
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Revelations

      Heritage of Power, Book 2

    

    





      
        Lindsay Buroker

      

    

  



  

    

      Copyright © 2017 by Lindsay Buroker


      All rights reserved.


      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


    


   
  



  
    
      
        
        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

      

    
    
      Thank you to my editor, Shelley Holloway, and my beta readers, Rue Silver and Sarah Engelke, for continuing to help out with these new adventures. Also, thank you to my band of typo hunters for reading advanced copies and catching what the rest of us miss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          1

        

      

    
    
      The sun blazed in the western sky, the wind whipped Captain Telryn “Sidetrip” Yert’s scarf around, and the ocean gleamed dark and blue thousands of feet below his flier. The southern polar cap, more than a thousand square miles of sheets of ice, hadn’t yet come into view, but icebergs bobbed in the water far below, promising the team was getting close.

      Trip had never been to the Antarctic and looked forward to seeing a new place. Even more, he looked forward to completing their challenging mission to destroy the portal that had been re-opened, allowing hostile dragons into the world. He and the others would be hailed as heroes then. There would be newspaper articles. Photographers. Pictures of him standing in front of his flier and—

      “Can’t you keep your silly scarf from whipping into my face?” his backseat passenger, Dreyak, demanded.

      It was the latest of several grievances from the shaven-headed Cofah warrior. The last had been in regard to the lack of lavatory amenities in the open-air fliers. Trip could understand a woman being less than thrilled about the simple tube setup, it being more for emergencies than comfort, but one expected men to have fewer qualms about where they urinated.

      “I thought you might want to use the end to keep your hairless head warm,” Trip called back over the wind. “The air is starting to get nippy.”

      He was glad he had donned his parka and the Iskandian winter uniform at their last stop. They had started their flight three days before from the Pirate Isles just south of the equator, with only short rest breaks along the way, sometimes on uninhabited islands little more than bare rocks thrusting up from the ocean. It hadn’t been until that morning that the air had truly grown cold.

      “Cofah warriors do not need such ridiculous garments,” Dreyak announced, and without looking back, Trip was sure his chin had an arrogant tilt to it. “We are a hardy people.”

      “You don’t have scarves with playful little fringes on the ends?”

      “No.”

      “What about ear muffs?”

      “No.”

      “Fur caps with tufted balls on the top? What with your trend toward shaven heads, you must feel the need to protect those shiny domes from snowfall.”

      “For extreme winter conditions, we have fur coats and caps. Nothing is tufted. Or fringed.”

      “That must be why Iskandia is known for setting the world’s fashion trends.”

      “What a pitiful thing to be known for.”

      “We can’t all be known as conquering warmongers with a quota of countries to be invaded. Some of us prefer peace.”

      “I haven’t noticed that your preferences for peace—” Dreyak said it as if it were the filthiest word in the dictionary, “—have kept your country from violence. It is better to be strong and fierce, thus to make enemies quail at the idea of attacking your shores.”

      “Yeah? And how’s that working for the Cofah when it comes to dragons?”

      They were on this mission together since both of their countries had a dragon problem.

      “It is highly likely that the dragons, realizing how fearsome Cofah warriors are, will soon grow weary of attacking our cities and instead will attack the easy targets that Iskandia offers, cities defended only by puny soldiers.”

      Trip refused to get angry at the jabs. It was the most his passenger had spoken the whole trip, and after the frigid silence, Trip didn’t mind having something to talk about with him. Besides, he always got the sense that Dreyak was deliberately goading him—all of them—with his ridiculous proclamations about the glory of war and the Cofahre empire. For the first time, he wondered if it was to divert their attention from something else, questions about him personally perhaps. And why exactly he’d been chosen for this mission.

      That is a surprisingly astute observation, Jaxi, his borrowed soulblade, spoke into his mind. The weapon hung in its scabbard from the belt on his left hip, wedged awkwardly between his seat and the hull. Did sentient swords feel discomfort?

      Surprising because you hadn’t thought of it? Trip asked, responding silently, though he still hadn’t figured out if he could transmit his thoughts, like a real sorcerer could. Was transmit even the right word? He had little knowledge of terms related to the magical and the arcane. Or surprising because of the source?

      The latter. In the time I’ve known you, you haven’t convinced me to expect astuteness.

      You’ve known me for less than a week.

      Plenty of time to suss out astuteness. It’s hard for me to consider you as anything except obtuse, given your grasp of your own abilities regarding magic.

      Thanks.

      “Watch who you’re calling puny,” Trip said over his shoulder, realizing he was more likely to come out ahead in his sparring with the Cofah than with Jaxi. “I have two swords up here with me now.”

      A second soulblade, the one he’d picked up after Rysha defeated a pirate sorceress in battle, was jammed through his belt on his right hip. He’d found that he had to be very careful getting into and out of his flier with all the extra appendages dangling from his body.

      “The second one should be in my hands,” Dreyak said. “It is a Cofah soulblade, and I am Cofah.”

      “Yeah, I know. The setting sun reflecting off your shiny head keeps reminding me.”

      A snicker sounded over the communication crystal in the cockpit.

      “Good one, Trip,” Leftie said. He, Duck, and Blazer flew ahead of Trip in their four-flier formation.

      “Thanks, Leftie.”

      Trip glanced back, wondering how his passenger would respond. His scarf tried to tickle Dreyak’s nose, leading him to roll his eyes heavenward.

      “I’d be happy to give you the sword if the sword requested it,” Trip said, “but it hasn’t said a word to me yet. Jaxi said it went dormant after its handler died.”

      Jaxi had also said giving it to Dreyak to take home to his people would be the right thing to do. Trip planned to do just that when they parted ways at the end of the mission, assuming the blade didn’t request it sooner, but for now, it seemed like a good idea to have the Cofah soulblade right next to Jaxi where she could keep an eye on it.

      On him, she said dryly. We’ve discussed this. His name is Azarwrath, and he is most certainly a boy.

      He’s not speaking to you, is he?

      Not now, no. But he introduced himself to me before we engaged in battle.

      That was polite.

      Not really. It included informing me about his superiority and suggesting I’m not reverent enough to be a sorceress, followed by promises to smite me into molten ore.

      I see. Trip looked down at his right hip, reconsidering the wisdom of keeping the blade so close. He didn’t want anything down there smote. If Azzy wants someone else to hold him, all he has to do is tell me.

      Trip didn’t necessarily want to give Dreyak a weapon that would make him more powerful than he already was, adding magic to his repertoire of abilities as a combat specialist, but Trip didn’t want to keep Azzy against its—his—will, either.

      There are times when you’re not unlike Ridge, Jaxi shared in that same dry tone.

      You’re comparing me to General Zirkander? I’ll take that as a compliment.

      He, too, has a tendency toward flippancy. It must be a trait inculcated in all Iskandian pilots.

      I’ve noticed it seems to be inculcated in Iskandian soulblades too.

      Really. Jaxi sniffed, the sound penetrating his mind as effectively as if she had a nose.

      “The scarf, Captain,” Dreyak growled, pulling out a knife as long as his forearm. “Take care of it, or I will take care of it for you.”

      Trip tucked the end of his scarf into the back of his leather flight jacket again. It kept wanting to wiggle free, to Dreyak’s obvious consternation. Rysha hadn’t complained about it when she’d ridden with him.

      He looked toward Leftie’s flier where Lieutenant Rysha Ravenwood rode in the back seat. Was he regaling her with piloting stories? Or tales of his cunning athleticism on the hookball field?

      Trip well remembered the long appreciative look—leer—Leftie had given Rysha when she’d walked out of the airship hold in that extremely revealing pirate costume. Since then, he’d shown a lot more interest in her. Trip couldn’t pretend to be surprised, but he’d been fond of Rysha since she’d stood up for him in that dreadful bar in the capital. Wasn’t there a rule that said girls were supposed to reciprocate the liking of whichever boy liked them first?

      Now you sound more like a twelve-year-old than Ridge, Jaxi said. What did that even mean?

      I don’t know. I’m not good with girls. Women. Since he was a few months from his twenty-fifth birthday, he should probably think of himself as a man and interesting female prospects as women.

      Imagine my shock, Jaxi said. I suggest you rein in your romantic interests toward the lieutenant, at least until the mission is over and she hands that dragon-slaying sword to someone else. A dragon-slaying sword that will happily slay sorcerers too.

      It hardly seems fair when I’m not truly a—

      Or those with the potential to become sorcerers, Jaxi added, cutting him off.

      Trip sighed and gazed toward the horizon. He’d given up denying that he was that. Even if all he wanted to do was fly and defend his homeland from pirates, imperial invaders, and dragons.

      “Major Blazer?” Captain Duck asked over the crystal. “My passenger was wondering how much farther we’ll fly today. She’s unimpressed with the lavatory facilities and wishes a chance to stretch her legs.”

      “I knew I wasn’t the only one,” Dreyak growled, the words almost lost on the wind.

      “Preferably not by propping them up on my shoulders again,” Duck added. “That makes me feel like she’s the praying mantis and I’m the, uh, prey.”

      “Some men get excited at the prospect of being preyed upon by Captain Kaika,” Blazer said.

      “I’m sure it would be stimulating, ma’am,” Duck said. “I’m not sure I’d survive the experience. Earlier, she was fondling her explosives in my back seat.”

      Something twanged Trip’s senses, and he scanned the horizon instead of staring glassy-eyed at it. Was someone else out there? Or something else? Dragons were faster than fliers and could reputedly cross oceans with ease.

      Kaika leaned over Duck’s shoulder to speak—the back seats weren’t equipped with communication crystals. “All I was doing was trimming fuses. Captain Duck is being melodramatic.”

      “It’s just that I’ve heard about your reputation for devouring men, ma’am.” Even though they were the same rank, Duck seemed certain he should call her ma’am instead of by name.

      “You needn’t get your feathers all ruffled, Duck.” Kaika patted him on the shoulder. “You’re not in danger of my attention.”

      “That’s a relief.” He seemed to consider that for a moment. “Wait, does that mean you don’t find me appealing? Why not?”

      “Do you want a list of reasons?”

      Duck’s shoulders slumped. “No, I reckon not.”

      “Wise man.”

      Trip heard the conversation, but he ignored it. He definitely sensed something out there ahead of them, something with a significant aura. So far, the only beings he’d encountered that oozed power and presence like that were dragons. He supposed a magical artifact, like the portal they sought, might do so, but he didn’t think he sensed an artifact.

      Jaxi? he asked. Do you feel a dragon out there?

      Not yet, but I wasn’t trying to sense anything. I was contemplating the image of Captain Kaika as a praying mantis.

      Trip, who was learning how to extend his senses to search for life and get a feel for the terrain around them, attempted to reach out farther than his eyes could see. A strange thing to contemplate when the sky was clear, and visibility was more than ten miles.

      He imagined himself in the lead flier, sailing far ahead of their tiny formation and looking down from above. Last time, that mental exercise had worked a lot better than Jaxi’s suggestion that he imagine his mind unfurling like a flower bud.

      Everyone’s a critic, Jaxi said.

      Doing his best to concentrate, Trip didn’t answer. As his mind—his senses—extended outward, the cockpit controls grew fuzzy, and a different view came into focus. The ocean still lay dark and blue underneath him, but he also saw a white shoreline, a shoreline of solid ice. It was jagged along the edge, with icebergs floating in the water all around it, some as small as fliers, others as large as cities.

      At the far edge of his vision, a bronze dragon soared over the white landscape. He couldn’t tell if it was on its way somewhere or simply flying around, perhaps patrolling the area.

      Maybe hunting, Jaxi said. I see her now too. I don’t know what she would be patrolling, or why a dragon would be lingering down here, unless she just came out of the portal. Dragons don’t care for cold weather.

      Another dragon flew into the range of Trip’s senses, a silver this time. It paralleled the female’s course.

      He shifted uneasily in his seat. Despite what Jaxi had said, he had the distinct impression that the dragons were patrolling the shoreline.

      What if some were left down here to guard the portal? Trip suggested, though he hoped that wasn’t the case. The plan was to sneak in and destroy the portal without encountering dragons. Had that been a delusional plan? Is it possible the dragons know humans are targeting it?

      Dragons can easily read humans’ minds, so it’s definitely possible, but as far as I’m aware, we’re the only team that’s been sent to destroy it.

      But you wouldn’t know if the Cofah or some other nation had sent a team, right?

      That’s correct, but the Cofah sent your surly friend there with us, supposedly because their people didn’t know the location of the portal. We don’t know the location, either, but thanks to our missing ally, Bhrava Saruth, we at least knew to start in the polar regions.

      What if Dreyak was sent along to spy on us and report back to his government once he learned the location of the portal? Trip didn’t know if Rysha had shared the coordinates that she and Sardelle had narrowed down, based on locations of dragon ruins, with anyone except the pilots. But if Dreyak had asked, she might have innocently answered his question. She enjoyed speaking about her passions, and with her degree in dragon history, this mission had to fall under that category. You said you can’t read Dreyak’s thoughts, right? Because he has dragon blood?

      Because he’s been trained to keep people out of his head, Jaxi said. You have dragon blood, and I can read you like a romance novel.

      I don’t know how to respond to that.

      No response necessary. Just ask Sardelle about walling off your thoughts from other telepaths when you sign up for her classes after this is over.

      Sign up for her classes? Trip imagined browsing through a catalog like one might at a university. Under which section were the magicking classes?

      So obtuse. It’s a marvel you sensed those two dragons before I did.

      Three now.

      Three?

      There’s another one farther east. I don’t know if it’s with the others, but… I’m going to tell the others. The dragons will sense us as easily as I sense them, I assume.

      Oh, more easily. Granted, we don’t have the auras that they have, but their powers and abilities to sense their surroundings are far greater than any human’s. I’ll do my best to shroud us, but that generally only works against other sorcerers.

      Will they sense the chapaharii swords? Trip asked, using the term Rysha did for the dragon-slaying swords, though he didn’t know what it meant.

      It seems likely.

      Any chance that will cause them to leave our fliers alone and let us search the ice without interference?

      Jaxi snorted even more effectively than she sniffed. She had an amazing range for a sword.

      If anything, it will make them more likely to come investigate, and perhaps try to destroy us. They’ll see us as a threat and probably believe we brought the weapons because we’re hoping to hunt and kill them.

      No, we just want to hunt and kill the portal they used to invade our world.

      Technically, they’re not invaders. You would have to ask your archaeology-loving lieutenant, but I’m fairly certain dragons evolved here on Linora. Then they were tricked into leaving, something it’s unlikely we’ll manage to do again. Humans weren’t even the ones responsible for it last time, according to Bhrava Saruth.

      Trip wondered if he would ever get to meet this Bhrava Saruth or the other dragon the Iskandians had befriended, dragons that had been conspicuously absent since the portal opened and all the unfriendly ones spewed into the world.

      When Jaxi didn’t comment on that, Trip addressed the rest of his team. “We have a problem.”

      “Is it that Captain Kaika is using my shoulders for a leg rest again?” Duck asked.

      “No. There are dragons ahead of us, about thirty miles away. They’re flying right along the shoreline where we were planning to cut inland.”

      “Jaxi reported that?” Major Blazer asked.

      Trip hesitated. So far, he didn’t think anyone on the team had figured out that he had a sixth sense—more than a sixth sense—and that somewhere in the distant past, a dragon had apparently frolicked horizontally, as Jaxi had called it, with one of his ancestors. He wouldn’t be surprised if Rysha had some inklings, but he believed Blazer, Kaika, and the others thought the chapaharii blades responded unfavorably to him because he was carrying magical soulblades.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Trip said.

      It wasn’t exactly a lie.

      Sure, hero, tell yourself that.

      Jaxi, you know how magic is viewed in Iskandia. I know Sardelle has changed the mind of her friends and maybe some others in the capital, but my mother was hanged because the people in our village believed her a witch. You must understand why I don’t want people to know I’m… different.

      He thought Jaxi would make some sarcastic comment about different being an understatement, but instead, she sighed into his mind and said, I know, and I do understand. But you can’t hide it from everyone. Trust me. Sardelle found that out quickly. When you have the power to do good, to save lives, you have to use it. And then the people around you find out. If you trust them, and they’re supposed to be able to trust you, don’t you think it’s better to tell them on your own terms?

      Trip glanced toward Leftie, someone who had been his friend for six years, and someone who was superstitious and uncomfortable around magic. When the very nonthreatening, and very pregnant, Sardelle had openly admitted that she was a sorceress, he’d looked like he’d been torn between wanting to attack her and wanting to jump out the second-floor window to flee from her.

      Blazer swore, asking a question of her own before Trip could answer Jaxi’s, not that he wanted to.

      “Can she guide us around them? By my calculations, we’re twenty-seven miles out from the shoreline, but then we have to fly four hundred more miles inland to reach the first destination we’re checking.”

      “We can try,” Trip said, “but they can sense things over extremely long ranges, even greater than Jaxi’s range.”

      Or your range, Jaxi chimed in.

      “And she said they may be able to sense the chapaharii swords,” Trip added, “that they might draw them to attack us.”

      “They can try,” came Rysha’s determined voice, as she leaned over Leftie’s shoulder.

      Her hand rested on that shoulder, and Trip looked away, telling himself it was only because she had to lean awkwardly forward to be heard over the communication crystal.

      “We don’t want to pick a fight with them,” Trip said. “It won’t be like standing on the ground and battling a sorceress.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Rysha said, looking over at him. “Might I remind you that I’ve read numerous history texts and am quite well versed on dragon capabilities?”

      She sounded cooler and more aloof than usual, and Trip wondered if her new chapaharii sword, Dorfindral, was influencing her, sending tendrils of magic into her to remind her that he was a hated foe and not a friend. It pained him every time he remembered the loathing-filled look she’d given him when he’d walked up the beach toward her after she had, with the magical sword’s help, defeated the pirate sorceress. It had been so different from the friendly smiles she’d given him previously, the way she’d stood up for him before she had even gotten to know him.

      “You’re welcome to remind me of your versedness any time you like, Lieutenant,” Trip said, opting for an affable response rather than a disgruntled one. “You know pilots aren’t that bright. Sometimes, you have to thump us over the head with your knowledge a few times before we remember it.”

      “Speak for yourself, low speed,” Blazer said, even though Duck nodded agreeably from his cockpit.

      It was hard to tell across the distance, but Trip thought Rysha looked a little abashed, either at her own comment or because his response had made her realize it had been snippy.

      “You’re not dim, Trip,” Rysha said. “I’ve seen you fix things. You’re a whiz with wobbly tables.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Leftie said, “he’s a genius. Now, if we could discuss our more pressing problem?”

      “Twenty-three miles,” Blazer updated them. “We’ll see the shoreline soon.”

      “Turn east,” Trip said. “Let’s follow the coast about twenty miles out, and I’ll let you know when Jaxi tells me there aren’t any nearby dragons. Maybe then we can turn inland and get back on course.”

      “Isn’t there anywhere we can land and get out of these flying jail cells for a couple of hours?” Kaika called over Duck’s shoulder. “Maybe we’d have better luck flying inland at night, anyway. Do dragons hunt by day or by night?”

      “Both,” Rysha said, before Trip could consult Jaxi.

      “There is a Cofah research outpost that I believe may only be about a hundred miles away,” Dreyak said.

      “I’m sure they’d welcome us with open arms,” Blazer said.

      “They would welcome me,” Dreyak said.

      “Are shaven heads required for entrance?” Blazer asked.

      “My presence would ensure your safety. If you are concerned about a few scientists.”

      “Considering the only Cofah scientist we know has the nickname Deathmaker,” Blazer said, “I’ve got reason to be concerned about them.”

      “Deathmaker is a traitor,” Dreyak snarled with vehemence he usually reserved for enemies he was about to slay.

      Trip? Jaxi asked. You watching that silver?

      He’d been paying attention to the conversation, but he shifted his attention outward. I am now.

      It’s heading our way.

      I see that.

      “We’re about to have company,” Trip told his comrades.
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      Lieutenant Rysha Ravenwood unfastened the straps that kept Dorfindral’s ancient wooden sword box secure next to her seat, then unlatched the lid and withdrew the sword. The dragon Trip had warned them about hadn’t appeared in the sky yet, but the blade flared a pale green as soon as she had it in hand.

      Hunt!

      Oh, she didn’t truly hear the word, nor did Dorfindral speak to her, but when she held the hilt, she sensed what the blade wanted, to slay dragons and all those with dragon blood. It also, as she’d discovered when it coerced her into pulverizing a magical construct, hated artifacts made by sorcerers.

      She’d learned—almost too late—that it hated Trip, too. Something that saddened her a great deal. Because of that, she’d even tried to get out of wielding it. But Kaika had pointed out that there were three chapaharii blades and only five people along on the mission who were capable of wielding them. Rysha, Kaika, and Blazer each had swords with them now, Kaika and Blazer because they had a lot of unarmed combat experience, and Rysha because she had all the magical control words memorized and knew more than anyone else here about the chapaharii weapons.

      The main control word that she had to keep on the tip of her tongue was meyusha, which meant “stand down.” There was also one that ordered the blades to stand guard, presumably while the wielder slept or was otherwise unable to remain alert. Another phrase, antyonla masahrati, ordered the swords to “take over,” a notion that Rysha found alarming. Dorfindral had already guided her movements when she’d battled the sorceress. She couldn’t imagine what it would do if it was given that order, and she had no intention of trying it.

      “Any chance it’ll be afraid of us because we have a way to hurt it?” Blazer asked, glancing toward Trip’s flier.

      They were paralleling the shoreline now, or so Rysha assumed—after Trip had suggested it, all the fliers had turned, putting the setting sun at their backs. They couldn’t yet see the ice of the polar cap.

      “Jaxi snorted when I asked her that,” Trip said. “The good news is that all the fliers with the dragon-slaying blades in them should have a modicum of protection from the dragon’s attacks. The bad news is that mine won’t.”

      “Shit, we should have rifled through that pirate’s stash and found a fourth blade,” Blazer said.

      “I don’t think there were more,” Rysha said. She imagined how badly Trip’s shoulder blades would itch if someone with a chapaharii sword were sitting behind him.

      “Give me the Cofah soulblade,” Dreyak said, his voice sounding distant since he spoke from Trip’s back seat. “You can’t wield two swords while you’re flying.”

      “I doubt I can wield one sword while I’m flying,” Trip said.

      “You better acquire the skill fast.”

      Without commenting, Trip pulled a scabbard into view and one-handedly extended it over his shoulder. As far as Rysha could tell, it didn’t glow or show any sign of life. Would the soulblade consider coming out of dormancy to help them battle a dragon? If it didn’t, and Trip’s flier crashed, it could be lost forever, sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

      Dreyak wrapped a hand around the scabbard, but as soon as he touched it, he yelped and jerked his hand away.

      Trip glanced back.

      “It zapped me,” Dreyak growled. “Or did you do that?” He glared at Trip.

      “Me? I agreed with you. Better we each have one to use. It’s not like our pistols will do anything against a dragon.”

      Rysha doubted the soulblades would do anything against their foe, either. The red lightning the sorceress’s blade had shot out had been effective at damaging fliers, but getting through a dragon’s defenses was another matter. Still, a soulblade could shield Trip’s flier for a while. Maybe a long while if two of them worked together.

      “Jaxi says she didn’t do anything, either,” Trip added. “Actually, she says you’re welcome to take Azzy and drop him over the side because she doesn’t need help.”

      “She sounds young and arrogant,” Dreyak said with a sniff.

      Trip gave him a long look over his shoulder, one Rysha had no trouble reading even from her position well off his flier’s wing. He thought Dreyak could have been describing himself. Rysha suspected Dreyak was simply irritated—with his pride wounded—because a Cofah soulblade was more interested in staying with Trip than in working with him.

      “I see him,” Duck blurted and pointed to the south.

      The silver dragon had appeared on the horizon, powerful wingbeats carrying him against the wind without trouble. He flew straight toward them. There was no question about his destination.

      Trip jabbed the soulblade back through his belt or wherever he was keeping it. Somewhere secure, Rysha trusted. She’d seen Trip fly upside down and knew it was part of his battle repertoire.

      “Keep your thoughts away from our mission,” Trip warned everyone. “Dragons can read minds.”

      “Fantastic,” Blazer growled. She sounded like she had one of her cigars in her mouth, though Rysha couldn’t imagine how it would stay lit in the wind.

      “What should we think about?” Duck asked.

      “Praying mantises?” Leftie suggested.

      “Staying alive,” Trip said.

      “There’s no way we can outrun a dragon, right?” Leftie asked.

      “No, they’re faster than our fliers,” Blazer said. “Trust me. I know from experience.”

      Leftie drew something from his pocket, his lucky ball on a chain, and kissed it before returning it to his pocket.

      The group eyed the silver as it flew closer, the setting sun reflecting off its gleaming scales. It flew with its maw partially open, its fangs visible. Each one had to be as long as a soulblade, if not longer. Its powerful muscles grew visible, rippling beneath those scales. Silver eyes with reptilian slits bored into Rysha’s soul.

      She flexed her hand around Dorfindral’s hilt, allowing the sword’s eagerness to flow into her. Its desire for battle swept aside some of her fear. She made sure her rifle was wedged down beside her seat and strapped in tightly. Just because the sword would be her weapon for this battle didn’t mean she wanted to lose her firearm.

      “Diamond formation,” Blazer said. “Three points with Trip in the middle. Assuming these swords work as advertised, we’ll do our best to protect his flier.”

      “That’s not going to be enough, Major,” Trip said. “You’re going to have to try to get close enough to him to touch his defensive barrier with one of the blades. If you do, Jaxi and Azzy can attack him with magic. I don’t think they can kill him, but they might be able to drive him away.”

      “How close do we have to get?” Rysha called over Leftie’s shoulder. “To reach the barrier? How far does it extend from him?”

      “We’re not sure,” Trip said, and she imagined Jaxi speaking into his head. Might the Cofah soulblade be speaking to him too? Azzy? Was that its name?

      “You don’t think the dragon will just go away if he finds it impossible to get to us?” Blazer didn’t sound like she wanted to jump into battle.

      At first, that surprised Rysha. But she realized that this wasn’t their mission. Fighting random dragons all over Linora wouldn’t necessarily make a dent in their numbers, even if they were successful. Whereas every time they fought, they risked deaths or damage to their fliers that couldn’t be fixed, not way out here. If someone was forced to land, this polar region wasn’t a hospitable environment in which to be stranded. If someone crashed into the icy ocean, that would be even worse.

      “I wouldn’t assume that, ma’am,” Trip said. “Dragons are as smart as we are. I think he’ll just keep harrying us until he finds out a way to get around the swords’ defenses. Jaxi says a silver might be powerful enough to manipulate the weather too. And magic is the only thing those swords will make you immune to. We—”

      The dragon surged forward, accelerating as it closed on the formation, and Trip broke off.

      A blast of wind whistled toward the fliers from the side. Rysha didn’t feel it, but the wings of the flier wobbled, and the frame trembled. Trip’s flier reacted far more strongly, as he’d predicted.

      It shuddered in the air and bucked as if it were riding a wave. Concentration stamped Trip’s face. His flier wasn’t hurled to the side—Rysha had witnessed that happen to many of the fliers protecting the city in the battle the week before—so the soulblades must have been protecting it somewhat. But how many attacks could they stave off?

      Another blast of wind slammed into their formation. Leftie’s flier groaned and shivered, and Rysha gripped the seat well, wishing the dragon would come close enough to strike at.

      The dragon’s eyes narrowed in contemplation. He didn’t appear worried, but maybe he was wondering why his attacks weren’t doing more damage. Or, maybe he was simply probing them for weaknesses.

      Trip looked at the silver as he flew, and he raised Jaxi. But it was the other soulblade that sent the first attack. Its familiar red lightning shot out of Trip’s cockpit, branching around the propeller and sizzling through the air toward the dragon.

      As predicted, it didn’t come close to touching his scales. Nor did the dragon’s cold reptilian eyes show any sign of concern.

      “There’s your barrier location,” Trip said.

      It took Rysha a second to realize what he meant, but it struck her as the lightning faded. It had branched all around the dragon, delineating the invisible barrier, showing its distance outward from the dragon’s scales. About ten feet in all directions.

      “Get us within ten feet of it, Leftie.” Rysha thumped one of his shoulders while pointing her sword over the other one. It flared with hungry green light.

      “Shit, Ravenwood. Don’t lop off my ear with that thing. The ladies like my ears.”

      “Get me close too,” Kaika barked at Duck.

      “Does that mean we’re not trying to protect Trip?” Duck asked.

      Trip answered before Blazer did. “No. Get its defenses down.”

      Humans are succulent, a voice spoke into Rysha’s mind—into all of their minds, she could tell from people’s startled glances at the creature. My mate has ordered that I invite you to dinner. To be our dinner. The dragon chuckled.

      If that was an example of dragon humor, Rysha found it appalling.

      Trip banked and flew straight at the silver, a fiery orange ball of flames shooting toward it from his left side and more red lightning streaking out from his right. He looked like some ancient god hurling magical power about more easily than a kid throwing rocks, but the attacks merely bounced off the dragon’s defensive barrier. Trip was forced to bank again lest he run into it.

      He was careful not to get close enough to be within range of the creature’s fangs or talons, but as he flew past, the dragon lashed out with its tail. The long, sinewy appendage snapped toward him like a whip. The tip cracked into the barrier the swords had erected and didn’t get through, but his flier shuddered again, affected by whatever magical power accompanied the attack.

      “Leftie, go,” Rysha ordered.

      Leftie was already veering toward the creature’s other side, so she needn’t have barked in his ear, but she couldn’t help it. Dorfindral craved dragon blood, and Rysha wanted to protect Trip.

      To her surprise, Dorfindral didn’t send a surge of indignation into her at that thought. Probably because the sword was too focused on its target right now.

      Leftie took her toward the side of the dragon opposite Trip, firing his machine guns as he went in. So much for a sneak attack. Not that one would have worked, anyway.

      As she rose up in her seat as much as her harness would allow, Rysha glimpsed Duck flying in from above, trying to get Kaika and her sword close. Blazer chased after the dragon’s tail. She had no passenger in her flier, unless the group’s gear and Kaika’s bomb collection counted, so she would have to fly and wield the third blade at the same time. Maybe she hoped to get lucky and go unnoticed, swiping at the tip of that tail.

      Another blast radiated out from the dragon in all directions. Once again, Rysha heard the wind blow past them, and the flier shivered, but Dorfindral did seem to be protecting her and the things around her, at least somewhat.

      Leftie tilted them sideways, their heads toward the dragon’s side, just avoiding the wings beating up and down. Gravity tipped Rysha into the side of the seat well. Even though the harness limited her reach, she was glad she hadn’t unfastened it. She lunged as far as it would let her go and slashed over her head with the sword.

      But she swiped through empty air. She remembered the zing of energy that had gone up her arm when the blade touched the sorceress’s defensive shield, and she felt nothing like that now.

      “That wasn’t close enough,” Rysha yelled. “Turn and try again.”

      “You’re a demanding passenger,” Leftie yelled back, though he was already looping to go in again.

      After strafing the top of the dragon, bullets bouncing off uselessly, Duck dipped low to take Kaika in for an attack.

      “Don’t shoot,” Blazer ordered, “or we’ll end up hitting each other. Stick to the swords, and—look out, Duck!”

      The dragon was dipping to chase Trip’s flier. Its tail whipped up as it dove, the pointed tip smashing into Duck’s flier.

      Rysha gaped as Duck and Kaika spun away, wing tips rolling over wing tips.

      “I thought we were supposed to be immune to attacks,” Blazer snapped, swiping over her head as she dove along with the dragon, still trying to get close enough to hit that barrier.

      “Magical attacks,” Trip said after a few seconds. After he’d gotten clarification from Jaxi? “Apparently, a physical attack can get through.”

      “Took some damage,” Duck said grimly.

      He’d righted his flier, but when he turned back toward the battle, the craft flew with a pronounced hitch.

      Fortunately, the dragon barely seemed to have noticed that it had struck him. Or maybe that was unfortunately. The silver arrowed down after Trip’s flier, its intent clear. Those magical attacks from the soulblades could be irritating it.

      Trip weaved and dove, corkscrewing to avoid his pursuer. The mechanical fliers always seemed clunky to Rysha, especially when compared to dragons, but he made his seem graceful. And the dragon truly struggled to anticipate all his crazy moves. It snapped at his tail repeatedly, but didn’t come close enough to test the soulblades’ barrier.

      Until it hurled some mental attack at the flier, one that made it through. The dragon must have finally worn away the soulblades’ defenses. Trip’s craft lurched to the side, then dipped downward into a tailspin straight toward the ocean. Black smoke flowed from the back.

      “No,” Rysha cried, and gripped Leftie’s shoulder. “Go, go! We have to help him.”

      Leftie chased the dragon downward. “Don’t you dare get yourself killed, Trip,” he snarled, his hand tight around his flight stick as their nose pointed toward the dark ocean.

      They shot down far faster than gravity alone would have carried them. The wind tore at the flier, and tears sprang from Rysha’s eyes. The fuselage vibrated, and something shifted to her side. Her rifle had almost shaken free.

      Cursing, she stuffed it down deeper and jammed her hip against it so it would stay put.

      “Hurry,” Blazer urged. “We’re not losing any people out here.”

      Her flier was right beside Leftie’s, and she fired at the dragon, despite her admonition telling the others not to. Rysha waved Dorfindral, wishing it had power it could shoot out like the soulblades did.

      The dragon picked up speed as it closed on Trip’s flier, both of them descending rapidly toward the ocean. As fast as Leftie flew after them, Rysha knew they wouldn’t catch up in time. But maybe she could get a slash in as the dragon pulled up to avoid hitting the water. Right now, it seemed intent on catching up to Trip and crushing his flier in its talons.

      Rysha didn’t think it would reach him before his flier plummeted into the ocean. Not that it mattered. He would die either way.

      She couldn’t feel anything but horror at that thought, but if he had to die, she found solace in knowing the dragon wouldn’t be able to deliver him to its mate for dinner.

      At the last second, when it looked like Trip would plunge into the ocean, he pulled up. His flier skimmed so close to the waves that water sprayed up on either side of him.

      As quick and agile as dragons were, it seemed the creature should have had time to react, but it plunged head first into the waves.

      “Be ready for it to come out,” Trip said, his voice utterly calm.

      Had he engineered that? Feigned the near crash? The smoke following him down? Maybe the soulblades had created an illusion.

      “Jaxi’s going to light up the spot where it’s coming out,” he added. “Be ready to strike. There, now!”

      A red sphere seemed to float on the water’s surface, like some bullseye on a gun range. Leftie and Blazer flew toward it.

      Rysha risked unfastening her harness. She might need the extra two feet of reach she could get without it. She just hoped that if she went for a swim, Leftie would come back for her before the sharks darted in.

      The dragon burst from the water like a geyser erupting.

      There was no time for thought, only to react. As Leftie flew toward it, tilting to give Rysha the angle she needed, she lunged from her seat, slashing overhead. Once again, she cut through air. But she was so close. Twelve feet away? Thirteen?

      Its silver body sped past, and she thought she would be too late for another lunge, but there was the tail, streaming out after it.

      Kill! Dorfindral seemed to cry into her mind.

      She wasn’t sure if it was her idea or the sword’s, but she jumped onto her seat and sprang toward that tail. Instead of slashing wildly, Dorfindral guided her arm into a neat stab. The very tip encountered resistance, and it felt like a bubble popping.

      An electrical backlash shot up her arm, and she cried out at the shock, almost pain. But it was soon replaced with the shock of landing in the water. Absolutely frigid water.

      She plunged downward, her head going under, as the ocean enveloped her, shocking her body with its iciness. At first, she couldn’t move, and her body descended into the darkness, but fear sent a fresh surge of energy through her, and she kicked wildly.

      Her boots and her clothing dragged at her, and Dorfindral was a dead weight, but her flailing and kicking brought her to the surface. She tried to gasp in air, but it was as if the cold had shocked her lungs like a sharp blow to the solar plexus. They couldn’t seem to work.

      In the air above, red lightning streaked into the dragon’s body, wrapping all around it at the same time as a blaze of white energy slammed into its body. For the first time, those attacks reached its scales. Machine guns fired, as well, and one of the fliers zoomed past right over her head.

      Leftie. He glanced over the side, lifting a finger toward her, but banked and pursued the dragon.

      Rysha’s lungs finally kicked into gear, and she managed to gasp in air. She treaded water as vigorously as she could, more than needed to stay afloat, and she hoped the energy expenditure would warm her body. She’d never been in water so cold in her life.

      The dragon must have had enough of the battle because it flew away. Rysha had lost all sense of direction, and she had no idea if it sped out to sea or back toward land—ice.

      Three of the fliers tried to pursue it, but it soon outpaced them, pulling ahead even though its wings didn’t seem to beat that rapidly. The fourth flier—Duck’s damaged one?—had more of a hitch now, and it looked like it needed to head straight for a safe landing spot. Wherever that would be.

      Two of the fliers turned back. Rysha lifted Dorfindral out of the water, waving to get their attention. Could they still see her? She had to be the tiniest of specks in the dark ocean, especially with the waves rising and falling all around her.

      She willed Dorfindral to glow green, since daylight was fading, and that glow would make it easier for her comrades to see her. But it didn’t glow. What the hells? Because there was no magic nearby?

      Seven gods, she was freezing. How long could she survive in this frigid water? Even if she got out, would they be able to get her somewhere to warm her up in time?

      She was so busy thinking about hypothermia that she wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings. Her arm brushed against something, and she shrieked, images of sharks lurching into her mind.

      Whirling, Rysha hacked with the sword before it registered what had touched her. An iceberg floated there. Her boot bumped the underwater part of it as Dorfindral sank into the visible ice, lodging there.

      She grunted, feeling foolish, then wondered if she could climb atop it to make herself more visible.

      But the roar of the fliers’ propellers reached her ears, and she knew they were close. Leftie and Trip came into view over the waves, cruising low over the water. Trip had Dreyak behind him, but her seat behind Leftie waited for her.

      Rysha yanked her sword free and pushed away from the iceberg. She reached her free hand up. She could see Leftie and Trip yelling to each other, but couldn’t hear their words, not with freezing water burrowing into her ear canals. Her teeth chattered so loudly they hurt as they knocked together.

      Trip pointed at Leftie, then pointed at Rysha. As she looked at their fliers from below, she realized the problem. They couldn’t land in the water, and with the thrusters mounted on the lower half of the craft, they wouldn’t be able to reach her if they simply leaned over the sides and lowered a hand. The soulblades also wouldn’t be able to levitate her out, if that was within their power, as long as she held Dorfindral.

      Leftie flew toward her, leaning over the side of his flier as he came in. He was going to make a grab for her.

      Though she did not think it would work, Rysha lifted her hand, trying to keep it steady as she treaded with her legs, raising herself as much as possible.

      The propeller roared as he came in, leaning far out of the cockpit and stretching his fingers toward her. He missed by two feet.

      Damn it.

      Teeth cracking together, Rysha sank back down into the water. She couldn’t feel her toes, and numbness was creeping into her legs, despite her efforts to warm herself through exertion. This wasn’t the lake in her family’s valley back home.

      She thought about jabbing Dorfindral into the iceberg, leaving it there so they could reach her with magic. Surely, they could figure out a way to retrieve the blade once she was back in one of the fliers. But what if she didn’t lodge it in well enough, and it fell out? They could never get it off the bottom of the ocean.

      There was the surge of indignation from the blade that she’d expected to feel earlier.

      A flier cruised toward her again, Trip this time. Dreyak had been in his back seat a moment before, but now it was empty. Maybe the soulblades had levitated him over to Leftie’s flier?

      Rysha didn’t care, as long as someone plucked her out of the water.

      Dorfindral flared green as Trip approached.

      “Knock it off,” she told it, the words barely audible over her chattering teeth.

      Trip flipped completely upside down, his eyes never leaving hers. Their intensity sent a tingle through her. Or maybe that was from her body going entirely numb.

      She grunted and hefted her leaden arm into the air as high as she could as he approached, praying he would be able to reach her.

      The propeller roared, and she feared it would take her head off—his upper wings were only an inch above the water. But she kept her arm up, resisting the urge to duck out of the way.

      Fingers wrapped around her wrist, and she was yanked out so quickly, she almost dropped Dorfindral. Though her hand was so numb, she could barely tell, she willed her fingers to stay wrapped around the hilt, clenching so hard it hurt. The one thing she could not do was lose that sword. Her country needed it.

      Trip rolled his flier sideways, and briefly, she lay on the fuselage, her wrist still clasped in his hand. He glanced at her—did he expect her to climb into the back seat? Normally, she could, but her body was so numb, she couldn’t move anything, couldn’t do anything except focus on keeping her grip on the sword.

      Trip rolled the flier the rest of the way upright, took them up over the waves, then twisted and grabbed her with his other hand too. Pain flashed in his eyes, and Dorfindral flared with intense green light. As Trip maneuvered her into the seat behind him, Rysha realized the sword must be hurting him, punishing him for being so close.

      Her mouth wouldn’t work when she tried to yell the control order for, “Stand down” at the blade, so she yelled it in her mind. It seemed to work, somewhat. The glow faded partially.

      With Trip’s help, Rysha collapsed into the seat well. Trembles wracked her body, and the sword dropped from her limp fingers.

      She reached for it, afraid it would fall out if she didn’t hold it, but Trip yelled, “Don’t,” over his shoulder. “Don’t touch it for a few minutes, and Jaxi will warm you up. I’ll fly straight so it won’t fall out.”

      Rysha slumped deeper into the seat, happy to comply, happy to do anything that would result in her being warm.

      Right after Trip spoke, a slow, subtle heat flowed into her. She continued to tremble and shake, and she knew it would take a while to truly warm up. She just hoped Trip had gotten her out quickly enough that there wouldn’t be lasting damage. Though the soldiers all had combat-medic training, there weren’t any doctors or healers among them, and she didn’t want to be a burden going forward.

      Trip looked back at her. They’d ascended above the waves, and Rysha could see the three other fliers sailing ahead of them, Blazer and Leftie matching the slow pace of Duck’s damaged craft. But she only glanced at them. She met Trip’s gaze, wanting to tell him how grateful she was, but her teeth hadn’t stopped chattering. Even though the warmth filling her was driving away the tremendous cold, she didn’t think she could manage words yet.

      His lips parted, as if he wanted to ask a question, but didn’t know how to phrase it. He was probably wondering if she was all right, or if she would be.

      She lifted her numb arms and leaned forward to hug him. She was soaking wet and had to look like something an owl had coughed up, but he didn’t pull away. He reached back and wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her as close as possible, given the seat back between them.

      “Guess that answers my question,” he said, warm humor in his voice, his cheek against hers.

      “Wha—at?” she asked, proud she’d gotten a word out. Sort of.

      “I wondered if the sword was going to make you brain me if you’re riding behind me.” He said it lightly, but she knew it had to be a true concern for him. That was the reason she hadn’t been flying behind him, as she had done at the beginning of the mission.

      She squeezed him tightly. Almost fiercely. Afraid. Afraid of what, she wasn’t sure. That the sword would attempt to make her kill him? As it had been doing in the dream where she’d stalked him through a dark forest?

      “I’ll ha—han—dle the sword,” she said, wishing the words came out more firmly, as if that could make them more true. No, they would be true. She swore it to herself.

      “Good.”

      He drew back, not holding the hug for nearly as long as she wished, but she told herself he had to fly the craft. Before pulling away completely, he smiled and kissed her on the cheek. It was a perfectly chaste I’m-glad-you-didn’t-die kiss, but it sent a warm tingle through Rysha. Long after Trip turned around, and she was looking only at the back of his head, she found herself thinking of the intensity of his dark green eyes as he’d flown in to get her.

      A sense of disgruntlement seemed to waft up from Dorfindral, even though she wasn’t touching the sword, but she sat back in her seat and did her best to ignore it. Instead, as the soulblade continued to warm her numb limbs, she closed her eyes and thought of Trip’s determined expression as he’d come to help her. Determined and confident. He’d never doubted he could pull her up. And why would he? He seemed more comfortable in the sky than on land. Maybe he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      As a full moon gleamed in the night sky, shining silvery light over the fields of ice below, Trip looked dubiously down at the Cofah research outpost. They were close to a mile away, but the ambient light was enough that he could make out two corrugated metal buildings that were standing, and a dozen more that weren’t.

      Wreckage scattered the ice all around the area, and the dark deflated envelope of an airship pooled like a blanket next to one of the remaining buildings. He couldn’t tell if the ship itself was damaged. It was currently being smothered by the limp balloon.

      There weren’t lights on in the buildings, nor did he see or smell smoke. Given how cold he was, even with his parka on, he couldn’t imagine sitting down there without a fire going. Though he didn’t think his senses would tell him anything his eyes didn’t, he did his best to stretch out with them, trying to determine if anyone was alive down there.

      He detected a few small animals, but no people.

      “There’s nobody there, Major,” Trip said.

      “You sure? Jaxi tell you?”

      Jaxi? Trip asked, more because he didn’t want to lie than because he didn’t trust his senses.

      By all means, let us keep up your ruse. You can truthfully let her know that I’ve detected no humans.

      “Yes,” Trip said.

      “Well, I guess my worry about us getting shot down by Cofah scientists won’t prove true,” Blazer said.

      “We must check on my people,” Dreyak said from Leftie’s back seat.

      “We’re landing because you said we could repair our battle damage here,” Blazer said, “but you’re more than welcome to look for people who aren’t there.”

      That started an argument, which Trip ignored. Instead, he told Jaxi, Thanks.

      She could have forced him to lie to Blazer.

      Yes, you should be pleased that Sardelle told me to help you without being specific in regard to how. Dragon portals, lying, who knows?

      Trip didn’t respond to her sarcasm because he didn’t want to argue about his decision to continue to hide his abilities. Maybe he would have been more open if Leftie hadn’t been with them, as he wouldn’t have had as much to lose if near strangers shunned him—he was used to that.

      Self-pity? Jaxi asked. I don’t know what you’ve been reading, but the ladies are not drawn to that.

      I wasn’t planning to share it with any ladies.

      What do you think I am?

      An overly judgmental sword?

      You’re thinking of Dorfie. He was the one grumping about you kissing his handler.

      He? You’ve given it a gender? Trip looked back at Rysha, more interested in how she was doing than anything regarding her sword.

      As I told Sardelle years ago in regard to Kasandral, anything that surly and belligerent must be male.

      Rysha was dozing, having finally warmed up enough to do so, though from the way she clutched her parka around her, she wouldn’t mind being warmer yet. He would be happy to hug her again after they landed, to transfer some of his body heat to her.

      Body heat, of course, Jaxi said. That’s why you want to wrap your arms around her.

      Are you sure you aren’t the judgmental sword?

      Certainly not. I am merely sharing my wisdom with you when it’s appropriate. You’re young, and it’s blatantly obvious that you need a mentor.

      Trip couldn’t argue with that. But he’d always imagined someone like General Zirkander being his mentor, rather than a mouthy sword.

      You don’t need a pilot mentor. You need a mentor who can help you with magic. And your love life.

      And you’re the one to do that?

      I can certainly advise you on the matter of relationships. I’ve had a dozen handlers over the years and learned much from observing their mating rituals. Also, I’ve read numerous books.

      On… mating rituals?

      Indeed.

      Trip tried to decide if that implied anthropological textbooks or romance novels.

      “Are we going to land, ma’am?” Duck asked. “Or just circle this place? I ask because my propeller hasn’t been happy since it got clubbed by a dragon tail.”

      “Yes,” Blazer said. “Everyone, land by the airship there. The remains of the airship.”

      Trip turned his attention back to the outpost. He’d been following the others as they flew around it, looking with their eyes at what he’d already seen with his senses, presumably trying to determine if any danger lurked below.

      Trip was less worried about any danger the Cofah might present and more about dragons. He sensed a couple at the very edge of his range. He wasn’t sure how far away that was, but he thought he would have time to warn his teammates if one headed this way, and they could hightail it into their fliers if need be. Not that a dragon couldn’t catch up to a flier.

      It was discomfiting to realize there weren’t any places to take cover here, no way to escape angry predators. Judging by all the flattened buildings, hiding inside them wouldn’t do much.

      Trip wished they had managed to kill that silver, especially after Rysha had so bravely leaped from the flier to pierce its defenses. But the dragon had screeched and taken off after that. Maybe, its injury would send the message to the other dragons out there that this team wasn’t to be trifled with. But Trip feared the silver would simply, as soon as it licked its wounds sufficiently, round up some more dragons and come back for them.

      He hadn’t shared those grim thoughts with the others. Maybe he would be wrong.

      Doubtful, Jaxi said. Also, I don’t sense any dragons, and my range for detecting something with such a powerful aura is at least forty miles.

      Oh? Trip guided his flier toward the ground since the others had already set down. Are you suggesting I’m not sensing them? That it’s my imagination? He still wasn’t sure how much stock to put into his “senses.” He didn’t think he was imagining them—he’d been right earlier, after all—but who knew?

      No, I believe you sense them. I can see that you do, in fact. I’m just informing you that your range is remarkable.

      That’s a good thing, right? Maybe Trip should have been pleased by her observation—it was certainly better than having her call him obtuse—but he’d always wanted to be remarkable for his flying ability, not… this.

      It suggests you have the potential to be a powerful sorcerer. Which is very rare in this time period. Even Tylie, Sardelle’s student with the most potential, isn’t powerful in the way sorcerers of my time period were. Six hundred years ago.

      I didn’t know you were that old. I guess you are a lady. Or a matron?

      Ew, gross. Don’t call me that again, or I’ll melt your flight stick.

      Trip glanced at the stick he held as he activated the thrusters for the landing.

      I might be talking about that flight stick.

      It took him a few seconds to get the joke, if that’s what it was. His mind was busy dwelling on her earlier words. Jaxi… would I have to choose? Between becoming a sorcerer and being a pilot? I’m sure you’ve figured it out, but I’d much rather be the latter.

      That flummoxes me, but yes, I’ve figured it out. Speaking purely from the viewpoint of one gauging potential, there’s no reason why you couldn’t be both, though you wouldn’t become as diverse and talented with magic if you only studied it part time.

      What about from the viewpoint of… other people? I’m concerned that if my fellow officers and my superiors found out, they wouldn’t want me in a squadron.

      Ridge’s people have found Sardelle useful, Jaxi pointed out. At first, they mistrusted her, but she’s become close with some of the pilots.

      On her own merits or because she was—is—General Zirkander’s wife?

      She wasn’t when Wolf Squadron first met her.

      But she was his something, wasn’t she? I mean—

      I know what you mean. She had a national hero to vouch for her. Yes, I’ll admit that it may be more difficult if you have to win people over on your own, but they would be utter fools not to want a sorcerer flying into battle on their side.

      Or… born into a time of rampant prejudices.

      That’s all times, Jaxi said dryly. People are the same in every era. The only thing that changes is what the prejudices are.

      Trip, not finding the conversation as encouraging as he would have liked, especially from his self-proclaimed mentor, unfastened his harness. Blazer, Dreyak, and Kaika were already on the ground with rifles and pistols at the ready as they gazed at the buildings and the wreckage around them.

      “Rysha?” Trip turned to wake her up if need be, but she was sitting up and looking around the flier curiously.

      She must have brushed against her sword, because it flared green, highlighting her face. The curiosity disappeared, replaced by determination and something unfriendly as she looked toward Trip. But then she clenched her jaw, visibly wrestling with herself—with the sword’s influence.

      Trip jumped down to give her some space. He imagined the blade grew even more irate when in closer proximity to dragon blood.

      “I’m fine,” Rysha said, leaning over the side and giving him a quick smile, as if to say she had control of the sword now.

      He believed she could control it, but he didn’t want to be the cause of her need to wrestle with it. As sad as it made him feel, it would be wisest if she went back to riding with Leftie, and he did his best to give her space.

      “Good.” Trip nodded to her and kept his thoughts to himself. “I didn’t know when I was given Jaxi that she would be able to dry clothes and warm hands.”

      I am a versatile as well as powerful sorceress. Should you dedicate yourself to studying magic, you too could dry clothes one day.

      “I think she—and you—saved my life.” Rysha climbed down and touched his hand.

      They both wore gloves, so he barely felt it, but he appreciated the gesture. Especially since the tightness at the corners of her eyes suggested she had to fight the sword to do it.

      His only answer was a sad smile.

      Captain Duck lowered himself down from his cockpit, keeping one hand on his flier and eyeing the white ground warily. He stamped a boot experimentally. “Oh, it’s snow. I thought it would all be ice.”

      “There’s ice under the snow,” Rysha said. “And in parts of the south pole, there’s also land under the ice. Approximately seven hundred square miles spread across thirty islands believed to have originally formed as a result of volcanic activity. While there are human tribes that live within the Antarctic Circle, there are none known to have inhabited those islands, though they have left sign of visits. One can travel across the ice sheets that run between the islands and cover much of the pole itself. The ice is reputed to be anywhere from thirty to forty feet deep in the summer and even more in the winter. The edges of the sheet recede in the summer. Most likely, the Cofah outpost here was placed far enough inland so as not to be disturbed by the summer melts.”

      “Does that mean we’re on ice now?” Duck looked between his feet. “Just ice?”

      “Thick ice, sir.” Rysha stamped a boot. “I dozed off after my unwise leap from the flier, so I’m not entirely certain of our coordinates, but I believe we’re between two of the islands now, perhaps forty miles from solid land. But the ice is quite solid. As you can see from the buildings.”

      “The destroyed buildings,” Blazer said, pointing toward some of the wreckage. They appeared to have been knocked down by force, rather than being burned or melted by fire. “Did dragons do this?”

      “We’ll have to look around, perhaps with better lighting.” Rysha looked toward her previous flier. “Leftie, is my pack still back there? And my rifle? It kept trying to slip free.” Her voice held a plaintive note as she admitted the last.

      “It’s all there,” Leftie said. “I made Dreyak keep an eye on it.”

      “You made me,” Dreyak said coolly, though his heart didn’t seem to be in the grousing. He was frowning as he gazed all around.

      “Yup, told him not to root through your belongings to peek at your undergarments too,” Leftie said, throwing Rysha a wink.

      Dreyak strode off, his pistol in hand. He didn’t bother to light a lantern.

      Kaika knelt by her pack, perhaps digging one out.

      Trip knew he should do the same, that he would be given the order to fix Duck’s flier shortly, but he gazed out at the ice fields stretching for as far as the eye could see. The wind and snow had combined to make small ridges and peaks, but nothing high enough to block the view. Nothing to hide behind should trouble come find them.

      He wondered how Dreyak had known how to guide them to this place. There were no landmarks other than the two standing buildings themselves. He also wondered if Dreyak had some private reason for wanting them to come here. He’d suggested it even before Duck’s flier had been damaged.

      Blazer walked toward Trip, and he eyed her warily since she also carried one of those swords. She could have left it in the flier in favor of her rifle or pistol, but she hadn’t. Kaika hadn’t left hers behind, either. Its scabbard rested against her pack as she pulled out her lantern.

      Were they simply being cautious, keeping the weapons close at hand in case dragons came? Or were the blades compelling them somehow? Insisting on being carried along?

      It’s true that they don’t like to miss out, Jaxi said. They’re a bit like puppies. Fortunately, you have two soulblades who are far superior to puppies.

      Coming from you, that’s high praise for Azarwrath. Trip hadn’t yet heard a word from the Cofah soulblade, but it—he—had helped with the dragon battle, so he was inclined to think of the sword more respectfully now.

      I thought that if I complimented him, he’d be more likely to help us fight again.

      That probably wasn’t a bad idea. Trip suspected the soulblade had only assisted them because it didn’t want to end up on the bottom of the ocean. He didn’t want to be holding it if they ever came face-to-face with enemy Cofah. He could all too easily imagine the blade turning on him. Azarwrath seemed to have rejected Dreyak as a handler, for whatever reason, but maybe Trip could leave the soulblade here in the Cofah outpost, so some of the scientists could ensure it made it back to its homeland. If they found the scientists.

      Blazer stopped several feet from Trip, grimacing at him.

      “Did Captain Kaika and Lieutenant Ravenwood give you a copy of those command words, ma’am?” Trip guessed the reason for the grimace had little to do with his rumpled uniform and beard stubble.

      “Yeah. They’re gobbledygook and hard to remember. I’ve got the one for ‘stand down’ memorized though.”

      “Good.”

      “Definitely.” Blazer prodded her sword’s hilt. “This thing really wants me to kill you. Or maybe it just wants to kill those.” She jerked her head toward the two soulblades hanging from his belt.

