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      Radyn imagined his hoe was a maniblade and the soil a fallen enemy. He raised his weapon far above his head, then brought it down with a powerful shout. The edge of the hoe sank deep into the mix of fresh manure and old soil, spraying his ankles with fine debris. He pulled the hoe toward him, finishing his fallen enemy.

      A chuckle behind him made him jump and spin around, holding the hoe before him as though he were a Sword of the clan preparing for his next opponent.

      Father held up his hands in mock surrender, a wide smile on his face. He was lanky, nearly twice the height of his only child. Dirt stained his fingertips, and sweat carved small channels of dust from his cheeks, but his eyes twinkled with mirth. “Defeating villains again?” he asked.

      Radyn’s cheeks flushed, and he nodded. “Sorry, Father.”

      Andre put his hands down. “So long as this section of the field is done by sundown, it doesn’t matter how it gets done, so go right ahead. But the kitchen has brought food up for supper. Ready for a break?”

      Radyn was. He’d woken up near the crack of dawn to help Father in the field. After nearly two hours of backbreaking work, he’d broken his fast with the other farmers, then hurried to the nearest school for his daily lessons. Those had lasted until about an hour ago when he’d returned to the fields. His stomach rumbled, and he nodded eagerly.

      “Figured you might be. I’m grateful you came up to help, but you could have rested after school.”

      “You need the help. You’re already behind, and I’m happy to lend a hand,” Radyn said.

      Father put his hand on Radyn’s shoulder. “I’m proud to hear you say it.”

      They walked together to the tree where the kitchen staff was serving food. They’d brought up two large pots of porridge, and the men, women, and children who worked the fields queued for the food. Radyn and Father took their place, greeting familiar faces and trading stories about the day. Father spoke quietly with a couple, discussing his plans for the next day.

      No one his age was nearby, but Radyn didn’t mind. Andre liked to call him a “watcher,” and he supposed the title fit well enough. He was naturally curious, and he found that by watching farmers at their work and asking questions, he could learn as much or more than he did in school. Today, he listened to two of his neighbors discussing Nuela’s proposal to expand the population of Firestone.

      Neither spoke out openly against the Blade of the city, but they made no secret of their hesitation. More mouths to feed meant more work for the farmers, and they only had access to so much land. The Blade’s proposal would cut into their annual reserves, leaving them at the mercy of a poor harvest.

      Radyn had heard about the plan in school, where the teachers had presented it as something certain. More citizens meant more farmers, more craftspeople, and, most importantly, more young men and women who would aspire to join the clan. He’d not considered any downsides, but the farmer’s complaints sounded reasonable. He made a note to consider the two sides of the argument when he had more time. For the moment, he withheld his judgment. Father always cautioned him about jumping to conclusions.

      The queue moved quickly, and soon Radyn sat next to his father with a bowl of porridge in hand. Their dining room was nothing more than an open patch of wild grass, trampled flat over the course of hundreds of meals. One of Father’s friends, a slim man named Otis, threw a question his way. “Radyn, you’ll be finishing school in a year or two, won’t you?”

      Radyn nodded, his mouth full.

      “What do you think you’ll do after?”

      The small circle of farmers all looked at him, and for the second time that hour, he felt his cheeks reddening. He stared down at the ground to avoid their gazes. “I’m not sure,” he admitted.

      He stirred the porridge in his bowl, then forced himself to look up. Father said it was important for young men to face the world. He didn’t care so much about the world as he did Father, but it was as good a time as any to let Father know his thoughts.

      “I might attempt to pass the trials to become a clan member. Otherwise, or if I fail, I’d be happy to work by Father’s side in the fields.”

      They greeted his answer with several nods and a few grins.

      “Both honorable paths,” Otis said. He nudged Andre with his shoulder. “You must be proud.”

      Father studied his son with a careful eye, his expression revealing nothing of the thoughts no doubt churning behind his calm exterior. “I am.”

      The conversation moved on to other matters, and Radyn only halfway listened. Otis had asked the very question he’d been contemplating most of the day. A Dagger had come by his class this morning to speak about the process of joining the clan, answering questions until their instructor politely but firmly told the class they were abusing the Dagger’s kindness.

      Like a lot of his friends, Radyn sometimes dreamed about becoming one of the clan. Besides becoming a Singer, it was the most honorable role in the entire city of Firestone. But even Singers almost always were chosen from among the clan.

      At times during this morning’s talk, it had seemed to Radyn like the Dagger was trying to convince the children not to join the clan. He emphasized the brutal training and the never-ending menial duties initiates had to endure. If that had been the Dagger’s purpose, it had been successful. At lunch, Radyn had heard a handful of his friends claiming that the clan was no longer for them.

