      She started with a simple premise: what if Bayt’s cipher wasn’t some fancy code, but was instead just a system where he had substituted different symbols for the sounds that they made?

      The more she considered it, the more the idea made sense. In written imperial, the same letter could often make different sounds. Assigning a different symbol to each sound would ruin any substitution she tried. She started by highlighting the most common words in the code, matching them to the most common words in imperial. Then she matched the symbols to the phonemes in the imperial words. It required a lot of guesswork, and more than once she had to backtrack and try again. But her premise was quickly proven as she decrypted phrase after phrase.

      After that it was just a matter of time.

      It was late in the night and she had burned down two candles when she finally finished creating her key.

      Now it was time to see what Bayt knew before he died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, all it took to unravel a mystery was to find one thread and pull until the whole shroud fell apart.

      Niles’ hint, as inconsequential as the youth had considered it, ended up being the piece of information that gave Brandt the rest of what he needed. He returned to the city watch, digging through their records of the past two weeks. He found the bloody murder of a spice merchant without problem.

      A quick interview with Commander Scot confirmed Brandt’s assumptions. The city watch had long suspected that Bayt was a key figure involved in illegal smuggling and other nefarious deeds. But they’d never been able to gather conclusive proof, and Scot implied the man knew enough to remain out of sight.

      The death of Bayt also coincided with the scandals and resignations of many officials. It wasn’t hard to assume the events might be linked. Bayt didn’t just trade in spices. He traded in information.

      Brandt found Bayt’s ledgers and spent the better part of a day paging through them. The man had worked with three apprentices, and one name stuck out among them: Alena, the only girl.

      Brandt had a clear memory of the girl from the night of the fight. Perhaps it was coincidence, but he didn’t think so. There were no coincidences, not in his life.

      The next question was how to find her. The city kept no official records of its citizens. But the girl had been young, perhaps young enough to still be attending academy. She might be at another school, or make her living as an apprentice, but Brandt didn’t think so.

      His assumption was nothing more than a hunch, but it felt right.

      After all, there were no coincidences.

      He returned to Landow Academy and asked to meet the headmaster. Ignoring the man’s angry glares, Brandt asked if he could see the student roster. The headmaster complained but complied.

      Sure enough, there she was. An Alena, on university track.

      Brandt thanked the headmaster and left without another word. That afternoon he waited outside the academy as it let out. He had dressed in inconspicuous clothes to better blend in with the crowds.

      He spotted her without a problem, the mere sight of her causing his fist to clench. It was the girl from his memory. She had been involved, and he would find out the truth of what had happened that night.

      He waited until she walked past him, then turned and followed. He had no specific plan. All he knew was that he wanted to question her. He tailed her as she walked toward one of the nicer neighborhoods in town.

      Then she disappeared.

      He blinked, trying to understand what had happened.

      A cart had passed between them, and after, she was gone, as though she’d never existed. He spun around, but couldn’t see her anywhere.

      Then he heard a voice behind him. She was trying to sound tough, but a slight tremble in her voice gave her away. “It’s rude to follow someone.”

      She had long, dark hair and full lips. But Brandt was drawn immediately to her eyes. They were as sharp as his sword, and they missed nothing. He could see the fear within them, though. Alena was tough, but the events of the last two weeks had strained her. They weren’t the eyes of a killer.

      His gut told him that she was innocent of the worst of the crimes. “I want to know what happened the night my wolfblades were killed.”

      Those sharp eyes studied him for a moment. Most days, Brandt realized he expected the authority inherent in his position to be enough. It worked with the headmaster, as well as Commander Scot. This girl didn’t seem to hold the same respect for authority, though. She would choose to trust him based on her own assessment.

      She gestured toward a nearby teahouse. “You’re buying.”

      Not long after they sat at a table in the corner of the teahouse, partially hidden from most of the other patrons. Brandt noticed that Alena’s eyes never rested long in one place. No wonder he hadn’t been able to follow her without being discovered. She possessed the skills Niles someday hoped to have.

