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I could not ask for a better raid party as we set out on this incredible quest.
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PART ONE


FLAMES
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“We are afflicted in every way but not crushed; we are perplexed but not in despair; we are persecuted but not abandoned; we are struck down but not destroyed.”

2 Corinthians 4:8–9
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CONNOR ENARIAN

KELEDEV

CELESTIAL PEAKS

Dust kicked up by a rider’s haste drew Connor’s gaze southwest—the Airguard herald he’d been waiting for. An airship’s blast, echoing across the high scree slopes of the Celestial Peaks, had called his squadron to the plateau under Hope’s Spire. Connor and his lightraiders and watchmen had reached the plateau first.

The herald waved a frantic arm, shouting something about the Western Vale and ore creatures. Not until his horse had carried him nearer to the waiting squadron did his message take full form.

“Orcs! Marching for Mount Challenge. Ride, Sentinels! Make haste!”

Haste is an enemy all its own—or so Swordmaster Quinton had taught them.

Connor lifted a hand to calm the herald. “How many?”

“The spotters saw a great number marching as one unit. Perhaps three platoons in total.”

“Four or more times our number,” Connor said, reaching to his belt for the horn that had long ago replaced the shepherd’s whistle he once carried. “Not the best odds.” He turned and blew a hard note to send the call farther eastward, sped on its way by a prayer. He nodded to his troops. “To the Western Vale!”

Teegan launched the falcon from her arm and circled their small force of cadets and watchmen. “You heard him. Form up!” She ensured all were ready before galloping to the column’s head to join Connor. “I wish the Airguard spotters could sail closer to the peaks and give us more time.”

“The winds are too powerful. We let evil cross the mountains. Now our fliers must suffer the same hardships that barrier imposed on our dragon enemies.”

The column rode hard, light, and fast as befitted a sentinel squadron—the name Master Quinton had given the twelve small units he’d created to guard the upper range. Too small for Connor’s taste. Their numbers were few and their recruits inexperienced.

“How many do you think?” Teegan asked, as if reading his thoughts.

“Sixty, if the herald got the spotter’s message right. Perhaps less. More than our fourteen either way. If only we had Dag.”

The big miner was worth three or more in a close fight. He’d taken to the Sphere of the Vanguard as if born and reared in their tower. But Dag had his own squadron.

Teegan lifted her chin. “I’m your Dag today. I’ll take your share of the fighting if you’re not up to it.”

Her jest changed the grim press of his lips to a grin. “Don’t be foolish. I’ll take yours.”

Connor gauged the countenances of their troops. Seven of the twelve had yet to see battle—six young men and a young woman, all new cadet stalwarts from the Eastern Hills. He returned his eyes to the trail and lowered his voice. “Or perhaps it’s best that we both take theirs. I fear for every one of them. How many lives will we lose while we allow evil to march on these slopes?”

“While we allow it?” Teegan’s eyes flared. “Don’t the Scrolls tell us the Rescuer is sovereign?”

“They also say he lets us deal with the consequences of our actions.”

Boulders narrowed the trail as they left the tree line for the last time, forcing Teegan back in her gallop. When she came alongside him again, disquiet creased her brow. “You believe someone in Keledev caused the breach.”

“What I believe doesn’t matter.” He stood in his saddle to speed the gelding. “What matters is our homeland will never be safe again until we end this war once and for all.”

The retort he expected never came. Teegan pointed skyward. “Aethia’s found them. Over the next rise.”

Connor signaled the column to slow. Up there, near the highest of the Passage Lakes, there were no pines to catch the horses’ dust. A telltale plume might cost them the advantage. Aethia might also give them away. He nodded to Teegan. “Call your bird back. Orcs can smell a falcon.”

“No need. She knows her business. She’ll stay east to keep her scent clear.”

The three watchmen archers riding with their squadron joined Connor and Teegan at the front. With small numbers, a sentinel squadron’s attack hinged on the opening volley.

“Our falcon scout has them over the next rise,” Connor told them. “The moment we crest the top, choose your targets and shoot at will. Two arrows each, then follow us in with sword and hammer.”

“If they are too much for us,” one of them asked, “to where will we retreat?”

“There is no retreat. Beyond this rise is the last stretch of the road to Mount Challenge Lake. We hold them there, or we die in the attempt. Are you all ready?”

They answered with nods and grunts of bravado, though the pallor of the younger ones’ faces spoke otherwise. Even so, shields glowed to life on their arms. Breastplates appeared on their chests and helms on their heads—gifts credited to them by the Rescuer.

“Good.” Connor’s own silver shield appeared at his forearm yet did not hinder him as he set a stone in his sling and drew the dragonslayer Revornosh from its scabbard. He raised the sword high, so the purple starlot in its hilt caught the sun, and spurred his horse. “Onward!”


2


The squadron charged over the rise in two lines with the archers at the rear. These halted at the crest and raised their bows while the others gained speed on the downward slope. Teegan, whose gelding bore a lighter burden, spurred her horse out in front. Connor loosed the stone from his sling to fly before her.

An orc archer turned to face the incoming threat, bellowing at its companions. It fell to Connor’s stone, and the orc beside it dropped its bow when a gray arrow sailed over Teegan and lodged itself in the fiery joint at the creature’s shoulder. Two heartbeats later, Teegan rode that one down. The orc behind it died to her trident, spilling molten innards from three holes in its chest plate.

Her courage opened a wedge, and Connor took advantage. He let go of his reins and steered the gelding with his knees, as Teegan had taught him long ago, and swung Revornosh at any exposed orc flesh he could see.

“Connor! On your left!”

An archer’s call turned Connor’s head in time to see a black pyranium scimitar stabbing at his flank. His shield flashed. The blade snapped in two.

The orc howled in rage.

Connor answered with “For the Rescuer!” and tensed his shield arm to bash it in the face. Only by the force of the blow did he hold his mount. Connor swung the gelding around to bury Revornosh in the reeling orc’s chest.

He might have thought this a success, except for the score—seven orcs down for him and Teegan with an archer’s assist, but barely more than an orc each for the rest, leaving eight times as many still standing. And still advancing.

A watchmen archer had lost her mount. The horse lay dead beside her. Three orcs closed in. Connor traded his sling for his Aropha crook—a tool and weapon forged by the Elder Folk—and pointed with its spiked steel foot. “Stalwarts! To the right flank! Defend her!”

The new cadets rode in, wildly swinging hammer, axe, and sword. Five formed a line against the orcs while the other two helped the archer up onto one of their horses.

Fighting side by side on horseback took training these stalwarts had not yet gained, and it showed. The orc line pressed against them, forcing a slow retreat. If the rest of the squadron failed to close around them, they’d surely die.

