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      “James, Ethan, come in. Thank you for arriving so quickly,” Cid said, motioning Ethan and me into his office.

      The older knight seemed to have aged in the last few months of the war. He didn’t keep himself as neatly shaved as he used to—specks of white and gray hair sprinkled his shadowy beard. His eyes drooped, crow lines branching out from them.

      We were all tired. Ever since I’d fled from Plainsroad Village during the first Wyranth attack, my life had been moving from one crisis to the next. The action had slowed a little since we retook Rislandia City and lost our kingdom’s only airship in the process, but instead of taking a break, The Knights of the Crystal Spire took it upon ourselves to redouble our efforts in training.

      Cid needed as many knights as possible for the coming battles, which very well could be even bloodier and more taxing than the beginnings of this war. After all, we didn’t have an airship to soften the enemy up anymore.

      “Of course,” Ethan von Lantern said. He had a sword holstered on one hip and a pistol on another—the mark of a full Knight of the Crystal Spire. He’d been promoted soon after I was raised to the journeyman rank, allowing him to lord over me yet again. It had been a nice couple of weeks of being equals. I hoped I’d make full knight soon, if only so Ethan wouldn’t be able to boss me around anymore.

      Ethan had a slightly more muscular build than I did, and was taller, too. In a lot of ways, everything I could do, he could do better. He deserved the rank, even if my hunger for it made me a little jealous.

      Another person sat in Cid’s office with us, not a fellow knight, but a Lieutenant in the Grand Rislandian Army. He was short compared to the rest of us, and slightly overweight, but not fat. He had dark brown hair, which looked to be receding just a little on his forehead. Lieutenant Edwin Ral, the pilot of the former airship, Liliana. I hadn’t seen him since our long journey to the strange Zenwey continent. As pilot, he didn’t leave the bridge much, so I hadn’t gotten to know him as well as some of the other crew.

      “I don’t suppose I need to introduce Lieutenant Ral to either of you?” Cid asked.

      We shook our heads.

      “Hey, Ethan, James,” Ral said.

      “Good,” Cid said, leaning over his desk and folding his hands atop it. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to recall you from your training for a new mission. Hopefully, you’re refreshed and ready to go.”

      Training often made me more tired than action, but I didn’t need to press the point. The truth was, I’d be happy to get out of Rislandia City and back into interesting work.

      Before this, I’d been set to guard Princess Reina, which ended up being more exciting than it should have with an assassination attempt on her father, but I hated standing guard, watching, waiting. Maybe it came from years of farm work, but I liked being on the move, occupied. Standing still didn’t come naturally to me.

      “We’re ready as we’ll ever be,” Ethan said, speaking on our behalf.

      “Good,” Cid said. “Your next assignment’s going to take you to Loveridge.”

      “That’s still behind enemy lines, isn’t it?” I asked. During the last major battle I’d parkten in, we’d taken back Irslandia City from the Wyranth, but they still held much of our land in their clutches.

      Our forces had advanced into Greenhorne recently, but we hadn’t been able to push past the Wyranth lines beyond the town. That was my understanding, unless I’d missed some news. Though in recent days, I’d kept pretty up to date on Rislandian matters, given I spent so much time with the princess.

      “It is,” Cid said. “You’ve posed as a Wyranth soldier before, when breaking into the prison with me to rescue Baron von Monocle.”

      “And again, when we discovered the Wyranth serum mine a few months ago,” Ethan said.

      Cid nodded. “You both have the experience needed to infiltrate. You won’t be spending too much time with the Wyranth soldiers proper, if all goes well. You’ll get in and out of Loveridge as quickly as possible.”

      Cid was being coy. I did’t know why he didn’t just tell us what the assignment was going to be. Could it be because of the danger involved? He didn’t want to risk us but probably had no choice. In a lot of ways, Cid treated us like we were his children more than just soldiers. It had its benefits and its drawbacks.

      “We’re happy to serve however is needed,” Ethan said.

      Cid unfolded a map of the Loveridge region, setting it down on his desk. The town was a small one, which felt funny for me to think. Plainsroad Village, my hometown, barely warranted being mentioned on a map. Loveridge was much bigger, and as a young farm boy, I’d thought it was the pinnacle of civilization, but since my time traveling, I’d seen real cities. Loveridge had a single Main Street for the commercial part of town, with houses scattered in the forest beyond. Not much to it compared to Rislandia City.

      “Here’s the general area,” Cid said. He pointed to a spot in the north. “The bulk of the Wyranth troops are stationed here.” He dragged his finger around to the east. “If you circle around this way, you can avoid most of their army and enter without any problems. We’ve got Wyranth uniforms and travel papers ready for you, so you can act as if you’re scouts patrolling the area.”

      “Once there,” Cid continued, “you’re going to be looking for the work of a Dr. Metzengerstein, a scientist from Nyanzi, who we believe has been providing the Wyranth with different technological and biological advantages in the recent campaign.”

      “Biological?” I asked.

      Cid glanced to Ral. “I think you’d best handle this one.”

      The pilot sat up a little straighter in his chair as if he’d been off in his own world during the discussion so far. “Yes,” he said. “I came across the doctor’s work nearly three years ago when we’d first retired the Liliana to the Loveridge forest. He’s not Rislandian, though he keeps a laboratory here. It seems he has been altering people to fuse them with different animalistic traits. It sounds crazy, but I know what I saw.”

      Ethan blinked. “What did you see?”

      “A woman with extra, spider-like arms,” Ral said, shivering. “The sight of spiders gives me the creeps to this day.”

      A woman mixed with a spider? It sounded absurd. However, I’d seen giant bats with hands and feet, and the strange blue Nightmen on the Zenwey continent, not to mention real giants. How could I question his story? Ral didn’t seem like the type to make things up.

      “We haven’t been able to verify Ral’s specific claims,” Cid said, “but we’ve built an intelligence file on the doctor since then, which seems to corroborate his story. He’s been involved with human experimentation. We believe he’s the one responsible for creating the giant’s blood serum the Wyranth soldiers have used to their advantage during their most recent advances. New reports indicate he’s met with top-ranking Wyranth officials in Loveridge in recent days.”

      Ral tapped his fingers on the desk. “We’ve also heard rumors that the Iron Emperor has obtained airship design plans, which disappeared from the Liliana when it crashed. It’s unclear if the two events are related, but our engineers are having trouble rebuilding the ship without plans. You’ll need to retrieve any information on Wyranth experiments on humans or with airships you can find.”

      Cid nodded. “Can you tell us a little more of what you know of the location?”

      “His lab was just south of the main town, off a dirt path to the right, disguised as a small farm and house. You can’t miss it because the forest thins out. Last I saw,” Ral said, “the barn was in flames. The whole thing was burning down when I’d left. I reported everything to General Cartwright at the time, but I don’t think he ever sent someone to investigate this strange scientist.”

      Cid glanced between us. “It’ll be on you to investigate. If the Wyranth are developing something new, we need to know about it.”

      I clapped my hands together. “You can count on us, sir.”

      Ethan grinned. “Sounds like it’ll be a good time. When do we leave?”

      “We’ll get you fitted with Wyranth uniforms and prepare you for departure tomorrow morning,” Cid said.

      “Good luck,” Ral said, biting on his lower lip. “I hope you don’t run into any spidery women.”

      I hoped we wouldn’t either. The Wyranth would be enough of a challenge for us to deal with. But I didn’t mind. It would be good to get back to real knight work again.
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      I stood in front of three large mirrors, two angled toward me, and one facing me straight on. The tailor worked at the seams on my ankles, marking with different pins while I could do nothing but stare at myself.

      My hair was getting a little long, light brown bangs falling into my eyes. I’d bulked up in muscle during the last few months. Honestly, I looked impressive. I smirked to the mirror.

      “I know that look, James Gentry,” a feminine voice said from behind me.

      Her reflection appeared in the mirror. Elegant blonde tresses fell just over the bodice of a baby blue dress that accented her eyes. It fit her form so perfectly. The tailor had clearly designed it for her. I was glad he did. It was all I could do not to let my jaw go slack.

      The sight of Princess Reina stilled my heart every time she appeared. It didn’t matter that I saw her every day since being assigned to guard her. I’d never get used to her intense beauty. It was hard to believe she was real. Even crazier, she liked me.

      “Uh, what look?” I asked. I did my best not to let my voice crack, but my throat was so dry.

      “The one where you’re contemplating trouble,” she said.

      “Oh,” I said.

      She nodded to herself as if proud she’d rooted something out of me. She came closer to the podium while the tailor worked, tugging at the end of the fabric of the Wyranth soldier’s jacket. “Their uniforms are almost as oppressive as they are. I’m glad our flag at least gives a little flair with the gear and wings symbol.”

      The crest of her house. I liked the look of it as well, but having grown up seeing the flag everywhere, I supposed I was biased.

      “All right,” the tailor said, interrupting the thought. He stepped back to take a look. “I believe that will look about right on you. Where’s the next boy?”

      “Present,” Ethan said, entering the dressing room a moment after speaking. “It’s a bit crowded in here, isn’t it?”

