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Chapter One


The smell of salt hung in the air, and I maneuvered along the harbor, periodically glancing out over the crystalline waters as the waves attempted to work their way steadily into the harbor, splashing against the hulls of the dozen or so ships that were moored to the docks. There was a peacefulness to it, or at least, there was generally a peacefulness. At times the chaos of the city tended to build around me, making it a little difficult to appreciate the tranquility.

“Why are you just standing there?”

I turned to Ellie, who had been trailing me. At twelve years old, she didn’t have much in the way of patience, but she did have a stubbornness that I found a little amusing. She had cleaned up since I had first met her, and now she was dressed in the simple blue jacket and pants that the Investigators wore, and she carried a fabrication much like those the Investigators carried.

Only she was not destined to be an Investigator.

Ellie was like me. A Blade. And when she had found me in Busal City, she had become an opportunity. I still wasn’t sure that I was prepared for that opportunity, but I felt this was what I needed to do.

“I’m standing here because I am giving you an opportunity to feel for everything around you in the city. Did your mother ever teach you anything like that?”

Her mother had been a woman by the name of Gabrielle, who had served in the city of Rizanal as its Blade. She should have been safe there. The city itself was something of a boundary for the realm, and though there was always the possibility of danger, Gabrielle should have been able to avoid most of it. Should have been, were it not for what Waleith had done.

“My mother didn’t really want me to learn all of the aspects of her job,” she said, shaking her head. “She told me that I could detect magic, but I needed to keep it to myself.” She shoved her short, jaggy hair back from her brow. “But then, she’s gone, so she can’t tell me what to do.”

She spoke with venom. It was this part of her that had given me pause about bringing her along when I attempted to question Waleith.

So far, I had not been able to get anything from the man.

And I didn’t know how much longer I could keep him where he was. At this point, it was more a torment than an opportunity to learn anything.

“She can still guide you,” I said. “My mother used to give me some advice when I was younger.”

I didn’t think a lot of my mother these days, or I hadn’t until Ellie had started trailing me. Her losing her mother—and from what I understood, she had lost her father many years before, so that hadn’t been an acute loss—had given me a chance to think about some of the advice that my mother had given to me. While my father had been off on deployment with the army, my mother had been the one to raise me and provide guidance. And some of her advice had been the best I had ever received.

“She told me that everybody you interact with will serve as an opportunity to learn,” I continued. “Sometimes the lesson is one that you want. Sometimes the lesson is one you didn’t know you needed. And sometimes it’s not a lesson you care to receive, but regardless, it’s a lesson you get.”

I smiled at that. We had been dealing with a man trying to buy the farm while my father had been away, somebody who had claimed that my mother—as a woman—could not manage such responsibilities. Then she had brought me out, and he had backed away. Even at that time, when I was probably only a year or two older than Ellie was now, I had been large. Now I was very large. My mother had made a point of telling me that dealing with the farm gave me an opportunity to see how men would treat women, and that I should decide based on that lesson, along with others, how I wanted to treat people.

“It sounds like you’re just making excuses,” Ellie said.

I shrugged. “Do you want to forget about your mother?”

“What? That’s a terrible thing to say.”

“I know,” I said. “Which is why I’m asking. Do you want to forget about your mother?”

“Of course not.” She turned and looked out over the water. “It gets harder to remember.”

“You remember the good things,” I said. “The good memories. You remember the way that she talked to you, and the things that she wanted you to know, and you remember the way that she taught you, assuming that she taught you anything.”

“She did,” Ellie said. “It’s just…”

“I know,” I said.

“Baring has a harder time with it,” she said, referring to her brother.

“He’s older. And he’s a boy.”

“Are you saying that boys get more emotional? That’s not what Baring tries to tell me.”

“I’m saying that boy’s emotions, especially those of boys your brother’s age, are a little less predictable. We tend to think with our fists rather than with our minds.”

She was quiet as she watched me. “It’s probably good that he didn’t try to think with his fists around you. I mean, I’m sure that Baring would like his odds, but…”

“But?”

“I’m just saying,” she said.

“Oh?”

“I don’t know. I’m not trying to upset you.”

I chuckled. “You didn’t.”

“You look like you’re upset. And I don’t really want to upset you, because I want to keep you willing to work with me.”

“Have I given you any reason to think that I’m not willing to work with you?”

“Well, no. I just don’t want you to take the opportunity away from me.”

“You have potential. I’m not going to be the reason that you decide to abandon that potential, because I have seen that the wrong kind of teacher can certainly do that.” I nodded into the distance. “Why don’t you go over there with Byron and your brother and see if you can start tracking something? You have the fabrication, don’t you?”

“I have it,” Ellie said, holding out the fabrication that she had been clutching ever since she had started following me. It was because of that fabrication that I had been so attuned to where she was. I suspected that if she had brought a different fabrication with her, I might not have picked up on what she had been doing quite so easily. “But aren’t I supposed to not need this?”

“You have a natural ability. We both know that. And we both know that natural ability is useful. But your natural ability isn’t all you’ll need. I’ve given you a fabrication that will allow you to deal with specific types of power. That’s all I want you to do right now. I want you to be able to identify that form of magic.”

She held it up, and then she tilted it to the side. It was a fabrication that I had asked Matherin to make, one that simply gave off the sense of a fabrication, and nothing else. It allowed her the opportunity to pick up on power. And having tested it myself, I knew that it gave off a very typical sense of fabricator energy.

Had Waleith been willing to give me something similar, I might have been able to track magic more easily when I had still been learning. Then again, Waleith had taught me with his own pace. I had thought it initially with some urgency, because he had wanted to leave Busal City—for his own purposes, and possibly even to assassinate Blades—so he had been forced to take a very different approach, but now I wondered if that had not been the case.

“I can feel it,” she said. “So why do I need to keep working with it?”

“You’re learning to use fabrications. Once you’ve mastered that, then we’ll start working with the different types of magic found within fabrications. It’s all a process.”

“And you are sure that you can teach me this?”

I found that question quite amusing.

“If I can’t, then there’s another Blade in the city who might be able to.”

“Did she know my mother?”

“No,” I said.

“It was too much to hope for,” she said. “Anyway, I will go back with my brother. But you know, he’s not really all that excited to be just an Investigator. He thinks that he can be more.”

“Then he needs to prove it,” I said.

“What if he chooses nothing?”

I had been hesitant about what role would best suit Ellie’s brother, especially because I had witnessed his anger. They had come thinking that they could trap—and kill—Waleith. The fact that they had come to Busal City had actually helped me, but their intention had me on alert.

“He can choose whatever he wants to choose. I have given him an opportunity to work with the Investigators, to decide if that is what he wants.”

“I don’t know what he wants, to be honest. He tells me that he wants to get revenge for our mother, but he doesn’t seem to be all that excited about the idea that you have been holding the man responsible for her death.”

“He’s just upset that I haven’t given him access to him.”

“He’d kill him,” Ellie said.

“I’m aware,” I said.

I did wonder whether he deserved an opportunity to at least confront Waleith. Maybe it would even be beneficial.

“Go on,” I said. “Byron will be happy to have you with them.”

“I like Barrett better,” she said.

I smiled at that. “I’m sure you do. He’s got a daughter who’s only a few years younger than you.”

“I know. That’s why I like him. He says that she’s too young to learn how to be an Investigator, though. And I think that he feels like I’m too young to be a Blade, but you say otherwise.” There was a note of defiance in her tone.

“You don’t have to train with me.”

“I don’t, but you want me to.”

“I think you have talent. And there are few enough of us as it is. The more we can learn and work together, the more we can help one another.”

That was part of my reasoning, though I also wanted to keep her close so that she couldn’t be used against us. I didn’t think that anybody would—or could—manipulate her, but I remained on edge after everything that we had seen. Somebody might try to pull her in.

When Ellie hurried away to join Byron and her brother, I ignored the questioning look in her brother’s eyes as he turned his attention on me. Instead, I continued along the street, heading toward the bridge, and over into Asi’s section of the city. Once there, I weaved through the narrower, darker, and dirtier streets on her side of the harbor. It wasn’t long before I was being followed.

“You don’t have to stay behind me like that,” I called out to Asi.

“You’re getting faster,” she said.

“Oh? I’ve been aware that you have been tracking me ever since I crossed the bridge.”

“Well, I was tracking you before you crossed the bridge, so there is that.”

I barked out a laugh.

Asi was several hands shorter than me and had dark hair, which she had pulled back with a lace. She wore an unassuming gray cloak that covered the pair of fabricated daggers she carried with her. She was probably the most skilled fighter I had ever met, which made me wonder how many other Blades were as skilled as she was. And it made me realize that there was an element of Ellie’s training that I had not even considered.

“Come to talk to him again?” Asi asked.

“I need to. He’s been imprisoned for the better part of two weeks, and we still don’t have any information from him. And I’m starting to get pressure from the palace about bringing him to the cells so that somebody more adept at interrogation can question him.” This pressure was from Dorian primarily, because he wanted to question Waleith about what role he had had in the breakout from the palace prison, and what else he might have been involved in, though the Queen had given me permission to continue my line of interrogation.

“And you don’t want to do that?” Asi asked.

“I’m not opposed to it,” I said. “I don’t think that is what we should do.”

“Now you’re challenging the palace? That’s an interesting play.”

“Whoever said that I was challenging the palace?”

“Well, I suppose I did. But if you want to claim otherwise, so be it.” She grinned. “I don’t disagree, by the way. I think that we need to keep him here, and we need to continue to question him, because once he is taken away from us, there’s no telling what he’s going to do, or what they are going to do with him.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“He betrayed the palace. He betrayed the Queen. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they decided to execute him.” Asi let out a sigh. “And I wish that I could blame them, but I just can’t. He deserves whatever comes to him, and…” She was quiet for a moment, and then she swept her gaze around her. “I hear your apprentice has been doing well.”

“Oh?”

“My people. They give reports.”

“Great,” I muttered.

“Why? You don’t want me to know what’s happening over there?”

“I just don’t want you to give me a hard time about what’s going on,” I said.

“When would I ever do something like that?” Asi laughed. “She’s young. But I was younger. Remember that, Zaren. And remember that her mother also wanted to keep her out of this for a reason. So I guess what I’m saying is be careful with her. Not that I think that you’re going to be too hard on her, because you don’t strike me as a strict teacher.”

“You could work with her,” I suggested.

Asi wrinkled her brow, shaking her head. “I was never much of a teacher. And I had no interest in going back to the compound to teach. Not like some people did.”

“But you could still teach.”

“What are you getting at?”

“I’m working on her with the magical element. But she’s going to need somebody who knows other aspects of what it takes to be a Blade.”

“I think that you are making the position your own. I don’t think that we have to worry about what other aspects she needs to know.”

“We have to know about fighting,” I said.

Asi laughed. “Well, I suppose there is that. You are getting better. Still slow.”

I had been training every day since we had captured Waleith, not only with Lijanna but also with Asi, wanting to improve my skill. I was purposely fighting with shorter, faster people so that I could react to speed. But I was also going to have to deal with facing somebody who was bigger and stronger, though there were not many people like that.

“Which is why I want you to work with Ellie. You can start with some basics.”

“Her brother is going to love that,” Asi said.

“I think as long as we are equipping her to handle herself, he’s not going to complain too much. Besides, he’s an Investigator now.”

“He’s training,” she said. “That doesn’t make him one.”

“It means that he’s getting closer. And we need to keep him included. And involved. He has to have purpose.” I said this with a little more intensity than I had intended.

Asi recognized that and frowned.

“Sorry,” I said.

“No. Don’t be sorry. You’re right. We all have to have purpose. So why don’t I come with you when we question Waleith, and find out what his purpose was?”

I nodded. “I would appreciate the help.”


Chapter Two


Iapproached the cavern carefully. My nerves were getting the better of me. I’d been here several times since Waleith had been captured, and though I had not yet obtained any information from him, eventually he would break. He had to. But if he didn’t, that would raise another spectrum of questions about what we were going to do with him and how long we would be able to hold him. I was perfectly content to keep talking through the various options, but so far, none for what to do with Waleith were very good.

“You don’t like it, either,” Asi said.

“No,” I admitted, fingering the hilt of my sword. “He knows something.”

She laughed, looking into the cavern itself. It was lit only by a few arcane lanterns, but the lanterns were dimmed, mostly to be disorienting to Waleith when the trunk was opened. They could be adjusted up or down, and while they were not the most exquisitely made arcane lanterns, they worked well enough.

“Of course he knows something. And I’m curious what you think he’s going to tell you this time. How many times have you come by here hoping to get some answers from him?”

“Quite a few,” I admitted. “And so far, he has remained just as difficult as the very first time I questioned him.”

“Exactly.”

“The Crown wants him,” I said. “If I don’t get any information from him, I’m going to have to hand him over. And normally, I wouldn’t make a big deal of that, but in the case of Waleith, given what he has done to other Blades, there is too much at stake.”

“You’re just saying that because you know how I feel about him. And if he goes to the palace, and they don’t find anything, then what?”

“That’s not my concern,” I said.

“Oh? And what is your concern?”

“My concern is what happens if he ends up at the palace and then suffers something unfortunate.”

“You think they would kill him rather than release him?”

They being whoever else was involved with Waleith’s plan to harm the Queen.

We had spent quite a bit of time speculating on who might be involved. One conversation had included the possibility of it being somebody higher up within the palace organization structure itself, another member of the council, or perhaps even somebody in the Empyrean.

“Maybe they would release him,” I said.

“Which puts us back to where we are now. So maybe he just needs to suffer something unfortunate here.”

I looked over. “Do you really feel that way?”

“Not particularly,” Asi said. “Although I have to admit that I wouldn’t feel terrible if it did. And I know that you wouldn’t, either, so don’t go acting all high and mighty about it.”

That elicited a grin from me. “High and mighty? Me?”

“Fine. Maybe not you. Let’s go. Maybe you have something new to offer.”

“Doubtful. Unfortunately, the Investigators haven’t found anything. The city has been relatively quiet, and I haven’t seen anything at the palace.” I had been hesitating to say much more about the Queen’s illness to Asi, partly because she wasn’t the Queen’s Blade, so there was no real reason for her to be informed about it, but I had started to question whether I needed to loop her in on that so that she could help to ensure the safety of the Queen. Jamie believed that something suspicious was causing the Queen’s illness. He wouldn’t say that outright, but he had alluded to the possibility that somebody was preventing the Queen from recuperating.

Still, I had hesitated to share much more with Asi, because I felt that was an aspect of the investigation that I still needed to keep to myself. However, the more that I thought about it, and the more that I dealt with magic in the city, the more that I questioned whether doing so was only harming the Queen.

We shared another look, and then we strode in, moving past the pair of Investigators standing guard. They didn’t say much, though they knew that they were not to listen in.

The trunk was made of a pale silvery metal and gave off an overwhelming sense of power as I drew close. It was a fabrication, and quite different from other fabrications that I had been learning about from Matherin. He hadn’t detailed what materials he’d used in it. The construction of a fabrication and the constituent pieces were considered important for the function of a fabrication. The fact that I did not know what he had used made it more challenging to fully understand.

But then there were also the chains that ran out from inside the trunk. They were wrapped around Waleith, holding him. He couldn’t use his ability, and they kept him somewhat weakened as well.

“Sometimes I feel like this is nothing more than torture,” I said.

“Sometimes?” Asi asked. “This is exactly torture. With what he did, and what he was willing to do, he’s worthy of such treatment.”

“I’m not so sure anybody is worthy of torture.”

“Because you’ve still got a good heart. If you had been through what I have, or what Ellie and her brother have, maybe you would feel a little differently about him.”

“Maybe,” I said.

I pulled open the trunk. The moment I did, there was a brief transmission of power from inside, flowing outward. Waleith lay in the trunk, the chains mostly around his arms. He was curled up, but he was not so large as to have difficulty fitting inside.

Matherin had really outdone himself. It was almost like a coffin, but it wasn’t completely darkened inside. It could be, if we were to leave it like that, but we had taken to leaving a small arcane lantern inside to give Waleith some light. Matherin had told me that was possible but had questioned why I would want to do that. It didn’t mitigate anything that we did to Waleith. And it didn’t give him any aspect of power, either. Either Asi or I came regularly to open the trunk, to give him a chance to sit up, though Asi had preferred to do this task herself. Considering what she had lost because of Waleith’s actions, I had not objected to that.

“Back so soon, Zaren?” Waleith said, blinking as he lifted his head, glancing from me to Asi. “But not alone. You don’t like coming alone anymore, do you?”

“Do I need to be alone? I’m not like you.”

“Oh, I know that you are not like me. If you were, perhaps you wouldn’t have chosen the path that you have.”

“You mean I would have chosen to betray the Queen and the realm?”

We’d gone through this several times, but this was the usual song and dance for him, so I permitted it. If nothing else, it was a little distraction for Waleith. Not that I wanted to empower him in any way, but I did want to keep him comfortable so that he felt he could tell me things.

“Did I betray? Or did I only seek to raise awareness?”

This was a new approach. “Awareness of what? We know that you are working with someone. But you were not happy that Jasar was active.”

“You keep bringing everything back to him, but you haven’t paid any attention to who he was working for.”

Another new angle here, which was another surprise.

“Jasar was working with you.”

“Was he? Then I must’ve been mistaken in deciding that I needed to remove him. Let me guess. He was removing someone that might have gotten close to the Queen.” The knowing way that he said this suggested that it was more than just a guess.

Asi was watching me almost as much as she was watching Waleith.

She kept her face neutral, which I considered good, because I certainly didn’t need to have her questioning me in front of Waleith. I was really going to have to talk to her about the Queen.

I suspected that she would understand my reticence, especially because I suspected that she would understand the reason behind it. I was the Queen’s Blade, after all, and she was not. Not only that, but Asi had no interest in serving as the Queen’s Blade. She didn’t even want to spend any time in the palace if she could avoid it.

“I didn’t know.”

“Don’t play dumb, Zaren. It suits you too well.”

I shrugged slightly. “Maybe. I’m getting better, though. And we are running out of patience holding you here.”

“The palace wants me, I imagine.”

He already knew. I didn’t think that he could hear what we said outside the trunk. In fact, I knew that he could not hear, as I had spent a few minutes inside this very trunk and knew how incapacitating it was. There was nothing but silence, and that silence was absolute.

“No,” I lied. “If you don’t talk, I have arranged for the Guild to take you. I have a representative of the Guild waiting by.”

“You wouldn’t dare. That creates an alliance that you do not have the authority to make.”

“Don’t I? I think you’re mistaken, Waleith. You believe that you know what has been happening in the time that you have been here. And you believe you know what has happened with my connection to the Queen.” I leaned close and took a seat on the edge of the trunk. The first time that I’d done this, I’d been a little concerned, as the metal walls of the trunk were only about as thick as my thumbnail, and I was a large man. But it was solid, and it didn’t bow or move whatsoever. “I have been having regular visits with the Queen. She has been most relieved by my interest in maintaining our relationship.”

Waleith just stared at me.

“And she has made it quite clear that I can do with you whatever I see fit.”

We hadn’t actually talked about him. We had spoken about him in generalities, and the Queen certainly had made her feelings known about what he had done and how he needed to be addressed, but she also deferred to Dorian, so I could not simply hand him over to the Guild. But if the Guild were to somehow snatch him during the transfer to the palace, well, so be it.

“Besides, I wouldn’t be the first one in my position who had thought to make an alliance without permission, now, would I?”

He was quiet, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Usually it meant that Waleith was coming up with his retort, but occasionally it meant that he was trying to decide something.

“Do you really think that you are done with the Anvil?”

“I don’t know. Am I? What allegiance did you make to them?”

Waleith rested back, closing his eyes, smiling. “I see. You really don’t understand. A shame.”

“It doesn’t matter what I understand. Once the Guild has you, they will make sure that I have all the answers I need. Handing you to them is the only price that I have to pay. And in return, I will receive full access to any information that they acquire from you. Knowing what I do about the Guild—and I can assure you, I now know much more than you—you will answer questions.”

“And the alternative?” Waleith asked without opening his eyes.

“The alternative is you answer the questions here. You face your sentencing here.”

“And by that, you mean execution.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t need to. I understand the allegations being made against me. I understand what you think you know, but I also understand that you don’t really know what you think you know.”

I chuckled. “Always so stubborn, aren’t you, Waleith? Even when it goes against your best interests.”

“It has nothing to do with my best interests. Not any longer.”

“Well, I hope you have a nice last day or so with Asi. I’m sure that it will be quite lovely. And I’m sure she will make sure that you are reminded of everything that you took from the Blades.” I hesitated, then stood, holding my hand on the lid of the trunk. “Anything else you want to share with me?”

“What else is there to share? You seem to believe that you know everything.”

“I don’t, and I know that I can’t, but that doesn’t mean that I won’t try.”

“Good luck, Zaren. I mean it.”

I waited for him to say something else, maybe to disparage me, or even Asi, but he didn’t say anything more. So I closed the trunk. Once it was shut, I knew that Waleith couldn’t hear anything, but I still moved to the far side of the cavern with Asi.

“Something bothers you about what he said,” she said.

“It’s complicated,” I said, knowing that it was time I filled her in on everything that I was dealing with. “And I should’ve told you before now, but…”

“You’re still keeping things from me?”

“What I am keeping from you has been kept from everybody.”

“Oh?”

“The Queen isn’t well,” I said, keeping my voice to a whisper. I made a point of holding onto my blade and drawing upon the antimagic ability that flowed in me. I pushed it into the blade so that if there was anything magical around, such as a fabrication, or some listening mechanism, it would be inactivated. I didn’t want to run the risk of anybody hearing what I was saying here. “And only I, the Queen’s physicker, and her stepbrother really know how unwell she is.”

“What are we talking about here?”

“No one is sure. She has a cough. She’s been getting weaker.”

“Then what did he mean about Jasar? What role did your old army buddy have?”

I snorted at the mention of him being an old army buddy. But I appreciated Asi’s attempt to keep things light.

“The explosions in Busal City were tied to attempts by the Queen’s physicker to bring additional resources into the city to help her.”

“Magic,” Asi said.

I nodded slowly.

“So the Queen is open to bringing magic into the city when it helps her, but she isn’t open to it at other times?”

“I don’t really know. Well, that’s not entirely true. She’s open to magic when it helps her most of the time. That’s what our fabrications are.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

“It bothers me about as much as it’s always bothered me. It’s beyond me. It’s not something I have a say in.”

“Maybe that’s what bothered Waleith.”

“I don’t think that actually had anything to do with it. I think Waleith is upset about some perceived slight to his people, and what happened to him before he ever came to Busal City.”

“So all of this has been about some use of magic in the city?”

“I’m not so sure that all of it has been. But some.”

“And what happens if he’s right?”

“Right about what?”

“Right about somebody else in the palace knowing what’s going on, and doing whatever they intend to do to the Queen? What happens then?”

“That’s what I have to find out, and that’s what I have to stop. And that’s why I’m telling you.”

Asi laughed, surprising me.

“I’m not a part of the palace, Zaren. I don’t want to be. I have made my feelings on that quite clear.”

“But you serve as a Blade.”

“I do. And this is where I’m going to serve. This is about as close to the Queen as I’m willing to go.”

“One of these days, you’re going to have to tell me why.”

“I don’t have a good explanation,” she said. “At least, I don’t have an explanation that would make you happy.”

“I don’t need an explanation to make me happy.”

“How about we figure out Waleith and what we’re going to do with him, and then we can grab a drink and talk? And hopefully, this time we can do it in a tavern without a member of the Guild present.”

I chuckled. “You picked the tavern. Wait. How about I pick the tavern?”

“I don’t know. I’m not so sure about your taste.”

“I have good taste.” I glanced over at the entrance to the cavern. “Anyway, he did make me think about something. I think it’s time I started digging a little deeper into what might be happening in the palace, and who might have gotten word to Waleith about what is going on. I need to know how he knew.”

“And what if there is nothing more than he was good at his job?”

“If that’s the case, then so be it. But if it’s not, then I need to discover the truth.”

“How long do you really think we have with him?”

“I don’t know. We can’t keep holding him like this. And the palace—primarily Prince Dorian—is truly getting tired of waiting. So not long.”

“Well then, you’d better get to work.”


Chapter Three


When the knock came at my door, I was sound asleep.

I took a moment to rub the sleep out of my eyes as I struggled to wake. I’d been busy the day before, trying to decide what to do about Waleith. I had not come up with a satisfactory solution. I still needed to better understand what he had been up to. He presented a challenge, and I was expected to provide answers to the palace.

Strapping on my sword, I headed to the door and pulled it open. It surprised me that a constable stood on the other side. I didn’t know the boy—and he was a boy—but he stood just outside the door, as if he didn’t want to get too close.

“I’m sorry to wake you, Mr. Blade—I mean, Mr. Joha. The Captain sent me to get you.”

“Harent? What time is it?”

“About two bells after midnight,” he said. His gaze flicked toward the palace, where the temple bell would ring each hour. “He said he knew it wasn’t a good time, but he said you needed to see this.”

“Great,” I said.

“Should I wait, or do you want me to tell you where to meet him?”

“Are you supposed to meet him?”

“I’m supposed to be on patrol.”

“Then just tell me where to go.”

That way, I wouldn’t have to worry about keeping up with some nervous constable who wasn’t at all eager to have a massive Blade looming alongside him, especially at two bells after midnight.

He gave me the direction, and I frowned. It was not where I’d expect Harent to summon me. I took only a moment to get dressed, because I didn’t want to linger too long, and then I pulled the door closed, locked it, and set off. It was a cool night, and there was a strange energy in the air that I had not fully expected to feel.

A magical energy.

I paused as I headed down the hillside toward the harbor, feeling for that energy and trying to make sense of it. It felt like fabrication energy, though it did not strike me as the same energy as I felt around Matherin. There had been other times when I had been aware of a difference in the power in the city, most recently when the Empyrean had been patrolling the palace grounds, clearly wielding fabrications, and just as clearly not made by Matherin.

By the time I got to the harbor walk, I no longer felt the same energy. It had dissipated. Maybe it had been little more than just my imagination, though I doubted it.

The moonlight glimmered off the surface of the water as I worked my way along the shoreline, heading east and out of town. The water lapped gently against the rocks, the only other sound in the quiet of the night.

I pulled my cloak around my shoulders, covering the lapel pin on my jacket that offered me a level of physical protection, as I approached Harent and a handful of other constables. He was several paces behind the rest and talking to somebody near him. Lijanna.

“Nice night for a meeting,” I said as I approached.

I swept my gaze along the waterfront, realizing that there was an arcane lantern set on the ground, casting a sphere of light that had to be nearly a hundred feet across, pushing away the shadows. The color and location for the lantern had to have been chosen intentionally. The grass around us was slightly trampled, which wasn’t that uncommon for this part of the harbor. It was a good spot for fishing and near enough to a set of rocks that protruded into the flow of the harbor. I’d often seen youths jumping from boulder to boulder, playing a game as they chased each other.

“Not a nice night,” Harent said. “Not nice at all.”

“Oh?” I glanced from Lijanna to Harent. “Care to tell me what’s going on?”

“You heard that we had a convoy coming into the city?” Harent asked.

I frowned. “I’ve been a little preoccupied these days. What sort of convoy?”

“An Ardemian delegation.”

I knew very little about Ardem. It was a country several days by ship across the sea and considered wealthy. And more than that, it was known to embrace magic—and fabrications. Could that be what I had detected?

“Ah, crap,” I muttered.

“Oh?” Harent said.

“I got a missive from the palace, but I’ve been avoiding it. I thought it was about Waleith. I know they want me to bring him there for questioning, but I have been trying to get information from him.”

Lijanna laughed. “You were ignoring a summons from the palace? Oh, what it must be like to be a Blade. The great Zaren Joha, comfortable ignoring the Queen herself.”

“It wasn’t the Queen,” I said. “It was Dorian.”

“So you feel comfortable ignoring a missive from the Queen’s senior adviser,” she said, glancing at Harent, barely suppressing her smile. “That doesn’t change a lot.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have ignored the Queen.”

“Probably shouldn’t have ignored Prince Dorian, either,” Harent said. “Ardem has sent a delegation to meet him.”

“And let me guess. They’ve just gotten here.”

“Earlier in the day,” he said.

That explained what I had felt tonight, but that didn’t explain why I hadn’t felt anything earlier. Maybe they had been masking their fabrications, as I certainly knew that such a thing was possible.

“All right,” I said. “Why did you call me out here?”

“Take a look,” Harent said, motioning.

And I squinted into the light and saw what the others were gathered around. A body was splayed out.

I approached, and Lijanna and Harent stayed behind me.

Once I got near, I saw blonde hair spread around the body. I crouched down, tilting my head so that I could see her more clearly in the arcane lantern. I noticed cheeks brushed with red, and I leaned forward, pulling open one eyelid. Pale green. Then I rolled her over and noticed the strange crest on her cloak—a leaping dolphin.

“All right,” I said, straightening and looking over at Harent. “So you called me here because this is somebody who was a part of the delegation.”

“Looks like it. I can’t tell if there’s anything magical involved, but that is why we called you out here.”

“I see.”

Some of the other constables glanced in my direction briefly. Like many in the city—possibly even most—they didn’t care much for magic. There had been a time when I had felt the same way. Maybe I still did, though at least now I understood the practicalities of magic, and I understood that there were applications of it that were not quite the same as I had once believed.

“Just tell me if you find anything,” Harent continued. “We don’t really have a good cause of death here. She’s just dead. Maybe natural causes⁠—”

“Too young for that, isn’t she?” I looked over at Harent to find him nodding, and then I turned back to the girl. “Too young. So not natural causes. Maybe poison?”

“Maybe. Makes you wonder why, though.”

“Maybe it makes you wonder why, but I just want to make sure that it’s nothing that we did.”

“We?” Harent said.

“If there’s a delegation here, it’s going to be touchy.” Especially if the Queen was still incapacitated.

It did make me wonder why they would be meeting when the Queen was unable to attend, but perhaps she could. She wasn’t fully incapacitated, from my experience, and maybe she was the reason that the delegation had come to the city at this time. Or maybe there was another element to this. Jamie had certainly been looking for other ways to help the Queen.

“I will get word to the palace,” I said, “and I think there might be something that we can do to get some answers about the woman.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. The physicker?”

I nodded. “Have her brought to his office. He is probably going to be sleeping as well, so be gentle with him.”

“Weren’t we gentle with you?”

“You have to ask your constable about how hard he knocks. I think he shattered one of my windows.”

Harent gave me a look that suggested that he did not care and that he doubted that such a thing was likely.

“Anyway,” I said. “I’m going to look around here, see if there is anything else.”

“Good. We will clean up and get her body up to the physicker.”

I set off but realized quickly that I had a shadow.

“Did you detect anything?” Lijanna asked.

“Not here,” I said, focusing. I unsheathed my sword and used it as a focus point. With the blade, I could concentrate my innate ability. “I did feel something when I first stepped out of my home. I wasn’t sure what it was but didn’t know that we had people from Ardem here. If there is a full and formal delegation, that’s probably all I picked up on.”

“There are quite a few people that are uncomfortable with Ardem sending a delegation,” Lijanna said.

“And are some of those people you?”

“I won’t deny that I don’t love the idea that they are here. We have people like you, the Investigators, even Asi, all tasked with keeping magic out of the city, and then we bring in people who trade in magic? Come on, Zaren. You have to see the difficulty in that.”

“I’m still trying to get my bearings for the night, let alone get any bearings on whether there is a difficulty in bringing a delegation from Ardem into Busal City.”

“I’m sure there is a difficulty in it, but it’s whether or not you can, or will, see it.”

I snorted. “I will see it. I told you, and Harent, that I’m going to look into it.”

“You’ve been so preoccupied with Waleith.”

There it was. The reason that she had come over here.

“You think I should be doing something else?”

“I don’t know. Honestly, I can’t answer that. I’m not your supervisor, of course, and don’t really know what to make of any of this, but I can’t say that I’m not the only one concerned.”

I glanced over. “So you’ve been talking with Asi.”

“Maybe.”

“She would just have him killed.”

“I don’t disagree. Think about what he did. The explosions. Everything that was involved in that. How many people died because of Waleith the last time that he escaped?”

“And I’m trying to think about what happened before he was captured,” I said.

“We know what happened.”

I wasn’t going to get into an argument with Lijanna about that. And if she had been talking with Asi, I understood the reason that she was pushing me like this. Asi was concerned, and she had every reason to be, about the fact that Waleith had destroyed the training compound. I shared that concern, but it wasn’t just a simple matter of his destroying the training compound. It wasn’t just a simple matter of his escape. All of it was part of the spectrum, and I felt it was layered in such a way that I had to tease it apart and try to find a different aspect that would help me understand more about what he had been doing, so that I could better understand if the rot went deeper than we knew.

“I appreciate your concern. And if we now have a murder, it’s going to pull a little bit more of my attention, so you might get your way.”

“Don’t accuse me of that,” Lijanna said.

“I am making no accusation. I’m stating a fact. I’m going to have to pay much more attention to this situation.” Especially given the fact that this was tied to Ardem.

It was just what I didn’t need. It was as if the murder had been designed to draw me away from Waleith, though if that were the case, then it would have happened immediately after we had captured him. At least now he remained in captivity. Now I was going to have to come to a decision on what I was going to do about him. Bring him back to the palace, where he had already proven that he had a way of escaping, or fulfill my threat to Waleith and send him to the Guild?

The answer wasn’t easy. Not for me, at least.

And as I often did, I wished that I had somebody to ask for counsel.

Maybe what I really needed was to go to the Queen.

I needed to do that now, anyway, because somebody in the Ardemian delegation had been killed.

“I’ll take care of it,” I said.

“That’s all I ask.”

Lijanna headed back over to Harent, and yet I felt she was looking in my direction periodically. Maybe that was just my imagination, though.

I made a steady circle around the location of the body, testing whether I could identify anything. I didn’t feel anything from the dead woman, nor did I feel anything around her. So if there had been anything magical involved, it wasn’t still here.

But she hadn’t necessarily been killed here. She could have been dumped.

As I continued working in a circle, using the arcane lantern to examine everything, an idea came to me.

I hurried over to the lantern and grabbed it off the ground.

“We’re using that, Joha,” Harent said.

“Just give me a moment. Stay here by her body. She’s not going anywhere, anyway.”

“That’s not very sensitive,” Harent said.

I swept the lantern around as I walked. I didn’t attempt to feel anything. Holding an arcane lantern like this, I would probably only feel the fabrication worked into the lantern itself and wouldn’t pick up on much else, anyway. It did, however, create a beam of light that swept outward, and I adjusted the dials on it, changing the color. That was one of the advantages of an arcane lantern. One could change the brightness and the color.

As I adjusted the dials, I noticed something subtle. It wasn’t until it was a little brighter, when the shadows were clearer, that I was able to make out the indentations in the grass. There were some that were different from others. But what drew me was the fact that I saw only a single set of footprints moving toward where the woman had fallen.

Harent came up behind me, breathing heavily and sounding more than a little irritated with me.

“Look at that,” I said, pointing.

“I can’t see a whole lot of anything since you took the lantern from us,” he grumbled.

“Look at the footprints.”

“Everything’s trampled here,” he said.

“For the most part, but it’s a cool night, right? Crisp enough that even the grass is cold, and you can see how it’s trampled down. A single set of footprints.”

“Fine,” Harent said. “So the woman came here and collapsed. That doesn’t tell us what happened to her.”

“Maybe,” I said, following the footprints. They headed toward the road, where they disappeared. I couldn’t follow them any farther at that point. I headed back, still carrying the lantern and sweeping it in front of me as I tracked the footprints. “She’s too young, like we said, to die from natural causes.”

“She could have been poisoned. She could have been bludgeoned and collapsed from internal bleeding. I’ve seen that from time to time, so anything along those lines is possible.”

“Right,” I said.

“Why do I get the feeling that you are saying that with a bit of smugness?” Harent asked.

“No smugness, but look at the footprints,” I said again.

He stared, then grabbed the lantern from me and turned it, sweeping it toward the road and then back to where the woman had fallen. “Ah, Sacred Souls,” he muttered.

“I know, right?”

“What?” Lijanna asked.

“Not her footprints,” Harent said. “Boots. Big boots. She was dropped here.”

“Somebody carried her?”

“Seems like it,” he said. “Set the perimeter a little wider, and set our people to questioning.” He looked over at me. “I really hope this can be wrapped up quickly.”

“Do you think it will?”

“With you in the city? Probably not.”


Chapter Four


The constables had bundled the woman up and carried her away, presumably to Jamie at his physicker office, where he would undoubtedly have questions about why I had sent him another body. He was a healer, not a coroner, though I had already seen that his healing ability had been useful in such circumstances.

Harent and Lijanna had departed, though not before I had asked Harent if I could hang on to the arcane lantern. That had elicited more discussion, because such lanterns were incredibly expensive. Only after I had assured him that I would be personally responsible for returning the lantern to him had he been willing to leave it behind.

Now I carried the lantern, the light dim enough to push back only a little of the darkness so that it was easier for me to see everything around me, but not so dim as to make it difficult for me to gauge if there was anything else here. The cluster of constables that had gathered around the body had gone, though there were still several constables arrayed near me, continuing their investigation.

I should leave this to them.

That was the thought that lingered most of all. I should, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure that I could. There was more taking place here, and until I had a better idea about what it was, I couldn’t ignore this woman’s death. Not only that, but if it involved a political delegation from a nation that openly used magic, there was a real possibility that I was going to be called in to deal with this regardless.

I paused at one point, crouching down as I ran my hand along the grass. This far away from where the body had been found, the blades were trampled, as if people had run through here, though one particular set of footprints was larger and deeper than the rest. These were similar to what I had been following.

Strange.

I started making a wider circuit, glancing over at constables working their way along the shoreline. I needed some of my Investigators.

Making a note of where I had stopped, I hurried over to the constables nearest me. One of the men, an older man with graying hair and a slightly disheveled jacket suggesting that he had been abruptly awoken, tipped his head at me. He was familiar, though I didn’t know his name.

“I’m looking at a few other areas around here,” I quickly explained, “but I was hoping that you could have some of your people alert the Investigators and have them join me.”

The man frowned. “We are supposed to question any witnesses.”

“Think there are many witnesses to question?” I asked.

He chuckled, then shrugged. “Can’t say. Not so much around here, at least.” He swept his gaze around. “Might be more if we head along the road a bit.”

My gaze followed where he was pointing. “I see. Well, I’ll let Harent know that you are going to stop in the brothels.”

He frowned. “That’s not what I was saying.”

“I don’t disagree. If anybody saw anything, especially a young woman, it might’ve been somebody heading into a brothel.”

“I’ll go for you, Blade,” another constable said.

I smiled tightly. “Thanks. And I don’t mean to tell you that I disagree with you questioning people at the brothel.” And honestly, the more I thought about it, the more I felt it might actually be useful.

They left me, and I was a little concerned that they were going to be upset. If there was one thing that I had been careful about in my time serving as Blade, it was ensuring that I did not anger the constables. It had been hard to build a relationship with any of them, and I knew how Waleith had treated them, so I wanted to ensure that we maintained a good rapport.

I turned my attention back to my work. The perimeter didn’t help me find anything more. Just the boot prints, but in a way, I couldn’t help but feel they simply ended near the roadway.

Maybe there was something else here, though.

I used the lantern, sweeping it from side to side as I searched. Maybe I was getting a little too hung up on finding something here, or maybe it was just my anxiety—and lack of sleep, I had to admit—about my indecision regarding Waleith. Whatever it was, I felt compelled to keep searching.

My steady circuit brought me closer and closer to where the body had been found. By the time I neared the site, one of the Investigators, a younger man by the name of Ryal, had joined me. He had a weary look to his face and glanced around before settling his gaze on me.

“When they said that you were out here, Blade, I didn’t think that they were telling the truth.”

“Unfortunately. You ever get awoken in the middle the night?” I asked.

“Not often. Well, there was one time, when my grandmother passed, but it was expected. Still hard to wake up like that.” Ryal frowned as he regarded me. “You look like you’ve been up all night, though.”

“Might’ve been easier,” I muttered.

I hurriedly filled him in on what had happened and what I was looking for. Ryal processed it quickly, and there was that look in his eyes that I had come to appreciate from the Investigators, especially knowing now that they had not often received respect from Waleith. They appreciated being included.

“So you think somebody carried her here?”

“It’s the only thing that really makes sense,” I admitted. “I’m looking for any other evidence.”

“And nothing magical?”

“Not that I detected.”

Ryal nodded to himself. “Mind if I test as well?”

I suppressed a smile. “I was hoping you would.”

His eyes widened slightly.

“Your fabrications might allow you to do things that I can’t. I can’t deny that. Let’s take advantage of every resource we have.”

Ryal pulled out a pair of fabrications and held them as he searched in an arc similar to mine, making a steady circle. As he worked, I could feel the effect of the fabrications. It was reassuring that I could still detect them, but I doubted the fabrications would help Ryal find something that I had overlooked.

Eventually, Ryal came back over to me, shaking his head. “Haven’t found anything. I keep thinking there should be something.”

“Same,” I said.

“Did you look at where she fell?”

“It was just trampled grass.”

As I spoke, I realized that I hadn’t looked after she’d been lifted. I headed back, adjusting some of the settings on the arcane lantern. Ryal watched as I did.

“I was taught that the different light settings can help you see things differently,” I explained, to help him understand what I was doing. “It’s a reason that the constables bring these out on night assignments.”

“Can it be made to help you see magic?”