      All of the above, Trip thought, but all he did was nod and say, “I assume I’m on flier repair duty, ma’am?”

      “You got it, kid. Requisition whoever you need to help. Get Duck’s up to spec again, and check the others too.” Blazer gazed toward the night sky. “I have a feeling we’re not going to get off this continent without another fight. Or ten.”

      “Is it a continent?” Trip thought of Rysha’s description of islands.

      “Probably not, but I only fly over land. I don’t study it.” Blazer looked in the direction Dreyak had gone. Kaika and Rysha were heading that way, too, each with a lit lantern. “The rest of us will look around. Ravenwood and Dreyak both want to know what happened to the Cofah. I, frankly, don’t give a damn, but it’s too cold to sit around and do nothing while we wait.”

      Trip considered pointing out that they could help him with the fliers, but he didn’t truly want the women with their surly swords breathing down his neck while he worked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Leftie and Duck came over as Blazer grabbed her rifle out of her flier and headed after the others.

      “Which one of us is getting the honor of holding your wrench, Trip?” Duck asked.

      “Don’t ask things like that,” Leftie said, nudging Duck. “He doesn’t have much luck with women. He might take you up on the offer.”

      Duck paused, as if working through the joke.

      Trip sighed and nodded to Duck. “You were in the cockpit when you got hit. You see what took the brunt of the attack? Can you describe what the flier was doing after that? I saw you had a hitch.”

      “That’s right. The engine was clunking, and one of the propeller blades might have gotten bent too. I’ll show you.”

      Leftie fell in beside Trip as they walked over and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “That was quick thinking with Lieutenant Ravenwood. Good job. Wish I’d thought of flying upside down.”

      Trip appreciated the praise, especially since his friend had been giving him so many wary looks lately, every time magic came up. “I didn’t think to suggest it when you were going in. I should have. She wouldn’t have been stuck in the water as long if you’d gotten her on that first run.”

      “And then I could have been the hero she flung her arms around and kissed afterward.” Leftie sighed melodramatically as they reached Duck’s flier and started opening panels.

      “She didn’t kiss me.” Trip decided not to mention that he’d kissed her. Only on the cheek, but he had a feeling officers weren’t supposed to put their lips anywhere on other officers.

      “She didn’t?” Leftie stared at him. “Did you not give her The Look?”

      “What look?”

      “The deep gaze into her eyes that lets her know you saved her life and that she should now feel it required to give you a long, passionate, and deeply thankful kiss that could lead to clothing removal.”

      “How do you do that look?” Duck asked from the other side of the flier.

      “I’d show you, but I don’t want you feeling required to kiss me, passionately or otherwise.”

      “I think I can control myself, Lieutenant.”

      “Not many people can.”

      “You’re about as arrogant as the lone cock in the henhouse, aren’t you?”

      “Not without reason, I assure you.” Leftie grinned at Trip. “I’m surprised the lieutenant didn’t need to shuck her wet clothing to dry off and survive. I expected her to. Kept looking back at your flier, hoping to get a show.”

      “You’re a bit of an ass sometimes, Leftie,” Trip said.

      “I just say what’s on my mind.”

      “I think that’s what makes you an ass. Others refrain.”

      “They must be repressed. Mostly, I’m just sad that she was completely fine by the time we got here. All the way to the outpost, I was figuring we might have to build a fire when we got down here and snuggle with her. You know, to help her warm back up.”

      “We? Are you including me in that scenario?”

      “Nah, I meant me and my wrench.”

      “Definitely an ass,” Trip said, punching him in the shoulder as he climbed into the flier to grab one of the toolboxes.

      “Am not. I’m just impressed with how tough our bookish lieutenant is.”

      Trip didn’t mention that Jaxi had used her power to dry Rysha’s clothes, warm her body, and save her from the hypothermia that had been setting in. No need to remind Leftie that magic was being used all around him.

      “Bookish?” Duck asked. “Just because she knows some stuff, you think she’s bookish? She single-handedly slew that sorceress. And she seems fit and comfortable in the wilds. I could see an alpha wolf choosing her to be his mate.”

      Trip grimaced, hoping that didn’t mean that Duck saw himself as an interested alpha wolf.

      “I don’t think she has mating on her mind,” he murmured and groped for a way to steer the conversation to another topic, perhaps that of repairing fliers.

      “Only because you didn’t give her The Look,” Leftie said.

      Trip shook his head and shifted his focus to his work. The longer they were stuck at this forlorn outpost, the more time that dragon had to find buddies and return for a rematch. He was fairly certain The Look wouldn’t work on their scaled enemies.
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      Wind scraped across the ice fields, swirling the powdery snow about and chilling Rysha through her winter clothing. She missed the warmth Jaxi had shared with her after her unfortunate dip in the ocean. While she had never had an interest in taking weapons to bed, she might make an exception for a soulblade that could warm the sheets on winter nights.

      Rysha wanted to head straight into the buildings to look for the scientists, or perhaps clues about what they had been researching way down here, but Kaika and Blazer joined Dreyak who was already examining the snow outside the outpost. Rysha tagged along, not believing the group should split up any more than it already had. Also, if the scientists were dead inside those buildings, their bodies horribly mauled, she didn’t want to walk in on that by herself. Captain Kaika wouldn’t be fazed, Rysha was sure, but it would take her longer to grow used to things like that. To death.

      “Claw marks,” Dreyak said, pointing down at several spots on the white ground. “It’s snowed since this happened, but you can tell that dragons were here. The marks are far apart. No polar bear made them. And here.” He walked a few feet and pointed to another spot. “Something huge and scaled was rolling around in the snow. At first, I thought it had settled down here to rest, but I’m finding several places torn up like this, and they’re more indicative of a fight than of a nap.”

      Rysha couldn’t imagine dragons flying into a human outpost for a nap. Oh, she knew they slept, but this seemed an odd place for it.

      “Why would a dragon have been fighting another dragon?” Blazer asked.

      “Actually, I think multiple dragons were fighting. Far more than two.” Dreyak continued to walk along the perimeter and point out spots to back up his suppositions. He hadn’t claimed to be more than a warrior, but it seemed that reading signs and tracking were in his repertoire.

      “Fighting over this place? To claim it as their territory?” Blazer eyed the outpost dubiously.

      Rysha couldn’t imagine why a small human settlement would be coveted by dragons.

      “I don’t know. There aren’t many settlements out here, are there? I’m only aware of this one from the Cofah, but I suppose there could be natives, or outposts from other countries.” His gaze shifted to Rysha.

      “There are native tribes that come out to the pole in the winter,” Rysha said.

      “Winter being the tourist season when it’s especially appealing?” Kaika asked.

      “In the winter, the ice sheets extend to the tip of the Dakrovian and Myar continents and the isolated countries of Yon-yon and Bygeronii. The people can easily walk across and hunt. There are native species. Seals, bears, penguins, and smaller animals. Winter is a good time to get furs too. Did you know that white seal fur goes for as much as five thousand nucros in the markets back home? And the natives covet their fat over all others since it’s incredibly calorically dense?”

      “She’s a veritable encyclopedia, isn’t she?” Blazer asked.

      Rysha blushed. She already felt chagrined after flinging herself into the freezing sea earlier. She supposed this shouldn’t embarrass her. It was hardly the first time someone had singled her out for her tendency to overshare.

      “It’s good that she knows stuff.” Kaika draped an arm around Rysha’s shoulders. “We’d be in trouble if you were the smart one here, Blazer.”

      “That’s Major Blazer. If you’re going to insult me, I insist you use my rank.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Dreyak, what did you say your people were researching here?”

      Kaika tossed the question out so casually that Dreyak opened his mouth and almost responded, but he seemed to catch himself. His eyes narrowed.

      “I didn’t say.”

      “Do you know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is it something dragons would be interested in?” Kaika asked.

      Dreyak walked another dozen meters along the perimeter, and Rysha didn’t think he would answer. He stopped and looked down at an area next to a few six-foot stakes protruding from the snow. Snow dotted with several dark red spots. He kicked aside some of the recent layer of snow, showing that the stains were larger than they had first appeared.

      “It is possible,” Dreyak said, frowning down.

      “Does it have to do with the portal?” Rysha asked.

      Dreyak pressed his lips together and didn’t answer.

      Rysha and the others joined him by the stakes. Dog paw prints marked the snow in addition to the bloodstains. Had the Cofah researchers brought teams for dog sleds? It seemed a primitive way to travel, given that steam-powered machines and vehicles were common in the world now, at least in Iskandia. But they were heavy too. Rysha imagined there were areas where the ice wasn’t as thick as the averages the encyclopedia articles reported.

      “I think at least one of the dogs was eaten,” Dreyak said grimly. He walked over and picked up what appeared to be half of a leg bone.

      Almost everyone looked uneasily toward the sky. They all wore clothing to protect their faces and necks from the cold, but Rysha had no problem reading the concern in people’s eyes.

      “And the humans?” Blazer asked.

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Is it possible the dragons were fighting over the outpost because it represented dinner?” Kaika asked. “Maybe there aren’t enough of those succulent seals to go around.”

      “If the dragons are hungry, why don’t they just go elsewhere in the world?” Rysha asked. “They’re cold-blooded creatures. They prefer warm climates.”

      “Maybe they’re guarding the portal,” Dreyak said.

      “Unless it’s much closer to this outpost than we believe,” Rysha said, “it seems like overkill for them to patrol the entire polar ice cap.”

      “Are dragons known for subtlety?” Kaika asked.

      “Perhaps not.” Rysha turned toward Kaika. “Captain, can we look inside the buildings?” She glanced at Dreyak. “There could be survivors.” She felt bad for misleading him about her interests, but she would like to find out what the Cofah had been researching, and he wasn’t inclined to tell them. Besides, she would certainly grab a first-aid kit and help the inhabitants if she found them here and injured.

      “Yeah, you and I will go, Lieutenant. It’ll be nice to get out of this wind.”

      “I see it’s your sense of altruism leading you to those buildings, ma’am.”

      Kaika gave her a sarcastic salute and led Rysha toward the closest structure. Dreyak frowned after them, but something else on the ground caught his interest, and he knelt for a better look.

      “Something wrong with a man who can track in the middle of the night without a lantern,” Kaika muttered as they rounded a corner and located a door.

      “Maybe his dragon blood lets him see better in the dark,” Rysha said. “Or maybe he’s using his mind more than his eyes.”

      “Both are creepy thoughts.” Kaika touched the hilt of her chapaharii blade. She had claimed Brysdral, the one the pirate king had wielded. The third one, which Blazer now carried, was, according to the runes on its box, named Eryndral. “My new buddy here would like to be thrust into his heart.”

      “I know, ma’am.”

      “Though it really wants to be thrust into Captain Trip’s heart. Having two soulblades must make him a doubly appealing target.” Kaika stopped at the door, tilting her head curiously. “You’d think its focus would be on the swords though, rather than Trip’s heart.”

      Since Kaika seemed to expect an answer, Rysha offered one that wouldn’t reveal Trip’s secret. “The chapaharii tools aren’t that smart. They were magically instilled with a basic purpose and can respond to the command words, but they’re not thinking beings, not like the souls inside the soulblades.”

      “Ah.”

      Rysha couldn’t tell if Kaika fully believed her. Maybe she was starting to put together the pieces in regard to Trip.

      Opting for her pistol rather than the sword, Kaika pushed open the door and stepped inside, the firearm in one hand and her lantern in the other. Judging by the foot of snow that had blown up against the door, nobody had used it for a while.

      Rysha followed her inside, though she didn’t anticipate finding anything interesting in this structure, as it had the look of vehicle storage rather than a laboratory or office building.

      Kaika started looking around immediately, her lantern not pushing the shadows back very far. Even so, Rysha got the sense of a single cavernous space inside. There was a vehicle, a steam wagon with a plow blade on the front for snow removal. There were also harnesses and bags of dog food. Rysha hoped that only one animal had been caught by a hungry dragon and that the others had been able to get away, or maybe been harnessed to sleds and mushed away.

      She paused. Was that possible? She hadn’t seen sleds yet. Maybe the scientists had received enough warning, and most of them had fled before the dragons arrived. Or they’d had the opportunity to flee while the big scaled creatures had been fighting with each other.

      The thought of dragons thrashing about in the snow outside the outpost puzzled Rysha. Oh, they had definitely been known for fighting with each other the last time they’d lived in the world, sometimes in one-on-one territorial squabbles and sometimes, among those who had allied with humans, against dragons living in other countries.

      She hoped they could find some of those dragons that had been friendly toward humans. Trip had mentioned making a deal with the bronze that had attacked the pirate fortress, but that hadn’t sounded like a true alliance. People had once ridden dragons into battle. They must have had close relationships. It was hard to believe, given that she’d thus far only encountered dragons that wanted to enslave or eat humans.

      “Not much here,” Kaika said, returning from her circuit of the building. “I think that’s the only vehicle they had. Not much sign that others were stored next to it.” She waved toward the wagon and the roll-up door on another wall.

      “I was wondering if the people might have fled by dog sled.”

      “If they did, I’m sure Dreyak will let us know. Let’s check the other building.”

      Rysha jogged out ahead of her. That was the one she was more interested in investigating, since it looked like it might hold offices. She had no idea what the destroyed buildings had held, as most of them were completely flattened. Living areas, perhaps.

      She didn’t see Blazer or Dreyak as she hurried across the walkway toward the other building, but assumed they were all right. Trip or Jaxi would warn them if dragons were coming. It was handy to have them along. Rysha thought it strange that so many people had a hard time understanding that, that sorcerers could be helpful and shouldn’t automatically be considered enemies.

      Though, she still wasn’t sure how she felt about Trip on a more personal level, now that she suspected he could read minds. He’d only hinted that he could do that once, replying to a thought she’d had but not voiced. Was it possible he knew everything that sauntered through her brain? If he did, he’d probably grow bored quickly, since she was often dwelling on academic topics rather than scintillating ones. Of course, he never seemed bored when she rambled on, and he hadn’t once cut her off.

      Faint clanks drifted from the direction of the fliers, and she wondered if he minded that he always got stuck doing repairs. He did have the engineering degree, and he had said he liked fixing things, but if it were her, she would definitely prefer to explore.

      The front door was locked, placing an obstacle in front of her own exploration. She thumped her shoulder against it, hoping the lock might be old—or frozen—and break easily, but the metal door was sound.

      Rysha stepped back, eyeing the windows. They had bars over them. The other building hadn’t had windows, so she didn’t know whether to get her hopes up that the extra security for this one signaled something valuable. Or valuable research?

      There wasn’t a hanging lock, or she might have shot it—or seen if Dorfindral could cleave through it. Instead, the knob held a simple keyhole.

      “Is my assistance needed?” Kaika asked, coming up beside her.

      “Yours or maybe Jaxi’s.” Rysha waved to the door. “Do you have any explosives suitable for blowing open locks?”

      “My explosives typically blow the doors right off their hinges.”

      “That would be acceptable to me.” Rysha gazed around at the mostly destroyed outpost. “Who would even know it had been us?”

      Kaika lined herself up, shoulder to the door. She hummed a few bars, then performed a step-behind side kick. The door flew open so hard it banged on the corrugated metal wall inside.

      “I like explosives more than the next person,” Kaika said, “but I prefer to save them for when they’re truly necessary.”

      “Yes, ma’am. A good policy.”

      Rysha hurried inside to a large room with a dozen interior doors. She hoped they weren’t all locked, or Kaika’s kicking foot would get quite the workout. The long tables in the large room kept her from checking right away. Large papers were sprawled across them, and she trotted over to take a look.

      Maps. Dozens of them. Topographical maps of the Antarctic in the summer as well as the winter, showing ice coverage for different years. Some of the maps were marked with ruins sites. Dragon ruins sites.

      Rysha didn’t have to take out her notes from Sardelle to know that the Cofah had marked some of the same spots she had. Interestingly, the coordinates that Trip had pointed to, saying he had a hunch that was their destination, were marked and described, as were several others within a couple hundred miles of the outpost.

      Rysha peered closer to read the description for that one. It was on land. Mount Eldercrag. Ice Caves. Cave. Dragon statues carved into a fissure. Three thousand years old, no markings. No evidence of recent use. Cave explorations unfruitful. Dragons in area.

      Rysha frowned. If the Cofah had already investigated her team’s most likely prospect and found it lacking, was there any point in flying out there? The Cofah couldn’t have anticipated that Iskandians would show up at their outpost, so it seemed unlikely these were fake notes meant to lead them astray.

      Similar notes described what had been found at the other sites that had been investigated. None of them mentioned the portal, but Rysha had a feeling that was what the Cofah had been looking for, even if Dreyak hadn’t been willing to verify that. With dragons terrorizing the empire, they also had a vested interest in destroying it.

      Rysha gazed around, eyeing the walls, lights, and furnishings, only vaguely aware of Kaika opening doors and peering into rooms. “This place hasn’t been here long, has it?”

      The Cofah might have only set up the outpost after the dragon problem had started up.

      “I don’t think so,” Kaika said. “And the people haven’t been gone long, either.”

      “Oh?” Rysha thought of the snow drift against the vehicle building door. It had made her think the area had been abandoned for a while, but for all she knew, it could have snowed the day before.

      “And they left in a hurry.” Kaika walked out of a room carrying a tea mug and a half-eaten sandwich. “The bread isn’t that hard yet, even though there’s not a lick of moisture in the air here. Humidity ten, twenty percent, I’d wager. I think those scientists were here as recently as yesterday. Maybe even this morning.”

      “I guess if dragons were fighting on the doorstep, that would be a good reason to leave.”

      “It would convince me to find a new apartment.”

      “But where did they go?” Rysha looked back to the maps, this time investigating the area right around the outpost.

      “I don’t know, but it’s not our mission to find them.”

      “Dreyak won’t like the idea of leaving them.”

      “Dreyak isn’t in charge.”

      Rysha pointed at something marked on the map simply as “Cave.” The spot was only five miles from the outpost. Though she couldn’t imagine caves in an ice field, not significant ones anyway, it sounded like the kind of place one might seek out to hide from dragons.

      “There are some journals and notes in some of these rooms if you want to take a look,” Kaika said. “I’m going to check on the flier repairs and see if our assiduous young men need help.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Since they hadn’t found any mauled bodies—only a half-mauled sandwich—Rysha didn’t mind being left alone. Besides, she was intrigued by the fact that the Cofah had apparently been looking for the same thing her team was—and for longer. Was there any chance they had found it? And that the dragons had somehow known?

      It seemed unlikely, but it also struck her as strange that the outpost had apparently been here a couple of months without being harried, and that a bunch of dragons had descended on it out of nowhere. Maybe within the last twenty-four hours.

      Even though Kaika hadn’t sounded interested, Rysha suspected it would be a good idea to convince the team to go looking for the scientists. Her instincts, formed by reading about countless Cofah invasions growing up, not to mention the attacks she had lived through, railed against the idea of working with those people. But they appeared to have more information than she did. In this instance, it might make sense for the two teams to join together.

      She would look around more and hope to find something more substantial than maps to convince Major Blazer to lead a hunt for the survivors.
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      The sounds of an argument outside drifted to Trip’s ears, and he looked up from the project he was working on to keep himself busy—and warm. After fixing the damaged flier and checking the others, he’d taken a look at the airship and found it only had a few issues, the torn envelope being the largest one. He had located patch kits in its hold, so it wasn’t an insurmountable issue. Had the scientists been given the time, which it seemed they hadn’t, they could have repaired it and left within a day or two.

      He’d brought one of the other issues, a broken valve control from the airship’s single large helium tank, into the vehicle shed to a workbench in the back. A clump of patch tar from his flier’s repair kit was temporarily keeping the tank shut while he worked on the valve. Technically, he’d finished working on it, but thanks to a rickety kerosene heater, his little corner had warmed up enough that he was comfortable without his gloves on. He’d been loath to go back outside, so he’d started an extracurricular project.

      “…not staying here,” Blazer’s determined voice came through the walls, even though Trip had shut the door.

      Neither Leftie nor Duck stirred. They, too, had found their way inside and slept against the wall near his workbench, bundled in their parkas with their hands tucked under their armpits. Apparently, Leftie hadn’t been interested in snuggling with Duck to share body heat.

      Deeming his small project complete—it only needed installation—Trip headed to the door with it. He left the others sleeping for now, though it sounded like the team would be leaving soon. He wasn’t surprised. This wasn’t a good place to loiter. Given how many dragons seemed to be down here in the Antarctic, he was surprised the outpost had survived as long as it had without being attacked.

      Outside, dawn had come, but clouds blanketed the sky, from icy white horizon to icy white horizon, so it wasn’t much lighter than it had been during the night. Kaika and Blazer faced Dreyak and… Rysha. Oddly, she was standing by the Cofah’s side.

      “According to the map I found,” Rysha said, “there’s a big cave only five miles to the east.”

      “The very direction that the dog sled tracks I found go.” Dreyak stood with his gloved hands on his hips. “Now that it is daylight, I will go after them, even if you won’t. It won’t take long.”

      “You can take as long as you like,” Blazer said, “but we’re not waiting for you. If we’re feeling generous, we’ll fly back this way on our way out and see if you want a ride home.”

      “There was blood in the snow. Many could be injured. It is not noble to leave without finding the survivors and seeing if they need help.” Dreyak thrust an arm toward the outskirts of the outpost. “There was a dragon attack. How can you abandon the people who suffered from it? You’ve seen what the dragons do.”

      “Yes, which is why we have this mission to destroy their portal,” Blazer said. “That’s our priority.”

      “If this was an Iskandian outpost, and those were your people, you would help them.”

      “Not when I’ve got a time-sensitive mission,” Blazer said, though she didn’t sound entirely convinced.

      “But, Major—” Rysha held up an old book, as well as a much newer journal, the kind of item that one could pick up at the corner market, “—I believe the Cofah may have already searched the site I gave you coordinates to. And, according to their notes, they didn’t find anything.”

      Blazer frowned at her.

      “I also found this very old book. It’s Dakrovian, but I can read it. It’s full of information on dragon artifacts. There’s nothing specific to portals, but it mentions some of the strengths and weaknesses of the metals the dragons favored, and also that they created special crystals to imbue with their power. I believe information in here may be crucial to destroying the portal when we find it. It’s possible that neither Captain Kaika’s explosives nor our swords will be enough.”

      “Damn, are we talking about magic again?” Leftie grumbled, walking out of the building with a yawning Duck following behind him.

      “You two have an enjoyable night together keeping each other company?” Kaika asked them. She smirked, though it didn’t seem heartfelt.

      Trip sensed she was trying to lessen the tension radiating from Blazer and Dreyak.

      “Dakrovian?” Blazer frowned at the book. “I’ve been to that continent for a mission. It’s primitive, even today. What would they have known about all that stuff?”

      “They have powerful shamans,” Kaika said. “I remember Sardelle saying that their continent didn’t have purges of witches, the way ours and Cofahre did.”

      Rysha nodded. “Archaeological evidence suggests that dragons may have originated in those jungles and that some of humanity’s earliest encounters with them happened on the continent.”

      “Fine, take the book with us,” Blazer said. “You can read it while we fly.”

      “That’s thievery,” Dreyak said, his eyes flaring.

      “Nah, it’s borrowing. We can return it when we come back to pick you up. What’s the problem?”

      Dreyak seethed in silent fury.

      Jaxi? Trip thought. Are you awake?

      Soulblades don’t sleep.

      Oh? You’ve been quiet for a long time.

      Watching you bend metal around and screw things into holes didn’t excite me enough to comment.

      Sorry my work isn’t more exciting. I would have used a blowtorch if I’d been able to find one.

      That would have been an improvement. The application of fire makes all projects better. As the glaring match between Blazer and Dreyak went on, Kaika, Rysha, Leftie, and Duck sharing uneasy looks with each other, Jaxi spoke again. I was also contemplating dragons and portals. Also, I have been missing Sardelle a little.

      Sorry, Trip repeated, though there wasn’t much he could do to help a homesick soulblade. He felt bad that he’d brought Jaxi on this mission without her handler, though it wasn’t as if he’d had a choice.

      No, and it’s not your fault you’re not Sardelle. Though you could at least try to be a little more interesting.

      I’ll work on that.

      Thank you.

      “There’s something else,” Rysha said into the frosty silence. This time, she held up the journal. “This is full of notes about the searches the scientists were doing. Though they were careful not to explicitly state what they were seeking, one gets the feeling they weren’t looking for old tools and potsherds. Also, there’s a page at the end of the journal that’s missing. The last page of writing.” She held the journal open to show the remains of a page that had been torn hastily from the back.

      Dreyak narrowed his eyes at her, as if he objected to the fact that she’d been investigating here. Or snooping around, as he might consider it.

      Trip found himself walking over to stand closer to Rysha, as if his not-so-intimidating form could keep Dreyak from glaring at her.

      Instead, Rysha jerked in surprise, her hand twitching toward Dorfindral and irritation flashing in her eyes.

      Trip halted. He kept forgetting about that sword—and his vow to give her space.

      Rysha moved her hand away from the hilt and smiled at him, though it had a forced aspect to it.

      “Are we ready to go, Captain Trip?” Blazer waved toward the fliers but frowned at the object in his hands. “Or does that need to be installed? What is that?”

      “Uhm.” Trip hadn’t particularly wanted to unveil it in front of everyone, mostly because he anticipated being mocked. But everyone looked expectantly at him. “Lieutenant Ravenwood mentioned having trouble keeping her rifle from slipping out when she was flying with Leftie. I thought to build a simple gun rack into the side of the seat well, but that would have been… Well, I had an idea to add more versatility.”

      “It doesn’t have drink holders, does it?” Rysha’s smile grew more genuine, even though a faint green glow slipped from Dorfindral’s scabbard, a sure sign the sword was reminding her that it wanted to slay him.

      “No, but I’ll mount it on the side of the seat well, like this.” Trip shifted the rack and demonstrated its features as he spoke. “It’ll secure the rifle when down in this position, but it can unfold and pop up when you need to fire. Very simple. There’s a swivel here, so you can point your rifle anywhere on that side of the flier, but you can unlatch it here if you need to point at a target on the opposite side or up overhead. Also, this little lock will keep it in place if you need to alternate between firing and using the sword.”

      A few people blinked at him and at the contraption. Leftie dropped his face into his gloved hand.

      “Trip, Trip, Trip, don’t you know you’re supposed to give a woman you like flowers and chocolate, not gun holders?”

      Heat flared in Trip’s cheeks, more at this public announcement that he “liked” Rysha than at the admonition itself.

      “Uh.” Kaika lifted a finger. “I’d rather have a gun holder than flowers.”

      “Hells, yes, me too.” Blazer seemed to forget her feud with Dreyak and walked over with Kaika to examine the new contraption.

      Trip, more interested in what Rysha would rather have, looked at her with hope.

      She bit her lip, still smiling back at him. He found that expression promising.

      “I don’t think the women here are representative of the sex as a whole,” Leftie announced.

      “That’s not a bad thing,” Duck said.

      “I’m going to search for the wounded people,” Dreyak said, sending a scathing glare at all of them. “Leave if you feel that is the honorable thing to do.”

      “No,” Rysha blurted. “We all need to go. Major, I’m convinced the scientists have information that could shave a lot of time off our search.”

      “Didn’t you say they haven’t found the portal yet?” Blazer asked. “And that you’re not even positive that’s what they’re looking for?”

      “The location of the portal could be on the missing page. The missing page that someone tore out, folded up, and stuffed into a pocket.”

      Blazer scowled at her.

      “It doesn’t sound like it would take long to check,” Trip said.

      “I agree,” Duck said, “and if there are wounded people, I think it would be the right thing to help them. All the way down here, what does it matter if they’re Cofah or Iskandian?”

      “It matters,” Blazer grumbled. “And we aren’t taking a vote. This isn’t a damned democracy.”

      “I’ll build you a gun mount if you say we can go, Major.” Trip offered a smile, though he utterly lacked Leftie’s knack for smiling at women, flirtatiously or otherwise.

      Dreyak sent a why-was-I-sent-on-a-mission-with-these-heathens look toward the heavens.

      “Fine,” Blazer finally said. “Four hours. That’s all you’re getting. That should be plenty of time to walk five miles and back.”

      Trip, having no idea how extensive the cave system was, didn’t think that left much time for actually searching for the scientists, but he did not object.

      “Walk?” Rysha asked. “Can’t we fly?”

      “Not if we wish to follow the tracks. There is no proof they went to this cave of yours.” Dreyak, already wearing his weapons and gear, strode off across the snow without waiting.

      Blazer strode up to Trip, and he expected her to chastise him for trying to manipulate her. Or a glower as her dragon-slaying sword suggested she attack him.

      All she did was point at his fancy gun rack. “I want to see a sketch on paper before you build anything. I want to have some input.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Thanks, Trip,” Rysha whispered, then grinned and waved at him before she jogged to the flier to grab her pack.

      He gazed after her, warmth spreading through his limbs despite the frigid wind sweeping across the ice fields. He didn’t mind one bit that he’d just made extra work for himself.

      “No kiss for that, either?” Leftie asked, stopping at his shoulder. “Trip, you definitely need to work on The Look.”

      “Is there a class I can sign up for back in the capital?” Maybe Trip could hunt for it while he was signing up for magicking lessons with Sardelle.

      “You better hope there is. You need more help than I can give you.” Leftie walked away, shaking his head.

      

      
        • • • • •

      

      

      A soft snow fell as Rysha and the others strode across the field, slipping and skidding on the treacherous ground as they attempted to catch up to their determined tracker. Thus far, it had been easy to follow the parallel prints from the dog sleds, along with the paw prints themselves, but if that snow continued to fall, it would soon obscure the trail. The map showed where the cave was, but she didn’t have any proof that the scientists had gone there. Maybe they had some other outpost or hideout that wasn’t on the map.

      Maybe they had all been eaten.

      Rysha looked back at Trip and Leftie, who strode side-by-side at the end of their little column. Even though Dorfindral continued to ooze disgruntled thoughts about Trip’s presence, she kept murmuring the stand-down order at it whenever he came around. So far, it was working, though she had to watch for a tendency to feel irritation or flashes of anger toward him. And toward Dreyak, too, but she wasn’t entirely sure she should blame the sword for that. The man was irritating. Or at least obstinate. Not like Trip.

      She looked back at him again, and this time, she caught his gaze, and he lifted a hand. She waved back. When he’d shown her the gun mount he’d made, describing it with as much enthusiasm as she explained things she was passionate about, she’d wanted to hug him and thank him profusely, but everyone had been looking at them. And then Leftie had made that stupid comment. And then Blazer and Kaika came over. Hugs had been out of the question, but she vowed to find a moment for one later.

      Dorfindral sent out another wave of disgruntlement, as if determined to warn her that Trip was an enemy. She wondered if there were any texts on the chapaharii that she hadn’t yet read. A lot of the Iskandian and Cofah books related to the magical had been destroyed long ago by people who feared they would be used as grimoires or who knew what to teach people to become witches.

      Too bad the Dakrovians had few written texts—they relied largely on oral histories. She’d been delighted to find that book in the outpost and couldn’t wait to read it. In truth, she already was reading it. Any time the footing grew easy enough that she could manage it, she flipped open the pages to devour as much of the information as possible.

      “In the elite troops,” Kaika said, walking at her side while Duck and Blazer strode ahead, with Dreyak farther ahead still, “you’re expected to be perpetually alert. Scanning the horizon, watching for any indications of an enemy’s passing, listening for hints of an ambush, and sniffing the air for traces of gunpowder or kerosene or even chewing gum—anything that might suggest humans are nearby.”

      “Yes, ma’am. But if we find the Cofah scientists, I’ll feel obligated to give them their book back.” Rysha lifted the open tome, having no doubt as to why Kaika had offered that particular bit of advice. “I want to memorize it first, if possible.”

      “Memorize? It’s four hundred pages.”

      “Closer to five hundred. Isn’t it wonderful? I noticed a section on chapaharii tools—well, the Dakrovians called them something else, but they work in a similar manner—and I can’t wait to read it, but I’m forcing myself to check on everything that could be useful in regard to the portal first.”

      “Memorize?” Kaika asked again, eyeing the text doubtfully.

      “Well, not really. I mean, I’m going to familiarize myself with it. I’ll only memorize pertinent passages.”

      “So, what? Only a hundred pages?”

      Rysha didn’t think there was anything mean-spirited behind Kaika’s teasing, but she always felt a little self-conscious when people pointed out that her interests were on the all-consuming side. “I bet you could recite a hundred pages’ worth of information on all the different explosives out there.”

      “After almost twenty years of working with them, I imagine so. Not after an hour of reading information in a book. While walking. Through the snow.”

      Rysha brushed some of that snow off the pages. “I could teach you some memorization techniques sometime if you want. There are all kinds of tricks for speeding up the process.”

      “Good to know.” Kaika smiled as she faced forward again, picking up their pace since the snow fall was growing heavier, partially obscuring Dreyak from sight. Duck and Blazer had picked up the pace too.

      Rysha shut the book as they hurried to close the gap. She slipped on the ice, but caught her balance before pitching over. She was glad she hadn’t fallen flat on her face while she’d been reading. Balance had always been one of her strengths, perhaps thanks to the tumbling and trampolining she’d done as a child—a former circus acrobat had come out to tutor her and her brothers for several summers. She hadn’t put that on her application for the elite troops, figuring it would mostly be seen as a sign that she’d come from a noble family with too much money to spend on their children.

      “Do you think I’ve got a shot at making it, ma’am?” Rysha asked. “Into the elite troops. Or am I… not close enough to the mold?”

      “You’re not even sitting in the same room where the molds are stored.”

      “Oh.”

      Kaika patted her on the shoulder. “It’s not bad for the army to have people with diverse backgrounds in it, and the same goes for the elite troops. The more kinds of expertise your people have, the more the unit has to draw upon. If you can pass the physical stuff—and I’ll be the first to admit, it’s challenging—then I think your only problem may be in carrying out missions that involve killing people. You have a gentle soul. That could be problematic.”

      “Ah.”

      At least Kaika hadn’t said her passions would be the problem. Unfortunately, Rysha feared there might be some truth in the rest. If Dorfindral hadn’t been so busy giving her nightmares about stalking and slaying Trip, she was sure she would be having bad dreams about killing that sorceress, about the look in her eyes as she’d died upon the sword.

      “Does it get easier?” Rysha asked, though she had a feeling the answer would disturb her either way. “Killing people?”

      “You do get hardened to it all after a while. If you’re lucky, you’ll get commanders who realize that your best assets don’t have anything to do with assassination, and you won’t be sent on those kinds of missions, but… you probably need to brace yourself for anything. You’ll end up working for someone like Colonel Therrik at least once in your career. Trust me.”

      “Nothing I’ve heard about that man makes me want to meet him.”

      Kaika grinned. “You just have to know how not to pull his triggers. He’s better now, if you can believe that, since he got himself married to a nice professor. You’d like his wife, I bet. She’s a paleo… something. Studies old bones.”

      “Paleontologist.”

      “Yup, that.”

      “I’m surprised, from what I’ve heard about Therrik, that he would fall for an academic.”

      “She has nice squishy bits.”

      “Well, that’s important.”

      “And she stands up to him. Not many people do. She’s a civilian, so that’s allowed. You’d better not try it.”

      “No, ma’am. And thank you.” Rysha wasn’t sure she felt better after their talk, but she appreciated that Kaika was willing to answer her questions and address her doubts.

      Up ahead, Dreyak stopped. He lifted a hand, waving the group forward.

      Rysha detected the outline of something large and dark through the falling snow. A cave? Was it made from ice? Or were they now atop one of the islands down here?

      Kaika’s walk turned into a fast jog, and Rysha hurried to catch up. The outline of a huge cave mouth came more clearly into view. Interestingly, there wasn’t a mountain or slope of any kind behind it. The curving roof seemed to be made from snow and ice, forming a concave opening about twenty feet high and at least fifty wide. One could have driven that steam vehicle at the outpost into it, which made Rysha wonder why the scientists hadn’t taken it. No time? Dogs could be harnessed faster than a fire built in the box and the water in the boiler heated.

      “The tracks have been hidden by the snow, haven’t they?” Blazer asked as Rysha caught up with them.

      Trip and Leftie jogged up from behind.

      “Yes, but they were heading this way.” Dreyak looked at Trip. “I just want to make sure there’s nothing inimical inside before we charge in. Looks like that cave stretches back a long way.”

      “It does,” Trip said. “It descends so that it’s under the surface, and inside, someone has hollowed out side chambers, as if they were turning this into a possible outpost or base of operations. The whole thing appears to be manmade. As far as dragons and the inimical go, I—Jaxi—did sense one at the edge of her range a while ago, about forty miles away, but it’s gone now. It wasn’t the same one we fought. She has no idea where that one went.”

      Rysha noticed his slip. She wasn’t surprised that he could sense dragons, too, as she had read numerous reports about how they had incredible magical auras that sorcerers could feel from great distances. She was a little surprised that his range might be as great as Jaxi’s.

      Even though the soulblade wasn’t specifically listed in any books that Rysha had read, Sardelle had mentioned during their meeting in the library that Jaxi had been a sorceress over six hundred years ago. Reference material frequently stated that the more recent one’s dragon ancestor was, the more powerful one was likely to be. Because of the thousand-year gap during which dragons had supposedly vanished from the world, nobody born recently should have abilities comparable to the sorcerers of old. Soulblades supposedly retained a great deal of the power they’d possessed as humans. So in theory, Jaxi should be stronger than Sardelle, and Sardelle should be stronger than Trip or Dreyak or any other humans in this time with a smidgen of dragon blood in their veins.

      Admittedly, despite her studies about dragons, Rysha wasn’t an expert on mages or soulblades. She did know that some sorcerers’ gifts led them into different fields. One might specialize in mental manipulation and illusions, while another might be inclined toward healing, and another toward hurling fireballs. Maybe Trip was inclined toward sensing things over great distances?

      “There are people inside the cave,” Trip said. “And dogs too.”

      “Can you tell if they’re injured?” Dreyak skewered him with his intense gaze.

      He seemed genuinely worried about that.

      “I don’t think anyone is grievously wounded, but there may be some injuries.” Trip shrugged, not sounding positive. “They’re a ways back in there.”

      Blazer turned and walked toward the cave.

      “Wait.” Dreyak ran past her, taking the lead. “Let me go in first and talk to them. They may shoot if they see Iskandians.”

      “We’re not at war with each other right now,” Blazer pointed out.

      The look Dreyak sent over his shoulder did not seem to be one of agreement.

      “Stick close to me,” Trip said, waving to include Rysha, Duck, Leftie, Blazer, and Kaika. “Jaxi will throw up a barrier around us if any of them attack.”

      “We don’t think Dreyak will stop that?” Duck asked.

      “Just a precaution.” Trip took a step, but stopped again. “Oh, I forgot. Jaxi can’t protect those with the anti-dragon swords. You three better walk behind me. You won’t be within the bubble, but as long as they’re firing from in front of us, the effect will be largely the same.”

      He was doing a lot of thinking for someone who thought this was “just a precaution,” Rysha decided, waiting for him, Duck, and Leftie to pass before following with Kaika and Blazer. Did Trip’s senses tell him something he hadn’t shared yet?

      Dreyak stopped at the mouth of the cave and looked at the ground. Dogs barked a little deeper in, but he pointed at gouges in the snow, gouges that hadn’t been filled in by the fresh flakes yet.

      “A dragon was here too,” he said.

      “Chasing the people into the cave?” Blazer asked.

      “It could be so.” Dreyak pointed at a couple of other places, including a spot smudged with soot, as if some explosive had gone off there. “They may have made a stand here.”

      “One that worked?”

      “There are ten people still alive back there,” Trip said.

      “One that worked, then.” Dreyak jogged into the cave, taking the lead again.

      The group followed more slowly. Dogs with heavy coats barked and growled at them, but they were tied to stakes driven into the ice, so it was easy to avoid them. Blood spattered the ground in front of them, remnants of frozen steaks or the like, Rysha assumed. Nearby, five dog sleds were parked against the wall.

      “That’s the alarm going off,” Kaika said dryly, as they passed the dogs. “If the Cofah didn’t know we were here, they do now.”

      The light coming in through the mouth of the cave faded as they strode deeper inside, but Rysha spotted some of the alcoves Trip had mentioned. One had a desk and chair in it. Another a gun vault. The yellow light of lanterns appeared in the darkness ahead. Several lanterns.

      Dreyak strode toward them, his hands in the air.

      “Stop right there,” a man’s voice rang out, his Cofah accent unmistakable.

      “I’m Dreyak. I’m from the capital.”

      “Yeah, we’ve heard that before. Stay right there.”

      Two men jogged toward him, wearing red military uniforms, their faces and heads recently shaven, despite this remote outpost.

      “Those don’t look like scientists,” Rysha murmured, though after snooping through the labs, she believed scientists were here somewhere. Could they be military scientists? Or maybe these were guards for a civilian team.

      Trip stopped and spread his arms, warning the others to do so too.

      The two Cofah men had reached Dreyak and were walking around him, their rifles pointed at him while they scrutinized him and asked him questions too quietly for Rysha to hear.

      “I’d like to know what they’re saying,” Blazer said, looking like she didn’t want to wait behind Trip.

      “There are people in the back with a variety of gas grenades,” Trip said. “They seem very on edge, and someone is saying they should gas us without even talking to us.”

      Kaika grunted. “Must be old colleagues of Tolemek’s.”

      “I can see why they would be on edge if they were just attacked by dragons,” Rysha said, “but we’re not dragons.”

      “We are Iskandians,” Duck said.

      “And thus almost as bad?”

      “Some Cofah might think so.”

      “I wasn’t planning on eating any of them,” Rysha said.

      “I reckon they’ll be heartened to learn that.”

      Trip gazed deep into the cave, toward those lanterns, as the interrogation of Dreyak continued. Rysha was surprised so much talking was going on. He’d never given a surname or identified himself as anything but a soldier, but she had assumed he came from one of their noble families or was at least an officer in their army. It would have been odd if the Cofah, who deemed rank and heritage important, sent a nobody for a mission in another country.

      “We can come back,” Dreyak finally called to the rest of the group.

      “Do we have to?” Blazer looked over her shoulder, toward the semicircle of light that marked the cave entrance, snow continuing to fall beyond it.

      “I’d like to see what that torn page says,” Rysha said.

      “And what if the Cofah aren’t interested in sharing it with you?”

      “Then I would have to practice my pickpocket skills.”

      “Do you have pickpocket skills?” Blazer asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “Helpful.”

      “Jaxi says she once read all the books in a prison library from under thousands of tons of solid rock,” Trip said, walking toward Dreyak, who was waiting for them.

      “Does that mean she’ll read a note in someone’s pocket for me?”

      “If it’s in a language she knows, she says yes.”

      “That’s lovely,” Rysha said. “Give her a kiss for me, please.”

      Trip blinked and looked over at her. “We don’t have a relationship that involves lips.”

      “Trip struggles with getting ladies to accept kisses from him,” Leftie said.

      Rysha frowned at him as they walked. “That seems unlikely.”

      “You’re welcome to prove me wrong if you wish.” Leftie smirked at Trip and gave him a nod, as if he were a mastermind setting up a smooching session, with her too dense to notice it.

      Rysha was glad that Trip gave him a dour look and nothing more.

      “We’re invited back?” Blazer asked, walking ahead to join Dreyak. He hadn’t moved, but the two military men had strode back into the darkness broken only by the distant lanterns.

      “Most of them would prefer it if we left.” Dreyak sounded puzzled, as if he couldn’t imagine his own people not welcoming him with open arms. “But a couple of the scientists want to know what we’re doing here.”

      “So, it’s all right for us to go back if we agree to being interrogated?” Blazer asked.

      “They just want to talk to you.”

      “And find out why we’re here.”

      “Likely.”

      “Maybe they want to compare notes,” Rysha said, happy to do the same.

      Blazer shook her head, grumbling, “Lieutenants are like puppies.”

      “I don’t suppose Jaxi can read pocket notes from here, Trip?” Rysha asked, worried Blazer would order them to leave.

      Trip wasn’t looking deeper into the cave any longer. His gaze had turned back toward the way they had come.

      “If they don’t need our help with injured people, then let’s leave,” Blazer said.

      “There’s a dragon coming,” Trip said.

      “Or we could stay,” Blazer amended.

      “It would be hard to fly in all that snow,” Duck said.

      “Is there anything that’s going to deter the dragon from coming into the cave?” Rysha asked as they strode deeper.

      The cave was wide enough for one to fly right in. Even if it narrowed farther down, a dragon could simply shape shift into a smaller form and keep coming. From what Rysha had read, they retained their mental powers when in other forms, even if they couldn’t breathe fire or crush people in their massive maws.

      “No,” Trip said. “But it wouldn’t be able to attack us from all sides.”

      “We can stand three abreast with our swords,” Kaika said.

      “Are we sure we want the Cofah to know all about those swords?” Duck asked.

      “No,” Trip said again.
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      Trip hung back as the uniformed Cofah pointed their team into an alcove with lanterns perched around it. He sensed that dragon about five miles away, soaring over the outpost. It wouldn’t take it more than a minute to fly over to their cave. It could also destroy the fliers, if it wished. There’d been talk of leaving someone there to guard them, but what could one person do against a dragon if it attacked? They’d decided—hoped—the dragons would be less interested in the fliers if there weren’t any people nearby to draw attention to them.

      You’d better pay attention to these Cofah, at least for the moment, Jaxi advised him.

      I know.

      One of them is a sorcerer.

      I know that too. Trip also knew that woman hadn’t yet made an appearance.

      She was farther back in one of the other alcoves, talking to a man. Six people sat down in the alcove they’d been led to, in addition to the two soldiers, who stood guard by the entrance. The other six, four men and two women, wore civilian clothes, and several were in need of haircuts. They were some of the original outpost researchers. The soldiers, Trip sensed, were newer additions. The sorceress might be too.

      You’re getting much better at sensing things, Jaxi said.

      Yes, but I have no idea how to hide our auras, or camouflage them. Like you do. Is it too late to consider that? Trip hadn’t realized until the men had been questioning Dreyak that a Cofah sorceress was among them.

      You don’t want her to know that you have dragon blood? Jaxi asked.

      Ideally not. I sense… These people are very suspicious of us. They were even suspicious of Dreyak, and he looks like one of them and speaks with their accent.

      I noticed that. I could camouflage you and dampen down my aura, Jaxi said, as it’s possible she hasn’t noticed us yet, due to the proximity of a dragon—their auras drown out those of less powerful beings—but as soon as the woman walks in, she’ll likely recognize my scabbard. And I can’t camouflage Azarwrath there unless he wants me to. Be careful with him. If he’s been waiting for his chance to jump ship, this would be it. The Cofah sorceress doesn’t have a soulblade.

      So, she might be shopping for one?

      Jaxi snorted. As if you can select a soulblade from a market aisle along with cereal and cheese.

      If Azarwrath wants to stay with these people, that’s not a problem for me. Maybe I should offer to give him to the sorceress.

      “Please sit down,” one of the women said, gesturing Trip’s team not to chairs but to crates stacked around the alcove. She wore spectacles, appeared to be about forty, and had a notebook and pen sticking out of a cargo pocket. “I’m Jylea.” She went around introducing her comrades, but didn’t give the names of the soldiers.

      I can’t sense her thoughts very well, Jaxi said. I don’t sense that she has any dragon blood, but she has a very schooled mind. The others are being careful, too, not to think about anything other than the battle they had with those dragons.

      Is it possible that isn’t due to duplicity? That it’s just paramount on their minds right now? Understandably so, Trip thought.

      Possible, I suppose. I tend to assume humans are being duplicitous until proven otherwise.

      I had no idea you were such a suspicious soul.

      Once you spend more time surfing around in the minds of men, you’ll see why.

      That’s not encouraged, is it? Trip could see how it would be useful to know what enemies were plotting, but he wouldn’t wish to invade the privacy of others on a regular basis.

      No, there were rules against it in our era.

      That you’re breaking?

      Untrained people often ooze their thoughts like water from a squeezed sponge. It’s hard not to sense what they’re thinking.

      That doesn’t really answer my question, Trip observed.

      Doesn’t it? Huh.

      “You’re here to destroy the dragon portal?” Jylea asked after the introductions. Her voice was neutral. Carefully neutral?

      Blazer shot a dark look at Dreyak, one that Trip understood perfectly. He shouldn’t have shared the details of their mission with strangers.

      “The same as you presumably are, yes,” Rysha said, smiling.

      Jylea’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not used to the lieutenants doing the talking when I deal with Iskandians.”

      “She’s our dragon expert.” Blazer folded her arms over her chest. She’d leaned against her crate rather than sitting on it. “We let her do the talking when it comes to dragonly things.”

      “Dragonly? That’s not a word in Cofahre.”

      “It is in Iskandia,” Blazer said. “You have to put a couple of those little dots over the O.”

      Jylea’s face crinkled up as she seemingly tried to figure out if Blazer was being serious.

      “That’s a diaeresis,” Rysha told Blazer, then added to Jylea, “and a joke.” Perhaps thinking she might form a rapport with Jylea if she emphasized their commonalities, Rysha leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “She’s a pilot.”

      “Ah,” Jylea said, as if that explained everything. She smiled.

      “Don’t get too relaxed with them, Jylea,” the man on her right said. “Remember that Toph was charming too, and look where that got us.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Jylea said, her voice cooling, and she exchanged a long look with the man.

      Toph? Trip couldn’t imagine that being the sorceress’s name. It neither sounded Cofah, nor like a woman’s name.

      No, despite their preoccupation, I’m learning a few things from these people’s surface thoughts, Jaxi told him. It was a—

      Something seemed to tickle his mind, and Jaxi broke off. Did she feel it too? He had the sensation of fingers scraping through sand at the beach, searching for a lost coin.

      She’s probing us, Jaxi said. Do you want to block her from reading your thoughts?

      Is that an option?

      Naturally. There’s a mental exercise to learn how.

      Trip grimaced. It doesn’t involve unfurling flowers, does it?

      That hadn’t worked that well for him.

      You barely tried it. Many do prefer to imagine their minds like rose buds, the petals still wrapped up inside the bud, inaccessible to outside elements. You, preferring manly images, would perhaps like to imagine laying a brick wall around your mind.

      It takes days to lay a brick wall. I helped my grandfather build his current house. I know.

      Lay yours more quickly. She’s digging into your thoughts now.

      Alarmed, Trip gave up on thoughts of troweling mortar and imagined a brick wall instantly forming around his head. No, bricks weren’t sturdy enough. He would use steel. No, iron. Wasn’t iron supposed to have some element in it that blocked sorcerers from penetrating it with their magic? Or was that an old myth? In case it wasn’t, he imagined some iron. The first thing that popped into his mind was his grandmother’s cast iron pots, but that wouldn’t work. He thought of a big, hulking bank vault with foot-thick walls. He stood inside it as the door clanged shut, and the circular handle spun into the locked position. Unfortunately, he also imagined the darkness and claustrophobia of being trapped inside a vault. He mentally added a light and a workbench. Some tools and a project to work on while he was stuck inside. Blazer’s gun rack perhaps. And if he finished that, there was a cushy chair and some metalworking magazines to flip through. Perhaps an article on experimenting with the ore content of various new alloys.

      Seven gods, Jaxi moaned into his mind.

      What? Was I too late? Did she read all my thoughts?

      I’m sure she’s sorry if she did. Are there actually magazines about metal? Who would read such things?

      Trip grimaced again. If Jaxi had tracked all that, then he hadn’t been successful.

      You were for a moment. When you locked yourself in the vault, I couldn’t read anything. I was about to praise you for being such a quick study. Then you lost your focus.

      You were going to praise me? He found that rather shocking and didn’t think it had happened before.

      I was considering it. Just imagine the bank vault whenever you’re trying to keep someone from probing your thoughts. Eventually, you’ll get good at it, and it will become subconscious. You’ll be able to keep people out while performing other magical feats.

      But in the meantime, I was too late?

      We’ll see. Thinking about things other than what the sorceress is trying to extract can be a viable technique, too, though it doesn’t usually work with those more powerful than you. Definitely not with dragons.

      She’s not a dragon, I assume? Trip could still sense the dragon flying around the outpost five miles away. He sensed that this woman had some power, but she possessed a much smaller aura or presence than the dragons radiated. It seemed similar to what he’d felt around Sardelle, though he’d barely been conscious of having more than a sixth sense then.

      Certainly not. I was merely warning you since we’ll encounter more dragons, and since we won’t want them to know why we’re here. After you master walling off your own thoughts, you may want to learn how to protect the thoughts of those around you. Mundane humans can often be read as easily as books with large print.

      Even those carrying the dragon-slaying swords?

      To a lesser extent. They are somewhat protected while they hold the weapons. It’s Leftie and Duck that you may want to work on locking into the vault with you.

      Can that be done?

      Yes. It’s easier if they’re close to you and harder over a distance, but you may be up to the challenge. Eventually, you might be able to protect the whole group.

      “I’m going to be frank, Lieutenant,” Jylea said. “I don’t see what we would have to gain from working with you.”

      Trip realized their conversation had continued while he’d spoken with Jaxi and tried his mental exercise, but he’d missed most of it. He did his best to keep his bank vault locked around his mind while trying to catch up.

      “We also have clues in regard to the portal’s location,” Rysha said. “Clues you may need to find it.”

      Jylea exchanged glances with the man beside her.

      “I highly doubt you know half as much as we do. And having someone wandering around with soulblades is only going to attract dragons to us.” Jylea waved at Trip.

      A couple of her people looked at the weapons, giving him looks that ranged from wariness to that-man-is-odd-for-carrying-two-swords-at-once.

      “It seems you attracted dragons before we came,” Major Blazer said, her arms still crossed over her chest.

      Kaika was in a similar pose, but closer to the alcove entrance. She kept eyeing the soldiers, who eyed her right back.

      “Temporarily,” Jylea said.

      “One brief appearance is all it takes to kill people and annihilate an outpost,” Blazer said.

      “I cannot dispute that, but we have what we need to find the portal on our own.”

      Rysha’s fingers curled into a fist. A triumphant fist? Maybe she hadn’t known for certain that they were hunting for the portal.

      “At which point, you intend to destroy it, correct?” Dreyak squinted at Jylea.

      He leaned against one of the frigid ice walls, his gloved fists propped on his hips. He was closer to the scientists, closer to the conversation, but they hadn’t been looking at him much.

      “We are not at liberty to discuss our mission here in front of Iskandians, your—Mr. Dreyak.”

      Mr. Dreyak? What had she been about to say?

      Rysha looked at Trip, holding his gaze for a few seconds. She’d noticed that slip-up, too, it seemed.

      “They’ve rifled through your lab,” Dreyak said, his mouth twisting. “I doubt there’s any point in hiding anything from them. There’s no point in hiding it from me, either.”

      “Nonetheless, we have our orders. And you are not mentioned in them.”

      Dreyak lifted his chin, his eyes closing to slits.

      Offended, was he?

      I wish I could read him, Jaxi said wistfully.

      You believe he’s thinking about more interesting things than metalworking magazines?

      That’s a given.

      “Perhaps,” Rysha said, drawing the scientists’ attention back to her, “we should compare notes without making assumptions that we have nothing worth sharing with each other. My team did receive clues directly from a dragon.”

      Directly? Meaning a dragon had vaguely mentioned the portal years ago to Sardelle, and then Sardelle had shared what she remembered with Rysha?

      “As did we,” Jylea said.

      That’s interesting, Jaxi said. I wonder which dragon or dragons are currently working with the empire. I do remember that one of the females released from those prisons the same time as Bhrava Saruth—Yisharnesh, was her name—was reputedly aligned with Emperor Salatak. But that was three years ago when our people kidnapped him in Dakrovia. We haven’t heard anything to suggest that Yisharnesh is still working with the imperial leaders.

      “And I believe we shall keep our notes to ourselves,” Jylea added. “While we appreciate that you came to check on us—” she nodded to Dreyak, “—we will soon complete our mission, and all of the empire—all the world—will know that the Cofah are the ones who saved them from death and destruction created by rogue dragons.” She jerked her chin up, an arrogant tilt to the gesture.

      “I hope you won’t need your airship to do so,” Trip said.

      Everyone looked at him, their expressions startled or confused. He hadn’t spoken since entering the alcove, so maybe the Cofah had considered him the muscle. An amusing thought, but he probably did look like some sword dancer of old with the two soulblades on his hips.

      “We’re aware that it’s damaged,” Jylea said, “and also that we have the materials to repair the balloon once we’re able to return to the outpost.”

      Trip fished in his pocket and pulled out the valve control lever for the helium tank. “Not if a piece is missing.”

