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    The title of Master Shaper isn’t given, it’s earned. Let the trials begin. 
 
      
 
    The competition has arrived. Talise is the clear winner before it even starts. But Aaden has a much deeper desire to win than she ever realized. When he sabotages her demonstration, they are both punished. 
 
      
 
    Because of their talent, they are given a chance to earn the title of Master Shaper. But they must prove their honor and skill through a series of trials. In some areas, Talise excels. In others, she is woefully unprepared. 
 
      
 
    The emperor puts great value on wielding a sword and Talise has exactly none of the skill she needs. Of course, Aaden is a natural and easily impresses the emperor. Despite her best efforts to improve the emperor seems increasingly disappointed in her abilities. 
 
      
 
    The emperor has threatened her with life in the dungeons before. If she doesn’t pass the trials, she can only guess what lengths he’ll go to in order to keep her out of the way. 
 
      
 
    At every turn, Aaden seems to be the only one who can help her. But she fears that trusting him could lead to far worse consequences… maybe even death.
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 ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LIFE WAS NEVER AS SIMPLE AS A GAME. 
 
    Emperor Flarius dropped his waterfall tablet onto the marble game board. Six of his tablets now sat on the one tile, all in enemy territory. 
 
    Sitting across from him, Commander Blaise Sato raised an eyebrow. After years of playing Forces of Kamdaria, Blaise was wise enough to refrain from commenting. Emperor Flarius didn’t expect anything less from his advisor. 
 
    He took note of how tight he clenched his jaw, relaxing slightly in effort to keep his own face free of emotion. 
 
    Blaise would be suspicious of the move, but then, his job required him to be suspicious. Even still, Flarius hoped he would take the bait. When Blaise moved a tornado tablet to the edge of the game board, it became clear that he would not take the bait. Not yet at least. 
 
    Flarius held his disappointment inside as he moved an insignificant blank tablet to an empty tile. 
 
    Blaise eyed the board with the same calculation he gave to all his problems. Too much. Always too much analysis and never enough action. This was why Flarius had chosen him to be an imperial advisor. He was a balance to the emperor’s methods. 
 
    “Your mind is weighing heavy on you today,” Flarius said with a nudge. Perhaps he could win the game by getting into his commander’s head. 
 
    A twitch appeared at the edge of Blaise’s mouth, but Flarius suspected his words had not been the cause. The commander cleared his throat in that almost silent way he always did before bringing up a difficult subject. Blaise had been his principal imperial advisor for nearly twenty years now. His quirks were as familiar as the weight of the crown sitting on the emperor’s head. 
 
    Blaise moved a blank tablet to the left side of the board. Now he had a line of them standing like a flank against the emperor’s tablets. “The competition is tomorrow,” he said without elaboration. 
 
    Of course, Emperor Flarius didn’t need any elaboration. He knew exactly what Blaise was thinking. In truth, he had known even before he asked. “You are thinking of your grandson, Aaden.” 
 
    Blaise idly scratched the tablecloth with increasing speed as the seconds wore on. His eyes kept jumping from the game to his fingernail as he seemed to form words in his mind. He stayed silent through the emperor’s next move and through his own next move as well. 
 
    At last he spoke. “General Gale said there were two shapers who deserved to win on pre-competition day. Both had extraordinary skill. He said the judges couldn’t choose between the two of them.” 
 
    “I read his report.” The words came out flat as Flarius moved yet another tablet into Blaise’s territory. The commander was old enough to be Flarius’ father. That was another reason Flarius had chosen him to be his advisor. The man had wisdom only an elder could provide. 
 
    That wisdom had been a great strength to Flarius throughout his years as emperor. Blaise was calm, even-tempered, and wise. He truly helped Flarius be the best emperor he could be. 
 
    Of course, Blaise’s steady service made it difficult to deny him when he made a request. And Flarius knew a request was coming. He weighed the options carefully, looked at it from every angle. Could such a request ever be granted? 
 
    Blaise eyed the game. Even as he squirmed and delivered soft, unspoken appeals, he moved his pieces skillfully. Quite unexpectedly, he jumped a fire tablet over three of the emperor’s blank tablets, claiming them for his own. 
 
    Flarius blinked at the board. It wasn’t often that he was taken by surprise. 
 
    Seeming to take advantage of his distraction, Commander Blaise cleared his throat. “I thought perhaps…” He cleared his throat a second time. “I thought maybe two Master Shapers could be chosen this year.” He stared intently at the game board and then hastily added, “Considering the circumstances.” 
 
    Flarius leaned back and stroked the short beard covering his chin. Blaise sat taller in his chair and braved a glance into the emperor’s eyes. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Flarius said. He paused so his next words would have the proper weight. “But both Master Shapers would need to have unquestionable honor.” 
 
    As the emperor moved another blank tablet to the middle, Blaise spoke again with a defensive edge to his voice. “Aaden hasn’t seen his father in eleven years. My wife and I raised him more than his parents ever did. When Aaden leaves the academy on pass, he visits us, not his father.” 
 
    Flarius raised an eyebrow. “And yet, you raised your son—Aaden’s father—as well, did you not? I think we can both agree his honor was highly questionable.” 
 
    Blaise’s eyes dropped until he stared into his lap. A line of sweat seemed to spontaneously appear along his hair line. “Of course, Your Highness,” he said in a low voice. “Please forgive me, Your Highness.” 
 
    It pained Flarius to bring up the past like that, and not just because it pained his advisor. Any reminders of the heinous mistake Blaise’s son made were generally not permitted at Ridgerock Palace. Flarius preferred to forget but never forgive. 
 
    Blaise gulped as he made his next move. A drop of sweat slid down his cheek, dropping off his goatee like a raindrop. Flarius could sense that his advisor was frightened. Afraid that he had asked too much. Afraid for his job. 
 
    Flarius let out a sigh. He didn’t wish to be vindictive. Not anymore. All he wanted now was peace. He moved his fire tablet directly in front of Blaise’s fire tablet, prompting the final fight. 
 
    Blaise seemed to shrug off his fear for a brief moment, considering the board. Now he could see why Flarius had sacrificed so many of his tablets to Blaise’s territory. More than half of the area held stacks of the emperor’s tablets. Blaise couldn’t move a single piece without it being taken by one of Flarius’ tablets. 
 
    Flarius had won. 
 
    Commander Blaise dipped his head in a bow, graciously accepting his defeat in the game. He held his breath, apparently anxious to hear the emperor’s next words. 
 
    “I still might choose two Master Shapers,” Flarius said. 
 
    Blaise had enough self-control to mask most of his surprise, but Flarius caught a hint of it. “As you said, the circumstances are such that choosing two Master Shapers makes sense.” 
 
    Blaise’s head bobbed up and down in an eager nod. 
 
    Flarius looked back at the board, still surprised that his technique had been so effective against his ever-analytical advisor. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, the emperor said, “I will have to devise a scheme to test the honor of your grandson. If he is trustworthy, his skills could be very valuable to us.”


 
   
  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE STOOD AT THE BACK OF THE line as she and her classmates trailed through the palace halls. Aaden had long since rushed past to her to get to Mrs. Dew. Apparently, he thought he still had a chance at changing Mrs. Dew’s mind about disqualifying him from the competition. 
 
    It didn’t seem likely to Talise. When she thought back on the interaction in the boat, something strange stood out to her. Something about the way Mrs. Dew delivered the news to Aaden. It was almost as if she had been searching for a reason to disqualify him even before she knew he was shaping on the boat. 
 
    This sent a wave of guilt through Talise. Had Mrs. Dew done it for her? To ensure Talise’s success by removing her only competition? She couldn’t believe the honorable Mrs. Dew would do something so dastardly. But no matter how Talise tried to extinguish the impossible reasoning, she kept coming back to the same idea. 
 
    Mrs. Dew must have disqualified Aaden just so Talise could win. 
 
    The dark wooden columns leading to the throne room seemed overbearing as Talise slipped past them. Not even the intricate paintings on rice paper could distract her. Soon, they were in the throne room. The students were directed to sit cross-legged against one wall. Aaden was still arguing with Mrs. Dew when the demonstrations began. She maintained that he wouldn’t be able to participate. 
 
    Guilt crawled through Talise’s shoulders, settling into a knot at the base of her neck. It wasn’t her fault Aaden broke the rules. She did accuse him of it, but she accused fairly. He deserved to be punished. It was his own fault for breaking the rules. 
 
    No matter how she tried to justify it, she was still partially responsible for the punishment he now bore. 
 
    Tearing her thoughts from Aaden, Talise turned to face the emperor. Another student, Ari, dropped a bundle of scarves and ribbons on the ground in front of the throne. With a timid smile, Ari used his wind shaping to lift the scarves in swirling dances around him. It wasn’t the most original demonstration for a wind shaper, but the effect was nice. 
 
    After Ari, a few more students did their demonstrations. Wendy’s was perfect. She released an arrow through a window, then shaped air behind it to increase its distance. The emperor’s eyebrows nearly touched his hairline when he saw how far her arrow flew. 
 
    The emperor insisted Wendy go to the library with General Gale immediately so they could discuss shape training while the other students finished their demonstrations. Talise was glad for her friend, but she suddenly felt more alone than ever in the line of students. 
 
    Another student, Terra, plodded over to her spot in front of the emperor when it was her turn. One of the imperial guards handed her a small box of dirt. She arranged several clay bowls around the box before she began separating the different minerals from the soil. Muscovite in one bowl, olivine in another, feldspar in a third. While this skill was certainly practical, the demonstration wasn’t as flashy as the others had been. 
 
    Terra finished with a glum expression, apparently realizing too late that she had missed out on the flash. When her bowls were cleared away, she came to join Talise at the end of the line. 
 
    “That was great,” Talise whispered to her fellow student. 
 
    Terra’s lips folded into a frown. “Don’t patronize me. I know it looked stupid.” 
 
    With a grin, Talise said, “At least it’s over.” 
 
    “True, and I was never going to win anyway. I can’t wait to see your demonstration. It’s sure to win.” 
 
    Talise rubbed a hand up and down her arm as the first bite of anxiety stung her. 
 
    “Oh, don’t make that face. Even the emperor can’t shape ice. I know he can manipulate all the elements, and he’s amazing at shaping fire, but ice is beyond even his abilities. He’s sure to be impressed.” 
 
    Talise bit her lip as she watched another student shaping a huge puddle of water into a fountain and then into a dragon. Shaping ice would be impressive. That was the entire reason she chose ice in the first place. But it came with risks. If she didn’t get the temperature in her body just right, she could get hypothermia or frostbite. And if she warmed her body too much, even for a split second, her ice crown would fall apart. 
 
    Two fire shapers went next, one after the other. The first shaped a circular fire that cooked two fish to perfection. The second student did fire sculptures shaped like the palace, but hers lacked the detail and control Aaden’s sculptures always showed. 
 
    Talise glanced back at him feeling another surge of sympathy. He glared at the fire sculptures as if they were personally responsible for destroying his entire family and everything he had ever loved. 
 
    Finally, it was her turn. Talise stood tall, remembering that her presentation of self was just as important as her presentation of shaping. She wore a light smile that spoke of confidence but not arrogance. 
 
    In front of the throne, she bowed deeply to the emperor until her nose brushed the ground. When she stood, he wore an expression that was difficult to decipher. His lips twitched at the corner of his mouth, almost as if they wanted to smile. But maybe only because he was laughing at her on the inside. His brows were knit close together, giving his eyes a hardened stare. 
 
    He looked… disappointed? But how could he be disappointed when she hadn’t even started yet? 
 
    A thrum of fear rippled through her muscles, but she did her best to ignore it. A guard brought her a bowl of water. Before he even placed the bowl on the ground, she had the water in the air. 
 
    Her heart was beating faster than usual, which was usually an indication that her body temperature was off. In this case, it was all thanks to nerves. She breathed in deeply as she spun the water into a thin circle. 
 
    If she couldn’t rely on her heart to tell if her internal temperature was right, then this would be even more difficult than normal. A quick smile and an even faster spin of the water made it seem like she had everything under control. Or, she hoped it looked that way, at least. 
 
    When she stiffened her fingers and brought ice through them, she breathed a fire through the veins in her arm, careful to keep it far from her wrist. 
 
    Stretching her fingers through the air to form the crown, she made sure the tines growing up from the circle of water weren’t just any tines. With narrowed eyes, she shaped the crown to look exactly like the crown now sitting atop Emperor Flarius’ head. Tines of equal height all the way around. Symmetrical. 
 
    Three quarters of the way through its creation, the emperor recognized the crown. The crease between his eyebrows disappeared as his eyes widened. Talise wore another smile, but this one was genuine. 
 
    She felt a slice of cold through her forearm but tempered it with fire almost as quickly. When the ice crown was finished, she levitated it higher. It wouldn’t land on her head as she had practiced back at the academy. She had to place it on the emperor’s head so he could feel that it was truly ice. 
 
    As the crown flew toward the emperor, a smile curved onto his mouth. 
 
    She had impressed him. The crown was inches from his head now. Close enough that he could feel how cold it was. She’d leave it on his head for three seconds before bringing it back to the bowl. 
 
    Just as she lowered her creation onto his jet-black hair, the crown melted. With her fingers working to levitate ice, the change to water caused her to lose control. Just for a split second, but it was enough. Too much. 
 
    Water splashed all over the emperor, soaking his hair and shoulders. The crease reappeared between his eyebrows, even deeper than before. 
 
    Everyone in the room gasped. Though they were whispers, she still heard the comments from onlookers. 
 
    “How embarrassing.” 
 
    “She’ll never be chosen now.” 
 
    “What a shame. She was so much better than the others.” 
 
    Talise tightened her hand into a fist. What happened? She had control. Everything was going perfectly. She ran her thumb across the tips of her fingers. Just as she suspected, they were as cold as they should have been. Colder even. She hadn’t done anything that would make the crown melt. 
 
    But if it wasn’t her… 
 
    While the guards hurried to supply the emperor with unnecessary towels, Talise scanned the students along the wall until she found who she was looking for. Aaden held his palms out in front of him so they were directly facing the emperor. Even more incriminating, he wore a smirk and stared back at her with fire in his eyes. 
 
    He had done this. He sabotaged her demonstration by sending a wave of heat that must have melted her ice. She wanted to burn him and freeze him all at once, but a tiny part of her couldn’t help be impressed by his skill. He must have sent the world’s smallest and most direct heat wave in order to do what he did. 
 
    Still, no matter how skillful, what he did was wrong. She wasn’t about to let him get away with it. 
 
    Just as Talise opened her mouth to accuse him, Mrs. Dew appeared in front of her, giving a short bow to the emperor. “Your Imperial Highness,” she said. “I have one more student who is very skilled, but he was disqualified from participation because of an incident on the way here.” 
 
    “Who?” Emperor Flarius asked. Even after shaping the water out of his hair, he looked regal and unperturbed. 
 
    Mrs. Dew pointed out Aaden who had somehow arranged his face to look submissive and innocent. It was a stupid act, but annoyingly convincing. 
 
    Talise wanted to scream. 
 
    The emperor snapped his fingers at one of the nearby guards. He pointed at Aaden and then at her. “Take these two to the antechamber while I make my decision. Everyone else will wait in the library with General Gale.” 
 
    Talise barely had time to register the hand around her elbow before it began yanking her away. “Wait,” Talise called out in desperation. It was bold to defy the emperor’s orders, but she was desperate. “I can’t leave yet. I have something to…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as her eyes met with the emperor’s. He didn’t shape fire over his eyes like Aaden had on the boat, but rage burned through his facial features with even greater passion. In a steady voice, he said, “You will leave my presence without another word.” 
 
    She gulped as the arm at her elbow yanked her again. This time, she let herself be pulled away.


 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GUARD PULLED TALISE THROUGH A SIDE door. They entered a small corridor that was empty but for a few servants. The corridor seemed to go on forever and was filled with unmarked doors. 
 
    One door, halfway down the corridor was painted fire orange with a silver moon painted on it. The imperial crest. With four heavily armed guards standing in front of the door, Talise knew the door was important. It must have led to the emperor’s personal quarters. 
 
    She wished Wendy wasn’t in the library. Even one friendly face would have been nice to see right now. The guard shoving her down the corridor didn’t seem eager to be gentle. 
 
    In front of her, Aaden glared at the guard who pushed him down the corridor. 
 
    A few moments after passing the orange door, the guard pushed Talise into a small room. The walls and floor were made of stone. The door she had just come through was made of heavy wood, but there was another door on the other side of the room. 
 
    The other door was made of metal. Several locks held it in place. Metal bars went across a small window at the top of the door. She didn’t have to guess where that door led. The bars made it obvious. It led to the dungeons. 
 
    “Wait,” Talise said, before the guard could leave. “I didn’t melt the crown. It wasn’t my fault. You have to tell the emperor.” 
 
    The guard brushed her hand away while a look of disgust fell over his face. “You dare address your elder with such fire in your tone?” 
 
    She shrank away from him, biting her bottom lip. 
 
    He continued. “What makes you think you can disrespect me like that? Aren’t you from the Storm? You’re nothing more than filth.” 
 
    The wooden door slammed shut as he left the antechamber. A moment later, the lock inside it clicked shut. “Please,” she said, slamming a fist against the thick wood. “Somebody has to listen.” 
 
    “Disrespecting your elders now, are you?” Aaden said. He leaned against the stone wall with one shoulder, still wearing his ridiculous smirk. “Welcome to the dark side.” 
 
    “How could you?” she said, grabbing his shoulders and slamming them against the wall. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
 
    He used one finger to push her away. “What I did?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “What about what you did?” 
 
    She growled at him in response. 
 
    Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned toward her until his face came dangerously close to hers. “I deserved a chance to win just as much as you did. I needed this.” Without warning, he turned away from her and punched the wall so hard, the stone seemed to crack on the inside. “I really needed this.” 
 
    “So did I,” she said. But it seemed weak compared to his argument. His whole body was alive with passion. It came out as rage, but there was something deeper to it she could just barely discern. His whole body rocked as if he had just lost the only thing that had ever really mattered. 
 
    They stared at each other for a few seconds as understanding seemed to ignite between them. Both of them had lives so much deeper than the other person knew. They’d gone to the academy together for a few months, but they’d never really known each other in the least. In this one moment, their souls seemed to communicate to each other how important this competition was. 
 
    “Why?” Talise asked. Maybe it was because he was so exhausted, but he opened his mouth on her command. 
 
    “My father made a huge mistake when I was only five years old. I have a black X on my ID card because of him. After today, I’ll be sent to the Storm. Becoming Master Shaper meant my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren would get silver crescent moons on their ID cards. Silver moons. For three generations! But now?” He shook his head. “Now my future children will have a fate even worse than me. They’ll have to be raised in the Storm all because of my father’s mistake.” 
 
    His head hung. He stared at the ground while the muscles in his face slackened. She’d never seen him look so… defeated. 
 
    Of course, she knew his story before he admitted to it. His father’s mistake would live in infamy for generations. But she had the decency to let him believe she was ignorant of the specifics. 
 
    “I’m sorry I said I hate you.” 
 
    His eyes flicked up to hers while confusion painted his features. 
 
    She shifted her eyes downward and began picking at a loose thread in her school uniform. “You helped me find out the funeral was…” Her throat swelled with emotion as she pictured Marmie’s gravestone, completely bare. Swallowing hard wasn’t enough to erase the image, but it did make it easier to speak. “You helped me find out the funeral was today, and then I said I hate you when it wasn’t even your fault. I’m sorry.” 
 
    A thick silence hung in the air long enough to twist her nerves. When she looked up, Aaden stared at her with his lips parted and his eyes boring into her. Confusion still painted his features but not like before. He seemed to understand her words perfectly, but what he didn’t understand was how she could have said them. Had he never heard an apology before? 
 
    When the intensity of his gaze didn’t relax, she turned her attention back to the loose thread. “I was going to run away from the academy after I found out, but I realized how much I’d be giving up.” When she lifted her eyes, she matched his gaze with something even more intense. “I can’t go back to where I used to live. I can’t.” 
 
