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      The shout caught my attention first.

      It was followed by a table crashing as somebody tumbled into it, and I hurried over, ready to intervene. It was uncommon for there to be such activity in the tavern this early in the evening, but a ship had docked in the small harbor along the river, and that often caused a bit more commotion.

      I grabbed the man who had shouted and gave him a shove. He was a taller man but still about a hand shorter than me. He had on a dark jacket and pants, the casual navy uniform, and he had no weapon—at least not one that was visible.

      As he spun to face me, rage flicked in his eyes for a moment, until he took a full look at me.

      “None of that here,” I said.

      He looked as if he wanted to argue with me, but then again, quite a few people looked like they wanted to argue with me until they realized what a mistake that would be. It was the advantage my size had.

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with you,” he said instead.

      “My tavern,” I said, thumbing toward the bar, where Janilla was working. She was a plump redhead and had been a good friend to me throughout my time in the town. I didn’t have to intervene, but then again, I didn’t have to do a lot of things.

      “None of this has to do with you,” the man said again.

      I shrugged. “Then take it outside.”

      His friends behind him started to cajole him, making oohs and aahs to try to taunt him into action.

      I didn’t want that. He didn’t want that, I didn’t think. Or maybe he did.

      “Trust me. You’re not going to⁠—”

      He decided not to trust me.

      Instead, he made the mistake of throwing a fist.

      His technique was bad, and he didn’t have much of a base to throw the punch, which meant that he was already unstable when he tried to hit me. He was aiming up, and I had the sense that he wasn’t accustomed to fighting taller men, like me, so when he did strike, it was a little off target, and I barely had to move out of the way to avoid it hitting my chin. Instead, he caught me on the shoulder. He did have a little strength behind the punch, and it stung, though I doubt that it stung me nearly as much as it bothered him.

      His eyes widened when I grabbed him by the shoulders, and I just carried him toward the door.

      “I told you no fighting,” I said, and when I reached the door, I pulled it open and gave him a shove.

      He sprawled in the street outside, looking up at me, and then the corners of his eyes twitched.

      Sacred Souls.

      I ducked and then lurched off to the side, avoiding the first of his friends barreling toward me. He reached the doorway, and I didn’t even bother to stop him as he went careening out of the door and followed his friend to sprawl on the ground outside.

      I got up and turned.

      Two more men were coming toward me.

      “Not a good idea,” I said.

      One of the men was missing a front tooth, likely from a similar scrape. His eyes were the hollow, reddened eyes of someone who had had too much to drink, and he staggered slightly. I just grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him out, letting him go sprawling into the street alongside the others.

      The last one, however, looked as if he still had a little fight in him. Not only that, but he also seemed to be more awake than the others.

      He reached for a knife at his waist.

      “Not a good idea,” I repeated.

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” he said.

      “I’m not going to get away with what? Tossing you out of the tavern? I think I just did. Now go and join your buddies, or…”

      I let the threat hang in the air, but I had the distinct sense that he wasn’t going to pay much attention to a threat. And that was a problem.

      For him.

      He jabbed with the knife.

      I twisted out of the way, avoiding the strike, and grabbed his arm, but before I had the chance to pull on him, he started to yank back. I shifted, bringing his arm down onto my knee, which I drove upward.

      There was a faint crack, followed by a sharp cry, and then I used his momentum against him and gave him one more shove to send him out of the door.

      The four men were just outside the tavern, none of them moving much. The last man was holding on to his arm, and he had a look of murder in his eyes. That might have been a danger if he had been a local. He was not.

      I closed the tavern door and strode back inside. The quiet that had fallen over the tavern began to ease as other patrons realized that there wasn’t going to be a widespread tavern brawl, and I sidled over to the counter. Janilla handed a mug of ale to me.

      “Could have handled that a little differently,” she suggested.

      “I wasn’t going to let them disrupt the tavern,” I said.

      “I know.” She nodded to the ale. “That’s why I gave you that. It’s a thanks.”

      “I didn’t do it for thanks.”

      She smiled again. “I know.”

      I took a seat and looked around the rest of the tavern. There was a minstrel playing on the slightly raised stage, his fingers dancing along the strings, seemingly unconcerned and unperturbed by what had just happened. There were three men who had been in the middle of a busy game of cards, and they had paused during the brawl, but not for very long. As their game resumed, they occasionally cast a furtive glance in my direction but quickly turned back again and focused on each other, not wanting to get caught looking my way. I didn’t blame them.

      Another man was seated by himself, a tray of food in front of him, a mug of ale, and not much else. Probably some merchant coming through town. A smattering of other people, none of them locals, occupied the rest of the tavern.

      “Never like it when we get those navy ships in,” Janilla said. “Always get a little jumpy.”

      “They’re not all like that,” I said.

      She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the bar. “No? What was it like when you served?”

      “I wasn’t in the navy,” I said.

      “So it wasn’t anything like that, then. You were probably much better behaved.”

      I sat quietly, sipping at the ale.

      “Not better behaved?” Janilla said, arching a brow at me. “Oh, I’m sure there’s a story there. Maybe that’s something you’d like to share with me.”

      “Not anytime soon,” I said.

      She chuckled. “Well, I’m glad you’re here now.”

      “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” I said.

      She grinned, as if I were making some sort of joke, before grabbing her rag and picking her way along the bar. I just looked down into my mug.

      Around me, the sounds of the tavern began to build.

      I was accustomed to such chaos. It was an easy enough thing to ignore. Not only that, but I had the distinct feeling that the sounds around me were very typical for the tavern. I’d been in Lavrun for the better part of six months. In that time, I’d picked up a few odd jobs, but mostly I worked in positions like this.

      Jeremiah, the owner of the tavern, and Janilla’s uncle, had hired me to keep the peace, as he liked to call it. And he wasn’t the first one to hire me for jobs like that. I towered over most men and had the muscle to go along with my height. I didn’t like to fight, but I tended to attract the wrong kind of attention.

      It had been a long time since I’d left the army—long enough that I now tried to think about anything else, but that was difficult to do in Lavrun.

      The door to the tavern opened, and I glanced over. I had been looking every so often, making sure that the men I’d tossed out didn’t decide to return, but so far, there had been no sign of them. That was probably for the best. We didn’t need them to come stumbling back in, or to try something else. But I also understood that there were quite a few men who wanted to prove themselves, and I was as good a target as any.

      When the minstrel began to play, it covered up quite a bit of the noise of the tavern, giving everything a much more buoyant and jovial energy. I found myself tapping my foot, listening along, and feeling some of the stress of the fight finally starting to fade. Still, each time the door opened, I found myself looking over to see if the men had returned.

      Most nights were calm in the tavern. Most nights involved me just sitting, nursing a mug of ale, and watching. It was nights like these, when the ships came into port, that Jeremiah asked me explicitly to spend my evenings here. These were the nights when I earned coin.

      Not a lot. And that was a problem. A job like this didn’t pay all that well. And though I was fully capable of doing more—at least, I believed I was fully capable of doing more—I didn’t have the opportunity to take on other jobs too often. Far too frequently, I was only seen as one thing: muscle.

      As the night began to die down, I finished my ale—I made sure not to drink any more than one mug each night, as I didn’t want to dull my senses—and then nodded to Janilla. The tavern itself was slower and quieter; we didn’t have to worry about the presence of sailors now, so I wasn’t concerned about anything more happening here. I headed out to wander around the perimeter of the tavern, just doing one quick check.

      A light above the tavern caught my attention, and I looked up. Jeremiah was seated at his desk and had his head down, though I could see that he was working on something. He was more than just a tavern owner. He was a businessman in Lavrun, and someone that my father had known before he had left the army. Somehow he must have noticed me, or perhaps I’d made too much noise, as he looked up and glanced down from his office, frowning.

      He leaned forward, pulling his window open. “Leaving already?”

      “Everything is quiet,” I said.

      “I heard there was a little commotion already.”

      I nodded. There was no use in denying it. I was meant to be a deterrent, but it wasn’t always effective. “Four men. Decided to get a little rowdy. I just tossed them out.”

      “I heard one of them ended up with a broken arm.”

      “Is that right?” It surprised me he’d heard that already.

      “Anytime the sailors get a little unruly, I get reports.” He grinned. “And I make a point of telling them that if they weren’t so difficult, they wouldn’t have such trouble.” He chuckled. “Then again, very few of them pay much attention to that kind of thing. All they can think about is getting drunk, and sometimes a little bit more.”

      I knew immediately what he meant by “a little bit more,” unfortunately. I had seen it too often. Quite a few men decided that they would get a little handsy with Janilla. While she was perfectly capable of defending herself, I didn’t love that they assaulted her. It made me more uptight, so I would usually just intervene, though from time to time, I had to admit that I intervened a little bit more forcefully than I probably needed to.

      “Glad you were there, anyway,” Jeremiah said.

      I nodded. “I’m glad I was there as well.”

      I took a deep breath and headed onward. My home was a small room that I rented near the edge of town. It was nothing fancy. It was tiny, at least for my frame, and the bed was barely large enough, but it was quiet, and for that I was thankful.

      Besides, it was all I could afford. I tried picking up odd jobs here and there, adding to the income that I got from Jeremiah—which wasn’t nearly as steady as I would like—but there were only so many jobs that I could take. I missed the steadiness of the work, and the income, in the army.

      The town was relatively quiet most of the time. But on nights like this, when the navy came to port, and sailors had shore leave, things got a little bit out of hand.

      I passed a pair of sailors, and they gave me a wide berth, though I did hear one of them saying something about “the tall bastard.” I ignored him, knowing that he was probably drunk. Jeremiah’s tavern wasn’t the only drinking place in the town. I moved on and made my way toward my home, but I began to feel a strange energy.

      It was the kind of feeling that left me expecting a storm. I glanced up. In Lavrun, storms weren’t uncommon, but the sky was relatively clear. The air didn’t have the humidity that I would have expected. It wasn’t that I was a sailor, able to pick up on such things, but a man got used to certain activity, and a coming storm was one that I could feel.

      Which left me wondering what the strange energy was coming from. Why was I picking up on it now? The only thing I could think of was that it was my own unease.

      Maybe a night spent in the tavern, a night spent avoiding fighting, and being forced to fight, was what had put me on edge. Whatever it was, I headed toward it.

      I tried to tell myself that I wasn’t a fighter, but the truth was that all too often I ended up in fights, even though I would much rather avoid them than run to them.

      It didn’t take me long to find the source.

      Lanterns lined the road along the riverfront, and I had a sense of activity here. Strange shadows loomed and lingered. Something was off, but maybe it was just me, and my own reaction and response to such things.

      I wandered for a little along the river’s edge but still didn’t see anything. At least, not at first.

      But on the far side of the water, across the arching bridge that led over the river, there were shadowy forms. Something about them set me on edge. I shouldn’t get involved, but I didn’t like the look of them.

      I headed across the bridge, slowly and carefully. By the time I reached the far side, the shadowy forms had disappeared.

      Maybe I was just chasing my own demons. I certainly had enough of them.

      The air seemed to crackle with energy like a storm building. Three men were heading along the street. I didn’t know what compelled me to follow them, but I did.

      Was it boredom? Was it instinct? Was it a desire for more excitement?

      Maybe it was just that I had spent my days feeling less than useful.

      Rounding a corner, I nearly collided with one of the men that I’d been following. He looked up at me. He had dark skin, and his eyes were narrowed, a hood pulled up over his head. That was not suspicious at all.

      When he bounced off me, he backed away for a moment.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      He looked as if he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t.

      I didn’t see the other two. Just this man.

      “Were you following me?”

      “Not following,” I said.

      “You sure about that?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      I waited. These moments were familiar to me. These were the moments when I just had to bide my time, give men like this an opportunity to decide if they were going to take a swing at me, test themselves, or if they were just going to relax. Too often men didn’t, and seemingly couldn’t, relax.

      The man finally slipped away into the darkness of night. There was no point in following him. No point in anything, really. And that was the trouble.

      Maybe that was my trouble. I was looking for excitement, for what I had once thought I was going to find within the army, for an opportunity to feel useful. Maybe more than useful. I could do something of value.

      I let out a sigh.

      Now it was just me searching for something that I claimed I didn’t want.

      It seemed as if I were looking for fights, despite everything I told myself.

      And that was dangerous. Eventually, as I had been warned, one of these fights would end up with me being killed.

      And there was a part of me, one that bubbled up in times like this, times when I was alone, wandering the town and trying to figure out what I was supposed to be doing, that wondered if that wouldn’t be all that bad.
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      The navy ship left the next day.

      They hadn’t stayed very long. They never did. They would come into port, usually for a day or two, give the men on board a chance to get off the ship, allow the ship itself to gather supplies, and then move on. Lavrun was in a unique situation, situated along the river and not all that far from the sea harbor—only a few days by ship, from my experience. Not that I’d spent too much time on a ship, but enough. I certainly wasn’t uncomfortable on them, but then again, anybody who served in the army had their share of experience on ships.

      At one point, I found myself down near the sawmill, and I paused to look at the massive stone building. It was a stone’s throw from the town’s periphery, where the din of commerce met the serenity of the wilderness. The sawmill was a patchwork of chestnut wood and stone. Its robust wooden beams, darkened with age and use, were juxtaposed with patches of stone, and it radiated an oddly compelling charm that drew the eye of any passerby.

      Its dominant feature, a massive waterwheel, was crafted from stout oak, its weather-beaten face tirelessly rotating, half-drenched in the river’s cool embrace. Its rhythmic movements echoed the dance of progress propelled by the unyielding flow of the river. A cloud of fine sawdust hung perpetually around the sawmill, carried on the breeze like a hazy aura.

      I’d been by here once a week ever since I’d come to town. Every time I came, I hoped that I would find a bit of steady work, and an opportunity to do something that was more than just using my size, but so far, there hadn’t been an opportunity.

      There had been no real opportunities anywhere, in fact.

      That had started to get to me over time. I knew that it shouldn’t, and I knew better than to let it bother me, but it did nonetheless. I could do more than what I was already doing, I knew. I felt I could be useful. More than just for lifting things. More than just muscle.

      When I headed inside for the office, I found Keller in a flurry of movement. He was an older man with gray hair, and he had sawdust caked into his wrinkles, though he probably hadn’t worked on the floor for many years. He glanced over when I came in, giving me a slight shake of his head.

      “Told you that there wasn’t much for you, Zaren,” he said. “The work is stable. No turnover, and I’m not going to let one man go just so I can give another man an opportunity.”

      “I can do a lot of things,” I said.

      “Oh, I know you can do a lot of things. I’m just saying…”

      He didn’t have to say what he was just saying. We both knew. He didn’t need me.

      Nobody in this town really needed me.

      And after a while, I had been left wondering if I was ever going to find anything, anything that would give me a sense of purpose as I’d once had.

      “Even simple work,” I offered.

      “Simple? If I give you simple work, I take it away from one of my employees. Got to keep them working, Zaren.”

      I wanted to argue, but at this point, I also wondered if there was any point in arguing. I felt… well, I just felt the way that I had felt ever since I had come here. I had been looking for a chance, a way to start fresh. I had thought that coming here, still a part of the realm but far enough away that it would give me an opportunity to get a fresh start, would provide me with what I wanted. And it hadn’t. I no longer knew if it would.

      Maybe it was time for me to start looking elsewhere. Maybe it was time to move on. Jeremiah was kind, and he had given me a chance to pick up some coin here and there, and I appreciated his charity, but that was really what it was. It was charity. I wanted to have a job. I wanted to have purpose.

      I wanted… well, I wanted to be something.

      “You don’t want the heavy-lifting work,” Keller said. “I’ve offered it to you. That’s the only thing that I have.”

      “I know.”

      “A man like you is useful. At least for that sort of thing. And you know how it goes. You get in; you start the job; you do good work; and who knows what will happen?”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      Plus I also knew how it went. Even though he wanted to deny that it would go that way, once I took a job like that, a job where I was nothing more than muscle, I wouldn’t have much choice in the matter. I would just be seen as that. And to a certain extent, I was even willing to do that. I was willing to be seen as muscle, willing to take on a job like that, if it permitted me to do and be something else, something more, in the future. But increasingly I didn’t think that it would.

      Which was part of the reason that I wanted to make sure that when I took on a job, I picked up something that would allow me to be what I wanted. I was starting to feel like a brute was all I was. Maybe that was all I could ever be.

      “Check back in a week,” Keller said.

      I nodded. What other choice did I have?

      And we both knew that I would check back in a week, maybe sooner.

      When I stepped out of the office and looked around the sawmill, at the activity, I couldn’t help but feel I could be useful here. How could I not? Maybe not in the way that I envisioned, running the sawmill, using my experience on the farm, and even in the army, to coordinate the work, but even if not that, there were other things I could do. Other ways in which I could be useful. Other aspects that I could help with.

      Why didn’t anybody see that?

      Or maybe the real problem was me.

      I kept thinking that I was something more. I kept thinking that I was skilled, more capable, and that I was somehow able to be more than I was.

      I kept thinking… but maybe it was time for me to stop.

      The day was nice. It was one of those days when the sun was up, the air was comfortable, and if I had some purpose, it would be perfect. I found myself weaving through town, stopping to check on a few other prospects that I’d found over the time that I’d been here, asking about other possibilities of employment, and as I’d suspected, coming up short.

      When I had finished my round in the town, I came back to the tavern. It was around midday, so I knew that it would be empty. I stepped inside, and Jeremiah was working today. He looked up as I entered, swept his gaze around the mostly empty tavern, and offered me a shrug.

      Not much that I would need to do here, or now, the shrug seemed to say.

      And I shrugged back, my response indicating that I had nothing else to do, and nowhere else to be.

      Jeremiah just nodded. What else was he going to do?

      I took a seat and looked around. The man that I’d seen the day before who had been bent over the table, seemingly lost in his own thoughts, was still seated at the same table, or perhaps once again seated at the same table. He had a plate of food in front of him, several books, and a long bright silver blade resting on the table. That was odd. Had the tavern been busier, it would have looked like some sort of weapon, but given that it was nearly empty, it looked as if he was cleaning out his pockets, sorting through his belongings.

      When Jeremiah finally came by, I nodded to the man. “What’s his deal?”

      Jeremiah shrugged. “Can’t really say, to be honest. He’s been here for most of the morning. Came by yesterday, though I imagine you saw him then.” When I nodded, he frowned. “Claims he’s just passing through.”

      “Need me to deal with him?”

      He shook his head. “No. Man like that isn’t any sort of threat. At least, not at this point. He just looks like he’s trying to find his way.” He flicked his gaze to me, and it seemed to say that he knew somebody else who was trying to find his way.

      “When I saw him yesterday, I thought he might be with the navy.”

      “I thought the same, to be honest, though he didn’t dress like them, and more than that, he didn’t interact with any of them.”

      “There weren’t many after I tossed the first crew out.”

      “I know. Word spreads.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “No need,” he said, waving his hand. “I’m not blaming you. In fact, I appreciate what you did. You’re just looking out for the tavern.”

      Was I just looking out for the tavern?

      And from the way that Jeremiah glanced toward me, I could tell that he had the same sort of question. Maybe it wasn’t just the tavern I was looking out for. Maybe I had been looking out for something else. Someone else.

      There was no sign of Janilla, though.

      “I’ve been out by the sawmill,” I said.

      “Figured as much,” Jeremiah said.

      “No work there.”

      He grunted. “Figured as much.”

      “I keep thinking that any day…”

      “Any day now, it’s going to happen. Though to be honest, I keep thinking you’re going to end up leaving. Maybe that would be the best for you.”

      “You don’t want me around here?”

      “Not saying that,” Jeremiah said. “Just saying that I think you’re a little lost.” He shrugged. “I’m happy to have you around, and happy to have you helping out here, but I wish I could offer you something more stable—more time, better pay, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “Your folks were good people.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “I just wish…”

      He didn’t need to say anything more. I knew what he wished.

      Jeremiah and my father had known each other while they had both served. I didn’t know how—my father had been loath to talk about his service years—but I understood that they had spent some dangerous days together. My father had always told me to look Jeremiah up if I was ever in the town, so I had.

      A part of me questioned whether Jeremiah had been pleased to see me. In fact, a part of me wondered if he would have been happier not to have seen me. It was as if he didn’t want the reminder of my father, or perhaps it was nothing to do with my father. Maybe I was a reminder of what he had once done, and how he had once served, the same way that I had once served. My father had been in the army before me, and I wondered if they had had an experience that had been more than a little troubling.

      Jeremiah moved on, and I sat at the tavern counter.

      As the tavern gradually filled up, I pulled a book out of my pocket that I carried around for just such downtime, and I thumbed through the pages. There were no dangers in the tavern today. Even the night before had only been drunk men, the typical kind of issue, and nothing Jeremiah really needed my help with. At one point, I noticed Jeremiah talking to a man before handing him something. The man slipped some coins across the counter, paying for whatever Jeremiah had given him, and then they said their goodbyes. I noticed the strange man who was seated all by himself looking toward Jeremiah.

      Then the man at the bar moved. He took a seat across from the stranger.

      Maybe it was instinct. Maybe it was just that I was looking for excitement. Or maybe I recognized that something was going on here. I paid attention, watching, trying to gauge what they might be doing. I had no idea.

      “Can I get you anything?” Janilla asked, sliding over to me.

      “Not really,” I said, letting out a heavy sigh. “I’m just spinning my wheels here.”

      She chuckled. “Aren’t we all?”

      “I guess… well, I guess that I would like to be doing something more than just spinning my wheels.”

      “Wouldn’t we all?”

      She slipped a mug of ale over to me, and I took it.

      After a bit, the man got up from where he was seated across from the stranger, and he started toward the door.

      I looked at the stranger. There was something off about him. Unusual. The stranger was just seated, hands resting in front of him, and there was an undeniable tension in him. He looked as if… well, he looked as if he was trying to move but couldn’t.

      And then the other man made it to the door.

      I didn’t know what motivated me, but I jumped to my feet and headed to him.

      The man spun. As he did, he held something out in front of him. My gaze took it in within a moment, sweeping across the object, and then I frowned. It looked to be some spherical item, and he held it toward me as if he was trying to point it at me.

      “I think it’s time you left,” I said.

      The man did something with the item. I felt a strange stirring tingling of energy. As the energy passed, it almost froze me, the same way the stranger had been frozen.

      Then I pushed through it.

      Whatever he was doing involved some sort of power.

      I had a little experience with magic, unfortunately. That was something that you saw when you were in the army. And it was something that you were trained to hate, just as the Queen hated it.

      And so as I felt the power surging, building, I recognized that there was something awful about it.

      I jumped.

      The man seemed to be surprised by that sudden movement.

      He swung the orb toward me, but I was already on him.

      A strange resistance began to push on me, and so I pushed back.

      He was strong, far stronger than I would have expected given his size. The pressure building against me was considerable. I didn’t know what he was trying to do as he was pushing, either trying to punch me or maybe drive some weapon into me, but I felt it building, nonetheless.

      And so I pushed back.

      He might be using magic against me, but I was strong enough to withstand it.

      I was strong enough to withstand most things, in fact.

      There was a crack, and then I heard an odd shout before the stranger came rolling toward me.

      Not toward me, I realized. Toward the other man.

      He had his knife held outstretched, and he brought it over to the man and drove it into his shoulder, and then into the other.

      I was too taken aback to say anything, or do anything.

      The man cried out, but then he fell silent.

      Everything around me was quiet. That strange buildup of energy was followed by an unnerving silence. And it was the stranger who looked at me the longest, with an expression in his eyes that I couldn’t quite read, but it was an expression that suggested he was angry.

      I wasn’t sure. All I could tell was that he was watching.

      And once again my temper would get me into trouble.
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      A strange energy hung over the tavern. Jeremiah watched me, then looked to the fallen man and finally to Janilla, who had already gotten back to work. She glanced briefly in my direction but had not paid that much attention to me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to the stranger. “I don’t know if he’s your friend⁠—”

      “Not my friend,” the stranger said. The man had a hint of an accent, and I couldn’t quite place it.

      “Clean it up,” Jeremiah hissed at me.

      I nodded, and as I started forward, the stranger stepped ahead of me. “He needs to answer a few questions for me.”

      “Why for you?” I asked.

      He flashed a small pin on his lapel.

      I might not have recognized it had I not served in the army. In the army, there was one thing that we were trained to identify. Well, there were quite a few things, but we were trained on one thing more than any other.

      The Queen’s sigil.

      It was an evocative emblem of her reign. In its heart sat a raven, exquisitely etched in obsidian against a field of silver. The raven’s wings were spread wide, and its talons clutched a cluster of emerald-green ivy leaves.

      And the one that he wore was a small pin.

      “You serve the Queen?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      He flicked his gaze over to where the man had fallen, and then shrugged. “Serving the Queen.”

      It was an odd comment, but even stranger still was the fact that it seemed none of this was a problem for him. Maybe this was the sort of thing that somebody who served the Queen did all the time.

      It wasn’t something I had experienced.

      I hurried over to the man and lifted him. He was hurt but awake. I figured that was about as good as I could have expected. I dragged him through the tavern, and then Jeremiah gave me another hard stare.

      “Don’t just leave him here,” he said.

      “Actually, I need some space.” The stranger flicked his gaze toward the minstrel, who was sitting up in the back of the tavern, before looking around and then settling his gaze on Jeremiah. “I don’t suppose you have a storage room that might be private?”

      “I might,” Jeremiah said. “But why?”

      The man wandered over to Jeremiah, and he flashed his lapel pin again.

      Jeremiah recognized it. Of course he did. Jeremiah had served in the army. He pointed to the back room.

      “What’s your name?” the man asked me.

      “Zaren Joha,” I said.

      He frowned. “Joha? Interesting. And are you from around here?”

      “Not originally. I had a farm a ways from here when I was younger,” I went on, wondering why I was divulging as much as I was to him.

      “Mind helping me carry this man back to the storage room?”

      I didn’t, and so I helped bring him into the small, cluttered storage room and set the unconscious man down on a chair that was propped along the back wall.

      “Who are you?” I asked, before realizing that I probably shouldn’t.

      “The name is Waleith Fant,” he said.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Something that is beyond you, I’m afraid,” he said.

      I felt irritated by that, partly because I didn’t like the idea of somebody telling me that anything was beyond me, and that I could and should not be a part of it. Yet maybe he was right. Maybe it was beyond me.

      He made quick work of tying the man up. He worked with practiced hands, as if he was accustomed to doing this.

      When he was done, he looked over at me. “I believe he was carrying something on him.”

      “I don’t know what it was,” I said. “It was some sort of spherical object.”

      “Did you see it?”

      “I saw it, but I haven’t seen it since. I⁠—”

      “If you wouldn’t mind, I would like you to grab it and bring it to me.”

      I almost asked him who he thought he was, before remembering who he actually was. This was a man who served the Crown, and he was the kind of person who could do more than just require that I did something. This was the kind of person who could make sure that there were consequences if I did not.

      I headed back into the main room of the tavern, where everything had started to fall still again. It was a faint and steady sort of silence, and nothing at all dangerous, at least as far as I could tell. The odd spherical object lingered in my mind, and I found it near the wall where the man had dropped it. Holding it, I felt a strange prickling sensation along my palm, leaving me wondering why the Queen would want something like this.

      “Zaren?” Jeremiah asked.

      “I’m just getting something for him,” I said.

      “You need to be careful with that one,” he said.

      “Careful?” I started to laugh. “Of course I need to be careful. He serves the Queen.”

      “That’s not exactly the reason that you need to be careful, though it is one part of it.”

      I frowned at him. “One part? I don’t know, Jeremiah. Anybody who serves the Queen is somebody that I need to be careful with, I would think.”

      “It’s not just that he serves the Queen,” he said, flicking his gaze back over to the storage room door. “It’s how he serves the Queen.”

      “And how is that?”

      Jeremiah took a deep breath. “I’ve seen that pin before. It is the mark of a Blade.”

      “So?”

      None of this really made all that much sense to me, but at this point, I figured that Jeremiah knew something more, and until I had a better idea about what it was, and what he was concerned about, I wasn’t sure that I cared.

      “He serves the Queen directly. That, I suppose, is all you really need to know.”

      “Well, he wouldn’t have that pin if he didn’t,” I said.

      I carried the metal object back to the storage room and pushed open the door. Waleith was leaning against the wall, holding that strange blade, and was watching the other man. He wasn’t doing anything, just watching him.

      “I found the item he was carrying.”

      I held it out, and Waleith took it and looked down at it for a moment before flicking his gaze up at me. There was an unreadable expression in his eyes.

      “How long have you been in town?” he asked.

      “A few months,” I said.

      That was something of a lie, but I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to tell him, nor was I sure how much I wanted to get involved with anybody like this, somebody that I had a sneaking suspicion could cause trouble for me in a way that… well, in a way that I didn’t want him to.

      “And what were you doing before?”

      “I’m not with him,” I said, pointing to the man. “I just saw him leaving the tavern, and considering that he had caused some trouble, I was just trying to stop him from giving you trouble.” I nodded to the main room of the tavern. “Jeremiah hires me to keep the peace in the tavern. That’s sort of my job.”

      “Is it, now?”

      “Well, at times,” I said. “I have a few jobs. I do a lot of odds and ends and try to pick up jobs here and there, to…”

      What was I doing telling this man all of this? He didn’t care about any of it. And even if he did, it wasn’t as if I had done anything illegal.

      “I’m not accusing you of working with him,” Waleith finally said.

      I breathed out.

      “I was just trying to understand your background. Seeing as you didn’t grow up here, I am curious.”

      “I know that I don’t look like the locals,” I said. “I told you that I grew up on a farm a ways from here. I served in the army, and I left. I settled here.”

      He frowned. “Most men who leave the army end up settling back where they are from. And you said this is not where you are from.”

      “Jeremiah knew my father, so I ended up here,” I said.

      “Why did you leave the army?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said.

      He turned to me, still holding that knife of his. My gaze was drawn not only to the knife, with strange marks on it, but also to the pin on his lapel. The look in his eyes struck me as similar to those of my old commanding officers, a look that practically dared me to challenge him.

      “Can you uncomplicate it?” he asked, his voice soft.

      “I was released from my obligations in the army because of a situation,” I said, picking my words carefully. “A confrontation between myself and another soldier. And⁠—”

      Waleith started laughing, cutting me off. “You were kicked out for fighting.”

      I scowled, though I immediately tried to suppress it. “It wasn’t quite so simple as that.”

      “Well, I’m imagining that, considering your size, fighting isn’t particularly difficult for you, is it?”

      “Not exactly,” I said.

      He snorted. “Interesting. Well, perhaps irrelevant.” He patted his pocket, and his brow darkened for a moment. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I need a little privacy as I ask my new friend here a few questions.”

      Tight rope bound the man at his wrists and ankles. As he started to come around, he jerked at his bindings. His gaze drifted to me before he turned to Waleith, and only then did his eyes widen fully.

      Waleith’s expression never changed, though it did seem to me that there was a slight twitching at the corners of his eyes, as if he was pleased that the man realized his predicament.

      I hesitated a moment, but only a moment, before I stepped out. This was not my place. This was not my fight. This was not for me.

      I pulled the door closed and took a seat at the bar, letting out a shaky breath.

      Janilla came over, and she frowned at me. “What was that about?”

      “Honestly, I don’t really know. He serves the Queen.”

      She arched a brow at that.

      “Your uncle recognized his mark.”

      “And the other man?” Janilla asked, though I wasn’t sure if she was disturbed by the rest.

      “I don’t know anything about him. Well, other than the fact that he was carrying some odd item that he was going to attack me with.”

      Not only odd, but the energy that I had felt could only have been one thing. Magic. I pushed those thoughts aside, knowing they were dangerous, especially in this land.

      “Need a drink?” Janilla asked.

      “More than you know.”

      She moved down the bar.

      I looked over as the door opened, and I saw a pair of men coming in. Locals. They looked around and seemed to sense the mood in the tavern. Then they shrugged before turning and heading back out.

      Jeremiah groaned from the end of the bar. “See?” he said, looking over at me. “All it takes is a little bit of a commotion, and people feel it.”

      “I’m not responsible for that,” I said.

      “Maybe a little bit,” he said.

      “Not even a little bit,” I said.

      A figure took a seat next to me, and I stiffened when I noticed that it was Waleith.

      “Did you get what you needed from him?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “He didn’t want to answer any questions. But he will be useful in other ways.”

      “He will?”

      “Oh, yes.” He turned toward me. “About you, however, I think you can be useful as well.”

      The tension within me didn’t change.

      “You know I serve the Queen.”

      My gaze was drawn to his lapel again. How could it not be? I nodded.

      “Time in the military would do that, I suppose. Which is why I’d like to talk to you about an opportunity. A man like you could be useful.”

      I licked my lips. Useful.

      A man like me.

      And I knew what he was suggesting.

      Of course I did. I’d heard it so many times before.

      He was commenting on my size, my physicality, and he was commenting on the fact that I had overpowered the man who had somehow used magic to incapacitate him.

      “What would you say to serving the Queen?”
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      The outskirts of town were quiet. I wasn’t sure what Waleith wanted of me, but he had instructed me to follow him. It was a day of labor, which meant a day of pay. Many times, that was the most important thing, especially considering how so many of my days were spent looking for jobs. This might be an unusual job, at least compared to some of the others that I had taken, but if he simply wanted me to accompany him—muscle, as it were—then I wasn’t going to argue with that. I didn’t mind it, though I also didn’t love it.

      The town itself was quiet.

      As we stepped beyond its boundary, I found myself focusing and waiting for Waleith.

      He had met me late in the day.

      “So?” I asked.

      “It won’t be a difficult journey,” he said. “And perhaps it can lead to something more.”

      “That’s my hope,” I said.

      “Truly?”

      “Well, I’m hopeful that you will find I can be useful,” I said.

      He watched me, and there was an amused glint in his eyes. “Oh, I am certain that you could be useful. The question is whether you will be useful.”

      “I am not sure of the difference.”

      “No? Perhaps it is a matter of semantics.”

      I followed him. I was dressed for the weather, with a traveling cloak, though it was a little threadbare these days. He was far better dressed than I was, but then again, this was somebody who served the Queen, so there was no reason to suspect that he would be anything but well dressed. He looked at me every so often as he guided me out of town on a narrow, well-worn path.

      “What, exactly, are you doing out here?” I asked.

      “Consider it curiosity,” he said.

      “I’m open to curiosity, but I am not certain what you think I could do. I figure that you might need me to carry something, or maybe protect you, or⁠—”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “All right,” I said. “How long are we going to be gone?”

      “You this restless in all of your jobs?”

      “Not exactly, but you are something of an unknown.”

      “I suppose I am,” he said. “And if you believe you need to know the timing, this will be a short journey, and you shouldn’t have to worry.”

      “I shouldn’t, but I do.”

      “You shouldn’t,” he said again.

      All this left me with a curiosity, and a little uncertainty. It seemed strange, but it was also a little intriguing. This was somebody who worked for the Queen, and he was using me for… well, I had no idea what he was using me for. But he was definitely using me for something. Until I had a better sense of what that was, I didn’t know that it even made much of a difference.

      “Have you traveled outside of the town this way?” Waleith asked.

      “Not that I can recall,” I said. “I came in through the port, and really just sort of settled in Lavrun.”

      “Why did you stay?”

      “Let’s just say that home was no longer the home that I remembered, and so I had to find an alternative, and this happened to be it.”

      “How long were you deployed?”

      “Three years,” I said.

      “Truly? That is a bit unusual.”

      “I know.”

      Most soldiers were deployed for shorter stretches, and they would return home in between deployments. I had elected to take my quota all at one time, and I had thought that after doing so, I could return home, with heavier pockets, and then take over the farm. That had been part of the problem, I suspected. Had I taken shorter deployments, I may have been home in time to see what had happened. Maybe I would have been there for my parents. Maybe I would have…

      There were so many maybes. All I knew was that I had not been there.

      And now it didn’t even matter. Now the only thing that really mattered was finding regular employment. That was what motivated me, but it was also something that troubled me.

      He watched me, and once again there was a strange, unreadable expression in his eyes, as if he knew something. Could he have heard about me?

      That seemed impossible, or at least improbable. I hadn’t really been noteworthy when I was serving in the army. I had been a diligent soldier, and though there were aspects of how I had served that might have been remarkable at times, for the most part I had been little more than just one more soldier. The Queen had many such soldiers, so there was no reason to think me special.

      We reached a clearing where the landscape shifted. It was not nearly as overgrown as it had been before. The area stretched out in front of us was bleak, almost dry, and possibly even dead. Something about it caught my attention, making me feel as if everything here was pulling on me, as if there should be some sort of sensation to draw from it.

      I looked over at Waleith, who stayed quiet. He had a pensive look in his eyes as he stared straight ahead.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You don’t feel it?”

      I frowned, then shook my head. “What am I supposed to feel, exactly?”

      He glanced in my direction before he let out a soft, almost disappointed sigh. “This place. If you look in the distance, you might be able to see the remains of what was here.”

      That sounded ominous.

      “This was once a place that served the Queen.”

      “What happened?”

      I didn’t see anything, but if it had been a place that served the Queen, I was left questioning where it had gone. The answer came to me, but it was one that I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of. It had been destroyed. That was what Waleith was implying.

      “You can see it,” he said. “I’m sure you can. I can see it. In fact, I can feel it. Come with me, and I will show you.”

      We reached a rocky section of this space that felt unusual. I wondered what I was feeling as I picked up a strange, almost uneasy sense. When I said as much to Waleith, his lips pressed into a tight line.

      “Does it feel like anything you have felt before?”

      I shrugged. “Not particularly,” I said. “Well, maybe that’s not quite true. There was a time when I was in the army when I came across something like this. It was a strange day, and we lost a dozen men that day.”

      My voice trailed off a little.

      That was a day that I didn’t like to think about, because it was one of the more difficult days during my service. We had lost men that I had actually known and been close to, which was not always common for me.

      We had investigated something our commanding officer had instructed us to look into, reports of a skirmish we would need to tamp down. One of the barrier islands, still within the Queen’s lands, but they were less regulated than other places. I remembered going ashore, and I remembered the tension in the air, something like a coming storm that had seemed to crackle around me. The air had been thick with it. There had been no storm, however. The sky had been clear, but every so often, I could have sworn that I heard thunder.

      I was the only one of our group who had.

      I had been afraid of mentioning anything more, afraid of revealing that I had heard something, out of concern that I might have been perceived as mad, so I had held back. When we had come across the devastation, the squad of men whose body parts had been ripped free, all clustered together, I had felt even more of that coming storm. A part of me suspected that what I had felt was something akin to anxiety, and perhaps even a little foreknowledge. Maybe insight.

      Or maybe it was just that I had caught glimpses on the way. Either way, nothing further had come of the situation.

      “There was once a large compound here,” Waleith said. “It’s gone now.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “That is what I came out here to discover,” he said.

      “Did you know that it was gone?” There was no sign of anything out here, and as my gaze skimmed over everything, I couldn’t help but feel there had to be some evidence here.

      “There have been rumors recently,” he explained. “In my line of work, I get rumors like that often, and there are times when I question how seriously to take them. I did not know whether I needed to be concerned about anything when it came to this, but I had my suspicions.”

      He took a deep breath. The look in his eyes was one of sadness, I suspected. It was a look that I recognized. I felt the same way often.

      “What did it look like?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he started to walk, pausing at clusters of rock, then moving on. It occurred to me that he was stopping at places that likely represented buildings that had once been here. Buildings that had been destroyed.

      What could do that?

      There was only one thing in my mind that would be able to do anything like that, and it was something that set my heart racing. Even to think about. Even to speak about.

      Magic.

      And that was why the Queen’s servant was here.

      “How many people?” I asked.

      He didn’t look up. “Does it matter?”

      “It always matters,” I said softly.

      “Perhaps a hundred,” he answered after a while. “It’s hard to say. People come and go from here.”

      “But it’s so close to Lavrun. How could we not have seen that?”

      “Not so close as you would think. And most people who came through here came from a different direction.” He motioned off to the north. “One of the decrees the Queen has placed on this place—or perhaps I should say had placed on this place—was to keep the work that was done here secret.”