      Jylea blinked slowly. “You sabotaged our airship?”

      Trip debated whether it would be better to be seen as a cunning asshole who’d imagined this scenario in advance or to admit to the truth. He twitched a shoulder and opted for the latter, figuring he should go for being less menacing rather than more if Rysha wanted to work with these people.

      “I removed the part to repair it, but if our two teams aren’t going to work together, I’m less inclined to help with repairs.”

      “Or return it, I’ll wager,” the man at Jylea’s side grumbled.

      Trip smiled agreeably.

      “What is that part?” Jylea whispered to her man.

      “Hells if I know. Yaruk was the engineer.”

      They shared grim looks. Had the man died? While Trip didn’t care to capitalize on someone’s death, it did occur to him that the Cofah team might find an engineer useful—or necessary—if they had lost theirs.

      “Can we get to the ruins site by dog sled?” Jylea whispered.

      “No,” the man whispered back. “The geothermal activity to the northeast has melted huge lakes and left the rest of the ice for a hundred miles to either side unstable.”

      Trip barely caught the words. Rysha, who was closer, leaned forward and, judging by the furrow in her brow, didn’t quite catch them.

      Yes, you’re amplifying your hearing, Jaxi told him. Good job. There are all manner of handy things you can do once you learn to focus properly. Also, our company is coming.

      What?

      Kaika and Blazer stirred, fingers resting on the triggers of their rifles, though they didn’t raise them.

      “Actually,” a woman’s voice came from the cave, “you will return that part to our airship. After you finish repairing it.”

      The speaker—the sorceress—walked into view. A beautiful woman with bronze skin, black hair that fell to her shoulders, and fierce brown eyes, she looked Cofah through and through. She radiated power, and Trip sensed that was intentional, that she was doing the equivalent of puffing up her feathers to appear more threatening. He had no idea how to gauge how threatening she truly was. Her fingers were smudged with ink, and she wore simple attire suitable for the climate, fur-lined trousers and a parka. He would have expected an enemy magic-wielder to wear a robe or some flowing garment hemmed with golden thread sewn into mystical runes.

      You’re wearing an army uniform and goggles, Jaxi pointed out.

      Trip almost replied that he wasn’t a sorcerer and hadn’t been initiated to the fashion requirements, but the real sorceress was frowning imperiously at him, so he remained focused on her.

      Her gaze flicked to his waist. “You will also give me the Cofah soulblade that you carry. You have no right to it. I do not know how you came by it, but I assume the blade only let you touch it because you were the only one around when a volcano erupted and a lava flow threatened to consume it.”

      “Actually, it was a beach, and the tide was coming in,” Trip said.

      The woman continued to glare at him.

      The blade hung at Trip’s side, unspeaking as usual.

      Azarwrath, he thought to it, assuming the blade could hear him, since Jaxi always seemed to, do you want to go with that woman? Even though it might give the sorceress the upper hand, he would rather hand over the blade openly than try to keep Azarwrath against his will. As had been pointed out, the soulblade might attack him and Jaxi later, at an inopportune time.

      Silence was his only answer.

      “Give it to me.” The sorceress held her hand out.

      Dreyak watched her intently. Would he feel rejected if the soulblade was willing to go with her when it hadn’t accepted him as a handler?

      “Please,” Trip said. “There’s no need to be rude.”

      Indignation flashed in the woman’s eyes. “You are Iskandian scum. And you are attempting to blackmail us. That is a reason.”

      “I suppose that latter bit is true, with the former depending on the definition of scum currently in the Cofah dictionary, but either way, we’ll probably get along much better if you’re polite.”

      “Polite! You dare tell me how I should act, boy?”

      “Uh, Trip,” Leftie whispered from a few feet away. “Maybe you should give her the pig sticker.”

      Jaxi, are you strong enough to handle her if she lashes out at me? Is it all right to goad her?

      It’s always all right to goad Cofah mages who are ridiculously full of themselves. Jaxi sounded quite approving as she shared the words.

      He noticed, however, that she hadn’t answered his first question. There was probably nothing the woman could do to kill Jaxi, but what about Trip and the others?

      The sorceress strode toward him, and he worried he’d gone too far. He imagined one of Jaxi’s barriers going up to block the sorceress’s advance, and hoped she took the hint and made it happen.

      Rysha was the one to spring to his defense, drawing Dorfindral and thrusting the blade out between Trip and the sorceress. The sword flared with its pale green light.

      A painful snap to his mind startled Trip and almost made him stumble back. It felt like a rubber band shot to the forehead.

      In defending you, your noble lieutenant broke your barrier, Jaxi told him dryly.

      My barrier or yours?

      Yours. I was excited to find out if yours would be effective, so I didn’t create one. Also, I’m keeping an eye on Azzy there to make sure he doesn’t plan to make this confrontation interesting. He may not be speaking to us, but I can definitely sense that he’s awake and alert.

      “Filthy blade,” the sorceress snarled.

      “We’ve got three of them,” Major Blazer said, tapping the hilt to hers and nodding to the one Kaika carried in its scabbard on her back. “Since Iskandians are scum, it should be no surprise that we enjoy filth.”

      “How could they have acquired so many chapaharii swords?” the man Jylea had been speaking with whispered, awe on his face as he stared at Rysha’s weapon.

      She still held it out between Trip and the sorceress, her face fearless and determined as she glared at the woman. Having that sword bared and active so close to him made Trip’s skin crawl, but he appreciated her defense of him.

      For the record, Jaxi said, you didn’t need her defense.

      That doesn’t make it less appreciated. It was kind of sexy, too, Trip decided.

      I may gag.

      Trip hadn’t meant to share that thought. I can see I need to practice my bank vault more.

      In order to keep me from reading your thoughts? Wouldn’t you be bored without my commentary?

      “We would be happy to share the story of how we acquired the swords,” Rysha said, glancing toward the man who’d spoken while keeping the sorceress in her peripheral vision. “With allies.”

      Jylea sighed. “If you’ll step outside, we’ll confer on the… possibilities.”

      Rysha looked at their team members and nodded toward the cave outside.

      “Mr. Dreyak,” Jylea said, as he turned to go out with the others. “Stay here, please.”

      “Oh, sure,” Trip said. “He gets a please.”

      The sorceress shot him a scorching glare that could have melted ice. Or steel. Trip had to fight the urge not to scurry out of the alcove. It helped that Rysha still had her blade out and was glaring right back at the sorceress, with intensity that also could have melted ore.

      “Is this worth the hassle?” Blazer whispered, as soon as their group had moved away.

      The two Cofah soldiers stood at the alcove, looking out at them, but she’d put her back to them and was speaking low enough that they shouldn’t hear.

      I can make sure they don’t hear, Jaxi said. And the sorceress too. Unless Azzy tells her what’s going on.

      Has he given any indication that he’ll do so? Trip asked.

      I don’t know. He still hasn’t spoken a word to me. Which I find suspicious. I’m delightful to speak with, as you know.

      Indeed.

      “It does add an element of uncertainty,” Rysha said, seeming to realize that both Kaika and Blazer were looking at her. “Even though Cofahre and Iskandia aren’t technically at war right now, we have millennia of hatred and mistrust between our peoples.”

      “Yeah, since they’ve tried to invade Iskandia and take it over hundreds of times,” Blazer growled. “It’s a rite of passage for all their idiotic emperors. It’s only a matter of time before the one on the throne over there now tries something.”

      “He’s a prince, not an emperor,” Rysha said. “Not yet.”

      “I’m sure it’ll only be a matter of time before he makes things official.”

      “Trip?” Rysha looked at him, and her sword pulsed a few times. She glowered at it, concentrated visibly, then jammed it into its scabbard. After taking a deep breath, she asked, “Did Jaxi manage to find that page in anyone’s pocket and read it? My vote would be to forget the alliance if we could get the information they have. It’s just a hunch, but I suspect they’ve figured out where the portal is. Maybe the dragons know they have, and that’s why their outpost was attacked yesterday after being ignored for months.”

      I did look for the page that was torn out, Jaxi told Trip. And I believe I’ve found it.

      And can read it?

      No. It’s written in… not the same language as the rest of that journal was written in. Sardelle has studied the ancient languages and might have been able to translate it, but I’m not sure it even is an ancient language. I don’t recognize it.

      Jaxi flashed the image of the page into his mind. He saw nonsensical words written in tidy black ink. At least they were nonsensical to him.

      Why would one of those scientists have switched to some obscure language halfway through the journal? he asked.

      Because she didn’t want anyone but her to know where the portal is? Jaxi suggested.

      Her? Jylea? Oh, wait. Would Rysha recognize the language? She’s a lot smarter than I am.

      Of that, I have no doubt. But I can’t show her an example of it while she’s holding her glowy buddy.

      “Trip?” Rysha prompted.

      “Sorry, we’re discussing it.” Trip shared what Jaxi had told him.

      Leftie made that grimace of distaste he made any time Trip admitted to communicating with Jaxi.

      “Can she write down a couple of the words so I can see them?”

      “Can swords write?” Duck whispered to Leftie.

      “You know more about this creepy magic stuff than I do,” Leftie whispered back.

      It’s a good thing those two geniuses can fly, Jaxi grumbled. Just tell Rysha to put the sword down for a minute, and I’ll show her.

      Trip relayed the message.

      Rysha reached for her belt to unclasp it, but her hands froze on the buckle. She grimaced and squinted. Fighting the sword again? It objected to being taken off?

      That notion made Trip uneasy.

      Kasandral is a cranky ass, Jaxi informed him. I don’t expect any of these new swords to be different.

      Kaika leaned forward and pointed to Rysha’s buckle. “That hook lifts up, and then you slide that out of there.”

      Blazer snorted.

      Rysha muttered something under her breath. One of those command words for the sword. Then she was able to unfasten the buckle.

      “Thanks for the advice, ma’am,” Rysha told Kaika. “There’s a reason I’ve decided to consider you as my mentor.”

      “Because I’m so worldly and well-versed in belt buckles?” Kaika grinned. “I have undone a lot of them.”

      “As the boys in the barracks will attest,” Blazer said.

      Rysha handed the sword to Kaika, though not without a hitch in the movement, as if the sword truly did not want to leave her grasp.

      Will you fight me like that if I try to let you go, Jaxi?

      I suppose it depends on who you’re trying to hand me to. A worldly belt expert? Or a dragon to be melted down for scrap?

      “I’m ready.” Rysha nodded at Trip.

      Let’s hope Dorfie doesn’t punish her later for letting some tainted sword touch her mind, Jaxi grumbled.

      Punish? Trip hoped that wasn’t possible.

      Rysha’s eyes widened, and her mouth parted. In wonder? Worry? He doubted Jaxi had communicated with her often.

      “I insist,” came loud, firm words from the alcove where the Cofah were conversing. It sounded like the sorceress.

      The voices dropped again after that. Trip thought about trying to eavesdrop—Jaxi had implied he might have that ability. But Rysha frowned and shook her head, drawing his attention back to her.

      “It’s Cytrikic,” she said. “I recognize it, but I can’t read it. It’s a province on an island chain to the northeast of the Cofah mainland. The inhabitants were conquered fairly late in imperial history, and their remoteness has resulted in them being given more lenience in regard to adopting Cofah culture. They speak the language and observe the holidays, but they’ve kept their own language too. Children learn both when they’re growing up.”

      “Is one of the scientists from there?” Trip guessed.

      “Whoever was keeping the journal, it would seem.”

      It was in the sorceress’s pocket, Jaxi said.

      You mean, she’s a scholar? One of the researchers? And isn’t just here to sense dragons and use her powers?

      That may be the case. That might also explain her ability. There aren’t many legitimate sorcerers left in Cofahre, much like in Iskandia, but Cytrik, I believe, wasn’t a part of the empire yet during their purge of those with dragon blood. Sardelle would know more, but it seems likely they could still have a tradition of finding and training sorcerers.

      “Is there any way that Jaxi can simply pluck the information from the researcher’s mind?” Kaika asked. “If we can figure out which one of them was keeping that journal?”

      “We already know which one,” Trip said. “And I’m guessing she’ll prove pluck-resistant.”

      Rysha sighed. “The sorceress?”

      Trip nodded.

      “I saw the ink marks on her fingers and thought it might be her. Even if she doesn’t exactly look like an academic.”

      “What does an academic look like?” Kaika smirked, plucking at Rysha’s army parka sleeve.

      Rysha smiled ruefully. “Someone with bad eyesight from poring over texts, I should think.”

      “Maybe a sorceress can heal her own vision if it goes bad.”

      Rysha’s smile went from rueful to wistful. “That would certainly be nice.”

      Trip wondered if he could ever learn to do something like that. Healing someone’s vision? That would be even better than building a gun mount for someone. For Rysha.

      “So, what I’m hearing,” Blazer said, “is that the witch knows where the portal is, so we have to work with these people. Unless we want them to potentially beat us to it.”

      Rysha nodded and accepted her sword belt back from Kaika. “Assuming they’re willing to work with us.”

      Blazer pointed at Trip’s hand—he was still holding the valve control. “Is that truly a critical component to their ship, or is it the handle off a lavatory door or something?”

      “Critical component,” he said.

      “Huh. That was quite clever of you to take it then.”

      Trip thought about again mentioning that he’d simply removed it to repair it, but if his commanding officer wanted to list in her mission report that he’d been “clever,” that couldn’t hurt. Maybe General Zirkander would send him on more important missions if he proved himself valuable here.

      Assuming you survive this one, Jaxi said.

      You don’t think the odds are in my favor?

      Do you really want me to answer that? Given that half your team is carrying weapons that long to decapitate you?

      Perhaps not.
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      Rysha was disappointed that she hadn’t been able to read the notes Jaxi had shown her. Only her second telepathic encounter with a magical soulblade, and she’d been forced to admit her ignorance—and hear Jaxi sigh into her mind.

      If those notes had been written in Middle or Old Iskandian or Ancient Cofah, or even Dragon Script, she could have read them, but modern languages? She’d never been particularly interested in them, and she was lucky she had even recognized the Cytrikic script. If there were more than ten thousand speakers in the entire world, she would be shocked. It was dumb luck that the researcher was from those islands.

      As if her thoughts had drawn the woman, the sorceress strode out of the alcove, leading the two soldiers and the rest of the team. Jylea walked at her side. Rysha suspected Jylea was the mission leader, but she also suspected the sorceress—had that woman shared her name yet?—had a lot of sway over the group.

      “We agree to join forces with your group,” Jylea said, “if three conditions are met.”

      “I’ll bet,” Kaika muttered from behind Rysha.

      Blazer moved to the front of their group, facing the Cofah and propping her fists on her hips. Earlier, she’d seemed willing to let Rysha take the lead in the negotiations, but maybe she sensed these “conditions” would have a military or security aspect rather than an academic one.

      “First off,” Jylea said, “your mage agrees to fix and return that part, as well as—”

      “Our what?” Blazer asked.

      Jylea’s forehead furrowed, and she pointed to Trip. In his military uniform and parka, with his pilot’s cap on, along with his scarf stained with engine grease from his flier, he hardly looked like a mage.

      “Oh, our mage,” Blazer said. “Right. Go on.”

      Jylea’s furrow didn’t smooth, and she looked at the woman at her side. The sorceress lifted her shoulders and said, “We can discuss him further later.”

      Rysha watched Trip for a reaction, but he was wearing a mask today, and she couldn’t read him. He’d seemed indifferent to the sorceress’s posturing in the alcove, and with two soulblades at his waist, Rysha hadn’t been sure he’d needed her intervention. But she’d reacted on instinct, feeling the urge to protect him, if she could. Maybe he hadn’t thought it through yet, but since the second soulblade he carried was Cofah, it was extremely possible it could turn on him eventually. It might be biding its time to do so in a way that would bring glory to the empire.

      “As I was saying,” Jylea continued, facing Blazer again, “he will repair that part and lead repairs on the rest of the airship, ensuring that it’s in as pristine a condition as possible.”

      The sorceress smiled and watched Trip, as if she thought this was some punishment he would find repulsive. Hardly. He was probably even now thinking about upgrades he could give the ship.

      “Once that’s been accomplished, you’ll load your fliers onto the airship, and we’ll all fly together on that vessel toward the site we believe holds the portal.”

      “How’d she know we have fliers?” Duck whispered.

      “You’re wearing your goggles around your neck, and there’s a Wolf Squadron pin on your parka,” Trip pointed out.

      “For all they know, that’s a new fashion trend in Iskandia.”

      “You don’t look like a fashion maven.”

      Duck’s forehead creased, as if he couldn’t imagine this lack within himself.

      “Is that all part of the first stipulation?” Blazer asked dryly, ignoring the men.

      “Yes.”

      “It figures.”

      Jylea’s eyes narrowed. “We don’t need you people. You’re blackmailing us.”

      “Are you sure you won’t need help destroying the portal?” Rysha touched Dorfindral’s hilt.

      “We will not,” the sorceress said coolly.

      Thinking of the Dakrovian book she’d found, Rysha wondered if they had figured out another way to destroy it. Or thought they had. It was also possible they didn’t intend to destroy it at all. That thought had crossed her mind a few times during her conversation with Jylea, but it was hard for her to imagine why else they would be looking for it.

      It wasn’t as if they could set up a recruiting booth next to the portal and try to coerce each dragon that came out to align with the Cofah Empire. More likely, they and the booth would be incinerated by the first cranky gold to come out.

      Though Rysha knew some dragons had worked with humans once, and Iskandia had a couple of allies from a past era, she hadn’t seen much evidence that the ones coming into the world now were amenable to that. Maybe that era had passed. Or maybe those dragons that remembered humans as something other than prey had died off. That thought saddened her. As a girl, she’d read many of those novels with dragons in them, dragons who helped humans or even fell in love with them. They were part of the reason she’d gone into studying the field. The dragons she’d encountered thus far had been… disappointing, at least to her childhood memories. As an adult, she told herself that this was probably how it had always been, that even when some of the dragons of old had allied with humans, they had been using them to their own ends. People wouldn’t have wanted to think of it that way, of course. History books, after all, were always written with the biases of the one doing the recording.

      “The second condition,” Jylea said, “is that I remain the leader of the mission. You’ll defer to me or to my co-leader, Kiadarsa.” She tilted a hand toward the sorceress. “When the portal is ultimately destroyed, our people will receive credit for it.”

      Logically, Rysha knew it was more important for the portal to be destroyed than for anyone to receive credit for it, but she wasn’t surprised when Blazer looked at the ceiling of the cave and shook her head, as if these demands were slowly torturing her to death.

      “Third,” Jylea said, “your mage will return that stolen soulblade to its rightful people.” She gestured again to the sorceress—Kiadarsa.

      “It’s egregious, bordering on blasphemous, for an Iskandian to carry it around so,” Kiadarsa added, glowering at Trip. “Assuming that’s what you are.”

      Trip’s eyebrows lifted, but he didn’t reply to the snide comment. Rysha supposed that was a dig at his skin color. He wasn’t as dark-skinned as the Cofah, and none of the ones in the group shared his green eyes. It was true that he did not look very Iskandian, but now that Rysha considered him alongside the Cofah, she doubted that had been his father’s heritage, either.

      “What do you think?” Blazer muttered over her shoulder to Kaika. “We haven’t even tried on our own to find it. It’s early to assume we need these people and to give in to their demands.”

      If Rysha hadn’t seen the researchers’ big map, and learned that the Cofah had already investigated and dismissed the spot she and Sardelle had considered most likely, she would agree. There was no reason to suspect the Cofah had marked up their map with lies, anticipating Iskandian spies would come along and read it. She was inclined to believe it accurate.

      “I’ll defer to Lieutenant Ravenwood in this,” Kaika said.

      Blazer lifted her eyebrows.

      “It doesn’t matter who destroys it or who gets credit,” Rysha said, “just that it’s destroyed. And if Trip is willing to give up the soulblade, it might be better for us that a sentient Cofah weapon isn’t traveling with us.” She hadn’t pointed out that the sword could be, even now, spying on them and reporting to someone else—this Kiadarsa, perhaps—but maybe she should.

      “It’s actually yours to give up or keep.” Trip nodded to Rysha. “Inasmuch as the soulblade will allow. You killed the pirate sorceress.”

      Both Jylea’s and Kiadarsa’s eyebrows rose. Rysha decided to take that as surprise that a pirate had carried a soulblade rather than shock that she had defeated one.

      “Then I say it should go back to the Cofah,” Rysha said. “If that’s what it wants.” She felt compelled to add that last because they were essentially dealing with a person, if all the legends were to be believed. And now that Jaxi had spoken, however briefly, into her mind, she had no reason not to believe them.

      Kiadarsa looked toward the cave mouth, her eyes taking on a distant aspect. “The dragon has flown away. We should be able to return to the outpost.”

      “Good,” Jylea said. “Our new mechanic can fix our ship. As soon as you two finish your deal.” She waved toward the Cofah soulblade.

      Unlike Jaxi, who had a scabbard that hooked to Trip’s belt, the Cofah blade’s scabbard was thrust awkwardly through his belt on the opposite hip. Trip pulled it out without hesitating and held it toward the sorceress, hilt first.

      Her eyes gleamed as she strode toward it. Rysha wagered she hoped to claim it for herself rather than take it home for “its rightful people.”

      She grabbed the hilt, but jerked her hand back immediately with a pained gasp. She gripped it, as if she’d been burned.

      “You,” she snarled at Trip, giving him a murderous look. “You pretend to give it to me, then attack?”

      Trip opened his mouth, an obvious protest about to come out, but she flung her hand toward him as if to hurl some attack at him.

      Belatedly, Rysha yanked Dorfindral from its scabbard and ran over. But she paused. Nothing seemed to be happening.

      Trip lowered his arm, the scabbard still in hand, and he gazed at the woman, as if she were doing nothing but standing there in tableau, some child pretending she had the ability to fling magic around.

      We’ve got this handled, Jaxi spoke into her mind, startling Rysha. We’d appreciate it if you didn’t zap our defenses with Dorfie again.

      Rysha stared at Jaxi’s hilt. Again? Did that mean when she’d thought she had been protecting Trip, she’d gotten in the way? Chagrined, she lowered her sword and backed up.

      Don’t worry, Jaxi said cheerfully. Trip found it sexy.

      What? He said that?

      He thought it.

      Does he know you’re talking to me and sharing his thoughts?

      No, but soulblades speak with whom they wish. And sometimes, sharing romantic thoughts can hasten things along. You humans are so bad about speaking honestly about your feelings and desires with each other. Though perhaps I shouldn’t encourage you to engage in romance and rutting, given the tastes—or distastes—of your newfound green-glowing friend.

      “I didn’t do it,” Trip said. “I assure you.”

      “As if your assurance means anything,” Kiadarsa said. “Who are you, anyway? Another spy?”

      Jylea looked sharply at her. “You suspect that?”

      “I’m suspicious of everything after our incident.”

      Trip looked as confused as Rysha felt. Spy?

      “I’m Captain Trip.” He shrugged. “Wolf Squadron, Iskandian flier battalion.”

      Jylea looked at Kiadarsa again.

      “I don’t know. It seems unlikely. The Iskandians hate magic even more than the Cofah do. Most Cofah.” Kiadarsa smiled for the first time, though it was directed at Jylea and not anyone else.

      “Set the blade down and back away from it,” Kiadarsa told Trip. “I want to try one more time, though I suppose you’d have no trouble stopping me from the other side of the cave, if you wanted.”

      Trip set the scabbard on the gritty ice at his feet and backed away. “I’ve been told that soulblades can’t be taken against their will.” He shrugged. “Maybe he’s hitching a ride with me until somebody better comes along.”

      “Maybe he’s holding out for a dragon,” Duck said.

      “Dragons don’t need swords.” Kiadarsa looked at him as if he were an uneducated toddler. “The dragon riders of old carried soulblades into battle, and sometimes even the chapaharii weapons, but the dragons certainly didn’t need them.”

      “Today’s dragons don’t seem to believe they need riders, either,” Jylea said.

      “No.” A wistful expression crossed Kiadarsa’s face.

      For the first time, she seemed more a human being than a donkey’s ass. Or maybe Rysha could simply identify with that wistfulness since she’d been having similar thoughts earlier.

      “Try again, Kia,” Jylea said. “Maybe it was him and not the sword.”

      “If it’s useful to know, it also did not allow me to touch it,” Dreyak said.

      He stood to the side, between both groups. He hadn’t said anything, but he’d been watching the negotiations, such as they were, with interest.

      “That’s to be expected,” Kiadarsa said. “You’ve had little training, Mr. Dreyak.”

      Dreyak lifted his chin. “I’ve had some.”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      He lowered his chin and snorted softly. “Little compared to you. I concede.”

      Rysha found it interesting that Dreyak seemed to know these people and vice versa. Perhaps not know, but know of? She’d caught a slip in the way Jylea had first addressed him and wondered if he might be a little more than some Cofah army officer of noble blood.

      Keeping a wary eye on Trip, Kiadarsa walked toward the soulblade again. She crouched and reached for it, but this time she paused without touching it. Her hand hovered above it, unmoving, for several seconds.

      “I see,” she said, and withdrew her hand.

      She frowned at the blade, but did not try to touch it again.

      “Did he speak to you?” Trip asked curiously.

      Kiadarsa squinted at him, and Rysha didn’t expect her to answer.

      Surprisingly, she admitted, “Only to say that he is not for me.”

      “That’s more than I got,” Dreyak said. “I just got zapped. You should feel honored.”

      “Right.” Kiadarsa stood up, still looking at Trip. “Does he speak to you?”

      “No.”

      “Well, that’s something. I would be upset if a Cofah soulblade defected and linked to an Iskandian. An Iskandian who already has a soulblade.” Kiadarsa glanced at Jaxi.

      Trip opened his mouth, no doubt to tell her that Jaxi was on loan, but must have thought better of revealing the information, for he closed his mouth again.

      “If that’s truly what you are,” Kiadarsa added quietly.

      “The accent is right,” Jylea offered.

      “What else would I be?” Trip tilted his head, like he truly cared what they thought. Or maybe he thought they might actually know. Hadn’t he said he didn’t know which country his father had come from?

      “We’ll see,” Kiadarsa murmured. “We’ll see.”
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      Trip fastened the valve control back onto the helium tank, and Leftie clapped from the doorway. They were belowdecks in the airship, night having fallen again, and Trip longed for sleep. He regretted having stayed up all of the previous night. He would happily let someone else handle their navigation to… wherever they were going. As far as he knew, the Cofah hadn’t announced a destination.

      “I didn’t know the flow of helium got you so excited,” Trip said, turning on the gas so it could fill the envelope.

      Duck, Rysha, Leftie, Kaika, and the Cofah soldiers and scientists had spent the day patching it and repairing the framework for it. Rebuilding it, rather. It had been utterly smashed, as if a dragon had fallen out of the sky on top of it. Maybe it had.

      “I was showing my approval for your whole scheme,” Leftie said. “Even though I’m not sure we came out on top in the end.” He leaned backward into the passageway to look up and down it, then lowered his voice. “I’m surprised the major agreed to the Cofah people being in command. I’m not real comfortable with that. I’m not going to yes, sir and yes, ma’am them, are you?”

      “I hadn’t thought about it. Sometimes, those words automatically come out. They drilled them into us good at the academy.”

      “That’s the truth. And Colonel Anchor liked to assign push-ups any time you forgot to yes, sir him.”

      “I remember.” Trip checked a gauge and was pleased at the even flow of gas up the pipe and into the envelope. Not all of the pipework was visible, so he had worried there might be holes that he could only reach by digging into the bulkheads.

      “And if you were in your flier and couldn’t do them, he’d keep a tally for you. Did you ever see his little notebook? He actually wrote it down. Leftie, push-ups: one hundred and twenty.”

      “I saw it. I got up to three hundred once.”

      “I remember that. He made you do them in front of the formation before we could go home. I wonder if the Wolf Squadron commander will be like that. Colonel Tranq, isn’t it? I can’t believe we didn’t get to meet her and just went straight off on this mission.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing. We weren’t able to start accumulating push-ups.” Trip moved over to the gauge that measured the fill percentage in the envelope. The airship had already been loaded, including moving the fliers onto its big open deck, and there weren’t any ropes tying them down. They would start lifting as soon as they had the gas to do so.

      “I’m curious about what Tranq looks like. She’s supposed to be about forty, but that’s not that old. Women can still be sexy at forty. And they have a lot of experience.” Leftie grinned.

      “I hope this speculation doesn’t mean that you’re hoping to sleep with our squadron commander. Lieutenant.”

      “Sleeping isn’t what I do with women in bed.” The grin widened. “And I’ve never gotten with a colonel. Just Major Bee back in Charkolt. Remember her?”

      “Wasn’t she married?”

      “Not happily.” Leftie added a wink to his grin.

      He looked up and down the passageway again. Before, he’d probably been hoping nobody was out there to overhear them. Now, he probably hoped someone was. Trip hadn’t ever noticed that he was shy about sharing his exploits.

      “Speaking of experience,” Leftie said, “I’ve been trying to work up the courage to proposition Captain Kaika.”

      “I didn’t think you were ever lacking in courage when it came to women.”

      “Normally not, but the rumors about her and the king being a couple are daunting. It’s too bad that Cofah witch is a witch. What do you think of her? She’s a beauty, huh? I’d like to see her without her parka on.”

      “Leftie, we haven’t been on this mission long enough for you to be this horny.” Trip held up a finger, leaned toward a brass funnel—part of the ship’s communications system—and flicked the switch under it. “Major Blazer, are you in the wheelhouse?”

      “Yup, I’m here with our new mission commander.” Blazer’s voice managed to drip sarcasm even though it sounded tinny and distorted coming out of the funnel.

      Trip suspected Leftie wasn’t the only one who wouldn’t yes, sir or yes, ma’am the members of the Cofah team. He assumed Blazer had only agreed to that conditionally, at least in her mind, and that once a dragon appeared, she would be barking orders.

      Trip wondered what the odds were of them making it to this ruins site without encountering any. Not good, he suspected.

      Even though the sorceress had announced that the dragon investigating the outpost had left, Trip had continued to sense it at the edge of his range. And he sensed it still. It had to be forty miles away, but he had the feeling it had an eye on them. The presence of the dragon-slaying swords might be keeping it away. He wouldn’t assume that. The bronze dragon in the Pirate Isles had proven that his kind weren’t so terrified of the blades that they would be swayed from their goals.

      “We should be ready to lift off in about five minutes,” Trip said.

      “Good,” Blazer said.

      As soon as he stepped away from the horn, Leftie said, “A week is a long time, Trip. And it’s getting closer to two now. You know I’m used to having company any time I want it.”

      “And that you want it often, yes.”

      “Any strapping young man should.” Leftie peered into the passageway again. “Seriously, what do you think of the witch? Normally, I’d steer clear of anything to do with magic, and happily sign a petition that would see her hanged, but…”

      Trip froze, staring at the gauge, chilled by his friend’s casual words.

      “I honestly was never expecting witches to be sexy. Like, in all the books, they’re old and warty, unless they shape-change into young women to lure men away, and only afterward, the men find out they were disgusting. But Mrs. Zirkander is a real beauty, and this Cofah woman, man, she’s got that exotic look from way in the west.”

      “Those with dragon blood are just people,” Trip said. “I imagine they can be beautiful or not, the same as anyone else. Luck of the gods.”

      “I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to be with one. Do you think they do witchy things in bed? And if so, what would they be?” Leftie managed to look appalled, horrified, and intrigued at the same time.

      Given his prejudices, Trip couldn’t believe he was considering it at all. Trip had been too worried about the loathing the sorceress had been sending his way to think of her as a sexual being.

      “Witchy things?” a woman asked from the passageway.

      Leftie jumped, cracking his head on the low doorjamb.

      “Shit,” he blurted, spinning around. He took a step into the passageway, looking like he meant to flee from the newcomer. But he glanced at Trip, clenched his jaw, and stepped back into the fuel room.

      The sorceress appeared in the doorway, and Leftie backed farther into the room. To get away from her? Or did he have some notion of protecting Trip?

      Trip silently echoed his friend’s curse. He’d been doing his best to avoid Kiadarsa. He wasn’t too worried about the physical threat she posed, but he did worry that she would reveal what he was to his team. It had been clear she knew he had dragon blood. “The mage,” she’d called him. She had to be making assumptions that he had powers and training based on the fact that he had Jaxi. Trip didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. Maybe she would leave him alone if she believed he might be her equal when it came to flinging magic around. But what if she wanted to challenge him?

      Realizing she might be trying to read his thoughts, Trip attempted to put that bank vault around his mind. “Can I help you find something, ma’am?”

      Leftie’s eyebrow twitched at the honorific, but he didn’t mention push-ups.

      “I’ve actually found what I’m looking for.” Kiadarsa squinted at him. She liked to do that. Scrutinize him.

      And he sensed her trying to probe his mind, too.

      Bank vault, bank vault. Jaxi, you hear me?

      He had left both soulblades in the cabin he and Leftie had been given, since he’d had to crawl through ductwork and clamber up on the framework of the envelope earlier. Doing so with swords dangling from one’s hips was difficult. But now, he felt naked without the weapons close at hand.

      Of course, I hear you. I’m one deck above you, not on the other side of the world. Though I’m fairly certain I could hear your shouting from there too.

      Just checking. I have a visitor.

      So I see. Perhaps you can interest her in Leftie. Since he wants to know about her witchy things.

      Trip felt somewhat comforted to know Jaxi was monitoring the situation, even if she was doing it irreverently.

      Reverence is for minions, not mighty soulblades.

      I feel like you would get along well with that bronze dragon we met.

      Unlikely. He was on the dull side. One expects more from dragons.

      “I’d like to speak with you—Trip, was it?” Kiadarsa wore a dubious expression as she said his name.

      He shrugged. “You can call me Telryn Yert, if you want.”

      She blinked. “Is that your mage name?”

      “My what?”

      She didn’t answer, merely staring at him, and he worried he’d made a mistake. Could she do something with his name?

      “He’s a pilot,” Leftie told her slowly, as if he were explaining the situation to someone particularly dim.

      “Yes, thanks for the tip.” Kiadarsa waved a dismissive hand at Leftie. “Run along, will you? I want to have a conversation with your friend, and I think he would prefer it be a private one.”

      She smiled at Trip, a knowing smile.

      His stomach did a nervous flip. He had a feeling his bank vault hadn’t been effective, or she’d just figured out from his reactions that he was keeping things from his comrades.

      Her smile remained, but her eyes narrowed in speculation. Or… concentration?

      The probe he’d sensed before returned in more force, raking over his mind.

      “I’m going to get irritated if you keep attempting to invade my privacy,” Trip said, letting his voice cool.

      If she truly believed him a trained sorcerer, would she be probing him so? Wouldn’t she worry it would anger him? He hoped she hadn’t noticed the lack of soulblades in the vicinity to protect him.

      “I’m certain I don’t know what you mean.” Kiadarsa flicked her fingers at Leftie again. “Leave.”

      “Nah,” Leftie said, feet planted. “I think he’d like me to stay here with him, to make sure you don’t do anything witchy to him.”

      “And how will you do that?”

      Leftie puffed out his chest and dropped a hand to the butt of his pistol.

      She rolled her eyes. Leftie’s belt unbuckled, and his trousers dropped to his ankles.

      “Shit,” he blurted for the second time in five minutes, lunging down to grab them.

      Kiadarsa smirked at Trip, as if they were colleagues sharing a joke. Hardly that.

      As soon as Leftie had his belt buckled again, Trip patted him on the shoulder. “It’ll be all right. I’ll talk to her.”

      “Alone?” Leftie scowled at both of them. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I’m sure it’s not, but I’ll do it anyway.”

      The deck tilted slightly underfoot, the airship lifting off. That should mean Trip’s time as mechanic was over, and he could get some sleep. Assuming the sorceress didn’t say something to give him nightmares. Or do “witchy things” to him.

      Despite his words, Leftie didn’t move. He wore a mulish expression and crossed his arms over his chest. Though only for a second. Then he shifted his hands to his hips, one finger hooking around his belt. To keep it up if she tried to drop it again, no doubt.

      Kiadarsa met his eyes and said, “Go.”

      Trip sensed the magical compulsion—the power—in the command even before Leftie took a step toward the door. But he only took one step, then halted with a scowl.

      Trip sensed her gathering more power to try again, and before he could consider if it was wise to challenge her in any way, he stepped between the two of them, holding a hand toward her.

      “Don’t,” he said as coldly as he could. Hoping Jaxi would protect him, he turned his back to her and gripped Leftie’s shoulder. He deliberately did not try to persuade him with anything except words. “Come on, give us ten minutes, Leftie, will you?” He tried a smile, though he didn’t feel amused in the least. “If we have a good time, I’ll tell you all about it.”

      Leftie grunted. “I’d leave in a second and hang a scarf on your doorknob on the way out if I thought that was what you had in mind.”

      “Good to know.” Trip shooed Leftie toward the door.

      That mulish expression remained, and Trip thought Leftie might refuse to be shooed—would it be unmanly to ask Jaxi to help foist him out?—but he finally grumbled, “Fine, fine, sacrifice yourself to a dragon if you want.”

      He stomped out and slammed the door. Outside, Trip sensed him taking one step, putting his back to the wall opposite the door, crossing his arms over his chest, and glowering.

      Even though Leftie’s babbling about women and sports—but especially women—could grow old, Trip felt lucky to have someone who would watch out for him. He believed he could count Rysha as someone like that now, too, even though he hadn’t known her for long. Some people had legions of friends like that—Trip wondered how many people would take a bullet for General Zirkander—but for him, he felt lucky to have two.

      When he turned reluctantly to face Kiadarsa, he found her studying him again. Would he have to threaten her once more? Would it do any good? Probably not. At least, he didn’t sense her probing his mind this time. She merely looked him up and down with her eyes. It still felt invasive.

      He didn’t know if it was within his power, but he attempted to exude some of the aura, the presence, that he’d sensed from the dragons. And from her when she’d been doing the mage equivalent of puffing up her feathers.

      To his surprise, she stepped back, her mouth parting as her gaze jerked to his face.

      He started to feel relieved, hoping it had worked and that she would leave him alone with her mind and her eyes, but she recovered and looked him up and down again. If anything, it was worse, with more sexual interest in her gaze now.

      “What do you want to talk about?” Trip refrained from asking what she found so damn fascinating about him. It wasn’t as if he was gorgeous and women couldn’t keep their eyes off him.

      “Who are you working for?”

      He arched his eyebrows and pointed to the tag on his parka that read Iskandian Army.

      She snorted. “No mage with your power is going to be a stupid soldier in the army.”

      Power? Was his attempt to radiate some truly working? Or did she assume he had power because she thought Jaxi had been given to him? That he’d earned her through some deed and display of great sorcery?

      “Actually, I’m an officer in the army,” Trip said.

      Another snort. “Sure, you are. With a soulblade.”

      Ah, yes, she was basing things on the presence of Jaxi.

      “You’re clearly somebody’s spy, but not one of ours, right?” Kiadarsa cocked her head. “I would have heard of you if you were aligned with the Cofah. I used to work for Prince Varlok. Until a better offer came along. I know most of the sorcerers of any worth in Cofahre. There aren’t that many these days, sadly. Not with any real power.” She grasped her chin as she studied him. “I don’t care if you are somebody’s spy unless it gets in the way of my mission again. The last person to get in the way was—” she bared her teeth, “—intolerable.” Her eyes narrowed again. “One of the dragon alliances didn’t send you, did they?”

      Dragon alliances? Trip did his best to keep his face expressionless. He’d already made a mistake by allowing his confusion to show at the term “mage name.” Jaxi was right. Long before this mission, he should have gone to the capital for lessons from Sardelle. If only he’d known.

      “Let me ask you a question,” Trip said, figuring he should get information if there was any chance he could. He also wondered at her comment about a “better offer” than working for the prince. What could that be?

      Her eyebrows rose. “Do you need to?”

      Was that insinuation that she thought he could read her mind? Or that Jaxi could? She hadn’t pointed out the lack of a soulblade on his hip. Maybe she knew the swords were on the deck above.

      “I prefer being polite.”

      “That’s surprising. Unless you are used to working with dragons and having to step lightly.”

      Not sure what to make of that statement, he said, “My grandmother always told me to be a gentleman.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Will you tell me about this spy that betrayed you?” Trip asked.

      “Jylea wouldn’t appreciate me sharing that story with strangers.”

      “Even those who are now aligned with you and will assist you in destroying the portal?”

      She hesitated. Thoughtfully? Uncertainly?

      For once, Trip wished he did have the ability to read people’s minds.

      “For the moment, Jylea and I have agreed that we will work with you and your team, yes,” she said. “But as I’ve already told you, I suspect you work for someone other than the Iskandians. Is destroying the portal truly what you wish to do?”

      Her eyes narrowed, and he expected her to try to probe his mind again, but she did not, at least not that he could detect.

      “Of course.” Trip made himself gaze back into her eyes, even though he didn’t find it comfortable. On the chance that it would help, he tried to will her to answer. “Who betrayed you? Why are you so sure we’re at cross purposes?”

      Kiadarsa stepped toward him and licked her lips. Trip noticed those lips, along with the rest of her face. She was, as Leftie had pointed out, quite attractive. But if she had seduction or who knew what in mind, he wouldn’t fall for it. Not that he could imagine her seducing him. Surely, if she wanted information, Leftie would be easy to read—and happy to go along with a seduction. And he was the one with a face that made women want to look twice.

      “A dragon,” she said. “Tophurnikus, as we found out later. But Toph was what he introduced himself as. He came in human form, a beautiful man with flowing blond hair—golden hair—and deep golden eyes that you could fall into. That I did fall into. As did Jylea. We ladies had quite the adventurous night during one of the blizzards.” Kiadarsa smiled, her first self-deprecating smile.

      Trip had no idea what to make of it—or the story so far—but he nodded and said, “Go on.”

      It seemed incredulous that she was sharing something with him, and he figured he shouldn’t trust any of it, but he might learn something, even from lies. And she did go on.

      “Toph claimed to be an Iskandian, but years gone from his homeland. An archaeologist and a treasure hunter. He knew all about dragon ruins, and we talked him into joining our team. While Aeolus was away, foolishly.”

      “Who is that?” Trip had learned the rest of the Cofah researchers’ and soldiers’ names while he’d been working with them on repairs, or so he thought. He didn’t remember that one.

      “Who was that, you mean. A bronze dragon that was found and released from one of the three ancient stasis prisons around the world.”

      Trip had no idea what she was talking about—three prisons?—but he nodded as if this wasn’t news to him.

      “He was an ally who was sent down here to work with us, a Cofah dragon from the old days, and one loyal to… another dragon ally. He even let me ride him, as he’d had a rider once, long ago, he said. He was helping us with our research before Toph showed up.”

      “The old dragon didn’t simply know where the portal was?” Trip had assumed all of the magical creatures would know that, that they would be able to sense it from afar, even if they hadn’t themselves come through it.

      “No. It was tampered with—enshrouded I should say—so it’s no longer easy to detect, even for dragons. Also, we had other questions related to it.”

      “Such as how to destroy it,” he guessed.

      “Indeed. Aeolus was helping us investigate other ruins, some that have been here since before his birth, to try to find all of the answers we sought. He said to be wary of any other dragons we encountered until we were ready to make our move, but I wasn’t wary enough. He had gone off hunting and then to an alliance meeting when Toph came, pretending not to be a dragon, but simply a human whose goals were similar to ours. He worked with us, but he secretly guided us toward the wrong conclusions, and he used his powers to affect our minds.”

      Kiadarsa squinted at Trip, and his heart beat a little faster as he wondered if she had sensed his feeble attempt to get her to talk. Had that even done anything?

      “I’m not a dragon,” he said dryly, then immediately felt stupid for saying it. As if a sorceress would believe him one under any circumstances.

      “No,” she agreed. “I would sense that. I mean, I wouldn’t be fooled again, I don’t think. Toph was very good at dampening his aura and hiding what he was. I just thought he was a human with some dragon blood.”

      “But he was a dragon that wanted to ensure you never found the portal?”

      “Exactly. I believe now that we may have actually searched the right ruins without knowing it, with him using his magic to hide clues from our eyes.” Her hand strayed to her hip. To a pocket? The one with that page of notes folded up inside? “When Aeolus returned, he knew exactly what Toph was, and he soon saw how he’d been tricking us. He challenged him, even though he was just a bronze.” She looked away, toward the dark porthole. A few snowflakes drifted past it. “The battle was the day before yesterday. The two took their natural dragon form. Right in our camp. It didn’t go well. For the camp or for Aeolus.”

      “The gold won,” Trip assumed.

      “He might not have if it had been one-on-one. Aeolus was an old and crafty dragon, who had survived many wars. But Tophurnikus had many allies he could call to help. And he did. Dragons who resented the idea of humans disturbing their portal. We—the researchers—all ran to the cave when we sensed them coming. Aeolus told us to. I felt like we were abandoning him, especially when Toph had already injured him, and was up there in the air, wheeling about and cackling into our minds. But Aeolus flew off, trying to lead them from the camp so we could make it to the cave. He’d put some glamour on that cave early on, making it so it would be harder for other dragons to see into it. We made it inside, but not before I sensed his death. Not before I heard the laughter of Tophurnikus. Not before I sensed that they’d razed our camp.”

      Jaxi? Can you hear me? Are you getting this?

      Kiadarsa had turned back to him, though she gazed at his chest now instead of into his eyes. Trip didn’t know what to make of the story. It seemed to match up with what Dreyak had seen of the camp, of multiple dragons fighting, but why would Kiadarsa go from glaring at him and oozing distrust and hatred to standing before him and confessing all this? Confessing a story that did nothing to make her shine, since she and her colleagues had been duped. Did she have something to gain from telling it? Did she want his sympathy for some reason? Or was it all a lie meant to trick him into revealing something?

      Oh, yes, Jaxi said. This is quite entertaining. I’m munching on garlic-roasted pumpkin seeds up here and listening.

      Can you tell if she’s lying?

      No, I can’t read her. She’s better at bank vaults than you are.

      I think everyone is.

      Give it time. You only learned the exercise today. Sorcery takes a lifetime to master.

      Kiadarsa stepped closer to him, her gaze still toward his chest instead of his eyes. Her demeanor was much different from the confident one she had come in with, or the challenging one from earlier in the day. She stopped less than a foot away from him.

      Trip was positive it wasn’t manly to panic when a woman came close, but sweat dampened his palms, and he could feel his heart slamming against his ribs.

      Is she trying to seduce me? he asked Jaxi. If a telepathic voice could come out squeaky, he was sure his did.

      I’m not sure. This is quite interesting.

      Pumpkin seeds interesting?

      Kiadarsa rested a hand on his shoulder, her thumb brushing the side of his neck.

      Indeed. The seduction guess seems most likely, though I’m not sure what she wants or why she believes you’re a spy. She could just be drawn to you, I suppose.

      Drawn to me? Jaxi, women aren’t drawn to me. Trust me, I’d know if I had this power by now. The urge to bolt filled him.

      Well, other than Sardelle, have you been around any sorceresses? Women with dragon blood?

      I don’t know any sorceresses, and for the other, how would I know?

      You’d be able to sense it.

      Then no, he said, though he highly doubted he could have sensed anything two weeks ago. Until Jaxi had started giving him these mental exercises, his sixth sense had been erratic.

      Kiadarsa raised her eyes, but not all the way to his, just to his lips. If she tried to kiss him, he was going to sprint out of the room. Up to the deck to talk to a normal woman. Rysha. Yes, he longed to run and find her now.

      “I’ve told you my lamentable tale,” Kiadarsa murmured. “Will you share with me who you’re working for? I need to know… I can’t make the same mistake again. My people are counting on me.”

      Trip had been prepared to flee, but he made his feet stay rooted to the deck. If he ran now, she would think he was hiding something.

      “I am Iskandian,” he said firmly. “I serve King Angulus. Nobody else.”

      He expected some sign of disgust from her, but she seemed too busy considering his lips.

      “I mistrust Iskandians deeply,” she murmured. “And those with powerful auras who claim to be Iskandians, as well.”

      “That sounds like a personal problem.” The flippant words came out before he could think better of them. He didn’t want to make light of the story she’d told him, but all of this was too strange, and he was positive she was toying with him, wanting to use him for some reason.

      To his surprise, she chuckled. Then she inhaled deeply, as if she was breathing in his scent.

      He found it bewildering. He knew his scent wasn’t anything appealing right now.

      “I have to go,” he said, taking a step back.

      He would have taken five steps back—or five hundred—at least enough to dislodge her hand from his shoulder, but he bumped against the door.

      He expected that hand to dig in, to try and hold him there. But when she looked up, meeting his eyes, she had that scrutinizing look in hers again, as if he were some puzzle she meant to figure out. She drew her hand back and looked at it, then lowered it.

      “Yes,” she said, the weird seductive voice shifting back to a more normal tone. “Of course. As do I.”

      She stepped toward the door, but he was still standing in front of it. She frowned at him, the challenge back in her eyes. “Let me pass.”

      “Of course.” He stepped aside.

      She strode out, shutting it behind her.

      Trip pushed a hand through his hair. Jaxi, what just happened?

      I have some ideas, but I’d like to cogitate on them before sharing. It’s too bad Sardelle isn’t here. She’s more of a historian than I am.

      Why would he need a historian to shed light on his women issues?

      Since Sardelle isn’t here, you should ask Rysha. She’s a historian, one who didn’t fear studying the magical. Or at least magic related to dragons. I bet she would have some ideas.

      I’m not telling her the sorceress wanted to get cuddly with me.

      Why not?

      Because…

      Ah, because you want to get cuddly with her, and she may be upset? Well, if you choose to stay ignorant, there’s nothing I can do about it.

      “Wonderful,” Trip muttered and walked out.
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      Rysha rested her hands on the railing of the airship, gazing toward the snow falling from the black clouds obscuring the stars. The flakes dropped straight down and disappeared into darkness below the hull of the craft, the ship’s running lanterns doing little to drive back the night.

      How high were they? A thousand feet? Two thousand? Rysha couldn’t make out the icy fields below and wondered how Major Blazer could keep them on course in weather like this.

      She shivered inside her parka. She knew she should crawl into the bunk she had been given, burying herself under the pile of furs atop it, but the quiet of the night drew her. There was something magical about being out here, sailing through territory she’d read about but never thought she would visit. If only the constant threat of dragons didn’t make it dangerous.

      She imagined being an archaeologist, out there exploring the ruins those dragons had left long ago. Few people had spent much time down here in the perennial cold of the Antarctic, searching for signs of past civilizations, human and otherwise. She wagered there were a lot of temples and caves that mankind had never set foot in.

      “Didn’t expect to find you out here, Ravenwood,” came Kaika’s voice from behind her. She ambled up to the railing, the shadows and her fur-trimmed hood hiding her face, only the bright orange tip of one of Blazer’s cigars visible. The sweet tobacco scent mingled with something else—vanilla?—and lingered in the air. “Figured you’d be curled up and sharing body heat with your strapping young captain. I couldn’t help but notice there aren’t any heaters in the cabins. I bet most of the crew sleeps in the boiler room when they’re flying around down here.”

      “My strapping young captain? Trip?”

      “I haven’t seen you making moon eyes at Duck. Or at me. Those are the only options for captains.”

      “No, ma’am, but even if moon-eyeing were appropriate during a mission, Dorfindral wouldn’t approve of it.”

      “So, leave him in the boiler room.”

      “He doesn’t like being left behind.”

      “If that’s true, and he can let you know that, that’s disturbing.” Kaika leaned her elbows against the railing and peered into the night ahead.

      “Doesn’t yours give you the feeling it’s… feeling things?”

      “Maybe, but I’ve been ignoring it. And keeping it in its box whenever we’re not in battle.” Kaika looked pointedly at the strap Rysha had found that let her keep Dorfindral in its scabbard slung across her back.

      “You think I should be doing that?” Since Rysha couldn’t sense dragons coming from a distance, the way Jaxi could—or maybe that was Trip warning them—she’d deemed it wise to never leave the sword out of reach.

      “It’s up to you. You know more about those things than I do. But… I’ve seen a friend killed by one. By accident. Someone spoke some of those command words to the sword to get it all riled up, and it’s like a rabid dog once it gets going. Hard to calm it down even with the other command words. ’Course we didn’t know how to tell it to stand down back then, but I’ve still seen Kasandral try to turn on people, even when those words were spoken.”

      “Your friend had dragon blood?”

      “No, he just got in the way. Between the sword and someone who did. Sardelle, to be exact.”

      “I’m being careful, and I’m aware of when it tries to manipulate me.”

      “Good.” Kaika withdrew the cigar and offered it to Rysha. “Puff? I won a couple off Blazer in a bet. I never much liked smelling like smoke when there might be enemies around, but it warms you up when the air is cold enough to freeze your nose hairs off.”

      Rysha snorted, her nose hairs were doing fine. It was cold, especially when she was used to the temperate, if rainy, climate around the capital, but she didn’t think it was more than ten degrees below freezing. She wouldn’t want to be here in the winter, but that was a few months away.

      Still, out of curiosity and some vague sense that soldiers were supposed to smoke and drink together when off-duty, she accepted the cigar.

      “Pull the smoke into your mouth, hold it there a bit to enjoy the nuances of the flavor, then exhale through your nostrils. That’s the best way to do it.”

      That sounded complicated, but Rysha lifted the cigar to her lips. The vanilla scent did smell appealing. Unfortunately, she inhaled more than she was probably supposed to, and thick warm smoke invaded her lungs. It irritated everything along the route, and she ended up coughing all over the railing.

      With tears pricking her eyes, she handed the cigar back.

      Kaika chuckled and accepted it. “Takes a few tries to get used to it.”

      “Yeah,” Rysha rasped, wiping her eyes. “What was the bet?”

      Kaika grinned at her. “This morning, when you were walking on the ice and reading, Blazer wagered you’d fall on your ass at least three times on the way to the cave. I said you wouldn’t.”

      Rysha wrinkled her nose, not sure whether to be offended that she’d served as entertainment for the senior officers or pleased that Kaika had bet against her falling.

      “I saw you on the obstacle course,” Kaika said. “You only look like you’d be a klutz.”

      “Was that… a compliment?”

      “I don’t know, but I thank you for not falling.” Kaika drew deeply on the cigar and blew out rings of smoke, clearly getting more out of the experience than Rysha had. “Got a question for you, my scholarly protégé. Or I guess you would say that I’m seeking some confirmation.”

      “Yes?” Rysha arched her eyebrows, glad for a chance to be helpful. That was more appealing than being the subject of bets.

      “Jaxi’s not the only reason our new swords want to attack Trip, is she?”

      Rysha’s shoulders—and eyebrows—drooped. She didn’t want to talk about Trip behind his back, and she also didn’t want to divulge his secrets. “Between Jaxi and the new soulblade, he’s carrying a lot of magic around.”

      Kaika slanted her a flat look.

      Rysha sighed. Did she truly have to confirm this for her? It sounded like she already knew.

      “It took me a while to twig to it,” Kaika went on. “Because of Jaxi. But looking back, I’ve gotten that feeling from him since the beginning—that he’s a little odd.”

      “He’s not odd.”

      Kaika chuckled. “Don’t think I’ve run into any sorcerers yet, just sorceresses, so I don’t have a basis for comparison, but he reminds me a little of Phelistoth and Bhrava Saruth when they’re walking around in human form. They can pass for normal if people aren’t paying much attention, but there is this sense of otherness about them that puts you on edge. Of course, Bhrava Saruth can turn on his charms. Hm, that’s not the right word. Allure, maybe? Anyway, when he turns it on and crooks a finger at you, you’re perfectly willing to have sex with him, no matter what stupid things he’s saying about you being one of his worshipful followers.”

      Rysha didn’t know what to say to that. She had never met either of Iskandia’s ally dragons, in human form or any other, and she hadn’t met any sorcerers, either. She’d barely met Sardelle, and she wasn’t sure if she had any kind of allure that went beyond standard human beauty. Obviously, General Zirkander was drawn to her, but was it because of dragon blood in her veins? Rysha had read of such things. It had generally referred to dragons, but the humans who had been direct descendants of dragons had apparently had a modicum of their allure too. As with magic, the farther removed from the dragon one was, the less powerful it was.

      “You haven’t, have you?” Rysha asked, mostly because she didn’t want to discuss Trip’s dragon blood.

      “What? Had sex with Bhrava Saruth?”

      “Yeah.”

      Kaika took another puff from the cigar. “I got permission first. From my steady fellow. Sometimes, if you get an opportunity to do something that crazy, you just have to do it.”

      Rysha stared at her. She hadn’t truly expected the answer to be yes.

