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THE PRISONER

TANELETHAR

Forest. Fog. Darkness. I don’t remember where I am. I don’t know this place—this place where the creatures brought me the first time I died.

I don’t remember my home, my old name. I remember little that is good. Only her face. Her laugh. And it is this, more than anything, that haunts me in this place of ghouls. I remember wanting to protect her. My purpose was to protect her.

Yet I’m here, in the dark. And that means I must have failed.

This thought makes me tighten my grip on the curved sword I stole from the barracks’ stores—a trainer, blunt-edged and little use against the ore creatures here. An iron orc’s hide is too thick for a trainer. But this weapon will make short work of a goblin’s mushroom flesh. My body may be weakened after countless days of moldy bread and black water, after so many nights of delirium, but I can still chop through fungal sinew and brittleknit bone with an iron stick.

A wanderer floats past the barracks window, lantern held out with its cloaked arm. I duck, then peek. The sphere of orange light around the creature is small and dim. Sometimes I think those lanterns serve no other use than illuminating the drawn, crumbling faces and empty eye sockets under the wanderers’ hoods. All the same, I stay put. I’d rather not get caught.

The moment the wanderer drifts out of sight, I roll over the windowsill. My landing makes not the slightest sound, a skill my body carried over from an old life, though my mind cannot recall its intended use. Was I a hunter? A thief? One day I will learn the answer—if my store of lives holds out.

One, two, three, four. I count my footfalls, running in a crouch. At night, the fog obscures all, both sound and sight. The endless black pines remain shadows until I’m close enough for their needles to prick my skin. Discovering the paces and courses leading out of the camp has cost me dearly. I’ve lived a dozen short lives—a dozen or more. Each brought me closer to escape, but each death brings me closer to the final sleep from which I won’t wake up.

Something screams.

Ignore it.

My first landmark looms ahead. The camp fence is tall, but I loosened a plank on my second venture from the barracks. The barkhides and their masters haven’t found it or don’t care. The fence is the least of the obstacles penning us in.

A wanderer turns my way before I can push through. Has it seen me with its absent eyes? Or does it move on some predestined path known only to the sorcerers who raised it? Fear wells up, urging me to pull back the plank and squeeze through. I don’t want to see the wanderer’s face. I don’t. But I know better. This is the mistake that ended my course eight lives ago. More wanderers patrol the trees beyond the fence. That night, fleeing one creature, I rushed headlong into another’s bony grip.

With a force of will, I turn my eyes to the fence line. An orange glow seeps through cracks. As expected, a second wanderer approaches on the other side, closer than the first.

I time my movements, pulling the plank when one is past and before the lantern of the other gets too close. I’m through. The plank squeaks as I yank it back into place. I freeze and hold my breath.

Silence.

The wanderers continue on.

Tucking the sword into my belt, I judge my course by the fence line and set off again.

A stone path carries me toward the stream. I’ve died twice on this road, but there’s no other route. The overgrowth is too thick in the surrounding woods. I know. I’ve died there too. Vines burst from the earth to strangle me that night. Spiders kept me company until an iron orc came.

Pink fangs. Twitching spinnerets. Bulbous, pulsating abdomens.

I hate spiders, but not as much as I hate the horned creepers. One crawls onto the path before me and flutters his wings in droning song. His cousins answer from the pines, and I hear their dull voices in my head, threatening to crawl down my throat and set their pincers to work on my innards. I stomp him into the rock with a wet crunch and hurry on.

As soon as I spot a stone bridge—my next landmark—I slow. Only this bridge crosses the stream. Teeth and tentacles once dragged me over its rail into frigid water, yet each life since, I’ve been tempted to race across. It would be so much faster. Here, in the dark, speed is death.

I turn before the bridge and pick my way through the fading overgrowth to the shore. Three lives ago, I found the rotting wooden posts, ruins of a smaller bridge. They wobble under me as I leap from one to the next. No water sentries come—valpaza, as my barracks mate Shan calls them. I land with a quiet squish in the muck on the far side.

Another course set, more footfalls counted, and I find the place I call the safe haven. No spiders or creepers spoil the ancient stone circle of its platform. The fog lightens here, enough that I can see the two bright moons through the green haze. I feel I could sleep here in safety.

Should I hold here ’til morning?

No. Daylight brings neither comfort nor escape in this place.

A statue at the haven’s center depicts flaming hands forming a figure from clay. I think the figure is a man. Shan agrees with me. He said so yesterday, after I woke from my latest death and described this place. He says the image of flaming hands in the act of creation belongs to the faith of the Maker—a faith the dragons defeated long ago.

Defeated? I’m not so sure.

Jagged slashes of goblin script mar the statue’s glistening base. Real fire has blackened the sculpted fire of the hands. But no parts are missing or broken. The fingers show not the slightest chip. If the dragons defeated this faith, why can’t they tear the statue down?

Still, Shan knows more—remembers more—than most of us. The constant fear has yet to rip his name from his mind.

I wish I was strong like Shan.

One of the flaming hands captures water from the damp air so that a pool has gathered in the palm. I risk climbing onto the statue’s base to take a sip. The water is cool and sweet. If I live again after tonight’s death, I’ll come back just to get another taste. But now, I must move on.

The second I step off the haven platform, the fog takes me again. Slow steps. Caution. I’ve only come this far once before. How much farther will I get before death claims me?

A long stone wall lies somewhere ahead, I know, but I won’t take the path I tried last night. An easy walk through the lightest overgrowth brought me to an open gate. What was I thinking when I tried to run through? Hadn’t I learned my lesson at the bridge? Creatures guard the easy paths, waiting to cut us down. I still feel the pain of the iron orc’s halberd in the scar at my shoulder. Perhaps the wall itself is an illusion, a temptation to increase my suffering. Or perhaps freedom waits on the other side—freedom and memory.

I take a new course and use my sword to hack through brush and vines. The crack of every strike makes me cringe. Such noise might bring ghouls or goblins.

“Take me with you.”

Oh no.

“You’re leaving. I can tell. Take me with you.”

The air grows cold. I shiver, but I dare not look. I can feel the apparition floating behind me, taking form from the gray-green fog. One of these cost me my fifth life. She was a little girl, not terrible to look upon apart from the odd angle of her neck, until I took her hand. Then all became horror and fangs. The icy blast of her scream shattered my heart.