      “What kind of work was done here?”

      My mind churned through possibilities. Was it some sort of spy network? I would have expected to see something, or at least hear something, if that were the case.

      “This was something a little different. And now it’s gone.” He sighed.

      I followed him, and we continued to work our way around a section of land that was several hundred paces by several hundred paces. I didn’t see anything other than broken rock, and I didn’t feel anything other than that strange undercurrent of energy that struck me as an approaching storm. I kept looking at the sky, expecting storm clouds to roll in, but I didn’t see any. Maybe it was just my imagination. And if so, then whatever I was feeling was just my nerves.

      I stayed quiet, as there was nothing really for me to say. Why did Waleith need me for this?

      Finally I mustered the nerve to say as much. “I appreciate the job, Waleith, but I am curious. Why did you bring me out here?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t know what to expect,” he said. “And I thought having somebody else might be helpful.”

      “But if this has anything to do with what I suspect, I doubt I would be helpful.”

      “Perhaps not. Not without additional training.” He paused and then took a long, deep breath. “Come.”

      I followed him north. He stopped in a few places, though I couldn’t discern what he did in these moments, but he seemed to notice something and then move on, making a circle of the central location where the destruction must have taken hold. I had no idea what he circled, nor did I know what he thought he would find. All I knew was that I felt…

      I felt a storm.

      When I looked up for probably the dozenth time, I found Waleith looking at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I think it’s just my nerves.”

      “Your nerves, or maybe something else,” he said softly. “I did not expect to find somebody like you.”

      “Somebody like me?”

      “Somebody who has potential.” He seemed to come to a decision. “I’d like to continue the terms of our employment for a little while longer. Consider it a test.”

      “A test of what?”

      “A test of your potential. And if you succeed, I may be interested in a longer-term employment opportunity for you.”

      “In what capacity?”

      “What capacity would you like?”

      I didn’t even know how to answer that. Under other circumstances, I would have been quite quick to respond that I didn’t want to be just muscle. My time in the army had turned me into that, and I had thought that I was going to be able to get away from it after I left. A part of me had felt it wasn’t necessary to get away from it. I feared what would happen if I continued to serve in that role. It didn’t challenge me. I had always been large and strong from growing up on the farm. My time in the army had made me stronger—and deadlier. And that was a role that I didn’t like for myself. I was more than just my build.

      Wasn’t I?

      Despite my best intentions, in Lavrun I had truly become just the muscle.

      As those thoughts rolled through my head, Waleith watched me, seemingly giving me a moment to pause and consider how I was going to respond. It seemed he was completely unconcerned about how I might answer.

      “What would this test look like?” I finally asked.

      “A few different tests, to start with,” he said. “I need to know if what I suspect is accurate. And if it is, then we can move on from there.”

      “What kinds of tests?”

      He smiled tightly. There was a hint in his eyes of something, though I wasn’t sure what it was. He’d been wearing a serious expression ever since we had come out here, and it had persisted as we had made our way from place to place, as he had continued to work his way around while testing for whatever he was looking for. Perhaps evidence of who was involved or what had happened here. Maybe he was looking for evidence of magic to report back to the Queen. He did have some connection to magic, after all.

      However, I hadn’t seen anything. Then again, I wasn’t trained as he was, so there was no real reason that I should have been able to find anything.

      Finally Waleith paused, and his expression hardened. “How are you with a knife?”
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      Waleith moved like a dancer, graceful in a way that made him seem dangerous, despite the fact that he had not proven to be an altogether dangerous fighter in the tavern.

      As I stepped into the square, the sounds of horse-drawn carriages and bustling crowds faded away, replaced by a gentle symphony of rustling leaves and distant birdsong. A carpet of dried grass stretched out before me. At the center of the clearing stood an ancient stone fountain, weathered by time but still functioning gracefully. Water trickled from ornate spouts, cascading down into a serene basin adorned with delicately carved motifs of fantastical creatures. Moss and ivy clung to the fountain’s rough edges, harmoniously blending the man-made structure with the natural world.

      Scattered throughout the square were weathered wooden benches, inviting weary travelers and town dwellers alike to rest and take solace in the quiet ambience. They provided a place for contemplation or conversation, where the whispers of secrets and dreams were shared between friends and strangers alike.

      Waleith looked over at me. “I need to know how well you can maneuver.”

      “Maneuver?” I frowned at him as I spoke, then looked around the space. “And by ‘maneuver,’ I take it that you mean ‘fight.’”

      He offered me a hint of a shrug. He was tall, so when he shrugged, it seemed his entire body moved with the gesture. “Fighting is a part of it—not the only part, but it is a part.”

      “I did have some hand-to-hand training when I served in the military,” I said.

      “Of course you did. Everybody has some training, but what I’m asking is if you had enough training.”

      There were several ways I could take this. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to know if I had any hand-to-hand fighting skill or if what he was asking was tied to my size, and assuming that I had a certain advantage. Which I did—not that I wanted to acknowledge that to him.

      “Are you ready?”

      “How are we going to go about this? I mean, I have some experience with training from when I was with the military,” I went on again, and repeatedly I had said this to him, “but I was definitely not a fighter. I was more of a strategist.”

      He paused for a moment, arching a brow at the comment. “Really? Strategist?” His sharp brows had furrowed slightly as I had said that.

      “It’s not that I was incredibly gifted at it,” I explained. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea and think that I was more than I really was. I didn’t know if it would even matter if I told him the truth, but I didn’t need him to think that I was really just a brawler and a scrapper.

      “You stand over there, and hold on to your blade.”

      I looked down at the blade.

      He’d given me a strange silver blade when we’d gotten back to town. The markings along the surface reflected the light and carried an energy that I couldn’t quite place, which Waleith seemed to have found quite intriguing. The simple fact that I had detected something, whatever it was, was more than enough for him. I had no idea why, nor did I have any idea whether what I had picked up on was real or simply a matter of him testing me in another way. At this point, I had come to decide that everything Waleith did and said was some sort of test.

      “I want you to hold on to the blade,” he went on.

      “I’m holding it,” I said.

      “Excellent. What do you feel?”

      “There is a slight chill in the air, and this square is surprisingly quiet⁠—”

      “Both of those are obvious, and there is a chill in the air because the weather is going to turn, and we will probably see some rain and sleet, unfortunately. And the square is empty because I ensured that it would be.”

      I frowned at the comment and looked around. “What do you mean, you ensured that it would be?”

      “I ensured that it would be so that we had an opportunity to see what you could do without having to explain what I was doing. I don’t need gawkers, Zaren.”

      I laughed. “Did you really think we might have some gawkers?”

      “It’s difficult for me to know what we might find, especially in this part of town. I wanted us to work together without any interruptions, and so I have ensured we have the necessary privacy. So, I would like you to begin.”

      I looked down at the blade. “You’re going to be disappointed. I’m not much of a knife fighter.”

      “You don’t have to be much of a knife fighter to know how to fight with a knife.”

      “I’d rather have a sword.”

      “And the sword is bulky and obvious,” he said. “What’s more, a sword makes you look like a soldier. We are not. Or at least, you will not be if you end up proving that you can serve in this fashion.”

      “I just feel like I could do more with a sword.”

      “What do you think I’m asking you to do?”

      “Aren’t you trying to see if I can fight so that I can serve as some sort of bodyguard?”

      At least, that was the impression that I had been getting.

      “Something along those lines,” he said with a slight smile.

      Which only served to unsettle me more.

      I held the knife in my right hand and squeezed it before starting toward him. I moved slowly, carefully, around the square. Waleith just remained in place. His long, heavy overcoat was a bit bulky, and it hung down to his ankles, concealing the rest of him. I wondered what other weapons he had on him, though I didn’t see anything obvious. He was quite thin, but he moved almost like a dancer, similar to some of the dancers I had seen in the troupes that performed in Lavrun. I knew that he would be deceptively quick, partly because I had seen him moving and partly because I suspected that was part of the test here as well.

      “What am I supposed to do? Just cut you?” I asked.

      “If you can.”

      I darted toward him, bringing the blade around, and drove it upward.

      As I had expected, and was not at all terribly surprised to find, he simply darted off to the side. He moved fluidly and easily, and he stepped out of the way and then twisted, coming to face me once more. I lunged once again and brought the blade up to slice at him.

      As before, he simply twisted out of the way.

      It was the lithe way that he moved, something that was almost disarming, that gave me a hard time even getting close enough to cut him, as if he was toying with me in some way.

      After I had darted back and forth, never getting close to him, he raised a hand to halt my movement, and I stood back.

      “What were you doing wrong?” he asked.

      I started to laugh. This entire thing felt as if I was doing something wrong, and it felt more than just a little ridiculous.

      “I suppose you’re going to tell me I was not fast enough.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps a little, though speed is not your only deficiency.”

      “No?”

      “Part of it is the way you are holding that blade.”

      I frowned at the knife. It had a simple hilt, and no real blade guard, other than the slight bit of metal worked along its surface. It really wasn’t very ornate. And yet there was something about it that struck me as age. I wasn’t sure why, but I had the distinct impression from Waleith that I should value the blade, simply because of the age of it, or perhaps something more. Maybe it was better made than I realized, but I didn’t know if that made much difference to me. A blade was a blade—at least in my experience. And a knife… well, a knife was just a knife, and unlikely to be of much use to me. Like I had told him, I would much rather have a sword. A sword was an easier weapon to wield, at least for me.

      “Tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

      “Look at how you are holding it.”

      I looked down. I was holding the blade gripped in my fist. Maybe I was holding it too tightly. “I don’t see the issue here,” I said.

      “You’re holding it as if you want to stab someone,” he said.

      “Isn’t that the intent? I mean, I get that you think that I can be some sort of bodyguard,” I went on, trying, and apparently failing, to get a better idea of why he thought I might be useful for the royal household, but other than my size, I didn’t really have much sense as to what he thought I might do. And a sword would be so much better if that was what he wanted from me.

      “Hold it like this,” he said, slipping his hand under his cloak and hurriedly grabbing his blade, but he did it from the opposite side, reaching across, drawing it, and holding it outward, the blade pointing down.

      “Why like that?”

      “Better control.”

      “Wouldn’t I have better stabbing ability this way?”

      “You would have better stabbing ability, but you would have much less control over it. In this way, the blade becomes a tool, and that is what it is.”

      “The blade is a weapon,” I challenged.

      “A weapon, yes, but it is something more. It can be so much more.”

      I shrugged and figured that if this was a test, and if I was failing it, then so be it. No foul, and nothing lost here.

      “Try again,” he said.

      I shifted the blade to hold it the way that he had instructed, and I felt a bit ridiculous doing so. It meant that I opened myself up to him, but I wondered if that was really what he wanted from me. How could I fight him like this?

      He twisted out of the way.

      “I can’t move quickly enough for you,” I said, “and my technique isn’t good enough, so I’m not good enough for whatever you want of me, then?”

      “I think you’ve failed to see the important point here.”

      “And what is that? That I need to rely upon my strength?”

      “And you think that is the issue?”

      “Well, I’m not exactly the quickest man.”

      “And you believe I’m looking for speed.”

      “I believe that’s one thing you are looking for, yes, because if this is all about some sort of royal protection,” I said, and again I gave him an opportunity to explain what I would be doing, “I don’t know that I have the speed. Strength, sure.” I shrugged, looking around. “I’ve always been one of the bigger guys, and one of the stronger guys, so I am certain that I could bash some heads, if that’s what you want.”

      Waleith straightened, his cloak fluttering faintly, though the breeze that was gusting through the square was faint, subtle, and I could barely even feel it.

      “What makes you think that I want you to bash some heads, as you say?”

      “I don’t know—just because of why and how you recruited me.”

      “Yes, I suppose that would be a reason, wouldn’t it?” He snorted. “There is little doubt that your size is imposing.”

      He fell silent for a moment, and I chuckled, though it was mostly to myself. My size might be imposing to most people, but it certainly wasn’t imposing to him.

      “But that is not at all that drew me to you.”

      “What, you were so impressed by my brawling technique that you decided that the Queen would benefit from a man who just wants to get into a scrap now and again?”

      He was quiet, as if contemplating how best to answer, and in that moment, I worried that I’d said something to offend him. This was somebody who served the Queen. That was the reason I had been careful with him from the very beginning, because I didn’t want to upset him or offend him, and because I knew that I needed to be cautious with somebody like this.

      What am I doing?

      That thought lingered in my head as I struggled to make sense of just what I was doing and why I was running the risk of angering somebody who served the Queen.

      “The Queen has given me great latitude.”

      “Why?”

      “For many reasons, and not the least of which is that she understands that giving me such latitude opens me up, and opens her up, in finding the people who can best serve her.”

      “And so what am I supposed to do?”

      “You? Why, you can do quite a bit, but the real question is whether you want to.”

      “But if it’s not about speed, and if it’s not about strength, then what is it?”

      He watched me again. “An excellent question, and it is good for you to ask.”

      “Are you going to answer?”

      “Of course I am. The first answer, and perhaps the most important one, is the key to winning a knife fight.”

      “We’re back to that, are we?”

      “We are back to it because we never left it, Zaren.”

      I snorted. “Well, if you say so. So what is the key to winning a knife fight, which I obviously don’t have, and which doesn’t rely upon my strength, my speed, or anything else?”

      “I figured that would’ve been obvious.” He turned again, twisting away from me. And in that moment, I realized what a damn fool I had been.

      “I see. Running.”

      “Not running. At least, not exactly. But the best way to win a knife fight is to avoid one.”
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      We spent the rest of the day working on different fighting techniques. Despite Waleith claiming that he had no need to be in a fight most of the time, that he was fully capable of avoiding most of them—something I could readily see—he was quite capable when it came down to it. He had a skilled technique with the blade and was able to fight in ways that I simply had not seen during my time in military service.

      There were quite a few good swordsmen in the army. I had gotten competent, but again, my size had prevented me from being the most skilled, just one of the skilled. My size had offered me a measure of strength and latitude compared to many of my peers, probably because they would see me and immediately think that I would be a difficult foe. Anytime that I’d faced someone, however, I’d had to move quickly, and with brutality, to end the fight.

      The advantage I’d had over most was that I had been able to wield a larger sword, and do so more easily. That had given me a larger reach and allowed me to end most fights long before they got started.

      At least, that was generally my advantage. What Waleith wanted, however, was to take away that one advantage, because he wanted me to learn how to fight with a knife, and that involved short reach and getting close.

      After just a single afternoon with him, however, I found he had taught me quite a bit. I was tired, and thankfully, he hadn’t cut too deeply on my arms, though he had made a point of brushing the blade of his knife across my sleeves a few times, as if to demonstrate how easy it would be for him to do so. I was otherwise unharmed. I had not touched him once.

      There had been one time when I had thought I was going to get close to him, but then, as he had made a point of reminding me frequently throughout our little session, the best strategy was simply not to be in the fight at all.

      And in Waleith’s case, not being in the fight meant just turning and simply not being where I thought he was. He never actually left the fight, however.

      “So all of this is about becoming the kind of fighter I need to be to help the Queen—if I pass and can prove myself in some way, that is.”

      “You need to know how to handle yourself, yes,” Waleith said, nodding as if that was the most obvious thing in the world. “And to be honest, I did not expect you to have some deficiency in this technique. We will need to work on it, because you cannot be incapable.”

      “I was getting better.”

      “Better, yes,” he said, nodding. “But still not good enough. At least, not if you actually find yourself in a knife fight.”

      “If it comes down to it, I’m going to do exactly what you told me to do, and avoid it altogether.” I offered a grin, still holding the knife. “So you don’t have to worry about that.”

      He hesitated for a long moment while watching me. “Come.” He motioned for me to follow him. “I will show you what I need from you.”

      “All right,” I muttered.

      We wandered through the streets to a small building.

      It was a warehouse that exuded an air of darkness and neglect. Layers of grime coated its surface. Its weathered walls were adorned with patches of moss, the vibrant green contrasting with the dingy surroundings. As I took in the sight, a strange unease settled upon me, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on its source. Perhaps it was the neighborhood itself.

      “What did you notice on your way here?” Waleith asked.

      I looked around before turning my attention back to the building. “It’s not really the best part of town. So if this is some sort of warehouse, it looks like it might be tied to a crime ring.”

      He glanced at me, and his brow arched slightly, amusement glinting in his eyes. “Is that what you think?”

      “I’ve only been in the town for a few months. I don’t know all of it that well.”

      “Let’s just say that I’m not here because of a crime ring.”

      “All right,” I said, holding my hands up. “And if it’s not a crime ring, then what? Is this something else that you need me to know about with my special knife?”

      He flicked his gaze down to where I had slipped the knife into the sheath that he had given me with it. For whatever reason, the knife was important. Waleith had claimed that it would make a difference eventually.

      “The only thing I’m asking is what you felt,” he said.

      “I don’t know. Something feels off, but I can’t explain why.”

      “Would you call it instinct?”

      “I suppose,” I said.

      He turned to me, seemingly ignoring everything else on the street. His hands were clasped in front of him, and I found that to be a little strange as well.

      “Tell me, Zaren, have you ever found that your instinct saved you in a strange situation?”

      I frowned at the question as I thought about it. Not often. I knew men who had known when the commanding officer was about to arrive. And they had seemingly just had that instinct to slip away or stop gambling or drinking, or whatever they were doing that would get them in trouble. I knew men who always knew how to avoid a fight. That had not been my luck, though. Most of the time, that came from my size.

      When I was younger, growing up on the farm, my father, when he’d been around, had possessed an instinct as well. He’d always known when the animals were a little on edge. It wasn’t that he had known how to calm them; it was just that he had recognized when something was not quite right. I figured that was a skill that he had harnessed over the years. Most of the time, he had made a point of telling me that it was tied to when a storm was moving in, and that he would just sense it. And he was usually right.

      Then again, my instinct had helped me a few times. I remembered one such time. We had been on a small island, not far from the coast, and had been setting up a patrol. I’d felt a storm coming and mentioned it to my commanding officer. And then explosions had thundered—not a storm but an attack targeted on us by someone using weapons from neighboring Ardem.

      A magical attack.

      There had been a few other instances, but nothing quite so profound as that.

      “Once or twice,” I finally admitted.

      “Good. Listening to yourself. That’s what I’m talking about here. Listening to what your body, and your being, is telling you. That is a difficult trait. It is something that can be spoken of, but it can’t always be taught.”

      “So you think that whatever happened the other day back in the tavern was me listening to my instinct?”

      Waleith shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe not. We will find out.”

      “And does it have to do with this knife? And does that have to do with why you think that I can help you, and somehow serve the Queen?”

      He smiled tightly. “It has much to do with all of that. Now, tell me what else you feel here.”

      Other than a fading unease, there was nothing.

      I shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “Unfortunate,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Why don’t you open the door here?”

      The door was locked. I backed away, lowered my shoulder, and prepared to run at it, but Waleith rested his hand on my arm.

      “Not like that.”

      “You don’t want me to just shoulder the door open?”

      “I would prefer that not be the technique you use.”

      “So what am I supposed to do?”

      “I would like you to open the door.”

      “It’s locked.”

      “And do you have a key?”

      “Not unless you think that my knife is a key.”

      When he said nothing, I pulled it out and twisted it in my hand for a moment. “Wait. Is it some sort of universal key?” I thought about the markings on it. I didn’t know what they were for, but I had a hard time seeing how they could be anything like that.

      “Why don’t you try?”

      I brought the knife to the door, pressing it up against the lock, and then hesitated a moment. There was nothing—at least at first. As I started to push the knife into the lock, it didn’t fit. Then again, I had known that it wouldn’t fit. The knife was too wide. I had started to work the blade around the lock when Waleith strode over, grabbed my arm, and then shifted it to the doorframe.

      “Try here,” he said.

      I started to work the knife into the doorframe, and to my surprise, the door simply popped open. That shouldn’t have worked so easily.

      “I’m surprised the blade didn’t break,” I said. “It’s better quality than you have let on.”

      “Oh, much better,” he said.

      It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness inside, but I still couldn’t see a lot. The air was a bit stale, and it clung to something that made it musty. There were shadows around me, but that was really it.

      Then Waleith moved past me, reached under his cloak, something that I noticed with a bit of a fluttering, and withdrew a small glowing item. My breath caught.

      “You’re carrying an arcane lantern on you?”

      He shrugged. “I find it useful.”

      “Useful if you want to get jumped,” I muttered.

      Arcane lanterns were incredibly valuable. They had some power to them and were fabricated in such a way that they could emit different colors of light. I had only seen a few over my years, and they were all much, much larger than the one Waleith carried. They were all incredibly valuable as well. This one, small enough to be pocketed, had to be worth…

      Well, it had to be worth more than I could ever hope to make in my life.

      “Is that the Queen’s lantern?”

      He smiled slightly. “Perhaps it is.”

      “Will I get one like that if I am able to serve?”

      “That depends on many things.”

      He headed inside.

      It was a warehouse, much like I had suspected from the outside, and dust hung over everything. It didn’t seem anybody was here. Not that I would have expected that, especially since Waleith had brought me here in the first place. I doubted that he would have brought me into any place that was already occupied. He hurried forward, as if knowing exactly where he was going, and stopped near the center of the warehouse.

      The air had shifted, a gritty mix of dust and decay hanging heavy. Rust scented the air, mixing with the dull, ever-present smell of old paper and mildew. The space stretched out before me, an amalgam of shadows and shards of light piercing through the slatted windows high above.

      Row upon row of dusty bookcases hulked in the gloom, forming narrow aisles. Above, the cobweb-covered rafters held clusters of lanterns that cast their cold blue glow over the uneven floor. Crates and barrels littered the open spaces, stacked haphazardly as though hurriedly abandoned.

      The trunk Waleith stood beside was small.

      “Go ahead and open it,” he said.

      “Open it how?”

      “Open it the way that you opened the door.”

      “So this is using the knife in some way. Another instance of it being a tool?”

      “Exactly,” he said.

      Before I managed to even bring the knife down, I felt a resistance. It was as if there was a shell around the trunk that I couldn’t even see. It took my mind a moment to process just what I was feeling, and then I nearly dropped the knife.

      Magic. There was some sort of magical protection here.

      “We shouldn’t be here,” I said, starting to back away.

      “Actually, we should.”

      “If anybody finds out that this is here, they’re going to⁠—”

      He rested his hand on my arm and then pushed. “Continue.”

      Everything within me went cold.

      The idea of being here, around magic, around somebody who obviously wanted me to wield this magic, left me terrified. All my life I had been taught that magic was nothing to be trifled with. It was forbidden, at least in this land. There were places where people could use magic, but they were dangerous places, without the safety of the Queen’s realm.

      In the time that I had been in the army, I had come across people who had wielded magic, even unintentionally. They had always caused problems, but worse, they had betrayed the realm. And the Queen had people tasked with taking care of people who wielded magic.

      “I don’t like this,” I said to Waleith.

      “You are in no danger,” he said.

      “Other than getting arrested, thrown in jail by some overly aggressive constable, and then answering to treason.”

      “Treason?” He laughed. “Who do you think I serve?”

      “Well, I know who you say you serve,” I told him.

      “You distrust me that much?”

      “When you’re dealing with this sort of thing, I do.”

      “Just push down.”

      I breathed out a heavy sigh and focused. There was that resistance, and I didn’t like it, but I also knew that there was obviously something magical here, and until I had a better idea about what he was doing, and what he wanted from me, maybe I should just follow this through.

      Besides, I could still run.

      It was just the two of us, right?

      I looked around the warehouse, wondering if there was someone else here. Maybe this was some sort of prank. Or worse, maybe this was a setup. Had I angered somebody?

      The only person that I could think of was the man at the tavern, but…

      “Zaren,” Waleith said, his voice hard, commanding.

      It was the voice of every military commander that I’d ever had.

      I pushed the blade down.

      When I did, I overcame the resistance, and the knife simply squeezed into the edge of the trunk, which then popped open. There was a faint hiss, and then silence. Waleith brought the arcane lantern over and held it above the trunk. I wanted to turn away, but curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to know if there was something here.

      And so I watched as he shifted the top of the trunk off and over.

      There was nothing inside.

      Then I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “Is that it?”

      Waleith took a step back, turning to me, and there was a look in his eyes that had me worried.

      “Oh, yes. This is definitely it.”
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      I sat in the tavern, nursing a mug of ale, with the knife resting on the counter in front of me. My mind was turning over everything that had just happened, and while I didn’t have a great understanding of it all, I at least felt as if things were coming together much better now.

      Everything felt off.

      “You look troubled, Zaren,” Janilla said, striding over and leaning on the counter. She had a rag in hand, and she’d been wiping off the counter of the bar, while also making sure that all the patrons were being served as they needed to be. She let out a heavy sigh, turning to face me, and then set the rag down. “Thinking about what happened here the other night?”

      “A little bit,” I admitted.

      “There’s no trouble here tonight.”

      Tonight was quiet. And for that, I was thankful. Then again, most nights it was quiet here. I didn’t usually expect any difficulty, but not expecting it was only a way to failure.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not so much. Not right now.”

      “You aren’t going to get in trouble with the constables.”

      I looked up and then swallowed the rest of my drink, throwing it down, and let out a heavy sigh. “I know.”

      “Want another one?”

      I could tell that she wanted me to explain more about what was troubling me, but at the same time, I didn’t have anything more that I wanted to share, and I certainly didn’t want to bring her in on the issues I now had. Janilla didn’t deserve that.

      My hesitation seemed to trigger something in her, and Janilla grabbed a mug and slid it across the counter to me. I took it and then remained partially standing. I was thankful the tavern was mostly empty at this point in the day, because if it had been much busier, I might not even have stayed. It was the emptiness that had drawn me in.

      There were a few patrons near the back, gambling, and there was a minstrel setting up his harp on the small stage, though he was still an hour or so away from even starting to play. Harpists were not the most practical instrumentalists that the tavern had, and I couldn’t imagine lugging one of those massive instruments across the countryside, going from tavern to tavern. It must have been much easier for them to stay in one place rather than move.

      “You know, quite a few men who spent years serving come back home when they get out,” Janilla said, “and they don’t know what to do with themselves.”

      “And you think that’s what my issue is?”

      “Come on, Zaren. What have you done since you’ve been here?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve provided your uncle with some security. A few others.”

      “And do you really think that it was necessary?”

      “I mean, the security was necessary.”

      She snorted. “Anybody with a knife can work security,” she said, glancing down at the counter.

      I realized I hadn’t lifted the knife yet. Maybe that was part of the reason that she was asking me these questions, as it did certainly look a little strange having that knife just resting on the counter, as if I were going to make a run at somebody. That was not my intention, but it might be taken that way, I now had to admit.

      “It doesn’t take somebody like you,” Janilla continued.

      “Are you saying that because of my size?”

      She laughed. “Not at all your size. It’s just…” She shrugged. “It’s just I know you. You’re more than what you tell yourself. You’re loyal.”

      Loyal. There were times I wished that I weren’t, but it wasn’t the first time that somebody had told me that I was loyal.

      “And whatever is bothering you, you can talk to me about it.”

      “It’s just a job prospect,” I said.

      “Oh?” She seemed genuinely interested.

      “And I’m not quite sure what to make of it, or how I feel about it. I’m trying to decide whether I want to even take the job in the first place.”

      “Is it something that you would enjoy doing?”

      I frowned. “To be honest, I don’t even know. I might actually enjoy it, depending upon what is involved.”

      Janilla watched me for a few long moments, as if contemplating what she wanted to say, if anything. “Just be careful.”

      I sighed, and I looked around the tavern. “It’s quiet tonight.”

      “It won’t be for much longer,” she said. “Don’t you worry. Just finish your ale, and if you’d like, I can bring you a plate of food. Maybe as you eat and drink, you can work through whatever is troubling you, and maybe by the time you’re done, you will have decided if you want to talk about it.”

      I sank back down in my seat as she slipped along the counter, and I stared at the knife. Thoughts of what I had encountered earlier in the day kept churning through my head. As I traced my fingers along the marks on the blade, my hand tingled.

      They were fabricator marks, I knew. I recognized them, as I had seen other fabricators working before and recognized that they often imbued power into an item. It was not all that dissimilar to the arcane lantern, and the way that it had its own sort of power.

      Fabricators were rare. They had an entire mysterious guild that created fabrications, though I’d never met any fabricator. Now I had a fabrication in my possession, one that served as something of a job offer.

      “What you did there, the way that you opened that trunk, was not something that everybody could do,” Waleith had said back in the warehouse.

      I had looked up, half expecting him to jump at me and secure me and try to report me for doing something with magic in the first place. A part of me knew better, and yet I was still scared.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, looking away and setting the knife down. I didn’t want anything to do with it, not if it had something to do with magic.

      Waleith lifted the knife, and he placed it back into my hand. “This is yours. At least until you decide that you don’t want it.”

      “What are you doing? What are you doing with me? What are you doing to me?”

      “Doing to you?” Waleith smiled, and there was a lopsided quality to it, which gave him a much less threatening air than he’d had up until this moment. He had been very calm, very neutral, and very difficult for me to read so far. “What makes you think I’m doing anything? I’m offering you an opportunity. An opportunity to use what you are to the fullest extent.”

      “And I already told you that I am not what you think. I’m not a knife fighter, obviously. And you have already told me that you don’t need somebody of my size. And you’ve told me that⁠—”

      “It has nothing to do with your physical characteristics,” he said. “When you dealt with that man in the tavern, do you know what you did?”

      I closed my eyes, and I tried not to think about it. There had been that strange, sickening crack. There had been a part of me that had thought that I had crushed him in some way, that I had broken him.

      I didn’t want anything to do with that. Not any longer.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I wasn’t trying to hurt him, if that’s what you are asking. I was just trying to⁠—”

      “You were just trying to stop the attack on the tavern,” he said.

      “That’s all I was trying to do,” I said.

      “What you did was fight through magic.”

      The words hung in the air, the same way that the arcane light hung in the air.

      “What do you mean, fight through magic?”

      “It’s a delicate thing, opposing magic. And it is something not all can do. In fact, I would argue that there are very few people who are able to do such a thing.”

      I looked down at the knife and frowned. “That’s what you gave me? A way of cutting through magic?” I looked over at him. “I don’t want that.”

      “It has nothing to do with the knife. Well, that’s not exactly true. It has something to do with the knife. But it doesn’t have everything to do with the knife. It has much more, in fact, to do with the person wielding the knife.”

      “What did I do with it?”

      “You did what I asked you to do,” he said, watching me, and seemingly knowing that was a concern I had. “So you don’t have to be worried about anything more, at least not in that regard. You wielded what I gave you. But you also wielded what you had inside.”

      “Something that allowed me to cut through magic,” I said.

      “It has nothing to do with strength. There are many who are not strong at all who have a similar ability. And to be honest, there are varying abilities like that, varying levels. Some are much more capable than others.” He shrugged. “It is not known why someone has that ability, nor why it manifests in the way that it does. But when it does, the person can either control it or not. And when you revealed yourself, you proved to me that you were somebody who could learn to wield it. You powered the knife. Those who wield the weapon are called Blades. A simple term, but it is necessary. And the blade draws upon something inside the person, concentrated by the fabricator markings along the blade, and this allows the blade to contain the ability, as it were.”

      “Antimagic?” I repeated.

      “It’s something magical, to be honest, but it is still antimagic.”

      “So it has something to do with me, and something to do with what I can do,” I said, struggling with how to describe it, “that allows me to cut through magic and other protections?”

      “Exactly. And there is very little that you did, or need to worry about, that will get you into trouble, as I suspect you fear.”

      That was, in fact, what I feared.

      “When you dealt with the stranger in the tavern, I knew you had some potential. There was a time when such potential could be harnessed more easily, but that is no longer the case. I’m hoping that you may be able to prove capable of serving. It will not be easy, and it will not always be exciting, but you will have an opportunity to do what you once did. Serve the Queen.”

      “But I’ve already served the Queen. And I was already sent away.”

      Waleith chuckled. “Perhaps,” he said.

      “Perhaps. Well, I know what happened.”

      “Perhaps,” he said again.

      “If I say no, do I get to keep this?”

      The blade was valuable, I knew. Just the presence of the fabricator marks on it would be valuable, though if it did have some ability to contain magic, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was even sellable.

      “I’m afraid not. If you choose otherwise, I will have to confiscate it from you.”

      “How long do I have to decide?”

      “You can take a few days, because I’m not going to force the issue, though you will need to search your heart to decide what you want to do. You must decide if this is something that you’re interested in, and whether this is something that you are willing to be a part of. If not, then so be it.” He shrugged. “It may be a difficult path to follow. And I do not want to force you into anything that would make you too uncomfortable.”

      “What does this have to do with what you showed me?”

      I still wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, nor was I sure what to make of the destruction that he had revealed, as it seemed to me that there was more to it than he was letting on.

      “Everything and nothing.”

      “Would the Queen force me to serve?”

      “Normally, the answer would be no, but now, for the right person…”

      “And would I be the right person?” I figured I needed to have a better idea about what I was getting into, and how much danger I was in.

      As Waleith frowned at me, he let out a heavy sigh. “Not if I don’t tell her,” he finally answered.

      It was more of an opportunity than I had expected, and perhaps more than what he truly would allow. “Let me think about it.”

      “Take the time you need.”

      Which was how I had found myself in the tavern, sitting over my mug of ale, and trying to decide what I wanted to do.

      Serve the Queen.

      Of course I wanted to serve, didn’t I?

      It was what I had always done, but I also questioned whether it was what I could continue to do.

      “Zaren?” Janilla asked.

      I let out a heavy sigh. “I’m here.”

      “You haven’t touched your food. I’m not going to take personal offense, because I gather that something is bothering you, but I would really feel a whole lot better if you at least took a bite.” She let out a sigh and then chuckled. “Anyway, if you want to talk, I’m here.”

      “Thanks,” I said, picking at the food. She was right. I did need to eat.

      I didn’t have any prospects here. Everything in this town was a reminder of what I had been, a reminder of my failings. In this town, I would constantly think about how I struggled.

      But I didn’t know if Waleith would offer me something else, or somewhere else.

      Still, he wasn’t a local. I knew that much, so if I agreed, it meant that I was going somewhere else.

      The answer was obvious.

      Wasn’t it?
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      The morning air was cool and crisp, and everything around me smelled of smoke and a bit of sawdust coming from the distant sawmill. There was something soothing and comforting about it, perhaps a reminder of home and the honest work on the farm.

      When somebody slipped behind me, I jumped.

      Waleith chuckled the moment that I spun toward him, bracing to fight.

      My hands were already clenched into fists, and I found him regarding me with that amused look in his eyes that I had seen the very first time I had trained with him.

      “You look a little uptight,” he said.

      “You don’t just come up behind somebody like that,” I said.

      “Did you think that I was going to harm you?”

      “It’s been my experience that people will try.”

      “A shame, that,” he said. “And how often is that the case for you?”

      “More often than I care to admit.”

      “Have you made a decision?” he asked. There was a look in his eyes that suggested that he already knew.

      “I’m out here, aren’t I?”

      “But you hesitate. Is there a reason?”

      We stood near the river that ran along the edge of town. There was a path here, and several benches had been placed along the path, giving a comforting, parklike feel. A meadow of wildflowers grew along the river, casting a pleasant fragrance into the air.

      “It’s more that I don’t like to talk about it,” I said.

      “And why not?”

      “Because it’s difficult.”

      “Does it have anything to do with your military service? From what I’ve been able to discern, you prided yourself on your service. Which means something happened.” He turned to look at me for a moment. “Did it have anything to do with a temper?”

      “I don’t have a temper,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “No? Then perhaps I am misreading the situation. It wouldn’t be the first time, and to be honest, there are plenty of people that try to hide a temper. Then again, I don’t get the sense from you that your temper would be so disruptive. So…” He smiled tightly. “I see. Protective, then.”

      “Stop,” I said.

      “You know, that is a good characteristic.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said again.

      “And I’m telling you that what you don’t want to talk about is actually a good characteristic for what I’m asking you to do. If you’re going to serve the Queen, having a measure of loyalty, and a measure of affection for her and what she is, is important. I can’t say what you experienced, and I’m not going to pretend that I know you as a man, but I do know your type.”

      I wanted to tell him to stop talking, but I ignored him.

      “And if I’m right,” he went on, and there was a hint in his tone that suggested he believed that he was, “then none of this, and none of what you have experienced, is anything to be ashamed of.”

      “I’m not ashamed,” I said.

      “Good. We can talk about it as much as you’d like, or⁠—”

      “Or,” I said.

      He nodded. “As you will.”

      I breathed out heavily as I suppressed the frustration in me. There was no point in letting Waleith get to me.

      “If you decide to take the job,” he went on, and it seemed to me that he knew I was already going to take the job, “we will learn about each other well enough. It is part of working together.”

      “I’m supposed to be some sort of apprentice to you?” I asked.

      “At first,” he said. “My goal is that you will eventually be trained well enough that you can handle things on your own. That is the purpose of a Blade. You shouldn’t need somebody holding your hand at all times.”

      “What does that mean for me?”

      “It means that you will train and learn and serve. And at some point, when I decide that you have learned enough, you will move on.”

      “Do I get to help now?”

      He regarded me for a moment. “Perhaps you do. It wasn’t what I intended, but having someone else,” he went on, and he arched a brow at me, leaving me wondering just how he might use me, “might be helpful.”

      “Helpful how?”

      “You will serve as my bodyguard.” He smiled as he spoke.

      “Your bodyguard?”

      “Indeed. And look at how imposing you are, and how helpless I look.” He laughed.

      “I’m starting to think this is all some kind of prank.”

      “Not at all,” he said. “Now, the key is in how you handle yourself and the way you carry yourself. Do you think you can portray yourself as an adequate bodyguard?”

      I laughed. “I think I can manage.”

      “Good. I figured that would be the case. I need you to watch. Not the person I’m interacting with, but I want you to watch the others with them. Can you do that?”

      “So you don’t want me to pay attention to the person you’re talking to, because they aren’t the real danger, and you want me to pay attention to the others because you think I might need to bash some heads.”

      He cocked his head to the side, watching me. “What did I say about bashing heads?”

      I shrugged. “And I’m not supposed to pay attention to this person?”

      “It won’t be necessary,” he said, waving his hand, “as I will take care of that.”

      “If you say so.” I straightened and patted the blade that remained sheathed at my side. “So do I use the blade?”

      “Only if there is no other choice available to you.”

      “But I thought the blade allowed me to cut through magic.”

      “Oh, it does. And the more you learn, and the better your control becomes, the more useful a weapon it will be. But for now, you still need to learn how to harness your own ability. And at this point, unfortunately, I don’t think you have enough control.”

      By the time we reached a small temple, something seemed unusually tense. It struck me as similar to what I had felt in the warehouse.

      The temple was an old one, made of wood and stone, with some of the wood having faded, started to rot, and most of the stone having started to crack, to crumble, vines creeping along the surface of it, making it feel generally uninviting. Still, there were quite a few people in the town who came out to this old temple to worship.

      “Should I feel anything?” I asked, keeping my voice at little more than a whisper.

      “Yes. Stay calm, and remain focused. If you do this, you should feel something building.”

      And from what he had told me, what I would feel building was something unique to me. Once again it was the sense, and the pressure, that suggested a coming storm.

      A wagon made its way toward us. There was a single mule pulling it. A woman sat atop the wagon, with a man on either side of her.

      My gaze was drawn to the woman. Her face was impossibly beautiful, with hair that seemed to flow around her, full lips that drew me toward them, and her gaze…

      It all felt powerful.

      Magic. That was what it had to be. She was magic. And this was so different from anything that Waleith had asked me to detect so far.

      “Who is she?” I asked.

      “What do you detect?”

      “I don’t know. It just seems like she’s the source of the strangeness I’m picking up on.”

      “Oh, she is,” he said. “And the fact that you can detect that is quite impressive.”

      “So she’s using magic?”

      “Something along those lines,” he said.

      “And are we supposed to bring her into custody?”

      He chuckled. “Unfortunately, I think we would find it quite difficult to bring her with us. You will observe, nothing more.”