      “We won’t be in here much longer,” Reina said, hooking her arm under mine. “James and I will go for a walk while we wait for Ethan to get measured. Isn’t that right, James?”

      My face became hot, but I wasn’t sure why. “Uh…yeah. We’ll do that,” I said.

      As Reina dragged me backward, Ethan stepped on the platform to get his Wyranth uniform fitted. I caught him making a kissy face at me through the mirror. My face must have reddened even more.

      Like he was one to judge me. He was just as head over heels for Zaira von Monocle, airship captain extraordinaire and my best friend before all of this knight craziness began. Everyone always said she and I would get married one day, but all that changed when I got entangled with the princess.

      We walked through the corridors of the royal palace. We’d been able to use the royal tailor for the job to make sure we had the best work done for our mission. Various servants and attendants went wide-eyed as they saw the princess with someone in a Wyranth uniform.

      “You could have let me change first, at least,” I said.

      Reina brought me over to a sitting room with plush couches made of red fabric. The corner of the room had a vase with tall exotic flowers in it, and a brilliant, colorful tapestry with a rendition of the Crystal Spire hung on the wall. Reina released me and closed the door behind her.

      I stood there like a buffoon, both confused and in awe of her beauty. Her eyes held such fire in them, such passion. For me? What did I ever do to deserve such a blessing?

      Instead of an answer, I was greeted by Reina rushing to press herself against me. I wrapped my arms around her, dutifully holding her close. Her hair smelled of jasmine, a beautiful scent I could breathe in for eternity if she would let me. But she didn’t arrange this meeting so I could ogle her. I knew what she wanted.

      I leaned my head in. She closed her eyes and parted her lips eagerly. We kissed. A good, long kiss. Our tongues met. Even the way she kissed was dainty and beautiful. Her mouth was warm, and I fast became warm all over. I squeezed her closer to me.

      Moments later, we came up for air.

      She shivered. “James, you’re amazing.”

      “No, you’re amazing,” I countered.

      We stared at each other, and then we both broke into laughter.

      “People must think we’re so stupid,” Reina said.

      “I don’t really care what they think. I want to go to the top of the Crystal Spire and shout your name,” I said.

      Reina smiled. “Save me some of your passion for when you get back.”

      Get back. The mission, right. It had been a long time since I’d been assigned to a mission that would take me away from her. The last time was when I’d traveled to the Zenwey continent on the Liliana.

      Reina and I had barely known each other then. We’d exchanged a few kisses, but it wasn’t like now. Now, it felt like I had to rip my heart out and leave it here. A sense of dread filled my chest.

      Reina noticed. I could tell by the way her eyes softened. “I’ve worried you, haven’t I? Oh, I’m sorry. You’ll do fine, James. I know you will. I have faith in you.”

      “This’ll be a dangerous one,” I said softly.

      Reina nodded, and then pressed her head against my shoulder.

      I ran my hand through her hair, enjoying the sensation of her breathing on my neck. It tickled, but in a good way. “At least it’s not halfway across the world like last time. I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

      “I hope not,” Reina said, “but I wanted to see you before you left, regardless.”

      I wasn’t sure what I should say afterward, so I stood and held her. We naturally rocked back and forth after a time, like slow dancing but to no music. Time slowed, and I didn’t want it to end.

      Reina lifted her head. I took the opportunity to lay another kiss on her. She was eager. My hands drifted to her waist.

      A noise sounded. The door handle jingled, and the hinge creaked. Someone opened the door.

      Reina jumped backward, placing a hand on her chest. She turned to see one of the palace servants. “Joel, you scared the daylights out of me,” she said.

      The servant blushed, casting his eyes aside. It was clear he didn’t want to cause the princess any embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Princess,” he said. “King Malaky sent me to retrieve you. His fever is worsening, and he wants to see you. I didn’t know you were, uh, indisposed.”

      I scratched my head, embarrassed at the awkward situation, but I was also worried about King Malaky. A fever? “I should probably be getting back to the tailor, anyway. He probably needs the uniform back to do his alterations.”

      Reina nodded. “Could you give us a second, Joel?”

      The servant bowed his head, stepped outside, and closed the door.

      “What’s wrong with your father?” I asked, my thoughts drifting back to the king.

      “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. He’s been feeling ill the past few days. He just needs some rest,” she said. Her voice wavered, however. She was nervous but was trying to put on a good front. Whether it was because she didn’t want to worry me before my mission, or she was trying to hope for the best, I couldn’t tell. But there was something wrong.

      I couldn’t call her on it. Not now. I merely nodded. “Okay,” I said. “I’m glad I got to see you at least.”

      “Me, as well,” Reina said.

      I took her hands into mine and squeezed. “I love you,” I said.

      “I love you, too.”

      Her fingertips dragged off mine, touching me in an elegant and sensual way. I could have melted then.

      She turned to the door, giving me one final glance over her shoulder before looking back. “You stay safe,” she said. Then, she opened the door and departed with the servant.

      I made my way back into the tailor’s chamber, where Ethan had already changed back into his typical attire of browns and leathers. He grinned wickedly at me as I returned. “How was it?” he asked patronizingly.

      I narrowed my eyes, stepped up to him, and shoved him.

      Ethan laughed and held his hands up. The tailor looked at me as if I were crazy but didn’t say anything.

      “I’m just teasing,” Ethan said.

      “I know,” I said. I sounded like I was pouting. I didn’t know what made me so defensive about it.

      “You’d best get her off your mind before tomorrow, though. You’re gonna need to focus on this mission. We have to pretend to be Wyranth soldiers, after all.”

      “I’ll be fine, Hans,” I said. It was the name on the forged travel papers Ethan had.

      “I’m sure you will, Klaus,” Ethan said.

      We’d decided to try to use the names as much as possible to get used to them. But they were so odd, so foreign. How did the Wyranth use those names? I couldn’t quite fathom it. Even though he was teasing me, Ethan was right. I was going to have to focus on making sure we succeeded in this mission.

      I couldn’t afford to worry about Reina, or King Malaky for that matter. Part of me wanted to tell Ethan I’d found out the king was ill, but I thought better of it. He didn’t need to bear the burden of such knowledge before heading out on a mission. It would have been better if I’d not seen Reina at all.
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      We hitched a ride on a horseless carriage on our way out of the capital city before dawn. Our army had recently advanced on Greenhorne, which was just down the road from Plainsroad Village, my hometown. They’d cut off the Wyranth near my village in the process, and we were able to ride there safely.

      It’s where the carriage stopped, as we would be traveling through the forest by foot with Loveridge due south, the road veering toward the west. We hoped to avoid the main line so the Wyranth wouldn’t spot us—and also so our own people wouldn’t see us and mistakenly shoot at us.

      The sun crept over the horizon when we reached Plainsroad Village. Our driver slowed and finally stopped just where the old schoolhouse had been.

      I hopped out of the carriage, slinging my pack over my shoulder, and made for the spot.

      My heart sank into my stomach. My hands became sweaty and balmy. I clutched at the fabric of my Wyranth uniform, needing something to hold onto from what I saw.

      It had been razed to the ground. Only embers and wreckage remained where I’d spent hours upon hours in a classroom. I recalled Mrs. Everley writing out math lessons on the chalkboard. I used to wad up bits of paper and spit them at the back of Zaira’s head.

      Once, she’d gotten so mad she’d turned around and tackled me right out of my chair. The whole class laughed and mocked us when we were on the ground, her atop me.

      I decided it would be best not to tell Ethan that story.

      My memories were so vivid, burned into my mind as deeply as the char from the remains of the schoolhouse.

      By the schoolhouse was the market square where my father used to sell our farm goods to traveling merchants up and down the road. Tomatoes were our main crop, but we also grew potatoes and grains, and we sold chickens and cows from time to time. I’d help him on days when I didn’t have school. I missed those days. I missed Da.

      My knees became weak. They buckled.

      I landed on hard-packed dirt, pain flaring in my kneecaps, paling in comparison to the immense torture in my chest.

      It hadn’t been all that long ago since I departed Plainsroad Village. A fateful night where the Wyranth war engines clacked their way forward until their barrage of armaments attacked my home.

      I hadn’t seen the worst of it. My father had told me to take Zaira and go on the family horse, Lightning, and get as far away as possible. The fear in his eyes had been so intense, I had no choice but to obey.

      The Wyranth destroyed our home. They killed my parents. Over the months, I did everything I could to hold the feelings back, to forget Ma and Da. I put my all into becoming a knight—the best knight possible—in order to push aside what had happened. I worked hard to forget.

      Part of me wanted to never return to Plainsroad Village. Everything here served as a reminder of the life I’d had, of the loving parents who did their best to raise me. The home cooked meals, the camaraderie of working together in the fields, the washed clothes—they were all gone now. I’d taken them for granted then. It was all the Wyranths’ fault.

      I dug my fingers into the dirt, picking up several pebbles and a handful of the rocky substance.

      “Are you okay?” Ethan asked.