“Wouldn’t that be nice?” I said with a smile. I continued to adjust the dials. “I once heard, when I was in the army, that they could be used to see blood, but I’m not sure how to do that.”

And then one of the settings turned the light blue. There was a dark stain on the ground. I reached down, running my hands along the grass, and as I did, I noticed a stickiness.

“Well,” I went on, “would you look at that?”

Within the stickiness, however, was a small piece of metal. It was like the pin I wore on my lapel to mark me as a member of the Queen’s household, but it was shaped a little differently. It didn’t radiate the same fabricated energy, however. I wasn’t sure what it was, but as I reached for it, I felt a sudden piercing power.

Then Ryal shouted.

My training kicked in.

I rolled to the side, grabbing for Ryal’s feet, and I swept his legs out from under him as I popped up to my heels, grabbing for my blade.

Whatever power had streaked toward me hit the ground where I had been reaching for the item, and the ground exploded.

Magic like that came from a specific direction. I could follow the source of power, but first I wanted to grab the metal item. Somebody had been trying to keep me from it.

“Blade?” Ryal’s voice came out tinged with anxiety.

“Just stay low. Keep your fabrication in front of you,” I said. “It will protect you.”

“It will?”

I flicked my gaze to him. I hoped it would.

“Well, let me stay in front of you as well.”

I didn’t feel any additional magic. But I moved toward the ground and flicked the light again until I saw the reflection of metal. Then another blast came toward me.

This one streaked straight at me, but I shoved my blade outward.

It was a strange thing to feel. A vibration of energy worked its way along the blade, until the power sizzled out. I scooped the metal item off the ground and shoved it into my pocket, then stood and held out the blade.

Then I looked around.

“I’m going to chase them, but you have to decide if you’re going to stay here or come with me.”

“I’ll get the constables,” Ryal said.

“Not a bad idea.”

I had already learned that quite a few Investigators didn’t view their job as one that involved facing actual danger. And I couldn’t blame them. While they had been tasked with helping uncover stores of magical items in Busal City, very few of them actually wanted to fight on behalf of the Queen or the city. That was where I came in.

I raced in the direction I had detected the magic coming from.

Once again there was another strange buildup.

Magic had several distinct qualities to it. I could pick up on the contours of it and detect whether it was dangerous magic. Oftentimes it left a sense of energy that washed over me. In those cases, I felt it as a pulsation, as if I had been dumped into a tub of cold water and had sprung back out, quickly warming once again.

The fact that I had a warning like that was reassuring, but if I didn’t act quickly enough, it could hit me. But even if it did, would it harm me?

This was a kind of power that I had never encountered before, which made me think that Ardem might be targeting me. Somebody from Ardem had died, so was it possible that they didn’t want me to investigate?

I moved carefully forward. There was another surge, another blast of cold, and I jutted my blade out. I caught the blast on the end of it, which made the metal quiver just a bit, but that was it.

I carved through that power.

The path led me toward a darkened alleyway. I glanced behind me. Ryal had done as he had claimed and gathered several constables. They waited near him, though I wasn’t sure if they would be able to defend themselves against dangerous magic. Ryal might, with his fabrication, and most of the constables—unfortunately, not all—had a fabrication that would protect them from physical attack.

I didn’t feel anything more, though.

Just the overwhelming awareness that there had been something here.

It had been a while since I had felt unusual magic. Last time had been when we had dealt with the Anvil, along with the Daughters of Inkasa. Most of the time, the power in Busal City was tied to fabrications—mostly minor fabrications. This had been direct magical power.

I didn’t know if it was fabricated power that had offensive capabilities—and if that was the case, I could actually see some value in it, though I wondered if the Queen would feel the same way—or if it was somebody who had innate magical ability, similar to Talina and Garridan. Well, and even perhaps the Daughter of Inkasa that I had confronted.

I moved into the alley, holding my blade outward, ready to fend off another magical attack, but there was nothing. I didn’t feel or find any evidence of a magic user.

After reaching the end of the alley and still not finding anything, I started to turn, but then a sound of scurrying overhead caught my attention. I glanced up and saw a figure just disappearing onto a roof.

Frustration filled me.

At least I knew that somebody else was involved. But then again, I had known that somebody else was involved. I supposed that at least now I knew that there was someone magical involved.

And they had been trying to keep me from understanding the metal item I had found.

I would take it to Matherin for testing, because if nothing else, I wanted to know who was responsible.

I had felt that way upon realizing that a member of the Ardemian delegation had been killed, but with somebody willing to use magic to attack me, I felt even more strongly that it was my responsibility. I could not let anybody just wield magic like that in the city. I was the Queen’s Blade. That was my responsibility.

First, however, I really ought to go to Jamie.

Which meant it was going to be a long night.


Chapter Five


Though it was late, I couldn’t go to bed just yet. As I headed to the palace grounds, I paused, glancing at both of the Empyreans standing guard. No longer was the palace protected by the traditional palace guards. I pointed to the lapel pin marking me as a member of the Queen’s household and expected resistance from them, as I had gotten it before, but thankfully, there was none. Perhaps the fact that I had sent someone here earlier had made them aware that I was likely to follow.

The grounds were otherwise quiet. There was a steady patrol of Empyreans, as there often had been lately, and they were sweeping across the grounds in a regular formation. Nothing about this struck me as unusual. This had become the norm.

Knowing that it was late, I wasn’t going to linger. Maybe I could get this over with, get back to my home, and catch another hour or two of sleep before the night was over. It occurred to me that I probably should have done that anyway. Jamie wouldn’t necessarily want my interference while he was performing his task. But I felt I owed him after sending him work at this time of night.

I stepped into the small office of the Queen’s physicker.

It was a generic title for someone who served such an important role for the Crown. He was often the one the Queen went to for sickness or injury, though she had other sorts of healing available to her as well. The physicker tended to stick to a more traditional, and natural, approach. He was also one of the smartest men I knew and had a keen eye. He didn’t always appreciate it when I sent people his way like this, but he had stopped complaining when he had helped solve a situation involving the Queen herself.

Still, he had a nice accommodation in a small outbuilding on the palace grounds. It was an older building made of a dark gray stone that was a bit damp for my taste, but the Queen’s physicker didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he said that while it might be damp on the outside, the inside was quite dry, and that made it much easier for him to perform his tasks.

A bell rang as I entered, and I paused just inside the doorway.

“Just a moment,” a voice called from behind a curtain.

The room was neatly maintained, as any physicker’s office should be. The walls were sparse, though rows of cabinets lined them, with any instruments neatly cleaned and kept stacked or sorted as needed. He had a large cabinet that I had long since learned was filled with medicines, various herbs and oils, and other concoctions that he kept for healing, and another cabinet that was filled with tools. There was an empty table in the center of the room.

I cleared my throat.

The curtain near the back of the room parted, and Jamie poked his head out. “Oh. It’s you. I knew I was going to be seeing you, though I thought it wouldn’t be until morning. Come on. You can take a look with me.”

“You’re just getting to her?”

“Well, your men brought her in—barged right through the door, I might add—and told me that I needed to figure out what had happened to her. Said that the Queen’s Blade wanted to know right away.”

“Well, to begin with, they aren’t necessarily my men, and I have a hard time thinking that they barged in here.” Knowing Jamie as I did, I doubted that he would have left the door unlocked for anybody to barge in.

“No, of course not. I keep my place quite secured, not that I really need to. Being on the palace grounds and all, I’m relatively safe, aren’t I? But they did knock and raise quite a racket. You know how unusual it is for me to be awoken in the middle of the night? I thought the Queen herself was calling me again.”

“I’m terribly sorry,” I said. “But I hope it was explained to you that this young woman was wearing the crest of⁠—”

“Yes, yes. The crest of Ardem.” He waved his hand toward a hook on the wall, where the woman’s dress and shawl were neatly hanging. “But such a thing could be faked, of course.”

“Of course,” I said. That had been another consideration, but not one that I put much stock in. It would be unusual for somebody to fake a crest like that, especially given the general attitude in the city toward the people of Ardem. “I don’t suppose you have figured out how she died?”

Jamie frowned, then turned to the body lying on the cot behind him and peeled back a blanket, unmindful of the woman’s modesty. When it came to his work, Jamie was methodical and objective, something I appreciated about him.

“You do realize that you’ve given me very little time to come up with an answer? I’m exhausted, Zaren. I have been attending to Her Majesty for the last few hours before I managed to catch a little sleep, then to be awoken the way that I was…”

“Anything new?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing new, and nothing that you need to be concerned about.”

“I just want to know if you need my help with anything. I am more than happy to be of service.”

“You’ve been visiting her, haven’t you?”

“Regularly,” I said.

“Then you know how she is.”

He wasn’t wrong. She was still about as well as she had been when I had first uncovered the severity of her illness. Thankfully, Jamie had stockpiled some of the treatments that he had gathered, magical or otherwise. I wasn’t sure what sorts of medicines he was using on her, but he was using something to alleviate her symptoms.

“Fine,” I said. “I need to know what you find here before I visit her again. She’s going to need to know about this.”

Jamie breathed out slowly. “She wasn’t that pleased with the timing of the delegation to begin with, though I suppose you know that.”

“We haven’t talked about it,” I said.

“You haven’t talked about the Ardemians visiting?”

“It hasn’t come up.”

“Strange. It’s been all she’s really wanted to talk to me about, though I’ve been trying to keep her focused on other things.”

“I’ve been focused more on Waleith.”

“Oh. Well, I suppose that is more pressing, isn’t it? A trade delegation can be handled by others in the city. Someone like Waleith really requires your particular skills.”

“It does, but unfortunately, I’m not getting anywhere with him, and I’m starting to feel like I’m running out of time with Dorian.”

Jamie hesitated at the mention of Dorian. “He’s quite concerned about her. He’s been asking if I can find any other solutions to her illness, pushing me to research anything else that could be done. As if I wasn’t doing that already.”

“And he’s stepped up patrols around the grounds,” I said.

“Don’t remind me. It has made it quite the hassle to get in and out of the grounds.”

“Even for you?”

“Why?”

“Oh, I had an issue with the Empyreans and had to push my way in. Dorian was there. Otherwise, I might have been reported to him anyway. I think he wasn’t terribly pleased with how I handled myself.” I shrugged. “Thankfully, the Queen has now given me permission to do… well, what I did.”

“I wouldn’t mind having that. He has been a bit of a challenge for me.”

“More than just with the Queen?”

“I don’t want to speak ill of him, so I won’t say anything.”

“You don’t have to hold back with me.”

“I was taught that it makes better sense not to gossip. Regardless, you wanted to know about this woman.”

“And have you found anything? Obvious injuries or the like?”

“No obvious injuries. I suppose you looked for that before you had her brought here.”

“I did.”

“You didn’t remove the dress, though.”

“Not out in the open,” I said. “So I didn’t get a good look at her back or front. But there wasn’t any blood on the dress that would suggest penetrating wounds to either location, so I didn’t think it necessary at the time.”

Jamie glanced at the dress hanging on the hook. “No. No blood. At least, none on her clothing.”

“There is blood elsewhere?” There had been blood on the ground, but I hadn’t noticed where it had come from. I had wondered if it had come from whoever had carried her to that spot.

“Here,” he said, grabbing her hand and holding it up. “Look.”

I frowned as I glanced down at her hand, which looked completely clean, but underneath her nails was a dried and crusted substance. I would have considered it dirt, but given what Jamie had just said, I suspected that it was blood.

“Not much,” I said.

“No. Not much, but it is something. It could be from her attacker, but again, I’m not seeing any sign of bruising or any obvious injury, so if she was attacked, they didn’t physically assault her. It’s possible that she reacted by assaulting the person who came after her.”

“There was some blood where she had been lying, though it was difficult enough to tell. Somebody seemingly carried her to that spot. There are boot marks on the grass, but that’s about it.”

I didn’t want to tell Jamie about the magical attack, as it wasn’t necessarily pertinent to what he was dealing with. Besides, I didn’t want to bias him in any way. I needed Jamie to give me his objective assessment.

He looked around for a moment. “I need more time here, Zaren. I can run a few tests on her saliva and her blood, looking for poison, but unfortunately, that may be difficult to determine.”

“Poisoning is more likely than any other possibility?”

Jamie frowned at me. “We don’t need to talk about that, Zaren.”

“I always have to talk about it,” I said. “It is my job to at least consider it.”

“I can’t tell you if there was magic involved. So no. I imagine you tested for power?”

I nodded.

“I can tell you she has no obvious physical injuries. She doesn’t look as if she was mistreated prior to her death. And there are no typical signs of poisoning, though there are many poisons that would not show any effect.”

“That’s unfortunate,” I said.

“Unfortunate or not, I wish I had more for you.”

“Can you keep digging?”

“Of course I can, as that’s my job, but I don’t know how much more I’ll find for you, Zaren. And to be honest, I would much rather work on the living.”

“Consider this a favor to the living. Besides, if this goes poorly, then the negotiations with the Ardemian delegation might go poorly as well.”

“I didn’t realize that you were concerned about it.”

“I wasn’t. Honestly, I don’t want to get involved in it, but I may have little choice in the matter. The situation feels a little too unusual.”

Jamie sniffed. “Anything these days is unusual, isn’t it?”

I smiled at him. “Thank you for humoring me and looking into this.”

“Do I have much of a choice?”

“Of course you do, Jamie.”

“Are you saying that as my friend, or are you saying that as the Queen’s Blade?”

“Oh. That’s just your friend. As the Queen’s Blade, I’d tell you that you have absolutely no choice, and you need to do exactly what I tell you. Otherwise, you will face Her Majesty’s judgment and probably a painful execution.”

“You can be a terrible friend, Zaren.” He spoke with a smile, and he turned his attention back to the body. “But then again, so can I. Now you can leave. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

“Do you mind if I just rest here for little bit?”

“You want to rest here?”

“Not particularly, but I need to visit Matherin about something else that I found, and I think that if I go back to my home, I’m just going to sleep too long. And then I have to deal with getting past the Empyrean guards again.”

Jamie shook his head. “It’s not going to be comfortable. And I’m going to be working, assuming that this needs to be a priority.”

I debated. Did it need to be a priority?

“Do you have time to make it a priority?” I asked.

“Is that your way of asking if the Queen is stable enough for me to focus on this?”

“I guess it is,” I said.

“She’s stable enough. I thought you said you were visiting her.”

“I have been, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t need to confirm her condition with you. I’m not her physicker. I don’t presume to know the things that you know, and I don’t presume to do things that you do.”

“No. The things that you do only end up getting me into more problems.”

“You say that as if I do it intentionally,” I said.

“You know, everything was quieter before you came to Busal City.”

“I really wish people would stop telling me that,” I muttered.

I grabbed a chair by the wall and dropped down into it. The chair wasn’t big enough for somebody my size, and it was going to be uncomfortable. But I really didn’t want to have to wake Matherin just to ask about a small piece of metal that I’d found on the ground at a crime scene. And strangely, I found myself disinclined to deal with the Empyrean guards. It was far more preferable just to get a little sleep here and then head back out.

“At least use a blanket,” Jamie said, covering me.

“I’d rather have a pillow,” I muttered, shifting my sword so that it didn’t dig into my hip as I settled back against the wall. It reminded me a little of my time in the army, when I had to catch sleep wherever I could.

“You can have a pillow, but you’re going to have to go home for that.”

“Told you.”

“Oh, I know what you told me. But there’s more to this that you aren’t telling me.”

“I’m not keeping anything from you.”

“We both know that’s not true. And I’m not going to object just because you feel the need for a little privacy. Get some sleep, Zaren. I’ll wake you up if I find anything.”

“You’re a good man, Jamie.”

“You remember that when it’s my turn to ask for help.”

“Oh?”

He didn’t say anything, and I drifted off to the sound of him moving around his office, conducting whatever tests might determine what had befallen the woman. Gradually sleep claimed me, but it was a fitful, poor sleep, the kind that was little more than the shell of a sleep, and the kind that would not be all that restorative. Maybe it would have been better if I had gone home. Or maybe it would have been better if I had snuck into the palace and found a spare room to sleep in.

That thought actually made me smile at one point, which made me wonder what Jamie would think about my random smile in the middle of sleep.


Chapter Six


When I woke, everything felt stiff and sore. I looked around, confused for a moment as to where I was and what was going on around me. There was a strange odor in the air, and I worried that perhaps something had happened to me in the middle of the night. It took me far too long to remember that I had decided to rest in Jamie’s office.

I blinked away those thoughts. Jamie was nowhere to be found. The office was empty, except for the woman on the cot. She was at least covered now. As I got out of the chair, I found my back was stiff, my legs were sore, and even my neck ached. I really should have gone back home.

The door to the office was locked, so I suspected Jamie had gone to see the Queen. There weren’t many reasons for him to have left me here alone like this, other than his requirement to serve the Queen.

After stretching, pushing some of the soreness out, I started toward the cabinet to head into the hidden tunnel network, but then I hesitated a moment. Curiosity got the better of me, and I decided to see if Jamie had anything else here that I should know about. The last time I had poked around, I had uncovered a connection to magic that had proven valuable to me. Then again, the last time I had been here, there had been a significant threat in the city. Now the only issue was a foreign delegation, and that delegation dealt with the kind of magic that would presumably begin to overwhelm me, simply because I would feel its presence in the city at all times.

Jamie wasn’t keeping anything he wasn’t supposed to, though truth be told, it wasn’t as if there were things that Jamie shouldn’t have on him, just items that I wouldn’t have expected him to have.

After entering the hidden passageway, I paused to focus and listen.

Empyreans traveled through these tunnels, as part of Dorian’s attempt to ensure that he maintained security in these passageways so that nobody could sneak up on the Queen without warning. Thankfully, the Queen had granted me permission to navigate these tunnels. Otherwise, I would have needed to be far more cautious, as I had the very first time I had come through here. I meandered through the tunnels, moving carefully and slowly, until I reached the Queen’s quarters, where I paused again.

The door was cracked open, which suggested that Jamie was inside, just as I had anticipated. I couldn’t hear him, though I did see shadows moving in the room. When I pushed the door ever so slightly, I hesitated.

Jamie wasn’t the only one in the room.

Dorian was there as well. I only caught his back and withdrew, carefully pulling the door behind me so that I could listen. I probably shouldn’t, but I wanted to know what sort of dilemma I might get into rather than just running in. There was another person in the room, a dark-haired older woman, who stood at the Queen’s bedside. I’d seen her around the palace but hadn’t realized she was an attendant.

“You said that she was getting better,” Dorian said.

“She was getting better. She is getting better.”

I couldn’t see what Dorian was doing, but his shadowy form moved closer to me. “Is she? It certainly does not appear as if she is getting better.”

The fact that he was saying that as loudly as he was, so openly in the Queen’s quarters, suggested that either the Queen was asleep or she truly was much sicker than I had known.

“I have been using several formulations to try to help her. They have been effective.”

“Were,” Dorian said. “I don’t know what you think you are playing at, physicker, but I am starting to wonder if it might be time for me to seek an alternative opinion.”

There was a soft whispering, but I couldn’t hear what was said.

“I’m sorry, my Queen,” Dorian said, his voice taking on a suddenly different tone. “I’m just concerned about your well-being. He is not helping you⁠—”

There was more whispering. At that point, I couldn’t help but feel I needed to poke my head in to hear, but now I felt guilty about doing so. Whatever was taking place in the room was a debate, an issue that was tied to the Queen, her stepbrother, and Jamie. And I felt I truly shouldn’t be here, listening. This was the kind of thing that would put me into an element of danger that I didn’t want to be a part of.

“I know that you trust him, much like you trust the other one, though I am not certain that he is reliable. But at least give me an opportunity to have my⁠—”

There was more whispering.

“Fine.”

With that, Dorian stormed out, the queen’s attendant following close behind him. I heard him leave, heard the door close, and I just stood there for a moment.

Now I knew that the Queen was awake, I should take this opportunity. She had wanted me to visit more frequently, and I had taken to doing so. I certainly didn’t want to upset her by not coming to see her, but I also understood that she had been suffering, and I did not want to disrupt her rest.

I gave it a few moments, giving Jamie some time to work on the Queen while she was awake, and then I pushed open the door.

I cleared my throat and stood in place for a moment.

Jamie glanced back at me, locking eyes with me briefly, before nodding. I strode over to the Queen and began to feel for any magical influence, as I often did when I came before the Queen. Considering everything that she had experienced, and all that Jamie had taken to doing to help her, it wasn’t terribly surprising that there were quite a few magical influences around her. Many of the concoctions that Jamie used for her carried some magical element.

“My Blade,” the Queen said, her voice weak and thready. “It is good that you came.”

She was frail, and she had been more so over the last few weeks. I understood why Dorian would be worried about her. I was worried about her.

It was selfish, though. My concern was more about what would happen to my position when the Queen passed on. It was starting to become inevitable, I knew. Jamie was only delaying her death, and at some point, when she passed, I wasn’t sure who would take up the crown, though given that there were no others in the line of succession, I had to believe that it would be Dorian. But from everything that I’d seen from him, he didn’t particularly want the crown.

“I’m sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to see if you needed anything.”

“I need for nothing with the two of you here,” she said, and she turned to look straight up at the ceiling.

Her breathing fell into an irregular pattern. I sensed Jamie hurrying to help her in some way. He was pouring out concoctions. Maybe some mixture of magic and medicine would ward off whatever ailment she had contracted, but even in that case, it might not make much difference.

“I should’ve woken you,” Jamie said without looking over. “But you had been so restless for most of the night that I didn’t want to do so.”

He was talking to me, but he was looking at the Queen.

Did she know what I had done?

“Thank you for letting me sleep,” I said. “The chair wasn’t the most comfortable, but I am feeling better.”

“Why a chair?” the Queen asked.

I stepped over to her bed. The medicinal smell around her was similar to what I had smelled when I had awoken earlier. There was something in it that I thought I recognized.

“There was a death last night,” I said.

“Ardemian,” the Queen said, nodding her head. Her hair looked thin and frail, and her face had something of a waxy appearance to it.

“Ardemian,” I agreed. “I don’t know much more about it, though. That’s why I had her brought to Jamie.”

“If anybody can find out what happened, it will be my physicker.”

“Of course, my Queen,” Jamie said. He bowed his head and then finished mixing one of the elixirs and brought it up to her lips. “Drink.”

She did so, though she coughed briefly in the middle of it. Jamie paused, taking delicate, gentle care of her to ensure that none of the elixir spilled. When she finished her coughing fit, he poured more of the liquid into her mouth.

As soon as she finished, she blinked, and her eyes seemed a little brighter.

“I always feel better when you come,” the Queen said to Jamie.

“I’m sorry that it doesn’t last any longer than this. I could administer it to you more frequently, but unfortunately, we are running out of supplies.”

“You are doing what you can.”

“I’m sorry.”

She coughed, covering her mouth with a towel stained with a little blood. When she was done, she shook her head. “I know that you are doing what you can. I do not blame you for my state. I have gotten more time than I would have had otherwise.”

He handed her a small vial. “Take this in about an hour. You should be able to stay awake that long. If you’d like me to stay…”

“You can stay, but you do not need to stay. Besides, I have words that I must have with my Blade.”

Jamie looked back at me, and a question lingered in his eyes, one that I shared. What did the Queen need to say to me? “Of course, my Queen.”

He nodded, gathered his supplies, and then he shuffled off to the side of the room, where he continued to pack up.

I approached the side of the bed, looking down at the Queen.

“We must be careful with Ardem,” she said.

I frowned. My hand squeezed the hilt of my sword, and for a moment, I felt more resistance in the room than I was accustomed to. I started to push against it before thinking better of it, remembering that some of the resistance would be connected to what Jamie had administered to her.

“It’s going to be difficult for me,” I said. “With as much fabrication energy as they have brought to the city, I’m going to have to⁠—”

“You have to ensure that we know what they are truly after.”

I frowned. “Aren’t they here for trade?”

“We cut off trade with Ardem years ago. I had not intended to resume such trade.” She coughed again. “Dorian feels it would be in our best interests to do so, though I’m not convinced.”

“Should I talk to him?”

I didn’t relish the idea of talking to Dorian about anything, partly because I wasn’t sure what he might do or say if I were to do so. It wasn’t as if Dorian and I didn’t get along, but there was a strain between us. I had sensed his disapproval in me, and my methods, from the very first. And there was the concern over what would happen when the Queen eventually passed. He clearly approved of certain uses of magic, especially if there was going to be a drive to keep Ardem involved in trade.

“It is not necessary for you to involve yourself in what he and I discussed. Just keep alert. That is my task for you.”

“Always,” I said.

She blinked again, and some of the clarity that had been in her eyes started to fade. That was odd, but then I had started to see that more often than not. Each time I came to visit her, there would be moments of clarity. I had often attempted to visit shortly after Jamie had come to see her, thinking that if nothing else, I wanted to have some time with her when she was alert, but the inevitable was clear.

When she said nothing else, I turned away. Jamie was still near the door, finishing his preparations. He caught my eye and shook his head.

“She really is getting worse, isn’t she?”

“It’s been more rapid,” he said. “We had her stable, or I should say I had her stable, for little while. I thought that perhaps I could get ahead of it. I was trying a few strategies, but unfortunately, those strategies have failed.”

“Are there others that could help?”

“Others? I told you what I had done,” he said.

“I know what you said. I’m just asking if there might be others that could still help.”

Others being those with power. Unfortunately, I didn’t know much about such things, because while I might have the ability to detect and mitigate certain magical uses, I didn’t have a great understanding of all that was involved in magic to readily know what more could be done.

My magical education, such as it was, remained incomplete.

“I don’t know. Even if they could, there is a challenge. Not only getting to her but getting to us.” Jamie glanced over to where the Queen was resting. She was breathing erratically. And with every breath, I saw the struggle within her.

“I can ask around,” I said.

Intensity flared in Jamie’s eyes. “No. She would not want that.”

“Even if it meant saving her?”

“Especially if it meant saving her. She does not want to be perceived as weak, regardless of how she leaves this world. And she does not want to be seen as reliant upon the very thing whose restriction her reign is built upon.” He laughed almost bitterly. “Although I have tried to remind her that she might be the only person who cares about such things. Maybe it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.”

“Why?”

He sounded genuine and sincere with this question and was deserving of an honest answer.

“She gave me a chance to do something, to be something more. I owe her. And I should do more for her, but I’m not sure what more I can do.”

“You and me both,” Jamie said, his voice little more than a whisper.

Taking another long look back at the Queen, I let out a sigh.

“I’m going to get answers before she…”

“Good. I will help as much as I can. Anything I can do now?”

“Tell me what you can about the Ardemian woman.”

“I’ve still got some tests running. Stop back later today?”

“I will. For now, I need to go to Matherin.”

Jamie frowned but didn’t ask, which was good, because I wasn’t going to tell him. I wanted answers, and now I wanted them with urgency.


Chapter Seven


Ihad debated how I was going to get to Matherin. I could certainly travel through the hidden passageways, though I didn’t really know how to reach Matherin that way. He had a hidden entrance, which would make it harder for me to find him in the passageways, and he might not be all that happy with me coming to him that way.

So I decided to take the traditional approach.

As I crossed the grounds, I caught sight of Hobell, the head of the palace household staff. He carried a bundle under his arm as he scurried toward the main entrance to the palace. He saw me and slowed.

“Mr. Joha,” he said, tipping his head in a nod, sweeping his gaze around him. “I trust you are not causing trouble here.”

I snorted as I looked around. “Me? This has nothing to do with me. I hope it’s only about the Ardemians.”

His brow wrinkled. “Yes, the Ardemians. A troublesome group, aren’t they?”

“You don’t care for them?”

“I don’t care for what they represent. I’ve seen the way that power can be wielded by those who care little for consequences. And I’ve seen some simply turn away when they could have intervened.”

That was a surprising statement from Hobell, but I’d found him to be a strange man. Many in Busal didn’t care for magic, so that wasn’t terribly surprising, but this level of vitriol was unusual.

“Oh? Where was this?”

He shook his head. “It was another life, Mr. Joha.” His voice was soft. “I’m afraid I can’t stand around and talk. The palace is buzzing with activity, so I should get back to my duties. As I imagine you need to get back to yours.”

“It really has been buzzing,” I muttered. I took a deep breath. “But you’re right. Good seeing you, Hobell.”

He nodded and hurried on to the palace entrance while I made my way to Matherin’s shop.

When I reached it, I knocked, testing for the use of magic inside—as I often did—and not finding anything. That wasn’t terribly uncommon, because though Matherin made fabrications, he wasn’t always clear about what he was doing with them. And the power of his fabrications wasn’t always something I could detect. I suspected that he had some way of shielding what he made and preventing me from detecting everything.

While waiting, I fingered the small metallic item that I had found, tracing the outline of it and testing if I could identify anything about it. Not something magical, as I certainly didn’t detect power in the metal, but I wondered if something about the shape of the object itself could be familiar.

There was no answer.

Unusual.

Most of the time when I came to visit Matherin, he was here. I had not known him to go anywhere else very often. In fact, I couldn’t recall the last time that he hadn’t been present when I had gone to see him.

Then again, he had been busy making fabrications on behalf of the Queen. It was quite possible that he had been roped into meeting with the Ardemian delegation, because he would be the one person who might be considered an expert in magical artifacts in Busal City.

Then another thought occurred to me, though maybe I should have pieced it together sooner. I didn’t know if he had any experience with Ardem, or if he had trained with Ardemians. Matherin was a gifted fabricator. I didn’t have a lot of experience with fabricators, other than those found in the city, but I assumed he was gifted, especially considering the Queen valued competence in her household. She would have chosen him for a specific purpose.

And it occurred to me that I didn’t know enough about him and what he had done on behalf of the Queen, so I wasn’t sure whether he had come from Ardem, and if so, whether he would have any allegiance to the delegation.

After trying again and getting no further, I eventually headed out of the palace grounds.

There was a total of a dozen Empyrean soldiers patrolling the grounds. That many elite soldiers still active suggested Dorian believed Waleith continued to pose a danger. Unless there was another reason. Maybe Dorian had kept up the patrols because of the delegation, or perhaps he simply didn’t want to run the risk of anybody harming the Queen while she was frail. Regardless, I didn’t necessarily appreciate the activity, as it made it harder for me to come and go on the grounds as I pleased.

Once outside and in the street, I pulled out the item that I had found and held it up to the light, turning it this way and that as I attempted to study it. It had been mangled, though it wasn’t clear what it was supposed to have been at one point. I had thought to go to Matherin for answers, but without any magic within it, was he even the right person for me to approach? I did have another resource I could use, after all.

That set me off more quickly.

I reached Dara’s shop as the streets started to pick up with activity.

The shop was an unassuming building in a row of similar shops. The sign above the door formed an unusual shape of twisted chains linked together, alluding to the fact that this was a metalsmithing shop, but maybe some aspects to the sign told those in the know that fabricators worked here. I hated that I often came to Dara for favors, but when it came to metal, she was an expert.

Once I pushed the door open, I glanced up at the mirror and saw that she was not at the counter. Rianal, however, was. He was slightly older than me, with dark, graying hair and an intensity to his gaze. I didn’t have much experience with him. I’d visited him a time or two, but I had not spent too much time conversing with him.

“Can I help… Well, if it isn’t the Blade?”

I strode forward. No point in denying my presence here now. I forced a smile and glanced around the shop for just a moment before turning my attention to Rianal. “I was looking for Dara.”

“Figured as much. You and she have been spending quite a bit of time together.”

“I don’t know about quite a bit,” I said. “But I have been spending time with her.”

“She deserves better than to be hurt.”

The topic, and his willingness to make such comments, surprised me.

“What makes you think I would hurt her?” That was what he implied, at least.

“I’m not saying that you would hurt her,” he said hurriedly, his gaze darting to the pin that I wore on my lapel. “I’m just trying to let you know that she deserves to be protected.”

“I don’t disagree with that,” I said. “And I don’t want anything to happen to her. Is she available?”

A debate waged in his eyes. He was likely a fabricator, though I didn’t have much proof of that, just suspicion, and he was certainly more than comfortable employing somebody I knew to be a fabricator. None of the fabrications that they made were all that complex, although I had seen the way that Dara could move metal, so her ability with it was certainly potent.

And yet I had done nothing to pose a danger to his business.

In fact, while I knew he had minor fabrications, as I had taken to considering them, there had been no real point in doing anything about them. The Queen certainly didn’t mind minor fabrications, and I had been taught—by Waleith, admittedly—to ignore them. They simply had not been much of an issue.

“I suppose I could check,” Rianal said. “She was working on a project for me, although maybe the Queen has greater need.”

“Thank you. It’s been busy.”

“I’m sure it has. The Queen has that delegation coming into town, intending to…” He shook his head. “I need to be careful what I say, especially who I say it to.” He headed to the back of his shop, leaving me there for a moment by myself.

The shop itself had rows of shelves, and on many of the shelves were sculptures, all made of metal, of various colors and shapes, densities and weights. When I had first come here, I had not known how such an art was possible, because some of these sculptures were exquisite. After learning how Dara—and I assumed Rianal—used their fabrication ability to change the metal, I had come to a much better understanding.

One such sculpture caught my attention. This one was a tall metallic figurine. I picked it up, finding that it was incredibly heavy, despite its diminutive size. It was only about as large as the palm of my hand and felt dense. I turned it over to find something about it that was a little familiar.

“Like it?”

I looked over to see Dara just coming out of the back of the shop, her bright blue eyes taking me in. She trailed a hand through her hair, tucking it behind her ears. Rianal had not emerged. Had he left her to talk with me alone? Or maybe Dara had asked him to leave her to talk to me alone.

“It looks like the figurine we bought in the market.”

“That’s where I got the idea. I don’t claim to have any of that merchant’s ability—at least, nothing near what she has—but the concept is similar.” She slipped around the counter and came to stand next to me. She smelled of lilacs and mint. She radiated warmth, and I felt a heat between us. “I don’t know if I have the features quite right, but I thought I would give it a try.”

I set the figurine down. “It’s supposed to represent me?”

“I might’ve been inspired by you.” She shrugged and then pointed to several other small figurines along the shelf. There were others of people, though I didn’t recognize any of them, along with several creatures, including a horse, a dog, and an enormous cat, and one creature that had wings and a long, spiked tail, which I had never even heard of before. “I’m just trying something different.”

“And Rianal supports that?”

She flicked her gaze to the back of the shop. “Rianal supports my interest in trying new things.”

“He’s protective of you.”

Dara frowned for a moment. She looked as if she wanted to say something but bit it back. “Of course he is,” she said. “He wants to protect his investment.”

“Is that what you are?”

“It’s complicated,” she said, shrugging slightly and then turning to look at me. “We were supposed to meet today, were we?”

“No,” I said. “Although I wouldn’t mind meeting. I’m in the middle of an investigation, though.”

“Always on the job.” She spoke playfully, but there was a hint of something else that lingered deeper in her voice.

“Unfortunately,” I said. “And this one is not quite like the others.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Please don’t tell me that it’s something dangerous.”

“It doesn’t seem to be,” I said, not wanting to worry her about what had happened to me before. “Not yet, at least, but it is why I am here.”

“I don’t know if I would be able to help you with your investigation, Zaren.”

“This one’s not asking too much of you. Well, maybe it is, but I think that you might be the only person who can help me figure something out.” I pulled out the piece of metal. “I found this last night.”

Dara glanced at it, her mouth quirking. “You found a little piece of metal, and you thought of me?”

“Well, I found this little piece of metal, and it is tied to my investigation. You, I think, might be able to help me figure out why this was found with the person that it was found with.”

I debated how much I wanted to tell Dara about what had happened, but in order for her to understand the reason behind it, she needed more information.

“You’ve heard about the Ardemian delegation?”

She glanced at the door. “I have. Rianal isn’t very excited about it, mostly because he fears that if they make what they do more mainstream, people like us are going to be out of a job.”

“I doubt it’s going to get to that point.”

“The rumors are that the Queen is trying to establish regular trade with them.”

“I can’t say.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m not really involved in diplomacy. And I’m not even sure that the Queen is the one heading up this negotiation.”

I cut myself off, as that was not something that I should be sharing. Not even with Dara.

“I thought the Queen was the one meeting them,” she said. “Or is it that stepbrother of hers?”

“Prince Dorian,” I said.

“Oh? Well, maybe. Anyway, if they are going to be taking over our kind of work, then I suppose I should be concerned.” She looked at me as if wondering if I was going to say anything that would suggest otherwise.

“I don’t think they’re going to try to do the kind of fabrications you do here,” I said, wanting to placate her. “This was found near one of the delegates. Or somebody with the delegation.”

I filled Dara in on the murder scene. I kept most of the details as sparse as I could, partly because I didn’t want to offend her by sharing too much of what had happened. And I simply did not need to give her everything.

“I found this underneath her. It’s the only unusual thing.”

Dara arched a brow at me. “You just described a scene in which somebody from a foreign delegation was found dead, and this is the only unusual thing?”

“All right,” I admitted. “There might’ve been some other unusual things.” Including the fact that I had been attacked with magic and had no idea who was responsible. And yet I couldn’t tell her that, because that was a piece of information that I didn’t want to get out. “But this is the kind of thing that I thought you might be able to help me with.”

“You want me to do what with it?”

“I don’t know the details of everything you can do with your gift.”

Dara frowned. “I suppose I can test it. I can determine the kind of metal, and there may be a memory trapped within it.”

“A memory?” I asked, starting to smile.

“Not like that,” she said, giving me a playful slap. “It’s more about the memory of the shape. I’m assuming that this isn’t the way that it has always looked. I’m guessing that is also your feeling.”

I nodded. “I don’t know what it would have looked like.”

“Sometimes metal has a memory. And if I can trigger that memory, I can get it to reveal itself. It might help, but it might not. I’m just setting you up with the expectation that we may not learn anything from this.”

“That’s all right. Anything that you can do. I can wait.”

Dara looked up at me. “Really? Do you think that it works so quickly?”

“I have no idea.”

“It’s going to take time. Detecting the metal is really not that difficult. It involves just a few tests. But triggering the memory is a little bit trickier, and far more time-consuming. So I’m going to need more time to work with it, mostly to ascertain whether it is going to be reactive to me.”

“About how long do you think that is going to take?”

“Is it that urgent? Wait. You’re talking about investigating someone’s murder. Of course it’s that urgent. I will give it as much time as I can. I don’t think that Rianal will be too upset if I tell him that I’m working on behalf of the Queen. I am working on behalf of the Queen, aren’t I?”

“Indirectly,” I said.

“You can’t hire me directly?”

“I suppose I could bring you in as an Investigator, if you’d like. That’s about the only organization I have any authority over. I do have a budget that I can work with.” I shrugged. “If you need honorable employment…”

She gave me another playful slap. “There is nothing dishonorable about the kind of work that I do. And I don’t need any Blade suggesting otherwise.”

“I would never suggest what you are doing is dishonorable. In fact, I think it is fascinating.”

“It is interesting you are so open to me.”

“Why?”

“Just because of what you are. Who you serve, I suppose.”

“I don’t have the same bias,” I said.

“But you still have some bias,” she said.

“I am her Blade,” I told her.

Dara frowned, and the look in her eyes suggested that she wondered what that meant for me, and what it might mean for her.

“I will see what I can find out about this, Zaren. And I don’t need employment as an Investigator. But I would, however, take a nice lunch.”

“It’s a date.”

“Come back later, then. That is, if you’re not too busy.”

She gave me another playful slap, but this one had a little sting to it, and I knew why. Too often I was too busy. And regardless of what I might say, the fact that Dara was doing something that would help my investigation meant that I was going to come, regardless of how busy I was.

And as I left her shop, debating what I was going to do next, I was left with questions about her, us, and what our relationship might mean. And I didn’t have an answer. I wasn’t sure that I needed an answer. Not yet. At least, not an answer about Dara.

I did, however, need to know more about the Ardemian delegation.

And it was time for me to find those answers.


Chapter Eight


The Investigator station was quiet, which I appreciated. I liked a little calm, because calm suggested preparation. I knew that it probably wasn’t true, and that there was no guarantee that we were prepared, but the calm was soothing nonetheless.

I found Byron working.

I was glad that it was him. I got along well with Byron, partly because he was young and partly because I understood what motivated him. He wanted safety, but he also wanted to do his job. I had been getting a better sense of all the Investigators, what motivated them, because each one had a purpose behind their service to the Crown. Much like I had a purpose behind my service to the Crown.

When I entered the station, he looked up from the desk. He blinked for a moment and then flicked a weary gaze to the door behind him, which led into the warehouse.

“Anything a problem here today?” I asked.

“Not particularly, but anytime you come around…” He shrugged.

“That’s not very nice,” I said.

“Sorry about that, Blade,” he said, running a hand through shaggy brown hair that had gotten longer in the time that I’d known him. “Nothing exciting is happening. Other than what you decided to get us involved in last night. Any word on what happened?”

“I’m still trying to figure it out myself.”

“But it was somebody from Ardem?”

I shrugged. The walls had been painted over in the last week or so, and they still smelled, despite the fact that I knew that the Investigators had kept the door and the windows open in order to air the room out. The floor was cleaner, swept and mopped, which was a sharp change from its state when I had first encountered the Investigators. We were waiting on furniture to be delivered, as I had taken advantage of the budget that I had as the Queen’s Blade to provide more services and supplies for the Investigators.

From an administrative standpoint, I now had to manage my employees. That was not something that I had ever given much thought to. But I wanted to make sure that we had a reasonable facility to work in. I also wanted to ensure that they had appropriate uniforms, which I was waiting on, and I wanted to make sure that my people were well compensated for the type of work that they did. That last was the trickiest bit, as it involved me negotiating on behalf of the Investigators.