Not this time.

“My body is not far,” the creature moans—a male voice. “Nor is it buried deep in the soil. I will lead you to the grave. I was a young man like you, once. Strong and able, until the orcs ended me.”

“Keep quiet. Go away. I’m no help to you.”

“But you could help. You can carry my bones to a place of rest.”

“I said, go away!” I hack harder at the brush. Faster. If this creature is here, orcs or wanderers may already be coming. I must reach the wall. The pines press against it. I can climb to the top and jump.

The ghoul drifts to my front, floating backward, unhindered by vines or trees. I wince as I see it did not lie about its age. We are much alike. Perhaps we are the same person. Am I an apparition too, floating here for eternity?

“Please, good sir. Carry my bones, and I’ll be your guide. I know the wall by my withered heart. There’s a gap where the stones fell—a safe place to cross.” The ghoul reaches for me with a desperate moan that borders on a wail. “Please! Help me!”

I sidestep the ghostly hand and make a futile stab with my sword. The blunt tip passes through the creature and bangs into something solid. I hear the clink of iron hitting stone.

The wall.

“Out of my way, ghost!”

To my surprise, the apparition vanishes. Did it respond to my command or someone else’s?

To complete my escape, I need only climb a pine growing up against the wall. I believe I can brush away the spiders and creepers that infest its branches.

Before I can jump to grab the lowest branch, a vine wraps my leg.

“Oh, not again.”

I speak the complaint out loud. What use is there in staying quiet anymore? I follow it with a yell and take a hard swing. My sword chops the vine away, but the delay has cost me everything. A creature wrapped in a ragged cloak and hood floats from the trees to hang between me and the wall. Not a wanderer. No, something much worse, and much more terrifying. Green flames burn in the sockets of its gargoyle skull. It hisses through long black fangs.

Death has found me again, and this time, I should feel honored. I’ve only seen one wraith in the camp. A creature of the long past, from what Shan calls the days of the traitor-kings.

The wraith’s deep rasp holds a metallic ring. “Where do you think you’re going?”

When I fail to answer, black claws emerge from under the cloak and dig into my shoulder. I gasp.

“Asked you a question, I did.”

I swallow against the pain. “Couldn’t sleep. Too much noise from the creepers. Thought I’d take a walk.”

The hiss that follows bears a note of satisfaction. “Spirit, you have. Good. Good. Much pleasure I’ll take in cutting it out of your flesh.”

The apparition reappears at the wraith’s shoulder, along with another. Their human faces stretch into monstrous distortions, and they unleash their icy screams. The wraith’s black claws dig deep.

As another life fades, I close my eyes and see only her. She laughs, and in that moment, memory strikes. I understand why I love her laugh so much. It reminds me of our mother.


PART ONE


THE FIVE QUESTS
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“Consider it a great joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you experience various trials, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking nothing.”

James 1:2-4
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AARON ILMARI

KELEDEV

THOUSAND FALLS OUTPOST

Aaron cringed as the watchmaster pounded his long-handled hammer down into the centuries-old timbers. He felt the whole platform shake.

“Cohort! Who are you?”

The line of troops—Aaron included—answered in unison. “We are the watchmen!”

Boom. The war hammer fell again. Wood cracked beneath it. “Who are you?”

“We are the wall!”

Did the watchmaster not see the empty pre-dawn sky and the open sea behind his recruits? Was he not afraid to send this new cohort and half the outpost sliding down the cliffs?

“That’s right,” the master said, swinging the hammer to his shoulder and pacing before them. “You are the watchmen. You are the wall. The companies of the foothill outposts—from Thousand Falls to the Windhold, from Ravencrest to Orvyn’s Vow. These are the last line of defense should war come to Keledev. And you will defend it at all costs.” He lifted the hammer high.

Aaron winced. Here we go.

Boom.

“Who are you?”

“We are the watchmen!”

Boom.

“Who are you?”

“We are the wall!”

“Never forget it.”

Thankfully, the platform survived. With his speech over, the watchmaster laid the hammer aside and broke the cohort into crews for the morning’s work. He assigned Aaron and five others the duty of felling trees for the new barricade and sent them to a sergeant for their kit.

“When do we eat?” Aaron asked as the sergeant gathered tools and chains onto a wool cloth.

He wrapped the bundle and shoved it into Aaron’s arms. “When you bring me a tree, stripped and ready for the saws.” He tilted his head, signaling Aaron to move along. “Next!”

The six trudged in silence uphill through a broad swath of stumps. As Aaron’s tehpa often said, early mornings and empty stomachs make for sparse conversation. When they reached the tree line, they paired off to face their foes—stout celestial pines whose lowest branches grew high above the reach of their tools.

The oldest of their crew pointed at him with his axe. “You. Goldenhair. You’re with me. Ever fell a tree before?”

Aaron scratched at the short-clipped waves atop his head. He’d never thought of them as gold. “Um. All the time . . . I guess. Lots of Baysilver.”

“Baysilver are reeds, lad. Not trees. You must be from the coast.”

“My family lives on the Handle, near Rosland Cape.”

“That far south?”

“The south is in no less danger than the north if the dragons cross the peaks.”

The man let out a grim laugh. “True.” He slung his tool bundle across his back as if it weighed nothing and thrust his axe toward the north end of the line. “Over there. I see a good candidate—ready to give her life for the cause. Quick work means a quicker breakfast. You have a name?”

“Aaron Ilmari.”

“Sireth,” the man said, setting off toward his chosen target. “Sireth Yar.”

Aaron set off after him, ignoring the clear signal that the conversation had ended. “How about that watchmaster, eh? Quite a speech.”

Sireth kept walking.

“And the way he kept pounding that war hammer.” Aaron cast a glance over his shoulder toward his new home as a volunteer watchman—timber long houses, walkways, and platforms along a series of cliff waterfalls where the western runoff of the Celestial Peaks emptied into the Gulf of Stars. “I thought he’d drop us all into the sea. Does he not appreciate the great age of this place?”

For several more paces, Sireth said nothing, but then he snorted. “Or how long it’s been neglected, like all the outposts.”