“Teegan, fall back! Protect the young ones!”

Fall back. Hadn’t he told them there’d be no retreat?

The geldings backed away with admirable control, giving their riders a chance to fend off blows and drop more orcs from the enemy’s numbers—many more—but Connor counted at least thirty remaining. He stole a glance at the road behind his force where the glistening waters of Mount Challenge Lake waited, perhaps a hundred yards away. He had those hundred yards to change the tide or give himself and his squadron to the eternal rest of Elamhavar.

Rocks and steep terrain on either side of the road kept the orc flanks from curving around to hem the sentinels in. That blessing would not last all the way to the lake, and his sword and Teegan’s trident could not bring the numbers into balance fast enough. They needed help.

Connor raised his eyes to the swirling ice among the Impossible Peaks, catching the midday sun, and began a lightraider battle prayer. “Yi rusa kazelatesh elevana. Men taya veni zoweresh?”

I lift my eyes to the mountains. Whence comes my help?

The second portion of the prayer rolled down from the heights as if in answer. Men ke’Premor, bi keshema po kezavol ke’Krafor.

From the King, the Maker of the heavens and the earth.

The tenor song of a sentinel’s horn overcame the clamor of orc roars and clashing blades, followed by a falcon’s cry. Aethia flew on the rising dust of a second sentinel squadron galloping to their aid with Dagram Kaivos storming forth at the head of its spear formation, twin axes held high. The horse that carried the miner stood many hands above the rest—one of the Gladion line, bred for battle in the days before the rising of the peaks and set to haul the Keledan plows in the days after.

Behind him flashed the pale red tunic of the very herald who’d brought Connor the news—an Airguard volunteer, neither spotter nor fighter, who had no business joining the battle. What was Dag thinking? No sooner had the thought come to Connor than a black arrow pierced the young man’s neck. His horse veered, and from there his fate fell out of Connor’s sight.

The orcs’ rear guard, shrieking with rage, had turned toward the reinforcements, easing the pressure on Connor’s forces. His squadron’s retreat slowed, but it did not stop.

“Hold!” he shouted, spurring his gelding to halt its fade. “Hold this line!”

Too late. The terrain flattened as the rocks gave way to the long, sandy expanse before the lakeshore. The orcs had eaten up too much ground, and now their flanks spread wide to envelop their foes.

Connor pushed his troops left and right to counter. “Don’t let them pass! Don’t—” His cry caught in his throat. Four black creatures rose from the orcs’ northern flank, taking to the air—birds with wingspans as long as a horse and thick, gangly necks. From the talons of the center bird hung a black leather satchel chained to an iron ball. The creature bobbled with the weight while the others hung close, protecting this strange cargo and its carrier.

Teegan saw them too. “What are those?”

“Buzzards of some kind. Worry more about what they carry.” Connor pressed his current opponent back with his crook and waved Revornosh. “Archers, look north! Stop those birds!”

An easy command to give. Not so easy to follow. The watchmen archers were busy battling enemies of their own. Only one had hands to spare—the young woman who’d lost her mount, riding behind her comrade. She brought her bow to bear.

One, then another black buzzard fell from the sky. The others veered, and the archer’s third and fourth shots missed wide.

While Connor watched, the air changed. A great shadow darkened the lakeshore.

A dragon? It can’t be.

Looking up, he saw he should have had more faith.

Not a dragon. An airship. Some mad stormrider risked the terrible winds close to the high slopes to join the fight. At first, the three great silk envelopes of the airship held their course, straight toward the buzzards, but then they shuddered and turned, taking the wicker ship with them. The craft swung into unnatural flight—sideways and falling fast toward the white scree hill beside the lake.

The watchmen archer set her aim on the bird with the satchel, but its last escort swooped in and took the missile. It plummeted to the ground while the other pressed on and dove toward the lake.

“No!” Connor screamed.

As if hit by his voice, the buzzard jerked, then jerked again, knocked backward in the air by mighty blows. The creature slammed down in the sand and sent the sickening crack of a hollow spine breaking to Connor’s ears, dying barely a yard short of the water with its burden still clutched in its talons.

North of the lake, the airship crashed between the scree hill and the mountain slope behind. The silk envelopes, visible above the hill, caught fire. What brave pilot had given his life this time?

Still, the tide had turned. The two sentinel squadrons crushed the orc platoon, and while Teegan thanked Dag, Connor rushed to the buzzard near the lakeshore. He found a pair of Airguard harpoons lodged in the creature’s eye and throat. Before he could inspect the bird’s satchel, crunching sounded from beyond the scree hill. Connor leveled his sword, ready for a new fight.

A young blond man about his own age stumbled out onto the shore, face scratched up and tunic torn and blackened at the chest and sleeves.

Connor’s mouth fell open. “Aaron?”

Aaron Ilmari, Sireth Yar’s former watchmen companion, staggered left and right, still finding his bearings, then saw the dead bird at Connor’s feet. He hefted a big Airguard harpoon bow to his shoulder, with a piece of charred wicker railing still caught in its mounting clamps, and offered a woozy salute. “Looks like I got him. You’re welcome.”


3


KARA ORSO

KELEDEV

ORVYN’S VOW

“Balance! Hold your balance!”

Kara glanced down between the blue talanium planks of the chain bridge where she trained her latest pack of novices, wondering how Sireth Yar, the outpost watchmaster, might react if her efforts caused one or two of them to fall. She’d hate for him to return from his patrol to such news.

That, of course, assumed he might ever return. Sireth and his son Tiran—Kara’s fellow lightraider cadet—had been gone for days.

Nearly a league beneath Kara’s feet, the smooth fjord waters and the low clouds passing over them gave her the feeling of looking up into a deep blue sky, made more striking by the two airships idly floating on sealed wicker hulls.

Her own balance began to drift.

Kara snapped her eyes up to meet the gaze of the lead novice. More and more Airguard pilots and spotters had been added to her training cohorts of late, sent to Orvyn’s Vow by Councilor Zayn Boreas for combat training. In this group, the lead novice was an Airguard pilot’s mate, fully trained as a pilot. With brown eyes half-hidden by a mop of black hair, he stared back, shoulders steady and unperturbed by the shifting chain bridge. “How long must we do this, Miss Orso?”

“Until you get it right, Mister Ray.”

Samar Ray—certainly the most gifted combat novice she’d trained. Too gifted. His natural skill made him overconfident.

The young man held his sword out over the chain rail and flipped it so the blade twisted in the air. The bridge wobbled, but his head and torso did not move in the slightest. He shrugged.

