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I was a fool in the company of fools, and I was the greatest fool of all. I was naive to believe the world could change so quickly. I wanted to believe - I needed to believe- because it meant so much to me. I was so desperate to have those narrow-minded fools who meant so much to me accept me into their fold. I was foolish enough to believe that they could, and that if they did, I would be happy there. But it was only one small way in which I misunderstood the world, and there were so many more. Yes, we were all foolish, and for that, we would pay a terrible price. 

After a thousand years of bloodshed, men and elves had found peace. We were building roads and bridges, sharing our wildly different technologies with no expectations other than a better life for all. Our understanding of the world and the sciences grew exponentially. For a time, it truly was a golden age. But the Kanters, the cannibalistic giants from the Badlands to the south, were reluctant to abandon their old superstitious ways. The small tribe of Kanters that integrated into our society came alone. Meanwhile, their brethren fell into a civil war that King Ryshan fueled as he gifted weapons and machines to help the sympathizers overthrow their tribal leaders. Soon the Kanters knew how to use bombs, cannons, and blunderbusses, and they did so with great efficiency. 

The newfound peace we had achieved in the north lulled us into a sense of complacency. As the Kanters poisoned the ground with the blood of their kinsmen, many of the tribes began to foster a deep resentment towards both the humans and the Tal’mar. Trouble was brewing. In the end, it was not the Kanters that would bring us to ruin. It was something entirely different.

We had long since become aware of the special properties of the steel made from ore mined in the Blackrock Mountains. It possessed a unique quality, the ability to store energy at an incredible rate of efficiency. In fact, the simple act of heating and forging steel made from Blackrock ore appeared to imbue it with even greater capacity, so that when done correctly, the steel almost seemed to possess an energy all its own. Some metallurgists speculated that the energy contained in Blackrock Steel was the same energy that gave the Tal’mar our magical abilities, though our science was far too primitive to prove this theory.

Regardless, it wasn’t long before word of our special steel spread beyond our borders and eventually, even beyond the seas. It was the lure of this powerful ore and the machines and weapons it could create that enticed the Vangars from their icebound continent in the west, across the Frigid Sea. 

Nothing could have prepared us for the onslaught. We had fallen back into our petty ways, bickering over territories, coinage, and power. We were unprepared. We were fools, and for that we would pay in blood. 

Tinker used to have a saying: “A revolution may take centuries to happen, but when it does, it happens overnight.” 

I always thought I knew what he was talking about. After all, I had lived through many of the same experiences he had. I had seen the centuries of bitter warfare and intolerance give way to a new, peaceful society. That change had happened seemingly overnight, and I thought Tinker’s words had referred to this. What I didn’t understand was that Tinker’s proverb wasn’t a recollection of history, but rather a vision of the future. 

Little did I imagine how prophetic Tinker’s words would prove to be, or how quickly we would fall under the wave of black dragon ships that stormed our shores that fateful summer.
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Chapter 1
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Robie asked me to marry him on a breezy summer afternoon under the shade of an old elm tree on a hill overlooking the Riverfork Midsummer Faire. It was not the first time he had asked, though he had grown increasingly persistent in recent years. I said “No,” of course, as I had so many times before. 

Ten years had passed since the death of Prince Sheldon and the end of his ambitious coup attempt; ten years since the end of the war between the humans and the Tal’mar, and the destruction of my home town of Riverfork. In the years that followed the war, the humans rebuilt the town and eventually Riverfork grew into a small but bustling city. Brick walls and tile roofs replaced the thatched-roof, split-log construction of the old village. Tall buildings grew up in place of the rustic cabins and frontier homes, and muddy paths became wide cobbled streets with boardwalks and intricately wrought gas lamps. The streets were lined with bakeries, shops, restaurants, and inns.

Docks sprang up along river. Barges made regular trips back and forth between Riverfork and Anora, the large city to the north. Commerce thrived. Families grew. Young men and women left their family farms in increasing numbers to move into the city where they could work and earn money to buy the wonderful things that industrialization had provided for us.

In the center of Riverfork, the residents built a park as a memorial to the brave souls who had died during the war. It was a lovely, sprawling piece of land with a wide grassy meadow and trees scattered throughout, and a dense old growth forest along the western edge. It was there, beneath the shade of an ancient elm that I found myself cornered by my would-be mate. 

It had been an exhausting morning filled with faces both familiar and half-remembered. I had seen farmers and storeowners I had known in my childhood, as well as many of the children that I had gone to school with, now grown and raising children of their own. Among them was Terra Cooper, a farm girl I’d met while living with Tinker. I had never known Terra very well but I remembered her family fondly, especially for the dog that Tinker had bought from her father to protect me when the Kanters invaded. That dog, a flame-coated heeler I named Cinder had been my constant companion for years, until the inevitable creep of age and an especially cold winter took her from me. I missed her terribly. I had considered finding a new companion many times, but I knew that no other animal could ever replace Cinder.

That afternoon, Tinker and I left the faire to have a picnic up on the hill overlooking the park. Tinker’s fans followed us, and it wasn’t long before he wandered off surrounded by a flock of admirers - mostly elderly women who had outlived their husbands and were now reveling in the glow of a true hero. They took great pleasure in catching the attention of the wily old adventurer, and he took great pleasure in giving it to them.