Sireth knew his business with an axe and a pine. To Aaron’s knowledge, the whole cohort had arrived the night before, the newest recruits of the Thousand Falls company. None of these newcomers had taken part in the work on the new defenses. But Sireth helped Aaron lay out his chains and hooks where the tree should fall and positioned him on the opposite side of the trunk for chopping. He showed Aaron the proper rhythm for a two-man cut. The two soon settled into their thumping blows, one after the other, and Sireth seemed content with that sound and their breathing alone.

Aaron was not. He needed to talk, if only to cover the grumbling in his stomach. “So, you’re older than the rest of us. A lot older.”

The grunt accompanying Sireth’s next swing was deep and long, approaching a growl.

Aaron coughed. “I mean, I expected all the recruits to be my age. Don’t you have a farm to tend? Or a family to care for?”

“My children—Tiran and Teegan—joined the Order. Their mehma passed on to Elamhavar a while back. When the call came, I had no reason to stay in our forest home at Sil Tymest.” He held up a palm to stop Aaron’s next swings and inspected their work, then waved. “Swap sides. We must keep the cuts even, and yours are not quite as deep.”

Aaron didn’t argue and let Sireth guide him by the shoulders to the right spot. Not quite as deep was a generous evaluation, and Aaron knew it, but this did not deter his next question. Chopping trees was one thing. Fighting was quite another. “Are you not concerned about keeping up with the younger watchmen in training and combat?”

“Older. Younger. My age and yours are not so different when you consider eternity. To the Rescuer and his Elder Folk, we’re both infants. And as to combat”—the axe spun in each of Sireth’s hands before he landed his next blow—“I have some training already. You forget, most in my generation had not yet come of age when the Assembly disbanded the Order. Many of us had planned to join—had played and practiced at it from the day we could hold a wooden sword. We spent our strongest years still practicing, in hopes it would reopen.”

“But it didn’t. Not until you had households and children of your own—grown children, at that.”

“I’m well aware.”

Right. His children. “When did your sehna and behlna take on the initiate’s quest?”

“The very first class.”

The power went out of Aaron’s swing. Sireth Yar. Teegan and Tiran. How had he failed to put those names together? “They helped close the dragon’s portal. They stopped the invasion.”

“For now.”

“I take it you share the Order’s concern. If the dragons can open one portal, they can open others.”

Sireth shot a look at Aaron’s idle axe, and did not answer until Aaron had taken the cue and started chopping again. “That is why we are here, is it not? Last year, one dragon moved ore creatures and goblins to our side of the barrier. A host of dragons might send an army. The Lightraider Order believes that is their plan. My own sehna and behlna saw the preparations.”

An army. The preparations. Aaron let the words settle into his thoughts.

He’d come to the barrier for adventure and because the old men of his village had spoken of honor and need. But had he truly considered the cost of his calling? Looking north, he pictured orcs, trolls, and all manner of dragon corruptions rushing down the slopes. A coldness sank into his heart. If that day came, there’d be nothing between this company and the horde but a barricade they’d built with their own hands.

“You all right?” Sireth stared at Aaron’s axe, once again idle.

“Hm? Oh yes.” Aaron resumed his swings. “I was just wondering. Do you worry? About your sehna and behlna, I mean.” He looked northeast up the ever-steepening slopes toward the Order’s fortress at Ras Telesar. “Up there, at the academy.”

“I’m their tehpa. Of course I worry. But I remind myself they’re in the Maker’s hands.” Sireth raised two fingers to signal Aaron to still his axe. “Ras Telesar may be higher up the barrier, but it’s still here, in Keledev, under the Rescuer’s protection.”

With a sharp crack, the trunk gave. Aaron found himself yanked over to Sireth’s side. The heaviest part of the pine smashed down right where he’d been standing.

Sireth released him and patted his chest. “I’d say my children are as safe as you are.”
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CONNOR ENARIAN

TANELETHAR

EMEN KISMA

“Is that not the biggest giant you’ve ever seen?” Teegan glanced back at the creature of root and stone chasing her, Connor, and their new friend Elisai. “He leveled the inn with a single blow.”

The giant took one earth-shaking step for every six of theirs. Connor turned his gaze forward again and pointed his crook at the tree line, struggling to find the breath for words. “No time to gawk. Cadet scouts aren’t meant to fight giants.”

“So you said.” Teegan showed far less strain in her voice. She’d always been lighter of foot. “Unseen and unheard. That’s our mission.” She ducked as a rock the size of her head shattered a nearby tree. “But we couldn’t leave Elisai behind.”

No. They couldn’t. Elisai had opened his eyes and heart to the Rescuer and done much to preserve their lives. Connor would not ask him to spend one more day in this land.

He and Teegan had seen too much in Tanelethar while hiding in bushes or peeking out from shadowed alleys these last few weeks. Connor had watched a goblin wound a child just to revel in her wailing. An iron orc had run a shopkeep through in a fit of rage. And the cadets had witnessed countless subtler evils from the granogs. At the same time, they’d watched men and women selling their spirits—becoming barkhides, constables, and sorcerers—betraying their own and altering their bodies to become part of the dragon’s grand war engine.

Connor ducked, gritting his teeth as a big rock whistled past. The giant kept pulling them from his own clay chest. “Can’t make it to the hollow tree. Need cover. Now.”

A falcon cried above, and Teegan lifted her gaze. “Aethia found some.”

“Or she’s found a rabbit,” Elisai said, lagging behind.

“She knows the difference between a hunt and battle.” Teegan’s eyes dropped to the spaces between the trees ahead, and she squinted. “Yes. An opening. Small, possibly a cave.”

“Please,” Connor said, “not another cave.”

The notorious Five Quests by which a cadet stalwart moved to the cadet scout rank, hard as they were on Connor and his friends, had been child’s play compared to the dangers of Tanelethar. Orcs and granogs in the towns. Goblins in the forests. But the caves . . . Connor had learned to avoid those at all costs. Most were occupied, usually by something foul. On his first trip through the barrier, one particular cave had brought Connor, his best friend Lee Trang, and their guide Kara Orso to a terrifying place leagues away from their starting point—a place with decrepit floating creatures holding lanterns at arm’s length as if searching for souls to devour.

A rending of wood behind them drew Connor’s eyes over his soldier. “He’s taken a spruce for a club. It’s the cave or a standoff.”