      “I told him that if he ever gets the chance to sleep with a female dragon, I would be fine with that. He doesn’t have quite as adventurous a soul as I have, though, so I’m not sure he’d actually do that. Unless the dragon used her dragonly allure on him.”

      “It’s called scylori,” Rysha said.

      “Oh, there’s a term?”

      “Yes. And you’re right, dragons can compel humans to do things against their wishes. Or make them believe they aren’t against their wishes.”

      “I wasn’t compelled. I was just curious. And he was amenable.”

      “Was it worth…” Rysha didn’t want to say betraying her lover, because it didn’t sound like it had been that exactly, but she couldn’t imagine a man being excited about his woman sleeping with a dragon—or anyone else.

      “Nah, not really. He was very much focused on his own pleasure. You’d be better off with Trip. I suspect he’d be much more appreciative than a dragon. And that he’d be amenable to doing whatever you asked.”

      Rysha blushed. How did they keep ending up talking about Trip? She wasn’t sure if doing it in this context was better than discussing his blood or not.

      “You do know what to ask for, right?” Kaika grinned at her.

      “Of course I know. I’m not sixteen, ma’am.”

      “Yes, I forgot. You’ve kissed three boys. And had sex with one of them. That’s good. Just remember, it’s fine and good to polish his sword if he likes it and you like it, but make sure he knows how and where to use his tongue. You want to have a good time while you’re cuddling, right?”

      “Ma’am, we haven’t even—” Kissed, she was going to add, but Kaika kept speaking.

      “And once you’re familiar with each other’s tastes, don’t be afraid to bring in some props and toys. You know the Gilded Lady in the capital? Over on Aspen Lane? They sell some quality stuff, and everything comes with instructions and diagrams, so you don’t have to feel awkward about asking the sales woman. Take him along too. You can pick out things together. If you want a list of recommended products, just ask. I’d be happy to provide it.”

      “Ma’am, when you told General Zirkander that I was your protégé, I was very honored, but I’d really imagined you teaching me about guns and bombs and how to kick men’s butts rather than… products.”

      Kaika clapped her on the shoulder. “We can do all those things too. I’d be delighted to teach you about demolitions. And now that we’re not cramped up in those fliers, we can definitely practice with the swords. First thing in the morning.”

      “I would like that.” Rysha remembered her battle with the sorceress, how the woman had been more experienced and had been getting the upper hand toward the end, even with Dorfindral guiding Rysha’s movements. It would be a good idea to—

      “Ma’am?” Leftie called, jogging toward them. “Is that you, Captain Kaika?”

      “It’s me.” Kaika turned her back to the railing, propping her elbow on it.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to ask you, er, warn you about something.”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s the Cofah sorceress. I think she might be trying to—” Leftie glanced toward the doorway he’d exited from. “I don’t know why she would pick him, but I think she might be trying to control Trip. Is that possible? I mean, I know women can seduce men, and vice versa, but Trip’s not very—I mean, he’s sort of the opposite of oversexed, you know? But if she’s a witch and has powers she can use on him—I don’t know why she would, but she came down to the gas room and wanted to talk to him alone, and was looking him up and down. Honestly, I don’t know why, except that he’s the highest ranking after you and Blazer. Well, and Duck, but Duck’s not a lady’s man, and Trip’s all-right looking, don’t you think? It’s not his face that gives him trouble with women. But what could she want from him? That sword, do you think? He seemed willing to give it to her without seduction.”

      Rysha shifted uneasily at the rapid flow of words—and the topic. She hadn’t heard Leftie babble and trip over sentences before, so it took her a few seconds to realize he was nervous. And worried.

      “She’s alone with him now?” Kaika asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And you’re sure—” Kaika glanced at Rysha, “—it’s not by his choice?”

      Leftie hesitated, also glancing at her.

      Rysha’s gut tied itself in a knot.

      “He did ask me to leave them in privacy, but he’s not—he never—it’s not like him.”

      Kaika scratched her jaw. “I suppose it’s possible that sorceresses can have magical allure too.”

      “I really don’t want to hear about this woman’s allures,” Rysha said, trying to sound tough and casual, as if she wasn’t worried in the least about Trip being allured. “But if he’s in danger, we should help him. He knows a lot about…”

      What? He’d just transferred to Wolf Squadron and the capital, so he wouldn’t know any military secrets there, and he didn’t have a background in dragons or archaeology or magic.

      “Very little?” Kaika offered.

      “Machines,” Rysha said sturdily. It wasn’t as if Trip was ignorant. He just didn’t have specialties that she could imagine an enemy caring about.

      “I’m sure she wants to seduce him to learn all about making gun mounts,” Kaika said dryly.

      “Ma’am,” Leftie said, frowning. “I don’t trust her or any of them, and I don’t think we should be unconcerned by things out of the ordinary happening.”

      “Don’t you think Jaxi will protect him if he’s in there against his wishes?” Kaika asked.

      “Is a soulblade more powerful than a sorceress?” Leftie sounded skeptical.

      “I have no idea.” Kaika looked at Rysha.

      “It would depend on what era the soulblade came from and the abilities of the original sorcerer,” Rysha said, the words sounding distant to her ears. She was barely aware of answering. As stupid as it was, she was imagining Trip down in that room, with that sorceress seducing him.

      Would he actually fall for that? The woman had been so antagonistic when they’d met, and that had been less than ten hours earlier.

      “It’s also possible the Cofah soulblade would interfere,” Rysha said, looking toward the door. She wanted to go check on Trip and make sure untoward things weren’t happening.

      But the door opened as she watched it. Dorfindral sent a thrum of excitement through her, and she knew who was coming out before he stepped into the light of the lantern mounted there.

      “Meyusha,” she grumbled to the blade.

      Some of the Cofah scientists were out on the deck at the opposite end of the ship, but Trip looked right at Rysha, Kaika, and Leftie even though they were in the shadows and their parkas hid their faces. He strode past the parked fliers and toward them. There were, Rysha decided, many clues that he had dragon blood, for those interested in looking.

      As he walked closer, his step determined, she tried to decide if he looked like a man who’d recently been seduced. Though what that would look like, she didn’t know. The sorceress hadn’t been wearing lip paint that she might have left on his clothing or his neck. His eyes didn’t blaze with triumph and self-satisfaction or with chagrin. She told itself it was unlikely anything had happened. Maybe he was coming to report that the woman had tried to seduce him and failed.

      “Two dragons, ma’am,” he told Kaika without preamble.

      “Shit. Where?”

      “Twenty miles that way.” Trip pointed to the left. “They flew to that distance quickly, and now they’re paralleling us.”

      Everyone looked in the indicated direction, even though, with the snow falling, they couldn’t see one mile, much less twenty.

      “They’re silver dragons,” Trip added. “They won’t be able to breathe fire, but they can destroy the airship with mental and physical attacks.”

      “We should get into the fliers and be ready,” Leftie said. “With passengers carrying those special swords.”

      “I’ll report to Major Blazer,” Trip said, and the two men jogged toward the wheelhouse together.

      “Looks like we’ll get all manner of sword-fighting practice on this trip,” Kaika said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rysha said.
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      Trip woke with a start to the sound of steel clashing against steel.

      Imagining the battle already underway—and why hadn’t anyone told him?—he lurched upright, cracking his knee against the flight stick of his flier. He stood in his cockpit, looking all around the deck of the airship, expecting to see sign of the dragons. He’d kept a mental eye on them the night before, standing with Blazer in the wheelhouse so he could let her know when they veered toward them, but the two silvers had maintained a course paralleling the airship and never drawing closer than twenty miles.

      He, Duck, and Leftie had finally been ordered to sleep next to their fliers so they would be ready to take off at a second’s notice. He’d opted for sleeping in his cockpit, buried under his fur and a parka. Daylight had come, though the snow continued to fall, and the gray clouds made it hard to tell what time it was. He stretched his senses out to check on the dragons and found that they continued to parallel the airship.

      Trip found the source of the commotion at the far rear of the airship, Kaika and Rysha leaping about and slashing with their dragon-slaying swords. It took him a moment to realize they were sparring with each other rather than battling some enemy.

      “Seven gods, that’s a racket,” Leftie said, lurching upright in the next flier over. He, too, had opted to sleep in his cockpit, ready for action. Sort of. His leg hung over one side of the cockpit, his arm over the other, and his hair stuck up in so many directions it looked like lightning had struck him while he slept. He spotted the women, then slumped back in his seat. “It would have been less alarming to wake up in a dragon’s jaws.”

      “Do you want me to contact the dragons to see when that’s scheduled?” Trip asked.

      “You can’t do that, can you?”

      “I can do it.” Trip patted Jaxi’s scabbard to imply she would be the one handling the telepathic communication. “I can’t guarantee the dragons would answer.”

      You’re asking that question yourself, hero.

      I wouldn’t think dragon jaws would scare you. You can’t be that palatable.

      True, but if my handler gets eaten, there’s nobody left to carry me to interesting places. To unfrozen places.

      Trip clambered out of his flier, shivering as soon as he removed the fur. After taking care of biological needs, he looked for Major Blazer in the wheelhouse so he could update her on the dragons. But she was standing on the deck with Jylea, the two women holding mugs of coffee while watching the sparring match. Blazer also held a magazine in her gloved hand, though she seemed more interested in the swordplay. It amused Trip that the airship had a kitchen and a stove. So much more luxurious than travel by flier. But he wouldn’t want to be stuck on the lumbering craft when enemies attacked.

      He spotted Kiadarsa near the railing, gazing off in the direction of the dragons. Trip hurried past her, but not before she looked back at him, a long look over. He didn’t acknowledge it. He didn’t want to do anything to encourage her to make contact.

      Blazer and Jylea stopped their conversation when they noticed Trip approaching. Irritation flashed across Blazer’s face, and he hesitated. She tucked her magazine under her arm and reached for her sword hilt—the hilt of the chapaharii blade—but halted before she touched it. Her hand hovered there for several long seconds. She took a deep breath, pulled her hand back, and withdrew her magazine again. It was folded open to what looked like sewing patterns for decorative squares. Not what he would have expected Blazer to read, but what did he know about women?

      “Didn’t mean to interrupt, ma’am,” Trip said as he walked up warily, “but I thought you’d want an update on the dragons’ location.”

      “We’ve been getting updates from Kia,” Jylea said blandly, looking toward her sorceress.

      Trip tried to decide if the statement contained censure. He didn’t know what time it was, but feared he’d slept later than most people. That was surprising because he’d dozed off worried about the dragons, but he hadn’t slept at all the previous night. His body had apparently decided to knock him out for as many hours as possible.

      “Good,” he said. “Did they do anything in the night?”

      “They’re maintaining their course and speed,” Jylea said. “I’m hoping that means it’s a coincidence and that they have nothing to do with us.”

      “I don’t think so, ma’am,” Trip said. “Even if they just happened to be heading the same way, it’s unlikely they would perfectly match our speed. Dragons naturally fly faster than fliers and most certainly faster than airships.”

      “Did you just call my vessel slow, young man?”

      “I believe he did,” Blazer said.

      “Just in comparison to a dragon.” Trip wondered if it was a good thing that Blazer was standing with the Cofah leader, jointly picking on him. Bonding with the enemy? “Is there any terrain ahead of us that could potentially be hazardous? That an enemy might consider a good spot for an ambush?”

      Blazer tilted her head. “Would a dragon feel it needed to use trickery on us? To lay an ambush?”

      “We do have the swords. We drove off the other one and hurt it.”

      “Kia!” Jylea called across the deck, waving for the sorceress to join them.

      Trip groaned inwardly and was tempted to slink away before she arrived. He could check on Kaika and Rysha. How long had they been sparring? Maybe they needed him to bring water.

      Kiadarsa strode down the deck, her head high, looking much more like the sorceress from the cave than the woman who’d touched his shoulder in the gas room. She did not look at Trip as she approached. That relieved him. He felt more comfortable handling the tough sorceress than the odd one.

      “We’re about twelve hours from the ruins site we’re going to check again, right, Kia?” Jylea asked when she reached them.

      “Yes.”

      “Again?” Blazer asked.

      Kiadarsa and Jylea exchanged looks.

      “Someone who proved untrustworthy was the one who reported there was nothing significant there,” Jylea said. “Upon further research, we believe it may indeed be the place we seek.”

      “Where is it?” After sleeping for hours, Trip wasn’t sure where they were. He sensed the ice fields stretching in all directions, but trusted Blazer, who’d been helping with navigation the night before, had a better idea.

      “You’ll find out when you need to,” Jylea said.

      “I’m just trying to figure out if there’s a place we might be ambushed along the way.”

      Jylea’s lips pressed together, and she looked toward Kiadarsa.

      “It’s flat the whole way,” Kiadarsa said.

      What had they said the day before? That they couldn’t reach the ruins site by dog sled because of places where the ice had melted? Creating an inland sea or lakes or some such?

      Trip gazed at Jylea, wishing he could pluck some information from her brain.

      He’d no sooner had the thought than an image of a map floated into his mind. He recognized it as the one from the building in the outpost, the one with all the notes scribbled on ruins locations. He focused on the spot that Rysha had pointed to back in the Black Stag and that she’d also pointed out in the outpost. The words, what had they read?

      The words appeared in his mind, as if he were reading them right there. Mount Eldercrag. Ice Caves. Cave. Dragon statues carved into a fissure. Three thousand years old, no markings. No evidence of recent use. Cave explorations unfruitful. Dragons in area.

      Trip twitched, realizing that sounded like an excellent place for a portal. Perhaps the words on that map had been inaccurate. If that proved true, the Iskandian team might not have needed to link up with the Cofah researchers, after all. They could have gone straight to that spot and—

      Wait, had he truly seen what Jylea was thinking? That wasn’t one of his meager abilities.

      Guess again.

      Good morning, Jaxi.

      We are heading to that location. I thought about mentioning it earlier, but you were snoozing like a dog in front of a fire crackling in a hearth.

      I wasn’t nearly as warm.

      Yes, it’s odd that the Cofah didn’t outfit an airship going to the Antarctic Circle with hearths, isn’t it? And dogs. Since you haven’t suggested to your lovely lieutenant that she should cuddle with you, you could at least keep warm with some dogs pressed against your back.

      Instead of answering, Trip considered the route ahead again. Now that he knew their destination, maybe he could better gauge what might be prompting the dragons to bide their time. He had no personal familiarity with the area, but he’d studied the maps.

      Would the dragons simply wait until the airship made it to the ruins to attack? Maybe they had more allies there, or something else that would make humans easier to slay. Or maybe—

      The inland sea, Trip thought with a lurch. The melted areas. If the dragons attacked there, they could sink the airship—and the swords. To be lost forever in the depths of the Antarctic.

      He looked toward the bow of the ship, wondering how close they were to that area now.

      “You should learn to guard your thoughts better, Jylea,” Kiadarsa said, squinting at Trip.

      Jylea’s eyes flew open, and she also looked at Trip.

      Blazer’s brow furrowed, but she sipped her coffee and didn’t comment.

      “No,” Trip said, thinking they believed he’d read Jylea’s thoughts and discovered something enlightening. He had read them, according to Jaxi, but that wasn’t what had enlightened him. “I was thinking about what you said yesterday. That we had to fly instead of going on foot because of water blocking the way.”

      “Yes…” Jylea raised her eyebrows.

      “The dragons might wait and attack us there. If they were to bring us down on the ice, the dragon-slaying swords would be there for anyone to retrieve, but if they fell into the ocean—how deep is it under the ice here?”

      “Approximately one mile,” Jylea said.

      “Then we have nothing that could go down and get them. They’d be lost forever.”

      “A sorceress could levitate—”

      “No,” Trip interrupted her as Kiadarsa also shook her head.

      “Nobody can use magic on them,” Kiadarsa said. “Nor can anyone with dragon blood touch them. They would be stuck down there indefinitely.”

      “Then we can’t let them fall in,” Blazer said, her hand straying to the hilt of hers again. This time, she let it rest there, not trying to stop it.

      Trip hoped she was thinking of using it on dragons and not on him.

      “How far are we from the spot?” Trip asked Jylea. “And how wide is it?”

      She looked at him without answering. Considering whether she should?

      He understood why they wouldn’t trust Iskandians in general, but why hesitate to answer in this situation? They were all on the airship together.

      “You might as well tell him, Jylea,” Kiadarsa said. “You’re not trained to keep secrets from mages.”

      Blazer eyed Trip. Trip shrugged at her. Her gaze flicked toward his waist where Jaxi hung. He’d left the Cofah soulblade in the flier, but he’d learned his lesson and didn’t go many places without Jaxi now. Even to the head.

      Yes, and let me tell you how exciting it is to watch a man pee.

      Can’t you turn your back?

      How would that work? Her hilt pulsed a subtle gold for a moment.

      He was fairly certain that was meant as a reminder of her swordness, but Jylea, who’d been looking at the blade, twitched. Then sighed.

      “Only about a half hour,” she said. “And it’s about twenty miles wide, so it won’t take us long to cross it.”

      “Assuming there are no complications,” Kiadarsa grumbled.

      “It’s fortunate we have so many mages among us now, isn’t it?” Jylea said.

      “It may prove so—that is still debatable. But even so, mages aren’t the equivalent of dragons.”

      Blazer gripped Trip’s shoulder and nodded for him to walk with her. They headed closer to Rysha and Kaika’s ongoing sparring session, and he hoped she just wanted to get a good look at that, rather than question him about the mage comments. Given the firmness of the grip on his shoulder, he doubted it.

      He stopped before they got too close, because he didn’t want the women, prompted by their swords, to feel the urge to run over and attack him. As it was, being surrounded by all those blades made him uneasy.

      Blazer stopped too and released him. They were out of the Cofahs’ earshot, and she looked frankly at him. “They’re just calling you a mage because you’re wandering around with a soulblade, right?”

      “Technically, two soulblades.” Trip wondered if he could sidestep the question without outright lying.

      General Zirkander hadn’t been even remotely fazed by the idea of one of his pilots having some magical powers, but he was clearly an exception to the rule and not the example.

      “Uh huh, but that’s why they believe it, right?”

      Trip believed Kiadarsa sensed that he had dragon blood, but he wasn’t positive. He shrugged. “I suppose it’s a logical assumption on their part, and I haven’t corrected it, since they’re not exactly trustworthy allies.”

      “No, definitely not. But could our own evasiveness backfire on us? I’m inclined not to tell them anything, either, but what happens if they expect you to be able to hurl fireballs, and then you can’t?”

      “Jaxi can.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      “Nothing she or a sorcerer could do against a dragon would be enough. That’s why this is important.” He gestured to the sparring women.

      Sweat dripped from both their faces, and their movements were slower now, with longer pauses between attacks, than they had been when he first woke up. He was surprised they’d been going this long. Trip well remembered from his basic army training how even a few minutes of hand-to-hand combat could leave a man panting.

      He was impressed with how much force the women threw behind their attacks. They definitely weren’t taking their training session lightly. Kaika, he noticed, had whiplike movements, and seemed to get a lot of power from the speed of the blade even though the way she slung it around appeared almost effortless. Her brow wasn’t as sweat-slathered as Rysha’s, nor was she breathing as hard. She looked like she could go all day.

      Rysha managed to block her attacks, but Trip thought she put more effort into it than Kaika did. Muscling the movements instead of relaxing her arms and letting everything flow. But he would probably be the same way. Telling the body to relax was one thing. Having it obey was another.

      The swords did not appear to be influencing them, not the way Rysha’s had the night she’d battled the sorceress. If that was true, and this was only her second time picking up a blade, Trip decided she was doing extremely well. She always seemed in balance, even when scurrying back under a flurry of blows, and he admired her athleticism. And her sheer determination.

      Kaika launched a series of high attacks, forcing Rysha to parry above her head, before whipping her blade down toward her thigh. Rysha jumped back as she jerked her sword down, but she wasn’t quite fast enough. Kaika’s sword tapped the inside of her thigh.

      “Thirty-seven,” Kaika said, backing off. “Break?”

      Rysha huffed out a breath and wiped away a damp lock of hair that had escaped her bun. Her spectacles were so fogged that Trip couldn’t imagine how she’d seen any of those attacks.

      “If you’re tired, ma’am. I don’t want to overwork you, since we may have a real battle coming.”

      “That’s very thoughtful, what with my advanced age.”

      “Lieutenants have to be mindful of their elders.”

      “How many points have you gotten, Ravenwood?” Blazer asked dryly.

      “Uhm, I… believe I lost count.” Rysha looked at Trip.

      He braced himself, expecting the sword to turn it into an irritated glower, but she wore a sheepish expression instead.

      “Because there have been so many?” Blazer asked.

      “Yes, that’s it.”

      “It’s thirty-seven to two,” Kaika said, smirking.

      She grabbed a towel hanging from the railing. They would need to dry off and put their parkas, scarfs, and gloves back on before their bodies chilled.

      “You lost count of two, Lieutenant?” Blazer’s eyes crinkled.

      “Well, a lot of other things happened between the two points.”

      “Like Kaika’s thirty-odd points?”

      “Those would be the things, yes.” Rysha shrugged at Trip, still looking sheepish.

      It was only then that he realized she felt embarrassed or chagrined that she hadn’t been doing better. Or maybe that she hadn’t done better in front of him? He’d thought she had been doing great for a beginner.

      “When did you pick up swords, Kaika?” Blazer asked, as Rysha sheathed the sword and also grabbed a towel, using it first to wipe off her spectacles. “I didn’t think you cared for anything larger than a knife unless it could explode.”

      “I didn’t, but there have been a couple of times in the last three years where I’ve almost gotten stuck with Kasandral. Maybe it was fate that I would end up wielding one of these.” She ticked a fingernail against the hilt of her sword.

      It and Rysha’s weapon both glowed green currently. Trip wasn’t sure if that had to do with his proximity, the dragons’ proximity, or if they were simply excited—could magical swords get excited?—over the sparring match.

      Of course magical swords can get excited, Jaxi said. Right now, I’m most eager to go into battle. I want to see if we can actually kill a dragon this time. We were so close last time.

      It’s hard to finish them off when they can simply fly away when they’re wounded.

      I’ve noticed. It must be convenient to have wings.

      I imagine so. Trip pictured a winged soulblade flying after a dragon.

      “Once Colonel Therrik got back from his duty in the mountains,” Kaika said, “I asked him to give me some lessons.”

      Blazer’s upper lip curled. “Why would you intentionally want to spend time with that man?”

      “He’s really good at what he does.”

      “What’s that?” Trip asked.

      “Making people dead.”

      “Ah.”

      “You didn’t have to do any favors for him in exchange for the lessons, did you?” Blazer asked, her lip curling further.

      Something at the edge of Trip’s awareness changed, and he gazed out over the railing.

      “No,” Kaika said. “He’s married now, you know. Faithfully, I presume. He has his flaws, but disloyalty isn’t one of them. Anyway, he loves sharp pointy things, and he’s amenable to teaching people how to use them, for free. As long as you’re not on the list of individuals who irk him.”

      “That’s a long list, isn’t it?” Blazer asked.

      “I believe his list could fill a book. Chapter One would start with Zirkander.” Kaika grinned. “I was highly amused when Therrik married Zirkander’s cousin, and they became in-laws. I dearly wish someone would invite me to a family dinner. If there are such things.”

      Trip, his focus outward instead of on the conversation, realized what had changed. He no longer sensed the dragons. He hadn’t noticed them flying away; they had simply disappeared from his awareness.

      He looked toward Jylea and Kiadarsa, wondering if the sorceress had noticed anything. She was also frowning over the railing. The snow had stopped, the clouds lightening, but visibility wasn’t anywhere near twenty miles.

      Kiadarsa might have sensed him looking at her, for she turned and met his eyes. Trip started to take a step toward her, but she spoke into his mind.

      Can you sense them? she asked.

      A surge of panic ran through him. He hadn’t anticipated that she would speak telepathically to him. She was sure to think it odd if all he did was think his response and expect her to pick it up without projecting or whatever it was sorcerers did.

      They disappeared, he thought and tried to thrust the words into her mind—he would have to ask Jaxi for a lesson on this.

      She staggered back, touching her temple and wincing.

      What are you doing to the woman? Jaxi asked. Didn’t I already tell you that you shout? Bring it down a notch. Or ten.

      I don’t understand.

      Just look at the person you want to talk to and think the words toward them. You’ve already figured out telepathy.

      I… have?

      And I concur, Jaxi added. The abruptness with which the dragons disappeared is suspicious. I believe they’re masking their auras.

      How close are we to the water?

      Less than five miles.

      “Trip?” Blazer prodded him with her rolled-up magazine. She, Kaika, and Rysha were all looking at him, as were Jylea and Kiadarsa. How had he ended up surrounded by women?

      “I think the dragons are coming,” he said, “but they may be in disguise.”

      “How does that work?” Blazer asked. “Hats and stick-on beards?”

      “We’ll find out soon.” Not waiting for his commander’s orders, Trip jogged toward the fliers. “Leftie, Duck, you ready to fly?”

      “Wait,” Blazer said, lunging to catch him by the shoulder. “You and your two magical friends are staying on the airship.”

      “What?” Trip blurted, alarmed. “I have to fly.”

      “It won’t be a good idea to have you up there with a magic-hating sword at your back, and since machine guns don’t do anything to dragons, there’s no point in you flying around up there.”

      “I can still harry them with the help of the soulblades.”

      “Harry them from the deck. The airship is going to need some protection.”

      “But, Major—”

      “Do it. No more arguing.” Blazer ran to meet Leftie and Duck, yelling for Kaika and Rysha to climb into the fliers’ back seats with their swords.

      Dreyak must have heard the orders being given because he burst out from belowdecks, his scimitar and pistol in hand, and he also raced toward the fliers. Blazer stopped him with an outstretched hand, then pointed to Trip.

      He said something—a protest?—but Blazer turned her back on him and vaulted into the cockpit.

      Trip tried his best not to glower at her, but it was hard. How was he supposed to stand down here while his comrades flew out to meet the dragons and risk their lives? He vowed to hop into his flier as soon as it looked like he was needed, whether Blazer said it was all right or not.

      Boots pounded on the deck behind Trip, the two Cofah soldiers running up with rifles. “Which way are the dragons coming from?” They looked toward Kiadarsa, who had drifted closer to Trip.

      “We’re not sure,” he said. “We don’t sense them anymore.”

      “Uh, and that’s a problem?” a soldier asked.

      Trip nodded firmly. “I’m certain it is.”
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      Sitting behind Duck in his flier, Rysha gripped Dorfindral as they coasted in large circles around the airship, its huge black envelope in stark contrast to the snow and ice far below it. And the ice-rimmed blue water two miles ahead of it.

      Though Rysha assumed she would primarily use the sword against the dragon, she had mounted her rifle in the fancy rack Trip had affixed to the side of the seat well. She’d grinned when she spotted it and looked forward to having the leisure to see what all it could do, but for now, it kept her rifle secure and out of the way, and also close at hand.

      Rysha glanced toward the port side of the airship as they flew past, at the stone-faced Trip down there, the two soulblades hanging from his belt. He stood by the rail with the sorceress, Jylea, Dreyak, the two Cofah soldiers, and a few of the researchers. His arms were folded over his chest, and he kept glancing at the lone flier that remained on deck, as if he was contemplating living up to his name and taking a “side trip” against orders.

      Rysha didn’t know why Blazer had ordered him to stay down there. To defend the airship? That made sense, but it wasn’t as if they weren’t all going to defend the airship. Those in the fliers would simply do it from the air.

      “Not much threatening out here, is there?” Duck asked.

      “Nope,” Leftie said. “Kind of a pretty day. If you don’t mind looking at it through the ice crystals edging your goggles.”

      Blazer, up in the lead, banked so they wouldn’t get too far away from the airship. They flew in a route that would allow them to circle it at a distance.

      “Anyone see any dragons on the horizon yet?” Blazer asked.

      “Nothing except birds, so far,” Leftie said.

      The sky had cleared enough that Rysha could see a seal colony near the water’s edge, too, but there was nothing larger around.

      “Birds can be dangerous if they get in your propeller,” Duck said. “Or poop on the cockpit when you’re in it.”

      “Is that dangerous or simply inconvenient?” Rysha asked.

      “It depends on if it hits your goggles and spatters, making it so you can’t see good.”

      “Why do I have the feeling you’re speaking from experience, Captain Duck?” Leftie asked.

      “Because I’m an experienced pilot. And because nature is drawn to me.”

      “Nature, right.”

      Down on the deck, Trip broke away from the others and sprinted toward his flier. Rysha thought he was going to power it up, but he slapped the communication crystal instead.

      “They’re coming,” he blurted, his voice sounding from Duck’s control panel.

      “Which direction?” Blazer asked.

      “The west. They’ve shape-shifted and dampened down their auras. That’s why they seemed to disappear.”

      “Shape-shifted?” Duck asked. “Into what?”

      “Pigeons, I think. Birds, for sure. Innocuous-looking ones. I think they’re hoping to get right on top of us before we notice them.”

      “Or they’re planning a special bird-only attack on Duck’s goggles,” Rysha said.

      Trip didn’t respond. He probably hadn’t heard the comment. Which was fine. It had been a silly one.

      “Are there really pigeons in the Antarctic?” Blazer asked.

      “Polar pigeons,” Rysha said. “They’re actually a different species and white instead of gray, but the first Cofah explorers found them as irritating as their local pigeons and gave them a similar name without worrying about scientific accuracy.”

      “Damned ignorant Cofah,” Blazer said.

      “An early Iskandian explorer dubbed a constellation only visible from the southern hemisphere Walrus Penis.”

      “That’s not ignorant. It’s just crude.”

      “It’s good that we Iskandians are so much more evolved.”

      “Absolutely,” Blazer said.

      “You ready, Dorfindral?” Rysha rubbed the sword hilt with her thumb, wondering if the shape-shifting would fool it.

      But it flared brightly, as if it knew exactly what was coming.

      “Uhm, are those all dragons?” Duck pointed to his left.

      A huge flock of white pigeons was heading their way.

      “Trip?” Blazer asked.

      “I see them.” Trip dangled half out of his cockpit, his head thrust down into the seat well, as if he was trying to repair something. How could he see anything? “And no, they’re not. It’s just the two, but they’re camouflaging themselves among the rest of that flock, and they’re coercing the pigeons to head this way.”

      Trip jumped down, the communication crystal from the cockpit now in his hand. He ran back to the railing, pulling Jaxi free and standing there, glaring at the oncoming flock.

      “We can’t fly into a bunch of birds,” Duck said.

      “They’re heading for the airship, it looks like,” Leftie said. “What happens if you shoot a dragon when it’s a pigeon? Will the bullets get through?”

      “I don’t think so,” Duck said.

      “Are we sure those are the dragons?” Blazer asked skeptically.

      “I don’t reckon a bunch of pigeons would attack an airship of their own accord.”

      Even as Duck spoke, the flock flew past right under their flier. Dorfindral agreed that there was magic afoot—the sword flared even brighter.

      Hunt! it seemed to cry into Rysha’s mind.

      “Chase after them, Captain,” she ordered, even if lieutenants weren’t supposed to give captains orders.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Duck said, apparently forgetting he outranked her.

      Rysha leaned forward as much as her harness would allow, tempted to unfasten it to extend her reach, but Duck might have to fly upside down for her to have a chance at reaching those birds.

      Leftie came in from the side, also chasing after the pigeons. He fired into the flock, and blood and feathers flew.

      “Aw, Leftie, that’s not sporting,” Duck said. “Unless you’re planning to collect those pigeons and fry ’em up later, you shouldn’t kill ’em.”

      “They’re about to attack the airship, Captain,” Leftie growled, firing again.

      Rysha found it telling that the pigeons didn’t break up, not even with some of them being killed in their midst. They continued on, heading straight toward the airship. Would all the birds attack it?

      “Faster, Duck,” Rysha urged, amazed that the creatures were staying ahead of their flier.

      Dorfindral blazed, the hilt warming her hand. It knew even if her eyes didn’t that two of those birds were dragons.

      But she couldn’t hit any of them yet, not with the sword. Rysha jammed Dorfindral between her knees and leaned over to the rifle mount. Duck weaved as he rained fire into the back of the flock, striking them from different angles. It gave her opportunities to fire without the risk of hitting him or the propeller.

      Dorfindral, still in contact with her, seemed to guide her aim. She let it, and her sights settled on a plump bird near the center of the flock. She fired, and though it was a small target, she struck it. But, unlike with the pigeons Leftie had hit, it didn’t die. The bullet bounced off and didn’t hurt it at all.

      You will not strike me down so simply, a voice spoke into her mind. Our purpose is noble and just, and we shall prevail.

      Though Rysha appreciated her gun mount a great deal, she realized there was no point in firing at dragons with the rifle, so she took Dorfindral in hand again.

      Duck caught up to the rear of the flock, bringing her almost close enough to take a swing. She leaned to the side and as far out of her seat as her harness would allow.

      But Duck had to pull up before she could strike. They had reached the airship.

      The birds did not pull up. They streaked below the envelope and across the deck, fearlessly flying at the humans on it, their expressions warring between surprise and disbelief as they watched the flock approach. Neither Trip nor Kiadarsa wore such expressions. They crouched, ready for battle.

      Rysha twisted to look back as Duck sailed around the envelope, frustrated that she hadn’t gotten to take a swing. Would they be able to fly across the deck and give chase? Or were the quarters too tight for that?

      The pigeons battered at several of the Cofah, their wings flapping wildly and aggressively. The ship’s defenders shot back, but struggled to aim with dozens of sets of wings battering them.

      Trip ran toward the birds, Jaxi in his hand and the sorceress running at his side. A twinge of jealousy ran through Rysha at seeing them together. She tamped the emotion down. This wasn’t the time.

      Fire flared around Jaxi’s blade, and a blazing orange fireball that seemed certain to set the balloon on fire roared into several of the pigeons. The soulblade had avoided aiming toward an area with people in it, but the Cofah soldiers still stumbled back, raising their arms to ward off the heat. The flames incinerated the birds instantly. Most of them. One survived the fire, twisting in the air and transforming into something else.

      Would it turn into a dragon right there? Was there room?

      Rysha twisted the other way as Duck looped around, taking the flier toward the airship again.

      Trip sprang while the dragon was still transforming, swinging Jaxi toward it as lightning shot from his hip, from the other soulblade. The charge of electricity took down more of the attacking pigeons.

      Before Jaxi could strike the creature—it was turning into some giant cat—an invisible force slammed into Trip.

      It hurled him all the way across the deck and toward the railing on the far side. He almost went over, but the swords must have stopped him, for he jerked to a halt in the air. His feet dropped down to the deck again.

      By now, the dragon had finished transforming. A huge white tiger with black stripes crouched on the deck.

      A second tiger had emerged from the flock near the Cofah—Kiadarsa stood protectively in front of her people, ignoring the pigeons that still pecked and battered them as she faced the tiger. She splayed her fingers, launching some invisible attack.

      Duck flew by, looking like he wanted to angle bullets toward the magical creatures, but there was no way he could do so without hitting their allies.

      Trip ran back across the deck toward the tiger he’d tried to attack earlier. It sprang at him with its clawed paws outstretched. When it roared, the sound reached Rysha’s ears over the noise of the propellers.

      Jaxi slashed defensively in front of Trip, blocking those slashing claws and knocking the tiger aside. Trip lunged after it, raising the blade to strike, but once again, he was hurled away with great power. He slammed into a support post, and Jaxi tumbled from his grip.

      “We have to do something, Duck,” Rysha yelled in frustration as they flew uselessly past again. She barely resisted the urge to thump him on the shoulder. “Can you land? I can’t fight tigers from the air.”

      Lightning shot from Trip’s hip as Jaxi launched another fireball from the deck. Both attacks slammed into the invisible bubble around the tiger as Trip grabbed the soulblade and rolled out of the creature’s path. Once again, the attacks did nothing to hurt it.

      Rysha clenched her fist. She needed to be down there, using Dorfindral to pierce the dragon’s defenses.

      “Find a spot to land,” Blazer ordered from the other side of the airship, apparently coming to the same conclusion Rysha had.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Duck said.

      As Trip turned to face the tiger, its pursuit relentless, Rysha hoped they wouldn’t be too late.
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      It wasn’t a tiger.

      Trip reminded himself of that as the creature raced toward him once again, death in its predatory yellow eyes, eyes with reptilian slits. One of those mental attacks had nearly thrown him from the ship.

      As he crouched, bracing himself with Jaxi in his hand, a surge of exhilaration flooded his veins. He felt in over his head, but that didn’t keep him from longing to fight, to dominate his enemy.

      Azarwrath hurled lightning at the tiger. It branched around the creature without touching it. Trip had hoped the dragon’s shields might be weaker in a shape-shifted form, but that wasn’t proving to be the case.

      It sprang, claws flashing as they slashed at Trip. He leaped to the side as he swung Jaxi at the creature’s body. He hoped the blade might sink in and ravage his enemy, but once more, the sword bounced off before striking fur and flesh. The tiger twisted in the air, claws raking toward Trip’s face. He jerked his head back, but a couple of those claws caught him, and fiery pain erupted from his temple.

      Jaxi hurled a fireball at the tiger, the power and heat making Trip stumble back. He imagined a shield of his own flaring to life to protect him. Maybe it worked. Or maybe Jaxi did something, because the heat halted abruptly. The fireball still burned, filling his vision for a second, but he didn’t feel it.

      Unfortunately, the tiger didn’t seem to feel it, either. It landed, turned, and sprang at him again.

      Trip raised the soulblade to block it as he tried to throw a mental attack of his own, anything to keep the deadly foe away.

      To his surprise, the tiger faltered in mid-air, as if struck by a powerful gale. Lightning and fireballs streaked toward it, Jaxi and Azarwrath working together.

      Evil humans, you think to hurt me? came a powerful cry in Trip’s mind. You think you have the right to hurt me? To keep my kind from reclaiming our rightful homeland? You will know our wrath, and you will never get close to the Portal of Avintnaresi.

      Before Trip could think of a response, intense pressure crushed his mind. It felt like his skull was shrinking, or his brain was expanding, and there wasn’t enough room. He wouldn’t let himself drop Jaxi, but he reflexively brought his hands to his head, as if that would help. But the pain only increased. His vision darkened, and he lost track of the tiger—the dragon. He dropped to his knees, gasping for air.

      I’m trying to protect you, Jaxi said, but this one is strong in the mental ways.

      Yeah, noticed that. Trip winced, trying hard to focus on his surroundings, knowing he was vulnerable right now.

      Fight it off. We’re shielding you so he can’t physically get in to finish you off.

      Trip forced his eyes open enough to see the tiger throwing itself at him, but not reaching him, instead bouncing off the soulblades’ barriers. But it kept trying, and Trip could sense the barrier faltering as their enemy threw mental attacks as well as physically slashing at it. Even two soulblades couldn’t hold off a dragon, not indefinitely.

      You have more strength than you believe, a male voice Trip hadn’t heard before spoke into his mind. He tried to concentrate, to listen to it, even though his brain pulsed with pain, and he thought his heart would stop from the stress of it all. And you have two of us. You must attack the dragon back so that its concentration falters. If it is struggling to protect itself, it won’t be able to continue this attack on you.

      Great. How?

      You tried a mental attack. That wasn’t bad, but your strength will probably be fire. Hurl fire at it.

      Trip had trouble thinking of anything but the pain assailing him, the constant attack on his brain. He dropped his forehead to the deck, his body curling in on itself, as he imagined obeying the suggestion by finding matches, lighting them, and flinging them at the tiger. Obviously, that wouldn’t help.

      But, wait. He’d made fire before, hadn’t he? Back on the pirate airship. Jaxi had said he’d done that, not her.

      Trip lifted his head and attempted to channel his anger, pain, and rage into one focused attack. He envisioned fire engulfing the tiger and burning its brain from the inside out. With a ferocious roar, he flung his arms out, willing the attack to happen.

      The pressure on his brain halted, disappearing so quickly that he almost toppled over. But he caught himself on Jaxi, digging the tip of the sword into the deck and leaning on it. A wall of fire burned in front of him, but he didn’t feel its heat. Was it real? An illusion? Had he created it or had the soulblades done it?

      A screech of pain filled his mind, so loud and powerful, he almost thought it a new attack. The deck quaked in response.

      The roar of a flier propeller filled his ears, and he glanced left in time to see Rysha leap from the back seat of Duck’s craft. She raced toward the fire, her sword held aloft, the blade blazing with that pale green glow.

      Afraid she would be burned, Trip willed the flames to go out. They disappeared, revealing the tiger on its back, writhing with all four legs in the air.

      He realized he’d made a mistake in letting the fire die out, because the creature sprang to its feet. It transformed in front of his eyes, turning from the white tiger into a silver dragon. The hulking creature’s head brushed the bottom of the envelope.

      Rysha was close enough to spring at the dragon, slashing her green blade toward it. A spark of light flashed as Dorfindral pierced their enemy’s protective barrier. Rysha jumped closer, slashing for scale and flesh this time.

      The dragon bunched its legs to spring away. Though still on his knees, Trip locked eyes with the creature. A wave of ferocity welled up from deep within him, and he snarled as he willed it to stay in place, its talons locked to the deck.

      It hesitated, frozen in place, but only for a couple of seconds before that big silver head shook itself. The dragon’s eyes narrowed, staring into Trip’s soul. He expected to be punished for his blasphemous attempt, but his soulblades attacked then, Jaxi sending another fireball and Azarwrath hurling lightning. Their magical attacks landed as Rysha sank Dorfindral deep into the dragon’s side.

      Hold him, the male voice ordered, or he’ll simply get away. It’s within you, I swear.

      The voice was compelling, as if it had a power of its own over him, and Trip felt obligated to obey. Once again, he tried to light a fire in the dragon’s mind, to inflict the kind of pain on it that it had thrust onto him. Anything to keep the creature busy, to prevent it from flying away.

      “Don’t let it escape,” someone yelled. Kaika?

      “I’m trying,” Rysha yelled back, yanking Dorfindral out so she could sink it into the dragon’s side again.

      Its tail whipped toward her, the angle such that it would knock her over the ship’s railing.

      Look out! Trip yelled, and envisioned her flattening to the deck to avoid it.

      He wasn’t sure if his warning worked, or her own quick reflexes were responsible, but Rysha dropped to her belly as the tail whooshed over her. She sprang up immediately, raced in, and jabbed the blade into the dragon’s haunches.

      The creature screeched again, the deck quaking in response. It stood frozen, its eyes locked on to Trip, but pain gripped its body, and it didn’t attack him.

      Kaika raced in from the other side and sprang for the dragon’s side. She sank her sword between scales and into flesh, then used it as a handhold to pull herself up onto its back. From there, she ran up and thrust her blade into the creature’s neck.

      Another screech burst from the dragon, but this one was weaker. Kaika sank her weight against the sword, driving it deeper. She twisted it, cutting through vertebrae. The dragon’s head and long neck flopped to the deck. The eyes stared at Trip, accusingly.

      Excellent, the male voice said. You did well.

      Trip looked down at his hip. Was that Azarwrath speaking to him?

      In truth, he wasn’t sure he had done anything. All evidence of the fire was gone—had it been his imagination? There was no soot on the deck, no burn hole in the envelope.

      The male voice chuckled. Your accuracy is improving.

      Well, look who’s talking, Jaxi said. But you two boys better not pat yourselves on the backs yet. Look.

      A man’s scream came from the bow of the ship. The other dragon had also changed back to its natural form, and two bloody men lay on the deck next to it. Someone else knelt, injured. Jylea.

      Blazer stood over her protectively. She lunged and swept her blade toward the dragon, trying to get close enough to hurt it without leaving their injured allies vulnerable. The dragon jumped back, evading those swipes.

      Evil humans, it cried into everyone’s minds, even if you slay me with those vile tools, know that you’ll never make it to the portal. You’ll never leave this land of ice and cold again. You haven’t the right to deny our kind access to this, our homeland, and we know it. We will fight you!

      Blazer faltered, dropping to one knee and wincing at the force accompanying those words. Even with the sword protecting her from attacks, it couldn’t keep out telepathic communications, and those communications resonated with intense power.

      The dragon must have sensed that its words could affect its attackers, for it ran toward Blazer, wings spreading and its maw open, long, sharp fangs leering at her.

      We wouldn’t try to keep you out, Trip thought at the dragon, trying to make his own words intense, or at least heard, so the creature would focus on him long enough for Blazer to recover, if you didn’t kill us or threaten to enslave us. If you would live in peace with humans, we wouldn’t object to your presence.

      We are great predators, the dragon replied, pausing its charge to glare at him. A predator does not live in peace with its prey. This territory, this world, belonged to us long before it belonged to your puny kind. You, of all humans, should understand this.

      Blazer regained her feet and stalked toward the dragon. Kaika and Rysha, who had also faltered at the dragon’s words, now sprinted down the deck to help.

      Kiadarsa clenched her fists. Blood smeared the side of her face, but she glared defiantly at the dragon. Trip sensed her launching a mental attack, trying to knock it toward Blazer and her sword.

      But the silver wheeled and sprang at her, fangs flashing and talons slashing toward her. She raised a barrier, but the creature batted it aside with its mind while hurling an attack that knocked her to her back. Snarling with the pleasure of the hunt, it lunged for her.

      “No,” Trip cried, attempting to thrust flames into its mind, willing the creature to feel pain. He tried to channel all of his own energy into the attack, as if by sheer will he could stop the dragon.

      Its head jerked back, and it screamed in pain. The entire airship trembled.

      Kiadarsa jumped to her feet and raced out of the way as the dragon’s head whipped around on its long neck, as if it were a giraffe trying to get a bug out of its ear. Kaika and Rysha reached the creature, and they joined Blazer in an attack. As one, they raced in, cutting with those dragon-slaying blades, obliterating its defensive shield and springing for its scaled sides.

      Trip’s legs trembled, and he sank to his knees, leaning on Jaxi to keep from collapsing all the way to the deck.

      Humph, Jaxi thought. I would hurl some more fireballs, but those silly swords are in the way.

      Those swords are more effective than your fireballs, the male voice said. Azarwrath. Women should know their limitations.

      What does that mean? Jaxi demanded.

      Women are frail creatures that should be protected. If they have magic, they should become healers, not warriors.

      I assure you there’s nothing frail about me. My fireballs may not be that effective against dragons, but in all other circumstances, they are most excellent. Much better than your unimpressive little lightning.

      A woman’s place is at a man’s side, or behind him, not in front of him.

      What benighted century are you from, you arrogant pig poker?

      Azarwrath sighed. A long-past one.

      Trip closed his eyes, not having the energy to join in the argument, and not sure what he would say if he did.

      “Is it hard to feel manly when you’re resting on your knees while three women hack a dragon to death on the other side of the ship?” Leftie asked, walking up and looking curiously down at Trip.

      “Extremely hard.” Trip wasn’t sure how much of a role he’d played in the battle, so he didn’t try to defend himself. His weary body promised he’d done something. Even if all it had been was buying a couple of seconds here and there for the sword wielders, it had been worth it.

      “If it makes you feel better,” Duck said, coming up from behind them, his flier now parked next to Leftie’s and Blazer’s, “all I got to do was shoot a couple of pigeons.”

      “That’s better than I managed,” Trip said.

      A ragged cheer went up at the front of the ship as the three women raised their bloody blades. The dragon’s huge body lay unmoving on the deck, one wing dangling over a broken railing. Unfortunately, several people were unmoving as well.

      Kiadarsa met Trip’s eyes across the deck and across the neck of the dragon.

      Can you heal? she asked. Some of my people will die without a healer, and I haven’t the training.

      Trip gulped. He’d been afraid something bad would happen if he let people think he was a sorcerer. And now it had. Kiadarsa believed he had power that he didn’t have, and all the Cofah would frown at him in disappointment as people died at his feet.

      No, Azarwrath said. Go to them. I have some knack for healing, despite it being a woman’s art.

      A woman’s art? Jaxi asked. Just so you know, I can make fire hot enough to melt a soulblade.

      You can heal? Trip asked, hoping to stop the argument before it started again. I wouldn’t have thought those who specialized in hurling lightning bolts at people could then heal them.

      In my day, sorcerers learned a rudimentary level of skill in all the fundamentals. You were considered poorly educated if you didn’t. Healing isn’t an easy art to master, and many say it takes the patience of a woman, but I’ll be shocked if you can’t pick it up easily, Telryn.

      Trip wouldn’t be shocked at all if he couldn’t pick it up, but he pushed himself to his feet and forced his wobbly legs to stride across the deck. Those people needed whatever help he—or the soulblade—could offer.

      He met Rysha’s eyes as he approached. He would have liked to hug her, but his gaze flicked toward the bloody blade she held, the glow it still held, and he only gave her a quick smile.

      She smiled back, but it appeared strained. Because she was injured and in pain? Or because she was fighting the blade again?

      “Who’s worst off?” Trip looked at those sitting or lying on the deck, wincing when he saw right away that one of the researchers was dead. Yarokk, had that been his name?

      “Many are injured,” Dreyak said, frowning. “They should not have been on the deck when they had no way to harm the dragons.” He turned his frown toward Jylea.

      She frowned back at him. “You would have had us cower belowdecks? While our ship was destroyed around us?”

      “Better than to die needlessly when there were those here who could harm them.”

      “Iskandians.”

      “Iskandians with dragon-slaying swords,” Dreyak said.

      “You did not go belowdecks, Mr. Dreyak.” Jylea gave the honorific an odd emphasis. “You had no weapon with which to harm the dragons.”

      Dreyak glanced at the Cofah soulblade hanging from Trip’s hip. “No, but I am a soldier, sworn to protect my people. I have training. Few of your team have any manner of combat training.”

      “Your training and your sword were useless against the dragon. Though I see you managed to avoid getting hurt.”

      Dreyak’s eyes narrowed. “’Ware the tone you use with me.”

      Go to the man over there first, Telryn, Azarwrath said, and ignore this bickering. Politics. A disgusted noise sounded in Trip’s mind, something between a grunt and a harrumph. People have changed so little over the centuries. It is a pity.

      Trip headed toward the wounded man the soulblade indicated.

      I may need to draw upon some of your power, Azarwrath warned him.

      Just as long as I won’t need to walk any time soon.

      You are young. You will recover swiftly.

      This new soulblade is awfully chatty, now that he’s chatting, Jaxi said.

      Trip knelt beside the soldier and rested a hand on his shoulder while trying not to look at all the blood pooled on the deck underneath him. Or the way he’d been half eviscerated by tiger claws.

      Azarwrath’s blade grew warm at his side.

      “Jaxi can heal?” Kaika asked, watching him. Dreyak and Jylea had moved away to continue their argument without onlookers. “I’m not complaining, but I didn’t think that was in her repertoire.”

      “It’s the other one,” Trip said. “He’s decided to talk to me. And these are his people, so I guess he’s interested in helping them out.”

      “It must be getting busy inside your head, Trip,” Rysha said, giving him a sympathetic look.

      Leftie, who had followed him over to the group, gave him a bewildered look.

      Trip, growing aware of a strange feeling in his body, as if his energy was seeping out of him, let his head droop to his chest and closed his eyes. After that battle, he didn’t feel like he had much energy left. He assumed Azarwrath wouldn’t draw so much from him that he would be in danger. At least he hoped that was the case.

      Well, you are just an Iskandian, Jaxi said. And he’s healing Cofah. He might prioritize them.

      Thanks, Jaxi. Now I’m afraid to close my eyes, lest I won’t wake up.

      I’ll keep an eye on him and let you know if things start looking shifty.

      I’m deeply heartened.

      As I knew you would be.
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      Rysha knew she should be cleaning off her blade—and perhaps herself—but she found herself watching Trip. He wasn’t doing anything mesmerizing, other than moving from person to person, healing wounds. He’d said the Cofah soulblade was doing the healing, but she wasn’t sure she believed that he was merely a holder for the sword. An odd weariness marked his posture as he knelt beside the injured people, resting a hand on them and closing his eyes. Clearly, it was taking something out of him.

      When she’d leaped from Duck’s flier, Trip had been down on a knee, looking like he needed saving. But as she ran toward the dragon, that fire had come out of nowhere. Jaxi’s work? Whoever had been responsible, the dragon had been delayed. Instead of leaping away from her attack, as she had expected, it had frozen for several seconds, staring at Trip, and she’d gotten a chance to sink her blade in. Then she remembered Trip’s warning, the cry to look out, and the compulsion to drop to the deck. Everything had happened so fast that she couldn’t say for sure, but she was fairly certain that cry had been into her mind and not aloud. And that he’d been the reason she had been flattened to the deck in time.

      How much credit could Rysha, Kaika, and Blazer take for the dead dragons, and how much had Trip and the soulblades done?

      The Cofah sorceress came back up on deck—she’d escorted Jylea to one of the cabins below—and walked toward the wounded people. Toward Trip.

      Leftie’s words from the night before came to mind, his claims that Kiadarsa had been trying to seduce Trip. Only trying and not succeeding, Rysha trusted, but seeing the woman walk toward him made her uneasy.

      Kiadarsa crouched, resting a hand on his shoulder, and he looked up at her. She murmured something, closed her eyes, and dropped her gaze demurely. The day before, Rysha wouldn’t have guessed she would ever have used that word to describe the woman, but even though she stood and he knelt, there was something… subservient about the gesture, about her whole demeanor. Maybe Rysha was imagining things, but there seemed to be an unspoken offer there too. Of herself?

      Rysha wondered if Trip had also saved Kiadarsa’s life during the battle. And if she was now grateful.

      Her fingers curled into a fist. Even though she logically knew that she hadn’t said anything to Trip to imply she wanted a relationship with him, she felt indignation and anger that another woman was touching his shoulder and giving him looks. Offers. It didn’t help that the Cofah sorceress was beautiful, even with her hair tangled and blood dried on her jaw.

      “What exactly are we supposed to do with two dead dragons?” Leftie asked, waving at the closest one.

      “Roll them over the railing and let them plop down into the water?” Blazer asked.

      Trip nodded at something the sorceress said, then returned to his chin-to-chest position, one hand on the person he knelt beside, and one hand on the hilt of the Cofah soulblade. Kiadarsa rose and walked away. Disappointed? Pleased? Rysha couldn’t tell.

      “That seems wasteful, ma’am,” Duck said. “They’re fresh meat. Anyone know how dragon tastes? Maybe we could find out.”

      Blazer made a disgusted noise.

      “They might be real fine,” Duck said. “Slip some chunks on a skewer, and we can build a nice fire in the cook stove and roast ’em up.”

      “That does seem fair,” Leftie said. “They were contemplating eating us, after all. At least one of the ones we’ve met was.”

      “And these dragons called us prey and themselves predators.” Duck waved to the fallen creatures.

      “It seems wrong to eat something intelligent,” Rysha said.

      The dragons were beautiful, too, when they soared through the skies. Even if they were enemies, it seemed a crime to contemplate turning them into kebab.

      More than that, the words the dragons had spoken during the battle bothered her. Rysha knew from her research that dragons were believed to have evolved here on Linora, the same as humans. And, even though she hadn’t chanced across texts that verified it, Sardelle had told her the dragons had been tricked into leaving through that portal a thousand years ago. Not by humans, but by some of their own kind, bronze dragons that had been tired of being on the bottom of their hierarchy. If the dragons had been trying all this time to return and had finally found a way, destroying the portal did seem questionable. But what choice did humanity have? What choice did she have? She was a soldier, obeying orders. And, with her grandmother’s death fresh in her mind, it was hard to see the dragons as rightful inhabitants of the world rather than invaders. Cruel invaders.

      “We should see if we can collect some of the blood,” Blazer said. “I’m not sure if anything special has to be done to keep it alive, but our mad scientist, Tolemek, can make weapons out of the stuff. Weapons that can hurt dragons.”

      “Collect? Like in vials?” Leftie wrinkled his nose. “Who gets that job?”

      “Sounds like a task for a lieutenant,” Blazer said.

      “It sounds like a task for a butcher.” Leftie looked at Duck. “Or someone already making kebabs.”

      Now Duck wrinkled his nose.

      “What are we doing?” Kaika asked, limping up to join the group. “Contemplating if we have the strength to roll these huge bodies over the railing?” She peered over the side of the ship. They had sailed past the inland sea and flew over the ice and snow again.

      “Duck is contemplating turning that one into our dinner,” Blazer said.

      “Gross.”

      “How do you know, Captain?” Duck asked. “We’ve had nothing but rehydrated dehydrated rations since we left Iskandia. A little fresh meat would taste good.”

      “I don’t eat anything that talks to me before it dies.”

      “All sorts of animals talk to you when they’re dying, crying out and the like. Haven’t you heard a rabbit squealing as the wolves tear it to bits? That’s the way of nature.”