What had served me well had been the fact that Waleith had not negotiated any raise for the Investigators during his time as the Queen’s Blade. When I had gone to the master of coin, he had said that we had some extra income from several years’ worth of overage that we could take advantage of.

It was that overage that I wanted.

“As far as I know, the woman was from Ardem, and that’s why I stopped in here.”

“Do we have to be careful? Need to keep ourselves protected from the delegation, or do you want to warn us off from them?”

“What do you mean, warn you off?”

“Well, a few of us have taken to following them around the city.”

I arched a brow, and he sat up straighter.

“Not to harass them, as we know that they are an officially sanctioned delegation, but we’ve been following them to know more about their movements. Figure that can’t hurt.”

I shook my head. “Can’t hurt. And probably the right thing to do. Have you found anything?”

Byron shrugged. “Just where they’re staying. It’s a pretty nice hotel. Or it was. I don’t know what it’s like now that they’ve taken it over. It’s just filled with…”

He waved his hand, and I had a pretty good idea about what it was filled with.

Filled with the power of fabrications. Since Ardem openly practiced magic, there was a real concern from the Investigators.

“I think that I would appreciate it if the Investigators continued to monitor the Ardemian situation,” I said. “I would encourage you, and others, to do so in whatever way that you deem appropriate.”

“Not really up to me, though, is it?”

“I can talk to Jos,” I said.

Jos had taken up a more formal leadership role. He was cantankerous, but I had learned that he had a good heart, and his motivation with the Investigators had always been one of service. And considering what I felt was our responsibility, I wanted to make sure that our values aligned. In that regard, they most definitely aligned.

“He doesn’t like their presence here,” Byron said.

“I’m not so sure that I do, either. Care to tell me what hotel they’re staying in?”

“Sure.”

Byron gave me the name, the Arbiter, and after checking in the warehouse to see if there was anything else that I needed to do, I headed out.

The high-end hotel was on the outskirts of the city, close to the docks and in a wealthier section. It usually catered to merchants, but the Ardemians had done just as Byron had said and rented out the entire building.

Knowing that I would detect something from them as I got closer, I was less concerned about finding it easily, but I was somewhat concerned about what I might find once I got there.

And I wished that I had a better understanding as to the purpose behind the delegation. I knew that Dorian was the one to have suggested a trade agreement, but the Queen had not been completely dismissive of the idea, though I did get the sense that she was not pleased. Of course, with the Queen being incapacitated, it put more and more on Dorian’s plate, and who could blame him for making his own preparations? I just wished I understood what those preparations were. The sense of power coming from the fabrications around the hotel was pronounced.

The building was a sturdy three-story structure made of an old brown stone, and it had vibrant green vines creeping along its side. The occasional white flower bloomed on the vines. Lanterns hung along the street at even intervals. Some were arcane lanterns, which would be quite expensive to maintain out here and would likely be a target of thieves, and others were simple oil lanterns. I headed straight toward the hotel, my gaze darting around, until I realized that there were several people moving aimlessly along the street, but that aimlessness had a pattern to it.

Ardemians, I was sure of it.

They had their own guards, but they didn’t want to look like guards.

Interesting.

The Arbiter was quite the structure. The entrance was formed by an ornate stone archway, with the name of the hotel spelled out above it. I had started toward the door when a pair of men emerged from the shadows on either side of the doorway. These were not normal shadows, or natural, and certainly not at this time of day. The pressure coming off them was considerable.

Magical pressure, and I suspected that it stemmed from fabrications. The interesting thing to me about fabrications, now that I was learning more about the process of making them, was how each fabrication gave a different sense to someone like me. I still could not distinguish the purpose of each individual fabrication. That was something that I wondered if I ever would be able to learn, but I had started to pick up on vague distinctions in the levels of power within fabrications, which allowed me to understand that some elements were unique to the fabricator.

With Matherin’s fabrications, I could readily identify his signature. I had felt a few other unique fabrications and had found them to be much the same. With these, I was aware that there were some familiar elements, though not entirely.

I reached for my sword but did not draw it.

I didn’t need an incident. But I did want to have my connection to the blade, to augment my natural resistance.

“I’m here on behalf of the Queen,” I said. “My name is Zaren Joha⁠—”

“There are no meetings scheduled for today,” someone said behind me.

I spun. I had no idea how someone had snuck up on me, especially considering the fact that I was now quite aware that this person had a measure of power to them.

Interesting.

He was dressed in a dark blue jacket with matching pants and had short black hair, neatly trimmed to the side, and a close-cropped beard. Dark brown eyes regarded me with suspicion.

“As I said, my name is⁠—”

“I am aware of who—and what—you are, Mr. Joha,” he said. He took a step toward me.

I did not move my hand from my blade. If he knew who and what I was, then he likely had his own defenses at the ready.

“I was assured we would be left unmolested.”

I smiled slightly at the choice of word.

“I’m not here to molest you,” I said, and then I flicked my gaze to the side, gauging how quickly I might need to react if the situation were to come down to a fight. I didn’t like that idea. And it made me wonder if I should have brought some Investigators with me. “I’m here on behalf of the Queen, to address a situation that has arisen.”

“How does it have any bearing on the delegation?” the man asked.

“You haven’t given me a chance to explain,” I said. “Is there a better place we can talk, as I assume that you can speak on behalf of at least one element of the delegation?”

There was something about him that struck me as confident and commanding. He was obviously someone of rank.

“There is no reason for me to meet with you, nor to invite you in.”

I looked along the street, gauging the activity. I didn’t see much. A few travelers were heading away from the street. A cart was several blocks away, but otherwise, the street around the delegation was quiet.

That suggested to me that all the other people I had encountered along the way had been tied to this delegation. It was as if the street had emptied the moment that I had come to meet with this man.

All of this was quite interesting, including the reaction that I was getting from meeting with this man in the first place.

“All right,” I said, turning to him and making a point of positioning myself to keep my eye on the others. “If you would like to do this here, then we will. A young woman was found dead by the harbor last evening. She was wearing a crest of Ardem, and I wanted to talk to somebody in the delegation to find out who might have been killed.”

At the mention of someone being killed, the man’s expression shifted. He turned slightly to the side, looking a little distracted. And then it looked as if he was listening to something.

Did they have some sort of communication fabrication? Interesting if true. And useful.

“If it is one of our delegates, we will investigate.”

I smiled tightly. “I’m afraid that is not going to be satisfactory.”

“You are afraid that it will not be?”

I shrugged and made a point of turning so that he could see my lapel pin. I didn’t often flaunt it, but in this instance, I felt I needed to. “As you undoubtedly know, I am the Queen’s Blade. I serve at her behest. And in this case, that involves me investigating the murder of a young woman who was part of a delegation that has come to the city for…” I shrugged, waiting and hoping that he might share something to fill in the gap in my knowledge, but he didn’t. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind facilitating my investigation, I would appreciate it. All I need is a moment of time, or perhaps a few moments, so that I can discover who she might have been.”

“What did she look like?” he asked.

“I could take you to her.”

“Describe her.”

“Mid-twenties. Blonde. Green eyes. Full lips. Freckles on her cheeks. And⁠—”

“Elaine Trelin,” he said, breathing out slowly.

“You know her just by my description?”

“The delegation is not so large,” the man said.

“Good. Then we can make this quite a bit easier. Is there anybody else that I can talk to about her? I am curious what part of the delegation she was with and what purpose she had in Busal City.”

The man made a motion with his hand before striding past me.

When he reached the door, the other two men standing guard on either side of the door had faded back into the shadows.

Strange.

I tested for some of the power here and attempted to carve through it, fighting through the resistance, but I had not felt anything significant. It was subtle enough that even though I knew they must have used power to shield themselves, I wasn’t able to identify it clearly.

Power that I could not fully uncover?

Dangerous.

I had noticed it when they had first used their power, but then this man had appeared, and then the second time, I had not.

Great.

And if I couldn’t find that power, then the Investigators wouldn’t, either.

Which was a different kind of danger.

I followed the man into the hotel to find it transformed. I had never been here before, but I doubted that they normally had the deep blue of Ardem hanging like a banner in the foyer, nor would they have the white sculptures shaped like the Ardemian crest, a leaping dolphin. I wasn’t sure, but I suspected the sculptures served more than just a decorative purpose. Possibly they were defensive fabrications. I doubted that the hotel had ever had the flag of Ardem hanging from a post near the stairs.

“It’s quite the accommodation you have here,” I said.

“We’ve rented the entire hotel for our stay. We informed the proprietor of our desire to make it more comfortable for the delegates, especially in Busal,” he went on, wrinkling his nose, “and we were met with no pushback on the topic.”

I resisted the urge to laugh aloud. There would be no reason to push back, not with as much gold as I suspected was involved here. Unfortunately, I had seen men willing to sell their own mothers to earn that much coin.

“I will summon the head of our delegation. You will wait here.”

He didn’t say anything more, just strode up the stairs, leaving me.

This gave me an opportunity to look around the hotel. The normal rates were probably quite high, as the richly stained wood was ornately carved and the stairs polished. The air smelled of roses, though I saw no sign of flowers. It was far nicer than any home. Not quite as nice as the palace, but I doubted that many places were.

When the man returned, he was no longer alone. Another man descended the stairs with him, one with graying hair. He wore a dark blue jacket and matching pants, and a slightly curved sword hung from his waist. He had a soft chin and eyes that bounced around as he descended the stairs. There was something immediately detestable about him.

The man looked at me. “I understand that you are the Queen’s Blade.” He waited just a tick for me to start to nod. “I am Davil Browing. And I understand you have some news for me.”

I glanced at the other man. Why hadn’t he said anything?

“Is there someplace we can talk quietly?” I asked.

“Of course, but I would appreciate hearing why I have the Queen’s Blade in my place of residence.”

“We found a member of your delegation last night along the shore. A woman who your colleague believes to be Elaine Trelin. I’m afraid we think she was murdered.”

He stared at me for a long moment. The lack of reaction bothered me more than anything else.

“I suppose I can spare a few moments to speak to you.”


Chapter Nine


Browing brought me to a small room in the back of the hotel. I suspected this had once been a dining hall, or at least a private area for honored guests to sit in. There had to be a much larger dining hall, but this one was fairly ornate. The lantern hanging overhead was gilded, and it seemed to have a bit of arcane light glowing from it.

No. Not a bit. It was an arcane lantern, just not of the same shape or design as I typically worked with. The light coming from it was a pale yellow, and I doubted that it was adjustable. The walls were all wooden panels, richly stained, and a massive table took up the center of the space. The chairs lining the table were solidly made, upholstered with a red fabric, and looked to be quite plush and comfortable.

Everything about this space gave it an appearance of wealth. I could easily understand why the delegation had chosen this place to occupy, as it probably made them feel surrounded by opulence. I knew that Ardemians valued wealth—or at least the appearance of it.

“Have a seat, Mr.…”

“Joha,” I said, smiling brightly at him. “As you have been informed, I am the Queen’s Blade.”

Browing looked at me, and there was nothing in his eyes that conveyed any sort of emotion, which told me two things. First, he was a man who was able to control his emotions, something that not all men had the capability of doing. And second, he was not surprised to see me.

“Yes,” Browing said, and he nodded, looking over at the other man, who stood behind him, his arms crossed as he remained unmoving, “the Queen’s Blade. I believe you are her magical ratcatcher, as it were.”

“Something along those lines,” I said.

“We have a similar role in our country, though we honor them.”

I said nothing.

“You were saying something about one of my associates?”

I nodded. “Of course. A young woman was found last night, and while I am not at liberty to discuss the details of her demise at this moment”—mostly because I had no idea how she had died—“I was hoping you would be willing to provide me with details about her.”

“That is where I am quite troubled,” Browing said. “You mentioned a Ms. Elaine Trelin.”

“I did. Your security indicated that was likely the name of the victim, based on the description that I gave him.”

Browing looked over his shoulder at the man, frowning. Something passed wordlessly between them, and I was left with the distinct feeling that Browing was quite disappointed that his security person had revealed anything.

“I think he must’ve been mistaken, Mr. Joha. The young lady that you mentioned is here with us. You see, we take the safety and security of our delegation quite seriously. We would never let anybody wander the streets of the city unaccompanied, as we know the dangers present here.”

I resisted the urge to respond to his insinuation. I had never spent any time in Ardem, but everything that I had heard suggested that it was a wild and violent place, racked by a very different type of magic from what we found in our land. That was something that the Queen had done well, regulating power. In Ardem, that power was not regulated. And I supposed that having somebody with my particular set of skills was even more important there, because the nature of the magic probably posed a far greater danger.

“I have asked Ms. Trelin to join us,” Browing said, motioning to the door, “but while we are waiting, may I offer you something to drink? I would hate for the Queen to think that I was an inglorious host.”

I had to be careful here. I was stepping well outside my comfort zone. It was one thing to track dangerous magic when I knew exactly where I stood. It was another thing altogether to deal with a formal delegation that was looking to further trade between two nations.

What had I been thinking, coming here?

I knew what I had been thinking. I had been thinking that I was doing my job, but that didn’t mean that I was doing the right thing. What I wouldn’t give to have the Queen healthy enough that she could make sure that I was doing what she wanted. That was selfish of me to think, but it didn’t change how I felt.

“No. That’s not necessary.” I hesitated. “You could, however, provide me with a list of the delegates staying here.”

The man frowned. “Why?”

“Safety reasons. You see, as one of your delegates has perished in Busal City, and you are claiming that it is not the woman initially suggested, I now need to look into the rest.”

I could see from his expression that he was contemplative, but he wasn’t terribly surprised by the request.

“Well, your Queen,” he said, his nose wrinkling slightly, giving a hint of his opinion of the Queen, “indicated that she did not need a register of our delegation. As long as we kept a log of all people who came into your city⁠—”

“I speak on behalf of the Queen,” I said. And I didn’t think the Queen was responsible for whatever dispensations they had at all. That was Dorian.

It was a gamble, but as I was the Queen’s Blade, I had little doubt that the Queen would back me in this—at least as long as she was well enough to do so.

“I see.”

“It has nothing to do with the negotiation,” I explained, trying to sound as reasonable as possible. “It has to do with the fact that we found a woman who was wearing your crest, and whether she is the woman that I was led to believe she was matters little. And there is the simple matter of how I was attacked during my investigation.” I settled my hands on the table, making a point of keeping them away from my blade. I didn’t necessarily need the blade to counter any power, but they may not know that. “Magic, you see. And the kind of magic that is not found here.”

I let the accusation linger, and Browing nodded slowly.

“You think that it was Ardem.”

“I do not know,” I said, shrugging slightly. “But given that we have faced some particular dangers unusual in Busal City, I think it’s appropriate for us to have a full accounting of all the people that the delegation includes. We can begin with Ms. Trelin⁠—”

Just then, the door opened, and a tall, statuesque blonde woman strode in. She was dressed in a deep blue gown and shawl. In many ways, she could have been the woman that had died last night.

For a moment, I thought she actually was that woman. I could imagine Jamie having worked some miracle and then releasing her, but if so, he would have sent word.

“Ms. Trelin,” Browing said, nodding to the woman. “As you can see, she is most decidedly alive.”

“I see.”

Browing smiled at me tightly. “I don’t know who you saw, but…” He looked over his shoulder at the man behind him. “Aronith here will provide you with the register of delegates that you have requested. I think it is a reasonable request for us to be transparent about who has come into your land.”

“A full register,” I said. “Including all security measures you have brought.”

That elicited more of a pause.

“I see. As you are undoubtedly aware, there may be certain security measures that we are not willing to discuss. I can provide you with a list of names, but more than that…” He spread his hands to indicate he could not share anything more.

“Of course,” I said. “Then if I have additional questions, I’m sure you won’t mind me interviewing your delegates?”

“We are diplomats, Mr. Joha,” he said.

“Diplomats or not, a young woman is dead. She was wearing the crest of Ardem.”

And there had been blood. Maybe not blood from the woman, as she hadn’t had any obvious injury, but blood nonetheless. It suggested that there had been another person. Between the blood and the boot prints and the metal object, I had reason to believe that there had been another person at the crime scene.

“If that is all, I will get that list to you. Would you like me to send it to the palace?”

The way that he said this suggested that he believed that I could be found at the palace. And there was another undercurrent. Maybe it was a belief that in sending the list to the palace, he could bypass me, or maybe my investigation. Considering Dorian’s role with the delegation, that might actually work.

“I can wait,” I said, knowing that this might be pushier than I really needed to be.

Browing stared at me. “Of course. It will only take a few moments. Now, if you don’t mind, I have much that must be done.”

He nodded, got to his feet, and strode from the room. The young woman followed him, but at the door, she paused for just a moment, looking back at me.

Aronith cleared his throat near me. “You will wait here.”

“Of course,” I said. “I would be pleased to do so.”

He stepped out of the room, leaving me alone. I had plenty of experience with trying to be patient around men who wanted to make a situation difficult, and I had a growing suspicion that Browing intended to drag out the proceedings, for whatever reason. Maybe he just didn’t like the fact that I had come here asking questions, or maybe he didn’t like the idea that I was asking for accountability from his people. Whatever it was, I could be patient.

At least, I could try to be patient.

My wait turned out to be a long one.

At one point, somebody opened the door, looked inside, and bowed to me politely. He had on a dark blue livery and had his hair pulled back into a topknot. The man had the dark complexion of a local, which made me smile inwardly. They had even made the locals dress in their colors?

“I was supposed to see if you might want for anything. Food? Drink? The masters are providing you with whatever you have requested,” the man said, his voice a bit timid, but his gaze not at all. When his eyes flicked to my lapel, where I kept the Queen’s pin, they froze for just a moment.

“I am fine, but thank you.”

The man bobbed his head.

“I do have a question for you,” I said as the man started to turn, keeping him from stepping out of the room entirely. “About your masters. How many are here?”

The man turned back to me. He pushed the door closed behind him and locked eyes with me for a moment. His gaze lingered on my pin. “There are five primary masters, sir,” he said.

“You may call me Mr. Joha, as I am no sir, but…”

As soon as I mentioned my name, his eyes widened slightly. That was surprising. I hadn’t realized that my name had garnered notice throughout the city. I figured it was my size.

“Where do you live?” I asked.

“Sir?”

“I said you could call me Mr. Joha,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Joha,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at the door. “I have been instructed that I serve Ardem while they are here.”

“Is that right?”

“Please, don’t be angry. I…”

“You don’t have to fear me.” I put emphasis on the last word and then shifted my shoulder ever so slightly. The implication was not lost on the young man.

“I am just trying to do a job, Mr. Joha.”

“What is your name, then?”

“William Rankin,” he said. “I’ve worked at the hotel for a few years. A good employee. You can ask around.”

I nodded to him. “Mr. Rankin, I appreciate your honesty. Serve well, and make sure that you remember who you serve.”

He regarded me for a moment before he scurried out of the door.

Once he was gone, I sat back, looking at the door.

It was another hour, perhaps longer, before Aronith returned with the list. He provided it on a single slip of paper. I suspected the list had taken them no more than a few minutes to generate, but they had taken their time.

“I apologize for the delay, as we wanted to be certain that we had an accurate representation of all present here. You can rest assured that I have personally double-checked it.”

“Present in the hotel or present in the city?” I asked.

He hesitated a moment.

“I need a register of all who are present in the city.”

“I’m afraid that will not be possible,” Aronith said.

“Are they diplomats?”

“Well, not all from Ardem are here on the diplomatic mission.”

“Interesting,” I said, steepling my fingers and looking over the paper. I had already memorized it, in case they had some trick to the ink where it would fade rapidly. This was a form of magic that Benjamin, one of the Guild representatives that I had worked with, had alluded to. Some inks could fade—and rapidly. “How many would you say from Ardem are here that are not part of the diplomatic mission?”

“I can’t say that with any certainty,” Aronith said.

“That’s unfortunate. You know, I had some difficulty during my investigation last evening.” I got to my feet, practically looming over the much smaller man, though Aronith didn’t seem to be intimidated by my presence. “I was attacked by somebody. They used a form of magic I was unfamiliar with.”

I waited for his reaction, but he gave away nothing. I wasn’t making a threat, though it was something of an accusation. And once again I was all too aware of how I needed to be careful throwing around such accusations.

“That is unfortunate, Mr. Joha. As you are undoubtedly aware, we are here to secure diplomatic ties with your people. We would not do anything to jeopardize that, and we certainly would not attack the Queen’s Blade. Such a thing would be counterproductive to our goals.”

“Are there any within your delegation who have different goals?”

“All that are here want peace and prosperity.”

“Well then, thank you for your time.”

I started toward the door, and Aronith hesitated a moment. I had left the list behind but had done so intentionally. I was curious what he might do.

“You don’t want the register of names?”

“I don’t need it,” I said.

“You had us do all that work for nothing?” He frowned, and he made a good show of disappointment.

“Was it all that much work?” I asked, glancing at him. “But no. Not for nothing. I made a copy.”

He frowned. “I see.”

“Would you have preferred me to take that list with me?” I spoke with a casual note, but I had begun to feel for power around me. The challenge in this hotel, around people of Ardem, was that everything gave off a sense of power, which meant that a subtle use of magic, such as what might be on the paper, would be easy to overlook.

Aronith’s reaction was neutral, but his gaze darted to the paper.

“I would not want to do anything to jeopardize the trade agreement,” I said.

“Of course not,” Aronith said.

“Good. Now, if there are any names that you may have forgotten to include, I would appreciate it if you sent word.”

“That is a full accounting of the delegates.”

“But not of all Ardemians in the city.”

“No,” he said simply.

“Very good. I don’t suppose you would care to tell me why we found a woman who looks like Ms. Trelin deceased by the harbor?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have a good answer for that,” Aronith said.

“None?”

“Perhaps if I saw where you found her, I…”

“Of course,” I said.

He blinked. “You would show me?”

I shrugged. “We’re looking for the same thing, Aronith. I want to ensure the peace and stability within Busal City, and you want to ensure that the delegation’s mission moves forward in the manner it is supposed to. So if that involves us working together, however we must do so, I am fully open to it. When would you like to go?”


Chapter Ten


Aronith claimed that he needed to make a brief preparation, and I was pleasantly surprised that it truly was a brief preparation. I had started to wonder if he, like Browing, would make me wait some impossible duration of time, though I suspected that the last time had been all about placing a fabrication on the paper that would allow them to track me.

It was possible they were doing something similar by having me simply sit in the hotel, but I didn’t feel anything. I had taken to holding my hand near the hilt of my sword, probing for some energy that could explain what was happening or reveal they were trying something nefarious.

And there was another matter. I suspected they were going to follow me. Regardless of where I went after leaving them, they may be inclined to track me. Not that I was a difficult target to keep pace with throughout the city. My size made that a simple task. But there was no reason to hide where I was going, or anything about myself. I was the Queen’s Blade, after all, and I wanted answers.

That was the reason that I had decided to bring Aronith along with me. If they were going to follow me, I would much rather have them do it openly.

By the time Aronith returned, he no longer wore the Ardemian colors and instead had on a simple charcoal cloak. He could blend in on the streets, I realized.

“An interesting choice,” I said.

“I thought it would be for the best that I do not announce my presence.”

“I find that announcing my presence has its benefits,” I said.

His gaze went to the pin on my lapel before it flicked to me. “Is that always the case?”

“I have a hard time hiding.”

He offered a hint of a smile. “Yes, I imagine a man your size would have a hard time hiding. You wouldn’t, perchance, have any Erantish blood in you?”

He said this so casually that I almost smiled, thinking that he was trying to play a game with me or perhaps just testing me. At this point, I wasn’t certain.

“I might,” I said.

Shadows swirled around us as we stepped past the entrance of the hotel. Without unsheathing my blade, I pushed against the shadows and the power that I felt within them. It was a simple matter, and I felt a bit of resistance, followed by a light gust of wind. Then someone grunted.

Aronith glanced in my direction. “Was that necessary?”

“Was hiding your men in the shadows necessary? It is an interesting fabrication,” I admitted, “but you may not want to be so open about such fabrications.”

“For one, it is not an open use of what you refer to as fabrications. And for another, they are here for the defense of the delegation. We do things differently in Ardem. And we were assured that we were not to be molested here.”

I shrugged. “My apologies. I haven’t spent any time in your land.”

He regarded me for a long moment, looking as if he wanted to say something more before deciding against it. Instead, I took a roundabout way toward the harbor front, where we had found the body the night before, observing him as we walked. I couldn’t tell if he had access to fabrications—or any other sort of magic—as he didn’t seem to use anything openly, though I knew that didn’t necessarily mean that he didn’t have power. Perhaps he was just choosing not to wield it.

His gaze darted all over the place.

“Are you always so suspicious?” Aronith asked at one point. It seemed he felt I was paying too much attention to him.

“I tend to be a little cautious, but then, my experience has suggested that is beneficial.”

“And what sort of experience is that?”

“One of betrayal.”

He was quiet for a little while. “I am looking for any potential dangers, as I imagine you do when you patrol. It is my responsibility to ensure that the city is as safe as we can make it.”

“That’s an interesting choice. As safe as you can make it.”

“Would you say otherwise?”

“Well, considering that you aren’t the ones responsible for ensuring the safety of the city, I would say that it is as safe as we can make it.”

“There are plenty of aspects to your city that I find… intriguing.” He shook his head. “You fear magic, and yet some of you embrace it.” He regarded me for a long moment.

“It’s not that we fear it. It’s that we keep it regulated.”

“Why?”

“You’re asking the wrong person these questions,” I said. “I simply serve as a Blade. If you want an answer to that kind of question”—and I couldn’t deny that I wanted an answer to that kind of question, especially since I had seen that the Queen was more than willing to use power when it suited her—“you can ask for one during one of your delegation meetings.”

Aronith said nothing, but I saw his gaze dart around again before it settled on the river in the distance. “How did you come to your role?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard stories about me around the city.”

“It has been my experience that stories are often fabricated, and more often than not, they are elaborated. Are you telling me that every rumor about you in the city is accurate?”

I shrugged. “Probably not accurate,” I said. “Well, I should say definitely not accurate, but certainly interesting enough.”

“You don’t mind what others say about you?”

“I’ve learned that I can’t control the stories that are spread about me.”

Even if I wanted to, that had not been possible. When I had left the army, there had been stories. They had bothered me more than anything else, and it had taken me time to realize that regardless of what somebody said about me, it simply did not matter. All that mattered was what I knew to be true.

“And if people fear you?”

“I don’t think they fear me. I’ve been careful to build a community.”

Why was I telling him this? Was he using magic on me? I reached for my blade, testing for any subtle power being wielded around me, but I didn’t detect anything. I might just be oversharing.

“And does that community make you more than a weapon?”

“I don’t know if I’m a weapon. I am the Queen’s Blade.”

Did that make me a weapon? In some ways, it did, and I didn’t know how I felt about that. I didn’t give it a lot of thought most of the time.

“Interesting. As I believe Mr. Browing said, there are those in Ardem who serve a similar role to yours. We treat them a bit differently, though. There are magic catchers, though we have a very particular term for them, and they are honored. Your gifts, what I have heard of them,” he said, glancing in my direction and arching a brow, as if waiting to see how much of what he had heard about me was true, “would be valued. Those who serve Ardem are given respect, and more.”

“I find that there are always ties to such claims,” I said.

“Are there with what the Queen has offered you?”

I thought about my obligation to the Queen. Some of it was tied to the possessions she had granted me. A house. Money. Some of it was tied to a position. Prestige. Some of it was tied to a sense of obligation. Regardless, there were ties to everything.

“Yes,” I finally said.

We reached the harbor park where the body had been found. I picked my way carefully, glancing over the water, the sunlight reflecting off it to create a swirling pattern. A few small posts had been placed in the grass. Most people would not understand the purpose of them, but I knew why the constables had placed them, to create a perimeter, indicating the location of the investigation.

As I slowed, Aronith immediately paused. “Blood,” he said.

“Up ahead,” I said.

“No. Here.” He pointed to a section of the ground.

I didn’t see anything on the ground, but this was an area of the park that I had not really examined. I’d found the boot prints, and that had essentially been the extent of my search area. I had relied upon the constables to do most of the searching, ensuring that anything unusual had been identified.

“I presume you already detected this.”

I remained quiet. I didn’t think there was blood here, though. I would have seen something with the arcane lantern, and the fact that I had not meant that this blood had been spilled later.

After the attack on me. Had I harmed one of them?

I certainly hadn’t used magic, but I had shredded whatever magic they had been using on me. Maybe there had been some rebound of power.

“Yes,” I said. “Now, if you don’t mind, it’s just up ahead.” I motioned for Aronith to follow and reached the deposition site. “This was where the body was found,” I said, pointing.

“Which you now know was not Ms. Trelin,” he said.

“Perhaps,” I said. “But it doesn’t change the fact that she was wearing a cloak with your crest on it.”

“Somebody could have given it to her.”

“Then that begs the question of who, and why.”

“I suppose,” he said.

But Aronith wasn’t wrong. Somebody trying to make it seem as if somebody from Ardem had been injured was a real possibility. I wasn’t sure what somebody might hope to accomplish in doing something like that, but I had to at least consider it a possibility.

“Do you mind if I perform my own investigation?” Aronith asked. “I won’t interfere with anything that you or your people, including the city constables, are doing.” He glanced over to where a pair of constables stood near the harbor’s edge, looking down at the water. “I am simply curious as to whether I might uncover anything else.”

“Be my guest.”

I wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but he set off, making a quick circuit of the grassy area. I had the distinct sense of magic, though I couldn’t tell if it was a fabrication or some innate power. Regardless, I was aware of the energy he was wielding, and it intensified when he paused where the body had been found. Was he testing the blood that we had discovered?

Perhaps he was. And maybe there was something there that he could reveal.

Every so often, he would pause, looking up and then over at me, as if trying to get an answer to a question that wasn’t quite obvious to him, before continuing his circuit. I might have made better use of my time by leaving him here, but curiosity got the better of me. If he could identify anything, it would be useful to my own investigation. So I waited.

Once Aronith was done, he turned to me. “An adequate job.”

“Adequate?”

“Well, seeing as you are limited with how you can investigate, I suppose it is adequate.”

“Did you find anything I did not?”

“Considering that you have been restrictive with your information, I can’t say with much certainty. Perhaps I did.”

He turned in place, and then he paused, settling his gaze at the damaged section of ground where I had found the metallic item. I still carried it with me but wasn’t about to show it to him, as I wasn’t sure how much to trust Aronith.

“This is your evidence of an attack?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Why there?”

“That is where I was standing.”

He frowned at me. “And you think this was somebody from Ardem?”

“The magic certainly would suggest it was,” I said.

“There are other magical entities beyond my land.”

Given what I had seen of the Daughters of Inkasa, the Anvil, and even Garridan and his strange type of power, I knew that to be the case. I just didn’t know if any of that other power was present. The timing would be unusual—and far too coincidental. It was far more likely that this was an Ardemian, though the question was why.

“True.”

“And it begs the question as to why they would target you. You are known to be the Queen’s Blade and to have a certain level of magical resistance.”

“It’s possible they didn’t know who I was,” I suggested.

There was little doubt in my mind that they had known exactly who I was, but I wasn’t going to tell Aronith that.

“Interesting. I don’t much care for this, Mr. Joha.”

“Neither do I.”

“If I uncover anything, I will pass it on. I would hope that you would do the same.”


Chapter Eleven


Icouldn’t shake the feeling that I was being followed as I made my way from the scene of the murder and over to the constable station. I paused periodically, testing for fabricated magic, but any sense remained vague and distant.

That was probably something that I was going to have to come to grips with. With the presence of the Ardemian delegation in Busal City, I had to deal with the presence of power here.

When I reached the constable station, I strode inside, picking my way through the maze of desks until I reached the Captain’s office. I saw no sign of Lijanna but suspected that she was here somewhere. Harent was in his office, seated at his desk, his door cracked open. He glanced up briefly at my knock.

He breathed out heavily. “Seven Souls, Joha. It’s about time that you got here.”

“I didn’t realize you were waiting on me.” I strode into the office, my gaze skimming across the desk, piled with papers, the map of Busal on the wall behind him, two swords crossed beneath it, and then a pile of rusted knives and swords and axes stacked in the corner, likely confiscated from men over the years of Harent’s service to the Queen. I took a seat in the chair across from him.

“I figured that you would’ve come by before now. We have a murder in the city, and we are dealing with some political delegation, and I need to be assured that my people aren’t going to be held liable for our investigation if it involves Ardem.”

“The constables aren’t going to be held accountable for any issues tied to the delegation.”

“I don’t know, which is why I am asking you.” He leaned forward. “And what can you tell me about it?”

“Not a whole lot. I have Jamie working on the body, and so far, he’s not been able to uncover anything. He suspects poisoning. I’m working up a few other leads, but it’s going to take some time. And I’m sorry that it’s not happening nearly as quickly as you want. Maybe you’d rather the delegation was not here.”

Part of me felt that way, so I understood if that was the case.

“Don’t give me a look like that,” Harent said. “I’m not saying that the delegation shouldn’t have come.” He waved his hand and looked up at the map. “I dealt with their weapons in the last war. I know how many people suffered. I know the price we’ve paid to keep peace. So…”

I had known Harent had served in the navy, but I hadn’t known that he had served in the war all those years ago. We hadn’t battled Ardem, but Ardem had supplied weapons when the fighting had gotten fiercest.

“So?” I said.

“I’m just saying that with the delegation here, we have unusual activity. We’ve got men sneaking through streets, prostitutes running rampant, pickpockets thinking to grab extra coin, and we have to keep the armada just outside the harbor, on the off chance of an attack.” He shook his head. “I’m supposed to coordinate with the Seven Souls–blasted navy? I’m not a seaman anymore.”

“I think you can handle it all quite well,” I said.

“I handle it just fine.” Harent shifted his chair and sat more upright. “But that hasn’t answered the question. What are you doing here? Anything you can tell me about the woman’s death? We need to wrap this up quickly.”

“Nothing new. Do you know anything?”

“Other than that I have to send somebody over to question Magnus blasted Telling?”

I frowned, leaning forward. “Why?”

“I thought you knew. He was the one who found her last night.”

“He found her?”

I knew Telling somewhat. He had helped me deal with the aelith powder and had assisted me when we had discovered Councilor Sivara had been responsible for it moving through Busal City. I had not had a whole lot of interaction with him since then. Of course he would be involved in something like this.

“He found her. Though I’m not exactly sure what he was doing.”

“I don’t know whether I would be able to find out.”

“You’re the Queen’s Blade. Why can’t you just make him tell you?”

“It doesn’t exactly work like that. He serves on the council, and…” I leaned forward, resting my forearms on the edge of his desk. I was just in reach of some of the papers, which Harent slid away while giving me a wry look. “There are certain things that you just don’t challenge when it comes to the council.”

“I leave that to my betters,” Harent said. “Now, do you care to tell me who she was? I assume you’ve figured that out by now. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have come here.”

“That’s the tricky part of this. I went to meet with a representative of the delegation, thinking that somebody there might be able to help me identify who was missing. I came across their head of security—a man by the name of Aronith, though I didn’t get his last name. He told me that the woman was named Elaine Trelin, but when I finally met with the head of the delegation, he claimed that she wasn’t. I don’t know what to make of that.”

I filled him in on the rest of the details of the meeting, including the list of names and how I suspected it had been a fabrication. That elicited a dark frown from Harent.

“That’s part of the reason I don’t like the idea that we just let them into the city,” he said.

“I get it. But we aren’t the ones who get to choose these things.”

“Still surprised the Queen allowed it.”

“And I’m not sure it’s all about what the Queen wanted. I think she’s being influenced by some outside guidance.” I had to be careful with what I told him, but I also felt I needed Harent’s help, so having him know more about what was going on would be useful.

“Rumor says that she listens to Prince Dorian quite a bit, so I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by that. And if you can figure out the poison, then… well, I suppose that can help target the method.”

“I’m less concerned about the method, honestly,” I admitted. “I’m more concerned about somebody attacking me. And about the person who carried her to that spot.”

“My men haven’t found anything. We looked, but there was no sign of anything there.”

I had expected that. I would have picked up on something. And truth be told, Aronith would have uncovered something.

“This one’s going to be tricky,” Harent said.

“Just because it’s a foreign delegation. Nobody wants there to be a problem.”

“You might be surprised,” Harent said.

“Oh?”

“Not me,” he said, and he stared at the map for a long while. “I got my fill of blood. But others profit from war, Joha. That’s something that not too many people pay attention to. Follow the money.”

“You think this was done to destabilize the talks?”

“I’m not saying that it was. Maybe it’s just like you said. Young woman dies. Poisoned or magically attacked.” He shook his head. “You tell me that happens in our land, and I’ll tell you there is something suspicious about it. You tell me that happens in Ardem…” He shrugged. “That becomes a little less suspicious. They use magic for everything. That doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s anything to be worried about. A magical attack could just be how they do things there.”

And that was the root of the problem.

“I get it,” Harent said. “Every way you look at it, this gets deeper and darker.”

“It’s not that it’s getting darker,” I said, scratching at my chin. “It’s just that I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something more here. Maybe it was just a magical attack. And maybe there is nothing to it. Could be some issue within the delegation only, so maybe I need to let them handle it.” I leaned forward. “The hard part is that I wonder if somebody was killed near the delegation hotel, and they carried her over to the harbor to dispose of the body. Or maybe somebody just slipped an Ardemian cloak on her to make it look like it was a delegate that had been murdered. I just don’t know.”

“Until we figure out who the second person is, you can’t do a whole lot. They were injured, though. That makes a difference.” He glanced at the map. “I presume they gave you a list.”

He waited for me to answer, and when I did, he grunted again.

“Figures. So you got a list, however complete it might be,” he went on, chuckling to himself as if that was something of a joke. He was not wrong, because I knew it was incomplete. “And you can work through it. If you have one member of the delegation missing, you may find the one that was injured. But first, you should nail down who that woman was, and then you can nail down who else may be missing. That’s how you work through this mystery. And you had best pray to the Seven Souls that it’s not going to take you someplace that you don’t want to go.”

“And where do you think I don’t want to go?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. You and I both know that there are certain places that are best avoided.” He sat up, taking a deep breath. “At least we can deal with this together.”

“The timing is crap,” I muttered. When he looked over, I shrugged. “I still have to deal with Waleith, and I don’t have a good solution to what I’m going to do with him. This investigation is going to take up time. And I’m quite certain that this is time that I have to take.”

“I will put all of my manpower on it, and I imagine you will do the same.”

I let out a sigh, getting to my feet. “I need to talk to Asi and let her know that I’m going to be unavailable to deal with Waleith for a while.” My gaze lingered on the pile of rusty weapons. It was an odd thing for Harent to have in his office. “You should clean those up. I wouldn’t want you to trip and end up cutting yourself.”

“Oh, we are just sorting through them. They all have some strange markings on them.”

I looked up. “Fabrications?”

He shook his head. “Not everything is magic. I have considered it, though. I don’t think so, but if you want to have at it, be my guest.”

I crouched over them, noting swords, daggers, simple knives, axes, even a couple of crossbows with broken crossbow bolts. Nothing about them felt magical to me.

“No magic that I can tell,” I said.

“As I figured. That’s why I didn’t bring them up. But we’ve been coming across them for a while now. Abandoned, mostly.”

“In this shape?”

“Some were found at the harbor, some in alleys, some on people who were arrested for one reason or another. I didn’t think much of it at first, but they all have these markings on them,” he went on, motioning to small script carved into some of the metal, “so we are just keeping track of them. I’ll let you know if it amounts to anything.”

I knew he would. “Just be careful.”

“Oh, are you worried about me?”

“I’m worried that you might get an infection when you trip over them.” I offered a hint of a grin. “I’ll check in with you later.”

“Not too soon. I need to get work done. And you always interrupt.”

I glanced down at the pile of weapons one more time before heading out of Harent’s office, winding my way through the constable station, and then back out. It was time to start working through my list. But first I needed to do something else.

I stopped outside the station, glancing along the street. It was about midday, and the air was cool and crisp, but there was a hint of something else on it. I had a list, and I needed to work my way through it, but I also had a need for more information. What had kept Telling out at that time of night?

And moreover, could he have seen anything?

I picked my way toward his home, a part of the city that I rarely visited, though not because I feared dealing with the council members. It was more because I knew there was power here, and I had to be careful with how I investigated it. Surprisingly, I found Telling heading directly toward me. He studied me as I approached, and there was a look in his eyes that suggested surprise, though I wondered if he truly was surprised. I had a feeling that he was well connected and might even have contacts among the constables that had warned him that I would be coming to him.

Telling was a well-dressed man, probably in his forties, and he moved with a certain grace that I wasn’t quite able to place. He wore a long gray cloak and carried a walking stick, though he didn’t use it. Maybe a weapon.

“Mr. Joha. It’s been a minute since I have seen you.”

“Do you have a moment to talk?” I asked, glancing around.

“For the Queen’s Blade, I have several. I suppose that you are here because of what happened last evening.”

When I nodded, his expression changed.

“Sad business, isn’t it?” he said.

“Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with this.”

“I had… What? You can’t believe that I had a hand in this, can you?”

“Harent tells me that you were the one who alerted the constables.”

“Of course,” Telling said, turning his attention to me as if it were a chore. “I recognized the crest, of course. Since the Ardemian delegation has only been here a day, I knew that we needed to exercise a measure of discretion and caution, and I did not want this to derail our talks.”

He almost sounded as if he truly felt that way, but I had been around people like Magnus Telling before, and it might just be a ploy to convince me of his innocence.

“Do you care to tell me why you were out there?”