      I cocked my arm back and flung the dirt toward the broken structure that was formerly the schoolhouse. While doing so, I let out the angriest yell, a gesture of pure rage. It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair. The Wyranth took so much from all of us. How could this be allowed to happen?

      The dirt scattered in the wind, some of the pebbles going so far as to hit the side of the razed schoolhouse. It was over now. The anger evaporated.

      My body still felt shaky, hungry for something I couldn’t quite grasp. It didn’t matter, but it did make this mission all the more important.

      We could never let the Wyranth succeed in their torment of Rislandians again.

      The view of my old town served as a reminder we weren’t just following some orders, but this war was personal.

      “James?” Ethan asked again, sounding concerned.

      I pushed myself to my feet. Ethan grabbed me by the arm and helped me most of the way until I could steady myself. Once upright, I bent over to dust myself off. “Sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t be. I can only imagine how hard it must be—“

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      Ethan watched me for a long moment, skepticism dripping from his face. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he shook his head.

      “I won’t press you,” he said, “but I should remind you we’re on an espionage mission. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. If you feel the urge to yell like that again, you have to hold yourself back, understand?”

      “Yeah,” I said. It had been foolish, but it felt better getting it out. I wouldn’t need to do it again.

      “Good,” Ethan said, motioning for me to follow him. He started down the road on foot, heading straight south to where the road would bend. We’d have to trudge through the tall grasses of the plains ahead.

      The mission came first. Even if my memories haunted me, the best thing I could do now was to honor their memories by succeeding. I understood it intellectually, even if a large part of me wanted to stay in Plainsroad Village forever, lie down, and curl up in hopes my ma would somehow magically show up. She wouldn’t. My thoughts weren’t rational.

      I exhaled a deep breath.

      Ethan patted me on the shoulder. “I know I give you a hard time sometimes, but you’re a good man.”

      His words caused me to raise my chin in a little bit of pride. “You think so?” I didn’t know why I felt so vulnerable, why I craved Ethan’s approval, but I did. It was embarrassing.

      “I do.” He glanced to the side of the road. “When you were up at Lake Avily, Zaira and I came here. Did she tell you about it?”

      I shook my head. We continued walking.

      “She seemed more shocked than upset. I guess it’s a little different with her.”

      “Yeah,” I said. She still had her father.

      “She’s been acting a lot more depressed lately,” Ethan said. He stepped into the grasses, pushing some of the taller ones aside as he pressed onward.

      I followed behind him. Zaira and I hadn’t exactly been close since we’d admitted to each other that we had other romantic interests. I had Princess Reina, and Zaira had Ethan. It was best to leave it there.

      It wasn’t awkward seeing her or anything, but I didn’t feel the inclination to spend time with her like I had when I was a kid. The sensation was so confusing, and I felt guilty for it. Girls made everything so complicated. “What do you mean?” I asked, not sure what else to say.

      “You know how she usually has this energy about her? How it seems almost like she’s buzzing around everyone else and we’re just there slowing her down?”

      I knew it well. I used to chuck tomatoes at her to try to bring her back to reality from her daydreaming. It worked most of the time, even if she got mad and started slapping me afterward. The thought made me smile. “Yeah.”

      “It’s been gone lately. Like, ever since the airship crash, a little light’s gone out inside of her. I can’t place it.” He clicked his tongue. “When we get back, I want to do something special for her. Been trying to figure something out for the last couple of weeks, but I realized she plays herself very close to the vest. I have no idea what she likes, what she doesn’t. She’s a lot like you in some ways, how you bury yourself in your training.”

      I shifted my pack. “You noticed that?”

      “I notice a lot of things. It’s why I keep getting promoted.”

      “Fair,” I said, continuing slightly behind him to utilize the path he’d created between the tall grasses. “So, you want some information.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’re you going to give me in return?”

      Ethan glanced back over his shoulder, giving me an irritated look. “Are you serious?”

      “Hey, this is above and beyond my duties as a journeyman knight,” I said.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Hmm,” I considered. What was the worst part of my existence at the moment? I snapped my fingers as it came to me. “When we get back, you could offer to cover my barracks floor cleaning duties.” Journeymen had to take care of the cleaning for the full knights. I hated doing it.

      “No way,” Ethan said.

      “Oh, well. Guess you don’t love Zair-bear that much.”

      “Come on.”

      I held firm, silent. We were still a good ways from the cover of the forest up ahead, but no Wyranth appeared to be patrolling this area. With our main army line so close, they wouldn’t likely be anywhere until we reached cover. We’d be in more danger of our own forces mistaking us for some rogue Wyranth infantrymen the way we were dressed.

      Ethan sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      I chuckled. “Zair-bear’s always been about fancy things. She never got much growing up. Her da was always away, and though he sent back strange items from his travels, we were still off in the country. We didn’t have a lot of the finer things. She’s always had an eye for fancy dresses.”

      “Clothes?” Ethan stopped in his tracks, turned back to me again, and scrunched his nose. “That’s it?”

      “Trust me.”

      “Alright. It’d better be worth it,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t steer you wrong.”

      We continued ahead, talking about girls, guns, and what we thought we’d do after the war ended. I realized I liked Ethan quite a bit. He was a good fit for Zaira. I was glad they found each other, and that I had him as a friend and mentor.
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      Several hours later, we’d made it through the thick of the forest. I kept asking Ethan if he was sure we were going the right way. As the trees covered more of the sky and landscape, it became difficult to get one’s bearings, but he seemed confident. We had supplies enough to keep us alive if we got lost, but I still didn’t want to be faced with the prospect.

      Ethan proved to be able to navigate, and soon, we came upon some structures, which we saw through the thick woods. We walked at a normal pace, not trying to conceal ourselves. Dressed as a Wyranth patrol, we acted like one. I touched the top of my metal helmet to make sure it was secure. Loveridge came into full view.

      It was a small town, one main street comprised of mostly log buildings. Some were longer or wider, and a couple had paint, but the construction matched the forest and resources around them. Even though it was spring, and we were warm from walking for hours and hauling large packs, the general forest was cool. Smoke and steam came from various chimneys throughout the town.

      The streets were muddy, and the buildings had a worn look to them. Recent rains and the Wyranth invasion had taken its toll. As we drew closer, it became apparent one of the doors of a nearby building was tilted off a hinge, looking like it was rusted. The people of Loveridge had not maintained their town very well.

      What struck me was the lack of people in the streets. It was daytime, which meant folk should be out working. Even in a small town like Plainsroad Village, farmers bustled around, moving feed, selling their goods, meeting with merchants.

      Loveridge was bigger than my hometown. There were people here, given the smoke rising from the buildings, but where were they?

      My answer came in the form of two Wyranth soldiers walking down the street. They grew in my field of vision as they came closer.

      “Act as if you’re walking by my side, back from a patrol,” Ethan said in a low town. He changed his posture and his walk to stand a little straighter. His acting skills weren’t so bad.

      I hoped I could match him. I tried to keep pace, each step with his like we were trained to march together. While it wasn’t a difficult task, I was overthinking it, and it made me nervous. My fingers dug into my palms. They were slick with sweat.

      “Don’t worry so much. Act like you know what you’re doing,” Ethan said.

      “I’m trying,” I whispered.

      The Wyranth came closer. Opposite us stood two men in dark uniforms. Once had a pointy chin, with stubble growing in patches on his face. The other looked too fat to be a soldier. I couldn’t imagine someone fighting with his girth. His uniform seemed to want to burst at the buttons. The two men stopped in front of us.

      “Are you new here?” the pointy-chinned Wyranth asked.

      “Yes, just shifted patrols,” Ethan said. He held out his papers. “Here’s our orders.”

      The man read the papers, and then looked up at us. “Sergeant, Major, we’re glad to have you,” he said.

      I relaxed my shoulders, my pack’s weight suddenly feeling very heavy. At least they weren’t suspicious of us.

      “I’m Corporal Gustaaf, and this is Sergeant Bram,” the pointy-chinned man said, motioning to the man next to him.

      Bram gave a little grunt. The Wyranth must have been desperate for men to press into service. There was no way he could run fast, and he didn’t seem very personable. What did he have to offer the military?

      I shouldn’t complain. If the Wyranth didn’t have their best coming after us, this war would go a lot more smoothly.

      “Where’d you transfer from?” Gustaaf asked.

      “The line,” Ethan said.

      The men across from us frowned, looked at each other, and then back to us. “I’m sorry to hear that. It must be hard.”

      “We fight as the Iron Emperor commands,” Ethan said. His words sounded much more calculated than usual.

      “Does he speak?” Bram, the fat man, asked, inclining his chin toward me.

      Ethan looked at me expectantly.

      “Of course I do,” I said. The words came out a little too rushed. My tongue was dry. This whole espionage thing made me far too nervous. I was a straight-talking farm boy. I could fight with the best of them, but this felt far too much like lying. It didn’t sit well.

      Gustaaf didn’t seem to notice. His gaze shifted toward the forest, distant in his thoughts. “We are just about to head out on patrol. It would be good if you’d join us. We may not have the troubles the line does, but we have our own issues. We could use some help.”