Kara frowned. “You and your party are one.” She nodded past Samar to the other eight novices, lined up two by two behind him and wearing a mix of terrified and frustrated expressions. Most were losing the battle to hold a simple guard position on the unsteady bridge. The air didn’t help, so much thinner up here than what the flatlanders and hill-country herdsmen were used to. One looked as if he might soon expel his breakfast into the wind. “None of you have it right until all of you have it right. Understood?”

Samar pursed his lips but held his tongue.

“Eyes on me!” Kara tried to regain control before she lost one over the side. “Focus. Breathe. In . . .” She inhaled deeply, tracing a small circle with her sword tip. “And out . . . In . . . Out.”

The wobbling ceased.

“Good.” She paused to let them enjoy the calm. “Hold . . .”

Samar lifted his chin toward the main lodge of Orvyn’s Vow, built on the outpost’s highest cliff, on one of the many thick fingers stretching out into the Sea of Vows. A large, blue-gray bear watched their training from a timber extension of the courtyard. “Perhaps your talking bear might join us. Or is she afraid of heights?”

“Ioanu is not my bear. Nor is she afraid. The bears of her clan fear nothing.”

“Then why isn’t she out here?”

“She needs no training.”

“Nor do I.”

“I beg to differ.” Kara lifted her sword a little higher and addressed the group. “Keep holding . . . breathe . . . and now . . . raise one leg.”

“You can’t be serious.” Samar looked back at his companions, all grasping for the chains as each raised a foot to the front, back, or side. “They should be sparring, learning to fight. Not this. They look absurd.”

“They look like one unit. Your unit. Join them, Mister Ray. Now.”

“You don’t want me to do that.”

Kara darkened her eyes. “Oh, I most certainly do.”

“Fine.”

Samar complied in the worst way Kara could have imagined. He leapt to the chain rail and balanced there despite the shaking caused by his comrades, then lifted a boot and planted the sole on the inner bend of his knee. Holding Kara’s shocked gaze, he stretched out his sword and free arm. “Happy?”

“Stop that, Samar,” Kara said, forgetting protocol and using his given name. She carefully lowered her foot and waved at the others to do the same. “Stop that this instant!”

“Why? Am I doing it wrong, great lightraider mistress? My apologies. I shall adjust.” Samar leapt to pivot in the air. He landed on the other foot, facing away from her. “Better?”

“You know what I meant. Come down before you cast yourself into the fjord.”

He obeyed with sudden humility. “Right. Of course. As you say.”

Samar’s meekness surprised her, until Kara followed his gaze to the next ridge over, on the far side of the bridge. Smoke and flames rose from the trees. Samar glanced back with an expectant look.

Kara shook her head. “Don’t even think about it. You’re not ready. Lead the rest back to the main lodge and alert the watchmaster.”

“What about you?”

“I’ve a job to do.”

She raised an arm, but Ioanu was already on the move, lumbering down a switchback to a timber-and-steel platform nestled in the bridge supports. The bear leapt onto a wooden cart, sending it sailing down a set of four talanium cables running under the bridge—a cargo system joining the fjord’s cliffs.

Kara ran, but the bear and the accelerating cart would soon outpace her stride. She’d hate for Ioanu to beat her to the fight. Best to join her. Kara would have to judge this right in two planes. The increasing speed of the cart might cause her to miss on the north–south plane, and the wind could cost her a safe landing in the east–west plane. Without a safe landing, she’d have only the fjord a good twenty furlongs below to catch her.

She closed her eyes and prayed. “Podovu motah se natholiond. Shalorovu se sumiond.”

He will not allow your foot to slip. Your protector will not slumber.

Eyes open once more, she took a last breath and swung over the rail on the upwind side.

The wind carried her under the bridge as expected, but the drop took longer than she’d planned. With Ioanu’s weight, the cables dipped much lower than usual. The cart looked sure to fly by, until the balls of Kara’s feet touched down inches from the rear edge. She reached to keep from falling off the back. “Ioanu!”

A hand, not a paw, caught Kara’s. Samar pulled her in next to the bear and gave her one of his prideful smirks. “What was that about not being ready?”

“How did you get here?”

“Same way you did, but with far more grace.”

The cart still had plenty of speed to finish its run, thanks to the lower height where it met the far cliff. Kara pushed Samar out of the way and pulled a hand brake. Sparks flew. The cart jolted to a stop.

The three raced up a switchback and along a smoky trail until they came to a clearing. Kara and Samar raised their arms to deflect the blazing heat from a burning way station.

The first Keledan to venture to these high, sheer fingers stretching east from the Celestial Peaks had built the Orvyn’s Vow outpost in pieces—many structures separated by the fjords and joined by bridges, cart runs, and boat launches. The four highest and longest fingers of land held watchtowers with commanding views of the eastern boundary of the Celestial Peaks and the wall of Storm Mists out in the Sea of Vows. Shorter, lower fingers like this one held way stations for storage and rest. They were rarely manned.

The station across the next fjord burned as well.

“This is no accident,” Samar said.

Kara, with sword poised, snapped open a whirlknife in her shield hand, spreading its two blades into the flying position, and gave him a sharp look that said, Yes, we know.

Ioanu lowered her nose to the trail. Dark blue armor glowed to life all around her. “Goblins. Still near.”

As if called by her announcement, two creatures materialized out of the smoke and ran at Samar. Kara pushed him out of the way.

He scowled. “What are you doing?”

“Saving your life.”

Goblins in small numbers posed little threat to a lightraider cadet scout. In a dual sweep of sword and whirlknife she dispatched them both.

Two more attacked from the other flank, but Ioanu gladly ended them with her claws. The forest cliffs went quiet again, with no sound but the wind and the crackle of the burning way stations.

Samar crossed his arms. “You could have let me fight. Is that not what we’re training for?”

“I’ll say it again. You aren’t ready, and I’ve no time to carry a wounded fop right now.”

Ioanu lifted her snout toward the fire. “The flames are deep in their meal. We may yet protect the trees around the clearings, but the stations are lost.”

“Then rebuild them,” Samar said with a shrug.

Kara snorted. “I doubt Sireth will waste the ticks or the men, not with the enemy spreading in Keledev.” She walked past Samar to Ioanu. “But that is his concern, not ours. I received a raven this morning. I must ride to Ras Telesar for a council. I’ll leave the novices in your care.”

Samar leaned to place his face in her view once again. “No need to ride, Miss Orso.” He lifted the collar of his tunic, showing her the symbol embroidered there. “You have a pilot at your disposal.”

“Pilot’s mate, if I understand your order’s new ranks correctly.”