    He stared at her for a few seconds but then finally looked away, the spell broken. “Are you really from the Storm? I know the guard said that, but I thought people in the Storm couldn’t shape.” 
 
    She rubbed her hand over her arm, faster and faster, as if that would make the words seem less horrifying. “They have the biological ability to shape all four elements, just like anyone. But you’re right. Most of them can’t do it.” 
 
    He leaned closer to her, his face softening with each of her words. “Is it really as bad as they say it is?” he whispered. 
 
    “Worse.” 
 
    He gulped, and the last inkling of bravado slipped away. His usual arrogance was replaced by an expression of such genuine concern, it almost made her feel guilty. 
 
    Turning away from him, she said, “Most people in the Storm are malnourished. It makes their bodies weak and incapable of shaping. Not to mention they’d have no time to perfect the skills even if they had them. They’re too busy worrying about survival.” 
 
    “Then how did you get to the academy? How are you so good at shaping?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    He stood still, waiting for more of an answer. When she didn’t give one, he said, “Just tell me. We could be here all day; it doesn’t matter if it takes a long time.” 
 
    Raising one eyebrow, she asked, “Are you going to tell me the huge mistake your father made?” 
 
    He laughed. “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Then don’t expect to hear my story either.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said with a nod. 
 
    It wasn’t fair at all though. She knew everything about him, and he knew almost nothing about her. That didn’t make her any more willing to share. 
 
    He glanced at her, but then he quickly looked away. Then he did it again a second time while the tips of his ears turned red. “I’m sorry about your crown,” he said. Then he reached out to her and brushed his thumb over her forearm. 
 
    Her body jolted as she instinctively pulled away. “Your skin is hot.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He ran his fingers through his hair with a lopsided smile. “Fire does that.” His spine straightened as he looked her in the eye. “It didn’t burn you, did it?” 
 
    She shook her head quickly from side to side, since she had apparently lost the ability to form words. Her skin bristled where he had touched her. On the inside, sparks went through her unlike any kind of fire she had felt before. This flame had nothing to do with elements and everything to do with touch. His touch. She tried to shake the thought away as he tucked his hands into his pockets. 
 
    “Aaden.” 
 
    His eyes lifted at the sound of her voice. A trance seemed to come over him as he stared back at her. He seemed less interested in her eyes and more interested in her lips where his name had escaped. 
 
    “Tell them what you did,” she said. “Tell them you melted my crown, and then I’ll be able to leave the Storm and live at the palace.” 
 
    The trance lifted as Aaden took a step back. “No,” he said. He turned away from her and said it more forcefully. “No, I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I have to defend myself to the emperor. If I defend you, you’ll become Master Shaper, and I’ll be sent to the Storm. I know it’s bad for you, but if I help you, I’ll resign myself and my future family to that same fate. I can’t do that. I won’t. I have to fight for myself.” 
 
    Her body steeled as another fire surged through her, but this one felt more like rage. She clenched both her hands into fists and immediately started pacing the floor. Of course he wouldn’t help. Of course he wouldn’t. She’d been stupid to think he ever would. 
 
    Now they would have to wait here until the emperor decided to deal with them. She just hoped when he did get there, he would be willing to listen. The longer she thought about that, the more ridiculous it seemed. Aaden wouldn’t change and neither would the emperor. 
 
    In fact, maybe he didn’t intend to meet with them at all. Maybe he just planned to send one of his guards to deal with them. 
 
    She paced the floor until her feet ached. There had to be a way out of this. The emperor needed good shapers. That was the whole reason for the competition in the first place. And she and Aaden were better shapers than any of the other students in their class. 
 
    All they really needed was another chance to prove themselves. Just one little chance to show the emperor what they were capable of. But if the emperor never saw them again, they’d never have that chance. 
 
    A spark of an idea took hold inside her. She bit her lip as the idea grew. It would require skilled shaping with no mistakes. That she could handle. But it also required one other thing she really wished she could eliminate. No matter how she played through the scenarios in her head, she still needed the one thing she didn’t want to use. Aaden. 
 
    But it was just once. Once she could handle. 
 
    Letting out a huff, she resigned herself to the inevitable. Crossing her arms over her chest, she said, “I have an idea, but in order to do it, we have to work together.”


 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE TRIED TO HOLD HER HEAD HIGH as Aaden looked her over from head to toe. His nose seemed to be caught mid-wrinkle, as if he was trying to decide whether or not to trust her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for this. Are you in or not?” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” he asked, still reluctant to commit. 
 
    He agreed to everything once he heard the plan, but he made sure to scowl as they worked. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked. “They locked us in here. Don’t you think we’ll get in trouble for breaking out?” 
 
    “Seriously?” she said as she used her shaping to pull water from the air. She added it to the puddle levitating above her palm. “You care about breaking the rules now? If you were so worried about rules, you shouldn’t have practiced shaping on the boat ride here.” 
 
    His jaw flexed as he gave her a sideways glance. “No need to rub that in.” He narrowed his eyes at the air as he also pulled water from it. Since fire was his primary element, he had a harder time with the process than Talise. 
 
    It took several more minutes, but eventually they had a big enough water puddle. When Talise nodded, Aaden got on his knees in front of the door and lit a fire above his palms. It took some time, but soon he had lit the bottom of the wooden door on fire. 
 
    She stood over him carefully, strategically dousing the wood with water so the smoke wouldn’t get out of control. When the smoke was eliminated, Aaden would re-ignite the door. 
 
    At first, the wood turned to blackened-but-perfectly-strong wood. After more fire and more water, it began to weaken. Eventually, some of it turned to ash. It turned out, the puddle of water they’d shaped from the air wasn’t big enough and they both had to stop and pull more water from the air before they could proceed. 
 
    Aaden continued lighting the door on fire, and finally, finally, they had an opening big enough for them to crawl through. He went first and helped her to her feet after she had gone through. 
 
    Her skin prickled with heat where his hand had touched her. She wished she could remove the feeling and all memory of it from her body. But another part of her wished it would never go away. 
 
    She clenched her jaw at that thought. Aaden was a competitor and nothing more. He proved that when he melted her crown. 
 
    As they drew closer to the guarded door of the emperor’s quarters, Talise began pulling more water from the air. She needed a big enough puddle that would make a loud sound when she turned it to ice and smashed it against the stone wall. The distraction had to be big enough so all four guards would come running to investigate. 
 
    It seemed strange that shaping ice felt so natural now, when she had only been doing it for a mere two days. But each time she did it, it got a little easier. 
 
    While she worked, Aaden stared at the fist sized piece of wood he had taken from the door. He blew embers into the wood but kept them low, so it didn’t smoke too much. 
 
    Finally, Talise nodded to Aaden and he blew on the wood until it glowed from the embers inside. On cue, they threw their objects down the corridor, far from where they stood. Talise slammed the ball of ice against the wall as hard as she could. Aaden threw a fireball at the piece of wood while it flew in order to increase the smoke level. 
 
    Just as they intended, the ice smashed against the wall at exactly the moment the smoke started billowing. The effect made it sound and smell like an explosive rather than a piece of ice and a piece of wood. 
 
    They both hugged the walls as the four guards came crashing down the corridor toward the sound. The guards didn’t notice Talise and Aaden, which gave them the chance to sneak up to the fire orange door without any interference. 
 
    “Wait,” Aaden whispered as they reached the door. “Are we just going to walk in?” 
 
    Talise’s patience had ended long before this moment. She glared at him. “It’s a little late to get cold feet.” 
 
    Aaden tapped his teeth together, wearing fear in his eyes. “Yeah, but we’re just going to waltz into the emperor’s bedroom and expect him to listen to us?” 
 
    “It doesn’t lead to his bedroom; it leads to his quarters. Offices.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    Talise grabbed the door handle. “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    He nodded and didn’t say another word as she pushed open the door. 
 
    Talise and Aaden pushed through the fire orange door and entered a sitting room with a desk and a few cushy chairs. To the right of the chairs, a long hallway led to several more doors. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s a little weird the door wasn’t locked?” Aaden asked as he shut the door behind him. 
 
    Considering his question, she locked the door and then nodded. “If we lock it, they won’t know we got in.” 
 
    Aaden rolled his shoulders back and closed his eyes. He moved his head side to side to stretch his neck. All his fear seemed to have been forgotten as he stretched and moved. After a moment, he opened his eyes and cracked his knuckles. “We should practice. How long do you think we have before the emperor gets here?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have no idea, but you’re right. We do need to practice. We have to make this bigger and better than anything the emperor has ever seen, or he’ll never listen to us.” 
 
    Without a word, they both raised their hands and started shaping. As they had previously decided, they both grew trees out of their palms with little cherry blossoms growing out of the branches. Aaden’s trees were fire and Talise’s were ice. 
 
    When they had both grown their trees, they moved their palms closer together and let the trees sit directly beside each other. The flames licked at the ice, forcing Talise to push even more cold through her fingers than usual. She had to compensate it with a thick fire inside her veins. 
 
    With a deep breath, they began the next stage. This would be the most difficult shaping either of them had ever attempted. Aaden let a one flame branch move through the ice tree until it seemed that the flame was coming off the ice trunk, not the fire trunk. 
 
    Then, Talise moved one ice branch, careful to keep the ice tree intact while also levitating the one ice branch until it looked like it was coming out of the flame trunk. When she had moved it into position, both she and Aaden let out a breath of relief. But this was just the beginning. 
 
    Beads of sweat lined Talise’s brow as she added more heat to compensate for the added freezing temperature in her hands. She and Aaden took turns moving their branches from one tree to the next. Each one became more difficult as her need to compensate for the heat was constantly counteracted by the need to keep her body a reasonable temperature. 
 
    When they each only had one branch left to move, she was vaguely aware of a noise coming from nearby. The cause of it remained a mystery since her senses were too focused on shaping. 
 
    At last, they had moved all their branches, so the ice trunk had only flame branches growing out of it and the flame trunk wore ice branches. 
 
    She and Aaden both heaved a sigh, but their relief was short lived. From the doorway, a familiar voice said, “How did you manage—” 
 
    Both Talise and Aaden dropped their hands in alarm. Water splashed around their ankles as they turned to face Emperor Flarius. He did seem impressed by their shaping, but more than that he seemed angry. Too angry. 
 
    Talise fell to her knees in a bow and Aaden wasn’t far behind. 
 
    Dropping his head into his palm, the emperor said, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We had to show you our abilities.” Aaden had found his voice much faster than Talise. She was still busy watching that crease between the emperor’s eyebrows grow deeper by the second. 
 
    “What did you think would happen?” the emperor asked with a frown. “Did you think you’d sneak into my private quarters—the most secure part of the palace—and then I’d suddenly be interested in your shaping?” He snapped his fingers, and two guards appeared at his side. 
 
    “You deserve black Xs for you and your generations to come for what you’ve done. Maybe a life in the dungeon as well.” He squeezed the bridge of his nose and let out a sigh. “One of you has to be punished for this, and one of you has to become my next Master Shaper because the rest of your class was pathetic compared to you two.” 
 
    Talise gulped and felt the color drain from her face. The emperor eyed them both for a moment, and time seemed to stand still. 
 
    Finally, he pointed to Aaden. “Lock him up. And use the fire gloves, so he can’t escape again.” 
 
    That meant Talise had won Master Shaper after all. Except. 
 
    Aaden would be punished and thrown in the dungeon. His father’s mistake was heinous, and Aaden did share that same blood. Maybe he didn’t deserve a second chance. But… maybe he did. 
 
    A lump hardened in Talise’s throat as the guards put him chains. They dropped orange gloves over his hands while a sense of finality washed over her. 
 
    She stared, but swallow after swallow did nothing to help. He had to fight for himself, and she had to fight for herself. That’s what they had decided. They would only work together to show the emperor their abilities, but whatever happened, they didn’t owe the other person anything. 
 
    But she never imagined this. 
 
    As the guards forced Aaden to his feet, a strangled cry left her lips. “No. Please, Your Highness. Breaking out of the room was my idea. Aaden didn’t want to do it, but I convinced him.” With a sniff, she forced the final words out of her mouth. “If you’re going to punish somebody, punish me. Not him.” 
 
    She glanced up to see the emperor staring at her with a contemplative look. But it was nothing to the look Aaden wore. His jaw had dropped. He stared at her like he had never really seen her before. 
 
    “Fine,” Emperor Flarius said, his voice steady. “Then you will be punished and sent to the dungeon instead. Aaden will be my newest Master Shaper.” 
 
    The emperor snapped his fingers, and the guards moved so fast, she barely had time to blink before shackles were clapped over her wrists. They fitted blue gloves over her hands and started pushing her through the door before three seconds had passed. 
 
    “Wait,” Aaden said, blinking furiously. The moment the guards removed his shackles, he ran both hands through his hair. The blinking never stopped as he looked side to side. His words failed him. 
 
    The emperor stood patiently for only a moment. Then, he snapped at his guards, and they started pulling Talise out the door. 
 
    “No, stop!” Aaden shouted. “I…” He gulped and pulled his hands into fists. “I melted her crown. In the throne room, it was my fault you got wet. I wanted revenge because I got disqualified from the competition. But this was my fault. All of it.” 
 
    “I see,” the emperor said. 
 
    The thumping inside Talise’s chest was nothing to the way her muscles had frozen. The dungeon. The emperor had planned to throw her into the dungeon. 
 
    He stared at the pair of them while the hardness in his face drifted away. “It seems you both possess honor, which is the greatest trait of all. Since you are also two of the greatest shapers I’ve even seen, I think no one will complain if I choose two Master Shapers this year.” 
 
    Talise narrowed her eyes as the guards removed the shackles from her wrists. Her brain worked double speed, trying to make sense of everything that had just happened. “This was a test?” she asked. “You threatened to send one of us to the dungeon as a test?” 
 
    “Are you questioning my methods?” the emperor asked with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Of course not, highness.” A part of her wondered if this test had been designed more for Aaden than for her. Perhaps Mrs. Dew had been in on it too. 
 
    Emperor Flarius waved to one of his guards. “Take them back to the antechamber, but this time leave the door unlocked.” He looked at Talise and Aaden now. “You will have to help fix the door, but that should be punishment enough. Someone will be by soon to bring you back to the throne room when I make the announcement.” 
 
    With a snap of his fingers, the guards led them out of the room before they could say another word. Once they were back in the antechamber, Talise paced around the room trying to forget the way Aaden had looked at her when she offered to be punished in his place. 
 
    The emperor thought Aaden had honor. Did that mean she could trust him too? Her feet shuffled as she traveled from wall to wall. “I can’t believe this. I never expected us both to become Master Shapers. Now—” 
 
    She stopped mid-step when Aaden suddenly appeared in front of her. His eyes were soft and his breath warm. “Talise,” he said, reaching out until his fingers wrapped over her hand. 
 
    Everything inside her seemed to freeze all at once, but in a delightfully tingled way. 
 
    Aaden gulped before he spoke again. He kept his eyes away from her face, staring at their hands instead. “Thank you for…” 
 
    He squeezed her hand, and the heat seeped through her skin so fast, she worried it would burn her insides. She had never appreciated heat more. 
 
    “I’ll never forget what you did for me today,” he said. Finally, he looked into her eyes, and a thousand sparks seemed to ignite within her. She had a feeling neither of them would forget. Not ever.


 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A PALACE GUARD’S SILK TUNIC MADE A pleasant swishing sound as she led Talise and Aaden to the throne room. The rest of their academy class was gone, or so they’d been told. Talise never even got to say goodbye to Wendy. 
 
    But maybe she’d see Wendy again soon anyway. Wendy had impressed the emperor with her demonstration. She wasn’t chosen as Master Shaper, but the emperor employed many shapers in his palace. Unless something went terribly wrong, hopefully Wendy would be working at the palace soon. 
 
    As she passed through the doorway into the throne room, the rice paper paintings seemed more vivid than they had before. Gorgeous landscapes adorned the paper, making the room feel more alive. 
 
    Dusty blue mountains were tipped with carefully painted black lines. Green trees and their thin brown trunks littered the base of the mountains. A tiny likeness of Ridgerock Palace sat in a deep corner of the farthest mountain. The palace’s red clay tiles stood out beautifully against the blues and greens. 
 
    Breathtaking. 
 
    Her eyes couldn’t be forced from the paintings until the emperor began speaking from his throne. “Welcome,” he said, “to my two newest Master Shapers.” 
 
    He addressed her and Aaden, yet he didn’t seem to be speaking to them at all. After a quick glance around the room, she realized they were far from alone. 
 
    The edges of the room were filled with a variety of people. She recognized a few of the emperor’s advisors, including Commander Blaise Sato, Aaden’s grandfather. But apparently the emperor had invited his entire court to this announcement as well. 
 
    Women with yards of silk and red-painted lips dotted the crowd. Men in yellow guard uniforms stood stiff with hands in fists at their side. Children with mischievous eyes kept poking each other and giggling. Even men and women wearing the brown tunics that marked them as servants filled the room. 
 
    People of all ages and shapes and sizes stood around the throne room. They seemed intent on listening to the emperor, but not because of interest. Instead, they seemed bound by honor to hear each of his words with perfect clarity. 
 
    “I have done something highly irregular this year as many of you can see,” he continued. “I have chosen two Master Shapers instead of one.” 
 
    Talise expected a reaction from the crowd but noticed none. Maybe the people were afraid of looking as though they questioned the emperor’s judgment. 
 
    But as she looked deeper into the eyes of the crowd, she sensed another emotion that may have stayed their reactions. They all seemed to be fighting a frown. The edges of their eyes drooped downward. 
 
    Was is sadness? Grief? 
 
    It looked the way she still felt about Marmie, except that didn’t make any sense. Why would they be sad? Not just a few people, but everyone. Including the servants. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t grief. What did she know? These people were strangers to her. Maybe this was how they always looked. 
 
    “The reason I chose two Master Shapers is simple. Their shaping far surpasses anything I’ve seen in years. Show them. Do the trees of ice and fire.” 
 
    The command came so suddenly, Talise had no time to react. Her hands shot out in front of her as she tried to suck in a burst of fear. If she was going to be a Master Shaper, she’d have to get used to performing in front of others. 
 
    Aaden’s hands came close to her’s and soon they were busy moving branches one by one from their own tree to the other’s. 
 
    “That will do,” the emperor said before they were halfway through. A flash of irritation appeared in his eye, and he seemed to look right at Talise when it appeared. 
 
    She wanted to stuff her hands into her pockets and step into the shadows of the room. It wasn’t her fault it took so long to move ice branches. 
 
    Emperor Flarius sat straighter on his throne. His golden crown glinted in the light of the room. “However, their titles as Master Shapers are only probationary. Since it is irregular to have two Master Shapers in one year, I have decided to put these two students through a set of trials that are meant to test their skill and honor. They will not be competing against each other in these trials. They will earn points and each of them can win or lose based on their points. I sincerely hope to have two official Master Shapers after the trials, but only time will tell.” 
 
    A few murmurs drifted through the air as the crowd nodded and showed the first hint of interest. It didn’t seem so exciting to Talise. She had already spent ten years training for this moment. She didn’t need any more tests. 
 
    Without warning, the emperor snapped his fingers. “You are all dismissed.” 
 
    A collective bow went through the room, and then the crowd began to disappear faster than should have been possible. Their heads stayed bent as they left. 
 
    “You two,” the emperor said pointing to Talise and Aaden. “Come closer.” 
 
    Talise’s body reacted without thought. She stepped toward Emperor Flarius and bowed once her feet were settled. Aaden did the same, and he looked remarkably subdued while doing it. 
 
    “Are you both familiar with the terrorist group that calls themselves Kessoku?” the emperor asked. 
 
    Talise’s throat went dry and a slice of horror cut through her. She never expected the emperor to bring up them. Of all things. 
 
    She tried to nod, but her spine shivered at the same time and it turned out looking more like a jerk of the head. Pull yourself together, she thought. 
 
