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FIREBORN


Jay told himself he’d done his best. The game was over. Weshern’s freedom would now be in the hands of others. Jaina walked alongside the wagon, and she gestured for him to follow her. He thought to disobey, but every second he played along might be the difference between life and death for the Skyborn twins. Keeping to the grass, they walked beside the wagons on the dirt road. Jaina’s gaze remained on him at all times.


“You’re a brave man,” she said, suddenly interrupting the monotony of the rolling wagon wheels. “It is not too late to repent and confess your sins.”


For decades Jay had lived his life as a soldier, and then as a teacher of students. That experience allowed him to keep his face passive when he answered.


“I do not understand.”


“I think you do,” she said as she stared at the armory. “My knight’s delay tells me all I need to know.”


Jay was about to plead further ignorance when Loramere and Aisha burst from the armory, remaining dangerously close to the ground as they streaked in opposite directions. Wings thrummed as knights immediately gave chase. Jay watched, trying to judge the separation between them and the knights. They had surprise on their side, but the knights’ wings were faster, and they had the height advantage. Perhaps if either could make it to a forest, and hide amid the trees …


From the corner of his eye Jay spotted Jaina moving. He felt pain in his stomach, felt warmth flowing down his abdomen. Jaina held him close with one arm around his neck, the other clutching the jeweled dagger pierced up to the hilt in his belly.


“It’s not lethal,” she whispered into his ear. “Not yet. If you behave, and do not struggle, you might survive this.”
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To my wife, for everything




PROLOGUE


The letter lay before Jay Simmons on his desk. When the army of Center had invaded their home and declared sanctions against their island, he’d hoped that would be the end of the aggressive measures. That letter dashed those hopes to dust.


“You’d have us shut down our academy and disband our Seraphim?” Jay asked the messenger, a balding man wearing the red robes of Center’s theotechs. His name was Eyan, and Jay hated him from the moment the man had stepped into his office and sniffed as if he’d entered a pigsty.


“Is the wording not clear enough?”


Jay’s upper lip twitched.


“The desire is clear, but not the reasons for it. The Speaker has already burdened us with sanctions against purchasing any new elements. Now he’d leave us without a single harness or elemental prism to protect ourselves from the other three islands?”


Eyan scratched at his bulbous nose, seemingly more fascinated with that itch than the dismantling of Weshern’s last semblance of independence.


“For the duration of our occupation we will deny any requests for duels or battles from the other minor islands. Weshern is under Center’s care. You and your people will not be in any danger.”


“For the duration.” Jay rose from his seat, his fist rapping against the top of his hardwood desk. “And how long might that be?”


Eyan shrugged.


“Until the Speaker decides the danger is passed. What happened to Galen will not happen here, no matter the cost.”


“So days? Months? Years?”


The theotech finally met his eye. The acknowledgment worsened Jay’s mood further. This was not the look of a man addressing an equal, but of a master berating a dog for ceaselessly barking.


“Decades, if that is what it takes,” Eyan said. “You grumble as if you have a say in this matter, Headmaster. Weshern’s carelessness cost tens of thousands of innocent lives. Do you think your petty grumblings mean anything compared to that?”


He held up a wooden board in his left hand, along with several sheets of thick paper.


“Soldiers are on their way with wagons to load up your wings and elements. We’ll ship them back to Center, for safekeeping until the sanctions end. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get started cataloging your total inventory.”


Jay swallowed down what felt like a razor blade in his throat.


“Not at all,” he said. “Follow me.”


He stepped around his desk, past the theotech, and out of his office. The outside hall was empty but for his over-secretary, Rebecca Waller. Ever since the Speaker arrived two weeks ago accompanied by his army of knights and ground troops, Jay had sent home the vast majority of students from the academy, leaving the fields and halls quiet and dull. Every single prism was precious, for the flow from Center had ceased completely. They didn’t have any to spare on training students. And now what they had left was to be taken …


“Rebecca, could you carry a message for me?” he asked the woman as she sprang from her seat.


“Of course,” Rebecca said. Jay felt a pang of regret in his chest, and he fought to keep his voice calm.


“The academy is shutting down, and we’re moving out our gear and elements. This ends it all.”


Rebecca’s slender face didn’t crack in the slightest.


“I will inform the remaining Seraphim,” she said, dipping her head in respect.


“Such dour attitudes,” Eyan said as Jay led him down the hall, Rebecca hustling in the opposite direction. “I’m sure there will be other cushy jobs for a man of your age and reputation. Your standing in Weshern won’t be diminished significantly.”


That Eyan would believe Jay’s most pressing concern was his reputation made him loathe the man all the more. All Eyan cared about was status and position. Dismantling the Weshern Academy was just another assignment, a bothersome one that would eat up too many hours of his day.


“Perhaps,” Jay said, opening the door and holding it for Eyan. “But this is the job I’m best at, and the one I expected to hold until my last days.”


A golden-winged and -armored man waited at the entrance, two swords sheathed to his wide waist. He was an angelic knight, Center’s elite version of the outer islands’ Seraphim. The knights were generally considered to be of far greater skill, not that such claims had been challenged in decades. To rebel against Center was considered suicide. The knight scanned over Jay as if analyzing a threat, then dismissed him, eyes returning to the skies.


“Herding little brats into apartments and classrooms, all in the hopes that a few will accomplish something to make the effort worthwhile?” Eyan asked. The theotech shook his head. “I’m not sure why you’d miss it at all, Headmaster. I’d think working the fields with the cattle would be more rewarding. At least the bovines won’t talk back to you when you give them an order.”


Jay chuckled, the good humor faked in an effort to keep Eyan and his bodyguard at ease while they crossed the academy grounds toward the nearby armory.


“Too true,” he said. “And you can whip a cow without fear of their parents’ displeasure.”


Eyan laughed.


“Now you’re seeing the brighter side of things. Perhaps I misjudged you, Headmaster. You seem like a man with a good enough head on your shoulders. Even if your Archon is reinstated, there will be significant administrative changes in the way Weshern’s government works. I daresay we might find you a suitable position. If you can handle the entitled whelps here, then the rest of Weshern’s ilk shouldn’t prove any more difficult.”


They arrived at the squat building. Jay pulled out a key and unlocked the wide front door. Normally one of the mechanics would be lurking nearby, but they’d all been dismissed as Jay shrank the staff in anticipation of Center’s complete take-over. Besides, there was somewhere far more important for the mechanics to be.


“Do you want to start with the wing harnesses, the swords, or the stash of elements?” Jay asked.


“The harnesses,” Eyan said. “They’ll be the most difficult to transport. If we need more wagons, I’d like to know immediately.”


“Smart thinking,” Jay said, and he pushed open the door. Eyan led the way, eyeing the dozens of harnesses hanging from thick iron pegs nailed to the wall. As before, the knight hung back, keeping watch outside.


“Not a bad collection,” Eyan said. “And well cared for, surprisingly enough. I’d expected them to be more weathered, given all the use by trainees.”


“The trainees’ equipment is in the gear sheds at the center of the academy grounds,” Jay said. Beside the door rested the long pole used to remove the harnesses from the wall, and Jay casually took it into his left hand. “And even those are in fine condition. We take good care of what is ours here in Weshern.”


Eyan pulled out his pad, steadily adding marks to his paper with a piece of charcoal as he counted row after row. Jay followed after him a few feet behind.


“How long until the wagons arrive?” Jay asked when Eyan was deep into his counting.


“We flew ahead, so maybe thirty minutes or so. Why?”


“No reason.”


Jay swung the pole with both hands. It cracked against Eyan’s neck, striking with the metal just beneath the hook. The theotech let out a cry as he dropped to the ground, body flopping limply. Jay hoisted the pole, bottom pointed toward Eyan’s temple, and thrust it down with a grunt. The metal crunched through bone, ending Eyan’s pathetic cries. Jay pulled the pole free and shook it in a futile attempt to clean off the gore and blood, frustrated by the racing of his heart. He should be calmer than this, more clearheaded.


A thud at the door turned Jay about. Argus Summers, the legendary commander, stood in the doorway, uniform crisp and clean as always. He held a bloody blade in his right hand. At his feet lay the body of the dead knight, unceremoniously dumped onto the armory floor.