“A standoff?” Elisai asked.

“You’d surely be killed.”

Their new charge found fresh vigor and surged ahead. “The cave it is, then.”

They rushed through the cave mouth, with Connor coming last, and the spruce crashed against the opening behind him, knocking him off his feet. He stood, brushing dirt and pine needles from his cloak. “Lights, please, Teegan.”

She closed her eyes and lifted her head, letting her hood fall back from her red braids, and prayed. “Mo pednesh Logosovu pyrlas, po mo vynesh kelas.”

Word. Lamp. Way. Light.

The whole cave brightened with a light only Keledan could see. Teegan strode toward a narrow passage at the back, glancing upward as she walked. “Onoriov, Rumosh.”

The spruce hit the cave mouth again, shedding branches and cones. Dust fell from the ceiling. “What about it?” Connor called to his friend, keeping his eyes on the danger. “Is there another way out?”

Teegan rushed back to him with her voice lowered. “Unlikely. The floor makes a sharp drop a few paces in. And there’s worse news. Webs.”

“Oh, good.” Connor should have guessed. Their lessons had taught them giants and giant spiders often shared territory, thanks to the compatibility of the dragons that animated them.

Elisai rested his arms on his knees, still breathing hard. “Is the Keledan life always this exciting?”

“Not in this way,” Teegan said. “Once we get to the hollow tree, you’ll never have to return to this place—not unless you choose.”

“Assuming we get out.”

Connor crept the toward the opening and bent low for a peek. The giant had drawn the tree up again but had not made another swing. “The Rescuer will provide a way. He always does.”

“Is he gone?” Teegan asked.

“No.”

Elisai shot her a glance. “Can you not hear him in your head? The thrumming? The voice? I hear it as I’ve heard it for these last three years our town has been its captive.” He rocked in time with the rhythm. “Friend, stay. Friend, come out.”

Connor heard it too. Song sorcery—rock and hollow wood drumming together inside the creature. The voice followed, softer than the mocktree he’d encountered the year before. But this giant did not call him friend.

Liege, he heard it say within the song. Liege, stay. Liege, come out. Command me. You shall be my lord, and I your mace. What pleasures in destruction we’ll see.

Could he control a giant? Such a feat promised an end to their present danger and a formidable weapon in future raids.

As quickly as the thought entered his mind, a sacred verse pushed it out. Connor spoke the verse out loud. “Bidagro umirana koth piqodothovu po sornah koth vy serev.”

I follow your precepts. I hate every false way.

The song ended with an enraged scream.

“Back!” Teegan jerked Connor away from the opening. Clay knuckles crusted with rune-etched stones pounded the cave mouth. The hill shook.

In the quiet that followed, Connor heard a scratching sound from the hole in the back. “Bad things are coming. The giant’s song has called to its sister creatures. We can’t hide here much longer. But how do you fight a clay creature with no flesh to pierce?”

Teegan unfastened a buckle at the shoulder of her manykit vest, drew a coil of rope free from her arm, and held it out. “With this?”

Elisai nodded. “Yes. I see your mind, and such a plan may work. A great ravine runs down the center of Emen Kisma, through this forest. It lies to our west, not far. We’ll have to run fast to outpace the giant’s strides.”

“And we’ll have to choose our moment with care,” Connor said.

A green glowing eye appeared at the cave mouth, set in an eye socket of twisted roots and vines.

Liege, come out. Command me.

Teegan flung a dagger straight into the glowing eye. “Go!”

All three raced out as the creature reared up, bellowing. Elisai took the lead. “Follow me!”

The giant tossed the dagger away and gave chase.

“There!” Elisai pointed at a gap between two great pines. “The level ground ends at a cliff. I can hear the river below.”

Connor veered away from the other two. “Keep going. I’ll distract him as long as I can, and then I’ll bring him your way.”

If I survive.

The words the creature had spoken in the song gave Connor the inkling that it would follow him over the others. He was right. The giant matched his course and hurled a rock that smashed against a boulder. Debris sliced into his cheek. He kept on running, slipping a flat stone from the stream by the gates of Ras Telesar into his sling. “Rescuer, help us to do this. Help us bring Elisai home.”

A cry from above told him he had Aethia’s support. The falcon dove at the giant, harrying its pursuit. The slow swipe of its hands stood no chance of knocking her from the sky.

“Thank you, Rumosh,” Connor whispered.

With their great strides, giants could not well manage a circular course—another lesson from the academy, hard-won by lightraiders who’d come before. Connor used this lesson and Aethia’s attack to open his lead and give his comrades time to prepare the trap. Once he’d made a complete turn, he straightened his line and sprinted toward the two great pines Elisai had shown him. Teegan and their new friend remained hidden, but Connor knew they were there and ready.

Gasping, he spoke another sacred verse in prayer. “Men adveranesh liberaheni. Alerov anamesh recrethanah.”

Rescue me. In you, I hide.

He dropped to a knee with his cloak and hood covering him and his crook lying in the grass.

The giant thundered past.

A beat later, Connor lifted his eyes and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Now!”

A rope hidden in the grass went taut as Teegan and Elisai pulled on the ends and wrapped them around the trees. Neither could hold on when the creature’s leg hit, but the trap was enough to off-balance him. The giant teetered and flailed while the falcon continued to dive at its head. The creature tried to turn, and Connor got his first long look at the full monster. Great hunks of bark covered its legs and forearms like greaves and gauntlets. Rocks formed a breastplate. The root and vine countenance, with its long moss beard and leafy branches like antlers, looked almost pitiable—betrayed.

“Friend,” it said out loud.

Liege, Connor heard in his mind.

Connor flung his sling and let his stone fly. The rock sailed past Aethia’s flapping wings and dug deep into the clay between the roots at the giant’s forehead. The creature toppled backward into the ravine.

The three set off again at a run, keeping a hard pace until they arrived at a hill familiar to Connor and Teegan. As they climbed, a pine sapling at the crest grew into a broad spruce with a framed doorway in the trunk. A lantern hung over the frame, lit in welcome.

Elisai let out a shout of joy. “What a wonder! We’ve made it!”