He flattened his smile. “You want to fly or not?”
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CONNOR

KELEDEV

RAS TELESAR

Connor watched the airships from the eighth-level ramparts. The green glade outside the academy gates had turned brown from the many takeoffs and landings, one of the few places on the slopes with winds calm enough for the Airguard pilots to safely touch down. Great silk triple and quadruple envelopes in deep blue, green, and scarlet cast shadows over the ruined grass. At the glade’s edge sat the wreckage of Aaron Ilmari’s ship, which Connor’s squadron had hauled down from Mount Challenge Lake.

The ship with scarlet silks touched down, and Kara climbed out, followed by her pilot—dark haired and olive skinned. Strong jaw. An unexpected tinge of angst churned in Connor’s chest at the sight of him. He had the urge to call out to Kara, despite the great distance, but a voice at his shoulder stopped him.

“You’ll see her soon enough, Mister Enarian.” Master Belen laid an aged black hand on Connor’s forearm. “She’ll be waiting for you in the Hall of Manna.”

Connor’s eyes did not leave the pair. The pilot said something to make Kara laugh and smile, a feat Connor had yet to master. “Will she?”

“Have faith, my boy, as she has faith in you. For now, follow me. We must exchange counsel.”

The guardian—the head of the Tinkers’ Sphere—brought Connor to his tower workshop. Aaron’s wreckage had not been the only thing Connor’s sentinels hauled back to Ras Telesar. They’d also carried the bird creature that flew toward Mount Challenge Lake and its satchel.

When Belen opened his workshop door, Connor expected a horrendous stink from the carcass, but he smelled naught besides salts and vapors, and he saw no bird. The scarred, blocky top of Belen’s worktable held only a bundle and a journal, open to empty pages.

Belen sat on a stool behind the table and gestured with a charcoal pencil. “Describe your encounter. Tell me everything you recall about these buzzards.”

“I dragged one home with us so that you might study it yourself. Where has it gone?”

“Burned, as we burn all dark creature husks after battles on this side of the barrier.”

“But sir, if—”

Belen held up a hand. “You believe we may study a dragon’s evil corruption to learn how to fight it? Discover its weaknesses?”

Connor nodded.

The guardian shrugged. “I’d say your friend Aaron discovered the only weakness we’ll need when he shot the creatures out of the sky.” He peered over a set of spectacles he’d taken to wearing during the last year—a much lighter variation of the invention he’d made for Lee, nothing but lenses set in a thin metal frame. “How many ticks should we devote to carving into the dragon’s corruptions, bloodying our hands with their innards and spilling their infections and poisons onto the furnishings?”

“Very little, when you put it in those terms.”

“Exactly. We must recognize evil when it approaches. I make my notes as Master Rayn Hayabuck made his before me, and we use this knowledge to prepare our cadets. But we do not make a meal of darkness. We do not immerse ourselves in it.” He raised his pencil again. “Now, tell me what you saw of the creature in flight.”

The description took a full quarter tick, as Connor recalled the ungainly bird’s flight—the long, lurching neck and the spread of its oily wings. “To my eye, it seemed something between a buzzard and a vulture, but larger than both. More a carrion-feeder than a bird of prey.”

Belen grunted and nodded, taking his time with his notes. Once finished, he set the journal on a shelf behind him and laid a hand on the bundle. “Now to this. You say the birds tried to drop it into Mount Challenge Lake.”

“So I assumed from the path of their flight.” Connor frowned at the satchel. “But, if caution demanded we destroy the dark creature, Master Belen, why risk bringing its cargo inside?”

“Ah. An excellent question, and one I asked before taking such a risk. With helpers and great care, I opened the bundle on the rocks east of the glade and found its contents to be more a matter of natural philosophy than dragon sorcery. Think of it as a sword rather than its wielder, neither good nor evil until put to its purpose. Do you see?”

Connor gave him a hesitant nod.

“You’ll understand better once I show you.” Belen unwrapped the bundle to reveal a mass of silver powder.

“Shairosite. Banishing powder.”

“Just so. Untainted.”

“Banishing powder carries enough danger on its own. We used it to close Valshadox’s portal on the northern slopes, and the reaction destroyed his entire stronghold. With Zel Boreas, we used it to excite storm clouds and transit the barrier. In both efforts, we used far less than I see here. What might so much shairosite have done to one of the Passage Lakes?”

“I don’t know, and I’ve no intention of making an experiment. The dragons may have intended to disrupt or destroy the lake, hindering our travel into Tanelethar. Or they may have intended another purpose so disturbing I won’t mention it until I know more. Either way, we must guard against further attacks at the Passage Lakes. Those vales will need their own squadron.”

Connor chuckled. “Manned by whom? We’ve no one to spare.”

“A hard truth.” Belen wrapped the bundle up and slid it aside. “On that topic, there was more in the satchel—something I hope may aid our defenses.”

The tinker set a covered glass dish on the wooden table between them. Inside were several diamond-shaped stones of coppery, iridescent metal, covered in olive oil. Briefly removing the cover, he picked one up with tongs and set it on the wood. “Do you know what this is?”

“Not the slightest notion.”

“Brimstone metal, near as soft as clay, mined only from the obsidian under the burning mountains in the Brimstone Heights of Tanelethar. The wealthiest blacksmiths buy it to enhance their fires, for it burns white-hot. But it seems this metal has another property of which I was not aware. Observe.”

The tinker cut a sliver and dropped it into a stone dish of water. The metal sparked and sizzled, then glowed white-hot and exploded.

Connor jerked back, shielding his face. “It works like diver’s folly.”

“Except the opposite. Diver’s folly ignites as soon as it leaves salt water. It seems brimstone metal ignites on contact with any water.” He tamped the piece with a wool cloth, taking several attempts to put it out. “Very hard to extinguish. And there’s more.”

Belen cut a few more slivers and laid them on the table, spaced a finger apart. Then he dipped his tongs in the water and allowed a single drop to fall on the nearest sliver. The first sliver exploded as before, but then each sliver, untouched by the water, exploded in rapid sequence.

“The metal is sympathetic to its own kind,” Connor said, remembering a term for chain reactions from Belen’s natural philosophy class.

This seemed to please the guardian. “Yes, yes,” he said, again fighting to put the fire out. “Very good. You were always a top-notch student, my boy. Top notch.”

“So what was its purpose?”

“Hmm?” Belen appeared to have lost track of the conversation, as was often his habit. Lee said this was because of his cleverness. Tiran usually countered that this was because of his age. Connor pressed him back to the topic at hand. “In the bundle, Master Belen. What was the brimstone metal’s purpose?”