“How much time?” the commander asked.


“The theotech said thirty,” Jay said. “So act as if we’ve got twenty and get this stuff moving, now.”


Argus motioned to someone outside, and a dozen men and women rushed into the armory. They were Seraphim, and they’d been stationed in the barracks waiting for just this possibility. Rebecca’s summons had brought them here for removal of all useful equipment. This ends it all, he’d told the over-secretary. The academy was finished, thought Jay with a heavy heart, but it was also a new beginning. There was no turning back now, no hoping for peace. Weshern’s resistance would officially begin here, in his academy, before his very eyes.


“We can’t get a tenth of this out in time,” Argus said as Seraphim grabbed spare sets and exited. “I told you we should have done this days ago.”


“Once the Speaker discovers their absence, there is no going back,” Jay said. “Forgive me for holding off signing our own death warrants until we had no other choice.” He crossed his arms. “Are you clearing out the gear sheds as well?”


“Another ten are there taking what they can,” Argus said.


“Focus on the elements. You only need enough wings for our Seraphim. The elements, though, may one day run out.”


“I’ve already told them,” Rebecca said, the over-secretary’s demeanor still calm as ever as she strode into the building. Seeing the dead theotech, she walked closer and took the pad from his limp hand. Her eyes flitted over what few scribblings there were before she pocketed the pad.


“At least Center won’t know the number of our supplies,” she said. “Every bit of information is precious.”


“What of our own records?” Jay asked.


Rebecca smiled at him, just the tiniest of curls at the edges of her mouth.


“Already burned. Some of us did not wait until the very last moment to make our move, Headmaster.”


Another stab to Jay’s heart. Another reminder that their academy was at an end, and that he’d been foolish to delay so long.


“You were always better than I deserved,” he said.


“Yes, but you were aware of it,” Rebecca said. “That helped more than you might believe.”


Jay caught a glimpse of a particular Seraph from the corner of his eye, and he turned to see Breanna Skyborn strapping on her own pair of wings.


“Make sure you get plenty of fire element for that one,” Jay said, projecting his voice. Bree glanced up from her buckles, and she blushed when she realized others were staring at her.


“I’ll try not to be wasteful with it,” she said.


“There is no waste,” Argus said. “Not when the flame covers your blades.”


The commander patted Jay on the shoulder, grabbed a set from off the wall, and hurried out. Jay glanced at Rebecca, who was busy jotting down numbers on a sheet she’d stolen from the dead theotech.


“It’s time for you to leave,” he told her.


The over-secretary lowered her pad.


“Excuse me?”


“You may walk, or have a Seraph carry you. Either way, it’s time for you to go. Center’s people will be here soon, and when they discover what’s happened they’ll scour the nearby countryside to catch whoever’s responsible. I refuse to let you be found when they do.”


When it looked like she’d still argue, Jay straightened up to his full height.


“Miss Waller, this is my last order as headmaster of this academy,” he said. “I expect you to follow it. Is that understood?”


Rebecca sighed.


“Don’t linger too long yourself,” she said. “You may be old, but you’re still useful.”


Jay chuckled.


“I’m one of those two,” he said. “Now go.”


She left, and Jay wished he could shake the feeling that he’d never see her again. The minutes raced by as the Seraphs loaded up what they could and then flew off, leaving him alone. Jay walked the armory, staring at the gaps on the wall. Each missing set represented a soldier to fight against Center’s invasion. Each one might mean the difference between slavery to the Speaker, and freedom.


The Seraphs returned in groups, having stashed their supplies at several nearby safe holds Jay and Argus had prepared in advance.


“Hurry it up,” Jay barked at them. “Time’s almost out.”


The last group of four returned, led by the gray giant that was Loramere.


“Knights are swarming like bees beyond the academy,” Loramere said as he slammed open the door. The other three followed, Kael, Bree, and a veteran Seraph that had graduated from Jay’s academy more than a decade earlier, Aisha. “Had to fly us low and slow to get back here.”


“If it’s that bad, you shouldn’t have come back at all,” Jay said, stepping past them to the door. “Now grab a set of wings and go, all of you.”


The other remaining Seraphs hurried out as the last four pulled harnesses from the wall and began strapping them to their own to carry during flight. Jay kept his head out the door, watching for a sign of the wagons’ arrival. It came far too soon, a dozen angelic knights suddenly racing overhead in tight formation.


“Damn!” Jay shouted, and he hit the door with his fist. “They’re here already. Damn!”


Loramere yanked loose one of the belts holding the second harness to his own and let it drop to the ground.


“How do you know?” he asked.


“They’re already scouting overhead.”


“Do they know what we’re doing?” Kael asked, unhinging his own spare set.


“They don’t seem alarmed. This is only standard procedure, I’d wager. But the others will be here soon.” Jay glanced at the two older Seraphim, then the twins. Mind racing, he bit his lip as a plan formed in his mind. “Bree, Kael, take off your wings.”


Bree frowned.


“Sir, I don’t think …”


“I said do it!”


The twins obeyed, rapidly undoing the buckles to their harnesses. Jay turned to the others, and he lowered his voice.


“Two unarmed students may go unnoticed, but not you,” he said. “If you flee now, you might have a chance to outrace the knights. The other option is that you stay and ensure Kael and Bree escape.”


Loramere frowned at the two young Seraphim.


“Two experienced for two learners,” he said. “Are they worth it?”


Jay lowered his voice even further.


“I don’t know,” he said. “But who Bree is, and what she represents, might be worth a dozen Seraphim.”


Aisha shared a look with Loramere, then thudded a fist against her breast.


“If we’re flying, it’s with a purpose, and not as cowards,” she said. “What do you need us to do?”


“Loramere, go north; Aisha, go south,” he said. “Wait until the last possible moment, then keep all eyes on you. And … and thank you.”


Jay returned to the twins, and he knelt before them, a hand on each of their shoulders. Their silver wings lay on the floor behind them.


“Listen carefully,” he said. “I want you to walk, not run, walk to the eastern wall. Anything else might spark the interest of the knights overhead. Argus should have already seen their arrival, and he’ll be keeping low, watching for any signs of you. Climb over the wall the moment you think you’ll go unnoticed. If you don’t think that’s possible, return to your apartments and pray you aren’t taken for questioning.”


“But what about Aisha and Loramere?” Kael asked.


“Don’t you worry about us,” Loramere said, putting on a brave face. “Me and Aisha here have our own plan.”


Jay squeezed their shoulders, then stood.


“You’ve done your island proud, and me most of all.” He smiled at Bree. “I told you I’d make a fine Seraph out of you. I just wish I deserved more of the credit. Both of you have your greatest moments ahead of you, so do not despair, do not give up, and do not give in. We are the sword in the sky. We shall not be slaves. Make Center and her theotechs regret the day they set foot on our sovereign soil.”


Kael and Bree saluted him, fists against their breasts. Both fought back tears.


“We fly unchained,” they said, the rallying cry of the newborn rebellion.


They walked for the door, but before exiting, Bree broke from her brother’s side and flung her arms around Loramere’s broad waist.


“Thank you,” Jay heard her whisper.


Kael followed up her hug with one of his own. Jay saw the big man’s calm veneer threatening to break.


“You’re good kids,” he said, rubbing the tops of their dark hair with his hands. “Now get the hell out of here.”


They stepped out, leaving Jay alone with the two Seraphs.


“Surprise must be on your side if you’re to have a chance to live,” Jay said. “I’ll stall as long as I can, but once you see anyone nearing the armory or the gear sheds, it’s time to move.”


“Let’s not fool ourselves,” Aisha said, and she patted a sword strapped to her waist. “There’s no outrunning them. We’ll fly as far as we can, and then we’ll die taking as many knights with us as we can. No one will capture us, or torture us for names. We’ll fall from the sky like soldiers.”


Jay bit his tongue. He would not argue, nor pretend there was any other realistic outcome. Saluting them both, he wished to God he’d vacated the contents of the academy days ago.


“The best of luck to the both of you,” he said, and he exited the armory before he might lose his calm. Once on the path, he hurried toward the western entrance. A pair of wagons approached along the dirt road, each pulled by a team of donkeys. Several knights hovered just overhead, while high above, four more circled like vultures over a battlefield. Once he knew they saw him he slowed his walk and put his hands into his pockets as if he were in no hurry.