Aethia reached the hollow tree first and flew through the doorway. Teegan arrived next. She paused to turn and smile at Elisai and opened her mouth to speak, but she never got the chance.

Liege. Connor heard the bellowing voice in his head. The giant appeared from behind the hill and grabbed the upper trunk of the hollow tree. Roots erupted from the soil at Connor’s feet. He shoved Teegan through the door, then held out his shepherd’s crook for Elisai to catch. With all his might, he lifted his charge until both could scramble up the roots to the threshold. “Go through! Hurry!”

Elisai vanished into golden light. As Connor fell through after him, he twisted his body and saw the giant opening its wooden maw. What would happen if the giant swallowed the hollow tree while they were still passing through the portal?
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KARA ORSO

KELEDEV

FOREST OF BELIEVING

A small and tailless orange lashor—a para-dragon to most folk—crawled out on an oak twig not far from Kara’s eye. She sensed concern in the hesitant twitch of his four-legged gait.

“Relax, Crumpet.” Kara’s whisper might easily have passed for a rustle of leaves. “This is the lightest of the challenges I must face in the coming days—these Five Quests. Watch now. You may learn something.”

Her friend Connor had first introduced her to the little gliding creature not long after she’d entered the liberated land of Keledev, and the two had encountered him many times since in their walks in this unlikely high-mountain forest. They’d dubbed him Crumpet because Teegan’s falcon had nearly made a meal of him—hence the missing tail.

But Connor was not here now, nor were Dagram Kaivos, Lee Trang, or Teegan. And Teegan’s twin, Tiran, if he had made a rare trip out of doors to observe the first of Kara’s quests, was not permitted to help.

Kara didn’t need help—not on this quest.

A horn blew. Crumpet scurried up the oak, presumably to gain a better view, and Kara set off with silent footsteps.

One tick. After the horn, she had but one slow fill of a water clock’s twelve day-vessels to move from one end of the forest to the other, gathering three special items along the way. But what items? That part remained a mystery.

A wooden circle, hung on a spruce, served as her first marker. The guardians had burned the same clue into both sides.

Near a well-known forest haunt

Where warm water lies,

Claim the tinker’s favorite tool

Unseen by the tinker’s eyes.

“Where warm water lies,” Kara said to herself. “Lies, not flows.” The forest had a river—the warm, spring-fed tributary known as the Gathering flowed down steep cataracts from the academy’s glade above—but its waters also branched out in underground streams to form seven pools. The deer favored the largest of these. She knew it well.

Kara worked her way north to the spot and spied her first target. Master Belen, head of the Tinkers’ Sphere, walked the forest path.

Claim the tinker’s favorite tool, unseen by the tinker’s eyes.

Which tool? Calipers, wrenches, and all manner of devices Kara couldn’t name hung from the hooks and loops of Belen’s leather manykit vest. Which of them was she to take?

Unseen by the tinker’s eyes.

She had to remain unseen while taking the tool. This first quest in the cadet scout rank required stealth through the whole course. She knew that. And the guardians of the light knew she knew. So, why had they added unseen to the clue?

Perhaps the clue meant the tool itself was unseen—unseen by the tinker’s eyes. Kara kept pace with Belen, moving from tree to tree. Unseen? At his back?

She moved her gaze to the back of his manykit vest and found a chipped lens with a wooden handle hanging from a loop behind his shoulder. She’d seen him use the glass many times, always giving the cadets the same old line. We must find the source of the problem before we can fix it. You young ones often miss that step.

The tinker’s favorite tool.

Belen moved at a quick pace, giving her no advantage. Not that she needed one. A lifetime of grinding and hammering in his workshop had left the old guardian nigh on deaf.

She matched him step for step just off the path, then doubled her pace and crossed behind. The loop holding the lens hardly moved at her touch. In the space of a heartbeat, she was hidden again, tucking the tool into a pouch on her own manykit.

A good start. Always the encouragers, the guardians had opened the quest by playing to her strength—pickpocketing. Not the most noble pastime, but lifting keys from orc guards or death scrolls from granogs was a necessary lightraider skill that fell within the Rangers’ Sphere.

The next two items would not be so easy.

Three younger cadets patrolled the trees, heading her way. Instinct told Kara to retreat, but knowledge held her fast. Movement was how she’d spotted them, and movement would draw their eyes. Kara bowed her hooded head and pressed closer to the spruce. She’d chosen her cloak at the outfitter for such a moment. Its dyed wool matched the general colors of the forest.

Once the younger cadets passed, Kara moved on and found the next wooden marker a few trees away.

Down he comes from Anvil’s height,

Guarding lock and key.

Which will you choose? Take only one

To set the captive free.

Anvil Ridge. Kara knew of only two paths leading down from the western ridge, and one was behind her. She made for the other and heard a familiar baying. When the pine boughs thinned enough, she saw Quinton, the academy’s big swordmaster, looking the part of an oversize parcelman driving a two-wheeled wagon full of apples. Amos the mule, famous among the cadets for his stubbornness, dragged his burden along at the blazing speed of a tortoise.

Sneaking closer, she saw an iron padlock, unlocked, in the eyelets of the wagon’s rear gate. The key, a harder target, sat on the bench beside the big square-chinned swordmaster, tied to a long green kerchief which flopped over the side.

Which will you choose?

The padlock called to her from the back of the cart. A child could lift it free without alerting Quinton, or even Amos—big mule ears and all. And what good was the key if the lock was already open?

Kara took one step and stopped, crouching down again. “Wait,” she whispered to herself. “Think.”

Just because she saw a lock and a key on the same wagon didn’t mean the two were a match. The clue hinted at a captive to be freed. A padlock in her pocket had no use on such a mission. Looking closer, she saw the lock, though loose, held the gate in place. If she lifted it free, the resulting apple avalanche would give her away for sure.

“The key it is, then. But how?”

Kara breathed deep and closed her eyes to let the forest in, just as Dame Silvana had taught her—the crunch of the wagon wheels on the path, the mountain breeze on her cheeks, a small flock of birds chattering in the branches of an oak nearby.

A plan formed. She readied her bow and hurried ahead of the cart. Once she’d chosen her spot, she planted an arrow in the grass and nocked a second.

She drew the string back, listening to the tension build in the bow’s recurved ash.