    When she tried to straighten herself, she noticed Aaden’s face had lost its color. His throat bulged as he swallowed. In the quietest voice she’d ever heard him utter, Aaden said, “Yes, Your Highness. Thirteen years ago, they murdered the entire royal family including your oldest son and your first and only grandchild. Everyone except you.” 
 
    “Yes.” Emperor Flarius shifted further back in his chair. Perhaps he wasn’t expecting such a detailed reminder. His voice seemed lower when he spoke again. “During your trials, you will train as though Kessoku is the enemy you are fighting. It will prepare you for future incidents.” 
 
    Aaden lowered his eyebrows, leaning forward the slightest bit. “But I thought Kessoku was gone. I thought they were all executed thirteen years ago.” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared at the edge of the emperor’s nose for the smallest moment. His spine curled forward as if a great weight had suddenly been dropped on his shoulders. The regal attitude he always exuded melted away. He looked to the side. “A few of them got away.” 
 
    The emperor’s spine suddenly straightened, and he held his chin a litter higher. “They have spent the last thirteen years gathering new members and attempting to assassinate me. But I assure you, their attempts are pathetic. They’re little more than a nuisance. However, they are a nuisance we would like to eradicate in the near future.” 
 
    “When do we meet the other Master Shapers?” Talise asked. 
 
    A twitch appeared at the emperor’s eye as he gave the smallest glance to Talise. Apparently, she could say nothing without irritating him. 
 
    “You will meet them after you’ve passed the trials.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Aren’t they going to help us train?” 
 
    “They are not at the palace at the moment. They are busy on an assignment in the Gate.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    It seemed like an innocent enough question, but the emperor only responded with a look of frustration. “No more questions. Your first trial is tomorrow morning. It would be most useful for you to study theory and strategy. You may use the library and you may study together if you like. The servants will show you to your living quarters and any other rooms you require. If you need anything, just ask.” 
 
    He dismissed them both with a wave of his hand. Aaden didn’t wait for more instructions. He headed straight for the nearest exit.  
 
    Talise stood still as she watched him go. When she was sure he couldn’t hear, she took a few steps closer to the emperor. He didn’t comment on her tenacity. 
 
    With the greatest reverence she could manage, she dipped her head in a bow. “Your Highness,” she said. 
 
    He stared back without a word; his face careful to not betray any emotion. 
 
    She bit her lip, ever feeling the child in his presence. “Do you know who he is, highness? Aaden?” 
 
    The emperor pursed his lips. “You mean do I know his last name?” 
 
    Her lip burned as she clenched it between her teeth. “I thought it was a good decision at first. I thought he deserved to win because of his skill. But then…” She wrapped a hand around her elbow and pulled it tight against her body. “He only showed honor when you forced it from him. Before that, he sabotaged my demonstration. I don’t know if he should be trusted.” 
 
    “You dare question my judgment?” His voice was so soft, she had to lean forward to hear it. They both had taken to whispering, eager to keep their conversation from the inquisitive ears of nearby servants. Though the emperor’s words were almost silent, the way he sneered down at her made her stomach squirm. 
 
    Talise gulped. “You know what his father did.” 
 
    The emperor waved his hand through the air, his voice slightly louder than before. “His father got carried away trying to impress strangers and unwittingly gave away palace secrets.” 
 
    “Secrets that led to the death of your family.” 
 
    The emperor clenched his fingers around his knee. “I don’t need a reminder.” 
 
    She was walking on very thin ice now. At any moment, the emperor could revoke her probationary title as Master Shaper and send her to the dungeons. He certainly seemed angry enough to do it. 
 
    Fighting her fear, she said, “Aaden’s ID card bears a black X. How can you trust him so easily?” 
 
    The emperor glanced to the side before he leaned closer toward her. When he spoke again, his voice was softer than a whisper. “I don’t trust him yet. But he will stay at the palace while I determine how much honor he holds. Until then, I will remember not who his father is, but who his grandfather is.” He gestured toward Commander Blaise, still standing in the corner of the room. 
 
    That was his answer. It should have been enough for her. She should have let it alone. But even as she tried to will her feet to walk away, a question ate away at her insides. It writhed and niggled and forced her to ask what she knew she should not. 
 
    “Then why mark ID cards at all?” 
 
    A flash of rage appeared in the emperor’s eyes. 
 
    But she’d already started now. All she could do was finish. “Why punish Aaden for his father’s crime while his father, the guilty one, goes unpunished? His father still lives in the Crown. He still has a silver crescent moon on his ID card. Why punish anyone for something he did not do?” 
 
    “Leave my presence.” The emperor’s voice sounded feral. The hairs on her arm stood on end while the emperor’s gaze spoke volumes more than his words. “You will not question me again, especially not in my throne room.” 
 
    After the shortest bow of her life, she scuttled out of the room. This time, he meant it. She had used up all the special privilege she earned from being the best shaper he had ever seen. If she wasn’t careful from here on out, he would deliver punishment. 
 
    No matter how her insides writhed with unanswered thoughts, she’d just have to keep her questions to herself.


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE EMPEROR HAD SAID TO STUDY THEORY and strategy. Talise hadn’t gone to her living quarters until late in the morning. Even then, she brought a few books with her. 
 
    Now that morning had come, she fully regretted the disrespect she had given to a proper night’s rest. Her eyelids felt like sandpaper each time she blinked. It felt so good to keep them closed. And resting her head on the wall of the library felt even better. Maybe if she just rested for a moment… 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Her head shot up at the sound of Aaden’s voice. He let out a quiet chuckle that set her on fire. She’d have to get used to this. After their joint breakout the day before, he seemed to think they were the closest friends. 
 
    He’d spent half the time in the library yesterday giving away his best shaping secrets. She had to give away a few of her own, or else he might realize how suspicious she was of him. But that was the only reason she gave anything away. 
 
    The warmth of his eyes certainly had nothing to do with it. 
 
    Mostly nothing. 
 
    She shook her head again, trying to dispel the errant thoughts. 
 
    Luckily, a guard pushed open the library doors wearing a fierce look that stopped Aaden from opening his mouth again. The emperor appeared behind the guard and Talise gladly ducked her head in a bow. The longer she could avoid eye contact with the emperor, the better. 
 
    “Prepare the tables,” the emperor said in a booming voice. 
 
    Talise held her bow a little longer than necessary. When she stood up straight, it seemed the emperor was just as intent on avoiding eye contact as she was. 
 
    It took another moment for her to realize what the guard was doing to the tables. Or, more accurately, setting on the tables. It was a white marble game board with black lines etched into the surface to make sixty-four square spaces. Eight by eight. 
 
    The slate tablets he produced next were carved more intricately than anything she’d ever seen in the Storm, but they bore the same symbols. Two waterfall tablets, two tornado tablets, two tree tablets, two fire tablets, and eight blank tablets. One black set and one white. 
 
    Forces of Kamdaria. 
 
    The game was a favorite pastime of all Kamdarians whether played in the Crown with artisan-carved slate tablets or in the Storm with wooden tablets that had the symbols crudely scratched on with a nail. Everyone loved Forces of Kamdaria, though most of the time, everyone just called it Forces. 
 
    For the first time all morning, Talise smiled. 
 
    “Forces?” Aaden asked in shock. “This is our first trial? It’s just a game. It doesn’t even require shaping.” 
 
    The emperor narrowed his eyes before he stuck his nose in the air. “Forces of Kamdaria is of the utmost importance. It requires skillful strategy that will help even the worst shapers. If you can win this game, you can win a war.” 
 
    Aaden’s eyes looked ready to jump into an argument, but his lips remained pressed together. Maybe he wasn’t really angry. Maybe he was just afraid. He had spent so much effort improving his shaping, perhaps he never took the time to play Forces. 
 
    Luckily, Talise hadn’t made the same mistake. 
 
    She and Aaden each took a seat at a different table. The emperor considered them both for a moment before taking his place across from Talise. 
 
    He stared off at nothing in particular as he said, “I will play each of you. If you win, you gain three points in the trials. If you lose, but you play well, you gain two points. If you lose and you play satisfactorily, you gain one point. If you lose and you play dismally, you gain zero points. I sincerely hope you each gain at least two points, or your place in the trials will be in question.” 
 
    Aaden audibly gulped beside Talise, but she ignored it. Biting her bottom lip, she began placing the tablets on the marble game board. Unlike some games, there was no specified placement for the tablets. Instead, placement was just as vital a component as her moves would be. 
 
    It helped to know how the opponent played before beginning a game. Though the emperor wasn’t the most predictable person, so perhaps that advantage wasn’t worth much anyway. 
 
    She placed her tablets without taking a single moment to think about it. Four symbol tablets on the first row with a blank tablet in between each. Then the same pattern on the second row with the symbol tablets offset from the ones on the first row. This arrangement had helped her win plenty of matches. Now wasn’t a time for questioning her previous methods. Now was a time for action. 
 
    The emperor raised an eyebrow, surprised by how quickly she placed her tablets, and maybe even a little bit impressed. 
 
    She was off to good start. 
 
    When Emperor Flarius placed his last tablet, he gestured toward Talise to begin. Since she had finished placing her tablets first, she also got to take the first turn. Yet another reason it was beneficial for her to act first. 
 
    Her first move was a bold one. She placed a fire tablet in the middle of the marble game board. Fire tablets couldn’t be jumped over and stolen by an opponent, just like objects couldn’t jump over a real fire without getting burned. But a waterfall tablet could be placed on top of a fire tablet and then another tablet could jump over and steal both of them. 
 
    This made fire tablets powerful, but also vulnerable as long as waterfall tablets were still on the board. 
 
    Talise didn’t care. She had a feeling the emperor would go straight for the kill. 
 
    Just as she suspected, the emperor placed a waterfall tablet on top of her fire tablet. Now for the next step. 
 
    It took four moves and a bit of baiting, but the emperor fell for each of her tricks. Just when he thought he was about to steal her fire tablet, she double-jumped over his waterfall tablets, stealing them both. Now her fire tablets were invincible. 
 
    “That was a cheap way to begin the game,” the emperor said wearing a snarl. Maybe he was only grumpy about losing both of his waterfall tablets, but Talise wondered if his frustration had more to do with her than anything. 
 
    She ignored his censure and prepared for the next move. As the game progressed, it became obvious that the emperor had many more years of practice than she had. His moves were clean. Precise. He took control of the board like it was nothing more than a stroll through the gardens. 
 
    Talise’s only chance to win came by doing things so unique that the emperor had to blink at the game board when she moved. He called it cheap, but she called it smart. Each time he offered advice in his haughty voice, she ignored it and moved the tablets in ways he had likely never seen before. 
 
    Her methods were messy. Chaotic. But they were also effective. 
 
    Soon enough, she prompted the final fight and let him chase after her immortal fire tablet only to steal all his blank tablets and win the game. 
 
    It took the emperor a few moments to realize he’d lost. 
 
    At first, she thought he might smile. It was a strange time to smile, given that he had just lost. But maybe she had finally done something to make him proud. 
 
    The moment that absurd thought entered her mind, the emperor’s almost-smile vanished, and a vacant expression replaced it. “You didn’t win through strategy or skill. You won through underhanded trickery. I sincerely doubt you could replicate the result you got today.” 
 
    Her stomach sank with each word. What was so wrong with trickery anyway? The point was to win, wasn’t it? If she won by doing the unexpected, then she merely won by playing to her strengths and knowing her opponent. 
 
    She wasn’t about to say it out loud, but she could win against the emperor again. She was sure of it. 
 
    He looked away as he rose from his chair. With his eyes far from Talise he said, “You will receive three points since you won, but I hope you realize how much of your win came from sheer luck.” 
 
    Her heart sank again. Even if she did manage to beat the emperor in another game someday, he’d probably still be disappointed in her. 
 
    Aaden smoothed his thin goatee starting under his nose and then down to his chin. He had remained silent during Talise’s game. Now that the emperor sat down across from him, his hands seemed to be shaking. She noticed a light line of sweat under his shiny black hair that made his dark skin glisten. 
 
    She wanted to shake him and tell him to show confidence before the emperor. He could lose the game before he even started by showing too much fear. 
 
    But rather than be disappointed, the emperor looked rather amused by Aaden’s expression. He finished placing his tablets long before Aaden did, which was honestly ridiculous. 
 
    Aaden could have spent Talise’s entire game deciding how to place his tablets. Apparently, he’d been thinking of nothing at all. His shaking fingers kept moving the tablets from one tile to the next, not willing to commit to any one placement. When he finally finished, his frown said he still wasn’t happy with the result. 
 
    Too bad for him because Emperor Flarius moved his first tablet and Aaden had to play. 
 
    He lost. 
 
    It didn’t take long. The emperor didn’t go easy on Aaden even when it was obvious that Aaden didn’t know Forces very well. Instead, the emperor played as if he expected to win in ten moves or less. 
 
    In the end, it took thirteen. 
 
    Aaden’s face had taken on a green tinge as he pulled at his shirt collar. 
 
    For some reason, this made the emperor laugh. He patted Aaden on the shoulder. “Don’t fret, my boy. Almost everyone loses when they play against me.” 
 
    The emperor’s sudden joviality made Talise more than a little angry. She tightened her fingers into fists and held them under the table where no one could see. How could the emperor be so kind to Aaden when he had played so much worse than her? 
 
    “You will receive one point. You do have some skill in strategy, but not enough to gain two points.” 
 
    At these words, the emperor left his seat and stood before them both with an imposing expression. “Tomorrow, your lessons will begin. Meet in the training hall immediately after breakfast. Now that I have a better idea of your skill level, I know just where to start with your training.” 
 
    He swept out of the room with all the grace of a rusty wheelbarrow. Just before leaving the room, he said, “Don’t be late.”


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TRAINING HALL DIDN’T SEEM LIKE BIG ENOUGH words to describe the vast space Talise now stood in. The size alone was enough to still her breath. It could have held two, maybe three, of the old training building back at the academy. 
 
    The size wasn’t even the most impressive part. The hall contained obstacle courses, weapons, blindfolds, and tools she had never seen before. 
 
    Then there were the bowls. Bowls full of elements, shelves full of bowls, and walls filled from end to end with shelves. 
 
    So many bowls. 
 
    She placed a finger on the nearest contraption, running her finger along the strange metal design. Several guards and servants set up even more contraptions in the four rooms along the back of the training hall. 
 
    She recognized General Gale in the midst of servants running in and out of one of the four rooms. The same moment she saw him was the same moment she recognized Wendy. 
 
    Her friend stood a few steps behind General Gale with eyes wide as she took in the training hall. When she saw Talise, her face brightened, and she ran toward her. 
 
    “You’re here!” Wendy said, nearly bouncing out of her shoes in delight. 
 
    Talise took her friend’s hands in a quick squeeze. “Yes!” Talise looked over her shoulder. In a quieter voice she said, “But Aaden is here too.” 
 
    Wendy waved a hand through the air. “Oh, I already know all about that. General Gale explained about the trials. The first one was yesterday, right? How did you do?” 
 
    Talise wished they were in a more private place. If they had been, she would have told Wendy all about Aaden’s father and how she wasn’t sure if Aaden could be trusted. But with more palace workers entering the training hall, she decided to save that conversation for another time. 
 
    Instead, Talise grinned. “I got three points. Out of three.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Wendy said. “I bet the emperor was wildly impressed.” 
 
    Talise’s bottom lip ended up between her teeth as she looked away. “Uh, not really. But Aaden only got one point, so at least I’m doing better than that.” Forcing herself to look back, Talise said, “But what about you? Are you officially a palace worker?” 
 
    Wendy tapped the silver pin on her tunic with a triumphant smile. “I finished the paperwork last night. I wrote a letter to my mother and father, and General Gale said the palace servants could get it delivered in one day. One! Oh, and Claye is here too.” 
 
    When Talise glanced through the room, Wendy laughed. “No, not in this room. I just mean he’s working at the palace. He’s in the gardens right now. Apparently, they’re testing him in a few different jobs to see where he does best.” 
 
    Her search of the room hadn’t helped her find Claye, but it did remind Talise of another question she had. “How’s your brother? He still works at the palace, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen Cyrus yet. General Gale said he would find out where he’s assigned, and I should see him soon.” Wendy snapped to attention when General Gale beckoned her toward him. She gave a quick wave to Talise and was soon off with General Gale. 
 
    Wendy hadn’t seen her brother yet, and Talise still hadn’t seen any of the Master Shapers. Since the Master Shapers were on an assignment in the Gate, the middle ring of Kamdaria, it was probably unrelated. Before she could consider it anymore, her thoughts were immediately interrupted by another voice. 
 
    “That was your friend?” Aaden asked. 
 
    Apparently, this mixture of fear and excitement was doomed to spark inside her every time he made an appearance. Talise nodded. “Wendy. She started academy training in the Gate but came to the elite academy here in the Crown once she started the second stage of training. We’ve been friends ever since.” 
 
    “For five years?” Aaden asked, sliding his thumb across the tips of his fingers. 
 
    As Talise nodded, a strange look came over his eyes. Though they didn’t change colors, his eyes seemed to lose their warmth. A shadow clouded over them as a darkness spread over the rest of his features. Somehow, his eyes looked older and heavier than they should have in a person who was only eighteen. 
 
    Could he be thinking of an old friend? A lost friend? Or was he thinking of something else entirely? His father? 
 
    The emperor appeared before Talise could consider this any further. He wore practical clothing today. Nothing like the silks and furs she was used to seeing on him. In fact, his brown canvas clothing looked nearly the same as the tunic and pants that she wore. 
 
    She shifted on her feet, trying to turn inward. Out of sight. Invisible. She didn’t like the idea of looking like the emperor, even if it was just because of their clothes. 
 
    The emperor looked over the two of them with a more affectionate expression that he’d shown in the past two days. “Before we begin,” he said. “Do you have any questions for me?” 
 
    Both she and Aaden uncomfortably shook their heads, but the emperor pressed. “Come now, you’ve been in the palace for two days. I’m sure you must have some questions.” 
 
    Aaden seemed to be eager to gain the emperor’s approval because he merely shook his head and flashed a winning smile. 
 
    Talise inched her hand upward, biting her bottom lip as she did. She raised one small finger to get the emperor’s attention. When he noticed, he flinched. Or maybe that was her imagination. 
 
    He gestured with a hand for her to go on. 
 
    Even after clearing her throat, her voice sounded so much smaller than she meant it to sound. “I was wondering when we’ll get to meet the other Master Shapers.” 
 
    This time she definitely didn’t imagine the grimace on the emperor’s face. He turned away to examine a nearby weapon. “I already told you. You’ll meet the other Master Shapers when you have finished the trials. The second trial takes place in a month.” 
 
    The emperor didn’t hide his disdain as he glanced back at her. He nodded once as if to say, That is the end of that. 
 
    “I have a question,” Aaden said. 
 
    She didn’t know if he was purposefully trying to bring the emperor’s attention away from her, but he did, and she was grateful. 
 
    Aaden walked toward a table with weapons spread across it. The emperor followed after him. “Was this sword forged by Artisan Graund?” Aaden asked. 
 
    Now the emperor smiled. Nothing about Talise ever seemed to pique his interest. No, only when Aaden pointed out an interesting detail did the emperor manage to convey an emotion other than disappointment. 
 
    With a growing smile, the emperor said, “Yes, that’s right. Very impressive. Aritsan Graund’s expertise is well known, but not many can pick it out.” 
 
    The emperor waved them to the middle of the training room as he continued speaking. “Now that you are Master Shapers, you no longer have a primary element. Now you must become equally skilled at all four of them. We will begin with air since it is the easiest element.” 
 
    Emperor Flarius planted his feet on the ground and waited for Talise and Aaden to do the same. When they were ready, the emperor levitated a clod of dirt from one of the nearby bowls. He explained that he would throw small dirt clods toward them and they would have to use air shaping to burst the clods until they were dust. 
 
    Even though Talise felt confident about her air shaping, a part of her still wanted to grumble. It probably didn’t matter how good she was. The emperor would most likely fawn over Aaden and shoot disappointed glares her way. 
 