“Ah. Yes. To act as an incendiary, I think—a fire to burn with the force of a blast under water. I’d say the dragons intended for water to seep into the shairosite, causing the brimstone metal to explode as you saw here, thus spreading the powder through the lake.”

“Destroying one of the Rescuer’s portals.”

“Perhaps, and that is the least sinister of the possibilities. Let us hope we never feel their full intent, yes?” Belen put the brimstone away, continuing as he worked. “Now. All of that is a matter of speculation over application. In truth, I brought you up here for a different reason—one of much greater import.” He reached into an inner pocket of his cloak. “You see—”

The deep bell of the Hall of Manna rang below, and Belen drew his hand out, empty. “Our intrigues must wait, my boy. The headmaster calls. Go on ahead. I’ll follow in a moment.”
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Heated words drifted up to greet Connor as he descended the central staircase to the sixth-level ramparts. He slowed and peered around the corner from the steps.

Councilor Stradok, the Assembly’s liaison to the academy, had barred Aaron Ilmari’s path, waggling a finger. “Do you understand the cost of each of those airships? The Assembly’s investment of time and treasure?”

Connor could not see the upturned corner of Aaron’s mouth—his trace of irony and wit—but the tenor of the Airguard lieutenant’s answer left little doubt. “I was not aware, Councilor Stradok, that the Assembly concerned itself with treasure.”

“Then you are a foolish child. Keledev is small, its resources finite. That ship you crashed represents a prince’s portion.” Stradok’s balding head grew as crimson as his assemblyman’s robes. “And another thing—”

“Councilor!” Connor jogged down the ramparts, waving. “I’m so glad to catch you and Lieutenant Ilmari here, outside the hall. I suppose I’m not as late as I thought.” He draped an arm over Aaron’s shoulders, feigning a lack of breath, and guided him around Stradok to head for the oversize doors to Salar Peroth—the Hall of Manna. “Thank you both for waiting. I do so hate to enter an important gathering alone. Always feels like every eye turns upon me.”

Stradok followed a few paces behind, grumbling, “An illusion of your pride, Cadet. A trait too many of you young people share.”

Connor felt Aaron tense as if to reply and pinched his friend’s upper arm to stop him, then whispered in his ear, “A touch of prudence might serve us both about now. Keep silent if you wish to retain your rank. And keep walking.”

All eyes did indeed turn upon them as the three entered the great, wedge-shaped hall. Master Jairun sat on a stool on the raised platform opposite the doors, his long staff resting against his shoulder. The rest had gathered at the tall stone table closest to him—one of many ancient tables built for the Aropha, or Elder Folk, huge compared to the Keledan and formed with incomprehensible skill as if grown like hedges from the floor.

Even Swordmaster Quinton, largest of the guardians, looked small when seated on the benches. He thrust a grizzled chin toward the newcomers. “Glad the three o’ ya could fin’ly grace us with yer presence.”

Connor made no reply. He didn’t need to.

Stradok seemed to think he did. “I answer to the Assembly, Master Quinton.” The councilor breezed past him to take an empty place near the head of the closest table to Master Jairun. “I do not run at the peal of a lightraider bell. I arrive at my own pleasure.”

A quiet laugh escaped Master Jairun’s nose. “Then we’re grateful it pleases you to join us, for the Assembly must have a say in these proceedings.”

Dag sat apart at a nearby table, chin resting in his hands.

Connor walked carefully up behind him. He knew the hurt that ailed his friend but knew not which words to offer in comfort. He merely placed a hand upon Dag’s broad back. “They’re starting. You should join us.”

“And offer what? Thoughts that get men killed?”

The herald who’d warned them of the orcs’ coming to Mount Challenge—the one who’d joined Dag’s charge—had perished from his wounds.

“We had only one loss in a battle where the orcs outnumbered both our squadrons together. Some might call it a triumph.”

“Not I. He died before he reached their line and served only as an obstacle to my horsemen. Had I not bowed to his request to join the fight, we might have found victory all the sooner. He died for nothing—in a place well removed from his calling.”

“His calling was to defend his homeland,” Connor countered.

“With his voice and horn, not his sword.”

Time was needed for Dag’s heart to heal, time they did not have.

Pedrig, the Havarra wolf who’d walked with Connor’s patehpa Faelin Enarian, rested on the platform near Master Jairun with his paws crossed—his usual place and posture at such meetings. His golden gaze fell on the two young men, and a low growl escaped his throat, an order as clear as if Master Jairun himself had spoken it. Take your seats.

Connor wasted no more words compounding his friend’s grief. “Come,” he said, lifting Dag’s heavy arm. “Whatever your mood, your wisdom and knowledge are a boon to me and to the guardians.”

The two took their places on either side of Kara, across from Swordmaster Quinton of the Vanguard and Dame Silvana, the head of the Rangers’ Sphere. Connor squeezed Kara’s hand as he sat down. “It’s good to see you.”

“You as well, though I wish I were here with better news.”

“You and me, both.”

Stradok shot them a glare for this interruption of whatever argument he’d already started, then returned his gaze to Master Jairun to propel it onward. “What do you mean by a change of strategy, Headmaster?”

“Just that. A new course, not merely for the Lightraider Order or for the watchmen, but for Keledev as a whole. The war has entered a new phase. The dragon strategy is shifting. We can all feel it. And in doing so, they’re gaining ground. We must shift our own strategy to counter.”

“Have encounters and skirmishes not been common for almost a year now?” Stradok asked. “I, for one, feel no shift.”

Dag grunted and gazed down at his big hands. “Then you should leave the safety of this fortress once in a while.”

There were a few pointed coughs at the table. Connor reached around Kara to flick Dag’s side and whispered through clenched teeth. “That is not the wisdom I spoke of.”

Stradok directed his ire Dag’s way. “We all have our callings, a topic I’m told you learned much about in your recent skirmish. Since, thankfully, you did not pull me into the battle as you did the poor herald, perhaps you might describe it to me.”

Teegan, seated one place down from Dag, stood before the miner could answer and bury himself for good. “I will describe it,” she said, giving Stradok a dark gaze, “if Master Jairun so pleases.”

Gaining a nod from the headmaster, she went on. “A platoon of orcs charged one of the sacred Passage Lakes. That alone is a dark change in their former course. It showed purpose beyond harassment and killing—a purpose we have not fully discerned.” She gave an account of their battle, including the bird creatures. “It cost us an airship and a life to stop them.”