A touch of wind lifted a corner of the cloth. Kara loosed her arrow at the tree full of birds, sending them skyward in a flapping, squawking mass. In the same breath, she pivoted, drew the second arrow, and shot. The green kerchief flew from the bench. With a quiet thock, the arrow pinned it to a tree across the road.

The noise of the birds settled. Quinton and Amos drove on as if unaware the key had left them.

Or perhaps the swordmaster had shown leniency. Kara thought she saw him grin.

Once they were out of sight she ran to the key. Item number two. One to go. But where was the next marker?

Kara stole through the brush in slowly broadening arcs—a ranger’s search. No wooden disc materialized. Had she missed it? She dropped to a knee in a copse of inkberry to regroup and wait for another cadet patrol to pass. Unconsciously, she rubbed the bronze key between her fingers. A rough texture covered its clover-shaped bow. Was that writing?

A key. A key to a lock. The key to her quest? She glanced down. Tiny, flowing script covered the clover—the stem too. The key was the marker. But in the forest shade, she couldn’t hope to read it.

Her hand went to the pouch where she’d set Belen’s glass, and when she held it over the key, she laughed—almost too loud. Script came to life under the lens. Howda’anu koth kolama vadsepah mi kerator ma aneth avah’od.

All things work together for the good of his people. The items were connected. The first, combined with the second, revealed the third clue.

Imprisoned high near the wandering way,

I await my rescuer’s hand.

Beware my guard. Her eyes are keen.

She’ll catch you if she can.

She’ll catch you. She. Dame Silvana. The guardians had saved the hardest task for last.

Kara steeled herself for the final leg of her quest and continued north. The wandering way could only mean one place—the switchbacks that climbed from the Forest of Believing to the long green glade before the gates of Ras Telesar.

She picked her way with care. It wouldn’t do to be caught by a patrol of younger, less experienced cadets. She’d never live it down. But Kara kept a brisk pace. A quick check of the sun’s position told her the quest’s tick was nearing its end. She had no time to waste.

Next to the switchback trail stood a tall oak, and high in its branches, a cage swung lightly in the breeze. A swallow hopped back and forth on a rod inside. Dame Silvana stood on the path beneath it, leaning on her sword.

Of all the guardians, Kara wanted to make a good showing for Dame Silvana—knight of the way, mistress of the Rangers’ Sphere. This was the woman Kara wanted to be. She wanted to be a little taller, perhaps, but like her, nonetheless.

With Silvana’s small stature, sneaking across the trail under her nose was no option. And the woman was known to have spotted cadets stealing over the ramparts after curfew from five levels away. So, going around, even a long way down the path, seemed a risky choice as well.

A rustling drew Kara’s eyes to a high branch in a tree a few paces away. Crumpet, it seemed, had followed her progress. He geared himself up for a leap and launched from one treetop to another, catching the light wind with the broad flaps of skin stretched out between his fore and hind legs. He wobbled mid-flight, probably a consequence of losing his tail, and landed with a leaf-crunching crash.

Silvana cast a short glance in the direction of the noise, but gave it no more attention than that. Her eyes returned to level and scanned the forest.

Over the top, then. Crumpet had given Kara the answer, though she’d better make less noise.

The trunk of Silvana’s oak stood apart, but its long branches mingled with the trees around it. Kara picked one a few trees away with a stout trunk and worked her way to its base. She felt every movement of her body, every shift of the grass and dirt under her feet, as if all were flags and pounding drums to draw Silvana’s eyes. But the guardian’s gaze never settled on her.

Silvana’s own words from Kara’s woodcraft training came to her. To scale a tree, especially an oak, is child’s play. To scale an oak in utter silence—that is the mark of a ranger.

Kara heard nothing but her own breathing.

Here, Silvana’s small stature played to Kara’s advantage. The highest branches stout enough to hold her were not very high at all. A guardian of Quinton’s size might have spotted her.

Don’t look up. Please, don’t.

She made her way through the mingling boughs to the next tree, then the next. And soon she had crossed above Dame Silvana. Kara hugged the trunk midway up the tree and looked higher, to the swallow’s cage.

The bird cocked its head, watching her every move until she’d shimmied close enough to turn the key in the lock. The instant she opened the door, the swallow flew away.

Well, that was a bit disappointing.

She’d half-expected the bird to whisper a secret code in her ear, or at least present her with some kind of prize.

Perhaps it had. Below the bird’s post, on the cage floor, Kara found a narrow ring of green agate.

Wasting no time, she took the ring and dropped to a stout branch, arms out for balance, then ran to the northern end and leapt onto a boulder on the second rise of the switchbacks. She held the ring high. “Victory! My first quest is complete!”

“Is it?”

Kara felt the tip of a sword at her back. She turned to find Silvana standing on the boulder with her, no longer on the grass below the tree. “How did you—?”

“The quest is over when I say it is, girl. Or am I not the leader of the Rangers’ Sphere?”

With a flick of Silvana’s sword, the green ring—a symbol of the rangers—left Kara’s fingers.

Silvana caught it. “Tell me, dear. If this was Tanelethar, with enemies closing in around you, and none of your fledgling scout skills could keep you from their grasp, what would you do?”

Another test to finish the quest. But Kara knew the answer. “I’d lean upon the Rescuer. I’d offer a prayer—a verse.”

“Yes. Of course.” The guardian sheathed her sword and clasped both of Kara shoulders. “But which verse?”

The other guardians gathered on the first switchback. Sacred verses were not Kara’s strongest subject. They all knew it.

“Tell me, girl. Quick as you can. In the Elder Tongue, mind you—as always.”

Help me, Rumosh.

A verse came to her. “Men kesoqadoth bi kepachor recrethni, men kemafat ba drachelor.”

Hide me from the schemes of the wicked, from the swarm of evildoers.

Had she spoken it correctly?

A nod from Dame Silvana told her she had.

“Can I keep the ring then?”

“Why not? It’s already in your pocket.”

Directed by the guardian’s gaze, Kara checked the top left pouch of her manykit and found the agate ring.

Silvana winked. “You’re not the only one with light fingers, my dear.”

Headmaster Jairun clapped his hands from the switchback below them, his tall staff leaning against his shoulder. “Well done, my girl. Well done indeed. The Quest of the Ranger is complete. One ring is yours. Four more to come. Are you ready?”