      “Happy to oblige,” Ethan said.

      I wanted to protest. We had a job to do. We didn’t need to get caught up in whatever the Wyranth were doing. We had to find this Dr. Metzengerstein, or information about him, and get out of there. A quick mission and run back home. The longer we lingered, the more the Wyranth might start asking questions we wouldn’t be able to answer.

      But I deferred to Ethan. He had earned my trust. I hoped he was making the right call here.

      The two Wyranth slipped around us and continued down the main road of Loveridge. Stones lined the streets, protruding from the mud. They must have had some rain here in recent days.

      We turned and followed them. Gustaaf and Bram split, flanking us. It made me uncomfortable being in between the two of them, putting them at an advantage if they decided we needed to be captured. Still, I tried to face forward, focusing my eyes on trees ahead so I wouldn’t side-glance with suspicion.

      “What’s troubling you here?” Ethan asked. “Locals causing a scene?”

      “Nothing like that. The Rislandians are docile people,” Gustaaf said as we walked. “I doubt they would be able to mount an insurrection even if their fabled knights showed in the city.”

      I kept my mouth clamped tightly shut.

      “No,” Gustaaf said, “it’s our own who are the problems. You’re aware of the serum the first through fifth legions were given in order to boost their capacities as soldiers?”

      “I heard of it,” Ethan said.

      “We are without a supply of it because the Rislandians have destroyed our sources. And without it, some soldiers go berserk. We’re dealing with those rogue soldiers now. There’s some out there, and they’re just as liable to attack us as anyone else. It’s our job to find and incapacitate them so they don’t cause us any further trouble.”

      “Trouble?” I asked. “Did something happen?”

      Bram let out a sigh. “One attacked the commandant two nights ago in the town’s tavern. He came running in and bit the commandant in the shoulder, taking out a good chunk of his flesh. I was enjoying libations at the time. It was a disturbing sight.”

      “Awful,” Ethan said.

      “Worse, the commandant contracted rabies. He began foaming at the mouth. A fever overcame him yesterday. He’s unconscious now, and we’re not sure he’s going to make it,” Gustaaf said.

      “I hope he does,” I said.

      “Me, as well.” Bram chuckled. “Though, it is nice not having his oversight. We’ve gotten to spend a little more time off our feet than usual.”

      Gustaaf elbowed him in the side. “You shouldn’t tell new soldiers that. It will erode discipline.”

      “I assure you, you don’t have to worry about discipline with us,” Ethan said.

      Gustaaf led the team deeper into the forest. Unlike when we’d entered Loveridge, we moved cautiously, trying not to make too much sound with each step.

      The sounds of the forest became clearer. Birds chirped and flapped their wings. Animals made strange noises. The wind blew gently through the leaves of the trees.

      A twig snapped.

      In an uncanny motion, Bram lowered his rifled and fired.

      I found myself surprised at how much I admired the Wyranth’s abilities with a gun. It was as if his rifle extended from his arm, and his motion came from him with a fluidity one would expect from a gazelle. He had closed one eye in the process, and when the shot rang out, he opened the corner of his mouth and spit something on the ground.

      The sound of the forest died.

      “You get it?” Gustaaf asked.

      “Think so,” Bram said.

      He slung his rifle over his shoulder, and we walked forward. A fallen tree trunk lay across our path, rotted in some parts. Moss covered a part of it. A small blast mark was scorched into the top of it.

      Bram bent over the trunk, reaching behind it. When his hand lifted, he held a dead squirrel by the tail. He laughed heartily. “It will learn not to make any more noise, eh?”

      “You never cease to amaze me. Now put that thing down,” Gustaaf said.

      Bram shrugged his pack off his shoulder and opened the top of it with his free hand.

      “You have to be kidding me,” Gustaaf said.

      “Never waste a good meal,” Bram said.

      Ethan and I looked at each other. His lips pinched tightly together as if he tried not to laugh. I was trying not to laugh, as well.

      “You know,” Ethan said, a twinkle forming in his eye, “I heard there was some mad scientist about these woods. I was worried the sound might have been one of his experiments run amok. Do you know anything about it?”

      Gustaaf plugged his nose as if to evade the stench of the dead squirrel. Bram looked content.

      “I heard of a strange man at a farm to the south of the town,” Gustaaf said. “Some of the officers go there sometimes. I haven’t heard of any strange contraptions coming out of there, though.”

      Ethan shrugged. “Well, I guess we’re safe for now.”

      The south of the town. That gave us a place to look whenever we could get away from these two.

      My thoughts were interrupted by another rustling sound, crackling deep in the forest beyond. The sun was beginning to set in the late afternoon, shadows obscuring much of the near forest from sight.

      Gunshots sounded, and they didn’t come from Bram.
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      Bullets flew. I took cover behind one of the trees. Ethan went for another. The two Wyranth with us dropped behind the fallen trunk.

      “Rislandians or our people?” Bram asked.

      “Ours,” Ethan said. “I can see the shine of their helmets.” He grabbed his rifle and fired in the direction the shots had come from. Whether he could get a good look or he was trying to keep them at bay, I couldn’t tell.

      I gripped my rifle. It was much heavier than the pistols I’d practiced with, but I’d become proficient enough of a shooter over the course of this war. I still fought better with a sword, but unless we were in close quarters, it wouldn’t be possible.

      Our Wyranth companions aimed and fired. Someone shouted in pain in the distance.

      “I’d say you got one,” Gustaaf said.

      “When do I ever miss?” Bram asked.

      Gustaaf snorted and reloaded his gun.

      I spotted the other Wyranth between the trees. The glimmer of their helmets gave them away. Who had designed those? They made soldiers into easy targets. Easier than they would have been ordinarily.

      Our targets were still far off. I did my best to get them between my sights, but with them on the move and too many trees in the way, I fired a shot that blasted bark off a tree trunk. “Gah,” I said to myself. Even though this wasn’t a competition, I wanted to prove myself valuable with the firearm.

      The two enemies in the forest fired back at us. Ethan and I pressed ourselves to the trees, careful not to give them any targets. We wore the same uniforms as our enemies, our helmets shining just as much as theirs. I had to remember that and keep my head behind the tree as much as possible.

      Ethan gave me a signal, motioning his hand clockwise. He wanted me to sneak around and circle our targets. It made sense to me.

      I darted to my left, giving myself a wide berth to do my best to get out of our targets’ field of vision. They had to be occupied with the firing of our two Wyranth companions. A glance to the right, and I saw Ethan had vacated the spot he’d been hiding. He became a blur running into the forest.

      For his plan to be most effective, we had to get there roughly at the same time. They would have nowhere to hide with bullets flying in every direction. It’d cause a panic. At least I hoped it would.

      I tried to keep to the shadows, moving quickly, but also avoiding making noise. Bullets blasted back and forth, the cracking of gunshots echoing in the forest.

      I came up alongside where the Wyranth made their stand. They used trees for cover just as Ethan and I did. Ethan’s helmet poked from behind one of the trees. He was there, ready. We’d done it.

      I leveled my rifle. The enemy was so much closer now, and they didn’t see me. I fired. Ethan shot simultaneously. The gunfire from our allies continued.

      The Wyranth closest to me jolted his hands upward, dropping his gun. My bullet had hit the stock, ricocheting into the tree beside him. He stumbled backward.

      Ethan’s target collapsed.

      “Hold your fire!” Ethan shouted, running forward with his rifle in hand.

      The lone Wyranth’s eyes went wide. He backpedaled away from Ethan, but the effect of his movement drove him right into my path. He didn’t even see me standing there waiting for him.

      I turned my rifle to use the stock as a bludgeon. Using the power of both my arms, I cocked my arms to the side, taking a single lunge toward the Wyranth as I used my body’s momentum to turn and swing.

      Crack.

      I smacked the Wyranth in the back. He fell to the forest floor, coughing. The blow had to be painful.

      Ethan approached, putting his boot to the Wyranth’s back to make sure he stayed down. “We got them,” Ethan said.

      Gustaaf and Bram came running up to us, slinging their rifles behind them as they came close. “You two are good,” Gustaaf said.

      “Why thank you,” Ethan said. “Do you want him for interrogation?’

      Bram laughed. “Have you never encountered one of these feral serum addicts before?”

      Ethan and I looked at each other. We had. They had crazy eyes and attacked ferociously. We’d never had to deal with them from this perspective, though. What were we supposed to say?

      “No, I haven’t,” Ethan said in a low tone.

      “There’s no reasoning with them. No way to heal them. They’re lost,” Gustaaf said. He motioned to me. “You’ve got your gun out. Put him down.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “Shoot him,” Gustaaf said.

      I’d killed before. It was part of my duty, but this was different. Beneath Ethan’s boot lay a helpless man, squirming. I couldn’t just execute someone like this. It made me think back to Plainsroad Village, and my ma and da having nothing they could do against the Wyranth. The lack of mercy they showed to them. Could I do the same in reverse? “Wouldn’t it be better to at least try to get him to a medic?”

      “Do you have a problem with hearing?” Gustaaf asked. He seemed to be getting annoyed with me.