I watched Tinker’s highly animated movements as he described some old battle that he’d probably never even witnessed, much less fought in, with the gaggle of old women hanging onto his every word. He soaked up their adoration like a sponge. Honest man that Tinker was, he wasn’t beyond exaggeration from time to time, especially in the company of admirers. I didn’t want to deprive the old man of his simple pleasures so I smiled and let him enjoy the attention as I watched him from the shade of the elm tree. And that was where Robie found me.

“Can I sit with you?” he said as his long shadow fell over the blanket that I had spread out on the ground. I glanced up at him sideways, squinting against the sun. He was dressed in a fine white shirt with a long-tailed coat and tall knee-high boots that he’d folded halfway down. He wore a cutlass on his side –not an expensive one, but a quality weapon that a man could trust with his life- and a long brown cloak with the hood pulled back. He hardly looked like the young pilot I had known all those years. He was more like a buccaneer out of some storybook. 

“Of course,” I said, as congenially as I could manage. 

He happily joined me on the blanket, leaning back against the tree and ran his fingers through his thick black hair, brushing long bangs away from his face. “It’s a nice park,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Yes, it is.”

“It doesn’t look anything like it did before.”

“No,” I agreed, nodding slightly. I was purposefully curt. I had been sitting alone, watching Tinker and enjoying the blissful weather. I found Robie ruining my mood. I had a feeling that I knew where the conversation was headed, so instead of helping it get there, I just kept quiet. 

“I hear General Corsan retired last year.”

“He was getting old,” I acknowledged. 

“Not as old as Tinker,” Robie said with a chuckle. He was watching Tinker with a wide grin. The old man shouted something and waved his arms in the air, reenacting some battle between our air force and the Kanters, or perhaps Sheldon’s loyal foot soldiers. “I wonder when Tinker will retire.” 

“Tinker will never retire,” I said. “What would he retire from? All he does is build things and he certainly won’t quit that until he’s dead. The man’s mind never stops.”

“Good for him,” Robie said. “I hope I have half that man’s energy when I’m his age.” 

I watched Robie as he watched Tinker. There was no arguing the fact that Robie had grown into a fine young man, but somehow I still saw the boy I’d known in his face. Perhaps it was because I had matured so quickly in my youth, my years advancing well beyond those of my peers. Though he was my senior by several years, I had attained physical maturity years ahead of Robie. Such is the nature of the Tal’mar. Even as a half-breed, I’m no exception. 

“He has a farm north of Anora now,” I said. “General Corsan, that is. I was there last spring. He has a vineyard. He makes excellent wine.” 

“Is that so?” Robie said. “I’d like to try it some time. Good wine is hard to find.” 

He had been gazing across the field, watching Tinker, but now he turned to look me in the eyes. “Breeze, don’t you think it’s time to stop all this?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Stop what, Robie?” 

“The planes, the air force. You don’t have to do it anymore. I don’t even know why you bother. Your entire life these days is delivering packages and shuttling ambassadors back and forth. How can you stand it? How can you stand to be in the same plane with those people?” 

“I’m not with them,” I said. “I’m with the sky.” 

He sighed, exasperated. “Is that all that matters to you then? The sky?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be foolish.” 

He twisted slightly and slid closer to me, taking my hands. He folded his own large, rough-skinned hands around them. “Breeze, marry me. Let’s put all of this behind us and get on with life! We can buy a farm, and you can have children-” 

“What are you talking about?” I said, interrupting him.

“A family, Breeze. A life!”

“I already have a life.” 

“This?” he said cynically. “Shuttling fat diplomats back and forth so they can feed each other greasy food and buy each other fancy clothes with our taxes? This is no life you have, Breeze. You’re not living, you’re hiding.” 

I pulled my hands away from him and placed them in my lap. “I’m doing exactly what I want to do, Robie. Look at me. Look at my face, my ears. Do you think I’m one of your farm girls? Do you envision me standing at a cook stove all day, my belly swollen with child, our house full of chaos and noise? Is that what you want?” 

A mystified look swept across his face. “Cook stove? I don’t know... you do cook, don’t you?” 

I snorted, pushing away from him, and rose to my feet. My skirts caught in a root as I did, and I tugged them free, causing a small tear in the fabric. “I hate these things,” I snapped. 

“You hate trees?” 

“No, fool! I hate skirts. I’ve half a mind to throw them all away and buy a drawer full of breeches like yours.” 

“That’s ridiculous,” he said, laughing. “Women don’t wear breeches.” 

I stared at him furiously, and the smile vanished from his face. “Do you mean to say that after all I’ve gone through, you’d refuse to let me wear comfortable clothes because I’m a woman?” I pressed my fists to my sides. “Do you think you could stop me, Robie?” 

His face reddened. “I, uh... no, of course not. It’s just that-”

“I know. Women don’t wear breeches.” 

He stared at me, suddenly speechless. 