“I will be, Headmaster. I promise.”

Her stomach tightened with the fear that such a promise might prove hollow. Kara felt ready for two of the other quests, which could come at any day or hour and in any order. But the Quest of the Vanguard frightened her, and the Tinker’s Quest—Master Baldomar’s forge test—terrified her. She thought of the pity in Baldomar’s eyes every time she handed him a shapeless slab of metal meant to be a blade. Pity could not get her through the Tinker’s Quest, and one failed quest would ruin everything.

Everything.
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THE FORGES

RAS TELESAR

Sparks flew from red-hot steel under Kara’s hammer. Sweat rolled down the bridge of her nose. Her arms burned. No matter how hard she pounded the raw metal, it refused to yield.

“I can’t do this.” She stood back from the anvil and let her arm hang at her side, anchored by the hammer’s weight. “I’m not meant to.”

By the Maker’s grace, Master Baldomar had not started her Tinker’s Quest. She’d peeked into the smithy not long after the Ranger’s Quest, hoping for another chance to practice, and with a chuckle, Baldomar had promised her at least another day would pass before a quest from any of the Five Spheres followed.

Despite his earlier smile, her words now earned her a hard look.

Baldomar set down the two-toned blade he’d been sharpening. “I’m disappointed to hear you say that, Miss Orso. I thought you’d learned more from your struggles with the Shar Razel.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

Kara left her hammer by the anvil and took a seat at one of the forge’s high windows to let the mountain breeze soothe her cheeks. Her boots dangled well above the floor. Even after more than a year living in this fortress, she still hadn’t grown accustomed to the oversize halls and doorways. It had all been built ages ago, for another race of another time.

Master Baldomar’s gaze found hers. “I await your answer.” He tossed her a cloth for her brow. “How is this situation different than the Iron Door?”

“At the door, I learned to surrender my will,” Kara said, dabbing her forehead. “I let go of my own selfish purpose in joining the Lightraider Order and committed to serving at the Rescuer’s pleasure.” She had. Kara had gone so far as to tuck the sapphire pendant her elder brehna had given her—the one with the bear wrapped around the jewel—away in a drawer in the barracks. She’d meant it as a symbol of putting all other loyalties aside, even family, to prepare herself for what the Rescuer had in store.

That day, the Rescuer opened the door to his service, and Kara had committed, but she still hoped he’d restore her brehna Keir to himself and her. Keir was all the family she had left. Her parents had died when she was young, and Liam now shared their fate—murdered by orcs while trying to stop them from dragging Keir away. As to where they’d taken him, no one could say.

“All right,” Baldomar said. “And if the Rescuer chooses, can he not call you to the forge as he called me? Is that not the profession he himself chose when he came to walk among us?”

Kara had no desire to insult her teacher. Dag had told her the Baldomars of Huckleheim traced their heritage back to the smith who’d shared a forge with the Rescuer growing up in the Iron Mountains. That ancestor had then become the Rescuer’s first disciple.

“That’s not what I meant. I . . .” Her eyes fell to the master’s bare, black arms—not big and brawny like Swordmaster Quinton’s or Dag’s, but knotted with muscles she could never hope to attain. Couldn’t he see the obvious truth? “My body and mind are not made for this. The forge requires the strength of the Vanguard and the eye of a tinker. I have neither. My talents lie elsewhere.”

“It’s a shame.” The comment came from the other side of the forge, where Tiran Yar sat at the grinding wheel—working on some project he’d been tinkering with for weeks. “The academy has no Sphere of Thieves, else your talents might have found their place the day you arrived.” The thin smile he gave her told Kara he intended no malice with the slight.

She matched his grin. To be fair, she might have used those talents for one or two good jests since coming to the academy—perhaps more than two—so a jest in return held no offense. “My talents have a place among the rangers. See. I’ve already passed the Ranger’s Quest—not that you came out to see it.” She showed him the ringlet of green agate about her finger.

She hoped to stack two more ringlets there in the coming days, and two more on the other hand—the five symbols of progression toward the rank of cadet scout. The new Order’s original cadets—Connor, Tiran, Teegan, Dag, and Lee—already wore them. For them, the hard part was over. They had only to wait for the Turning of the Spheres, when Master Jairun, listening to the whispers of the Helper, would assign them to one of the five Lightraider Spheres. Would Kara join them on that day?

Master Baldomar beckoned her back to the anvil. “Rangers. Tinkers. Comforters. Navigators. The Vanguard. You’ll go where the Helper sends you at the Turning of the Spheres. But that day won’t come unless you master the forge like the rest of your class.”

Like the rest of your class.

Kara’s steps grew heavy as she returned to take the hammer. They weren’t her class—Connor and the others—not really. She’d joined them as a guide in Tanelethar, the Dragon Lands, ready to betray them, and found rescue instead.

Once she joined the Order as an initiate, Kara fought to catch up, closing a gap of months in training—or nearly so. The Turning of the Spheres came at the height of spring by lightraider tradition. She had less than two weeks to pass the other four quests. If not, she’d have to try again with the class that had arrived a year later, this last autumn.

A year’s delay was too long. If she failed, she’d lose all hope that the Rescuer might allow her to save Keir.

Master Baldomar left her with her thoughts and her steel and walked out of the smithy, giving Tiran a look that Kara knew meant, See that she doesn’t hurt herself.

He wasn’t wrong to think it.

Kara set about her work again, fighting the steel with every swing—fighting her worries too. She couldn’t enter Tanelethar on her own scout missions until she passed the Five Quests, so Connor and the others had promised to seek news of Keir for her. But the last two scout parties had been gone for days.

Where are you, Connor, she thought, raising the hammer for another futile strike. When are you coming home?
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CONNOR

KELEDEV

MOUNT JUSTICE LAKE

Connor blinked against the brighter sunlight of an upper vale in the Celestial Peaks, knee-deep in the frigid waters of Mount Justice Lake.

The colors always seemed sharper on this side of the barrier, as if none could know the truth of them until they passed through a hollow tree portal into Keledev. He imagined it might feel the same, only a thousand times so, when he finally stood upon the green hills of Elamhavar.

“Welcome, my new brehna,” Teegan said, wrapping Elisai in a hug, “to Keledev. Welcome to the Liberated Land.”