      The wagon pulled up to a stop in front of us. As it did, I could feel something building, something that reminded me of a storm moving in. The woman leaned over as she approached, and then there was a strange crackling of power that reminded me of the resistance against the knife from the trunk in the warehouse.

      “Waleith,” she said, her voice harsh, dry, and cold. “I am here as you demanded.”

      I resisted the urge to look over at him. As he had demanded?

      Who was Waleith that he could demand something from somebody like this?

      “Tell me what this is about,” she ordered.

      “This is about getting answers, and you know that, Carolith.”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice still dry, and as before, it struck me that there was something unpleasant and almost unnerving about her, and the way that she spoke. “Answers, but the kind of answers that you seek are not the kind of answers that I would like to share.”

      Waleith chuckled. “Of course not. But you’re here, aren’t you? So it seems to me that you are willing to provide me with the answers I’m looking for.”

      “Willing?” She laughed.

      I realized that I was doing what Waleith had told me not to do. I was watching her at this point. I couldn’t find any way of not looking at her. I didn’t dare look at her too long. Every time I did, I felt drawn to her, and I had the distinct sense that was dangerous. It was the others that Waleith had wanted me to pay attention to.

      They hadn’t moved from the wagon. They were seated on either side of her, as if stationed to watch over her, though it wasn’t clear if she even needed them for any sort of protection.

      One of the men was quiet. He had short gray hair, a broad face, but it was his eyes that struck me. They were light gray, almost white. They were a little disconcerting. The other person was equally disconcerting, but for a very different reason. This man had black hair, black eyes, and seemed to carry a restless sort of energy.

      “You were granted passage, so you know the terms,” Waleith said.

      “And you understand that I do not need to be given passage,” Carolith said, sounding more than a little annoyed. “You granting me anything⁠—”

      Waleith raised his hand, and she immediately fell silent.

      “We know how you feel about this,” he said. “And I also know that there is very little that you’re going to do about it, considering the current situation.”

      The current situation?

      “I have discovered some particular items powered recently. I just need to know if you’ve seen signs of any movement.”

      Carolith watched him. “I would not have permitted anything to be powered.”

      The way she said this word was strange.

      “Perhaps you would not have known about it. All I can say is what I have seen. There can be no confusion. And that you are here⁠—”

      “Where you invited me to meet.”

      “Because you were nearby.”

      Her scowl deepened. “What are you implying?”

      “I imply what I imply.”

      I found it difficult not to look at this woman, and I found it difficult not to pay attention to the way she was talking, as I found it challenging to feel anything but the growing edginess in her.

      Her brow furrowed.

      “Unless you think that I’m mistaken,” Waleith said. “I suppose that this would not be one of yours.”

      I couldn’t help it. I looked over at Waleith and realized that he was drawing a small spherical object from underneath his cloak, and he held it out. It was the same strange orb that I had seen at the tavern, and more than that, it had a long crack through it. I hadn’t noticed that before. When I had attacked the man, felt the snap, and had started to think that perhaps I’d broken him, I hadn’t paid any attention to what he was holding.

      But now the sunlight, such as it was, glittered off the surface of it and made it clear that whatever had happened to it had shattered it.

      “Where did you find this?”

      “They have been found in several places, most recently in this town, and with a man who probably didn’t know the extent of the power that he held. I do not think you made this fabrication, but the power it stores is familiar to you, I imagine.”

      Carolith was quiet for a moment. “Those involved will be dealt with.” Her voice was quiet. Dangerous.

      “Very good.”

      I was supposed to be watching the men.

      But as I looked over, it seemed… well, it seemed I could not look at them, as if my attention was drawn away, despite any reason that I wanted to look at them.

      “I would be happy to renegotiate the terms,” Carolith said.

      “That is not necessary,” Waleith said.

      “But the terms have been⁠—”

      “The terms have been effective, and we both know that there is no purpose in us attempting to renegotiate while we are dealing with this. And you and I both know she would not be receptive right now.”

      Carolith stared for a moment and then nodded.

      Within a moment, she turned, and the wagon began to move away.

      She hadn’t gone very far before there was a crack and a snap and thunder.

      When it cleared, I noticed that the two men seated next to her were slumped over.

      She kept moving.

      “What… what was that?” I asked.

      “That is what I asked you to watch for,” Waleith replied.

      “Did she somehow kill them?”

      He nodded. “She did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she knows the truth.”

      “What truth is that?”

      He handed the small orb over to me. “This.”

      “What is it?”

      “What did you feel?”

      “Well, I told you I felt some strange resistance when I tackled the man.”

      “Yes. Resistance. That’s a great way of phrasing it, as that is exactly what you felt. And what you also detected was something that very few would have been able to pick up on. A bit of magic. Quite a bit, in fact. And inside that orb was so much power that it was released in a way that it should not have been.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No. And you should not be expected to. Carolith is a powerful individual. Probably not human. From an ancient people who are no longer found in these lands. They have power, though. And with the right fabrications, such power can be stored and, unfortunately, used. That is why the Queen is cautious with her. Normally, Carolith would know if someone were trying to borrow her power, and it’s worrisome to me that she did not.” He turned. “Now, why don’t we go and gather what we need so that we may be done with this? Then I can report back to the Queen on why her protections have failed.”
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      We stopped near the temple. The wagon had only briefly stopped, and the bodies of the two men were dumped next to the temple. Waleith was quiet as he hurriedly searched them, and he withdrew the orbs beneath the clothing of both men and then piled them on the ground. There were another seven, all similar to the first one, and all reflecting the light around the temple with a strange, shimmering quality. It was a little unsettling, but more so in the fact that I recognized that they were magic.

      This was not only because of what Waleith had said about them, and that he had made it clear that they were magical, but because I could actually feel something magical about them. I had no idea how I could feel something magical from them, but there was little doubt in my mind that there was power in them, and that something radiated outward to me, pressing into me like a resistance. It left me uncomfortable and wondering why I was able to pick up on it.

      When Waleith had asked me about my instinct, I had not really given it much thought, other than acknowledging the fact that there were times when I certainly was able to pick up on things and detect something—an energy, in fact—that left me with a connection to things around me. I hadn’t known what it was at the time.

      Now I was left wondering if that energy was something I had always known about, something I had always been able to detect, something that I was supposed to be able to detect.

      “What are you going to do with the orbs?” I asked.

      “Not me. You,” Waleith replied.

      “Me?”

      “You are going to deal with these. I have little doubt that you will be able to handle this.” He pointed to where I had the blade sheathed at my side. “Go ahead.”

      “I’m just supposed to use the blade?”

      “Exactly. And you are to do it as we have discussed.”

      I drew the blade, turned it in my hand, and looked at how the sun played along the fabricator marks. I felt there was something more that Waleith was not telling me.

      Maybe this was all his way of trying to convince me that I needed to learn more about what I could do, what I could be. Maybe this was all his way of trying to draw me into service, because he believed that I could be a Blade, and I could serve.

      I lifted one of the orbs. As soon as I touched it, my hand began to tingle. The metal felt strangely cool and had a vibration to it.

      “Do you feel it?”

      “I don’t know how I could not feel it,” I said.

      “Good. That is often the most difficult task for a new Blade.”

      “To be able to feel this?”

      He chuckled. “Well, perhaps not this. This is an extreme case. These are very powerful, and so they radiate quite a bit more than most.”

      “So you are testing to see whether I can uncover anything.”

      “Call it confirmation. Now, tell me what else you detect.”

      “It’s vibrating, almost like it is going to just tremble out of my hand.”

      “That is an interesting description.”

      “Is it wrong?”

      “Is it what you detect?”

      I looked down at the orb. The silver reflected more light, and even though I was holding it, I kept thinking that it should feel warmer than it did. “Yes,” I said.

      “Then it’s not wrong.”

      “So it’s supposed to feel that way?”

      “It is supposed to feel how it feels.”

      “You really aren’t making much sense.”

      “Every Blade detects the presence of magic in a different fashion. The way I detect it is different from the way that others I’ve trained feel it.”

      “How many others have you trained?”

      There was a distant look in his eyes, and a darkness lingered for a moment before fading. “It has been a while,” he answered.

      “Can all Blades do the same thing?”

      I was still trying to figure out what I was able to do, and how to explain that in any way that would be meaningful, but I wasn’t even sure what the right questions were to ask.

      “All who have the potential to serve as Blade have different manifestations of their abilities.” He frowned for a moment. “What has your service in the army taught you about magic?”

      That was an easier answer, as I had quite a bit of experience with that, and with how the Queen seemingly reacted to magic in her realm. Everybody knew that the Queen did not care for magic. It was a dark thing. That was what everybody claimed, and it was the reason that she wanted to ensure that there were none in her realm who wielded magic.

      I said as much to Waleith, and he shook his head.

      “That is what many believe, but that is not the truth. Magic has its purposes. There are many people who wield magic, and draw upon its power, for their own reasons. And the Queen does not intervene. There are some like Carolith, who simply are magical beings, and the Queen cannot do anything to them. So that is not what she fears.”

      “I thought the Queen wanted to make sure that the realm was safe, and in order to make sure that it was safe, magic was outlawed, at least in a certain respect.”

      “Can you outlaw those who simply are magic?”

      “Probably not, but I imagine that the Queen would try to banish them.”

      Waleith frowned at me, and I went on.

      “When I was in the army, we would occasionally come across items, sort of like this. We would gather them, and then we would have to send them back to the capital. We assumed that they were destroyed in some way, but I never really knew how they were destroyed. I guess considering that they were magical, I should’ve given it a lot more thought than I did.”

      “Most magical items do not necessarily require a blade. Some do. The key to how you serve is identifying when one is dangerous versus another. You will understand yourself, and your blade, and how it stores power drawn from you so that you can reverse whatever effects you encounter.”

      “Reverse them?” I asked.

      “In some ways,” he said. “It is what makes you unique. And what makes other Blades unique. You will be able to use your ability to counter magical items, which will allow you to protect yourself, but also defend against those who are magical.”

      “Like Carolith.”

      He nodded. “Like Carolith.”

      “So she couldn’t have hurt me?”

      “Oh, she could have hurt you had she wanted to. She would have been able to destroy a tree, call lightning down, or perhaps make the ground heave and hit your head. Even magical items can have nonmagical effects that can be dangerous to you. While you’re resistant to many different magical effects, you are not impervious. And the more that you learn of your ability, and harness it, the easier it will be for you to hone what you can do.”

      “And by that, you mean that I will learn to cut through magic.”

      “Yes. It is much better to remove any magical threat before it hits you. It is much better to disable any magical threat before it has a chance to get to you in any way. That is how you will be able to use your ability, if you want to learn how to use it at all. These two are merely those who served Carolith, thinking that they could learn to control power that was never theirs to begin with.” Waleith shook his head. “Dangerous men, and foolish.”

      “How so?”

      “Because of where it brought them.”

      “And by that, you mean here, where you shared with her what had happened, and so she had to kill them.”

      He shrugged. “She didn’t have to kill them. Carolith made her own choice. She understands the consequences of her power being wielded by others, and the danger that it poses to her, and the passage she could use if they were to choose.”

      “What sort of passage are you talking about?”

      “We can get to that later,” Waleith said. “But for now, know that she probably made the right decision. Those she’s training must be trusted. And if they cannot be, then…” He shrugged and looked down at two bodies.

      The comment left me with some trepidation. What would happen if he could no longer trust me? What would happen if he decided the Queen could no longer trust me? He didn’t say it, but the implication was clear.

      “The orb, Zaren,” he said.

      I set the orb on the ground and began to push downward with the blade. Once again, much like I had experienced with the trunk, there was resistance against the blade. It pushed back on the blade, and it took a bit of pressure for me to continue pushing. I strained to get it to work, and I couldn’t even tell whether I would get through it.

      “It’s not working,” I said.

      “You have to give it time,” Waleith said.

      “I don’t know what I did last time,” I said.

      “No,” he said. “I’m sure that you do not, and yet what you did before was fully effective, so now all you need to do is find a way to replicate that.”

      “But what I did with the trunk didn’t work like this.”

      “It would not,” he said. “The technique—and the power, for that matter—is different. You would not be able to do that here.”

      I frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because you would need to have more control over it. But what I’d like you to do, at least for now, is to work on your technique, and what you can feel.”

      I focused, and I tried to find more of the connection, that resistance, thinking that was somehow going to be the key to it, but even as I attempted it, I could not feel anything more.

      “It doesn’t work.”

      “You have already proven that you have the necessary ability,” Waleith said. “But for now, why don’t we try this differently?” He took one of the orbs, squeezed his hands on either side of it, and there was a faint pressure.

      “So you don’t even need the blade?”

      “When you learn how to handle yourself well enough, you will no longer need it,” he said.

      “Well, how do I do that?”

      “In time, and with training,” he said.

      It seemed Waleith was keeping some secret from me.

      He went from orb to orb, handing them to me, but every time I attempted to use the blade on them, it didn’t work. He would cup his hands around them, and cracks would begin to form.

      “There are different types of magic,” he started, “and different ways of mitigating it. As you train, you will begin to discern the differences between those forms, and you will learn how you may influence each type. The first step is always to identify there are powers within, which you are able to do. Removing the powers is the next challenge.”

      And when Waleith was done, we had a pile of seven—eight including the one that we had taken off the man in the tavern—all broken.

      “What would these have done?” I asked.

      “They would have potentially exploded,” Waleith said.

      “Potentially? Wait, these are some sort of explosive device?”

      “Some sort,” he said. “When used incorrectly.”

      “Is there any correct way of using them?”

      “No.”

      What I had seen outside the town came back to me, and I wondered how much these items had to do with it. Maybe nothing, or maybe they were responsible for everything that I had seen.

      “But isn’t what you do, and what I do, some sort of magic?”

      He frowned. “What we do is on a spectrum.” He smiled as he spoke. “And that is the dirty secret. Others within the realm cannot know the Queen is using magic to destroy magic, you understand?”

      “That’s why you wanted me to prove that I was willing to work with you before you told me anything?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “You needed to be willing to serve. Now, come along, Zaren. It’s time for us to work.”
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      We had to wait a few days before the ship came into port.

      I had stopped in my apartment to gather my belongings together, which hadn’t taken long. I had a bag and clothes, but really nothing more. Then again, when I had come to Lavrun, I had not fully expected to stay here very long.

      I sat on the edge of my bed, holding the knife.

      This was an opportunity. It was what I wanted.

      Now wasn’t the time to sit and debate all of that, however.

      I tucked the knife back into its sheath, gathered my belongings, and then set out.

      I stopped in the tavern. It was still early enough that I wasn’t sure if I was going to find Jeremiah or Janilla there.

      Thankfully, Janilla was behind the bar.

      She looked up as I entered, frowning at me, then glanced at my bag, and her expression shifted. Her entire demeanor changed.

      “You’re leaving,” she said, coming down to the end of the bar.

      “Seems I’m going to be working as an apprentice.” It was simple enough, and true enough, that I figured I wouldn’t be keeping the truth from her. She deserved the truth.

      “Aren’t you a little old to be an apprentice?”

      “Anybody can find another path,” I said to her.

      She paused, resting her hands on the counter. “I hope you believe that, Zaren. I really do.”

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t suppose your uncle is around?”

      “He’s not. He had a few errands to run this morning, and you know how he can be. Are you going to be able to wait for him?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You have to leave that soon, do you?”

      “Apparently,” I said.

      “I see. Well, if you’d like, I can get word to him. Or you could stop by the market.” She shrugged. “I’m sure he would love to see you.”

      “I’ll check there before I go.”

      “He’d like that, Zaren. You know how he feels about you.”

      I looked around the tavern. It had been more of a home than my apartment, mostly because I hadn’t spent all that much time in my apartment. I had spent quite a bit of time here, even though I hadn’t always been working when I had been here.

      “Sometimes the first step is the hardest,” she said.

      “You sound like my mother,” I said.

      “I hope not,” she said, grinning. “That would make things a little awkward.”

      “Would it?” I asked her.

      There had always been a tension between the two of us. I had never acted on it, but that had been out of respect for Jeremiah, not out of a lack of interest on my part.

      “You know that it would,” she said, and she flashed a smile at me. “And I just wish…” She smiled again. “Well, I suppose there are many things that I just wish.”

      After giving her a brief hug, I headed out, and as I wandered through the town, I paused in the market to look for Jeremiah. There were fruit sellers with baskets full of fresh apples, oranges, and berries, their colors vibrant under the morning sun. Next to them, a baker displayed loaves of fresh bread, their crusts golden and cracked. The scent of the bread was warm and comforting, drawing in a steady stream of customers. Nearby, a florist’s stall overflowed with beautiful flowers of all colors and types. Their sweet scent perfumed the air, adding a note of freshness to the mix of market smells. Farther down, vendors sold handmade crafts, from pottery to woven baskets.

      I didn’t find Jeremiah, and I knew that I was running out of time. I couldn’t leave Waleith waiting, because I suspected that if I did, he would come looking for me, and… well, I wasn’t exactly sure what would happen at that point.

      So I moved on. I would have to trust that Janilla would say my farewells to her uncle on my behalf. I made my way toward the riverfront.

      The river itself was calm and wide, its waters reflecting the gentle colors of the setting sun. Along its banks, willow trees dipped their branches into the water, creating ripples that danced across the surface.

      A few docks jutted out into the river, with small boats bobbing gently at their moorings. Fishermen cast their lines into the river, their relaxed silhouettes forming a peaceful picture against the light.

      I found Waleith negotiating with the captain of a ship.

      Waleith finally glanced behind him and realized that I was there. He nodded, and a smile curled his lips.

      “Wasn’t sure if you would come,” he said.

      “You didn’t really give me much of a choice,” I said. “Are we heading to the capital?”

      “We are. Have you ever been?”

      “Once.”

      “And your thoughts?”

      “Well, it was a little busy for me,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Unfortunately, that is not an unusual experience. And unfortunately, there is very little I can do to change that for you now,” he said. “We will head out, and we will see what you think of it.”

      I waited off to the side until we were told to board. The ship was sleek, a quick merchant vessel, and had half a dozen crewmen, all looking as if they were not at all pleased with our presence. Waleith guided us down to our quarters and then motioned for me to get settled in.

      “How long is the journey?” I asked.

      “Only a few days,” he said.

      “And then what?”

      “Then we will continue your training. Unfortunately, on the ship, there won’t be much opportunity. I do think that you need to continue to learn, but…” He shrugged. “This is not really the place for what you need to master.”

      We eventually left port, and I stayed below deck for a long time, settling in and getting accustomed to the journey. I wasn’t a sailor, but I had spent some time on board a ship, so at least there was a certain familiarity.

      At one point, Waleith came down and looked around my cabin, then smiled at me. “I’ve been thinking that perhaps we should speak a little bit more about what the expectations are going to be when we reach the city,” he said to me, standing in the doorway.

      I nodded, as I was glad that he had decided that much, at least. “I have been wanting to know what you are going to ask of me.”

      “Your days will involve training and learning about what it means to be a Blade. Some of that will involve more knife work, but some of it will require that you learn more about the other nature of your ability.”

      The magical side, I suspected.

      “How will I do that?”

      The implication was obvious, and from his look, I could tell that he understood what I was asking, and probably why I was asking.

      “There are different forms of items that are both safe and unsafe. You will learn the difference. You will train to understand the difference. You will master that difference so that you are ready for such differences.”

      “What else?”

      “Is that not enough?”

      I frowned at him. “I just assumed that there would be more to the job.”

      “Oh, there is much more. You will have an opportunity to see all the requirements before you are ever asked to handle things on your own.”

      I arched a brow at that.

      “Your experience has been a bit unusual.”

      “Really?”

      “It is uncommon for someone to find themselves needing to incapacitate power before they have an understanding of their own. Not unheard of, but uncommon. I will endeavor to ensure that you are not put into that situation again.”

      At the look in his eyes, I was left wondering if perhaps he could even make such a promise. But then, that wasn’t what he was doing, was it? He was endeavoring to tell me that it wouldn’t happen again.

      So why did I feel like that would happen?
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      We reached the harbor late in the day.

      With the sunlight glittering off the water, everything was cast in rippling glows and a reflection that carried with it a thousand upon a thousand sparkles. It was lovely, and the harbor carried an energy, and a certain beauty, that I had not felt when I had been here before. Then again, when I had been here before, I had been serving in a different way.

      Waleith had been quiet during the journey. While he would often turn to me and make some comment about what we were doing, he would then pause before resuming whatever conversation he had been having as if he had not just simply stopped in the middle of talking.

      On the second day of the journey, he’d gotten into an argument with the captain of the ship about a stop he had made, bringing us briefly into the city of Jakor, before we’d headed back out again. I had the sense that he was unhappy about the delay, but the captain had been insistent about breaking our journey.

      Most of the time, however, Waleith carried himself with an air of authority, and a bit of mystery, that struck me as disarming. I suspected this was all part of an act, especially the more I got to know him. Now I was no longer sure what to make of him.

      I joined him on the deck, my bag in hand, my cloak covering my shoulders, and looked out. He glanced in my direction briefly before turning.

      “It really is quite beautiful,” he said.

      “Do you come from here?”

      Something in his expression flickered for a moment, though it faded just as quickly. “A long time ago,” he said.

      “What was it like then?”

      “Different.” He took a deep breath, and then his demeanor shifted. “Things will be difficult for you here at first. The city is going to be strange, and you are going to feel much is hard to understand.”

      “I can handle myself.” I had the uneasy sensation that reminded me of a coming storm. “Am I supposed to feel something here?”

      He smiled. “What do you feel?”

      “I don’t even know,” I said. “There is something, but it is strange. It’s not quite like what we felt when we were around Carolith.”

      “We felt?”

      I looked over, and I realized that he was right. I had no idea what I had felt, only that I had felt something. There was a distinctness do it, an energy.

      “I don’t know what you detected, but I felt something,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said. “You did, and had you not, you would not be here now.”

      The crew pulled the ship into the harbor.

      The harbor was bustling. There were ships of all sizes, some unloading cargo, others taking on passengers. The cries of the seagulls and the shouts of sailors created a symphony that was strangely comforting.

      The smell of the sea was strong—salt and fish, and something else I couldn’t quite place. It was a smell that felt familiar and foreign at the same time, a reminder of the many seas I had crossed in the army.

      As I stood at the ship’s bow, I felt the wind whip through my hair. It was a cool breeze, carrying with it the smells and sounds of the harbor. The ship rocked gently under my feet, the rhythm matching the beat of my heart until we slowly eased into the dock.

      As the gangplank was lowered, Waleith looked in my direction for a moment and then frowned. “I had not considered this, but I will need to help you find a residence, won’t I?”

      Realization came to me that I hadn’t negotiated any terms of employment. I had no idea what my pay was going to be, what my day-to-day activities were going to be, or who I would have to answer to other than Waleith.

      That might actually be a problem, but a problem for another time.

      I was here now.

      We weaved through the city. Seagulls squawked overhead, diving and swooping for scraps. The air was thick with the scent of salt and fish, mingling with the distinct aroma of tar and wet wood. Just a stone’s throw from the water’s edge, taverns lined the streets. Their signs swung in the sea breeze, and the sound of music and laughter spilled out from their open doors. These places were rough around the edges, filled with sailors and dockworkers, but there was a friendly energy about them that was hard to resist.

      As we moved farther from the harbor, the city started to change. The buildings became taller and more elegant, the streets cleaner. The noise of the harbor faded into the background, replaced by the clip-clop of horses and the murmur of polite conversation. Flower vendors filled the air with their sweet perfume, and the shop windows displayed fine clothes and glittering jewelry. People here moved with a purposeful grace, their clothes fine and their faces friendly.

      By the time we started up a small hillside, I had been aware of the palace for quite a while. That sense had been building the longer we had been going, to the point where everything in the city seemed to be drawing me, drawing me toward the palace, and drawing me closer and closer to the Queen.

      “How often do you go to see the Queen?” I asked.

      “Not often these days, as many things keep me from having an opportunity.” Waleith’s brow furrowed. “But we will have an opportunity to meet with her soon enough.”

      He shifted his course.

      “The constabulary station is in this direction,” he said, pausing on one street. It was dark. The lanterns were not bright enough to cast aside all the shadows. It left me wondering why we were heading to the palace at this time of day. “Oftentimes your experience in the city will bring you to the station, and will require an interaction with the constables. I will warn you, however, that they do not often appreciate the intervention of the Blades. They prefer to work independently.”

      “And what about us?”

      “By necessity, we work independently. But it creates a bit of conflict, unfortunately, and though I have been cognizant of that conflict, and the way that it might be perceived by others within the city, there have been a few times when that conflict has gotten to be a bit more than what I, and the Queen, prefer.” He looked over. “I would caution you to ensure that you do not make it any worse than it needs to be. There are other places in the city that you will need to learn about. And the longer you are here, the more you will discover what those resources are.”

      “I need to acquire resources?”

      “For the time that you are in the city,” he said. “You will not serve here, I suspect, but you will need to learn how to do so. I will work with you, and teach you as much as I can, but there are times when you will need to serve on your own.” He glanced at me.

      “I get it. What do you mean that I won’t serve here?”

      “There are not many Blades,” he said. “The city itself is generally considered safe, partly because of the efforts of other Blades that are deployed throughout the realm.”

      “And you know all of the Blades?”

      “I do.”

      “Will I get to know the others?”

      Waleith frowned at me. “Such a thing is generally not necessary.”

      “Generally?”

      “Blades may know one another, as traditionally they train together, but they serve anonymously.” He shrugged. “Other than the fact that we serve the Queen, and we serve her household,” he said, motioning to the pin on his lapel. Ever since we had arrived in the city, he had worn it more openly, though I wasn’t sure if that was because he felt he needed to or if there was another reason behind it. At this point, I did not know him well enough to know if I would get the answer. “You will be given great freedom, but very few in the city will even know what you do, or why you do it.”

      “But the Queen will?”

      “The Queen will, and others within the Queen’s household will recognize that you serve in her protector guard in some fashion, but…” He shrugged. “Anything more than that is unnecessary, and is unlikely to be understood.”

      “So I don’t get any recognition for what I do, if I do anything, and yet I have to serve in some dangerous fashion. That’s about it?”

      “Not exactly,” he said, “but near enough.”

      We headed toward the palace again. At one point, Waleith paused by an ancient temple.

      The temple’s exterior was crafted from weathered gray stone that bore the marks of time. Moss clung to its walls, softening the harsh lines of the stone with hints of green. Its structure was simple but commanding. The temple consisted of a large central building flanked by two smaller wings, creating a balanced, symmetrical design. Above the entrance, a carved stone arch bore ancient symbols, their meaning lost to time and holding an air of mystery.

      Large round columns supported the temple’s front porch, showing signs of wear but standing as sturdy as ever. The door was made of heavy wood, its surface worn smooth by countless hands over the centuries.

      “Why did you pause there?” I asked.

      “Superstition,” Waleith said, smiling slightly. “Something I have done since I was young.”

      “Do you follow that religion?”

      There were plenty of old religions all throughout the realm. Not everybody followed the same or the established religion. And there were quite a few people who tried to hide who they served, and the reason that they did, as if it would get them in trouble with the church.

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      He didn’t explain anything more, and we continued toward the palace.

      We hadn’t gone very far before Waleith stopped again, turning to stare down one narrow street. The buildings here were close together, creating odd shadows that curled over everything. His mouth pressed into a tight, irritated line as he stared.

      And I started to recognize why.

      I could feel something. I wasn’t sure what it was, nor was I entirely sure why I picked it up, but there was a distinct energy in the air.

      “This is what you’re talking about, isn’t it?”

      “Not talking about, but yes. This is what I am concerned about.”

      “Why do I feel it?”

      He shook his head. “I think the better question is why it is here.”

      “There’s something odd here, isn’t there?”

      “There is. The presence of it is considerable. It is potent.”

      Magic. That was what he was implying.

      “Do we need to do anything?” I asked. If this was the reason that I was in the city, then I needed to learn more about it and whatever else I was expected to do. And the only way that I could was through experience.

      “No. Not yet. We need to report to the Queen first, and then we can investigate this.”

      From the look on Waleith’s face, however, I had the distinct sense that he wasn’t convinced that was right.
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      The inside of the palace was every bit as impossibly ornate, and amazing, as I had expected. The floor was made of polished marble, reflecting the soft glow of the chandeliers hanging overhead. High above, the ceiling was painted with beautiful murals of clouds and birds, making it seem as if the sky itself were captured indoors.

      Along the hallway, there were large portraits of past rulers hanging on the walls. Each painting was a window into a different era, the clothing and expressions of the rulers changing with the times.

      Off to the side, a wide staircase led to the upper levels of the palace. Its banisters were carved from the same dark wood as the entrance doors. The stairs themselves were carpeted in rich red, giving a touch of warmth to the otherwise cool marble.

      I watched Waleith for cues as to how I was supposed to react, as this was very clearly beyond my comfort level. But as I watched him, he just moved forward as if this were nothing.

      “Are you sure I’m supposed to be here?” I whispered as we passed a pair of white-clad servants, who were scurrying along the hall and didn’t cast us a single look. At first that felt strange and made me think that maybe they were doing something wrong, or making a mistake, until I realized the reason that the servants weren’t paying any attention to us. If we were in the palace, we were supposed to be in the palace. Servants would have no reason, or any need, to be looking at anybody here.

      “Here’s a lesson,” Waleith said, stopping and looking over at me. “And perhaps it is one that I should’ve given you earlier. When you enter a place like this—or really, any place within the city—so long as you are in service to Her Majesty, you must believe that you belong.”

      I snorted. “What if I don’t believe it, as in right now?”

      “Then you must find a way to convince yourself otherwise. It is a trick, one that will serve you well in your time of service to the Queen.”

      “It’s just that I feel like I stand out,” I said. “I’m supposed to be anonymous, blend in, I believe you said.”

      He frowned. “I did indeed say that,” he said. “And most of the time, it would be true, but within the palace, it is not necessary. You do not need to hide who you are, or what you are. There is no need, as the Queen herself knows who you are.”

      That surprised me. How would she know anything about me already?

      We continued to make our way into the palace, and the ornate wealth left me marveling.

      “Do you know about the politics of the city?” Waleith asked, keeping his voice low.

      “I know about the Queen.” I shrugged.

      “The Queen is a good starting point,” he said. “But she is not the only aspect of the city, nor its politics, that you should know. Unfortunately, there is not time for you to learn all the dynamics that you will be expected to navigate during your time in the city, but I will give you some basics as we work.”

      “Such as…”

      “Such as the governing council.”

      We paused in place, with ornate marble all around. Everything was gleaming and carried with it an austere energy. I had never been in a place quite like this, nor had I ever seen so much wealth. It was unnerving. The servants moved around us, as if they wanted to avoid us entirely. Many were carrying trays, hurrying into different rooms. Others were carrying folded linens, and still others were cleaning but trying to look as inconspicuous as possible.

      “The governing council provides insight to the Queen, and they are elected as representatives of the people, ostensibly.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Of course, such things are not always as they seem, and despite the fact that there are plenty who would like to think that the council sits on an equal footing to the Queen, when it comes down to it, the Queen rules. The council merely provides guidance and a measure of input for those who wouldn’t otherwise have it for the Queen, though my experience, and that of others, has been that the council often serves its own interests in that fashion.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you think it is the poor fishmonger who is elected?”

      “I suppose not,” I said.

      “And you think that it is a common shop owner who has an opportunity to sit on the council, to visit with the Queen, and to serve?”

      “I’m guessing you’re going to tell me no,” I said.

      “Very much not,” he said. “And yet if you were to ask those who came up with the idea of the council, you would discover that was the intention behind it.” He started to laugh, as if this was some grand joke. “Of course, the ones who came up with it wanted to have access to the Queen. They believed, however rightly or wrongly, that in forming such a council, and giving themselves an opportunity to see the Queen more regularly and to provide input, such as they do, that they would be able to influence the throne.”

      “And they don’t?”

      “Oh, to a certain extent they do. There are quite a few who sit on the council who actually provide good advice, and they do so because they have done so for years. Or their families have, and they do so because they recognize that the input they provide is quite different from the input that others provide.” He simply shrugged. “And then there are those who seek to use the position to enrich themselves. Those are the ones you must be careful with.”

      “How would they…” I started to ask, but the answer came to me. It would be far more likely, I suspected, for people to want to use a position like that to enrich themselves, and to use the opportunity to find wealth or to further their own wealth.

      It seemed to me a simple thing, inasmuch as people would have an easy time simply using access to the Crown and then selling it.

      I found Waleith watching me.

      “Considering the implications?” he asked.

      “Maybe a little, though I’m not even sure that I fully understand them.”

      “Perhaps not,” he agreed. “Or perhaps you just don’t think broadly enough. Trust me when I tell you that there are plenty within the city who use every bit of advantage that they have in order to strengthen not only their position but their wealth.”

      “I can see how,” I said. “And to be honest, I can even see why.”

      “I tell you this just to caution you. You should always keep an eye out for those who are seemingly serving the greater good but actually choose another path.”

      I smiled as I looked at him. “And you?”

      “You should question everyone,” he said.

      “So that’s not really you telling me that you are not somehow involved.”

      “No,” he said. “I would challenge you to come up with your own answer.”

      “You’ve already told me what you do.”

      “I’ve told you that I am the Queen’s Blade. Have I told you why I serve?”

      I frowned and then shook my head.

      “Have I told you anything about the length of my service?”

      I shook my head again.

      “And do you know anything about other Blades?”

      I shook my head one more time.

      “So as I said, you should always look for answers, even when those answers need to come from the person you would rather not learn from. Question, investigate, try to find the truth, and realize that there are those who try to spin the truth in such a way that it is no longer what it once was.”

      He started forward again.

      We reached a massive staircase heading up, and from there, Waleith motioned for me to follow. When we had reached a landing, an older, gray-haired man paused, and he regarded both of us, though his attention remained fixed on Waleith.

      “It has been quite some time since you’ve been here,” the man said.

      “Things have been a little messy, as you know, Hobell.”

      “And now you bring someone new to the palace?”

      “An apprentice, yes,” Waleith said.

      The man looked at me, and there was a strange gleam in his eyes, one that left me with discomfort, but one that I wasn’t quite sure how to react to.

      “I hadn’t realized that you were taking on any apprentices.”

      Waleith shrugged. “When the opportunity presents itself, I take advantage. And in this case, the opportunity presented itself.”

      “I hope he does not turn out like the last one.”

      With that, Hobell strode down the stairs, and he left me watching with no good answer.

      “What happened to your last apprentice?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Waleith said.

      “It seems like it was something. What happened?”

      Waleith turned, and he regarded me for a long moment. “As I told you, there are certain things that you can believe and certain things that you cannot. You need to find out what you believe, and you need to find out what you do not.”

      “So you’re saying that I’m not supposed to believe what he said?”

      “I’m saying that you must find your own truth.”

      “Well, it seems to me that the truth is pretty clear.”

      “Is it?”

      He didn’t elaborate, and we continued up the stairs.

      We reached a massive set of double doors. The intricate carving on the doors was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, and I knew immediately that this had to be the Queen’s rooms. Everything within me tensed, as everything within me told me that this was a place that I should not be, a place that I should never have expected to visit, a place that I was not meant to visit. Everything told me that this was something beyond me, and beyond my understanding.

      “She’s just a person,” Waleith said, staring at the door for a moment.

      In that moment, I wondered if he was telling me or reminding himself.

      Then he knocked.

      It sounded dull in the hall. The door opened, and a pair of soldiers stepped forward.

      They regarded Waleith for a moment and then nodded before they turned their attention to me. They studied me longer than they had studied Waleith.

      “He is with me,” Waleith said.

      “Has he been vetted?”

      “Yes,” Waleith answered. “By me.”

      The two soldiers frowned, and I waited for them to say something, perhaps to tell me that I had to go somewhere else, anywhere but here, and that they would not permit me access to the Queen, but they regarded Waleith with a different sort of intensity than I had seen from others. Finally they stepped aside.

      Waleith nodded, and then he moved forward.

      He glanced at me. “Stay close.”

      It was a large room with a tall ceiling. The walls were painted in a light cream, and there were large windows on one side that let in sunlight, which made the room bright and welcoming.

      A large table occupied the middle of the room, surrounded by high-backed chairs. On the table were several piles of paper, a couple of inkpots, and a few quills.

      There was another door, and Waleith stood waiting.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “We wait for Her Majesty to arrive. I have little doubt that she already knows that we are here, as…” He shrugged and didn’t finish.

      I was curious about how the Queen knew that we were here, but I suspected that she had some way of being alerted to such things. I shifted my feet while standing, trying to suppress the irritation I felt at waiting. I shouldn’t be irritated with the Queen. When the door finally opened, a section of the wall itself slid aside. It happened slowly, the wall gradually disappearing into dark shadows, until the Queen stepped into the room.

      She was every bit as regal as I had expected. Her auburn hair was pulled up and neatly pinned. A silver tiara held it in place. A matching silver necklace hung about her neck. Her intense eyes swept around the room as she stepped forward.

      Two others came behind her. One was the man that we had met before, Hobell, and the other was a dark-haired man with a striking look about him who had a sword on his hip and a look of disdain as he glared at both me and Waleith.

      “Your Majesty,” Waleith said, “and Your Highness, Prince Dorian.”

      I gathered that was mostly for my benefit, as I had the distinct sense that he would not have called him prince otherwise. Dorian was the Queen’s stepbrother, and was known to serve as her advisor. That was all I knew about him, though.

      “It’s late for a visit,” the Queen said. “But you often have interesting stories to tell.”

      “No story this time, Your Majesty. Nothing other than an experience that I felt was necessary to report to you.”

      “Go on,” she said.

      Waleith straightened, and he glanced over at Prince Dorian and Hobell before turning his attention to the Queen. “Before I begin, I would like to introduce you to Zaren Joha. He will be my new apprentice and will be training as a Blade.”

      The Queen regarded me, and there was something in her eyes that struck me. She was watching me with an intensity in her gaze, one that spoke to me in some way.

      “A new apprentice?”

      “Yes,” Waleith said.

      “And what kind of apprentice?”

      I had the sense that the question was a deeper one than I knew.

      “It remains to be seen, though nontraditional, considering the truth of what I uncovered at the remains of the compound.” That elicited a slight arch to the Queen’s brow. “Regardless, I was in Lavrun when there was an unfortunate situation.” He drew one of the small orbs from his pocket and held it up.

      The Queen leaned forward, her expression darkening, before she glanced at Prince Dorian.

      “This should not be in the realm,” she said. “What did you do about it?”

      “It has been taken care of. My fear is that it is not the last one that we will see, nor the last time others will try to insert themselves into such activities.”

      “Which begs the question of whether this is the right time for you to be training someone.”

      “Elaine,” Prince Dorian began, eliciting a sharp reaction from her. “My Queen,” he corrected himself, and he seemed annoyed to have done so, “I fail to see the issue here.”

      She looked over at Waleith. “Do you fail to see the issue?”

      Waleith shook his head. “No, Your Majesty.”

      “I thought not. Is there a reason that you have chosen now to take on an apprentice?”

      “Yes. He helped neutralize the very first of these.”

      Her brow furrowed briefly. “Interesting. Well then, perhaps now is the time to take on an apprentice. And I believe that you will need to visit with Matherin, then.”

      “He has a blade,” Waleith said.

      “Not just for the blade,” she said.

      “I see.” Waleith nodded. “Yes. That makes sense. I will let you know what I find.”

      “See that you do. I expect regular reports.” She started coughing, covering her mouth for a moment, and then shook her head. “Anyway,” she said, and she glanced at Hobell before turning her attention back to Waleith, “it is good to have you back in the city.”

      He nodded. “It is good to be back.”

      Waleith turned and then marched out.

      Prince Dorian watched me as I spun to follow Waleith.

      “That’s it? That’s all you had to do here?” I asked Waleith.

      “It is enough. I presented you. I reported the danger. And now we must get you a sigil. She’s right. It will be necessary in the city. So, why don’t we get you settled?”
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      I ducked my head as we passed through a small doorway and into a hallway. The hall here was no less impressive nor any less ornate than the others, but it was smaller, having seemingly been made long ago. Waleith was moving quickly.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “We are going to see if we can get you fully equipped.”