Perhaps he was right. Perhaps I was being foolish. After all, it was tradition -not only for the humans, but also for the Tal’mar- that the womenfolk wore skirts and dresses. It didn’t matter so much for children, but when young girls grew into women they were expected to wear the right clothes and to cook and work in the garden, and to have children. That was simply the way things had always been. 

Why did it suddenly bother me so? After all the things I had accomplished, how had I been reduced to hating my skirts? Was it simply that there was nothing else to worry about? Was I so safe and comfortable in with my life that the little things seemed more important than ever before? Or was it something else? Was it really about skirts at all, or was it because I was hiding, as Robie had said? 

I didn’t have time to examine the thought more closely because a plane whooshed over the park and sent ribbons and streamers spinning across the grass. The faire-goers froze, turning their faces skyward and stared frightfully at the aircraft.  

“What’s that idiot doing?” Robie said next to me. “It’s illegal to fly over cities!” 

I watched quietly as the plane circled around the north end of town and swooped in for a landing right in the middle of the park. The citizens broke into a screaming panic as they raced out of the landing path. I glanced at Robie and saw a snarl creeping across his features. He flexed his hands into fists.

“I’m going to beat some sense into that rookie, whoever he is!” With that, he went stalking down the hill towards the plane. I threw caution to the wind and ran after him. 

Robie rushed up to the plane just as it pulled to a stop. “What’s the matter with you, pilot?” he shouted. 

The pilot looked down at him, his face shielded by his flying cap and goggles. “Who’s flying that thing?” Robie demanded. “What’s your name, pilot?” 

The pilot climbed out of the cockpit and dropped to the ground. He pulled off the helmet and goggles and we both suddenly realized that “he” was in fact a she. Her name was Becca. She was one of the younger pilots from the squadron located at Avenston, the capital city. She had tucked her long blonde hair inside her flight jacket. From the ground, it had been impossible to tell she was female.

Becca looked right past Robie towards me, ignoring him entirely. “Commander Breeze, the kingdom has been invaded. The King is dead.”  

I hardly knew what to think at first. The words were such a shock to me that my instinctive reaction was to believe this some sort of elaborate joke. But I knew from the look on her face that it was not. My breath caught in my chest. “Attacked? Who was it, the Kanters?” 

“No. I don’t know who they are, ma’am. They came in the night with no warning. The dragon ships swept in from the west and we were completely unprepared. It was all we could do to escape. A few of us, anyway.” 

“Dragon ships?” I said. “The attackers came by sea?” 

“No, by air. They fly in massive boats unlike anything I’ve ever seen. They look like ships sure enough, but they’re held aloft by great balloons and a vicious black smoke follows in their wake everywhere they go. They’re armed with flamethrowers and cannons larger than anything we’ve ever built. One shot could level an entire house.”

I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “The King, you said?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Their first volley all but decimated the royal palace in Avenston. The entire royal family is...” she stopped as her voice broke. She took a breath and blinked away the tears. “The King and his family are all dead.” 
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I felt my legs going weak beneath me. Robie must have seen me waver because he reached out to catch me. I pulled away. “I’m fine,” I assured him. “I just need to catch my breath.” 

I heard heavy footsteps and turned to see Tinker rushing up to us. His eyes were wide, his hair blowing wildly in the wind. He looked comical, dressed in that wool suit with that manic look on his face and his hair sticking almost straight up. I would have laughed, were it not for the situation. 

“What’s going on?” he said. “Is everyone okay?” 

“I think not,” I said distantly. I was still trying to absorb everything. I was still in shock. I repeated what Becca had just told us, and Tinker’s face turned pale. 

“All right,” he said after a moment, patting Becca on the shoulder. “Let’s get you a drink and some shade, then you tell us the whole story.” 

“I’ll try,” she said, “but I don’t have much time. I have to move on to Anora and then the isle of Tal’mar, hopefully before sunset.” 

I glanced at the sky. She was hoping for the impossible. In a light plane with the wind at my back, I might have made that flight by midnight, but Becca possessed neither my gift with machinery nor my flying skills. And in this season, she’d be fighting the wind for much of the journey. I didn’t bother telling her that, though. I had a feeling she already knew. 

We gathered in the gazebo at the north end of the park to hear Becca’s story. The mayor and the sheriff joined us, along with several city officials and prominent business people. As we crowded in around her, Becca began to speak:

“I was sleeping in the hangar when they attacked. We didn’t have time to wait for orders. We tried to get planes in the air as fast as possible, but they swarmed over the palace and hit the airfield so fast that we didn’t even hear them coming. Only three of us made it into the air. The rest of the squadron were sitting ducks.” 

“What happened to them?” Tinker said. 

“I don’t know, I couldn’t see much through the smoke and fire. The invaders were firing on us with guns and harpoons. It was all I could do to stay alive.” 

“What about the hangar?” Robie said. “What about the other planes?”

“They destroyed everything,” Becca said. “Everything.” 

“Who gave you orders to come here?” said Tinker. 

Becca looked on the verge of tears. I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Go on,” I urged. “Tell us everything.” 

She took a deep breath. “We couldn’t fight them. Our gunships never got off the ground. The rest of our weapons were useless against their dragon ships. Three of us managed to escape, and we flew our planes to the north. We landed near Old Vic’s field outside the city and tried to make our way back to the palace on foot, but halfway there we ran into a group of soldiers who had escaped.” 