“Who is in charge?” Jay shouted once they were within earshot. He stood directly in the center of the road, leaving them with no choice but to run him over if they didn’t stop. Stop they did.


“I am,” said a red-robed woman hopping out the back of the first wagon. Gold and silver chains rattled about her neck. Most notable was the gold dagger buckled to her waist, its hilt encrusted with five gems, each of a different color. Such daggers belonged to the Erelim, the highest-ranking members of the theotechs. Only the Speaker himself carried more power and authority. It took some effort for Jay to hide his surprise at someone of such importance coming to oversee the removal of their equipment.


“And you are …?” he asked.


She stopped just shy of him, arms crossed over her chest. No hint of cosmetics upon her face, just pale skin creased with lines about her lips and eyes. She’d spent her lifetime frowning, and they had left their mark. Her blonde hair was tightly braided, held together by thin gold ribbons. Though she still looked young, her voice was one of age and authority. Her red robes were smooth and vibrant, her silver-buckled black boots immaculately clean.


“Er’el Jaina Cenborn. I assume you are this academy’s headmaster?”


“I am,” he said. “And Eyan told me to find you when you entered. You’ll need a third wagon to cart everything out. He insisted that you send for another immediately, lest, and these are his words, ‘we be forced to sit on our asses all day waiting for it to arrive.’ ”


Jaina eyed him carefully, a gaze Jay didn’t like one bit. A sharp mind was hidden behind those blue eyes, of that he had no doubt.


“Where is Eyan right now?” she asked, cool voice revealing none of her inner debate.


“In the armory,” Jay said.


Jaina snapped her fingers above her head. One of the flying knights landed in a kneel beside her.


“Tomas, go confirm the request,” she said. She pointed past him. “The squat rectangle there, just beside the barracks.”


The knight thudded a gauntleted fist against his chest. His gold wings shimmered, and with a deep hum he shot into the air, straight for the armory.


“You know the layout of our academy?” Jay asked her. “I don’t remember you having been here before.”


“I haven’t,” she said. “But I have come here with a task to complete, and I did not do so blind and dumb. Given past experience, I’d argue those are more Weshern traits. Now step aside, Headmaster, before I have my wagons run you over.”


Jay did so, telling himself he’d done his best. The game was over. Weshern’s freedom would now be in the hands of others. Jaina walked alongside the wagon, and she gestured for him to follow her. He thought to disobey, but every second he played along might be the difference between life and death for the Skyborn twins. Keeping to the grass, they walked beside the wagons on the dirt road. Jaina’s gaze remained on him at all times.


“You’re a brave man,” she said, suddenly interrupting the monotony of the rolling wagon wheels. “It is not too late to repent and confess your sins.”


For decades Jay had lived his life as a soldier, and then as a teacher of students. That experience allowed him to keep his face passive when he answered.


“I do not understand.”


“I think you do,” she said as she stared at the armory. “My knight’s delay tells me all I need to know.”


Jay was about to plead further ignorance when Loramere and Aisha burst from the armory, remaining dangerously close to the ground as they streaked in opposite directions. Wings thrummed as knights immediately gave chase. Jay watched, trying to judge the separation between them and the knights. They had surprise on their side, but the knights’ wings were faster, and they had the height advantage. Perhaps if either could make it to a forest, and hide amid the trees …


From the corner of his eye Jay spotted Jaina moving. He felt pain in his stomach, felt warmth flowing down his abdomen. Jaina held him close with one arm around his neck, the other clutching the jeweled dagger pierced up to the hilt in his belly.


“It’s not lethal,” she whispered into his ear. “Not yet. If you behave, and do not struggle, you might survive this.” Then, louder, “Garesh, check the armory. Find Eyan and Tomas.”


Jay tried to strike at the theotech with his shaking hands, but she was too close, her grip too tight. The dagger was always twisting and shifting, sending unending waves of pain up his spine. His blood flowed, steadily draining him of strength. A long moment passed, Jay clenching his jaw against the increasing pain.


A knight landed beside them, and he looked in a foul mood.


“They’re both dead,” he said.


“The gear?” Jaina asked.


“Some taken, but not all. Looks like they didn’t have enough time.”


Jaina pressed her cheek against Jay’s.


“Time you were meant to buy them,” she said, her voice a seductive whisper in his ear. “You still have this chance. Plead to God for mercy, and tell me where they’re taking the harnesses. Tell me, and you will die quickly, and your soul will pass on to the golden hereafter without the stain of sin. Tell me, and I will give you absolution.”


The dagger slid upward, tearing flesh on its way to his rib cage. Jay tilted his lips to her ear, whispered back as if she were his lover.


“I’d rather burn.”


Jaina shoved him free. Too surprised to react, Jay staggered a few steps, mouth hanging open as a fresh spurt of blood poured down the front of his shirt. In that brief moment, he met Jaina’s gaze. He saw no anger, no frustration, just mild disappointment as the Er’el stretched her arm to the fullest, jamming that jeweled dagger of hers deep into his throat.


“A brave man,” she said as he dropped to his knees, upper body hitching in a hopeless attempt to draw breath. “Such a shame. Cowardice would have spared a great many lives.”


The dagger denied him speech as Jay collapsed to his knees, his vision turning white from pain. In one last act of defiance, he lurched forward, ensuring he bled all over those clean black boots of hers. Despite the blood, she did not shy away. Her next order echoed in his ears, the last words he’d ever hear.


“Weshern needs to learn the price of rebellion. Take all that’s left, then burn the academy to the ground. Leave them nothing but ash.”


Ash, thought Jay as he watched his blood trickle across the smooth leather. Is that my legacy of twenty years? Ash …


The boots pulled out from beneath his head. He dropped limp, felt something push him over. His eyes saw only blurry shadows. When the dagger yanked out from his throat, he felt nothing, for death had finally come to take him away.
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On their first-ever visit to the Academy, Kael and Bree had walked to the academy with nothing but the clothes on their backs, and now they left its smoldering ruin carrying only the same. Argus had offered to have his knights fly them home after rescuing them outside the academy wall, but Kael refused.


“We’ll be fine,” he’d said. “Get yourselves to safety instead.”


The long walk offered the two plenty of time to talk, not that either felt like doing so. The growing smoke behind them was a giant pyre, burning whatever peaceful life they’d known.


“They must be more frightened than they let on,” Bree said after an hour of walking. She glanced over her shoulder at the smoke that blotted the sky. “They wouldn’t have torched the academy if they didn’t fear rebellion.”


“Or maybe they’re just spiteful,” Kael said.


“Spiteful?” Bree shook her head. “They’ve invaded our home. They’ve imprisoned our Archon. They don’t get to be spiteful.”


“Tell them that.”


The two wore their Seraphim uniforms, earning themselves many guarded looks from the few men and women on the road. With it only midday, most would be out in the fields, and Kael wondered what the people would make of the smoke. Would they think it a battle? Would they even know Center was responsible? If they didn’t at first, they soon would. Word would spread like wildfire in the many taverns. Lately there were only two topics of conversation: Center’s invasion, and New Galen.


“They burning our homes?” an elderly woman shouted at them from the open window of her home. Kael looked to her, torn as to how to answer. In the end, it didn’t matter. The woman understood his look, and she spat. “You’ll make them pay, won’t you?”


“We will,” Bree answered. “I promise.”


That gave the woman satisfaction, and she ducked back into her home.


“Shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep,” Kael said.


“I’ll keep it or I’ll die trying,” Bree said. “If I fail, I won’t be around to care.”


“I will. What if that old lady comes to call you a liar at your funeral?”


“Let her holler until she feels better. It’s the least I can do.”


Kael almost felt guilty for laughing. Jay Simmons was likely dead, the same for the veteran Seraphs Loramere and Aisha, and now the academy was burning. But he was alive, as was his sister, and if dark humor could counter the ever-present feeling of dread that hovered over their shoulders, was that really so terrible?