      Kaika grimaced. “I don’t think the rabbit tells the wolves that it’s told its buddies to avenge its death.”

      “You caught that, eh?” Blazer asked.

      “That this one promised it had warned the other dragons that we were coming? Yes.”

      “Do we need to make some plans for that, ma’am?” Duck asked. “Seems like flying straightforward into this portal place might not be the wisest course.”

      “Too bad we can’t turn into pigeons,” Leftie said.

      “That didn’t turn out well for some of the pigeons.” Kaika waved at the deck. More than a few dead birds had splatted onto the wood planks.

      Blazer looked thoughtfully around their group. Aside from Trip, who was healing the last of the prone researchers, their entire team had gathered together around the slain dragon. Kiadarsa was overseeing the removal of one of her people who had died, the man gutted by the dragon’s talons. If the Iskandians wanted to talk in private, this was a good time.

      Perhaps thinking the same thing, Blazer tilted her head toward a less bloody spot on the deck and said, “Let’s chat.”

      “I’ll see if Trip will finish soon and can join us,” Rysha said.

      “We don’t need him right now,” Blazer said. “We can fill him in later.”

      Rysha didn’t think it was right to exclude him from the decision-making, but she couched her objection in terms more likely to sway the major. “We’ll want the soulblades with us on any decisions we make. They may have advice.”

      “They?” Kaika asked. “Are we sure we want both of them with us? I trust Sardelle’s sword, but the Cofah one? Didn’t Trip say it was helping now because it wanted to heal its people?” She waved toward the Cofah research team.

      “Unless we’re going to talk about something that would put the Cofah in danger, does it matter?” Rysha asked.

      Kaika and Blazer exchanged looks, making her think she might have missed a briefing.

      “Let’s just have a quick discussion without magical allies being involved,” Blazer said, tilting her head toward her chosen spot again.

      Though Rysha didn’t like the idea of excluding Trip, she followed the others.

      “We leaving Dreyak out of this too?” Duck asked, nodding toward the door leading belowdecks.

      Rysha wasn’t sure when he’d left or what he’d gone to do, but he wasn’t around now.

      “Yes,” Blazer said. “We’ll make this a magic-free and a Cofah-free meeting.”

      “Are we plotting nefarious things?” Rysha asked.

      “Just figuring out the best way to ensure we complete our mission.” Blazer put her back to the railing and fished out her cigar tin. “I don’t think we can survive a battle against more than two dragons at a time.”

      “With all due respect to our team,” Rysha said, “I’m not sure we should even count on surviving a battle against one at a time. Those two almost turned us into fools by circumventing the fliers and the swords. If Trip and the soulblades hadn’t been on deck to delay them, they could have killed everyone and destroyed the airship before we managed to get our fliers back down here.”

      Blazer looked like she might object, but then she nodded. “You’re right. That’s true. Let’s be glad we have the soulblades with us. I never would have guessed that Sardelle’s sword would be so useful, and it seems to be quite a boon that we acquired another one.” She extended a hand toward Rysha.

      Giving her credit for that?

      Rysha might have defeated the sorceress, but Trip had picked up the soulblade. So far, the magical sword hadn’t let anyone else touch it, and she highly doubted it would have let her take it after she’d slain its handler. If not for Trip, they might not have the weapon at all. Rysha didn’t like the way Blazer wasn’t giving him any credit for helping with the dragons. She wanted to come to his defense; she suspected he’d done much more than simply yelling that warning into her mind.

      But what could she say without implying that he had magical powers? Nothing. And if he’d wanted that known, he would have told Blazer already. Of course, Kaika had already guessed at it. Maybe Blazer had too. Or maybe Kaika had told Blazer. Could that be why Blazer was excluding him now? Did she not trust Trip now because they’d figured out he had dragon blood?

      Rysha didn’t see how that mattered, not when it came to trust. She could understand someone who was afraid of magic being uncomfortable around him if they found out, but he was an army officer sworn to obey the king. He wouldn’t do anything to endanger the mission or any of them, not intentionally. General Zirkander must have trusted him, and Sardelle too. Sardelle wouldn’t have lent him Jaxi, otherwise, right? Unless Jaxi was along to keep an eye on him.

      Rysha scratched her jaw, contemplating that. The idea of others in his chain of command not trusting Trip made her sad. She trusted him, and she barely knew him.

      “My point is that we struggled with two dragons,” Blazer said, addressing the group again. “And if that silver truly warned all of its kin, there could be more of them waiting at the portal. A lot more.”

      Everyone nodded grimly.

      “Ravenwood, you have any idea about the number of dragons that are in the world now?” Kaika asked.

      “No, ma’am. They were never as fecund as humans, with the females only going into heat once every few decades, so their birthrates are low, but they lived a long time.”

      “Decades?” Duck asked.

      “They have the potential to live for millennia,” Rysha pointed out.

      “Must be nice,” Kaika said wistfully.

      “Living for thousands of years?” Blazer asked. “Or only going into heat once every ten years?”

      Kaika snorted. “Both.”

      Leftie leaned close to Duck and whispered, “They’re not going to start talking about female problems, are they?”

      Blazer stuck a cigar in her mouth. “Just be glad you boys don’t have to deal with them on missions. There’d be a lot more complaining in the unit.”

      “I haven’t noticed a lack of complaining in units full of pilots as it is,” Kaika said.

      “They may be dealing with female problems right now,” Leftie again whispered to Duck.

      “How would we know?” Duck whispered back. “Major Blazer is always grumpy.”

      Blazer cleared her throat. “Let’s get back to the mission. I don’t know how much private time we’ll have here. I was in the wheelhouse all night with Jylea’s pilot. I’m ninety-nine percent certain we’re heading to the spot we meant to head to before we diverted to the research outpost for repairs.” She waved at Rysha. “The spot you and Sardelle chose as the most likely location for the portal.”

      And the spot Trip’s hunch had pointed to, Rysha thought, remembering his certainty that night at the Black Stag.

      “If that’s the case,” Blazer said, “we know our destination, and we can fly there on our own.”

      “And we could get there faster than the airship,” Duck said.

      “Yes, or we could get there slower than the airship.”

      His brow wrinkled. “Ma’am?”

      “You want to let the Cofah get there first and take the brunt of the dragons’ attack?” Rysha said. “While we do our best to sneak in undetected?”

      “Oh,” Duck said, nodding in enlightenment.

      Rysha frowned. As far as she knew, Kiadarsa was the only person among the researchers who had any power, and she didn’t have a soulblade. None of them had the chapaharii swords. They would be close to defenseless against the dragons.

      “I like that plan,” Kaika said. “It’s not like they wanted to join forces with us, anyway. We can just say we decided to go our separate way and take off in the fliers.”

      The men nodded their agreement.

      Was Rysha the only one who found the plan unpalatable? And as the lowest-ranking person here, did she have the right to say so?

      “I have an objection, ma’ams,” Rysha said slowly, looking at both Kaika and Blazer. Even though Blazer was the mission leader, she and Kaika seemed to confer often on tactics. “We would be sacrificing the Cofah, no doubt about it. They don’t have a way to defend themselves.”

      “That’s their fault for coming here in the first place without more firepower,” Blazer said.

      “What more firepower could they have brought, ma’am? Dreyak said that they’ve only uncovered two chapaharii weapons, and they were needed to defend their homeland.”

      “They could have brought one along if they’d known they were sending a team of people into a dragon’s den.”

      “Did they know that?” Rysha asked. “Or were they just here to locate the portal? And then perhaps send word back to their people, asking for reinforcements or a team dedicated to destroying it. It’s not like many of them are soldiers. Maybe our presence, our mission, has forced them to accelerate their timeline. Also, if they’re like us, they probably didn’t expect there to be so many dragons down here to deal with. Dragons don’t like cold weather. Why are they lingering here? To guard the portal? We haven’t answered that question.”

      “We weren’t sent to answer questions, Lieutenant,” Blazer said firmly. “Nor were we told to worry about Cofah scientists. We’re here to fulfill our mission in whatever manner is most likely to lead to success.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve noted your objections, but we will make plans to leave, let the Cofah arrive first, and sneak in while the dragons are, we hope, focused on them.”

      Before Rysha could decide whether she wanted to be a good subordinate officer and acquiesce, Kaika spoke up.

      “When do you want us to be ready, Major?”

      The plan didn’t seem to bother her. Or if it did, she knew she had to follow orders, regardless.

      Rysha struggled with her desire to model herself after Kaika and to be a dutiful soldier, and her certainty that this wasn’t the morally correct choice to make.

      “We’ll wait until nightfall,” Blazer said. “This barge is limping along at a snail’s pace, so there’s no hurry. I estimate it’ll reach the ruins site after midnight. We can wait until a couple of hours before then to break away. That’ll give them less time to figure out what we’re up to, and it’ll also give the dragons less time to react if they notice they’ve got humans coming in on two fronts. Though I’m hoping our little flier team will avoid their notice altogether.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” several people said.

      Rysha grimaced and said nothing. She wouldn’t do anything to impede the mission, but she couldn’t nod and agree with it, either.

      “Ravenwood, Leftie,” Blazer said, stopping Rysha as she’d been about to turn away. “Don’t tell Trip. Not until right before it’s time to leave.”

      “Ma’am?” Leftie asked.

      Rysha grasped the reason for the order right away, but once again, she did not agree with it.

      “We tell him, we’re telling the soulblades. Including the Cofah one.”

      “Oh,” Leftie said. “I understand.”

      Rysha opened her mouth, but Blazer pointed at her and spoke first.

      “Yes, I know they can read minds, and that the Cofah soulblade might figure things out whether we say anything or not. I don’t know how to combat that, but I suggest we all do our best to keep from thinking of the plan.” She nodded to all of them. “Check the fliers for pigeon guts and then take a nap if you can. Tonight could be eventful.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rysha said. On that last point, she could agree.
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      As darkness claimed the Antarctic and stars grew visible over the icy fields, Trip stood at the bow of the ship, gazing at the route ahead. For the first time, a mountain stood out on the horizon, its snow-covered silhouette jagged and dark. He remembered Rysha’s mention of islands under the ice down here and suspected this was one such example. He also suspected it was their destination.

      He sensed something powerful in that direction. Not dragons, though he wagered they were there, perhaps hiding their auras. This was something else, some powerful artifact.

      I sense it too, Jaxi shared. But barely. If it’s the portal, I’m surprised I wasn’t able to sense it from a long ways away. Perhaps the dragons have muffled its aura. I think it’s underground, but I’m struggling to pinpoint where. There may be some iron in that mountain that’s further interfering with my ability to sense it.

      Trip nodded. He hadn’t thought of iron, but that seemed like as good an explanation as any. He, too, struggled to get anything more than a vague sense of magical energy.

      Actually, my explanations are usually superior to other ones, Jaxi informed him.

      Yes, of course. I shouldn’t doubt you.

      Precisely.

      A soft clang reached his ears, and Trip looked over his shoulder in time to see Rysha pushing her pack and the boxed sword into the back of Duck’s flier. She was the third person who’d gone out to load the fliers when none of the Cofah were watching.

      Trip wasn’t supposed to know about the updated plan, but Blazer had been naive if she’d thought she and four other people could keep a secret when Jaxi was around. If not for Jaxi, he wouldn’t have known about the plan, and it stung him that they hadn’t invited him to their meeting, even if he understood why. When he’d woken up from an extremely long nap—exhaustion had forced it upon him after he’d helped Azarwrath heal everyone—Jaxi had filled him in.

      Azarwrath hadn’t said anything about it—hadn’t said anything since they had worked together to heal the Cofah—but Trip wagered he knew everything Jaxi knew. The soulblades didn’t seem shy about scraping through people’s surface thoughts to glean information.

      Actually, I try not to do that often, Jaxi informed him. There were rules about invading people’s minds in my time. But in my time, people were a lot better about not oozing their thoughts all over the place too. Your would-be cuddle buddy thought about the plan every time she walked past me today. I think she wanted me to know.

      Oh? Why?

      Aside from the fact that it was quite rude of Major Blazer to exclude you from the planning in the first place? She objects to our people using the Cofah as cannon fodder.

      Ah. Trip wasn’t surprised. Rysha had a lot of heart and a definite sense of fairness. The Cofah hadn’t endeared themselves to him with their talk of ensuring they received the credit for destroying the portal, so he was more inclined to let them fend for themselves. Further, he worried that Kiadarsa or Jylea would inadvertently say something that would remove all doubt and make his team realize he had dragon blood. He would be glad to get away from the Cofah researchers.

      Still, some of them had shown gratitude when he’d healed them. Technically, he hadn’t healed them. He’d merely lent some of his body’s energy to Azarwrath’s efforts, and he’d told them the sword had been responsible, but they hadn’t been belligerent about magic or tried to fight him. Some had gripped his hand and thanked him heartily.

      He didn’t particularly want to see them all killed by dragons.

      Azarwrath? he asked, wondering if the Cofah soulblade would deign to speak with him again. Azarwrath hadn’t seemed irked with him that morning, nor had Trip gotten the impression that he was holding a grudge, but he didn’t know how promising to find that, especially in light of Blazer’s new plan.

      I am here, the soulblade replied neutrally.

      It looks like my people are going to part ways with yours. Trip wondered if Blazer intended to leave Dreyak here or invite him to continue along with them. Do you want to stay here with Kiadarsa to help protect them from dragons?

      I have been considering this today. While you rested and your people conspired.

      Trip wanted to object to the idea that his team had been conspiring, as he knew they were only doing their best to ensure they completed their mission, but he understood why a Cofah soul would feel that way.

      I do not blame you for being one of them, Azarwrath said. People have always warred. This is simply how it is. Though it bemuses me that our two peoples are engaged in the same battle as they were fifteen hundred years ago. Will you Iskandians never concede that your nation would be better served by being assimilated into the empire?

      I highly doubt it.

      The soulblade chuckled into his mind. It was different from Jaxi’s laughs and cackles. It seemed the soft chuckle of an older man, one who rarely threw back his head and laughed uproariously anymore. His voice, too, seemed one of an ancient soul.

      Ancient, really, Azarwrath said dryly.

      You did just claim to be fifteen hundred years old.

      Much of that time was spent in a stasis chamber, locked up with my great great great granddaughter for crimes she committed in an era when the rule was particularly draconian and spitting in the street was considered a crime. She wasn’t the most noble of people, which I always lamented, but she didn’t deserve to be imprisoned for centuries. A twinge of bitterness accompanied the words, but only a twinge.

      Trip had the feeling that whatever had happened, Azarwrath had come to terms with it a long time ago.

      It is hard to stay bitter for centuries. I was sixty-three when I entered the soulblade. I’d been wounded in battle, a battle where my son was one of the generals leading the armies. The empire, as it seems to like to do again and again, had overextended itself and was attempting to claim Dakrovia as part of its domain, thinking it would be easy to defeat the jungle savages.

      But their shamans were powerful, Azarwrath went on. Dragons originated on that continent, and mated frequently with the humans there. Even their mundane people knew every square inch of those jungles. Our armies, as well-trained and technologically superior as we were, never had a chance. One night, there was an ambush. My son was captured and dragged away, and I was grievously wounded. A gut wound. My people found me, and there wasn’t a healer along powerful enough to help me, but there was time for me to make a decision, to decide whether to accept my death or to pour my soul into a blade that had been prepared by our sorcerers.

      I had never longed for eternity and hadn’t considered the soulblade ceremony before, but I was worried about my son. I didn’t want to leave this world when his fate was in enemy hands, when he might have been suffering through torture even as I lay dying. So, I entered the blade and helped my people recover him. And then he became my handler. We fought many battles together in the years that followed, until his own death came. When I’d made my quick decision that night years before, I hadn’t considered that it would mean outliving, in a manner of speaking, my own son. But I was passed on to my grandson, and then to his daughter and so on.

      Trip stirred. Was the pirate king’s… mate the great great great granddaughter you spoke of?

      She was.

      Trip did not know what to say. He was more surprised than ever that Azarwrath was talking to him and had let him pick him up that night.

      I did debate for a long time over that, Azarwrath said. Not over initially being picked up, as I didn’t want the tide to come in and for me to rust.

      I knew it, Jaxi inserted, proving that she was listening to the story too.

      Ignoring her, Azarwrath continued. I considered forcing you to leave me on that island, though I wasn’t amused by the possibility that the dragon might find me and stick me into some hoard of treasure he planned to collect. As powerful as a soulblade is, we are not powerful enough to fight a dragon, not alone.

      Do you… Trip paused, not certain he should ask his question in case Azarwrath hadn’t considered it, but the soulblade must have considered it. Right away that first night. Do you have any plans to avenge yourself on Rysha for defeating your descendant in battle?

      It would be somewhat fitting if I wanted to kill her since her sword wants to kill us, but no. It was a fair fight, and my descendant, as you put it, and I weren’t always in agreement. In my time, women did not become warriors or battle mages. They did not foolishly risk their lives. So, we disagreed on that aspect, but not only that. She reveled in the pirate life and being Neaminor’s lover. He’d rescued her from stasis, if you didn’t know. After finding her story in a book of legendary criminals and falling in love across time, he went looking for her, for at the end of her story, it explained how she’d been put into stasis at a dragon-rider outpost, to be tried later. But then, when the outpost was overrun, she was forgotten. Forgotten for over a thousand years. He found her and figured out how to free her, and she couldn’t help but fall in love with him. For the next twenty years, they lived together as pirates.

      Invading Iskandia and killing people and stealing. Trip knew he shouldn’t harp on that to someone who had been related to the woman, but he wanted to make sure the soulblade understood why Rysha had done what she had done. And why he had helped.

      Yes, I understand.

      Azarwrath fell silent, and Trip realized he hadn’t answered the original question.

      A freezing wind gusted across the ice field and battered the airship’s envelope. Maybe it was his imagination, but it seemed to come from that mountain.

      Kiadarsa, Azarwrath? Trip prompted. Do you want to stay and help them?

      A part of me does want to help them. Even if they are little like my comrades of fifteen hundred years ago, they are Cofah. But Kiadarsa… She would not even have been considered a sorceress in my day. Her powers are very limited, and, as you saw, she is easily influenced. Your aura drew her, most certainly, and you don’t even exude it the way you should. It’s as if you’ve spent your life crumpling yourself into a tiny ball and trying not to be noticed by anyone.

      Uhm. Trip could hardly deny that, since it was true, at least when it came to magic. He did want to be noticed for his piloting skills, but the rest… If you can read my thoughts, you know what happened to my mother.

      Yes, the world is a strange place these days. Sorcerers were always feared by mundane humans, rightfully so, but they were respected, as well, and in my time, people wouldn’t have dared hang someone for suspected dragon blood.

      It didn’t make Trip feel better to know his mother would have been left alone to pursue her passions if she’d only lived during another era.

      As to Kiadarsa, Azarwrath went on, it is perhaps petty, but I could not see myself bonded with such a weak soul. If you wish to bed her, she would be yours, even though she doesn’t trust you. If a dragon turned into a human and crooked a finger toward her, she would drop to her knees to please him in any way he wished. His tone turned dry. I believe that happened recently.

      According to her story, yes.

      Her story? Did you not see that it was true? All you have to do is look into a person’s mind to see if they are telling the truth.

      A convenient talent.

      That you have. There was that chuckle again. Most sorcerers have to spend years learning to master arts that come easily to you when you simply try. While a modicum of modesty and humbleness are admirable traits in a sorcerer, it is more than time for you to realize your talents and to take credit for what you can do, what you have done.

      Trip, uncomfortable with the suggestion that he might easily read people’s minds, did not respond. Having such a power, aside from moral considerations, would only make his comrades more uncomfortable around him. If they allowed him to stay near them at all. Sorcerers, he suspected, did not fly as officers in Wolf Squadron. They were probably supposed to stay in dark mountain caves until they were needed to help defend their homeland.

      Sardelle lives in a house on the outskirts of the city with Ridge, Jaxi said dryly. It’s private, but definitely not a cave. She makes cookies with Ridge’s mother and trains students in the ways of magic. I’m sure she would be more than willing to train you, as much as she’s able. In between your Wolf Squadron missions.

      Trip hesitated. Do you truly think I’d be allowed to keep flying? Would the other officers accept a sorcerer in their midst? I’ve seen so much hatred and fear toward those even suspected of having magic.

      The average Iskandian is not enamored with magic, Jaxi said, but I’m positive General Zirkander wouldn’t object to having a sorcerer in one of his squadrons, and the others ought to learn to appreciate having your abilities up there. They would be foolish not to want any advantage that could help keep them alive.

      Trip, thinking of how many times he’d seen Leftie circle his heart with two fingers, a superstitious gesture to ward off witches and magic, knew pilots had their foolish moments.

      Your lieutenant is coming, Jaxi said. And she left her guard dog in the flier. Maybe she longs to cuddle with you.

      Trip glanced back to see Rysha heading his way. More likely, she was coming to tell him they would be leaving soon, assuming the team intended to bring him and not leave him to be cannon fodder with the Cofah. He knew that was unlikely, but admitted to feeling a little resentful at the moment.

      I will leave you for a private conversation, Azarwrath told him as Rysha drew nearer. But to answer your initial question, no, I do not wish to be left with the Cofah.

      That’s fine, Trip said. I’m happy to have your lightning bolts streaking out of my flier. But I feel obligated to point out, since this may be your last chance, that if Kiadarsa survives the battle for the portal, she could take you back to your people, and maybe you could find another Cofah sorcerer to bond with, one that’s more powerful.

      I’ve considered that, but I understand that your other soulblade is on loan.

      Yes, Jaxi is linked to a healer back home.

      Thus, you do not have a soulblade.

      True, Trip said slowly, as what Azarwrath was suggesting sank in, but I’m just a pilot who barely knows anything.

      I will not disagree with that, Azarwrath said blandly.

      Jaxi giggled. Or was that a chortle?

      But you are learning much quickly, and will progress even more quickly once you have time for training. As it is, I suspect your people will barely recognize you when you get home.

      Trip knew the comment was meant to be encouraging, but he could only feel bleakness at the statement. He didn’t want to return home a stranger to his grandparents, or General Zirkander and his colleagues. He just wanted to be Captain Trip. Pilot extraordinaire. Occasional maker of furnishings and gadgets to please women. At least one woman, he amended as he watched Rysha approach.

      Seven gods, what would she think about all this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          11

        

      

    
    
      Rysha couldn’t see Trip’s face in the darkness, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He hadn’t lifted a hand in invitation, though he’d been watching her approach. Was he lost in thought? Or had he realized what the squadron was planning, and it irked him that he’d been left out?

      “Rysha.” He nodded as she stepped up to the railing beside him. Was there wariness in those two syllables?

      “Blazer will probably come up soon to tell you, but we’ll be leaving in less than an hour. Our team. In the fliers.”

      “I know.”

      “Did Jaxi figure it out a while ago?” Rysha looked sidelong at him, almost asking if he’d figured it out.

      “While I was sleeping. Apparently, soulblades don’t nap.”

      “Oh? What do they do while you nap?”

      “Pine with loneliness.”

      Rysha swatted his arm, relieved by his humor. It seemed to mean he wasn’t irked. At least, not with her.

      “I got to try my gun mount today,” she said, starting with that since it was an easy topic. “Only for one shot, which I used to peg a dragon-pigeon in its armored butt, but it was enough to see how useful it will be. Thank you for making it and installing it.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m always glad to hear when my creations assist in dragon-pigeon assaults.”

      “That happens often, does it?”

      “This may have been the first time. If I ever open a gadget-making business, may I put your testimonial on the pamphlet?”

      “Verbatim? No editing?”

      “There’s no need to edit that testimonial.”

      Rysha grinned, tempted to swat his arm again. Actually, she was tempted to lean against it, to lean against him. With their parkas, hoods, mittens, and scarves, she doubted they could warm each other up effectively by leaning together, but it would still be nice.

      She’d been relieved when she’d seen him up here alone, not off somewhere with that sorceress. She hadn’t seen him reciprocate that woman’s touches, but Rysha also hadn’t been watching him day and night. And Leftie’s words about seduction had concerned her, for more reasons than one.

      She wanted to find a way to let Trip know that she was developing—had developed—feelings for him. In case he’d been contemplating… other options. Because he didn’t know she was an option. Maybe he didn’t have such feelings for her, but she at least wanted him to know that she cared for him.

      “I wanted to talk to you about a couple of things,” Rysha said, looking toward his face, though the darkness and fur-lined parka hood ensured she wouldn’t get any clues from it. “If it’s all right. Or did you want to be alone?”

      “Trust me, I wasn’t alone.” Trip tapped the two sword hilts near his hips.

      Again, she found the humor in his voice encouraging, but he hadn’t answered her question.

      “I don’t know who else to talk to,” she said quietly.

      “You can talk to me about anything.”

      Could she? He didn’t seem one given toward hyperbole, but they hadn’t truly known each other that long.

      “Anything? Even female problems? Leftie and Duck seemed completely uninterested in discussing them.”

      He shifted, looking down at her, and she blushed, glad the darkness would hide her red cheeks. How silly of her to have brought that up. She suspected her subconscious was trying to avoid talking about more serious matters.

      “You can tell me about them, but I don’t think I can fix them with a soldering iron and metal scraps.”

      “This is likely true.” Rysha pushed her spectacles higher on her nose. “First off, since you apparently know all about our new plan, I’d like to ask you what you think. Or if you can think of any way we can do this without leaving the Cofah defenseless. I know they haven’t been that friendly to us, but we’re not technically at war with them right now, so throwing them to the wolves—the dragons—doesn’t seem right. Even if we were at war, these are mostly researchers. Aside from their sorceress, they don’t have any way to fight dragons.”

      “I know, but I don’t know what to do. I asked Azarwrath if he wanted to stay with them and help them, but he’s disinclined.”

      “Oh? Really? Because he thinks it’s a lost cause, and he’d end up left in an ice cave for all eternity?”

      Trip paused. Considering his next words? “He wasn’t interested in bonding with Kiadarsa.”

      Rysha also paused, to rethink a snide comment that wanted to spring from her lips. She was too old to act like some snippy teenager making disparaging comments about the female competition.

      “Earlier today, while I was supposed to be sleeping and was instead wrestling with this issue, I did have a thought about how to help them,” Rysha said. “I actually think Blazer’s plan is good and improves our odds. I just can’t dismiss other people as expendable.”

      “It’s not wrong to care.”

      His words were off-hand and simple, but they touched her. He understood how she felt. And he didn’t seem to judge her for it, didn’t seem to think that someone training for the elite troops should harden herself and learn to accept that people died in military maneuvers.

      She hadn’t meant to lean against him, but she did, pressing her shoulder against his.

      At first, he didn’t react, but he soon shifted to wrap his arm around her shoulders. The wind was cold, and she wouldn’t have minded snuggling closer, but she wanted his opinion on her plan. If she was going to enact it, she had to do it soon—she was running out of time. But she had struggled to decide on her own and wanted someone to talk to about it.

      “We have three chapaharii swords,” Rysha said. “And you and the soulblades. I’m not going to say three is overkill and that we wouldn’t miss one if it disappeared, but one could make the difference between life and death for the Cofah on the airship. The dragons, if they sensed it, might hesitate to attack. That might give them more time. And it shouldn’t affect our own incursion. If anything, the dragons might then focus on the airship for longer, giving us more time to get in without them noticing.”

      “So, you want to give one of the Cofah your sword?”

      “Lend it to them. Just for tonight. And then, if all goes well, I fly over and get it back after the portal has been destroyed.” Rysha would, of course, need a pilot to fly her over, but she didn’t say that out loud. She didn’t want Trip to think that was the only reason she’d chosen to confide in him.

      She truly couldn’t imagine going to anyone else about this, not even Kaika. As much as she respected Kaika, she didn’t believe she cared about the Cofah or would understand this choice. Kaika also might tell Blazer, and if Blazer outright forbade it, Rysha couldn’t hand over the blade without disobeying orders. Given the seriousness of the situation, that might be grounds for a court-martial. At least if she did it without telling the others until it was too late, it couldn’t be considered disobeying orders. She could still be court-martialed, of course. For handing over an irreplaceable artifact to the enemy, an artifact that could be key in defending Iskandia from dragons.

      She rubbed her face, her cold cheeks. Was this the right thing? She was only at the beginning of her career, a career she’d dreamed of for a long time. Were these Cofah worth risking everything for? What would her parents say if she ended up kicked out of the army over this? What would Grandmother have said?

      “You know if you need a pilot, I’m yours. And—” Trip added, his tone going dry, “I wouldn’t be that displeased if you weren’t carrying that sword around. But—” his tone turned serious again, “—I think you should tell Blazer and Kaika rather than taking them by surprise.”

      Rysha grimaced. She’d considered that and knew it would be the more mature thing to do, but she kept thinking about that old axiom about it being easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission.

      “I’ll stand by your side if you want to talk to them now,” he said.

      She appreciated the offer, but she also knew he was just a pilot to them, and the new kid at that. Even though Rysha disagreed with that assessment of him, she was positive his words wouldn’t have a lot of sway with Kaika and Blazer.

      “I can ask Jaxi to throb with an authoritative aura.” Trip squeezed her shoulders.

      She laughed, but stopped when she realized she hadn’t been speaking her objections aloud and that he’d seemed to sense them anyway.

      “Are you reading my thoughts?” Rysha asked.

      He hadn’t been moving much, but he grew noticeably stiller.

      “I know you probably can,” she said, “and I didn’t mean to make that an accusation. I just… I guess I’d just like to know.”

      He lowered his arm, and she winced, wishing she hadn’t said anything. It was obvious he wanted to keep his abilities a secret, and that was understandable given how the majority of Iskandians felt about magic. She wished she could retract the words.

      “You know I probably can?” Trip gripped the railing with his gloved hands and did not look at her.

      “Well, you’ve spoken to me telepathically a couple of times now, so I didn’t need all of my degrees to figure it out.” Rysha smiled, hoping that humor could lighten the mood—and make him realize she wasn’t going to judge him for having dragon blood. Even if the mind-reading aspect made her uncomfortable, she thought she could learn to accept it. To accept him.

      He looked sharply at her. “I didn’t realize… I didn’t mean to do that.”

      “Really? I felt you help me with the dragon. I know you were the reason I fell at just the right time to avoid getting clubbed by that tail.”

      “Oh.” He looked forward again, staring out at the white expanse and the dark mountain looming ahead.

      “I’m glad you did.”

      Even though he didn’t seem that approachable now, she risked resting her hand on his forearm and squeezing him through his sleeve. She wished he wasn’t wearing a parka, and that she wasn’t wearing gloves, so she could feel the warmth of his skin against hers.

      “I can understand why you wouldn’t be eager to tell people, since it might not be well received, but if I can talk to you about female problems, you can most definitely talk to me about sorcerer problems.”

      He snorted. “I’m not a sorcerer.”

      “But you do have dragon blood.” Rysha looked over her shoulder to make sure nobody was nearby. There wasn’t anyone on deck, and only one person near the lamp in the glassed-in wheelhouse. The navigator wouldn’t be able to hear them from there.

      “You’re not surprised.”

      “No. I figured it out a long time ago.” Realizing he might find that odd, since they’d only known each other a couple of weeks, she amended the statement. “All right, I figured it out a few days ago. On the Pirate Isles. Before you spoke ‘be careful’ into my mind. I’m a brainy book girl, remember? I figure things out.”

      “Ah.” He tightened his fingers around the railing and looked down at them.

      Tensely. She didn’t want him to be tense or worried around her, but she didn’t know what else to say to make him more comfortable.

      “Which isn’t always a great boon,” she said. “Sometimes, you figure things out that people would rather you wouldn’t.”

      “I don’t mind you knowing,” he said quietly. “I’m just concerned about the others. Flying is all I ever wanted to do, and I’m afraid they wouldn’t want me in the squadron. I know Wolf Squadron and the capital are different from Cougar Squadron and Charkolt, but it’s still… It’s scary. I’ve spent my whole life hiding my quirks. Or trying to. My grandparents had to move a lot when I was young because of those quirks, because people would notice I was odd. Like my mother had been. I made it all the way to adulthood, even though there were a couple of close calls when I was young, a couple of times we had to abandon everything and leave town in the middle of the night. I didn’t even understand. I was too young to realize I was the problem.”

      “Trip,” she whispered, his words tugging at her heartstrings, and stepped closer to him, wanting to ease his burden, or at least comfort him somehow. She slid her arm around his back and rested her other hand on his chest, looking up at him. “I’m sorry you had to live through that and that you lost your mother. And I get why you’re so wary now. I won’t tell anyone, I promise, but I do think you’ll find that you’re in the perfect place to let people know, if you choose to do so.”

      “In sub-zero temperatures on a Cofah airship?”

      She swatted him on the chest. “In Wolf Squadron and under General Zirkander’s nose. I’m sure if you told him, he wouldn’t bat an eye. Or does he already know? I assumed Sardelle did. And that Jaxi did before she agreed to go with you.”

      “He knows, though I’m not sure he knew in the beginning. He figured it out when we fought those dragons attacking the city.”

      “There you go. Zirkander and Sardelle already paved the way for sorcerous city defenders.”

      “I know. I’ve discussed this with Jaxi. But as I pointed out to her, I’m not dating or married to a national hero who has the king’s ear.”

      “Hm, yes, clearly a problem. Do you want me to help you to find a national hero to date when we get back? My family has connections.” She smirked at him, hoping to lighten his mood.

      He gazed into her eyes for the first time since she’d confessed to knowing his secret. He also seemed to notice for the first time that she had an arm around him, for he returned the embrace, sliding his arm around her back. Too bad the parkas made it so she barely felt the gesture.

      “I’m not sure who that would be,” he said. “Everyone pales in comparison to Zirkander, though Leftie informs me that there are sports figures that people idolize.”

      “Male or female?”

      “Male, I believe. I’d have to be… flexible.”

      “I’m not sure flexibility is what’s required. We could ask Kaika. She seems to know about all things bedroom related.”

      “Even involving relationships between men?” Trip lifted his finger to wipe a snowflake off the center of one of her lenses.

      His glove left a watery smudge, but she appreciated the sentiment. And it wasn’t as if she needed to see right now. It was night, and even if her lenses had been un-smudged, she wouldn’t have been able to make out his features.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Rysha said. “She’s quite worldly. She offered to give me a list of her recommended sex toys.”

      She thought he might gape or snort, but all he said was, “Oh? Do you also have your eye on a national hero?”

      “A table-making pilot, actually, though I’m a little concerned a beautiful sorceress is trying to seduce him.”

      She gazed at him, nervous about what his reaction might be. She had wanted to talk about this, to let him know that she felt… feelings, but maybe this wasn’t the right moment, when he was wrapped up in other concerns.

      “He’s not interested in sorceresses,” Trip said, touching her cheek with his fingers this time. “He likes women who come to his defense in pubs, threatening to beat up brutes that won’t leave him alone.”

      Rysha snorted softly, though all manner of emotions rushed into her heart at this simple admission that he was interested in her. “I didn’t threaten to beat anyone up.”

      “Would you have if they hadn’t left me alone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought so,” he murmured, then lowered his mouth to hers.

      She danced on the inside, spinning pirouettes. Her aunt would have said pirouettes were unladylike, as was reacting so strongly to some man she barely knew, but Rysha didn’t care. She leaned her chest against his and kissed him back eagerly, wanting to show him her enthusiasm, to let him know that she cared about him and that she’d stand beside him, no matter what. It didn’t matter that his veins held some dragon blood in them. She liked that he made her laugh, that he listened to her rambles, and that he paid attention to her.

      And she liked the way he kissed too. At first, their lips had been cold from the frigid air, but sparks kindled, and fire ran up and down her nerves, heating her body all over. She forgot the cold, forgot everything except him.

      She longed to slip her hands under his parka—under his shirt—and run them over his warm skin, but a door slammed somewhere, and Trip drew back, breaking the kiss. He didn’t look away though. He held her gaze for a long minute and rested his hand on the side of her head.

      “We should do this again with less clothing on,” Rysha whispered. Only after the words came out did she realize she might have implied, or suggested, more than kissing. But maybe that was all right.

      “I agree.” He hugged her once more before releasing her and turning to face the two people who had walked out on deck.

      Blazer and Kaika. Rysha blew out a slow breath, wishing they hadn’t shown up and that it wasn’t time to leave for the mission. But they had, and it was.

      Resolutely, Rysha walked toward the fliers.

      Trip matched her pace, sticking to her side. “Are you going to tell them?”

      It took her a moment to bring her mind back to what they’d originally been speaking about.

      “I think so. But if I have a stupid moment and don’t, will you help me get the sword back afterward?”

      “Of course.”

      She expected him to add, “But I think you should do the smart thing and tell them beforehand,” but he didn’t. She appreciated that, appreciated that he wouldn’t try to push her, that he would support her even if she was doing something to hurt her career.

      “Ravenwood,” Blazer said as they approached. “Trip. We’re going to leave in our fliers and head to the ruins separately from the Cofah.”

      “I know,” Trip said.

      Blazer frowned at Rysha.

      “Jaxi told me when I woke up,” Trip said.

      Now that they were closer to the fliers and Dorfindral, Rysha sensed the blade’s discontent. She doubted the sword knew she had been kissing Trip, or what kissing was, but it definitely didn’t want her standing next to him now.

      Too bad.

      “Ah,” Blazer said. “Then I don’t need to fill you in on anything?”

      “No, ma’am. My flier is packed.”

      “Good. We’re just waiting for Leftie, Duck, and Dreyak then.”

      “Dreyak is coming?” Kaika asked.

      “I just asked him if he wanted to stay, but he said his assignment was to stick with us.” Blazer’s mouth twisted. “Maybe I shouldn’t have given him an option.”

      “He’s been useful to have on the team,” Trip said. “And he’s argued with his own people more than he has with us.”

      “That is true, isn’t it?” Rysha wondered a bit at that.

      Blazer only grunted.

      Rysha took a deep breath. “Major Blazer?” She glanced at Kaika. Rysha doubted Kaika would understand her motives, but hoped she might back her up anyway. Having a protégé/mentor relationship should be good for more than getting a list of sex props, shouldn’t it?

      “Yes?”

      “You remember that I had concerns about the Cofah being left without any defenses.”

      “Yes.” Blazer’s face grew guarded, wary.

      “I’d like to temporarily lend them my sword.”

      “What?”

      “Dorfindral.”

      “I know its name.”

      “If they get attacked by dragons, then at least they’ll have something to fight with,” Rysha said, glad for Trip’s presence at her side, even if he wasn’t saying anything. “And the dragons might hesitate to attack the airship if it’s on board. If they don’t have the blade, the dragons could make quick work of them and then have the time to turn their attention to us. The Cofah would likely prove a better diversion if they could make the battle last.” That, of course, wasn’t why Rysha wanted to lend them the sword, but she thought it might be more likely to sway Blazer. “Did you know that dragons, though they resent being compared to animals, are like many other predators with a self-preservation instinct and will weigh their options and consider the strength of their opponent before picking a fight?”

      Blazer dropped her face into her hand.

      “Is that, by chance, agreement, ma’am?” Rysha asked. Or defeat?

      “No,” Blazer snapped. “Get in your flier. With your sword.”

      “But—”

      “Even if I didn’t think we would need it for tonight’s battle, I wouldn’t authorize giving an incredible weapon capable of helping defend our country to the Cofah.”

      “Not permanently, ma’am. If they’re not willing to return it after this is over, I’ll go get it personally.”

      “I’m sure they’ll tremble in their boots knowing a lieutenant four months out of the academy is going to come after them.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Trip said, resting his fingers, not on Jaxi’s hilt but on the other one’s. Azarwrath’s.

      Blazer lifted a dismissive hand and started to scoff at him, but when she looked his way, her gaze snagged on him. Other than the touch of the sword, he hadn’t moved, but he seemed different. As he held Blazer’s gaze, he had an unmistakable presence, an aura. Not as commanding as that of the dragons, perhaps, but he definitely exuded power. Rysha sensed it, even though he wasn’t looking at her, and it sent a little zing of heat through her.

      She wondered if the sword was lending some aura to Trip, or if he was simply not hiding what he was, at least not right now.

      “All right,” Blazer said, appearing mesmerized briefly. She soon grimaced and wrenched her gaze from him, and Rysha thought the moment had passed, that she had recovered and would rescind the words, but Blazer glared at her and said, “You want to go defenseless into a dragon’s den, then that’s your choice. Make sure to tell one of your comrades if you have any last words you want delivered to your parents if you die.”

      Blazer stomped off to round up Leftie and Duck. Or maybe to punch some holes into walls.

      Kaika looked at Rysha, her face hard to read.

      “I already asked Trip to let my parents know what happened to me if I die out here,” Rysha said.

      “Oh? Is that what you were doing over in the dark shadows by the railing? Because it looked like something else to me.”

      Trip lost his aura of power when he blushed, a sheepish expression crossing his face. Rysha grinned, both because Kaika didn’t seem to be angry with her and because, even though she was admittedly attracted to Powerful Trip, she liked Goofy Trip better. He was the one that fixed tables for her.

      Leftie and Duck jogged toward the fliers, a woman trailing after them. Or after Leftie, it appeared, since she blew him a kiss when he looked back at her.

      “Does his cocky arrogance actually work on women?” Rysha muttered.

      “It’s proud confidence, he tells me,” Trip said.

      Dreyak strode out by himself, his head freshly shaven, his face flinty. He jumped into Trip’s flier without a greeting for anyone.

      As Leftie and Duck hopped into their fliers, Blazer walked back out, Jylea running after her. Kiadarsa trailed at a less frantic, but still brisk pace.

      “You’re leaving now?” Jylea demanded. “We’ll be there in an hour.”

      “We’ve decided to go in on our own,” Blazer said over her shoulder.

      “So you can reach the portal first and brag that you destroyed it before the Cofah? That’s not going to happen.” Jylea raced around Blazer and halted in front of her, her fists on her hips as she blocked the route.

      Jylea looked at Kiadarsa, as if she expected the sorceress to make sure it didn’t happen. Could the woman sabotage the fliers?

      But Kiadarsa looked at Trip and shook her head once at her colleague. Jylea scowled. Blazer walked around her and headed toward her flier.

      Maybe this was the time to offer the sword. Rysha pulled Dorfindral’s box out of Duck’s flier, experiencing the usual tug to open it and hew down all the dragon-blooded people present, but she also experienced a feeling of reluctance. Not from the sword, she didn’t think, but from within her. Did she not want to give it up? A few days ago, she hadn’t wanted the dangerous weapon at all.

      Shaking her head, Rysha strode toward Jylea with the box. The woman had been alternately glaring at Blazer’s back and waving at Kiadarsa, urging her to do something. She didn’t notice Rysha until only a few steps separated them.

      “What are you doing?” Jylea asked her.

      Kiadarsa eyed Dorfindral’s box warily and backed up. “It’s one of the magic-hating swords,” she told Jylea.

      “We have three,” Rysha explained. “They won’t make you impervious to dragons, but they help against magical attacks, and can pierce their mental defenses. They also want to kill dragons, very badly.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “We didn’t want to leave you defenseless, so I’m offering to let you borrow one of mine. You have to be careful around sorcerers because—”

      “I’m aware of how they work,” Jylea said. “What do you mean borrow?”

      “We don’t need one of those blades,” Kiadarsa said, lifting her chin.

      Jylea lifted a hand toward her. “Go on,” she told Rysha.

      “If you have someone who can wield it, you can have it for the night. I do need to take it back to Iskandia as soon as we’re done here—” Rysha waved toward the dark mountain, “—so it can only be a loan.”

      Kiadarsa gripped Jylea’s elbow and drew her away. “We don’t need it,” she said in a whisper that Rysha barely heard. “The others are coming. Soon. We just need to delay the Iskandians. We—” The sorceress frowned at Rysha and drew Jylea farther away. Both women turned their backs and kept muttering.

      Rysha turned her own back but eased closer to them, trying not to make it obvious that she wanted to spy.

      “…still use it,” Jylea whispered. “…powerful to defend our homeland.”

      “…won’t matter after this.”

      “Still… to have.”

      “What if they… destroy…”

      “…won’t have time.”

      “We’re going, Ravenwood,” Blazer called and pointed her toward Duck’s flier. Duck was already in the cockpit.

      Leftie was in his, too, and Trip stood by his craft, though he was watching Rysha and the Cofah women. Waiting to see if Rysha needed him? Or also trying to spy on the others’ words?

      Kiadarsa and Jylea had stopped talking. They faced Rysha’s team, their faces frosty.

      “Do you want it?” Rysha held the box out in front of her, though from those snippets of conversation, she wondered if she should rescind the offer. Who was coming, and what did these Cofah plan? “I wrote down the ancient words that can command it. They’re on a piece of paper inside.”

      Kiadarsa’s eyes narrowed. With suspicion? Did she think this a trick?

      Though Jylea’s scowl didn’t lessen, she said, “Yes,” and took the box.

      Hoping she hadn’t made a mistake, Rysha ran to join her team. She was tempted to switch with Dreyak and climb into Trip’s flier instead of Duck’s since she no longer carried a sword that wanted to kill him. She paused in front of his craft.

      “Ravenwood,” Blazer said from her cockpit.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      Blazer hefted a box, the one that held her chapaharii sword. “You’re not getting out of wielding one.”

      “Ma’am?” Rysha stared at her, her feet rooted to the deck in confusion. It wasn’t so much that she’d longed to get out of having one; it was that she didn’t understand why she should receive another. She wasn’t a sword-fighting master. Her sparring session with Kaika had proven that.

      “You’re the only person who can wield one who isn’t piloting. As I found before, trying to poke dragons and fly at the same time isn’t that effective.”

      “Oh, I guess that makes sense.”

      “That’s me. Sensible.” Blazer shoved the box toward her.

      Rysha accepted it, giving Trip a sad smile as she left his flier. She wouldn’t be riding with him, after all.
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      The dark silhouette of a dragon appeared in the starry sky above the snow-smothered mountain. It wasn’t a surprise to Trip—he could sense that dragon, as well as three others in the vicinity—but his colleagues groaned and swore over the communication crystals.

      They were flying low to the ice, around the far side and back of the mountain, hoping to come to the ruins site from a different direction than the airship. The last he’d heard, the plan was to land a few miles away, camouflage the fliers as well as possible, and go in on foot. Ideally while the dragons focused on the Cofah.

      Trip hadn’t yet mentioned that the dragons could and would sense the fliers’ magical power crystals even if they completely covered the aircraft with snow. He was surprised the dragons hadn’t already come over to investigate. Was the presence of the chapaharii swords keeping them away?

      Actually, me and your new buddy, Azzy, are responsible, Jaxi informed him.

      Trip was less inclined to think of the Cofah sword as “Azzy” now that he knew a sixty-something-year-old soul lay within the blade. Technically, a fifteen-hundred-and-sixty-something-year-old soul.

      We’re doing our best to dampen our auras, your aura, and that of the crystals, she added.

      You must be working well together—and effectively. Trip nodded toward the mountain. I don’t think they’ve even looked this way yet.

      We’re working together due to necessity. Azzy is almost as stuffy as Wreltad, Tylie’s soulblade. They should probably spend time together. Boring time.

      I am not stuffy, Azarwrath proclaimed. You are impertinent. I’ve never met a soul so young and impertinent within a blade.

      That is true. I am a supremely unique soul.

      That is not what I said.

      Trip looked back at Dreyak, as if the Cofah warrior could save him from the silly bickering. Was it necessary for the soulblades to use his head as a meeting place for it?

      Oh, we’ve been having discussions that you haven’t been privy to, as well, Jaxi thought. We’ve been debating your potential as a sorcerer and who your father might have been. Or might be. Do you know if he’s still alive? One would think that likely.

      I know nothing about him. My grandparents never knew him, and my mother didn’t tell me much before she died. Trip decided the silly bickering might be preferable to having the swords discussing him.

      You should probably go on a quest to find him.

      A man should know the male who birthed him, Azarwrath agreed.

      The male doesn’t do the birthing, Jaxi told him, conveying an eye roll. When she did that, Trip got an impression of her as a red-haired young woman with pigtails rather than a wise and venerable sword. Even particularly obtuse old men from primitive times should have a clue about how biology works, Jaxi added.

      I am not old, nor were my times primitive. I lived during the heyday of magic, when it was everywhere, improving the lives of all.

      But not the biology knowledge, apparently.

      “Dreyak,” Trip blurted, not caring that his tone came out as desperate. Maybe if he had a conversation of his own going on, the swords would take their conversation out of his mind. Even though dealing with Azarwrath hadn’t been difficult so far, he was starting to miss the days when the Cofah soulblade had been silent, if only because Jaxi hadn’t had another soul to argue with then. “You haven’t spoken much since we met up with your people.”

      He glanced back, catching Dreyak looking toward that dragon silhouette as it did the aerial equivalent of pacing in the sky above the mountain. Or flying a patrol route?

      “Among the Cofah, that is not considered a flaw.”

      “Not speaking?”

      “Yes. I have noticed that Iskandians feel the need to fill the air with inane chatter.”

      Trip thought about mentioning that the Cofah soulblade seemed inclined to chatter too. Or was it different if it was arguing?

      Much different, Azarwrath told him.

      “We are a companionable people,” Trip said aloud. “I’m curious why you didn’t want to abandon us and join the research team.”

      “Aside from the fact that you sent them off to be cannon fodder?”

      “Rysha gave up her sword in the hope that they wouldn’t be cannon fodder.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Trip thought that might be the end of the conversation, and that his question would go unanswered, but after contemplating the mountain for a time, Dreyak spoke again.

      “My mission is to destroy the portal,” he said.

      “Isn’t that their mission too?”

      “They would speak little of their mission to me. I believe we may be at cross-purposes, which is disconcerting since the prince sent me to Iskandia.”

      “To help destroy the portal?”

      “Among other things.”

      Trip frowned back at him. “Such as?”

      Dreyak still gazed toward the mountain, and he didn’t meet Trip’s gaze. His lips pressed together firmly, and he did not answer. It was too bad Jaxi had said she couldn’t read him. Trip would have liked to know what he was thinking. This was the first Dreyak had admitted he’d been sent by the prince—was that Prince Varlok, the current leader of all of Cofahre?—though perhaps King Angulus had known all along.

      He imagined Dreyak in a great marble audience chamber, standing before a dais and facing a black-haired and bronze-skinned man in purple and blue robes. Receiving an assignment to work with the Iskandians, to offer his services, but also to keep an eye out for clues that would suggest Emperor Salatak still lived, for the Cofah believed the Iskandians had kidnapped him three years earlier and exiled him in a secret place. That was the reason Varlok had been unable to gain the support of the rest of his government, to be officially proclaimed the next emperor for Cofahre.

      Dreyak’s gaze shifted toward Trip, and his eyes narrowed.

      Trip started, feeling as if he’d been caught eavesdropping, and faced forward again. Had that been his imagination or something else? Jaxi? Did I—

      Yes.

      Did you know he had that mission?

      No. I can’t read him, as I told you.

      Then how can you be sure I saw his thoughts? Trip asked.

      Because I can read you—you need to work on making your bank vault a permanent fixture—and sensed the magic you used to extract that information.

      Trip shifted uneasily in his seat. “Extract that information” made it sound like he was some inquisitor, torturing someone to pry out secrets.

      Except without the torture. Sorcery is much more civil.

      But no less an invasion of privacy.

      No, and you’re clumsier than a drunken ox walking a balance beam, so he sensed it. He’s glaring at the back of your head right now.

      Thinking of sticking his sword into me?

      You’d know that better than I would. Jaxi sniffed.

      Great, had he offended her too? By seeing something she couldn’t? Or maybe she was just irked that he was a clumsy oaf and had alerted a questionable ally about his gifts.

      I said ox, not oaf. Though I suppose I don’t object to either classification.

      Trip didn’t know what to say to that. He thought about prying into Dreyak’s thoughts again to see what his intentions were, but decided it wasn’t necessary now. For obvious reasons, people rarely stabbed their pilots while riding in the back seats of fliers.

      “Trip?” Leftie spoke over the crystal.

      Trip realized he’d had the channel open, and the others might have heard his conversation with Dreyak. The wind was quiet tonight, nothing but the buzz of their propellers stirring the air and making noise.

      “Yes?” Trip asked.

      “I told the major but realized I didn’t tell you. When I was taking the tour of the airship with my lady friends—”

      “Friends?”

      There had been more than one? They hadn’t even spent two full days with the Cofah team.

      “Friends, yes. You needn’t be jealous. You got a sorceress, after all.”

      Mortified, Trip blurted, “I didn’t get a sorceress.”

      Even though Rysha was in the back seat of Duck’s flier, Trip feared she would hear the exchange without trouble.

      “No?” Leftie asked. “You were in that room alone with her for a long time. With the door closed.”

      “A long time?” Captain Kaika asked. “I wouldn’t have guessed our young captain had such stamina.”

      “It wasn’t that long,” Trip muttered, having a feeling that nothing he said would make things better. He glanced back at Dreyak. “You may be right. A tendency toward silence might not be a flaw.”

      “As I said.”

      “Anyway,” Leftie said, “I saw that the airship had a whole lot of rope and hooks in their hold.”

      “So?” Trip remembered seeing them, too, but he hadn’t paid much attention. He’d been focused on looking for mechanical problems and making repairs.

      “At first, I was just contemplating whether coils of ropes could make a useful place to lie down if one wasn’t assigned a cabin. The answer is yes, ropes are fine to lie on, and no, hooks are not. But after I was down there a while, I had a thought that those ropes were really big, and it looked like the Cofah might be planning to pull something up with them.”

      “Like what? A dragon portal?”

      Trip meant it as a joke, but Leftie asked, “Did they ever actually say they were planning to blow it up?”

      “Kiadarsa led me to believe they were, but Jaxi couldn’t read her thoughts.”

      Trip now wished he’d attempted to do some mind-reading of his own. The idea of invading another’s privacy might make him uncomfortable, but when it came to enemies…

      I did notice the expedition leader, Jylea, was very guarded with her thoughts and careful not to think about the portal, Jaxi said thoughtfully.

      “I can’t imagine why the Cofah would want to take this hornet’s nest back to their homeland,” Blazer said.

      Her flier was in the lead, and she swung around the base of the mountain toward the southern side. Trip banked to follow her. Their growing proximity to the dragons made his head ache.

      “I can’t, either, ma’am,” Leftie said, “but maybe it’s good that we parted ways from them.”

      “I’m beginning to feel like a fool for leaving my sword with the Cofah,” Rysha said, her voice faint from the back seat of Duck’s flier.

      Nobody corrected her notion, and Trip saw her slump low in the back of the flier.

      “We’ll make sure the portal is destroyed,” Blazer said. “Captain Kaika is in my back seat, rubbing her bombs, and I know she’d be disappointed if she didn’t get to blow anything up.”

      “I have no problem blowing up the portal while it’s inside a Cofah airship,” Kaika spoke over Blazer’s shoulder.

      “The portal is inside the mountain,” Trip said. “I don’t see how they could get it out easily.”

      “It’s there?” Blazer asked sharply. “Is Jaxi sure?”

      Jaxi, are you sure?

      No, and neither are you.

      “Something powerful is in there,” Trip said. “I’m assuming it’s the portal, especially since there are so many dragons around, but it’s possible it’s another artifact.”

      “Lieutenant Ravenwood,” Blazer said, “it looks like we’re about five miles from the ruins site. Do you concur?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I see a likely landing spot there in the shadow of the mountain. Follow me down, boys.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Trip and the others said.

      He eyed the side of the mountain as they descended. No trees or brush poked up from the snow. Was it too frigid for things to grow way down here? It wasn’t just snow, he realized as they drew closer, but massive glaciers atop the rocks and dirt.

      “Take food, water, clothing, those straps for the bottoms of our boots, and rope and picks,” Blazer said.

      “So, everything we packed?” Leftie asked.

      “You can leave behind that little ball that you kiss.”

      “No way, ma’am. That’s my lucky ball. It goes everywhere with me. It was a gift from a lady.”

      “Didn’t your grandmother give it to you when we graduated?” Trip asked.

      “Grammy Erma is most certainly a lady.”

      They set the fliers down between white boulder-sized chunks of ice that had broken free of the glaciers and tumbled down the mountain. If there was land underneath the aircraft, Trip couldn’t see it. The ground seemed to consist of nothing but ice and snow.

      The air was crisp and clear, but not unpleasant, even though it had to be twenty or thirty degrees below freezing. Maybe Trip was simply growing accustomed to the climate. What he wasn’t accustomed to was the presence of the dragons and the way it made his head ache. The pressure against his eardrums was almost painful, as if he’d taken a dive in Charkolt Harbor and gone down too far.