“Escaped?” said Robie. “You mean they abandoned their posts?” 

“You might think that,” she said, “but believe me when I say they didn’t have any choice. The airships that attacked the palace were only the first of dozens. They swarmed over the capitol, decimating the King’s guard, and several ships landed in the square. Others blocked off the escape and they began executing anyone who resisted them, right in the streets. A few citizens fled into the countryside, but most were trapped inside the city. The soldiers we came across were protecting a small group of escapees. They were moving slowly and they were worried that the enemy would catch them. They told us everything that had happened, and warned us that the ships were coming our way.” 

“The invaders didn’t stop at the capital, then?” Tinker said. 

Becca shook her head. “I was told they were pressing into the countryside as fast as they could move. The three of us decided to split up and try to rally a response. Kahr flew south. I headed north for Riverfork and Anora. Bryn made for Tal’mar. One of the dragon ships caught up to us as we were leaving, and they shot Bryn down during takeoff. They destroyed his plane in midair. He didn’t stand a chance.” 

She rose to her feet. “Now I have to get to Anora to warn them, and then to Tal’mar. There is no one else to do it.” 

I instantly jumped to my feet. “You’re wrong, Becca. My delivery plane is at the airfield just outside the city. It’s not as fast as yours, but I can make it to Tal’mar by nightfall if I travel in a straight line.”

“I won’t hear of it,” said Mayor Rutherford, speaking up for the first time. He was large, both in stature and girth as most official men seem to be, and he wore jeweled rings on his fingers and clothes of the finest materials. I doubted his hands had ever known a blister. 

I eyed him narrowly. “What did you say?” 

“I won’t hear of it! We need you here, to help protect the city.” 

“My plane won’t help you protect anything,” I said impatiently. “It’s unarmed and it’s full of mail.” 

“Nonetheless, we may need it, in case we need to make a sudden escape.” 

I stared at him. “Sudden escape? I can’t take more than one or two passengers... just who are you thinking will escape?” 

He straightened his shoulders. “The continuity of government is of the upmost importance at times like this.”

“It’s you that you’re worried about,” Robie said with disgust. “The fight hasn’t even started and you’re already planning to tuck tail and run.”

I shook my head, baffled. Humans never fail to amaze me when it comes to their self-serving nature. The Tal’mar can be arrogant for certain, but even the wealthiest Tal’mar noble would never suggest his life was more important than that of his subjects, much less do it so transparently. I searched for a response but found only anger. I wanted to punch the worthless fool right in the mouth. 

“I’m leaving,” I said, turning away. 

“Oh no you don’t,” the mayor said. “Sheriff, arrest this girl!” 

I paused, glaring at the two of them. I felt Robie go tense beside me and sensed his left hand sliding up to loosen his sword in its sheath. Tinker clenched his fists at his sides, a look of anger burning in his eyes.

The sheriff’s gaze swept over us as he measured the situation. I thought we might be in for a fight, but then he smiled grimly and said, “I don’t think so, Mr. Mayor. The people of this town elected me to look after their well-being. The way I see it, the best thing for them is to get help coming. The only way for that to happen is for Breeze to get in that plane and fly to Tal’mar as fast as the wind can carry her.” 

They mayor’s face turned red. “I won’t forget this,” he said threateningly. 

“I won’t either,” the sheriff replied, staring back at him. “Voting time’s coming up, and a lot of people won’t take kindly when they hear about this.”

The mayor grunted and stomped out of the gazebo without a backwards glance. I reached for my jacket and turned to Tinker, suddenly remembering that he had flown in with me. It was more than an hour’s flight back to his valley. I didn’t have time to fly him back home.

“Go on,” he said, his eyes full of understanding “I would only slow you down.”

“You shouldn’t stay here,” I said. “It might be dangerous.”

He smiled, giving me that fatherly look he always saved for moments when I was being foolish. “Where would I go?” he said. “Home? To huddle alone in my cottage up in the mountains, while good people fight and die?” 

I stared into his face. “Tinker, you can’t stay here. The invaders could be here in hours!” 

“And why not? You think I’m so old I can’t pull a trigger?” 

I felt tears stinging my eyes. I searched for words to argue, but none came. Tinker wanted to stay and fight alongside the townsfolk. How could I stop him? He couldn’t abandon them anymore than I could. But at his age... I couldn’t bring myself to think of what might happen.

“At least pull back to Anora,” I said somberly, the words catching in my throat. “There you can put up a real defense.”

“We will discuss it,” he said. “It’s not my decision to make, unfortunately.”

I stared at him, my heart pounding with anxiety. I hated leaving Tinker, but I knew he wouldn’t have it any other way. I could argue with him until I was blue in the face, but ultimately I’d just be wasting time. I threw my arms around him and then turned away before he could see my tears. 

“I’ll come back as soon as I can,” I said over my shoulder.