They reached the junction of Winged and Fountain Roads, and they turned south, toward home. More than halfway there, the eight miles between Aunt Bethy’s place and the academy felt painfully long. Perhaps having spent the past year soaring through the skies made traveling such a distance on foot feel that much longer. Sadly, flying anything faster than the sets the fishermen used would instantly earn the attention of the angelic knights. The golden-armored men were a constant presence now, as common as clouds in the blue sky. Bree resigned herself to spending a great many future days with her feet planted on the ground.


As they traveled south, they passed by several streets whose junction with Fountain Road was marked with a pole pounded into the ground, then topped with a red ribbon or cloth. Kael caught his sister staring at each one from the corner of her eye, her displeasure as obvious as it was intense.


“I know,” Kael said at the fourth one. “I don’t like it, either.”


The poles marked the farthest extent the members of New Galen were allowed to travel beyond their newly established town in the far southwest of Weshern. The boundary wasn’t official, and certainly not endorsed by Center, but any red rags or ribbons the knights yanked down were quickly replaced. Similar vigilante tactics forced all former citizens of Galen to wear red loops of cloth around their arms or wrists, a reminder of their fallen home. Anyone wearing such a cloth beyond the accepted limits invited robbery, beatings, or far worse. Over the past two weeks, Kael and Bree had heard of the Speaker’s growing dissatisfaction at Weshern’s treatment of New Galen’s residents.


“They shouldn’t be here,” Bree said. “The punishment doesn’t make any sense.”


“We’re the ones they claim caused Galen to crash into the ocean.”


Bree shook her head.


“Not us. Galen’s people. Putting them here, among us, is a cruelty to those who’ve suffered enough already.”


Kael shrugged.


“Maybe the Speaker’s hoping to teach us to get along?”


“Then he’s doing a piss-poor job of it.”


Another fluttering piece of red cloth. Kael’s mood sank even further.


“Where else were they to go?” he asked. “Whose land should have been given to them instead?”


“I don’t know,” Bree said. “The only easy answer’s at the bottom of the ocean.”


The hour passed, and with bittersweet relief Kael stepped into his hometown of Lowville. The main road ran through their quaint market, and Kael debated circling around it to avoid the growing crowd. With the afternoon approaching evening, people were beginning to filter in from the fields, clothes soaked with sweat, hands worn and caked with dirt. Kael swallowed his nerves and kept his head held high as they walked through the stone booths covered with thick cloth tarps held aloft by wooden poles. Passing through the market unnoticed would have been fine with him, but there was no chance of that, not with his sister at his side.


“Phoenix!”


Two little boys came dashing over, weaving through the crowd like Seraphim avoiding blasts of ice and fire. They each wielded a pair of thin sticks, undoubtedly the sharpest of blades in their minds. When they jolted to a halt before Bree, they smiled up at her with unabashed awe.


“Can we see your swords?” the first asked.


“Yeah, your fire swords? Where are they?” asked the second.


Bree blushed, and she glanced at Kael as if expecting him to rescue her.


“Well, Phoenix?” Kael asked. “Where are they?”


“I don’t have them with me,” Bree said, kneeling down before the two. “I only carry them when I’m in danger, but I’m not in danger here, am I? Not with you two here to protect me.”


They beamed, and they thrust out their chests and pulled back their shoulders.


“That’s right we will!”


Bree laughed as she poked one in the stomach, then rose to her feet. Her smile vanished upon seeing a woman, apparently the boys’ mother, rushing over.


“Don’t mind them,” she said, grabbing each by the wrist and pulling them away despite their protests. “They’re just so proud knowing you came from our town.”


“They’re no bother,” Bree said, tilting her head in a vain attempt to hide her face with her short dark hair.


“None at all,” Kael added, and he put a hand on Bree’s shoulder to guide her forward. More people were gathering, forming a loose ring of onlookers, and he wanted to get his sister moving before she locked up completely. The two boys shouted “Bye!” waving the sticks in their free hands as their mom pulled them back. Kael led the way through the market, the onlookers parting. Murmurs followed their every step, and always amid them was that single word: Phoenix.


“They’re all staring,” Bree muttered, shifting even closer to him. “What are they hoping for?”


“For you to shoot fire out of your fingers, maybe,” Kael said. “Just keep moving.”


Thankfully pleasant calm greeted them once they reached the market’s exit. Picker Street wasn’t far, and when they turned south, a lump grew in Kael’s throat. How long had it been since he was home? How long since he’d seen his aunt? A year, he guessed, but it felt like a lifetime. He’d left as a student hoping to not fail out of the academy. Now they returned having fought in battle and taken the lives of others. The person he’d been felt so distant and unrecognizable. No, not the person. That wasn’t it. Just … that life. Of waking without responsibilities beyond long, tedious hours in a field. Of living without believing anyone’s life was in his hands beyond his own. Of sleeping without reliving the same battles over and over.


“So strange coming home,” Bree said, and Kael wondered if her thoughts mirrored his.


“You don’t have to tell me.”


Upon reaching Aunt Bethy’s home, they found the door locked, and the inside quiet.


“Think she locked the windows, too?” Bree asked, staring up at the second floor.


“Only one way to find out.”


Kael took a running start, jumped, and caught the window-sill. When he pulled himself up, the shutters opened with ease, and he climbed inside. He dropped to the floor with a thud, and just like that, his old life returned to him. He was in his room. There was his bed, still made, as if waiting for him. A trunk of his old belongings sat in the corner, and the half-open closet still contained his civilian clothes. Being there felt so good, so peaceful, he plopped down on his old bed and let out a sigh.


Bree’s voice interrupted his relaxation.


“Kael?”


He chuckled.


“Yeah, give me a second.”


Grunting, he pushed himself off the bed, hurried down the stairs, and unlocked the front door. Bree stepped in, elbowing him in the side as she passed.


They took turns changing into their old clothes, with Kael annoyed by how tight the dark pants were about his waist and the pale shirt around the collar. He knew he’d grown, but surely not that much in one year … right? It almost made him want to put on his uniform, but with Weshern’s Seraphim disbanded, keeping it on invited potential trouble from Center’s knights.


The two sat at the kitchen table, a pot set to boil, when Aunt Bethy stepped inside. She froze in the doorway, clothes dirty from the field.


“You’re home,” she said, a smile spreading across her face. Kael rose from the table so he might accept her embrace.


“We made you supper,” Bree said. “You hungry?”


“Not at all,” she said, moving to hug Bree next. “But if you’ll sit with me at the table, I’ll eat every bite until it is gone.”


Given how little time they’d had to prepare, the soup wasn’t much of a soup, but the warmed potatoes and carrots still tasted divine on Kael’s tongue. They ate while Aunt Bethy rambled, filling them in on everything that had happened over the past year. She told them about who’d married whom, and the elderly who’d passed on, but inevitably she came to the subject of New Galen.


“It seems only the Speaker and his people don’t see the obvious,” Bethy said as she dabbed at her chin with a napkin. “Galen was full of evil, sinful people who warred against us without reason. God sent their island to the water as punishment, and a warning to the rest of us. To give their people our land, to act as if we are guilty, is an insult. That’s why the midnight fire burns so much brighter, so much angrier.”


Kael saw Bree start to respond, and the look in her eye was hardly kind, but a knock on the door interrupted her. Kael’s heart leapt into his throat. Had theotechs come to question their involvement with removing the wings and elements from the academy? Or was their involvement already known, and were knights waiting outside to arrest them? Their aunt sensed their worry, and she rose from the table before either could.


“I’ll see who it is,” she said, careful to keep her voice calm. Kael turned in his seat, watched her open the door. His aunt frowned, glanced to either side of the house, and then bent down to retrieve a small scrap of folded paper.


“There’s no one,” she said as she shut the door. “Just this.”


Aunt Bethy handed him the folded note. The top bore two names: Kael and Bree. With his sister sliding next to him at the table, Kael unfolded the thin sheet of paper. The message inside was simple and quick: Nightfall. Glensbee. East on Thomas Road, look for the laughing frog. Ask for Milly. Fly unchained.


“What is it?” Bethy asked.


“Nothing,” Kael said, glancing at his sister. “Just some friends from the academy hoping to see us again.”


“Oh, how nice. Will you?”


“Of course we will,” Bree said, returning to her chair. “Tonight even, isn’t that right, Kael?”


“It is,” Kael said, wishing he didn’t sound so guilty when he answered.