      The airship is approaching the ruins from the other side, Jaxi reported. The dragon scout is still flying around the top of the peak, even though the Cofah are definitely within his range to sense. He has to know they’re coming.

      I see him. The three other dragons have gone into the mountain, right? Planning some ambush?

      The chapaharii blade could be giving them pause. If those two silvers warned their buddies, then the dragons here know that people on that airship have been successfully killing their kind.

      Leftie slipped as he plopped down from his flier. The ground was slick here, more ice than snow. For the first time since arriving in the Antarctic, Trip strapped on the crisscrossing rope-like harnesses for his boots. They were a part of the winter army gear and were supposed to offer better traction on ice. He didn’t want to fall on his ass during a dragon fight. Or while a dragon was watching. Or while Rysha was watching.

      So, in general, you’d prefer to remain upright.

      Yes, can a soulblade assure that happens?

      I could, but how would that be entertaining for me?

      Rysha came up to stand next to him, a heavy pack on her shoulders. It wasn’t quite as large as the one Kaika wore, perhaps not containing as many materials for demolitions, but it wasn’t any lighter than the packs the men carried.

      Her sword—Blazer’s sword—seeped its green glow out of its scabbard. Trip chose to believe it simply wanted to light the way for them, rather than that it was trying to influence her or having fantasies of killing him. Could swords have fantasies?

      Soulblades can, Jaxi said. Those chapaharii swords are far inferior.

      So, Trip-slaying fantasies are unlikely? I’ll find that encouraging.

      Rysha smiled at Trip, and he also found that encouraging. Maybe it meant she’d gotten to the point that she could control the weapons, and he wouldn’t be in danger from her. He hoped so.

      He returned her smile as he remembered their kiss. He also remembered that she hadn’t seemed bothered by his blood. He wasn’t surprised that she’d figured it out, but it did worry him that he wasn’t being as subtle about hiding things as he’d hoped.

      It’s hard to be subtle when you’re hurling fireballs, Jaxi informed him. I’ve always preferred to be grandiose and magnificent, rather than subtle.

      I wouldn’t have guessed.

      “Who’s leading?” Kaika asked, striding away from her flier to join the gathering group. Everyone else had also stopped to attach the traction straps to their boots.

      “Our archaeologist,” Blazer said. “Or our soulblade whisperer.”

      Everyone looked at Rysha and Trip.

      “I think we just got nominated to lead together,” Trip murmured.

      “I’m game as long as your pointy friends let us know if the dragons turn their interest toward us.”

      “I’m sure they will. Grandiosely and magnificently.”

      Rysha looked curiously at him.

      Trip waved a dismissive hand and started off, following the base of the mountain. Rysha walked at his side, and the rest of the team trailed behind. They slipped often, despite their fancy boot straps. The ground seemed the ice equivalent of a field of hardened lava, with ridges and ripples making the footing tricky. Maybe the dragons came out and practiced breathing fire on the snow to ensure the walk up was unpleasant for non-winged visitors.

      Trip pulled out a ration bar that he’d stuffed into his pocket before slinging his pack over his shoulders. It was all they had for dinner tonight, nobody having suggested they take the time to start a campfire and rehydrate some of their dehydrated rations.

      Alas, Azarwrath spoke into his mind.

      Alas, what?

      Alas, you’re going to eat another of those sawdust-like bars of compressed… whatever is compressed into that flat stick.

      Trip looked down at the bar. They weren’t exactly his grandmother’s cooking, but they weren’t awful.

      I beg to differ.

      What does it matter to you? You’re not sharing it with me. Trip glanced at the sword hilt, wondering if the handler-soulblade relationship was more symbiotic than he’d imagined. I mean, you’re not, right?

      I do not take in sustenance anymore, no. I do miss it, however. I enjoyed food a great deal when I was alive. All I can do now is live vicariously through my handlers. In a sense, I can taste what you taste. Such as honey-laced sawdust. The words seeped disappointment.

      Sorry. Trip took a bite. It wasn’t as if there were other options out here, and he would need energy if they had to battle dragons.

      When you return home, you will visit this grandmother? Her meals sound promising.

      I hope so. We’ll probably go back to the capital first. I’m sure there are fancy restaurants there. Trip was less sure captains could afford them. Officers made more than sergeants and privates, but the army assumed its troops would live in fort housing and dine at the mess hall, so there was no need to pay them enough to purchase room and board.

      I dearly hope so. I would be most curious to know about modern culinary trends. Berasa was not much of a food enthusiast, I’m afraid, and the options in those pirate taverns were barely above abysmal.

      Duck cursed from the rear of their formation. “Even a slug would slip and fall on this stuff,” he grumbled.

      “What about a waddling duck?” Kaika asked.

      “Ducks never fall, ma’am.”

      An “oomph” and a painful-sounding thud followed the comment.

      “You may need to update your wilderness lore, Duck,” Kaika said, helping him to his feet.

      “Or get a new nickname, ma’am. Think Crash would mind if I borrowed his this week?”

      A few people chuckled, but Trip’s head hurt too much for humor. He’d always sensed the dragons when they were nearby, but this was more intense than before, and he wondered if more of them might be within the mountain than he believed. Or was it that the ones he sensed were extremely strong and had powerful auras? If so, that didn’t bode well for their incursion.

      The airship is drawing close to the start of a canyon cutting north to south along the side of our mountain, Jaxi reported. Two more dragons have come outside to join the first. They’re sitting on the top of the mountain, looking down at the airship.

      Trip relayed the information.

      “The canyon?” Rysha asked, doing an excited hop. Her boots slipped when she came down, but she recovered more easily than Duck had. “That’s our destination. There are supposed to be statues carved along the sides and also a cave with drawings in it. The drawings are believed to have been made by humans visiting the area thousands of years ago. I can’t wait to see them. They used charcoal and umber and yellow ochres that aren’t native to the region. Did you know the iron oxide and manganese oxide in umber is largely found in—”

      “This isn’t a good time for lectures, Lieutenant,” Blazer said.

      “Oh, sorry, ma’am.” Rysha was silent for a minute as they clomped along the ice, then said, “Why not, ma’am? We’re not discussing anything else. Our minds could use a distraction.”

      Blazer paused, as if groping for an answer that didn’t involve confessing that she didn’t want to be lectured by a lieutenant. “The dragons might hear us,” she finally said.

      “Are they not interested in umber and ochre?” Duck asked.

      Leftie sniggered.

      Trip was gaining a greater appreciation for Dreyak’s silence. He strode along beside Duck without a word, only the soft crunch of ice under his boots giving away his position.

      Everyone fell silent as they rounded the mountain, and Trip suspected that even those without magic could now sense the oppressive closeness of the dragons’ presence, the power of their auras.

      They passed through a field of those broken ice-chunk boulders, and two things came into view. A long dark canyon cut into the ground—or perhaps the ice—that didn’t appear to be a natural geological formation, and the silhouette of the airship at the far end. The oddly straight canyon stretched for ten miles before ending as abruptly as it began, a deep scar in the earth. There was no evidence that a river had ever flowed through the area, or that anything other than magic had created it.

      “How do we get down?” Kaika whispered as the group gathered at their end of the canyon, using one of the ice boulders to hide them from the dragons perched atop the mountain.

      A few trees and brush would have been nice to help camouflage them.

      “More than that, how do we get down without the dragons seeing us?” Blazer asked.

      “Your ruse appears to have worked,” Dreyak said. “They are focused on the airship.”

      “Are we sure about that?” Rysha touched the hilt of her sword. “We have more magic on us than the airship has on board. Our swords should be like shining beacons to them. Just because their eyes aren’t pointed this way doesn’t mean they’re not aware of us.”

      “Maybe they heard this group was giving boring lectures,” Leftie said, “and that scared them away even more than our swords.”

      Rysha did not say anything, but Trip sensed her gritting her teeth.

      “Don’t be an ass, Leftie.” Trip knew Rysha didn’t need his protection or for him to stand up for her, but he found himself putting his arm around her shoulders. Just in case she wanted the support.

      She found his gloved hand and patted it.

      “Sorry,” Leftie said, sounding sincere. “I meant it as a joke. It came out less funny than I intended.”

      “One wonders how he lured Cofah women into a cargo hold,” Kaika said.

      “I assumed he didn’t talk much,” Duck said.

      “All right, all right, it can’t be acceptable to pick on me if it’s not acceptable to pick on Ravenwood,” Leftie said.

      “Are you sure?” Duck asked. “Because this feels right.”

      “Trip, I’m going to need you to come put your arm around my shoulders here in a minute.”

      The largest of the dragons—a gold—leaped from the mountaintop, flapped its wings, and headed toward the airship. The other two sprang into the air and followed.

      “This is our chance.” Blazer clenched her fist.

      “There are still dragons inside the mountain,” Trip said, “but that’s all of the ones outside.”

      “We’ll figure out how to deal with the inside ones when we reach them,” Blazer said, jogging toward the edge of the canyon to peer in, “preferably by hiding a lot and not being noticed.”

      Rysha stepped away from Trip to join her. “That’s deeper than I expected.”

      “Our ropes won’t reach the bottom.” Blazer looked toward Trip. “Got any soulblade magic that will help?”

      Jaxi? Trip asked. Azarwrath? What do you think?

      That it is rather odd that a woman leads your military mission, Azarwrath said.

      How can you possibly be that old-fashioned and stupid-fashioned when your last handler was female? Jaxi asked.

      She was unorthodox. Are women not primarily healers, child-rearers, and caregivers in Iskandia?

      You suggest to Kaika that she rear something, and she’ll probably drop an explosive on your pommel.

      I am concerned about the altered values in this era. Certain policies seem less than wholesome.

      Aware of Blazer waiting for a response, Trip cleared his throat. The canyon?

      I can thicken the air to carry your group to the bottom without injury, Azarwrath said.

      We just step off the edge, and you’ll float us down? Trip eased up beside Blazer and looked over the edge into the deep shadows below, shadows that the moon and stars did nothing to illuminate. He had to use his senses to detect the bottom—a good three hundred feet down. Uhm.

      We can do it, Jaxi added. You’ll have to trust us. It would take hours for you to climb down in the dark, even if you had the right climbing gear.

      “The swords are going to levitate us down,” Trip said, even as power flared from his hip, and a rush of air swept in from all sides. His feet left the ground. He fought down an alarmed squawk that tried to come out. The others wouldn’t want to follow him if they knew he was afraid. Besides, it didn’t feel like he was floating. The compressed air was almost like a platform that he stood upon. “There are no easy routes, and it’s a long drop.”

      “Levitate?” Leftie blurted.

      “Do it,” Blazer said, glancing toward the flying dragons. They were already more than halfway to the airship.

      “No, don’t touch me with that damn magic. I’ll stand guard up here.”

      “We’re not splitting up.”

      Can you do us all at once? Trip asked silently.

      No, Jaxi said.

      Yes, Azarwrath said.

      Trip sensed Jaxi scowling at the other soulblade.

      This is not a difficult task for me, Telryn, Azarwrath informed him.

      Jaxi’s scowl deepened, an impressive thing since she had neither a face nor lips.

      Do we take the ignorant one down against his wishes? Azarwrath asked while Jaxi fumed.

      Is that Leftie? Yes.

      I don’t care how powerful you think you are, Azzy, Jaxi thought. You won’t be able to levitate anyone with a dragon-slaying sword.

      Ah, this is true. They must drop them down first, then retrieve them at the bottom.

      “Drop them?” Trip asked.

      They are magical blades. The fall will not damage them.

      Aware of Blazer frowning at him, Trip explained.

      “Not a problem,” Kaika said, striding to the edge and dropping her sword point down into the canyon.

      Rysha gave her a startled look.

      “We don’t have a close relationship. It’s been trying to make me surly around our magical allies, the way Therrik is.” Kaika glanced at Trip. “And I have a lovely disposition, so I object.”

      Rysha walked forward, drawing her sword, but she wasn’t so quick to drop it. She stood at the edge with the blade across her gloved hands and struggled to let go. Long seconds passed, her jaw clenched. Finally, with a jerky movement, she dropped her hands, and the sword plummeted into the darkness.

      Blazer’s feet left the ground. She dropped into an alarmed crouch, her arms spread for balance. She and Trip sailed over the edge, and his heart tried to leap out of his chest as fear overrode logic. He knew the soulblades were powerful and could handle this. But hanging in the air over absolutely nothing terrified him.

      They descended rapidly, but not like they were falling. It was a controlled descent.

      When Trip’s feet touched the ground, he gazed up at the slit of stars high above and his comrades being levitated down after him. A strange feeling came over him, something akin to peace, serenity. He still sensed the dragons, but the pressure in his head had lessened, and the icy canyon walls emitted a warmth that made his skin tingle in a pleasant way. Magic? He tried to decide if he sensed that. There was definitely an otherworldliness about the place.

      “This canyon is a geological oddity,” Rysha said, as she landed beside him, apparently too intrigued by their surroundings to have been disturbed by the magical descent. Kaika was the one to retrieve their swords and hand her borrowed blade to her. “Unless I’m grossly mistaken, we’re below sea level. Well below. And look at the walls. And the floor. This is all ice. Yet the walls are smooth. There’s no sign of glacial activity. We—”

      A hand gripped Trip’s shoulder and spun him around.

      “Do not let them do that again,” Leftie snarled, anger and terror radiating from him.

      “It was the fastest way down.”

      “You don’t pick someone up with magic when he’s not—when it’s not— It’s gods-cursed magic, damn it.” Leftie circled his heart with two fingers while still grasping Trip’s shoulder.

      “Enough,” Blazer said, pushing between them and breaking Leftie’s grip. “We need to find the portal before those dragons—”

      Booms sounded in the distance, and her gaze lurched up toward the stars.

      “The airship must be firing its cannons,” Kaika said.

      “It won’t do them any good,” Dreyak said grimly, the entire group on the ground now.

      “No, but it’ll help us,” Blazer said. “Ravenwood, where—”

      “That way, ma’am,” Rysha said, waving for everyone to follow. “If the maps are correct, there’s a cave down there. We should check it first, but I wish there was time to explore everything. Those are magnificent.” She pointed toward the sides of the canyon.

      Statues carved from the walls, from the ice, rose a hundred feet over their heads. Trip couldn’t tell what they depicted yet, not with the darkness so thick at the bottom of the canyon, but he would be surprised if they weren’t dragons.

      I believe they’re statues of dragon gods, Jaxi said, as the group walked under them on their way to a dark opening in one side of the canyon. Which is rather remarkable since many dragons seem to believe themselves gods.

      They do? Trip hadn’t heard any of them proclaim that yet, but he’d only had a prolonged conversation with one of them, the bronze dragon at the pirate fortress.

      Well, perhaps not many, but of the two I know well, one believes he’s a god. And he’s deluded others into believing he’s a god, as well. There’s a temple in the capital.

      Really?

      Ridge and Sardelle got married there. Her part-time job is being his high priestess.

      Er, does she believe he’s a god?

      No, but she, Ridge, and even King Angulus have been willing to feed Bhrava Saruth’s delusions since he’s been our best ally. He heals and blesses his followers regularly. It’s a shame he’s been missing for several months. I’m sure his followers are bereft without their god.

      “Oh, I wish dearly that I had a lantern.” Rysha paused at the mouth of the dark cave, looking left and right toward the walls. Looking for her ochre and umber paintings?

      Trip stopped at her side and drew Jaxi. Can you—

      Of course, Jaxi said, glowing a soft silvery blue.

      “Oh,” Rysha blurted, grinning at him. “I forgot about the swords.”

      She pulled out her own, and it glowed its usual pale green. A somewhat sickly green that wasn’t nearly as appealing as Jaxi’s illumination.

      How kind of you to notice its clear inferiority.

      Trip suspected that dragon wasn’t the only magic-user with delusions.

      Really. Jaxi sniffed.

      The swords’ light brightened the cave walls, illuminating a dark ice mixed with dirt that supported the crude paintings from the past. How old were the paintings? Did their presence mean this ice never melted? And was there no insulation down here? Trip thought he remembered some trivia that caves were roughly the same temperature all over the planet, a temperature well above freezing.

      Not caves made with magic, Azarwrath said. You were right out there. There’s not a lot of it remaining, but the walls of the canyon and this cave are imbued with it. I believe this place was ancient even in my time.

      “Don’t turn those swords up too bright,” Blazer grumbled, glancing back into the canyon.

      Booms continued to filter down to them, so the airship hadn’t succumbed yet. Trip couldn’t imagine they would be able to hold three dragons off for long.

      “The chapaharii blades object to the magic that seems to be infused into the very nature of this place,” Rysha said. “I don’t think we can get them to dim themselves.”

      “Keeping them sheathed helps,” Kaika said dryly.

      “But then I wouldn’t be able to see the artwork.”

      “Darn.”

      “Let’s get a move on,” Blazer said.

      With obvious reluctance, Rysha tore herself from the old paintings, which depicted dragons flying or swooping down to pluck up giant buffalo or something similar.

      Trip glanced left and right as he headed deeper into the cave. In one faded painting, a human rode a dragon while holding a sword aloft. A soulblade? Or one of the dragon-slaying blades? Or simply some crude copper weapon from a long bygone era?

      “I dreamed of being a dragon rider when I was a girl,” Rysha whispered to him. “My grandmother used to tell me tales about noble dragons helping humankind fight against evil dragons. I suppose they were mostly just stories, but there are ruins of dragon-rider outposts around the world. Some of that must have truly happened.”

      She steered the group around a wide bend, the ground made from slippery ice that challenged even their special footwear.

      “I wonder where all those noble dragons have gone,” she added. “Were they all left behind? In the world beyond the portal?”

      “Jaxi was telling me about a dragon in the capital that helps humans,” Trip said.

      Captain Kaika, who was walking behind him with Blazer, snorted.

      “Do you mean Bhrava Saruth?” Rysha asked. “The dragon who believes himself a god?”

      “Apparently. Does that not qualify as noble?”

      “He did help defend the city from other dragons a few years ago, and he does heal people, I understand,” Rysha said. “If you can catch him in his temple. I saw it once. It’s quite pretentious. And large. Larger than the temples in the city to the real gods. I’m not sure noble is quite the word to describe that dragon.”

      Given the distaste in her voice, Trip decided not to ask what she thought about Sardelle being the dragon’s high priestess. Maybe that wasn’t well known. Or maybe Sardelle didn’t wish for it to be well known.

      You’re catching on, Jaxi said.

      “Oh, more paintings,” Rysha said, hefting her glowing blade high and jogging toward a wall ahead of them. She was remarkably agile on the ice, keeping her balance without appearing to try.

      Even though she has no dragon blood, Azarwrath said, I believe she would birth capable sorcerers, presuming a union with a sorcerer. She seems intelligent.

      Er, yes, Trip said, flummoxed by the random comment.

      I believe Azzy just gave his blessing, should you two wish to rut with abandon and create babies.

      It’s only been a few hours since we kissed for the first time.

      Sardelle and her soul snozzle turned their first kiss into their first rutting session all in the same night. Granted, babies didn’t come until much later, but I’ve observed that people overcome by attraction are perfectly capable of accelerating their mating rituals.

      Sardelle and her what?

      Trip stopped beside Rysha, as there was nowhere else to go. They had reached the end of the cave. He raised Jaxi to help spread light across the walls, though he was hoping for a secret passage rather than more dragons hunting buffalo.

      Soul snozzle, Jaxi said. Ridge.

      I don’t need to know those things about my commanding officer, Jaxi.

      Those things? Nicknames? Or rutting habits?

      Both.

      “Lieutenant Ravenwood,” Blazer said dryly. “I’m sure those dragon stick figures are fascinating, but we have a problem.”

      “Yes, ma’am. This is what the Cofah map described. A canyon and a cave, and nothing else. But there must be something else. Or why would Jylea’s team be coming back here?” Rysha faced Trip. “Did you say you—Jaxi—sensed something in the mountain?”

      Trip nodded. Holding Jaxi aloft, this time to provide lighting for himself, he examined the back of the cave and the floor at the base of it. He didn’t see any scrapes or cracks to suggest a secret door opened anywhere. Nor did claw marks mar the ice at their feet, but if the dragons came in and out this way, they might fly.

      “Duck,” Blazer said, “take your tracking abilities over there to help him.”

      “I’ve never tracked a dragon, ma’am.”

      “Just see if you can find sign.” Blazer looked over her shoulder. The booms had stopped.

      “Dragon sign? I haven’t noticed any spoor in the canyon or this cave, but perhaps they—”

      “The door. Find sign of the door.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Any ideas, Jaxi? Azarwrath? Trip worried the dragons had defeated the airship and were on their way back.

      Actually, Jaxi thought, a second airship has appeared in the distance. The dragons have pulled back to consider it.

      A second airship? Trip sheathed Jaxi so he could run his gloves along the ice, peering close and searching again for cracks. The bared chapaharii blade nearby provided plenty of light.

      It’s of similar construction to the Cofah airship, Jaxi thought.

      Backup?

      It seems a possibility. Also, there are two dragons accompanying it. Guarding it, it seems.

      “Are we sure there’s something back there?” Kaika asked. “A continuation of the cave or another room? Because I brought plenty of explosives along. I can blow a hole in that wall if it isn’t too thick.” Her lips quirked. “And possibly even if it is.”

      I could also melt a hole in it, Jaxi thought. If there’s another cave back there. I can’t tell. The ice you’re touching appears to be reinforced with magic, and I still sense the portal or some other artifact within the mountain, but I can’t tell quite where. Everything is obscured, and the nearness of the dragons and their powerful auras doesn’t help. They drown out everything around them.

      Dreyak came up beside Trip, tugging off his glove. He laid his bare palm on the ice wall.

      White light flared under his hand.

      “That could be a sign,” Duck observed.

      “Your wilderness skills are not overrated, I see,” Blazer told him.

      Trip sensed magic welling underneath Dreyak’s hand and wondered if he should remove his own glove and touch the wall. But Rysha, ever curious, beat him to it. The wall remained dark and cold under her hand, and she sighed with disappointment.

      Realizing the wall must be responding to the presence of dragon blood in one’s veins, Trip clasped his hands behind his back.

      “Are you unlocking a door for us, Dreyak?” Kaika said. “Or do I still need to blow things up?”

      A beam of intense light appeared all around Dreyak, and Trip jumped back, his hand dropping to Jaxi’s hilt.

      Dreyak stepped back from the ice and spread his arms, but the light enveloping him did not fade. He peered down his body and grimaced. Trip couldn’t tell if he was in pain.

      “Is it hurting you, Dreyak?” he asked, wondering if prodding the incorporeal beam with a soulblade would do anything.

      “No, it’s just uncomfortable. My skin is crawling.”

      I have seen this magic before, Azarwrath announced. A long time ago. It is called a scan.

      “A scan?” Trip asked, not realizing he spoke aloud until people looked at him.

      Before Azarwrath could answer, someone—or something—else spoke. A sonorous voice boomed in Trip’s mind, uttering words he did not understand. Power laced the words, making them painful as they rang out, as if someone were beating the inside of his skull with a drumstick.

      The others winced, too, Rysha and Kaika jerking their hands to their ears. Thankfully, the words ended after a few sentences, and the light beam around Dreyak disappeared. The wall remained in place, and it was as if nothing had happened.

      “Was that a language?” Blazer looked to Rysha.

      “One I haven’t heard spoken before, but yes. Old Dragon Script. I think if I saw it in writing…” Rysha closed her eyes, nodding to herself, then tore off her pack and rummaged until she found a pencil and notebook. “Dreyak, can you do that again?”

      Dreyak grimaced, but he pressed his hand against the wall. This time, there was no beam. An angry flash of white flared, then disappeared.

      “I think I’ve been deemed unworthy,” Dreyak said.

      The words started repeating, and Rysha bounced on her toes as she copied down what she heard. It sounded like gobbledegook to Trip. She continued to write after the words ended, her lips moving as she nodded to herself again, like someone remembering the lyrics to a ballad.

      “My philology professor would be appalled at my phonetic liberations with the text,” Rysha said, holding her notepad up, “but it’s close enough. I think I can translate. Here goes.” She cleared her throat and spoke in a deeper tone of voice. “In this ancient prison, only they who are worthy may pass, the golden keepers of the law, they doing the will of the gods, they being god-like themselves. Only they or their offspring may come within to judge the merit of the imprisoned, whether they shall be released or held for all eternity. They of lesser blood shall not be permitted to judge those within, nor shall they pass through this gate.” Rysha lowered her notepad. “This is a prison? Fascinating.”

      “Uh huh,” Blazer said. “More importantly, are we going to be able to get in at all?”

      “I wager I can permit us to pass.” Kaika slung her pack off her shoulders.

      “Perhaps this place was a prison long before the portal was built?” Rysha gazed around at the paintings again. “That one over there—I wondered about it. It seems to depict two gold dragons capturing a silver dragon. Maybe the gate will only open for gold dragons and their offspring, but the bronze and silver dragons must have been allowed to enter if they were brought through in a gold’s keeping, thus to be imprisoned. Oh, and since dragons hate cold, it makes sense that they might have created a prison here. To truly punish those who strayed. Also, dragons aren’t fecund in cold temperatures, so imprisonment might have been meant to ensure they didn’t reproduce.”

      “So, what does that mean for us?” Blazer asked. “We can go in if we just find a gold dragon to escort us?”

      “Or one’s offspring.” Rysha hitched a shoulder.

      “We’ll see about that,” Kaika said, kneeling now, and pulling a fistful of fuses out of her pack.

      “A very distant ancestor of mine is reputed to be a gold dragon,” Dreyak said.

      “So just having a gold in the bloodline isn’t enough then,” Rysha said. “Too bad, but I’m not surprised. My translation suggested as much.”

      Realizing he hadn’t relayed Jaxi’s most recent update, Trip said, “There’s another airship coming with two more dragons. They seem to be there to join or protect the original Cofah airship.”

      “Is either of the new dragons a gold?” Blazer asked.

      Yes, Jaxi said.

      Trip nodded.

      “Shit, maybe that’s why Jylea and that sorceress didn’t fight harder to keep us from leaving the airship,” Blazer said. “Maybe they knew we couldn’t get in.” She pointed at Kaika. “You have my permission to blow that wall open, Captain.”

      “You know I wasn’t waiting for that, right?” Kaika whistled and set a bundle at the base of the wall.

      Blazer snorted.

      Trip worried the explosives might backfire, either bringing down the cave on top of them or doing nothing to the back wall. Or both.

      “To destroy this cave would be a crime against archaeology,” Rysha said.

      “I’m only going to destroy this back part here,” Kaika said.

      Rysha turned a bleak expression on Trip. He spread his hands, not aware of anything he could do.

      Try touching the wall, Azarwrath suggested.

      Me? I’m not a gold dragon.

      If your friend’s translation is correct, the offspring of gold dragons may also enter.

      Offspring, not descendant. Not someone fifty generations removed from a gold dragon, or whatever I am.

      Trip removed his glove, though he knew he would only be scanned, the same as Dreyak.

      I don’t know how far removed you are from your dragon progenitor, Azarwrath said, but I am positive it’s not fifty generations. Or even ten.

      Trip froze, his fingers in the air inches from the wall. But that’s impossible. Until a few years ago, there weren’t any dragons in the world.

      Neither of the soulblades responded.

      Right? Trip prompted.

      There weren’t any known dragons, Jaxi said. That doesn’t mean that some couldn’t have been around, lying low. Or spending time in a stasis chamber, as was the case with Phelistoth. Sardelle and I suspected as soon as we met you that you had the potential to be very powerful. Three years ago, we encountered—battled—a sorceress who came from another time period, and she claimed to be the great granddaughter of a dragon. Even though you dampen down your aura well, we both thought you had at least as much dragon blood as she.

      Trip knew he must look stupid, standing there frozen with his palm in the air, but all he could think about were the soulblades’ words.

      Are you saying… Is that the reason I was transferred? He looked down toward his collar, even though the parka hid his uniform and rank tabs. And promoted? And sent on this mission?

      Such an intense disappointment filled him that he wanted to cry. He’d assumed—even though nobody had said as much, he’d assumed his knack for killing enemies and his willingness to risk himself in battle had been the reason he’d come to General Zirkander’s attention, the reason he’d been promoted so young and called to join the flier battalion’s star squadron. To be given something because of blood that he had no control over…

      Relax, hero, Jaxi said. Your pirate-slaying ways are what got you transferred and invited on the mission. Ridge didn’t know about the rest until that dragon’s defenses mysteriously went down. Sardelle and I didn’t know until we met you. Well, about ten minutes before we met you when we sensed your presence in Ridge’s office as we were walking into the citadel. That alarmed the hells out of us, I’ll have you know. Thus far, all the powerful sorceresses and shamans we’ve encountered have been working for the other side. We assumed some spy had infiltrated Ridge’s troops in the guise of a young pilot.

      When did you figure out I wasn’t a spy? Trip asked numbly.

      When you fell off the couch.

      Shall I thank the gods for the general’s slippery cushions then? Trip imagined what might have happened if they had truly believed him a spy. He could have been dragged off and imprisoned in some iron coffin or whatever was done to enemy sorcerers.

      Thus far, we’ve just killed them, Jaxi said brightly. But we realized right away from the fact that you didn’t shield your thoughts and we could read everything in your mind that you were completely untrained.

      He tried to remember if he’d been thinking anything embarrassing that day, anything that he would have been chagrined to have shared with others.

      No, but I’ve since witnessed your lurid fantasies about Lieutenant Ravenwood.

      He flushed, though he didn’t think anything had been particularly lurid. Other than the day she’d worn that revealing pirate costume.

      No, your fantasies aren’t nearly as disturbing as those of your friend. He’s speculated more than once about encounters featuring him in the middle of a threesome with Kaika, Blazer, and Ravenwood.

      Azarwrath cleared his throat in Trip’s mind—perhaps in Jaxi’s mind too. There are dragons coming. It would not be good to be trapped in here when they arrive. Both of the new arrivals are gold dragons.

      Yes, Jaxi said, and I believe I know those dragons too. Yisharnesh and her mate. Our people have battled them before. They were let out of a prison in Iskandia.

      As golds, they will be able to open the gate, Azarwrath said.

      “I’m ready to blow this wall as soon as our pilot statue is moved.” Kaika rose from her kneeling position and looked at Trip. Three of her bombs rested along the base of the wall, linked by a wire to a detonator with a timer.

      “Move it, Trip,” Blazer said, the others having already backed away.

      Though he doubted it would do anything, Trip would feel like a coward if he didn’t try, since the only reason he didn’t want to try was because it might work.

      He took a deep breath and pressed his bare palm to the wall. A beam of light flared out, identical to the one that had engulfed Dreyak. He felt a surge of relief until Duck spoke.

      “Is that because of the soulblades?” Duck asked, looking at Rysha.

      She hesitated, then shrugged. Protecting Trip’s secret.

      The voice spoke words into their heads. Different words this time? There were only a few of them.

      An ominous rumble came from all around them, and Trip backed away from the wall, afraid he’d triggered some trap. Or maybe the dragons were close enough to send some attack ahead.

      “You are permitted to pass,” Rysha whispered.

      “What?” Blazer looked sharply at her.

      “That’s what the words said.”

      The wall in front of them disappeared, revealing an icy passage stretching into the depths of the mountain.
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      The translation must have been wrong.

      As fascinated as Rysha was by the new passage leading deeper into the mountain, including numerous dragon statues carved into the ice and a soft blue light that emanated from all around them, all she could think about was the translation. She must have gotten some of the words wrong. Specifically, the one for offspring. Should it have been descendant? Because if she’d gotten it right, that implied Trip was not just some descendant of a dragon but the son of a dragon. And that wasn’t possible, not in this era.

      At least, everything she’d read suggested it wasn’t. But if there was a dragon alive out there, one who hadn’t left through the portal a thousand years earlier and had simply been lying low all this time…

      “What in the hells does that mean?” Leftie asked, pointing at the passage and staring, first at Trip, then at Rysha, then back at Trip. “You’re half dragon?”

      If Trip’s shoulders had slumped any further, they would have fallen off. All he could manage was a puzzled spreading of his hands.

      “I must have translated incorrectly,” Rysha said. “The words must have stated that only the descendant of a gold dragon would be allowed to open the gate.”

      “Then it should have worked for me.” Dreyak was frowning at Trip almost as darkly as Leftie was.

      Duck merely appeared confused.

      Trip’s forehead creased, and he turned his puzzled expression toward Rysha. No, it wasn’t a puzzled expression. It was more of a betrayed one.

      She wished she’d kept her mouth shut and not shared the translation, damn it. This hadn’t been her secret to reveal.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Blazer said, pointing at the bombs and nodding to Kaika. “Disarm those, and let’s go. We’ll figure out everything else after we complete our mission.”

      Trip winced. Rysha didn’t need telepathic powers to know he didn’t want to be “everything else.” He just wanted to be a pilot.

      Kaika repacked her bombs, and she and Blazer led the way down the passage. Trip walked after them, and Rysha hurried to walk at his side. She felt the urge to apologize to him, though she didn’t know what she could say. Sorry I told everyone your dad is a dragon?

      She glimpsed Duck, Dreyak, and Leftie bringing up the rear, Leftie kissing his lucky ball before he fell in behind them. He’d known Trip longer than anyone else here, but he seemed the most rattled by this. Maybe it was because he’d known Trip so long that he was rattled.

      The group strode along in silence. Rysha sneaked glances at Trip, but his puzzlement was buried now, replaced by a mask. She couldn’t tell if he was angry, scared, full of dread, or what. Some people would have been perfectly delighted at finding out something like this, but he’d already been shying away from the idea that he had the power to perform magic. This was that to a much higher magnitude.

      Seven gods, no wonder the chapaharii blades wanted to kill him.

      And what did she want? She didn’t know. Did this change anything? Should it?

      No, she decided firmly. Though it was impossible not to think about what kind of power Trip might have the potential to develop, and that old axiom about power corrupting people. But wasn’t there another quotation about wisdom in gifting power to those who least wanted it?

      Rysha shook her head. Blazer was right. All of this should wait until after the mission was completed. The dragons would likely sense that the gate had been opened, including the ones reputedly allied with Jylea and her team. Rysha didn’t know why the Cofah, or a band of the Cofah, would want to take the portal—and the dragon problem—to their homeland, but after listening to Trip talking to Dreyak, and Leftie’s words about hooks and ropes in the airship, she believed they did. She’d wondered from the beginning why Dreyak had been at odds with the researchers from the outpost. This could explain it.

      The passage opened up ahead, the blue glow shining from the white ice walls growing brighter, giving the place the sense of daylight. The group reached a ledge that overlooked a chasm, the bottom dark except for an orange glow far, far below. The scent of sulphur drifted up on a warm wave of heat.

      “That’s lava down there,” Trip said, sounding bemused.

      “That’s even more of a geological oddity than the below-sea-level ice canyon,” Rysha said, staring down at it. “I don’t see how it’s possible.”

      “This place was built by powerful magic. I think that means anything is possible.” Trip tilted his head. “The portal is that way.”

      Trip pointed toward the leftmost of three ice bridges that arced over the chasm, each leading to tunnels on the far side. They all appeared the same, beautiful, artistic, and very fragile, as if they were there for decoration, not to be used. And perhaps that was the case. A dragon would fly across the chasm rather than walk on a bridge.

      “The swords telling you that?” Leftie asked. “Or do you just know these things now?”

      Rysha winced, wishing again that she had been vaguer with her translation, wishing she hadn’t said anything aloud at all. She could have simply suggested Trip try touching the wall. Not that she could have foreseen that he would have the blood required to open it.

      Trip looked sadly at her, and she wondered if he was reading her thoughts. For a dragon, or a half-dragon, that would be simple magic, wouldn’t it? By the gods, if he had that much dragon blood, he ought to be able to shape-shift and control people’s minds and do all other manner of magic that the sorcerers of old had been able to employ. She did her best not to shudder at this new realization, and told herself that he was still the same person, the person who’d made her a gun mount and liked fixing fliers.

      “The portal is this way,” Trip said, his only answer to Leftie, and stepped toward the bridge.

      But Leftie gripped his arm. “Damn it, Trip, why didn’t you say something before? Did you always know? I’ve known you six years. Have you been lying to me the whole time?”

      “I didn’t think anyone would understand,” Trip said quietly.

      “So, you did know.”

      “Just that my father was probably some shaman from another country.”

      “Or a dragon,” Duck whispered. “Isn’t that what Ravenwood meant? Is that even possible?”

      “You didn’t think you could tell me?” Leftie demanded. “What, did you read my mind and not like what you saw in there? Didn’t think I was good enough to share your secrets with?”

      “I didn’t do that—didn’t know how to do that. But I knew how you felt about magic. I didn’t have to read minds to know—”

      “So, you didn’t even give me a chance? You just lied to me? To everyone in the squadron? All the people who thought they knew you? That’s cowardly, Trip.”

      “It is,” he agreed, his eyes still sad. “But would you have befriended me and stood up for me all those times if you’d known?”

      Leftie hesitated, and Rysha suspected he knew the answer was no, but what he said was, “How would I know? You didn’t give me a chance to find out.”

      Rysha looked at Blazer, hoping she would remind them there wasn’t time for this, but she and Kaika were pointing at the bridge and conferring quietly. Wondering if it was a trap? The bridges did look fragile.

      “Do you need anyone standing up for you?” Duck whispered, sounding more awed than betrayed.

      Trip grimaced, not looking like he appreciated that reaction any more than the other.

      “Doesn’t this mean you’re like Sardelle?” Duck added.

      “There isn’t time to discuss it now,” Trip said, his gaze flicking back the way they had come. “The two gold dragons have driven off the ones that were standing guard from the mountaintop, and they’re escorting the Cofah airships down to land in front of the cave. They’ll come in soon. I don’t believe their mission is to destroy the portal.” Trip looked at Dreyak. “We need to get to it first, to protect Iskandia by destroying it. Before it—and the dragons coming through it—can be put to some other use.”

      Not waiting for agreement, Trip strode onto the bridge he had indicated before.

      “Ma’am?” Rysha asked, looking toward Blazer and especially Kaika. Trip had the engineering degree, but with Kaika’s demolitions background, she had to have experience assessing structures.

      Kaika didn’t look happy, but she didn’t shake her head in the negative.

      “We don’t have any better choices,” Blazer said.

      “Follow him two at a time,” Kaika said. “Those bridges—are they even bridges, or just decorative arches?—don’t look like they can sustain that much weight.”

      “Agreed,” Blazer said. “Look down there. I see some that already broke.”

      Rysha hadn’t noticed that before, but she squinted into the gloom and did see places where arches extended a few meters out from the sides of the chasm, then ended abruptly, broken off. Or maybe melted off. In a couple of spots, they lined up with protrusions on the other side, protrusions with which they must have once linked. Perhaps the magma lake rose at times, spitting lava into the air and melting the fragile bridges.

      “So long as that doesn’t happen now,” she whispered.

      Trip hadn’t waited, merely striding up the icy incline. Rysha followed after him, placing her feet carefully. No more than three feet wide, it was extremely slippery, like ice that had melted and refrozen numerous times.

      “Hope he can levitate us again if this breaks,” Duck muttered from behind her.

      Leftie muttered something else that Rysha couldn’t make out. Maybe that was for the best.

      As she climbed, she did her best not to look over the sides, nor to notice the sulfurous scent, the promise that deadly lava boiled far below.

      Trip reached the apex of the arch, where the bridge widened, making a platform about five feet wide. He paused and turned back. Waiting for Rysha? No, he was gazing back into the passage they had all come through.

      “Trouble?” Rysha whispered.

      “Yes. Keep going.” He raised his voice. “Everyone hurry across. The soulblades will make sure the bridge holds. But there isn’t much time. Those dragons are coming now. They—”

      Puny humans, a female voice rang in Rysha’s head. Do you think we will let you destroy that portal? Or a priceless dragon artifact? Do you think you even could?

      The voice made the others hustle more than Trip’s urging had. They slipped as they hurried, and Blazer and Duck ended up using their hands as well as their feet, gripping the edges so they wouldn’t fall.

      After we destroy you for your impudence, we will raze your tiny country. Those who survive will belong to the empire. And to Yisharnesh. I have not forgotten the scars your kind left on me.

      Rysha looked at Dreyak as he reached the platform, but he didn’t appear pleased to hear that the dragon had allegiance to the Cofah.

      “Keep going straight. You’ll reach the portal. You can’t miss it.” Trip drew Jaxi from her scabbard. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, he also drew Azarwrath.

      The soulblades glowed with power, with readiness.

      “What are you doing?” Rysha asked, stopping on the platform as Dreyak, Duck, and Leftie hurried past.

      Kaika and Blazer also paused at the apex.

      “I’ll delay them if I can,” Trip said grimly, then met Blazer’s eyes. “Make sure the mission succeeds, Major.”

      Blazer didn’t question him. She said, “I will,” and hurried after the others.

      Rysha drew her borrowed blade, Eryndral, and faced the passage with Trip. The sword flared an intense pale green, and she itched to swing it at him, itched to knock those soulblades into the lava and drive Eryndral into his chest.

      She muttered the control words and glared at the blade, willing it to understand that a real enemy approached. It took a moment for the sword to understand, but its glow faded somewhat, and it stopped fighting her.

      “You’ll need help,” Rysha said, noticing Trip frowning at her. “A sword that can get through their defenses.”

      Kaika also lingered on the platform, and she drew her chapaharii blade. “I can stay, too, though this is an iffy perch for sword fighting. I suggest the ledge on the far side there.”

      She pointed to where the arching bridge ended at the tunnel the others were hurrying toward. Duck and Leftie had already reached the ledge, an icy perch that extended about three feet from the wall.

      “You two go with the others,” Trip said, shaking his head. “They’ll need those swords to destroy the portal.”

      “Not both of them,” Rysha said. “I’ll stay, Captain.”

      A pulse of light came from the passage—that gate scan operating? Letting the gold dragons through?

      “Kaika,” Blazer called from the ledge. “We’re going to need you, your sword, and your explosives.”

      Kaika cursed, gave Rysha a long look, and said, “Don’t do anything stupid.” She included Trip in her look. “Either of you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rysha said.

      Trip did not acknowledge the order, only facing the passage, both swords in hand. Rysha didn’t want to distract him, but she couldn’t help but say, “Kaika is right. Let’s do this from the ledge over there, not some precarious little perch that could be melted by dragon fire. We can more effectively block the dragons from getting into the tunnel there too. Here, they could just fly over us.”

      Trip looked down at the platform and the lava lake far below. “You’re right.” He tilted his head in the direction the others had disappeared. “Go.”

      Rysha hurried down the bridge, but glanced back, afraid Trip would do something stupid, like not following her. But he was right behind her, jogging backward across the ice, not taking his eyes off the far side.

      The sound of wingbeats came from that passage. Rysha could feel their draft even across the chasm, the wind ruffling the fur lining her parka hood. She and Trip reached the ledge as the first gold dragon sailed out of the passage.

      Rysha licked her lips, telling herself this one was no different from the bronze and silver dragons they had faced. Except that these dragons could breathe fire. And this time, she didn’t have Kaika and Blazer, also with chapaharii blades, backing her up.

      But she did have Trip and two powerful soulblades.

      The dragon flapped into the great chasm, the ceiling high enough to provide plenty of room for its fifty-foot wingspan. It didn’t fly straight toward them, instead holding a position above the far ledge. Waiting for its cohort?

      “Just so you know,” Rysha whispered to Trip, “I’m planning to survive this.”

      He looked at her.

      “And you better be planning to as well,” she added. “I want another kiss. Our first one was far too abbreviated.”

      His mouth parted. In surprise?

      Why? Nothing had changed for her.

      All right, maybe a few things had changed, but she still cared about him. And she still wanted to be friends with him. More than friends. Unless he suddenly believed himself too powerful to sleep with a mere mundane human and decided to seek out a sorceress or even a female dragon, but Rysha couldn’t truly imagine that. Not from Captain Trip, pilot.

      She rose on her toes and kissed him. He froze for a second, his lips slack, but then returned her kiss warmly. Her chapaharii sword buzzed an angry protest in her mind, but it wasn’t as if there was time for a lengthy embrace anyway.

      Trip smiled as she drew back. “That was also rather abbreviated.”

      “I know. Clearly, we need to finish our mission, so we can go off somewhere for a weekend together.”

      “That lake by your castle looked nice,” Trip said.

      The lake that was also by the house where her grandmother had died? That didn’t sound like an appealing spot to her, not anymore. “There’s a pond farther back in the valley that’s beautiful, and there’s a little stone cottage by it. We can go there.”

      “Will your parents mind?” Trip asked, alternating between watching the dragon and looking at her.

      “Yes, but I don’t care. Also, it’s a manor, not a castle.”

      “Forgive me my ignorance. You know how commoners are.”

      Common, hah. He was anything but.

      “Not much like you.” Rysha wished she could swat him in the butt with her sword, but the sword might take that as a sign that an attack would be appropriate. “You’re odd.”

      “But you don’t mind?” He asked the question lightly, but he watched her intently.

      “Not at all. You’re a very lucky boy.”

      “I believe I am.”

      Rysha might have kissed him again, but the second dragon flew out of the passage. And she saw more shapes in the blue-lit passage behind it. Humans. Humans in Cofah uniforms, and was that the sorceress from the airship too? Kiadarsa?

      The portal is still intact, the same dragon that had spoken before announced. The female. We are in time to take it back to the empire and to control which dragons come through it, those who will be loyal to Yisharnesh, those who will make Cofahre the most powerful land in the world. And under my rule.

      Rysha arched her eyebrows. Did none of the Cofah object to that? Was Prince Varlok willing to be a figurehead—or even less—while this dragon ruled his nation? Or did he know about this scheme? Maybe he’d gotten wind of this, and that was why he’d sent Dreyak to help her people. To get here first.

      Before her mind could parse more thoughts, the two dragons flapped their wings and sailed straight for her and Trip. Rysha shoved her spectacles higher on her nose and raised her sword, ready.
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      Trip did not move as the dragons approached, unsure what they would do. Breathe fire? Strike at him magically? Attempt to pass? The more time he could buy for Blazer and the others, the better.

      Next to him, Rysha crouched, her borrowed chapaharii sword blazing with its green inner fire. She appeared every bit the warrior, ready to face their great winged foes.

      In Trip’s hands, the soulblades also blazed, also ready. Only Trip did not feel that he belonged here, did not know how to battle the dragons without his flier and his machine guns. The last half hour may have changed the way the others looked at him, but nothing had changed for him. He still felt bumbling and accidental with his power, a man desperately in need of a tutor.

      No time for that now, Azarwrath said. Launch mental attacks similar to what you did before. Try your best to force them to lower their defenses.

      You can do it, Jaxi encouraged. You faced a gold before. And won.

      With all of General Zirkander’s squadron fighting alongside him.

      The dragons were almost upon them, leaving no more time to question, no more time to doubt. Despite his fear, some instinct deep within him heated his blood and almost convinced him he longed for the fight, the chance to pit himself against mighty enemies.

      Red lightning streaked from Azarwrath’s blade, branching in the middle to attack both dragons at once. It struck their invisible shields, doing no damage. Jaxi hurled a fireball. Though it bloomed into a massive inferno, completely engulfing one of the dragons, it, too, was thwarted by the creature’s defenses.

      The female—Yisharnesh—opened her maw, her long sword-like fangs gleaming, reflecting the blue light emanating from the walls. Smoke curled in the back of her throat, promising she would spew fire at them.

      Can you block it? Trip asked the soulblades even as he focused on the other dragon’s eyes, trying to needle his way into its thoughts, as he’d done before.

      A couple of times, yes, Jaxi said.

      Rysha waited, her sword raised, needing the dragons to get closer before she could strike. Not wanting them close, Trip threw his mental attack at one as the other breathed fire onto their ledge.

      It crackled in the air, flames blocking his view, but he continued to see the far dragon’s head in his mind. It was the male, Yisharnesh’s mate. As he’d done on the airship, Trip tried to distract the dragon with pain, tried to burn into its brain with mental fire.

      Yisharnesh’s very real fire beat at the soulblades’ concave barrier. Their efforts protected the ledge from the flames, but Trip still felt the heat.

      The dragon he’d been targeting screamed into his mind. Trip stepped back bracing himself. Had that been a cry of pain from his attack? Or was it a counter attack?

      The fire-breathing female swooped away before she encountered the soulblades’ barrier. But she only flew up and looped around, obviously intending to come in for another attack.

      Not sure he’d been effective with his attack, Trip tried again as the smoke and flames faded, and he could see the male’s yellow reptilian eyes.

      Pain! he cried into the dragon’s mind, doing his best to hammer a mental nail between those eyes.

      The dragon shook his head, screeching aloud, but lashing out in response. Trip staggered as a magical blow struck his brain like a sledgehammer.

      Focus on defending yourself, Azarwrath ordered. His defenses are temporarily down. We are attacking him.

      Before he finished speaking, one of Jaxi’s fireballs sprang forth. This time, it took the male directly in the face. He screeched and wheeled away, the smell of singed scales rising over that of the sulfurous chasm.

      Trip tried to imagine a bank vault protecting his mind, not sure if it would work for attacks the same way it did with prying telepaths.

      On the heels of Jaxi’s fireball, Azarwrath’s lightning shot out, also striking the dragon, curling around his body and making him jerk in the air. He flew erratically, one of his wings clipping the bridge. Though it was a glancing blow, the snap of ice rang out, echoing from the walls.

      The dragon recovered, flapping back up above the bridge, but a ten-foot-wide section of it, including the platform at the apex, crumbled and disappeared into the chasm. Ice plopped into the lava far below, melting instantly with a hiss of steam.

      You dare attack my mate? Yisharnesh cried, the words so powerful they felt like an attack in their own right.

      Trip gritted his teeth, bracing himself for more.

      Raw power slammed into him, half physical attack and half mental attack. The massive force crumbled the soulblades’ protective shields and hurled him back into the tunnel as pain exploded inside his skull. He smashed down, his head cracking against the ice floor.

      Pain gripped his entire body, and he could scarcely draw in a breath, but he scrambled to find his footing, terrified because he’d left Rysha alone on the ledge. He slipped in his haste to rise, cracking his knee down on the ice.

      Rysha yelled, and the pain blasting Trip disappeared from his mind. He raced toward the ledge as she slashed the sword into a dragon’s tail.

      An inferno blasted in from the side. Flames engulfed Rysha, and she disappeared from Trip’s sight.

      She screamed, and he couldn’t tell if it was in pain or rage.

      Attack! he ordered the soulblades as he reached the edge of the flames. He sensed the dragons nearby and tried to fling a mental attack of his own.

      The fire disappeared, and Trip shouted an alarmed, “No!” when he saw the ledge was empty, save for ice dripping water into the chasm.

      Then he saw Rysha out on the remains of the bridge. She sprang into the air as the female soared over her, banking to keep from running into the wall. The chapaharii blade slashed through the dragon’s defensive shield and all the way to the scales of her belly.

      The dragon screeched and whipped away, her body contorting in the air as she rushed out of the blade’s reach. Her tail slammed down on the remains of the bridge, not five feet from Rysha.

      Her eyes bulged, and she flailed as the frail structure quaked under her. She turned, running back toward Trip and the ledge, but the ice snapped, and the bridge started crumbling underneath her.

      Trip willed her to levitate on a channel of air, the way the soulblades had levitated him in the canyon. But he had no experience doing what he needed to do. It didn’t matter. He realized he couldn’t help her, not when she carried that sword. It defended her from all magic, even friendly magic.

      The ice cracked, and more pieces fell behind her. Trembles wracked the bridge, and she slipped, a knee slamming down.

      “Throw the sword,” Trip yelled, barely aware of what the dragons were doing.

      Thankfully, Jaxi and Azarwrath continued to attack them. All he could do was focus on Rysha.

      Rysha didn’t hesitate, understanding what he wanted to do. She hurled the sword to the ledge, where it skidded into the tunnel behind Trip.

      The bridge crumbled the rest of the way, and she cried out as her footing disappeared. Again, Trip willed her to levitate, for a huge gust of wind to form and blow her to safety behind him.

      He wasn’t sure whether he did it or the soulblades were responsible, but a hurricane gale carried her up and onto the ledge, her eyes wide and her arms flailing until she landed beside him. He wanted to hug her and kiss her, but the battle wasn’t over yet, and she knew it. She raced into the tunnel to retrieve the sword.

      Look out! Jaxi yelled into his mind.

      Trip felt the soulblades raising a shield again to protect him, just before a wave of power slammed into it. He jerked up his hands, also attempting to raise defenses. Though injured, both dragons arrowed toward him, rage in their slitted reptilian eyes. The soulblades deflected a second attack, but a third struck the wall underneath the ledge, and Trip realized their mistake. Jaxi and Azarwrath had protected him, not the ledge on which he stood.

      The ice crumbled and gave way before he could think of whirling and jumping back into the tunnel. There was nothing to jump from.

      He tumbled down into the chasm as chunks of ice plummeted alongside him, battering his shoulders and back. Below him, the fiery orange of the lava lake grew closer and closer.

      Levitate, he cried in his mind.

      Even as he tried to figure out how he might channel wind to blow him back up and to safety, the air thickened underneath him, slowing his fall. The heat of the magma toasted him, and he halted, his boots scant feet from the surface. Ice and rock continued to rain down, dropping into the lava and spraying molten droplets in all directions. Trip roared with pain as some struck his legs, singeing him through his clothing.

      A huge piece of ice pounded him on the top of his head. He thrust his hands into the air, willing a defensive shield into place all around him.

      To his surprise, it worked. The ice chunks bounced off, landing in the lava lake all around him, steaming and hissing as they instantly melted.

      Thanks to whoever’s holding me up. Trip peered upward, wondering if the soulblades could float him back up to the ledge.

      But through the ice sloughing down, he saw that there was no ledge. Not anymore. He couldn’t even see the tunnel. The entire top of that chasm wall appeared to have collapsed, burying it. Seven gods, had Rysha survived that? She must have been in the tunnel right behind him.

      An angry dragon looked down at Trip from the ceiling of the chasm, yellow eyes flashing with irritation that he hadn’t plunged into the magma and been incinerated. The other dragon perched on the remains of one of the bridges, healing its wounds, but this one—the female, he sensed—plunged down toward him. He had no doubt she meant to finish him off.

      There are more tunnels and caves down here, Jaxi blurted into his mind, and he found himself floating upward and also toward the side of the chasm.

      Lightning streaked from Azarwrath’s blade—if he’d had time, Trip would have marveled that he’d maintained a grip on both swords—and toward the dragon’s face. But the female had reestablished her defenses, and the lightning bounced off as she plummeted toward Trip, talons spread to grab him. Or pierce his heart.

      Trip tried to pour more energy into strengthening his defensive barrier, but he feared it would be far too weak to stop the dragon. It was. A mental attack assaulted him, wrenching down his barrier before the female reached him.

      But Jaxi had lifted him to a cave a few dozen feet above the magma lake. Unlike some of the other openings in the chasm walls, no stubs of broken bridges thrust out of it. And Trip had no sense of a tunnel leading deeper into the mountain. Jaxi swept him into the cave a split second before those talons would have reached him.

      The female screeched, spreading her wings to keep from hitting the lava. She swooped back up, angling to reach the cave.

      Trip sprinted away from the entrance. Her huge golden maw and yellow eyes grew larger as she flew straight toward it.

      He hurled a wave of power at her and urged the soulblades to help, for he knew he wasn’t strong enough to stop her. They wouldn’t be, either. Realizing that, he shifted his aim, channeling his energy into the ice at the cave entrance.

      Thunderous snaps and cracks nearly deafened him. Ice broke away and slammed down. Trip drew back as far as he could until his shoulder blades bumped the back of the cave. Shards of ice flew at him like shrapnel from a bomb. All he could do was lift his arms to shield his face. He didn’t have the energy to do more.

      All light disappeared, leaving him alone in the darkness with the walls and ceiling tumbling down all around him. One of the swords created a barrier to protect him from being pummeled, but as ice continued to slam down, he had no idea if he’d saved himself from the dragon or condemned himself to being buried alive.
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      “Trip!” Rysha cried, hacking at the ice and rock boulders with her sword.

      Eryndral, surely eager to reach the dragons on the other side of the rockfall, glowed fiercely. The blade cut through the boulders that had collapsed the tunnel more effectively than a normal sword could, but Rysha feared it wouldn’t be enough. There had to be ten feet of ice and rock between her and the ledge. Between her and Trip.

      Or was the ledge even there anymore? She’d seen it crumbling under his feet as ice poured from the ceiling.