I rushed down the stairs and out across the meadow, slipping through the confused townsfolk that had gathered around the gazebo to listen in on our conversation. I pushed them out of the way as I abandoned the park and raced up the cobbled streets of Riverfork, my soft leather boots making barely more than a whisper of noise. I was halfway across town before I slowed down. It was only then that I realized Robie was right behind me. I heard his footsteps and glanced over my shoulder, surprised to see him just a few steps back. I was shocked that I hadn’t heard him running behind me.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I said, wiping the tears from my cheeks. 

“I’m going with you.” 

“Don’t be a fool. They need you here.” 

“Really? This town has fifty soldiers and a few hundred good fighting men. Do you think one more will save them? If you think that, then you’re the one who’s foolish. Besides Miss Tinkerman, do you think you could stop me?” 

That stung a little, having my own words thrown back in my face. Even more so as I examined the question and realized I wasn’t sure if I could stop him. With magic, maybe. I have a gift for reaching inside people’s bodies and making things happen... but I wouldn’t dare hurt someone like that, especially not a friend. Physically speaking, Robie could have broken me in half. He had grown quite strong over the years. He was considerably taller than I was, and quite muscular.

I spun on my heels and hurried on, not giving him the satisfaction of a reply. When I got to the landing strip, I immediately began hauling the mail out of the plane, hoping to reduce the weight of the aircraft and make it fly faster. Robie helped. We tossed the boxes and packages inside the hanger door where they would be protected from the elements. Minutes later, we were taxiing down the landing strip. 

I checked the gauge on my dash and noted that the spring engine in my plane was freshly wound. Every airbase has soldiers trained to hook the engines up to steam machines as soon as they land. With that much energy stored, I could easily fly to Tal’mar and back, maybe even twice. Getting there wasn’t the problem, though. It was the time involved. I needed to give the Tal’mar time to rally a defense, maybe even send a force south to help the humans at Anora and Riverfork.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t make the plane fly any faster than its design allowed. With a comfortable cabin for passengers and a small storage hold for delivering packages, the weight of the vehicle made it too slow and cumbersome for speed or aerobatics. All I could do was fly directly to the northwest and hope the wind wouldn’t fight me. 

I heard Robie gasp as we climbed into the sky and circled north. He pointed out his window and I leaned over to see what the matter was. Through the hazy glass, I saw several dozen large black shapes moving north and west through the sky. I stared, disbelieving, studying every detail. The ships were broad on the main deck, curving gracefully from bow to stern like a riverboat, except for the frighteningly realistic dragon heads carved into their prows. Massive black balloons tethered to the ships’ hulls provide buoyancy, allowing the dragon ships to glide gracefully and almost effortlessly across the sky. Two massive propellers jetted out each side of the aft end providing direction and control so that the ships would function with equal aptitude in the sky or at sea. Their tattered sails billowed out behind them, blending with the thick black smoke that poured out of the engines, leaving a long trail in their wake. 

Even from that great distance, I could see that their mass was astounding. In our wildest dreams, we had never considered building a ship so large. I couldn’t even fathom the amount of materials consumed in the construction of one of those ships, much less an entire fleet. My heart skipped a beat. All I could think of was Tinker. Riverfork was nearly invisible behind us now. 

“You won’t make it,” Robie said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“There’s not enough time to go back for Tinker. If we do, we’ll never get back off the ground.” 

I eyed the great ships nervously, even as they shrank in the distance. “We’re faster than they are,” I said hopefully. 

“Not that fast.” 

I bit my lip, considering the possibilities. “He wouldn’t come anyway,” I said. “Stubborn old man.” 

“Brave,” Robie said. 

I didn’t reply. I knew if I spoke anymore of Tinker, I’d break down in tears. He was the closest thing I’d ever had to a father. My real father had died when I was very young, leaving me only with the memory of the day he left. It was Tinker who had been there for me; who had raised and taught me. Without him, I’d have been nothing more than a half-breed, an abomination. 

It was Tinker who had taught me to read and write, to understand the dynamics of engineering and physics, and even to master my own unique magical talents. It was Tinker’s insatiable curiosity that had formed me into the woman I was. And now I had abandoned him to a fate that was almost certainly death. 

Robie and I spoke little as we flew, each of us intently watching the skies for signs of danger and trying not to think about what was happening behind us. How many towns had fallen already? How many citizens killed, captured, or worse? We couldn’t even guess. At that point, we didn’t even know what the invaders wanted.

As we flew, luck was with us. The wind wasn’t bad but it picked up in the evening and slowed our progress as night fell. The red skies around us appeared an ominous omen, but we didn’t need an omen to know that blood was being spilled. We had been through war before. We knew what it felt like. Regrettably, we knew just what to expect. 

It was well after sunset when we crossed the Crimson Straits toward the Isle of Tal’mar and saw the lights of Silverspire twinkling in the mist in the distance. Dark clouds pressed down from above and thick, churning fog filled our vision. Normally, flying at night in such bad weather would have been forbidden. Tonight, it may have saved our lives. 

Though I couldn’t see it beneath the fog, I knew the lay of the land from memory. I angled around the southern end of Silverspire and headed for the landing strip outside the city. I was busy peering down into the fog, trying to gauge my landing when a sudden gust of wind blew the fog out of our vision and a dragon ship appeared just a few yards ahead of us. 