      “What does ‘fully equipped’ mean to you?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me, and there was a flash in his eyes, one that I couldn’t quite read.

      “You were with the army, weren’t you?”

      “I was,” I said.

      “And you know what it takes to get equipped for deployments.”

      “So I have to get ready for a deployment of sorts?”

      He nodded.

      I wondered what that would look like. Other than the blade, what more would I need?

      “Preparing for the kinds of battles that you may face here, which will be a little different from what you may have faced when you were with the army. Equipping a Blade involves a different set of tools. You have one, and now I think that it is time I helped you find another.”

      We headed down increasingly narrow hallways until we came to a simple wooden doorway. Waleith paused for a moment, his hand resting on the door, as if contemplating whether he even wanted to pass through it. He glanced back at me for a moment before nodding, mostly to himself, and then pushed the door open. He stepped out into what appeared to be a lush garden.

      It was late, and though it was dark, the sky was easily seen.

      “Where are we going?” I asked him.

      “It’s time for you to get supplies, as I said. The person I’m bringing you to has the Queen’s trust, much more so than many people in the city. And so I will caution you to be careful here.”

      “About what?”

      “About what you say about what you see,” he said.

      We reached a small building across the garden, and from there, I began to feel an energy. It occurred to me that I was picking up on some hint of magic.

      I looked over at Waleith.

      “It’s good that you are able to sense the power here,” he said.

      Before we were able to even go into the room, the door opened, and a strange man looked up at me. He was about a foot shorter than me and had large, bushy eyebrows, graying hair that stood up wildly, and he was dressed all in a deep, dappled green. He had a silver chain hanging around his neck, and there was something about it that struck me as odd.

      “Waleith Fant,” he said, and he regarded Waleith for a long moment, tipping his head to the side as if he was trying to decide what to do.

      I had the distinct sense that these two men knew each other.

      Waleith tipped his head politely. “Master Matherin,” he said. “I have brought an apprentice with me.”

      Matherin looked over at me, and his expression darkened for just a moment. He pressed his lips into a tight line. “Indeed? I did not know that you were taking on any new apprentices.”

      “It was not a planned event,” Waleith said.

      “It never is with you, is it?”

      Waleith smiled tightly.

      I finally made the connection as to the reason that Waleith had brought me here.

      “You’re a fabricator,” I said quickly.

      Matherin snorted. “Why, of course I am.”

      I knew very little about the Queen’s fabricators, only that they were able to trap and store power inside items. I had seen it when I was in the army, though mostly in the protections that had been designed to defend us, and then I had experienced it firsthand with the blade that Waleith had given me. It was the only type of magic the Queen permitted, and that was because fabricators were said not to have magic of their own. They used marks and specific items to summon power. If the stories were right, anyone could become a fabricator with enough training, though the training itself was impossibly difficult.

      “Don’t mind him,” Waleith said.

      Matherin continued to regard me with a long and level stare.

      “Come in,” Matherin said, waving his hand and motioning us inside.

      Waleith stepped in first, and when I hesitated a moment, he glanced back at me, looking at me as if I were being ridiculous. And maybe I was.

      The air was sterile. It didn’t have any odor to it, and the absence of odor was almost overwhelming. It was too clean. And yet despite that, there was a sizzling energy within the room.

      Matherin stood near a cabinet as he surveyed me. “He has some potential. The kind who would have gone to the compound at one point, but…” He cocked his head, frowning before turning to Waleith. “Unfortunately, that is no longer possible. Did you discern any clues as to what happened?”

      “I’m working on it,” Waleith said.

      “Well, in the meantime, it is good that you have someone who can learn from you.” He turned to me. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise, but he is an excellent instructor.”

      “I haven’t told him otherwise,” Waleith said.

      “No, but I have a feeling that you will.”

      A strange energy began to build from Matherin. It left my skin tingling. A resistance built in me, almost unintentionally. I wondered how much I could control my power, so I began to push against the strange energy. When I did, I felt a stirring, then a pop, and then nothing.

      Matherin started to laugh. “More than just a little potential, isn’t there?”

      Waleith shrugged. “I told you.”

      “You did. And yet sometimes what you tell me is not exactly as it is.”

      “You have a pin for him?”

      “I might,” Matherin said. “That is, if you have her permission.”

      “She has granted me permission to take on an apprentice,” Waleith said.

      Matherin arched a brow, and a hint of a smile curled his lips, but it barely reached his eyes. It was more of amusement than friendliness. And it was an expression that left me thinking that these two men tolerated each other, rather than being truly friends, or even friendly. That was odd. It struck me as interesting that the Queen would employ somebody like Matherin.

      “Just provide him with what he needs,” Waleith said.

      Matherin snorted again, and this time, he turned to me, frowning and rubbing his hands together for a moment. “Yes. I think I will. Some potential, however, so it needs to have enough storage capacity to be useful. I don’t know if you understand just what you are asking.”

      Waleith arched a brow at him. “You think that I don’t know what I’m asking?”

      “Perhaps that was not well spoken.”

      Waleith laughed. “Yes. Perhaps.”

      “He will need to return, as it is entirely possible that I will need to make adjustments to this.”

      “Of course,” Waleith said.

      “And I would like him to visit so that I might have an opportunity to study him.”

      I frowned at Matherin. Study?

      “I’m not really interested in having you study—” I began.

      “He will come if he has the opportunity, and the time,” Waleith said, shooting me a brief stare.

      “Here.” Matherin pulled an item from one of the cabinets and handed it to me across the table in front of me.

      The item was a small pin shaped like a bird in flight, and as soon as I took it, I felt a strangeness within my hand, as if the pin vibrated.

      I recognized it immediately.

      I looked over at Waleith, then Matherin, and then back down at the pin. “This is for me?”

      “If you are to be my apprentice, then you need to be properly equipped,” Waleith said, and he looked at Matherin. “Doesn’t he?”

      “He does,” Matherin agreed. “This is the sigil of the household.” He made it sound as if it were some sort of title, which I supposed it was.

      “It is more than just a pin, however, as you can well imagine,” Matherin said. “This is a fabricator device, and as such it has some inherent tendencies. You will be gifted with a measure of protection. Unfortunately, given the nature of your own characteristics, the protections from this are tempered somewhat.” He glanced at Waleith. “And I have done my best to counter them, but it is the reason that you will need to continue to return to me, so that I might continue to fine-tune it. Do you understand?”

      I found myself staring at the pin, unable to take my gaze off it.

      It was one thing to be given a fabricator blade, one that carried with it power that I could feel radiating from the blade, but it was another to be given something like this.

      It was a fabricator pin as well.

      “Come along,” Waleith said.

      “That’s it?” I asked, glancing from him to the fabricator.

      “For now,” Matherin said. “If you prove that you are worthwhile, and if you prove that you are trustworthy, we will see about equipping you further.”

      And I had little difficulty in guessing who would be the one to determine that. It wouldn’t be Waleith. And it probably wouldn’t even be the Queen. It was going to be Matherin.

      Waleith said something to Matherin quietly, and then he guided me outside, back into the garden.

      As the door closed behind us, and the energy fizzled, as if the magic was trailing off behind us, Waleith looked over at me. “Treat it carefully.”

      “I will.”

      “No. Treat it carefully. You may wear it on the underside of your lapel, or hidden somehow on you, but if it works the way that it is supposed to, it will be a valuable asset in ensuring your safety. Do not take it off.”

      I looked down. It was a pin—a fabricator pin.

      “How?”

      “As Master Matherin said, it is a completed fabricator device, as you have already been able to determine. Techniques were used to hide power inside it to offer a measure of protection. Magical and physical.”

      It was the latter that I thought was more important, especially from the way that he said it.

      “Physical?”

      “Yes. And that is what you will need him to configure for you.”

      “Why would I need any magical protections?” I asked as he headed through the palace grounds, making his way toward a massive gate in the fence that surrounded the garden. “If I have whatever ability I have, shouldn’t I already have some magical protection?”

      For a moment, Waleith looked as if he was trying to decide how to answer, or maybe whether he was going to answer. However, he just nodded.

      “Yes. You do have magical protection. It is innate. But it is not perfect. And until you have a measure of control over it, you will need to have access to items that will defend. Does that make sense?”

      I nodded.

      “The device draws on power within you,” he went on. “It is much like your blade in that respect. Because of that protection carried within the blade and within the pin, you will find that you should have a measure of defense against magical attacks. But it is not perfect. Nothing ever is. You must stay vigilant and prepared. That is what we will work on.”

      He paused at the gate. I sensed unease in him.

      “Is all of this tied to what you dealt with in Lavrun?” I asked.

      “I did not think so, but perhaps it is. It is something that we will need to deal with quickly and carefully.”

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “No. Not yet. But you will.”
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      I looked around the home.

      Everything here was nice. That was the only way that I was able to describe it. After living in my small apartment in Lavrun, I had become accustomed to getting along with less than this—quite a bit less than this. And yet this was where Waleith had brought me, telling me that this was where I was going to stay, at least while I was in the city. It had been late at night when he had brought me to the home, and it wasn’t all that far from the palace, near enough that the palace was in view. I wasn’t sure that I deserved such niceness. I had gotten used to having less, and perhaps I had grown accustomed to feeling I didn’t deserve more.

      What did that mean?

      I tried to ignore those thoughts. It was hard, however. Coming into the capital, seeing the Queen, and remembering how I had been so easily discarded from the army left me with a stirring of uncertainty.

      Maybe this would give me purpose again. For so long, I had just been fumbling along. More thoughts that I needed to push aside.

      When there was a knock at the door, I headed over to it and wasn’t surprised at all to see Waleith on the other side. He was looking me up and down and frowning. “New clothes, I think.”

      “What?”

      “You’re not dressed quite right for the city. That’s not to say that you aren’t dressed well,” he said, needing to correct himself quickly. “It’s just that you are not quite dressed as you need to be for this city. You’ll need to blend in.”

      I snorted and then motioned to myself. “How do you think I can blend in?”

      “I didn’t say that it was going to be easy, and I’m not asking you to hide your size, nor your bulk, but what I’m asking is for you to keep your clothing so that it blends in. You don’t want someone to look at you askance because you don’t look like you belong here. If they see you because of your height, let that be all that they comment on.”

      I frowned, but I wasn’t going to say anything.

      “And besides, we have some things that we need to do today. Along the way, we are going to train, and you are going to get to the point where you are comfortable with that blade of yours.”

      “I’m getting more comfortable with it,” I said.

      “More is not completely. It needs to become part of you. And until you feel as if you can deal with any magical threat, we need to ensure that you are ready. Are you ready?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      He arched a brow in answer.

      As we made our way through the streets, Waleith pointed out various buildings. He spoke of shops, shop owners, sections of the city, and people who lived in them, making a point of ensuring that I was ready for the different peoples in the city.

      “The city itself is fairly straightforward. Most prominent businesses cater to the Queen. Others will cater to the council, as they represent a different ruling element within the city and, honestly, within the country. Our role is to ensure that no untoward elements enter the city. Unfortunately, given that the Queen has taken a particular stance on magic, there are many who would see harm done to her.”

      “Just because she doesn’t want magic in her country?”

      “Indeed. And given how she came to power, and the uncertainty of it, things are little uneasy.” He shrugged. “Though most would claim that we have had stability for the last decade she has been in power.”

      I knew the story as well as anyone. The Queen had taken the crown from her father and married young, uniting our realm with Jof, a smaller country, but one that had respectable wealth and prosperity. During a particularly dangerous incursion, her husband had grown sick and died. The Queen had pressed on to solidify her reign, not only for her people but also for her deceased husband.

      “And the city is quite prosperous because of the port,” Waleith continued. “We have ships that come in and out, and the fabricators ensure that we are as well protected as possible, so that is not going to be your concern. But there are some who seek to bring danger here. And that is where you will have a role.”

      It occurred to me that we had reached the docks. I hadn’t even been paying much attention to where we were wandering, but the smell of salt in the air and the faint stench of fish reached me, and there was more of a cacophony all around me.

      I remembered the very first time I’d been here. I had been a young enlistee and had been excited about the prospect of training here, about what that was going to mean for me, and how that was going to bring me opportunity, and perhaps a bit of fame, but at the same time, I had realized that perhaps that was more my dreams than a reality. The more I had learned about what was happening around me, the more I had seen of what I had to do, the more I had recognized that the life that I was leading in the army was not exactly what I had thought it would be.

      And my father had warned me when I had enlisted. He had been out of the army at that point for several years, and he had just chuckled, shaking his head.

      “It’s a lot of boredom and only a little excitement,” he had said. “And that’s if you’re lucky.”

      “And if you are unlucky?”

      “Then you die.”

      At the time, I had thought it a strange thing to say to his son, especially as he had served in the army as well. I had told myself that eventually I would return to the farm, have my own family and life, much like my parents had.

      That was what I had told myself, but that was not the truth, and that was not the experience that I had found for myself. By the time I had gotten out of the army, they were both gone.

      And the farm…

      The farm was no longer mine.

      Pushing those thoughts aside was more difficult than it should be.

      “So I’m supposed to use my particular ability,” I said, looking around and realizing that Waleith wanted me to be quiet here, despite the fact that we were standing in the middle of a busy intersection, with a crowd of people around us, “to see if anything has made it into the city?”

      “That is but one aspect of your responsibilities.”

      “How many Blades are there here?”

      “Like us?” He shrugged. “Not many. There are those who have other abilities,” he said, and a hint of a smile curled his lips, “fabricator abilities, that is, who are known as Investigators. They investigate most of the warehouses and test for contraband.”

      “All right. So then what?”

      “Well, the Investigators report to us on what they find. Most of the time, they don’t find much of danger, which is for the best.”

      “So they do most of the patrolling, and they report to you, or one of the other Blades?”

      “Correct,” he said.

      “Isn’t that unnecessarily complex?”

      “Well, the alternative would be for them to report to the constables, and given the relationship between the constables in the city and the Blades, and the Investigators, it is probably for the best that they do not get involved.” He shrugged. “Not that you need to have any concern about that at this point. But I will give you an idea of what I do,” Waleith said, guiding me through the streets. He had on his usual heavy cloak and a perpetual scowl as he looked at me, though I didn’t think that I had done anything to offend him. Maybe it was just the situation and the need he now had to train someone like me. “You have been practicing detecting magic around you. What have you been able to uncover?”

      To that question, I shrugged. “Basically, I can feel some resistance. I can tell when magic is being used around me. I’m not exactly sure how to decipher whether it’s dangerous magic or not. I think I’m getting a better handle on it, though.”

      Better was not that good, I knew.

      We had spent quite a bit of time working on identifying different sources of magic and whether those sources posed any threat. I had not managed to find anything so far. Then again, I knew that what Waleith was trying to show me had a specific purpose. It was designed to help me learn whether there was another way for me to use the power I had.

      “Today is going to be more of a traditional opportunity. I’d like you to have a chance to feel what it’s like to serve as a Blade.”

      “So not training?”

      “Not training in the sense that you have been training. That is useful, and in some respects, it is necessary, but we are going to focus on another aspect today.”

      I instinctively reached for the blade. That was what he was trying to get me to fully master, to understand the power in it, but I didn’t know how I was supposed to be using its power. At least, I didn’t know if I was supposed to be doing something without obvious magic around me.

      “This city is like any other,” Waleith began. “A place of potential.”

      He paused in front of a row of shops. I had been through this section of the city. At least, I thought I had. It was difficult to know.

      “Some of that potential is beneficial. It is the potential that the Queen relies upon. It is the potential of all that exists around us, and in all places like this.” He paused to close his eyes for a moment and breathe in. “And as you’ve seen, not all is dangerous, and not all is dark. It is up to the Blade to identify the difference. It is up to us to recognize whether there is an aspect that must be eliminated.”

      “So you just wander,” I said.

      It felt a little anticlimactic. I had been building up in my mind all the things that a Blade would do, everything that Waleith had talked about with me, not only when we had been in Lavrun but also on the journey here, and in that time, I had felt I was coming into an opportunity that would be unlike anything I could even imagine. I had felt that what he was asking me to become was something amazing.

      But if I was simply to wander…

      “Patrolling is an element of what you’ll do, though the Investigators handle most of it,” Waleith said. “You take care of more complicated matters. Like specialists in the military. Think back on your service.” He nodded to a pair of constables marching down the street. We had generally avoided them during our time in the city, and given what I knew of Waleith, and whatever relationship he had with the constables, I thought that I at least understood why. He didn’t get along with them, and he felt there was a natural antagonism between the Blades and the constables. I was curious as to why, but I still did not feel I could or should ask.

      “We had a lot of downtime,” I admitted. “Not all the time, though. There were moments of excitement.”

      “Exactly,” he said, nodding to himself. “Moments of excitement. That is perhaps the best way to phrase it. What we do is not always exciting work, but it is necessary work. And occasionally it becomes exciting.”

      I frowned at him. “What makes it exciting?”

      “It depends upon what motivates you, I suppose. Often when I am in places like this, and tasked with patrolling, it is mostly a matter of opening myself up to the energies of a place.”

      Waleith stepped forward, his eyes still closed, however. I noticed that he had his hand on his blade, and there was a strange sort of movement to him. I wondered if he was drawing upon whatever natural resistance, or magic, he had, or if what he was doing had some other connection to magic. Perhaps he was simply testing the area.

      “So I’m open to it,” I said.

      He didn’t look back. “You feel for the energies of a place. And as I said, some of it is beneficial, but some of it is dangerous. You have to identify the difference. You have to find the distinction.”

      “And then not only remove the one responsible but also remove the magic.”

      “Exactly.”

      The narrow street unfurled before us, hemmed in by decrepit shops. Each building sagged against its neighbor, as if they were supporting one another against the weight of time. The wood was damp and gray, weathered beyond recognition, with mossy patches that hinted at better days long past.

      Windows, clouded with grime, displayed goods of dubious origins: jars filled with unidentifiable liquids, faded scrolls, and oddly shaped trinkets that looked more cursed than useful. The faint aroma of mold intertwined with more peculiar scents: metallic undertones, the tang of unknown herbs, and something sweet and sickly that made me think of rotting fruit. Every so often, the soft murmur of hushed negotiations slipped out from behind tattered curtains, while wary eyes peeked from shadowy doorways, appraising us as we passed.

      Then Waleith stopped at a small shop.

      As soon as he stopped, I had a vague sensation of what was here—a power of some sort.

      “What do you feel here?” he asked.

      “Nothing quite like what you’ve had me learning,” I said.

      “It won’t be the same. This is muted. Can you tell that?” He still hadn’t looked in my direction.

      The wall of the building was cracked stone, and there were marks etched in it that looked almost random, but there was something about them that struck me as intentional, or maybe a form of power.

      The shop itself was little more than a spice merchant. There shouldn’t have been anything exciting or exotic about it. I was a pretty bland person, at least when it came to what I ate. I never really added anything other than salt, and around these lands, sea salt was easy to acquire, and cheap. But through the window, I saw signs for cinnamon, cloves, a dozen types of herbs. Many of them I had barely even heard of, and there were plenty I didn’t recognize.

      “This place has magic?” I asked, unable to hide the surprise in my voice.

      “Do you feel it?”

      “Like I said,” I replied, “I feel something.”

      Waleith didn’t look back. He was just standing in place.

      I tried to model myself after what he was doing, testing whether I could identify anything, but even as I focused on what was here, I couldn’t come up with anything. If there was power to discern, it eluded me.

      “I don’t feel the same crackling energy here that I have in other places,” I said. “So it strikes me as different.”

      “Good.”

      “That’s good?”

      “It’s good that you don’t feel something that doesn’t exist. Otherwise, I would’ve been concerned about you.”

      “But you thought that there was something here that I should feel.”

      “Oh, there is most definitely something here.” He stepped toward the door, and then we entered.

      Shelves lined the walls, each one filled with neatly labeled glass jars. The colors ranged from the deep red of paprika to the vibrant yellow of turmeric, creating a rainbow of spices.

      In the middle of the room stood a wooden counter, polished to a gentle sheen. Behind it was a set of large barrels filled to the brim with bulk spices; customers could scoop out what they needed into paper bags. Each barrel had a small wooden spoon and a sample tray, allowing one to touch and smell the individual spices.

      The floor, well-swept wooden planks, creaked softly underfoot. Natural light streamed in through the clear windows, casting a muted glow on the assorted wares. The air was thick with a mix of scents: the sharp bite of pepper, the sweet notes of cinnamon, and the earthy tones of cumin.

      To one side, a small table held mortar-and-pestle sets, for those who preferred their spices freshly ground.

      The merchant stood behind the counter, a balding man with only wisps of gray hair. He looked over at us.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Of course you can, Barolin,” Waleith said. “But the question is, do you want to help us?”

      The proprietor leaned forward, his brow deepening. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

      Waleith strode around the room, taking tops off some of the bottles and then bringing them to his nose and inhaling. I couldn’t imagine that was very good for the spices inside. He moved steadily, going from one to another, testing and then moving on. Eventually, he stopped and turned to Barolin.

      “I’d like to see some of your more restricted items,” he said.

      “I’m afraid that I don’t have anything restricted,” Barolin said, his mouth wrinkling as if tasting something sour as he said the word. “I trade in spices. As you will see, I have some of the purest available in the city.”

      “Oh, most definitely,” Waleith said. He continued around the room, testing bottles, with a strange, almost bemused expression on his face.

      Finally he stopped in front of the counter. He shifted, angling himself so that Barolin could see the pin on his lapel.

      Only then did Barolin’s demeanor change.

      “If the Queen needs anything, I am of course her obedient servant.”

      Waleith offered just a hint of a smile. “Of course.”

      “But I understand that she has her own spice merchants.”

      “Most certainly,” Waleith said.

      “You aren’t here on her behalf?”

      “Somewhat,” Waleith said.

      He flicked his gaze to the door behind Barolin. It was a simple wooden door, though as I focused on it, I began to feel something. And why hadn’t I noticed it before? It was as if everything around me had been mutating the potential and the possibility of what was here.

      Barolin shifted. He was a small man, but there was an energy to him that made him seem ready to jump or strike.

      Given what I had seen from Waleith, and my own experience training with him, I knew that would be a dangerous mistake. Nobody should take on somebody like Waleith, not without being fully prepared for what he could do to them. I couldn’t even take him on.

      I stepped off to the side, expecting a reaction.

      Barolin just stood there.

      “Do you need me to push my way through?” Waleith asked.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you’re asking, sir.”

      “Do you need me to push my way through?”

      Barolin just shook his head.

      “Then show me.”

      “I have nothing to show,” Barolin said.

      Waleith looked lazily in my direction, and then he started forward.

      It was then that Barolin reacted.

      He jumped.

      He moved almost impossibly quickly.

      Waleith looked ready, but somehow he still acted a moment too slow. Just a moment, though.

      I had stepped forward.

      Barolin scrambled on top of the counter and then looked like he was going to jump over it. He slammed into me, and I gave him just a slight shove, nothing too violent, as I didn’t want to harm him, but enough to make him think about his choices.

      I looked down at him. “I don’t think so,” I said.

      Waleith nodded. “Hold him.”

      “And do what?”

      “Bring him with us.”

      I had no idea what Waleith intended, but curiosity was getting to me. Barolin lay there and didn’t say anything. He seemed ready to argue, or fight, but he did neither.

      I grabbed him, lifted him easily, and propped him on his feet. I held his arm behind his back, so that he would have to give it a painful yank if he wanted to get free. He didn’t try. Waleith made his way around the counter, where he pushed open the door, and it was only then that I realized he had his blade in hand.

      Once the door opened, I felt a wave of the storm energy rolling out toward me.

      I looked over at Barolin and then at Waleith.

      The back room, such as it was, was dimly lit. The air didn’t smell quite so strongly of spice. It smelled almost musty. Waleith went straight toward a plain trunk against one wall. He flicked his gaze along the rest of the wall before his blade settled on the trunk, and he just traced it.

      “Would you like to open this, or would you like me to?” Waleith asked, the threat evident in his voice.

      Barolin didn’t say anything.

      Then again, he did not need to.

      I frowned as I looked over. I was curious about what Waleith had picked up on, as he had obviously identified some power, and it was obviously dangerous magic, but I didn’t know what it was. I could feel power was here. The magic lingered in the room.

      Then Waleith slipped his blade into the trunk. Given everything that we had been doing so far, I had wondered whether Waleith was going to ask me to try to open it. I didn’t think that I would. And considering this seemed like an active situation, one where Waleith was testing for different types of magic, dangerous or not, I also didn’t know if it was something that I should be involved in. It might be too dangerous for me to do anything.

      But I didn’t need to. Inside the trunk were small pouches. Waleith lifted them out and shook them briefly before setting them down one after another on the floor. By the time he had sorted through them, I half expected he wouldn’t find anything, until he paused at one particular pouch.

      He turned. “The consequences of having something like this in this realm are significant.”

      “I didn’t know,” Barolin said.

      “Doubtful,” Waleith said. “But now you know that I know. I need a list of names involved, and you may keep your shop.”

      “I don’t know⁠—”

      Waleith stood up, raising his hand. “A list of names. I will decide if that is enough, and if it does not satisfy me, then the constables will continue this investigation. Do not make me report this to the Queen.”

      Barolin, still unable to move as I held his arm in place, nodded slowly.

      “Very good.”

      We spent another few minutes searching through the back room, but Waleith didn’t find anything else. I didn’t feel anything, either. Barolin provided us the names, which Waleith diligently jotted down, and then we left.

      Once back in the street, Waleith studied the spice merchant for a long moment.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “It? No. This is a start. We have a list now, and we will investigate.”

      “What’s in the bag?”

      “A dangerous item,” he said.

      He held it open, and I leaned forward to look inside.

      It was a sculpture of a kitten.

      I started to laugh.

      “You think this harmless?” Waleith asked.

      “Well, it looks harmless,” I said. “And actually quite cute.”

      “What if I told you that this cute and seemingly harmless sculpture can be animated? What if I told you that this cute and seemingly harmless sculpture can grow to over a hundred times its size? What if I told you that it can be commanded from a great distance?”

      I continued staring into the pouch. “I don’t know. I suppose that it isn’t quite so cute.”

      “Look at the claws, the fangs. What do you think this cute little sculpture could do?”

      I did as he instructed, studying it, and realized that he was right. This cute little sculpture was probably deadly dangerous.

      “So it’s a weapon,” I concluded.

      “It is.”

      “And this might harm the Queen?”

      “Oh, the gods know,” Waleith said. “I doubt this would ever get close to the Queen. It’s merely an opportunity for me to check what he knows and investigate who else might be active in the city. I’ve been away for a while, and it’s time I got a handle on activity, to ensure that others don’t think that they can get away with what they should not.”

      “So this was all just intimidation.”

      “In one way,” he said.

      “In all ways,” I said. “You were threatening him, and his livelihood, and you made him give up a list of contacts, so whether or not he gave you accurate contacts, people are going to start to talk. They’re going to know that the Queen’s Blade, or somebody working for the Queen, is after magical artifacts.”

      “Something along those lines.”

      “Why make it so obvious?”

      “I don’t see what you’re getting at.”

      “I mean, obvious that you are coming after these things. Not that I disagree,” I went on, hurriedly, “but if they know that you are coming after them, don’t you think that’s going to push the activity underground even more? They may hide what they’re doing.”

      “Do you think you can hide from a Blade?”

      And there it was, the lesson.

      Waleith had felt the magic here. He hadn’t even needed Barolin to confirm what he had. He had known there was something. He had walked straight back to it. He had found it inside the trunk without any difficulty.

      And that was what he was training me to do.

      “No,” I said. “I guess I don’t think that they can hide such things from a Blade.”

      “No, they cannot. And that is the lesson.”
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      We spent the next few days in a similar pattern. Waleith would investigate some of the names that he had gotten from Barolin, moving with a precision that I couldn’t help marveling at. He knew how to find these names quite easily, and he worked his way through the streets, visiting place after place, as he investigated other potential dangers. We only found one more place that had any potential magical challenge.

      When I said as much to Waleith, he merely shrugged.

      “This is the part of the job that can be a little less exciting,” he said.

      “It seems like we are mostly Investigators.”

      That wasn’t at all what I had anticipated when we had come to the city. To be honest, I hadn’t anticipated that I would be doing anything like this. A part of me had suspected that Waleith would still use me as his muscle, but that hadn’t been his intention.

      “At times, it will seem like that. At times, it will seem as if we are soldiers.” He eyed me up and down. “And at other times, it will seem as if we are not even a part of the realm.”

      We stopped at a small building on the outskirts of the city, far from the docks and every other place within the city that I had visited. This part was a little more run-down, dingy, with cracks in many of the buildings. The air held a foulness, though I couldn’t find the origin of it. Weeds grew up alongside planted flowers, shrubs, and even an occasional spindly tree that looked as if it struggled to find its way.

      Some of the buildings out here were homes, but not all. Others were the ruins of warehouses. And still others were shops, but signs had long since fallen into disrepair.

      Through it all, I felt a strange undercurrent of energy.

      “You feel it,” Waleith said.

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “Good. Today I would like you to be the one to guide the magical detection. I want you to pick up on what is here and point it out. You will take the lead on this investigation.”

      “Why out here?” I asked. It seemed to me that this was more than just giving me an opportunity to lead. Perhaps it was because this was a run-down locale, and maybe Waleith didn’t view this place or these people with the same reverence, or perhaps trepidation, as he did other places and people.

      “Because you have observed enough, and when I was younger, my mentor at the time liked to say that learning involved watching, doing, and then teaching. I suppose it has taken me a long time to get to the point where I am teaching.” He laughed as if that were some sort of grand joke.

      “So I’ve watched, and now it’s my turn to do,” I said.

      “I think you have proven that you are an astute observer,” he went on, though he looked at me as if he was still trying to decide, “and now you will do. I don’t know how long you will do, and how long you will need before you can teach, if you ever decide to teach.”

      “Will I need to help train additional Blades?”

      Waleith was quiet for a moment, as if he was trying to figure out what to say. I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes, though the look that lingered struck me as a little concerned, but also a little curious.

      “The training of Blades is traditional. Or I should say it was traditional. Unfortunately, that has changed over time, and now we do not have the same opportunities. You do not have the same opportunities.”

      “Why not?”

      “Do you remember the place we visited outside of Lavrun?”

      I thought back to it. Quite a bit had happened since that time, and I had learned a lot.

      “I remember,” I said. “You were distraught about everything there.”

      “Yes.”

      “That was the compound?”

      A hint of a smile curled his lips. “A compound. Certainly. And yet it is a place that should have been secured. Or should I say it was a place that should have been secured? That was where we used to train budding Blades.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Challenging,” he said.

      “How so?”

      “You have more experience with how to control yourself, and what you feel inside. That grants you a different opportunity from others. Because of what you are, and the experience you have, you are able to feel more than you would were you younger. But then, when you are younger, you have an opportunity to understand what you feel a little differently. Sometimes you can feel it a little better, even. Over time, as you begin to understand all of that and everything within yourself, you learn to know yourself. That is the hardest part.”

      I approached the building slowly, curiosity building within me. There was the faint stirring of a storm that I had been feeling, and I wondered if I might be able to use something of that. I removed the blade from my sheath and tested whether I could detect anything through it.

      Nothing.

      At least, nothing obvious.

      “What are you doing?” Waleith asked.

      “Testing through the blade,” I said. “Isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”

      He nodded. “That is one technique.”

      “Just one?”

      “I can’t say with any certainty that there are other techniques that you could accomplish, but I suspect that your experience might lead you to find one.”

      I didn’t know quite how to take that. Was it a slight in some way?

      When it came to Waleith, and some of the comments that he had been making, I remained curious and, honestly, a little concerned.

      When Waleith had investigated the spice merchant, he had gone along and tested the shop, though I hadn’t been entirely sure what he was doing at the time. I had only noticed that he had been holding his blade, without removing it from its sheath. Now I questioned whether there should or could be anything more. I could feel what he was doing. He had wandered along the storefront, but he had not gone around the back.

      In order for me to feel for the power, I couldn’t help but think that I was going to need to go around the back, because I needed to know if anything else was there.

      And so I started to maneuver carefully.

      The building was situated with an alley two storefronts down, and I approached the alley, noticing that the strange stirrings of power that I had uncovered before began to fade the farther that I got from it. That suggested to me that whatever was here was a potent energy, but it also suggested it was focused.

      When I came back, Waleith still had not said anything. He was just watching.

      “Your assessment?”

      “It’s this building.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” Waleith said. “Otherwise, I would’ve been mistaken. And I hate the idea that I might’ve made a mistake.”

      I frowned at him. “I just had to confirm it.”

      “And that is something that I would actually agree with. It is always best to confirm rather than to assume that someone else has made an accurate assessment.”

      “I’ve heard that before,” I said.

      “I’m sure. It is a standard military procedure, generally.”

      “Actually, my father. Then again, my father did serve.”

      “We should talk about that at some point. I am curious how your father served.”

      “He wasn’t a Blade, if you are assuming something along those lines.”

      “I wasn’t assuming anything along those lines,” Waleith said. “But we should talk.”

      I shrugged. “Well, my father served for nearly a decade. I only remember the latter half of it, and really only the latter stages of the latter half. Before that, my mother was left alone for long stretches of time, and I know that it was hard on her.”

      “It is hard for many wives to have their husbands serving. Many family members, in fact.”

      “My mother never talked about it like that. I had the sense that she didn’t like to discuss it, and that she felt guilty about it.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Not so much,” I said. “Mostly she wished that he didn’t have to go.”

      It was strange having this conversation with Waleith here, in the middle of the street, while I felt for the undercurrent of magic and picked up on some characteristic of it. I still wasn’t sure if I should be able to find some other element to the magic, something I should be aware of.

      “Do you know what regiment he was in?”

      I shook my head. “I never learned. When I went off, he made some comment about mine, but I didn’t really understand it at the time. Not until I had been in the army for little while.”

      “I don’t think anyone can really understand until they are a part of it.”

      “And once I returned, after my discharge, they were gone.”

      A part of me couldn’t help but feel that might have been for the best. I could not even fathom what my father might have done had he learned of my discharge. He would have been displeased. Knowing my father, I could easily imagine how he might have reacted, and I could easily imagine what he might have said to me.

      He wouldn’t have bothered to hide his disappointment. Then again, I wouldn’t have needed him to. I was well aware of my own disappointment in being discharged that way.

      “Well,” Waleith finally said, “now that we have established that, why don’t you focus on this?”

      I turned my attention to the building.

      I approached it slowly. The building did radiate that strange storm energy, and I believed that I should be able to pick up something more to it. I pushed the door open. Or at least, I tried to.

      The door was stuck. At first I wasn’t sure if it was blocked from behind, but it seemed it was simply hung askew, so when I tried to force my way in again, the door eventually opened, but it did so with a soft groan, and then I had to prop it fully open.

      Waleith nodded, and we stepped inside.

      It was dimly lit. Only faint daylight streamed in through dusty windows. The foulness that I had smelled all around here hung in the air, and there remained the undercurrent of the storm.

      That persisted.

      Of course it would, as this was the source of magic, and I fully expected it to persist here.

      But everything in here was a mess.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      The building looked as if it had been abandoned long ago. There were stacks of broken crates, a tattered table, and a few matching chairs, each of them equally damaged, pushed up against a wall. It looked as if there had once been a stove on one wall, but that had been either removed or badly damaged. Now there was only a space, and more debris was piled where that stove had been. The pile of books stacked along another wall filled in the remaining space inside this room. There were other collections of items, including a pile of clothing, blankets, and the gods knew what else, but I had no idea as to the source of the power.

      “It’s abandoned,” I said.

      “Are you certain of this?”

      I frowned at Waleith. “You don’t think that it’s abandoned?”

      “Oh, I think that it is likely abandoned, but ‘likely’ does not mean that it is.”

      “‘Likely’ means that it likely is,” I countered.

      Waleith picked his way forward. He grabbed a broom, smacked it against the floor until the head came off, and then began to jab the broken stick into some of the piles. As he worked his way around, I simply stood there.

      His goal here was for me to feel magic, wasn’t it?

      I didn’t detect anything obvious, but I had to believe there was something I might pick up on.

      “So this place is abandoned, but there’s obviously some source of power here,” I said.

      Waleith looked over his shoulder at me. “Is there obviously something?”

      “There is something,” I said. “I guess I don’t know if it’s obvious or not. I can just tell that something is here.”

      “Good. I feel it as well.”

      “You still haven’t told me what it feels like to you.”

      “Because it doesn’t really make a difference. The fact of the matter is that you need to identify the power. I believe that you can, and I believe that you can do so consistently. The real challenge, however, is in what else you pick up when you detect that power.”

      I moved over to the table, trying to stay focused on whether I might understand any part of all this. There had to be some connection, some source, that I could identify, as that seemed to be what Waleith was hoping I would do.

      “Nothing over here,” I said.

      The blade served as something of a focal point, and I continued to sweep the weapon out in front of me. If it worked the way that Waleith claimed, then it should help me pick up on different types of power, and perhaps even identify the magic here.

      I moved over to the open spot where the stove had once been. There were several boxes here, and I nudged at the pile with my toe, not really wanting to touch everything. It all had a dingy quality to it. Some of it actually seemed damp, unpleasantly so. I was left wondering why it would be that way and what might even be here.

      There was no obvious explanation.

      “Anything in the clothes?” I asked.

      “Are you looking for something new?”

      I grunted. “Well, I doubt that anything would fit me.”

      “Probably not,” Waleith said. “But there’s nothing here. At least, nothing that is useful, though I believe it would be most beneficial for you to be the one testing.”

      “It would, but it seems that you have it covered.”

      “The goal here is for you to take the lead.”

      “And I am,” I said. “I’m letting you test that area.”

      He frowned at me, but I shrugged.

      “Delegation,” I added.

      He offered little more than a grunt.

      The question that we had here, I knew, wasn’t what I might find. I had no idea whether anything here would be useful to dig into, but something obviously had the stirring of magic within it.

      I continued picking my way around until I found a quiet section.

      Once there, I paused. It was cleared of everything else. There was an indentation in the floorboards that looked as if something heavy had once been here—a strange, almost rectangular shape, though it wasn’t perfect. I traced along the boundary of it using the blade.

      And as I did, I picked up on a sense of resistance.

      “It was here,” I said.

      “Was, or is?” Waleith asked.

      I shook my head. “Well, it’s not here anymore,” I said, jabbing at the floorboards. They were discolored, stained a little black, though there was one section that had a hint of pink and green working through it.

      “Something was here. I don’t feel any resistance, but this is what seems to be the focal point of the sensation I have.”

      Waleith joined me, crouching down next to me, and he waved his blade around, sweeping it in a pattern nearby.

      He nodded, though mostly to himself.

      “You feel it?” I asked.

      “I do,” he said. “And it’s a good thing that you do as well.”

      “I don’t know what it is,” I said.

      “It is…” He breathed out a heavy sigh. “A distraction.”

      “A distraction?”

      “It’s a memory. Though there is probably a dusting of power here, enough that we can track it, and that I pick it up as something dangerous. We were intended to find this.”

      He straightened, dusting his hands on his pants as he swept his gaze around the room.

      “Intended?”

      “Yes. Which means that someone knows that we—or I should say I am here and looking.”

      It meant something else, though, something that bothered me, and I couldn’t tell if it bothered Waleith as well. The fact that there was something like that here also suggested that somebody had a reason to distract him, and me, as well.

      When I said as much to Waleith, he looked over, quiet for a moment before finally nodding.

      “Yes,” he said. “And it isn’t uncommon.”

      “So you have people who know what you can do. What Blades can do, I suppose I should say. And they are now trying to distract us?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “That is a little odd.”

      “More than a little,” he said. “Especially these days.”

      I hoped that Waleith would explain what he meant, but he did not.
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      The next few days went much like the last few. Waleith had me working with him, investigating other parts of the city. We tracked down different leads, but we hadn’t managed to uncover anything that Waleith considered a reliable lead. I had the distinct suspicion that it was bothering him. Something about what we had been digging into, and moreover, about what we had found, was bothering him.