“I was taking a stroll along the river. I enjoy walking out at night.”

I frowned at him. “At that time of night?”

“I have sources that I need to visit, and I thought that it was appropriate that I keep myself apprised of activity relating to the delegation.” He offered a hint of a smile and shrugged. “And then I stumbled upon the poor woman.”

“I don’t suppose you know who she is?”

“Unfortunately, the extent of my knowledge is that she was with the delegation. Nothing more. And the only reason I knew that was because I saw the crest.”

“Is that right?”

“Why? Do you think that I had some other interest in her?”

“I don’t know. A pretty girl, walking alone…”

“You think she was alone?”

The way that Telling said this suggested that she might not have been, and there certainly was the blood I didn’t have any good accounting of.

“I have no evidence to suggest that she was otherwise,” I lied.

“That is probably for the best. Perhaps it was merely circumstance,” Telling said, though from his tone, I had the suspicion that he believed otherwise. “I do not know anything more than what I shared with the constables last evening. I can, however, ask around, if you would like.”

His tone suggested there would be a price for this service. In this case, however, that price might be one that I needed to pay. If he had sources, as he called them, they might provide us with information about what was going on, perhaps even more than the delegation would reveal.

“If you find anything, I would be most appreciative.”

“Only you?”

“Seeing as I serve Her Majesty, I am certain that she would also be most appreciative.”

Telling beamed. “Of course. Anything to serve the Crown.” He flicked his gaze past me, toward the gate leading to his manor house. “As you can imagine, I have preparations to undertake for my part in the negotiations. And you, I suspect, have an investigation to carry out.”

“I do. And I will solve this.”

“Oh, Mr. Joha, I have no doubt.”


Chapter Twelve


Istarted toward the palace before deciding better of it. I wouldn’t be able to find anything at the palace—not yet, not until I had more answers. And besides, I couldn’t go and interfere with the Queen and Jamie’s treatment while he helped with my investigation. I had to have patience.

I had very little in the way of leads. I could simply work through the list of names, but that would also put me in a situation where I was interrogating a political delegation. That was dangerous, risky, even if the Queen were in full health and I could ensure I had her backing, but with her ill, and of uncertain ability to recover from it, I had to navigate this far differently, far more carefully.

So I resorted to my very first, and maybe best, lead.

I entered Dara’s shop, listening to the sound of the bell ringing overhead, and peered around the shelves until I could see her working at the counter. Rianal was nowhere to be seen, thankfully. I didn’t want to explain myself to him.

“Back already?”

“You suggested that we meet,” I said. “Lunch, I believe.”

“I suggested it, but I didn’t really expect you to follow through. You haven’t been the most reliable when it comes to that sort of thing, Zaren. I don’t say that to make you feel bad.”

“Oh, great. Then you said it to make me feel pretty good.” I smiled slightly at her.

“You know what I mean. Care to tell me more about your case?”

“Beyond what I already shared?” I shrugged. “Not a whole lot that I can say. We have a dead body, and we have this mystery delegation in the city, and I have struggled to find answers. That’s pretty much it.”

“And you brought me a hunk of olar.”

“I brought you what?”

“That’s what it is. It took me a while to work through it. It’s not a common metal, and it has some interesting characteristics, though I doubt you care much for that.”

“So you’ve figured it out.”

Dara shook her head, and her gaze danced around before it settled back on me. “I figured out what it was, and that’s about all that I have figured out. Honestly, that took far longer than I had expected. I was going to see if I could pull out the memory of it. It’s pretty unusual, so that’s going to be harder. I don’t have as much familiarity with the technique.”

“But your ability lets you do something with it?”

She smiled. And when she did, she lit up.

I knew that it was dangerous for me to have a relationship with Dara, especially because I still wasn’t sure what kind of work she did with Rianal, and how that might go against the Queen’s law on fabrications in the city, but she really was alluring, and maybe it was just that she had been one of the first people to truly welcome me into Busal City, but she was kind, and she viewed me differently than others did, as if my size was secondary. That was uncommon.

“My ability? You can just say it.”

“I don’t actually know what you call it.”

“In my home, we called it one thing, but here, I suppose it’s just called minor metalworking. That’s probably for the best, anyway. I don’t need to be considered anything too significant, because that would draw you and your friends after me.”

We had gone through this a few times, enough that I knew better than to push the issue and that Dara didn’t really fear that I was going to come after her. At least, she didn’t think that I would send the Investigators after her. But we both knew who I served. We both understood that carried a set of obligations. We both understood that at some point, if she, or Rianal, were to push the issue, I would have to make a choice. And I had a feeling that Dara knew what I would have to choose.

The problem was that I wasn’t sure what I would choose.

“So does your minor metalworking allow you to find the memory of the metal?”

“It will take more time. I have to work slowly. More slowly than I would if this were steel, copper, silver, or even something more precious. It is just an unusual metal, Zaren.”

“That can help, though. I don’t suppose you know what this metal would be used for?”

“Oh, it has quite a few applications.”

“Anything with fabrications?”

Dara shrugged. “I don’t make them, at least not what you would call fabrications, so I don’t know. Probably. You’d have to have a supply of it. So if you want to follow leads, that would be one to track down. Figure out who can source metal like this. Like I said, it’s rare.”

“I’m just thinking of Ardem,” I said.

“Oh. That actually makes more sense. So if your question is whether Ardem could have brought some sort of fabrication into Busal City that could’ve been misshapen, then the answer is yes. They absolutely could have.”

“That is useful to know. When you say that you are looking for the memory of the metal, what will it look like?”

“It’s going to look something like the actual shape of the item that it was. It may not be perfect, though. It’s possible that you will see it and immediately know what it was. But if it is something of Ardem, you may not recognize it.”

“I just want to get a better idea.”

“And I want to help.” She looked up from the counter and regarded me for a moment. “This is really important to you, isn’t it?”

“It’s important to figure out who is responsible. I have quite a bit going on right now.”

“So lunch isn’t the best idea.”

“I still need to eat.”

Dara grinned. “How about this? We can walk, take a stroll through the market, and then we can grab something quick, so that you can continue your investigation. I won’t take too much of your time; you won’t take too much of mine, and we can still spend a little together.”

As much as I needed to keep working, that really did sound nice. And maybe a distraction would be helpful. It might sharpen my mind a little.

“That sounds great.”

“I’ll lock up, but we need to stop by my home so that I can grab a jacket. It’s been cooler at night.”

“You’re taking me home now?”

Dara gave me a playful smile. “Maybe.” She slipped around the counter, and we headed out of the shop.

Her home turned out to be only two blocks away, on a narrow street set back from the bustle of the city, and it was little more than a single story of a two-story building. Dara unlocked the upper level after climbing a set of stairs and slipped inside. She stood there for a moment, before waving for me to head in. “Just wait there.”

I looked around, and an item on the table caught my attention. I strode over to it. It was the sculpture that was supposed to represent me. I hadn’t seen it since she had purchased it in the market, along with the one that represented her. I had her sitting on the table in my home as well. That and another one that was supposed to be a griffin, but I didn’t know what that should look like, not the way that I did for the figurine of Dara.

“You still have this?” I asked.

Dara stepped out of the back room and glanced at me. Her brow furrowed. “Of course I do. Don’t tell me that you got rid of the little version of me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. I just didn’t know if you would hold on to this one. He feels heavy.”

“He? Now you’re assigning a gender to the figurine?”

“If it’s supposed to be me, then it should be a he, right?”

“I suppose. It’s changed a little bit. If you notice, he has your stern smile.”

I held up the figurine and studied it. I didn’t think that it was smiling, but then, I wasn’t sure that I smiled all that much.

“And he has the kindness in your eyes.”

“And that’s not saying anything about his size.”

Dara waved her hand. “I don’t care about the size. He is what he is. Just like you are what you are. You could be smaller. Maybe his size.”

“You wouldn’t mind if you could put me in your pocket?”

“Well, I might mind that.” She grabbed her shawl and swept back out.

Dara’s home was otherwise unremarkable. She had a few paintings hanging on the walls, a few metallic sculptures that I suspected she’d made, and the Zaren figurine. That was about it. The air smelled of mint, but I wasn’t sure if that was her or if that came from a nearby building.

“I’m not here a whole lot,” she said. “Rianal keeps me busy. As you have seen. He’s a good man, but he expects a lot.”

“You could work for yourself.”

“Not yet,” she said. “I want to, but not yet.”

I didn’t push, though I was curious as to why she wasn’t willing to strike out on her own.

“It occurs to me that you haven’t invited me to your home,” she said.

“Mine might be a little nicer than this.”

Dara laughed. “Why am I not surprised? I would imagine the Queen would have given you a suite at the palace.”

“I was never offered that, but I was given an entire home for myself. Much more comfortable than I had before I came here.”

“Must be nice.”

“I have a feeling that I pay for it in ways that I don’t yet know.”

“You mean such as nearly dying?”

“Have I nearly died?”

“You might have been in a few scrapes in the time that I’ve known you. More than most soldiers that I’ve met.”

We reached the door to her home, and Dara started out, giving me a pat on my arm to encourage me to head out first.

“And how many soldiers have you met?” I asked.

“Oh, I’ve traveled a bit.”

It was times like these when I wondered more about Dara, about what she had encountered before she’d come here. But I couldn’t push the subject with her. We headed down and back into the street, then made our way to the market. As we were walking, she slipped her arm into mine.

“When did you learn about your metalworking ability?” I asked.

“You want to do that now?”

“I was just making conversation.”

“Does it have to be about that?”

“I suppose not. I…”

Magnus Telling was moving down the street, heading toward an older section of the city, nearer to the Ardemians. What was he doing?

“Do you mind taking a bit of a side journey?” I asked Dara.

“Why? What do you intend to do?”

“Oh, just part of my investigation,” I said.

“If you need to leave me for this, you certainly can.”

“No, I don’t. This is not a dangerous part.”

“Are you sure?”

I wasn’t, as I didn’t know if Magnus Telling would do anything to somebody like Dara, assuming that he ever learned that she and I were friendly.

“Maybe it is best if I meet you again.”

“How about this? I will go to the market, and I will do a little shopping. I need some food for later this week. And you take care of whatever you need to take care of, and if you are not at the market within the hour, I will head back to work and resume my attempts at finding the memory in the metal.”

“Thank you,” I said, and before starting off, I leaned down and kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“Well, that’s kind, but not necessary.” Still, she smiled.

I hurried off, slipping through the streets, forcing people around me to move. That was one advantage of my size—I didn’t have to worry about trying to weave around a crowd. I could just push forward. People generally got out of my way. It wasn’t long before I caught up to Magnus Telling. He paused at one point, looking back, and then turned his attention to me, as if he had known that I was following him.

I slowed and then approached him. “You knew that I was coming.”

“I have my ways, much like I suspect you have your ways. Care to tell me why you’re following me?”

“I just wanted to see where you were going.”

“Oh? And that has nothing to do with the fact that I’m making my way toward the Arbiter?”

“It could,” I said.

He snorted. “Could? You’ll have to do better than that, Mr. Joha.”

“Why are you meeting with the delegates outside of the palace?”

“There are certain things that need to be discussed if we are to achieve the goals of the delegation.”

“And what are the goals of the delegation?”

His smile broadened. “You will need to speak to the Queen about that. I assume that you are in contact with the Queen.”

I knew the purpose of that statement. I highly doubted that the council had seen the Queen in quite some time. And he was probing to discover if I had seen her.

“I spoke with her earlier today,” I said.

“Oh? About what?”

“About Ardem. And about other things.”

I would let him have the fact that I had spoken about Ardem with the Queen.

“Interesting. Well, then you can ask her about the purpose of the delegation.”

“I am curious about your purpose. Are you trying to work outside of the council?”

“Why would you make such a claim?”

“Because you’re out here. By yourself. And heading toward the Arbiter. Do I have it about right?”

“About, but not completely.”

“I seem to recall that you are quite fixated on maximizing profit.”

To his credit, Telling laughed. “And you think that I should not be? I’m sorry, Mr. Joha, but I would encourage you to speak to the Queen about the expectations put upon those of us who serve on the council. And I would encourage you to speak to her about what she believes my motivating drive to be.”

“I will.”

He held my gaze, the laughter in his eyes lingering.

“The trade agreement must succeed,” Telling finally said, lowering his voice just a little bit and sounding more serious than he had in quite some time. “There are benefits to both sides for this. I cannot go into specifics, but if you do speak to Her Majesty, you can assure her that I am only serving on her behalf.”

“Of course,” I said, tipping my head in agreement. “I could go with you, if you would like. As security.”

Telling grinned. “Do you think I need security?”

“I don’t know. You were the one out late last night, and I do believe that you found the deceased. Perhaps you need security more than you realize.”

“And perhaps you aren’t serving as the Blade quite as well as I have assumed.”

As soon as he said this, I realized that I had not been focusing so much on the undercurrent of power around him. That had been a mistake. As I focused, I noticed something.

There was a hint, perhaps more than just that, of power radiating around him. It was fabrications. And though I couldn’t tell the purpose of them, there was no doubt in my mind that they were potent.

“You should still be careful. I don’t know what your fabrications can do, and I don’t know if they will be enough against what the Ardemian delegation can do, so be careful.”

“Are you concerned for my safety?”

“You are a member of the Queen’s council. I feel that I need to be concerned for it.”

“Like you were concerned for Sivara’s safety?”

I shrugged. “That was different. As I think we both know.”

“Yes, well, don’t fear. My fabrications come from one of the best sources that I know.”

“Oh?”

“The Queen’s fabricator himself.” He nodded and started away, leaving me standing and staring after him.

Matherin had made fabrications for Telling?

That raised questions that I didn’t have answers to. But maybe I needed to talk to him. I could ask about the strange metal, and if he knew of any specific purpose for it.

But not yet. First, I would go to Dara. Finish our walk, finish our lunch, and enjoy a little bit of the afternoon. I felt I deserved that.


Chapter Thirteen


After taking a nice walk in the market with Dara, I felt a vague warmth. It was a comforting sensation, the feeling of being normal, rather than needing to be constantly on edge for the next attack. In the time that we had walked around the market, with Dara leading, as she often did, I had been given an opportunity to just be. She had stopped at several food vendors, and we had purchased treats and drinks, and there had been a sense of peace and relaxation that I had not felt in quite a while.

In that time, I had been able to ignore everything that I had been dealing with. I had been able to ignore the fact that I had Waleith trapped inside a trunk, in a cavern, in a place I wasn’t sure I could secure. I was able to ignore the fact that a woman of the Ardemian delegation had been murdered, and I was going to have to investigate her death and somehow maneuver through the political challenges that would entail. I was able to forget that one of the Queen’s councilors was meeting with the Ardemians himself, and possibly even negotiating his own terms, ones that would be beneficial to him and perhaps less than beneficial to the Crown.

I was able to forget all of that. And I was able to exist in the moment.

It helped that I had someone as beautiful and engaging as Dara walking alongside me, seemingly unmindful of the fact that I was who I was. She had her arm slipped through mine, and she laughed easily and often, and I found myself laughing easily and often with her. I liked that side of me.

When the walk was over, and I had guided her back to Rianal’s shop, she stood up on her toes and leaned in for a kiss. I happily obliged.

“This was nice, Zaren. You know, we could do this more regularly. You don’t have to come to me only when you need something.”

“I know,” I said. “I need to do better.”

“Oh, yes.” She squeezed my arm. “But we can work on that. Should we meet again in another day or two?”

“I would love that.”

“Assuming your investigation doesn’t get the better of you.”

“I think I can make time for it.”

“Good. I should let you know that somebody was following us while we were in the market.” Her tone changed then.

And everything within me went cold. Somebody had been following us?

I didn’t like the idea that somebody knew that I had an interest in Dara. It was the reason that I had not brought her with me when I had gone to see Telling. I didn’t need somebody to use her against me, or worse, to harm her because they wanted to get to me. There was always the possibility of another Waleith, or Jasar, or somebody along those lines. And I had to be cautious, but I didn’t know what kind of caution I needed to employ.

“I didn’t really get a good look at them. They were pretty good. They slipped from place to place and disappeared from time to time,” she said, frowning. For whatever reason, it seemed as if their disappearance bothered Dara more than anything else. “I just figured you’d want to know.”

It surprised me that she knew how to track followers.

“Thank you,” I said.

“I’m sorry that I kept it from you.”

“No. That’s why I’m thanking you. It doesn’t really make much of a difference now. If somebody was following me, I couldn’t have stopped them. And I didn’t need to worry about that then. I just needed to be with you.”

She smiled again, squeezing my arm. “That’s what I thought. You needed to be at peace. I sense conflict within you, Zaren.”

“I know.”

“Oh? You know what I sense?”

“No. I just think that you are intuitive, and I’m not terribly surprised that you would detect some conflict within me. I don’t know if I’m truly conflicted so much as I’m being pulled by my various obligations. And I struggle to navigate those different pressures.”

“Yes, well, that’s the curse of someone in your position, I would imagine. But I do appreciate your honesty.” Dara looked over the shop. “I’ll get working again. Hopefully, I can find that memory of the metal. And it will give you the answers you need.”

I wasn’t sure that it would, but I wasn’t going to object to her efforts.

After saying our goodbyes, I wandered back to the market. If somebody had been following me, I needed to know who, and why.

The likelihood was that they had been following me, not Dara, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t have been the target. Dara certainly had her own abilities, and there was something to be said about that, and what I had asked of her might put her in danger. If somebody wanted to hide what that metal item was, it would fit that they would go after her. I would need to talk to the constables, maybe even the Investigators, to put them on alert.

I had never put a patrol around Dara’s home or her shop. The most I’d done was telling the Investigators that they needed to leave Dara alone, because I was working as the primary investigator in that store. That had elicited a few questions, but none that I couldn’t deflect.

I hadn’t gone too far toward the market before I recognized a pressure.

Walking with Dara had disarmed me to a certain extent. I had been able to overlook it. But now that I was here alone, and now that I was more attuned to somebody trailing me, it didn’t take me long to pick up on that sense.

I slipped behind a cart, this one selling pans and roasted nuts, and then crouched down. When the figure moved past, I darted out and grabbed their arm.

Ellie spun, already drawing a blade at her side. I had made sure that she had a pair of weapons, the same way that Asi had a pair of weapons, because I thought that they would probably have a similar technique.

“So you’ve been following me,” I said.

Ellie straightened, and she jerked her hand back, pulling the knife back and sliding it into its sheath. “What are you doing, Zaren?” she said, snapping at me. “You know, that’s a good way to get yourself cut.”

I found myself grinning at the comment. “That’s a good way for me to get myself cut? I would say the same about you.”

“Well, seeing as I’m not, I think my actions were just fine. Who was that girl you were with? Is she another agent of yours?” The way that she said this suggested a bit of irritation, and also a hint of jealousy.

“She’s just a friend,” I said.

“So you come shopping together?”

“Shopping. Eating. And maybe we’ll do other things together.”

Ellie wrinkled her brow. “You’re disgusting.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Why were you following me?”

“You’ve been so busy, and I just wanted to see what you were doing. I can be a part of whatever it is, you know. I’m not without abilities.”

“I know you aren’t.”

I had been hesitant to involve her in this investigation. I had her working with the Investigators because there were certain elements of what they did that Ellie could learn from, the same way I had managed to learn a few things from them. Not a lot, but I had my own capacity honed a little differently and had done so out of necessity. Perhaps the same thing could be said about her, however.

“You keep leaving me alone, though. So that tells me you aren’t that excited about working with me. I’m good. You said so yourself. You told me I had potential, that you were going to train me, and you are going to help bring that potential to light. I think those were your words.”

“That actually doesn’t sound like me,” I said.

“Maybe not you. That sounds more like Byron.” She shook her head. “Did you know that he likes to listen to storytellers? When I follow him around the city, he stops every time we come to a storyteller and listens to them. He gets this look on his face.” Ellie contorted her features, making her look like some awestruck child. “And anytime I’ve tried to interrupt him, he just goes blank.”

“He’s young,” I said.

“I’m young, but I don’t let that happen.”

“He’s young in a different way,” I said.

“Oh? What way is that?”

“How long ago did your mother die?”

Ellie recoiled, and I realized I had been a little too blunt.

“I’m sorry. That’s not how I meant to say it. How long have you been alone?”

“I’m not alone. I’m working with my brother, unless you’ve forgotten. Actually, I’ve been working with my brother more than you. I thought you were supposed to be my mentor.”

“I am, but that doesn’t answer the question.”

“Maybe a year,” she said. “Why?”

“How long did it take you to get to the city?”

I should know more about her experiences, and about how and why she had come to Busal City.

“We came as quickly as we could. We suspected who was responsible. But it took a while to get here.”

“All right. Was it an easy journey?”

Her face darkened. “No.”

“And did you have to fight?”

“I didn’t,” she said, her voice getting a little softer, a little more timid.

“Did you have to use your ability?”

She looked up at me. We were in the middle of the market, but people were moving around us. People always moved around me, but I suspected that was a new experience for Ellie. She swept her gaze around before settling it back on me.

“Not intentionally,” she said. “In case you don’t remember, I have a hard time trying to control it. I’ve been working on it, but it hasn’t always worked for me the way that it needs to. My mother said that I had some talent, and that she would eventually get me to work with it.”

I wanted to know more about her mother, and I wanted to know more about what she had done and about why Waleith had targeted her. And I probably owed that to Ellie, and her brother. I had taken them to confront Waleith, but he had just smirked at them, which had elicited nothing but anger from the two of them, and Asi and I had been forced to separate them from Waleith. Otherwise, Baring would have stabbed him.

“Did your brother have to do anything?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, her voice now a whisper.

“So would you say that your time has been easy?”

“No. Not recently. It was nice before. And⁠—”

“And you’ve had it hard recently. Very hard. And for someone your age, a year is a long time.” I couldn’t even imagine what she’d gone through at her age, and all that she had needed to do in order to get to Busal City. “But Byron has had a life more like mine, at least up until I went into the army. He has had it more like your life before you lost your mother. Does that make sense?”

She looked at me with a strange expression before finally nodding.

“So I guess that’s my roundabout way of saying just have some understanding.”

“It’s not that I don’t understand him,” Ellie said once I started off again. “It’s just that he gets this funny, stupid look on his face. And I just want to push him, or slap him, or…”

I laughed, suddenly making a connection I should have before.

“What?” Ellie asked.

“You know, I think he’s a little too old for you.”

“That’s not funny,” she said.

“If you’d like, I can help you find some boys your age.”

“That’s not funny,” she said again.

“How about this?” I said. “I will keep you involved in what I’m doing, at least when it’s safe. And you will not push me when it’s not safe. Do you agree?”

“I don’t know if I want to agree.”

“And I don’t want you to not agree. So where does that leave us?”

“I don’t know. Where does that leave us?” she said, mocking me a little.

I just shook my head. “I can just send you back. I don’t have any problem with leaving you with the Investigators. Jos is a good man. He can be little strict, though. So I don’t know how you’d feel about him. Sometimes strict is good. Especially with somebody like you.”

Ellie stuck her tongue out at me, and then she raced away.

“You don’t need to leave,” I said.

“I’m not staying. Not if you’re going to be like this.”

I just laughed again.

“Be careful,” I said. “It’s dangerous out.”

“Fine,” she snapped.

Then she scurried away.

I was tempted to follow her, but I suspected she was going to follow me.

I moved through the streets and debated where I needed to go.

I wanted answers. I wanted to know more about the delegation. I wanted to know what else they might be involved in. And I had to admit I wanted to know if there was going to be a problem with them. And yet there was something else that I needed to take care of that went beyond that.

I didn’t have a lead, not yet, and I had to bide my time.

But there was something that I could take off my plate.

I started through the streets, making my way toward the harbor bridge. As I neared it, I still had a vague sense I was being followed, though Ellie wasn’t doing that good a job of masking her presence now. In fact, I suspected that she was making it quite clear that she was following me, because she wanted me to be aware that she could follow me.

“I’m going to go see him,” I called out.

My voice carried just a little bit, but not so much as to be overly loud.

I waited for a moment at the edge of the bridge before starting across. It didn’t take long for the shadowy shape of Ellie to separate from a nearby alley, and she scurried over to join me.

“Why now?” she asked.

“I need to deal with him.”

“Deal with him? Are you going to…” She brought her hand up, miming a stabbing gesture.

“No,” I said. “We don’t have answers yet, but I think that it’s time that I got them.”

“If it’s time to do that,” she said, again miming the stabbing gesture, “can I take one shot at him?”

“You think you could?”

Her expression darkened for just a moment. “You don’t think I could?”

“I think that killing somebody is a difficult thing to do. Even for somebody who’s lived a hard life like you have.”

“I think he deserves it.”

“There’s no doubt in my mind he deserves it,” I said. “But the question is, could you do it?”

Ellie took a deep breath, and there was something almost sad in her eyes. “No. Is that awful? With everything that he did, I don’t think I could. My brother could.”

“I know,” I said.

“But I don’t know if I could.”

“That’s good. And it’s why I’m willing to keep working with you.”

“Because I couldn’t kill someone?”

“Because if you learn how to control your power, I don’t want you to use it to hurt people. I want you to use it to help.”

“Is that how you use yours?”

“It is now.”

We kept going across the bridge, and I knew that the moment we crossed, Asi would be aware of our presence. And it was time to force Waleith to answer some questions. Then I could deal with him more definitively.

Either me or the Guild.

And at this point, I didn’t care one way or the other.


Chapter Fourteen


Ihad fully expected Asi or one of her Investigators to find us as we were making our way across the harbor bridge and into Asi’s section of the city. Surprisingly, neither did. I kept looking over at Ellie and wondering what she might be thinking, but she was just staring straight ahead, saying nothing. I supposed that shouldn’t be terribly surprising, because she had been over here before, though not nearly as often as I had.

Ellie paused at one point, leaning down to fix her boot, as if she had something in it, and then looked up at me. “What?”

“I’m just curious what you’re doing,” I said.

“I’m just moving my knife.”

I chuckled and realized that she was serious. “You have a knife in your boot?”

“Of course I do. Don’t you?”

“Not in my boot,” I said. I patted my belt, where I had my shorter blade, and hesitated before drawing it just a little. “This was my first blade.”

“Is that the one he gave you?”

I nodded. “It is.”

“And you think that it really works as well as the other one? Wasn’t that one made specifically for you?”

“It was.”

“I still don’t know why that matters.”

To be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure why that mattered, and I said as much to Ellie.

She grunted. “You have been doing some strange things. Not that I’m going to argue with that, especially because you’ve been so willing to work with me.” She emphasized her words in a way that indicated she really didn’t feel that way. “But I am curious, Zaren, why you still hold on to the weapon that he gave you, the very same one that he has probably left some tricks on.”

I frowned at that. That was something I hadn’t really considered before. It was highly likely that Waleith had done something to my blade fabrication, but I just hadn’t had a chance to figure out what it was.

Still, her question was a good one. What if Waleith had somehow modified this fabrication in such a way that were I to use it, it would somehow harm me?

“I gave you something to think about, didn’t I?” Ellie said.

“Seems like you did.”

“Good. Can’t have you being the one dishing out all the lessons, can I?”

“I’m supposed to be the one teaching you.”

“My mother always said it went both ways.”

“Oh?”

“Well, she talked about it in terms of working with somebody as your teacher. She said that it was supposed to go both ways. Maybe it doesn’t where you come from.”

“I never really had a mentor like Waleith before.”

“Didn’t you serve in the army or something?”

“I did.”

“I thought all you army men had somebody who was responsible for keeping you in line.”

“You have an interesting approach to things.”

“You keep saying that. But I’m not wrong, am I?”

I shook my head. “You’re not wrong. I had a few mentors in the army. And they changed depending upon what the assignment was, but I think my first mentor was my father.”

“Oh?” Ellie’s demeanor had shifted, and she moved closer to me, looking around for a moment before she frowned. “Are you joking with me?”

“Not particularly,” I said. “I really mean it. I grew up on a farm, and my father taught me all that I knew about farming.”

“So he was your first teacher. Was he a good one?”

“I used to think so.”

She laughed. “Why? Did you learn that some of your farming techniques weren’t considered top of the line, or did he end up killing off your crops, or did you have some wild animals get into your herd?”

“Why is that where your thoughts went?”

“I’m only asking about things I have no idea about,” she said, shrugging. “It’s not like I’m a farmer. Or that I know anything about farming.”

I snorted. “I recently learned a little bit more about who my father was.”

Ellie was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not bad.”

“Sounds like it was. Did he hurt somebody? Steal? Or did he get involved in the kind of thing that you’re now supposed to remove?”

I shrugged. “Well, in a way, he got involved in that sort of thing.”

“Is that why you do it? Did he hurt you, and now you feel like you have to do everything in your power to remove the dangerous magic in the world?”

“Have I ever struck you as being motivated that way?”

“Well… I guess not.”

“And have I ever made it seem like I am opposed to the use of magic in the world?”

Ellie frowned, seeming to consider this for a long moment. “Why not? I thought that was our thinking. We don’t like magic.” She made a face as she spoke. “I mean, I’m all against magic,” she said, and from her tone, it was quite clear that she was not all against magic. “But it seems to me that some of the stuff that we do, some of the power that we use, is pretty much magic.”

“What do you think we have?”

Maybe it was time for us to have this conversation.

And maybe it was long overdue.

“I think that we have some part of us that really dislikes magic. And we push out into these blade fabrications, and they store it. It’s like me and how much I hate Waleith. I push that out, and then it gets stored in the blade.”

It was an interesting thought.

“Do you think you can push out your hatred into the weapon?”

“Sometimes I want to,” she said, her voice soft. “Sometimes I think it would be nice if I could just get rid of it. So that I don’t have to hold on to that hate anymore. My brother doesn’t want to let go of it.”

“I know,” I said. “And we talked about that.”

At least, we had talked about it a little. I couldn’t help but feel we were going to have to talk about it a whole lot more. I hadn’t considered how much Ellie had struggled, and just how much she had suffered, which was a failing on my part.

“No,” she said finally. “I don’t think I can push all of it into the blade. At least, when I try to do that, it doesn’t really do anything, and it doesn’t store anything the way that I want it to.”

“I don’t want you to hold it, either,” I said.

She looked over. “Why not?”

“Because you don’t need to hang on to hatred. It just makes you bitter.”

“And then what?”

I shrugged. “Then I don’t even know. But when we go over to see Waleith, I don’t want you to focus on how much you hate him. He’s a terrible person, and he did terrible things. And he hurt you, I know. But we won’t be able to get the answers we need if we focus only on that.”

“Fine,” she said. “But if he tries to escape, can I stab him?”

“And I’m pretty sure we went through this as well.”

“Oh, stop taking away my fun.”

We eventually reached the far side of the city, on the opposite side of the harbor, and came across the pair of Investigators that were standing watch. I didn’t know either of them all that well. Lophen was standing with his arms crossed, leaning back against the wall of the cavern, while Salea was far more active and had more of an agitated posture. Had they known that we were coming?

“What’s going on?” I asked as I approached.

Salea turned to me, flicked her gaze to Ellie for a moment, then looked over her shoulder. “Oh, probably nothing,” she muttered. “But Asi is inside, and she’s trying to get some information from him, but he’s been quiet.”

“He’s been quiet the entire time he’s been captive,” I said. “That’s nothing new.”

“I realize that. Happens so does Lophen here, but it doesn’t make it any easier. We heard what he did.”

Neither of them had been present when Waleith had been captured, but today, like so many of the other Investigators, they had been more than happy to take part in holding him. It said quite a bit about Waleith that there were so many who were eager to keep him captive.

“I’m going to go inside, and we may have a little scuffle,” I said, “so I just want you to be alert.”

“A scuffle, eh?” Lophen asked. “Care to tell me why you think that you’re going to get into trouble?”

“I might need to restrain Waleith.”

“We’ll keep an eye on you, Blade. Anyone comes out of there, we’ll be on them.”

“Well, I don’t really want you to keep me from coming out of there. Or her. Well, maybe her. Depends upon how much trouble she gives me.”

“I get in a lot of trouble,” Ellie said, grinning. “I think he likes it, mostly.”

That elicited a laugh from Salea.

“I hear she’s coming along well,” Salea said. “And from the sounds of it, she really has the right personality to be a good Blade.”

“Oh, I think that remains to be seen,” I said.

We headed into the cavern. As soon as we were inside, I realized that something wasn’t quite right. I felt a vibrational energy around me.

I raised a hand, and when Ellie started to say something, I shot her a hard look and began to draw my sword. As soon as the blade was drawn, I felt something different. The vibrational energy was sharper and more acute.

It seemed to come from various places throughout the cavern.

“Asi?” I asked.

“I’m over here,” she said.

I approached Asi, who was standing near the rear of the cavern, closer to the trunk. She seemed annoyed by this entire situation, though I had no idea what the situation was.

She glanced at me, then at Ellie, before frowning. “Is it her turn?”

“I’m not sure what you mean by ‘her turn,’ but I do have some questions for him.”

“He’s not in much of a mood to answer. He got a little handsy with me, and so now he has a couple of new scars.”

I arched a brow. “Really?”

“Oh, don’t get like that with me. He deserved them.”

I held my hands up. “I don’t doubt it. This is Waleith, after all, so he deserves anything that comes his way. I’m just surprised that you gave him the scars.”

“Which part? That I stabbed him or that I stitched him? Because I’ll be honest, I’m not sure which part I am more irritated with myself about. I let him draw me in.”

We approach the trunk, and I flipped it open.

Waleith lunged.

The moment that he saw my sword, however, he narrowed his gaze.

Then he glanced past me and over at Asi.

A smile played across his lips.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You thought that Asi was going to be the only one here, and you were attempting to draw power from her, but it failed. Is that about right?”

Waleith snorted. “You think yourself so clever, don’t you?”

“Not clever at all,” I said. “If I were clever, I would have figured out what I was going to do with you long before now.”

“What you’re going to do is let me go,” he said.

“And why is that?”

Waleith was quiet for a long moment. “Let me guess. Something new is happening. There is always something new happening, isn’t there?”

“Maybe.”

“And it is beyond your understanding, and perhaps beyond your capability.” He smiled. “Oh, Zaren, I really did not fully prepare you for what you have to deal with.”

“A shame. You really did let me down. Well,” I said, looking over at Ellie, “if you want to stick a knife in him, go ahead. If I might make a suggestion, however, I would recommend that you use the one I’m holding.”

Ellie looked at me, an eagerness in her eyes. Did she think that I was being serious? Of course, I knew exactly why she was eager. It was an eagerness that I understood quite well.

“She has her own,” Waleith said. “I believe that you saw fit to give her one of mine.”

“I might have, but now I’m starting to wonder if perhaps I made a mistake.” I flicked my gaze over at Asi. “Which blade did you use on him?”

“Why does that even matter?”

“Which one?”

“My new dagger. Why?”

“Interesting.” I regarded Waleith. “So we got new raw fabrications, and now you suddenly want to draw us out because you can’t control the way we’ve powered the fabrications any longer. And I can’t blame you for trying to escape. In fact, I’d be surprised if you didn’t, and more than a little disappointed.”

“Disappointed that I did not escape?” He laughed. “As if you could really hold me if I wanted to escape.”

I looked at the trunk. “I think this is doing a fair job.”

“Why don’t you ask me what you came here to ask me? Why don’t you ask me what you can do to deal with the danger? Before you brought me here, I’d heard some rumblings about Ardem. I could be of help. You know I could. And I suspect that’s why you keep me here. You know I can help you with whatever you’re dealing with, and you’re just waiting for the opportunity to ask me the questions that you think only your mentor can answer.” He grinned, and there was something so irritatingly knowing in his gaze.

Waleith was a difficult person to deal with, partly because what he was saying was true. How could it not be, when I did not know everything that was happening with the delegation?

But I felt more inclined to be disarming.

That was the key here: disarming Waleith.

And though he didn’t have a weapon, at least not a traditional one, he still found ways of creating problems. So I needed to find a way to create problems for him.

“Ellie would like to know more information about why you hurt her mother. And I would like you to talk to me about when you started killing Blades.”

Waleith almost suppressed the hint of surprise in his gaze.

Almost.

He had been expecting me to ask him about Ardem.

Which suggested that he knew about the delegation.

And moreover, he had some information about what was going on.

Interesting. And dangerous.

I had already known that Waleith was deeply involved in the plot against the Crown, and while I didn’t know the extent of that plot, I did believe that it was probably responsible for what was happening to the Queen.

“None of that matters anymore,” he said, turning and glancing over his shoulder, as if trying to size up Asi, or perhaps trying to see how many others were in the cavern with us. “What is done is done. Mistakes were made.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “A mistake is something that happens unintentionally. This was a choice. You chose to target the Blades. And you chose to target the training compound. And I want answers.”

“Answers? As if you think that I’m going to give you answers.” He shook his head. “These aren’t even the questions that you want answered, Zaren. Don’t pretend that you need to know this. We both know what you need to know. And we both know that you are just longing to ask who else is responsible, and waiting to see what I might have to say.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I do want to know that, but that’s not the question that I’m asking. So if you’re not going to answer the one that I’m asking, then maybe I’m done asking questions.”

Waleith glanced out of the trunk. “I don’t fear the darkness.”

“I’m sure that you don’t. And honestly, I don’t know what you do fear, but the fact that you’re trying to convince me to ask you questions, and make it seem as if you’re useful, tells me that you do fear something. So until I have a better idea, why don’t we try a different approach?”

With that, I slammed my sword into his belly.

Waleith’s eyes went wide, and he stood there, clasping his hands on either side of my blade for just a moment until I withdrew it, and he raised his bloody hands to his face.

Behind me, both Asi and Ellie gasped.


Chapter Fifteen


The shock in Waleith’s eyes almost made the horror in Ellie’s eyes worth it.

Almost.

Waleith suddenly sagged, and the strange energy that I had been feeling around me faded, mostly, I suspected, because whatever it was that he had been doing had suddenly been repelled.

“Didn’t think you had it in you,” Waleith said, standing for just a moment, wobbling.

“What did you do?” Asi snapped.

“I decided that it was time for Waleith to reveal just what he has been doing.”

I didn’t look over. I was still holding on to my sword, quite certain that what he had intended to do had involved power in some way. He knew something, and at this point, I was determined to find out what that was.

“He’s not been doing anything. He’s been trapped here.”

I shook my head. “I think that’s what he wants us to believe. He’s been holding out on us. Up until now, it hasn’t been much of an issue, but now it is. There are things that we need to know, because we have to be ready for what is coming.”

Asi grabbed my arm and pulled me to one side. “I hope you know exactly what you’re doing,” she said, glancing back at Ellie, “because that little girl over there⁠—”

“She’s not a little girl,” I said. “And she needs answers the same way that we do.”

“So you just want to start cutting him down to get those answers?”

“I’m planning on a different approach. He doesn’t think we’re willing to take a more direct approach. I think that it’s time that he saw just what we are able—and willing—to do.”

She breathed out slowly. “You know, if you had asked me to do this a week ago, I wouldn’t have had a problem.”

“And what has changed?”

“I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right killing a helpless man.”

“There’s the issue,” I said. “He isn’t helpless. I don’t think he’s ever been helpless since he’s been here.”

It was difficult for me to know just what Waleith had been doing, but I did think that he was not nearly so trapped and helpless as he wanted us to believe. I simply did not know what he was able to do, nor did I know how he had the power to do it, but he had to have some technique that had allowed him to stay so focused.

“Do you trust me?” I asked.

“Well, I did,” Asi said.

“I need an excuse here, and to try a few other things.” I glanced over at Ellie. “And if he thinks that he’s going to bleed out, that gives us an opportunity.”

“So you want me to, what, torment him?”

“You can do whatever you want, but I don’t think that’s the kind of thing that you truly want to do.”

She shook her head. “Not particularly. So how are we going to get your answers?”

Waleith eyed up my sword as I approached. Though his hands were bloodied, and he was clearly injured, there was no fear in his eyes. There was only defiance.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out several raw fabrications. “Have you seen these before?” They were small, spherical items that I had obtained from Matherin when I had been studying fabrications, and trying to understand what Waleith had done. I still wasn’t sure how Waleith had used some of the fabrications, but Matherin had made it clear that they were used as storage items. “You have, so you might as well not deny it.”

“What if I have?”

“And there is a specific purpose behind some of them, isn’t there?”

He flicked his gaze to the fabrications, and I knew that I had him. That was good.

“Matherin has informed me that some of these fabrications can be used to draw power away from a person. Sometimes in such a way that a person’s natural ability is drained.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“Oh, I think you do. In fact, I’ve been trying to figure out what you were doing around some of the other Blades.”

At that comment, Ellie moved closer.

“And I don’t know with any certainty.” That part was for Ellie. “But I have my suspicions. Knowing your intentions, Waleith, I’m not at all surprised that you would carry such fabrications. In fact, I can easily imagine that you took advantage of draining those who had power and using it.”

He smiled. “Oh, can you?”

“And seeing as we now have the Ardemian delegation in town, I can’t help but feel you have become redundant. You see, I don’t know what we are working with. Not yet. And I suspect you’re going to keep it to yourself. Or at least, you think you’re going to keep it to yourself. But if you come to learn that not only are you redundant but there are those who have power that is very much like yours, then…” I shrugged and placed one of the small fabrications into the trunk. “Once your blood flows, this fabrication will store it.”

He blinked. “My blood?”

“That’s right. The part of you that makes you a Blade.”

Waleith laughed. “Do you really believe that is something you can handle?”

“It has nothing to do with what I can handle. It has everything to do with what Matherin made for me.”

At the mention of Matherin, his gaze narrowed.