“I’m well aware of the cost,” Stradok countered, addressing the headmaster instead of Teegan, as if she had merely projected Master Jairun’s words like a carnival puppet. “And I’ll grant that a new form of dark creature holds a modicum of interest even for those outside your small order. But orcs have made many charges on these mountains in the past two seasons. How can you say this charge bore a greater purpose?”

“I’ll answer that.” Connor gave Teegan a nod and waited for her to sit before speaking. He’d rather Master Belen take this part, but the tinker had not appeared, having likely become waylaid by his own experiments, as usual. “These bird creatures—”

“Gall buzzards,” Aaron said, nudging him. “That’s what I’ve been calling them, after the sound they make.”

Connor shot him a sidelong glance to stop him from mimicking the birds’ call. “Yes. Thank you, Lieutenant. These . . . gall buzzards were more than a new type of dark creature in this battle. They carried a satchel of shairosite.”

He waited for the gasps and mumbles from this revelation to cease before going on. The link between the silver powder and Taneletharian portals had become well established in the last two years, along with the fact that one such portal had sent dark creatures into Keledev.

“How much shairosite?” Master Jairun asked.

“More than I’ve ever seen in one place outside the Crystal Meadow in Tanelethar, more than we used to collapse the fortress of the dragon lord Vorax, along with a mechanism designed to spread the powder through the lake. Master Belen and I think the dragons may hope to destroy the Passage Lakes. They may be trying to cut off our entry into Tanelethar.”

This sent new and heavier murmurs up and down the table.

Master Jairun raised his hands for order, aided by a low bark from Pedrig. “These tidings are but one symptom of the renewed strength in the enemy’s onslaught. You need only look around this table for another. Don’t you see the empty places? They represent gaps in our defense—cracks in a dam holding back the flood.”

Connor had yet to notice the small number. How had he missed it? Sireth Yar, Teegan’s tehpa, had become the head of the watchmen company at Orvyn’s Vow, yet he was not there for such an important council. Nor was his sehna, Tiran, or Zel Boreas, the captain representative of the Airguard, or Connor’s closest friend, Lee Trang.

He looked to Teegan. “Where are your tehpa and brehna? Where are Lee and Zel?”

She answered with a gaze that seemed on the edge of tears. “No one knows.”
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LEE TRANG

TANELETHAR

MINER’S FOLLY

Lee tied his rope taut to a hook in the cave wall and flipped the varied lenses of his spectacles up and down, examining the finished curtain. “You think she’ll hold?”

“Now that we’ve installed it right side up?” Zel asked, tying off her rope on the other side of the cave. “Yes.”

The curtain had been the hardest piece of this new outpost to bring through the hollow tree in Darkling Shade—a heavy blend of silk and canvas wrought by the Sky Harbor silk spinners, meant to mimic the surrounding rock. When Lee and Zel had returned in their ship—weeks after he and Connor had brought the canvas here on foot and set it in place—they’d realized the two had installed it with the rock colors facing down instead of up.

“You jest,” Lee said, “but the upside-down curtain and the cave remained untouched in our absence, a testament to our chosen place for this sanctuary.”

Zel took a seat on an overturned mine cart and shook out her arms after the hard work of hauling up the canvas. “If you’d told me a year ago the Airguard and the Lightraider Order would build an airship post in the Dragon Lands, I’d have called you mad.”

Lee smiled. “I believe I told you exactly that a year ago. And you did call me mad.”

“Oh right.” She winked, as if to let him know he’d walked into a trap.

“I never said you were wrong. This whole endeavor is indeed mad, and I’m content to say so. As you might recall, none of this was my idea.”

Connor had been the first to suggest a sanctuary capable of concealing and launching a stormrider airship, inspired by the underground Aropha sanctuary they’d discovered in the Fading Mountains. Tiran and Dag—even Kara—had laughed, but Lee took his friend seriously. In quiet but earnest discussions through many meals in the Hall of Manna, the two worked out the practical aspects. They’d started with identifying the right location in the Dragon Lands.

The hollowed-out hills of Miner’s Folly, east of the Upland Wilds, seemed the perfect place. Their sister hills, Miner’s Glory, to the west of the Wilds, still yielded copper, gold, and other riches after ages of mining, but the tunnels of Miner’s Folly had run dry in their first season. That hadn’t stopped hopeful Aladoth from digging for more than a century afterward. Thus, the hills were pocked and scarred with pits and furrows, some hiding great caverns of bare rock and pure emptiness.

Connor and Lee had devised a plan to claim one such cavern and give it new purpose.

To their utter shock, Master Jairun consented and pled their case with Councilor Zayn Boreas, the leader of the Airguard. From there, they’d only needed to find the right chamber. The councilor had insisted his daughter Zel accompany the lightraiders on the quest to find one. She’d been part of most quests to build the post ever since.

Zel let out a sigh, leaning against the wall. “We have all we need here. A spring runs through the rear of the cave where our supplies and map table are well sheltered. When we drop the curtain to launch, it falls vertically to hide the antechamber, transforming what appears from above as an empty, shallow hole into nothing more than an empty, deep hole. I have only one concern.”

“And that is?”

“Goats. I’ve seen many in these hills. What if one falls in and spoils the effect?”

“Goats are surefooted. Rest at ease.” Lee joined her, sitting down to rest next to the mine cart, and surveyed their work. Roughhewn walls. Timber supports. A table and a few crates and lanterns.

This place was no great Aropha sanctuary like the one in the Fading Mountains, but it would serve—the work of Keledan hands built deep in the enemy’s territory and a forward post for the gift of flight the Rescuer had given them. “So. What will we call it? The Mine?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t be absurd. My father chose the name the night your headmaster proposed this venture. And since we’re supplying the ships and pilots, he says naming this place is his right.”

Lee shrugged. “I won’t argue.”

“Like anyone can argue with Zayn Boreas.”

“You can.” Lee had seen it. He’d watched Zel, the councilor’s one and only daughter, change his mind or bring the gifted orator to utter silence on several occasions. “What’s the name?”

“He wants to call this sanctuary after the other posts we’ve built in Keledev—the cloudlofts. This one will be Cloudloft Stratus.”

The red light of dusk seeping in at the edges of the curtain above caught Lee’s eye. “Time is fleeting,” he said. “If we wish to complete the second part of our mission tonight, we need to get moving.”

She nodded, and both stood. Lee saw his own soreness in the slowness of her rising. All time to rest had been stolen at the first moment of their entry into Tanelethar in the new airship. Their stormride—the fourth ever attempted and only the second used to cross the barrier—had brought them to the wrong place, far to the south to the Highland Forest in Berothor Province. At least, Lee saw it as the wrong place. Zel had a different notion. Either way, it had set them back several days in coming here.