      He hadn’t stayed with me. That was probably for the best, as I was still getting my bearings in the city. I now had a general idea of the layout of the city itself. Most of the streets spread out in a pattern. When I had first come to the city, I had anticipated that the pattern would be formed around the palace, but that wasn’t exactly the case. In other cities that I had visited during my time with the army, I had found that streets tended to all converge upon a central, and usually important, aspect of the city. I had thought that it would be the same here, with the palace at the center. When Waleith had guided me away from the docks and toward the palace, it had certainly seemed that way, but the more time I spent in the city, the better my understanding of things, even without a map to assist.

      Almost all roads led to the docks.

      I supposed that shouldn’t be terribly surprising, given the importance of the harbor, but the nature of everything was still a bit curious to me.

      There were other intersecting streets, and those were little more than a maze and often dead-end streets that simply appeared from time to time, with no real rhyme or reason as to how or why, or the purpose behind the existence of some of those streets. There were countless alleyways, another maze of spiderwebs that crisscrossed the city. Those were even more difficult to keep track of. I marveled at how Waleith was able to maneuver and navigate through the city, unmindful of my bewilderment. Countless times I had ended up with more than a little confusion as to where he was leading me. I kept looking for an answer, to try to make sense of it, but often gave up.

      “I would like to work on your knife technique again,” Waleith said on the second day after I had found the memory magic. “You have decent skill, and obviously, you have your power and strength, but I do think that you could use a little improvement with your hand-to-hand technique.”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t exactly sure where he was going to guide me, but he brought me to the palace grounds, where we settled into a section of flat lawn surrounded by shrubs near the outer wall. The palace loomed nearby, and I suspected that it wasn’t my imagination that I felt a bit of energy coming off the palace itself. There had to be magic coursing within it as well.

      Considering what I knew of the Queen, and her use of fabricators, there had to be some power tied to it.

      “The last time we trained, well, maybe the only time that we trained, we worked on particular hand techniques. What I would like you to focus on now is your magical technique.”

      “My magical technique?” The blade vibrated in my hand, leaving me wondering if Waleith was holding something magical.

      “Exactly,” he said. “I suspect you can feel something here.”

      “I do,” I admitted.

      “Good. You see what I’m holding?”

      He had his blade in hand, but other than that, I didn’t see anything that would explain what I was picking up on.

      “No,” I admitted.

      “Look closer.”

      He turned toward me, and I realized that his other hand was cupped around something. I couldn’t see what it was, but that was the source of the power that I had picked up on.

      He grinned, amusement lingering in his eyes.

      “You’re holding something with magic,” I said. “And obviously, it is something that contains a powerful magic.”

      “It does,” he said. “And like we talked about, some types of magic are dangerous, and others are not. This one in particular is not. And it is.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “It’s dangerous to me, and it’s useful for you.”

      He tapped on his nose. “Excellent. That is exactly right.”

      Waleith stepped back, and then he positioned himself so that he could stand with his blade held outward, his other hand held behind him.

      “I’m going to act as if I am fighting you with magic. I’d like you to learn how to detect that and how to overpower it when you encounter it.”

      “But the blade should just cut through magic, right?”

      “The blade will separate much magic,” he said, “but it will not cut through all kinds. You will need to be in control of it.”

      I nodded, wishing that I better understood just what Waleith was hoping I would do.

      He took a step away and then waited for me.

      “So I’m just supposed to disarm you?” I asked.

      “You are to get to me,” he said, and this time, he did so with a hint of a smile.

      I shrugged. “All right.”

      I moved forward, squeezing my blade briefly as I did, and tried to see if I could pick up on the power I knew to be in it. Then again, given what Waleith had shared with me about the blade and the power that it carried, I also knew that it was tied to me and what I was capable of. That might be even more important than anything else. The blade was bound to the bearer.

      The metal of the blade vibrated. I could feel the magic nearby, even if I wasn’t exactly sure of the source of it, nor was I exactly sure what Waleith was doing to make me aware of it. As the blade continued its vibration, I focused on it and then stepped forward.

      I didn’t move quickly.

      Mostly I didn’t move quickly because I was trying to see if I might pick up on what Waleith was doing. I still didn’t know what his magical device did, other than leave me with a presence, a sense of the power that existed within it.

      But as soon as I got close, I nearly rebounded off Waleith. There was a buffer of energy around him. I couldn’t even see it.

      “A shield?”

      His smile, which had been slight before, began to brighten. “You feel it?”

      “I think that’s what you wanted me to feel,” I said.

      “I think it’s important that you recognize the different weapons. This is more defensive. The more we practice, the more you’re going to gain understanding of how such weapons can be offensive as well. Right now, it is your challenge merely to get through to me.”

      “Why do you need the blade, then?”

      He frowned, glancing down at his blade.

      “I mean, if you have a shield, and if this is really just a test of whether I’m able to get through to you, why do you need it?”

      “In case you succeed.”

      “Do you think I will?”

      His grin faded slightly. “No, but then again, I’ve been wrong before.”

      There was something about the way that he said this that sounded almost haunted, and I suspected he was referring to aspects of what he had been dealing with when it came to the Blades and the compound that had been destroyed, without really referring to them.

      The challenge was clear, then. Get through whatever he was using, and whatever protections he had for himself, and get to him.

      I stepped forward.

      The blade was the key.

      It would concentrate the power that I could harness, and from there, I could push through whatever magical resistance that his device permitted him.

      When I moved slowly, I felt the resistance, which intensified as I drew near. I tried a different approach. Jabbing with the blade, I attempted to simply carve through whatever shield Waleith had made.

      That didn’t work, and what was worse, when I jabbed with my blade, it bounced back, unpleasantly.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Slow didn’t work. Fast didn’t work.

      What other technique could I attempt?

      The blade itself should be the key, shouldn’t it?

      At least, that was the lesson I suspected Waleith was trying to instruct me on, so that I might begin to master this kind of magic.

      Find a crack, maybe.

      It was magic, and my experience with magic had been that I had to find a weakness. It had been that way with pretty much everything that Waleith had tested me on. All magic, according to Waleith, had some area that wasn’t nearly as stout as others.

      The weakness. A crack. A place to exploit with the blade.

      And that was what I needed to find here and now.

      Waleith just watched me. He kept his hand behind him and the other blade held outward.

      What weakness would Waleith have?

      The blade.

      I moved around, coming face-to-face with Waleith and getting closer to the tip of the blade.

      It was a magical resistance, wasn’t it?

      It was a weapon, but it was also a weakness when it came to holding a shield.

      I remembered what Matherin, the fabricator, had claimed about such things. That had to be the key here.

      I brought my blade up and then jabbed quickly.

      Like before, my hand bounced back. It did not bounce nearly as forcefully as the last time, however.

      What if I tried slowly?

      Moving carefully, I gradually brought the blade forward, but each time I did, the shield began to intensify, thickening up a little.

      So that wouldn’t work, either.

      I took a few steps back, and Waleith continued watching me.

      “Have you figured it out yet?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “But I’m remembering what you said.”

      “That is good. And what, if I may ask, are you remembering?”

      “You mentioned weaknesses,” I said.

      “Have you been able to find any?”

      “I haven’t circled entirely around you, but I think that it has to be your blade.”

      Once again his gaze drifted down, and he looked at the blade. “An interesting theory, but in this case, you may be wrong.”

      I shrugged and then made my way around him.

      As I did, I tested. I got so close that I worried about bouncing off, or thickening the protection, but I continued to work my way around him, dragging the blade along the boundary of the shield. It was apparently quite smooth. I wasn’t entirely sure if some other part of it might not be smooth if I were to push harder, and with more intensity, but from what I was able to tell, the shield did feel completely intact. No obvious gaps or seams that I could insert the blade into. The only time it had felt different was when I had come at him directly.

      I circled back around and then stood across from Waleith and thought.

      There was amusement in his eyes.

      All of this was supposed to be my opportunity to train, an opportunity to learn about how I might control aspects of my power, to be better with a blade, but right now, I wasn’t using that opportunity. Right now, all I was getting was an opportunity to make Waleith happy with my failings.

      There was one thing that I had not tried.

      Slow thickened it. Fast threw me off it.

      What if I simply came at it with my force?

      A weakness, right?

      Waleith had to hold the protection. He was tall, but he was slight. He was skilled, and I had not ever managed to cut him, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t overpower him if I was given the right opportunity.

      I smiled to myself.

      I took another step back, and Waleith watched me.

      Then I darted forward.

      To his credit, he didn’t even move. He didn’t flinch. He just stood his ground. I supposed that I shouldn’t be terribly surprised by that, but I was. When I neared the shield, I braced for the impact, knowing that there was going to be one. I worried about what would happen to me as I struck it, not at all sure what I would feel, but a pressure slammed into me, similar to hitting solid rock, but then it pushed me away.

      And Waleith was pushed away.

      He stumbled back a step, but I kept moving. He stumbled again and then slammed into the wall behind him. The item that he was carrying fell from his clenched fist.

      I kept moving.

      The protection collapsed. The moment that his hand hit the wall and released the item, I caught up to him and drove the blade toward him.

      He reacted quickly, about as quickly as I had expected, and shifted his own blade, holding it upright, and caught my own.

      I took a step back and simply watched him. I wasn’t sure how he was going to react, but I was a little concerned that he would be angry with what I had done.

      “And what is the lesson?” Waleith asked.

      “I’m not sure. That my size can overpower you?” I smirked a little. “Actually, I think that in this case, I was anticipating a weakness in you and your ability to hold the weapon.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I felt the shield react to pressure, but you were at the center of it. If I was able to unsettle you, I might be able to disrupt you, and the shield.”

      Waleith nodded. “Very good. That is the lesson.” He leaned down and plucked the item off the ground.

      It appeared to be a spherical item, and he squeezed it in his hand for a moment before he turned to me.

      “If somebody is carrying something of magic on them, you can use that force against them. Sometimes it’s the blade. If you can overpower the blade and the protections that they have within it, you will be able to overpower their hold on it. If it’s a shield like this, then you can do the same thing, and often much more easily. At least, you could do it much more easily than someone like me.”

      “So you wanted me to do this?”

      He was rubbing at his hand. “Oh, I thought that it was going to be necessary, but I wasn’t sure if you would recognize that.” He turned, holding his hand behind him again. “You have an advantage that others do not. Your size gives you an advantage. Take that advantage, and use it.”

      “I haven’t always felt like my size was useful.”

      It was more than that, though I wasn’t going to admit that to Waleith. I didn’t want to reveal my own issues with using my size to my advantage, partly because I didn’t want to admit that I had feared he was going to try to use me simply as a bulky bodyguard.

      “Shouldn’t you, though? I take advantage of my quickness.” He shrugged. “Another man would take advantage of his lack of height, which I can assure you has provided benefits at times. A large man like yourself needs to take advantage of whatever he has, be it strength, leverage, or perhaps the element of surprise, as people do not expect you to have the mind that you do.”

      It was an interesting compliment, and it was one that actually surprised me. Waleith had not been particularly complimentary as he had been working with me, but this one was nice, I had to admit.

      “We are going to try this again, as I do think you can do it more easily. You don’t need to be quite so violent.”

      “I don’t?”

      “Oh, not quite like that. Your size helps, but violence can also pose a challenge. What I’d like instead is for you to focus on simply hitting once and waiting. You can see the reaction, and once you do that, then you can decide what more you need to do.”

      I nodded.

      Then I backed away, bracing, and readied myself for the next strike.

      It was a lesson, but surprisingly, it wasn’t a lesson that I had thought Waleith was going to give me. But it was still a lesson that I couldn’t help but feel I had needed to learn.

      He had brought me here to the city because of what I could offer the Queen. Not just my size, though. That brought a smile to my face. It was about my ability and my size.

      If I could master both, maybe I could truly be formidable. Maybe I could truly be useful.
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      The training continued much like this. Waleith guided me around the city, hoping that I would learn to find my own way, and I worked with him on different ways of mastering my connection to the magical resistance I possessed, along with hand-to-hand fighting skills. I did manage to improve my fighting technique in that time. It actually didn’t take that long, as Waleith proved to be a capable instructor on how to best wield a knife. Not only that, but he proved to be a willing instructor on magical techniques.

      At one point, when we were working on the palace grounds, where he often liked to train, I paused. Prince Dorian was watching us and looking, or at least trying to look, as casual as possible. I didn’t care for his seeming interest in me and what I was doing here, but then again, there was nothing I could say about it.

      “How often do you really think I’m going to face somebody with magical abilities?” I asked.

      “You are a Blade,” Waleith said.

      “And so far, you’ve made it clear that my responsibilities in the city mostly include just making sure that anybody who has any magic is dealt with. I’ll investigate—and work with Investigators—as I remove dangerous magics.”

      “You do,” he agreed. “But you also carry a different purpose, and it is one that is essential for you to fully understand. There will be some who have dangerous magic, who you will need to disarm.”

      He shrugged, holding his blade up again, this time prepared with a very different type of magic. He had something that carved through my resistance. I still hadn’t been able to figure out what it was, nor had I been able to identify how to disable it, but I had begun to recognize various aspects of the attack that might be useful to counter.

      “Your skill is tied to all of that,” Waleith said.

      I didn’t want to argue with him, but I also didn’t know how I felt about this. I was growing a bit frustrated by my lack of progress in handling the magical aspect of a fight. The hand-to-hand side was one thing, and apparently, I was decent, though I wasn’t shocked by that. I could fight with a sword, and I was big enough to grapple if it came down to that.

      “Don’t worry, as we will ensure that you are fully prepared before you ever have the need to do anything like that.”

      And so it went.

      It was late in the afternoon when we came across an apparently abandoned home near a dingier and quieter section of the city. Waleith had guided me there, giving me an opportunity to focus on what I could feel, though I had not come up with the answer on my own.

      “You called it an electrical sensation,” Waleith said. “Like a storm.”

      I nodded. “That’s the way it feels,” I said.

      “Are you feeling anything of that now?”

      I stood before the home. The daylight had started to fade, though it had been a cloudy day, and there had not been all that much daylight to begin with. It had seemed as if it would rain, an ongoing threat, or promise, of something different. Occasionally, there actually had been lightning in the sky, which matched my sensation of magic at times, though I had not been able to tell which direction the storm might be coming from.

      “It is here,” I said. “Although I’m not sure what I’m feeling.”

      “But you are feeling something?”

      I nodded again.

      “Very good. Focus on that, and keep focusing on it, and use that sensation to determine if something here can guide you.”

      I just nodded.

      And so I did as he instructed, continuing to focus, but I did not feel anything else.

      We stepped toward the house, and I continued to feel for something significant, but didn’t uncover anything.

      “We should go inside, then,” Waleith suggested.

      “The last time we went inside, there was nothing more than the memory.”

      “Does it feel the same?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      I wasn’t sure how it felt, but it did not feel the same as that last place, the memory of power.

      I was still waiting on Waleith to use his magical resistance, in order to study what he did and how he did it, but I had not seen anything from him.

      As I had the last time, I circled the building. Poking my way around, I noticed a section of overgrown ground. Weeds had amassed over it, and the ground itself was damp, almost unpleasantly so. My boots sank into the earth.

      I took a step back toward the building.

      As soon as I did, I began to pick up on some other aspect that I had not noticed before. That aspect suggested resistance, some magic that I could and, for that matter, should have been aware of.

      I jerked back. I immediately reached for the blade, though that still wasn’t instinctive for me. Waleith had made it clear that I needed to be better about reacting and using the blade, so I really had to focus on drawing it whenever I thought there might be danger.

      Waleith was around the front, leaving me at the rear of the house.

      I moved forward.

      And then I was stuck.

      Something grabbed at my ankles. I thought it was the spongy ground, but it felt as if some vine had come alive and swirled around my boots. I looked but didn’t see anything.

      Instinct demanded that I call out to Waleith, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. In fact, I actually thought that it was probably a bad idea to call to Waleith, as I didn’t know what he would even do if he were alerted.

      Instead, I crouched down and clutched at the blade, and I tried to carve through the invisible bindings that were sweeping their way around my ankles.

      I wasn’t released.

      That was odd. I didn’t know what was around me, but it did feel magical.

      I pulled.

      If nothing else, I could use my strength to my advantage, I figured. But even as I attempted to do so, my legs remained bound, trapped on the ground. I pulled as hard as I could, thinking that I might yank my foot free.

      There was a shout from the street.

      I couldn’t stay here if Waleith needed me.

      Irritation bubbled up inside me. I was failing at some test, and I hated that.

      Waleith was giving me an opportunity, and I was squandering it.

      I wanted anything but that.

      I focused and then yanked, pulling my foot free.

      It had taken far more force than I had expected, but I managed to get one leg free and then kicked down to withdraw my other.

      The blade had not been at all helpful in getting me free, but sheer strength had.

      Well, Waleith had said that I had that advantage, so why not?

      I jogged around to the front side of the building, but there was no sign of Waleith.

      I lingered.

      But I noticed a pale green light inside the home that I had been circling. The faint storm energy remained. Whatever I had detected of magic was still here. And unfortunately, it remained somewhat close behind.

      Then again, when I had been in the backyard, I hadn’t picked up on any sort of storm energy there.

      “Waleith?” I hissed.

      There was no response.

      I approached the door. It was slightly ajar.

      As I nudged it with my foot, there was an explosion of energy.

      Had I stepped through the door…

      I had no idea what would have happened had I stepped through it, but I was aware of the power here, and of how it might have thundered at me.

      Maybe my natural resistance would have been able to handle it, but it hadn’t needed to. Instead, the magic had washed away from me, practically around me, harmlessly.

      I let out a soft, frustrated sigh.

      Then I pushed forward with the blade.

      There was no telling what was on the other side of the door.

      This was different from other places that we had visited. The strange, creeping magical vines that had attempted to grab my ankles were different. Even the spongy ground was different. The explosion inside the building was different.

      I stepped in.

      And once I did, I saw a shadowy form.

      He was of average height, average build, and he had a gray cloak covering his shoulders, with the hood pulled over his head. I could see nothing.

      It wasn’t Waleith, though.

      This was someone else.

      And worse, I felt magic from him.

      It was the source of the electrical energy that I’d been picking up on. That was clear to me.

      “You should not be here,” a strange, accented voice said.

      “I get the sense that you shouldn’t be here either,” I said. “But then again, I also get the sense that you don’t much care. Want to tell me who you are?”

      I needed time. Time to get Waleith to come back. Time to figure out what was here. Time to assess the danger.

      I didn’t have it.

      The man turned toward me.

      He held out his hands, both clenched.

      Unlike when I faced Waleith, he didn’t have any obvious weapon.

      And that, I suspected, was a problem.

      It meant that he had magical weapons.

      “You are a Blade but not a Blade,” the man said.

      I shrugged. “Maybe I am,” I admitted. “Or maybe I’m someone else.”

      “An Investigator?” He said the word with some disdain.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      He snorted. “And here it has been quiet. Operations have been quiet. But you…” He took a step toward me.

      As soon as he did, I felt the rising energy around him beginning to crackle, as if it was going to press against me.

      Whatever he was holding, it had a unique form of power, and I realized that I had to be cautious here.

      “I don’t think you want to come any closer,” I said.

      “An untrained Blade,” he said, flicking his gaze down to my blade. “Is that what it has come to?” He smiled. “But then, it would, wouldn’t it? Given that we have stripped the protections of this place.”

      The compound. I suspected that was what he meant, but what sorts of protections had there been here?

      I didn’t have a chance to ask that question, and I didn’t even have an opportunity to think much more about it, as I needed to deal with this threat before⁠—

      He moved.

      There was a fluidity to him, and something almost familiar to it.

      As soon as he started to move, however, I began to feel the rising current of energy flowing through me. There was something unpleasant about the energy, and I reacted, holding on to my sensation of it. The power surged inside me. It crackled, even.

      And I braced.

      Had I not been attuned to my own connection, I might not have been able to figure out what it was.

      But I was. And I did.

      He moved toward me, and there was a strange sort of intensity to his movements that I needed to be careful with.

      He reached me, and thankfully, my blade carved through some aspect of his magic, shielding me from whatever he was going to do.

      He slipped forward.

      I spun around, driving the blade toward him.

      He tried to get past me.

      But this was something that I could handle. This was something that my size and my bulk permitted me to defend against.

      I positioned myself so that I could block him from slipping out.

      He looked at me. I couldn’t see his eyes through the cloak, but I could feel energy from him. It was unpleasant. Whatever magic he was holding was dangerous.

      Potentially deadly, I knew.

      The blade was going to be my protection, but I was going to have to figure out some way to hold it that would allow me to defend myself. I had all the lessons that Waleith had given me, but at this point, I wasn’t sure if those lessons were going to be enough.

      Waleith’s teachings were one thing, but this was facing somebody with dangerous magic on my own. I thought about what Waleith had said about watching, doing, and then teaching. In this case, I didn’t know if I had watched enough. I’d certainly had enough opportunity to try to take on magic, but taking on somebody who was using magic actively and trying to harm me…

      That was something else entirely.

      Instinct took over.

      Jabbing forward, I tried to bring the blade near him.

      He slipped past it. He tried to move around me, but I followed him. I used instinct, nothing more than that. It wasn’t Waleith’s training. It wasn’t even the army’s training. It was simply honed instinct.

      But it was more than just that. It was an awareness of the power that I had. Waleith had helped me understand that power, and he had helped me find a way to master some aspect of it, but in this case, I needed true mastery, and I simply didn’t have it. There was no question about how much danger I was in, as I was fully aware that it was considerable, given the intensity of attack that was coming at me now.

      He twisted, and I twisted. I drove the blade forward. He blocked it. A burst of wind caught me, attempting to draw me back, but I jabbed forward. One after another, he attacked; then I attacked. He used magic; I deflected.

      We fought in something akin to a dance.

      The battle continued back and forth.

      In my mind, it took an eternity, though I knew that wasn’t the case. This was quick. This was violent. This was deadly.

      And if I failed, I would truly fail.

      I could count on one hand the number of times I had been in a life-or-death fight. When I had been in the army, I had always been in some danger, of course, but I had rarely fought in a situation where my life was in true danger. The service implied a measure of threat. It implied a sense of the unknown, and the possibility that I would have to sacrifice everything for the Queen.

      I had never truly felt that until this moment.

      A surge of vibrational power began to crackle inside me. His power was building.

      I braced, and I brought the blade up, which somehow disrupted whatever he was doing. The energy sputtered, faltering briefly. It wasn’t for long, but it was enough for me to get my bearings again, and to deflect what he was doing—trying to do—to me.

      I kicked.

      Considering that I had been using the blade almost exclusively, and managing to deflect most of his magic, my foot strike surprised him.

      I caught him in his knee. He buckled, dropping briefly, and I darted forward, but then there was another explosion of energy.

      I wasn’t prepared for this one.

      And it was different from some of the others. This explosion of energy tossed me back, throwing me nearly off my feet.

      I braced, turning, and felt another explosion follow, and then another. Each one was potent. They were filled with a strange sort of energy that reminded me of what Waleith had me training on, only as that magic washed over me, my insides burned.

      I gasped, driving forward with the blade.

      It struck the man in his flank. He cried out, and then he staggered back. There was one more explosion.

      I was tossed backward. Everything inside me burned.

      And then I looked up.

      He was gone.

      Slowly I staggered to my feet. I looked around the room. My insides still trembled with his power, the pain working its way through me.

      The magic, however, was no longer here.

      He had been a part of it, but he hadn’t been the only part of it.

      “What happened?”

      I turned to see Waleith. He was at the door, and he stood there for a moment, regarding me. He had his own blade in hand, and then something else. A weapon? I couldn’t tell.

      “I thought you were inside,” I said, and then I hurriedly explained what I had experienced.

      He flicked his gaze to the back wall when I described the attack on the other side of the building.

      “How did you break free of it?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think I just got mad and kicked. I heard a shout.”

      “There was someone else here,” Waleith said. “I didn’t see them.”

      “So you went after them?”

      “Should I not have?”

      I shook my head. “That wasn’t what I was saying.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. “No. I realize that it was not.” He took a deep, frustrated breath. “Regardless, this is worrisome.”

      “Why?”

      I had my own thoughts as to why it was worrisome, but I was curious as to what Waleith’s reason might be.

      “I’ve been trying to make sense of why I have been chasing down seemingly dangerous magic but nothing of any real significance.” He traced his way around the room, pausing periodically, first at a table, then at a bookshelf, and finally at a trunk, but not bothering to open it. “None of it has been of much significance. It all gives off a sense of power, but it is not real power.” He shook his head. “Much like the memory that we found. And that is troubling.”

      “Because it’s a distraction.”

      He nodded. “Seems that way.”

      “So what is it?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. And I can’t help but question if it is somehow all connected.”

      “Connected to what?”

      He looked over at me. “Connected to what brought us together.”
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      After the strange attack, Waleith’s approach was quite a bit different. He had more intensity to him, and to his training. We practiced for an hour in the morning, at midday, and then in the evening, working on fighting, hand-to-hand combat, and overwhelming different types of magic. I couldn’t shake the feeling that regardless of what he was teaching, real-world experience was what I needed.

      If nothing else, the experience with the cloaked man had proven one thing to me. There was a significant danger to the kind of work I was doing.

      Waleith kept investigating, visiting place after place, testing for various threats, but even as he and I patrolled through the city, neither of us came across anything of much use.

      I could sense Waleith’s growing frustration.

      “This should not be so difficult,” he muttered at one point.

      “I thought we were Blades. We deal only with difficulties.”

      He frowned at me briefly. “Perhaps. And in this case, maybe you are right. I’m wondering if perhaps it would be better if we found a way to investigate more thoroughly.”

      I had thought that we were, but then, there were aspects of what Waleith had me doing that I still didn’t understand.

      “I’m happy to do whatever you want,” I said. “Something has been on my mind, though.”

      We were near the docks. The water lapped at the shore, and Waleith was staring at ships moving in and out of the harbor. It was a slow, graceful dance. Some of the ships were larger, some smaller, some broader, some sleeker. All of them moved with a fluidity. It reminded me of my time in the army, strangely enough, as we would often travel on navy ships, pulling me into contact with members of the other branch of the military.

      At the time, I had assumed that there were only two branches of the military: the army for land, the navy for sea. Now I wondered if the Queen actually had a third branch that I had not known about.

      What if she had magical soldiers?

      The Blades handled one aspect of magical defense, but it seemed to me that the Queen would have those who were equipped to fight using magic.

      “What is it?” Waleith asked.

      “How often do you find your life in danger?”

      He frowned as he turned to me. “That’s your question?”

      I shrugged. “I guess that I didn’t think much of it when I first started working with you. I was mostly glad to have a purpose, but after that fight, I’m painfully aware of what might happen if I fail.”

      “You could die,” Waleith said simply.

      “I could have,” I said. “And it hurt, the pain he inflicted on me, though I have no idea what kind of magic that was.”

      Waleith hadn’t much of an answer, either. He had been trying to come up with some explanation, but if there was one thing Waleith couldn’t do all that well, it was explaining different types of magic. It was something to be experienced, according to him, not something that he could explain.

      “Did you fear for yourself, or did you fear for something else?” Waleith asked.

      I frowned. “I guess I don’t know.”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose.”

      “If you fear for yourself, you will do whatever you can to ensure that you survive. If you fear for someone else, or many others, you will do whatever it takes for them to survive.”

      “You’re talking about sacrifice,” I said.

      “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe I’m just talking about perspective. I don’t have the answer, at least not for what you will choose, nor do I have an answer as to what you need to choose. You will have to find that answer for yourself. If you choose to serve for you, there may be a limit to how far and how strong you can be. If you choose to serve for another reason, one that some might even call a higher reason, then…” He shrugged and looked out at the water. “That was a lesson that you would’ve learned had you been given the opportunity.”

      “Is that how you choose a Blade?”

      “It was once a part of it,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. “But now I don’t know.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you lost. I don’t know who you lost.”

      “No,” he agreed. “I suppose you do not. Much like it is difficult for you to understand what it all means. It’s my responsibility to help you understand.” He shook his head. “But perhaps we will not be restrained by the same limitations. Perhaps you can succeed where others did not, simply because of your unique perspective.”

      I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if he truly believed that or if he was just saying what he thought I should hear.

      “Regardless, we should get back to the heart of this,” Waleith said.

      “Actually, you haven’t answered the question.”

      “The answer is obvious. It depends upon what your goal is, of course.”

      I wasn’t quite sure how to answer that or, really, if there was an answer to be had. The comment made me think about whether I was willing to make any sort of sacrifice. When I had been serving in the army, there had been a part of me that had thought that was a possibility, but in reality, it wasn’t much of a realistic possibility. But I was left wondering if perhaps I had been in more danger than I had ever really known.

      “And if I’m not willing to make that sacrifice?”

      Waleith regarded me for a long, silent moment.

      “Only you can decide, and there is only one answer.”

      “Only one?”

      “For you. And to be honest, it may change over time. The sacrifices you’re willing to make now may not be what you are willing to make later.”

      That actually made a certain sort of sense.

      “Why do you keep looking out into the harbor?”

      “Something is unusual,” he said. “I’m having a hard time placing what it is, or why it’s bothering me.”

      “Something magical?”

      “Nothing so obvious as that. At least, I don’t think anything so obvious as that.”

      I tried to determine if there was anything in the harbor that would make any sense of his apprehension, but I wasn’t able to come up with anything. Not only that, but I tried to detect any magic myself, but unfortunately, I could not.

      “How should we go about testing for other threats?” I asked.

      “We will continue our investigation,” Waleith replied.

      “And if we don’t find anything?”

      He pressed his lips into a tight line as he continued staring. “It has been my experience that once we start to see activity, it rarely changes.”

      “Which means…”

      “Which means that once we start seeing significant magical activity, and the probability of an attack, we will need to pursue it until it reveals itself in full to us.”

      “What do we do in the meantime, then?”

      “We continue to work.”

      “So I need to train.”

      “I would argue that you will need to train continually until you and I both feel that you have reached the point where you can handle any threat that befalls this city. Only then can we release you as a Blade.”

      “Do you think it’s going to happen?”

      “Is that your way of asking if I think you have the potential to truly serve as a Blade?”

      “I suppose,” I said.

      “As I’ve told you, this is a nontraditional pathway. I am helping you find your own way on it, and I do not know what that’s going to look like for you or for me. All I can say is that you have proven yourself capable, but whether you will continue to be capable is another matter.”

      I suspected that was his way of saying that he didn’t know whether I would be able to handle myself in a fight if it came down to that. I had gotten lucky once. And there were aspects of training that I would normally need when working as a Blade, aspects that I had not had the opportunity to learn. Without having that opportunity, I was going to have to find what I needed on my own. Would there be enough on this nontraditional pathway to uncover what I needed?

      Or was I always going to feel as if I was scrambling?

      Waleith was watching me, but he didn’t say anything. Then again, he didn’t need to say anything. I understood the look in his eyes.

      “I would advocate that you take this opportunity to uncover what you can in the city. You have wandered the city with me, but now perhaps it’s time for you to get lost in it. Find your way through; find your way out. See if you can uncover anything.”

      “And if I do?”

      “You should avoid any danger, but identify it, decide if it’s going to be a significant challenge for us, and then return to me. We will investigate it together.”

      We went our separate ways.

      I had to fight my way through the crowd. One of the benefits of my size was that I was able to navigate easily, squeeze through the crowd, and when I couldn’t squeeze, all I had to do was step forward. A few angry glances came my way, but mostly people moved away from me.

      I ducked into various alleys to move from street to street. It was a bit of a maze. Eventually, I ended up in a crowded and vibrant marketplace filled with the sound of shoppers and merchants shouting. There were different smells here as well. Spices, fish, baked goods, even ale, all of them mixing together. There were textiles, ceramics, and other items that must have come off ships, from all over the world. The colors were dazzling.

      The market wasn’t very large, so I slipped through quickly. By the time I was on the other side, I found myself next to a large, low building built of stone that was more weathered than the stone in other parts of the city. I felt something indistinct, but I had an inkling it was tied to what Waleith wanted me to detect.

      A strange feeling lingered here like an undercurrent. It was almost certainly magic, but I didn’t know what kind, and I didn’t know if I had any real control over it to determine anything more. I turned, studying everything around me.

      Though the city itself was crowded, especially this part of the city, with people of different cultures and accents and languages all around me, movement seemed to shift away from one part of the city in particular. Almost as if people were aware of the magic. Or maybe they weren’t aware of it, and they simply moved away from it because they felt something that left them uncomfortable.

      Rather than ignoring that feeling, and rather than avoiding it, I headed toward it. It was foolish. Maybe this whole thing was foolish, my whole belief in it, but I couldn’t help but feel my instincts were right.

      And perhaps more than anything, this was the test that Waleith wanted. He wanted to know if I would go toward what I was picking up on.

      A section of the street had cleared along the harbor, and there were no signs of ships, sailors, or merchants.

      It was odd.

      But even more odd was the strange reflection. It was a faint glimmering that caught my eye, some sunlight that glittered just along the dock.

      I saw a small pyramidal item, and it was the source of what I had been feeling.

      I was running toward it before I even knew what I was doing.

      Waleith had warned me I wasn’t to do anything dangerous on my own, but I found myself sprinting toward it, bounding out onto the dock, listening to the sound of the waves lapping against the posts holding up the dock, and the crying of seagulls overhead. All of it carried to me. All of it seemed to be a message, and a warning.

      Then I reached the item.

      I felt the same crackling energy of a coming storm that I had come to identify as magic. I lifted the object, and that sensation again rose inside me, mixing with a panicky trepidation.

      Fear set my heart to trembling. I looked around, searching for any sign of Waleith, but didn’t know where he was.

      And worse, I was certain this thing was about ready to explode.
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      I squeezed the device.

      Having seen what I had with Waleith, and with what I knew of the last device that felt similar to this, I was concerned about what might happen with this one, if it might explode, destroying a section of the city. There were people around me.

      It seemed my holding on to this device had shifted the dynamics in the city, such that people were not nearly as concerned about moving along the shoreline by the docks, or out here on the docks. It was as if people here no longer feared coming this way.

      That was odd, and more than a little concerning.

      If I was to be a Blade, I needed to protect these people.

      Shouting made me look like a madman. It was necessary nonetheless.

      That strange storm sensation continued to build around me.

      Or I had to somehow deactivate this device.

      When I had done so before, it had been an accident. This time, it would be intentional. I didn’t know enough about the technique to counter the magic. Waleith had taught me a few techniques, but nothing that would counter this kind of power. I held the device up against me.

      I could hurl it into the bay.

      If I didn’t throw it far enough, it might explode and destroy some of the ships, even the docks. Worse, it might destroy some of the seawall.

      And then my service to the Queen would end even before it had fully started.

      The trembling within the device began to intensify.

      Watching it against me, I felt something reacting to that vibrating.

      It had to be the part of me that made me a Blade.

      If I were to focus on it, maybe I could use it, but I didn’t have any control over that power.

      “Hold on to it,” a soft voice said from behind me.

      “Waleith?”

      “You shouldn’t have come out here by yourself,” he said.

      “I saw it on the dock.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. The crowd,” I said. “I felt something guiding me this way. I know that sounds ridiculous, but⁠—”

      “It doesn’t sound ridiculous at all,” he said. “In fact, it sounds as if you are starting to get a better sense of your connection, and faster than I expected.”

      I looked over. “It feels like it’s vibrating. If I could only release it⁠—”

      “You don’t have to release anything,” Waleith said.

      “If it explodes…”

      “You have a blade, do you not?”

      I hesitated, and then I realized how ridiculous I had been acting.

      I had a blade. Wasn’t that the whole purpose of the blade, after all?

      And worse, I knew that I should have thought of that sooner.

      I drew my blade but still held the device, focusing on the vibration, on the way that it felt against me.

      All around me, the chaos and activity and energy of the city had started to return. I had to find a way to overpower this device. I had to use my strength, and the blade, to do so.

      And so I pushed.

      Then the tip of the blade began to slowly ease down into the soft metal of the pyramidal object. There were marks on the side that made me think of fabricator marks, but maybe they weren’t. When the blade touched it, for a moment, there was nothing. Then it caused a faint rippling.

      The rippling came through me. A flow of energy washed over me and began to work its way through me, but then the flowing shifted, and it worked its way outward until it flowed into the device and caused it to shimmer for just a moment.

      Then, when the shimmering passed, the object exploded with a brief crack.

      The energy faded.

      I sat there, panting for a long moment. When I finally got to my feet and looked over at Waleith, he was staring out over the water.

      “What would’ve happened had it activated?”

      “Probably nothing more than a burst of energy. It might have caused the seawall to crumble, but…” He glanced at me. “You knew that.”

      “Why here?”

      “That is a much better question.”

      He reached into his pocket and drew out three similar objects, all of them similarly cracked. He set them on the dock around my feet. “I found these in various locations along the shoreline.” He shrugged. “An attack on the harbor, it seems. This one might have been only somewhat functional, but it was also the most obvious one.”

      “So if it was obvious, then they were actually trying to use these other ones?”

      A darkness crossed Waleith’s brow, and I could tell that he wasn’t certain. We had seen something similar with Carolith. It was so similar to the strange power in Lavrun. I couldn’t help but feel this was all part of something larger.

      “This attempt was obvious, which makes it either a distraction or incompetence. Unfortunately, devices like these do appear around the city, though not so many at one time. It’s surprising perpetrators were able to sneak them into the city without the Investigators noticing.”

      “The Investigators and not you? Us, I guess.”

      “There are fewer of us than there are of them. They are usually better able to detect such things, and the protections…”

      “What protections?” I asked.

      “There are some around the city,” Waleith said reluctantly. “Fabricator markings, and potent ones. They… alert us when power comes to the city. Or they are supposed to.” He frowned. “You did well finding this. Why don’t you tell me what you detected?”

      I looked around before turning my attention back to him. “The crowd was moving in a strange way, away from this area,” I said. “So I followed the storm sensation. It brought me here, and…” I shrugged. “Then I found this.”

      Waleith stared at me for a long moment. “You came here alone, and you still need to learn to trust your blade, but you did better than I had expected. Better than someone who has had no training at the compound should be able to do.” He sighed. “Come along.”

      He started down the street.

      And he did so without taking the devices with him. I scooped them off the dock, stuffed them in my pocket, feeling the weight of them. They clanked as I walked.

      He glanced back, a hint of a smile on his face.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I realize that probably wasn’t necessary, and⁠—”

      “Do you think I am disappointed? You must never assume that something has been done the way that you would do it. And in this case, there are even more reasons for you to be cautious. Given the rising danger in the city, I think we must accelerate your training.”

      “Accelerate it how?” I asked.

      “Through practice.”
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      Practice was not what I had expected. Waleith led me out of the city. There was a series of small, rocky hills to the north of the city, and he paused at one of the hillsides, where he found a trunk, from which he pulled a small box and set it on the ground in front of him.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “I had one of my contacts leave something here for us. I figured that this would give us an opportunity to test whether you can focus on your ability, and what it does for you.”

      The box was made of stone with red streaks running through it. That was not the only notable characteristic. There was an energy to it.

      “It has magic,” I said.

      “Very good.” Waleith smiled and crouched down across from it. “And you picked up on that very quickly this time. Maybe it has less to do with your ability to pick up on magic and more to do with the fact that you are no longer questioning whether something should have magic in it. Sometimes it is a matter of getting past that first hurdle.”

      I studied the item, and yet I didn’t see or feel anything changing.

      Maybe Waleith was right. Maybe some of this—maybe all of it—had more to do with the fact that I was trying to analyze the strangeness and what it meant for me, as I was struggling to understand magic.

      I crouched down as well, looking at the item, and felt the power within it.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “It is little more than a concealment item,” Waleith said. “And most people don’t have any need for such things, but there are some who have certain things they want to keep safe from those who might have ways of scrying.”

      I frowned, and then I reached my hand out to run my fingers along the box. I felt a crackling of energy inside me. Something was coursing through me, as if some part of me was reacting to the box, to the magic within it.

      “What does it feel like?” Waleith asked, his voice soft.

      “It feels like lightning,” I said.

      “You have mentioned that before, which is unusual.”