And I knew that I had him, because I knew that he understood what Matherin was able to do, and for the most part, how powerful Matherin was.

“That is what you were doing, isn’t it? You had Matherin make you fabrications, but you didn’t make it clear what they would be collecting, and so the collection itself wasn’t quite as pure. I, on the other hand, made it quite clear to Matherin what I wanted to gather.”

I stepped toward him, and he was injured enough now that he wobbled a little bit. I gave him a hard shove on his shoulders, and he sank to his knees. Then I flicked another fabrication into the trunk, and then another, and another. When I was done, there were a total of five in the trunk. Waleith stared at them, his eyes wide, and he glanced angrily from me to the fabrications and then past me.

“That’s been your problem, Waleith. You don’t trust anybody. Maybe you have good reason for it. The Sacred Souls can only know what you went through before you came to the city, and why you decided to attack the Queen, but you made a mistake in not trying to understand the people that you were harming. They could have helped you, or they could have hurt you. And in this case, it seemed they were very much able to hurt you. And considering that Matherin was more than pleased to help me because it was… well, me, I suppose I should thank you.”

He snarled, looking as if he wanted to jump out of the trunk, but he couldn’t.

“I’m going to give you some time to think about it. As your blood drains away, you know what will happen. You know the way that these fabrications work. You have used them yourself. They are going to drain everything that you think that you can be. So when it’s all done, and there’s little left of you, then I might just toss you to whoever wants you at the palace. Or I might send you off to the Guild. Either way, I’m not going to think much about it.”

With that, I slammed the lid of the trunk down, closing him inside.

There was a silence in the cavern for a moment.

“Did you really⁠—”

I raised a hand and cut off Asi before she had a chance to finish. I motioned for her to follow me. We stepped back out into the open air, and I found Ellie approaching me slowly, looking back at the trunk, her eyes distant and maybe a little troubled.

“That’s what he was doing?” Ellie finally asked when she joined us. “He was trying to take something from her?”

“I don’t really know what he was trying to do,” I said. “All I know is that his intention was to harm. He wanted to steal from others. He understood that there was power in the world, and he didn’t have it. And so he was trying to collect powers, but I don’t think that he had any way of using them. I think when we dealt with the Daughters of Inkasa, he had managed to almost acquire a much more dangerous power, and I think that he was hoping to work out a way to use it. That was going to be his next goal. In fact, I don’t think that he was working with anybody at that point. I think he was working on his own and trying to gather power for himself.”

“And so this is you trying to gather more power for yourself?” Asi asked.

“Those?” I asked, pointing. “Those are just raw hunks of metal that I gathered from a friend’s workshop.”

“Wait. Those aren’t fabrications?”

I shook my head. “I don’t feel comfortable with the idea of asking Matherin to make anything like that, even assuming that he could.” Considering what Waleith had used, I was quite certain that such a thing was possible. “But I wouldn’t want to even ask that of him. It would be too dangerous for us. All of us.” I looked at Ellie.

“So you’re planning on making it seem like he’s going to be weaker, and then what?”

“Oh, the sword to his belly is going to weaken him,” I said. “But it’s not fatal. I will let him sit for little bit, and then I’m going to bring the physicker out here and have him mock working on him. And as he does, there are a few other things that we can do that will limit him as well.”

“That’s horrific,” Ellie said.

“You would have me do something else?”

“I’m not exactly sure what I would have you do, but that is horrific.”

I shrugged. “And he deserves every bit of it.”

Ellie’s jaw clenched, and the irritation that she’d been carrying for me flashed once again in her eyes, but she turned it away from me, and I understood that the source of irritation was not me. Not this time. And not now. The source of her irritation was now Waleith.

Asi let out a heavy, frustrated sigh. “I’d really like to be rid of him,” she said.

“I’m well aware,” I said. “But we still need one more thing.”

“And that is?”

It was something that I had been troubled about for a little while, trying to come up with an idea about what I would need to do next. I still wasn’t sure that I had the right of all of this, but I couldn’t help but feel I was on the right path.

“He’s working with somebody. And I don’t know if it’s somebody that he is trying to protect or somebody that he’s not trying to protect.” I shrugged. “Honestly, either possibility is equally dangerous. But this goes deeper. It has always gone deeper. And I don’t know how deep it goes. It can’t just be him.”

“So you think there’s some sort of underlying plot that he’s just the linchpin of?” Asi asked.

“Maybe. But the real challenge is finding out who he is working with.”

“Well, who would gain from this plot?” Asi said.

“From overthrowing the Crown? I don’t know. It would have to be…”

It would have to be somebody close enough that they could make it look like they were not attempting to overthrow the Crown. That was the key, after all. In order to enact a coup, and keep the people calm, the coup would need to be discreet.

And there was only one person that I thought could do that, but if that was the case, it meant that an attempt on the Queen had been ongoing for even longer than I had known.

“I need to get back to the palace,” I said.

“Are you going to bring me the physicker?” Asi asked. “Because I really don’t want him to bleed out all over the inside of the trunk.”

“I’m going to bring him out here, but I’m going to need to check on a few things. So maybe get one of your local healers out here. Play it up like they’re going to do all that they can, and that Waleith is probably going to die, and see if you can’t get him talking.”

She stared at me as if I were asking the impossible.

“Come on, Asi. This is a good idea.”

“I think it’s terrifying you believe this is a good idea.”

I inhaled deeply. “There is something that you need to know, and I’m not sure how to phrase it.”

“Oh?”

Glancing at the pair of Investigators, I motioned to Ellie. “I need to talk to Asi. You stay with them.”

She frowned at me. “You’re just dismissing me like that? After you stabbed him, and you don’t even let me have a chance to talk to him about my mother?”

“There will be a chance to talk to him about your mother. And maybe you can stay here with Asi and question him. But right now, I need to talk to her in private.”

She growled at me, but I motioned for Asi to follow me. We moved away from the cavern, and I looked all around, curious to know whether anybody had followed me, or whether there was any detectable power. I didn’t identify anything, though I was constantly on edge these days.

“Care to tell me what you came to a sudden realization about?” Asi asked. “Because that’s the look on your face.”

“It’s Dorian,” I whispered.

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“I think that’s what this is about. And there’s something else that you need to know about. I’ve been keeping it from you, but that’s not personal. It’s been kept from everybody. Only a few people know what I will tell you next.”

She stared at me. “This had better be good, Zaren. Otherwise, you are going to rapidly lose my trust.”

“I haven’t wanted to keep it from you, but I didn’t have much choice in the matter, because it wasn’t really for me to be sharing outside the walls of the palace.”

Asi frowned. “I suppose you are the Queen’s Blade.”

“And that’s just it. I’m not sure how much longer I will be.”

I leaned close, dropping my voice to a whisper, and spoke only into her ear. Somebody still might be able to eavesdrop, especially with Ardemians so near, their capabilities unknown, but I did need to share with her. When I was done, and stepped away, her face was an unreadable mask.

“So that’s why you’ve been concerned.”

I nodded. “Pretty much.”

“And you’re sure about all of this?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not sure about any of it. But it’s starting to make sense. And I don’t know if the two of them are connected, but I think that I need to start asking questions.”

“How can you prove it?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

And that was the most terrifying thing of all.


Chapter Sixteen


My mind churned as I made my way back to the palace. I didn’t like what I had been thinking, nor the possibility that somebody in the palace—Dorian in particular—could be involved in what I suspected, but I didn’t have any reason to fault that logic.

Proving it was going to be the hard part, I knew. Somehow I was going to have to get some evidence, and moreover, I was going to have to stop him.

I thought about all the things that we had encountered in the city since I had been here. I thought of all the ways in which I had been serving, trying to help the Queen, and all the danger that had been involved. And knowing that Waleith had betrayed the Queen had left me thinking that it was all tied to him. But that had not been the case. Maybe Waleith had been a part of it, but he had just been one aspect. So now I had to find a way to prove something that very few people would believe.

And I had to use my allies to do so.

I knew where I was going to start.

When I reached the palace, I paused, once again seeing the Empyrean soldiers there. Even their presence had a different connotation now that I had my suspicions of Dorian. And all this time, I should have been questioning him, and the Empyrean, and the fact that he had been slowly accumulating power. And it would have been an easy thing for him to do so, especially because once the Queen passed—and now that every magical remedy was failing, it was only a matter of time before she passed—it would be easy for somebody like Dorian to step in, to use grief to fool people into believing that he was working on behalf of the Crown and Busal.

And he had brought in Ardem.

He wouldn’t have been able to do that with the Queen still capable.

I hated this. I was not equipped for this. I was never going to be a spy.

I was a soldier.

But no. Not any longer. That was a difficult thought, especially because part of me still identified as a soldier. But now I was the Queen’s Blade. I was different from the man I had been when I had left home and begun to find myself. And even now, I wasn’t sure what that meant for me, but I was not only that person.

I was more.

The Empyrean soldiers looked as if they wanted to stop me.

I glowered at them, more irritation surging within me than there had been the last time I had come here.

“I’m just coming to visit the Queen’s physicker,” I said. “And I might stop in and see the fabricator. Or perhaps I’ll see the Queen.”

“The Queen isn’t available,” the man on the left said.

He was a stocky man, somewhat muscular. More pertinent, however, was the hint of fabricated power that emanated from him. From both of them, in fact. I hadn’t paid that much mind to it, partly because there was always an undercurrent of power around the palace. Some of it came from the protections that were built into the stone of the palace, and some of it came from the fabrications that the Queen approved of being used around the palace itself.

But now…

Now I felt it very differently. Now I was attuned to it in a way that I had not been before. Now I was ready.

But I wasn’t really ready.

“Isn’t she?” I asked, leaning toward him. “Because I just saw the Queen this morning.”

He frowned. “The Queen isn’t available.”

“Is that what you tell everybody? Or are you just telling people who are a part of her household? Because I take my orders directly from the Queen.”

He looked as if he was going to argue, but I pushed past them. This was one of those times when my size, and the fact that I was carrying a sword—along with the protections that Matherin had worked into my lapel pin fabrication—offered me an advantage. Once on the grounds, I noticed that again the patrol of Empyrean soldiers had intensified. Every time I came, there were more soldiers here.

More and more.

That meant that there were more and more people aligned with Dorian. I believed that the Empyrean was loyal to Dorian rather than the Queen.

I was going to have to figure out some way of dealing with that. I didn’t know what that would entail, short of forcing my way in to see their commander, to challenge his loyalties.

That would be dangerous.

But it was more than that, I knew. I felt there was danger in the number of fabrications here. I was a Blade, and I had the ability to neutralize some of that power, but there was a limit to what I could do. A limit that this number of fabrications would easily overpower.

I stood for a moment, surveying everything, my mind trying to take in what was here, trying to process a way to handle this situation, but I didn’t come up with anything.

I had to, though. I knew that I had to.

There was activity around Matherin’s shop. Most of the time, Matherin’s shop was quiet. Under other circumstances, I probably would have ignored it, but considering what I suspected, I could not ignore it now.

However, I needed to go to Jamie, because I needed to confirm a few things. Not only did I need Jamie to help me with Waleith—and I really couldn’t have Waleith die, because I needed to have proof of what had happened—but I needed to warn him about Dorian and the Queen, because there was nothing that he could do.

There was still time, though.

Matherin’s shop had several soldiers lined up outside. Several of them were Empyreans, with the typical guard clothing, but more of them wore the modified crest. Dorian’s crest.

One looked over at me as I approached.

“What’s going on here?” I asked.

“Supplies,” the man said. He was one of the Queen’s Empyrean soldiers.

Well, he would be if he served her, but his crest suggested otherwise.

“What kind of supplies?”

“The kind that are none of your business,” another man said, coming up from behind me. “I hear you challenged one of my men.”

I recognized the arrogance in his tone and the slash of gold on his shoulder as those of a captain. I had dealt with men like this when I had been in the army. Some men rose in the army and served because they thought they were serving the cause. Harent was like that. He was a good man and had served diligently, in ways that some others within the army or the navy had not. And then there had been those who had wanted power over others. Unfortunately, there were far too many of them. They liked the fighting. They liked the violence. They liked their authority in it.

I suspected this man to be the latter.

I crossed my arms, regarding him. He was only a little shorter than me, and a sizable man. Under other circumstances, and in a previous life, I might have been curious as to whether I could handle somebody like this, but now was not the time. Unfortunately, an obvious sense of fabrications was coming from him. I didn’t know how many fabricated weapons he had on him, but it was more than one, and the power was significant. His crest was the Queen’s, though I wasn’t sure if I believed it.

“Not sure what kind of things you heard. I don’t know who, exactly, you are, for that matter.” I shrugged, trying to look as casual as I could. Out here, on the grounds, and surrounded by the Empyrean, I was outnumbered. If it came down to a fight, I would not be in a good position. “I’m the Queen’s⁠—”

“I know who you are,” the man said.

“Good,” I said, dismissing his tone. “So if you know who I am, then you know that I have free movement on the grounds. The Queen herself has granted that.” I made a point of saying this loud enough that others could not contest it. “And if you have any question about that, you can take it up with the Queen. Unless your orders are coming from somewhere else.” I cocked my head to the side, frowning at him, as I flicked my gaze to his crest. “Do you have one of these?” I asked, pointing to my lapel pin.

He didn’t back down, but his gaze did dart to the sigil of the household.

“Part of my responsibilities involves me ensuring the safety of the Queen and the city, which means that there are places I need to visit and activities I need to investigate that might be outside of your realm.”

“We are the Queen’s Empyrean. We are serving and protecting her.”

“I hope so. But the threat isn’t here,” I said. “Unless there is a threat that I’m not aware of.”

His smirk only made me dislike the man even more. “We’ll see.” He flicked his gaze to Matherin’s shop. “You will leave my men alone.”

“I wasn’t bothering your men. And your men will leave me alone, Captain…”

“Rogand.”

I nodded. And without saying anything else, I strode away from him and to Matherin’s shop. I pulled the door open in front of an Empyrean wearing Dorian’s crest and stepped inside. I heard the muttering behind me and knew that I was pushing my luck, but at this point, I had to figure things out, and quickly.

How was I going to handle an entire squad of Empyrean soldiers? If they were loyal to Dorian, then this silent coup may be something more than a silent coup.

“I’m getting to… oh. Zaren. I hadn’t realized that we were going to meet again today. I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for our lessons. And if you have come for more fabrications, then unfortunately, I’m going to be a little preoccupied there as well.”

“Seems like it,” I said. “Looks like you have quite a line forming outside.”

He grunted, shaking his head. “You saw that? Of course you did. You wouldn’t have been able to come in here otherwise. You know that they are even more impatient than you are? If I didn’t have the Queen herself asking for me to make some of these fabrications, I probably wouldn’t be pushing myself as hard as I am.”

“The Queen asked this of you?”

“Yes. Why?”

I frowned. “What kind of fabrications are you making?”

“The usual. Mostly protective, the sort that you have me making for constables and the Investigators. But these have a little unique nature to them. I’m supposed to ensure that they have some additional magical protection.”

“What kind?”

He shrugged. “It’s not so much the kind as it is the specificity of what is involved in the manufacture.” Matherin grunted, and I had almost never seen him this frustrated. “I have not been asked by Her Majesty to generate a specific fabrication out of a specific component before. The only thing that I can suspect is that she has heard from some other fabricator that it would be beneficial. Not that it’s an area, or a compound, that I’m even familiar with.”

“What is it?”

“It’s made out of a metal that I don’t have a lot of familiarity with. We had to get it shipped in. Thankfully, considering that the Queen herself asked for it, I was able to source it.”

“What kind of metal?”

Matherin let out a sigh. “Zaren, I understand your concern, and I understand your curiosity. You have a good mind for fabrications, but now really isn’t the time to be looking into these things. I have quite a bit of work to do.”

“I get that,” I said. “And if I’m right about a few things, then things are going to get a little tricky here in the city. Maybe in the palace.”

He blinked, looking up at me. “Does it have anything to do with the Ardemians in the city? I figured that you would have a problem with that.”

“Honestly, I’m not even sure if Ardem is the primary issue here.”

“No?”

I shook my head. “Not particularly. Can you at least tell me what type of metal you are dealing with?”

He set down a small piece of metal, and the pale silvery quality of it was familiar to me.

“It wouldn’t happen to be olar, would it?” I asked.

Matherin pressed his hands on the table, looking over at me. “And here I thought that you didn’t have any experience with such things before you came to the city. How did you know that?”

“It’s tied to an investigation I’m working on.”

“I heard that somebody was killed. A delegate.”

“Right. And then I was attacked.”

“That’s… unfortunate.”

“Yes,” I said, leaning back against the door as I struggled to make sense of this. I didn’t have a good answer. And yet I was close to something. I just didn’t know what it was.

“How hard is it to get that metal?” I asked.

“It can be tricky. I had to source it from Isantar, though I know that there are other places that have access to it. It’s just that Isantar was the easiest.”

I didn’t know enough about Isantar to know if it posed a threat. But the metal… That I did suspect to be dangerous.

“What can you tell me about it?”

“It’s just a metal, Zaren.”

“But you made it quite clear to me that the components of a fabrication are important.”

“Often they are, but in this case, the metal is simply the vessel. It is storing an aspect of containment, allowing it to hold some additional element, but that is really it.”

“There has to be something else to it that you can share.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t know enough about it. So when the Queen specifically asked for it, I assumed she knew something. She has access to other fabricators, Zaren. Some who are quite gifted in their specific fields.”

“All right,” I said, knowing better than to continue to argue with him. But I didn’t feel any better about it.

“Anyway,” he said, “I need to be getting back to this. So if you don’t mind?”

“I don’t suppose you have a completed fabrication made with olar?”

“I have several. Why?”

“Just a hunch.”

“Am I going to dislike this hunch?”

“Honestly, Matherin,” I started, glancing over my shoulder and back at the door, “I don’t think I like this hunch.” I was tempted to share with him what I was concerned about, but I needed to have proof. “First off, I need a couple of these fabrications.”

“And how many is a couple?” Matherin asked.

“I don’t know. Six or seven, maybe.”

More would be better, because it would allow me to experiment and try to figure out something about them, but I knew that pushing for too many would irritate Matherin.

“I don’t know if that’s⁠—”

“It might be important. For the Queen.”

He reached under his counter and pulled out a wooden box. He had boxes for all sorts of things, and he had made me a box for Waleith, in fact.

He pushed it over to me. “Take it. Because it’s you, Zaren, and no other reason.”

“Well, I have one more thing to ask of you.”

“It can’t be about fabrications. I cannot make you one. I’m willing to give you these, because I’m manufacturing them anyway, and I can at least justify allowing somebody who serves the Queen to have one. But I can’t⁠—”

“I want you to check on the order you were given. Who gave it to you?”

“I told you. It came from the Queen.”

“You need to verify that. Do whatever you normally do to verify orders from the Queen. I want you to confirm this. You have to be absolutely certain that the order came from the Queen. Can you do that?”

“What are you going on about, Zaren?”

“I can’t go into all the details. Not yet. Because I’m not sure that I know all the details. Anything that I say is only going to be speculation, and unfortunately, it might put you in danger.”

“All right. I will confirm it.”

I let out a relieved sigh. I didn’t know if he knew about what had happened to the Queen. I didn’t know if he knew that she’d been sick. And because I didn’t know about that, I also didn’t know if I could share that information with him. “And maybe confirm that all of your orders have been from the Queen. At least lately.”

Matherin snorted. “All of them? Most have been coming from you these days, Zaren.”

“Well, other than me. And you know, I am the Queen’s Blade.”

“You are. And that is the only reason I’m taking your request to heart.”


Chapter Seventeen


Itucked the box under my arm and headed out of Matherin’s shop. He turned his attention back to what he was working on, and I flicked my gaze to the line of Empyrean soldiers, both Dorian’s and the Queen’s. Captain Rogand was still waiting, and he regarded me with a strange look in his eyes. I offered only a hint of a nod before setting off.

If I was right, and I had taken the fabrications that these men should have received, Matherin would have to work a little harder, but perhaps he would take some time to investigate before working on more. If the order had come from the Queen, then I needed to truly understand what reason she had for commissioning these specific fabrications. But if the order had come from Dorian, as I suspected, then I had to figure out his reason.

Did it have something to do with Ardem?

At this point, I simply did not know. And I didn’t like not knowing.

Thankfully, I now had fabrications to investigate, which meant that I was going to take time to study them. I could go to Asi, and even to Ellie, to see what they might be able to uncover. There might be more to these fabrications than Matherin believed. If they were simply protective fabrications, that was one thing, but the specific metal that had been requested was what bothered me.

When I reached Jamie’s office, I knocked, my mind still worrying over various possibilities, and all the dangers they presented.

Jamie pulled open the door and then frowned at me. “I don’t have answers for you, Zaren, and now isn’t really the best time.”

“I am…” I frowned, because this strange investigation was starting to feel like a diversion. “You haven’t had an opportunity to look into what happened?”

“You do realize that I’m not a coroner, don’t you? Because it’s you, I’ve been willing to act as one, but that isn’t my primary responsibility, especially these days.” The way that he spoke suggested that I should know what he meant, and I did.

“That’s what I’m here about. I need to confer with you about something.”

Jamie glanced over his shoulder. “It’s not a good time.”

“And why not?”

I peered around him. Jamie wasn’t a large man, so it was easy enough to see past him. He hadn’t really been trying to block me, anyway. I saw a dark-haired woman wearing a deep blue jacket in a style that I didn’t recognize. But I did recognize the strange energy that came off her. Fabricated energy. This was somebody from Ardem.

“What are you doing with someone from Ardem?” I asked, keeping my voice soft.

“I’m trying to continue my work,” he said. “They have knowledge, apparently, and there are certain… things they can help with.”

“What sort of things?”

“Restorative things,” he said.

“How did you come into contact with them?”

“Am I a suspect?”

“No,” I said quickly. “But something’s going on.” I had hoped that I would be able to talk to Jamie, to fill him in on what was happening, but right now, it wasn’t safe to try.

If somebody from Ardem had access to Jamie, and…

And if he brought her to the Queen, I knew what was going to happen.

The problem was I didn’t know if Jamie understood what would happen.

This was Jamie, though. Jamie was smart. Incredibly smart. He would have picked up on something, wouldn’t he?

“There’s something going on,” I said, keeping my voice low. I had to be careful, as there might be fabrications here that could be used against me, or perhaps against Jamie. And considering that this was somebody from Ardem, it was highly likely that she had offensive fabrications.

How could I speak openly?

I couldn’t.

And that was really part of the problem.

Dorian was maneuvering around me and ensuring that I was isolated. I couldn’t do anything or say anything here that wouldn’t get back to him. But this wasn’t the only place I had to be.

I had to believe that there were other resources that I could take advantage of. I just had to figure out how to do so without drawing Dorian’s attention to my suspicions.

“I need you to be the only one responsible for what she receives,” I said.

“That’s not possible,” Jamie said.

“I understand,” I said, flicking my gaze past him. “But give me some time. It needs to come only from you. That’s all. And you need to ensure that you know exactly what you’re administering to her.”

His brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

I held his gaze, trying to convince him wordlessly of my thoughts and concerns. I was not at all sure that I managed it.

“Waleith isn’t the only one trying to hurt the Queen,” I said.

Jamie tilted his head to the side. He regarded me, and then he nodded, slowly. “All right. I will do what I can. But if anything can help her, I need to use it. You know I need to.”

“Of course. I’m not saying you shouldn’t help her. I’m just saying that you need to ensure that you are certain.”

He breathed out slowly, his sigh heavy.

“Please,” I said.

“Fine,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m going to do whatever I can, whatever I need to, to help you, because it is you. But now I need to get back. That is, if I have your permission?”

I studied the woman again. I had been given the list of delegates and had not taken the time that I should have to investigate it. That was a problem. Especially now.

“And there’s something else I need from you,” I said. “When you’re done, can you meet me near the harbor? There’s a tavern there.”

“I’m not meeting you for drinks,” Jamie said, sounding increasingly frustrated.

“It’s not about drinks,” I said. “It’s about healing. And this is somebody that I’m not able to bring to you. Somebody that I don’t want to come to the palace.”

His eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”

“What needed to be done.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Fine. Give me an hour. Do I have that long?”

“I don’t know. Does a stab to the belly need less than an hour?”

“You stabbed him in the belly?”

“Maybe.”

“Fine. Give me half an hour. I hope that’s enough.”

Once he closed the door, I stood there for a moment. I really should go and visit the Queen, but I couldn’t do that with the woman in Jamie’s office, and I couldn’t even go through Matherin’s passageway, because I didn’t want to draw the attention of the Empyrean, though they did know that I had access to the tunnels. And I knew that they had access. So perhaps that shouldn’t be an issue.

I walked the perimeter of the palace grounds. I didn’t do that very often, but my concern about the Empyrean had me at least beginning to gauge what sort of threat they might pose. I counted the number of soldiers. When I got to thirty, I realized the danger. These soldiers were no joke. They were all well trained, all well outfitted, and each and every one of them possessed some potent fabrication. Without making an attempt to activate each fabrication—something I was tempted to do—I couldn’t gauge what kind of power each wielded.

So I had to wait.

I was not the most patient individual, not when a very real danger loomed.

By the time I finished my loop around the grounds, I had started to figure out what I needed to do.

To start, I needed to know what fabrications Waleith had been making. Since I had a few, I could examine them and try to figure out just what Dorian—I assumed that it was Dorian—had wanted from Waleith.

Once that was done, I needed to discover the identity of the woman with Jamie. If I had a name, I could ask questions about her, about her role within the delegation. Obviously, she was somebody powerful, so I had to be cautious. I could go back to Aronith, but I had avoided speaking to him since I had taken him to the crime scene. But the murder of somebody from the Ardemian delegation was not something I could ignore.

Layers.

Too many layers, and too much taking place that I wasn’t sure how to handle.

Once out of the palace grounds, I headed straight toward the constable station.

I had the vague sense that somebody was following me, but I kept pausing and looking behind me, and I did not see anybody. By the time I reached the constable station, however, the feeling had not abated. Maybe it was an Empyrean. I wouldn’t put it past Captain Rogand to have me trailed, because he clearly did not care for me. But it wouldn’t be very hard for them to know where I was. I was an obvious target.

There were times when I didn’t like my size, and times when I did. This was one when I didn’t like it. It would be so much easier if I could just blend into the crowd of the city and fade away. I doubted that the Empyrean had some way of following me other than by my size. I doubted that they could use my ability as a Blade to trail me the way that I could use…

I could use their fabrications, couldn’t I?

The challenge was in identifying what about those fabrications I could take advantage of. There had to be something.

When I had more time, I would figure it out.

Stepping into the constable station, I felt a strange relief at losing that nagging feeling that somebody had been following me. The sense vanished the moment that I stepped inside. That meant that whoever had been following me had some power on them.

So maybe an Empyrean carrying the fabrications Matherin had made for them. Or perhaps something else. I didn’t know who Dorian might have pulled into his plot. And I was certain that it was Dorian. It had to be.

I nodded to several constables as I made my way back to Harent’s office, hoping that he was there. I heard his distinct voice inside and waited for a moment before joining him, having heard Lijanna’s voice.

They both trailed off, looking over at me.

“Well,” I said. “Seems like I’m interrupting.”

“You are definitely interrupting,” Harent said. “What now? Anything about this murdered woman? Because I’d really like to have that wrapped up.”

“Same,” I said. “But I’m here for a different reason.”

“All right.”

“I want to talk to you about the Empyrean.”

“Why?”

“There are quite a few in the city.”

“I am not surprised. We’re dealing with a delegation from Ardem, so it only makes sense that the Queen wants to ensure that her prized soldiers are there to offer protection.”

“What if there was a different reason?”

His brow furrowed. “Go on.”

I flicked my gaze over to Lijanna.

“No,” she snapped. “You’re not kicking me out of here. If you have something going on, I’m going to be a part of it.”

I closed the door.

“I’m not sure about a lot of this,” I said. “But I’m concerned. And I’m not sure how to begin.”

“You just begin by talking,” Harent said. “Honestly, Joha, I haven’t seen you like this. You want to know about the Empyrean. Well, I was part of the selection process. I was always supposed to identify promising candidates. Most people think they come out of the army, but they come out of both military branches. They want people who are clever, easy to train, and skilled. That type of soldier is pretty easy to identify. But I probably identified two hundred in the time I served, and only a few ever made it into the Empyrean.”

“You’re saying that only one to two percent of them make it through?” Lijanna asked.

Harent shrugged. “They are skilled. That’s what I’m saying. So if Joha is concerned about Ardem causing problems in the city, I am trying to reassure him that they aren’t going to. Well, maybe they will for him. They’re usually equipped with items forbidden in the regular army.”

At least that fit with my experience.

“So if that doesn’t reassure you, then I don’t know what will.”

“It most definitely doesn’t reassure me,” I said, “because I’m not concerned about Ardem. Well, I am concerned about Ardem, but not for the same reason. I am more concerned about the Empyrean.”

“Oh, Sacred Souls, Joha. What now?”

I looked around, focusing on whether I could feel any power in the room. I could, but it came from the fabrications that Matherin had made, which I had given to both Lijanna and Harent. They were protected. Protected in the way that I was protected. And I hoped that Matherin could be trusted, because he had proven it over and again that he should be, but a nagging part of me questioned his motivations.

Maybe that was what treason did. It made a person suspicious of everyone.

“What I’m going to tell you, very few people know. And I’m going to warn you. Things are going to get hard. Really hard.”

Harent breathed out. “All right. I’d rather be prepared than caught off guard.”

I then proceeded to tell them about the Queen’s illness, my suspicions about Dorian, and what I had observed around the palace, and Harent’s brow darkened more and more.

“I was wrong,” Harent said when I was done. “I don’t think I want anything to do with this.”

“Too late,” I said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Harent said.


Chapter Eighteen


Iwaited outside the tavern for Jamie, leaning on the wall in an alley and listening to a minstrel playing inside. Minstrels had a very different meaning to me now, and while I didn’t know if this one was a member of the Guild—I had come to learn that not all of them were—there was always the possibility. And considering what I now suspected, I questioned whether I needed to get the Guild involved.

Maybe not the entire Guild, but perhaps I needed to get word to Garridan, somehow. He had given me a coin fabrication once, which he had claimed I could contact him with, but I did not know how to use it. However, as I had before, I hesitated to draw him into something that I was expected to deal with on my own. This was my responsibility.

It had been over thirty minutes. I’d taken a little longer than intended to fill Harent in on everything that I had been dealing with. Harent had immediately started to make preparations. He was concerned about the Empyrean taking control of the city and was prepared to deploy the constables as a countermeasure.

“You and I both know that they are no soldiers, though, so if it comes down to a fight, it will go the wrong way. I can’t say what we need to do, but I can say that it’s not going to involve me sending my people to die.”

I had nodded because I couldn’t argue with that logic. He was right.

“It’s not going to come down to that. But if it is what I fear, then we do need to ensure a measure of stability.”

“And I’m not disagreeing with that. I’m just letting you know what I’m willing to send my people to do.”

That was his way of saying that we might be on our own. Or worse, we may simply have to accept our fate.

I understood that. But it was difficult to accept the possibility of losing the Queen and undergoing a silent coup, but wasn’t stability better than the alternative?

Only if stability meant true stability, though. That was another challenge. Depending upon Dorian’s end goal, there might be no way of ensuring that this truly would be a silent coup. The only way to handle it was to get the Queen involved. And that meant that I needed to work with Jamie, although Ardem’s involvement with him might complicate things.

I finally saw Jamie making his way down the street. He was moving carefully, his gaze darting from side to side, and there was an unease in his step. He paused outside the tavern, frowning at the sign, before starting in.

“Jamie,” I hissed.

He froze, everything within him going stiff.

“Just get over here,” I muttered.

He slipped along the street until he caught sight of the alley, which he ducked into. His gaze lingered on the walls, and his nose wrinkled—probably from the foul odor that drifted up through the alley.

“We could have met anywhere else,” he said.

“Could have, but we aren’t. I wanted to talk to you about what is going on.”

“And I’m a little concerned that you wanted to come all the way out here. I mean, we could have just talked back at your place, or at the palace, or⁠—”

“Neither is safe,” I said. I pulled him down into the alley. Maybe this wasn’t the best place for us. I should take him straight over to Waleith.

“Let’s take a walk,” I said.

“A walk? I’m pretty sure you said you had stabbed your friend in the belly.”

“Not my friend, but yes. I did. And I’m holding him because he tried to cause problems for me. So I need your help to make sure he doesn’t die, so that I can get some answers.”

“Fine,” Jamie said. “I need to take a little time while everything works, anyway.”

“What everything?”

We headed along the street. It was strange walking with him. It was strange seeing him out of his office, for that matter. Most of the time, when I worked with Jamie, I brought people, or bodies, to his office.

“I told you what I was working on. I told you why I was working on it. And I told you what I was attempting to do.”

“Working with Ardemians on something for the Queen.”

We had reached the bridge. I was reminded of something that Garridan had told me when we had been dealing with the Daughters of Inkasa, how sometimes power could be neutralized. I hadn’t put a lot of thought into that since then, but he had spoken about the water, and how it could be useful.

“That is what I’m working on,” he said.

We set out across the bridge. Once we got far enough out onto the bridge, I waited until a merchant pushing a cart moved past us while looking out over the water and watching the ships moving in the harbor. Jamie shifted uncomfortably before leaning in.

“If he’s really hurt, and if you really intend to help him, then wasting time is⁠—”

“I need to know what you are making for Ardem.”

“Why? Do you think that I would allow Ardem to poison the Queen? I have Dorian himself pushing me to do this, Zaren.”

“That’s my concern.”

I filled him in quickly and warned him about what I was concerned about. But as I did, I found him responding differently than I had expected.

He was shaking his head. “I think you’re wrong. Dorian has been trying to help.”

“Trying to help, or wanting to look like he’s trying to help? Because those are very different things. And I can tell you that from everything I’ve seen, it is probably an appearance. This is an attempt to take power. Who else would benefit from him doing so?”

“Well, I don’t know. Probably nobody else. He would be next in line to the throne, but that doesn’t mean that he’s going to take it. And I can’t even imagine that’s what he wants. He has never shown much interest in ruling.”

“Other than advising the Queen, and always being there, and continually questioning my responsibilities in the city.”

“I suppose.”

“And there’s the fact that he had been out at the training compound before Waleith destroyed it.”

“He would have done that in service to the Queen,” Jamie said. “That’s what he’s always done.”

I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through to him, and maybe it didn’t even matter.

“Just promise me that you will be careful with him. At least until we have a better idea about his loyalties. And until we know what Ardem might be trying.”

“That’s just it. They aren’t trying anything. I am working with them on healing concoctions, but they don’t know who they are for. It’s part of the trade agreement. That was what Dorian ensured.”

“You see what you’re saying?”

He watched me.

“Dorian. If he is responsible for this, then it all fits. The sudden appearance of so many Empyreans on the palace grounds. Waleith and Jasar and even Talina managing to escape.”

“Talina?”

“Another prisoner. We’ve had three high-profile prisoners escape in the time that I’ve been here.”

“You do realize the same could be said for you.” Jamie arched a brow at me. “Not that I’m accusing you, but someone could simply accuse you of doing the very same things that you are accusing him of doing. You came to the city. Suddenly Waleith betrayed the Queen. And now the Queen has been getting progressively sicker, all while you have more contact with her. Do you see what I’m saying?”

I let out a strangled sigh. “I see what you’re saying.”

“And I’ll be honest, Zaren. I trust my instinct on things like this.”

“Because you’re a good person,” I said.

“Well, my instinct tells me to trust you.”

“Did your instinct tell you to trust Waleith?”

He hesitated before answering. “It wasn’t so simple. He didn’t always come around, not like you do. And the fact that he didn’t made it harder for me to get to know him. Harder for most people to get to know him, honestly.”

“And you don’t think that’s a problem?”

“I don’t think about it at all any longer. It’s not my problem. He is not a danger to me, and now that he’s been detained, he’s not really a danger to her, is he? So the question is⁠—”

“The question is how deep the betrayal goes. And that is the question that I should’ve been asking all along. And here I thought that I knew the answer, but it seems I never really asked the right questions. Which is why I need your help with Waleith.”

“Let’s get to Waleith,” Jamie said. “Because maybe you’re right. Maybe this is the key. But if it is, then the question is how. And why. If it’s just about ruling, then Dorian could just let the Queen go.”

“No. He wants to make it look like he cares,” I said.

“And what if I tell you that it would look like he cared even if he did nothing?”

I didn’t have an argument for that.

“Come on,” I said. “I’ll show you to Waleith.”

“You said he had a belly wound?” Jamie asked. He seemed to be far more comfortable talking about injuries than he did about anything else, so it was probably in my best interests, and certainly his, not to talk about anything other than that.

“He does. My sword.”

“And you don’t think that raises questions?”

“I’ve held him captive to get answers out of him,” I said. “I’ve been holding him captive to dig into just what he has been involved in. No other reason.”

“That you want me to believe.” Jamie offered a hint of a smile as he reached the far side of the bridge. “See how easy it is to do that?”

“You can be a bastard sometimes, can’t you?”

“Normally, no. I think you bring it out in me.”

We weaved through the streets, and Jamie fell silent.

“I’ve never really spent much time over here,” he finally said. “It’s so different from the other side of the harbor, isn’t it? Dirtier. More run-down.”

“It reminds me of a few places I visited after I left the army,” I said. “And I don’t find it all that bad. Sometimes it’s nice to come over here, because it makes me remember what it was like, and it also makes me remember how good I have it.”

“Do you really need to remember that? You are the Queen’s Blade.”

“For how much longer?” I asked.

“Zaren…”

“No. It’s an honest question. If I play this out the way that I have been thinking, and if she passes on, there’s no guarantee that Dorian, assuming he’s the one who takes the throne, would even keep the Blades, especially considering how he has brought Ardemians here.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Why would he need Blades if he’s bringing weapons?”

Jamie was quiet for a moment.

“It’s not as if she has always avoided magic,” he said, seeming to pick his words carefully. “Ever since she took the throne, she’s been selective about it. She knows that there are plenty of people in the city who have no natural ability of their own, no way of countering magic, such as the fabrications that are found so frequently in other places. And because she knows that, she uses her own regulations to ensure that the general populace is safe.”

“You agree with her stance,” I said.

“You don’t?”

“When I was in the army, I did everything because I was told to. After that, I went through life just getting by. But now I’m starting to question things. I’m starting to wonder. And considering the fact that I use items of power myself to do my job, I suspect that there are layers to what she does. And I’ve seen that others in her service also wield power.”

“Of course they do.”

“Have you ever gone to Matherin and asked him for help with healing?”

“He says that it’s not really his area of expertise,” Jamie said. “But I tried. Early on, I asked about restorative fabrications. Why?”

“Just a thought.”

“Now you’re going to tell me that he’s somehow involved in all of this?”

“Maybe he is,” I said.

“You can’t mean that. Isn’t he the one who made your sword? And I seem to remember you talking about him making some other items for you. It strikes me as unlikely that he would be willing to do that for you if he was working against you.”

He wasn’t wrong.

“I trust Matherin,” I said. “As much as I can trust anybody.”

“As much as you can trust me?”

“I filled you in on my concerns, didn’t I?”

“You did, but I’ve also challenged your suspicions.”

“You think that being questioned will make me angry? That’s not how I operate.”

“And how do you operate?”

“I’m all right getting information. I’m all right being questioned. I understand that there are things—quite a few things, honestly—that I don’t know. And I’m perfectly content having somebody propose a better solution. It’s just that in this case, I’m not so sure that there is a better solution. So far, everything that I’ve seen tells me that I am right.”

We were getting to the edge of Asi’s section of the city. And I noticed something. It was strange, subtle, and it made me a little uncomfortable.

I raised a hand, and Jamie, who had been looking at me strangely, frowned more deeply. “Get back to the bridge,” I said.

“I thought you wanted me to help Waleith.”

“Get back to the bridge. Now.”

“Zaren?”

I unsheathed my blade and began to concentrate my natural ability through it.

There was something building. Power that struck me as dangerous. If there was one thing that Waleith himself had taught me, it was how to identify dangerous power. And that was what I felt now.

“I don’t know if you’re starting to distrust me,” I said, keeping my voice quiet, “but there is power building here. And if I’m right, it’s going to explode. And if I’m wrong, it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to Waleith. If you send me away, he’s not going to get the help he needs.”

“I can’t promise you that you will be protected.”

“Aren’t you a Blade? Protect me, then.”

I clenched my jaw, and then I thought about it for a moment more. I reached for my lapel pin. He might as well wear that.

Thinking better of it, I grabbed for the box in my pocket, slipped it open, grabbed one of the fabrications that Matherin had made, and handed it to him.

“Put it on.”

“What is this? Some sort of military insignia? I’m not seeing anything⁠—”

“If you’re going to stay with me, I need you to put it on. And then we need to move quickly. I don’t know what I’m going to find, but I am fully prepared for the possibility that this part of the city might explode.”

“Why out here?” Jamie asked, taking the fabrication from me and affixing it to his jacket. “There’s nothing here.”

“There is,” I said. “There’s Waleith.”


Chapter Nineteen


Holding my sword, I moved steadily forward, readying for an explosion. I had been in too many situations around the city where there had been explosions of power, and I was all too aware of the buildup. I felt power rubbing against my skin unpleasantly.

“When I was training with Waleith, he told me that there were certain techniques to identify dangerous magic,” I began, feeling I needed to explain to Jamie what I was doing.