      “I…” I didn’t know what to do. I froze, not wanting to kill this man. There had to be something we could do for him.

      Before I could think of anything to say, Ethan had his gun trained right at the man’s head. He pulled the trigger and blasted him right in the back of the neck, where the metal helmet receded.

      I couldn’t help but wince. The body writhed, and then stopped moving entirely.

      The Wyranth frowned at me.

      “I’m sorry,” Ethan said. “Hans has seen too many of our compatriots lose their lives. It’s taken a toll on him.”

      Bram frowned. “I can understand. Come, we can get food and drink back at the tavern in town and dull our senses.”

      “Sounds good,” Ethan said. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and grabbed me by the arm. “Excuse me while I talk to my subordinate.”

      He pulled me off to the side. We veered away from the Wyranth soldiers, a couple of trees in between us as we made our way back toward town.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You need to get your act together,” Ethan said, keeping his voice low. “The Wyranth are ruthless. If you start getting jittery, they’re more likely to catch us.”

      “It wasn’t necessary to kill that man.”

      “Not if he were among us, but with them, it’s more important we act the part. If we get caught, it’s going to be us they’re shooting.”

      I thought about it. The whole thing didn’t sit well with me, executing a helpless man. I didn’t care whether it was needed to blend in or not.

      Maybe I wasn’t cut out for spying.
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      “Bottoms up!” Bram shouted, holding a mug of beer up high. Foam spilled over the top of it, dripping onto the wooden countertop of Loveridge’s sole tavern. He didn’t seem to mind. Nor did the other Wyranth drinking along with him.

      The inside of the tavern looked much like the construction did on the outside—big, round logs stacked on one another, an A-frame ceiling, with more used as beams across the top. At the front door, there was a stuffed head of a bear, growling at all of us inside. Several tables littered the place, but most of the patronage sat at a long, wooden bar.

      Ethan and I had our own cups of beer, though neither of us drank hard like the Wyranth soldiers after they clanged their glasses together. We needed to keep our wits about us. Besides, beer tasted disgusting. I’d tried it once when my da had a cup at the local market. He’d given me a sip. I spit it out immediately.

      This stuff in the tavern smelled even worse than whatever I’d tasted back then. There was no way I’d drink it.

      Gustaaf and Bram seemed friendly with most of the soldiers here. They knew everyone and introduced us to a few others. Ethan did most of the talking as he’d done the entire time we’d been here.

      I wanted to ask more questions about this mad scientist’s work. No one in the tavern seemed worried about human experimentation. But would the Wyranth care anyway? They took the strange giant’s serum at the command of their emperor, and none seemed to question the substance that drove their companions to berserk rage.

      There were a few civilian residents of Loveridge in the tavern, beyond the couple working the bar. I snuck glances toward them. They seemed tired, haggard. I wanted to talk to them, but would Ethan chastise me for fraternizing with fellow Rislandians?

      The soldiers seemed to keep to themselves, away from them.

      “I wish we’d be stationed somewhere with more population,” one of the soldiers said. He was a thin man with dark eyes. “Say what you will about Rislandians, but their women… Have you seen the von Monocle girl?”

      “Are you serious, Vance?” Gustaaf asked, rolling his eyes. “You haven’t had nearly enough to drink to be rambling about her again.”

      “You’d have to see her in person to understand. I was stationed in the palace when she was held captive. She had…” he motioned in front of his chest with both hands, cupping them in the air, forehead wrinkling as if in deep thought as he paused, “great assets.”

      The other Wyranth soldiers laughed.

      Disgusting. I wanted to sock him in the face.

      Ethan shot me a warning glance.

      My fist tightened, but I willed myself to loosen my fingers. I wouldn’t overreact here. They were just talking. There was nothing they could do.

      “It’s not like you would have wooed her with your ugly mug,” Bram said.

      “You’re one to talk, chubby,” Vance said.

      “It’s just more of me to love.” Bram grabbed his stomach and jiggled it.

      The other Wyranth burst into laughter again.

      “I’m serious, though,” Vance said. “You have to see her. More than just her supple body, there’s something about her. It’s captivating. If the Iron Emperor hadn’t personally ordered the guards not to touch her…” He shook his head.

      “Let’s talk about something else,” Gustaaf said. The conversation had taken a bit of a dark turn, and I could tell Gustaaf, at least, was a man of honor. “I’ve heard enough about von Monocles to last a lifetime.”

      “I’ve heard rumors they’re demons,” Bram said, downing the rest of his beer mug.

      “I said I don’t want to talk about them anymore,” Gustaaf said, his voice firmer.

      “I’m more curious about the scientist we were talking about earlier,” Ethan said. He wasn’t subtle at all. But did it matter with a bunch of drunken soldiers?

      “The old kook? He isn’t here very often,” Vance said. He was the talker. Loose lips, at least when he was drunk. His eyes looked glazed over, and he struggled to stay atop his barstool. “Absolutely mad…though he’s got a pretty assistant. Red hair that flows down to…” he made the cupping gesture by his chest again, “you know.”

      It was obvious what was on his mind.

      “Lucky man, traveling with someone like that. I don’t know what she sees in the spectacle-wearing fop,” he said.

      “Someone who has more smarts than you,” one of the other soldiers said. Several of them laughed again.

      “Who said that?” Vance stumbled to his feet, his eyes darting back and forth.

      “Settle down,” Bram said.

      “You settle down!” Vance said. He turned to me.

      I froze.

      “You! Get that smug look off your face. You think you’re so much better than me?” Vance wobbled over. He could barely stand up. Judging from the fire in his eyes, it was clear there would be no way he’d back down either.

      I put my hands up all the same. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Leave the kid alone,” Gustaaf said.

      Vance didn’t listen. He pressed forward and pushed me against the bar. I fell off my stool but gripped onto the bar so I wouldn’t fall over completely.

      The drunk Wyranth threw a punch. My eyes went wide as his fist sped toward my face. I ducked to the side.

      His momentum carried him across the bar, his arm sliding down it and knocking over several drinks. Glass shattered. The bartenders stepped backward, too afraid to do anything about the Wyranth.

      The other soldiers were of no help. Instead of trying to hold him back, they cheered him on.

      I backed away from the bar, but a circle of Wyranth formed around us. I was trapped.

      Vance spun around to face me. He barely could maintain his balance, but he was dead set on getting to me.

      I raised my fists. What else could I do? I tried to glance out the corner of my eye at Ethan, but I couldn’t spot him through the gathered crowd.

      Another punch came my way.

      I dodged again, sidestepping this time. Vance stumbled into several of the other soldiers.

      It wasn’t a fair fight. I was clear-headed, and he wasn’t. When he turned around again, I socked him hard in the gut. His reaction time was slow, but his fists flew toward my head. I ducked, then swept his legs out from under him.

      Vance hit the floor hard. He didn’t get up.

      Several of the Wyranth cheered. Others went to help their fallen friend. I received pats on the back.

      “Good job, kid,” Gustaaf said.

      Ethan grabbed me by the arm, pulling me toward him. “Yes, good job,” Ethan said. “I think it’d be best to get some fresh air and get away for a bit. Let my friend calm down.”

      Gustaaf nodded.

      I tried to look around him to make sure Vance was alright. I hoped I didn’t hurt him too badly.

      The Wyranth had him on his back, and one slapped him softly in the face. Vance awoke, startled. “Wh-where am I?”

      “In the tavern. You had too much to drink. Let’s get back to the barracks,” one of the other soldiers said.

      Ethan tugged on my arm, forcing me toward the door and away from Vance. The Wyranth didn’t spot me. He might not have even remembered the fight, given how drunk he was.

      Soon, we were outside in the brisk night air of springtime. I was warm enough from fighting.

      “You’re attracting too much attention,” Ethan said.

      “I didn’t do anything!” What was he saying? I’d just been sitting there, and Vance came after me. I wanted to wring Ethan’s neck.

      “It doesn’t matter. Notice he didn’t come after me. You have to blend in more, be like a tapestry on the wall. Something no one notices because it’s just there,” Ethan said, leading me away from the tavern and down the main road.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” I maintained, pouting. I didn’t care whether I convinced him or not, I just wanted the last word.

      The road darkened as we passed the gas lamps that lit the streets near the city. My eyes adjusted, but the trees still obscured so much. Each step required careful consideration, ensuring I didn’t trip on a big pebble in the road. I wished Ethan would slow down.

      Ethan sighed. “I know it’s not your fault, but there’s still a way you need to carry yourself on missions like this.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I told you about the tapestry on the wall, right? Something that’s just there. Think about the trees alongside the road right now. Are you picking any of them out individually?”

      “No, I guess not,” I said.

      “It’s because they’re bland. They all look the same. That’s what you need to be when you’re doing espionage.”

      “How many missions like this have you been on?”

      Ethan paused, mouthing to himself as he counted. “This is my sixth.”

      And he’d survived all of them. I shouldn’t get mad at him. He was trying to teach me something. It still unsettled me. “Where are we going, anyway?”

      “We’re going to find Dr. Metzengerstein’s lab.”