      Alena poured herself a cup of tea, her hands only betraying a slight tremor. It was some of the most expensive there. She took a deep sip, then met his gaze. “How much do you know?”

      “Assume I know nothing.”

      “An easy assumption.”

      The words were biting, but the tone was not. The girl was quick-witted and probably couldn’t help it. Her blush of embarrassment was proof enough of that.

      Suddenly, Brandt missed his fellow wolfblades. Their banter had drawn them together. Once a warrior reached a certain status, others tended to treat them with deference. The military thrived on the system, but without peers to keep one in check, the deference could go to one’s head.

      Alena eased that burden, just a little. Without further prompting, she launched into her story, beginning with her apprenticeship with Bayt.

      Another full pot of tea later, she finished. Her head was down, her gaze focused on the table between them. “Ryder saved my life.”

      Brandt fought the storm of emotions battering his calm facade. Ryder could be a pain, but he had always had his heart in the right place. Like everyone else, he was gone now, in no small part due to the actions of this girl.

      Brandt wanted to hit her and comfort her at the same time. She was a thief, yes, but perhaps it was more accurate to say that she had been playing at being a thief. She was foolish, but wise enough to recognize her own foolishness.

      He was so distracted he didn’t realize that he hadn’t responded to her. He’d let the silence stretch between them.

      “What will you do?” she asked.

      He wasn’t sure. He was well within his rights to kill her and be done with the matter. She had freely confessed to crimes punishable by death.

      But he didn’t think she had told him everything.

      More than that, his people had died trying to save her life. To kill her now seemed disrespectful to their memories.

      Uncertain, he turned the question back on the girl. “What will you do?”

      She looked up. “If you allow me to live, I plan on finding out who the bandit is. If Niles finds out about my involvement, he will kill me. The only way to save myself is to uncover the truth.”

      “And how will you accomplish that?” The girl might be clever, but why would she succeed where so many others had failed?

      “Bayt wasn’t just a thief and a smuggler. He collected information, as well. I’m hoping that some of that information will guide me.”

      Brandt leaned back and sipped at his tea. He decided he didn’t want to kill the girl. It was nothing but noting the feelings in his body. His wolfblades had died for her. Mistaken or not, their fates had been set before this meeting even began. “How can I help?”

      “What do you know? Right now, I have a pile of information, but without context, I don’t know what to search for.”

      “Not enough. I suspect that he comes from wealth. His martial skill must have required years of dedicated training.”

      “Why not just a soldier?”

      “I think he has served. But his skill goes far beyond what the military provides. I’d also like to believe I would have heard of such skill if he was still in the military. He’s more than talented enough to join the ranks of the wolfblades. I imagine he served for a year or two, then left.”

      “And he has a stone affinity.”

      “Beyond compare.”

      Alena chewed on her lower lip. “That can’t leave too many people in town.”

      “But hard to find.”

      “Maybe. I’ll begin searching. How can I find you?”

      “Meet here? Every afternoon after academy?”

      Alena thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll start looking tonight, and I’ll tell you what I find.”

      “Thank you.”

      She gave him a wry smile. “You’re the one letting me live. I should be thanking you.”

      She stood up and gave him a sloppy bow. “So thank you.”

      Brandt watched her walk down the street and vanish in the crowd.

      An interesting young woman indeed.
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      Alena’s heart pounded as she walked away from the teahouse. With every breath she had taken near the wolfblade, she had expected to feel the burning agony of cold steel through her chest.

      She was the reason Brandt’s closest friends were dead. They both knew it. She swore she could see the knowledge haunting his decisions, a darkness deep behind his gaze.

      The death blow had never come. As she retreated from the teahouse she kept checking behind her, trying to see if she was being followed. He hadn’t been very good at it the first time, but perhaps he had intended for her to notice him.

      She didn’t observe anyone following, and in time, she gradually relaxed.

      When she was completely sure she was out of his sight, she collapsed onto a bench and closed her eyes. She heard concerned murmurs from passersby, but she ignored them. She took deep breaths in through her nose, wishing for a chance to go back a few weeks and make different decisions.