I focused on the sword and thought about that part of me that met the resistance around me. I used that deep, centralized aspect and pushed it into the blade, which stored my power. I didn’t know if I could command the power in any other way, but I could feel it.

“One of the lessons was the different ways in which power could be wielded. Sometimes power can look benign but is not benign. Sometimes power feels dangerous but isn’t. And oftentimes, the power that can be the most dangerous is the one that feels the least.”

I frowned, looking over at Jamie. Was it him?

It wouldn’t be him, would it?

But then I thought about everything that I knew about those who had been involved with Waleith—Investigators, Asi, another Blade, and Ellie, my trainee.

I hated how paranoid I felt, how there was probably no reason for me to doubt Jamie, but then again, wasn’t that what I had been pushed to do as a Blade?

No. That was what Waleith had pushed me to do as a Blade. It was not what the Queen had pushed me to do. And in fact, the Queen trusted Jamie.

And everything he had done for me meant that I felt I needed to trust him as well.

But there was something else I needed to do.

Before moving any farther, I guided him into a nearby alley. There were warehouses out here. Mostly dingy, run-down, and some of them in poor condition, but they were places where less well-to-do merchants could store items. There was always security around these warehouses, though I didn’t have anything to do with that.

“Hand me the pin,” I said.

“You just gave it to me.”

“I know I did. Hand it to me for just a minute. Do you have anything else on you that’s fabricated?”

He frowned at me. “What?”

“Anything else on you?”

“No. I don’t generally deal with fabrications. I don’t have a pin, because nobody needs me to have one.”

“Good. So hand it over, and then I need you to wait for just a moment.”

Jamie continued to frown, but he did as I had instructed. I stuffed the pin into my pocket, and then I squeezed my hands on both sides of the blade. Jamie’s eyes widened as he watched me.

“Zaren, I’m going to admit that you are making me more than a little nervous here.”

“Just wait,” I said.

“Zaren…”

I could feel it. I should have noticed it before. It was as if his presence had somehow triggered something. It was like there was a tendril linking him to something else. And before we moved any farther, I needed to ensure that whatever link he had was severed. And the only way to do that was to disrupt it.

“Are you absolutely sure that you don’t have anything else on you?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” he said.

“All right. Then I don’t know how this is going to feel. Now, what is going to⁠—”

I didn’t get a chance to finish. I simply focused on the strange power I felt around Jamie. And it was definitely around him. I used the sword, but I didn’t push the sword at him, or attempt to harm him. I just focused on my power and let it pour out through the blade. There was just a bit of resistance to it, and then it hit him. Some part of me, some part of that power that I controlled, struck him. It was so strange, but it was an obvious power that slammed into him.

Jamie sucked in a sharp breath. I had no idea what it felt like to him, but it was potent, and I was certain that it felt considerable.

He staggered away from me. “What did you just do?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“What did you just do?”

“What I needed to do. You had something attached to you. I have no idea what it was, but I disrupted it.”

Jamie stared at me. I could sense his irritation, possibly anger, and I didn’t know what to say about it. So I said nothing.

“Here,” I said, grabbing the pin out of my pocket and handing it over to him. “This should offer you a measure of protection. It’s just a fabrication designed to deflect anything magical or nonmagical that might harm you.”

“It should?”

“It should,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to test this one the way that I’ve tested others. As far as I know, this fabrication works the same way that every other fabrication like it works. But from what Matherin has told me, this one was designed a bit differently.”

He looked at it for a long moment. “I don’t feel any different.”

“Good. But there was something attached to you. I don’t know what it was.”

“Attached?”

“I’m not exactly sure how to describe it.” I wanted to tell him that I suspected it was something that Dorian had placed on him, but it didn’t really matter. Now that it had been removed, it was no longer a threat to Jamie. I could still feel the faint energy, but most of the pressure had eased.

“Shouldn’t you have detected this before now?” Jamie asked, turning to me. “Assuming that you’re a Blade and that you have the power that we know you do, you should have picked up on that type of power more easily.”

“I probably should have, but there is a lot of power around the palace, including around your office.”

“I don’t keep anything of power there.”

“You mean you don’t keep an arcane lantern or magical items that you have borrowed to treat the Queen? And you don’t have some hidden access point to⁠—”

“Point taken,” he said.

“And it’s not even what you have on you, or in your office. It’s the palace itself. There’s power around it. I detected it the very first time I went there, but I haven’t really taken the time to understand what it is. I think it’s tied to the buildings, some old power trapped inside them.”

“And we haven’t really interacted outside the palace,” Jamie said.

“No.”

“I’m starting to wonder if you are onto something more,” he said, and he sounded somewhat concerned. “If there is more to this…”

“There is more,” I said. “I just don’t know what. Now that we’ve dealt with the power attached to you, let’s get to Waleith.”

I probed for any hidden power that I still hadn’t uncovered, then guided him to the cavern entrance. A pair of Investigators stood guard, and neither of them was from my side of the harbor. Both were Asi’s Investigators.

I tipped my head to them. “Is Asi still here?”

The taller of the two, a slender man who had to be in his late twenties, motioned over his shoulder. “She said you were coming back. We had to get a healer. Had to blindfold her. Do you think that’s safe?”

“Definitely safe,” I said. “Make sure that you take a roundabout route taking the healer back.”

He frowned.

“This is another healer,” I said. “Far more skilled.”

“There’s no guarantee in that,” Jamie said.

“Do we need to wait for others to come?”

“Asi and I are here, so the two of you can go. We won’t leave until you’re back.”

The man nodded. He followed us inside the cavern, where the trunk was open, and the healer, a gray-haired woman with deep wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, glanced over. She was leaning into the trunk, though I couldn’t tell what she was doing.

“I’m supposed to take you back, Madine.”

The healer, presumably Madine, finally frowned. “I need to work on this wound a little more. It’s going to fester.”

“I’m supposed to take you back,” the Investigator said. “No arguing. Thank you for your time. We’re going to pay you well.” He said this as if he had said it before, and there was a note of irritation in his tone.

Asi stepped over, touched the healer on her arm, and guided her toward the pair of Investigators.

Jamie didn’t wait. He strode over to Waleith and motioned to the trunk. “What is this thing?”

“Something Matherin made,” I said. “Apparently, it suppresses all types of power, including his.”

“You sure it works?”

“I experienced it firsthand,” I said.

His eyes widened. “And the chains?”

“Another measure,” I said. “Those I’m a little less certain about. Matherin made them seem necessary, and I’ve learned when it comes to that sort of thing, I just trust him.”

“Do you trust him?”

“I do. I’m supposed to trust, aren’t I? And I don’t want to be like him.” I nodded toward Waleith. “He didn’t trust anybody.”

“Because I knew I couldn’t,” Waleith said, his voice hoarse, cracking. “Neither can you. Too many people working against you. You don’t understand, and I doubt you ever will.”

“I don’t understand?” I snorted. “You know, Waleith, I’m thinking you still believe you’re getting out of this.”

“Aren’t I?” He chuckled and then blinked, looking over at Jamie. He coughed, and a little blood bubbled on his lips.

Maybe I’d stabbed him a little too deep.

“You brought the physicker to me? Can’t believe that you would smuggle him out of the palace. Especially with what she’s dealing with.” He laughed, but that turned into a cough.

“Are you responsible for that?” Jamie asked. He hadn’t moved. His hands had clenched.

I had never seen Jamie like this before. Normally, when it came to helping someone, he leaped into action the moment that they were presented to him. That was the mark of a good healer, in my experience. Rather than waiting to be told what to do, he simply acted.

But in this case, he had not moved. He had remained frozen, as if he would not move.

“Am I responsible for what? I told you already.”

“You didn’t tell me,” Jamie said.

“No? Well, maybe I told him.” Waleith coughed again, and blood bubbled on his lips. “Too many secrets, you know. So many. And all because she decided to destroy. You know how hard it was to fight my way into that place?”

I couldn’t tell who he was talking to. Was it me? Was it Jamie? Or worse, was it Asi?

“What place?” I asked.

This was the sound of a dying man. I looked over at Jamie, but he still hadn’t moved. Maybe he was waiting. Or maybe he had decided he didn’t want to help Waleith.

I had to remember that Jamie was nothing if not a loyal and faithful servant to the Queen, and the idea that Waleith, somebody who had supposedly also served the Queen, had betrayed her might drive him to keep from helping.

I started to wonder if I should have kept the other healer here, so that Jamie wouldn’t have to do this himself.

“You’re too clever to be dumb,” Waleith said. He looked up, his eyes glossy. “Didn’t think you had it in you, though. A blade to the belly. And that is all it will take.”

“Help him,” I said.

“What place?” Asi asked from behind me.

He coughed again. “You know what place, because you were there. Hard getting in. Thankfully, I had help.” He coughed and then laughed. “So much help. Do you know that I’m not the only one that has suffered?” He turned his attention to me. “Thought you might buy in. Considering what happened to you, the way that you’d suffered, I thought you could be useful.”

And here I had thought that he had wanted to use me for a different reason. No. He had thought that I could be forced to serve his betrayal, all because I had been discharged from the army.

Under other circumstances, maybe I would have been angry. And I had been a little, but mostly I had been rudderless. I just hadn’t known what to do. And when Waleith had given me purpose, he had given me a reason to serve.

So I couldn’t be that angry, could I?

And I couldn’t necessarily be angry with him, even.

“I was never going to betray her,” I said.

“Oh, I saw that too quickly. Not quickly enough. Would’ve left you back there, back where I found you, had I known.” He coughed again. He glanced at Jamie. “Not much of a healer, are you?”

“I am debating if I want to help you,” Jamie said.

Waleith snorted. “Don’t bother. This one has seen to my demise.” He pointed to me, his hand weak. “But maybe not for the reason he thinks.” He coughed again. “She thought I was a Blade.” He coughed, and then he fell silent for a moment. His breathing was ragged and irregular. “Not much of a Blade, but I can mimic it.” He looked up, and there was real eagerness in his eyes. “And you think I’m the only one?”

“The only one what?”

“The only one who suffered. You still don’t see it, do you? You still don’t see why I did it. You still don’t understand. But you will.”

“Because you have Dorian working with you?” I asked.

Waleith frowned. His eyes clouded. And then he started to laugh. “Oh, Zaren.”

He sagged, collapsing, his breathing erratic.

“He’s dying,” Asi said. “And I have a hard time mustering any sympathy for him.”

“Help him,” I said to Jamie. “I know that you feel the same way that we do. You have a hard time mustering the necessary sympathy as well. But help him. We need answers, and he’s the only one who has them.”

“I don’t know if there are going to be any answers, Zaren. A belly wound gets infected quickly. I can do my best. That’s all I can promise, but even if I do that, there’s no guarantee. I’m sorry, Zaren. He might just die before he can give you answers.”

He started to crouch down and began to work on Waleith.

I watched for a moment before backing away. Asi joined me, frowning.

“What was that about?” Asi asked.

“It’s about what he said.”

“What do you mean?”

“He said that he wasn’t a Blade. He said that he mimicked being one.” I looked over. “What if he never had that power?” I nodded to the trunk. “And what if by stabbing him, I took away whatever allowed him to… I don’t know. Pretend? Mimic? We need answers. There’s too much at stake without them.”

“So you want to keep him alive so that you can prove that Dorian is involved?”

I nodded. “I have to prove it somehow. Something still doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Sometimes the answers aren’t what you want,” Asi said. “When I was at the compound, that was one of the things that we were told. And sometimes the questions aren’t the right questions.”

I frowned. “Not the right questions. I wonder what questions I need to be asking, then.”

“Well, if your physicker friend here can keep him from dying, maybe he can provide you with some. And if not, you might be stuck.”

“Stuck with what?”

Asi shrugged. “Stuck with going to Dorian and demanding he answer.”

And that, I feared, might be all that was left for me.


Chapter Twenty


Iwaited on Waleith a while longer, but Jamie decided that it was time for me to leave, as he said that I was too distracting for him. I wondered whether it was actually because he was irritated with me for giving him more work.

I went to wait outside the cavern, looking off toward the setting sun. A slight chill had begun to settle in the air, and the sea breeze slowly building carried with it a promise that felt like rain. I wasn’t leaving until the Investigators returned. Ellie was waiting for me there.

“You didn’t have to just linger,” I said to her.

“I’m not just doing anything,” Ellie said. “I’m out here because I don’t have a lot of choice in the matter, because I’m waiting for my teacher. Isn’t that what you told me to do?”

“I’m not sure I told you to do anything.”

“And you’re not really teaching me.”

“I suppose not,” I said. “I think I owe you an apology.”

She glanced over, then shrugged. “I would say so. What do you intend to do with him? Is he dying? I saw what the healer was trying to do, and that there wasn’t a whole lot that could be done for him.” She frowned. “Honestly, I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“Is it? I’m not so sure.” She tapped her foot, a nervous energy that I understood. “What happens if this is as bad as you think?”

“What do you mean?”

“I was listening, Zaren.”

I gritted my teeth. “How much did you hear?”

“I heard enough. And honestly, did you really think you could keep that from me? It’s not like I need you to protect me.”

“It’s not so much about protecting you as it is about protecting myself, and others, from what’s going on. I didn’t want you to get involved in this sort of thing.”

“But if everybody’s trying to hurt the Queen, because they are trying to take the throne, shouldn’t you be doing something more?”

“That’s the problem,” I said. I looked over my shoulder to where Asi lingered, resting against the back wall of the cavern. She had an unreadable expression on her face, but I suspected that it was one of uncertainty. “Right now, we’re doing what we think we need to do. But we are also serving as we can as Blades. And if things don’t go the right way, it’s possible that we won’t be allowed to serve as Blades any longer.”

“So you do what? Just give up?”

I didn’t want to say it, because there was a real danger that might happen. But considering what Ellie had been through already with her mother, she deserved the truth.

“I don’t know. It is possible that they might decide to use us, keep us in position, but seeing what’s happening around the city, I don’t know if that’s going to be the case.”

“So then what would they do?” Ellie asked. “If they don’t want to use us, what would they do?”

“I don’t know.”

When she looked at me, there was a real darkness in her eyes, but also a knowing that somebody her age should not possess.

“It’s not going to be good, is it?” she said.

“Depends upon what they think we know.”

She shook her head. “So should I just leave now?”

I shrugged. “I’m not going to hold you here if you decide to go. Or your brother. It might be safer if you go.”

“Where would we go?”

I frowned. “I have a town you could go to. I know someone at the tavern there that could help. It’s not much, but that’s about all the help that I can offer. Then again, you and your brother were able to get around pretty well on your own. Maybe the two of you would do just fine.”

“We would do just fine,” she said with vehemence. “But it still doesn’t change what would happen to her, does it? She would still be dead. And he would still get what he wants.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“And you don’t care about that?”

“I care,” I said. “I care, and I understand the practicalities. I’m not going anywhere, in case that is your concern.”

Ellie let out a relieved sigh. “Well, I suppose that was a little bit of my concern. How am I to know what you might be willing to do and what you might be willing to fight for?”

If I hadn’t shown that to her so far, then I really wasn’t doing a good job with her. Perhaps that was the real issue here. I needed to do a better job with Ellie, a better job for Ellie. She deserved that. She needed training, and she needed to better understand what it meant to have her abilities. She needed to learn how to harness them to utilize her power effectively against someone who might harm her.

“I’m going to fight for what needs to be fought for,” I said. “I’m going to fight on behalf of the Queen because I’m her Blade. And I’m going to do whatever is necessary to make sure that Waleith and the people that he works with aren’t successful.”

“What if it’s not the person you think it is?”

I froze. A pair of Investigators approached, moving slowly.

“What?” I asked.

“Well, what if it’s not who you think it is? You said that you were pretty sure that it was this⁠—”

I raised my hand, keeping her from saying the name aloud. “I’m pretty sure. That doesn’t mean I’m positive.”

“So what if it’s not?”

“Well, that’s really the issue, isn’t it? There are too many aspects that I don’t know. I could have this wrong. And if I get it wrong, then there is simply too much at stake.”

“Because of who you think is responsible?”

“Because of who else it could be.”

If it wasn’t Dorian, then I would be even more concerned about who it could be. It would be somebody I had overlooked. Could it be Jamie? I had brought Jamie to see Waleith, of all people, to try to help him, so if he was somehow involved, then the two of them could be in there plotting together. And Jamie could easily be the one poisoning the Queen. I didn’t think so, because the Queen herself viewed Jamie favorably, and she believed that he was not responsible for her condition. But what if she had it wrong?

Another possibility was Matherin. A fabricator who had been trying to help me, but what if he wasn’t really helping me? He had told Jamie that he didn’t know much about healing, but that could have been a lie. Who else would have access to the Queen?

It was only Dorian.

Nobody else fit. I knew it wasn’t me, but if I was an outside observer, I would certainly be a candidate as well.

“The list isn’t very long. And if it’s not him, then it’s going to be even harder to figure out what’s going on. It’s going to be even harder to know how to stop it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“You do?”

“I’m not going anywhere. I want to know what’s happening here, and I want to get to the bottom of it, because I want to make sure that he and whoever else he’s working with suffer for what they did to my mother. That’s why I’m staying. And if you’re staying because it’s the right thing to do, then I’m going to stay, too.” Ellie had straightened, and there was defiance in her eyes, but it was tempered by youth, the kind of bravado that only the young could really have. “So are you going to work with me or not?”

I smiled when I began to feel something different.

“Go back in the cavern,” I said.

“What now?”

“Just go.”

She scowled at me. “I thought you were going to include me.”

“I am, but not on this. Now go.”

Ellie continued to watch me, but when I didn’t back down, she finally turned and strode into the cavern. I heard her grumbling, but I didn’t pay any attention to that. It didn’t matter. What mattered was what I felt.

And what I felt came from the pair of Investigators coming toward me.

I strode forward. They were the Investigators that had been here before. But some part of them, what they radiated, felt different.

“Did you have any trouble getting the healer back?” I asked.

I focused on what I could feel of them. When they tried to move past me, I straightened and used my bulk to block them.

“Not particularly,” the man said. “She has this little healing shop not far from here. She’s pretty well known. Asi is the one who called her out, so we brought her here.”

“Good. Anything else happen while you were gone?”

He frowned, cocking his head to the side as he watched me. “No. Why?”

“You didn’t come across anybody else? You didn’t go to any markets? You didn’t buy anything?”

“We might’ve stopped in a market,” the woman said. “You were here. You brought your healer. We figured that we had a little time. Were we not supposed to?”

These weren’t my Investigators. These were Asi’s, but they all worked for the same cause.

“Can you show me what you bought?” I asked.

“We didn’t buy anything. We were given something.”

“What were you given?” I asked.

She reached into her pocket, and everything within me tensed, as I could feel a vague energy, a resistance, and I knew that I needed to be careful here. I also didn’t want to overreact. But given that I didn’t know what she was going to pull out, I wanted to be ready to respond.

She pulled out a small wooden carving. “Nothing too exciting. There was a young man handing these out. He said that it’s a good luck charm.” She snorted. “We checked it. The way that you and Asi taught us. Nothing about it is dangerous.”

“You mind if I see it?”

“You want to check it over?” She shared a look with the other Investigator. “I get the reason for your caution, Blade, but it seems to me that might be going a bit overboard.”

“Something feels off. I don’t know what it is. But I’ve been feeling it more and more these days. Maybe it’s just the fact that Ardemians are here in the city.”

That was something that I was going to have to come to terms with, especially if the trade agreement came to fruition. Other types of magic might be wielded around me at all times. But then, I could do that, couldn’t I? I was able to identify different sensitivities of power. And it was that ability now that was serving me well.

“We tested it, Blade,” the man said.

“I’m not accusing you of doing anything wrong.”

I had to be careful here. I didn’t want to get to the point where I was second-guessing everyone. If I did that, then how was I any different, or better, than Waleith?

And maybe that was what Waleith wanted. Maybe that was what he was trying to do. And unfortunately, if it was, it might work.

By making me question everybody that I was working with, he could make me question whether I understood the dynamics of what I was doing, and the dynamics of what others around me were doing.

It could work if I let it.

And I had to actively and intentionally make sure that I didn’t let that happen. I had to be the reason that didn’t take place. I had to be the reason that I pushed past all of that, and I had to find some way to ignore what made me hesitate and question. I had to do it, and I did not know if I could.

“It really is nothing,” the woman said. “It’s a carving of a ship. Look at it. Simple, but I don’t know how it would be good luck.”

I took it from her, and as soon as I did, I could feel the vague, strange energy within it. And I recognized something about it.

Aelith powder. I was certain of it.

“I need you to go stand by the cavern,” I said, keeping my voice calm.

“Why?” she asked.

“I don’t know what this is going to do. But I’m worried that if you had brought this into the cavern, it might have done something.”

“It’s just a carving,” she said.

“I know. And I suspect that somebody is aware of what we have here. Maybe they were trying to track you, or maybe they were just trying to hurt Investigators.”

Or just as bad, hurt other Blades.

They moved away.

I looked at the carving. I could feel the power within it. It was strange to be attuned to it, especially because I suspected that whoever had used it had some knowledge of how to wield aelith powder. It was an exquisite sense. And having not felt it since I had left the Isle of Erantor, I wasn’t sure if there was anything to it that was dangerous, but I did know that the powder itself could make anything dangerous.

I had seen it.

And what was more, it wouldn’t be the first time that the powder had been used in such a way. It had just been a while since it had been used.

And with Ardemians now here in the city…

Ardemians didn’t use fabrications like this. But maybe they had others with them who did. I focused on it and then pushed against the resistance, feeling the way that it tried to counter me, but also aware of what I needed to do to overwhelm it. I had been able to overpower aelith powder before, and I picked up on the pressure and continued to push through it.

It was incredibly potent.

More so than I had expected.

And so I had to push harder, and harder, and I felt that resistance against me. It reminded me of when the ships in the harbor had been coated with it. And I wondered why. I wondered how.

And then there was a soft sizzle. A bit of smoke. And the resistance faded.

Only then did I really let out a relieved breath. I was panting, one hand resting on my thigh, the other one holding the carving and trying not to squeeze it so hard that it would shatter. It did look like a ship. And I suspected that it was filled with aelith powder.

“Zaren?” Asi’s soft voice came from behind me.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You have my Investigators a little nervous. Care to tell me what’s going on?”

I turned and held out the wooden carving. “This. Somebody knows what we’re doing here. Somebody is trying to find Waleith, perhaps to rescue him, or worse.”

She let out a sigh. “Well, great.”

“I think it’s time for us to make alternative arrangements for Waleith until this is all over.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Not really, because I’ve been avoiding involving anybody else, but I don’t know who else we can use, who else we can trust.”

“You take the lead on this. But just be careful.”

I wanted to say that I was always careful, but that wasn’t necessarily true. At this point, what I needed, what we both needed, was answers, and I had made the mistake of stabbing Waleith in my agitation and thinking that was going to grant me more answers. Now I didn’t know. But what I did need to know was whether there would be another way to hold Waleith until I had the right answers.

I just had to hope that the Guild would answer.


Chapter Twenty-One


Ellie and I walked closer to the harbor front as I was making my way toward one of the taverns, intending to put out word for a member of the Guild. I would talk to a minstrel, put out notice that I was interested in having a conversation, as I had before, but seeing as Garridan was unlikely to be in Busal City, there was a question about who of the Guild I would have a chance to work with. Maybe Benjamin, but I didn’t know if I trusted him. However, he might be able to help me navigate the Guild much more easily.

“So you’re going to talk to a singer?” Ellie asked. She was having a hard time coming to terms with the plan, because she didn’t really see the point of it.

“Not exactly. And I have avoided using my allies for what’s happening in the city, though I know that they would be more than eager to be a part of whatever is taking place.”

“So these singers⁠—”

“Minstrels,” I said.

“Fine. Minstrels. They will help? Why?”

“It’s complicated, and I’m not sure that I understand it all myself.”

“Sounds fun. Somebody is coming.”

I glanced in her direction to find that she was pointing along the street.

And then I looked up. A trio of men were making their way along the street toward me. One of them was familiar to me. He was dressed in a simple gray jacket and pants and could have blended into the city were it not for the pair of men marching behind him. They were both wearing the deep blue of Ardem.

“Stay behind me,” I said to Ellie.

“You’re not going to tell me to go away?”

“No,” I said. “You need to be a part of this, but… I have an idea. Can you listen from the alley?”

“You want me to eavesdrop?”

“Is it eavesdropping if I’m telling you to do it?”

“Well, then I’m not eavesdropping on you, but I’m eavesdropping on them. Are you sure about this?”

“They’re from Ardem, and I don’t want them to know about you yet.”

“They probably already saw me.”

“Make sure that they don’t see you. And know that they have magic, so use whatever you can to break through it.”

Ellie grinned as she darted away, making it look as if she bumped into me, picking my pocket. And I actually found myself checking my pocket to see if she’d taken anything from me. She hadn’t, but she did make it look as if she were little more than a cutpurse trying to bump and run.

As if anybody would target me.

Aronith stopped a few paces away from me. His gaze flicked to either side before it settled on the alley, as if he was trying to decide whether to warn me that I might have been robbed. Then he turned his attention back to me. “You’ve been a hard man to find, Mr. Joha.”

“I didn’t realize you were looking for me.”

“I wanted to see how things stood with the investigation, and if you had found anything.”

“Things have been a little busy,” I said. “Why?”

“Just that I might have acquired some information that would be of use to you.” He swept his gaze along the street. “Is here really the best place for a conversation?”

The fact that he had come to see me so soon after we had seen Waleith, and I had dealt with the carving filled with aelith powder, did leave me on edge. I felt it wasn’t a coincidence. There was also that fabricated energy that I had detected on Jamie and removed. Could the Ardemian delegation be using fabrications to track specific people in the city?

“You are the one who approached me. If there is something you need to talk about, then let’s go talk.”

He flicked his gaze behind him, to the pair of men with him. I wondered what they were able to do. When they had been guarding the door—I suspected that these were the same man, or similarly powered man—they had used something that had called upon the shadows. Maybe that had been fabricated power, but perhaps it was not quite a fabrication but something intrinsic to them. Considering what I had started to see throughout the world, I couldn’t help but feel some intrinsic powers were much more potent, much more dangerous, than others.

“Wherever you think you can keep yourself safe,” I said. “But I warn you…”

“You warn me?” Aronith asked.

“Yes.”

He snorted. “Very well. Consider me warned. You look like you were heading someplace.”

“For a drink,” I said.

“Has it been one of those days?”

“It really has.”

“Then perhaps we will join you.”

Was that him expressing a willingness not to attack in some way? Or was it his concession that by going to a tavern, I didn’t have to be worried about what he might try?

Whatever it was, I actually found myself appreciating his willingness.

“There’s a tavern up here that’s not bad,” I said.

He snorted. “You know, in my homeland, we don’t use terms like ‘not bad’ when describing a tavern.”

“Well, it really isn’t bad,” I said.

“All right. So you have a place that’s not bad. Let’s go. Why don’t you bring your friend with you? Unless you want me to believe that the child was actually robbing you and not just following you. I’m not dumb, Mr. Joha.”

I shrugged. “All right. Ellie. Why don’t you join us?”

As she stepped out of the alley, she glanced toward me. “Do I get to drink, too?”

“No,” both I and Aronith said at the same time.

We headed down the street, and we stopped at a tavern that I had visited a few times, one that I knew the Guild had previously had a presence in. I might as well combine both of the tasks at hand. The tavern was named the Towering Fuster, which I found to be a very odd name, especially for a small tavern, situated along a street where many of the patrons were dockworkers. It did tend to have a higher class of clientele as well, probably because of the cost of drinks and food. Many of the people that came through here were merchants. And I suspected that the Guild preferred it because of that.

“Interesting choice,” Aronith said.

“Do you know of a better place?”

“This is your city, so I will defer to you.”

“I’ve not been here that long.”

“I’ve heard that,” Aronith said.

“Oh?”

“I make it my business to know as much as I can about those who can pose a danger to those I am sworn to protect. And you, Mr. Joha, absolutely can pose a danger.”

We took an unoccupied table near the door. Ellie sat next to me, and Aronith took a seat across from me, while his two men grabbed a table nearby.

“You don’t want them to sit with us?” I asked.

“Consider them watching.”

“All right. So, you have found something?”

“Just a moment,” Aronith said.

He reached into his pocket and extracted a small pyramidal piece of metal, and he set it down in the center of the table. He tapped on the three sides in a specific pattern, and I felt a wave of power as it washed outward and over me. The technique was not one that I was familiar with, but the effect was clear. He had activated a fabrication. Only then did he relax, and his shoulders seemed to loosen.

“Now we will be able to talk.”

“Are you more concerned about the tavern, your men, or something else?”

“Yes.”

I snorted. “All of it. Interesting. So you wanted to talk openly, but you also wanted to do it in front of your people. Interesting. Are you concerned about something, Aronith?”

“I’m always concerned about something. I suspect a man like yourself is also.”

“These days, I am.”

“I am concerned about the nature of the delegation,” Aronith said, sitting upright, his hands clasped in front of him. When a server came toward us, Aronith shook his head, and under the intensity of Aronith’s gaze, the server simply turned away.

“I thought we were going to get a drink,” Ellie said.

“We will,” I said. I studied her for a moment. “Does she need to be somewhere else for this conversation?”

“That, Mr. Joha, is up to you.”

There was something about the way that he spoke that had me on edge. I wanted to include Ellie, but I wasn’t sure if it was safe to do so.

“Why don’t you sit at that table?” I said to Ellie.

“You brought me in. Now you’re going to send me away?”

“I need a lookout,” I said.

“Fine,” she said, and she pulled out her dagger and then ran her finger along the edge of the blade. “I might just find a way to do exactly what you told me to do with this.”

“Not right now. But keep an eye out. Please.”

She frowned at me and then let out a frustrated sigh as she stepped away and took a seat at a nearby table. The tavern was relatively empty at this time of the evening, and though there was no minstrel, the stool at the front of the room and the closed instrument case left me thinking that there would be one soon enough.

“All right,” I said. “You have my attention.”

“I have been concerned about the nature of the delegation from the moment that we were tasked with coming here. Ostensibly, this has been about trade. But our people have not traded with your people.”

“No,” I agreed. “And given my Queen’s predilections, there has been no real desire to have such trade.”

“But it won’t be your Queen in charge for long, will it?”

The way that he said this suggested more than just a question. It was a statement of fact, and the fact that he knew that left me feeling a rising unease.

“I don’t know,” I said. “What do you know?”

“If we are going to find a way of connecting, Mr. Joha, then we need to have our cards on the table, as it were.”

“And so this is you setting out your cards?”

“This is me telling you that I have cards. I’m looking to see what cards you have.”

“Unfortunately, my responsibility in Busal City has been to defend it from magic and various magical threats. That includes what your people might bring. At least, it traditionally has. The fact that there is now a delegation here from Ardem, and there is a desire for trade, makes me question that.”

“You don’t want to deny my previous assertion.”

“It was a question, not an assertion.”

“Then let me make it an assertion.”

“I’m not privy to such details,” I said. “And even if I was, I would not be speaking to a potential political rival about those details.”

“Are we rivals?”

“Are we allies?”

His mouth quirked. “I should hope so.”

Aronith leaned back, glancing over at his men before sweeping his gaze quickly around the tavern. He was clearly assessing threats. He was certainly capable.

“That remains to be seen,” I said. “I’m sorry that I haven’t made the necessary effort to dig into what happened to your delegate.”

“We had the name wrong,” he said. “It was not Elaine Trelin.”

“I believe your leader was quite certain in that as well, especially since Elaine Trelin was still alive.”

“We had a few people added to the delegation at the last moment. I was aware that our numbers had swollen more than I had anticipated.”

I sensed the unease in him. “How many?”

“Three or four,” he said.

“You don’t know?”

“That is the nature of what we do,” he said. “Unfortunately, we have many items such as this,” he said, waving to the fabrication sitting on the table. “And with the right item, a person could conceal themselves.”

“Not from me.”

“I hope that’s true.”

Aronith had said something about their land having people like me. “If that were the case, then why wouldn’t you have just used somebody like me to determine if there was somebody who was not where they were supposed to be?”

“We did not bring any individuals like you with us on this journey, because it was not deemed necessary. That was not my call, so I apologize in advance for that.”

“Why would you need to apologize?”

“I assume that you are asking because you are curious as to whether you might be able to learn something from us.”

“I was asking because somebody like me might discover if there were others with you that you hadn’t anticipated.”

“Yes, well, be that as it may, we know of several.”

I was curious as to how they had uncovered the extra delegates, and what that meant.

“And this woman who is now deceased, she was not a part of your initial number⁠—”

“No,” he said. “Not part of that number, and not among the names I distributed to you. I have personally interviewed each of them, and none of them were responsible for what took place.”

“Is that supposed to reassure me in some way?”

“Yes.”

Strangely, it did. I had not had the opportunity to address the list of names and was starting to feel it was really a dead end, because there were simply too many names on it, too many people that might have been involved in the murder. Considering I didn’t know anything about Ardem or the delegation, I had no idea how I could gather any useful information from them.

But if Aronith had truly conducted an investigation, then maybe it didn’t matter.

“Have you uncovered anything?” I asked.

“I have not. Not about her. But that is not why I am here.”

I smiled. What did he want from me now?

“If you’re looking for me to bring you in on my investigation more formally, I’m not so sure that I can do that,” I said. “Especially because my investigation is going to overlap with other aspects of what I’ve been doing.” I wasn’t going to tell him this, but I didn’t know if I had time to dig into all the aspects of a murder of someone who had snuck into the city. Maybe she had been looking to leave Ardem. I didn’t have the feeling that Ardem was a hardline country that would make it difficult for people to leave, but what if this was somebody who had simply wanted to find refuge?

“I think you will reconsider, Mr. Joha.”

“Do you, now?”

“Absolutely. Which is why I came to find you in particular. You can be a difficult man to find, though I suspect that you could be even more difficult if you wanted to be.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It just means that you are still trying to master this talent of yours. From the stories that I’ve heard about you, there are elements of what you can do that are still to be discovered. And that is why I have apologized for not bringing our equivalent person to Busal City. You really would be able to learn quite a bit from them. But no, none of that is the reason I sought you out.”

“So why did you seek me out?”

“Because there are two more bodies, and they are both Ardemian, and I don’t know what happened.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Iwasn’t sure what to do about what Aronith had told me. At this point, it was possible that I could just leave it alone. If this had something to do with Ardem, then there was no definite reason that I needed to be involved in it.

The hard part for me, however, was that I no longer felt this had nothing to do with me. This was exactly the kind of thing that I was now getting involved in, because this was exactly the kind of thing that would be linked to what Dorian was involved in. I wasn’t even entirely sure that he would get involved in murder, but I had to consider that at least a possibility, given all that he had proven himself willing to do.

After sending Ellie to the constables’ station to work with Lijanna—much to her irritation and more than a little argument about why I was sending her away—I allowed Aronith to take me outside the city.

“All the way out here?” I asked.

“I have a feeling that this location was intentional, but then again, I’m not sure what they thought that they were going to accomplish by bringing the bodies out here,” Aronith said.

I followed him and realized that a pair of Ardemian soldiers—they had to be soldiers—stood near a pile of rock situated just north of the city, close to the harbor inlet. I hadn’t spent much time out here, as there were not many reasons for me to make my way all the way out here.

“You think that they were moved?” I asked.

“Think. Know. Sort of how you knew that the woman had been moved.”

I didn’t say anything, but he wasn’t wrong. I did believe that the woman had been moved and dropped in the park, but that was because there had been boot prints in the grass.

I didn’t know if I could say anything more about what I suspected, especially not to somebody like Aronith, who I couldn’t trust. This was not somebody who I had any sort of relationship with. He was a political rival, and this was not the kind of thing that I should get involved in.

“Just take a look.”

We made our way out farther, and when we neared the bodies, I saw that they were lying perfectly parallel.

“I take it you didn’t move them.”

“No,” Aronith said. “We found them this way. I think that somebody did this to send some sort of message.”

“A message for who?”

“Possibly for whoever found them.”

“And who found them?”

His reluctance to share information was starting to irritate me.

“Why, my people found them.”

“And they are members of your delegation, are they not?”

“They are both members of the delegation, but neither of them was among the initial listing of the delegation.”

“So you think that you have some sort of faction inside your delegation?”

“That is the question, isn’t it?” He frowned at me. “I don’t like this, Mr. Joha. We come to your land, and this is the welcome we receive?”

I laughed, and he frowned more deeply.

“This isn’t our fault,” I said.

“Unless some faction in Busal does not want to see this delegation succeed.”

“There’s another possibility,” I said.

“Oh?”

“What if there is a faction in your delegation that doesn’t want these trade talks to succeed?”

Aronith was quiet for a moment as he tapped his lips. I took the opportunity to survey the bodies. One was a woman with dark brown hair, and though her eyes were closed, there were faint wrinkles at their corners. She had to be in her late thirties, maybe early forties, and she was dressed in simple clothing. Unlike the younger woman that I had found, she had no crest of Ardem on her clothing.

“How do you know that they are your people?” I asked.

“Because they were with the delegation, as I said.”

I looked over at the other. It was a man, probably in his late thirties. He had similar dark hair and was dressed similarly as well.

“All right,” I said. “So let’s talk through this.” I looked over at Aronith, and I wasn’t sure if he was upset about what I intended or if he was just waiting to see what I was going to say. I had to be careful here, because I didn’t want to upset him, but at the same time, we needed to establish what we were going to do next. “We have three of your people dead. And these two don’t have any obvious injuries, I presume.”

“None that we were able to identify.”

“No bleeding?”

“No.”

“Any sign of anything unusual?”

Aronith glanced in my direction, and the smile that curled his lips was disarming. “You can just say it, Mr. Joha. Magic?”

“Fine,” I said. “Is there any evidence of the use of magic?”

“Not that we were able to identify. That is part of the reason that I wanted you here, because you might pick up on something that we were not able to detect.”

“I would have to believe that you have fabrications that would allow you to identify the use of magic.”

“You would believe so, but we do not have the same potency of ability as one such as yourself does.”

That surprised me more than anything else. “And you don’t have somebody like me with you.”

Aronith shook his head. “Not with where we were going, not with what we are doing. Of course, now I see otherwise.”

“All right. We can bring them to my coroner, but he’s really more of a healer, a physicker.”

“You’re bringing your bodies to a physicker?”

I shrugged. “It was necessary,” I said. “This physicker is able to run certain tests.”

“I see. Surprising, but I see.”

I decided not to push the issue, because at this point, there wasn’t much of an issue to push. “But we can’t bring them to the palace.”

“And why not? Isn’t that what you did with the other one?”

At least I knew that Aronith was aware of what I had been doing. I wasn’t surprised that he had been following me. But that meant that it was entirely possible that he had been trying to follow me all the way out to Waleith, and he may know what we had been doing with him. If that were the case, then I had to be especially cautious, because I didn’t want anybody who might be involved in Waleith’s plot to know what we were doing with him.

“There are some happenings at the palace.”

Aronith looked at me, and then he motioned for me to follow him, the setting sun gleaming in my eyes. We moved past the bodies and out past the rocks, to where we could stand overlooking the harbor. From here, I could see the mouth of the harbor spreading out into the bay, and the water lapped at the shoreline, a steady, quiet sound that was altogether soothing, or it should be. It reminded me of times spent on ships, and in a way, that helped me feel a little more at ease.

“I hear what you’re saying but not saying,” Aronith said. “And I came to you. The two of us should find a way to work together.”

“I don’t know if I can work with you, because I don’t know if I can⁠—”

“Trust me?”

I turned to him, then shrugged. “Well, no.”

He smiled. “Good. As you should not. I don’t know if I can trust you, either, Mr. Joha, but considering the fact that these crimes have been committed in your city, and I have a feeling that you, of all the people that I have encountered, are actually and actively concerned about what took place, I am here requesting your help. And if something unusual is taking place in your palace…”

The way that he said this left me feeling an internal trembling. This was a pivot point. I was going to have to make a decision here. And it was going to have to be whether I could trust Aronith. And if I trusted him, then the question became whether I could work with him, because that was what he was proposing.

“There has been some activity inside the palace as well,” I said, choosing my words carefully. I didn’t know if he had any fabrications that could somehow record what I was saying. If that were the case, then would he use what I said against me in some way?

I had to stop being so paranoid, but at the same time, considering everything that we had encountered, paranoia came to me naturally.

“So there may be a faction that wants to work with your palace, but a part of your palace that may not currently be in charge. Is that what you are alluding to?”

“Apparently,” I said.

“This is dangerous, Mr. Joha. We came here to negotiate trade. That is the entire purpose of the delegation.”

“Is it?”

“We are not warmongers.”

I arched a brow at the comment. But then again, I could understand why Aronith would feel he needed to stress that to me.

“My people don’t necessarily have an opinion on that,” I said.

“Maybe, but you certainly do.”

I shrugged. “I do.”

“And I am here to reassure you that is not our goal. We are here simply because we were invited.”

“And who were you invited by?”

This was getting to the heart of the matter, but it was also bordering very closely on danger for me. And until I had a better idea about what I wanted to do here, I knew that I had to tread carefully. If I stepped too far, I could end up in a situation where I would be in much deeper water than I was comfortable swimming in.

“I’m not entirely sure.” Aronith shrugged. “I serve in a role that is probably strikingly similar to the way that you serve. I am not here as a political adviser, nor am I here to work on the arrangements of the negotiation. If I can offer a measure of connection to my people, then that is what my responsibility is.”

“So you serve, and you don’t care how you serve.”

He shrugged. “No. I do not. As it is not my place to challenge such things. Is it yours?”

“When I’m serving the right person,” I said.