      “It just feels like a storm. Sometimes, however, it feels like pressure. Resistance.”

      “Better that than some alternatives,” he said. “There are some who feel it like nausea, and as you can imagine, it can be quite difficult to deal with waves of nausea when you are trying to serve as a Blade. There are some who feel it as pain. That one is also challenging, because you have to find a way to either ignore the pain or numb yourself to the pain.” He shook his head. “We have lost several promising candidates to that as well.”

      “Maybe the lightning is supposed to be pain, but I don’t feel it that strongly,” I said.

      Waleith shrugged, and then he nodded, mostly to himself. “Perhaps that is all it is. And if that is the case, then it is still impressive.”

      “What does it feel like when you detect the magic?”

      “Not like that,” he said. “I have been working with such things for a long time, and at this point, it no longer feels like much of anything. I am simply aware of magic.”

      Would that be what it would be like for me if I continued as a Blade? Eventually, I would get to the point where I was just aware of magic? The idea felt strange.

      “We will focus on the lightning. Or this storm sense.”

      I nodded and held my hand above the box. I started to move from side to side, wondering if the energy in me, that crackling of lightning, would begin to shift, but it never did. It was just there. There were a few varying forms of it, some getting stronger and others weaker, which shifted as I moved my hand around.

      “You feel anything different?”

      “The storm sense, but also pressure.”

      It was invisible pressure, and I wondered if that was part of the magic, or part of the magic’s reaction to me.

      “That is much more common,” Waleith said. “Usually it is described as a force that pushes back your hand. Do you feel anything like that?”

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “Very good. That is a basic aspect of this, and it will become more complicated as you learn to harness the power. What do you think of the magic in this box?”

      “I’ve told you what I feel.”

      “Can you gauge what it is, and what it does?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      “Focus on the lightning again,” he said.

      I did as he asked, and held my hand in place. There was the crackling of energy, but that was it. I moved my hand from side to side and focused. I moved my hand again. The energy shifted.

      “Does it seem dangerous?” Waleith asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What if I were to open the box?”

      “I don’t know. You said that it was some sort of protective device, and it was meant to conceal things inside. I suppose that means that it would try to keep me from opening it easily.”

      “Go on,” he urged.

      I started pulling the box open and realized that once again I was not using the blade. I pulled it out, and as I worked it along the corner of the box, I felt some resistance, but not quite as much as I had when dealing with the pyramid. The resistance suddenly snapped, and I was thrown back. There was a pop, an explosion of wind, a crackle of heat, and then it faded.

      Waleith had backed away and was laughing. He was staring at the box as if he had fully expected that.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” I said.

      “Tell me, do you think that the magic in that box is safe?”

      That was the point he was trying to make here.

      I moved closer to the box, noticing that much of it remained intact. Some of the red streaks had faded, as if some power in them had dissipated.

      “So the energy in the box is reflective of the power it has?”

      “Not exactly, but perhaps this one reacted that way. It doesn’t mean that others will do the same thing.”

      Waleith hurried around and grabbed another item. This was a collection of small stones. He shook them out of a leather pouch, and they tumbled to the ground.

      When they were free of the pouch, the energy coming from them became more obvious. The combined energies left me almost numb. A storm was coursing through me. The energy was fainter than the energy of the box, and not quite as profound. Still, there was some lightning radiating inside me.

      “Well?” Waleith asked.

      “I can still feel it,” I said.

      “Does it feel dangerous?”

      “I didn’t think the last one was going to be that dangerous, but then it nearly blew me up.”

      “You need to understand the different contours of magic, and you need to understand the way that it’s going to react to you, so that you can know whether certain things, and certain types of magic, are dangerous or not. The more you recognize the way your body is reacting to magic, and what that means, the sooner you’re going to understand whether something is safe.”

      I understood where he was going with that.

      “I’m training with magic.”

      “You are training to understand magic. The problem is that we do not have access to the kind of magic that would fully develop your gifts. If we were in another place, someplace like Ardem, it might be possible for you to fully train, to have a better understanding of the power there, but unfortunately, that is not an option for us at this point. Focus on these stones.”

      I pressed my hand down against the stones, and once again I felt the trembling of electricity. Tendrils of energy radiated from within the stones and pushed against me. It seemed the stones themselves were active in a way that I couldn’t fully understand. The stones themselves were trying to take action against me. Only they didn’t feel quite as reactive as the box was.

      “These don’t feel as potent,” I remarked.

      “Good. Now try to use your blade against them.”

      “Against them?” I arched a brow at Waleith, and he moved back again.

      Great. This would be another explosion.

      “Go on,” he said.

      I reached out with my blade and pressed down.

      As before, I felt resistance, but that resistance started to push against the blade, and then gradually it eased. There was a trembling of energy in the stone, and I felt for the storm sensation, bracing for it.

      Unlike before, when it did explode, it did so with only a faint pop.

      I felt the difference. There was a distinction.

      I found Waleith watching me. “What do you think?”

      “I think you are trying to make me feel there should be something more dangerous here.”

      “Oh, there are plenty of dangerous things, but you are right in your assessment. And because you are right, I think we can accelerate some of the training. We will work on feeling different types of magic, how your body reacts to them, and what you can do to counter them. Are you ready to begin?”

      I didn’t like the almost eager grin on his face.
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      The afternoon went slowly.

      Waleith had an endless array of magic items to test me. Each time I felt something different, I learned to recognize the energy. Increasingly I could identify distinct types of power, which allowed me to test for other forms of magic. Waleith seemed pleased with the progress I made.

      Most of the items stored relatively benign magic. At least, that was what it felt like. Some reminded me of the device that would have exploded at the dock, but Waleith made a point of telling me that magic wasn’t necessarily dangerous.

      “I am not trying to get you to fear magic,” he said. “That is not the Queen’s intent at all.”

      “But the Queen has banished all magic in her realm.”

      “In one sense, that would be accurate. Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know. We were always taught in the army that she didn’t want others to have power to challenge her.”

      “That would be an interesting tactic, but no. The Queen does not fear somebody challenging her, though it would be reasonable to worry that someone might usurp her throne using magic.”

      “So if it’s not about that, then what is it about?”

      “There are specific types of magic that are more dangerous. You have seen many different types of benign magic. These are not your target as a Blade.”

      “But if they are all forbidden…”

      “Forbidden, yes, but not your target. There are plenty of others who can handle benign magic.”

      “The Investigators,” I said.

      “They can identify benign magic, while we are looking for more dangerous magic.”

      He indicated a wagon that I hadn’t even seen, parked near a tree, and I realized that it must have been magically concealed, and on the wagon were a vast arrangement of items. Many of them were sculptures, books, stones, geometric shapes, and all of them gave off a sense of magic. Given what Waleith had just said, I assumed my task here was to pick up on dangerous magic. I made my way over the wagon, held my hand up against it, and focused.

      “What do you want to know?” I asked.

      “Whether you can detect the most dangerous item here.”

      “And what’s the prize?”

      “The prize is not exploding,” he said.

      He didn’t laugh. I wished that he would.

      The magical sense I detected here felt like striations of power. I focused on each of them, with some crackling with more energy than others, and I moved my hand from one to the next, leaving me tingling. I moved from sculpture to book to geometric shapes, testing one after another. Some were sharper lightning crackles than others. And given all the practice so far, I had begun to feel for different items, for different ways in which the pressure built against me. There was a small flower-shaped sculpture, and I pointed to it.

      “This one,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure what it is, but something doesn’t feel quite right.”

      “Now I would like you to deactivate it.”

      “I just told you I thought it was the most powerful one.”

      “Do you think you cannot do it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      He waited, and I realized this had to be some sort of test.

      I plucked the flower-shaped object off the wagon and set it down on the ground in front of me. I wondered whether I might be able to exert any additional power through my blade. Waleith had made a point of telling me that I couldn’t use my hands and, more importantly, that the blade would absorb any sort of explosion.

      “Blades, especially potent fabricator-made blades, will deflect much of that power,” he had said. “They will store some of your ability and harness it, and you may even concentrate it. The blade needs to deflect the power, not you.”

      “And if I don’t have one with me?” I had asked.

      “Then you may need to rely on yourself. It is dangerous, though.”

      So as I sat in front of the flower-shaped magical item, I pressed the blade downward, feeling the resistance pushing against me. There was some sort of invisible barrier, and I felt the blade slowly trembling, sliding forward gradually through what felt something like mud.

      Waleith stood near the wagon, safely out of reach. It was as if he was afraid of getting too close. Or maybe he was just testing me again.

      Slowly I forced my way through the resistance. Then the tip of the blade touched the rose.

      The flower shattered. Fragments radiated outward.

      I jerked back.

      I tumbled to the ground and lay there, looking up at the sky, until I realized that Waleith was looking down at me. There was real concern in his eyes.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “That was you doing something that I didn’t think you would be able to do. I should have given you more warning. I did not think you had the necessary strength to overpower that one.” He stared at the broken fragments. “I think we are done for the day.”

      I sat up, rubbing my temple and feeling uneasy. “What was that flower for?”

      “It is a sleeping sickness,” he said.

      “A sleeping sickness? I don’t know what that is.”

      “It is a form of magic that will cause someone to fall into a deep slumber they cannot awaken from. They will waste away. It is a terrible way to go.”

      “That sounds horrifying. Why do you have it?”

      “It was confiscated,” he said.

      “Why didn’t you destroy it?”

      “Another good question,” he said.

      Waleith gathered the items that he had left on the ground, but he left the fragments of the flower behind. I wondered if they were a danger, yet I no longer felt any magic from them. I helped him gather the rest, and we stacked them all on the wagon, then dragged it toward the city.

      “I would like you to take the evening to explore,” Waleith said. “Learn about the city, and lose yourself within it.”

      “What happens if I find something magical?”

      He frowned, as if he hadn’t even considered that possibility. “I remain surprised that you would be able to do so already at this point in your training,” he said, sweeping his gaze around before settling it back on me, “maybe that is more of a risk than I realized. If you find anything, I would prefer you share it with me.”

      “Do I need to investigate anything?”

      “You are to experience. I don’t anticipate that you will have any need to investigate, but you may search.”

      We dragged the wagon back to the city, and then into a warehouse where a tall, thin man nodded and guided it inside. He didn’t say anything to me and barely acknowledged Waleith.

      “I take it that is an Investigator,” I said to Waleith.

      He nodded.

      “Does he have the same potential?”

      “Not quite the same. They rely on fabricator items exclusively. You do not. Remember that.” With that, he headed off into the city.

      I hesitated a moment and then looked along the harbor. I wandered along the street, along the docks, feeling the energy in the air, the growing night, filling me. I had passed some test, I suspected, which meant that I was closer to learning what I needed to as a Blade.

      Even if I still didn’t know what that meant for me.
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      I had to admit that it was a little strange working through this city, especially having the freedom to do pretty much whatever I wanted. I didn’t have somebody looking over my shoulder, and there was a certain sense of independence. I suspected that was exactly what Waleith wanted me to feel, as independence was going to be important for me to do my job. Still, it was an unusual feeling.

      The blade was an unfamiliar weight on my hip.

      Not that I was unaccustomed to carrying a weapon. It was just that this one made me feel all too aware of what I had to do. Given everything that Waleith had been training me in, and how he had been hoping I would continue to master the blade, I was left with the strange heaviness of my new station, which had started to become a burden.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t let myself feel that burden. It was only a burden if I chose it to be. And I didn’t necessarily have to pursue this job, if I chose otherwise. It wasn’t as if Waleith could make me serve the Queen. She could, but I had the feeling she didn’t care all that much about whether I served so much as whether she had the people she wanted to serve as Blades. And I couldn’t be the only person who had the necessary potential to be a Blade. There had to be others, despite the fact that the compound had been destroyed.

      Those were the thoughts that plagued me, and they left me wondering if there might be something else out there for me. But what would that look like? What would I even do? If this didn’t go well, what other options would I have? There would be the challenge of finding employment where I would not end up returning to serving the way that I had served before: becoming the brute.

      That wasn’t what I wanted to be anymore.

      And regardless of everything else, Waleith had not required me to be his brute.

      He wanted me to learn how to fight with the blade, and he wanted me to learn how to wield my internal ability, but I still felt a little strange about all of that.

      And maybe I had to stop feeling that way. Maybe what I needed instead was to accept what I was, and what that meant for me.

      But there was still the concern that I would end up needing to serve indefinitely.

      That was the hard part. I wasn’t even sure how I felt about the idea of serving indefinitely. There was little doubt in my mind that the Queen would extract her service from me, especially the longer I served in this role, and the better training I had. And was that what I wanted?

      The morning was somewhat crisp, the early sun rising up over the buildings in the city and leaving the air hanging with a certain energy to it. It was the kind of atmosphere that I always enjoyed. The streets were nearly as busy as they were at other times of the day, and those who were out had a purpose to their steps, something that I very much appreciated. I watched merchants pushing carts, men carrying baskets, women hurrying to the market, even children, presumably heading off to some apprenticeship or maybe some school. Everybody had a sense of activity about them, hurrying through the streets.

      Except for me.

      And maybe that was what bothered me this morning. I didn’t feel I had a sense of purpose. I was getting closer to a purpose, and the more I worked with Waleith, the more certain I was that I could have a purpose.

      I stopped near the outskirts of the city. Out here, things were more run-down. Some of the houses were closer together, and the buildings were cracked, with the facades having partially crumbled. The paint was faded. Weeds grew up near the buildings, giving them all a sense of disrepair.

      Other parts of the city were like this, but out here reminded me of some places I had visited in the army. Places that had needed men like me. Places where I had felt a purpose.

      That must be why I had been drawn out here now. Maybe I had felt compelled to come out here because this place might help me find a sense of purpose. I was going to need to meet with Waleith soon, and so I turned away to head back into the city.

      I moved through the outer districts, the rows of homes, toward some of the more disreputable shops, though none of them were open at this time of day. I suspected that they were much more active at night. There were small, worn taverns, and I could even imagine them being comfortable, but not the kind that I would have spent much time in. And as I moved through this area, I saw the ground had been rutted by wagon wheels, cobblestones were cracked, and there was just a general sense of disuse.

      Over it all, however, the palace loomed, as if it tried to draw everyone’s attention. I didn’t know how it could not, as the palace was the tallest building in the city, and there was something about the palace that seemed to draw focus. For a moment, I wondered if it was something magical, but then again, I couldn’t feel anything from it, mostly because I wasn’t opening myself to it.

      I allowed myself to wander, and when I saw a trio of figures slipping down the road away from me, I didn’t know whether it was curiosity or just boredom that drew me to them.

      Or maybe it was instinct.

      Hadn’t Waleith asked me about instinct? And I had told him I had not necessarily felt anything powerful, but I was just aware of what I needed to do. In this case, it was just early morning, and somebody, or rather three somebodies, slipping into what looked like an alleyway struck me as a bit unusual.

      I picked my way along the street and tried to look as casual as possible, before realizing that would look as suspicious as anything. Rather, I would need to look as if I had a purpose to my gaze, because that would be far less likely to draw any untoward attention. By the time I reached the alley, I heard voices.

      They were hushed, but they were coming from the end of the alley.

      “Hurry up. We just need to get inside and get this done with.”

      There was something familiar to the voices.

      I froze in place, my mind churning, and memories coming back to me.

      I closed my eyes for a moment.

      And in that moment, I was back in the army. In that moment, I was back on the shores of Vilarth, the small seaside town on the coast of Yowal. I had been rising up the ranks in the army, and I was feeling confident with my position, to the extent that I felt I was going to make a place for myself within the army, make a name for myself. It had been several years since I had been home, and I knew how unusual that was, but it had given me the opportunity to progress quickly. I was more than happy to take any deployment offered to me, especially if it gave me a chance to find my way.

      There had been a small uprising, little more than a skirmish, though nobody could give me a straightforward answer about what had happened or who was responsible for it. The only thing that I knew with any certainty was that there had been an attack, and that the people of the town had suffered for it. We headed into the village, trying to ensure safety and stability, to dispense the Queen’s justice.

      That was something that I was very much in support of.

      Justice.

      I remembered the quiet. It had been a morning much like this, and we had sailed through the night before. It had been simple. Quiet. Our mere presence, or probably the presence of the ship and the threat of more soldiers coming ashore, had cleaned up everything in the village. When we swept through the village, there was no sign of any skirmish other than injured people, some of whom had been battered, bruised, and bloodied.

      But we didn’t see anyone responsible.

      I was moving through the village with three others. They were good soldiers. They followed me as they were supposed to follow me on our patrol.

      Then I heard something.

      A strange, hushed sound that drew my attention. There was something about it that called to me. I wasn’t sure if I was making a mistake in following it, but I allowed myself to go, thinking that was where I needed to be, and if I didn’t go, I would be letting down my men.

      It was at the edge of the city. A small shop, with a strange symbol over the door.

      And there were three men inside it, assaulting a local. Three of my men.

      They weren’t men who served under me, but they were men who had served with me. Men who should have known better than to attack a small store like this. Three men who should have been here to protect the villagers, and instead, they had attacked one, for an unknown reason.

      These were the voices I heard.

      And in the early morning, there was something about them that left me feeling a bit odd.

      I couldn’t place it, nor could I place the marking on the door. It reflected the early sunlight strangely, as if the light were cascading off it in an unpleasant way.

      I stepped inside the door.

      And I saw a scene of chaos.

      They had the local man on the floor.

      The rest of the shop was in disarray. Shelves were strewn about. Some were damaged. Items were shattered, leaving ceramic cracked and broken on the floor. My boots crunched on something as I stepped inside.

      And blood.

      There were splatters of blood all throughout the shop.

      One of the soldiers, a tall, muscular man by the name of Jasar, looked up at me, and he frowned.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

      No concern in his tone, nothing to suggest that he was at all worried about the fact that I had come in here and seen him like this. Nothing to suggest that he felt guilty about what he was doing.

      Nothing to suggest any measure of remorse.

      The only thing that he did was simply look up at me as if trying to gauge what he needed to do.

      “I’d ask you the same,” I said.

      He flicked his gaze to the other two. “This is not your business, Zaren.”

      I looked around, seeing the man on the floor and the destruction. I really didn’t know what to make of it, but the man looked terrified.

      Something in his eyes seemed to warn me, though, as if he wanted to send me away. But I was stubborn. Even then. Or perhaps especially then. And so I stood there.

      “I think we should get back to the ship,” I said.

      “You can go back,” Jasar said. “We will just be a little bit.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      Anger surged inside me, and it was a righteous anger, though I had no idea what was going on here. But I had felt drawn to this place, drawn to stop them.

      “Like I said,” Jasar said, looking over at me, “this is none of your business. Go on back. Complete your patrol. And…”

      The other two surged at me.

      I didn’t know them well. They’d been part of the platoon for the last few months, so I had seen them training, and I knew them by name, and by reputation. Hard men who had been in the army for several deployments. They had trained, and they had claimed they had some experience with other skills.

      But I wasn’t sure what those skills were. Even now, in hindsight, I wasn’t sure.

      They lunged at me. They caught me by the door, and I stumbled back, more surprised than fearful. I hadn’t expected two soldiers to attack me like that.

      By the time I was outside, I had righted myself.

      They approached me, didn’t have any weapons drawn, but looked ready for a fight. Others often thought to prove themselves by taking me on, but I had thought I was past that.

      I let out a heavy sigh. “You don’t want to do this,” I said.

      “He told you to step outside,” Erind said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I heard him. But I don’t really think that I’m going to pay much attention to what he said, especially given the reason he said it. He obviously decided that he was⁠—”

      They lunged at me again.

      I knew that I was a good fighter. It was one thing that I had learned during my time with the army. It wasn’t something that I had entered the army thinking about, but I had gained a measure of hand-to-hand skill, and I was strong, especially then. I had been strong from growing up on a farm, but I had gotten stronger in the army. And these men, however dangerous they might be, and however powerful they might think themselves, were not nearly as strong as me.

      When Erind came rushing at me, I grabbed him, squeezed him tightly, and heard a grunt. I slammed my elbow into the side of his head, and he crumpled.

      The next one, a tall, lanky man by the name of Losel, looked as if he might actually try to barrel into me, which would be a bit ridiculous given that I outweighed him by a considerable amount. He was nearly my height, but not quite. He got close, and I just punched him in the stomach. He doubled over, and I brought my elbow down on the back of his head. Like Erind, he crumpled.

      Two other men that I hadn’t seen came around the outside of the building. Derek was small, compact, and had been on several deployments with me. We’d been friendly and had even gamed together, passing evenings sharing laughs. Those times were necessary for bonding in the army, enough so that I had thought we were friends.

      There was hesitation in his eyes, but then it was gone. He looked as if he was almost eager for this.

      “You’ve made a mistake,” he said.

      They came at me.

      I was ready, and unfortunately, I brought my knee up, shattering Shawn’s nose as he dropped his head for some foolish reason. Only Derek hesitated.

      When the door flew open, and Jasar strutted out holding something under his arm, Derek came at me. I slammed my fist into his chest.

      The attack was over quickly.

      The only one left was Jasar, and he looked at me almost with amusement glittering in his eyes.

      He cocked his head to the side and frowned. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “I have no idea?”

      I didn’t like a threat.

      I had never liked threats, but I particularly didn’t like it coming from him.

      I didn’t like the way that he was watching me, and more than that, I felt there was something here that he was not supposed to be a part of.

      Or maybe I wasn’t supposed to be a part of it.

      That thought lingered in my mind. He lunged at me, and when he struck, he did so with more strength than a man of his size should have. I’d never fought him, but then again, I had never seen him fighting at all. He was a bit of a mystery to me. I was thrown back, but irritation at what had happened inside the shop, and the fact that they had come out here, thinking that they could do whatever they were doing, and that there would be no repercussions gave me strength.

      He lunged at me again, and I felt a strange stirring in me that I didn’t recognize at the time. I just thought that it was my will that propelled me forward. At the time, I had not known I could be a Blade.

      Had I known then what I knew now, I would have understood what he was doing.

      He was wielding an item of power. He was wielding an item of magic.

      And he was using it against me.
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      I blinked, clearing away those thoughts.

      It had been a long time since I even thought about that. The fight had gone quickly. I had managed to deal with Jasar, but I had been pulled off by the others patrolling with me and had been brought up to talk to the captain, who had made a point of telling me that I had overreacted and not at all understood what was going on. Apparently, they had been dealing with some shop owner who had been assaulted, and they had been taking his statement.

      At least, that was what their report said.

      And given that there had been five of them and one of me, I hadn’t had a chance to convince the captain otherwise.

      I let out a sigh.

      In hindsight, I realized what I had felt.

      I remembered what Jasar had done. He had used something magical on me, and there had been considerable power in that use of magic, something that had exploded on me, and had I not been a potential Blade, I wouldn’t have detected it. In fact, had I not been a potential Blade, I might not even have survived.

      Which would explain Jasar’s momentary surprise when he had first struck me. He had expected to overpower me. I had seen that gleaming look in his eyes, the slight hint of hesitation when it had failed. I had seen the fact that he had grown worried when I had driven my fist into the side of his head.

      And then I had been pulled off.

      Five men, battered by my hand.

      Five men involved in something magical, something dangerous, and something that they should not have been a part of.

      Five men who were the reason that I had been expelled from the army.

      And one of them was somebody that I had called a friend, if only for a little while.

      I braced myself.

      I wasn’t afraid of them. Even back then, I hadn’t been afraid of them. I hadn’t worried about being attacked, as I had thought they couldn’t do anything to me. Maybe I should have been a little more cautious, but I’d had no reason to fear five men.

      And had I known they had been carrying magic, my reaction might have been different at the time. Back then, I had feared magic, and I would have feared what they were doing and what that meant for me, and I would have feared the possibility that they would use that magic to harm me, or maybe even destroy me. At the time, I had believed that all magic was dangerous and dark. At the time, I had not known what I was and what I had the potential to be.

      But now?

      My reaction was different. Now I understood I had my own magical resistance, and whether or not I was capable of handling these men, I needed to at least try.

      So I stepped into the alley.

      Maybe I did it because of those memories.

      Or maybe I did it because I knew what they had been involved in before.

      Waleith might be disappointed, partly because I was not yet cleared to operate independently, but I didn’t necessarily care what he would say about that. This was my own issue. This was who I needed to be.

      The voices continued to come from the other end of the alley. They were muffled now.

      They were inside whatever building they had decided to break into.

      Much like that time before.

      I reached the end of the alley.

      Somebody popped out.

      The man wasn’t familiar to me. At least, not at first. He had a strange scar covering one half of his face, which made it look as if he had been burned. His eye was cloudy on that side as well. The other looked at me, and then widened.

      He took a step back.

      And only then, a moment too late, did I realize who this had to be.

      “Derek?”

      He was still as short as he had been before, but now he looked as if he had lived a different life, a more dangerous life.

      I stepped closer, and two other men stepped out of the building. I’d heard, and seen, three people.

      Jasar was one of them. Erind was the other.

      Jasar looked much like he had that day when I had caught him. There was arrogance in his gaze.

      Erind, however, looked at me with a measure of curiosity, and then rage.

      “Well, if you would look at that,” Jasar said, holding a trunk in one hand that Erind held the other end of.

      I had the immediate sense of resistance coming off them, the immediate sense of something unpleasant, and it was building.

      “It’s nice to see you again,” I said. “Although I think this is probably not your store.”

      “What?” Jasar glanced over at Erind, and something passed between them. I couldn’t tell what it was, though it was probably a promise to jump me. I didn’t fear the same repercussions as I would have in the army. And I didn’t fear them. “I don’t think it matters what you say, Joha.”

      “No? I serve the Queen.” I pointed to the pin on my lapel.

      The man snorted. “That little trinket? Probably forged. Maybe even stolen.” He arched a brow. “That’s just what I would expect from you. Always looking for the honor of serving Her Majesty. Only you lost that, didn’t you? Too violent to serve her.”

      “What do you have there?” I asked.

      “We have a trunk full of none of your business,” Jasar said. “And I’m afraid that we will be going to a place called none of your business.”

      Anger surged within me. It was unreasonable, and it was hot, the kind of anger that came from feeling an old wound broken open once again.

      This person was the reason that I had been expelled from the army. This person was responsible for the change in the direction of my days. This person had taken me from what I had known, and…

      Jasar nodded to Erind.

      And quicker than I could have anticipated, Erind came lunging at me.

      He was fast. I didn’t remember him fighting that quickly. By the time he reached me, the trunk had dropped to the ground with a soft thunk. Pressure compacted the air, and I immediately felt something that reminded me of magic strike me potently.

      And then Erind reached me.

      I didn’t even move.

      He tried to punch, and I felt a soft blooming of resistance. Had I not been training with Waleith, I might have been more surprised by it, and I might have been overwhelmed by it. Instead, when I felt his attack, I knew it for what it was. Magic.

      Jasar had been using magic all that time ago. But had Erind and the others?

      “That’s a nice little trick you have there,” I said. I turned, and he tried to punch again.

      He slammed into my shoulder, and I felt the pressure, but there was no pain. He jerked his hand back as if struck.

      There was a strange reverberation on my lapel where the pin for the Queen’s household was. I smiled to myself, thinking about what the fabricator had said. It was protection against magical and physical attacks.

      I had never had an opportunity to use it, as I had not been involved in any physical or magical attacks.

      But if the lapel worked like that, then it was far more useful, and valuable, than almost anything else Waleith had provided me with.

      “What were you saying about this being a forgery?” I asked.

      I gave Erind a shove.

      He staggered back and slammed into Jasar.

      “Why don’t we have a different conversation? I serve the Queen, and I work within the city to investigate things of a questionable nature.” I looked Erind up and down. He obviously had some sort of magical weapon on him, and I had to try to figure out what it was and where he was keeping it. Maybe it was some sort of jewelry. Whatever it was, it was not obvious. “You’re someplace that you’re not supposed to be, and if I’m not mistaken, you are moving items of questionable legality.”

      I flicked my gaze over to Derek, saw his eyes widen, and I knew I was right.

      They were dealing in magic.

      I would deal with this, and then I would report back to Waleith.

      “And I’m afraid that in my new role, I’m not allowed to simply look the other way. In fact, the Queen would be quite disappointed if I were to do so.”

      “Would she, now?” Jasar said. “How do you know that we don’t work for the Queen as well? How do you know that we haven’t always been working for the Queen?”

      “You mean when you got your ass handed to you?”

      He regarded me, his eyes darkening.

      “Or would you like to think about it in a different way? I mean, you can tell yourself whatever you want, but we both know how things went down that day.”

      “You made a mistake that day,” he said.

      “I did,” I agreed. “Or maybe I didn’t.” I flicked my gaze down to the trunk. “What do you have there?”

      Jasar had lowered his end to the ground.

      And almost too late did I realize that he no longer had empty hands.

      He was holding an item in his hands, and he was pointing the tip of it at me. It looked like some strangely shaped pyramid that I would otherwise have thought was some sort of statue, but Waleith had taught me that strange-looking items could be dangerous. This one was obviously dangerous, and I recognized the power within it. I could feel some pressure and a resistance pushing against me.

      The magical resistance. Whatever he had there was incredibly powerful, and it was going to unleash⁠—

      The blast threw me back against the wall.

      I didn’t know if it was the pin that saved me, or some of my own magical resistance, but whatever it was, I still hit my head. I started to turn, but everything swam in my vision. My stomach churned, waves of nausea working through me.

      I knew I needed to ignore the sensation. I knew I needed to keep moving, that I couldn’t let them get away with their activities. Everything that Waleith had been trying to teach me came racing into my mind.

      But I felt another blast.

      “Come on,” somebody said.

      I had no idea who it was, no idea who was talking, only that I felt something.

      “He’s going to get what he deserves,” Jasar said.

      “He’s got a blade,” somebody whispered.

      Derek?

      My blade.

      I pulled it out, and I focused on that part of me that Waleith had been trying to train, that magical side of me, but even as I did, I had no idea if I was summoning anything of much use. The resistance was building, but then so was something else. Something painful.

      It started in my head, and I tried to ignore it, but there was another burst, and something slammed me backward.

      Everything went hazy for a moment. I thought I had lost the blade, but when I squeezed my fist, I felt it still there.

      As my vision cleared, I realized I was seated in the alley, and Jasar, Erind, and Derek were gone. The trunk gone with them.

      I got to my feet.

      They had come here for something dangerous. Something magical.

      And what was worse, I had let my temper get the better of me with them. Again.

      Was that what I was going to be? Was that who I was going to be?

      I had been telling myself that I was someone else. I had been telling myself that I wasn’t the brute.

      I had been telling myself my temper was justified.

      But maybe I had been lying to myself.

      My head pounded, making it difficult for me to focus.

      I hobbled forward to look inside the shop, but it was too dim for me to see anything.

      After pulling the door closed, I leaned on it for a moment, letting myself recuperate, and felt a strange stirring throughout my body.

      I staggered to the end of the alley, looking for signs of Jasar, Erind, and Derek.

      They were gone.

      But they were in the city.

      If nothing else, they were in the city.

      And the next time I saw them, I needed to be ready.
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      Making my way deeper into the city, I felt drawn. After facing Jasar, I wasn’t sure if I should let myself be drawn in or if I should regroup with Waleith. I knew what he would want, and that I probably should make certain I wasn’t harmed, but I wasn’t ready for him to admonish me for going after Jasar on my own.

      I meandered through the city until I reached a small metalsmith shop down a side street, where I had a distinct sense of the magic that was carrying to me, as if I was meant to feel it.

      When I pushed open the door, a distinct crackling storm washed over me. There was no resistance, but this was definitely magical tension.

      “Can I help you?”

      I looked over. I’d washed up after the fight, otherwise I might have been self-conscious. The woman at the end of the shop was petite and beautiful, with bright green eyes. And she was the source of the magic.

      The store felt a bit unusual. Rows of metal shelves contained metal sculptures, pots and pans, and even jewelry, all of which had been made with a level of detail that left me marveling. Some of the jewelry was so incredibly intricate that it seemed impossible to create, though somebody obviously had. I focused, testing the magic here, remembering the way that Waleith had described I should test and probe and push to see if I might uncover anything in particular about the magic, but I could not come up with anything.

      I still felt drawn by it.

      The woman at the end of the shop looked as if she was waiting for me to do something, and perhaps say something. I approached carefully, looking around the shop while feeling that I probably should have fetched Waleith the moment that I had realized she was a source of magic.

      “Is this your place?” I asked, moving deeper into the shop.

      She looked around before her gaze settled on me.

      Despite the magic coming from her—or maybe because of it, I had to admit—she was incredibly striking.

      “Not mine,” she said, chuckling softly. “I only work here. Are you in the market for anything in particular?”

      “I don’t know. I saw your store, and…”

      What was I going to say to her about why I had come in here?

      “If there is anything in particular I might help you find, I am happy to do so.”

      I hurriedly looked around, my gaze finally settling on several tall metal sculptures.

      “These sculptures,” I said.

      I turned, making a motion toward them. And as soon as I did, I realized how ridiculous I sounded, and in fact, how ridiculous I felt.

      She stepped around the counter. She was shorter than me, thin, but muscular, and as she approached, she didn’t have the same magical feeling that I had been picking up on before.

      What if I’d only imagined that?

      I forced myself to relax.

      She watched me as I did, and then she chuckled.

      “For a man your size, you certainly are a little bit uptight. Especially for someone who looks like they just came out of a scrape.”

      “Uptight?”

      She pointed at me. “Shoulders, mostly. Quite a bit of tension there. I can offer you a mug of tea that might help with that, but…” She shrugged. “I’m guessing that something like that at this time of day would knock you out for most of the day.”

      Not only was she physically attractive, but there was something compelling about her that drew me in. I shifted the lapel, making sure my marker remained concealed. I didn’t need her questioning why a servant of the queen was in her shop.

      “I think a mug of tea would might help keep me awake.”

      “Long day?”

      “You have no idea.”

      She held my gaze for a moment, and when she pulled away, I felt some part of my being cry out in despair.

      “You were asking about these sculptures?” she asked while setting up a kettle to brew tea.

      I nodded. “They are quite amazing. The detail is so intricate. I’ve never seen anything quite like these before.”

      One sculpture was of a dragon. Its body was covered with scales, each one carefully made and placed to overlap its neighbors. The level of detail was so high that it almost looked like the dragon could start moving at any second.

      Its wings were spread out wide, with a complex design that made them look surprisingly light and airy. They were angled in a way that made the dragon look like it was soaring through the sky.

      The dragon’s head was at the end of a long, twisting neck. It had sharp horns, and eyes made out of bright green gems. Even though they were just stones, the eyes seemed to be looking right at me. The dragon’s mouth was open, showing off rows of sharp teeth. There was a red jewel set in place as a tongue, which gave off a spooky glow against the bronze.

      The woman traced her hand over it almost carefully. “This one is quite precious to me,” she said. “I took a long time on it.”

      “You made it?”

      “Is that so surprising to you? You don’t think that a woman could make anything quite like this?”

      “That isn’t what I was saying. More that it looks like it was made out of magic.” I watched her out of the corner of my eye as I spoke.

      She offered no visible response, just shrugged slightly. “Just time and patience.”

      “Why metal?”

      “Why anything?” She sized me up. “What kind of work do you do? Are you some sort of soldier? You have that look about you.”

      I suppressed my irritation. “What look is that?”

      “Oh, it’s just the way you carry yourself. It’s that tension. You had it the moment you walked in. And it’s how you hold yourself when you’re standing. So rigid. At attention, I believe they call it,” she said, regarding me for a long moment. “Unless I have it wrong.”

      “I suppose you don’t have it wrong. I’m not a soldier, but I was.”

      What was I if not a soldier once again? A Blade, but I didn’t really know what that meant.

      I was still so new to being a Blade, and so new to what it meant for me, that I wasn’t sure what I would end up doing.

      “Well? Are you interested? In the sculpture, that is,” she said, a hint of amusement lingering in her eyes.

      I looked down at it. “How much?”

      “Well, there’s a saying in my line of work, that if you have to ask, you probably can’t afford it.”

      I looked over, expecting that she was joking, but there was no hint of amusement in her eyes. “Are you serious?”

      “Quite. Do you know what this goes for?” She picked up a small piece of metal and set it down on the counter.

      It was a little disk with carvings along the surface, but as I squinted, I was able to make out that many of the carvings were quite intricate and highly detailed.

      “I guess that I don’t,” I said.

      “Three gold.”

      I blinked. “For that?”

      She chuckled. “That’s the reaction I was expecting. Yes. Three gold for this. And I have about a dozen of them, each of them with slightly different markings, and yet these are not even the most valuable items in the shop.”

      “Why are they worth so much?”

      My suspicion was starting to rise, and I realized I didn’t really know much about this woman and what she did here, and I was finding myself starting to question whether she was involved in something more than I had already realized. Perhaps I needed to be much more careful here. I started to question whether I needed to get Waleith down here.

      “Somebody tied to the Crown purchases them. I don’t make them, so I don’t really know much about them.” She squeezed her hand around the disk, and there was that hint of magic again, a hint of power that bloomed from her, pushing outward with a resistance that began to flow over me. I was all too aware of it, and all too aware of the way that she was using that power. And then it was gone.

      When it faded, I looked over at the disk she was holding, half expecting that some part of it would have changed, or that perhaps power would be emanating from inside it, but I didn’t see anything. That had to be her magic, though.

      Metal items.

      Fabricators.

      I supposed it would make sense that fabricators needed a metalsmith to help.

      “What do you make?”

      “Mostly jewelry,” she said, and she chuckled. “Mostly. Not always, though. Occasionally I get involved in a few other things, and I have to help with sculptures like this,” she said, patting the dragon. “But this is more of a demonstration of skill than anything all that useful.”

      “What do you mean, a demonstration of skill?”

      “Well, in my line of work, and other craft-related work, we have to prove what we are able to do. It’s not always easy, and unfortunately, sometimes we…” She shrugged. “We need to demonstrate skill and then find a way to sell it. That’s how I landed this job. I brought examples of my work. Some of us still have to prove ourselves.”

      I studied the sculpture. “Even after this?” Anyone who could make something with this much detail had to be incredibly gifted.

      “You would be surprised. And to be honest, I don’t really mind proving myself.”

      “You’re good,” I said.

      My fear that there was something dangerous here, some malignant magic, was starting to abate, as I realized that I did not fully understand all the different uses of power throughout the city. That was what Waleith had really wanted me to comprehend.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she said to me.

      “Which question was that?”

      “If there was anything here that you are looking for.”

      “I think I won’t be able to afford anything here.”

      “The life of a soldier,” she said, shaking her head. “Becomes so difficult, doesn’t it?”

      I chuckled. “I guess it does.”

      “Not able to afford much on a soldier’s pay?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Well, I might have something I could offer you. A proof of skill, such as it is,” she said.

      “I don’t know if I can afford anything like that.”

      She shrugged. “Consider it a gift. That way, if you ever find that you have a need for anything like it, you can come to me.”

      “I can come to you?”

      “What? You would rather go to my boss? Well, I suppose that is not at all surprising, because quite a few people prefer to go to him,” she said, shaking her head, “but it’s not necessary.”

      “No. I’d go to you. That is, if I needed anything.”

      She stepped around the counter to grab something and slid it across the counter. It was a triangular item with delicate carvings along the surface, one of them like a swirling flower. The other side had what looked to be a rising sun.

      “Take it,” she said.

      “I can’t take this.”

      “And why not?”

      “Well, because…” I almost said that it looked like something fabricator-made, but I didn’t think that it was. Maybe the technique was similar. And maybe that was the power that had drawn me here. “It looks expensive,” I finally said.

      She regarded the item, and then she offered a hint of a smile. “Well, it’s only really valuable if you value it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s like anything. The only things that are valuable are what we value.”

      “Thank you.”

      She chuckled. “If you need anything else, you know where to find me.”

      When I stepped out into the street and looked around the city, I wondered if that was even true. I had allowed myself to be drawn here by the sense of magic.

      Or so I had thought.

      Maybe it was just her. Maybe I was destined to be drawn to her.