      “Trip,” she yelled again, hoping he would hear her and answer. In this case, she wouldn’t object to telepathic communication, not one bit.

      “Ravenwood, stop,” someone—Dreyak?—ordered from behind her.

      Rysha ignored the command and kept hacking at the ice. But hands gripped her from behind.

      She almost whirled and attacked them, wanting to force her captors away, but Kaika yelled, “Stop, Rysha!”

      This time, the words sank in, the words of her superior officer.

      Panting, Rysha let the sword droop, let Leftie and Duck pull her away from the wall. But she wasn’t ready to give up.

      “We’re leaving Trip.” Rysha said, pointing behind her.

      “I know, but I don’t think there’s anything we can do, and we need as many obstacles between us and those dragons as possible.” Kaika grimaced. “We need more time. We can’t find the portal, and there are all these—hells, I don’t know what they are. I need my archaeologist.” Kaika jerked her thumb toward the tunnel behind her, toward another blue-lit opening farther down.

      “We can’t just abandon him, ma’am,” Rysha whispered, looking back again.

      Leftie, too, was staring bleakly at the compacted ice and rock, the solid wall between them and the dragons.

      “I doubt there’s anything left to abandon.” Kaika gripped Rysha’s arm and pulled her in the opposite direction.

      “No,” Rysha protested. “He can levitate. Or the swords can. And he’s got their magic.” She spun toward Dreyak. “You have dragon blood—can you tell if he’s alive? Sense him?”

      Dreyak’s eyes grew distant, as if he were checking, but he soon shook his head. “I cannot sense him. The magic all around and the proximity of the dragons with their domineering auras may be interfering, but…” He finished with a shrug.

      “Even if he kept himself from falling into the lava,” Kaika said, “the dragons would have finished him off. Soulblades aren’t enough against dragons. Trust me, I know. I’ve been in such battles before.”

      Kaika kept pulling her, but Rysha dragged her feet, her mind whirring, seeking a plausible argument to make them believe that Trip had survived, that it was worth clawing their way back out and into the fight to help him.

      “Rysha,” Kaika said, squeezing her arm. “This was what he wanted. He was willing to give his life to buy us time. Don’t make his sacrifice pointless.”

      Tears welled in Rysha’s eyes, and a lump thickened in her throat, but the argument persuaded her. Reluctantly, she let Kaika guide her forward.

      For the moment, nothing but silence came from the other side of the cave-in. Rysha hoped that meant that if Trip had died, he’d somehow managed to take out the dragons first. Better yet, she hoped he was sitting on one of those broken ice nubs, resting while the defeated dragons writhed and died in the lava lake.

      Absorbed by her thoughts, Rysha barely noticed the huge chamber that Kaika guided her into, another large area with blue illumination coming from the walls and the ceiling, though there was no obvious light source. Wherever the portal was, it wasn’t sitting in the middle of the chamber, as they’d hoped. But there were other things in the cavernous room. At least a dozen huge alcoves were set into the far wall, their contents in shadows, but still discernible. Dragons.

      Each alcove held an unmoving dragon, the creatures’ eyes closed. Were they dead? Or imprisoned? She’d read about the stasis magic that dragons possessed, chambers that kept their occupants alive but in a deep hibernation where they did not age and weren’t aware of time passing.

      “We’re looking for the portal,” Blazer said from the far end of the chamber, “but there’s only one other tunnel leading out of here, and Leftie already ran down it a ways. It winds deeper into the mountain and gets very narrow, far too narrow for what we assume is a large portal to have been carried through it. See those empty walls? We were thinking that they look similar to the one at the back of the entrance cave and might lead to secret passages or chambers.”

      “Which we now have no way to open if they have the same requirements as the last,” Rysha said.

      “Do you think these are dragons from thousands of years ago?” Duck asked, walking past the alcoves. “Or were they just put into these jail cells?”

      Rysha started to shrug, but she noticed plaques set into the ice walls next to each alcove. The names of the occupants?

      “We’re going to have to figure out how to get out one way or another,” Blazer said, pressing her bare hand against an ice wall. “The way back is destroyed.”

      “I’m always amenable to exploring alternative exit strategies,” Kaika said, patting her pack.

      “I know, but we need to find the portal first.”

      “Trip could have directed us to it,” Rysha said, sighing.

      She looked into an alcove at a gold dragon, its wings pressed to its sides, its head hung, as if in shame. Not that she’d ever read about dragons having shame. The plaque read Shulina Arya. Rysha had come across some names in her reading of history texts, but she wasn’t familiar with that one. There weren’t dates on the plaque, so she had no way of telling how long the dragon had been imprisoned. Even if she came across names she did recognize, that wouldn’t help her determine if the dragons had been stuck in this chamber months ago or a thousand years ago, not when they were so long-lived.

      “I wonder if it’s possible to let these dragons out,” Blazer said, “and get them to fight the gold dragons for us. Think those gold dragons were the ones who stuck them in here?”

      “Releasing imprisoned dragons didn’t work out well for Angulus,” Kaika said. “Technically, he only released one, but that made it trendy, and a sorceress came along and released some more.”

      “Didn’t Bhrava Saruth come out of that batch?” Blazer asked. “He’s been a good ally for the city.”

      “Yes, but Morishtomaric came out of there, too, and he was a nightmare,” Kaika said. “I’m pretty sure those gold dragons that just killed Trip came out of that prison too.”

      Rysha flinched. Just killed Trip.

      Were her teammates already convinced he was dead? Already so certain he couldn’t have survived?

      While Kaika and Blazer investigated the walls and sought secret doors, Rysha moved along the alcoves, checking other names. If they came across an occupant who’d been known to humans, one who’d perhaps been linked to an Iskandian dragon rider, it might be safe to let that one out. Assuming they could figure out how. What if it took a gold dragon—or Trip—to unlock the doors and thaw out the inmates?

      Duck let out a startled squawk.

      Blazer whirled toward him, a hand on her pistol. “What is it?”

      He was gaping at an alcove at the end. “Tylie,” he blurted.

      “What?” Kaika spun toward him.

      Rysha frowned in puzzlement. Had she heard that name before? It definitely wasn’t a dragon name.

      Kaika and Blazer ran toward Duck, barely noticing as they slipped and skidded on the ice floor.

      “And Phelistoth,” Duck said, still staring. “It must be.” He leaned to the side, looking at the next alcove over. “Here’s a gold dragon. I can’t tell these dragons apart, especially with their eyes closed, but doesn’t it look like this might be Bhrava Saruth?”

      “Ravenwood,” Kaika barked.

      Rysha was already heading over to read the plaques for them. All of the Iskandians had converged on those last two alcoves. Only Dreyak remained by the entrance, watching impassively and keeping an eye on the tunnel leading back to the rockfall.

      Duck pointed into an alcove with a silver dragon in it, and Rysha jerked with surprise because the dragon wasn’t alone. A young human woman stood beside him, leaning against his haunches, touching him with a hand, as if to comfort him, or perhaps draw support from him. Her eyes were closed, just as the dragon’s were.

      Kaika touched the front of the alcove, and her finger encountered something that gave slightly on the surface, like gelatin, but she could not press deeply into it.

      “Phelistoth,” Rysha affirmed, reading the plaque. The names were written in Middle Dragon Script. “No mention of the human.”

      “That’s Tylie,” Duck said firmly, and Kaika and Blazer nodded in agreement. “She’s Tolemek Targoson’s little sister and one of Sardelle’s students.”

      Rysha spread a hand, not disagreeing with them. She’d just never met Targoson—the ex-pirate formerly known as Deathmaker—and hadn’t known he had a sister. But then, she’d met Sardelle for the first time at General Zirkander’s briefing.

      “She’s very sweet,” Blazer said. “How in the world did she end up in a dragon prison?”

      “Is Phelistoth sweet?” Rysha asked.

      “Not really,” Duck said. “He’s arrogant. And eats all of General Zirkander’s cheese.”

      “Clearly, the crime he was imprisoned for,” Rysha said.

      Duck snorted.

      “The woman—Tylie—may just have been captured with him. I hope she’s alive in there.” Rysha thought this looked like the dragon stasis magic she’d read about, but she couldn’t be sure. Maybe they were fancy coffins. A grim thought, that, especially with the young woman standing at the silver dragon’s side.

      “How do we let them out?” Kaika asked. “Sardelle and Tolemek wouldn’t forgive us if we found them, then left them here.” She looked into the next alcove. “And I’m fairly certain that is Bhrava Saruth.”

      Rysha checked the plaque. “That’s what this says.”

      “I bet he would help us against the other ones if we could get him out,” Duck said. “He fought those same two before to protect the capital. They were all tearing into each other in the sky over the harbor like cats squabbling in an alley.”

      Rysha grimaced, remembering that the most recent dragons to attack the capital had promised to return. If they’d indeed only waited three days, they would have come by now. Come and gone? She hoped the chapaharii sword Captain Ahn had been standing guard with had been enough to fight them off.

      “There aren’t any instructions anywhere in the chamber that I’ve seen,” Rysha said, looking around. “Those empty squares under the plaques might have a purpose.” She placed her bare palm on one, but nothing happened.

      Even if they were controls for opening the prisons, it wasn’t likely they would respond to her touch. Maybe if Trip were with them…

      Sighing, Rysha backed up. For the first time, she looked up. And she almost fell over.

      A huge purple donut made from crystal hung from the ceiling forty feet above their heads, its face toward them. It glowed softly, the light reflecting off the icy walls around it. Its surface was smooth except for another smaller crystal on the side toward them. Its three visible points protruded from the donut—the portal?—and three or four other points appeared to be sunken into it, staying there against the dictates of gravity.

      “Uhm, Major?” Rysha pointed.

      The others gaped or jerked with surprise when they followed her gaze.

      “That looks like a magical portal to me,” Blazer said.

      “Hells,” Kaika said. “How am I supposed to climb up there to blow that up?”

      The slick ice walls had no handholds, nor was there anything around that could serve as a ladder. Because the dragons flew, presumably.

      “If Trip were here, one of the soulblades could have levitated you,” Duck said.

      “Note to self,” Blazer said. “On future missions, don’t let the person with all the powerful magical tools sacrifice himself to dragons.”

      Rysha frowned at her, not finding the joke funny.

      “You’ve got a grappling hook, don’t you, Blazer?” Kaika slung her pack off her shoulders. “And Duck, you’ve got the rope. We’ll have to see if we can find something up there to catch a hook on.” She eyed the smooth crystal portal dubiously.

      A crack echoed from the direction of the lava lake, followed by the sound of boulders shifting and clunking to the ground.

      Dreyak drew his scimitar and faced into the tunnel. “The dragons are coming.”
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      I have good news and bad news, Jaxi announced.

      Trip’s entire body hurt, and his head felt like someone was bludgeoning it with a truncheon. As he hunkered under tons and tons of ice, he wasn’t sure he cared about any news. Only the knowledge that Rysha and the others should still be up there and might need his help made him lift his head and grunt to acknowledge Jaxi.

      The good news is, the dragons either believe you’re dead or assume you won’t continue to be a problem. I can’t read their minds, but they’ve stopped hovering outside of your blocked cave.

      “And the bad news?” he whispered, grimacing when warm blood trickled from his lower lip. Maybe he would stick to mental speech.

      They’re now hovering outside the blocked tunnel that the others went through. And unblocking it.

      Did Rysha—our people—get to the portal?

      They are in the chamber with it now, Azarwrath said, but they are unable to reach it, and they’re about to have visitors.

      Damn. He’d been willing to sacrifice himself so the others could finish the mission, but if he had only given them a few seconds, how was it worth it?

      I would prefer it if you not sacrifice yourself, Jaxi told him. I’ve been buried under rock for centuries before. It’s not an experience that I’m eager to repeat. Also, as shocking as it is to me, I’m finding that I miss Ridge and Sardelle’s squalling offspring and that I wish to see if Sardelle has delivered the new one yet.

      Is there a way out of here? Trip lifted his hands above his head to see if he could stand up. He was aware that Azarwrath had formed a barrier above him and also that ice boulders buried it from all sides.

      This is a tunnel, not simply a cave, Azarwrath said. It was blocked long before you entered it, but I sense that it continues on beyond a pile of rocks. It’s quite a maze of passages back there, but I believe it may be possible to find one that connects to the chamber where your comrades are now. As for escaping this cave-in, due to the unique geological nature of this tunnel system, getting out should be fairly simple.

      That was a long-winded way of saying that we’re surrounded by ice, and I love to melt ice. Jaxi’s pommel flared, and heat radiated from the blade.

      I am not long-winded, Azarwrath said.

      Please, you should have bonded with Professor Ravenwood. You two could have gone on the lecture circuit together. Make a hole in your barrier, will you? I’ll melt the ice through it.

      Done.

      Hold me out, Trip. Jaxi shared a mental picture of what she imagined. I plan to reunite you with your professor so you can give her a much more thorough kiss than up on that ledge. Though, you didn’t initiate that kiss at all. Or the first one. She’s going to think you’re not interested.

      Trip held Jaxi out, and a red beam shot through a gap in the barrier, melting into the ice in the tunnel behind them. Maybe she’ll believe I’m shy.

      Shyly not interested. When you reunite, promise me you’ll kiss her like you mean it.

      I’ll keep your suggestion in mind.

      Oh, no. That wasn’t a suggestion. I need a promise, or you’re not getting out of here.

      Azarwrath? Trip asked, though he wasn’t sure what he was asking. If the other soulblade would help if Jaxi didn’t?

      For the first time since I’ve met her, I concur with your Iskandian soulblade, Azarwrath said. You must show your lady that you are most definitely interested.

      Trip didn’t make a promise, mostly because he did want to kiss Rysha—frequently—but he didn’t want there to be any question that it had been of his own free will.

      Jaxi hummed, sounding contented, as her beam burrowed into the ice. It melted away huge chunks rapidly, but Trip paced his little enclosure as he watched. He could sense the dragons flying toward his comrades, and he wasn’t sure if it would be rapidly enough.

      

      
        • • • • •

      

      

      A wave of power slammed into Dreyak, hurling him backward into the chamber. He skidded across the icy floor and smashed into one of the alcove barriers.

      Rysha, the chapaharii sword in hand, rushed to take his place in the mouth of the tunnel as Kaika ran toward the spot from the other side.

      “I’ll handle this,” Rysha said, though the back of her mind screamed at her, telling her that was a ludicrous thing to proclaim, since she could see a gold dragon charging through the tunnel. “You need to destroy that portal, Captain.”

      “No doubt about that, but I haven’t found a ladder yet.” Kaika raised her own blade, its subtle green glow flaring to a blinding one as the dragon approached, half running and half flying. “Maybe I’ll climb up a dead dragon,” she growled.

      “No luck with the rope and grapple?”

      “Blazer’s working on it.”

      Another wave of power preceded the dragon down the tunnel, and Rysha sensed wind or something similar rushing past them, but the swords flared, and they did not feel the attack.

      “Slash and get out of the way,” Kaika ordered. “It can still stomp us.”

      With the dragons almost upon them, Rysha didn’t respond. The one in front—it was the male, she thought—charged them.

      Rysha waited until the last second, then swung as she jumped to the side, using the wall for protection. Her blade bit into the dragon’s shield, and that now-familiar jolt of electricity flowed up her arm. Had she succeeded in dropping the male’s defenses? She didn’t have Trip or the soulblades here to tell her.

      She started to jump back in as the dragon came fully into the chamber, but his head whipped toward her, jaws snapping. Dropping to the floor, Rysha rolled out of the way. Against all instincts, she made herself roll closer instead of farther away, hoping to come up under the dragon’s belly.

      The head followed her, and fangs sliced into the back of her parka.

      A screech erupted from that deadly maw, and his head jerked up. As Rysha leaped to her feet, crouching under the dragon’s belly, she glimpsed Kaika withdrawing her sword as the neck twisted, the jaws angling toward her. Her blade dripped blood.

      She was agile enough to evade the snapping fangs, but the dragon spread his wings, knocking her back.

      Rysha, encouraged by the sight of that blood, drove her blade upward.

      The dragon must have sensed the attack coming, because he sprang into the air. But not before she sank her sword between scales and into three inches of flesh.

      The dragon shrieked as he flew up toward the portal, flapping his wings to stay out of their reach.

      Gunshots fired—Duck, Blazer, and Leftie trying to help. Rysha didn’t know if they could. Even with the creature’s defenses down, the scales might deflect bullets.

      “The other one is coming,” Dreyak yelled, back in the tunnel once more.

      Rysha was more worried about the one flying right above them.

      “Fire coming,” Kaika yelled, waving for Duck and the others to get back.

      The dragon’s maw yawned open, smoke filling the back of his throat, and Rysha shouted, adding her warning to Kaika’s. The attack wasn’t aimed toward them but toward the rest of their team, toward those who didn’t have chapaharii blades to protect them.

      Duck, Blazer, and Leftie sprinted for the tunnel Blazer had identified earlier, one exiting the back of the chamber, but they wouldn’t make it in time. The dragon flew after them, fire curling past its fangs.

      Though it would leave her vulnerable to attack, Rysha hurled her sword, point first, toward the dragon’s belly. Seeing it coming, the creature twisted in the air. The blade only skimmed his flank, but that was enough to divert his stream of fire, so he didn’t spray flames at the others.

      It was not, however, enough to keep him from spraying flames at her. The dragon’s eyes lit up when her sword clattered to the floor, leaving her without protection.

      Rysha raced toward it, but the dragon unleashed a gout of fire at the bare blade.

      Cursing, she tried to stop, but she slipped on the ice and fell. She scrambled to the side on hands and knees as the flames shifted toward her. Ice melted, the air smoldered, and her spectacles fogged up. Damn it, being blind right now would not help.

      Kaika yelled, “Over here, ugly!”

      Maybe Kaika also threw her sword, because the call worked. The fire shifted away before it caught up to Rysha, and she was able to slide her way through melted ice toward the sword. Frigid water seeped through her clothes, but she ignored it. Relief surged through her veins when her fingers wrapped around the hilt again.

      Her spectacles defogged enough for her to see not one but both dragons veering toward Kaika. Trying to corner her?

      Both were injured, dripping blood onto the ice floor as they flew, but it didn’t slow them down. Kaika dropped something, then sprang to the side as the dragons converged, almost crashing into each other in their eagerness to chomp down on her.

      She slashed wildly as she ran away. Or maybe it only seemed wild. Her sword bit into dragon flesh twice.

      The creatures twisted to follow her, but an explosion ripped from the floor underneath them.

      Rysha staggered as the ground shook.

      Smoke obscured the dragons, half hiding them from sight. Had the bomb or grenade or whatever it had been hurt them?

      Kaika didn’t wait to see, and neither did Rysha. They ran toward the smoke, their blades raised to cut into their enemies while they were—Rysha hoped—stunned.

      Metal clashed near the entrance tunnel, and Rysha almost faltered. Dreyak swung his scimitar at a shaven-headed man in a Cofah uniform. Rysha grimaced, spotting the sorceress back there too.

      “Dragons first,” she whispered, and leaped in to help Kaika.
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      Trip heard the clangs and shouts of the battle before he came close enough to see the light in the chamber ahead. Three figures crouched in the passage, firing rifles into the fray. Was that Leftie, Blazer, and Duck?

      As Trip sprinted to join them, to help in whatever way he could, a gold dragon’s tail slammed into the floor right in front of the entrance. The three pilots sprang back, one slipping on the treacherous ice, and falling against the wall.

      “Incoming,” Trip barked, wanting to warn them he was coming without wasting the time to say a lot.

      He sensed all the enemies ahead, two dragons, as well as more than a dozen humans, including the sorceress Kiadarsa.

      “Trip,” Leftie blurted, then skittered to the side, eyes widening at the two soulblades glowing in Trip’s hands.

      Not taking the time to respond, Trip sprang past his teammates and into the chamber. At once, he sensed the dragons were injured, that the portal was above them, and also that other dragons, their auras severely muted, lined the back of the chamber. It took him a second to realize they weren’t a threat, not at the moment.

      He spotted Kaika fighting a dragon on the other side of the chamber, leaping to try to reach it as it flew up and down, alternating swiping its talons at her, breathing fire, and evading her slashes.

      Not far from Trip, Rysha drove her sword into another dragon, the gold whose tail he’d just seen. More injured than the other, this one fought from the ground, crouching on its haunches. Smoke and the scent of spent gunpowder filled the air.

      “Antyonla masahrati akarli!” came a cry from the tunnel—Kiadarsa.

      Trip did not recognize the words—they sounded like gobbledegook—but Rysha halted in the middle of a swing that would have driven the sword into the dragon’s neck. Her chapaharii blade pulsed, and her face twisted with a conflagration of emotions. Frustration? Anger? Loathing?

      Before Trip knew what was happening, Rysha whirled toward him. Her eyes widened with surprise that quickly shifted to horror. She strode toward him, raising the glowing sword high, as if she intended to hew him down.

      Abruptly, Trip realized what those words had been, one of the control phrases for the sword. What was the one that told it to stand down?

      “Meyusha!” he blurted.

      Kiadarsa cried out again, repeating her words. For some reason, they seemed to carry more power than his, and Rysha kept coming.

      “What are you doing, Ravenwood?” Blazer yelled from the tunnel as Rysha stomped closer to Trip. “Stand down!”

      Trip glanced across the chamber to see if Kaika was also heading his way, but she’d dropped her chapaharii blade. It lay on the floor while the dragon flew above it, jerking its head left and right on its long neck, snapping at the air behind it. No, it was snapping at the person on its back. Kaika.

      Somehow, she’d climbed up the side of the dragon and on top of it. Crouched on her feet, she didn’t look like she wanted to stay. She kept glancing up at the glowing purple portal mounted to the ceiling.

      Rysha charged Trip, and he yanked his attention back to her.

      Not this again, Jaxi groaned into his mind.

      Both soulblades came up in front of Trip, forming an X to block the downward swing of Rysha’s sword. Metal screeched, and sparks flew in the air between them. Even though he’d blocked, her amazing strength—strength augmented by the sword—sent painful jolts down his arms.

      Rysha’s face contorted with intense concentration, as if she was trying to fight this, and her lips moved as she kept repeating the term for stand down. But with the sorceress back there yelling the other term, the sword wasn’t inclined to listen. It lashed at Trip again, feinting toward his face, then, when he parried, whipping back in low.

      Trip was no sword-fighting expert, and he would have been injured—or killed—but the soulblades knew what to do, and they guided his movements. They defended, parrying again and again so rapidly he couldn’t track his own movements.

      That instinct that liked to rear its head when Trip engaged in battle crept into his awareness. Blood surged to his muscles, and he wanted to spring, to pummel this enemy that dared attack him. To destroy her, to prove his might as he emerged victorious from battle, a mighty predator.

      “No,” he snarled, tamping down those urges, relieved the soulblades were in complete control of their movements.

      Trip glimpsed Duck creeping out of the tunnel, maybe thinking of jumping in and grabbing Rysha from behind.

      “Don’t,” Trip yelled, envisioning him being hurt—or worse—by accident. Hadn’t Blazer said that had happened before to one of their comrades? “Stay back. Or better yet—” A slash to his face interrupted him, and Trip had to leap back, his shoulder bumping against a barrier stretching across one of those alcoves. “Fight the others. Finish off the dragons.”

      After uttering the order, Trip concentrated on parrying, on keeping Rysha as far away from him as possible.

      Stop, Rysha, he cried into her mind, hoping she would hear him, that the words would somehow give her strength. You’re strong. You can control that sword. We need you to control it.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead, and she gritted her teeth. Though she appeared to fight the blade with her mind, that didn’t keep it from using her body how it wished. The sword cut for his throat. Trip, his back already to the barrier, had to dive sideways. Rysha turned and chased after him, the blade held aloft.

      He shoved up to his knees, bringing up the soulblades in an X again to parry.

      We can do more, Jaxi said, but we know you don’t want to hurt her.

      No, Trip thought, still on his knees as he parried another barrage of blows. Is there no way to knock that sword out of her hands?

      We can try, Azarwrath said grimly, but it is giving her great power right now.

      Rifles fired out in the chamber. Consumed with defending himself, Trip prayed nobody was aiming at him.

      He tried to throw a blast of power at Rysha’s hand, hoping to force her to release the sword. But she didn’t even seem to notice.

      He should have known better, that the sword would protect her from all magical attacks. Would it protect everything around her and on her body? An image of trying to drop her trousers or unlace her boots came to mind.

      Sweat—or were those tears?—ran down her cheeks as Rysha slashed relentlessly, backing him into a corner.

      We may have to strike to wound her, Azarwrath said. The dragons are recovering.

      What had happened to Kaika? Trip spared a glance toward the dragons, but didn’t see her.

      “Rysha, please,” Trip said. “Fight it. Tell it there are dragons over there. A far greater prize than a lowly mage.”

      Her eyes remained horrified behind her spectacles, and her movements seemed to slow slightly as she tensed her muscles, fighting the blade’s influence.

      Her spectacles. Trip’s gaze locked onto them. They weren’t a part of her. Was it possible he could strike against them? Or one of the soulblades could?

      Jaxi, he thought, even as he tried to formulate an attack of his own. He glared at the spectacles and, as he blocked another powerful blow, he imagined them snapping apart and falling from her eyes.

      The lenses shattered, and Rysha squawked, stumbling back and flinging a hand to her face. Trip paused, horrified. He hadn’t meant to break them in such a way that glass might pierce her eyes. The sword slipped from her loosened grip. Or maybe she let it slip free.

      Trip, worried about the sorceress yelling those words again, kicked the sword across the slick floor. A jolt of pain ran up his leg at the contact, but he gritted his teeth and shook it off.

      He spun back toward the battle, but didn’t run straight into it. Worried he’d handicapped Rysha, he stepped in front of her. He could fight with magic from the side. Or at least, the soulblades could.

      As he had the thought, Jaxi and Azarwrath sent fireballs and lightning streaking toward a dragon in the air. Yisharnesh. The creature was flying back and forth, snapping at the portal. What the hells?

      A shadow moved on top of the portal, just visible through the hole in the center, and Trip understood. Kaika. She crouched atop it. Setting her explosives?

      The dragon had reestablished its barrier, and both fireball and lightning bounced off. The other dragon—the male that had been slumped against the wall, was rising to his feet. Blood pooled on the ice under him, but he looked like he wanted to get back into the fight.

      Trip heard Rysha behind him, her breaths coming in labored pants after their battle. His own breaths were ragged, and sweat streamed down the sides of his face. Should he direct her to the sword? He wouldn’t be surprised if the magical weapon could use her to attack a dragon even if she couldn’t see well.

      But he spotted Kiadarsa across the chamber, standing in the mouth of the tunnel. She was waving to men behind her and pointing at the chapaharii swords. Both Kaika’s and Rysha’s lay unclaimed on the floor now.

      “Get this dragon off me, Trip,” Kaika yelled from her lofty perch. “I’m trying to do something up here.”

      Azarwrath hurled more lightning. Trip focused on the dragon’s head, hoping he could recreate the mental attacks he’d effectively employed before and wishing to all the gods he’d had some training so he could do more than hope.

      Actually, Jaxi said, why don’t you see if you can let our allies out? Let them battle the other dragons.

      Allies? Trip asked, bewildered.

      That one behind you is Bhrava Saruth.

      Though still confused—he’d only glanced at the alcoves and been aware that disabled dragons were in them—he risked glancing away from the fight.

      A gold dragon with its head bowed and eyes closed stood in the alcove.

      You’re sure that’s an ally?

      If you tell him you’ll worship him, he’ll be even more of one. Try pressing your hand to the wall there. See if it works like the entrance gate did.

      I will continue to harry the enemy, Azarwrath announced as more lightning streaked out. This time, his target was the injured male rising to his feet. That dragon didn’t have his defenses up.

      He shrieked, glaring at Azarwrath, and Trip sensed an attack before it came. He envisioned a barrier forming around him, and was relieved to feel Jaxi’s energy pouring in to strengthen his meager effort.

      Even so, he stumbled as ferocious power slammed into the barrier.

      Perhaps harrying dragons isn’t a good strategy, Jaxi said, even though she’d also been attacking the one after Kaika.

      Hoping she was right about the imprisoned dragon, Trip lunged to the side so he could plant his palm against a square on the wall. White light flared about his hand. The barrier in front of the alcove disappeared, as did the magic he sensed inside of it, holding its prisoner in stasis.

      The gold dragon’s eyes opened, a dark emerald green with reptilian slits.

      Greetings, Bhrava Saruth, Jaxi announced with atypical cheer. I’ve brought you new potential worshippers, but they’re in trouble. We need—

      Yisharnesh, came the dragon’s cry. He sprang from the alcove, almost knocking Trip and Rysha over as he flew straight up to the creature hurling fire at the portal—and at Kaika. We shall have that final dance now.

      I forgot, Jaxi said as the new dragon lashed out, batting aside the female’s defenses and snapping at her with fang and talon. They’ve met before.

      Kiadarsa and two soldiers trotted out, trying to sneak along the wall as the dragons warred overhead. They headed straight for Kaika’s chapaharii blade.

      Trip, reacting on instinct, imagined halting them by creating a barrier between them and the weapon. But Azarwrath, with a growling sound in Trip’s mind, did more than that. He hurled red lightning, and it forked into three branches, each slamming into one of the people.

      The men screamed, dropping to the ground and writhing as their clothing—and their skin—grew charred. The sorceress dropped to one knee and did her best to raise her defenses, but Azarwrath was unrelenting. More lightning poured into her barrier. Jaxi joined in, hurling a fireball so large it engulfed her.

      Trip would not have killed Kiadarsa, even after what she’d almost forced Rysha to do, but the soulblades were less forgiving. By the time he thought to call them off, her defenses had failed, and she lay on the ground next to the men, their bodies charred and quite dead.

      

      
        • • • • •

      

      

      Rysha’s hands shook as she groped for one of the ammo pouches on her utility belt, the one where she kept a spare set of spectacles. Her other lenses were so fractured, she might as well have been looking through blocks of ice. She heard the battle raging all around her, and felt the heat of fire against her face, but the world was an incomprehensible blur, and that terrified her.

      Finally, she managed to pry the clasp open, dig out the case, and pull on the spectacles. She dropped her other ones, knowing they were beyond anyone’s ability to repair.

      The chamber came into focus, part of it. Someone was standing in front of her, protecting her. Trip.

      She gulped, surprised he would risk standing so close with his back to her after… Shit, she’d known all the command words, and she’d still lost control. How had that sorceress’s utterances proven more powerful than her own? And how had she known the words to start with?

      “You gave them to her, idiot,” Rysha whispered, realization slamming into her like a dragon’s tail. She’d included the words in the box when she’d given it to Jylea.

      But even so, shouldn’t the chapaharii blades prioritize the words of their wielders? Why had the sword turned on her like that?

      “Something to research later,” she whispered, though her failure stung her deeply.

      Would Trip hesitate to get close to her in the future if she kept a chapaharii sword around? Would she be expected to carry one after this mission was over?

      Of course, maybe it didn’t matter to him. He’d figured out an easy way to defeat her.

      Rysha grimaced, touching her spectacles. Would other enemies think of that in the future? Somehow, it seemed worse that Trip had done it. She understood why he’d done it, and surely it was better than having him cleave her arm off, but it felt like he’d known her weakness and used it against her. A betrayal.

      Not a logical feeling, but she couldn’t deny it. Maybe it was more that she resented having such a weakness to exploit.

      Reminding herself the battle wasn’t yet over, Rysha peered about to see where she could help—and where her sword had gone. That was when she saw not two but three gold dragons in the chamber. She cursed.

      Her first assumption was that the new dragon had shown up to help the others, but it dawned on her that it was battling the others. In between the lightning and fireballs launching from Trip’s soulblades, the dragon whirled and wheeled in the air, snapping and tearing at the larger of the two other golds. The female, Yisharnesh? She appeared injured, but she was also larger than the newcomer—another male?—with powerful muscles rippling under her scales.

      The smaller male dragon that had been wounded earlier now hunkered against a wall, wings furled, eyes closed. Maybe that one was already dead?

      Blood streamed from the aerial combatants, drenching the icy floor. Some of it splattered on three dead people, their features charred beyond recognition.

      The Cofah? Or—where was Kaika? Rysha’s heart lurched. She saw Leftie, Blazer, Dreyak, and Duck, but not Kaika.

      “Trip,” Major Blazer called from the back tunnel. “Let Phelistoth out too.”

      Trip looked at Rysha as he turned toward one of the alcoves. The glow of the soulblades bathed his face, and his intense green eyes gleamed with power.

      She jerked her hands up, palms open, afraid for a moment. She remembered them battling, trying to strike each other down. But no, he’d never done more than defend himself. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her, not then and not now.

      He strode past her now, shifting the blades so he could plant his hand on the wall.

      “You can get the sword,” Trip told her, tilting his head toward where Eryndral lay on the floor, abandoned. “The sorceress is gone. I’ll watch your back.”

      Rysha nodded and crept toward it. As she did, light flared and went out inside the alcove he stood near. The silver dragon—and the woman who had been trapped with him—stirred.

      A squeal of sheer pain thundered in the chamber, reverberating from the walls. The female dragon had been flying up near the portal, but she plummeted to the ground, landed on her side, and did not move.

      The great male dragon soared around the chamber, his head high. I, the god Bhrava Saruth, have avenged the pain and indignity inflicted upon me by Yisharnesh the Conniving.

      Rysha peered around, expecting attacks from more sides. But the remaining Cofah appeared to have fled the chamber.

      The dragon—Bhrava Saruth—dropped to all fours, his wings stretched wide.

      You did have a little help, Jaxi pointed out, and Rysha twitched, not accustomed to hearing the soulblade speak. We injured her and the other one before you woke up.

      Yes, I am awake! It is most glorious. Bhrava Saruth spun slowly, flexing his leathery wings like a bird ruffling its feathers. Where is my high priestess? Was she the one to wake me? He lowered his head to human level and gazed at Trip and Rysha, large luminous green eyes radiating power. His entire muscular form did that.

      Those eyes had a familiarity to them, despite the reptilian slits in them. The green…

      She glanced at Trip. Was it a common color for dragons? She’d rarely seen humans with eyes as deep and dark a green as Trip’s. Her father was the geneticist in the family, but she thought she remembered some studies about how brown was the more dominant eye color among humans. What about with dragon-human pairings? Did the dragon eye color win out and appear for many generations?

      Of course, if she’d translated those words correctly, and Trip truly was the offspring of a human-dragon pairing, then there wouldn’t have been many “generations” involved.

      Trip lifted his chin, holding the dragon’s powerful gaze. Rysha found it difficult to meet those eyes, and was glad when they shifted toward Blazer, Leftie, Duck, and Dreyak, because she didn’t have an answer to the question.

      Lastly, the dragon’s gaze turned upward, toward the portal. Would he object to having it destroyed? What would they do if these dragons didn’t want to allow that?

      Sardelle stayed home with Ridge to protect the city and birth another baby, Jaxi announced. Judging by the way Leftie shared uneasy glances with the others, the rest of the team was hearing the soulblade’s words too.

      I thought you would all want to know what we were talking about, Jaxi added.

      Hrummph. Bhrava Saruth ruffled his wings again, then stretched them outward. An intimidating sight, though he did not appear to mean it to be one. It does not seem fitting that my high priestess is not here but her mouthy sword is.

      I am delightful, not mouthy. And I was paramount in freeing you.

      “How did she free the dragon?” Rysha whispered. “Wasn’t Trip the one who touched the wall with his special fingers?”

      Trip grimaced, looking down and rubbing his fingers together.

      I told him to touch the wall, Jaxi informed them.

      “How did you end up imprisoned, mighty Bhrava Saruth?” Rysha asked, aware of the silver dragon watching from his alcove, his wing draped protectively over the woman, Tylie, who was slumped against him, her eyes not yet open. Rysha noticed an old sword scabbard decorated with faded runes hanging from her belt. Some family heirloom? Or another soulblade?

      Mighty, yes! Bhrava Saruth lifted his head, and Rysha turned her attention back to him. You acknowledge my mightiness? And my godliness? Perhaps you could make a good interim high priestess.

      Sardelle will lament how easily she’s being replaced, Jaxi said.

      Rysha was too busy feeling alarmed by the statement. That was definitely not a job she wished to pursue. What would the real gods think of such proclamations?

      “I acknowledge your mightiness, yes,” she said carefully.

      As to how I was imprisoned, that thief Yisharnesh found my secret spot where I had hidden the Akii Shard. Bhrava Saruth tilted his head toward the portal, or perhaps the purple crystal embedded in it. She stole it. I sensed this at once, but I did not immediately realize she was bringing it here to open the portal of old. I wouldn’t have guessed that she wanted more dragons in the world to compete with, but I did not realize she had the audacity to see herself as a queen of dragons who wished to invite only those she could command into her fold.

      Imagining yourself a queen, Jaxi said. It’s almost as audacious as imagining yourself a god.

      “Uh, Jaxi,” Trip said, dropping his hand to the soulblade’s hilt, perhaps wishing she had lips that he could cover. “Maybe we shouldn’t deliberately irk an ally.”

      I, the god Bhrava Saruth, and those dragons I could talk into helping, stole the portal from Yisharnesh and brought it here to hide it from her, but we were followed and ambushed. They forced us into these prison cells, and they went back through the portal into their old world, to gather reinforcements, those who would also be loyal to Yisharnesh. Bhrava Saruth looked toward the portal. Did they come through? Do you know?

      “Breyatah’s breath, I hope not.” Blazer rubbed the back of her neck.

      “Captain… Wasley?” an uncertain voice asked from the alcove with the silver dragon.

      Captain who?

      The dark-haired woman—Tylie—had stepped out in front of the silver dragon, and she peered toward Blazer, Leftie, and Duck.

      “Tylie,” Duck said, waving and running toward her. “I’m glad you’re all right. Your brother has been more worried than a rooster that knows there’s a fox in the henhouse.”

      “Is Tolie here? And Sardelle?”

      “No, they’re back at home, but we’re here to take you to them.”

      Tylie smiled and stepped forward to hug Duck. The silver dragon—Phelistoth—also strode out of the alcove, but he didn’t look like he wanted hugs. He gazed around, his eyes frosty, as if he sought the ones who had imprisoned him, so he could promptly slay them.

      Phelistoth’s gaze settled on Trip with the kind of power that could bring a man to his knees. Rysha was glad it wasn’t directed at her, but she worried because the dragon had singled out Trip.

      Trip gazed back at Phelistoth, seemingly fearless as he crossed his arms to rest his hands on the hilts of the soulblades hanging from his belt.

      Who is this? Phelistoth asked.

      Tylie looked curiously at Trip, and Bhrava Saruth also swung his gaze down to him.

      Rysha was impressed that Trip didn’t squirm under all that scrutiny, human and dragon. He had changed since she first met him. That was probably a good thing—they needed people who didn’t tremble and hide when dragons showed up—but she couldn’t help but feel wistful, remembering the awkward young man from the pub. Was that person still in there? She struggled to see it now.

      He smells familiar, Bhrava Saruth announced, and his massive head lowered on his long neck so his eyes could look straight into Trip’s. He inhaled, nostrils quivering like those of a hound.

      “Smells?” Trip stepped back. “Not like roasted lamb or a pot roast or anything, right?”

      Rysha grinned. Ah, there was a bit of his old awkwardness.

      Like one of the elder dragons. Agarrenon Shivar, I believe. Once, before the Rider Wars started, he had a voice on the Council of Elders and many listened to him, even though he had the personality of a malignant mushroom. He had great power, and dragons respect power. But I did not think he was still in the world. When I woke, only Phelistoth and Morishtomaric and those who woke with me were here. That we sensed. Has he been in hiding?

      “I really don’t know,” Trip said.

      Rysha gazed at him and noticed everyone else doing the same. No, not gazing. Gawking. Bhrava Saruth was lending evidence to the theory of Trip as the son of a dragon. A powerful dragon.

      You have never sought out he who gave life to you? Bhrava Saruth asked. Are you not curious to know him? Or perhaps, the human books also speak of his malignant mushroom personality, and you have no interest. This is understandable. Not all dragons have the charisma and will to become gods to humans.

      Trip didn’t look like he knew what to say.

      “Is that dragon saying Trip is the son of a dragon?” Leftie whispered.

      “You hadn’t figured that out yet?” Blazer replied. “When magical dragon doors started opening for him?”

      “I did. I just didn’t really believe—” Leftie gripped the icy wall for support. “I don’t see how it’s possible. Wouldn’t he be better at sports if his blood was that magical?”

      Trip smiled faintly. At least Leftie sounded more surprised than hateful.

      “Can either of you strapping dragons give me a lift down?” Kaika called.

      She sat atop the portal, her legs dangling through the hole.

      “Captain,” Rysha blurted with enthusiasm, relieved to see her uninjured. And doing her duty. She never should have expected anything else. “You’re alive.”

      “A little dragon fire can’t kill me.” Kaika brushed ashes off her sleeve. “A forty-foot drop might. Bhrava Saruth? A little help? I’ll bring some chocolate dragon-horn cookies by your temple when we get back.”

      I do appreciate a worshipper who provides appropriate offerings to her god. Bhrava Saruth stopped sniffing Trip and rose to his full height, so his head was directly under Kaika.

      “You got things on a timer?” Blazer asked her.

      Kaika nodded. “We’ve got thirty minutes to get out of here. I can change that if we need to, but I figured with our helpers here, we could get a ride back out in time.”

      You seek to destroy the portal? Bhrava Saruth asked, sounding shocked.

      “Well, it’s our mission,” Blazer said, watching him warily. “Dragons have been killing people and leveling towns all over Iskandia. And the rest of the world, as well.” She waved toward Dreyak, who hadn’t said much, merely watching everything unfold. “And if more dragons that are friendly to the empire might be coming, as you suggested, that seems like an extra reason to destroy it.”

      From what Bhrava Saruth had suggested, Rysha feared those dragons might already be here.

      Your mission was not to free your god?

      You are a fool, Bhrava Saruth, Phelistoth said. As if humans would care if you disappeared from the world.

      They would miss me greatly. I am a kind and benevolent god, and I now have three hundred and eighty-seven worshippers that I bless and receive offerings from.

      Phelistoth gave him a dark look, and Rysha wondered just how much of an ally to Iskandia he was. He certainly didn’t seem to be an ally to Bhrava Saruth.

      Tylie stepped close to Phelistoth and patted his flank. “I’m sure they would have rescued you—us—if they had known where we were.”

      “I reckon that’s true,” Duck said. “Tolemek was real worried about his sister, and I know the king was upset when you dragons disappeared.”

      You see? Bhrava Saruth said. Even the human king missed us. We are very valuable dragons. And now, we must free these other dragons. They are also valuable.

      “Uh, hold on.” Blazer held up a hand. “We don’t know these other dragons.”

      They were also imprisoned because they helped us steal the portal and wished Yisharnesh’s plan to fail. They are good dragons. Even the surly ones. Bhrava Saruth eyed Phelistoth.

      “Twenty-eight minutes, people,” Kaika said, then dropped to the top of Bhrava Saruth’s head. From there, she slid down his neck, to his back and to the floor. The dragon didn’t seem to mind. “How about we save the reunion chat for later and get out of here?”

      Bhrava Saruth eyed the portal, or maybe that purple crystal, but turned his attention to the alcoves. As soon as I free our allies.

      Blazer fingered her rifle, looking like she wanted to oppose that. But what could she do? What could any of them do?

      Rysha looked at Trip, wondering if he thought this would be a good idea or a bad one. Not that he could do anything to stop it. Being half dragon could make him one of the most powerful sorcerers in the world, but he still wouldn’t be the equivalent of a dragon.

      As Bhrava Saruth walked to the various alcoves, touching a wing to the squares on the wall, Rysha picked up and sheathed the chapaharii blade. Kaika had already picked up hers.

      Everyone else fingered weapons as they watched the barriers disappearing from the alcoves. Everyone except Tylie. She smiled and clasped her hands together in front of her mouth, her eyes alight.

      Rysha hoped she knew something the rest of them didn’t.

      Are we certain we want them free? Phelistoth asked, a long-suffering aspect to his words. The female was—is—young and goofy.

      You believe every dragon that is not as moody and morose as you are is goofy, Bhrava Saruth replied.

      Dragons are meant to be stately and majestic, not…

      Freedom, a new voice rang out, and a gold dragon hopped out of an alcove, her wings spread. She twirled. Rysha had never seen such a maneuver from a dragon, but it was definitely a twirl. Humans!

      She looked around at all of them. Despite Phelistoth’s promise that she was goofy, she was still a dragon and had that powerful aura and a compelling allure in her violet eyes.

      I have always wanted to meet humans, she announced.

      These humans freed us, Bhrava Saruth said as he opened more alcoves.

      Then they are goodly humans? Like the riders from the stories? Wonderful! The female dragon finished bouncing about and turned toward Rysha.

      She scrambled back a few steps as the creature’s large head lowered on its—her—long neck. The deep violet eyes stared into her soul, and her maw opened, fangs gleaming.

      Though Rysha had sheathed the sword, the blade hurled the urge to draw it into her mind, to leap forth and slay the dragon.

      Are you a goodly human? the female asked. Your sword wishes to slay me.

      “What it wishes is not necessarily what I wish,” Rysha said, choosing her words carefully. “I only want to protect my homeland, Iskandia. Dragons—un-goodly dragons—have been raiding it lately, killing our people and destroying our towns. That is why I carry the sword.”

      Don’t take it personally, female dragon, Jaxi said. Her sword wants to slay almost everyone. Just minutes ago, it attacked her lover.

      Rysha’s mouth dropped at this unexpected—and inaccurate—defense.

      “Trip isn’t my lover,” she blurted aloud, then wondered if she should have responded in her mind. Had Jaxi’s announcement been for everyone, or only for her and the dragon?

      Blazer’s eyebrows arched. Captain Kaika smirked.

      Trip smiled at Rysha, though it seemed tinged with sadness. Regret?

      She hadn’t meant to imply that he could never be her lover. Though after she’d lost control of the chapaharii blade, she reluctantly admitted that wasn’t something that should happen for a while. Until… she wasn’t sure when. Someone else took the sword. Or she found a more reliable way to control it. Seven gods, what if something happened, and she ended up attacking him while he slept and couldn’t defend himself?

      No, for now, her words had been accurate. They couldn’t be lovers.

      The young female, Shulina Arya, was born in Dyrashinor, the temporary world, Bhrava Saruth explained. She knows humans only from stories the others told her. He extended a wingtip toward the dragons shambling out of their alcoves, flexing their muscles and spreading their wings.

      The chamber was growing crowded, and Rysha was tempted to ease over to the tunnel where Kaika now stood with the others. Only Trip stood near her still, near the dragons. But he probably had the power to keep himself from being stomped on.

      Un-goodly dragons? Shulina Arya responded to Rysha’s earlier words, as if she had been considering the idea and found it perplexing.

      “Those who pick on humans and threaten to kill or enslave us,” Rysha said. “While it’s true that good and evil are in the eye of the beholder, I must consider anyone who threatens my country an enemy. In addition to those who simply enjoy rampaging through my homeland, I must seek to keep out those who align themselves with the Cofah Empire, an empire that has, for more than two thousand years, sought to squash out or forcibly assimilate other weaker nations.” Rysha hoped she sounded fair in her assessment and that the dragon appreciated such things.

      Shulina Arya was gazing at her. Raptly? Or was she considering eating Rysha, since she carried that pesky sword?

      Feeling nervous, Rysha babbled a bit as she continued on, “Did you know that Griyon, the first emperor of the Cofah, a man who conquered thousands of square miles in the time of bronze weapons and in an era when horses were the only means of transportation, convinced his people that the elder gods were on his side and that they decreed the Cofah the worthy rulers of the world? But in truth, he was an atheist. It was one of his eighteen wives who gave him the idea of claiming a divine right to rule, something would-be emperors and monarchs have glommed on to over the centuries—almost everyone ruling a nation today claims the gods willed it to be so.”

      “Ravenwood,” Blazer said, making a cutting motion across her throat with her hand, then pointing to the portal.

      Oh, right. Kaika’s detonator was counting down.

      You’re a storyteller, Shulina Arya blurted, the words thundering in Rysha’s mind, powerful and… excited?

      “A historian,” Rysha said. “Historians tell good stories,” she added, since the dragon seemed to like the idea.

      “Or bore people to sleep,” Blazer said.

      There are Cofah airships flying away from this place, a new voice cried into their minds. A male one. They are not utterly destroyed. The Cofah must be utterly destroyed.

      “I don’t know who that dragon is,” Kaika said, “but I like him.”

      Follow me, comrades. A gold dragon flew toward the main tunnel, and two bronzes and a silver flapped after him. We will teach them not to trouble the humans or dragons of Iskandoth.

      We shall also depart, Phelistoth said. I see enough explosives have been planted to destroy this entire mountain.

      “Only half of it.” Kaika smirked.

      Tylie climbed onto Phelistoth’s back and waved at Duck as the silver dragon flew her into the tunnel.

      Human female, Shulina Arya said. Climb aboard my back. If you keep your evil sword sheathed, I will take you from this place. And you can tell me stories!

      “I would be happy to tell you stories.” Rysha grinned at the idea of riding a dragon, as if she were a dragon rider in the legends of old.

      “That’s an odd dragon,” Blazer whispered.

      “I like her,” Duck said. “She’s right friendly. And doesn’t seem to think she’s a god.”

      Not all dragons can be gods, Bhrava Saruth announced. One must have a divine presence and many worshippers.

      “Leftie said he’d become one of your worshippers, Bhrava Saruth, if you carry us all out of here,” Duck said.

      “What?” Leftie blurted.

      “Wait.” Blazer lifted a hand. “We need to pick up our fliers. Also, someone is going to have to stay close and make sure the explosives do indeed blow up the portal. And if they don’t…” She pointed at Kaika’s chapaharii blade.

      “Let me take a look at it,” Trip said. “The soulblades may have some insight into whether the bombs will be sufficient.”

      “Good luck getting up there,” Kaika grumbled. “I had to—”

      Trip rose into the air, as if he were in one of those fancy steam-powered elevators in the newer buildings in the capital. Rysha told herself it wasn’t any different from when the soulblades had levitated them to the bottom of the canyon, but she wasn’t positive they were responsible this time. Was that their power? Or Trip’s?

      I don’t know how to make myself fly, Trip said softly, speaking into her mind. There was a sadness to his tone again, as if he believed they would all distance themselves from him because everyone now knew about his scaled father—and his potential as a sorcerer.

      But that wasn’t why she’d been thinking of distancing herself, or at least not kissing him again for a while. The sword was the problem, not him.

      Too bad, she thought, deciding on a joke instead of attempting to explain her concerns, concerns she feared he would attempt to bat away. You would be able to repair fliers while they were in the air.

      That could indeed be handy, he allowed.

      Trip floated up through the donut and crouched atop the portal as Kaika had done. He pulled off a glove and laid his hand flat on the crystal.

      The portal flared a brighter purple, highlighting his face and the startled expression on it.

      “It’s not telling him it’s going to annihilate the world if we destroy it, I hope,” Blazer said.

      “Trip, don’t kick any wires while you’re up there,” Kaika called up. “I’d prefer it if the explosives didn’t go off until after we’re out of the mountain.”

      Trip leaped through the hole, dropping forty feet to the ground and landing in an easy crouch.

      I did that, Jaxi said into Rysha’s mind, sounding smug. Your dragonly future lover is an utter novice when it comes to magic. You should convince him to see Sardelle about some training. His primary interest is flying and shooting things. He takes after Ridge. It does seem like he should be Ridge’s son instead of that of some big, scaly dragon that sounds like he has the personality of a dyspeptic warthog.

      We don’t get to choose our fathers, Rysha thought back, her own family coming to mind. She loved her father and wouldn’t wish to have another, but there were times when she wished he were more like his mother had been when it came to outlooks and beliefs.

      “I believe the portal can be destroyed with the explosives,” Trip said, facing Blazer, “if it’s first drained of its power. If it’s turned off, essentially.”

      Rysha looked around at the dragons, wondering if they would object further to the destruction of this doorway into another world. Bhrava Saruth had been surprised at the announcement, but he hadn’t brought it up again. Because he’d been distracted? What about the other dragons? If some of their allies remained on the other side, they might fight the destruction of the portal. Or had all the dragons that wanted to come through already done so?

      But she couldn’t read expressions on those reptilian faces, and if they were speaking telepathically among themselves, she would never know it.

      “Also,” Trip said, “when I touched the portal, it showed me in sort of an accelerated-time vision all the dragons that have come through it since it was powered up this time.” His eyes were grim, somber.

      “And it’s a lot?” Blazer asked.

      “I can’t tell whether they were loyal to the Cofah and Yisharnesh or not, but four to five hundred easily.”

      “That’s more than the few dozen Sardelle thought.” Blazer sighed.

      “But we have some allies against them now, right?” Duck gestured to Bhrava Saruth who was facing six other dragons, the ones who hadn’t left to go after the airships. Were they all having a telepathic conference?

      “A dozen at most,” Blazer said. “If we count the ones that flew out already. And if we assume all of those are interested in helping Iskandia. I won’t object to any allies, but I’m concerned about how many that leaves that aren’t interested in helping us.”

      “Who may be interested in eating us,” Kaika said.

      Humans do not taste good. Bhrava Saruth’s neck twisted, so he could look at them. Not like sheep. Sheep are delicious. He drew out that last word with loving care.

      “Better than tarts?” Duck asked.

      No, tarts are also delicious. Many foods are delicious. Except humans. And muskrat. Muskrat is awful. It tastes like spoiled beef.

      What’s a tart? Shulina Arya asked.

      I will show you. Humans make wonderful sweets. I do not know why other dragons want to destroy humans. Who would be left to make pastries?

      “We need to power down the portal and get out of here,” Trip said, pointing up.

      I can ensure the portal is not used again by Cofah dragons. Bhrava Saruth gazed up at it, and the purple crystal floated out of the socket it had been placed in. The portal grew dark. The crystal itself still glowed, and it floated down to his side, then disappeared from sight.

      Had he destroyed it? Or was he magically hiding it somehow?

      Rysha noticed Bhrava Saruth hadn’t said he would ensure the portal was destroyed. Just that it wouldn’t be used by Cofah dragons again. Did that mean he didn’t think the explosives would do anything? That the portal would remain intact and only inaccessible as long as the crystal wasn’t inside that keyhole?

      Or was Rysha reading too much into his words?

      “Is that all we had to do to make it so no more dragons could come through?” Blazer asked, glancing at Kaika. “Could Trip have done that?”

      “Maybe so, but wouldn’t you feel better knowing it was also blown into a thousand pieces?”

      Rysha would feel better if Trip had removed the crystal and now had control of it. Bhrava Saruth seemed goofy, but it was entirely possible that was an act, or that he was goofy and intelligent.

      “Assuming there’s no way to trick all those dragons into leaving again, I guess that’s the next best option.”

      Our kind would not go through again under any circumstances, a male voice said. The other world was inhospitable to dragons. All this time, we have longed to come home.

      Blazer grimaced. “Bombs it is, then.”

      Come, my worshippers and future worshippers. Bhrava Saruth crouched low, spreading his wings to offer access to his back. Let us give you a ride over the lake of lava and out to finish off the Cofah before all the fun is done.

      The rest of the dragons seemed more reserved, none of them offering rides as Blazer and the others headed toward him. Except for Shulina Arya.

      Her head swung toward Rysha again. You will ride with me, storyteller, yes?

      “Yes.” It seemed impolite, and possibly bad for one’s health, to refuse a ride from a dragon. “And so will Trip.”

      He’d started walking toward Bhrava Saruth, but he paused as Rysha extended a hand toward him.

      Excellent. I see that his swords do not wish to kill me.

      “No, but Jaxi may insult you.”

      I only insult delusional dragons, Jaxi informed them.

      Rysha climbed onto the female dragon, and Trip followed her up. It wasn’t quite like mounting a horse. He found a position behind her and, as the dragon sprang into the air, he brought his hands to her waist, either to keep her from falling off, or to keep himself from falling off.

      The chapaharii blade sent a rumble of discontent into Rysha’s mind, and she sensed it wasn’t happy about her riding a dragon or being touched by Trip. She hoped she could figure out what the sorceress had done to give her command words more power than Rysha’s because she didn’t want to be a threat to any of their new dragon allies. Even more, she didn’t want to be a threat to Trip.

      She closed her eyes and thought of their kiss on the airship, his warm presence contrasting with the chill air. She wanted to kiss him again, to invite him to be a part of her life.