“Your Queen allows this?”

I shrugged. “The Queen permits it, but…”

I didn’t want to reveal too much, but then again, I suspected that he knew enough already, and anything that he knew put me, and the Queen, for that matter, in a different set of dangers.

“Yes. Your Queen. I believe that circumstances may be changing there as well.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“We can work together, Mr. Joha. I will inquire as to the nature of the negotiation. Perhaps I can ask around, find out if there are any elements within the meeting that you have not seen. And if there’s anything that you are particularly concerned about, you can share it with me.”

Aronith arched a brow, watching me, as if trying to decide if I was going to share anything with him. And at this point, I didn’t know if I wanted to, or if I could. And so I didn’t.

I didn’t want to reveal what I feared about Dorian, and about the Empyrean taking over the palace grounds, and even the city itself. With their presence, there was a greater likelihood that a more overt coup attempt would take place. And if anybody caught wind of what I feared, then I, and those who worked with me, could be in danger.

“I see,” Aronith said. “That is how it’s going to be with you?”

“I have to exercise caution,” I said. “It has nothing to do with you. Caution is what you have been exercising as well.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I suppose so.” He glanced back at the bodies. “You will have them tested?”

“I will start with the testing, and then I can have my physicker take a look at them.”

It was one more thing that was going to bother Jamie, probably upset him. I didn’t want to anger him, but Jamie was the one person who would be willing and able to help figure out what was happening here.

“Very well. I will leave you to it. You will not have any trouble from my men. If you do, you have my leave to dismiss them.”

I glanced over. “I have your leave?”

“You will not suffer any repercussions from me or the delegation if you were to do so.”

“That’s a strange statement,” I said.

“Strange or not, it is the truth. And I share with you the truth as I see it.” As he arched his brow at me, I had the sense that he was hoping that I would do the same.

And in a way, I wanted to do the same. I wanted to make sure that I could help, find some answers, and maybe, somehow, I could use him.

If there was an aspect within the delegation that wanted to negotiate and an aspect that did not, which side would help?

And if we had some conflict within the delegation, then this situation would soon become more than I could handle.

And then what?

I didn’t have an answer to that.

But I was going to have to find one.

After Aronith left, I crouched down to look at the bodies. As he had said, the two men standing guard didn’t even bother me. I was vaguely aware of power from them, but I couldn’t quite tell what they were using. It might be fabrications, and it might simply be that they had power of their own.

“I’m sorry,” I said, looking over at them. “Would you mind giving me some space? I can’t tell what magic you are using, but it is interfering with my investigation.”

That would let them know what I could do. And yet I suspected that they had already known. It was highly likely that Aronith had made clear what I was able to do, so that they would know to be cautious with me.

Both shared a look, and then they stepped away. Once they did, I studied the woman first. I held my hands above her and simply tested for any sense of magical resistance. I didn’t feel anything. I lifted her, looking for any signs of injury, the same way that I knew Jamie would—he would have been disappointed if I had not done so. When I didn’t find anything, I turned to the man and carried out the same procedure. Nothing.

There was just a sense of emptiness from both of them. That was the key here, I thought. Maybe there was an absence of magic. But if that were the case, then it would beg the question as to how, or moreover, why they had been targeted.

“If you find anything unusual, including metal, I would like to know about it. Aronith will know how to send word to me. And I will have several of my men come out here to help with the investigation. Is that all right?”

The two Ardemian soldiers nodded.

“Thank you for permitting me this opportunity,” I said.

I wasn’t quite sure what else to say, and I wasn’t quite sure if I would upset them just by saying anything. But I had more questions.

This went deeper than I had thought. I had thought that this was simply an attempt by Dorian to take the crown and force a trade agreement that was going to cause problems for us, but if the Ardemian delegation didn’t want to be part of that, or if there were aspects within the delegation that didn’t want to be part of that, then the situation was more complicated than I had thought.

And I was going to have to be careful.

We were all going to have to be careful.


Chapter Twenty-Three


There was nothing to be found investigating the body. Jamie had attempted to do so, after he had stabilized Waleith and made it clear that Waleith was in a tenuous situation.

“I don’t know if I can save him.”

“I appreciate everything you can do,” I said.

There was a real look of concern in his eyes. “You know, this could have been⁠—”

“I know that this could have been avoided, and I know that what I did was dangerous, and I understand that my reaction could have been…”

I wondered if Waleith had baited me. I liked to think that I had a bit more self-control than that, but apparently, I did not. And Waleith had taken advantage of that.

“I wasn’t going to say that you did anything wrong,” Jamie said. “I was just implying that even if he were well, it might not matter. And besides, didn’t you say that he has some capabilities that are different than you expected?”

“Abilities, yes,” I said. “I thought that he was nothing more than a Blade, like me, but I am starting to question if perhaps there is more to him than I realize.”

“Well, if that’s the case, your actions might have revealed something you wouldn’t have found otherwise.” He shrugged, as if that were all the answer that was needed.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t thank me. I had the same conversation with Asi. She’s quite upset with him. I think she would like to stab him herself.”

“She trained at the compound. She was there. It was like home to her.”

“I can see that, I suppose, but…”

“But what?”

“But to do her job, she has to be more patient.” Jamie shrugged. “As do you. The answers will come.”

“And do you think we can really find the answers? Do you think we have the time? You still don’t know anything about what happened to the Ardemian woman, and now I’ve sent you two more bodies⁠—”

“And I am too preoccupied with taking care of the Queen, and coming out here was more than I generally would’ve done. Were it anybody else, I would’ve said no. But seeing as you have served her, I felt I owed it to you.”

“Thank you for your honesty.”

“You deserve nothing but honesty,” he said. “And I’m sorry that I’m not able to help you more.”

I inhaled deeply, looking out at the seawater moving in the harbor. I had still not reached out to the Guild. Meeting with Aronith had diverted me, but even if I did, could they do anything?

“I’m going to have some friends of mine take Waleith,” I said. “Assuming that he can be moved. Until I know what’s happening in the city, I think it’s probably the safest option.”

“I trust you. I just hope she understands.”

She being the Queen, I knew, and yet she was incapacitated, so she couldn’t say much, even if she wanted to. Both of us knew that.

“Has the delegation been helpful?” I asked.

“You know, that’s just it. It’s a little strange. I have been getting more help from them than I would’ve expected. I have been cautious, not wanting to reveal the reason behind what I’m looking into, but Dorian suggested⁠—”

“I told you to be careful with Dorian.”

“Oh, I’m well aware that you are concerned about him, but I get to make my own judgments, Zaren, just as you make yours.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

And so Jamie returned to the palace, back to his assignments. I, on the other hand, was struggling.

Night had started to fall. The air had cooled considerably, and a quiet had begun to settle around the streets, making it easier to navigate, but more difficult to do so undetected.

I spent some time with Harent and the constables, patrolling with them and talking to them, in particular about my concerns regarding the Empyrean, along with my concerns about Ardem. Harent suggested that it might be more of an invasion, but I didn’t think so. Not with the number of Empyrean soldiers present.

“They’re all local soldiers, so I have a hard time thinking that they would betray us,” he said, scratching at his chin. He was overseeing a number of constables as they patrolled an outer section of the city. I was thankful that Harent had come with me, partly because I appreciated his judgment and partly because I needed to talk through everything.

“This is my feeling as well. These are all people who have pledged allegiance to the Queen and would have no reason to betray her.”

“It’s not so much about a reason to betray,” he said. “Does anybody really need a reason?”

“I would think so. Otherwise, you’re just taking action that could harm yourself, and those you care about.”

“Maybe,” he said, and he let out a frustrated grunt. “You know, sometimes it was easier just being in the navy, where I could just issue orders. Now that I’m here, you have me questioning things that I don’t feel comfortable questioning.”

“And I do?”

“You have a very different approach to things. I would like to handle things more straightforwardly, but you’re not giving me that chance.”

“Well, pardon me for causing you problems.”

Harent laughed. “You know what I would suggest? I think that you and Lijanna need to keep working together.”

“You want me to keep training?”

“I find that training tends to allow a person to focus. And lose focus. I know that sounds a little contradictory, but it’s been my experience that when you give yourself a chance to let your mind wander, you can finally begin to find what you have been searching for.”

“All right.”

“So. We will keep our watch. And I see that your Investigators are active as well.” He motioned to Byron, and then he just shook his head. “Quite a few of them, it seems.”

“I’ve had them taking extra shifts,” I said, and I glanced over. “We have the budget for it. And once this is over, I think that I’ll increase their number, assuming that I still have some control over the process.”

“So you’re looking to make your own little army.”

“You know that’s not what I’m doing.”

He grinned. “Oh? Are you sure about that?”

“Harent—”

He laughed again. “All right. And you know what? You’re probably right. You haven’t been trying to create an army. You’re just creating Investigators.” He shrugged. “And your Investigators happen to be checking along the shoreline, where the Ardemians have been working.”

“The Investigators have been doing quite a bit more than that,” I said. “I want to avoid drawing the Ardemians’ attention any more than necessary, but I also want them to be aware that I am watching them.”

“I think that’s dangerous, but then again, who am I to say anything? We will get through this, Joha. We always do.”

I wasn’t sure if that was true. And if we got through it, I wasn’t sure what the city would look like. I wasn’t sure what Busal would look like. And I certainly wasn’t sure what my role would look like.

Maybe that was what pushed me the most. Maybe it was just self-preservation. I didn’t think so. In my mind, I was doing what I needed to do to serve the Queen. But my motivations might be more self-serving than I had intended. If that were true, then what did that mean for me, and what did that mean for what I was trying to do?

I spent the next day wandering, patrolling, working with Investigators, and stopping in a few taverns to get word out to the Guild, as I tried to get my head straight. But it wasn’t until I had spent a little time sparring with Lijanna, working on trying to increase my reaction speed and countermoves, that I found the clarity I had been looking for. It seemed Harent was right. However, I was not going to tell Harent that he had been right about anything. He would probably torment me mercilessly.

“You are distracted,” Lijanna said. “And I’m going to end up sticking a blade into you when I don’t want to.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked.

“Actually, no. I might have no difficulty sticking a blade into you, and I won’t even bat an eye. Well, I might bat an eye, because I would have to go over to the palace and explain myself to that physicker of yours. You are just too distracted.”

“I’ve been trying to get answers, and I’m no closer to them.”

Lijanna lunged at me, darting quickly. I recognized the form, and this time, at least, I couldn’t counter her with traditional techniques. That was one of the things that had taken time for me to realize, because I was not a traditional fighter. I was too big. Too slow. But that didn’t mean that I couldn’t handle somebody like her.

And as she spun past me, I simply moved off to the side and gave her a shove.

She went sprawling forward before catching herself, spinning around, and darting at me once again. The suddenness of it, the ferocity of her movement, actually caught me off guard.

Lijanna lunged again, ducking underneath my strike, and then she brought her fist up toward my ribs, but I trapped her arm, almost feeling the bite of her blade.

I would have were it not for the pin that I wore on my lapel.

She backed away, her eyes narrowed. “One of these days, I’m going to get through that fabrication, and you’re going to regret allowing me such proximity.”

“It holds. And honestly, I think that the speed of your movements makes a difference. I’m able to deflect your attacks pretty easily.”

“And I’ve told you that you may not always be able to do so.” Lijanna shrugged. “We will have to see. But I would caution you not to trust that fabrication.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re trusting something that might fail.”

I thought about that, and then I had an idea. “I need to see about a few things,” I said.

She snorted. “You need to see about a lot of things. Have you even figured out your business with the Guild?”

Lijanna was one of the few people in the city who understood what I was doing with the Guild. Asi and Harent were others. I would probably tell the Queen, if she were in any condition to receive visitors. And Jamie had made it quite clear that right now she was not in that condition. I was tempted to visit her anyway, but I also didn’t want to upset Jamie, not while he was so diligently working with her.

“I’m getting closer. I have put word out to them, and I’m just waiting for somebody to get back to me.”

“It sounds like you aren’t worth their time.”

“It does feel like that at times.”

“And you trust them?”

Lijanna moved closer, but she didn’t adopt a fighting pose. This was more of a conversation, and at the constable station, we could actually talk about things without the worry of somebody overhearing. The natural protections of the constable station precluded anyone from eavesdropping upon us. But I was careful here nonetheless.

“I don’t know if I can’t trust them. It’s not so much that I believe that they are going to do what we need, and it’s not as if I believe that they are trustworthy. It’s more about⁠—”

“About needing to trust someone.”

I shrugged.

“I just hope you put your trust in the right people. If you’re wrong about this, it’s more than just you at stake.”

“I’m well aware,” I said.

And that had been part of the problem. I knew that it was not just me involved here, and I knew that it was not just my friends who would be in danger if I made a mistake.

This was Busal City. This was Busal.

And, it seemed, another country altogether. If what Aronith had suggested was true, then Ardem had its own issues. I wondered whether we would be able to get through this without seeing outright revolt.

“Have you ever seen war?” I asked.

“No,” Lijanna said. “I grew up in the city. The same as quite a few constables, in fact. Harent picked me out when I was just a small recruit.”

I arched a brow at her. “Just a small recruit?”

“I’m not a small recruit anymore.”

“You’re not a big constable, either.”

“I still deal with you just fine, don’t I?”

I grinned at her. “You do. But…”

“Most of the constables are from the city. Most haven’t seen war, not as Harent has.”

“He doesn’t like to talk about it,” I said.

“Do you?”

“I didn’t see the kind of action he did. I saw some conflict, but nothing widespread. Only the aftermath.”

“And what was that like?”

I didn’t answer. It was that reason I was being careful and was concerned about what Dorian intended, because I had seen how people had been left fending for themselves in the wake of destruction. If that was going to be the fate of Busal City, I would do whatever it took to ensure its safety. Whatever that might be.

“I can see it in your face,” she said.

“Is it that obvious?”

“You get this constipated look.”

I grinned at her. “Do I?”

“It’s like you’re trying to solve a problem, but you just can’t work it out. Like you’re constipated.”

“That’s a terrible comparison.”

Lijanna laughed. “Good. Now, are we going to continue sparring, or do you have to go work out this problem of yours?”

“We can spar for longer, but then I do have to work out my problem.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’d say good luck, but I don’t know anything about it.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


It had taken me long enough to reach somebody from the Guild. And I wasn’t terribly surprised that it was Benjamin who found me. It bothered me that I didn’t know if I could trust him, mostly because I believed that Garridan didn’t trust him. Benjamin had wanted to use me to get into Garridan’s good graces and had been trying to find him. I was curious about their relationship, but I was left feeling that I had nothing to do with any of it.

He was following me. I could feel it, likely because he wanted me to feel it, or he just wasn’t bothering to mask himself.

“You can come out,” I said. I noticed a shadowy form down a nearby alley. The very first time that I had met Benjamin had been in a situation just like this, and I was curious as to whether he was trying to re-create that, or whether this was his way of playing a joke on me.

I glanced along the street before ducking down the alley. I nodded to Byron, who was patrolling along the street, and was pleased that he seemed to recognize my need. He came casually along the street, as if he was just moving this way anyway.

“Pretty impressive, Blade,” Benjamin said as I entered the alley. He was on edge. The first time I had met him, I had realized that he had power, which I was still trying to work out. It was the same power that Garridan had, though I doubted it was quite as potent. Garridan was different.

“You didn’t think that I would detect your presence?”

“Not so quickly. You’re getting better. Or stronger. Maybe both.”

I moved farther down the alley, and a soft blue light bloomed around us. I suspected that he was carrying an arcane lantern.

Benjamin flicked his gaze past me, and his smile broadened. “You have one of your men following as well. Now you’re taking extra precautions. Do you think that I’m going to pose a problem for you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, but I want to be ready for the possibility. Why? Do you think that my precautions are unnecessary?”

“I think it is possible that you need to do exactly what you have been doing. But then again, I’m not a Blade, am I? Nor am I the one who has requested a member of the Guild.”

“I was hoping for Garridan,” I said.

“I’m sure.”

“So you managed to get here first?”

He shrugged. “Well, things being what they are, I figured that it was best if you had a familiar face respond to your request.”

“Oh? And you think that I should fear other members of the Guild?”

“Depends upon what you’re asking.” Benjamin sounded casual, but I could sense that he was still tense. And he was trying to do something. Some energy hung in the air around him. “There is a trade delegation in the city. I don’t suppose that you are calling me because of that?”

“I didn’t call you,” I said.

“Well, you called someone. And I am someone, and I am here.”

“It has nothing to do with the trade delegation,” I said.

Not directly, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. The Guild traded in knowledge. And Benjamin had wanted me to give him access to Garridan, so that he could trade in that knowledge.

“Then what is it?”

“I am hopeful that the Guild will take care of a problem I have.”

A dark smile curled his lips. “And who is this problem?”

“Waleith.”

Benjamin frowned. Only then did he step forward, crossing his arms. “I believe that you have dealt with this problem. Or have you not?”

“No,” I said. “I have, but I would still appreciate some assistance.”

“And that is the actual act?”

“The act of removal,” I said. “Not killing him.”

He was quiet for a moment. “You do understand the nature of the Guild, and what you have called into question.”

“I understand quite well what the Guild does, but I also understand that the Guild is after information. This is what I offer. I offer Waleith for you to take off my hands and to interrogate, and get whatever information you need from him.”

“And?”

“And anything that you find out will be relayed to me.”

Benjamin laughed. “So you want to use us.”

“It is a mutually beneficial arrangement,” I said. “And not that dissimilar to one that I made with Garridan. If you would prefer, I’m more than happy to see if there are others who would be interested in such an arrangement, because I can tell you that Garridan would be.”

He looked as if he wanted to argue with me, and I could imagine the reason why. He would tell me that I didn’t know Garridan as well as he did, and he would be right. But I also suspected that I knew Garridan more recently than he did, which meant that in this case, I had a measure of leverage.

“And what is Waleith’s status?” Benjamin asked.

“Wounded.”

“How?”

“A sword to the belly. And he may not be a Blade.”

“What would he be, then?”

“That’s just it. I’m not sure. He obviously has some connection to power, but it is what that connection to power might mean that I need to better understand, because that information will be useful for me to better understand what he was after, and how he was after it.”

Benjamin was quiet for a few moments. “He will need restraints.”

“He is currently restrained.”

“And how portable is he?”

“Perhaps not as portable as he could be.”

“As I feared. So you would have me take someone who may or may not be a Blade out of the city, so that I may question him and then relay whatever I find back to you. Do I have this summarized correctly?”

“Quite so. I can see why Garridan thought so highly of you.”

“Flattery is not going to make a difference here, Mr. Joha.”

“Then answer the question. Are you willing to do it or not?”

Benjamin seemed to consider. “I will take this assignment. But I will add my own term to it.”

“And that is…”

“If anything that Waleith knows is dangerous to the Guild, then I will keep that to myself until such time as I can confirm whether it is the kind of information that you should be privy to.”

“Only direct danger to the Guild.”

“I am not willing to⁠—”

“I’m saying that because it would be fairly easy for you to decide that anything was a danger to the Guild and use that as an excuse to keep things from me. So anything that is a direct danger to the Guild. Not otherwise.”

He considered for a moment, then nodded. “That is adequate.”

I smiled. “Adequate?”

“Do you think it should be otherwise?”

“I don’t know. I can give you the location⁠—”

“Don’t bother. I know where he is.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“It is my duty to ensure that I know things, Mr. Joha. And in this case, that has served me well. If that is all?”

“That is all.”

“And if you do see Garridan, you will let him know that I served on behalf of the Guild.”

“I will tell him. Assuming that you do serve on behalf of the Guild.”

Had I gotten myself into another situation that I didn’t want to be a part of? Could Benjamin actually not be a member of the Guild? He certainly knew what the Guild knew, but…

No. I had to believe that he was a member. Maybe he was just a member that had been punished in some way, but he was still a member.

“Very well. It will be dealt with soon. And if needed, I will make sure that he is fully healed before I transport him. Is that satisfactory?”

“Very.”

We spoke for a few more moments about how he intended to move Waleith without being discovered, and then I departed.

Having that dealt with felt like a weight off me. I didn’t have to worry about Waleith any longer. I was still disappointed that I hadn’t been able to extract what I wanted from him, and that I had been forced to rely upon the Guild, but then, the Guild was better equipped for handling the danger that Waleith presented. Waleith was capable of violence, and he knew how to manipulate situations to his advantage. It was entirely possible that he had engineered his current situation.

So now I needed to do something else.

But what?

I thought about what Lijanna had said about trying to find answers, and there was one task left that I had to work on.

I didn’t know anything about the bodies. Jamie was working on them. Waleith was now addressed. I had to deal with Dorian, but I didn’t know how to handle him just yet. Not until I knew for certain what he was doing, and how he was doing it.

Which meant that I needed to go back to Dara.

I hoped that she didn’t mind my delay in visiting her. I had been so preoccupied with everything else that I had once again put off seeing her.

But as I headed over to her shop, I could feel something. It was odd, but maybe it was just as Benjamin had said. Maybe I was getting more skilled, or stronger. Either way, my ability was useful to me.

Dara was not alone this time. That was unusual, but I should have gotten used to the idea that she worked for someone else.

Rianal was in the shop, and he flicked his gaze at me, then glanced over at Dara before shaking his head. “If you came in here to harass⁠—”

“He didn’t come in here to harass,” Dara said, resting her hand on Rianal’s arm. She shot him a strange glare. I couldn’t quite read the expression in her eyes, but it seemed she was trying to tell him something. “And if you don’t mind, I would appreciate a bit of privacy.”

“Fine. I’ll be in the back, but if I hear anything unusual, you know what I’m going to do.”

“What, exactly, are you going to do?” Dara asked. “Because I would love to know, Rianal.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Just be careful. Especially with this one.”

He stepped away, leaving me with Dara.

She leaned on the counter, beaming at me. “I was going to get upset with you, but I’ve seen all the activity around the city, so I know better than to get mad.”

“You’ve seen it?”

“I don’t know how anybody could miss it. Members of this delegation have been showing up all over the place, and now we also have the constables and your little friends patrolling continuously. Is that on your orders?”

I wasn’t sure if I should deny it.

“Well, maybe ‘patrolling’ is a bit strong,” I said.

“Interesting. So you’re not saying that you aren’t involved in this?”

“There have been some developments.”

“There always are.” Dara reached under the counter and pulled out a metal ball set on a wooden tray. “I unlocked the memory. So there you go.”

“And?”

“I’ll show you. I don’t know if it’s going to help you all that much.”

“I appreciate it. I appreciate anything that you are able to do.”

“I hope so. This one was trickier than I had expected. Sometimes metal carries with it an old memory, but this one seemed to be buried. Almost as if it was done intentionally.”

“What do you mean, intentionally?”

“Well, you know how you take a nail, hit it, and it bends the wrong way?”

“Only if you hit it poorly.”

She frowned. “Are you saying that you would never hit a nail poorly?”

I shrugged. “Do you know how many fence posts I had to repair?”

She laughed. “Oh, I think I really would like to have known that side of you. Well, Mr. Perfect-Hammer-Technique, when you hit a nail the wrong way, you bend it one way, and then you bend it another, and you leave a memory trapped in the middle. It’s subtle, but it’s like the stresses that form in the metal. Over time, depending upon how much it’s stressed, that memory can change. And if you use enough skill—and I definitely can use enough skill—you can pull out some aspects of that memory. But other times, you can’t pull out the full memory. There are notes of it still there, but they’re trapped, if that makes any sense. You can try, but if somebody knows that you can do that, they might try to deform it so much that it is impossible to draw those memories out.”

Dara’s explanation reminded me of what had happened the night when I had found the metal. I had been attacked. Targeted. Now I started to question whether I had overlooked something. Maybe whoever it was hadn’t been targeting me. And if that was the case, then what did that mean? Given everything I had dealt with, I concluded it was incredibly likely that somebody knew this memory extraction was possible.

“You want to see what it looks like?”

“I have a pretty good idea,” I said.

“You’re taking the fun out of this, Zaren. Let me show you.”

“All right.”

She pressed her hand on the item. When she did, the metal began to unfold. It did so slowly, the ball unfurling, as if it were a puzzle box revealing its secret. And it was not quite what I had expected.

I had already drawn out one of the other pin fabrications that Matherin had given me. I was squeezing it, anticipating that the olar item would look the same, and that I would be able to prove what it was supposed to look like. But while Matherin’s fabrications were meant for protection, that was not at all what this one was. It had a similar circular shape, a similar simplistic style, but it was not about protection. Not exactly.

This was about identification.

I sucked in a breath.

“All right,” Dara said. “Care to tell me what it is? You have something there, but it’s not the same. I can tell you already that the shape is wrong. Some element of this isn’t quite right.”

“It’s the proof I need,” I said.

“Proof?”

“That,” I said. “I needed to see that, exactly.”

“And I take it you aren’t going to tell me why.”

“Not until it’s safe,” I said. “The less you know, the safer you will be.”

“If you’re really worried about me, tell me what’s going on, so that I can make my own preparations.”

“I hope you haven’t told anybody what you have been working on. That’s how you’re going to be as safe as you can be.”

“I haven’t told anybody what I’m doing for you. They don’t need to know. Well, Rianal oversaw my work, but I don’t think that he’s going to say anything.”

I hoped that he wouldn’t. But then again, I didn’t know enough about him, and I didn’t know enough about his allegiances. If he were to talk, Dara would be in grave danger, and so would he.

“Let’s just say that this is the proof that I have been looking for.”

And I scooped the item off the table.

Proof that it had been Dorian.

Because who else would have lost a sigil of the Queen’s household?


Chapter Twenty-Five


Asi met me at the bridge after I had sent an Investigator over to get her. She looked irritated, but then again, I had demanded her presence.

“Care to tell me what this is all about? You know, I am a bit busy. You send Byron over to let me know that you’re sending the Guild my way, and then demanding I meet you⁠—”

“I didn’t demand it, but thanks for coming.”

“You’re lucky I didn’t kill Benjamin.”

“Do you think you could have?”

She shrugged. “Actually, I have no idea. He’s pretty skilled.”

“Just pretty?”

“Well, I have no idea the nature of his skill, just that he obviously has some.”

I smiled. “I do apologize that I didn’t get word to you sooner. I went looking for something else. And I have it.” I held out the sigil.

Asi took it from me. “It’s just a hunk of metal.”

“Right now it is,” I said.

The moment that I had taken it from Dara, the metal had gone back to its malformed shape. I had to hope that I could get her to re-form it once again, but even if I couldn’t, I knew that I was right. This was the proof that I needed that Dorian had been involved in the murder.

And once I proved that…

Well, then I could bring it to the Queen.

We could end this before it got out of hand.

Assuming we could deal with the Empyrean.

If Dorian had already managed to draw them into his own personal service, they would present a challenge for us, and a challenge to stay ahead of anything that he might do.

I didn’t have enough constables or Investigators to counter them. The only benefit we might have was that they would be reliant upon their fabrications. And between me, Asi, and even Ellie, we might be able to handle those, but there was no guarantee.

“So you have something that signifies that somebody is a part of the household, and you believe that it’s him.”

“I do believe that it’s him,” I said. “Because it was him.”

“I want to believe you,” Asi said. “And I think that you’re right about all of this, but even if it is him, can you prove it?”

“He’s the only person who could get another household marker fabrication without raising suspicion. And if he got another one, it would take no time for me to find out from Matherin.”

Asi frowned. “So you believe that Matherin’s going to reveal the truth.”

“I think that we can ask him, and he can tell us.” I shrugged. “It’s the only piece of information I have.”

“What are you going to do? Are you going to just confront him? Or do you intend to sneak in, figure out what he’s after, and then pop up and surprise him?”

“You make it sound like I don’t have a plan.”

“Because you don’t have a plan,” she said, and she laughed. “I mean, I wish that you did. And I think that you have some elements of a plan, but you don’t have a fully formed one. Not yet.”

Asi wasn’t entirely wrong. I couldn’t just go up to Dorian and accuse him.

“Besides, you’re not asking all the questions, are you?” Asi said.

“And they are…”

“Well, who else could have lost a sigil fabrication?”

“Nobody in the palace,” I said, “because they need them to serve in the palace. And if somebody suddenly disappeared, it would be noticed. But it’s more than just being in the palace. It’s about having access.”

It was access that was the key. Access to the Queen. Access throughout the palace.

“All right,” I said. “So if it is Dorian, and I know that you’re not completely convinced that it is, then we need to figure out what he’s doing, how he’s doing it, and what else he might do. But it’s more than just that. Once he realizes that we are onto him, then we can take advantage of what action he might take.”

“It’s Waleith,” Asi said.

“What about Waleith?”

“Well, you’ve been trying to figure out how to use him, right? And you know that he’s obviously involved in this, so let’s say it is him. You have that little hunk of metal, and you have Waleith. Nobody else knows what you’ve done with Waleith, right?”

“Just you and me and whatever Investigators were there when Benjamin showed up.”

“He sent them away,” she said.

“Benjamin?”

“Right. And I didn’t debate with him on that, so I let them go. So nobody else knows what happened to Waleith. Not even your physicker friend.”

That had its advantages. I just wasn’t sure how to use them.

“All right,” I said. “So we can run our own misinformation campaign. At least, we can make him believe we are more aware of things than we actually are.”

“I like it. Seems like a reasonable plan.”

“There’s another problem,” I said.

“There’s always another problem, especially with you. What is it this time?”

I guided Asi onto the bridge. It was superstition, I knew. I didn’t know if anybody was listening, but Garridan had said that nobody would be able to use any sort of power near as much water as ran under the bridge, so I had to at least think that it was less likely that somebody could use a fabrication to observe us. I still dropped my voice to a whisper.

“It’s about the Ardemians,” I said.

Then I told Asi about what Aronith had said, and about the extra bodies. I should have done so sooner, but given that she was reluctant to leave her side of the city, and that I didn’t want to draw her in more than she needed to be, I had left her ignorant. When I was done, she looked upset, and far more upset than I had expected.

“This isn’t good. You have two factions within a political rival, two factions here. And you’re going to end up getting caught in the middle. The city is going to get caught in the middle.”

“I have the constables keeping watch.”

“And that’s enough?”

“I don’t know.”

Asi seemed to come to a decision. “All right. Nothing will happen on my side. A handful of Investigators can handle things over here. So I’m going to send as many people as I can spare. And I’m going to be here with you. Besides, things are quiet on my side. Maybe too quiet.”

“You don’t have to do this.”

“The constables know how to get word to me,” she said. “You know, I really wish we had trained for more teamwork at the compound. Maybe then… No. I’m not going to go down that road.”

“Which road is that?”

“The road of ‘what if.’ Because I can’t think about what might’ve happened if I, and others, had been more able and willing to work together. I can’t think about what might’ve happened to Ellie and her brother and her mother. I can’t think of so many different ways that things might’ve gone differently, but…” She shrugged. “That doesn’t change anything, does it? This is the way that it is. So there are no what-ifs. At least, none that matter.”

I smiled at Asi. “It’s a good attitude. It’s hard to live up to. But it’s a good one.”

“It’s all I can hold on to,” she said.

“I’m going to grab a few things from my home. And then I’m going to talk to the constables. And then I’m going to figure out a way to get into the palace and test Dorian. I think I can still get in there, but I might be running out of time. I don’t know how much longer the Ardemians will be here. I suspect that whatever is going to happen will take place when the delegation wraps up its negotiations.”

“Probably. Or maybe shortly after.”

“Depends,” I said. “It depends upon what the Ardemian delegation wants to get involved in.”

Asi frowned. “Sacred Souls. I hope it’s not that.” She looked across the harbor. “I’ll make my own preparations, and I’ll meet you later.”

“Thank you, Asi.”

“You don’t have to thank me. But when it’s my turn, I want you to help me just as quickly as I help you.”

“Is this quickly?”

She reached for her blades. “Don’t you dare do that.”

I grinned. “Thank you.”

We went our separate ways, Asi going back to her side of harbor, and me crossing to mine. Once I was there, however, I saw something that stopped me in my tracks. There was a patrol of Empyrean soldiers, and among them was a familiar figure. Dorian.

They were heading toward the palace, but where were they coming from?

I should leave him alone. I knew better than to antagonize Dorian, and anything I might try with him was only going to be a problem, but I also couldn’t shake the feeling that I wanted to test him. And so I hurried toward them. I reached the rear of the Empyrean patrol, pushed through them, and heard somebody try to turn and deal with me, but I kept pushing my way forward. Once they realized who I was, they backed away, but only a little. And I took the opportunity to test whether any of them carried fabrications. I was unpleasantly surprised to find that they all had fabrications. More than just one each.

Finally Dorian seemed to realize that I was there. He turned, and there was a real look of irritation in his gaze.

“What are you doing out here, Mr. Joha?”

“I saw you and your men. I’m curious what you were doing.”

“Official palace business.”

“On behalf of the Queen?”

His mouth tensed. There was something about it that actually brought a smile to my face. “Always,” he said.

“Same,” I said. “I’m getting closer to wrapping up my investigation.”

“Are you, now?”

“Well, especially since Waleith has finally started talking. It took a while.” I shrugged, glancing around at the Empyrean soldiers. There were seven. I didn’t know how the Empyrean arranged themselves in squads, but I suspected that the large man standing just to Dorian’s right was the squad leader. The rest were flanking him—or at least, they had been. They were all armed with swords, all wearing armor, but none of them had reacted to my presence.

I wasn’t sure what to make of that. I knew that they didn’t care much for me, but then again, the feeling was mutual, and I might have harassed them enough to warrant their disdain.

“And what has he said?” Dorian asked.

“Many things,” I said. “But I’ll tell the Queen first. You know, I need to keep her confidence. I serve her well.”

“I certainly hope so,” he said.

I forced a smile. This was a dangerous game. And yet this was exactly what I had wanted to do, to let Dorian know that Waleith had been talking. Or at least, to get him to believe that Waleith had been talking. And then I could take advantage of it.

What would he do?

Moreover, what had he been doing? He had come from the Arbiter. I was certain of it. And unless I went and checked with Aronith, I wouldn’t be able to confirm it.

But then, why couldn’t I go and check with Aronith?

Aronith had made it quite clear that he was willing to work with me, at least when it meant that our sides were aligned. In this case, our sides were definitely aligned.

“How much longer will the delegation be in the city?” I asked. “I only ask because it makes my job a little trickier. But I imagine you understand that.”

“Their presence makes all our jobs a little trickier. But the negotiations are coming along as intended. They will not be here much longer.”

“Won’t they?” I glanced at the Empyrean soldiers.

I found the squad leader watching me. There was a real darkness in his eyes. He was measuring me up, trying to decide if he could take me. And that was a sign of a good soldier. He wasn’t large enough to take me, but it would be an interesting fight. And it would be a different style of fighting from what I had been training for with Lijanna and Asi.

“I found an item in the first murder that has been helpful,” I said. “Something to identify the person involved.”

Dorian watched me. This was the part where I had to be the most careful. I had to avoid saying anything that would reveal too much of what I knew, but at the same time, I wanted to rattle Dorian into revealing something of his intentions.

“That is for the best. We can’t have crime in the city, or at least, we can have anyone thinking that they can get away with crime in the city,” he said. “Because then there would be mayhem.” He forced a tight smile and then flicked his gaze away from me. “If you don’t mind, Mr. Joha, I really do have much in the way of my responsibilities to take care of. As do you, it seems. Finish your investigation, and then we can be done with all of this.” He coughed, covering his mouth, and his expression hardened for just a moment. “If that is all?”

I held my hands up and then stood my ground as the others moved past me.

Hopefully, this would draw him out. I wanted to draw him into making a choice, and it would be one that I could use to prove just what he, and any others, had been involved in.

I just had to hope that this was the right decision. And if it was, I hoped my people—all my people—were ready for the repercussions.

Because there would be repercussions.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Idebated whether to follow Dorian. I was curious of what I might find if I followed him. I just had to get enough proof. But I didn’t want to push the issue. I certainly didn’t want to draw the wrong kind of attention and end up dealing with Dorian, or the Empyrean, before I had to. I needed to ensure that I went about things in a diligent and thoughtful manner, so that I would be ready when the time came.

I was a little concerned about the timing, and about what I might have to do and what I might face. I could get too many people tied up in this situation.

But for now, I could wait. My purpose had been to draw Dorian out, make him aware of what I knew—or at least suspected—and make him take action.

The first order of business was getting the constables ready. Then I would get the Investigators ready. Then I would try to deal with the murders.

When I reached the constable station, I felt a strange sense of relief. Perhaps it was just the idea that I was doing something, even if I wasn’t sure whether that something would make a difference. Still, I wasn’t standing idly by.

The station itself was awash with activity. I pushed my way in and weaved through the throng of constables until I got to Harent’s office, where I waited, because he had somebody in there already. The constable that came out glanced at me before hurrying away. I knocked, and Harent’s gruff voice greeted me.

“Is that any way to greet an old friend?” I asked, pushing the door open.

Harent looked up. His eyes were weary, and the stack of papers on his desk suggested that he was busy making plans.

“Not the time for jokes, Joha. Not now. And not for a while. Tell me you’ve got something sorted out.”

I closed the door and sat down across from him, debating how much to tell him.

“Just making preparations,” I said, and then filled him in as much as I could.

He sighed. “Are you sure this is a good idea? The timing. Everything else. I just want to make sure that we aren’t getting ahead of ourselves. We don’t really know anything, do we?”

“We know enough to take action.”

“You think so. But what if we don’t?”

“We know enough to take action.” I was certain of it.

“And what about the Ardemians? We can’t instigate a war here.”

“We aren’t instigating anything. I just want to be ready to make sure that we can offer security when it comes time.”

“I can secure the streets,” he said. “That’s what I’ve been planning. I can make sure that there’s no movement and that if the Empyrean becomes aggressive, we have an opportunity to tamp it down. That’s about all I can guarantee.”

“I know.”

“But that’s not what you are concerned about, is it?”

“Not entirely. I am just as concerned about what we may have to do on the palace grounds. I don’t know what that might entail, but I may have to sneak in.”

Harent frowned. “And you think that you can sneak into the palace?”

“The main entrance isn’t the only entrance.”

“Sacred Souls, Joha. I hope that you are right about this. If you’re not, it’s not going to be me that suffers. I can just chalk it up to being extra vigilant, especially with the delegation and the murders. But you, on the other hand, can’t make that claim. At least, you can’t make that claim nearly as easily as I can. So be careful.”

“I might be the only person who can make that claim. Besides, I am being careful.”

“I really hope so. I would hate to lose another Blade, especially one that I’m starting to like.”

“Just starting to?”

“Don’t make it weird.”

I grinned. “I’m expecting things to happen much more rapidly now. So have your constables on alert.”

“We have been on high alert ever since you decided to involve me. Figured that I would make sure that my people were ready for whatever you decide to try.”

“Whatever I decide?”

“And I wanted them to keep alert for anything that Ardem might be doing.”

“Thanks. And about that. I’m not sure what’s going on with Ardem, but I think that it is not nearly as straightforward as it might have appeared.”

“Oh?”

“Still working through some things there. I’ll let you know.”

“You realize that you came here to tell me that you expected things to escalate, and now you’re telling me that you will let me know, as if I’m supposed to just sit around and wait?”

“Unfortunately, waiting is about all we can do. I have proof, or I think so, but I won’t have any further proof until he takes action.”

“And what happens if his action is to remove the one remaining threat?”

“Well, that’s my concern, but I believe my physicker friend has ensured that won’t be possible.”

“Short of him just storming in and taking care of it,” Harent said.

“I know.”

“I don’t think you do. I’m not so sure that you are quite as prepared as you think you are. But I’m with you, Joha.”

“That means a lot.”

“Oh, it had better.” He waved a hand. “Now get moving. I’m sure you have other things that you need to do.”

“I do.”

“Then go. I’m going to make sure that my people are ready.”

And right now, the constables could do nothing else except be ready. But that didn’t allay my fear of what their involvement might entail for them.

We said our farewells, and I hoped that this wasn’t the last time that I would work with Harent. I hoped that I wasn’t wrong in this. Perhaps I was making a mistake. Maybe doubt was a good sign. Doubt meant that I wasn’t overly confident.

As I made my way out through the station, I nodded to Lijanna, who was conversing with several other constables, and I decided not to interfere, as I knew that she was probably doing the same thing that Harent had been doing—making preparations. At this point, that was all that we could do. Just prepare.

And so I left. By the time I reached the Investigator station, I had started to feel just an edge of uncertainty. I probably should have felt more than just a little edge, especially considering the fact that I was plotting against the Queen’s stepbrother, but it felt good to be proactive.

The Investigator station was just as chaotic as the constable station. However, the Investigators were not nearly as numerous as the constables, and though they understood the danger that we were in, they didn’t understand it quite as extensively.

I found Jos at the counter.

“Got word,” he said. “And I heard what you are concerned about. You sure that this is something we need to be involved in?”

“I’m going to let you and the others make that decision,” I said. “I am concerned, but this may just be my own issue. And if it is, anything that you or the others get involved in will put you into a dangerous situation. And I’m not sure that you want that.”

“No?” He looked around. The Investigator station was different now. They were making changes. It was cleaner. Better supplied. And the smell of paint was fading. “You think it’s something we need to be involved in?”

“It’s something I need to be involved in,” I said.

“Well, if you’re getting involved, you know that the rest of us are going to as well.”

“I could be wrong.”

“Do you think you are?”

I thought about everything that I knew. And what I knew suggested that I wasn’t wrong. At least, not in the broad details. I didn’t know exactly what Dorian intended to do, nor did I know why he’d been so slow to deal with the Queen. I didn’t know why he had seemed hesitant to attack, especially considering that he obviously wanted the throne. Why wait?