      “In the middle of the night?” I couldn’t see anything. How could we expect to find it?

      “It’s the only way to hunt around without being seen. Don’t worry, we have a general location. Loveridge isn’t that big,” Ethan said.

      We continued down the road. Clouds obscured the moon, leaving us in even greater darkness.
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      The road took us to a patch of land where the forest thinned, revealing a small dirt path leading away from the main road. Tall crops of corn obscured much of the view in the area, but a structure lay beyond. A light was on inside a small wooden home. Next to it stood a taller structure—a barn much like my parents used to have back in Plainsroad Village.

      Ethan turned for the path, but I grabbed him by the arm to stop him.

      "What are you doing?" he asked in a low tone.

      "There's someone inside. A light's on. Shouldn't we sneak through the cornfields?" I pointed to the rows of corn, which could obscure our approach.

      "Wouldn't it be more suspicious if someone caught us sneaking around?” Ethan said. “We're Wyranth soldiers, Klaus. Act naturally. You do remember the good corporal sending us on patrol, yeah?"

      His plan made sense. I bit my lip, annoyed that I didn't think the way he did. There had been a reason he'd gotten a promotion to full knight while I was still a journeyman. I shouldn't be frustrated with myself. This was a learning experience. "Yeah," I said.

      "Then let's not delay. We have a lot of ground to cover tonight," Ethan said. He shook off my grip from his shoulder and proceeded down the path.

      I jogged to catch up with him, and soon found we were at the farm.

      The house looked like it was newly constructed—at least much fresher a build than the other structures in Loveridge. Lieutenant Ral had mentioned the farm had burned down when he was here last, but that had been more than two years ago.

      Dr. Metzengerstein must have had the place rebuilt. I wondered why he built his lab Loveridge, but then, it was a small town out of the way. His experiments could go unnoticed here. Besides, Harkerpal, Rislandia's great engineer, had lived here for a long time before the airship Liliana returned to the skies. Perhaps a community of scientists had all gathered here.

      Ethan wasted no time surveying the scenery. As much as I wanted to get a lay of the land, I understood we didn't want to act like anything was out of the ordinary. I followed his lead as we approached the front porch step of the house.

      A little gas lamp hung over the step, lighting the area. The house was painted brown, with white trim around the doorway. A small oval window gave a glimpse inside, obscured by curtains, but with a crack between them where I could see the main light was not on in the entryway.

      At first, I thought Ethan was going to push his way inside, but he gave three hard knocks to the door instead, stepping back and waiting patiently. Footsteps sounded on the hard floor inside.

      The door opened with a creak to reveal an older man with a pointed white beard. He wore a Wyranth uniform, but with no helmet, his balding head shining under the light of the gas lamp. "What're you doing here?" he asked curtly.

      "We're patrolling the area on orders of Corporal Gustaaf," Ethan said. "May we come in and inspect the property?"

      "Inspect?" the older man asked.

      "Yes," Ethan said, not missing a beat. "The Rislandians are gaining ground to the north, and the corporal wishes to make sure everything is in order so we can be ready for an attack."

      The man huffed. "If there were an attack here, I would be fleeing back to the capital." He sounded as if we should know that.

      Ethan glanced at me. I didn't know what to say and hoped he would continue to lead. He turned his attention back to the man. "Orders are orders," he said, shrugging.

      "Come inside. Let me see your papers," the man said. He turned his back on us.

      My first instinct was to attack. We had an opening, and it wouldn't be hard to take this man down, as much older than us as he was. And he wasn't nearly as fit-appearing as the two of us, either. The Wyranth didn't seem to have their best about Loveridge, judging from their appearances so far.

      But Ethan didn't make any move to try to tackle him. He followed the Wyranth inside. I made my way in after Ethan.

      "Shut the door behind you," the man said without looking backward.

      I did so. It creaked again as it closed.

      He led us into a kitchen area, where the light had been on that we’d seen outside. The table looked worn, well used. Several pots and pans hung from hooks on the wall. Another window looked out into the corn fields.

      On the Wyranth's table was a book, looking to be a cheap novel of some sort. He also had some food, eaten, bones sitting on a tin plate with a cup beside it. A fly buzzed around the remnants of the meal, picking off what it could. How long it had been there, I couldn't say. It didn't smell bad.

      The Wyranth turned around, holding his palm out to Ethan. "Papers."

      Ethan reached into his shirt, between the buttons, where he produced the folded papers he'd shown Gustaaf. He handed them to this man.

      The Wyranth inspected the letter, mouthing the information as it went along, his forehead wrinkling as he read. "Hans, huh?"

      "That's right," Ethan said.

      He looked up at me. "And Klaus?"

      "Yep," I said.

      The Wyranth slammed the papers down on the table, nearly causing me to jump backward. With his other hand, he reached for a pistol holstered at his hip. "These are forgeries. Where did you get them?" he asked.

      Ethan saw the move for the weapon and grabbed the man by the arm. The two of them struggled, bumping against the table and knocking the novel off it. I was behind Ethan, unable to do much in the enclosed space to be able to assist him. If Ethan could only turn him around, I'd be able to deliver a hard kick and knock the Wyranth attacker down. I would have offered the advice, but I didn't want to distract him.

      "Help!" the Wyranth shouted.

      My eyes went wide. It meant there were others here.

      "Ethan, we gotta get out of here," I said.

      "Hans," Ethan growled, still entangled with the Wyranth. He turned and pushed him against the table, which screeched as its legs dragged over tile until the table bumped hard against the wall.

      It wasn't a complete opening, but it did allow for me to reach in and grab the Wyranth's pistol from his holster. I pointed it at him. "Enough!" I said.

      The Wyranth stopped resisting.

      "Shoot him," Ethan said.

      Again, I was faced with a situation where he was a helpless man. But this was a war. I needed to take the difficult actions without hesitation. It didn't seem fair, though. We had to have some code of honor. "I…"

      The Wyranth tried to scramble away. Ethan delivered an uppercut to his jaw that sent him flying backward. He landed on the table, and it collapsed, making a lot of noise. The Wyranth man's head hit the broken table, and he went limp.

      At least it resolved that dilemma.

      Ethan looked at me with disappointment. "You can't get skittish now. We've been fighting together for how long?"

      "A year, at least."

      "And we're in a war. Give me the gun," Ethan said.

      I handed it to him.

      A noise came from the front of the house. We were out of time. I turned instinctively and winced when I heard the bang. I couldn't look down at the man.

      It made sense why Ethan did it. He couldn't have him waking up and telling everyone Ethan’s real name, our descriptions, or sending everyone on a manhunt for us, but at the same time, I felt there had to be some other way.

      "We have to get out of here," Ethan said. "We'll come back later."

      He moved for the window and pried it open. It was a small opening, but he was able to get through. I wiggled into the space afterward.

      As I did, Wyranth soldiers bounded into the kitchen. They shouted, more occupied with the man we had killed than us for the time being.

      I scrambled to the ground, stopping to look at Ethan for orders.

      "Go!" Ethan said.

      We bolted for the corn fields. Gunshots rang out behind us. I didn't dare look back for fear it would slow me down. If a bullet were going to strike me, I couldn't do much about it. Staying on the move was the best way to make getting hit a less likely possibility.

      We pushed into the corn fields. Some of the clouds had retreated, and moon lit the area well enough, but we could hide between the stalks with ease. There would most certainly be a search party for us, and they'd be coming soon.

      Ethan kept running hard, apparently not satisfied with the crops as cover. He headed for the forest beyond. The trees would work even better and obscure us from the moonlight.

      I hoped it would be enough. All I wanted was to get out of here and back to Rislandian-controlled territory. Despite how bored it used to make me, I suddenly found myself longing for guard duty.
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      It was much easier to navigate the dark of night in the fields than in the forest. Once in the thick of the trees, I found myself nearly running into bushes or tripping over roots every few steps. The leaves obscured the moon and stars, which made the area almost pitch black. Even though my eyes had long-since adjusted, I could barely see.

      Ethan didn’t seem to have as much problem as I did. He kept rushing ahead. He had to, otherwise the Wyranth were sure to catch up. They’d be sending a search party out soon enough.

      We pushed deep into the forest. My legs ached by the time we slowed our pace. We’d been doing a lot of walking and running the last day, and we weren’t likely to get any rest tonight.

      “What do we do?” I asked in a low tone. “Do we head back?”

      Ethan didn’t answer me, but, instead, reached into his jacket, from where he revealed an egg-shaped, metal device with clockwork components. He unclipped it from a strap.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s called a grenade,” Ethan said. “Our scientists reverse engineered the exploding bags we encountered on the Zenwey continent and came up with something a little more elegant.” He pointed to the gears atop it. “The grenade explodes on a timer. I pull a pin out from the top, twist the clockwork, and it detonates after the gears wind down.”

      “Pretty useful,” I said, trying to conceal my jealousy that I didn’t get the new explosive for the mission.

      “It is. And I think it will be handy in this situation.” Ethan inclined his head as if trying to listen. “We’ll hear the Wyranth coming. When we do, we can draw them toward a place where we drop the grenade and take them out before they see us.”