      Radyn hadn’t decided. Becoming a Dagger, or even a Sword, would ensure Father would never want for anything. But Radyn didn’t mind farming, either. It was hard work, but just as essential to Firestone’s survival as the clan’s leadership. Farming would also allow him to stay close to Father.

      He wasn’t sure how Father would take his announcement, though. Father never spoke out openly against the clan, but he didn’t seem to admire the Swords and Daggers the way others did. Radyn didn’t understand why, but he’d also never had the courage to ask.

      After they’d eaten and returned their bowls to the kitchen staff, Radyn asked Father about that morning’s presentation. He mentioned it had felt like the Dagger had tried to turn initiates away.

      “That’s an astute observation,” Father said. He chewed on a stalk of grass as they walked. “What do you think would happen if everyone in your class, who wanted to be a member of the clan, tried to take the trials?”

      Radyn considered all the friends in his class who wanted to be Daggers. Until this morning, it had been almost everyone. “They’d be overwhelmed.”

      “Correct. And even if half passed the trials, they’d have too many initiates for the Daggers and Swords to handle. As they became overwhelmed, the quality of their training would suffer, and our clan wouldn’t be as strong, even though their numbers grew.”

      Radyn shuddered at the thought. One part of Father’s answer bothered him, though. “Why don’t they just say that?”

      “Often, people don’t know exactly what they want. Think of all your friends. If a Dagger had told them all I just told you, would it dissuade anyone?”

      “Probably not.”

      “So instead, the Dagger tells you how hard it is. He or she reminds you of the countless hours of hard work you’ll have to complete. It’s a little like weeding the fields. Such talks dissuade those who aren’t deeply rooted, clearing the way so that those who are can grow and thrive. I imagine you’ll hear many such talks over the next year or two. Then those who remain will be excellent initiates.”

      Father’s answer bothered Radyn, but it took him a moment to understand why. “If the clan can’t handle so many initiates, why does the Blade want to expand the population?”

      “Another good question. The difference lies in the speed of the change. The clan couldn’t train a hundred additional initiates this year, but they could train ten more, and then an additional ten after that. They could prepare to handle a slow population increase. Raising children takes time, you know.”

      Radyn scowled at the humor in Father’s tone. They were almost back to their field, though, and they hadn’t exchanged so much as a word about his answer to Otis. He had to know, and the only way he’d find out was by asking. Father wasn’t one to share his feelings otherwise. “Would you be upset if I tried to join the clan?”

      Father didn’t answer immediately. He thought for a few steps, then said, “No. I’m not sure the clan is the best place for you, but if that was what you truly wanted, I’d support you. That goes for any path you might choose.”

      Radyn offered his father a quick bow. “Thank you, Father.”

      He waved the bow away, but before he could say anything, the peal of bells filled the air. Both Radyn and Father looked to the sky. Radyn saw them first, and he pointed. At the moment, they were small, barely larger than a mosquito. They grew quickly, though. Dozens of them, flying in a loose formation.

      Radyn’s heart pounded, but he didn’t move. Some part of his mind refused to believe the sight was real. Even as the bells rang and the farmers ran, he wondered if he was imagining it.

      After a few more seconds, the figures were large enough Radyn could make out their wings. Then he saw the warriors riding atop the dragons.

      That was when he realized how fast they were flying. It wouldn’t be long before they were on top of Firestone. The realization woke up some older part of his mind. His eyes went wide, and he pulled on Father’s arm.

      Father stared up at the sky for a moment more, then shook his head. Radyn pulled again. The nearest stair was only two hundred yards away. Farmers had already yanked the door on the protective shed open and poured into the confined space, jostling one another as they disappeared beneath the surface. A queue formed, but it was nothing like the calm meal line. As farmers fought to reach the door, the entrance jammed up, keeping all from safety. Radyn pulled on Father’s wrist. The sooner they reached the queue, the faster they could descend the stairs to safety. But Father wouldn’t budge.

      “There’s too many,” he muttered.

      Too many what? Invaders? Farmers trying to escape? What was he talking about?

      Father ran away from the stairs. Radyn, still trying to pull on Father’s wrist, was instead pulled along. “Father!”

      Radyn could do nothing but watch in growing horror as the shed and safety grew farther away. He reached out his free arm as if he could grab it, but Father’s pull was too strong. Radyn struggled for a moment but was powerless against Father’s greater strength. He nearly tripped and fell, then surrendered to Father’s will and ran behind him.