And I didn’t know why he had not taken advantage of Waleith’s situation, or his position when he had still been a Blade. If the entire purpose had been to draw out the Queen’s illness, it seemed to me that would have been the time to do it.

There was something about this that I wasn’t quite sure of and didn’t know all the details of. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I needed to get a better idea about it.

“No. I don’t think I’m wrong. I wish I were.”

“Then we’re with you. Tell me what you need.”

“I need you stationed around the palace,” I said. This was going to be the harder part of it, because the Investigators couldn’t look like they were involved. They could be on high alert, and they could be patrolling, but they could not appear to be involved in my plan. “But not so close as to make anyone aware of what you’re doing.”

“All right. So we situate ourselves around the palace, and then what are you going to do?”

“If I’m right, I will send a signal. A warning. We have to be ready, and careful.”

“And what if you’re wrong?”

“If I’m wrong, then I’m going to have to make amends.”

Jos snorted. “You think the Queen is going to give you that chance?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not.”

“Great. So if you’re wrong, then we could all just end up being imprisoned with you.”

“The good news is that the prison hasn’t been so secure these days.”

“That’s not funny,” he said.

“Just a bit of gallows humor.”

He shook his head. “All right. Tell me when we’re going to do this.”

“Really soon.”

“Why?”

“Because I think that it’s all coming to a head, and when it does, we have to be ready.”

“If I don’t get a chance to tell you later, I want you to know that we have appreciated all that you’ve done for us, Blade. We will do whatever it takes. We follow your lead.”

For Jos to say that meant a great deal. We hadn’t gotten off on the right foot, and it had taken me some time to appreciate him for who and what he was. But now I had a pretty good idea. I understood why he served, and he served for generally the right reasons. That mattered to me.

“Get everybody gathered,” I said. “Keep rotating shifts, but if I signal, that means everybody needs to advance on my position. That means that something’s happened, and I’m going to need everybody to help.”

Then I headed out. It was time to get Asi and deal with the rest of the preparations.

Surprisingly, Asi was already making her way toward me. “We’ve intercepted half a dozen or so fabrications. None of them are terribly potent, and we’ve neutralized them all. They were pretty well made.”

“Anything from the city?” I asked.

“No. Why?”

“Just needed confirmation.”

“Are you really worried about him?”

She did not specify who she meant, because she understood that I was talking about Matherin, and considering I had suspicions about everybody, maybe that was the right person to be concerned about.

“I don’t want to be, so that’s why I’m asking the question.”

“Nothing obviously from the city. Not typical for what I’ve seen from the Ardemians around the city, either. At least, in the time that I’ve been looking.”

“What do you mean?”

“You aren’t the only person who has been dealing with Ardemians. Did you think you were?”

“Well, no,” I said. “What have you noticed?”

“Just certain items.” She shrugged. “Nothing of much significance, and knowing that the Ardemians are here for a trade agreement, I didn’t really think much of them. Besides, none of what I or the Investigators have found has been dangerous in any way. So I didn’t want to get you involved in anything that you didn’t need to be involved in.”

“I could help,” I said.

“And I told you that I would ask you when I wanted your help. Which I don’t. Not yet.”

There was a real heat to her words.

“All right. So let me see the fabrications.”

“What makes you think I have one here?”

“Just a hunch. So where is it?”

Asi reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, spherical piece of metal. “Here.”

“Why don’t we take this to the delegation and find out what they know?”

She frowned at me. “You want to take it to the ones that are responsible for its presence here?”

“I want to take it to the delegation, and I want to see what they might be involved in. That is, unless you think we should do otherwise.”

“No. I’m just curious why you think to trust them.”

“Because they’ve tried to trust me. I think it’s only fair I reciprocate.”

We had made it almost down to the Arbiter when darkness started to swirl toward me. I could feel the energy coming off whoever was approaching us, and I resisted the urge to use my own ability to counter it. Asi had a little more trouble resisting, and she looked ready to fight. I raised a hand to stand her down.

“Just a moment,” I said. “This is them.”

And then the shadows parted just enough for Aronith.

He frowned. “You need to be careful here,” he said. He glanced at Asi and bowed his head as if to greet her. “Things have been changing.”

“Let me guess. More dangerous?” I held out the item. “Asi has been finding these in her part of the city. I don’t suppose you know anything about this?”

He took the fabrication, and I sensed Asi tensing, but I didn’t think that I had to worry about Aronith. I wasn’t sure what he might try, but I doubted that it would be an attack.

“Where did you find this?” Aronith asked.

“Other side of the harbor,” Asi replied.

“Is that the only place?”

“The only place that I was looking,” she said, looking over at me. “Why?”

“These are Ardemian.”

“So it’s yours?”

“Well, it shouldn’t be ours, but unfortunately, I suspect it might be. Come. And I will explain.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


We made our way around the city. At one point, I caught sight of an Investigator, Ryal, and I had him join us. It was Asi who identified some of the other spheres. When we grabbed the third one, I was starting to become unnerved. They were small enough that they were easy to overlook. I wouldn’t even have known that they were there were it not for the fact that Asi had picked up on them.

Once she pointed them out, then I could feel them. The hard part was in identifying what they were.

“What are these?” I asked Aronith.

“These are an old technique, and one that I would not have thought would be used here.” He shook his head. “The fact that they have been left around here is troublesome.”

“All right,” I said. “So do you care to tell me why, and what is so troublesome about them?”

“Not all fabrications are alike,” he said.

I smiled. “I understand that much. But care to tell me why you feel the need to make that clear?”

“Because not all fabrications are alike. These are not the kind that our delegates would manufacture, nor are they what they would trade.”

“Why not?”

He looked pained.

I had deactivated most of the fabrications we had grabbed, and in the process, I had mitigated whatever the fabrications might do. At one point, I had looked over at Asi, who had been looking puzzled and more than a little troubled by what we were dealing with.

“You are what your people refer to as Blades,” Aronith said, glancing from me to Asi. “What do you detect in these fabrications?”

“There’s pressure inside them,” Asi said. “But I’m not able to pick up on the source of it.”

“Pressure. Interesting. And you, Mr. Joha?”

“‘Zaren’ is fine,” I said.

“Yes, well, what do you detect, Zaren?”

I had felt the pressure. That was what I had picked up on once we had begun making our way around the city. I had started to recognize what it was, and in fact, I had been feeling something like this for longer than I had realized. It had been here in the city, and it might have always been here.

Strange that it would be. Stranger still that I could feel it the way that I did. There was an element to it that didn’t feel quite right, though I couldn’t quite place what it was, nor could I place why I was able to pick up on the sensation.

“There’s pressure,” I started, and I focused on what I was able to identify. “But the pressure isn’t quite what I would have anticipated. It feels subtle.” I looked over at Asi. “But there is more than just the pressure. There’s a strain within it. I can feel something vibrational.”

“That would be an interesting way to describe it,” Aronith said, “but I suppose you would not be the only one to have called it that. Vibrational. Interesting, but I would also encourage you to see if you can pick up on any other characteristics that might be radiating from it. What else can you tell?”

“That’s about it. Nothing more. Are you saying that there should be something more?”

Aronith looked down at the fabrication in my hand. “Had you more experience, it’s possible that you would be able to identify other aspects more readily. It is unfortunate that you do not have that experience.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I said.

“If we get through this ordeal, I encourage you to consider a visit to Ardem. I have several contacts capable of helping you, and they would probably be quite intrigued to work with someone from Busal.”

“Let’s just get through this first,” I said.

He tipped his head. “Very well. My concern is that these are not fabrications that we would trade with. We keep these internal.”

“Internal?” Asi asked.

“Yes. These are Ardemian, but these are a specific aspect of Ardem, and the fact that we are finding them all throughout Busal City can mean only one thing.” Aronith held my gaze for a moment. “An attack.”

I looked at Asi. “Well, I suppose that fits what we’ve been afraid of. We have been able to neutralize these, or haven’t we?” I asked him, turning back.

“I believe that you have been effective in altering them so that they won’t be functional.”

“And if they were functional?”

“There is a real danger in these.” He shook his head. “And I am at a loss to say who has been here. As I said, these should not have been distributed in your land. The fact that they have been is quite troubling. I need to meet with my people.”

“To place more?” Asi asked.

“I am here, am I not? If I were involved in this, do you think I would have spoken to you about what these are?”

“But you haven’t. Not really,” I said.

Aronith let out a sigh. “They are dangerous. Destructive. And I would not have been involved in this.”

Asi was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry. It’s just that with everything that were dealing with, and the possibility that Dorian is a part of it, I just feel like we are missing something.”

“You think Dorian is involved?” Aronith cocked his head to the side, frowning. “That has not been my impression at all. He has been visiting to ensure the negotiations move forward. He’s been looking for defensive fabrications.”

“We have other experiences.”

“Yes, well, I doubt that he would want to openly claim otherwise. Besides, these are too destructive. It would leave your city…”

“It would leave it what?” Asi asked.

“Leveled,” he said. “Unfortunately. These would level much of the city, especially if they were linked. Depending upon the fabricator, and their skill, it is quite possible that they could be linked. It is outside of my expertise to determine that for you.”

I looked at Asi. “He’s not been making overt attacks on the city.”

“No. Everything that he’s been doing, assuming that it’s all been tied to him, has been discreet.”

“What if I’m wrong?”

“Then who else could it be?”

I fished out from my pocket the fabrication that I had used to threaten Dorian. It was the one that I was convinced was tied to him, that proved that he was somehow behind all of this. What if it wasn’t him?

“It has to be somebody in the household. Has to be somebody that can get close to the Queen. It still makes sense that it would be Dorian, but…”

“But what?”

“But it might not have to be him. I’ve been suspicious of everybody.” I looked over at Ryal. “Keep searching for these. I want all of the Investigators looking for them. I want you to gather them all and bring them⁠—”

“To the warehouse,” he said.

“No. I want you to get them to Jos, and I want him to bring them to me at the palace.”

Asi jerked her head around.

“Go,” I said.

He nodded, then raced away.

“Here’s the deal,” I said. “If it’s not Dorian, there’s still a danger. I don’t know what it is. But I know that I can’t just sit back and wait.”

“So instead you’re going to bring dangerous fabrications to the palace?” Asi asked. “You know, if this is your way of trying to prove that you aren’t a part of whatever is happening with the Queen, you’re not doing a great job.”

“As I was saying,” I said, “I have started to question everybody. I questioned Waleith⁠—”

“Well, we know that he is involved.”

“We do, but I thought that he was involved with something more significant. And maybe he is. And maybe this is different, and deeper, than I knew.”

“How so?”

“Well, when I started to suspect everybody, that had me questioning Matherin, Jamie, and pretty much anybody who has some close contact with the Queen. I settled on Dorian because he would have the most to gain. But what if it’s not him?”

“All right,” Asi said. “What if it’s not him?”

“Well, then I have been looking at things the wrong way. Maybe I should have been looking at who else could be involved. I was looking at who could gain.”

“And now you feel it’s something else?”

Aronith was watching me, as if observing how I worked through a challenge. It was a little unnerving.

“What if it’s not about gaining?” I held out the fabrication. “Especially with these. This implicates something far different. This means that it’s not an attempt to just take over with a quiet coup. This makes it more overt. Destruction.”

“So who would want that?”

“I don’t know. But ultimately, all of this is about stopping this plot and saving the Queen.” That was something that I felt confident in. “And if it is about destroying, even if it’s about destroying from within, I think that I have been looking at things the wrong way. Maybe even looking at the wrong danger.”

“You want to tell me what the right danger is?”

“I will, but first we need to get to the palace.” I looked over at Aronith. “You might want to warn your delegation that things might get dicey here if I’m wrong.”

“I would prefer to see this through,” he said.

“That’s just going to be great,” I muttered. “It’s going to look like I’m working with you.”

“And you see that as a problem? You do realize that your Queen and her advisers have been working with us.”

“It’s not been the Queen, has it?” I asked.

He was quiet. “You want to acknowledge that now?”

“Well, has it?”

“Not that I have been informed of. Do you want to share why?”

“I think somebody has poisoned her.” Another thought occurred to me then. “And… maybe they started to do the same with Dorian.”

Asi looked over. “What?”

“When I questioned him, he was coughing. I didn’t even pay any attention to it. And that was a mistake. I realize that now. I think with him, I’ve been making quite a few mistakes. I let my irritation with him and the fact that I haven’t felt I could trust him, along with the fact that I don’t think that he particularly cares for Blades, bias me.”

“So now it’s not him?” Asi asked.

“I don’t know. I am starting to think that it might not be.”

“If not him, then who?”

We were getting closer to the palace. I started to worry about what we would find, and if there would be anything that we could find.

But then, maybe there wouldn’t be.

“If not him, then somebody who is just as close to the Queen. Somebody who wouldn’t raise suspicions moving around the palace. Somebody who could get in and out and wouldn’t even be questioned. Not even a Blade who should have known better.”

“Zaren,” she said.

“A servant. The servant.”

Hobell.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


It took a while to get everybody arranged to make our way over to the palace.

After Aronith had told me that Ardem would be involved, I wasn’t quite sure how I felt. Maybe it was the same way that I had felt about asking the Guild for help. There was the feeling that we should be able to handle things on our own, but also an awareness that there were certain times when we simply could not handle things on our own. And in this case, the help we needed would have to come from outsiders and from those who should not need to defend us.

Asi remained on edge, but then again, Asi had been on edge since this plot had come to light. The Investigators had gone off, taking the Ardemian fabrications, which was one way in which we could deal with them—unless I had to find some way to overpower them myself. I had no idea whether I could hope to overpower these fabrications, especially if they were as plentiful as they seemed to be.

“Tell me the plan,” Asi said.

“Other than going to the palace?”

“Other than that,” she said. “Come on, Zaren. It has to be more than just going to the palace.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Let’s let this play out. Even if I think I know who’s responsible, I still have to be careful. If it is Dorian, then we have to worry about the Empyrean. Then the constables and the Investigators might need to ensure that they stay in the palace until I can get in there, help the Queen—assuming that such a thing is even still possible—and then get back out. By revealing Dorian’s treachery—again, assuming that it’s him—we can prove who was involved, and we can remove that threat.”

“That was your initial plan,” she said.

I nodded. “That was the initial plan.”

“All right, so now let’s go with the alternative, and Dorian is not involved.”

“If Dorian is not involved, as it’s starting to appear that way, then we get to the palace. We’ll have access to the Empyrean, assuming that they’re willing to work with us, and that’s no guarantee, because I’ve made something of a game of antagonizing them—something that I have started to see may be a problem—and then we still have to get into the palace. If it’s Hobell, and if he has somehow infiltrated the palace and had others infiltrate the palace, we have another issue altogether.”

“The palace itself. So how do you intend to get around that?”

“There’s only one way.”

“And?”

“And that involves taking a dangerous way, assuming that we can even make it.”

“And you are going to tell me what that way is?”

“I’m going to have to show you. There are tunnels beneath the palace. That’s where we’re going.”

Asi was quiet for a moment.

“All right,” she said. “I can officially say that I don’t like any of this.”

She remained quiet until we reached the palace. I found myself churning through the various scenarios ahead and trying to come up with strategies. This could be the most dangerous situation I had ever been in.

It would be easier if I knew who was responsible.

I suspected.

The problem was that I had been thinking along one pathway for so long that I had not even considered another, and one that was far more insidious.

The palace seemed quiet.

Constables were patrolling nearby, and though there was a heavier presence than normal, that was an easy thing to explain. We could justify it with the presence of the Ardemian delegation, and we could further justify it with the murders that had taken place in the city.

I couldn’t see the Investigators, but unsurprisingly, I could feel them. I had counted on that. They were all wearing the fabrications that Matherin had manufactured for me. And because I had spent some time around them, I had an easier time picking up on the various contours of that fabricated power. Between that and the surge of energy that came from the other fabrications that I had brought over here, there was a consistent power all around that I needed to try to master.

Now that we were here, I had to decide how to act. If I waited too long, I knew that I would probably lose the nerve to do what was necessary. So I marched straight up to the palace entrance.

“If you’re not sure about this,” Asi said behind me, trying to be reassuring, though I didn’t know if there was anything that would truly be reassuring at this point, “we don’t have to do this.”

“Something has to be done,” I said. “We can’t wait any longer.”

“All right. And if the Empyrean don’t let you in?”

“That’s what the Investigators are for.”

She frowned. “What?”

“Explosions.”

“That’s… horrible.”

“If we can trigger one or two smaller explosions, we might be able to draw the Empyrean away from the palace, assuming that this strategy works. And at this point, I honestly don’t know if it’s going to work.”

“So you’re going to destroy part of the city in order to protect the city?”

“I’m not going to destroy anything if I can help it.”

I desperately hoped I would not have to do anything more violent than I intended.

And yet I found myself thinking about the Queen. I found myself thinking about the last conversation that I’d had with her. She had told me to do what I knew was necessary. She had known that I could figure this out. She trusted me.

And I had to trust me.

And so I approached the Empyrean soldiers that were blocking the entrance to the palace.

“No entry,” one man said.

“Who gave that order?”

“It came from the Queen.”

“No,” I said, looking at him. “It didn’t. If it came from the Queen, then you would’ve heard specifically that I am always granted entry. So it came from Dorian, and Dorian can’t override the Queen.”

At least, not yet. I was a little bit concerned about what would happen if I was wrong, or maybe if I was right about Dorian. If that were the case, then it was quite possible that he would be able to override the Queen.

“Regardless of who gave the order, no entry.”

“Are you going to stop me?” I asked, looking at the much shorter man. He was solidly built, and I had little doubt that he had a fabrication on him. In fact, I could feel the fabrication, although I couldn’t discern the purpose of it.

“If you push this, you’re going to find⁠—”

I raised a hand. “We aren’t having a conversation. There is something happening in the palace, and I’m going in, because I am the Queen’s Blade. If you try to stop me, I will dispatch you very quickly.”

The man turned, and I readied for the inevitable fight.

The moment that I took action against one of the Queen’s Empyrean soldiers was the moment that I was going down a path of no return. And at this point, there may not be any point in returning.

“I said no⁠—”

I grabbed the man, lifted him, and then dropped him quickly. He had a fabrication, and I hurriedly used my innate ability to overpower it. Or at least, I tried to.

I felt something resisting me. And I suddenly understood what was unique about the fabrications. They had the power to resist a Blade’s ability.

Asi was next to me, and she hurriedly made quick work of the other guard. I hadn’t been sure if she could, or if she was even willing to do it, but she was quick. She used a series of lightning-fast punches, driving into the man’s side, before catching him under the chin, and he fell with a thud, knocked unconscious.

The other man started to get up, but I gave him a kick in the side and then dropped my elbow down on the side of his head. I didn’t want to kill him. But I did need him incapacitated.

A pair of constables patrolling nearby looked over.

“Get Harent, and tell him it’s started,” I said. The man’s eyes widened. “Secure the palace.”

The man nodded, and then they raced off.

“Thank you,” I said to Asi.

“Oh, don’t thank me. Not yet. I don’t like this.”

“Hopefully, this is all we’ll have to deal with.”

“Right. As if this is all we’ll have to deal with.”

“It might’ve been easier had Dorian not positioned his people all around the palace grounds.”

“And you were thinking that he had done so because he wanted to take power.”

“That still might be the reason.”

“It still might.”

We stepped onto the grounds.

I closed the gate, blocking access, and also trying to hide the fact that we had just incapacitated a pair of elite soldiers. I glanced over at Jamie’s office, as that was the point of entry that I had intended to use.

“I don’t think we can go that way,” I said. “There are too many Empyreans there.” There had to be half a dozen lingering outside the entrance. They were probably trying to block anybody from coming and going.

“Then where?”

I debated. Maybe we could just go straight in.

“Main entrance,” I said, and I darted straight toward it.

By the time I reached the door, I could already feel that something was amiss. It had taken me a moment, but power was bubbling and slowly pressing outward. The effect of it was subtle, but it suggested that there was something inside the building, a rising fabricated energy, and it was soon going to react.

“Not that way,” I muttered.

“What is it? I feel it, but I can’t tell what it is.”

“Something is blocking us. I thought that we were just dealing with the protections that Dorian has placed on the soldiers. But I don’t know.”

“So where?” Asi quickly looked around. “These soldiers are on the move. It seems we’ve been spotted. And if they really were given an order to not let anybody in…”

“Matherin,” I said.

“You want to go to the fabricator now?”

“He has a workshop. We can go there, and then we should be able to find a way into the palace.” I didn’t know the path from Matherin’s workshop into the palace quite as well as I knew it from Jamie’s office, but I knew that it was a way in.

Had I taken more time to explore the passageways, I would have been able to find an alternative route. And I believed there had to be some other alternative. There couldn’t just be the two entry points.

And moreover, I had to worry about how much Hobell knew about the passageways. He probably knew that they existed. In fact, I was quite certain that he knew they existed. But the question was whether he knew how to defend them.

We raced over toward Matherin’s shop, and as we ran, several Empyrean soldiers noticed us. They pursued us. It wasn’t until we got over to Matherin’s shop that a pair of them caught up.

“I’m just going to see the fabricator,” I said, not even bothering to give the man a second look.

“There was to be no access to the palace grounds,” the man behind me said.

I recognized the voice. It was the captain of the Empyrean.

I spun. “No? On whose order?”

“You don’t get to question that,” he said.

“I am questioning it,” I said. “Because something is taking place in the palace. Have your men tried to get in?”

Rogand frowned at me. “Why would we try to get into the palace? We’re here to protect the Queen.”

“And you’re doing a piss-poor job,” I snapped. “The Queen is under attack. It’s coming from inside the palace. And I’m going because I am her Blade.”

He glowered at me. “You are going to stay right here until I get word that⁠—”

I darted at him. I couldn’t wait.

He unsheathed his sword faster than he had any right to. He was obviously wearing fabrications. I didn’t know if they were simply adding to speed or strength, but I immediately drew my blade and brought it around.

I wasn’t fast.

But I didn’t need to be fast. I was the distraction.

Asi leaped forward, her legs spinning, wrapping around the man’s arm, and then she drove the hilt of one of her daggers into his temple.

I darted in, punching him up underneath the chin and sending him backward. In the punch, I exerted as much force with my natural magical ability and overpowered as many of his fabrications as I could.

Rogand staggered back, but he didn’t fall.

“I told you what we are doing,” I said.

He growled. He actually growled. Then he lowered his head, and he came running at us. He wasn’t quite as fast this time. I had successfully managed to deactivate his fabrications.

“I’m going to hold him off,” Asi said. “You go. I’ll follow you, so don’t block the way off.”

“No,” I said.

“We need to get to her, right? That’s what you said. This was always going to be a divided job, Zaren. So get going.”

I wanted to deal with the captain myself. I didn’t really care for him, so maybe that was my reason, but she wasn’t wrong. We needed—I needed—to get to the Queen. Besides, I knew the passageways better. And one person might be able to move faster.

However, I might not be that one person who could move faster. That would be Asi, somebody smaller, more compact, somebody who could navigate through the passageways in a way that might be able to conceal her presence better.

She gave me a shove. She wasn’t big, but she was strong.

I raced into Matherin’s shop without knocking for the first time ever. And it was empty. There was no sign of Matherin.

I immediately closed the door. It took a moment to find the way to trigger the entrance, but it eventually slid open. I dropped down into the hidden passageway, into the darkness. I reached up to close the door and felt the strange pressure that I always felt in the palace surround me.

It was time I saved the Queen.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


It took me a while to find my way into the palace. I had trouble orienting myself, and I probably took a circuitous route. But ultimately, I used the sense of fabrications that tried to overwhelm the natural protections in the stone of the palace and the surrounding buildings to guide me.

By the time I reached familiar passageways, I was getting increasingly apprehensive.

I was surprised to see a trail of fabrications along the passage.

At first I thought they were some of the explosives that we had found around the city, and I scooped one up, readying to neutralize it. But as soon as I held it, I felt a familiarity within it.

This was Matherin’s work, which suggested that Matherin must have recognized what was happening, and he had decided to take action to at least delay an attack.

I still remained suspicious of everything and everyone, and so I questioned whether Matherin might somehow be involved in this plot. I didn’t think so, and I certainly didn’t want that to be the case, but I at least had to consider the possibility.

I had not considered Hobell, so if the reality was that Matherin had betrayed the Queen—or maybe he had always been betraying the Queen—I needed to be extra cautious here.

But I didn’t think so. Everything that Matherin had done had been in service of the Queen. He had helped me all along, and he had wanted to ensure that the Queen had the necessary protections. He would not betray her.

I didn’t want to believe it.

So I moved farther into the passageway, leaving the fabrications in place but making a mental note of where they were, in case I had to come back to them. And then I found a familiar passageway. There was no sign of the Empyrean in here. That surprised me. When I had come through here before, the Empyrean had patrolled some of these passageways. The fact that they were no longer on patrol inside the palace was unnerving.

But then I reached the hallway that would lead me up to the Queen’s chambers.

I attempted to climb the stairs.

And I found I could not.

Some sort of invisible barrier was pushing against me and preventing me from climbing the stairs toward the Queen’s chamber, where I could ensure her safety.

I attempted to jab through the barrier with my blade, to test whether I could overpower it, but nothing I tried made any difference.

I pushed, again and again. The resistance was too much.

There had to be another way up.

But where?

I raced back into the passageways. A strange pressure built against me.

Whatever was out there would prevent me from making it into the Queen’s chamber. But if I could get up to the main part of the palace, I could fight my way through, assuming that I had the opportunity.

Hobell and the other conspirators weren’t fighters, were they?

I wasn’t sure who the other conspirators were. The only thought I had was that they were likely all in some position of servitude in the palace, and that was how they were concealing themselves.

I found another staircase.

I attempted to go up it but again was blocked.

I raced through the passageways and checked several other staircases, until I came to one hidden in an unusual pathway. I felt drawn to it. The passageway was difficult to navigate, but it felt as if it were drawing on some deep part of me, as if it were connecting to the awareness of this palace. And maybe that was what it was. The strange energy within the palace seemed to be something I could draw upon. I didn’t know what it was. But I felt its guidance.

And then the stairs.

They were narrower, different from the others I had attempted to climb, and as I reached the top, I hesitated, curious as to where they would bring me out. I had no idea what I would find here.

I pushed open the door and stepped into a closet. Then I closed it. The shelf behind me was the only evidence that there was anything here. I reached the other door. There was no resistance against me. I pulled it open and stepped into a hallway.

All around me, I could hear sounds. I could feel strangeness. I could detect…

I wasn’t sure what I could detect. Danger?

And then I darted forward.

The first person that I came to was a white-robed servant. He took one look at me, his eyes going wide, then reached for something underneath his robes.

“Don’t,” I said.

But it was too late.

I didn’t know what it was—some sort of explosive, I assumed—but I darted toward him, wrapping my hand around whatever he had in his hand, and I squeezed, releasing some of my innate ability.

There was a crackling as the fabrication shattered.

I gave him a quick tap in his gut, followed by a chop to his neck.

Should I kill him? At this point, I needed to make sure that I knew what I was dealing with before I took more definitive action.

I continued through the halls.

I came across three more servants. Each of them reached for something underneath their robes. And each of them was quickly incapacitated. The fabrications they carried were not resistant to me.

Then I saw the main hall.

Dozens of servants were just standing in it.

A series of fabrications lined the hall. I could feel them pushing against me.

I snuck forward, grabbed one of the fabrications—this one small, pyramidal, and resting on the floor—and I immediately shattered it. As soon as I did, the strange pressure against me dissipated.

But the servants in the hall didn’t seem to notice. I was going to need to get across the hall, up the stairs, and then to the Queen’s chambers.

Taking a deep breath, I braced, and then I ran. By the time I reached the far side of the hall, two of the servants had realized that I was there.

I felt the pressure as they rolled something toward me. I reached back, trying to extend my awareness, having no idea if I could deactivate their fabrication, and scooped up one of the fabrications. I crushed it in my palm before racing up the stairway.

There was the pop of an explosion, but it was muted.

When I reached the top of the stairs, I paused to look back. The servants were looking up at me, as if they were going to try to get past me. I shook my head, and then I grabbed for one of the fabrications that I had taken from Matherin. I hadn’t studied them enough, but if they were able to resist magic…

I tossed them down, letting them sprinkle over the floor, but kept one for myself. That one I fixed to my jacket.

I still had time.

It was the entire household staff.

I darted toward the Queen’s chambers.

The pair of guards that should have been standing there were not present. I had little doubt that they had already been injured.

And I pushed open the door, only to find the chamber beyond empty.

Was she gone?

Moved.

Somehow I had to get to the Queen.

But how would I find her? I didn’t know how I could even figure out where she was.

But perhaps I did. I had already done something along that line to get into the palace. There was a power in the palace, and that power was influenced by the conspirators.

And there was something about everything that had happened to the Queen that I could detect.

And what I was able to pick up on didn’t come from here.

An unusual sense came from farther down the hall.

I darted down there and realized that this had to be Dorian’s personal quarters. I had never been down here before.

There was a body on the floor. I suspected it was an Empyrean. Part of his face had been blasted free. Whatever fabrication had been used had taken him out violently.

The door was closed. But beyond it I could feel something. Something odd and dangerous.

I darted inside.

Dorian’s quarters were a disaster. A desk had been upturned, and books and papers and figurines had been blasted and lay scattered all about the room. There was another room, another door, and two bodies lying in front of it.

I darted forward, no longer hesitating.

I couldn’t even take a moment to pause, because I had no idea what would happen if I took too long here.

The room on the other side was Dorian’s bed chamber.

There were five figures here. None of them was Dorian. None of them was the Queen. All of them were facing a section of wall.

A hidden chamber. It had to be.

If I could get to them without them noticing that I was there, I could attack, and⁠—

The nearest person turned to me.

And then he shouted.

Three of them were armed. They had strangely curved blades, and I suspected that the blades themselves were fabrications. The first person came at me, swinging his blade wildly. I recognized the form because of my training with Lijanna and Asi, and I ducked under it and drove my blade into the man’s side. I spun and drove my heel out, but my attacker slashed my thigh.

Thankfully, my protective fabrication held.

But I could feel it tremble. I had never felt that before.

I kicked out again, driving my heel into the man’s chest, and heard a satisfying crunch. I spun around, drove my blade into the chest of the next one, and then couldn’t move.

There were two remaining.

One of them was Hobell. And one of them was a dark-haired older woman that I had seen attending to the Queen.

“Didn’t think that you would realize that something was amiss, Blade.” Hobell’s voice was so casual. “You can go now. Your services are no longer needed.”

“Why?” I asked. “What do you think that you can accomplish here?”

“Once the city is destroyed, it won’t matter.”

“The city is not going to be destroyed,” I said. “Whatever you were working on with Ardem has already failed. I’ve been working with the delegates. We have found the fabrications.”

He shook his head. “I’m afraid that wouldn’t be possible.”

“No? You mean these?” I pulled out the fabrication in my pocket. That was about the extent of the movement I could make. I had to try something else and attempted to strain past Hobell’s fabrication.

When I flicked the fabrication we had found forward, it rolled until it hit some sort of barricade.

Hobell snorted. “Am I supposed to be impressed that you found one?”

“My Investigators have been sweeping the city, along with the Ardemians, and have gathered the rest of them. So you can be impressed or not, I don’t care. They are dealt with. This is but one. They are not complex fabrications.”

“And this one is now⁠—”

It exploded.

I had not incapacitated this one. I had not wanted to.

It thundered, exploding outward, far more expansively than I had anticipated. Stone shattered, streaking toward me. I braced, suddenly freed from the fabricated power holding me. Bits of stone slammed into my arms, and I winced, afraid that they were going to cut into my flesh.

But they didn’t.

And what was more, because I was wearing the fabricated pin that Dorian had commissioned, I was protected. When the debris cleared, the woman lay motionless. Hobell had staggered back toward the wall.

“What have you done?” he asked.

“I’m going to get to the Queen. Your people are going to be dealt with.”

“My people are going to destroy the palace.”

“Are you sure?” I rubbed my fist into my temple. My ears were ringing. “I dealt with some of the fabrications down there. And pretty soon the other Blade in the city is going to be here, along with the Empyrean—because they are after me—and they are going to overrun your people.”

“No.”

“I’m not sure why you played it like this. I suspect it has something to do with the fact that whatever you were doing to the Queen wasn’t working any longer. The Ardemians came, and they were actually helping her.” I hadn’t been to see the Queen since the morning after the murder, so I didn’t know if that was true. But from what Jamie had suggested, I believed that my assertion had to be at least somewhat right. “And here you are. You wanted to destroy. I don’t know what you blame her for. I don’t know what you blame any of Busal City for, but it’s not going to work.”

“You can’t know what it means to lose what you love,” he said.

“Oh, I know. But if you have been working with Waleith, then you’ve made others lose just as much. If not more.”

He snorted. “Waleith would never…” He started to smile. “No. Waleith would not have.”

“Well, I’m not sure what Waleith will say to the Guild. But when he does talk, I’ll know.”

Hobell frowned at me, flicked his gaze to the wall.

I darted at him, but he dropped several items on the floor in front of me. They were all fabrications.

“I don’t think so,” he said.

“You’re going to kill yourself.”

“No.”

“I can deal with them.”

“Maybe one, but all of them?”

I scrambled to wrap my hand around the nearest fabrication. I felt the resistance in it. I felt a strange electrical pain. And I overpowered it, shattering it.

It had taken too long.

I scrambled for the next one and wrapped my hand around it just as it started to expand. I immediately forced as much of my power as I could through it, but I didn’t manage to get to the others.

He had dropped five, and I had only neutralized two.

The explosion sent me flying across the room.

And I landed resting up against the wall.

Pain echoed through me. My hearing reverberated. Everything felt off.

How badly was I hurt?

I could still breathe. I could still hear. I was still alive. That was good.

I got to my feet slowly. I readied myself, holding my blade.

And I had to believe that the fabrication Dorian had commissioned for the Empyrean had been the key to protecting me. Distantly I heard the sound of boots on stone. I heard fighting, some shouts, a few more explosions.

And I looked around. There was no sign of Hobell.

I had to get to Dorian and the Queen. I had to reach them before the Empyrean got into the room. Otherwise, I was going to be viewed as the danger.

I reached the wall.

I heard a shout behind me. I recognized the captain’s voice.

“Your Highness!” I shouted. “Hobell is gone. The others are defeated. Now open the damn door and call off your Empyreans.”

I didn’t know what had happened to Asi. I hoped she had managed to get away. I hoped she had hidden. I hoped…

I heard the sound of boots nearing.

It reminded me of the very first time that I had saved the Queen.

Only this time, if this went the wrong way, I was not going to get free.

The door came open with a slight crackle.

I rested on the floor, looking up to see Dorian’s face poking out. He swept his gaze around the room and settled it on the captain behind me. If I was wrong about this, if I had believed Dorian, after spending so much time distrusting him, I knew my fate. I had to trust that I had made the right choice.

And with a nod, he issued his command.


Chapter Thirty


The Queen sat in a chair across from me, her appearance better than it had been in quite some time. The Ardemian delegation had done as they had promised, and they had offered a method of healing that had been quite different from what Jamie had offered. Jamie continued to attend to her, and there was an almost nervous energy to him, though he continually looked around, as if afraid she was going to pass out at any given moment.

Dorian stood just behind the Queen, with a dark expression, though he also looked as if he was gradually starting to come around.

“How are you feeling, Your Majesty?” I asked.

“About as well as I can.” She looked over her shoulder. “Dorian did not want me to meet with you. If it were up to him, he would keep me isolated, but he also recognizes that you have been a part of ensuring that the attack on the city was thwarted.”

“I didn’t say that he was a large part of it.” Dorian coughed and then winced.

“He caught on to Waleith. And he even identified Hobell.”

“I think we both identified Hobell at the same time,” he said.

She waved a hand and then brought a handkerchief to her mouth as she coughed. When she took it away, there was no blood on it.

It was the first time that I’d seen her coughing without producing blood. I felt a wave of relief. Not just because it meant she was improving but because it meant that I would get to continue to serve as a Blade. I still had no idea what Dorian would do. I had no idea if he would continue to use Blades, but if the Queen lived, that wasn’t an immediate concern.

“The delegation has completed its task,” she said. “And I imagine that you have questions about the purpose behind it.”

“It’s not my place to question,” I said. “I am just a Blade, and I don’t have a stake in diplomacy.”

The Queen coughed again, shaking her head. “Unfortunately, the cough may linger,” she said, looking over to where Jamie was mixing up another vial of liquid. “From what he has said. I’m hopeful that with enough assistance, it won’t be quite as bad as the healers claim, though I have been incapacitated for long enough now that it may not be possible to alleviate it.” She coughed again. “It is quite a relief to know that I am going to improve.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t identify what he was doing before now,” I said.

It had all been tied to Hobell. The poisoning of the Queen and this attack. And yet I still wasn’t sure that I knew enough about what the conspirators had been involved in. Hobell had gotten away, but others had not. That was going to give us a chance to find out more through interrogation. That and whatever information the Guild—assuming that Benjamin truly was with the Guild—managed to extract from Waleith.

I’d gone to Matherin to begin working on fabrications that could help me track Hobell, and he claimed that he had a few ideas about how he might make that work. That was useful, but he needed to do it quickly before we lose the opportunity to track him down.

“I am trying to learn,” I said.

“Yes,” the Queen said, glancing over at Dorian. “About that. You have done as well as anyone could expect of you, Mr. Joha. And I think that I would request that you continue to improve and find a way to progress with your ability.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

“However, I do not feel that it will be possible for your education to continue here.”

Everything within me went cold. Was she sending me away from Busal City?

“At least for a short while. Your services will be required here, with me, but for now, I’m going to ask that you travel back with the delegation. You have an opportunity to stay in Ardem and train with their people as you continue to learn. That is, if you do not oppose this.”

There was no question to her comment, and I doubted that I could oppose even if I wanted to. There was a benefit in going.

“I understand that you have taken on a student,” the Queen continued, “and I have asked the Blade Asi Lano to oversee the city—the entire city—in your absence. She will also take on your student in the meantime.”

I could easily imagine just how irritated Asi would be at that prospect. “If you don’t mind, it might be helpful to have my student attend me.”

The Queen considered it a moment. “If that is your preference.”

It wasn’t necessarily mine, but I suspected that Ellie would prefer that. And she and her brother had traveled quite a bit, so she might even be useful. “Will I have time to make some preparations?”

“Of course. The delegation will depart soon and return in about a month. At that point, if you are ready to return, then I would see you back. If not, you may extend your stay, but I would ask that you send word ahead.”

“And Busal City?”

“As I said, there is another Blade here. And I do have my Empyrean stationed here as well. Dorian has done well preparing them for a significant attack.”

“Of course,” I said.

“And when you return, you will be asked to serve more formally.”

I frowned at that. “More formally?”

“For one, we must reestablish a training ground for Blades. I would ask that you have a hand in that. For another, I think that I would appreciate your insight and counsel.” The Queen looked over her shoulder at Dorian. “As would Dorian, though he doesn’t want to say it.” She coughed again. “But before you can serve in that role, we need you to be as well trained as you can be. We cannot overlook another attack. Are you willing to do this? Are you willing to be this version of my Blade?”

I held her gaze. Was I?

It meant traveling to a dangerous land. It meant learning from someone that I didn’t know if I could trust. And I was certain that it would lead me to another challenge.

But what choice did I have?

I was her Blade.

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

“Good,” she said, as if there had never been any doubt.

And in her mind, I imagined, there had not been.

“Now, before you go, I would like you to tell me everything that you remember about Hobell and what he was involved in. Because I suspect that his plan is not yet complete.”

I looked over at Dorian, and there was real concern in his eyes. I wondered if it was the same concern I had—of what we had overlooked, what might still be to come.

What role Hobell might have had. I could have seen it sooner. So could have Jamie, but Jamie was a trusting type. Dorian was not.

“We will thwart his plan,” I said. “I will thwart his plan.”

“Good,” the Queen said. “I would expect nothing less of my Blade.”
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Don’t miss the next book in The Queen’s Blade: The Fabricator’s Mask.
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A strange land brings deadly new dangers. The Queen’s Blade saga continues.

Surrounded by the power of fabrications, Zaren must protect Prince Dorian as he finalizes the trade agreement with Ardem.

When his apprentice is attacked, and Zaren finds a strange fabrication, he starts to question the real reason behind the trade.

All is not as it seems. Zaren may be the key to ensuring the success of the delegation—and saving all of Ardem.

But can they trust the Queen’s Blade?
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Have you grabbed the first book in The Wayward Chronicles, set in the same world featuring Garridan and the Guild. Book 1 of The Wayward Chronicles: Chords of Fate.
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We were called the Wayward. It was a derogatory term for some, but it was one we embraced. Most of us truly were Wayward.

Leo Surinar is a wanderer, traveling with his mother in the Wayward caravan in the only life he’s ever known, finding their own peace while parts of the world descend into war. When a traveling minstrel joins the caravan, everything begins to change.

As Leo learns the power of song, and begins to dream of a world beyond the caravan—one only the Academy can show him—he starts to think there might be more to the world than what he sees from the top of a wagon.

Until his mother’s illness forces him to make a difficult choice.

Leo soon learns about the world beyond the caravan, the power that can be imbued in song, and power even greater than the song. As he’s hunted by deadly guild assassins and runs from the fae, he must decide between returning to what he’s always known and the knowledge and magic of the Academy.

The Wayward Chronicles begins an epic journey as Leo searches for his place in the world, as he’s destined to become more than
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