Preparations for the next flight took half a tick, so that by the time they dropped the curtain to expose the sky, night had come.

The new airship’s single large lamp burned with a dim fire, darkened by minerals the Apothecarists’ Guild had added to their fuel concoction. Once Lee had doused the lights and secured the ropes behind the curtain, he hopped the gray-painted rail. Zel added a second vial of fuel, and the ship rose.

Gray silk snapped, a sign of a stiff breeze dipping into the mine to catch the envelope—one envelope instead of the usual three. Lee heard the sound, but looking up, he hardly saw any movement. “The new silk catches no light.”

“Yes. The spinners did well.” With skilled hands at the pulleys and the rudder, Zel kept the ship centered. “They made the envelopes of the first airships with the whimsy of the winds in mind, in rich colors, never intending for their work to see this side of the barrier. This ship has a different purpose. The dye makes us one with the clouds. The Merlin is a true leap forward in our fight.”

The Merlin. Smallest and darkest of the falcons. An apt name. The Airguard had built many new ships—some larger, with stronger silks and pitch in their hulls for water landings, and some with devices that spat fire to make them run against the wind. The Merlin and sister ships of the same size looked tiny in comparison. But a small falcon could fly where great owls and eagles could not.

“We’re clear,” Zel said.

Just in time. The wind picked up and carried them near broadside over the hilltop. Below, the hidden cloudloft showed no sign they’d ever been there—no hint of the curtain, though it rested in plain sight. “Excellent. Our plan came together nicely.”

“Right. Sure. But also”—Zel gestured down at the sage and rocks surrounding the hole—“no goats.”

He gave her a flat look, then turned his gaze to the sky ahead. “Are you sure we’ll blend with the clouds?”

“So the spinners and the shipwrights say.”

“Let’s hope they’re right. The last airship to enter Tanelethar was spotted, and you, Kara, and Connor found yourselves on the hot, pointy end of a dragon, and tonight, we’re flying even closer to that very dragon’s stronghold.”


7


LEE

TANELETHAR

SIL SHADATH

The flight from Cloudloft Stratus in Miner’s Folly to Sil Shadath took less than two ticks.

Zel lowered The Merlin out of the high, southerly winds into the relative calm much closer to the expanse of black pines known to the locals as the Forest of Horrors.

To the Aladoth in the surrounding villages, those horrors were wanderers, shades, and ghosts—the false dead cobbled together from mist and soil, animated by the dragons. To Lee the horror of this forest ran much deeper. This place and its dragon lord had shown him his lost brother still lived and then had stolen him away again.

“You won’t see Shan on this mission,” Zel said, easing Lee back from the rail. “He’s not down there.”

“You don’t know that. This is where I saw him last, fooled by the dragon lord of this forest into taking the mantle of a sorcerer.”

“He betrayed you. He betrayed all of us.”

“He was weak, as we are all weak without the Rescuer.” Lee shook his shoulder free of her grasp and returned to the rail. “But if I can find him, I can still reach him.”

“Is that why you came—the reason you’ve been badgering me since our stormride brought us to the Highland Forest, leagues from here? Is that the reason you pressed my father to risk a flight straight into the Storm Mists?”

Lee didn’t answer and kept scanning the trees.

He, Connor, and Zel had first discovered stormriding under the guidance of the Rescuer, pushed by his hand into the Storm Mists, which carried them like a hollow tree portal into the Dragon Lands. They’d also learned that casting shairosite powder into the lamps allowed a ship to turn a heavy-laden cloud into a similar portal, and such storms sent the ship north to the Fading Mountains and then home again to Keledev.

This time, it was not the same.

Despite Lee’s urging, Zayn Boreas had waited for a sign before sending a ship willy-nilly, as he called it, into the Storm Mists for another attempt. No sign came for many months, and in the waiting, Lee made himself a liaison of the Lightraider Order to the Airguard so that he might be near when the time was right. Then, finally, the sign emerged—an incredible sign even an assemblyman like Boreas could not ignore.

Excited to seek his brother Shan from the air, Lee had joined Zel in this twofold quest. They were to test The Merlin’s ability to launch from the new outpost. Once finished, they were to scout Sil Shadath and determine the disposition of the Aladoth army Valshadox had been building.

The stormride—the first purposeful journey of an Airguard ship from Keledev to Tanelethar—brought them through swirling clouds and streaks of purple light into the Highland Forest, hundreds of leagues south of Miner’s Folly. But a second stormride attempt took them nowhere and nearly ripped the ship in half. They’d spent a day making repairs and six more working their way north to the outpost.

According to Zel, they should have stayed in Highland Forest and searched out the reason the Rescuer brought them there. Lee had argued instead for a rush north. He’d waited long enough.

“I pressed your father because I understand the importance of this mission,” Lee said. “We need to know how big these camps have grown—how close the Aladoth army is to marching.” He lifted his eyes from the trees to give her a sharp look. “And yes, I do hope the Rescuer will lead us to my brother.”

It seemed a hollow hope. Lee saw nothing among the pines except the mist and the ghostly green-and-yellow flashes common to this strange place. His spectacles, as much as they enhanced his vision, were not sufficient to break out one man in Tanelethar’s largest forest.

Lee nodded at a contraption lying between the ship’s two wicker benches. “It’s time. Help me get Baldomar’s device properly mounted.”

The two heaved a mass of blue talanium and polished glass up to the rail and cinched down its clamps. Master Baldomar had conceived of it, building from Master Belen’s spyglass design. Short but near as thick as an oak trunk, the shipglass, as he’d dubbed the contraption, allowed stormrider spotters to see greater distances.

Zel was the first to look through the eyepiece, working the knobs. “Why must we look through the side of the thing to see out its front?”

“The inner workings are an intricate contrivance of mirrors and lenses. You wouldn’t understand.” Lee only said this because with all his knowledge and ability to remember words and figures, he didn’t fully understand the workings himself. His foot tapped the wicker hull. “Are you done fussing with it? I’d like to have a go.”

“Sure.” She frowned and backed away. “All yours.”

Belen had fashioned a special lens for Lee’s spectacles that fitted close to Baldomar’s eyepiece. He blinked and waited.

A circle of drifting pines came into focus, but no camps—not even a tent, let alone barracks and fences. “Are you certain you’ve brought us to the right place?”

“We charted the camps’ positions as best we could. Kara’s brother Keir and his former captor Priam are the only Keledan who’ve ever set foot in them. One was a tortured prisoner, and the other was not in his right mind, infected by a mocktree. I’d say their descriptions were imperfect.”

Lee glanced up from the eyepiece. “So . . . no, you’re not certain.”