      In time, the feeling of being overwhelmed receded. What was done was done. The past couldn’t be changed. She opened her eyes and stood up, rejuvenated by a fresh burst of determination.

      She took a long route home, making sure, once again, that she wasn’t being followed. Perhaps she was too cautious, but right now, no amount of caution seemed unreasonable.

      Once home, Alena went straight to her room and pulled out all the papers she had acquired from Bayt’s shop. She had cracked the cypher, and was gradually becoming able to read it.

      Reading and writing languages came easily to her. Her memory was excellent, and memorizing the cypher proved to be little problem. She still got stuck on occasion, but her progress was quick.

      Bayt’s papers had been far more organized than she had first imagined. On her desk she had sorted them into piles. The largest pile, by far, was focused on various people, unofficial biographies that Bayt had collected over time. Other stacks dealt with resources, locations, and legends. As Alena categorized the papers, she learned more about the man she had called master.

      Bayt had apparently never met a piece of information he wasn’t interested in. His notes were well-organized, with small, neat handwriting. She hadn’t thought Bayt possessed much, but as she organized her stash, she came to understand Bayt had collected an enormous amount of information over the years. Not a single word was wasted in the notes, making each paper a literal treasure trove.

      Alena turned her attention to the pile of papers that dealt with people. Within the stack, the papers were organized by location, so it didn’t take long for her to find the stack of papers dealing with citizens of Landow.

      She began to read, separating the papers into new, smaller piles. One was for people meeting one of Brandt’s criteria. Another was for people meeting more than one.

      The sun went down, and Alena lit a candle to work by. She heard her father come home from the smithy. On his way to bed he paused outside her door, no doubt wondering why she was still awake. He didn’t knock, though, and eventually continued on to his room.

      Alena took some of her own notes to pass on to Brandt, then went to bed and fell immediately asleep.

      The next morning, Jace gave her a strange look as he saw the piles of paper with bizarre scribbles across them. She rolled her eyes at his questions, though, which silenced them quickly enough.

      She struggled to keep her mind on her studies all day. The far more interesting problem was the identity of the masked bandit. Alena forced herself to sit through history, leaving only when the others did.

      Like her, Niles still attended academy. He had many of the same classes as her, and he didn’t seem to be struggling with his studies. In fact, he appeared more focused than ever. His father’s death had motivated him, more than Alena gave him credit for. His focus reminded her she needed to work just as hard to avoid him. It hadn’t taken Brandt long to find her. How long would it be until Niles was in front of her, demanding justice for his father?

      After the final session of the day, Alena made her way to the teahouse, once again ensuring that she wasn’t being followed. Brandt was already there.

      She didn’t feel the same fear she had yesterday. He didn’t seem to be duplicitous. His actions reflected his words. For now, at least, she was safe.

      One troubling thought passed through her mind, though. What would happen when the bandit was unmasked and she was no longer useful to him?

      He didn’t seem like the type of man to exact such a coldhearted revenge, but there wasn’t any way to tell. Not until it was too late.

      Alena pushed her concerns aside. She handed Brandt her notes. “I’m about halfway through the citizens of Landow. I don’t think anyone here is who we are looking for, but these are the closest matches I’ve found so far. I wanted you to have them, in case something stood out.”

      Brandt looked through the papers. His eyebrows rose as he read. “This is… thorough.”

      “Bayt’s systems were more impressive than even I realized.”

      Brandt nodded. “I see.”

      There wasn’t much else to discuss. Alena wanted to return to her research, eager to solve the problem. From the way Brandt kept looking out the window of the teahouse, he wanted to pursue some of the new leads she’d just handed him. She left as soon as their first pot of tea was finished.

      Back at home, she returned to her papers, losing herself in the task. She didn’t even realize the sun was setting until she noticed she was having trouble making out the words of Bayt’s notes. She lit a candle and once again lost herself in focus.