The note requested they wait until nightfall, and so they did, exiting Aunt Bethy’s home when the first of the midnight fire burned in the west. The streets were blessedly empty, though the same could not be said for the skies.


“Don’t act like you’re in a hurry,” Kael said as they both spotted an angelic knight flying overhead. “That’ll make them more likely to stop us.”


The knight dipped lower, and Kael clenched his hands into fists as he forced himself to stare straight ahead. They’d practiced their cover story in case they were stopped: they were on their way to one of Lowville’s nearby taverns. Kael ran the words he’d say over and over in his head, trying to get them to sound right, to feel natural, but it proved unnecessary. The knight continued on, the thrumming sound of his wings barely audible.


Bree glanced over her shoulder, confirmed the knight’s absence.


“The sooner we’re out of here, the better,” she said. “Time to run.”


They jogged the road, an easy pace Kael could continue for hours after all their morning runs with Brad at the academy. The squat homes ended, grass and farmland surrounding either side of the road as they crossed the mile between Lowville and Glensbee. Kael kept an eye on the sky at all times. If a knight flew overhead, they needed to slow down, if not hide entirely. The grass was tall enough that they could vanish within if need be.


It wasn’t long before the midnight fire covered the entirety of the sky. The sight of it made the trip feel all the more ominous. Ever since Galen’s fall, a change had come over the fire. It burned brighter, fiercer. Most noticeable of all was how the fire rippled, as if it were a reflection in a pond. Kael had heard plenty of theories, none of which had any scrap of proof to it. The most prevalent was Aunt Bethy’s, and how the fire expressed God’s displeasure. The people of Galen were evil, wasn’t that what Bethy had said? An evil people they now gave shelter to instead of letting be wiped out and forgotten.


“Do you think Aunt Bethy’s right?” Kael asked, and he gestured to the sky. “You think that’s God’s anger up there?”


Bree didn’t even bother to look.


“The fire’s burned for centuries, and we’ve never understood why,” she said. “To pretend to know why it’s changed now is a joke.”


Kael watched the curling and pulsing fire. While he couldn’t argue with her, neither could he shake the feeling that, like Aunt Bethy had said, the fire appeared angrier somehow, as if it raged against the world below. He let the matter drop, for they’d reached the outskirts of Glensbee, and he needed to pay attention if he were to follow the directions he’d memorized. Neither he nor his sister had been to Glensbee more than a few times while growing up, and getting lost was a distinct possibility.


“We’re looking for a road marked Thomas,” he said, squinting in the red light.


“It doesn’t seem like any roads are marked,” Bree said as they walked.


“Well, then let’s hope at least Thomas Road is.”


Glensbee was larger than their own home, and as they neared its center, Kael saw the first of many signs marking the wider roads. They also were no longer alone. Men and women passed by, usually in pairs or groups. Being recognized by people on the ground worried Kael, but it also meant any angelic knight flying overhead would think nothing strange about Kael and Bree walking the road.


“There,” Bree said, stopping and pointing. A rectangular sign nailed to a post read thomas, the words carved deep into the wood. “Which way from here?”


“The note said east,” Kael said. “So we go east.”


They turned onto a road surrounded on either side with tall, multistory buildings made entirely of wood instead of stone. Glensbee was both a newer town compared to Lowville, and nearer to Slender Forest, which allowed that extravagance. Most stores went unmarked, though a few bore hanging signs above their doors with pictures representing whatever merchandise was sold within. They’d entered a trade district of sorts. Kael kept his eyes peeled for a sign marking the place they’d been told to find.


“See any laughing frogs?” Kael asked.


“Not yet. Shouldn’t be hard to find.”


It turned out it wasn’t, and not because of the large sign bearing a crude frog holding a mug in its webbed hand. No, it was the only building with candlelight visible through its windows. Kael and Bree stopped before its steps and listened to the raucous laughter and song coming from inside the tavern.


“I’ll go in first in case it’s a trap,” Kael said.


“So I can, what, go running for my life?”


“Exactly, Bree. We both know when it comes to fighting Center, you’re more important than I am.”


She frowned at him but didn’t argue. Kael winked to let her know he wasn’t upset at that fact, then flung open the door. The tavern had about nine people scattered among three tables, the groups lively and well supplied with alcohol. Not a one gave Kael a second glance. Walking up to the tavern keeper, Kael swallowed down his nerves and smiled at the old, gentle-looking man.


“I was hoping Milly was here,” he said.


The tavern keeper smiled, but his eyes glanced to his patrons with sudden caution.


“Out back,” he said, voice dropping so that Kael had to lean closer. “In the cellar. Milly’s waiting for you.”


“Thanks,” Kael said, and he hurried back out. Bree lifted an eyebrow, and in response, Kael beckoned her to follow. They slid around the tavern, to where a cellar door was built into the base of the building. Kael pulled it open, coughed at the dust, and then led the way down the creaking wood steps.


Thin slits of glass near the top of the cellar allowed what little red light they had. Kael stepped off the stairs and put his back against a wall, with Bree joining him. Three people waited inside: Argus Summers, Rebecca Waller, and most surprisingly to him, the academy’s librarian, Devi Winters.


“Devi?” Kael asked, immediately feeling embarrassed by such an outburst. The tiny woman sat with a piece of charcoal and thick sheet of paper covered with her tight handwriting.


“Good to see you two,” she said, smiling at him. “And don’t act so surprised. Those theotechs took my library from me, damn it. I may not be able to fight, but I’ll still do what I can to help.”


“Were you spotted?” Argus asked from the other side of the room. He sat atop a crate in the corner, and it was strange seeing him out of uniform. Though his pants were the same, he wore a loose long-sleeved shirt, a pale blue that seemed to glow in the dark light. One of his swords lay across his lap, and his fingers drummed across the hilt.


“Only once, while still in Lowville,” Kael said. “Just a flyover by a knight. I doubt he knew who we were.”


“Good.” Argus’s fingers tightened about the hilt. “Good.”


“Did Loramere and Aisha escape?” Bree asked, immediately broaching the subject that had been weighing on Kael’s mind as well. Argus shook his head, his frustrated frown making his answer almost unnecessary.


“No,” he said. “They did not.”


“Are you sure?” Bree pressed on. “Maybe they’re in hiding. It’s only been a day, and—”


“I saw Loramere die with my own eyes,” Argus interrupted. “Yes, I am sure.”


Kael could only imagine what it would have been like for Argus to watch his fellow Seraph die, and be unable to intervene. It sounded like hell. Knowing the two died to save him and his sister certainly didn’t help the guilt pressing on his own spine.


“So who’s Milly?” Kael asked, trying to pierce the awkward silence with anything else at all.


“Milly’s my middle name,” Rebecca said. “The tavern’s owner is my great-uncle, and he’d go to the grave before selling us out to Center. Now, a lot is still scheduled for tonight, so we need to speak quickly.”


She stood in the center of the cellar, the only one still wearing her uniform, her black shirt and blue jacket smooth and prim as ever. Stranger was how she had no pad or notes on her, with Devi seemingly having taken over that responsibility. It was as if her hands didn’t know what to do now that they were empty, and she kept tapping them against her thighs.


“The academy’s shutdown is only a part of Marius Prakt’s dismantling of Weshern’s infrastructure,” she continued. “A dismantling that began the moment they imprisoned our royal family and imposed sanctions against us. Today the Speaker officially disbanded our Seraphim, and he also ordered our ground troops to evacuate Fort Luster and return to their homes. With our entire military scattered, and our Archon imprisoned, we are now at the complete mercy of Center and her theotechs.”


Argus shifted on his perch atop the crate.


“I’m thankful for your aid in rescuing supplies from the academy,” he told the siblings, “but we’ll be needing far more help than that. Center has crossed a line, and it’s time we made our stand. Rebecca here has drafted a list of demands for the Speaker. Tomorrow morning we’ll deliver the list to the theotechs, as well as post it all throughout Weshern.”


“What type of demands?” Kael asked.


“Things any rational man or woman would accept as fair,” Rebecca said. “An end to their imposed sanctions, the release of our royal family, and the return of our wings and elements so we might defend ourselves. Most important of all, we need them to acknowledge Weshern’s independence and vow never to repeat such an invasion of our territory.”