      Whatever it was, I was glad for it.
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      I stood on the road in front of the harbor, looking out over the water, holding the small triangular token that the woman had given me. I didn’t even have her name. That was ridiculous. But I couldn’t stop thinking of her. I couldn’t stop thinking of the metal, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the magic I had felt from her. And yet that wasn’t even the magic I had been thinking most about.

      I shook my head. It was foolish, I knew. That was the kind of thing that I couldn’t get myself caught up in, especially as Waleith had made it clear that I probably wasn’t going to be staying in the city. I was training as a Blade so that I could serve the Queen and leave the city. I couldn’t help but feel this was just a temporary measure, my presence, my existence, here was little more than a brief period of time, before I would have to leave and find my way out in the countryside, serving the Queen in some way.

      “You’re early,” Waleith said, striding up behind me.

      I’d spent some time in the city on my own while Waleith had tracked down his own leads, and I had found a note from him asking to meet this morning. I didn’t know what he’d uncovered, but I suspected that it was tied to the mysterious magical items that we’d been looking into.

      I turned and found him dressed in his usual cloak, the hood pushed back, and his eyes sweeping along the road. He flicked his gaze to the item in my hand, and I casually—or at least, I tried to be casual—stuffed it into my pocket.

      “I figured you would want to get started early,” I said. “And you didn’t tell me when I was supposed to meet you.”

      “Good. Most people have a hard time being prompt. It’s a good thing that you do not.”

      “I did serve in the army,” I said.

      “As you are quick to remind me,” he said. “Today is about learning control. You are going to learn how to harness different aspects of your control, so that you can be more efficient and effective.” He frowned. “Although I may have to accelerate your training. You are learning more rapidly than I expected.”

      Even though he said it as a compliment, I had a strange feeling that he was somehow disappointed.

      “Today I’m going to see what you can feel, and if you can identify strands of power. There are certain types of magic that are dangerous and others that are not.”

      “Like fabricators,” I said.

      He frowned, shaking his head. “This has nothing to do with fabricators.”

      “But the fabricators use a form of magic,” I said.

      I hadn’t been entirely sure about that when I had visited with Matherin, but now that I had seen the woman and her shop, and I had been around that kind of power, I couldn’t help but feel fabricators were using a form of magic, only it was a structured, and perhaps permissible, form of magic that the Queen approved of.

      “Well, yes. They are able to use a variant form, but it is not exactly what you think. And there are different forms of magic. Some are stronger than others. Some have a different purpose than others. Some are even darker than others.”

      “Darker?”

      “Yes. Darker.” His tone had shifted, and there was a hint of worry mixed within it. “Darker. As you will come to learn, there are types of magic that are beneficial, and there are other types that are not. And it is up to us, as Blades, to determine what the useful types are, and how to use them in a way that will benefit the Crown.”

      “I thought all we were doing was detecting and neutralizing dangerous types of magic.”

      “To a certain extent,” he said. “We neutralize when necessary, but that is not always necessary. Nor even is it often necessary.”

      We worked along the water’s edge, and I continued to search for any additional forms of magic that might enlighten me about what Waleith had said. There was a faint crackling of energy, but nothing quite like the storm clouds I had felt when working with him yesterday.

      Eventually, Waleith paused and looked toward me. “What made you think about the fabricators?”

      I wasn’t even sure if he was aware that I had the token from the woman, but he must have seen me holding it when he had come down to the shore, and that would probably raise certain questions, and entail certain expectations.

      “I was thinking about what I felt when I was with you at Matherin’s workshop,” I said. “And I was thinking about the fact that we have these blades.” I patted my side. “The blades are the key.”

      “In one way, that is true. I doubt fabricators would like to admit they are using a form of magic, the same way that you and I probably don’t want to admit that we are using a form of magic. In their minds, all they are doing is adding containment marks.”

      “But it is the same sort of thing, isn’t it? Containment marks are just another way of holding magic.”

      “Others have made the same point, but the fabricators don’t believe that, and that is all that matters.” And that was the end of that topic of conversation. “Now you have a measure of greater control, we are going to continue to test your abilities.”

      We carried on along the water’s edge until we reached the mouth of the harbor. From here, the massive bay stretched out in front of us. I stood on the edge of a busy dock, the feel of rough wood under my boots. The sea looked endless and deep blue. It shone under the last rays of the setting sun.

      Ships moved on the water, bobbing gently with the waves. The tall masts of the ships, with their faded sails, swayed back and forth against the sky. The sound of creaking hulls filled the air, mixing with the hum of the sea and the faint sound of sailors’ voices.

      “Do you feel anything here?” Waleith asked.

      “Should I feel something here?”

      I didn’t feel as I had felt with previous items I had come across.

      For that matter, much of the city had started to feel a little different, though I wasn’t sure why that should be. Maybe it was just that the energy was changing. Or perhaps it was I who was changing.

      “We need to truly harness your connection and what you can feel of power. I think that I should have started with that. Perhaps that should have been the very first lesson that I gave you. So that’s what we’re going to do now.”

      He started off, leaving me looking after him, a question in my eyes.

      The morning went slowly. At first it was a matter of me trying to feel for magic. This was what Waleith wanted me to do, exploring so that I might track aspects of power throughout the city, but I also felt as if I should be doing, or perhaps sensing, something else.

      “You’re keeping something from me,” Waleith said at one point. “And I’m not sure why.”

      “Because it’s nothing that you need to be involved in. An old army colleague is in the city.”

      Waleith eyed me. “You aren’t here to cause trouble.”

      “I’m not the one causing trouble,” I said. “So let’s get back to the task at hand. What are you dragging me around to detect magic for?”

      He looked as if he were trying to decide how much to challenge my previous assertion. “I’m not certain what is going on, Zaren,” Waleith said, turning to face me. “There have been items in the city, but I can’t make a connection between them, nor can I understand why they’ve been placed. There is undoubtedly a reason, but it eludes me. I would like us to work separately to see what we can find.”

      “Are you sure I’m ready for that?”

      He frowned at me. “No. But with so many different oddities lately, I don’t think we have much of a choice. Search, report back, and we will investigate together. Nothing more.”

      It seemed he was concerned about what I might do, but I wasn’t about to go causing trouble, especially since I’d seen what kind of power was possible.

      When we separated, I made my way through the city.

      I reached a large market where the chaos of the city built around me. I wandered, trying to stay open to what I could feel, and had a distinct sensation about everything. Some of it was the activity here, but some of it was simply that I felt an undercurrent of power. I couldn’t trace it, not yet, as it was too indistinct, but I could feel that it was here.

      At one point, I stopped in front of a stand where a man was selling fruit. My stomach rumbled, and I reached for coin before realizing that I didn’t have any. I’d been promised payment but had not yet received any. That was something else that I would have to talk to Waleith about, the practical aspect of the job.

      I moved on, ignoring my rumbling stomach, and focused on what I could feel. There was that steady undercurrent of energy, and that was what I needed to concentrate on.

      At one stand, I noticed a person selling ceramics. The strange resistance I had begun to feel had started to build here, and without realizing it, I had been drawn to this stand. I stepped forward before catching myself.

      People around me shuffled off to the side, pushed away by my size. One woman looked up at me, and another man looked as if he wanted to say something, before biting his tongue. I apologized, and then I stepped back, looking at the ceramic salesman.

      The man was old, thin, and tiny. He had thinning gray hair and olive skin that looked deeply tanned. Heavy wrinkles lined his face.

      What had Waleith said? Find which magic was good, and which was bad.

      This one, I wasn’t exactly sure. I studied his wares, as these pots and jars and vases all obviously had some power to them, but what was it? That was the question, wasn’t it? Waleith had sent me out here to try to understand, and I hadn’t been sure if I would be able to pick up on anything as I searched through the plaza.

      “Come on, big guy,” a thin voice said, drawing me to a stand nearby.

      I looked over. The person was selling shirts.

      “I’ve got sizes that fit even you.”

      I raised my hands. “I’m fine.”

      Waleith had ensured that I was properly dressed. My clothing fit well and was comfortable, and it had a nicer cut than I normally wore.

      “Oh, but so drab,” the merchant said. “I have much that you could benefit from. More colors. More silks. Soft. The kind ladies like.”

      And when he said that, I couldn’t help but think of the woman in the metalsmith shop, even though I knew that there was no point in thinking about her, as I doubted that she was thinking about me.

      “Thank you, but no.” I backed away.

      I was picking up on magic, but I couldn’t identify whether it was dangerous. That was what Waleith wanted me to identify. Moving through the plaza and deeper into the city, I found a row of shops open, with plenty of foot traffic moving along them. Carts moved through the street, and some people carried baskets, apparently shopping. I still felt that undercurrent of magic everywhere.

      That was unusual. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe magic was all around, and that was a lesson Waleith wanted me to learn.

      Distantly I began to feel the slow, drawing resistance calling to me.

      It seemed to be coming from down the street. It reminded me of the sense of magic within the metalsmith shop. Reaching the end of the street, where I felt the drawing of power, I paused, testing for whatever I had picked up on.

      The prickling sense continued to build. It irritated me much more than I had expected, and it began to put my skin on edge. Something about it was calling to me.

      The door came open. A dark-haired woman poked her head out, looking at me for a moment and frowning. “Can I help you with anything?”

      “Sorry. I got lost in thought.”

      “Then move along. We don’t need any ruffians throwing off business.”

      I didn’t like the tone of this person and knew that I shouldn’t say anything, but I couldn’t help myself entirely.

      “What sort of business?”

      “It is none of your business. That is what it is,” she said, huffing briefly.

      I hesitated to see if I could pick up anything from her, or if the sense of magic that I had detected was coming from the shop itself. Or maybe tavern. I didn’t know what it was. But it didn’t seem to be from her.

      “My apologies,” I said.

      “Apologies are not good enough if you are distracting my business. I’ll call the constables, just so you know.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Waleith had warned me about the constables in the city and had said that they could be a bit troublesome, a bit territorial. The fact that I’d had no interaction with them so far should have been one indication of how Waleith felt about them. Had they been important for my job, he would have introduced me to somebody, right?

      Moving on, I felt the woman watching me. I made a mental note of this location to ask Waleith about it, hoping that I could find my way back to this place.

      As I wandered, I came across half a dozen other places. Most of them were like the metalsmith or the ceramic dealer, and they left me with just that faint presence of resistance. Only a couple were like that tavern—or whatever it was. They left me with my skin prickling, almost a painful, tingling sort of sensation.

      But Waleith’s warning lingered in my mind, a warning that told me that he did not want me to get involved, that he did not want me to ask questions, because that was not my purpose. Still, as I moved through the streets, I became increasingly aware of different forms of power around me. They had distinct signatures, and more than that, they called to me in some way. The power drew upon me. It was as if a map was forming in my mind. I had been lost in the city enough times that a map would be useful, and this one, one that I could see as contours of magic, might be even more useful than one of buildings and streets.

      Mapping.

      Perhaps that was what Waleith wanted from me.

      Although I had begun to question whether I would ever know what he really wanted from me. Searching for power, possibly, but how was I to find it?

      I had been wandering, my mind wandering along with me, when I felt a soft tap on my arm.

      I spun.

      And looked down at the woman from the metalsmith shop.
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      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, smiling slightly. “You look like you’re lost in thought, and I hate to bother a man when he is thinking, because it happens so rarely these days, but I just wanted to say hello.”

      I forced a smile.

      There was a small temple ringed by trees and shrubs nearby, with a floral fragrance emanating from it. This part of the city was a little quieter than the others I had walked through, and there wasn’t the same energy. Maybe I had been drawn out here because of that. Or maybe it was because magic was calling to me. There was a faint, troubling resistance, but it wasn’t pushing on me in a way that felt dangerous, and it wasn’t prickling at my skin as it had before.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I was just thinking, as you said.”

      “Obviously,” she said. “Anything that I can help you find?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She chuckled. “Well, I have to assume you haven’t been in the city very long.” She watched me for a moment before plunging onward, leaving me questioning whether she had been following me. “You have the look of a man who doesn’t know his way around the city. When you came into the shop, you mentioned that you were just looking.” She shrugged. “Not too many people come in the shop just looking. Not that one.” She shrugged again. “But if I’m wrong, then my apologies.”

      “No,” I said. “You aren’t wrong. I haven’t been here that long.”

      “Figured. Soldier, like you said.”

      “Once,” I said.

      “Then what are you now?”

      There was a softness in her gaze that I couldn’t quite read.

      “I’m still trying to figure that out,” I said.

      She chuckled. “Well, I like that about you as well.”

      “Which part?”

      “The part that is looking for answers. First you were thinking, and like I said, that’s pretty rare, and now you’re going about and looking to get answers? Well, if I didn’t find you intriguing before, I certainly do now.” She laughed. “You need someone to show you around the city? Especially someone who has been around it a little longer than you.”

      I was supposed to wander on my own, and I was supposed to feel for different types of magic, but maybe there was something to be said about having a local guide me. And more than that, I wanted to spend some time with her. Waleith might be upset by that, but the city had been isolating. And having a friendly face, somebody who obviously didn’t judge me the same way that so many others did, was appealing.

      “I would love that.”

      “Well, we can start here,” she began. “This is the temple of the Sacred Souls, though I suspect you know that.” She chuckled. “Quite a few people like to come here. It’s one of the oldest temples around—at least, that’s what the priests like to tell us. You know, I don’t know if the priests are trying to blow smoke up our asses or if they are telling us the truth. It’s just that the temple itself is… well, the temple is what it is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look at it. It’s old. And if it’s so sacred, why haven’t we seen any miracles from it? I mean, really. If the gods really cared about us, then they should come out and prove it.”

      I stared at her and found myself laughing.

      “What?”

      “I’ve never seen anybody challenging the gods like you are.”

      “I’m not challenging the gods, just challenging their interest and willingness to be a part of… well, anything. They haven’t revealed themselves, and they haven’t tried to do anything to show what they can do, if they can do anything at all.” She shrugged. “I mean, I get it. The gods are all-powerful,” she said, her tone a little mocking. “But if they were all-powerful, then they should not be at all offended by somebody speaking a little bit disparagingly about them.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” I said.

      “It is. They don’t have anything to worry about from somebody like me. I mean, I’m just one person. I certainly don’t have any way to challenge them, but… I’m supposed to honor them. But I’m not even sure how I’m supposed to honor them. They have their own opinion of it, and yet I’ve never been able to figure out just what I’m supposed to do to make the gods happy.” She shook her head.

      I stared at her, mouth agape.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “We just met. Well, maybe we didn’t just meet, but we’ve recently met, and I tend to be a little bit…”

      “Willing to speak your mind?” I said.

      “That,” she said. “That sounds better than what some people like to say.”

      “And what do some people like to say?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said.

      She stared at the temple for a moment, saying nothing.

      “I just realized I don’t even know your name,” I said.

      “Oh. That’s true. I am Dara Suliv.”

      “Zaren Joha,” I said.

      She stuck her hand out and waited for me to take it, so I shook it.

      She offered a broad grin. “Well, Zaren, why don’t we look at some other things besides the temple? I mean, the temple is lovely and all, but unless you intend to go inside and worship, and you don’t really strike me as the spiritual kind, then there are much better places to visit in the city.”

      “I don’t strike you as a spiritual kind of person?”

      “The people who come to the temple have a different look about them, and most of them know exactly what this place is before they get to it. They’re the believers. They come here, and they line up at dawn and dusk, and they pray to the Sacred Souls.” She shrugged. “And I’m not saying that’s good or bad, and I’m not trying to judge. I’m just saying that is what it is. And you don’t really strike me as somebody like that.” She shrugged again. “Anyway. If I have offended you, I am sorry.”

      I shook my head, thinking of Waleith’s reaction when we had first come to the city. He had the look of a believer. “I’m not the most devout, so you didn’t offend me.”

      “I’ll try harder, then.”

      We hadn’t walked very long before we stopped in front of a large walled space.

      Dara lowered her voice as she spoke this time. “The Queen’s garden,” she said. “It’s quite impressive, but you have to go at night. If any of her people find you in there, they…” She looked around and then leaned close. “They don’t really like it.”

      “They don’t? What would they do?”

      “Well, it’s technically the Queen’s property, and so as you can imagine, the Queen doesn’t take very kindly to people breaking in and visiting. They really don’t like it if you take the flowers.”

      “You’ve taken some of the Queen’s flowers?”

      “I’m not saying I did,” she said, and she frowned at me. “You aren’t with the constables, are you?”

      “I am not.”

      “I didn’t think so. You don’t really have that feeling to you.”

      “Now the constables have a feeling?”

      “Everybody has a feeling, Zaren. But yours doesn’t strike me as the constable type.”

      “Most people think I am.”

      “Because you’re big?” I nodded. “You are not defined by your size.”

      I found myself enjoying everything about Dara more and more.

      “Anyway,” she went on. “The garden. It’s lovely, and I’ll be honest, I’ve never had an opportunity to see it, but I would love a chance to. You don’t happen to know the Queen, do you?”

      For a moment, I debated whether to say anything, because I didn’t want to lie to Dara, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure how to respond to a question like that, especially from somebody that I had just met.

      She started laughing. “What am I saying? You’re brand-new to the city. Of course you don’t know the Queen. Anyway. I don’t want to get you into trouble, so why don’t we just avoid the garden? It is lovely, if you ever have an opportunity to visit it.”

      I took a deep breath, taking in the fragrance of the flowers. I couldn’t see them. They were on the other side of the stacked stone wall, but there was something about them that filled me with a strange feeling.

      “It smells like home,” I said softly.

      “Where is home that you have flowers like that?”

      “On a farm,” I said. “And far from here.”

      She nodded, and then she frowned. “This isn’t my home, either.”

      “Where is home for you?”

      “When I was younger, we traveled quite a bit. I didn’t have a traditional sort of home. I suppose in a way the road became my home. That’s why I get comfortable in almost every place I go.”

      As I stood there, I noticed something else. It was a strange tension from the flowers, or from the garden. A resistance began to build. It was a sense that struck me as profound.

      There was magic in the garden.

      “Come on,” she said. “Unless you intend to jump the wall, and if you want to do that, I can tell you the better times of day to do it. Though it won’t be tonight.”

      “Why not tonight?”

      “Because I have to work tonight, and if you are planning to jump the wall, I’m going to want to come with you.” She strode off, leaving me struggling to keep up.

      We made our way around the city. We started on the outskirts and gradually wandered deeper into the city. I tried to keep track of the different currents of magic I felt, the crackling of storm energy at certain times, a little pressure at others, but most of it felt benign. That was probably what Waleith wanted me to learn, anyway.

      There were other places, however, where the magic left my skin prickling and me on edge. I counted about a dozen such places. At one point, I found Dara looking back at me, waiting, and a question lingered in her eyes, but it was a question I didn’t have an answer to.

      “You keep stopping,” Dara said. “Is there a reason?”

      “I just want to look at some of these places,” I said. “I feel as if some of them are familiar to me.”

      “Every city has places that are familiar. It’s because of the shops, or the restaurants, or the temples, or maybe even the people. It’s almost like a part of us has once been there.”

      “A part of us?”

      “Oh, here I go again,” Dara said. “I’m going to get myself into trouble, admitting that I have some strange, superstitious beliefs, which I probably shouldn’t have.” She chuckled. “Anyway, there are parts of us that have been places. Or at least, maybe we’ve been there in a past life.”

      “And here you made it sound like you didn’t follow the Sacred Souls,” I said.

      “Oh, would you stop?” she said.

      “I just thought you weren’t all that bothered about⁠—”

      She gave me a slight punch on the shoulder. “That’s what you deserve. Anyway. I appreciate the opportunity to take you around the city, because it gave me a chance to stretch my legs, and you’re almost like a child with how you reacted to some of the places,” she said, laughing a little, “so I’ve enjoyed that as well. But I need to get to work.”

      “I probably need to get to work, too,” I sighed.

      “And you haven’t even shared with me what you do.”

      “I haven’t?”

      “No. You haven’t. And I get it. Maybe it’s some sort of secret. Maybe you’re some foreign asset who has come to infiltrate the city, or…” She started to laugh. “Or maybe not. Somebody your height would have a hard time blending in. And you don’t really speak with an accent.”

      “I’m not a foreign asset,” I said.

      “Anyway. It was a nice afternoon.” She smiled at me.

      She had started to head away when I cleared my throat. “Dara?”

      “Yes, Zaren?”

      “Would you like to get dinner some evening?”

      “It took you long enough,” she said. “And yes. I would love it. I work the next two nights, so how about in three nights? You can find me… Well, just find me at the shop.”

      “That sounds great.”

      She stepped over and squeezed my arm before slipping away and down the street.

      It had been a good day. A good afternoon. And I hadn’t had an afternoon like that in a long time. Long enough that I had forgotten what it felt like to spend an afternoon with somebody who wasn’t judging me for my size or what I looked like. It had been a good afternoon, but I had been distracted. Maybe that was good. Now it was time to meet Waleith and talk about what I had found, and the different textures, the map of magic, that I had come across.

      I hadn’t gone very far before I felt something different. This was sharper, almost unpleasant. I hadn’t felt this sensation very often on my tour with Dara.

      Surprisingly, it was familiar.

      I paused at an intersection of several large streets funneling people along them. Shops lined the roadways, and the people that crowded the streets pushed around me, many of them giving space to me, but most people just moved around, seemingly oblivious to the strangeness I picked up on.

      Power, but why?

      I looked around. Not only was I picking up on it, but I was picking up on a movement of it. That had not happened in the time that I had been wandering through the streets.

      It wasn’t Dara, was it?

      I had not noticed anything when I had been traveling with her, though. Not the way that I had felt when I had first gone into the metalsmith shop. And that reassured me that it wasn’t her.

      But why was it familiar?

      Then I saw a flash of dark hair. I had felt this before. I had seen this before.

      I crept forward, wanting to make sure, but I should have known what I would find, especially given what we had found near the harbor. Waleith had thought that someone had been selling items of power, moving them into the city, and that he could trust his contact.

      But if he could trust Carolith, then why was she in the city now?
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      I lost Carolith in the city.

      That was dangerous, especially given what she was capable of. I tried to use my connection to the part of me that made me a Blade, but I did not feel any source of power that would identify where she had gone.

      Not at first.

      But the longer I stood in place, feeling a little ridiculous, the more I began to detect. A faint stirring in the east. I began to push my way through the crowd. I felt as if I were swimming through people as I did, but I had to keep moving. I detected the strange pressure all around me. It was the same strange pressure I’d been feeling when walking the city with Dara, the pressure that told me there was something out there, though I wasn’t sure about the source of it. The map of power lingered in my mind, however.

      And the power was building.

      Not just building, I realized. The power had been placed around the city.

      If this was Carolith or magic like hers, then there was only a danger to the city.

      We’d seen dangerous items in the city, but what was she doing here? Could she be the reason that I’d detected something in the first place?

      I began to move more rapidly, forcing my way through. I needed Waleith, but I didn’t know how to find him, and I also didn’t know if it was safe to just leave this power behind.

      The prickling sensation, like that of a coming storm, began to shift, so I followed it.

      The city swallowed me as I moved.

      All around me was the sense of power, but through all of it, I did not know how to uncover more about what had happened here. I was certain that something had, though.

      Then it stopped.

      I turned a corner and practically crashed into a pair of men dressed like soldiers.

      Not soldiers. Even though one of them was reaching for his sword.

      I backed away, holding out my hand, trying to feel for that woman, but not detecting anything.

      “What are you doing bowling your way through the streets?” The man who asked the question was shorter than me by about two feet, wide, with a bald head. He had beady eyes and a soft chin. He was muscular, however. He looked like so many commanding officers that I’d had over the years, so many men who wanted to be stronger than they were but used their station rather than any physical strength.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was just⁠—”

      The other man poked me in the chest with his finger. I looked down, surprised.

      “He’s asking you a question, not asking for an apology,” the man said.

      I frowned at them both. “Did I offend you in some way?”

      “A man your size needs to be more careful.”

      Both started getting closer to me, but I didn’t move. I was getting frustrated, however. I’d had such a nice day with Dara, so their sweeping up on me, trying to push on me like this, left me irritated.

      “Are you just going to stand there and watch us?”

      I took a deep breath. “I thought I was going to stand here and watch you, because the two of you obviously don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, don’t we? Do you know who you’re talking to?”

      “Do you know who you’re talking to?”

      Goading them was probably a mistake, and I could easily imagine what Waleith would say if he knew that I was pushing my station, such as it was, but I couldn’t help it. It felt like the right strategy, especially given the fact that these men were trying to bully me.

      And just like that, I had a much better understanding as to why Waleith didn’t care for constables.

      “All right, I think it’s time you came with us.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      The shorter man reached for his sword. “You aren’t going to like it much.”

      I’d been told to keep a low profile. And here I was, drawing attention to myself, and by extension, to Waleith. I wondered how he would feel about that.

      And I needed to get to Waleith to tell him that I’d seen Carolith.

      The two men pushed closer to me.

      I held my hands up. “I’m not here to fight.”

      “You wouldn’t want to do that.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      The other constable, the one who wasn’t the short, stout, bald man and had a long, narrow face, at least paused at that. He surveyed me for the first time, sweeping his gaze up and down as if he was trying to decide whether he wanted to challenge me.

      Pulling myself up to my full height, I made a point of standing as tall and solid as possible. I didn’t want to fight, but I was not going to back down, either. I was a Blade.

      Finally, I brought my hand up, eliciting a sharp reaction from the shorter man, who immediately unsheathed his sword, but I took a step back, butting up against the building that I hadn’t realized was there, as I pulled on my lapel, and the pin that was there.

      I was reminded of what Waleith had told me. It was the sigil for the Queen’s household, but it was more than that. It was a measure of protection against physical and magical attacks.

      I had no way of knowing what sort of physical attacks it would defend against, but I had a hard time thinking that it would protect me against somebody wielding a sword against me.

      “Do you recognize this?” I asked, motioning to the pin. “I serve the Queen.”

      The other man frowned. He scratched at his cheek. “Looks to be legit, Reg,” he said.

      “Plenty of forgeries,” Reg said.

      “This one doesn’t look to be a forgery,” his companion said.

      “Like I said,” Reg began, “we’ve seen plenty of forgeries. Even ones that look like they are legitimate.”

      “You think it a forgery? I can go to the palace with you to prove it is not, if you’d like.”

      It was doubtful that would even work. I was too new to the city to even be recognized at the palace. But I hoped that Reg didn’t know that.

      “How about we do this?” Reg said, a tight smile curling his lips. “Seeing as how you want us to believe that you serve the Crown, and how I’m not going to be the person who’s going to interrupt Her Majesty, you come down to the station with us.”

      The other man stiffened slightly. I watched them, trying to gauge the reason. And it occurred to me. If he was accusing me of carrying a forgery, this could end badly for them. He didn’t think that was likely, or even possible. And if he brought me to the station, there were others who could help him with a man my size.

      It was the kind of gamble I understood.

      I didn’t need to be wasting my time here, but I also didn’t need to antagonize the constables.

      “Lead on, Reg,” I said.

      “You don’t know where it is? And you serve the Crown?”

      “I just got to the city.”

      “And you want me to believe that you serve the Crown?” Reg started to laugh, as if he had caught me in some grand lie.

      “I can take you to the palace,” I said. “But I’m afraid I don’t know how to find the station.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure that you know exactly where you’re going.” He looked around, and then he chuckled.

      They gave me a shove from behind. I stiffened, and my hand went to my blade.

      The station was a long old building that occupied almost an entire block. I had a distinct sense of energy from it, which reminded me of the storm-like power in the city, but this one was muted, as if it was trying to prevent me from detecting it. I didn’t know if that was accidental or intentional.

      They led me into the station, where there was a frenzy of activity. My gaze swept around, taking in dozens of other constables, all dressed the same as this pair, along with rows of desks, and shouts that carried over everything. It was chaos.

      Through it all was someone I recognized.

      “Harent?”

      Jaqarl Harent had sailed with me on one of my deployments. He was a navy man, but we had gotten along well enough. He was a large man, though not quite as large as me, with a face that had been grizzled when I had last seen him, and now it looked even more grizzled. He had a scar above one eye that had healed poorly, and his graying hair suited him. He was dressed in the crisp uniform of the constables, though he didn’t have a sword sheathed at his side as the man who had brought me in did.

      He looked over. “Well, Sacred Souls. What are you doing here, Zaren?” He glanced at the two men. “What are you doing with him?”

      “You know the Captain?” Reg asked.

      “Told you this was a bad idea,” the other man said.
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      Harent looked at me with a glimmer of curiosity in his eyes, but it was mixed with something else. A lingering question.

      “Let him go, Ferand,” he said, nodding to Reg.

      At least I had the man’s full name now. Reg Ferand. If I stayed in the city, that kind of information might be useful.

      Reg stepped away from me.

      I clapped Harent on the arm and grinned.

      He snorted. “Didn’t expect to see you again, and certainly not in the city.”

      “Didn’t really expect to be in the city, but it is what it is.”

      “It is what it is,” he said.

      “Have any place that we can talk?” I asked.

      Harent frowned, sweeping his gaze around, before he nodded. “Probably need to, especially given what you’ve been through now, and the fact that you’re obviously serving the Queen.” His gaze had immediately gone to the pin on my lapel, which was now visible.

      Harent guided me through the station, past several other desks, down a small hallway in the back, and to the farthest doorway, where he paused.

      “What are you doing here, Joha?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      He pushed open the door, and I looked inside to see piles of paper, books, and other assorted items.

      “Never took you for the messy type,” I commented.

      “It’s not a mess. It’s organization.”

      He motioned for me to take a seat in front of a desk piled with papers and books, and I did. He looked across the desk at me when he took a seat, and he clasped his hands together, watching me.

      “Tell me,” Harent said.

      “I’m not sure I’m supposed to tell you.”

      Harent grunted, and then he shook his head. “So a Blade, is it?”

      I frowned. “You know?”

      “Of course I know,” Harent said, and he shifted the papers around, stacking them up, which was a little amusing, because it didn’t seem there was any real organization to them, but he seemed to have placed them in such a way that he was satisfied. “It’s my job to know these things.”

      “I suppose if it’s your job, then I’m not going to make it harder than it needs to be. I was brought to the city by Waleith Fant as a potential Blade.”

      “You wouldn’t have the necessary training.”

      I furrowed my brow. “True. I understand there was a training compound, but there was some sort of accident. Or maybe not an accident. I think he’s still trying to unpack that.”

      “And you don’t look all that ‘potential.’” He nodded to the pin on my lapel. “The Queen doesn’t just give those out.”

      “Well, still learning,” I said.

      “So you’re the reason I’m getting reports in the city of some large man intimidating people.”

      “I wasn’t trying to intimidate anyone.”

      He arched a brow at me.

      “I wasn’t.” This time, I spoke with more forcefulness than I probably needed. But I was not going to have somebody talking about me intimidating people. “I was just trying to explore the city.”

      “I could take you around if you need a guide.”

      It was a genuine offer. And I knew better than to accept it, but I was thankful for it.

      I smiled at the thought of Dara, and her offer. “There’s somebody else acting as my tour guide.”

      He arched a brow again but didn’t pry.

      “Anything we need to be concerned about?” he asked.

      “What sorts of things are your constables able to handle?”

      He regarded me for a long moment. “Probably not the kinds of things that Blades are able to handle. But you know that.”

      I shrugged. “Unless you have fabricator tools that I don’t know about.”

      “That’s not what we do here.” He sat up. “But if there’s anything I can do to help, just say.”

      “You would help the Blades?”

      “Regardless of what Waleith claims, we serve the same purpose. We want peace in the city. We want to make sure that the Queen is secure. And if that means working together, then we work together.” He regarded me for a moment. “If I remember anything about you, Joha, it’s that you will figure it out. You have that stubborn streak in you.”

      “You think that’s what I’m going to need?”

      “In a city like this, stubbornness gets you a long way. Anyway, with you in the city, maybe the issues between the Blades and the constables can be resolved.”

      “I don’t know how long I’m going to be here. This is probably a temporary assignment as I find my feet.”

      “A shame,” Harent said. “I would love having somebody here to talk to. And trust.”

      “Well, it’s been a few years. You don’t even know if you can trust me anymore.”

      “No,” he said. “I still know what kind of man you are.”

      “And what kind is that?”

      “The kind who serves the Crown. And maybe old Fant will decide he wants to leave you in the city a little longer.”

      “I guess we’ll have to see,” I said.

      “If I hear anything, I can send word. Palace?”

      “What?”

      “Are you staying at the palace?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “Do some of the Blades actually stay there?”

      “Can’t say that I actually know, but I always assumed that was the case.” He paused for a moment, and when he got a curious look in his eyes, I knew what was going to come next. “I’ve heard some stories about you, Joha.”

      There it was. I had wondered if he had. Harent was pretty well connected within the navy, and given the connections between the army and the navy, and how much overlap there was between the branches of the military, I wasn’t terribly surprised that he had heard something. Word had a way of getting around the military.

      “What have you heard?”

      “A story about a hulking man who took on five smaller guys. Left them bloodied. They were sent out of the barracks, and some reports say they won’t be able to serve again.”

      I resisted the urge to say anything, especially considering what I’d seen in the city already. They were here.

      And could Harent be working with them?

      I didn’t like that my initial instinct was not to trust, but Waleith had warned me against trusting anyone—and about the constables.

      “Any of that true?” he pressed.

      “Basic facts,” I said. “I did beat up five. But it wasn’t because I was trying to steal from them, or whatever the stories say.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Came across something odd,” I said. “They were attacking a local. A job they were doing on the side, I suspect.” I shrugged. “You know how it can be. I came across them on patrol. Saw something I didn’t like, so I stepped in.”

      “Do you know what they were doing?”

      Magic, I didn’t say. “Never learned.”

      “So you just left?” Harent asked.

      “Didn’t have much choice in the matter. Was told that I was being discharged.”

      “Is that why you ended up in Lavrun?” He looked over, and I nodded. “I thought your family had a farm.”

      “They do. Well, we did. By the time I got out, my parents had passed. The farm… well, when nobody cares for a thing, after a while it gets taken over. It wasn’t worth fighting for.”

      “That wasn’t worth fighting for, but whatever happened to those boys was?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Always figured you for a lifer.”

      “That had been my plan,” I said.

      “Must’ve been hard,” he said after a moment, and his voice trailed off then, which told me all I needed to know about Harent and his experience in leaving the navy.

      “It was. And I’m sure it was hard for you.”

      “There comes a time when a man just has to move on,” he said, “when he has to embrace change, even if it isn’t the kind of change he envisioned for himself.” He shrugged. “This gave me an opportunity to do something more than I had been doing, and it gave me a chance to stay serving the way that I had been trained to.”

      “Do you mind what you’re doing?”

      He watched me for a long moment, his gaze speaking of questions that he wanted to ask. Maybe he wanted to know why I had done what I had, and whether I would do it again, but the answers were complicated. But then again, they were simple as well. I had seen something that required me to intervene.

      “It’s good work. I’m useful. That’s all an old navy man like me can hope for.”

      I smiled tightly. Feeling useful. That was something that I understood.

      “Well, if I see you around, don’t be a stranger,” Harent said. “And don’t let Waleith get in your head about the relations between Blades and the constabulary. You know what you know, and you shouldn’t let somebody else influence that.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “And now I have to get back to work. Too many damn ships coming into the harbor, and I’ve been chasing down registrations, ports of departure, and…” He shook his head. “Things that you probably don’t much care about.”

      “Probably not. But at least it keeps you close to the water.”

      “I’d rather be on the water,” he muttered.

      “Say, if your men have time, would you mind checking on some shop break-ins?”

      He watched me, saying nothing at first. “Already calling in favors?”

      “Not a favor. Just came across something early in my time in the city. Not sure what to make of it, but it might be good for you to have your people look into it.”

      He glanced at his desk a moment. “I’ll have a look. See if there’s any meat. And if it needs a Blade…”

      “Send word.”

      He sniffed. “You might need to be careful, Joha. Don’t want to get caught working with us constables.”

      I laughed. “If we work together for the Crown, what does it matter?”

      Harent looked as if he wanted to say something but didn’t.

      I said my goodbyes, then stepped out of his office. As I headed out of the station, passing a glaring Reg, I realized that I had almost forgotten why I had been caught by the constables in the first place. The moment that I stepped outside, I began to feel the tension of magical energy that I had been picking up on before.

      I needed to get to Waleith and tell him what I had uncovered, and that I could swear that I had seen Carolith. I wasn’t sure what he would do, if anything, though I suspected that he would be upset that she had come to the city. He had made an agreement with her, hadn’t he?

      And as I headed into the city, I couldn’t shake the strange magical map that I felt. And through it, I wondered if I might be able to uncover something more, the source, and learn about what was going on here.
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      I had been searching through the city and had not come up with any different sense of energy. I knew there had to be something else here. By the time I met up with Waleith late in the day, I was troubled.

      He stepped away from a building, arms crossed as he stared away with an emptiness.

      “How was your day?” he asked.

      “Troubling,” I admitted.

      “Troubling? I figured you would take the opportunity to explore, get acquainted with the city.”

      “Well, I got acquainted with the constabulary.”

      Waleith groaned.

      “I know the Captain,” I said.

      He cocked his head to the side, frowning at me. “You know Jaqarl Harent?”

      “We served together. At least for a time.”

      “And?”

      “He’s a good man.”

      “He may be a good man, but he’s rigid and difficult to work with.”

      I shrugged. “I suspect he feels the same way about you. Well, maybe about all Blades. How many other Blades are in the city?”

      “In this part of the city?” Waleith looked around. “None.”

      “Why not?”

      “There is no need for many of us. And it is difficult to find adequate talent. There is another on the other side of the harbor, and she serves a different way.”

      “A different way?”

      “The other side is different,” he said, as if choosing his words carefully. “That is all I can say about it. But you were telling me about something else.”

      I nodded. “I was following your instructions, creating a map of the city magic, benign and otherwise,” I went on, noticing the slight arch to his brow as I spoke, “when I thought I saw Carolith⁠—”

      “What was that?”

      “I should have told you that first. I thought I saw her. I started to follow⁠—”

      “You should not have followed her, even if you did see her.”

      Waleith frowned, turning in place and studying the city. “She wouldn’t have come here,” he muttered, mostly to himself.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “I expected you to pick up on different types of magic in the city, as that was the challenge that I had set for you. I was hopeful that you would be able to identify different sources of power, even if you were not able to figure out whether all of them were benign or not. But for you to pick up on Carolith’s presence here, or that of one of her people, suggests…”

      “What does it suggest?”

      “I think that we need to have a quieter conversation.”

      Waleith motioned for me to follow, and we worked our way through the city until he stopped in a place that was now familiar to me. We were outside the Queen’s garden. The fragrance of flowers filled the air, but I noticed something else now that I was here. When I had been here with Dara, there had been a hint of energy in the air, but at the time, I had thought that it was tied to Dara herself and not at all to any sort of magic possibly threatening me. Now that I was here, now that I could feel this, I detected a power that was almost overwhelming.

      Waleith looked over at me. “Do you feel it here?”

      “I do,” I said. “I came by here earlier today.”

      He frowned. “You did?”

      “I sort of met somebody. She was guiding me around the city.”

      “You are not here to date, Zaren,” he said.

      “I can work with you and for the Queen, but my life is still my life,” I said.

      He watched me for a moment before heading to the stone gate, which he pressed his blade up against until it popped open. He motioned for me to follow him.

      The garden that greeted me was amazing, filled with rows of flowers of all colors, groomed shrubs, and even neatly shaped trees. I understood why Dara wanted to come here.

      Waleith walked forward after closing the gate and guided me to a small circular space in the heart of the garden.

      He looked around before his gaze settled on me. “Here’s a place we can talk freely,” he said. “There are not many such places within the city, unfortunately. Many places in the city allow somebody with the necessary means or abilities to overhear conversations.”

      “You’re talking about magical eavesdropping?”

      “I wouldn’t quite phrase it that way, but yes. There are plenty of people who come to the city thinking to steal information, to gain influence, or to destabilize the city itself, and they will use whatever means necessary. Even magic.”

      “So that’s what this is about?”

      “I am not certain. It was originally about me trying to investigate what had happened at the compound, which was the reason that I had left the city in the first place. Destroying the compound should not have been possible. We lost so many.” His voice trailed off.