    To her surprise, the emperor sent dirt clods toward them at the same time, which didn’t give her room to worry about how Aaden was faring. Instead, she focused on the exercise, pausing only to tuck a stray hair behind her hair every now and again. Since her black hair fell just below her chin, she wouldn’t be able to pull it back. But maybe tomorrow, she pin the front pieces of it back at least. 
 
    When her arms began to ache from so much shaping, the emperor finally declared that they would move on to the next exercise. She glanced at the ground. 
 
    As she suspected, the dirt on the ground surrounding Aaden had tiny dirt clods. None of his dust was as fine as hers. Still, she always assumed Aaden had trained so much with fire in order to win Master Shaper that he wouldn’t know the other elements as well. That assumption had been proven wrong. 
 
    Aaden did know wind shaping, and he performed better than she would have guessed. 
 
    Also, as she expected, the emperor did fawn over Aaden, and Aaden seemed to enjoy every bit of it. Talise gritted her teeth, more determined than ever. No matter what they did next, she’d train with more ferocity until the emperor had to notice her. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    ONE WEEK LATER, training hadn’t changed much. 
 
    “No, no, no Talise. You must grasp the sword, but don’t strangle it. And try using your fire to heat the blade. It makes the hits more lethal.” 
 
    The emperor always spoke to her like a child. She gripped the hilt of her training sword again and didn’t bother to understand the difference between grasp and strangle. A flood of heat left her fingers and burned through the sword, turning the blade red hot. 
 
    Her fingers flinched when the hilt also began to heat up. It took more concentration than she cared to admit to cool the hilt. It was so easy for her fire shaping to get out of control when she was angry. And she was angry most of the time these days. 
 
    The emperor looked down his nose at her. In the condescending voice he reserved just for her, he said, “Try again. And this time, at least attempt to stay light on your feet. The lumbering around is embarrassing for all of us.” 
 
    She held the sword in front of her and barreled toward the wooden dummy at the end of the room. The heat of the blade created a burn mark on the wood when it landed. Unfortunately, the burn mark landed on the dummy’s arm, much too far from the heart where she was supposed to be aiming. 
 
    A blush warmed her cheeks and neck as she clomped back. 
 
    The emperor didn’t bother to make eye contact with her as she returned. He was too busy giving detailed pointers to Aaden about the perfect twist to deliver on impact to provide the most internal damage. 
 
    They’d finally found an area where Aaden’s skill surpassed Talise’s, and the emperor couldn’t get enough of it. He seemed content to spend the entire day fawning over Aaden. Though strangely, Aaden didn’t seem to enjoy the attention today as much as he usually did. 
 
    “Remember, the twist is just a small flick of the wrist. Your stance and delivery are perfect. If you can add the twist, you’ll have extra killing power.” 
 
    Aaden nodded but his eyes had wandered over to Talise. In one small glance, he conveyed a look of sympathy. Her face flushed as she turned away. She didn’t want his pity. Didn’t need his pity. What she needed was to improve so she could stop disappointing the emperor so much. 
 
    That’s just what she planned to tell Aaden when they met in the library that evening for their nightly studying.


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE GROWLED AS SHE SMACKED A WOODEN rod against the floor. Aaden had the decency not to laugh. 
 
    The emperor wouldn’t let them take any weapons from the training room, but Aaden had somehow found the rod. He insisted the weight and balance were close enough to that of a sword that they could use it to practice. 
 
    “It’s because of your grip,” Aaden said gently. “You want to hold it like you would a baby. Not too tight or you’ll hurt it, but not too loose or you’ll drop it.” 
 
    “How many babies have you held in your life?” she asked with a scoff. 
 
    The facial hair under his nose fluttered as he let out a nervous chuckle. “Not that many, I’ll admit, but the analogy is still helpful.” 
 
    She let out a snort as she backed up to the wall. Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated on the small black dot Aaden had drawn at the other end of the library. It really was embarrassing how terrible she was at fighting. In elemental training she excelled. When she and Aaden played Forces, she always beat him, even when she was trying to let him win. But swords? 
 
    Her movements were always too gentle or too sharp or too weak. Never good enough. 
 
    “Go,” Aaden said. 
 
    On his command, she barreled toward the black dot, and this time she felt it when her grip was too tight. Enough to strangle a full-grown man, let alone a baby. Okay, so maybe Aaden’s analogy was somewhat helpful. 
 
    She missed the mark by an entire hand’s length this time. Before she could throw the rod to the ground and stomp on it, Aaden was at her side. 
 
    “Hold it again, like you did just now.” 
 
    She always wanted to argue with everything he said, just because he made it too fun. But she also wanted to get this right, so she complied without question. 
 
    While gripping the rod, she could feel her muscles straining like silk fabric right before it ripped in half. 
 
    He stepped closer until she could feel her shoulder brushing across his chest. 
 
    “Can you try to loosen your grip?” The breath from his words landed on her neck, sending a shiver down her spine. 
 
    Could he hear how fast her heart was pounding? She hoped not. 
 
    “Like this?” The rod nearly slipped from her fingers, but she didn’t drop it. That had to be an improvement, didn’t it? 
 
    Trying to ignore the tingling under her skin, she focused on her grip. She knew it was too loose, but when she tried to tighten it, the muscle strain returned. 
 
    Before she could loosen her grip again, Aaden wrapped his hand over hers. A flood of heat streamed through her skin just like it did every time they touched. 
 
    Where had all the air gone? Someone couldn’t just forget how to breathe, could they? 
 
    “It’s right here,” he said, touching the knuckle at the bottom of her thumb. “This is where you’re straining too hard. 
 
    Of course she could feel it now that he pointed it out. But she was having a devilish time relaxing anything now that his chest was pressed firmly against the back of her shoulder. 
 
    Suddenly she was questioning her loyalty to the emperor, to Kamdaria, to everything. Aaden’s father had inadvertently given away secrets that led to the deaths of the royal family. His actions nearly destroyed Kamdaria. 
 
    Despite what the emperor thought, Talise was certain Aaden wasn’t as innocent as he seemed. At the very least, he lacked restraint, which was especially obvious given how his thumb kept tracing circles over her knuckle. 
 
    Unfortunately, her own restraint had a difficult time convincing herself that she needed to pull away. The warmth in his hand was pleasant and it helped to relax her grip. Somehow, she was holding the rod in a whole new way. Firm but not tight. 
 
    “Yes,” Aaden said. “Do you feel how much better that is?” 
 
    She nodded in reply, afraid that if she opened her mouth, she’d say something she’d regret. Something silly like how the warmth in Aaden’s hands matched the warmth in his eyes. 
 
    She felt a breath even closer to her neck than before and she sensed a moment of hesitation in Aaden. His hand was ready to move away, ready for her to try again with her new grip, yet he didn’t move. 
 
    “What are you two doing over there? Dancing lessons?” 
 
    Talise whirled around to face Wendy as she entered the library, simultaneously grateful and irritated by her appearance. The rod nearly clattered to the ground as she lost her grip. Tightening her fingers around it, she said, “Sword lessons.” 
 
    “Aren’t swords supposed to be sharp?” Wendy asked as she gave a sideways glance at Aaden. 
 
    His face didn’t reveal any emotion, but Talise knew from how he flexed his jaw that he was purely irritated at Wendy’s sudden appearance. 
 
    Talise pushed past him and joined Wendy at one of the tables. She dropped the wooden rod on top. “The emperor won’t let us take the weapons out of the training room, but Aaden says this is a good enough substitute for practice.” 
 
    Aaden lowered himself into the chair next to Talise without a word. He didn’t seem to notice the suspicious glance Wendy threw at him. 
 
    “You are here,” Claye said, his black hair disheveled as he came through the doorway. 
 
    Wendy nodded. “They were over there in the corner dancing.” 
 
    “We were not dancing,” Talise said, trying not to notice how Claye’s eyebrow cocked upward. They’d been friends for years, but his teasing still irritated her more than it should have. 
 
    “Did you learn anything?” Aaden asked Claye. The words came out in a rush, sounding a little too forced. It was always like this when others were around. Aaden’s words felt like a pebble dropping into a still pond. Unnatural and causing a ripple that always took a moment or two to settle. 
 
    “Yeah,” Clay finally said. “We’ve been planting hedge bushes all over the palace garden.” 
 
    Talise leaned forward, eager for every word. She and Aaden had been trying to guess what their second trial would be. It helped that Wendy and Claye saw a lot more of the palace than they did. 
 
    “One of the head gardeners complained that the hedge maze was ruining the aesthetic of the gardens,” Claye said. 
 
    “A maze.” Talise sat up straighter while a flood of ideas danced through her mind. 
 
    Claye sat back in his chair lacing his fingers behind his head. “Maybe. But maybe the gardener just meant it as a metaphor.” 
 
    Wendy pulled a hidden pastry from her bag. “Just think of all the possibilities. There could be obstacles around every corner. Things you have to use your shaping to get past, things you have to run past.” 
 
    “Beasts.” Again, everyone stilled for a moment as if they had all forgotten Aaden was there until he spoke. 
 
    As usual, Talise was the first to come back to herself. “I don’t think the emperor would use something as dangerous as beasts for something that’s only a trial.” 
 
    “He might.” Aaden held a challenge in his stare. It was times like this that she thought he enjoyed their arguing as much as she did. 
 
    She really hoped no one could see the rush of heat that had just risen in her cheeks. This had to stop. As they sat there discussing the possibility of a maze, Talise made a decision. 
 
    She couldn’t be alone with Aaden. Every time he looked at her, it made her insides jumble. No matter how she scolded herself for trusting him, she found herself wanting to spill her deepest secrets whenever they were together. 
 
    It was probably some ruse. He was probably trying to get in her head, so she’d do poorly in the next trial. Even though they weren’t competing against each other, she was pretty sure he still remembered that she had three points and he had one. 
 
    No matter how much she wanted to trust him, she couldn’t. No more late-night study sessions in the library. At least not without Wendy or Claye around. Otherwise, there was no telling what secrets she might let out. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    ANOTHER TWO WEEKS passed and now the second trial was only a week away. After so much speculation, the growing maze in the garden was all the proof they needed. 
 
    Their training sessions seemed to get longer with each passing day. Talise ran through a field as fast as her legs would carry her. Her eyes glanced side to side, desperate to pick out a target. She spotted one in the corner of her vision and noticed its color almost a hair too late. 
 
    Blue. 
 
    Fire flooded her veins as she shaped a ball of water out of a nearby pond, turned it to ice, and then threw it at the target all in one fluid motion. 
 
    Her legs carried her forward as she searched out the next target. 
 
    Red. And nearly hidden behind a bush. 
 
    She shaped a burst of wind at it so hard, it almost knocked the target to the ground. 
 
    Nearing the end of the training course, she didn’t expect to see another target, but an orange one practically jumped out at her a few steps from the finish line. 
 
    She shaped a messy fire ball and hit the target just as she stepped over the line. 
 
    Aaden was grinning wildly, impressed by her speed and skill. He had done well too. Over the last four weeks, his shaping had improved, his strategy had improved, even his conversational skills had improved. 
 
    It made her all the more determined to have other people around when they were together. 
 
    “Next time,” the emperor said through his teeth as he glared down at her. “Don’t forget to shield your eyes when you do a fire ball that big.” 
 
    Aaden balked at the emperor’s words. “Did you see how fast she was going? She didn’t even need to shield her eyes. That was amazing!” It could have been her imagination, but Aaden seemed to show the barest hint of irritation when his eyes flicked toward the emperor. 
 
    The emperor spared him a single glance before he snapped his fingers and began walking back to the palace. “I’m leaving tonight for an assignment in the Gate.” 
 
    “With the Master Shapers?” Talise asked. 
 
    The emperor continued as if he hadn’t heard her, even though she was pretty sure he had. “You must spend the next week training together. I will see you again in exactly one week. The morning of the second trial.”


 
   
  
 

 NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT HAD BEEN A MIRACLE, BUT TALISE managed to keep a guard or two close by any time she and Aaden had to train together. In the evening, she relied on Wendy. 
 
    Soon enough, the day of the second trial arrived. Lush green hedges towered overhead in the palace garden. Their branches were so tight and the leaves so dense, it was almost impossible to pull them apart. A wisteria-covered arch marked the entrance to the maze and immediately to its left, a tiger lily arch marked its exit. 
 
    The only other clue she had to the inside of the maze was the sound of a trickling stream. 
 
    She did her best to avoid eye contact with the emperor as he made a show of preparing them for the trial. He hadn’t answered any of her questions about where he had been or what he had been doing in his week-long absence. 
 
    The best thing she could do now was focus on the maze. 
 
    “Points will be awarded based on time it takes to complete the maze,” the emperor said. “Just like last time, the highest possible number of points is three and the lowest possible is zero. You may begin.” 
 
    Talise felt his stare on her back as she entered the maze. The hedges grew far enough apart that there was just enough room for her and Aaden to walk side by side. 
 
    She didn’t look at him as they traipsed down the path. Instead, she kept her eyes sharply on the point ahead where the path diverged. She could go right, or she could go left. At the end of the path, she gave a quick glance to Aaden. 
 
    His eyes shone, almost begging her to stay with him. The maze would probably be easier if they went through it together. She shoved the thought away and returned his glance with a glare. 
 
    Without a word, he understood. They would not be traveling together. 
 
    He nodded once and lumbered off to the left with his hands raised, ready to shape. She turned her back on him and turned to the right. 
 
    The light trickling of the stream sounded closer with each step she took. Before she could imagine what obstacle might lie ahead, she turned a corner and walked right off a cliffside. 
 
    Her heart nearly leapt outside her chest as she arched her back to grab the rock where her feet had just been. Unable to reach the rock in time, she reached for a root growing out of the cliffside. 
 
    The muscles in her fingers strained as she gripped the root with all her might. Her heart pounded, and a tiny part of her wished that Aaden was there. He could have pulled her to safety. 
 
    Then again, if he had been there, maybe he would have fallen off the cliff and she would have tumbled off behind him, and then they would both be in peril. 
 
    Better to be alone. 
 
    With her thoughts firmly away from Aaden, she stuck her toe into the cliffside, searching for a foothold. It wasn’t until then that she realized the trickling stream was flowing just below her feet. 
 
    Glancing down, her heart stopped for a moment. The sight caused her a moment of fear, but now that the moment had passed, her brain started working. She wasn’t as far from the ground as she realized. If she did fall, it probably wouldn’t cause more than a few rough bruises. But that wasn’t what caught her attention. 
 
    The trickling stream underfoot gave her an idea. If she could shape the water under her like a staircase, she could freeze it, and then climb up to the path. Now that the idea took hold, it seemed so obvious. Surely, the emperor must have designed this obstacle with her ice shaping in mind. 
 
    The fire in her veins felt like a warm hug after the icy fear had gone through her. When it came time to shape the water staircase into ice, she held off as long as possible, savoring the warmth inside. 
 
    Soon enough, she climbed up the ice steps and put her feet firmly on the path. As she melted the ice, the sound of the stream distracted her once again. 
 
    An old memory came to the front of her mind. It was so old, the edges of it crinkled and blurred as she tried to recall the details. 
 
    She had been sitting on the edge of a stream with her knees up to her chin. Her arms were wrapped around her legs so tight, the muscles in them burned. The faint sounds of people screaming at each other was just close enough that the stream couldn’t drown it out. The smell of chrysanthemums filled the air. She remembered the salty taste in her mouth as tears snuck in through the corners of her mouth. 
 
    She had been so young at the time it was hard to believe her memory even went back that far. 
 
    She hadn’t been by the stream for long before Marmie found her. Her hair was thick back then, with no trace of gray. Or maybe Talise’s memory was playing tricks on her. Marmie had said nothing as she sat down by Talise. 
 
    Marmie had stuck her fingers in the stream and flicked the water at Talise, trying to get her to play. But Talise only buried her face in her knees with a loud sniff. 
 
    This was where the memory lost its crinkled edges. The details sharpened and Talise could close her eyes, and it was like she was there. 
 
    Marmie gently rubbed her back. “It will be all right, love. When people are scared, they often act like they are angry. But everything will be okay. You’ll see.” 
 
    That’s when the screaming had gotten louder. Marmie said nothing then. She just squeezed Talise’s shoulders, making her feel much more important than the child she was. 
 
    That had always been the hardest thing for Talise to bear. The screaming. But Marmie had been right about the fear. She saw it every day while she lived in the Storm. People were always angry and picking fights, but only because their bellies were so empty. 
 
    Talise shook her head bringing her back to the present moment. After brushing away a tear, she was even more glad Aaden had gone the other way. She didn’t need him thinking the maze had made her cry. It wasn’t the maze at all. It was Marmie and the emptiness in her heart that was so much heavier than an empty stomach. 
 
    With a swallow, Talise marched forward. This time she moved at a slower pace so she wouldn’t go careening off any more cliffs. 
 
    Her skin prickled with anticipation as she followed the maze. There didn’t seem to be any paths until the very end. Even then, it wasn’t much of an opening. But that wouldn’t stop her. Maybe that was part of the trial. 
 
    She pushed through the tiny opening and continued. The next three obstacles were nothing more than dead ends. On her fourth dead end, she let out a huff. 
 
    She tried prying the branches apart in one of the hedges to get a look on the other side of it. 
 
    No luck. 
 
    Then she had a devious thought. One she knew the emperor would not approve of. He would call it a trick. Dirty. 
 
    But she’d been in the maze long enough, and she really, really wanted to beat Aaden this time. With her hand hovering under the bottom of a hedge, she shaped a fire into her palm. 
 
    The fire licked at the leaves and branches, but it barely even smoked, and certainly never burned. It took several more tries before she gave up completely. 
 
    She kicked the hedge for good measure before she stormed off. The emperor must have had some of the palace workers shape extra water into the branches and leaves so they couldn’t be burned. 
 
    It irritated her that the emperor had already guessed she would try something like that. The only consolation was that Aaden would probably try it too. And he would also fail. 
 
    Talise went all the way back to the trickling stream before she looked at up the sky. Using the sun’s position, she followed a path that she hoped would get her out of the maze. This time, she met much more exciting obstacles than just dead ends. 
 
    On one path, there was a gaping hole with a pile of dirt nearby. At first, she tried filling the hole, but there wasn’t enough dirt. After abandoning that idea, she shaped the dirt into a bridge and walked over it. 
 
    Another obstacle required her to shape wind to move vines of wisteria out of the path, and through another, she had to burn a hole through an ice wall. 
 
    The best part of that ice wall was the fact that it had absolutely no holes melted into it before she got there. That meant Aaden hadn’t found it yet. Her spirits lifted even higher when she rounded the nearest corner and saw the sun’s light streaming in through the maze’s exit. 
 
    With a victorious smile, she walked out of the maze. She tried not to be too proud of herself. The emperor would probably goad her for the prideful expression. She managed to set her face into something more neutral, but that didn’t stop her from being excited. 
 
    She had now beaten Aaden in two of the trials. And she thought the maze trial had gone reasonably well. It hadn’t taken her that long to find the exit. 
 
    Once the heat from the sun shone down on her hair, the excitement she felt barreled down to the bottom of her stomach. 
 
    Aaden was waving his hands through the air, in the midst of some story and the emperor was hanging onto every word. The emperor let out a breezy laugh before either of them noticed Talise on the path. 
 
    Aaden saw her first. He stopped midsentence and his face dropped. Something lingered there. She wanted to call it anticipation, but deep down she knew it looked more like pity. 
 
    His face was nothing compared to the emperor’s. Emperor Flarius glanced at the nearby clock tower and clucked his tongue. His lip curled in disgust. 
 
    She had a feeling she did not want to hear what he was about to say.


 
   
  
 

 TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE’S MUSCLES WENT RIGID AS THE EMPEROR prepared to speak. His mouth curved downward while his nostrils flared with each breath. Apparently reasonably well was the farthest thing from how she had done in the maze. 
 