For the most part, it was a return to the way things were prior to Galen’s fall, but Kael knew in his gut that obtaining such a peace wouldn’t be easy, and it was clear Bree agreed.


“Marius won’t back down to these demands,” she said. “Not without a fight.”


“And that’s what we’re going to give him,” Argus said. “We need to rebuild our military, quickly, and in secret.” He gestured their way. “Gathering Seraphs such as yourselves and discovering their loyalty is a large part of that.”


“But for us to form an army, we need supplies,” Rebecca said, nodding in agreement. “We’ve lost access to all we had in the academy plus Fort Luster. Everything we’ll need must come through other means. Kael, that’s what you’re here for.”


Kael failed to hide his surprise. Him? He’d assumed they wanted Bree in some capacity, either for her skills in combat or her growing reputation. What could they want with him?


“Just ask, and I’ll do it,” Kael said.


“Excellent,” Rebecca said. “We need you to go to the holy mansion and speak with Clara Willer. Use your relationship with her to discover what aid the royal family can offer.”


Heat built in Kael’s neck.


“How did you …”


“You accompanied her to the solstice dance,” Devi said, looking up from her notes. “That, and people gossip at the academy. Yes, even we librarians and instructors hear about your doings, and often far more than we’d like.”


Kael wasn’t entirely sure what his relationship with Clara was, but he’d not seen her since her parents’ imprisonment. Glad for any reason to visit, he nodded, and he tried to make his voice sound firm and controlled when he spoke.


“I’ll go tomorrow.”


“Good,” Rebecca said. “With the Archon and his wife imprisoned, his sons have taken over what few administrative duties are left. We must learn where their loyalties lie. If they won’t help us, we must view them as traitors to Weshern and adjust our plans accordingly.”


“The wealth and influence of the royal family will accomplish much, but not everything,” Argus added. “Center controls the trade of all elements. We’re looking into underground markets, but we cannot rely on those to be enough. We must obtain all we can, no matter the risk.”


Rebecca approached the two, but Kael noticed her eyes were focused only on his sister.


“I’ve begun building a network of spies, and one such spy monitored the removal of the remaining gear from the academy grounds,” she said. “We weren’t able to recover all of our elements before our retreat, but what Center’s forces took is still on Weshern soil, and we know it’s being guarded. In a few hours, we’ll launch an attack before they leave our island and are therefore beyond our reach. If we succeed, we’ll have the elements we need to resist Center on a far grander scale than we can now. The harder we hit them, the more likely they’ll settle for peace.”


Argus cleared his throat.


“Bree, we want you to be a part of that attack,” he said.


“Just Bree?” Kael asked, trying to mask the hurt in his voice.


“Just Bree,” Argus said. “I’m sorry, Kael. Your role is too important. We have no one else who might go in and out of the holy mansion without attracting attention.” Argus crossed his arms. “Well, what do you say? Will you fly with us?”


Kael knew the answer she’d give the moment the question was asked.


“Give me my swords and wings, and I will do my best,” she said.


“Excellent,” Argus said, but he didn’t sound relieved just yet. He turned to Kael, met his eye. “Both your roles put your lives in danger, and not just your own. Should either of you be caught, it puts the other in immediate risk. No theotech will believe one of you acting without aid and support from the other. Knowing this, are you both still willing to pledge your allegiance to our resistance?”


Kael exchanged looks with his sister. The fear was there, the worry, but as before, Kael knew the answer without even needing to ask.


“We’re in this together,” he said, turning back to Argus. “Even if that means sharing the risks as well.”


“Excellent,” Argus said, hopping down from his crate. “Kael, return home, and try not to be seen. Bree, you’re coming with me.”


Everyone else prepared to leave. Kael hugged his sister, burying his fear with a wide grin.


“Make the bastards pay,” he told her.


“Don’t worry about me,” she said, sensing the apprehension hiding behind his grin. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”


“What’d I say about making promises you can’t keep?”


His sister winked at him in the deep red light.


“If I fail, you can join the old lady in yelling at my funeral.”




[image: image]


Where are we going?” Bree asked as Argus led her farther north down the road. The trade district was far behind them, the tall wood buildings replaced with the more familiar squat stone homes akin to those in Lowville. They each kept an eye on the sky at all times, painfully aware of how vulnerable they were to any angelic knights flying overhead.


“To a barn just outside town,” Argus said. Despite them being alone on the street, he glanced about as if searching for eavesdroppers. “My most trusted Seraphim are already gathered there, waiting for us to arrive so we might begin our surprise assault.”


Bree nodded, flattered to be considered one of his trusted few. It should seem silly given all she’d done in her past two battles against Galen, but Argus was still the legendary hero of Weshern’s Seraphim, while she … Well, they might be attempting to craft the Phoenix into a similar hero, but she wasn’t there yet.


“What do we do when we get the elements?” she asked.


“Then we fly the hell out of there,” Argus said. “This is a smash and grab, Bree. It should fit your reckless talents well.”


“Are backhanded compliments the only compliments you know?”


Argus laughed. “Perhaps. Once our nation isn’t on the verge of complete domination, I’ll try harder to use tact.”


Before she could respond, Argus suddenly grabbed her wrist and yanked, hard. The two tumbled against the stone side of a house, both backs against it. Bree’s startled cry muffled against Argus’s palm.


“Quiet,” he whispered into her ear.


By then she heard the thrumming of wings. An angelic knight flew overhead, his form a shadow against the rippling midnight fire. He kept closer to ground than the others she’d seen earlier, traveling in a gentle curve about the outskirts of Glensbee. The overhang of the roof was paltry cover, but it seemed enough as the knight continued on. That, or the two didn’t appear worthy of notice.


“It’s going to get worse,” Argus said as he let Bree go. “So far we’ve only hidden away what is rightfully ours. Once Marius realizes we’re organized, and we present him with our demands? Then neither day nor night will be safe for us.”


“This is our home,” Bree said. “We should never feel unsafe here.”


Argus gestured to the sky, where the knight had just flown.


“Then you know who to blame,” he said.


They continued on, keeping close to the homes they passed in case another knight flew over. Bree saw up ahead the buildings stopped entirely, meaning they’d soon be traveling in open ground. It was not a prospect she was looking forward to in the slightest. Neither was Argus, by the looks of it, for he stopped at the very last home. He did not meet her gaze, only stared at the road splitting the tall grassland.


“I want to be honest with you,” he said. “There’s a reason I want you with us tonight. You’re our backup plan, our secret weapon in case things go foul. Do you know what that means?”


Bree wasn’t sure what she could be missing. It seemed to make sense, but his apprehension gave her pause.


“I’m not sure I do,” she said.


Argus turned to face her, his blue eyes shining a deep purple from the midnight fire.


“It means I’m relying on your burning swords to save us. Your burning swords, which no other Seraph of Weshern, if not all the islands, has ever wielded before. In this midnight raid, you could be anyone … until you wield your flame.”


A pit grew in Bree’s stomach, and she crossed her arms against a sudden chill worming through her.


“If anyone survives, they’ll know I participated,” she said.


Argus nodded.


“The moment you bathe your swords in flame, and an enemy lives to tell the tale, your involvement will be without doubt.”


“Which means I put my entire family in danger,” she said.


The older man looked away.


“You heard your brother’s words. He’s willing to share the risks.”


“And my aunt?”


“Theotechs will likely come for her, perhaps for information, perhaps as a hostage. But the risks … these risks are worth it, Bree. If Weshern knows you’re resisting Center’s unlawful invasion, it’ll give confidence to those too frightened to join. War is about more than casualties. It’s about morale, and about hope. That’s what you can be to us, Bree. You can be that hope.” He turned his gaze back to her. “This isn’t something I want you doing lightly, nor feeling like you have no choice in the matter. We need you, I won’t deny that, but we need you fully committed. The moment you fly afraid is the moment I watch you die.”


Bree stood up straight, her bruised ego giving her the strength to meet his gaze.


“I will never fly afraid,” she said. “And I’m keeping my fire hidden, at least until I can discuss it with Kael and my aunt.”


“So be it.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Surprise will be on our side tonight, so we should endure well enough without your fire.” He squeezed, then released. “I merely pray lives aren’t lost while we wait for you to make up your mind.”