      “How many were there?”

      “Many. Of all ages, but it was the young that I feared for. We have lost so much potential that takes a long time to nurture.”

      “Why?”

      “For a variety of reasons, most of which you will only learn about as you serve. And I pray that you are able to serve, that you are willing to serve, long enough that you find those answers. But until you do, and until you understand them, just know that potential is difficult to nurture.”

      I stared at him. “So I’m important?”

      “I’ve made no attempt to hide that fact from you.”

      “But I’m more important than I realized.”

      “You are quite important. We have a dearth of Blades.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “There is something taking place, and I’m trying to piece it together, but so far it has eluded me. That is why I need you to train quickly, so that we can understand what is happening and prevent it.”

      “But prevent what?”

      “Likely an attack. Are you willing to help?”

      “Of course I will,” I said.

      “Good. Now, I would like to visit the places where you felt power, because if there is something here, then we may already be too late.”
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      We weren’t able to find anything. We spent a considerable amount of time searching through the city, testing for anything that might help us uncover the source of all the power that we had seen, and that I had felt. Considering that we had continually run into challenges and had seen additional evidence of power, there was little doubt in my mind that something significant was taking place.

      Waleith was getting increasingly frustrated. It was an emotion that I understood, because I felt increasingly frustrated as well. Worse, however, was the sense of helplessness. Not knowing what we were dealing with, and whether we would have to deal with anything more significant, made me feel a greater sense of calm than I’d had since coming to the city. I believed that there were ways in which I might be useful, but so far, I had not been.

      Not only that, but my mental map of magic in the city had started to change. I had no idea what that meant. The only thing that I could say with any certainty was that I had felt a hint of magic at one point, and now I no longer did. I couldn’t even be sure that what I had picked up on was real.

      Waleith went his own way for a little while, after telling me to keep trying.

      “Do not engage,” he said. “If you find anything, I don’t want you to get involved. This is more dangerous than you can understand. With what you think you saw,” he went on, looking at me with a sharp expression, “we need to be cautious. Carolith is incredibly dangerous. I warned you about who she is.”

      “Well, not entirely,” I said. “You told me that she is powerful, and that’s about it. I don’t know much about her or what she can do.”

      “There are stories about her family,” he went on. “And that is the reason that they are forbidden from this land. They have an ancient claim to it, but they lost it. Some claim that they are descended from the fae, though I don’t know how much stock to put in that. Regardless, there is little doubt that she and the rest of her family are powerful.”

      “The rest of her family?”

      “Parents, sister, and others. She had a brother, but he was lost when he was young. That was the start of the treaty.”

      I nodded, though I really didn’t know what I was acknowledging.

      Regardless, I couldn’t shake the feeling that what I had seen was tied to all of the magic I’d detected. And I had the feeling that Waleith agreed with me, but he also had his own concerns.

      Until we had a better understanding of what was going on, it didn’t make sense for me to get involved in any of this. Waleith was right. Given what I had seen outside Lavrun, I wasn’t going to be able to withstand anything that we might deal with. It had been too much. It had been too powerful.

      And what was worse, I was getting better at understanding how I might use some of my ability, but I still didn’t have skill with it. Nothing much of note.

      I spent quite a bit of time wandering and following my map of power. At one point, it even led me past Dara’s shop, and I slowed for a moment, testing whether I could sense anything in it, or whether she was even there. She was not. The sense of power that I had felt on my first visit with her wasn’t there, either. It had to be from her, I knew, though I was left without any real answer as to whether she was aware of what kind of power she was wielding. It was possible that she simply did not know, but it was equally possible that she did and was concealing it.

      By the time I had finally settled and had an opportunity to pick up on the flow of power throughout the city, I found myself wandering back toward the palace. It was quiet. It was always quiet, though. In the time I had been in the city, time spent training with Waleith, trying to understand my ability, and learning more about the city itself, I had really not spent that much time at the palace. I might be a Blade, but so far, I hadn’t gained much insight into what that meant.

      When I eventually arrived back at my home, I paused. There was a note on the door.

      Notes almost always came from Waleith.

      This one didn’t.

      I peeled it off, opened the envelope, and noted that the handwriting was abrupt, a little tight and harsh, as if the person who had written the letter had been angry when they had done so.

      When I opened it up, my gaze skimmed across it.

      Its contents surprised me. Harent had already found information?

      I stuck the letter in my pocket, debating whether to enter my home, but it really wasn’t much of a home for me just yet. It might be mine, but I didn’t feel it was mine. It was strange that I still felt it was just a place to sleep in, no different from my apartment in Lavrun. Maybe eventually I would feel a sense of permanence, assuming that I spent much time here.

      When I got to the station, I still wasn’t sure what I was going to find out. I supposed I shouldn’t be terribly surprised that Harent had uncovered something for me, but I had only asked him to look into these strange occurrences a short while ago. It was late enough that I didn’t even know if Harent would be here. But as I reached the street outside and took a look at some of the constables coming and going outside the station, I realized that something wasn’t quite right. There was much more activity here now than there had been when I had come earlier. I didn’t know if that was tied to the fact that they had uncovered something, or the devices that Waleith and I had uncovered, or some other reason. Whatever the source of the activity, it gave a certain edge to the atmosphere.

      Almost a magical edge.

      I looked at the station. I really looked at it this time.

      When I had first come here, I had been with other constables, and there had been a certain sense of strangeness about all of it. Now, however, I found myself looking and appraising and trying to truly see what was here—to truly see what I picked up on. And I definitely did pick up on something. It was unique. I was aware of a pressure against me. Not as much as I was in other parts of the city, but this was low, steady, and distinctly potent magic that I could feel pushing against me, as if some part of the power was barely detectable otherwise. I wondered why it should be so difficult for me to feel. It had to be fabrication, from everything that I had experienced. And what was more, what I was picking up on here did not have a feeling of danger, nor did it have any feeling that would make me think that I needed to be concerned about the source of it. Whatever this was happened to be potent, but it was similar to the kind of potency that I felt as an undercurrent in the city.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      I turned to see the owner of the gruff voice approaching. He was probably about ten years older than me, with close-cropped hair, a square jaw, and a look in his eyes that suggested that he would listen to no argument. A constable through and through.

      I nodded to the station. “Just admiring the architecture.”

      “Admire it somewhere else,” he said.

      “I might,” I said. “But really, I’m here to see your captain.”

      “Why?” The look in his eyes was strange, almost suspicious, but mostly annoyed, I realized.

      “Oh, just because I suspect that he would want to see me.”

      “That right? Captain don’t take many visitors.”

      “I think he will.” I pulled the note out of my pocket and held it out for him.

      He squinted as he leaned forward, but his gaze went straight to the signature at the bottom. It lingered for a long while, as if trying to discern a forgery. I smiled at that, as if someone would forge the Captain’s signature to gain access to him.

      “That’s his mark all right,” the constable said.

      “That’s all the proof you need?”

      The man shrugged. “All the proof I’m going to care about,” he said. “Tell me what it’s about.”

      “Queen’s business,” I said.

      His grunt was mostly annoyed. “The kind of thing that I don’t want to have any dealings with, then. Go on, then. See what he has to say to you. And if he wants to know who sent you to him, don’t tell him about me.”

      “You that worried about what the Captain’s going to say to you?”

      “Not particularly,” he said. “I just don’t want to have to deal with him giving me more work.”

      I made my way into the station. It was busy inside, and as I went in, I hurriedly looked around for anybody that I recognized, not really expecting to recognize anyone, as I anticipated that everybody here was on a different shift from the people that I had visited earlier. Surprisingly, Reg was here. He took one look at me, scowled, and then turned away.

      Maybe he was the kind of person I was going to have difficulty with if I stayed in the city much longer. Then again, I didn’t really anticipate staying in the city too much longer, depending upon what Waleith decided. There was the possibility that he would have me sent somewhere far away from here. And given the current danger to the Blades, that might not be the worst thing in the world. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to deal with the kind of violence that I had encountered. Waleith had spoken to me about what I was willing to do, whether I was willing to make a sacrifice, and truth be told, I still wasn’t sure if I was. How could I make that choice, as how could I know if I was willing to risk myself for the Queen, when I wasn’t sure if the Queen would ever be willing to risk anything on my behalf?

      Then again, she was the Queen. Maybe she wasn’t ever expected to sacrifice.

      I hurried into the station to the captain’s office.

      Once in the hallway, I hesitated a moment. The hall was a place of quiet away from the busy atmosphere of the rest of the station. I leaned in and listened to make sure no one else was inside, then knocked. I didn’t have to wait very long. I didn’t expect to. Harent pulled open the door, looked at me, motioned for me to come inside, and then closed the door behind me. He did so with barely a word, as if he was debating whether to say anything, but he was also busy.

      I took a seat and looked at him for a long moment, arching a brow at him.

      “Glad you came so quickly,” he said. “Wasn’t sure when you would get around to coming by, but it’s good that you swung by as soon as you got word.” He flicked his gaze up at me. “Assuming that is what happened.”

      “That is what happened,” I said, sweeping my gaze around his office. It was even messier than the first time. “Did you find something?”

      “Thought that I would at least try to be a better advocate for the Blades than the constables are known for,” he went on, arching a brow at me briefly, “so I put a couple of my men on your case, not really expecting to find anything. But wouldn’t you know it? I did hear about some break-ins. Only a few here and there, but it is strange.”

      I leaned forward, resting my arms on the chair. It wasn’t a large chair, and I felt I would break it by moving the wrong way. “What did you find?”

      “The kind of thing that makes me question what we’re dealing with here. Why would there be a series of attacks on some of the most run-down shops in the city?”

      “What?”

      “That’s right. Most of them didn’t even bother to contact the constabulary because they didn’t feel the constables would do anything. These incidents are scattered all around the city.”

      I frowned. If I had been in the city longer, maybe I could piece together the reason behind all these break-ins, but as things stood, I was still too new to the city to have a good idea about why that would be the pattern. There had to be something more to it.

      I breathed out. “Let’s just say that these attacks are significant in some way.”

      “They had better be.”

      “Can you think of any pattern to them?”

      “You’re asking me? I’m not a Blade, Joha. And truth be told, these constables barely ever interact with the Blades, so I can’t even imagine that you would want me to look into some of these things.”

      “It’s not about what I want,” I said.

      “Tell me what you know.”

      I debated it, and then I filled him in. On all of it. Not only the strange devices that we had found around the city, but on what happened when I had been expelled from the army. It was time. He had fulfilled a promise to me, so it was only right and fair that I do the same for him.

      “Why didn’t you say that before?”

      “I didn’t figure it mattered,” I said. “And besides, no one really believed me at the time. It was my word against five others. Five others who had a pretty good recommendation from their commanding officer. My own commander trusted me, or at least claimed to, and there’s something to be said about his experience, and about the fact that he had a pretty sterling reputation before all of this.”

      “And you think they are behind what’s happening here?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not so sure that they’re behind it. I think they are involved in it.”

      “So if we get them, bring them down, then what?”

      “I don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “What I’m asking is, will this bring you some sort of peace?”

      I frowned at that.

      Would it? Was that why I was pushing the issue here?

      “I don’t know.”

      Harent watched me for a long moment. “Fair enough. I suppose that we can help each other. That is, if you want to keep helping me, I can keep helping you.”

      “Helping you?” I asked.

      “Let’s just say that I’m going to anticipate you will be in the city for a little while,” he said. “And I imagine you’re going to hear things that I’m not going to hear. Maybe you’ll hear things on the streets when you’re patrolling, but maybe you’ll hear things from higher up. Anything that might be useful to me.”

      Harent didn’t need to continue. I understood what he was getting at.

      He wanted me for information.

      And truth be told, why shouldn’t he?

      We could work together. I could help him as he helped me. Constables and Blades could work together.

      And so I just nodded. “If it helps the city run better, I’m all for it.”

      “Good. Then maybe you can help me figure out what these men are after. Then we can stop all of this.”

      “I can tell you what they’re after,” I said. “Magical devices, I’m guessing. But the real question is why, and what they intend to do with them. At this point, I simply don’t have a good idea. Nor do I know where they would’ve used them.”

      “Maybe they haven’t used them yet,” he said.

      “Maybe. But it makes me wonder what they’re waiting for.”

      Harent started to laugh.

      I frowned at him. “What’s that about?”

      “I’m glad it’s you in that position and not me.”
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      By the time I caught up with Waleith again, I had no better idea about what was going on but was determined to find out.

      He had been frustrated by his inability to get answers, which I understood. Night swallowed us. I wasn’t sure that it was safe to be out at this time of day, but what surprised me was that now that I had wandered the city, feeling the crisscrossing currents of power that coursed through it, I didn’t feel I was wandering quite so blindly as I had before. I detected power, a dangerous sensation, and tried to push against it so that it did not attack.

      That sense lingered, and it made it difficult to ignore.

      “Do you still feel it?” Waleith asked.

      I nodded. It was the only thing I could feel, and it left my skin tingling, practically burning.

      “We should be getting close,” he said.

      We had been stopping and finding several different items, but they had been small, and not quite what I was picking up on. At one point, we had stopped in between a pair of long stone buildings, and from an alleyway, Waleith had returned holding a cube marked with what looked to me like fabricator marks.

      Now we were along the shoreline.

      I moved forward, following what I detected, until we stopped at the water’s edge. The docks here were smaller, catering to the sleeker ships, not the larger transport vessels. Something was drawing on me.

      “Here?” he asked.

      “This is where I feel something,” I said. “But I don’t really know how to describe it. I’m aware of what I am picking up on, but I’m not aware of why I am picking up on it.” I looked over at him. “I’m sorry, Waleith. I just feel like…” I closed my eyes, and I pointed out, toward the water, and when I opened my eyes, I realized I was pointing at one of the small ships moored to the docks. “There.”

      “There?” He frowned, glancing at me. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Well, I am feeling something. It’s what I’ve been feeling throughout the city.”

      “Then we go out there.”

      “What if I’m wrong?”

      “Then you’re wrong. But I have a hard time thinking that you are. You’ve been picking up on things quickly. Much more quickly than I anticipated. It’s a good thing,” he went on hurriedly. “So don’t think I’m criticizing.”

      I didn’t, but I didn’t say that either.

      “I’m a little worried about what I feel. It hurts. The energy, that is. And if it hurts, that has to mean that it’s a dangerous kind of magic.”

      “Most likely,” Waleith said.

      “And if that’s the case,” I began, “what can we expect?”

      He shook his head. “I will not have any answer for you until we get nearer. We will keep looking.”

      Waleith took the lead as we made our way along the docks. He carried his blade in hand, and so I took out my own, feeling a little ridiculous doing so.

      We reached the ship. Waleith didn’t even hesitate and just jumped on board. He was quiet when he landed, and he slipped forward into the darkness. I took my time, knowing that my steps were going to be much louder than his, and when I landed, I did so with a bit of a thump, but not so much that I thought I would draw attention to my presence. I hurried over to Waleith but realized what I felt was in the opposite direction.

      “Toward the bow,” I said, pointing toward the front of the ship.

      Sliding forward, I immediately began to feel a resistance building.

      We shifted around a box, and I came across a small pyramidal item, with markings on it that again looked like fabricator marks, but the malevolent sense of power that was radiating off it did not seem to be fabricator power.

      “That,” I said as I pointed to it. “That’s what I am feeling.”

      “Can you neutralize it?”

      “You don’t want to just take it?”

      “We need to neutralize it first.”

      “If we take too long, they might know that we are here.”

      “Do you see anyone?”

      “Not yet, but⁠—”

      “Can you do it?”

      Could I? Maybe this was a test, or maybe this was just one more way for Waleith to see if I was capable of doing what he needed me to do. I felt I had to understand what he was asking of me, but I also couldn’t shake the feeling that I had to be especially careful with this item.

      “What if it explodes?” I asked.

      “Does it feel unstable?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “You will learn to control this, Zaren. You will learn to control what you feel, and you will learn to control the way that it affects you, so that you can understand the power. All I’m asking is whether it feels unstable to you, so that you might identify if it poses a danger to you. Does it feel unstable?”

      Holding my other hand above it, I tested whether I could feel anything.

      Then there was a trembling. It was faint. It seemed to be vibrating, but it was vibrating slowly. Not fast, not dangerously. Not the way some of the other items Waleith had presented to me had vibrated.

      “It doesn’t seem like it’s going to explode, but it does feel unstable.”

      Waleith arched a brow at me.

      “Sort of stable unstable,” I tried to explain. “If that makes any sort of sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense. Now deactivate it.”

      I wasn’t sure how I was going to do that.

      Using the blade, I pressed forward and began feeling something like needles pressing into my skin as I reached for resistance. I pushed against it, and finally the resistance faded with a faint pop as the blade touched the object. There was an emptiness now.

      “It’s deactivated,” I said.

      “Then we need to move. Whoever left this here might be coming back.” He slipped off the side of the ship and then dropped into the water.

      I noticed figures moving along the shoreline, and I hurriedly rearranged what I could to cover the evidence of our presence. Then I scrambled to the rear of the ship and dangled off the stern before I dropped into the water with a soft splash. I swam along the edge of the ship until I reached the dock, finding Waleith already swimming underneath it to an apparently hidden ladder, which he used to climb out of the water.

      “Well,” he muttered once I was back on shore, “that is unfortunate. I didn’t realize this would already be here. I think we need to check for others. I’m going to need your help, though. Do you have it in you?”

      What choice did I have?

      I was a Blade, wasn’t I? That was what I had signed on for, even if I didn’t know what it meant.

      And more than that, if I didn’t do this, people would suffer.

      The soldier in me knew what I needed to do.

      What did the Blade in me know?
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      We found another several dozen of these items, all near the docks and scattered around the periphery of the city. Some had already triggered, but not all. Neither of us could tell the intention behind the ones that had been unleashed, as there was a concern that they might have damaged the city, but we found no evidence of that.

      It made no sense to me, or apparently to Waleith, who had been quiet, especially as we came across another of the already activated items. The memory of the power within it remained strong, but there was nothing dangerous to it.

      As we worked our way along, I found myself becoming exhausted. Waleith had asked me to deactivate many of the magical items, though not all. He had taken care of some as well.

      “Something about this timing doesn’t feel quite right,” he said.

      “There are quite a few ships in the harbor. When I was talking to Harent, he said there were more ships coming in than usual.”

      “Could that be it?” Waleith scratched his chin. “Somebody is trying to destabilize the Crown. There are different ways of doing so. There is the direct way, when an army confronts our forces, the kind of thing that you were once a part of. The Queen has been diligent and skilled to make sure she has troops to support her. There is also the indirect way, when the attack will weaken her rule, and it is harder to get it back. And then there was the attack on the compound. Maybe that was secondary, or perhaps a proof of concept.” He frowned again. “Odd, if that is the case, especially as they have failed.”

      “What if it’s not a failing?” I said.

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. They have us running around the city and removing various threats. These have been here for a while. And some of them have triggered, but there’s no damage.”

      “No obvious damage,” he said.

      “Fine. Nothing obvious. Then why all the effort?”

      “I agree that it doesn’t make sense.”

      I sensed his rising frustration as we kept looking.

      It was slow work, and I had an ongoing sense that something was different about the city, though I couldn’t place what it was. There was a different energy, perhaps.

      Waleith moved through the streets, seemingly wandering aimlessly, but I felt a directionality to his movements.

      Then I figured out why.

      It was the strange map I’d started making in my mind.

      “I think we need to go this way,” I said, pointing down a long, wide street. It was mostly empty, which was odd.

      “Do you feel something?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t know what it is, but there’s definitely something there. It just feels like things have… moved. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      Waleith didn’t argue, and we set off, now following what I detected.

      There was a strange drawing sensation, but the pull was different than it had been before.

      Then we reached what I had been detecting.

      At first there was nothing.

      Then I noticed three people slipping through the shadows, heading away from us.

      “Carolith’s sister,” Waleith muttered when I pointed. He shook his head. “I should’ve considered that a possibility, but I have been too wrapped up in everything else and did not even consider that there might be an ulterior motive behind this. This is not about the Queen but about attacking someone else. It is about turning the Queen’s attack elsewhere.”

      “Do you think she’s seen us yet?”

      “Oh, I’m sure that she has. Much like I’m sure that she is fully aware that we are here.”

      I drew myself up to my full height. “Is she responsible for what happened to the Blades at the compound?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Could she be?”

      “Most certainly.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      “We are Blades,” Waleith said, and then he started forward.

      I noticed that he was holding his blade, and an energy radiated from him, one that seemed almost powerful.

      When he reached the three figures, I stayed behind him, holding my blade.

      I had thought that he wanted me to act like his bodyguard when we had first come to the city. But now he was acting more like my bodyguard.

      The two people on either side of the woman were both tall, slender, and had dark hair, dark eyes. They drew in the shadows, screaming a warning of danger to me. And one of them felt like the cloaked man who had attacked me in the abandoned shop.

      It had to be all related.

      The woman was shorter than both, slender and petite, with ink-black hair that hung close to her eyes. She was dressed entirely in black as well. She bowed her head. “Waleith.”

      “Talina,” he said, frowning at her. “You are forbidden entry here.”

      “Am I?” She looked around. “And yet it seems I am here, doesn’t it?” She chuckled and spread her hands out, and the two men on either side of her took a step away. “Seems what was forbidden no longer is. These are my lands, you know.”

      “Were. And you know the terms,” Waleith said.

      “I did not agree to the terms; the rest of the family did.”

      “You know the terms.”

      She smiled. “The terms have changed.”

      “None can change the terms except the Queen.”

      “Oh? Well then, perhaps you do not know the truth.”

      Waleith stiffened, readying to attack. I had to be ready for an attack as well.

      “I have uncovered your little plot,” Waleith said.

      “Oh, you mean the ones I intended you to find? Good. You have been busy, haven’t you? Running around the city, removing all my little toys, and yet you’ve overlooked the ones that matter.”

      “And which ones are those?” he asked.

      “Unfortunately, you will not have an opportunity to get that answer. I took quite a bit of time trying to gauge the limits of your little ability. Thankfully, I had test subjects.”

      Horror washed over Waleith’s face.

      Talina was responsible for what had happened to the compound.

      That was what she was implying.

      “Did you think it would be difficult? It allowed me to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the Blades. And what you can do—and cannot do.” A menacing smile curled her lips.

      The two men converged. They had long, slender swords that looked as if they had fabricator marks on them. Both men moved straight toward Waleith.

      Waleith surprised me.

      He darted at them with his blade, dancing, catching their longer blades with his much shorter one.

      “Don’t let her get away,” he said to me as he danced between them.

      She was racing down the street.

      “We need to stop the other devices,” I said.

      “It’s a trap. There are no others. This was about getting her into the city.” Waleith switched from one side to the next, blocking one thrust, spinning and carving down along the blade of another, and then bringing his blade up again. “She is the next attack.” He grunted. “I should’ve known. When you said you had seen Carolith⁠—”

      He spun and nearly stumbled, but he managed to catch himself, driving his blade outward and catching one attacker, then the other, before spinning.

      Talina was getting away.

      Which meant I had to go after her, as Waleith was the only one who could take down these swordsmen. A small woman would be something that I could handle, wouldn’t she?

      And yet something bothered me. It was one of the things I had hated when I had been in the army, a large man fighting smaller opponents. A large group handling a smaller individual.

      But if I didn’t…

      Waleith knew the power that she had used. I could still feel it. And so I raced ahead. I had to get to the woman, stop what she intended to do.

      I didn’t know what would happen if I failed.

      When she turned, I turned. When she raced up the hillside, I raced after her. When she crossed through a darkened marketplace, I followed her. She was light and fleet of foot. I was slow, but I was determined.

      My heart hammered. My footsteps were loud, probably too loud. My breathing was heavy. Magic built around me, that electrical sensation that coursed through the city.

      And then I realized where she was going.

      The palace.

      She was heading toward the Queen.

      I raced faster, trying to move as quickly as I could, but even as I hurried forward, I didn’t know if I was going to get there in time. And worse, a part of me worried about other devices. We hadn’t deactivated all of them. What would happen if they were to explode?

      Something began to push on me.

      I recognized it too late. It was like a weight bearing down on me.

      I dropped to my knees, attempting to move through it, but I could not. The darkness itself was going to swallow me. Pain began to prick at my skin, working its way along my flesh. And heaviness filled my lungs. I was suffocating. Drowning in shadows.

      I focused on the strength inside me.

      Waleith had taught me how to control my power, to use it when necessary, only I had not known that I was going to need it in the street, nor had he taught me how to use it on myself.

      I had to push. I had to be strong.

      I had resented being the brute. Being used for my size.

      But couldn’t I take advantage of it as a Blade?

      My size made me stronger. In this case, I needed to be stronger.

      Not only that, but I wanted to be stronger.

      I forced the power through me.

      Something exploded. The weight lifted.

      I darted ahead, not pausing to think about what I had done or how I had done it. A shadowy form near the palace wall loomed up ahead, and as I raced toward her, I saw that a pair of guards near the palace had been dropped. Talina had used the same magic on them that she had used on me.

      When she reached the palace door, it opened.

      And then she was inside.

      I had a moment of hesitation. Only a moment.

      I was a Blade.

      I had to stop this. I had to stop her.

      I had to keep her from getting to the Queen.

      I paused once more at the palace entrance, where I saw chaos. Bodies lay all around, either dead or incapacitated. Talina was racing up the stairs. I did the only thing I could think of and hurled my blade at her.

      When I had been training with Waleith, he had never taught me to use the blade in this manner. It was supposed to be an extension of me, harnessing the power inside me. It tumbled end over end and landed on the stairs next to her.

      She glanced down at the blade, almost dismissively.

      “Interesting,” she said. “There is another here?”

      Once again I began to feel that pressure building. The same pressure that I had felt before. It was a hand attempting to push me down.

      I resisted.

      I was strong. Was I magically strong?

      Maybe that was the reason Waleith had brought me with him.

      I didn’t even care. I exploded upward, raced up the stairs, but was not nearly fast enough. Talina had already turned, and now she was outside an ornate set of double doors. The guards on either side of the doors had collapsed.

      She had her hand raised, and I lunged.

      I wrapped her in my arms and dragged her down.

      She fought, kicking, struggling. I squeezed, holding on to her.

      I felt pressure building within me. I felt the resistance trembling within me. I felt her using her magic, and I knew that I wasn’t going to overpower it.

      Still, I fought.

      I continued to squeeze.

      Talina wriggled around, coming face-to-face with me. I continued to hold her. The power that she was attempting to grab for was considerable, and unfortunately, even though I could feel that, I wasn’t sure that I had enough strength to resist it.

      She was far too powerful. And the kind of power she was channeling was so substantial that I had little doubt that if she succeeded here, she would overpower the Queen, even.

      It made me hold on more tightly.

      I felt the resistance as a painful stinging sensation. I felt the way that my entire being began to burn, as if she had jabbed needles into me. She was silent as she fought.

      Everything about her was silent.

      I kicked, tumbling, keeping her with me. I wanted to get her as far away from the Queen’s room—assuming this was the Queen’s room—as possible. I reached the stairs. I held her, and a thought occurred to me.

      My blade.

      But I had to grab for it with one hand.

      I let out an angry cry, practically crushing her with one arm while also reaching with my other.

      Then I felt it. The cold metal. I brought it around, and Talina was gone.

      She had escaped my grasp.

      I tried to move quickly, but I was too large for speed. I did the only thing that I thought possible, and I lunged at her.

      She was at the door. She had her hands pressed out, and I could feel the burning again. I dove and crashed into some invisible resistance.

      She glanced back at me, and then the door began to warp. She was using magic on it. I had no idea what it was, but I could feel the effect inside me, the way that it was pushing on me.

      I pushed. This was something I could fight through. I had the blade.

      All the lessons that Waleith had taught me came back in a surge, though I didn’t know if I would be able to use them here. Talina was powerful, and I was barely trained.

      The blade eased downward. I pushed, forcing as much of myself into the blade as I could, thinking about what Waleith had taught me about commanding and controlling my power.

      Gradually it moved.

      There was a barricade, but it was cracking.

      The door rippled. It opened.

      And then I pushed everything into the blade and slammed it into Talina’s back.

      She looked back, her eyes widening, as she slipped to the floor.

      All the strength went out of me. The strange resistance I’d been pushing against had exploded.

      And I swallowed. Collapsing.
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      I lay there for a long moment, until a pair of swords pointed at my throat. I stared up, realizing how this had to look. I was near the Queen, presumably, holding a blade and looking like a madman.

      “Not him,” a gruff, pained voice said behind me.

      I looked over. Waleith was clutching his belly, blood pouring from it, but his eyes were still bright. He had his blade in hand, and he jabbed it at the two guards.

      “Not him,” he repeated.

      “I would listen to him,” a familiar, distinguished voice said from inside the room.

      The blades were withdrawn, and the soldiers moved away.

      Slowly I got to my knees, trembling. Exhaustion worked through me, a wave of it, much more potent than anything I had ever felt before.

      I looked up at Waleith. “What happened?”

      “They were a little trickier than I had expected. It was a good thing I didn’t need my bodyguard.” He smirked and looked down at the fallen form of Talina. “Where did you place the blade?”

      “I didn’t place it. I just stabbed her,” I said. “Her back. I don’t know what happened.”

      “Resistance?”

      “Resistance,” I said.

      “Good. She will have lost her abilities. Perhaps forever, or perhaps for a spell. It will give us time to question her. We need to know what she intended.”

      “She obviously intended to get to me,” the Queen said. “Or isn’t that obvious?”

      “Yes, but why did she think to get to you,” Waleith said, still clutching his belly, a pained look on his face, “and what made her think to violate the treaty?”

      The Queen frowned. “Those are interesting questions.”

      “Someone placed items to destroy the fabrications around the city. Not only that, but they knew how to get such items into the city.”

      “What are you saying?” she asked.

      “I fear we have a traitor,” Waleith said.

      He sank to the floor.

      The Queen tsked and waved over one of the guards. “Go fetch my physic. He will be displeased that I have awoken him, but he needs to attend to Mr. Fant.” She coughed, covering her mouth for a moment, and then turned. “And make sure that I have water.”

      The soldier hurried off.

      “Why don’t you carry him in here?” she said, nodding to me.

      I scooped Waleith off the floor and settled him into a chair that she indicated.

      “What about Talina?” I asked.

      “She does not appear to be going anywhere,” the Queen said.

      The guards outside the room had recovered, and now they stood over Talina, both with blades angled toward her back. A third guard, one that had been standing over me, had begun binding her wrists and her ankles, and applying fabricated metallic items around them as well. Some sort of magic mitigation? I didn’t know.

      “Tell me what happened here,” the Queen said.

      “Obviously an attack,” Waleith said, blinking for a moment. “And I’ve been trying to make sense of why now, but I was not able to determine why the training compound was destroyed. It appears that she was using it as a way to test thresholds. Nothing more.” He grimaced.

      “Which leaves us unprotected,” the Queen observed.

      “It does, but perhaps not as much as I feared,” Waleith said, looking over at me.

      The Queen turned and regarded me for a long moment. “Yes. It is good that you discovered him. So the stories were true?”

      “Very much so,” he said.

      I tensed.

      “And will he serve?”

      “You can ask me,” I said, getting irritated that they were talking around me. “Because if you need me to serve, or if you’re trying to find out if I’m willing to, then maybe you should be asking the person that you’re talking about.”

      The Queen snorted. “True enough. Will you serve?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes. And no.”

      “Where will I have to serve?” I was prepared for them to send me away. And maybe that would be for the best. It would give me a chance to start over somewhere.

      “I imagine Waleith has something in mind.”

      I turned to him. He was slumped in the chair. An older, gray-haired man scurried into the room, clutching a bag, and fretted over Waleith for a moment.

      “Don’t mind Jamie. He is my physic, and well regarded,” the Queen said. “Waleith?”

      “I need to find more Blades,” he said. “I am the only one who can now.”

      “I fear you are right. And that means that the city remains unprotected.”

      “No. He can serve here.”

      The Queen regarded me for a long moment. She sized me up, and there was a look in her eyes that I couldn’t quite read.

      “What do you say, Zaren Joha? Can you serve as the Queen’s Blade?”

      A dozen different thoughts entered my mind. I would stay here. I would serve. I would be a Blade. The city was strange to me, but there were familiar aspects to it. Jaqarl Harent for one. Dara, someone who I wanted to see again, and take up on the offer to enjoy dinner together. And perhaps I would even take her to the Queen’s garden.

      But there was the unfamiliar.

      Maybe it was time for the unfamiliar. Maybe it was time for that change.

      I needed something like that. I needed change.

      The Queen was watching me, waiting.

      “I will serve. I will be your Blade.”

      “Good. If Waleith is right, and the dangers to the city, and to me, are only just beginning. We will need my Blade to serve well.”

      I couldn’t help but feel that was almost a threat.

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. I had purpose now. I had a way of serving.

      And so I would. I would be the Queen’s Blade.
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      The streets were dark in this part of the city. I felt as if I had a better understanding of finding my way through the city, and I could even get a sense of the map that the magic around the city formed—and it did form something of a map. Much like Waleith had claimed, I would learn to detect the different magics in the world, and I would be able to discern how much was dangerous and how much was not.

      Waleith wasn’t with me. He had been interrogating Talina, though I didn’t know what that entailed—and I had a pretty good idea that he wasn’t going to let me in on that aspect of his treatment of her. She was dangerous, and though I might have been the one to stop her for now, that didn’t mean that I could be involved in her interrogation.

      As Waleith had reminded me after the attack, I was still learning what it meant to be a Blade.

      But now I felt that was what I was meant to do.

      That was freeing.

      And it surprised me that I would feel this way. Maybe I’d always needed to have a sense of purpose, though. The farm hadn’t been it. The army hadn’t been it, though I had wanted it to be. And Lavrun definitely hadn’t been a purpose.

      Maybe coming here and being a Blade was what I’d always been meant to do.

      I didn’t know how I had this ability.

      Waleith had been unable to share any insight with me, though I’d been curious about it, and curious about whether there was something to me, or perhaps my family, that made me the way that I was. That was something I’d need to learn over time.

      Now I had a different task.

      Detecting magic had become easier. Maybe it was the shifting of power that Talina and her people had been tied to, and how they had seemingly adjusted some of the protections that were placed around the city, the fabrications that Waleith had mentioned. Something had obviously happened, which I suspected was the reason that my mental map of the magic in the city had shifted. But maybe it was about what I had developed and how I had continued to develop.

      Whatever it was, I could track the different types of magic, and I had been doing so for the last week, picking up on familiar tugs of power that I thought I might use to find Jasar.

      He was still in the city.

      And I would find him.

      The pull had dragged me toward this quiet and dark part of the city.

      The narrow street stretched out ahead of me, lined with a haphazard collection of homes. They sat pressed together, each one sharing walls and whispered secrets with its neighbors. Their facades were faded and worn, with paint that had long since lost its vibrancy, and windows clouded with years of neglect.

      Some houses leaned a bit too much to one side. The roofs sagged in places. The occasional crooked chimney emitted a weak trail of smoke, suggesting that people lived in this part of the city.

      The faint pull of Jasar’s magic tugged at my senses, just out of reach. I could feel it weaving between these homes, drawing me deeper into the maze of narrow paths and cobbled stones.

      I was close—and I felt it.

      It reminded me of the time when I had been tracking through the city with Waleith, only this time I would be doing it on my own.

      No shops, though.

      There had been no further break-ins since Talina had been defeated. That was enough for me to know that Jasar and his crew had been involved, though I hadn’t revealed that to Waleith. A part of me wondered why I had kept it from him, though the reason was likely that I wanted to be the one to deal with Jasar.

      I might not have known what he was up to when I’d been expelled from the army. And I still didn’t. And I might not have been able to handle him when I’d snuck up on him. Now I would.

      Because I was a Blade.

      Stopping at the home, I paused to look around it.

      The building itself was unremarkable compared to its neighbors, with the same chipped paint and foggy windows. But beneath the surface, a pulse of magic throbbed, beckoning me closer.

      I worked my blade into the frame and popped it open.

      The door came open easily. There had been magic resisting me, but that was an easy enough thing to overpower now that I knew how.

      Derek was sitting at a table. He turned his one good eye toward me, and it went wide as he did. He jumped to his feet, but I was there fast.

      I drove my fist into his temple, knocking him out.

      Even someone I’d been friends with would not get in my way.

      Lowering him to the floor, I was tempted to bind him, but he wasn’t the target.

      As I straightened, Erind came from a back room. He took one look at me, then at Derek, before shouting.

      Resistance pressed on me with a heavy electrical sense that burned.

      Magic.

      Then I lunged.

      The power wasn’t enough to hold me.

      I didn’t know what he had, but I could overpower it easily.

      This time I had my blade ready. I was ready.

      And I didn’t hesitate.

      The blade sank into his shoulder. My knee went into his groin, dropping him.

      Then I kicked. He went rolling to the side.

      Not before Jasar raced toward me from the back room.

      I didn’t see what he was holding, but I felt it.

      Power bloomed as he slammed into me. The electrical sensation slammed through me, a painful coursing of energy that attempted to overpower even the magic I carried—and the fabrication that I wore on me.

      Jasar looked at the blade. “They took you on, Joha? Wouldn’t have figured you to work for her. Didn’t she decide that you were useless?”

      “Not useless,” I said. “And she has decided that I am to be her Blade.”

      He shifted. I noticed the pyramidal object in his hand. The item that he’d used on me before. The item that I had been tracking.

      I could feel the magic in it.

      And I could resist it.

      “What’s more, Jasar, whatever you were working on is over. I’m still not sure why you’ve remained in the city, but maybe it’s because I’ve asked the constables to keep an eye out for you and the others.”

      The twitch of his eyes told me that I was right.

      I smiled. “Probably difficult to get past that many constables, all determined to keep you from leaving. And the harbor… well, let’s just say that’s been quiet as well, especially for you.”

      He lunged.

      He was quick, but I was ready.

      I simply caught his fist.

      The strange item gave him speed and strength.

      He probably anticipated that he would be able to handle me easily.

      But when I caught the item, I made a point of pushing through it, the way that I had before. There was power, but not enough power that I couldn’t fight through it. The resistance was there. Without the blade, I hadn’t been sure that I’d be able to remove the power of the item, but I could feel the energy in it. And I could squeeze the power through it. Then I could feel how that pressed through me.

      There was a soft pop.

      And a crack.

      Jasar stumbled back.

      I was there.

      With a jab to his chest, he went down.

      I dropped, sinking atop him, pinning him to the floor. He didn’t and couldn’t move. He thrashed as he tried to get free, but I was too heavy.

      My size could be an advantage.

      “Nice little trinket you have. Or should I say had?” I said. “It’s not going to be much help to you now. Or ever again. Given that I am aware of all that you’ve been doing to work against the Queen, I think you’re going to have a long and painful time in prison. Maybe we can even imprison you in the dungeons, though that might be too kind for you. I don’t know how the Queen and her guards will take to someone who has so actively fought against her, all while pretending to serve her. I do know that she will be interested to know all that you’ve been working on. As will I.”

      Jasar started laughing. “You think that you can take it all down? You have no idea, Joha. You have no idea how deep this all goes.”

      I leaned on him, pressing my blade toward him. “I might not. Yet. But I will find out. And you’ll be the key to helping me.”

      And I would. Because I was a Blade.
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      A guardian reborn faces a destiny he cannot evade. The Queen’s Blade saga continues.

      Zaren Joha, once a formidable soldier, now chases the arcane mysteries of Busal City. No longer just a warrior; his path has shifted. The relative calm is a welcome change, but it's a fragile peace.

      In a world where his combat skills are secondary, he chases the hidden and often dangerous magic that pulsates within the city. The discovery of a strange—and powerful—powder leads him toward a discovery that forces him to reconsider everything he’s known.

      He must navigate a realm where power shifts like the waves in the harbor, and where his journey to protect the queen thrusts him into the heart of a conspiracy that threatens the realm.

      Zaren must rise as the Queen's Blade and embrace a destiny that intertwines his very essence with magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Queen’s Blade. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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