    For a moment, she wasn’t sure whether the emperor would yell at her or storm off before she could speak. Once he sucked in a breath, she knew exactly what was coming. She braced herself for the yelling. 
 
    “That was embarrassingly poor.” He hadn’t raised his voice, but the disappointment dripped off his words like acid. 
 
    Her feet begged her to take a step back, to re-enter the maze, to run away, anything. Somehow, she convinced them to stay. 
 
    The emperor slammed a fist against his palm, and this time, he did raise his voice. “You excelled in the strategy trial, but you have absolutely no common sense. None! Kamdaria needs shapers who can do more than pretty demonstrations and tricks in a board game.” 
 
    “It’s not her fault,” Aaden said. From the way he took a step back, it seemed like he had spoken louder than even he expected. 
 
    “Of course it’s her fault,” the emperor said, never breaking eye contact with Talise while he punctuated each of his words with perfect precision. “She had as much opportunity to find the shortcut as you did. It was right by the entrance. If you were able to find it so quickly, she shouldn’t have been far behind.” 
 
    The words hit Talise in the chest sinking down like rocks. A shortcut right by the entrance? In a flash, she understood the trial. It was all a trick. A ruse. The huge hedges. The simple obstacles. It was all designed to look like a difficult trial, but the true test was in common sense. 
 
    Right at the beginning, there were two places to go. Left or right. When she chose right and nearly fell off a cliff, she should have gone back to the beginning and gone left instead. The way Aaden went. If she had done that, she would have found the shortcut almost as quickly as he had. 
 
    But she hadn’t done that. Instead, she found a tiny path that was never meant to be used. 
 
    Aaden stood in front of the emperor now with his hands almost in fists at his side. “We decided to separate at the beginning of the maze. I went toward the shortcut, so she had to go the other way. It’s not her fault it took her so long. She was just trying to give me space.” 
 
    The emperor spared a small glance at Aaden before he pushed past him to sneer down at Talise, raising his head to its full height. “Then you shouldn’t have separated. You could have passed the trial with flying colors, but now I don’t know if you deserve any points at all.” 
 
    Aaden’s fingers clenched into fists, but he stayed rooted to his spot. At least he did until the emperor spoke again. 
 
    “Despicable,” the emperor said so forcefully that a spray of spittle shot out of his mouth. Somehow, Talise resisted the urge to wipe the speck that landed on her forehead. 
 
    Aaden’s fists grew tighter. He stepped in front of Talise, blocking her from the emperor’s view. “Stop lecturing her,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Aaden.” Talise touched his arm, which prompted him to face her. “Stop,” she said. 
 
    He kept his eyes firmly locked on hers until the emperor spoke again. “She knows she performed dismally. She deserves these words.” 
 
    Aaden let out a huff and for a moment, Talise was certain she could see a ring of fire in Aaden’s eyes. “She did great. She always does great. She didn’t find the shortcut, but she still got through the maze. It didn’t take her that long. Judging by the marks on her hands, she had to fight through some of the obstacles, so she probably didn’t just do okay. She probably did amazing.” 
 
    Talise was looking at her hands before she could stop herself. They were covered in red welts from when she had held onto that root for dear life. How had Aaden even noticed that? 
 
    “Kamdaria needs better than this!” the emperor shouted. He was glaring at Talise after sidestepping Aaden so he could meet her eye. 
 
    Aaden immediately stood in the way again, this time raising his fists ever so slightly from his sides. “It’s not like she’s going to be leading an entire army on her own any time soon. We’ll have the other Master Shapers to help us with whatever we do. You have to stop being so hard on her.” 
 
    The emperor stopped shifting in attempt to meet Talise’s eye, and his whole body went rigid. Talise wanted to tell Aaden to run, but she knew that would only make things worse. He never should have gotten involved in this. He should have stopped when she told him to stop. She didn’t need him defending her like this. It would only lower whatever status he had with the emperor. 
 
    Emperor Flarius leaned in so close to Aaden that Aaden arched back uncomfortably. In a low, punctuated voice, he said, “I. Am. The emperor.” 
 
    Aaden gulped. 
 
    The emperor drew his eyebrows together. “I would think long and hard before you question my training methods again.” 
 
    Though the words couldn’t have been spoken in a more threatening voice, Aaden’s jaw flexed for several seconds. Clearly, he was still considering whether he should defend Talise. 
 
    She wished she could speak to him without the emperor hearing. She didn’t need him to defend her. She really didn’t. Doing that would only make him lose grace in the emperor’s eyes. 
 
    The two of them stood for a few more moments in a heated staring contest. In the end, Aaden broke. Just like he should have much earlier. He didn’t apologize, but Aaden did bow his head low enough that his shoulders bent too. 
 
    The emperor seemed appeased by this. For now. 
 
    He stood to his full height again, while Aaden continued to bow. Apparently, it was now beneath Emperor Flarius to make eye contact with Talise. Instead, he spoke into the wind. 
 
    “Your next trial will be in another month. You will train with me…” Now he turned to Talise and pinned her with a stare that felt sharper than a knife. “Unless I decide it isn’t worth my time to work with someone as incompetent as you.” 
 
    Talise felt her soul crush to dust as he turned and marched away. 
 
    He couldn’t stop training her. He couldn’t. He couldn’t give up on her now.


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE EYED THE FORCES BOARD CAREFULLY. WENDY sat across from her, but Aaden sat to her side. Talise was only a few moves away from winning, and then it would be Aaden’s turn to play the winner. For the fifth time in a row, she wondered if there was a way to let Wendy win. 
 
    If Talise won and no one else was here to keep Wendy busy during Talise’s game with Aaden, then Wendy might leave. And then Talise would be alone with Aaden. The game board did not have any sympathy for Talise’s predicament. 
 
    She couldn’t throw the game without Aaden knowing. The huff she wanted to let out obediently stayed in her mouth as she jumped her fire tablet over one of Wendy’s blank tablets. 
 
    Wendy let out a groan. “How did I not see that? I should have seen that!” 
 
    Aaden’s shoulders twitched with the chuckle she knew he was holding in. He saw it. He had used almost the exact same move on Talise the night before when he finally won his first Forces game against her. The emperor would have been proud. 
 
    Wendy triumphantly placed a waterfall tablet on top of Talise’s fire tablet. 
 
    Exactly as Talise expected. 
 
    It almost hurt as Talise double-jumped to earn two more of Wendy’s blank tablets. 
 
    Wendy’s mouth dropped, and then she began grumbling to herself. Before she could make a move, Claye entered the library wearing dirt smudges on his face and arms. 
 
    Talise let out an inaudible breath of relief. Now Wendy would stay even after their game ended. What took him so long? 
 
    “I decided,” Claye said as he fell into the chair next to Wendy, “that gardening is murder.” 
 
    Wendy let out a twinkling laugh as she moved her next tablet. Her investment in the game seemed to vanish. “And what dreadful task did they have you working on today?” 
 
    Claye let out a loud sigh and buried his head in his arms. 
 
    For the briefest moment, Aaden made eye contact with Talise. One of his eyebrows cocked up and back down so fast, Talise would have missed it back at the academy. But she knew him better now. Those micro-expressions were becoming more familiar than she cared to admit. 
 
    “We had to plant about a thousand vegetable seeds.” 
 
    Wendy tried to stifle her giggle. “Oh, you poor thing. Make you plant seeds? How could they?” 
 
    Claye’s head shot up. “No, you don’t understand. They made us do it by hand. We couldn’t use shaping at all. They said knowing how to do it without shaping will make us better when we do it with shaping. I think they just wanted us to suffer.” 
 
    Wendy giggled while Talise prompted the final fight in their game of Forces. Wendy hardly even glanced at the board while Talise took the rest of her blank tablets. 
 
    Claye made a great show of massaging the tips of his fingers. “The only thing this planting accomplished is a guarantee that I won’t break any laws in the entirety of my life.” 
 
    “Why?” Talise asked, giving him a sideways glance. 
 
    Claye raised his eyebrows as if telling her the answer was obvious. “Because then I’d have to go to the Storm and always plant seeds by hand. No crime is worth that.” 
 
    Wendy was laughing again. And wiping the smudges off Claye’s arm with the cloth she had used to wrap her now-eaten pastry. 
 
    “Did you have to plant seeds by hand?” Aaden’s voice surprised them all, but Talise especially didn’t expect him to be looking at her with such intensity. Did her heart really have to stop every time he looked at her? This was getting a bit ridiculous. 
 
    “Why would Talise have to plant seeds by hand?” Claye asked with a laugh. “She’s a Master Shaper. I doubt either of you will ever have to work in the garden.” 
 
    Aaden’s eyes left hers, and suddenly she could breathe again. 
 
    “I meant when she lived in the Storm.” 
 
    Something inside of Claye shifted at the sound of these words. It must have just been surprise, but his eyes widened a little more than necessary. For a moment he looked older. Wiser. 
 
    But the moment was gone in half a breath and his normal expression returned. “I didn’t know you were from the Storm.” 
 
    “I did,” Wendy said, giving up on a particularly large dirt smudge. 
 
    In a flash, the other expression on Claye’s face returned. It seemed strange until Talise finally recognized the way his lip curled. He was jealous. 
 
    It made some sense she supposed. Claye came to the elite academy at the same time as Wendy, and the three of them had all been friends ever since. But surely, he must have known she wasn’t as close to him as she was with Wendy. 
 
    He tucked his shoulders back as he glanced at Wendy. With an attempt at indifference he asked, “Why did you know that and not me?” 
 
    Those words earned him a light smack from Wendy. “Stop getting all huffy. Did you like to broadcast that you were from the Gate when you first got to the elite academy? Of course not. We were all embarrassed to be from the Gate instead of the Crown. How do you think Talise felt when she was from the Storm?” 
 
    Claye frowned as Wendy began cleaning the dirt smudges on his face, but he didn’t say anything else. 
 
    With a swallow, Talise cleared the Forces board for her game with Aaden. Wendy stood up to let Aaden take her place, but instead of sitting down, she linked her arm around Claye’s. “Come on,” she said. “This cloth isn’t helping at all. Let’s go into the kitchen to get you cleaned up.” 
 
    Claye complied without a word of argument, which normally would have been impressive. Instead, it left a hollow feeling at the bottom of Talise’s stomach that was quickly filling up with fear. 
 
    Now she and Aaden would be alone. 
 
    Talise kept her eyes on the board while she placed her tablets. She didn’t even look up when the door closed behind Wendy and Claye. Best not to take any chances with eye contact. 
 
    They made their first few moves in silence. After the fifth move, Aaden cleared his throat. “So, did you have to plant seeds by hand?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” Talise’s throat was suddenly dry. She felt Aaden’s eyes on her, but luckily, he didn’t press the conversation. 
 
    Another few moves passed in silence. She probably should have felt grateful. Instead, she felt awful for cutting off the conversation so soon. But Aaden didn’t need an explanation. Why should she have to give all her secrets away? 
 
    Aaden cleared his throat again as he moved his fire tablet. Even with her eyes on the board, she could see him slide his tongue over his lips. He was thinking, trying to get the words just right. She hated herself for knowing that. 
 
    He placed his fire tablet, and before she could make her move, he said, “My father…” He swallowed. 
 
    It didn’t matter how determined she’d been to avoid eye contact earlier. Now her eyes lifted straight to his. She tried not to notice the brim of tears settling at the bottom of his eyelids. 
 
    “My father got a little too friendly one night and told a stranger all about the palace guards. He gave away secrets like how often the guards changed and what weaknesses in security it exploited. He never intended to give so much away. He was only bragging to a stranger. He never wanted anyone to get hurt.” 
 
    Here, Aaden rolled his hand into a fist and curled his other hand over it. He held both hands under his chin while his eyes wandered off to a back corner of the room, staring but not seeing. 
 
    “The stranger was a member of Kessoku. They used my father’s secrets to infiltrate the palace and murder the royal family.” 
 
    Talise’s heart pounded so hard that the pulse shook through her entire body. Beat after beat ringing in her eardrums, pulsing in her toes. Even holding her breath couldn’t calm the merciless drumming. 
 
    Words came to her lips, but they all fell away before she could speak them. Those words wouldn’t do. Still, the pounding in her heart thumped. 
 
    Finally, she said, “I know.” 
 
    The blurry look in Aaden’s eyes disappeared as he shifted to focus on her. 
 
    A wave of shame burned through her skin. She wrung her fingers in her lap, hoping he wouldn’t notice how she chewed on her bottom lip. With her eyes averted, she whispered, “The servants talk about you when they think I’m not listening.” 
 
    Every feature on Aaden’s face hardened. He nodded once, and she could see how much effort he used to pretend he didn’t care. But as surely as he hated his past, she could see that he was hurt. That servants, people who should have been below him, whispered and gossiped about him in such an unkind way was awful. 
 
    His throat swelled as he swallowed. He moved a blank tablet on the Forces board and went back to staring off in the distance. 
 
    Talise allowed her mind to be filled with strategy for the game. She imagined tablets in different positions and guessed moves Aaden would make in response to hers. It helped to have something to think about because she couldn’t imagine what else to say. 
 
    A few moves later, Aaden broke the silence. “I’ve been angry for so long. Even when I realized I might escape the Storm by becoming Master Shaper, I still wanted revenge against my father. He ruined my life. I know he regretted it, but he never regretted it enough. And I was scared to go to the Storm. All I could think about were the faces of my future children—weak and starving. That image gave me all the motivation I needed to become worthy of being Master Shaper.” 
 
    He set his next tablet down with so much force, she thought the slate might chip. 
 
    His lip curled. “But I think what disgusted me the most was the truth that my father did this to me. I was motivated to become Master Shaper in order to protect my future children, people I haven’t even met yet. My father didn’t even love his only child enough to keep himself from making a disastrous mistake that would send me to the Storm.” 
 
    It should have been easy to keep tears out of her eyes. She knew the story, had already guessed Aaden’s part in it. But his words cut into her, knifing away at all her defenses. If it hadn’t been for years of practicing restraint, she probably would have reached out and taken his hand. Who knew what problems that might have caused? 
 
    When he looked back into her eyes, it melted a hole straight through her heart. His eyes were heavy, but they held purpose. And they were warm. So warm. Dark brown like tree bark but with flecks of orange and gold, especially around the middle. His eyebrows hovered over them in a sweet and open way. Too open. 
 
    “I know the past hurts.” His velvet-soft voice floated through the air, touching her to the core. “I know it hurts. But trying to ignore it will only make things worse.” 
 
    She wrapped both arms around her stomach, pulling them tight as she stared at the ground. She had heard his unspoken words. “I can’t talk about it yet,” she said, trying not to think of Marmie’s gray hair and kind eyes. “The memories are too painful.” 
 
    He looked at her carefully before he nodded and glanced back at the game. This disarmed her more than anything. He had opened up to her so much, admitted to things he maybe had not admitted to anyone else. And now he was perfectly happy to continue the game and not push her any further. 
 
    Her gut twisted and knotted when she confronted the truth. He had opened himself up to her, but he hadn’t done it for himself. He hadn’t done it to get things off his chest or to share the burden with someone else. He had done it merely so she felt more comfortable sharing difficult things about her own past. 
 
    It was the selflessness that did her in. If he’d shown even an inkling of scheming or desire, she could have easily kept her mouth shut. 
 
    But here he sat with such genuine care that the words began speaking themselves. 
 
    “It’s just that I’m still grieving.” 
 
    Aaden had the decency to keep his eyes on the Forces board. 
 
    “Marmie died and I couldn’t be at her funeral. They don’t keep grave records in the Storm. I don’t even know where she was buried, and since I wasn’t at the funeral, I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to find her grave.” 
 
    The Forces board was forgotten now. She could see how Aaden’s jaw almost dropped and how he had caught it at the last second. Now that the words had started, they continued to flow. “And that’s not even the worst part. Marmie’s grave is bare. Without me to make a mark on her grave, she has nothing. I couldn’t be at her funeral, and now her grave will stand in shame, not a single mark to honor her life.” 
 
    Sorrow lined the edges of Aaden’s eyes, not replacing the warmth, but enhancing it. “Don’t you have any other family in the Storm? Anyone else who could mark her grave?” 
 
    Talise pulled her arms in closer as she shook her head. She knew Aaden had other questions. She could see them in his eyes. What happened to the rest of your family? Did they die too? Or were you forced to live in the Storm because of something Marmie’s parents did? And if so, how long were you there? 
 
    But Aaden didn’t ask any of those questions. He just stared, letting his eyes do all the speaking. 
 
    She gulped and looked away. “And now we have to do these stupid trials to prove we’re worthy to be Master Shapers. To prove we’re honorable.” She winced. “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    She got to her feet, and in her haste, she jumbled the tablets on the Forces board, ruining their game. She didn’t care. “I was the last of Marmie’s family, and I didn’t even leave a mark on her grave. How can I claim to have honor now?” 
 
    Aaden didn’t call after her as she fled from the room. He didn’t follow her either, which she appreciated especially with a fresh sheet of tears falling down her cheeks. 
 
    This was exactly the reason she couldn’t be alone with Aaden. It had been everything she suspected but worse. She couldn’t allow herself to be alone with him again, or he would peel away her layers one by one until he held every one of her secrets. 
 
    She’d just have to work harder to avoid him. Perhaps it was time to tell Wendy, so she wouldn’t leave them alone again.


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE LEVITATED A SMALL BALL OF WATER over her palm, turned it to ice, and slammed it against the wall. Then, she melted the ice shards and levitated them back to her palm only to start all over again. She worried the wall in her living quarters might show wear if she kept this up for too long, but it calmed her more than pacing the floor did. 
 
    The stained mahogany walls were painted with a glossy layer that had protected them so far. Fire sparked in her veins as she slammed yet another ice ball at the wall. The ice shards flew away harder than they had so far. One of them bumped the rice paper screen she used for dressing. Two more shards landed on the butter-yellow silk of her bed covers. 
 
    Not wanting to get water on the silk, she retrieved the ice shards by hand, then she set about gathering all the other ice shards from around the room. 
 
    Her living quarters were simple, though probably bigger than most of the palace workers. She had a sitting area with a breakfast table, a desk, and a few bookshelves. Her bathroom was bigger than her entire room had been back at the academy. It had a large tub, a decorative sink with gilded gold edges, and a mahogany vanity stained cherry red. The vanity held all sorts of combs, pins, and every other impractical hair thing she could imagine. It didn’t get much use during her training since her hair was short enough to stay out of the way. Occasionally she pinned the front parts of her hair back, but that was it. 
 
    The paints, lipsticks, and other cosmetics had also sat unused since she got here. After life in the Storm, she had no idea what to do with any of it and thought it best to not touch the stuff. No need to embarrass herself. 
 
    Her bedroom was simple. A large bed sat low to the ground with a different colored silk bed covering gracing it every day. A wardrobe held her training clothes, plus a few gowns that she had definitely tried on even though she had no occasion in sight to wear them. 
 
    But the best room of all was her personal training room. As she gathered the last of the ice shards, she melted them back into water and shaped another water ball above her palm. Pushing through the doorway into her training room always relaxed her. 
 
    She dropped the water ball into a bowl that sat on one of the many shelves full of elements. There was also an entire bookshelf of shaping theory books. A small table in the middle of the room with two chairs was the perfect place for playing Forces. 
 
    A few training tools she had collected were gathered in the corner, right next to the boots she had unceremoniously thrown there earlier that day. 
 
    The crowning glory of the room was on the west side. A large window with a balcony faced the garden. Green vines with wisteria and roses twisted around the banister of the balcony. A cherry tree grew to one side, which gave her privacy from the other balconies. Standing out there with her hands on the iron beam and the wind blowing on her face, she could pretend nothing in the world besides that garden even existed. 
 
    The garden’s trickling stream ran close enough to the window that the sound of it was always close by. 
 
    As Talise dropped the water ball into an empty bowl, the urge to go out onto the balcony overtook her. She was only able to ignore it because night had fallen, and she didn’t care for the chill the evening air would give her. 
 