      Alena didn’t stir again until she heard a knock on her door. She turned around to see the shadows of a pair of feet underneath her door. “Come in,” she said.

      She made no move to hide her work. The easiest way to arouse suspicion was to act as though there was something to hide.

      Her father stepped in, a candle in his hand. His eyes took in the piles of papers on her desk. “You’ve been up late.”

      Alena nodded. “There’s been a lot to do, lately.”

      Her father’s smile told her that he recognized the evasion for what it was. He came into her room and sat on the edge of her bed, the frame creaking as he rested on it. He put his candle off to the side and looked at her. Alena could tell he had something on his mind, but wasn’t quite sure how to say it.

      Finally, he spoke. “I’m not a fool, you know.”

      Alena grinned, even though her heart was beating faster. “Trust me, I know.”

      “I know Bayt was up to something, something that probably ended up getting him killed. And I don’t believe for a moment you don’t know something about it. I haven’t said anything because I don’t want your mother to worry, but I’m afraid for you.”

      He had guessed far more than she suspected. Alena closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Everywhere she turned, the walls were closing in on her. How long would it be before one collapsed with her underneath?

      She forced herself to open her eyes and meet his gaze.

      “Alena. You know how much I love you, right?”

      She nodded, surprised by the sudden appearance of tears coming down her cheek.

      “You know that I would do anything for you?”

      She nodded again, then stepped over to the bed, sitting next to him and burying her head in his chest. His strong arms wrapped around her, holding her tight, protecting her against the world.

      Alena realized then she hadn’t cried, not really. Everything she had been holding in suddenly exploded out of her. She sobbed silently, her tears soaking through her father’s thick shirt.

      He said nothing, just holding her there. She could hear his heart in his chest, slow and steady like the falling of his smith’s hammer. She felt his strength, not just in his arms but in the tempo of his pulse.

      Their candles had burned low by the time Alena’s distress finally eased. She rubbed her face in her father’s chest, causing him to chuckle. Then she finally leaned away from him.

      As tempted as she was, she didn’t dare tell him what had happened. The more he knew, he more he and others were at risk.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He laid his hand on her shoulder, missing nothing. “Are you in danger?”

      “Maybe. I’m trying to get out of it.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Don’t let Mother and Jace know.”

      He stiffened at that, and she spoke quickly to reassure him. “It’s safer for you all the less you know. I couldn’t live, knowing anyone else got hurt because of a mistake I made.”

      Her father thought about it for a moment. “Your mother thinks you are stressed because of the upcoming tests. Jace hasn’t noticed a thing, nor do I think he will.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her father stood up and moved toward the door. Alena started. “That’s it?”

      He gave a small shrug. “You’re nearly an adult, and smarter than most. If there’s anything else you want me to know, now’s the time. But as I said, I trust you, no matter how afraid for you I am.”

      His trust felt completely unearned. After all that she had done, how could he still trust her? Yet he was willing to walk away, even knowing the depth of trouble his oldest child faced. Her tears started again. “You know that no matter what happens, I love you, right?”

      He grinned. “I know. And I know you’ll figure it out. If there’s anything you need, just let me know.”

      He closed the door behind him, leaving Alena alone once again. She looked over to her desk, where the knife he had given her rested.

      His visit and his trust renewed her focus. She returned to her desk, determined to see if the answers they sought were in Bayt’s papers.

      Near the bottom of the pile, she found an interesting candidate. He had grown up heir to a fortune, although it looked as though that fortune had been lost when the man was young. There was a long gap of time in Bayt’s notes — her former master had been unable to discover much until the young man had joined the military. In the military, he had been commended many times, more than any of the other soldiers Alena had studied over the past two days. Had the man remained in the military, Alena suspected he would be far up the chain of command.

      There was no mention of an affinity, but there were plenty of rumors. Bayt had put question marks all around the man’s notes.

      Her eyes traveled upward, searching for the name.

      Despite his exemplary service, the emperor had never granted the man’s family a name. And yet, Alena recognized the individual in an instant.

      It was Kye, the governor of the region.
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