She scrunched her nose at him.

He returned his eye to the lens. “This may take longer than we’d hoped.”

Not as long as he thought. Soon, the mists parted, and he found a rise among the trees with a sculpture of flaming hands forming a man out of clay. “Zel, I—”

The hands vanished. The forest went dark as a heavy bank of clouds passed over the moons.

He straightened. “Hold this position. We’re close.”

“I can’t hover. The breeze is too strong. The best I can do is drop lower and turn her into the wind, but that’ll put us closer to whatever creatures are hiding down there.”

Lee drew a breath, then nodded. “Do it.”

The ship hissed as Zel pulled her levers to release vapors through the envelope’s forward vents. The Merlin nosed down and turned, like a galley listing on the back slope of a wave.

Lee moved to the bow. A patch of deeper black seemed to grow in the darkness. He lowered a pale yellow lens into place. The black took the shape of a winged monster.

“Look out!”

The Merlin lurched up again at Zel’s command, tilting to port at the same time. The creature soared beneath the starboard skid—a huge bird with greasy black feathers reflecting the scant light of the stars.

“What was that thing?” Zel asked.

“A buzzard of some kind.” Lee kept it in sight with the aid of his spectacles, barely a shadow against the trees. The shadow banked. “Watch yourself. I think it’s coming back.”

The Merlin turned, far nimbler than the larger craft Lee had flown in, but much less nimble than a real bird. The birds of Keledev, according to the pilots, always fled before these manmade intruders in the sky. Not this one.

Lee watched it wheel around and aim straight for the silk envelope. He drew a double-bladed sikari throwing knife from the sheath at his thigh, took a half beat to aim, and let it fly. The creature shrieked and veered, falling. On its fading scream, Lee thought he heard an angry phrase. How dare you!

He and Zel exchanged a glance. Both let out a long breath.

Their relief lasted only a moment. Zel widened her eyes. “Other creatures will have heard that cry. We must leave. Now.”

“Not yet.” The clouds were passing, letting the moons shine again. “One more look. We were closer before. I know it.”

He hurried to the shipglass and pressed his special lens to the eyepiece. At first, he saw nothing but forest. Then a broken fence line appeared. Then another fence and a long building that could only be a barracks. “I see a camp.”

Not a soul or even a soulless apparition moved. Lee gave Zel direction, and she steered the ship so that he could trace the glass along the circle Keir had described. Keir’s memory proved accurate, and Lee saw more fences and barracks, but they were all the same.

Empty.
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CONNOR

KELEDEV

RAS TELESAR

Arguments between the guardians and Stradok carried on for more than a tick, growing louder. Under the clamor, Connor leaned closer to Teegan. “What did you mean by what you said a while ago, that no one knows where our friends are?”

The answer clearly pained her. She cared deeply for Lee, Connor knew. And Sireth and Tiran were all that remained of her family. “Lee and Zel have not returned from their mission,” she said, “putting them several days past their expected homecoming. And my brehna joined my tehpa as a lightraider advisor to the watchmen. The two left Ravencrest four days ago with a small troop and have yet to report in.”

Kara touched her hand. “And I thought my news was bad.”

Pedrig’s sharp ears heard her. His wolf’s voice carried over the many in the room, settling the din. “Speak your news, daughter of winter. I fear it bears deeply on the decisions made here.”

The tale she told brought Connor back to the first goblin he’d ever encountered, thought to be the first to have breached the barrier through the dragon Vorax’s portal. That creature had slaughtered sheep in his family’s barn and threatened his parents. The goblins Kara encountered at Orvyn’s Vow had burned two of the fjord way stations to the ground.

“Goblin mischief,” Stradok said. “A small fire. The villages on the Central Plain suffer far greater injury from lightning strikes each fall.” He glanced at Connor. “Children in the five vales do more damage with clumsy feet and overfilled lanterns.”

Dame Silvana had watched the exchange with pursed lips. She shook her head. “I rarely agree with the councilor, but in this, I must echo his sentiment. To burn, torture, and destroy is a goblin’s nature. Now that they roam our land, such must be expected.”

Pedrig laid his ears flat. “Forgive me, but you’re wrong. I see more purpose than mischief here.”

Connor had to wonder how long it had been since anyone beyond Stradok had told Silvana she was wrong. She pulled her chin back. “Excuse me, Master Wolf, but—”

Master Jairun rose to his full height—a considerable height bolstered by his long legs and the raised platform—and tamped his staff on the stone floor. “All your points are well made, but whether the goblin fire is mischief or worse, the greater picture is clear. The enemy action is increasing, and our forces are split and fractured”—he cast a somber glance at Teegan—“with some beyond the reach of horn or raven. Such fractures will only widen if we fail to adapt.”

Quinton shifted in his seat, brow furrowed. “What’re ya sayin’, Headmaster?”

“I’m saying we, the watchmen, the Lightraider Order, and the Airguard are a dam on the verge of breaking. And when we do, the flood will wash all Keledev into the sea.”

His claim sent the table into a flurry of arguments, all separate and all intertwined. Baldomar argued for more forges. Stradok spoke of new campaigns to call up the able-bodied in Keledev or to cease the volunteer efforts and force men into service. Silvana proposed a new regimen of training to teach stealth and hunting tactics to the outpost companies.

All sounded to Connor like variations on past notions, ways to harry the dragons but not stop them. For a long while, his mind had been set on another option, one with the potential to finish the war for good. He’d kept this hidden in his heart, sharing it only with Lee and Kara. Now was the time to speak it aloud.

“I know what to do.”

Only Kara looked his way, and her blue, almost indigo eyes told him the words at his lips would break her heart. He saw no other option.

Connor stood and shouted, “I know how to end the war!”

The hall went silent, except for Stradok, who crossed his arms. “Oh, do you, Cadet? Well, go on, then. Let’s hear your brilliant plan.”

Stradok had a way of stuffing hay in Connor’s throat. This time was no different. Connor coughed to clear it. “We can use . . .” He coughed again, seeing that he was losing them. “Lef Amunrel. The Red Dagger. We can use it to kill Heleyor himself.”

Master Jairun’s gaze held a warning. So did Pedrig’s. Connor refused to let either deter him.

Stradok interrupted again. “A worse answer than any I might have expected, boy, even from you.” He snorted. “Lef Amunrel is gone. Your own grandfather let it fall into mystery.”

“Not true,” Connor said. “Before he gave his life to destroy Vorax, Faelin discovered the dagger’s resting place.” He lifted a hesitant hand toward the headmaster and the wolf. “And he shared it with Master Jairun and Pedrig long ago.”
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