      One way or another, Rysha vowed to find a way to completely and reliably control the swords. Because that was the only way her allies would be able to trust her. And because she liked the feel of Trip’s hands on her waist, damn it.
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      The smoking wreckage of the two Cofah airships grew visible as the dragons soared through a soft snow, following the canyon northward. Trip still rode behind Rysha on the female, Shulina Arya, while Blazer, Duck, Leftie, Kaika, and Dreyak all sat astride Bhrava Saruth’s back.

      Even as large as the golds were, it seemed the team’s combined weight would be far too much for one dragon. But perhaps magic played more of a role than physics. Trip hadn’t missed Bhrava Saruth making that purple crystal disappear and that he’d abruptly stopped sensing its magical aura. He didn’t believe the dragon had destroyed it or left it behind, and even though the entire side of the mountain had crumbled as the muffled booms of Kaika’s explosives sounded, Trip wondered if the portal had truly been demolished. Or was it buried intact under the rubble? He couldn’t sense it, but that had been true since the portal had been turned “off.”

      He hoped, as long as Yisharnesh was dead and Bhrava Saruth had the crystal, the portal wouldn’t be used against Iskandia, but he wished his team had dealt with it before freeing the dragons. With them looking on, Trip couldn’t be certain he and the others had made the right choice. Maybe they should have hacked at the portal with the chapaharii blades before collapsing the mountain. Would Bhrava Saruth and the other dragons have allowed that?

      “Is anyone left alive down there?” Rysha asked, the wind almost stealing her words.

      Trip thought he knew the answer, but he swept out with his senses, something that was growing more natural for him. He didn’t detect anyone left alive among the smoldering wreckage of the airships. The vessels had crashed near the edge of the canyon, and though he deemed it unlikely, he also checked for life at the bottom. But nothing lived down there.

      He sensed more dragons flying over the surrounding fields of ice, and he jerked in alarm. Then he recognized them as the ones that had been freed and raced out to deal with the Cofah. Were they looking for more enemies to destroy? Trip shuddered at the devastation below.

      Blazer waved toward Trip and Rysha from atop Bhrava Saruth’s back, a lit cigar once again clenched between her teeth, and she pointed toward the wreckage. Trip missed their fliers with the embedded communication crystals, and thought about attempting to speak telepathically into Blazer’s mind, but he doubted she would appreciate that. Besides, he could guess what she wanted.

      Your teammates wish to retrieve the chapaharii sword, Azarwrath verified, then go back to your flying machines. They’re not finding the experience of riding a dragon as glee-inspiring as your female is.

      My female? Rysha? Trip would have told the soulblade that Rysha was hardly his, but Azarwrath spoke again first.

      Indeed. She is grinning every time Shulina Arya banks or swoops about. And they are speaking with each other.

      Telepathically?

      Yes, the dragon is asking why these humans were slain. She wants stories that explain the differences between the Cofah and your Iskandians.

      You could likely eavesdrop if you concentrated on it, Jaxi put in.

      Didn’t you say that spying on people’s thoughts was frowned upon?

      In my era, yes, but times have changed. There’s nobody left enforcing the Referatu rules.

      Trip shook his head. Though he felt a little left out because the dragon wasn’t including him in the conversation, he wasn’t tempted to intrude on their private words. The thought that he might be able to made him uneasy.

      Remembering Rysha’s question, Trip rested his hand on her shoulder. “There aren’t any survivors down there, but we need to go down and retrieve your sword.”

      Rysha stiffened. Because of his words, or because of his touch? Worried it was the latter, he withdrew his hand. She still wore one of the chapaharii swords at her waist.

      Rysha nodded, but didn’t otherwise respond. Trip chose to believe the carnage below was what had upset her, the lack of survivors. Either way, he sensed her pleasure from riding a dragon disappearing.

      Maybe she didn’t want to retrieve Dorfindral, and that was what bothered her. The squadron, or at least Blazer, seemed determined that she wield one of the chapaharii blades, whether she wanted to or not.

      Trip supposed it was selfish, but he hoped someone else would be given that task once they returned to the capital. He didn’t have to ask Rysha to know she was upset that she’d allowed the sword to guide her into attacking him. Forced her to attack him.

      Bhrava Saruth and Shulina Arya landed in the snow next to the wreckage. There wasn’t any wind, and the smoke hung low over the field of ice. Strange how it smelled of nothing more than a campfire or someone’s wood stove burning on a chill day. Smoke from a fire that resulted in death and destruction should have a gloomier scent.

      “Can you lead me to it?” Rysha asked Trip after they slid off the dragon’s back.

      Blazer dismounted and headed over, but there was no need to wait for her orders, no question as to what she wanted.

      The chapaharii swords did not emit auras of power the way the soulblades did—indeed, they seemed designed to be difficult to find by those with magic—but Trip found that he’d been around Dorfindral long enough that he could find its faint signature among the wreckage.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’ll show you the way.”

      Rysha jogged over and gave Blazer the chapaharii blade she’d carried during the battle, Eryndral. Then she followed Trip up the smashed hull of the airship, over the remains of the charred railing, and across the hole-riddled deck.

      The smoke scent grew stronger, the haze thicker in the air. Here and there, flames still crackled. The envelope had burned away, with the skeletal remains of its framework toppled to one side, like a felled tree.

      Trip spotted the first body, charred and mutilated but not unrecognizable. He almost wished it had been. It was one of the Cofah researchers, a man that he and Azarwrath had healed.

      Even though the Cofah team had been withholding information and working at cross purposes to them, seeing people dead that he’d been speaking with the day before made Trip feel sick. He wished he’d tried to keep the dragons from going out to raze the airships, but how could he have? They would never have listened to him. Besides, he’d made his choice the day before, when he’d agreed to leave the Cofah airship to be bait so his team could sneak into the dragon compound. It seemed hypocritical of him to be upset now.

      “There’s Jylea,” Rysha said, her voice numb as she pointed to a charred body dusted with snowflakes. Dorfindral’s hilt was still in Jylea’s hand, though her fingers had unfurled in death. The blade appeared undamaged by the dragon fire that had half-consumed the woman. It glowed a faint green, no doubt noticing Trip’s presence, and that of the nearby dragons. “What’s left of her,” Rysha added softly.

      Trip barely heard the words. He turned and, through the falling snow, glimpsed tears in her eyes. The flakes sticking to the lenses of her spectacles didn’t quite hide the moisture behind them.

      He thought about pointing out that Jylea had made her choice and had wanted to work with a megalomaniacal dragon, one that would have happily enslaved Iskandia. Or worse. But he doubted that would make Rysha feel better. Instead, he waited for her to catch up to him, and rested an arm around her shoulders, something he might not have done if she’d still carried the other blade.

      This time, she didn’t stiffen at his touch. She leaned into him, her chin dropping to her chest.

      “I know they are—they were—Iskandian enemies,” she said, “and I also know that, in giving Jylea the control words for the sword, I set up that whole stupid encounter in the chamber.”

      Trip hadn’t caught that, that Rysha had shared the words when she’d handed over the sword. Jylea must have then shared them with Kiadarsa. He grimaced, realizing Rysha had to feel their battle had been her fault.

      “But it’s hard to see them like this,” she went on. “Dead, their bodies freezing. They’ll soon be buried by the snow. Forgotten. Will their people, their relatives, even know what happened to them?”

      “I don’t know,” Trip said quietly, wishing he had something more helpful to say.

      “Maybe this was a mistake,” Rysha said, looking past the broken railing and into the falling snow. “Me becoming a soldier. I thought I could handle anything, but I didn’t know I’d care this much. That the killing would be this hard. When I was ten, one of our shepherd dogs caught a squirrel I’d been feeding all winter. Killed it before I could get there to free it. I cried for weeks. Maybe that should have been a sign that I don’t have the heart for killing and death.”

      Trip pulled her closer, turning the arm around her shoulders into a hug. “You’re doing fine, Rysha. It’s all right to care. I’m sure it’s better for the unit if someone does care. And question. Otherwise you get…” He thought of his own instincts, the savagery—the glee—he sometimes felt in battle when he was flying, holding down the triggers of his machine guns as he tore into pirate ships. And pirates. People. Did he have his heritage to thank for that? Were those the instincts of a predator arising within him?

      He patted her back. “It’s just important that people care, at least some of them. That goes for soldiers too.”

      She dropped her forehead against his shoulder and let him hold her. He knew this wasn’t the time, but he found himself wondering if she’d meant what she’d said before the battle, that they could spend a weekend together at a cottage on her family’s property. He would love to escape all this, at least for a couple of days, and just be a man enjoying time with a woman who freely spoke of her passions and liked the things he built.

      “Is the sword up there?” Blazer yelled from the ground.

      She shouldn’t have been able to see them from down there, but Rysha stepped away from Trip. “Yes, we’re almost there, ma’am.”

      She removed her spectacles and seemed to pull herself together as she took a few seconds to wipe them off. “Thank you, Trip.”

      “For what?”

      “Support.”

      “You’re welcome.” He thought about retrieving the sword for her, so she wouldn’t have to go closer to Jylea’s body, but Dorfindral wouldn’t allow it. “When we get back…” He paused, not wanting to mention the cottage or the weekend, since that implied more than she may have meant to offer, especially given that they’d only kissed a couple of times thus far. “Will you have dinner with me and go for a sunset walk along the harbor?”

      “I…” Rysha stared down at her spectacles, still wiping them, though the lenses were clean. She didn’t look at his eyes. “I would like that, but I don’t feel I can be with you as long as I’m a wielder for one of these swords. At least not until I figure out how to ensure that I and only I can control the one in my hands.”

      “Ah.” Trip bit his lip to keep protests from flowing off his tongue. He wanted to tell her that he was willing to risk being around her, that he’d been able to keep her from hurting him even when she had lost control, but he realized she wouldn’t appreciate being reminded that he had ways to come out on top if they fought. And he wasn’t entirely sure that this was about the sword and not about him. About what he had the potential to become. She’d said she didn’t mind that he was odd, but he was more than odd now, wasn’t he?

      Tears pricked his own eyes, and when he blinked, they froze in his lashes. He wished he could go back to just being Trip. Captain Trip, Wolf Squadron pilot. Nothing more.

      Rysha put her spectacles back on and pushed them up on her nose, an achingly familiar gesture. She walked toward Jylea and knelt, pulling the sword from the dead woman’s hand.

      It flared an even brighter green as Rysha turned back toward Trip. Her eyes reflected that green, and her face seemed to grow harder, more determined. Because she was fighting it, ensuring it wouldn’t convince her to attack him?

      Trip turned his back, not wanting to see the battle in her eyes. And not wanting to think about how they wouldn’t get that walk along the harbor, not as long as she carried one of those swords.

      He wished he could ensure that someone else would be given the wielder job when they got back, but he feared that wouldn’t happen. Unless this mission changed her mind about her career, she would resume her training in the elite troops, and that combined with her expertise on dragons would probably stamp her as an ideal candidate to carry a chapaharii weapon.

      The only way he could see that changing was if the situation with the dragons changed. If they somehow became less of a threat to Iskandia.

      But how? As the portal had shown him, hundreds of dragons had come into the world. A few—maybe a dozen—seemed willing to ally themselves with Iskandia, but there were so many others to worry about.

      Unless someone could make a deal with the dragons to ensure they left the nation alone, Iskandia would have to worry about them for years to come. Maybe forever.

      But who could make such a deal? The king? Him? Hardly. What could either of them possibly offer a dragon, anyway?

      This thousands-of-years-old elder dragon that Bhrava Saruth had spoken of… he might be able to sway others. Agarrenon Shivar.

      Trip blinked a few times, considering the thought from different angles. Was it possible that Agarrenon Shivar could be convinced to help? Assuming he was alive somewhere?

      “I found the box,” Rysha said from behind him.

      Trip jumped. He’d been so focused on his thoughts that he’d lost track of her.

      She stepped up beside him, Dorfindral in its box, its glow hidden away for now. “Are you ready to go? Shulina Arya said she would take us back to the fliers.”

      “Yes,” Trip said, “but let me ask you something first. Do you think, if you did some research, you might be able to find where Agarrenon Shivar is located? Or was located approximately twenty-five years ago? If he’s still alive, maybe…”

      “You want to find the dragon that fathered you?”

      Trip nodded.

      “I don’t think—I mean, did you know that male dragons shape-shifted into all manner of animals to have sex and explore pleasure in various incarnations? Horses, lions, apes, even sea creatures such as whales. It’s believed that unicorns, winged tigers, flash apes, giant octopi, and other creatures that are nearly extinct now first came into existence as a result of dragons mating with normal animals. The dragons weren’t known to have any feelings toward these half-magical offspring. I think that if you went looking for your father, you would be disappointed, even if you found him.”

      “It’s good to know not to get my expectations up, I guess.” Trip managed a lopsided smile. “But I mostly thought that if we found him, we might be able to make a deal with him and get his help in defending Iskandia. From what Bhrava Saruth said, he was respected among all dragons. Maybe…” He decided not to mention that he hoped to create a world where she didn’t need to carry that sword around. It sounded selfish. Besides, he wanted to protect his homeland, not just his love life. That was what he’d sworn to do the day he’d accepted his commission as an officer.

      Trip shrugged and finished with, “Maybe it would make a difference.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” Rysha said, “but I would definitely be happy to do the research.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      They walked back to join the others. With that sword box tucked under Rysha’s arm, Trip didn’t try to touch her again. And when it was time for the dragons to take them back to the fliers, he rode on Bhrava Saruth’s back instead of on Shulina Arya’s with her.

      

      
        • • • • •

      

      

      Trip followed Blazer, Kaika, Rysha, Duck, Leftie, and Dreyak through the courtyard of the citadel toward the double doors and stairs that led to General Zirkander’s office. The team had arrived late the night before after a long flight from the Antarctic. Their new allies had accompanied them for a portion of the journey before declaring the “human flying contraptions” tediously slow and disappearing over the horizon. Trip hoped they had headed to Iskandia and would be around to help in future battles. At least the capital hadn’t been attacked again while his team had been away. The gold dragon that had promised to return in three days had either been bluffing at the time, or the presence of Kasandral had kept him away.

      The soldiers standing guard at the entrance to the citadel did not stop Blazer’s group or even quirk questioning eyebrows in their direction. Trip suspected reports had already been delivered and the general had received the details of the mission, if not by paper, then by soulblade. Maybe it was self-centered, but he worried that some of those details included the new revelations about him, that he was… what he apparently was.

      His mouth twisted. Leftie hadn’t spoken to him all the way back. He hadn’t said anything mean, but he no longer seemed comfortable including Trip in his banter. As if he were some stranger rather than a friend of the last six years.

      Kaika had mentioned him in her banter, including speculations about whether people who were half dragon were better endowed than typical humans, but since the jokes had been reminders of his otherness, he hadn’t been enthused by them. Blazer and Duck didn’t seem to know how to treat him, either. Maybe he was being overly sensitive, but he no longer felt a part of the one organization where he’d previously belonged, and he worried that he wouldn’t be wanted in Wolf Squadron. As Jaxi had said, it would be logical for them to take him—to want him—for his burgeoning abilities, but humans weren’t particularly logical creatures.

      Rysha brushed his hand as they navigated the stairs inside and smiled at him. He managed a return smile for her, though she, too, had been more distant since she’d told him they couldn’t be together until she figured out how to completely control the sword.

      Hopefully, that would happen with time, or they would find Agarrenon Shivar, and the dragon would help them find a way to keep winged enemies from Iskandia’s doorstep. For now, Trip would try to avoid doing something stupid that would drive Rysha away.

      Like moping and worrying about things that haven’t come to pass? Jaxi asked. And that may not come to pass?

      I don’t know. Is that the kind of thing that scares women away?

      Most definitely. Nobody likes a broody dragonling.

      That’s not very funny.

      Are you sure? Azzy is giggling.

      I most certainly am not. I was busy looking up dragonling in the Iskandian dictionary to see if it’s a word. It is not.

      Jaxi made a phhhht noise in their minds.

      Rysha’s step slowed when they reached the top of the stairs, and Trip looked up, wondering at the reason. Four men in uniforms that Trip didn’t recognize stood, two on each side of Zirkander’s closed door. Long knives, pistols, and ammo pouches hung from their belts, and they clasped rifles in their hands.

      “What is that uniform?” Trip whispered to Rysha.

      Kaika, Blazer, Duck, and Dreyak didn’t seem fazed, but Leftie glanced back, perhaps having the same question for Rysha.

      “The king’s personal guard,” she said.

      “Does that mean the king is in there?”

      “Most likely.”

      Trip’s first thought was that they would have to wait for Angulus to finish his appointment with Zirkander—or would it be Zirkander who had an appointment with the king? But when Kaika gave the guards a sultry, “Hello, boys,” and knocked on the door, he realized the king might be there because of them. Or because of… him? No, surely not. Angulus would want the details of the portal mission, maybe a count of all the dragons that had passed into the world.

      Trip didn’t have an exact number. Would the king expect an exact number? Would he assume Trip could provide it? Because of his dragonness?

      That is also not a word, Azarwrath informed him.

      I hope you’ll forgive me for going back to Sardelle, Jaxi said, and leaving you with this staid, vocabulary-obsessed log, Trip. You’ll have to introduce him to Wreltad. They’ll be perfect for each other.

      The door opened, and the king’s men moved nothing but their eyes as the group passed inside.

      Trip tried to tell himself there was no reason to feel worried by the guards—any guards. Now that he knew how to erect barriers around himself, he needn’t fear men with rifles. Men with the power to make or break his career, that was another matter.

      He swallowed, stepping to the side of the door as soon as he passed over the threshold. He’d intended to duck into a corner, but another of those guards stood there, so he didn’t have easy access. He glanced at the couch, but that was taken too. Sardelle sat on it, not yet having delivered her baby, but looking like she would do so soon. No doubt, she’d been waiting until Jaxi arrived home and could be there for it.

      Babies don’t work that way, Jaxi said, but I am pleased to be back in time.

      General Zirkander stood in a similar position as the last time Trip had been here, next to the desk instead of sitting at it, one thigh propped over the corner.

      It took Trip a few seconds—and several people saluting and saying, “Good morning, Sire”—before he spotted the king near the window.

      Angulus was a tall, stocky man with broad features and short salt-and-pepper hair that wanted to curl. He looked far more normal than Trip would have expected. Like an ordinary person. Trip had never been to any of Angulus’s speeches, since those were typically in the capital, but the man usually had a crown and a fur-trimmed cloak of office in the newspaper articles. Today, he wore well-tailored but unremarkable dark trousers and a cream-colored shirt with the sleeves rolled up. If not for the photographs and portraits around the country—and the guards—Trip wouldn’t have guessed who he was.

      Realizing he was staring, he hurried to add his salute to those of the others, relieved that was the appropriate greeting for a soldier in uniform. He had no idea how one was supposed to greet one’s monarch, otherwise. Bows? Genuflections?

      Angulus gazed over at him for a long moment, and Trip wondered what he’d been told.

      But it was Zirkander who started the debriefing. “You blew up the portal, Captain Kaika?”

      “It was a group effort, sir, but we destroyed it. Most of it. We didn’t need the fancy dragon-slaying swords, after all. My mundane explosives worked juuuust fine. We did have to remove what appeared to be its power source first. A rather familiar pointy purple crystal that had been stuck into a slot in the portal.”

      Zirkander arched his eyebrows. “The crystal from the Magroth mines?”

      “The one that Bhrava Saruth claimed?” Sardelle asked.

      Kaika nodded to both of them. “He said Yisharnesh found his hiding spot, stole it, and was the one to stick it into the crystal-sized keyhole in the portal. That allowed her to open it and invite more allies to come through.”

      “I always believed that crystal was more than a ‘repository of knowledge,’” Sardelle murmured.

      “Our dragonly allies stole the portal and hid it, sir,” Blazer said, her cigar missing today. “Temporarily. They were discovered and were imprisoned for doing so. I imagine they beat us here and gave you the story.”

      “Yes.” Zirkander exchanged looks with Sardelle, their mouths twisting wryly.

      “Any idea on the number of dragons that came through?” Angulus asked. “And how many were truly Yisharnesh’s allies—and therefore may still be Cofah allies—and how many are simply here to wreak havoc?”

      “Oh, I don’t think they came to wreak havoc, Sire,” Rysha said. “They may enjoy that, but they are intelligent, and they do consider this their homeland, however long they were gone. It’s a desirable world to them.”

      “A desirable place for havoc wreaking?”

      “Well, perhaps to some, Sire.”

      Rysha didn’t appear intimidated by speaking to the king, and Trip wondered if she’d met him before. Maybe those in noble families got invited to fancy dinners and balls at the king’s court. He had no idea if that was done in the modern day, but had heard numerous fairy tales that suggested such things had been common once.

      “As to the numbers, Trip was the one to touch the portal and receive…” Rysha looked at him. “A vision?”

      Trip tried not to squirm as Angulus’s gaze swung toward him. He was certain the king would think him crazy if he spoke of visions.

      “I saw something, Sire. It seemed to be a glimpse of dragons coming out of the portal in a compressed time frame. I’d guess there were four to five hundred of them.”

      “Hundred?” Angulus mouthed.

      “It’s possible the portal, uhm, lied to me—”

      “I do hate it when magical portals aren’t honest,” Zirkander said.

      Angulus glared at him.

      “But,” Trip said, deciding to ignore the exchange, “a lot of doors opened for me in there, so I think it makes sense that the portal would have worked for me too.”

      Most of his team members looked at him. Even though they’d been there, they couldn’t quite hide that they all thought this was odd. Even Rysha seemed daunted by the reminder of what he was.

      He sighed, not wanting to be odd. Just wanting to fly. And to take her for a walk along the harbor at sunset. He gave her a sad smile.

      She recovered, masking the concern he’d caught in her eyes, and smiled back.

      “We’ll assume that what you saw is accurate,” Angulus said, not commenting on Trip’s ability to interact with the dragon compound. Neither he, Sardelle, nor Zirkander appeared surprised by it, so Trip was positive reports had preceded him.

      When one discovers a direct descendant of a dragon, one must tell everybody one knows, Jaxi said.

      I understand. Trip frowned. Er, how many people do you know?

      He imagined word getting across the continent to his grandparents before he’d had a chance to tell them personally.

      Not that many that I can speak with—not everybody appreciates having the delightful personality of a sentient sword in their minds.

      Huh, that’s odd.

      Extremely so.

      “I must attempt to get the so-called friendly dragons, the ones that may be willing to work with Iskandians, to come to a meeting.” Angulus turned toward Sardelle. “Can you ask Bhrava Saruth to humbly request that they come to the castle soon?”

      “I can ask Bhrava Saruth,” Sardelle said, “though I haven’t observed that he understands what humbleness is or is overly loved by his fellow dragons.”

      “Do they not bow to his godliness?” Kaika smirked.

      “It’s possible another among them is more of a leader. I’ll do my best to find out, Sire.”

      “There were about twelve of them?” Angulus looked at Trip again.

      “Yes, Sire.”

      “Four of them went out to attack the Cofah airships without being asked,” Blazer said. “It’s possible they may be eager to work with Iskandians.”

      “What were the other ones doing?”

      “Watching Bhrava Saruth sniff Trip like a hound, Sire.”

      Trip resisted the urge to drop his face into his hand. Barely.

      “I’m sure that was riveting,” Zirkander said.

      “A dozen dragons,” Angulus said, not quirking a smile at the humor, “seems so few in comparison to the hundreds that were mentioned, but it is more than we have now. I will do my best to secure a commitment of assistance from them.”

      “I’m certain that not all of those hundreds of dragons are aligned with the Cofah, Sire. The future is daunting—” Sardelle rested a hand on her stomach, “—but I do think it’s unlikely we’ll be swarmed. And we may have a little time to shore up our defenses since Yisharnesh is dead. It may be a while before another Cofah-loyal leader will arise among the dragons. Also, Tolemek has requested that I bribe Bhrava Saruth for samples of his blood so he can use it to make more weapons that are capable of harming dragons, as he did the last time we had vials of dragon blood.”

      “What bribes work on dragons, ma’am?” Rysha asked. “When they have the power to get whatever they want?”

      Sardelle smiled faintly. “Fern, Ridge’s mother, is helping me perfect a mango tart recipe.”

      “Apparently, they’re best when they’re still warm out of the oven,” Zirkander said.

      “We did also manage to bring back a few vials of blood from a dead dragon,” Blazer said. “I’m not sure if they were properly prepared, or how that’s done exactly, but it’s only been a few days since we acquired it. Maybe it’s still viable and Tolemek can make use of it, no bribes required.”

      “Good, get them to him immediately.” Angulus gazed out the window and toward the harbor for several long seconds before turning back to the room. “Keep me apprised on everything dragon-related. I’ll do my best to shore up our defenses, as Sardelle suggested, but we definitely need weapons that can strike at our enemies. There may be more missions to retrieve chapaharii swords, if they can be located.” He nodded at Rysha, as if to suggest she would be responsible for that. “I’ll let our military leaders decide whether the ones we have should be reallocated or not. Thank you all for retrieving them and disabling the portal.”

      Trip joined the others in nodding and murmuring, “You’re welcome, Sire.”

      Angulus and his guards left the office, and Trip was relieved he hadn’t been singled out for anything else, though he was surprised nobody had asked about his father. He had been wondering about how to find him all the way back, and if he could possibly be the answer to their problems.

      Zirkander dismissed the team, and they headed for the door. Trip started after them, but the general spoke again.

      “Trip?” Zirkander waved him back into the room. Maybe Trip’s heritage would be brought up, after all. “You forgetting something?”

      “Sir?”

      “I know soulblades are trendy, but you really don’t need two.” He extended a hand toward Sardelle.

      “Oh,” Trip blurted, feeling like an idiot as he unbuckled the scabbard. He would have remembered before leaving the citadel, he was sure.

      If not, I would have reminded you, Jaxi said.

      I’m sure of that.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Trip said, handing the scabbard to Sardelle. “She was useful on the trip.”

      “Because of her sage advice or because she lit a lot of enemies on fire?”

      Zirkander grinned. “Do you truly need to ask that question?”

      “No,” Sardelle said. “I was curious how diplomatic our young captain is.”

      “Pilots aren’t generally known for their diplomacy,” Zirkander said.

      “Some pilots aren’t.” She gazed blandly at him.

      “And yet they get promoted anyway. Exceedingly odd.” Zirkander waved, as if to leave Trip to Sardelle, and plopped down in his desk chair, opening a folder.

      Trip looked back and forth between them, not sure what he was supposed to do. He hadn’t been dismissed.

      Sardelle smiled at him and gestured at his remaining scabbard. “Azarwrath, is it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Jaxi and Wreltad are the only soulblades I’m aware of left in Iskandia that haven’t gone dormant. Technically, Wreltad isn’t even an Iskandian blade. It’s a good thing he likes playing cards with Ridge and our house guests.”

      She smiled at Zirkander while Trip tried to decipher what the comment meant. He’d briefly been introduced to Wreltad on the flight back and knew Tylie to be the soulblade’s handler. He didn’t think a soulblade could be linked to two people or to a mundane—

      They’re just friends, genius. Don’t hurt your brain thinking so hard. It seemed Jaxi, despite being back in Sardelle’s hands, would continue to share advice with him.

      It would be unfair of me to leave you bereft of my wisdom.

      “I haven’t heard of that many soulblades left in Cofahre, either,” Sardelle said. “I would appreciate it if you would come by the house for dinner, Trip, so we can all chat.”

      “We? Uhm, you and… the swords?”

      “You’re welcome to speak too,” she said dryly.

      “At your house?” Trip didn’t know what he found more intimidating, the idea of going to the house of a sorceress he barely knew or the idea of going to General Zirkander’s house. For dinner. “Er.”

      “Life tip, Trip,” Zirkander said, not looking up from the file he perused. “If a woman shows interest in your sword, you should always chat with her.”

      Sardelle’s eyebrows rose. “Really, Ridge. It should depend on the woman.”

      “Oh? Are you sure?”

      “Quite.”

      “Huh.”

      Sardelle shook her head and met Trip’s gaze again. “We’d love to have you, too, of course. Soulblades, regardless.”

      We? She and General Zirkander? Trip couldn’t imagine that the general truly wanted young pilots traipsing around his house.

      “I imagine you have questions and perhaps an interest in receiving training.” Sardelle spread a hand. “I admit I’d be intimidated at the prospect, but I can offer instruction in the basics. Jaxi informs me that you’re quite a novice currently.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m—I don’t know what I am.” He hadn’t meant that to come out quite so bleak and helpless.

      “One of Ridge’s pilots, I gather.” She nodded toward the wolf head pin on his flight jacket. “With the potential to do more than thwack enemies with machine guns.”

      “Not that there’s anything wrong with machine guns,” Zirkander said, proving he was listening, however distracted by his paperwork he appeared.

      “Certainly not. Though they are noisy.”

      “So is the fwump of Jaxi lighting someone’s flier on fire.”

      “Will tomorrow evening work, Trip?” Sardelle asked. “I understand the squadron is finally getting a day off, presuming no enemy dragons appear on the horizon. I hear that even overworked generals have been promised a day off.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Zirkander flipped a page and scribbled something with a pen.

      “Bring Lieutenant Ravenwood, if you wish. We usually have a few house guests around, so there are plenty of people to talk to, especially now that our allies have returned.”

      “Did you say plenty of people to talk to?” Zirkander asked.

      Sardelle smiled serenely.

      “Tomorrow is fine, ma’am,” Trip said. “Thank you.”

      “Come early if you want,” Zirkander said, looking up from his folder. “We’ll have a beer. You may need one.”

      “Ridge, are you suggesting that he’ll find our discussion onerous?” Sardelle attempted a stern look, but the way her lips quirked didn’t make it convincing.

      “No, I’m suggesting he’ll find our house guests onerous. I don’t know whether to feel flattered or alarmed that we were their first stop. And that there are more of them now.”

      “Ah, yes. I had better perfect that tart recipe soon.”

      Trip didn’t know exactly what they were talking about, but he caught himself smiling for the first time since he’d waved his hand and opened the gate in that dragon compound. He still felt intimidated by the idea of dinner at their house, and talk of training his talents, but General Zirkander had invited him to have a beer. He knew it was silly, especially now that he was a grown man, but that delighted him. He well remembered his daydreams of finding out Zirkander was his father and having him invite him to have a drink. The father dream was more of an impossibility now than ever, but Trip would happily share a beer with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Trip walked down a dead-end street toward the address General Zirkander had given him, the writing bordering on illegible. Was this the right way? He’d been strolling through well-populated suburban areas since leaving the city walls, but this last turn was taking him down a dirt road with a far more rural feel. On either side, tall trees stretched up toward the blue sky, and sunlight glinted on a large pond at the end of the street.

      When he located the right address, it was the last house before the pond, with nothing except tall grass and blackberry bushes on the lot across the street. The home itself was two stories and unpretentious, with a grassy lawn in front and more trees in the back. Trip turned up a tidy walkway toward the front door.

      He wished Rysha were with him, but she’d gone home for her grandmother’s funeral. He’d thought about offering to go with her for support, but couldn’t imagine her parents wanting to see him with their daughter—or at all. Besides, things hadn’t been as comfortable between them since the sword fight. That saddened him, but he didn’t know how to change it.

      A squeal of young giggles drifted through an open window.

      Trip lifted a hand to knock on the door, but it opened before he touched it. Nobody was standing there.

      “General Ridge’s guest is here,” came the familiar voice of a young woman. Tylie?

      Trip hadn’t seen her since she had flown away with Phelistoth and the other dragons.

      Come in, Trip, Sardelle spoke into his mind from wherever she was in the house. We’re going to take over babysitting duties, so you and Ridge can have your beer in peace. Relative peace.

      Trip had gotten used to people—well, swords—speaking into his mind, but hearing Sardelle’s voice that way surprised him. He wasn’t sure why.

      As he stepped inside, more giggles came from the other side of an eccentric couch that looked to be made from flier parts. Parts from crashed fliers. Bullet holes riddled the sides of it.

      Even though it wasn’t his preferred aesthetic, Trip walked forward, curious despite himself. He was distracted from a more thorough examination by Zirkander—the general lay on his back with his legs in his air and a brown-haired toddler in a polka-dotted dress resting on his socked feet, her little hands in his larger ones. He tilted his legs from side to side and front and back, eliciting whoops and giggles.

      Zirkander winked when he noticed Trip. “It’s important to instill the love of flying in them when they’re young.”

      “Yes, sir.” It was all he could manage to say, feeling flummoxed by seeing the legendary general on the floor playing with his kid.

      A golden ferret ran out from what Trip guessed was the kitchen. Powdered sugar dusted its tail, and the toddler giggled at the sight of it.

      On first glance, Trip didn’t think anything of the creature. It wasn’t until his sixth sense kicked in that he realized that was no ferret. It was—

      Yes, it is I. Bhrava Saruth, the god!

      Zirkander rolled to a sitting position, shielding his little daughter as the ferret launched itself onto his shoulder. He grimaced as claws dug into his clothing, and possibly his skin. The ferret—was that truly Bhrava Saruth?—leaned his head in to rub Zirkander’s jaw. Zirkander reached up and patted the furry creature while Trip stared.

      If seeing his general playing with his daughter had flummoxed him, seeing a dragon in ferret form acting like a house pet truly floored him.

      House pet? Certainly not. A dragon god must assume a pleasing form so as not to alarm his worshippers. The ferret lowered his head so the toddler, who was giggling once again, could give him some clumsy pats.

      Yes, she missed you, Bhrava Saruth, Zirkander thought.

      Trip stirred, startled he had heard the silent words. As far as he knew, the general couldn’t speak telepathically. Trip supposed he’d opened up his mind to hear the dragon’s words and was catching surface thoughts from Zirkander. That was alarming. He didn’t want to read his commanding officer’s mind.

      Did you not also miss me, Ridgewalker? You were my first true worshipper when I awoke in this era.

      I know. Zirkander’s expression grew wry. And yes, the house was entirely too restful without you and Phelistoth traipsing through periodically. My cheese wheel got moldy without any dragons here to consume large quantities.

      Going solely by Zirkander’s expression, Trip would have assumed the response sarcastic, but he got the sense that the general truly had missed the dragons being around.

      Cheese? I do not understand why that snooty silver dragon likes that loathsome stuff. It is not at all sweet or appealing. Not like pastries. The ferret sprang from his shoulder to land on the back of the couch. Did you know that my high priestess has acquired a recipe for mango tarts? This is most fabulous news. I cannot wait to sample the results.

      Yes, my mom has been instructing Sardelle on the finer points of baking. When she hasn’t been busy with her students. Uh, speaking of students… Zirkander shifted his gaze toward Trip.

      Trip might have shied away from the attention switching to him, especially when the ferret rose on his hind legs to peer at him, but the fact that he’d met Bhrava Saruth already eased his nerves somewhat. It wasn’t as if the dragon didn’t know exactly what he was.

      Greetings, Telryn Yert, Bhrava Saruth spoke into his mind. It is good to see you have returned to Iskandia. Have you seen my temple? It is most magnificent. Have you decided to renounce all lesser gods and accept me as the pinnacle of divinity? Should you choose to worship me, I will bless you and be available to guide you as you learn to use your powers.

      Trip hadn’t noticed before that Bhrava Saruth had deep green eyes, disturbingly similar to his own, especially now that he wasn’t in dragon form. Oh, ferret eyes weren’t all that close to human ones, either, but they didn’t have slitted irises like a snake’s.

      “I think he just came for dinner,” Zirkander said, and Trip realized Bhrava Saruth must have also been sharing the telepathic words with him. Or everyone in the room. Trip glanced at the girl, who couldn’t have been more than two, and wondered if she also received telepathic communications. “If you promise to bring him sweets and you rub his belly,” Zirkander added, “he’ll probably bless and guide you regardless of your religious affiliation.”

      Yes, belly rubs are most excellent. The ferret dropped down onto the back of the cushion, rolling over to expose his stomach.

      When Trip hesitated, Zirkander gave that stomach a significant look. Bhrava Saruth, his small ferret paws crooked into the air, also gave it a significant look.

      Trip stepped forward and stroked the slinky creature. A contented ahhhh sounded in his mind, reminding him of a purring cat.

      The kitchen door swung open, and Tylie walked out, barefoot, trailed by a boy and a girl of eleven or twelve.

      “There he is.” Tylie pointed at Trip. “He’s the one I told you about. He rescued us from our imprisonment.”

      Trip started to protest—all he’d done was press his palm to a wall—but the boy blurted, “Are you really a half dragon? That’s cracking!”

      “Where’s your father?” the girl asked. “Do you know him? Is he big and scary? Or is he…” She looked at Bhrava Saruth, who was still making contented sounds as Trip stroked his belly.

      “I’ve never met him,” Trip said. “I’m not sure if he’s even alive.”

      “He must be alive if he’s a dragon,” the girl said. “Dragons live for eons.”

      “Can you shape-shift like Bhrava Saruth?” the boy asked. “Can we see?”

      “I don’t know how or if that’s possible.” Trip’s mind boggled at the idea of turning into a ferret. Or an anything.

      “Trip, that is Ferrin,” Zirkander said, waving to the boy, “and Ylisa. You’ve met Tylie. They’re all Sardelle’s students. Kids, that’s Captain Trip, one of my pilots. I don’t think he’s decided yet if he’s going to be a sorcerer.”

      Trip couldn’t believe how calmly Zirkander said that, as if sorcerers and magic were such a common thing. But maybe in this house, they were. That boggled his mind anew.

      “If your dad is a dragon, you have to be a sorcerer,” the girl said. “That’s a rule. It must be.”

      “But he’s too old to train with us, isn’t he?” The boy wrinkled his nose.

      “Tylie’s old, and she trains with us.”

      “But she’s…” The boy waved to Tylie’s bare feet and paint-spattered dress. “She doesn’t seem old.”

      “I need help with the cookies,” came a call from the kitchen. Sardelle?

      The kids bolted in that direction. Tylie waved at Trip and collected the little girl from Zirkander.

      “Sardelle says you and Captain Trip can go have your beer, General Ridge,” she proclaimed, smiling. “We’re going to babysit.” The smile broadened. “Jaxi’s going to help. She missed babysitting terribly.”

      That’s not what I said, Jaxi spoke into Trip’s mind. I said I missed the family. Being in charge of a toddler? Nobody could miss that.

      “Thank you, Tylie,” Zirkander said, rolling to his feet. “Why don’t we go out to the duck blind, Trip? It’s my escape for when the house gets a little too hectic. Magically hectic, that is.” He didn’t quite shudder, but Trip received the distinct image of Zirkander trying to read a magazine on the bullet-riddled couch while objects levitated across the living room, occasionally crashing to the floor when a young student’s concentration lapsed.

      “Yes, sir.” Trip followed him out of the house, though a duck blind wasn’t quite what he’d imagined when he’d pictured having a beer with the general. Did Zirkander hunt? Shooting ducks seemed like it would be boring after battling against flying pirates and enemy pilots, targets that shot back.

      A chittering came from behind them, and the golden-furred ferret ran past them and along a path out of the yard and toward the pond. He disappeared around a bend, following the shoreline.

      “Alas, it’s hard to keep magic entirely out of the duck blind,” Zirkander admitted.

      “He comes by often?”

      “To visit his high priestess, yes,” Zirkander said, leading the way along the pond’s edge, reeds and grasses stretching up to either side of the muddy path. “And Phelistoth visits because he’s linked to Tylie, who is here a lot, still learning from Sardelle. I guess it takes years to grasp all the finer points of magic. And last night, a new dragon came to dinner. I believe I have you to thank for that.” Zirkander looked back and quirked his eyebrows.

      “Yes, sir. I mean, we did free the Iskandian dragons. We were happy to do so once we learned they actually liked humans and wanted to be our allies. I didn’t know visits to your dinner table would be the result. Which one was it?”

      “Shulina-something. I’m not positive, but I believe Bhrava Saruth may have been flirting with her. They—ah, hm.” Zirkander paused, his gaze forward again.

      They had reached the duck blind, a cement and stone structure set into the shoreline at one end of the pond. A wide rectangular window overlooked the water, and a wooden door in the side stood open, revealing the interior, which had nothing to do with hunting. A faded carpet covered the cement floor, and two old, hideously upholstered chairs rested against the back wall, a table between them. A bookcase on the far side held magazines, novels, and a phonograph, as well as a cracker tin and a grease-stained brown bag.

      “Well,” Zirkander said, looking at the roof of the structure rather than inside. “I guess that explains the absence of the ducks that usually rush the place, hoping for crackers.”

      Not one but two golden-furred ferrets scampered about on top of the duck blind.

      “I assume that’s the female?” Zirkander looked at Trip.

      Though the dragons’ auras were significantly diminished when they were in this form, something Trip had first experienced when he’d struggled to pick the silver dragons out of that pigeon flock, he could still sense that they were magical creatures. And he could tell that Shulina Arya was the second ferret. Her aura brimmed with youthful energy and enthusiasm.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That most definitely looks like flirting,” Zirkander decided.

      Both ferrets stopped scampering and rose up on their hind legs to look down at them. Bhrava Saruth’s deep green eyes were different from Shulina Arya’s violet ones, but they both contained power and an appealing allure, even in this form. Trip had the sense of them gazing into his soul and knowing all of his hopes and fears. Zirkander gazed back at them, a hand in his pocket, looking as unflappable as always. Though he’d battled enemy dragons numerous times, he didn’t seem to have any trouble accepting these as allies. And house guests.

      Greetings, friends, the female said. I have been informed that many humans in this era are not yet aware that some dragons are amicable and do not pose a threat, so I am hiding in this diminutive form. The female ferret—she was slightly larger than Bhrava Saruth—dropped to all fours, ran forward, and peered over the roof. Also, Bhrava Saruth said it would be fun.

      “Captain, does that ferret have frosting smudged in its whiskers?”

      “I’m not sure, sir,” Trip said, startled by the question.

      The female’s whiskers did seem to be oddly clumped together on one side, and a smear of something white stuck to one furred ear.

      The male ferret chittered, dropped to all fours, and sprang off the roof of the duck blind. He disappeared into the grasses, and the female leaped after him.

      Zirkander shook his head and walked inside.

      “Fish for a while?” he asked, plucking up two poles that leaned in the corner by the door.

      “Yes, sir.” Trip grinned as he accepted one of the poles.

      He suspected Zirkander had invited him out here to talk about something, but he didn’t care. He was happy to chat with the general, both because of who he was and because he was one of the few people he’d encountered who wasn’t perturbed by magic. If Zirkander had dragons and sorcerers-in-training all over his house, he wasn’t likely to object to another magically inclined being in his life. Or in one of his squadrons, Trip hoped.

      “Damn, I was afraid of that.”

      “Sir?”

      Zirkander had moved to the far side of the duck blind to peer in the brown paper sack.

      “My stash from Donotono’s Bakery was raided.”

      “By ferrets, sir?”

      “It seems so. Fortunately, Sardelle is making cookies. They’re always good, and I pretend the eggs weren’t magically lifted over the bowl and cracked open as part of a training exercise.” Zirkander turned toward a rope that dangled through the open window and into the water outside. The inside end was tied to something reminiscent of a cat bookend. “Beer or sarsaparilla?” he offered.

      “Yes, sir. Beer.”

      Zirkander tugged up the rope, revealing a net full of stoneware bottles that had been nestled in the pond. “It’s fed by glacier water from the Ice Blades,” he said with a wink. “The pond doesn’t need to be resupplied daily with ice to stay cold.”

      “That’s smart, sir. Though I imagine some magical device could be made to keep beverages chilled.” Trip wondered if he could use his newfound talents to augment the devices he enjoyed building.

      “Oh, no. The duck blind is a magic-free zone.” Zirkander drew two bottles from the net with Rampaging Ram Brewery stamps on the front. “It’s a refuge for those unenlightened mundane folk needing a break from the peculiarities of sorcery.”

      Trip peered past him toward the recently raided bakery bag.

      “Well, in my fantasies it is.” Zirkander handed him a beer, quirked a half smile, and grabbed a bait bucket.

      They used a stump to clamber up to the roof. There weren’t seats, but Zirkander plopped down on the edge of the duck blind, dangling his legs over the side, and poked into the bait bucket. Trip settled beside him and did the same. They cast out lines, carefully avoiding a surprisingly large flock of ducks making a home in the nearby reeds, and Trip looked over at Zirkander a few times, expecting the general to bring up whatever he had wanted to talk about.

      “The swirlblers are most numerous, but sometimes you’ll catch a dragon darter,” Zirkander offered.

      “I don’t think we have those in Eastern Iskandia.”

      “You fish often over there?”

      “A few times with my grandfather. He used to make me scrounge for the bait.”

      “Ah, I have access to an eleven-year-old boy for that.” Zirkander waved toward the house. “I pay him a nucro for ten worms and pretend he doesn’t use magic to dig them out of the ground in about five seconds.”

      As they further discussed the types of fish in the pond and strategies for retrieving them, it slowly dawned on Trip that the general hadn’t invited him out here to speak of anything in particular. Maybe he’d just wanted to get to know Trip better or show him all the eclectic visitors that came and went here, and also show that he was accustomed to them. Even though Trip’s heritage revelation seemed momentous to him, it might not be a big deal to Zirkander. If he’d had three full-blooded dragons as dinner guests the night before, what was one rather human-looking half-blooded one?

      “Sir,” Trip said, “will there be more missions soon? I know the king was concerned about our report.”

      “Very likely, but we haven’t put anything together yet. Tomorrow, we’ll start training pilots to fly with soldiers wielding the dragon-slaying swords from the back seats, do some practice runs and figure out the best way to get them close enough to strike.”

      “Will Major Blazer continue to be a wielder?”

      “Nah, better to have the pilots piloting.” Zirkander thumped him on the shoulder with the back of his hand. “We’re the flying rickshaw service for the army, you know.”

      “I suppose in the case of dragons, that makes sense.”

      “They’ll all go to the elite troops, I figure. Brace yourself. You’ll meet Colonel Therrik soon. He has a dislike for pilots, magic, dragons, magic, lower-ranking officers who don’t salute him promptly enough, and magic. Did I mention magic?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Also, if you get stuck taking him up to fight, he may throw up in your back seat.”

      “Er, is it possible to avoid getting him? I’d much rather have… oh, I guess I don’t know if she’ll continue to be a wielder.” Trip hoped her sword would go to someone else, but he doubted he would be that lucky.

      “Lieutenant Ravenwood?”

      “Yes, sir. She left my back seat in pristine condition, even pried out a ration bar wrapper that some previous occupant had left crammed in there.”

      Zirkander chuckled. “I expect she will continue to wield one of the swords, if she’s willing. Her academic background gives her some insight into the blades that the average combat soldier doesn’t have, so she might even end up as an advisor on them.”

      Trip hadn’t expected anything less, though he felt a pang of disappointment at this confirmation. He would still like to have her in his flier, rather than some other soldier. Admittedly, it had nothing to do with tidiness or wrapper extraction.

      “The king mentioned having already sent some archives over for her to study, information she might not have come across before that could help with locating more of those swords.” Zirkander wiggled his pole. So far, neither of them had had any nibbles. “As you could probably guess, he’s worried about all those dragons reputed to have come through the portal, especially when compared to the small number of dragons interested in allying themselves with Iskandia.”

      “I wish my report had been more favorable for us.” Trip wondered if he should mention the idea he’d been mulling over, of seeking his father. Unfortunately, it sounded like Rysha would be busy with other research.

      “At least you kept the empire from getting the portal. That’s something. I prefer the dragons that terrorize the countryside and eat sheep over the ones that ally themselves with enemy nations.”

      “But the ones that ally with us are acceptable?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” Ferret chitters came from the grass behind the duck blind. Zirkander’s eyelids drooped as he looked in that direction, then back to his inactive fishing pole. “Is it possible their dragonly aura is keeping the fish away?”

      “You’re asking me? I think you’re more of a dragon expert than I am, sir.”

      “Am I? That’s alarming.”

      Zirkander pulled his line in and checked the bait. The worm still dangled there. He plumped it up a little and tossed it back in. “I’ve tried pieces of pastries before and had some luck. It’s too bad my stash was raided.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Trip didn’t particularly care that his line hadn’t received any nibbles. He sensed the fish down there, lounging in the afternoon sun, and thought about pointing out that they would be livelier earlier in the morning. But he doubted Zirkander would invite him out for fishing at dawn. Besides, it was pleasant out here with the sun warming his shoulders. Maybe this would be a good time to bring up his idea. If he wanted to go hunting for Agarrenon Shivar, he would need Zirkander to approve leave for him.

      “Sir? I was also told—well, Bhrava Saruth suggested it actually—that the dragon who, uh, sired me… Is that the right term?”

      “If you’re part horse, certainly.”

      “What about part dragon? You are the expert, sir.”

      “I’ll have to consult with Sardelle later. She’s more expertly than I.” Zirkander spread a hand toward him. “Your sire—go on.” He cocked his head, seemingly interested in the direction of the conversation.

      Trip found that promising. “Apparently, Bhrava Saruth could tell by sniffing me who that dragon was. Is. Well, I’m not sure if it’s an is or a was. He didn’t go through the portal with the others a thousand years ago, so Bhrava Saruth didn’t know, either. His name is Agarrenon Shivar. Nobody knows what happened to him, but he was supposed to be very powerful and thus respected by the rest of the dragons. Apparently, you just have to be powerful to be respected in their society, not charismatic, smart, or fair.”

      “I’d like to say that it’s different for humans, but I can’t make that claim.”

      “On the way back, I was thinking that if I could find him and entice him to join us, that he could, at the least, boost our allies by one. But if the rest of the dragons still fear and respect him, maybe he could do even more, like tell them to leave Iskandia alone altogether.”

      “You think he might be amenable to this because you’re a relative?”

      “I’m not sure, sir. I’m inclined to think not, as when I mentioned this idea to Rysha—Lieutenant Ravenwood—she said that dragons don’t have feelings for their offspring and that the ones that mated with humans often mated with all manner of interesting creatures, and it was more about pleasure and, uh, sexual conquest than relationships.” Trip’s cheeks heated. When he’d envisioned beer and fishing with Zirkander, talk of sexual conquests hadn’t been a part of it. “But,” he pressed on, “maybe we could offer him something. Maybe he’s lonely wherever he is.”

      “I’m not sure there’s room in the capital for another dragon temple,” Zirkander said.

      “It was just a thought, sir. Since we do have fewer dragon allies than Cofahre.”

      “Yes, we always seem to have fewer resources than they do.” Zirkander sighed wistfully.

      “I’ll train with Sardelle whenever there’s time, sir. If she’ll have me. Then we can at least have… Well, I’d never dreamed of becoming a sorcerer, but since that fate has come my way, I’d at least like to be less bumbling with my abilities.”

      “She’ll be happy to hear that, though I gather she is daunted by the idea of training you.” Zirkander grinned. “Even in her time, when sorcerers were more powerful than the ones around today, there wasn’t anyone who was the offspring of a dragon.”

      Trip couldn’t imagine anyone being daunted by him, except perhaps pirates going up against him in aerial battles.

      “So, are you proposing a mission?” Zirkander asked. “To find your father and try to recruit him?”

      A mission? He hadn’t considered that might be a possibility.

      “I think it could be worthwhile to find him. But I figured it would just be something I could try to do the next time I have some leave. Are captains even allowed to propose missions?”

      “Sure. Whether anyone listens when they do so is debatable, but it might be good for you to do this sooner rather than later.” Zirkander’s face grew grim. “We might not have time later.”

      “I confess, I wouldn’t know where to start looking, sir. My mother was an herbalist and traveled quite a bit, looking for exotic plants useful in tinctures and such. I don’t know which continents she went to. After I was born, she stayed at home with me, but before that, she went all over the world, I understand.” Trip wished he’d had the chance to know his mother as an adult. She’d told him stories when he’d been a boy, but he barely remembered them now, and that saddened him.

      “I imagine Lieutenant Ravenwood could help you research. It’s a good idea to make friends with a smart woman, no matter how powerful you are.”

      “I’ll keep that advice in mind, sir. It does seem sage.”

      “Any thoughts as to who you’d like on a dragon-seeking mission?” Zirkander asked. “I’d want to keep the team small, so we don’t have too many people away from the country. It’s been blessedly quiet this last week—maybe all the dragons were concerned about the portal?—but we can’t count on that continuing. There were two more attacks in the north after your team left.”

      Trip scratched his jaw, surprised he was being asked. Would he be in charge of such a mission? Even though he was technically a captain now, he still felt like a lieutenant.

      He was tempted to throw out Leftie’s name, since he knew what to expect from Leftie, but if he had the opportunity to use magic, he didn’t want to have to stifle it because it might make people uncomfortable. Duck had been fairly unflappable in regard to dragons and magic. He supposed any of the soldiers who’d worked with Sardelle in the past would have a similar viewpoint. The trouble was that he didn’t know who those people were.

      If Blazer came along, Trip definitely wouldn’t be in charge. That might be all right, so long as he had the leeway to follow hunches—and wasn’t left out of any planning meetings. He still felt a tad disgruntled over that.

      “Should I pick some people?” Zirkander asked when Trip didn’t answer.

      “You know everyone over here far better than I do, so that might be best, sir. I think people who aren’t intimidated by magic would be ideal. I liked working with Duck. And Captain Kaika.” Trip didn’t know if Zirkander could get Kaika, since she was in another unit, and this would not be like the last mission, not sanctioned by the king. Somehow, Trip doubted Angulus would want to put a lot of resources toward a young pilot’s search for his father.

      “Major Blazer will be crushed that she didn’t make your short list.” Zirkander grinned.

      “She was all right to work for, sir. I wouldn’t mind flying with her again. I’m just not sure she adored me.”

      “Were you expecting that? I’ve yet to have a commanding officer who adored me, and Sardelle assures me that I’m adorable. Possibly because she’s not expected to get me to obey orders.”

      “Yes, sir,” Trip said, not wanting to comment one way or another on his commanding officer’s adorableness.

      “All right, a hunt for another dragon ally. Good.” Zirkander clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll see what kind of team I can put together for this.” He cocked his head for a few seconds, then looked in the direction of the house and rose to his feet. “Sounds like it’s dinnertime.”

      There hadn’t been a “sound,” so Trip assumed Sardelle had spoken telepathically to him.

      “Fortunately, the fish we didn’t catch weren’t paramount for the meal.” Zirkander pulled in his line. “Actually, I think Sardelle prefers it when I don’t catch anything.”

      “Does she have to clean the fish?”

      “No, I get that dubious duty, but nobody under twenty in the house cares for fish, so it’s a battle to convince them to eat it.”

      “Do the dragons end up with the leftovers?” Trip asked, still bemused by their presence in the general’s house. But encouraged by it. He was beginning to believe some of those stories about humans and dragons living and battling together in dragon-rider outposts. And, as alarming as it was to have them back in the world en masse, he felt some hope that Iskandia would survive. He thought of Zirkander’s little girl and his new baby coming and vowed he would do his best to make sure the country did survive.

      “Baked goods leftovers? Yes. Fish? Not usually.” Zirkander hopped down from the duck blind and tucked his pole inside. “They prefer cheese, chili mango beef jerky, mangoes in general, strawberries, sweets of all kinds, vinegar crisps, and Phelistoth often shows up in human form for coffee in the morning. It’s a good thing I ultimately accepted the promotion to general because my grocery bill has been alarming these last couple of years.”

      “I’ll try not to eat too much at dinner.”

      “You eat as much as you want,” Zirkander said as they walked up the path toward the house. “You have a quest coming up.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m excited about it, even though—well, I’ll try not to get my hopes up that he’ll be interested in me.” Trip winced. He hadn’t meant to voice that concern again.

      “We don’t all get the fathers we wish we had. But it goes both ways. Fathers don’t always get the kids they want.”

      Since Trip doubted the general’s toddler was old enough to elicit such a sentiment, he assumed Zirkander was referencing his relationship with his father.

      “I’m sure you couldn’t have been a disappointment, sir.”

      “My father wanted someone to climb mountains with him and search for ancient treasures. He positively loathes dragon fliers and thinks I’m a kook for going up in them.” Zirkander grinned as they crossed onto the lawn, and there didn’t seem to be any bitterness in it. He must have come to terms with his relationship with his father long ago. “But look, blood isn’t everything. You find people in your life that you can trust and that care for you, and don’t worry too much about the ones who are disappointed you’re not the person they wanted you to be.”

      “Yes, sir,” Trip said.

      Zirkander paused at the door, holding it open as he looked back toward the yard. Trip thought he might give some more advice, but he merely watched as the two golden ferrets raced through the grass and into the house.

      “I believe that means the cookies are done,” he said.

      

      
        THE END
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