“Watch out!” Robie cried out, bracing himself in his seat. 

I pulled back on the flight controls and twisted to the left. The old mail plane responded slowly, the airframe groaning under the stress as we changed course. The fuselage shuddered. 

“We’re not going to make it,” Robie said through clenched teeth. “We’re too close!” 

I twisted the controls, pressing them forward with all my strength, forcing the plane into a dive. With a hair’s breadth, we slid past the dragon ship’s hull. For a moment, I thought we had made it. Then I heard the sickening crunch as the tail of the plane swiped the hull of the dragon ship and something broke off. The controls went wild in my hands, and we went plummeting towards the ground in a nosedive. 
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I felt a sharp stinging sensation on my hand as one of the cables snapped, and the flight controls jerked out of my grip. The plane went into a slow-rolling dive. I saw nothing but gray in every direction, and I panicked as a feeling of vertigo washed over me. For a moment, I lost all sense of direction. Thankfully, Robie had the sense to reach for the controls. He leaned past the flailing wire and pulled back on the flight sticks, fighting to bring them back into place. 

“Help me!” he shouted. 

I glanced at him, my eyes wild with fear.

“Help, we have to pull up!”

I blinked, trying to clear the vertigo from my head. Somehow, I found the sense to reach out and take the controls. With Robie’s help, I managed to pull them slowly back to level. Unfortunately, the plane was still spiraling towards the ground. We weren’t getting any lift.

“We’ve stalled!” I shouted. “We have to push it into a dive.” 

Robie looked at me like I was crazy. “Dive?” he said. “I can’t even tell which way’s down!” 

The compass was spinning wildly and the twisting sensation in my gut almost overwhelmed me, but I could still sense the downward movement of the aircraft. I was reasonably sure that we were still right side up. I braced myself in the seat and pressed the controls forward. Gradually, the nose of the plane tilted downward. With zero visibility, I had no way of knowing what our altitude was. We could crash into the ground at any moment.

Fortunately, the wings caught air and the spinning slowed. We were diving straight towards the ground, but suddenly I felt the lift of the wind against the fuselage and knew I had the controls back. I gently pulled on the controls and glanced at the compass, trying to get a sense of our position.

“Faster.” Robie said. “Pull up!”

“I can’t, the airframe won’t take it.” 

Robie pressed his feet up against the front of the cockpit. “Hang on!” he shouted. 

Treetops filled my vision. I barely had time to brace myself before the impact. At first, it wasn’t as bad as I had feared. The treetops bent and broke under the weight of my sturdy old plane. The crash didn’t feel terribly different than a rough landing in a field. Then we lost altitude and plowed full-speed into the trees. Thick branches hammered into the fuselage and the plane shuddered under the sudden resistance. The impact tore both wings off, and the plane twisted sickeningly. The bent and broken fuselage plunged into the canopy.

The crash threw both of us into the dash. I bounced back and hit the floor, and Robie landed on top of me. I cried out as I felt my leg caught in the seat frame and for a moment, I thought it would snap. The pressure became almost unbearable. 

Then, suddenly, the movement stopped. Everything went quiet save for the branches creaking around us. I felt Robie’s weight lift off of me. As he moved, darkness closed in. My vision went black and I lost consciousness. 

I woke lying flat on my back. Cold, misty air washed over me, and my eyelids fluttered open. I looked up to see Robie kneeling over me. Blood streaked his face. I started to push myself upright, but spots swam in my vision and dizziness washed over me. Robie pressed me back down. 

“Quiet,” he said in a whisper. “I don’t think they know where we are.” 

I stared at him, blinking away the mist in my eyes. I had almost forgotten where we were. I wondered how far we’d flown after hitting that dragon ship. My gaze went to the trees, and I saw the carcass of the old plane wedged among the branches high overhead. I frowned, confused. 

“How did we get down? Did we fall?” 

“I carried you,” Robie said. “Believe me, it wasn’t easy.”

I looked at him and saw the blood staining his face and shirt. “You’re hurt,” I said quietly. I reached up to touch him, but found no sign of a wound on his head. 

Robie held up his left hand, displaying a blood-soaked bandage. He pulled the bandage off revealing that his pinky finger was gone. Gone. 

“The control cable cut it off,” he explained. “Stupid thing was like razor wire, whipping all around during the crash.” 

I gasped. “Robie, are you okay?” 

“I didn’t need that finger anyway,” he said cavalierly. “Hardly ever used it.” 

My lips parted, but I was at a loss for words. Leave it to humans to joke at a time like this, I thought. “Let me see it.” 

He pulled his hand away. “Forget it, the bleeding has already stopped. Save your energy, you’re going to need it.” 

I frowned. “Robie, if you find the finger I might be able to help it heal back together.” 

He pointed at what was left of the plane’s cabin high in the branches. “Do you really think I’m going to risk my neck and climb up there to search for a bloody stump of a finger that I never even used anyway?” 

I sighed, exasperated. “It might be worth it, rather than lose part of your body forever. They don’t grow back, you know.” 

“I know. The hair in my nose keeps growing back no matter how much I trim it, but lose an arm or leg, or even a finger, and it’s gone forever. What a glorious thing, the human body.” 