      They stopped suddenly near the middle of an unfamiliar field. Freshly tilled soil surrounded them, but the dirt they stood on was undisturbed. Father reached into the loose soil, then pulled on a thin chain hidden just below the surface.

      “What’s that?”

      “A trapdoor used by the clan to ambush raiders. It leads to the lower levels, just like any other stairs or ladder.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “No time to explain. Just get down there.”

      Radyn looked up at the sky, then swore.

      The raiders had arrived. Several dragons had landed in fields behind Radyn. Warriors slid, jumped, and dropped off the enormous beasts like flies scattering off rotting food. Another dragon swooped close by, picking up two cows grazing nearby in its enormous claws. Their panicked moos were cut short as the dragon squeezed, shattering spines and ribs. Radyn stared, unable to look away.

      Father pulled harder on the chain, and a square appeared in the soil. With one last tug, the dirt slid off the door, exposing a square steel plate. It opened on oiled hinges, exposing an unlit drop beneath. Radyn saw the top few rungs of a ladder, then nothing but darkness.

      “Get down there, now!” Father said.

      Radyn forced his limbs into motion. He clambered down the ladder, then paused when he saw Father wasn’t following him. “Aren’t you coming?”

      Father wasn’t paying attention to Radyn. His gaze was on the developing battle.

      “Where are all the Daggers?” Father asked.

      A pair of maniblades flared to life against the setting sun. Two raiders advanced on the jammed stairway. They looked eager to cut their way through the bodies in their way.

      Father looked around again. “They should be here by now.”

      “Let’s hide,” Radyn said. There was nothing they could do against the raiders.

      Father shook his head. “Get below. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

      Without another word, he sprinted toward the raiders. Radyn almost cried out but pressed his lips shut so as not to warn the raiding Daggers. Father was only a farmer. What could he do against a Dagger?

      Radyn knew he should retreat to the relative safety of the levels below, but he was frozen in place.

      Father’s long strides reached the raiders just as they cut down the first farmers scrambling to reach the stairwell. He drove his fist into the closest raider’s face, who never saw the blow coming.

      The raider crumpled. Before he could rise, Father stomped hard on the man’s neck. Radyn swore he could hear the crack from where stood half-hidden by the tunnel. The second raider turned and cut down, and Radyn’s pent-up scream finally escaped from his throat.

      The maniblade missed Father as he slid to the side. The raider looked as surprised as Radyn, but Father drove his elbow hard into the man’s face. Blood gushed from the raider’s nose, and his eyes rolled up in his head. His neck soon suffered the same fate as his companion’s.

      Radyn stared, wide-eyed, as Father reached down and stripped the shards off the bodies. He strapped them to his own wrists, then picked up the fallen hilts. He stuffed one into a pocket, but held the other in his hands. The maniblade extended from the hilt, the length of a sword.

      “Get to safety!” Father yelled, his voice deeper and more authoritative than Radyn had ever heard.

      The farmers used the opportunity to force themselves down the stairs. Father stood guard, a watchful sentinel.

      Other raiders closed in on the stairwell. Radyn wasn’t sure if it was because it was one of the central stairwells that led below or if Father’s fight had drawn their attention, but it felt as if the majority of the raiders had closed upon Father.

      The first reached him in less than a minute. The raiding Dagger swung his maniblade at Father, but Father’s weapon was longer, and he avoided the cut easily. He snapped his wrists in response, and the Dagger fell, cut open from shoulder to torso.

      Twice more single Daggers tried their skill against Father and were found wanting.

      Those that came after were more cautious, but even then, Father defeated the pairs as they attacked. The last of the farmers made it down into the stairwell, and Radyn wanted to shout, to scream at his father to run, but there was no place for him to go. He was surrounded by raiders fighting to reach the same stairwell.

      Radyn blinked, certain it would reveal that he imagined what he saw. Father was a farmer, so what chance did he have against even the lowliest of enemy Daggers?

      Father slipped past another maniblade, stabbing it deep into a Dagger’s stomach.

      Then Radyn could see no more. Too many raiders had clustered around Father, and the only reason Radyn knew Father hadn’t fallen was because the raiders weren’t rushing down the stairs.

      Radyn looked around, much like his father had minutes ago. Where were all the Daggers who would defend Firestone? They should have been here long ago, moments after the bells started sounding the alarm.

      Radyn climbed one rung higher, looking for any sign of Father, but he was lost in the press of combatants.

      The spell that had frozen him in place broke, and Radyn swore. He could do no good on the surface, and if Father knew he was still here, there would be hell to pay later. He took one last look for Father, then descended the ladder, closing the trapdoor above him.