      It sounded like a decent plan, though very dependent on Ethan’s timing with the clockwork. Did he know how fast the gears turned before they exploded?

      “Alright,” I said.

      We waited in silence. Every sound coming from the forest made me jumpy. A few crackles sounded like footsteps, but it was just a squirrel. Another rustling turned out to a bird flapping its wings, which eventually squawked to reveal itself. Too much time passed. Had the Wyranth abandoned us?

      Suddenly, Ethan perked. He held a finger up to me to signal that I should be quiet.

      We waited in silence. Every time something stirred in the forest, both of us jumped. We dared not laugh at each other for our unease, in case our voices echoed in the forest and someone heard us.

      Ethan paced the area around where I held still. If the Wyranth were going to come after us, surely they would have by now, wouldn’t they? I didn’t want to question Ethan because he tended to get so cranky when I did, but I also didn’t want us to waste time.

      If this didn’t work, we would in all likelihood return to Rislandia City empty-handed. The Wyranth probably knew our faces, and we would be well-known.

      And Ethan would probably blame me for the mission’s failure. As if it would somehow be my fault for us getting spotted by the Wyranth officer in the house. Ethan had already chastised me for drawing too much attention in the tavern, even though it hadn’t been my fault.

      I was still curious as to how the Wyranth soldier had spotted the forged documents. Not that I was an expert in Wyranth military papers by any means, but Gustaaf hadn’t questioned them. It must have taken a keen eye to determine we were fakes.

      Leaves rustled, pulling me from my thoughts. Ethan perked.

      More noises came from the distance, and then I spotted the silhouettes of men. They had to be Wyranth. Who else would be out in the forest at this hour?

      Ethan seemed to come to the same conclusion. He held his grenade up, twisting the clockwork contraption on it, so it began to tick down. He looked at me. Then he surprised me

      “Hey, James!” he shouted. “I think we’ve finally lost them.”

      “What are you doing?” I said through my teeth in a low tone.

      “Good thing!” Ethan said cheerily. His voice echoed in the forest.

      The rumbling increased. The Wyranth were going to be hot on our heels for sure now. “This way!” one of them shouted.

      Ethan pulled the pin for the grenade and chucked it in the direction of the voice.

      He took off running. I finally understood his plan and tried to catch up with him. We needed to draw the Wyranth in to where we dropped the grenade.

      Lights shone. They were dim, the kind I’d often seen from handheld gas lamps. I glanced over my shoulder to spot three soldiers approaching us. They held their gas lamps in one hand, guns in the other.

      Ethan tugged me by the arm, pulling me behind a tree.

      I grunted by instinct. Ethan held a finger to his lips.

      The Wyranth hadn’t given any indication they’d spotted us yet, still searching the area. Ethan drew his pistol and pointed toward them.

      He fired, the shot ringing out.

      The Wyranth stopped moving forward, while shouting at each other and looking for cover. They’d be on top of us at any moment.

      I had my back to a wide tree, which both Ethan and I kept between them and us. Ethan kept his focus on the soldiers, gun pointed toward them. I wasn’t in much of a position to help.

      The grenade went off.

      The blast rattled the forest around us, branches shaking and leaves falling from the trees.

      I turned around to try to get a look, peeking around the tree but not exposing myself too much. A gas lamp was knocked over on the ground, the foliage around it catching fire. A body lay beside it. From the light of the flame, I could see one Wyranth scrambling away. I couldn’t tell what happened to the third soldier. My mind wandered, and I imagined a very painful demise.

      But I couldn’t fret for him. There was still one enemy left out there.

      Ethan fired another shot. The bullet slammed into a tree, bark blasting into the air. The small fire gave us an advantage because we could see the area where the Wyranth hid. He’d set his gas lamp down, further illuminating his position. He was hidden behind the tree where Ethan stood. His shadow grew long across the area in front of me, cast from the soft light.

      He leaned around to try to get to us, his pointed helmet shining from the flickering of the fire—a perfect target.

      I raised my gun and fired.

      The shot rang out. The Wyranth spun, collapsing to the ground. I’d hit him!

      Ethan came out from his cover, cocking his head to survey the scene. “About time you pulled your weight around here,” he said.

      “Hey,” I said, unable to come up with a good retort.

      We moved over to the bodies of the Wyranth. Ethan bent over and took the jacket off one of them. He held it out and smothered the small fire with it. Smoke rose, causing Ethan to cough a few times. He glanced at me. “Can’t well let the forest burn down. We want Loveridge to be intact when we take it back.”

      “True,” I said, scanning the bodies. How many more Wyranth knew we were out here?

      It’d been a tough few hours. I didn’t know what overcame me or why I’d been so hesitant to fight the enemy. It was as if I had some block in my mind I couldn’t get over, ever since returning to Plainsroad Village, the place where my parents had died. The stresses of this war were getting to me. I almost couldn’t remember a time without fighting.

      Ethan turned, leaving the Wyranth where we left them. “Come on,” he said, trudging back the way we’d come.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To the farm.”

      “Now?”

      “Yeah, most of the guards have to be cleared out by now. This is it. If we wait `til sunrise, we’ll never be able to get what we came for.”

      “But the old man probably regained consciousness by now.”

      “If we can’t handle an old man, we aren’t very good knights,” Ethan said. He motioned for me to follow. “Come on.”
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      We hadn’t spent too long hiding in the forest. I checked my pocket watch in the light of the moon, and it was still around the two o’clock hour. We had a few hours yet until sunrise.

      The lights in the house were off. It appeared as if Ethan’s instincts were correct. We’d cleared the house of the Wyranth by getting them to follow us.

      The walk to Dr. Metzengerstein’s residence proved uneventful, though I kept my hands on my gun all the same. My palms sweated. I expected Wyranth soldiers to pop out of the fields at any moment and start firing at us.

      None came.

      Ethan didn’t knock this time, walking causally to the front door. It was locked. He raised his leg and kicked the door hard.

      With a crack, the door burst open, swinging inward and hitting the wall inside. It made so much noise I turned to make sure no one behind us heard it. The fields remained empty, a soft wind blowing through the stalks of corn.

      Nothing to worry about.

      I took a deep breath as I followed Ethan into the residence.

      Where we’d gone straight into a kitchen area last time. This time, Ethan made for a different door. The interior door was also locked, and Ethan kicked it in, as well. He grinned at me after the door popped open. I think he liked showing off his strength against inanimate objects.

      The door opened to reveal tables with beakers, small machines, tools everywhere. A large machine stood against the back wall, with gauges and an exhaust pipe, which protruded through a small hole in the wall. It looked almost like a steam engine, but what could it be doing here?

      The engine had a hose coming out the other end attached to a strange device on a tripod. The device had a lever on it, an oblong shaped piece of metal the size of both of my arms put together, with a small point of metal protruding at the end. What could it be for?

      “This must be the doctor’s lab,” Ethan said.

      Metzengerstein had a small desk in the corner with some drawers. I slipped past Ethan to the desk and opened it up.

      One of the drawers contained papers inside of a folder. I opened the folder and placed them on the desk.

      Ethan lit a small gas lamp in the room and set it near the papers. Most of the papers contained mathematical computations I couldn’t understand. I’d had a rudimentary education, but there were too many numbers and symbols, and I had no idea what they meant.

      I spotted a design of what appeared to be the spidery woman Ral had told us about. I made sure to dog-ear the corner on that, even though I didn’t understand the mathematical language below it. Our people would want to analyze that.

      Another of the papers had a sketch of the device by us. It had some pulsing energy coming from the device. “This might be a weapon,” I said.

      “We might want to save those plans, then,” Ethan said. He loomed over my shoulder. “Do you see anything that might have to do with airship design?”

      I kept thumbing through the papers, and then I shook my head. I came upon some writing. “Wait…” It appeared as if it were a letter.

      

      Dear Dr. Metzengerstein,

      We’ve completed initial experiments with the power systems you provided us, and we believe we’ve reached a state where we can produce a prototype of the new mechanized unit.

      Your discovery is truly astounding. Though these aren’t quite the controllable automatons we’d initially devised, the mechanized units should prove to be a worthy addition to the Iron Emperor’s arsenal.

      We should have the prototype ready for you by the beginning of the Month of Princes. I hope you’ll be able to join us at our facility to see our tests.

      

      Sincerely,

      Mr. Stephen Nava.

      

      “This looks interesting,” I said.

      Ethan frowned, narrowing his eyes at the letter. “Doesn’t seem to have to do with an airship, but I’m sure our people will be happy to have information on Wyranth technological developments. We shouldn’t linger here, though. Let our intelligence analysts determine what’s important. Grab the whole stack and let’s get out of here.”

      As he spoke, the whirring of a steam motor sounded outside. Both of us froze, staring at each other.

      A light shone at the house. Even through the dark curtains of the lab, its brightness pierced the window. Would they be able to see our shadows inside?