He paused, and she could tell he was waiting for her to make the first move. Swallowing down her nerves, she looked once more to the sky, then back to Argus.


“Time is wasting,” she said. “Let’s go.”


Breaking into a sprint, she raced down the dirt road, the former commander easily keeping up with her. They ran, the tall grass waving on either side of them from the soft breeze. They ran, passing through the red and orange world until Argus finally veered off onto one of several side paths. Up ahead was a barn, and Bree felt relief they’d arrived without being spotted by a patrolling knight. Despite the clear red sky, she maintained her run until reaching the whitewashed wood sides, and the huge doors cracked open a foot. Bree hesitated, waiting until Argus entered first.


At some point the barn would be stocked from floor to high ceiling with hay for the animals in the coming cold season, but for now it was mostly empty, with only a third of the back wall blocked off by tall stacks of hay bundles. The rest of the open space was filled with Seraphs, men and women standing about in uniform, wing harnesses resting on the floor beside them. In the dim crimson light, Bree estimated thirty at most. Their idle conversations dwindled at their commander’s entrance, and more than a few eyes stared Bree’s way. Bree scanned for familiar faces, vaguely recognizing some from her lengthy drills prior to battle against Galen’s Seraphim, particularly those who had been members of Phoenix Squad.


“We’re all here,” Argus said to them, garnering their attention with a single clearing of his throat. “So suit up. We’re taking back what is ours.”


Argus turned to her.


“We have a set for you this way,” he said.


She followed him to the far side, where atop the hay lay twin pairs of unclaimed wings. One had black lines painted on its silver wings and clearly belonged to Argus. The other was slightly smaller, and a chill swept through Bree as she touched its cool metal. Despite all that had happened, the skies were not yet denied to her. Beside the wings was a thick black jacket, and Bree slowly put it on. Sliding an arm through the harness, she hoisted it onto her back, put her other arm through, and settled it evenly on her shoulders. Immediately she felt more at ease than she had the past several hours.


This was the life she knew. This was where she belonged. The planning, the strategy, the politics: all that belonged to others far more suited to those challenges. For her, she wanted an enemy in the skies before her, and her swords and fire to bring them down. Everything else was unwanted complication. Her hands flew over the buckles, tightening them about her waist, thighs, and arms, a preparatory act she could perform in her sleep.


As she tightened the gauntlet about her right hand, Argus pulled a bag free from a clip on his belt and dipped his fingers inside. He pulled out a single fire prism, which pulsed a soft red. She reached to take it, but when her hand closed around it, Argus did not release immediately. His eyes met hers, and he spoke in a low voice.


“Remember, only if you must, and only if you are truly ready.”


“I understand,” she said, pulling the prism free, opening the compartment on her gauntlet, and sliding it inside. Element secure, she closed the compartment with a satisfying click. As Argus moved about, checking on others, offering them encouragement, one of the Seraphs came over to join Bree beside the hay.


“We won’t be flying in formation tonight,” Olivia said. Her dark hair was tied tight behind her head in preparation for battle. The light of the midnight fire coming in through the high windows cast a shadow across her sharp features, adding an edge to her beauty. “We don’t expect much aerial opposition at first, so when knights do appear, we’ll already be scattered fighting ground troops or loading up the elements. Just stay with me on the way, then break solo when combat begins. Given how few of us there are, we should be safe from potential friendly collisions despite the lack of formations.”


“Ground troops?” Bree asked, realizing it was a subject she’d never pondered before. “How do I engage ground troops?”


Olivia gave her a look, then immediately softened.


“Right,” she said. “I forget how young you are. If the Speaker had not closed the academy, you’d have studied air-to-ground warfare during your second year. Not much we can do now, so I’ll tell you the absolute basics. Arrows are a very real danger, so never fly in a straight line. Veer at all times. Beyond that, a braced soldier bearing a shield will not be deterred by your speed, and should you collide at even half throttle, you’ll break both your necks. Everything is hit-and-run. Bombard from above with your element, and rush in to use your swords only when you absolutely must.” The woman cracked a rare smile. “Which for you, I assume will be almost immediately.”


Bree’s cheeks blushed, and she was glad it’d be all but impossible to notice in the barn. Despite her ability to bathe her swords in flame, she still lacked any control over her fire when used as a projectile. Instructor Kime had compared wielding fire to playing an instrument, and her as being tone-deaf. If that were true, her burning blades were a unique bypassing of her disability.


“You’re likely right,” Bree said, trying to brush off the embarrassment.


Olivia snapped her fingers.


“Oh, and if you do encounter knights, and you try to melee one, be prepared for surprises,” she said.


“Surprises?” Bree asked.


“Not all knights wield twin swords. Some have halberds, chains, spears, even shields. They’re supposedly blessed by the theotechs, too, giving them strength beyond measure.”


Bree frowned. “Is that true?”


Olivia shrugged. “I’ve never fought a knight,” she said. “The only Weshern Seraph who has is Argus. As far as I know, it’s the God’s truth.”


Before Bree could inquire further, Argus called out from the center of the barn, gathering them up. The Seraphs shuffled toward him, and Bree stayed at Olivia’s side.


“I’m glad you’re here,” Bree told her.


“Most everyone from Phoenix Squad showed,” Olivia said. “It seems you’re the inspiration Argus insists you are.”


More nervous blushing. It was bad enough that someone as skilled and famous as Commander Argus was talking about her, but claiming she was an inspiration? For who? The other Seraphim? The people of Weshern? She didn’t know, and she didn’t want to know, so she kept her mouth shut and just smiled meekly.


“I’ll try to make this quick,” Argus began once all were gathered. “From what we can tell, the wagons are making their way toward the western docks. By midday tomorrow, they will be off our island, which means we must attack tonight. My hope is that we catch them unprepared. We’ve been Center’s puppets for a long time, and they may not realize the lengths we will go to achieve true independence. But even with surprise, don’t expect an easy fight, nor a short end to this war. The theotechs have held on to power for centuries, and they will not relinquish it kindly. If we want Weshern pried free of their grasp, we’ll need to start cutting fingers.”


“My swords are ready to do the cutting!” a Seraph near Argus shouted, and the rest laughed. Argus grinned at him, a wolfish gleam in his eye.


“I hope all of you get your chance tonight,” he said. “The wagons stopped outside the town of Melisand. For those of you who don’t know where that is, it’s fifteen miles west of the academy grounds, following Angelic Road. In a fortunate break for us, the Er’el traveling with them rented a room in town, meaning many of the knights will be away from the wagons to act as bodyguards. As for the rest who remained behind, we hit them hard, and slaughter them while they’re unaware. After that, we press our numbers advantage, secure a quick victory, and then move out before reinforcements arrive.”


Their commander slowly turned, letting his gaze sweep over them.


“Once the battle ends, flee to Aquila Forest. It’s there we’re building the infrastructure of Weshern’s rebellion. Those already there know of tonight’s attempt, and they’ll be watching for returning Seraphim so they may signal you to safety. Just make sure you’re not followed. The moment Center realizes where we are, the Speaker will bring his entire forces to bear against us. We’ll all be dead.”


Argus pointed to several men and women, listing off their names as he did.


“You will be responsible for obtaining the elements and carrying them to safety,” he said when finished. “Everyone else, you’re their guards. Clear out any knights you encounter and any ground troops that might be stationed on defense. Do whatever it takes for us to secure the elements. Is that clear?”


A chorus of nervous cheers was his answer, Bree included. Fighting Seraphim of Galen, whom Weshern had a long, storied history of conflict with, was one thing. Battling the elite angelic knights of Center? That carried a hint of fear, of the impossible. Bree was about to engage with the best of the best, and potentially without her fire to aid her. It was terrifying, if she gave it too much thought, which is why she joined the others in cheering instead.


“Very well,” Argus said, and he bowed low in respect. “It’s time we fly, and we fly unchained.”


“We fly unchained!” cried the rest.


Like a stirred nest of hornets, the Seraphim flew from the barn, keeping low to the ground to hide from distant knights. If they were spotted on the way, and their surprise ruined, then the entire assault would be over before it began. Bree flew a few yards to the left of Olivia, treating her like a squad leader even if she wasn’t. The land whirled beneath them, just a blur of grass and hills. Argus led the way, and he kept the group dangerously close to the ground, so that they had to rise and fall with every hill. After a few minutes, Bree realized he was guiding them on an indirect route, avoiding any villages between them and Melisand.