      The passage was unlit, so closing the door cast Radyn into a cave of perfect darkness. He didn’t panic. He’d been climbing and descending ladders since he could walk, and he carefully planted each foot. Before long, his feet were on the solid steel decking of the level below. He gingerly reached out his hands, exploring the small space he found himself in.

      It wasn’t much more than the bottom of a long tube, but he found the handle for a door. He lifted the lever, opened the door, and emerged in an unfamiliar hallway. It was lit, though, so Radyn found a place to sit and waited for Father to return.

      The deck underneath him shuddered, but Radyn didn’t know why. He curled into a ball and waited.

      The first sounds to reach his ears were those of boots slapping against the deck as they ran. Radyn looked up to see a squad of Daggers race around the corner, hilts in hand. They didn’t stop until they reached Radyn.

      One Dagger addressed him. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

      Despite the fear that tightened his throat, Radyn spoke. “Radyn, son of Andre. We were farming when the raid started. Father didn’t want to use the stairwell, so he sent me down here. But then he defeated a pair of raiders, and now he’s fighting a lot more. You need to get up there!”

      The Dagger frowned. “Andre, you said?”

      “Yes!”

      The Dagger glanced at one of his companions, who shrugged. The Dagger told Radyn. “Stay here. We’ll see if we can find your father.”

      The Dagger pointed to the door Radyn had emerged from, and the squad climbed silently up the ladder like vengeful ghosts. Radyn waited, arms wrapped around his knees. The world shuddered again, and he looked up, halfway expecting a dragon to tear through the soil above and snatch him from the hallway.

      He didn’t know how long he waited in that hallway. He kept imagining his father running from an angry dragon. In every imagining, the dragon won. Radyn pulled his knees in tighter.

      The Daggers had closed the hatch behind them, so no sound echoed down to Radyn’s position. He couldn’t guess if they were winning or losing, if the raid was close to over or just beginning.

      Radyn jerked his head toward the open door when he heard the trapdoor open, and heavy footsteps descended the ladder. He strained his hearing, but the surface was silent.

      The Dagger he’d spoken with earlier landed heavily on the deck. His once-clean uniform was covered in dirt and blood, and his eyes had a faraway look that hadn’t been there before. He came over to Radyn and sat down beside him. They stared at the opposite wall together.

      Radyn looked hopefully at the Dagger, who refused to meet his gaze. The Dagger gave a small shake of his head, and to Radyn, it felt like the deck had collapsed beneath him. He fell deeper and deeper into a hole that had no bottom.

      “I’m sorry,” the Dagger said.

      He held his hands out and studied his palms, stained with blood.

      “I’m sorry,” the Dagger repeated, “but we’ll do everything we can to take care of you. You have my word. Your father died a hero, and it’s the very least we can do.”
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      The Dagger’s name was Viktor, and he remained glued to Radyn’s side after the raid. At first, Radyn had wanted to return to the surface, but Viktor told him that wouldn’t be possible. The clan had flooded the area and had all exits locked down. They wouldn’t open again until they were certain they’d cleared the halls of the last of the raiders, but that was a process that would take most of the night, at least.

      Radyn pressed, but Viktor didn’t bend, and eventually Radyn relented. Viktor escorted him back to the apartment Radyn and Father had shared. The familiar hallways stretched on to infinity, but eventually, they reached Radyn’s door. He bowed to the Dagger. “Thank you, but I’d rather go in alone.”

      Viktor returned the bow but didn’t leave. He looked like he wanted to say something but wasn’t certain how to say it. He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Your father. Was he tall, with dark hair?”

      Radyn nodded.

      Viktor swallowed hard. “He died a hero. He held off most of the raiders on his own, giving us the time to get there and catch the rest. I can’t even guess how many lives he saved.”

      Radyn knew the story was supposed to make him feel better, but he only felt hollow inside. “Thank you for letting me know,” he said, more out of politeness than gratitude.

      “I’ll speak to my commander tomorrow,” Viktor said. “I’m sure a Shield would be here tomorrow regardless, but I’d like to request that the clan supervise your transition. Would that be acceptable?”

      Again, Radyn knew he should have felt honored. A few hours ago, he would have bowed his forehead against the floor for such attention from the clan. Now, all he could perform was a small dip of his head. “I’d like that,” he said.

      “Good. Well, again, I am sorry for your loss. Firestone owes you and your father a debt we can never repay. Get some rest, and if you need anything between now and tomorrow, please come to the academy and ask for me by name.”