    Instead, she stomped across the room and grabbed the rod she used to practice her sword fighting. It took one run across the room at the target to realize that was a bad idea. She missed her target by even more than normal. 
 
    Letting out a huff of frustration, she threw the rod at the ground. 
 
    This wasn’t working. 
 
    She’d been avoiding Aaden, but now her evenings were boring her to tears. No more Forces, no more sword practice in the library. Wendy and Claye were around sometimes, but they always had other things to do. 
 
    She glared at the rod. What she needed to do was find out what the next trial would be. The emperor had been training them on so many different things lately, she couldn’t even begin to guess what he was preparing them for. 
 
    A specific moment from the day’s training came back to her all at once. She and Aaden had been running through an obstacle course and had to spear through targets with a sword. Obviously, Aaden had been perfect. Her? Not so much. 
 
    The emperor growled at her like he always did. He had said, “What good is your shaping if you can’t even defend yourself in a fight?” 
 
    Aaden had immediately come to her defense. “Maybe she’ll just use shaping instead of a sword if she ever has to defend herself. There are a hundred ways she could weaponize shaping, and she could probably do it better than anyone.” 
 
    Talise let out another huff as she kicked the rod across the room. This was happening more every day. The emperor would criticize her, Aaden would come to her defense, a little angrier each time. She kept telling Aaden to stop. 
 
    She knew he would never understand, but she really didn’t need him defending her like that. But apparently, he didn’t like to be told what to do because he kept on defending her as if his life depended on it. 
 
    Talise stomped across the room just so she could chuck the rod another time. Nothing was going the way she had imagined. She was technically a Master Shaper, but she still had to do these stupid trials. She hadn’t been to any parties or strategy meetings like the other Master Shapers usually did. All she did was train all day every day. She hadn’t even met a single Master Shaper yet. 
 
    The truth of her fear came to her as she dug her feet into the wooden floor. What if she failed the next trial? She had done so badly in the maze trial, the fear of failing the next one was starting to get to her. 
 
    There was nothing she could do except keep training and keep trying to guess what the next trial would be. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    A wild idea entered her mind and she knew it was crazy, but somehow, she didn’t care anymore. Setting her jaw, she shoved her feet into her boots before stealing a thick dressing gown from the wardrobe. 
 
    And then she was off. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    THE GUARDS OUTSIDE her door barely raised an eyebrow as she strolled out of the room. She had never wandered out so late at night, but she didn’t care what they thought. And maybe they were too professional to think anything. 
 
    She noticed one of the guards held a dagger instead of a sword. She remembered Wendy saying her brother carried a dagger instead of a sword. And suddenly, she realized how strange it was that she still hadn’t met Wendy’s brother. 
 
    Ignoring that thought, she traipsed down to the throne room, and then down the hall that she knew led to the emperor’s personal quarters. He had an entire building that was supposed to be his home. The emperor’s mansion. It had rooms and kitchens and gardens. 
 
    Those rooms had once been filled with his wife and his children. He had seven children, four sons and three daughters. His two oldest sons were both married and had lived in the emperor’s mansion with their wives. The oldest son had even had a baby. A boy. That baby was supposed to be third in line for the throne. 
 
    Until Kessoku had come and killed them all. In her mind, she imagined the shrieking cries of an infant. Ones that pierced the night until, suddenly, they stopped altogether. 
 
    Talise pushed away the thought and pounded on the door to the emperor’s quarters. She had a feeling he never stepped foot in the emperor’s mansion these days. He probably spent most of his time in these palace quarters, even though they were only meant to be used occasionally. 
 
    The emperor didn’t say a word when he opened the door and saw her standing there. He merely waved her into the room where she and Aaden had previously broken in to do their ice and fire trees. 
 
    Once the door was shut, Talise asked, “What is the next trial? I need to know so I can be prepared.” 
 
    She probably should have eased into the conversation. But now she had started, and it was too late to stop. She gave a quick bow to the emperor as an afterthought and hoped he wouldn’t be too annoyed she had only just thought of it. 
 
    His stare pierced through her, the same as it always did. She felt so small and insignificant in front of the great Emperor Flarius of Kamdaria. When he spoke, his words filled up the room. Not loud, but regal. Commanding. 
 
    “The trial will be an obstacle course similar to what you did today. Sword skill will be greatly important.” 
 
    She blinked at him. She wanted to pinch herself to make sure this wasn’t some dream. She settled for sending a wave of fire through her veins. It warmed her so fast it stung. 
 
    Not a dream. 
 
    Gratitude sat on her lips for giving her the information, but a more pressing thought suddenly burst out before she could convey her thanks. “Sword skill? This trial favors Aaden.” 
 
    The emperor nodded, his face even and emotionless. “Yes. Maybe you should ask him for help.” 
 
    The last time she practiced swords with Aaden came to her mind. All she could remember was his words on her neck and her strong desire to close any distance that separated them. 
 
    That was not something she would let happen again. No more training with Aaden, no matter how much she needed his help. She couldn’t trust him; she was sure of it. 
 
    The emperor eyed her curiously which made her gut twist. Perhaps now was a good time to change the subject. “How many points did I get in the maze trial? You never told me.” 
 
    “Zero.” Again, the emperor surprised her by answering immediately. 
 
    Her stomach sank. Even Aaden had gotten one point in the Forces trial. Now he had four points and she had three. And the next trial would favor him. 
 
    “How many points do I need to maintain my title as Master Shaper?” 
 
    “As many as I deem necessary.” 
 
    Talise almost rolled her eyes at his response. So much for getting a straight answer. 
 
    The emperor turned away from her and went to the desk in the corner of the room. He began shuffling the papers with his back to her. How did he always manage to make her feel so unimportant? 
 
    Her thoughts wandered back to Aaden. Maybe she could convince Wendy to get sword lessons from Aaden too. If they were both there, it wouldn’t be so dangerous. She tried to clear her throat and stand a little taller. “Do you expect Aaden to perform better than me in the next trial?” 
 
    The emperor looked back at her with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    The answer was there on his face as obvious as if he had said it out loud. Talise scowled. 
 
    To her surprise, the emperor turned around and reached for the short beard on his chin. He looked to the side of the room with a thoughtful expression. “I think you may have been right about Aaden. Perhaps he is not as honorable as he should be.” 
 
    She wanted to roll her eyes and tell the emperor she was obviously right about him. But the memory of Aaden coming to her defense that day stopped her. She lowered her eyes to the ground, remembering how he stood in front of the emperor with eyes blazing. “He was only trying to help me.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the emperor said, pinching the beard between his fingers. “He seems to have taken quite an interest in you.” 
 
    A rush of emotions flooded through her, and she was only certain of a few of them. Inexplicably, she was drawn yet again to the defense of Aaden. With her jaw clenched and her eyes on the ground, she said, “Maybe if you stopped criticizing everything I do while praising everything he does, then it wouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the emperor said, and she could hear the smirk in his voice. When she looked up to meet his eyes, she saw a scheming in them she hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    With the smallest hint of a chuckle, the emperor said, “Or maybe I know exactly what I’m doing.”


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SWORD CLUTCHED IN TALISE’S HAND HAD more sweat than shine on it. She’d been so busy worrying about her stupid grip that she forgot to tone down her fire shaping. Now the sword was red hot, and she was losing her perfect grip because of all the sweat. 
 
    A target seemed to jump out from behind a bush and Talise barreled toward it with a growl. The burn mark from Aaden’s sword already sat perfectly in the middle of the bull’s eye, which made her growl even louder. 
 
    Yep, she was definitely going to lose this trial. 
 
    Her sword clanged against the wooden target. The wood sizzled from the heat of her sword, not on the bull’s eye, but closer than she expected. Despite her frustration, she was actually doing okay. 
 
    She probably would have done better if she’d taken the emperor’s advice to train with Aaden, but of course she hadn’t. Even being in the same room with him now was making her stupid stomach fill with butterflies. She wasn’t about to take any chances with one-on-one training. 
 
    Another target came into view. She ran at it with as much wrath as if it was an actual member of Kessoku. This time, she made it even closer to the bull’s eye. 
 
    A triumphant smile played on her lips as she headed forward. She pushed through a clump of bushes and into a small clearing. Just beyond the clearing, she could just make out her next target. Beside the target, Aaden was cutting away branches. 
 
    Her feet froze in place as she realized what he was doing. He was making the target more visible. He was making the trial easier. Just for her. 
 
    Maybe she should have been grateful, but instead she felt foolish. She thought she had been doing so well in this trial. To find out Aaden had been cheating for her all along, just made her grumpy. 
 
    A branch cracked beneath her foot, and Aaden glanced back with a start. His eyes went wide when he saw her, but he didn’t attempt to speak. He just lifted his sword and ran forward as if he hadn’t just been caught cheating for her. 
 
    With a fresh wave of embarrassment encompassing her, Talise barreled toward the target. Her grip was too tight. She could recognize it easily now thanks to the advice Aaden had given her in the library. 
 
    That thought only made her angrier. 
 
    When she struck the target, it was farther from the bull’s eye than any of her other hits had been. When the wood sizzled from the heat of her blade, she suddenly realized her hand was close to burning. 
 
    Letting out a huff, she dropped her sword to the ground and wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. That didn’t help much. Instead, she shaped the sweat out of her hands and formed it into a small ball over her palm. 
 
    Just to get the heat out of her body, she shaped the ball into ice. She spun the ice ball in circles letting the chill flow through her fingers and up her arm. When she had cooled off sufficiently, she slapped the ice ball as hard as she could. 
 
    The ice ball hit the target right in the bull’s eye, even better than Aaden’s sword mark. She clenched her jaw at the sight. 
 
    This was a stupid trial. If they were being tested on shaping, she could easily pass. But no, the emperor had to make the trial favor Aaden and his stupid sword skills. 
 
    She plucked the sword off the ground started running. She’d have to go faster than before to make up for all the time she lost by ice shaping. 
 
    Her next target was hidden behind more branches than the others had been, but she had a feeling Aaden still cleared some of them away. A fresh trickle of sweat glistened on her brow as she ran at the target. 
 
    Better than before, but still not on the bull’s eye. She resisted the urge to kick the target to the ground. 
 
    Letting out a grunt, she ran on. 
 
    The entire obstacle course took her almost an hour to finish. In the end, she came in right behind Aaden. Either she had been running faster than she realized, or Aaden had slowed down to purposefully let her catch up. 
 
    Somehow, this made her even angrier. 
 
    The emperor waved them over to an empty bench while his guards were sent to gather the targets. Their swords had been branded so the emperor could easily see which marks had been made by which sword. 
 
    “You did amazing,” Aaden said once the emperor’s back was turned. 
 
    Talise frowned. “Don’t patronize me. You didn’t even see any of my targets. You have no idea if I made it close to the bull’s eye or not.” 
 
    Aaden tilted his head, his expression softening. “No, but I saw your stance. And your grip. They were amazing. You’ve improved so much.” 
 
    Talise jutted out her bottom lip in a pout, but her insides were busy having all sorts of emotions she had definitely not approved. Why did it have to feel so good to have Aaden’s praise? Why couldn’t she just hate him? Everything would be much easier if she could just hate him. 
 
    “Thanks.” She didn’t smile as she said it, but Aaden seemed to sense the smile in there somewhere. 
 
    Luckily, they were both too out of breath for any more conversation. When the guards finally retrieved all the targets for the emperor, Talise was too busy kneading her muscles to notice what Aaden was doing. 
 
    After a few minutes of studying the targets, the emperor called them both forward. 
 
    Talise’s stomach already started sinking before Emperor Flarius spoke. The rubies embedded in his crown glinted in the sunlight, yet nothing about it was beautiful. Instead, it felt like the jewels were laughing. Mocking her for having such poor sword skills. For believing she could do this. 
 
    The emperor looked down his nose at her, and her stomach suddenly felt hollow. “Aaden will receive three points in this trial.” He turned to face the young man, but even Aaden seemed disappointed by these words. 
 
    The emperor shifted the sword in his belt. A wide smile adorned his face, making him look almost fatherly as he spoke to Aaden. “You performed well. Each of your target’s was within range of the bull’s eye. You finished a little slower than I anticipated, but still within range of what I expect from my soldiers. Very well done.” 
 
    Aaden’s head bowed, but Talise could feel him looking at her. When he raised his head, he seemed to be bracing himself for the emperor’s next words. 
 
    She wanted to kick him in the shins for it. He had no right worrying for her. She could do that plenty all on her own. 
 
    The fatherly smile on the emperor’s face vanished when he glanced her way. His mouth tightened, and his eyes narrowed, giving him an expression just short of a scowl. “Talise, you earned two points today.” 
 
    Aaden let out a breath of relief that made it sound like he’d been holding his breath for hours. Her fingers curled into a fist at the sound. 
 
    She didn’t trust him. Couldn’t. And she was sick of his measured glances warming her heart. 
 
    The emperor’s jaw flexed. It seemed as though he had about three hundred and seventy-nine more things to say. Not surprisingly, he exhibited far more restraint than Aaden ever had. He glanced at Talise once more. “I expect you to keep practicing your sword skill. You still have ample room for improvement.” 
 
    The emperor held his head high as he swept out of the garden. A festering anger was bubbling inside her, but the moment the emperor disappeared, it popped. She chucked her sword at the ground, then kicked it for good measure. 
 
    “Would it kill him to pay me a compliment for once? Would he die if he admitted how much I’ve improved?” 
 
    “At least you have five points now,” Aaden said unhelpfully. “That’s only two fewer than me.” 
 
    Talise rounded on him with the kind of glare that could make a candle melt without any fire. 
 
    Aaden lowered his head in a nonverbal apology. He glanced up at the last second, but she decided to ignore it. 
 
    She pounded her fists against a nearby tree trunk. “I’m trying so hard.” Her hands dropped to her sides as her forehead met the bark of the trunk. Her voice let out a tremor when she spoke again, and she screamed at herself internally for being so vulnerable. “Why can’t he see that?” 
 
    Aaden was right behind her with his hand on her arm. The warmth in his fingers seeped into her skin, his warmth always a welcome distraction. 
 
    “I see it,” he whispered. 
 
    Every cell in her body urged her to turn around and face him. To give in. But, how could she? He practiced shaping on the boat when it was against the rules. He lied to Mrs. Dew about it. He sabotaged Talise’s demonstration. He even threw fire balls at her back at the academy when she peeked in on him practicing. 
 
    Over and over again he showed a propensity for being less than honorable. Just like his father. 
 
    And now she was just supposed to trust him? Just because he’d never forget how she was willing to go to the dungeon in his place? She hadn’t sacrificed anything for him, not really. 
 
    But somehow, she was supposed to believe he was changed? That he was suddenly unflinchingly loyal to her because of that one moment? 
 
    Maybe he liked her, but that wasn’t enough to guarantee his honor. She needed more proof. More time. 
 
    “Talise.” 
 
    Her name rolled out of his mouth as if he’d been holding onto it for several days. As if he’d considered it, treasured it, and now he was just trying it out, seeing how it felt out in the open. 
 
    It felt amazing. 
 
    She hated herself for feeling like that, but she did. She wanted to hear him say it again. And then she wanted to cry on his shoulder and tell him just how insecure she felt. She wanted to give him everything, but she knew it would be a mistake. 
 
    Shaking her arm out of his grasp, she turned around and put her back against the tree trunk. “I don’t want to talk about it.” She stared at the ground, but out the corner of her eye, she could still see him. 
 
    His face stayed still, watching her with those brown eyes that could melt ice. After a few moments, his jaw flexed. “Too bad.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to his. “What do you mean too bad?” He was too close. Far too close. Her shoulder blades dug into the tree as she tried to back up. But with the tree there, she had nowhere to go. And now he was leaning in closer. 
 
    “I mean,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “The emperor treats you like filth and I’m sick of it. Which means you must be even more sick of it. So, talk about it.” 
 
    She gulped and pressed her heels into the tree, trying to pull away from Aaden. Scowling, she said, “What else is there to talk about? You summed everything up perfectly. I’m terrible, the emperor knows it, and being here makes me feel like an incompetent child.” 
 
    A flash of a smile appeared on Aaden’s face for the briefest moment. “Incompetent? You can shape ice. No shaper in the history of Kamdaria has ever done that successfully. And you weren’t even a Master Shaper when you learned to do it. I think prodigy is a better word for what you are.” 
 
    The corner of her mouth tugged up. She quickly glanced at the ground and bit her bottom lip to keep the smile from getting out of control. With each breath, her heart sent waves of warmth into her bloodstream. But no amount of heat was going to change the real issue. With her eyes on the ground, she said, “I may be a skilled shaper, but I’m still not good enough for the emperor.” 
 
    Aaden dipped his head down, so their foreheads were nearly touching. “The emperor wants us to be skilled in all areas. Not just shaping but strategy and weapons too. You already have strategy and shaping down, but you do need some improvement with weapons.” 
 
    Her lip felt raw in her mouth because of how much she chewed it. 
 
    In a lower voice, Aaden said, “Luckily, there’s an easy solution to that.” 
 
    “What is it?” She looked into his eyes as she asked and immediately regretted it. He was even closer than before; she could practically feel him through her tunic. 
 
    He propped his forearm on the tree above her, closing the distance even more. As he stared into her eyes it seemed like their heartbeats were syncing. “Let me help you.” 
 
    Those brown eyes had her magnetized. Her chest seemed to plummet with each heavy breath she let out. He was too close. She tried to look away, anywhere but into those eyes. But when she pulled away from his stare, her eyes landed on the worst place of all. 
 
    His lips. 
 
    He saw it. He saw how she glanced at his mouth, and she could feel how it brought him closer. 
 
    In a panic, she pressed her palms against his chest and shoved. 
 
    “No!” Digging her palms into her eyes, she finally stepped away from the tree, giving her the space she needed to breathe. To think. 
 
    She took a deep breath and looked him squarely in the eye. “I don’t need your help. I can do this on my own.” 
 
    She expected to see more sadness in his features, but they merely showed frustration. He glared at her with a clenched jaw. “Don’t be so stubborn. I’m good with a sword, and you need help.” 
 
    Talise took another step away from him, clenching her own jaw tight. “Not from you, I don’t.” 
 
    Aaden made a great show of rolling his eyes. “And who else is going to teach you sword skill?” 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” Talise said with a huff. She felt words coming on that she knew she’d regret, but every emotion in her body ignited with fire. Nothing could stop her now. “These trials are for you. It’s not about training or sword skill. It’s about testing your honor. Maybe I need to improve my sword skill, but you have a past no one has forgotten. Especially not the emperor.” 
 
    She whipped around and started running away, but it didn’t stop her from seeing Aaden’s mouth hanging open. And it didn’t stop her from knowing her words had pierced him straight through the heart.


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    STOMPING THROUGH THE GARDENS, TALISE UNCONSCIOUSLY FOLLOWED the stream that ran under her balcony window. By the time, she reached the pond at the end of the stream, the sun had started setting. She wanted to scream when she saw that another person was already there, but her body relaxed when she saw it was just Wendy. 
 
    Wendy jumped at the appearance of her friend, but the surprise on her face quickly turned to apprehension. She put on a honey-sweet smile. “How did the trial go?” 
 
    Talise slumped against a tree with an exaggerated frown. “I got two points.” 
 
    A short breath of relief escaped Wendy. All the apprehension in her face was quickly replaced with a smile. “I knew you could do it!” 
 
    Talise slumped down further. “I actually did pretty great, especially considering how much I’ve improved. But did the emperor acknowledge that? No, of course not. His exact words were, ‘You still have ample room for improvement.’” 
 
    Wendy blinked as she chewed on her lip. Talise could see the dilemma inside her friend. It wasn’t right to question the emperor, or to talk bad about him. As a brand-new palace worker, Wendy didn’t want to cross that line. Not to mention Wendy actually had honor. That probably was the biggest thing holding her back from saying the things in her head. 
 