I snorted. “When did you become so macho? You’re worse than the infantrymen I used to treat on the battlefield.”

“Nothing macho about common sense. What’s gone is gone. I needed that finger like a pig needs a saddle. How are you? Anything broken?”

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, searching my body for damage. The sight didn’t come as easy as it had when I was young. It didn’t help that I was out of focus, still reeling from the crash. I took note of several large bruises around my chest and some swelling around my leg, but nothing appeared broken. I took a deep breath and felt pain in my ribs. Again, nothing broken, but lots of bruising.

“I think I’m okay. Where are we?”

“Southwest of Silverspire. The ocean is just beyond the ridge.” 

I envisioned it in my mind, trying to map it out. We had encountered the dragon ship just south of Silverspire. I’d pulled the plane to the west during the accident, but then the spin... there was no telling where exactly we had landed. 

I pushed myself up again. My body groaned, but at least I didn’t seem to be in danger of passing out this time. I reached out to Robie and he helped me get to my feet. He bent over to retrieve his cloak, which I realized he’d placed under my head as a pillow. 

“Are you cold?” he said, offering it to me. 

“I’m fine.” It was chivalrous of him, helping me like that, but for some reason it made me angry. I wasn’t used to needing help. I didn’t want help. I scraped off the pine needles and threw my gaze around the area, trying to orient myself. Robie watched me quietly. 

I cautiously climbed the hill behind us to get a look at the coast. I moved slowly, making sure not to further injure myself. My body cried out with a dull thudding pain that reverberated up and down my spine with each step. Thankfully, my muscles loosened up quickly as I climbed. The bruises would take time to heal, but at least I was mobile. I had to keep moving. I could rest later.

I crested the hill and threw my gaze to the south and west. The ocean roared as the surf broke against the rocky beaches. I turned slowly to the north, and saw only treetops and mist. I knew Silverspire was there, hidden somewhere in that dense fog, but so were the dragon ships. 

“Did you see how many ships they had?” I said. 

Robie shook his head. “I just saw the one we crashed into, but there are more.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Because it’s what they do,” he said. “They hit the capital with several dozen ships at once. Why would they hit Silverspire with just one?” 

I considered that. He was right, of course. “Their army must be huge,” he continued. “Their ships are huge and we already know that they have dozens of them, maybe even hundreds.”

It was clear that the invaders had come seeking no treaty, no peace accord. They had already killed King Ryshan and his family. This was an act of pure aggression. They had come to destroy us. It was maddening. I couldn’t see their motivation yet. I didn’t understand why they had come, or what they wanted. 

“They’re very good at what they do,” I mused. “They strike quickly, without warning. They overwhelm a city before anyone can even react. That’s what they did at Avenston, and that looks like what they did here as well.” 

Even as I spoke, it occurred to me that I had family in Silverspire. The queen of the Tal’mar was my grandmother. My mother was the princess, the first in line to inherit the throne. My heart sank as I realized what must have happened to them. 

Robie seemed to sense my thoughts. “They hit the palace first in Avenston. They went straight for the royal family.” He put his hand comfortingly on my shoulder. I knew what he was thinking. In all probability, my mother was dead. 

I pulled away. “Let’s go,” I said. 

Robie stood watching me, contemplating as I walked down the hill under the canopy of trees. He probably wanted to tell me that it was insane to go into the city, that my family couldn’t possibly be alive. I knew this, of course, but I had to see it for myself. We’d arrived too late to warn them, but maybe there was still time to save them. I wasn’t ready to give up hope yet.

Over the rough and untamed landscape, it took nearly an hour to reach the walls of the city. Our injuries, though minor, did nothing to aid the speed of our travel. It must have been close to midnight when we slipped through the woods outside the city wall and located a tree tall enough to get us inside. 

As I leapt into the branches and made for the top of the wall, I nearly forgot Robie was standing on the ground below. I glanced down and saw him gazing up at me expectantly. The impatience on his face was clear. Despite his size and strength, it was beyond Robie’s ability to leap into the branches the way that I had. The trees bend for me, they reach to gather me up like a mother cradling a babe in her arms. Moving through the trees is second nature to Tal’mar. Not so for humans. For Robie, the branches were too far out of reach and the tree trunk too smooth to climb.

I leaned down, dangling by one arm with my legs wrapped around a thick limb, and offered him my hand. He looked skeptical, but he accepted my reach. He jumped and I pulled him forward, bringing him within reach of the lower branches. His boots found a niche and his arms went around the tree limb. He grunted noisily, hoisting himself up over the top. I put my finger to my lips and glared at him. The noises he’d made were small, subdued, but may as well have been a gunfire among the Tal’mar. Any elf within a mile would have known we were there. I could only hope the invaders didn’t possess Tal’mar senses. 

I made my way back to the wall, carefully choosing the stoutest branches to walk across, so that they could support Robie’s weight. He followed me as quietly as he could manage, but I found myself wishing I’d left him back at the crash site. At last, we settled on top of the broad stone wall and huddled among the branches, staring out across the city. The heavy fog obscured our vision, but the sky was bright with the color of bonfires and burning buildings. 