      Viktor didn’t wait for Radyn to respond. He bowed again and hurried down the hallway, his footsteps nearly silent against the steel deck. Radyn pulled up the lever that unlocked his door and slipped into his apartment. He turned on the lamp beside the door, then closed the door and squeezed his eyes shut.

      His apartment.

      It wouldn’t be his for long. The space was too valuable, and the city couldn’t afford to let him remain in it alone. They would move him to a new apartment with roommates, most likely other young men without families.

      He didn’t care. A bed was a bed, no matter where it was. It wasn’t like he and Father had spent much time at home.

      He didn’t want to leave, though. Not because he cared about the space itself, but because he didn’t want to let go of anything that reminded him of Father. He wouldn’t have a choice about it, though, so there was no point in complaining.

      Radyn wandered around the rooms, picking up random objects, staring at them as though they held hidden meanings, then putting them down. Finally, a wave of exhaustion crashed over him. He stumbled to his bed, fell into it, and was asleep the moment he was horizontal.
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      Radyn woke the next morning to tears in his eyes. He wiped them away with the back of his hand and stared at the dull metallic ceiling above his bed. The clock in the room told him it was still a couple of hours to prime shift, but he didn’t think he’d fall asleep again.

      The apartment was too quiet. Father should have been up already, and it took Radyn a minute to remember Father would never wake him again.

      The grief struck with unexpected suddenness, like a punch he didn’t see until the very last moment. He rolled over, burying his face into his pillow and crying, just like he had after Mother had stepped through the gate after her long battle with sickness. He’d cried into his pillow so that Father wouldn’t hear him and worry, and he did it now, even though Father had joined Mother on the other side of the gate and wouldn’t hear him ever again.

      The moment passed, and he was empty again. He rolled out of bed, washed himself with a rag and water from the sink, then dressed in clean clothes. The movements were habitual, without a single spark of life animating them. After he pulled the tunic over his head, completing his preparations, he looked down at himself and was surprised.

      He didn’t remember getting ready.

      He wandered into the living room, where he sat down on their oldest chair and stared at the wall. He wasn’t hungry, and there was no place to be. An hour passed without him noticing, and he was only startled from his reverie when someone knocked at the door. He opened it to find Viktor on the other side. The Dagger had changed into a fresh uniform. “I came to see how you were.”

      Radyn shrugged, unable to articulate a better response.

      “My commander agreed the clan should handle your transition. Whatever you need, you just have to ask.”

      Radyn looked back at the apartment. It had been his home, but it didn’t feel like it anymore. It had ceased to be his the moment his father’s heart had ceased beating. Now it was just a few connected rooms.

      “Will you help me move tonight?”

      “Of course. What are you going to do today?”

      The answer came fully formed into Radyn’s thoughts. He’d never considered it, but it felt right the moment he said it. “I’m going to school.”
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      He kept the same schedule he’d kept with Father. School during prime shift, then a stint on the surface after. Some of the other farmers gave him odd looks, and a few came forward to share their condolences, but mostly, they left him alone with his hoe and his field. There was even more work to be done than before, as much of their progress had been ruined by the raiders. Radyn worked until after the evening meal, then returned to the apartment, where he found Viktor and a handful of initiates.

      They cleared the apartment in only a few hours, and by nightfall, Radyn was in a new place, a smaller apartment with two other roommates and one empty bed waiting for another abandoned youth.

      Sunrise found Radyn in the fields again, followed by school, followed by the fields. Viktor found him in the evening and asked if he needed anything. Radyn couldn’t think of anything, and Viktor left him alone.

      So long as he kept himself busy, his mind didn’t have to wander. He didn’t have to think about what he’d seen or what the raid had taken from him. A successful day was one without thought, when he crashed into bed at the end of the day and slept until the morning bells woke Firestone for prime shift.

      A few days later, Radyn heard the Blade was going to address the recent raid publicly. The night of the assembly, Radyn didn’t travel to the surface. He joined the assembly, finding a quiet place near the back of the cavernous auditorium.

      He’d only seen the 12th Blade of Firestone in person a few times, and what little he knew of Nuela was through the legends told about her. She was a younger Blade—not even forty yet. She’d ascended to the position through a peaceful transition, the 11th Blade of Firestone having chosen her as his successor years before. It was a transition that had never been in doubt.

      Nuela was a warrior of incredible skill, and in the raid before this one, had single-handedly held a stairwell against a veritable army of Daggers. She’d saved hundreds of lives that day and was widely considered among the best warriors and leaders the clan had ever created.