    Instead of speaking, Wendy grabbed both of Talise’s wrists and pulled her away from the tree. “I know what your problem is. It’s because you’re using a sword when you’re clearly a dagger person.” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corners of Talise’s lips. “Yes, that must be it. I’ll just quickly learn how to use a dagger, and then all my problems will be solved.” 
 
    With a mischievous smile, Wendy bent down and produced two daggers that had been hidden under a piece of canvas on the ground. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    She pushed the handle of one dagger toward Talise while she took the other. 
 
    Wendy flashed another honey-sweet smile. It was a completely normal look for her but looked supremely out of place with the shining dagger now gripped in her hand. Her gentle voice was at odds with the words coming out of her mouth, which made it even more amusing to listen. 
 
    “First,” Wendy said in the same voice she’d use to coax a kitten out of a tree, “is stance. Relax your body, stand up straight, and put your right foot slightly forward.” 
 
    Talise did as she was told, still fighting down a giggle. 
 
    Wendy narrowed her eyes, trying to look serious, but it only made her look sweeter than ever. “Second, we need a target. I’ve been using that tree over there.” 
 
    The fact that the tree Wendy indicated already had several cuts in it just made the entire thing even better. Not only did Wendy have two daggers hidden under a piece of canvas, but she had already been throwing them before Talise got there. 
 
    “Finally, grip the dagger with your thumb over your fingers and throw. You don’t need to throw it as hard as you can.” 
 
    Wendy released her dagger. It did a half spin before the point lodged itself deep into the tree trunk. A wide grin spread across her cheeks, and her eyes glinted like a child seeing a rainbow for the first time. “Your turn,” she said. 
 
    The stance was easy. Aaden had already helped Talise get that right during their sword practice. But the grip for the dagger felt different just because the weight was so different. When Talise released the dagger, she was certain it would fall nowhere near its mark. 
 
    To her surprise, the dagger landed in the tree trunk. Not anywhere near Wendy’s dagger, but still. In the tree trunk. 
 
    “See,” Wendy said with a grin. “You’re a dagger person.” 
 
    They practiced for a few more minutes, and Wendy taught her a few fancy spins. By the time the sun had long disappeared beneath the horizon, Talise’s biggest weakness became obvious. 
 
    Aim. 
 
    It was her same problem with swords. It was so easy to aim when she was shaping, but with weapons, nothing felt the same. 
 
    Wendy tapped her chin as she stared at the two daggers they had just thrown into the tree trunk for the hundredth time. She narrowed her eyes at Talise’s dagger which was much lower than it was supposed to be. 
 
    “You know,” Wendy said. “I have an air shaping trick that might improve your aim.” 
 
    Talise’s heart nearly jumped out of her chest at those words. “What is it?” 
 
    Pulling her dagger from the tree trunk, Wendy shaped a circle of wind over her palm. When the wind was moving fast enough that Talise could see it moving, Wendy levitated the circle away from her palm and in front of the tree trunk. 
 
    Wendy took a few steps back away from the tree. With her eyes on the circle, she said, “You learn at an early age to sense the space around you. When babies learn to use a spoon, they often hit themselves in the cheek and miss their mouth entirely. But over time, they learn exactly where their mouth is. A few months later, they can put the spoon in their mouth without even thinking about it because they learned where their mouth fits in the space around them.” 
 
    Talise gave a careful glance at Wendy and then to the wind circle she was still shaping in front of the tree. Why did weapon analogies always have something to do with babies? 
 
    “Also,” Wendy said, perhaps sensing her confusion, “When we shape elements, they become an extension of ourselves. Therefore, shaping gives us an even better sense of the space around us.” 
 
    Now Wendy pulled her arm back and thrust the dagger at the tree. It landed in the dead center of the wind circle. 
 
    “So, the wind circle is like a target,” Talise said. 
 
    Wendy screwed up her mouth into a knot. “Not exactly. You aren’t trying to throw the dagger at it. You’re trying to use the wind so you can feel where to throw. Like this. If you close your eyes, you can still touch the palm of your hand. Even without looking. The wind circle is like that. It helps you have a better sense in space where your dagger needs to land.” 
 
    Talise nodded. “So, it’s not a target. It’s something special for the dagger, like a crown. It’s a crown of wind for the dagger to wear.” 
 
    Wendy let out a giggle. “Exactly. Now you try.” 
 
    When Talise threw her dagger this time, it landed on the edge of her wind crown. Not perfect like Wendy’s throw, but much better than her last throw. 
 
    “Excellent,” Wendy said with a grin. She then tilted her head to the side like a small puppy might do. She pulled her mouth into a small knot that gave her a look of innocence. And then she threw her own dagger, letting it spin twice before it stuck in the tree trunk so deep, it made the hilt shake. 
 
    Talise let out a laugh at the sight. “Who taught you how to do this anyway?” 
 
    The smile on Wendy’s face vanished for a moment. “My brother.” 
 
    As they walked to the tree to retrieve their daggers, Talise looked at Wendy with a sideways glance. “And that makes you… sad?” 
 
    Wendy’s head popped up and the smile immediately returned. She gripped her dagger, seeming to take more effort than usual to pull it out. “Of course not. I just miss him, that’s all. General Gale told me he’s in the Gate on an assignment. That’s why he isn’t at the palace. I’ve written him several times, and I finally got a letter from him. But it doesn’t have any of his usual flair.” 
 
    The circles under Wendy’s eyes were easier to spot now that the sun had gone down. The darkness made them stand out. There was hardly even a pout on Wendy’s face, but Talise knew her friend well enough that a tight expression like this meant things were not well. 
 
    “What is his usual flair?” 
 
    Wendy shrugged. Her lips parted for a moment like she wasn’t sure what to say. She shook her head with a huff and then pulled a letter from her pocket. “He didn’t even write it.” Disappointment hung in her voice, even though she tried to hide it. 
 
    Talise took the worn letter and held it in the light of the moon so she could read. 
 
    Wendy, 
 
    My hand is injured right now so I’m dictating this letter to another soldier who is writing it for me. I’m sorry I haven’t written you back yet, but we are very busy. 
 
    I cannot stress enough how important this assignment is to Kamdaria. I know you don’t like me being away, but this is the way it must be. Tell Mother and Father I love them and know that I am working hard. Please don’t send any more letters until I write you back again. 
 
    Cyrus 
 
    When Talise finished the letter, she looked up to find Wendy rubbing her thumb over the hilt of her dagger. “He didn’t even write All my love. He always writes that. I know he was dictating to another soldier, so he probably felt embarrassed, but I’m his sister. He teases me endlessly and frightens me just so I’ll jump, but he’s never been cruel.” Her bottom lip started trembling, but she pulled her lips tight to stop it. 
 
    Talise hooked her arm around Wendy’s. “Maybe he’s trying to protect you.” 
 
    Wendy’s eyes glistened as she turned to face Talise. 
 
    Talise nodded. “Maybe he asked you not to write because he’s afraid someone will find out. Or…” Talise tilted her voice so it took on a teasing edge. “Maybe he’s trying to keep the other soldier from finding out about you because he doesn’t want the other soldier falling in love with you. Maybe he’s just being a protective older brother.” 
 
    This earned a giggle from Wendy. She rubbed the hilt again. “He did tell me a few months ago that one of the palace soldiers was asking about me.” 
 
    A cool breeze whipped around them causing goosebumps on Talise’s skin. She shaped a burst of fire through her veins and began rubbing her arms. “Maybe we should go inside.” 
 
    Wendy nodded with a short glance back at the moon. “It is pretty late, and I do have to wake up early tomorrow to help set something up for your last trial.” 
 
    “And no,” Wendy said with a smug grin as she turned away, “I am sworn to secrecy. I can’t tell you anything about it.” 
 
    “Please?” Talise asked, giving the sweetest expression she could muster. 
 
    Wendy shook her head quickly. “No. I promised General Gale I wouldn’t breathe a word. You’ll just have to wait until the next trial.” 
 
    The walk back to the palace consisted of Wendy trying to get Talise to talk about Aaden. Talise used every bit of her restraint and kept her mouth shut. The more Wendy prodded, the guiltier Talise felt about her last words to him. 
 
    You have a past no one has forgotten. 
 
    How could she say such a thing? It was true, of course, but Aaden already knew that. He didn’t need a reminder. 
 
    Talise said goodbye to Wendy and trudged back to her own room while a weight pressed down on her. She rounded a corner to use a hall she didn’t usually use, and suddenly came face to face with the door to Aaden’s living quarters. 
 
    She cursed herself for even knowing where it was. Staring at the door, she considered knocking. But for what? 
 
    Even as she asked herself the question, the answer became clear. 
 
    Because she did need him. 
 
    Maybe she didn’t trust him. Maybe she didn’t want to get closer to him, but she did need him. The emperor had made sure of it. 
 
    Her hand formed a fist to knock. Just before her knuckles hit the wooden door, she flattened her hand and pressed her palm against the wood instead. 
 
    She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the door breathing in the scent of the wood. 
 
    Cedar. 
 
    Identifying the wood was only a distraction and she knew it. She was trying to avoid the apology she had to give because she had no idea how to say what she needed to say. It would be so much easier to just let Aaden hate her. 
 
    She closed her eyes and she could see the emperor in her mind. He told her this would happen. He specifically told her to get help from Aaden before the trial, and she had willfully ignored him. 
 
    She didn’t want to trust him, but she knew Aaden was her only chance to win the trials. 
 
    But how could she ever apologize? 
 
    She looked up at the door, at her hand pressed against it, and then she let her arm fall to her side. 
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    She’d do it tomorrow for sure. After a good night’s rest, she’d know just what to say. Somehow, she’d find a way to get Aaden to work with her.


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BLACK CURTAINED TALISE’S VISION AS HER MIND lifted out of a deep sleep. Someone was shaking her shoulder, but maybe that was just the remnant of a dream. 
 
    “Wake up!” 
 
    Talise shot up at the sound of the voice. Her senses were on high alert, scoping out the room for danger. The maroon silk from her bed covers enveloped her lower body while her eyes scanned the room. Her room. 
 
    Then why the yelling? 
 
    And what was Commander Blaise doing in her room? 
 
    He stood tall with perfectly combed hair that had streaks of gray through the black. His shoulders were rolled back with military precision. He wore a goatee just like Aaden’s except the commander’s was much thicker. 
 
    Now that her eyes were on him, his voice seemed more professional than hurried. 
 
    “Your final trial begins now.” 
 
    She blinked at him, still trying to make sense of everything. The light from the moon shone through her window telling her morning was still hours away. How long had it been since she and Wendy had left the gardens? 
 
    “Get dressed and meet me in the library. You’ll receive more instructions there.” 
 
    He disappeared before she could ask any questions, and a part of her wondered if he did it on purpose. Had Wendy known she would get woken up in the middle of the night for the final trial? Is that why she had suggested they go to bed? Or had Talise been the one to suggest it? She couldn’t remember now. 
 
    Dragging a simple tunic over her head, Talise made a mental note to go to bed earlier tonight. She tried to rub the sleep out of her eyes as she moped around looking for her boots. Just as she finished lacing them, a long yawn opened her mouth wide. 
 
    Her fingers were too tired to pin the front pieces of her hair back, so she opted to let her rumbled black hair fall in its natural bob. At the last second, she decided to tuck Wendy’s dagger into a belt hidden under her tunic. 
 
    Walking to the library felt like wading through a rushing river. 
 
    She was going to fail this trial if she didn’t wake herself up more. She slapped herself in the face twice before the stinging in her cheek convinced her that had been a monumentally bad decision. 
 
    She was still trying to rub the sleep out of her eyes when she made it to the library. Aaden sat on top of a table with his ankles casually propped up on a nearby chair. He didn’t look at her when she came in, but she saw how his arms crossed even tighter over his chest when she got closer. 
 
    A nerve inside her flinched. That was right. She still hadn’t apologized. 
 
    Commander Blaise entered the room and gave a single disapproving glance at his grandson’s stance. Aaden jumped off the table and quickly stood at attention. Talise’s eyebrow quirked up the slightest bit. Aaden had never shown such instant respect. Not even to the emperor. 
 
    Commander Blaise didn’t seem to notice since he was busy looking over his shoulder. A palace guard wearing fire orange approached him and they spoke in anxious whispers. The silver hem of the guard’s tunic told her he was a high-ranking guard. Someone important. 
 
    She didn’t think their final trial was important enough for a high-ranking member of the palace guard to be involved. And now she started to wonder why the emperor wasn’t here. He had been at all the other trials. 
 
    “Your trial begins now,” Commander Blaise said suddenly. “A small group of palace guards are in the palace pretending to be members of Kessoku. You must capture them and take them to the antechamber that leads to the dungeons. You may use any force necessary to accomplish this goal.” The commander gave a significant look to both of them at these words. 
 
    Then, he gestured behind him at four guards with yellow-hemmed tunics. These guards were some of the lowest ranking in the palace. 
 
    “These four guards are at your disposal. Use them however you need in order to accomplish your goal. The emperor will meet with you after the trial is finished.” 
 
    Commander Blaise turned on his heel and took a few steps before he froze in place. He glanced back at them and lifted a finger to his mouth as if thinking. Without making eye contact, he pointed at nothing in particular. 
 
    “You must also determine what purpose Kessoku has for being here. Their goal is likely to kill the emperor, but if they have any other motive, you need to find out. The guards posing as Kessoku have been instructed to never break out of their role until the emperor announces the trial is finished.” 
 
    With a short nod, he turned to leave again. 
 
    “How do we know which guards are pretending to be Kessoku?” Talise asked just as the commander walked through the library doorway. 
 
    A hint of irritation flashed in his eyes. Spitting the words out in a rush, he said, “Members of Kessoku wear a patch on their tunic just above the heart. It looks like three rings interconnected.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for any more questions. 
 
    Talise was left with the weight of her unspoken apology. She glanced at Aaden, but his hands were back to being crossed over his chest. He tilted his head away from her as if looking at her might turn him into stone. 
 
    With the apology on the tip of her tongue, Aaden marched out of the library, his nose in the air. She swallowed the huff threatening to spill out of her mouth. He wasn’t going to make this easy. 
 
    She probably deserved it, but that didn’t make it any easier to endure. Stomping after him, she tried to catch up. The four guards followed right on her heels. Each one took meticulous steps, and their lips were pressed into thin lines. 
 
    Not that she expected it, but apparently, she wouldn’t get any sympathy from them. Internally, she growled. Why did the last trial have to be today? Before sunrise? Why couldn’t she have apologized before it started? 
 
    Once outside the library, Aaden glanced down the hall to the servant’s quarters. He cupped his hand over his ear, which prompted Talise to mimic the action. Before deciding with absolute certainty that she couldn’t hear anything, Aaden was already turning down the other end of the hallway to get to the ballroom. 
 
    Luckily, Aaden couldn’t see when she rolled her eyes. Yes, surely the members of Kessoku would be busy looking for the emperor in the ballroom. She shook her head. They’d have better luck searching in the strategy room or the emperor’s personal quarters. 
 
    Before she could voice her latest thought, a loud clatter sounded through the room. Aaden glanced back at her with wide eyes, momentarily forgetting to ignore her. 
 
    “I think it came from the throne room,” Talise said under her breath. 
 
    Aaden barely nodded before tearing down the hallway toward the throne room. She followed right on his heels and nearly knocked him over when he stopped with a start. She tried to lean around him to look inside, but he threw his arm out in front of her stomach and pushed her back. 
 
    Once again swallowing her huff, she whispered, “How many are there?” 
 
    He pushed her back even more as he peeked around the door frame. “Five.” He shook his head and leaned further around the doorway. Suddenly, he pulled his head back. “No, there are only four. One of the guard’s has a tunic that billowed and I—” He shook his head and turned away from her. “It doesn’t matter. There are four of them.” 
 
    The muscles in his neck tensed as he glanced back in the throne room. Was he embarrassed? That would be a first. Her thumbnail found the edge of her tunic and she began scratching it. Maybe now was just as good a time as any for that apology. 
 
    She took a deep breath, but Aaden seemed determined to keep her from saying anything. 
 
    He shaped a fire ball over his palm, then shot it into the room. After a few shouts, two of the guards wearing the Kessoku emblem appeared in the hallway. Without thinking, Talise charged at them. 
 
    Their eyes went wide when they saw Talise, Aaden, and the four guards in the hallway. The Kessoku men both shaped a wave of wind which knocked Talise and Aaden off their feet along with the guards with the yellow-hemmed tunics. 
 
    As they were getting back up, Aaden jabbed a thumb at the two Kessoku men running down the hall. “Take some guards and get those two Kessoku. I’ll take care of the other two.” 
 
    Splitting up probably wasn’t the best idea. That’s how she had lost her last two trials. But with the Kessoku men already running past the council room, she didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    In a desperate attempt to stop them, she shaped a wall of fire just in front of them, halting them in their tracks. Rather than turn back toward her, they shoved open the door to the training room. 
 
    Talise grinned as she followed after them. With an entire wall filled with bowls of elements, the training room had more than enough tools to help her stop these two men on her own. She wouldn’t even need the two guards on her heels. 
 
    She started shaping the water out of the bowls before she even reached the doorway. By the time she entered the training room, she had two large puddles of water hovering in front of each hand. 
 
    Bending her body at the waist, she ran into the room with her head low. Both the Kessoku men sent fire balls toward her. Since they aimed where her head should have been, they both missed. This gave her enough time to throw the puddles of water at their feet. 
 
    She froze the water around their ankles just as they were mid-stride. 
 
    Wearing a triumphant smile, she strode toward them. “That was easier than I expected.” 
 
    After their momentary shock, the Kessoku men sprang into action. One of them tried to use water shaping to melt the ice. The other used fire balls. It was obvious that air was the primary for both of them, but the fire balls still did the trick. 
 
    As Talise prepared to tackle one of the Kessoku men, he threw another burst of air that knocked her down. By the time she got to her feet, they were both free of the ice and running for the door. 
 
    She frowned. Apparently, they weren’t going to make this easy on her. 
 
    She shaped a burst of wind to slam the door shut in their faces. She could freeze their feet in ice again, but they’d just use fire balls to melt it and be back to where they were now. What she needed was a distraction. 
 
    They threw another wall of wind in her direction, but this time she was ready for it. Just as she ducked, she shaped the dirt from an entire shelf of bowls out into the open space between them. When the dirt was spread out evenly in the air, she shaped a small cycle of air through the dirt, making a mini dirt tornado. 
 
    After she added more dirt to the tornado, the Kessoku men threw their hands in front of their faces, trying to see through the cloud of dirt. 
 
    As she stepped closer, she motioned to the guards, showing them where to walk. With one hand shaping the air, she shaped a large puddle of water at their feet and froze it again. One of her palace guards wrapped a set of chains around the wrists of a Kessoku man. The other Kessoku man was still slightly out of reach. 
 
    He bent down and burst fire ball after fire ball into the ice puddle. When his feet were free, he stepped forward, but Talise stood in his way. “Going somewhere?” she asked with a smirk. 
 
    His jaw flexed, and he turned on his heel. 
 
    But just behind him, her other palace guard stood with chains ready to clasp over his wrists. The Kessoku man’s shoulders twitched as if about to run, so she shaped a wall of fire around his sides and back, making sure the only place he could run was right into her guard. 
 
    Soon, both Kessoku men were in chains, and Talise was whipping the hair out of her face as she pushed open the door to the antechamber. 
 
    Aaden was already there with the other two Kessoku men in chains. 
 
    Her stomach sank at the sight of his smug expression, but at least his hair looked uncharacteristically windswept. His tunic was even burned on the side. It hadn’t been easy for him either. 
 
    When they shut the door on the four Kessoku men, Talise asked, “What do we do now?” 
 
    Aaden shrugged, looking down the hall instead of at her. 
 
    Talise screwed her mouth into a knot. “I guess we should go wait in the throne room.” 
 
    Aaden didn’t seem to have an opinion on this, so she decided to take action. Pointing to his two palace guards, she said, “You two stay here and guard the antechamber.” Pointing at her two guards, she said, “You two come with us to the throne room.” 
 