We caught glimpses here and there of the tall foreigners leading groups of Tal’mar citizens around in shackles, but they were distant and obscured by fog. We couldn’t tell much about them, other than their size. Thankfully, we didn’t see any of the executions that Becca had described in Avenston. 

I put my finger to my lips, reminding Robie that silence was imperative. I led the way along the wall to a tight corner, where I knew he would easily be able to climb to the ground. As he started making his way down, I slipped down the face of the wall and waited patiently for him at the bottom. When his boots touched the ground, he stepped back and looked up, expecting to see me at the top. I tapped him on the shoulder and he jumped back, reaching for his sword. I couldn’t help smiling even though he was as noisy as a heard of stampeding cattle. 

“Don’t do that!” he whispered angrily. I shushed him, and then slid into the shadows. 

It wasn’t long before we got a good look at the invaders. Slipping through the dark alleys and back streets, we made our way through the outskirts of the city. On the main streets, we hid out of sight as patrols of invaders passed us by. Even Robie wondered at the invaders’ massive size. They weren’t as tall as the giant Kanters, but these were men, not giants. As far as I could tell they were human, but they were massive. They had arms and legs like tree trunks, bulging with muscles. 

They had light skin, even lighter than the humans of Avenston, and many of them were decorated with tattoos. They were dressed mostly in furs and wore jewelry made from animal bones and beads. They wore swords and axes slung over their broad shoulders. Many of these weapons were taller than I was. Most of the invaders wore their beards and hair long, and some of them wore it braided. I noted that many of them had blonde or red hair. Features like that were rare among the humans of Astatia. Redheads were nearly unheard of. Among the invaders, these features appeared to be quite common.

Robie and I avoided these patrols entirely as I guided him through the back allies and dark streets of Silverspire, making my way towards the palace. I had an advantage over him, having spent much time in the city while visiting my family and learning about my mother’s culture. For Robie, the place was little more than a maze. 

At one point, I heard an approaching patrol and we stepped through the broken-down doorway of a winemaker’s shop. We watched in silence from the shadows as a handful of the invaders marched down the street, their eyes scanning the shadows and alleys for Tal’mar who might have evaded them. As they passed, I felt Robie’s touch on my shoulder. He motioned for me to follow, and then led me across the room, to a large window. 

From this vantage, we were able to see the ruins of the palace. Silverspire was so named because of the smooth, silvery polish on the palace towers that reflect light almost like a mirror. The silvery walls of the towers lay scattered about the ground now, reflecting firelight back into the sky. The walls of the palace were in a shambles, little more than ruins left standing amidst the rubble. I pulled back, unable to look any longer, my stomach churning. 

“What now?” Robie whispered. 

I shook my head, staring at the floor. “We have to do something.” 

“Do what?” he said. “We’re outnumbered by hundreds, maybe even thousands. Those... creatures are everywhere. We’d be lucky to fight one of them, much less an entire army!”

“I understand that,” I said. “I know we can’t fight them. I can’t just leave, though.” 

“Breeze, what are you saying? There’s nothing here to fight for. We can’t help these people. They’re Tal’mar, let them fight their own battles.” 

I shot him an angry glare. “I’m Tal’mar, Robie. Do you forget so quickly?” 

“Of course not, but what allegiance do you have to these people? Breeze, your family is gone. They’re dead.” 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “They may be that,” I said, “but these are still my people. They may not look like you or live like you, but does that mean you will let them suffer and die?” 

He looked away shamefully. “Of course not. But there’s nothing we can do, Breeze. Maybe if we could raise an army, we could come back-”

“Raise an army?” I said. “Where? Riverfork? Anora? What do you think is left of those cities? Who do you think will be able to fight?” 

He turned away from me and walked to the counter. He stared at the rows of wine bottles on the wall. “All right,” he said. “If that’s what you want, then we’ll stay here long enough to find out what’s what. We’ll help, if we can. Otherwise, we make for the bridge and try to get to the mainland while we still have a chance. Will you agree to that?” 

I nodded. “Of course. But you must agree to one thing first.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Wait for me here.” 

He narrowed his eyebrows. “What are you talking about? I’m not letting you go out there alone.”

“Trust me,” I said. “I can move more quickly and quietly on my own. I’ll scout out the city and find out what’s happening to the captives. I’ll try to find the queen, if she’s still alive. Give me an hour.” 

“No,” he said. “I won’t do it. I won’t let you go out there alone, not with those creatures out there.” 

I stepped close, staring up into his face. He looked away angrily. I took his hand in mine, pleading with my eyes. “Robie, don’t take this the wrong way, but if you go with me, you’ll get us both killed. I know you’re strong. I trust you, I honestly do, but to the Tal’mar your heavy weapons and clothing sound like the rumble of thunder when you walk down the street. I can move through the city like a shadow. The invaders won’t even guess I’m here. For a little while, you must trust me.” 

That was enough to convince him. He sighed heavily. “I will be here,” he said. “One hour. No more.” 

“Agreed.” 
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I was certain that Robie would be safe in the wine shop, at least for the time being. The invaders were everywhere but the pillaging wouldn’t begin in earnest until daylight. By then, I planned to be long gone. 
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