Bree’s stomach slowly cramped with each passing minute. It was like her first battle all over again, and no matter how much she berated herself, she couldn’t remove the growing worry.


This is where you belong, she told herself. You’ll remember that when it starts.


It’d been the same with the other two engagements. When combat began, a change came over her. The world slowed, and all her tension, all her nerves, eased away. Worrying was impossible with her mind focused on the present, reacting on instinct, dancing a primal killing dance in which she excelled. Pulse pounding in her neck, Bree stared ahead, hands bumping against the hilts of her swords, seeking reassurance from their presence.


Hills became fields of farmland. They flew so close above the rows of corn, Bree could brush the tops of the stalks with her fingertips if she wished. Argus kept the entire pack moving at a blistering pace, throttles pushed nearly to full. Up ahead, a cluster of small squares marked an approaching town. Bree didn’t know Weshern well enough to recognize it on sight, but the way they streaked toward it instead of veering told her they’d arrived at their destination.


Hit hard, and slaughter them while they’re unaware, Argus had commanded, and all around Bree, the Seraphs activated their gauntlets, eager to do just that. Bree kept her eyes peeled, searching for Center’s supply train in the glow of the midnight fire. At such speed, they’d have little time before …


And there it was, a circle of three wagons at the outskirts of town. Instead of slowing, Argus’s wings shimmered with silver light, and he sped out ahead. Bree pushed her throttle to its maximum and wished she had greater control of her fire so she could attack at range. At such a speed, she could only watch as they made their first pass over the theotechs’ camp.


Ice and stone led the way, blasting through the wagons and smashing craters into the ground as if the wrath of God had been unleashed upon the hapless camp. Bree saw no knights, just a dozen or so men in armor standing in a circle about the wagons. They lifted their enormous shields, the overwhelming volley smashing against them and beating them down. Fire followed, wide swaths encircling the camp and setting every wagon aflame. There would be no fleeing, not without enduring the inferno. Those with lightning picked their targets more carefully. Bree saw two soldiers die on their way to their weapons, arcs of lightning tearing through them so that their bodies collapsed unmoving.


That had to have gotten them all, Bree thought as their Seraphim broke in two groups, one veering left, the other right, both looping around for another pass. This approach was slower, each group taking more care to aim, and Bree quickly saw how wrong she’d been. The rest of the troops had awakened, joining those who’d first been on guard. Not nearly as many had fallen against the barrage as she’d expected, and they lifted dented and scratched shields toward the sky. Others beside them lifted bows, and Bree jerked to the right as she saw one aiming her way. The arrow sailed wide, and then a ball of flame crashed down between the two in response, the protector’s armor and shield mattering not. Bree pulled higher, seeing no reason to risk her life if she wasn’t ready to engage in melee. She climbed above the others, watching them strafe the camp, a barrage of ice from Argus smashing the lone remaining wagon into pieces. Bree winced, hoping the elements they sought could withstand the punishment.


Rotating in air, Bree spotted a hint of gold to the west, the glint locking her body in place. There, between the camp and the town …


A barrage of ice and fire unleashed toward them as two knights suddenly burst into the air, their golden armor gleaming in the night.


Their camp was separate from the others, Bree realized as she angled toward them.


Two Seraphs died, caught unaware by the ambush, one knifed through the stomach by a lance of ice, the other bathed in fire from the waist up. The dying man flew wildly, blind and burning, until crashing into one of Melisand’s homes with enough force to crack the stone of its walls. Bree tried to pretend she didn’t see, and was glad she could not hear the sound of impact over the roar of battle and wind in her ears. The rest of her group turned about to find their new attackers, but only Bree had seen them coming, so she would reach them first.


Swords drawn, she smiled and pushed the throttle to its maximum, eager to engage. Against ground forces she was of limited use. But here in the air?


In the air, she could dance.


Thin balls of fire flew like comets toward her, and Bree twisted her body with her waist and shoulders, twirling through without slowing in the slightest. They passed so close she felt their heat on her skin. How well the knight had predicted her path cracked her veneer of confidence. Veering hard right, she avoided a thick lance of ice that had meant to cut her in two. Bree veered immediately back, twirling as two more comets burned below her, and then she was close enough to strike.


The knight wielding the ice arced away, as if daring her to chase, but instead she closed in on the one still flinging fire. He’d hovered in place, left hand holding his right wrist to brace his aim. Bree saw his palm spreading open with fingers stretched, knew what he intended, and banked at the last second. A wide spray of fire shot toward her, covering a great swath of air as it rolled outward, and she just barely skirted its edge. Bree hooked toward him, left hand shooting out to cut with her sword. She almost bathed it in flame. Almost.


The sword hit his chest, but unlike her other battles, it did not slice through the man’s armor like cloth. Without her fire, her swords were just swords, deadly but limited. She felt a jolt, followed by a sharp pain in her shoulder as the blade embedded into the knight. Unable to keep hold, Bree released the hilt, and screaming against the pain, she climbed higher. The long stretch of cord attaching her sword to her gauntlet pulled to its limit, then tugged hard. Her body twisted, the strain on her arm intensified, and then the blade yanked free with a spurt of red. Bree searched for the other knight, fearful she’d lost control and was now vulnerable to his attacks, but the rest of the Weshern Seraphim had arrived, preceded by a barrage of ice arrows launched from Argus’s gauntlet. The knight dodged the first few, but the awkward movements stole his speed. Avoiding a burst of flame pushed him higher, right into a blast of lightning that ripped through his chest.


Bree lessened the throttle as she spun to find the knight she’d cut. It must have gone in deep, for she saw him drifting east, body limp. Bled out, by her guess. Argus launched a single shard of ice, which caved in his skull, then flew over to the body. He grabbed the left gauntlet, shut off the harness, and let the body fall. The Weshern Seraphim looped up and around, converging on the desolation that had been the theotechs’ camp. Bree hovered for a moment, gently pulling on the cord attached to her sword to get the gears inside the gauntlet to start reeling it in. Once it was in her grasp, she sheathed it, then lowered to the ground.


“Get the elements loaded up and out of here!” Argus shouted. “There’s not a chance in hell those in town didn’t hear that ruckus. Oh, and someone go loot the dead. We can’t afford to let a single element go to waste!”


Bree touched down, and she held her aching left arm against her side. Feeling strangely detached, she stared at the charred corpses of Center’s soldiers, faces still locked in agony upon death. Most were burned, though a good many had been crushed by ice and stone as well. The ones struck by lightning looked the most peaceful, their hearts having burst inside their chests before they realized they’d been struck. Fire roared in scattered patches all around, the sound of its crackling an accompaniment to the humming of their wings. Bree stared at the corpse of a man lying on his back, a jagged lance of ice protruding from his neck. His bloodstained tabard bore the symbol of Center, a clear circle intersecting five other circles, each bearing the symbol of the respective island. All but Galen, which had been filled in solid black. The sight chilled her, threatening to remove the last of the comfortable numbness that had blanketed her mind since the battle started.


“Bree?”


She turned to see Argus staring at her.


“I’m fine,” she said. “It’s … it’s nothing.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he let her be, instead supervising the Seraphs shoving aside pieces of the blasted and burned wagons. Amid the wreckage were ornate chests, their stained wood and gold decorations charred by fire. Argus’s handpicked gathered about the chests, readying large sacks they’d tied tightly to their waists. The seven opened up the damaged chests and pulled out the elements, their soft velvet cloths barely touched by the fiery barrage that had engulfed the wagons. By two and three they stuffed their bags with prisms, then moved on to the next chest.


Bree glanced about as they waited, eager to be gone. A dead Seraph of their own lay in the center of the camp, neck twisted at an awkward angle, an arrow sticking out from his forehead. Feeling like a scavenger, Bree walked to his side, lifted his right arm, and popped open the elemental compartment of his gauntlet. Inside was an ice element, and she pocketed it to hand in later. Eyes sweeping across the devastation their elements had unleashed, she wondered how much they’d expended to recover what the wagons carried.
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