Before Connor could add a welcome of his own, he felt the cold air heating up. Master Belen had taught them some of the ways of portal travel in the Maker’s creation. The impending arrival of any form, even one of the Elder Folk, disturbed the surrounding air, causing heat. The larger the creature, the greater the displacement and the more heat created.

The air now felt downright hot despite the cold of the lake.

Teegan widened her eyes at Connor. “Would the Rescuer allow a giant to pass through the barrier by swallowing a hollow tree?”

“I don’t know. Move!”

They tried to drag Elisai out of the water, but the air burst behind them, knocking all three onto their faces in shallows.

Connor rolled over to see a large form arriving, but not nearly so huge as the giant.

“Dag,” Teegan said with a wide grin.

The big miner touched two fingers to his deep brown forehead and then frowned. “Why must these lakes always be so cold?”

He was not alone. Lee also appeared, and between them a man, woman, and three children materialized. Five people, hence the heat from the portal.

Connor stood up to shake the water from his cloak and frowned at Lee. “This was supposed to be a scouting mission. Remember?”

“I could say the same to you, my friend.” Lee lifted his chin toward Elisai. “Couldn’t leave him?”

“No.”

“Just as we couldn’t leave these few once they’d opened their eyes.”

The youngest of the children, a little girl, shivered, and Connor beckoned with his crook. “Come out of the water. All of you. We’ve still a long journey ahead before reaching the academy, and there’s business to attend to first.”

“Should we build a fire?” the little girl asked.

He smiled. “Oh yes.”

Connor and the other cadets led their charges up a narrow path to a ridge above the Mount Justice pines. At the southern end stood a tower built from the white stone of its mountain host, topped with a faceted crystal half-globe and a shining copper-colored reflector.

“We’ll build your fire there,” Connor said, bending low to address the little girl and pointing with his crook to the tower’s upper battlement. “But there isn’t much room—just enough for Teegan and I and three others, as long as they’re small. Would you and your brehnan like to come?”

The parents nodded their assent, and the children joined Connor and Teegan in the climb to the tower’s top. Together, they built a fire in the stone pit between the copper reflector and the crystal collector. Soon the fire raged. He bid the children stand well back.

Together, Connor and Teegan rotated the platform. The wheels beneath gave no hint of grinding, though the tower was ages old. Twice they directed the fireglass collector away from its mark and back again.

“Two flashes,” Connor said. “One for the returning lightraiders . . .”

Teegan released her grip on the platform’s arm and took in a breath. “And one for those they rescued.”

After dousing the fire, they gathered the children at the front of the battlements and waited. Far below, where the low clouds resting on the chestnuts and pines began, they saw an answering flash, and then another.

Connor laughed. “Isn’t that a wonderful sight.”

[image: * * *]

The spring had thawed the passage through Anvil Ridge, shortening the cadets’ homeward journey by more than a day. Even so, twilight had come by the time they crossed the glade above the Forest of Believing. The giant colorful figures in the academy’s gate towers shone bright, lit by the braziers inside.

Elisai caught up to Connor at the head of the company. “Who are they?”

“Elder Folk, the Aropha or First Ones. Those are great statues of semi-precious stone carved by the hands of a long-ago people. The winged figure with the downturned sword and the stern garnet countenance represents the Lisropha—the Aropha warrior class. The other, offering water made of pure blue opal, represents the Aropha servant class, called Rapha.”

“The Elder Folk had an underclass of servants?”

“Not an underclass. A class who loved caring for others. The Rapha served all kinds, not just their own, in the same way that the Lisropha defended all the High One’s children and the Dynapha sang his praises on behalf of all creation. They served, fought, and worshiped for the pleasure of the Maker.”

Connor lifted his eyes above the fire collectors at the top of each tower to the many lantern-lit windows of Ras Telesar. When he’d first arrived here, the rising jumbled levels of the fortress had been cold and dark, a result of the Lightraider Order being disbanded for two generations. Now that the headmaster and the guardians had begun rebuilding the ranks, the passages were warm and welcoming—alive with new recruits. Connor looked forward to the hearth in the Salar Peroth, the Hall of Manna, and a cup of Glimwick’s brambleberry cider. The old Black Feather innkeep’s cider had become a frequent blessing now that he’d come north to work the academy’s kitchens as his family had in generations past.

But such comforts had to wait. Tiran greeted Teegan, his twin, and Connor beneath the open gate with a clasp of Connor’s arm and a grim look. “Welcome home, Brehna. You’re wanted on the ninth level.”

“I assume the cadet watch saw the two flashes.”

“Yes, and the whole fortress is buzzing with the thrill of the first rescued Aladoth since the rekindling of the Order, but that’s not why you’ve been summoned.”

Connor gave Teegan a slight nod, and she took charge of their guests. She turned them toward the outfitter’s chamber in the lower bulwarks. “Let’s find you some clothes and gear before we take you up to your rooms, shall we?”

Heading the opposite direction, Tiran and Connor took a staircase cut from the second-level wall, the start of the long climb to the headmaster’s chambers. “If Master Jairun’s not angry with us for turning a scouting mission into a rescue,” Connor said, “then what is this about?”

“Stradok. He’s at it again.”

Councilor Stradok—the Assembly representative to the Lightraider Order, a new and not entirely welcome permanent guest at Ras Telesar.

Tiran gave Connor no more details than that, reminding him that Master Jairun had warned the cadets to keep their opinions to themselves when it came to the Assembly or its leadership in the Prime Council, to which Stradok reported. But it was no secret that both had made interference in the headmaster’s governance a habit. With or without details from Tiran, Connor knew he’d be walking into a battle nearly as perilous as the tussle with the giant.

He steered the conversation elsewhere. “You said the fortress is buzzing about the new Keledan, but they weren’t the first to cross the barrier since we lit the braziers.”

“True.” Tiran paused on the ramparts of the fourth level to dab his forehead with a tattered kerchief—not to deal with the wound he’d sustained on his last visit to Tanelethar. It had never fully healed. “But Kara had a hand in the rekindling. She helped us close the dragon’s portal. The new recruits and the townsfolk who’ve come to labor at the fortress—even Glimwick—see her as one of us.”
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