      The first year of her rule had been a peaceful one, and she’d only recently begun exerting her newfound authority. Radyn supposed this raid was the first proper test of her leadership, and this assembly the first time she’d faced the public so directly.

      As far as Radyn knew, her tenure to this point was fairly well regarded. She’d mostly continued the policies of her popular predecessor, and it was only in the last few months that she’d spoken publicly about her belief in growing Firestone.

      He arrived well before the start, and people trickled into the auditorium in ones and twos. The ceiling was the same metallic ceiling found anywhere in Firestone, but when one entered from the rear of the auditorium, the deck dropped in increments; the ledges providing hundreds of people places to squeeze in. A wide raised platform stood at the very bottom of the auditorium. Often it was empty, but today there were five chairs positioned in a semi-circle facing the audience.

      The auditorium filled in, and by the time the designated hour struck, the room was packed. Radyn’s quiet corner was no longer so quiet, the entire room bubbling with soft conversations between neighbors and friends. It only grew silent when a small group of people emerged from the front of the auditorium and climbed on the stage. Radyn recognized the Master of the Shields and two of the three members of the High Council, but his attention was drawn to the fifth individual.

      His uniform and gait marked him as a Sword, but he exuded a palpable presence. The others onstage, leaders all, gave him space and deferred to him as he strode toward the chair on the far left end of the stage.

      Radyn was so distracted by the Sword he didn’t notice Nuela’s entrance until she’d reached the stage and gestured for the other leaders to sit. She advanced to the front, ringed by the leaders of the city behind her and the people of the city before her. Though she was surrounded, she betrayed no hint of nervousness.

      A scar ran down the side of her face from hairline almost to chin. She had a sharp nose and dark hair, but it was her eyes Radyn focused on. They were as dark as her hair, but something about them pulled him in. Her gaze struck him as one that took everything in but revealed nothing in return. She stood in front of hundreds, but none could guess what she thought.

      Once the last of the audience’s whispers had died down, she bowed. She spoke softly, but her voice had no problem carrying all the way to the back of the chamber. “Thank you for coming today, and thank you for your patience, as my Swords and Daggers have disrupted your daily routines. We are now convinced we have captured or killed all the raiders.”

      Radyn sensed a subtle wave of relief pass over the audience. The clan had locked Firestone down tight the last few days, meaning countless checkpoints for everyone to pass through. No one questioned the need for the disruptions, but they’d all be glad to see them end.

      Nuela continued. “The raiders were from Whitehawk, a city we’ve never quarreled with. Based on the confessions of the prisoners before they died, we believe the purpose of the raid was to capture our Singers. None of the raiders could explain why they launched the raid, but their purpose was clear enough.

      “The good news is that the raid was a disaster for Whitehawk. They lost three of their dragons, half a dozen Swords, and more than two dozen Daggers. I recognize this means little to those of you who lost friends and family in the raid, but know that Firestone is as strong as ever. I have decided we will not attack Whitehawk in retribution. Their attempt cost them almost a fourth of their entire clan, and I will not shed more blood than we already have. Whitehawk has nothing we need.”

      There was an outcry over the declaration, but Radyn paid no attention. It seemed like he should want vengeance for Father’s death, but revenge wouldn’t fill the emptiness that ate him up from the inside.

      Angry objections from the crowd and calm responses from Nuela faded into a sort of drone, and Radyn’s gaze lost its focus. He’d hoped to find some sort of closure here, but it turned out it didn’t matter why Father had died.

      He was still dead.

      Radyn stood and left the auditorium, the debate still fierce within. He closed the door behind him and welcomed the quiet of the hallways. He hadn’t made it far before someone called after him.

      “Radyn!”

      He turned to see Viktor behind him. The Dagger wasn’t wearing his clan uniform, and it looked like he was coming from the auditorium as well.

      “Sorry to bother you, but I saw you leave and wanted to check on you.” He hesitated for a moment. “Are you upset that the Blade isn’t going to attack Whitehawk?”

      “No.”

      Viktor looked surprised.

      “It doesn’t matter. It won’t bring back my father,” Radyn said.

      Viktor looked at him, studying him as though he suspected a lie. Eventually, though, he said, “I’m impressed. Most wouldn’t realize that.”

      Viktor kept pace beside him for a minute, then asked, “I’ve heard that you’ve been working long hours in the field in addition to attending school.”

      Radyn exhaled sharply through his nose. “I’m fine. It’s no more than I was doing before, and they need help more than ever.”

      Viktor nodded at the explanation, and Radyn hoped the Dagger would take the hint and leave. He didn’t want to talk with anyone from the clan right now.