    They waited in the throne room for a few minutes. Talise cleared her throat, once again thinking now was as good a time as any to apologize, when the sound of metal hitting stone wafted in from the hall. 
 
    Chains. 
 
    Neither of them said a word as they ran down the hallway toward the antechamber. They saw long before they reached the room that the door stood wide open. The Kessoku men were nowhere in sight. Aaden’s two guards lay on the stone doing way too good a job pretending to be passed out. 
 
    Her stomach sank down all the way to her toes. 
 
    Of course the final trial wouldn’t be this easy.


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE REACHED FOR HER ELBOW AS SHE looked at the empty chains on the ground. Before she could curse herself for thinking the trial was over, Aaden began pounding his fist into his palm. 
 
    “There were five of them. I knew there were five of them! How could I be so stupid?” He stomped down the hall with every muscle in his body rigid. 
 
    “Aaden.” Her voice shook as she said it. Her palace guards could hear every word. Too close for comfort, but she couldn’t help that now. She had put this off long enough. 
 
    When Aaden whipped around, he had fire in his eyes. “What?” he said through a clenched jaw. 
 
    She let out a breath, and her shoulders dropped. “I’m sorry.” She reached again for her elbow, pulling it close. “I’m sorry I said all those things yesterday. I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    The vein in his jaw pulsed as he clenched his jaw tighter. “You didn’t mean it?” He let out a vicious chuckle. “So, you don’t think the emperor is using these trials to test my honor?” 
 
    Her chin dropped as a wave of shame trickled down from her shoulders and into her gut. “I do think that, but…” She glanced up, forcing herself to look him in the eye. “I think he’s testing me too. I just haven’t figured out what he wants from me yet.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but the ice in his demeanor began to melt, even if it was just a fraction. 
 
    Talise bit into her lip, wishing the guards weren’t standing so close. “And anyway, I still shouldn’t have said those things. You already knew them and for me to point them out like that…” Her voice froze. Nothing would be sufficient for the apology he deserved. No words would be strong enough. With a glance into his eyes, she simply said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He stared back at her with a gaze that could have pierced armor. 
 
    She reached for the ends of her hair as she looked away. “I don’t think we should split up again. The only chance I have of passing this trial is with you.” In a resigned voice, she finished, “I need your help.” 
 
    Aaden stared at her for a long time. Talise could practically feel the guards behind her, twitching with their weapons. Still, Aaden stared. 
 
    Finally, he said, “I heard one of the Kessoku say something about the library. I bet that’s where they are now.” 
 
    She felt her face lift at these words. They were the beginnings of an olive branch. An offering. 
 
    When he turned, he tilted his head, beckoning her forward. “Maybe we can set up an ambush. You go into the library first and make them think you’re alone. Try to catch them with your shaping. Then, when they’re busy trying to catch you, I’ll come in with the guards and tackle them.” 
 
    “Using me as bait. Nice.” The sarcastic edge to her voice was unavoidable. 
 
    Aaden turned back long enough to give her a sideways glance. Something about his expression made her stomach jump. Perhaps it was the way the corner of his mouth turned up with an amused grin. “I’d never suggest it if I thought you couldn’t handle yourself.” 
 
    It was good that he turned back around after those words. If he could see how fiercely she was blushing, she’d probably have to skewer herself. But with his back turned, she didn’t mind the heat spreading through her cheeks and neck. With Aaden around, warmth never seemed far behind. 
 
    They stopped at the training hall to gather bowls filled with elements. The water spilled as they walked, but she could shape it back into the bowls once they set them down. Once they reached the library, they arranged the bowls close to the door. 
 
    She and Aaden peeked in the library from the doorway and whispered to each other in the quietest whispers they could manage. After some quiet planning, now it was time to act. Aaden nodded to her. 
 
    Talise allowed his confidence to give her courage. A small thought at the back of her mind suggested that maybe he was trying to trick her. Maybe he was trying to make her fail again by facing the Kessoku men alone. 
 
    But she quickly brushed that thought away. She didn’t trust Aaden, not completely, but maybe that didn’t matter. She trusted him enough to follow through on his part of the plan. 
 
    With a final calming breath, she charged into the library. As she expected, fire balls were thrown toward her immediately. She used water from a nearby bowl to put out the fire balls before they reached her. 
 
    While shaping another tornado, she scanned the room. As they had hoped, all five of the Kessoku men stood in the room. Three of them had their eyes on her, already busy shaping weapons to use against her. The other two men seemed intent on wreaking as much havoc as possible. 
 
    They tore books from the bookshelves and knocked over tables. She wondered if the emperor had instructed them to be so dramatic, or if he’d make them regret it later. 
 
    Commander Blaise’s earlier words rang in her ears. Use any force necessary. Yes, this was just a trial, but if she really had to face Kessoku someday, it would be good to practice as if this were real. 
 
    The tornado in front of her spun with increased velocity until the Kessoku men’s hair and clothes whipped around them. She knocked them off their feet. Out the corner of her eye, she noticed one of the Kessoku men racing toward the door to the library. She shaped a wall of fire blocking his way, which caused him to stumble backward. 
 
    Maybe she was showing off her shaping a little bit, but next she made icicles out of the water puddle and sent them flying like daggers. The Kessoku men all waved their hands through the air with startled cries. 
 
    It was hard to keep track of all five Kessoku men at once. She hoped Aaden would be coming soon because the five men had apparently realized the only way out of the room was to get rid of her. 
 
    Thinking the men would probably report back to the emperor on her shaping skills, she decided to shape earth next. Summoning the dirt from a nearby bowl, she sent clods at the Kessoku men each time a fist was raised. When their fists made contact with dirt instead of her, they seemed to get angrier each time. 
 
    And now she had lost track of one of the Kessoku men. Hopefully Aaden would be here soon. 
 
    With her eyes on a flying dirt clod, one of the Kessoku men grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm painfully behind her back. Without thinking, she jabbed her elbow into his stomach causing him to bend over with a gasp. 
 
    And then Aaden was there. 
 
    He shaped a wind blast that sent the Kessoku men to the floor. While they were still disoriented, Aaden and her two palace guards tackled the men to the ground and had them in chains. 
 
    But when she counted, there were only four. 
 
    Aaden seemed to notice at the same time as her. It took her less than a moment to react. She reached for the nearest Kessoku and bundled his collar in her fist. “Where is your comrade?” she demanded. 
 
    The four men looked back at her as stoic as ever. No emotion was betrayed in any feature. Talise wanted to huff, wanted to scream, but the trial wasn’t over yet. If she could just do it right this time maybe she could win the emperor’s approval for once. 
 
    If she wanted them to talk, she’d have to show them she meant business. She snatched Wendy’s dagger from the belt under her tunic and held the tip against the neck of the nearest Kessoku man. 
 
    “If you don’t answer, I’ll kill you.” She tried to put as much fury into her voice as if this were real. It sounded mostly believable, but it probably could have been better. She drove the dagger forward until the tip pressed against the man’s skin, just shy of breaking it. 
 
    The Kessoku man gulped. She had to pull the dagger away a fraction so it wouldn’t draw blood. With her mind so focused on the dagger, she almost didn’t notice how the man’s eyes flitted to a darkened corner of the room. 
 
    It would have escaped her notice except Aaden immediately took a step forward and stared at the exact same spot. Talise tried to remember what was on the other side of that wall. 
 
    “The treasury!” both she and Aaden shouted at once. 
 
    As they ran for the door, Aaden gave quick commands to the two palace guards. “Gag them so they can’t scream out to the last Kessoku man. Keep them in chains and put wind gloves over their hands so they can’t shape. Follow behind us and shout if anyone comes.” 
 
    His final command turned out to be unnecessary. Talise had never seen the door to the treasury open, not even a crack. So, when she saw a garish jade vase propping it open, they knew the last Kessoku man was inside. 
 
    They peeked through the doorway and saw the man standing atop a delicately painted table with gilded gold edges. He used the height to reach a shelf where rows of gold bags sat. The man’s pockets were stuffed full of gold, and now he was stuffing the gold bags down his tunic, letting his belt hold them in place. 
 
    Her tunic tightened around her neck before she realized Aaden was trying to pull her away from the door. She quickly moved back into the hallway and looked at him anxiously. 
 
    His words were so quiet, he mostly mouthed the words rather than whispered them. “I think the emperor wants this to end in a sword fight.” 
 
    He gestured to the floor of the hallway where a lone sword lay. Now that she saw it, she remembered the Kessoku man had been wearing a sword as well. 
 
    She was more grateful than ever that she had decided to work with Aaden because his sword skill far surpassed her own. Unfortunately, he picked at his goatee with a look of… hesitation? 
 
    Aaden shook his head, keeping his eyes to the ground. “I can’t do it like this. He has the higher ground. We have to immobilize him before he comes down, or we have to get him to come down. But he knows we’re looking for him, and he knows he has the higher ground. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Talise pulled the dagger from her belt again, this time wearing a small smile. When she peeked around the doorway, she eyed the Kessoku man carefully. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Aaden pulled her away as he breathed the words into her ear. “I know my grandfather said to use any force necessary, but I don’t think he wants you stabbing one of his guards.” 
 
    She wriggled out of his grasp and shook her head with a condescending look. “Calm down. I’m not going to stab him. I have another idea.” 
 
    “Does this idea require you to aim? Because if it does—” 
 
    She jabbed her elbow into his side maybe a little harder than he deserved. “Just trust me,” she whispered as quietly as she could. 
 
    When she looked back into the room, the Kessoku man was now dropping royal jewelry over his head and arms. He was far too distracted to notice the small circle of wind that appeared on the edge of his clothing. 
 
    As she shaped the wind, Talise let her body feel the space around her. She allowed the wind crown to become an extension of her own body. 
 
    Using the stance and throw Wendy had taught her, Talise threw the dagger from her fingertips. Her breathing had been perfect as she prepared for the throw, but now she held her breath. 
 
    The dagger spun three times. As it drew nearer, her breath hitched. It was closer to the man’s body than she thought it would be. 
 
    But then the dagger stuck in the man’s tunic just under his armpit. Not in his body. It pinned him to the wooden shelf. 
 
    “Nice,” Aaden said as he jumped into the treasury. The man reached for his sword, but with the dagger pinning his clothing down, he couldn’t reach it in time. Aaden jumped onto the table and shoved the man up against the wall. 
 
    As soon as Talise pulled the dagger from the its place, Aaden swept his foot against the man’s ankles causing him to fall on his hands and knees. Aaden retrieved a length of rope from his pocket and tied the man’s arms behind his back. 
 
    She and Aaden shared a triumphant look, and she swore he almost winked at her. As Aaden led the man out of the room, a line of dust on the wall caught her attention. She ran a finger over the dust noting how straight the edge was. But why? 
 
    She traced over another line of dust a little farther down the wall. It was almost as if a picture had been hanging there, but now it was gone.


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FACES OF THE KESSOKU MEN REMAINED impossible to read as they were brought to the antechamber. The room was now empty. The two palace guards from earlier must have left for other duties. As Talise’s guards shoved the Kessoku men into the antechamber, her gut began twisting at the thought of that dust line. 
 
    They had already removed the gold and jewels from off the man who had been in the treasury, but what if he had pretended to steal more than just gold? She couldn’t shake the feeling that this trial wasn’t over yet. 
 
    She became even more certain when the emperor didn’t arrive to announce the end of the trial. 
 
    Straightening her spine, she pointed to her two guards. “Stand outside and shut the door. We aren’t done with these men yet.” 
 
    The shorter of the two guards clenched his jaw, but the taller one’s lip trembled ever so slightly. Soon, the shorter guard was pushing the other through the door, giving him a look that dared him to step out of line. 
 
    “Of course,” the shorter guard said as he pushed his friend out the door. 
 
    Once they were alone, Talise knelt down and clawed at the last Kessoku man’s pant legs. 
 
    “Uh,” Aaden said with confusion lining his words. “Care to share what you’re doing?” 
 
    It gave her tremendous satisfaction to hear the barest hint of jealousy in Aaden’s voice. “I’m trying to find— Ah ha!” 
 
    She pulled a fabric painting that had been tucked deep into the side of the Kessoku man’s pants. The soft fabric unrolled easily and when she saw it, she gasped. 
 
    A painted tree filled the fabric. The rich green leaves went all the way to the edge. In the most intricate calligraphy she had ever seen, names were carefully painted overtop the tree, covering the leaves and branches. In the exact middle of the tree trunk, Emperor Flarius’ name was painted just over Empress Isla’s. And just below their names were the names of their children. Talise’s thumb brushed under the seven names as she counted them. 
 
    “Is that the emperor’s family tree?” Aaden asked. 
 
    Talise started and immediately rolled the painting up while her stomach did somersaults. “If anything happens to this, I think the emperor will personally murder us. We better not touch it.” 
 
    Aaden nodded emphatically though maybe he was a little disappointed he hadn’t gotten a closer look. Talise turned for the door but quickly turned back again. 
 
    She glanced at Aaden as she tapped the fabric roll against her leg. “Commander Blaise said we need to find out what they wanted. Maybe that’s part of the trial. Why would they steal the family tree?” 
 
    Aaden shrugged. “I’m sure it’s over. I bet one of the guards is getting the emperor now.” 
 
    With the memory of her last two failures still fresh in her mind, Talise turned on the Kessoku men, glaring especially at the one who had been in the treasury. 
 
    She leaned in toward him and said in her fiercest voice, “Why did you steal the family tree? What did you want with it?” 
 
    Pure rage filled the man’s eyes as he spit in her face. The water splattered all over the right side of her face, especially under her eye. 
 
    “Okay,” Aaden said wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “We’re done here.” 
 
    She didn’t resist as he pulled her away from the men and toward the door. She was too stunned to do anything besides use her shoulder to wipe the spit from her face. 
 
    Aaden looked over his shoulder as they walked. “Was that really necessary?” he asked through a clenched jaw. 
 
    Talise turned the doorknob slowly. The spit had been too much, but at least she had passed the trial. She was certain of it. It wouldn’t have come to spitting otherwise. When the door cracked open, she heard the voices of her palace guards talking in the hallway. 
 
    “They deserve to know the truth.” 
 
    Talise recognized the voice of the taller guard, the nervous one. She threw the door open and stared at the two guards who looked frightened at her sudden appearance. “Who?” she asked. 
 
    The shorter, more serious, guard peered at his companion through the side of his eye. “Don’t say a word.”


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TALISE STOOD GAPING AT HER TWO PALACE guards who were in the middle of a staring contest with each other. What truth? What could they be talking about? The sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach told her that her triumph of passing the trial had been premature. 
 
    The nervous guard dragged his hand down the side of his face and whispered, “They’re coming.” 
 
    Talise’s eyes narrowed. “Who?” 
 
    “Shut up!” The serious guard slammed his palm against the wall as he glared at the man. “Don’t open your mouth again.” 
 
    The nervous guard turned toward his companion. He held his hands out in front of his body and they shook as he spoke. “Kessoku is coming.” 
 
    The serious guard shook his head side to side slowly. “I swear on the emperor, I’ll run my sword through you if you keep talking.” 
 
    Talise glanced at Aaden, who looked as confused as her. She squared her shoulders. “The emperor said Kessoku was nothing more than a nuisance.” 
 
    The nervous guard let out chuckle. “A nuisance? Is that what he called them?” 
 
    Aaden took a step forward. “And he said they were in the Gate.” 
 
    The guard’s chuckle transformed into an unhinged laugh. “The Gate? Not all of them are in the Gate. Not those ones.” He pointed to the door of the antechamber. 
 
    Talise felt her stomach dropping down down down. Images flashed in her mind. The stoic faces of the Kessoku men, their willingness to fight, how one of them had spit in her face. 
 
    “This wasn’t really a trial? This was a real attack?” For the first time since she met him, Aaden’s voice sounded small. 
 
    The serious guard shoved the nervous guard’s shoulders against the wall. “The emperor will kill you himself if you say anything else.” 
 
    The nervous guard turned to him with a look of resignation. “We’re going to die anyway. Kessoku is coming.” 
 
    A chill spread through Talise’s arms, causing her to shiver despite the warmth in the hall. “But we captured all five of them this time. They can’t escape.” 
 
    “Not them,” the nervous guard said as he slapped him palm against his forehead. “They were just a scout group. Kessoku is here with an army. I saw them at the base of the mountain. The army will be here by sunrise.” 
 
    The serious guard shook the man’s shoulders, but this time a hint of worry lingered in his own eyes. “Calm down. Commander Blaise is in the strategy room with the generals and high guard. We’ve been training for this. They just needed someone to take care of the scout group, so Commander Blaise could have time to prepare for the attack. And these two did it. We’re going to be fine.” 
 
    The nervous guard dropped to the ground and began rocking himself back and forth as he clutched his knees to his chest. 
 
    It hurt too much to watch after a while. Talise moved her gaze back to the antechamber door. They had caught them this time. She was sure of it. But suddenly the memory of their earlier failure brought goosebumps to her flesh. 
 
    “The other guards.” Her words came out soft, but she pushed out the rest so they couldn’t be mistaken. “The ones who got knocked out. Where are they?” 
 
    “They’re dead,” the nervous guard moaned as he clenched and unclenched his fists. “Palace servants came and took them away so you wouldn’t get suspicious.” 
 
    Talise just managed to hold in her gasp. She had spent all that time apologizing to Aaden and complaining about her earlier failures. And all that time, Kessoku, the real Kessoku, had been in the palace. 
 
    She didn’t dare glance at Aaden. His face must have been as horrified as hers, and she couldn’t bear the sight of it. After a gulp, she asked, “They have an army?” 
 
    The nervous guard slammed his forehead against his knees and began grabbing fistfuls of his hair as he let out groans. 
 
    To her surprise, the shorter guard began to speak. Apparently, he had realized it was too late to keep any secrets. “Kessoku came a few months ago during a party. They hadn’t attacked in years, so none of us expected it. They…” 
 
    The words lingered on the tip of his tongue, but they caught, as if he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. 
 
    Trying to find courage, she asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “It was a bloodbath.” The nervous guard was now using his tunic to mop large splashes of tears off his cheeks. 
 
    The serious guard stood tall, but he looked away. “They killed the Master Shapers and half the guards. They took some of them as prisoners, but we haven’t heard anything from them since that night. They’re probably dead. Flint’s entire squad was murdered in front of his eyes,” he finished by pointing to the nervous guard on the ground. Suddenly, his distress made sense. 
 
    A hollow chuckle escaped Talise’s mouth. “So, the assignment in the Gate that all the Master Shapers are busy with is…” Her gut twisted again, but this time with such force that bile ran up her throat. She clutched her stomach, trying to hold it in. 
 
    Wendy’s brother. Wendy’s brother was supposedly on the assignment in the Gate. Did that mean he was dead? Did Wendy know? 
 
    When Aaden’s hand pressed into the small of her back, she immediately turned into him. No part of her could resist him now. Her body shook as he held her. Reality crashed down around her with dire pain. 
 
    The serious guard spoke again. “I’ll take you to the strategy room. Since you know the truth now, Commander Blaise could use your help with the attack. The emperor is hidden for now, but he’ll see you when this is over.” 
 
    Talise took in a deep breath and stepped away from Aaden. Now she really had to pull it together. All her frustration with the trials melted away while a grounding fear took over. 
 
    The trials were over now. It was time for the real fight to begin 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    FIND OUT WHAT happens next! Talise’s story continues in episode 3, Dust Crown. Check out that beautiful cover (you might have to turn the page to see it). 
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    One battle is already too many. Can they prevent the mistakes of the past from being repeated? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    DEAR READER, 
 
    Thank you so much for reading my book! If you liked it, please consider leaving a review on amazon or goodreads. Reviews are so helpful to me as an author, plus they help other readers know if a book is right for them. 
 
    To receive special offers, bonus content, and info on my new releases and other great reads, sign up for my email list! Psst, you’ll get my short story collection for FREE. :) 
 
    SIGN UP 
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