      Viktor noticed, and he scratched at the back of his neck before saying, “If you need anything, just let me know. I’m always ready to help.”

      The Dagger returned to the auditorium, leaving Radyn alone and without a clue of what to do next.
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      The nightmares started a few days after Nuela’s announcements. In them, Father was fighting off raiders as they emerged from the stairwell carrying Singers over their shoulders. The Singers’ white robes were cast about by the wind, blocking Radyn from view of his father.

      Every night, he was certain he was supposed to see something, but the billowing robes blocked Father from Radyn’s sight. He ran toward them, only to get caught in a never-ending sea of white. He tore and clawed at the robes, only to wake in his bed, sweat pouring down his face, sheets wrapped tightly around him.

      After the third night in a row, Radyn cursed the world and pressed his hands against his eyes. Rest became ever more elusive, and the days grew longer. He tried to fall back asleep, but sleep wouldn’t come, and for the first time in weeks, he had no choice but to lie around with nothing to do.

      Grief found him first. Radyn wished Father was around so that they could talk. Father had always had some piece of advice that had helped Radyn, and he desperately wished for that advice now. Unfortunately, the one man he trusted to give it was gone.

      Radyn didn’t know how to fill that absence. It lay deep within him, quiet so long as he kept busy but hungry whenever he stopped. Now that he was awake and still, memories of that night leaped to the front of his mind. Time and time again, Radyn found himself in the field, watching Father hold off an army of Daggers.

      He tossed and turned in the bed, wishing sleep would take him away from the torment of memory.

      It didn’t, though, and Radyn was finally forced to confront the questions he’d been avoiding since that day. Viktor had recognized Father’s name, and Father hadn’t fought like a farmer, but Radyn had never known him as anything else.

      Eventually, the bells rang to prepare the citizens for prime shift, and Radyn stumbled through his routine, staring bleary-eyed at his teachers at school as they tried to teach him writing, math, and history. Their voices were like bees buzzing around in his head. None of them had the answers to the only question that mattered.

      When school let out, Radyn didn’t go to the fields. The only thing that would banish his nightmares was knowledge, and there was only one place he could think of going for it. He climbed the ladders to the academy. The entrance was an enormous steel door guarded by two initiates. They took one look at Radyn and asked him what his business was.

      “I’d like to speak to Senior Dagger Viktor, please,” he said.

      One initiate ran into the academy to find the Dagger, while the other continued to guard the door. Radyn sat on the bench close to the entrance and waited.

      It didn’t take Viktor long to appear. He bowed deeply to Radyn and asked how he could be of service.

      “My father knew how to fight. When he picked up a maniblade, the blade was as long as a Sword’s. Why?”

      “You don’t know?” Viktor looked genuinely surprised.

      “For as long as I’ve known my father, he’s been a farmer. He never gave me reason to believe anything different.” Radyn was surprised by the bitterness in his voice, and it made him realize something.

      He wasn’t just sad that Father was gone. He was angry that Father had lied.

      The realization hit him like a slap across the face. It seemed wrong to be angry with the dead, especially if the dead had died a hero of Firestone.

      Wrong or not, he was angry, and now that he realized it, he recognized how fierce it burned. It was like hot coals buried near the bottom of a fire pit. Now that it had been exposed, it caught on fire with a roar.

      Viktor wasn’t aware of the fire now burning deep within Radyn, so he answered without hesitation. “Your Father used to be one of the clan. I’m not sure if he was a junior Sword or a senior Dagger when he left, but I know that many in the clan thought he had great promise. If the rumors I’ve heard are true, he and the Blade were close when they were younger.”

      Viktor’s answer landed like heavy rain on Radyn’s fire. That his father had been part of the clan wasn’t that surprising—after seeing him fight on the surface, there were few explanations that didn’t involve the clan somehow. But to hear that he’d been friends with Nuela? What had happened?

      “If Father was close to the Blade, how did he end up as a farmer?”

      Viktor shrugged. “You’d have to ask somebody older to be sure. The rumor is that he and the Blade had a falling out, but that sounds like idle speculation to me. He might have also quit because of you. It’s not unheard of. Some parents fear that remaining with the clan is too dangerous an occupation when there are children at home.”

      Radyn leaned back against the wall. Cold metal pressed against the back of his neck, easing some of his tension.

      “Is something wrong?” Viktor asked.

      Radyn snorted. “What isn’t? My father was a liar, and here I find out he was a talented manirah. It’s like I was living with a stranger for all these years, and now I can’t even yell at him for lying because he’s dead!”

      His voice was louder than he meant for it to be, but there was no stopping the torrent now that it had been unblocked.

      Thoughts of Father’s death brought the memories to the fore once again, and he turned his anger on Viktor. “And where were you? Father fought for minutes by himself before any Daggers arrived.”

      The accusation broke Viktor’s mask of equanimity. He bowed again. “The raid hit at the worst possible time. Most Daggers and Swords were at a ceremony below, celebrating the graduation of a new group of initiates. The Blade left only a skeleton guard in place, and that was when Whitehawk struck. I’m sorry we couldn’t be there when you needed us most.”

      Viktor’s obvious distress cooled Radyn’s temper. He hadn’t meant to take it out on the clan, but Viktor was gracious in allowing himself to be the target of the outburst. Other clan members wouldn’t be so tolerant of Radyn’s disrespect.

      Radyn’s response was quieter. “No, I’m sorry. You did what you could, and you’ve shown me nothing but kindness.” He looked down at his hands. “Just before he died, I’d told him I was thinking about joining the clan, and even then, he said nothing about his past.”

      “Are you still thinking about attempting the trials?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have the slightest idea what to do next.”

      Viktor thought for a moment, then asked, “Would you mind helping me with something?”

      Radyn was already tired, and his instinct was to decline, but Viktor had been kind to him and an outright denial seemed rude. “With what?”

      “The riders are bringing some fresh game tonight, and I volunteered to carry it down to the kitchens. Would you mind lending me your strength? It’s hard work.”

      “Isn’t that something the kitchen staff handles?”

      “Normally, but everyone is short-staffed as Firestone recovers from the battle. The kitchens are no exception. They’re barely able to make enough food for the evening meal, much less bring the game down for butchering.”

      Against his better judgment, Radyn agreed. If nothing else, by the time they were done, he’d be so exhausted he’d have no trouble sleeping tonight. Maybe tonight the nightmares would leave him alone.

      Viktor led the way to the surface, and the Daggers keeping watch over the Nest let them in without too much questioning.

      Radyn had never been inside the Nest, but Viktor didn’t give him a chance to look around. They made straight for the landing field, where a small hill of prey had already been created by the dragons. As they approached, a dragon and rider came in, dropped two more deer on the pile, and then rose back into the sky. Radyn couldn’t help but stop and stare, and he didn’t move again until Viktor nudged him in the side.

      The work was as difficult as Viktor had promised. Sometimes he could pick up or drag a deer on his own, but some of the larger animals required two of them to move. Radyn and Viktor often worked together, hauling the animals to a slide that led far below. If Radyn had been younger and more irresponsible, he might have jumped on the slide himself, but tonight it was coated with blood from the animals, eliminating any last sliver of temptation.

      They didn’t finish until long after the sun had set. After they hauled the last animal, Radyn looked at where the pile had been and felt a sense of satisfaction at a hard job done well.

      Viktor stood next to Radyn. “That was well done.”

      Radyn grunted, amused by the echo of his own thoughts.

      “The food will go a long way toward helping Firestone recover from the raid.”

      Radyn’s sense of satisfaction grew. He enjoyed farming, but it took months to go from planting to harvest, so it was rare to see so clearly the result of his effort.

      Viktor turned so he was angled toward Radyn. “I’ve lost friends in battle, but my father is still alive, so I can’t pretend that I know what you’re going through. I know you’re probably angry and sad, but I hope you never forget your father might have single-handedly prevented disaster. We don’t know why, but the raiders from Whitehawk were going for our Singers, and if we’d lost them, we might not be able to control the Engine anymore. I wasn’t exaggerating when I claimed the entire city owes you a debt.”

      “None of it brings him back.”

      “Sure, but his sacrifice might be what allows you to choose your future.”

      Radyn looked up and met his gaze, not sure where Viktor was going with this.

      “I hope you’ll attempt the trials. I think the clan could use a young man like you. If you’re anything like your father, there’s no telling what you’ll accomplish.”

      Radyn didn’t know what he planned, either, but he knew tonight was the first time since the raid he’d felt like he’d accomplished anything at all.

      They’d done good work this evening.

      His Father had been clan. He’d died a hero. Even his lies couldn’t take that away from him.

      Radyn was angry at his father, and still wasn’t sure he’d ever figure out how to fill the hole his absence left, but he was proud, too. He’d served the city, just as Radyn had tonight, but his sacrifice had meant so much more.

      Radyn would have been proud to follow in his father’s footsteps as a farmer, but now a better opportunity rose before him.

      He knew what he would do. He would join the clan.

      To honor his father’s memory and then surpass it.
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