      “We have the house surrounded!” came a familiar voice. It was loud, amplified by some device or another that caused the voice to lose most of its lower tones. “Hans, Klaus—or should I say, James and Ethan—we know you’re in there.” I recalled hearing the voice before–Gustaaf. He’d no doubt brought his whole team.

      How did they know our real names?

      Ethan shuffled over to the window, standing beside it. He moved the curtain to take a quick peek, and then looked back at me. For once, he seemed nervous. His eyes scanned the room as if trying to figure out a plan.

      I didn’t want to interrupt his thought process. He’d always come up with something in the time I’d known him. Wouldn’t he do so here?

      He was quiet for too long. The Wyranth fired a warning shot outside.

      “This is your last chance. Come out with your hands up,” Gustaaf said.

      “See that bookshelf?” Ethan asked. He pointed to one behind me.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Slide it in front of the door. We don’t want it to be easy for them to get in here.”

      I moved to the other side of the shelf and pushed. The heavy wood scraped on the floor, making a painful sound, but it moved. It scratched the floor. The shape of the bookshelf etched in the floorboards where it moved, a spot where the light and dust didn’t hit.

      I secured it in front of the door and surveyed my handiwork. It would hold for a bit unless something really heavy pushed on the door and knocked it over. At least it would buy us some time.

      “Now what do we do?” I asked.

      Ethan bit down on his lower lip. He grabbed his pistol from his holster and lifted it upward. “We fight like our lives depend on it,” he said.

      It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but I didn’t expect any less.
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      Ethan crept to the front wall again and pushed the edge of the curtain over, revealing a checkered paned window with the blinding light shining from beyond it. The shadow of a man with a pointed helmet operated a large crank to keep the light’s power going. Its brightness grew and faded along with his cranking.

      I stood directly in the path of the light. Ethan tried to motion me aside, but I’d been too busy fretting over our long-term plans to take much notice. How were we going to escape this place if they had us surrounded? The whole Wyranth army could very well know we were here.

      Bullets shattered the glass. I ducked and moved to the side, out of the direction of the fire. Several more shots pelted the wall behind where I had been standing. I was lucky nothing connected with me.

      “By Malaky, what’re you thinking?” Ethan asked.

      “Sorry!” I had to get my head in this fight and not worry about the future.

      Ethan pointed his gun through the broken glass and returned fire. Men shouted and cursed, but I couldn’t see whether he’d hit anything or not. Regardless, he was right. I needed to help.

      I slunk up to the other side of the curtains and pushed them to the center. Bullets had poked holes in the window on my side of it, allowing me to extend my arm and fire toward the Wyranth.

      I didn’t aim for anyone in particular but, instead, pointed my gun toward the big light. The brightness made it difficult for us to see as much as it allowed the enemy to pinpoint us.

      I fired.

      The light shattered. Whatever material it was made of erupted into a quick flame upward, and then it went dim. I tried my best to get a good look from the window, my eyes readjusting to the darkness.

      The light had been attached to the back of a large horseless carriage with a steam stack protruding upward. There were at least four Wyranth standing guard.

      Gunshots blasted at our windows again. I leaned off to the side, and Ethan did the same on the other.

      “We can’t hold out here forever,” I said. “We don’t have enough bullets.”

      “I’m aware of that. But I don’t have a plan,” Ethan said. “Do you have any ideas?”

      He wasn’t patronizing. The question was genuine. Ethan needed my help.

      Proud of the fact, I stood a little straighter. We had our small guns. The Wyranth claimed to have us surrounded. What could we do? It would be better to get the Wyranth inside for some close combat. Then we could use our swords. But if they got in, it would only be a matter of time before one shot us.

      We had to get the plans I’d found out of here somehow. Our kingdom needed to know of the threats being developed by the Wyranth, even if I didn’t understand all of the pages I read.

      The plans. I glanced back to the folder of papers I’d dropped to the ground in my haste, and then got to my knees in front of them. Maybe there was something we could use.

      Ethan exchanged volleys with the Wyranth and reloaded his gun. “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Seeing if there’s anything in here we can use,” I said.

      I thumbed through the pages again, pausing at the letter regarding the mechanized units. Looking up, I saw nothing in the lab that could be construed as such. Useless. I resumed my search.

      Bullets fired from outside. Ethan returned fire. “What about the big machine in the corner? It looks a little like a gun.”

      “We have no idea what it does,” I said. “I’m trying to find out.”

      “If we don’t do something soon, I’m going to be out of bullets.” He turned to reload.

      I bit my lip. Rummaging through a mad scientist’s notes wasn’t going to get anything done. This whole trip I’d been too slow, unable to act when required. I’d thought going on a spy reconnaissance mission would be fun, but after everything I’d seen so far, maybe I wasn’t cut out for this.

      No, that couldn’t be it.

      I was a Knight of the Crystal Spire, promoted to journeyman faster than nearly anyone on record. The kingdom counted on me, regardless of any guilt or squeamishness I might feel. Ethan had the right of it. I set the notes down and pushed myself off the floor. “You’re right,” I said. “We can’t worry about it. We have to try.”

      “Figure it out, quick. This is my last magazine,” Ethan said.

      This was my moment. I had to act, and I couldn’t worry any longer. Being in Plainsroad Village had shaken me, but it was up to me to rise up and make sure we got this information back to our people to decipher. Ethan didn’t really have a plan here, but I could make a difference. How though? I bit my lip, trying to think.

      I jogged over to the wall with the furnace. It had to power the device somehow. But how did this turn on?

      There didn’t appear to be a keyhole like horseless carriages often had. The airship engine ignited aether fuel, but I hadn’t been down in the engine room when the ship started. I found myself wishing I’d listened more to the prattling stories of the Liliana’s chief engineer, Harkerpal, when I’d had the time.

      I opened the furnace door. Coals rested inside.

      The Wyranth pushed to enter. Their efforts bumped the door against the bookcase. Things were about to get a whole lot worse if the Wyranth managed to get past our makeshift barrier.

      “Hurry!” Ethan shouted.

      “I’m trying,” I said.

      I scanned the room again. There was a can with a small funnel protruding from it. I picked it up. It was heavy, and liquid swayed from side to side in it. I brought the can to my face so I could sniff and see if it was just water or something else. The smell was poignant, almost burning my nostrils. Definitely not water. Fuel?

      Whether the can held fuel or not, I had to try.

      I poured some of the liquid over the coals in the furnace until they became wet. Part of my apprentice training involved starting fires, basic survival skills. We’d done a little bit of camping outside the city. I needed some sticks, something to rub together to get a spark, and all of it would take off. I could use the legs of the desk in here, but breaking them off would take time.

      Then I recalled bullets sometimes sparked when they hit metal. I could fire inside it and start it up that way. I stepped back, nearly to the bookcase. There was no telling how big the fire would be if it did start.

      The case rumbled against my back as the Wyranth continued to push. They fired bullets into the door, and I heard wood snapping and crackling behind me. Fortunately, they hadn’t shot a hole through the case yet.

      I leveled my gun at the furnace and fired into it.

      Nothing happened.

      Had I done something wrong?

      I tried again. Still no flame.

      “What, by Malaky, are you doing over there?” Ethan said through clenched teeth.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got this,” I said.

      This had to work. I narrowed my eyes in focus, aiming directly for the coals, and then I pulled the trigger a third time.

      The bullet clanged, and the coals burst into flames. The light was bright from it, and even from across the room, a wave of heat came across my face. Flames erupted from the furnace, but they died back, settling into a small fire inside. The engine started up. Gears rotated, groaning as they turned. A belt made a scratching noise, and exhaust hissed out the steam stack. It worked.

      Now to find out what this contraption was good for.

      I grabbed the tripod. The thing was heavier than I thought it would be, but I could feel the energy pulsing through the tube. A lot of it. The device was heating up. I wouldn’t be able to carry it for long.

      Ethan helped me to place it in front of the window, not straight on but slightly to the side so it wouldn’t become an easy target for the Wyranth. We got it in place, and I moved to a position where I could point the protruding center outward, hoping this was the direction it was supposed to go.

      “Move,” Ethan said.

      “No way. You always get to use the new devices. Besides, this is my plan,” I said.

      “You used the auto-electrocuter last time.”

      “You had the grenade. I didn’t even know those existed.”

      Ethan frowned.

      Before we could argue further, the bookcase came crashing down.

      It narrowly missed where we were standing, hitting the floor with a loud thud. Two Wyranth soldiers pushed through the door.

      Ethan already had his gun drawn, and he fired on one of them, connecting.

      The soldier collapsed. The other took cover behind the door frame. We had lost our meager defenses.

      The second Wyranth pointed his gun inside and fired blindly. A bullet ricocheted off the big machine on the wall.

      I pointed to the wall. “Keep them occupied. I’ll handle the ones outside.”

      Ethan nodded.

      I couldn’t believe he’d listened to me, but I didn’t have time to reflect on it. I returned my focus to the device. It had a long trigger on the bottom of it, just like a rifle. Whatever this device did, it was about to get interesting.

      I pushed the curtains open wider, exposing myself to the Wyranth outside, but gaining a good view of my targets.

      The Wyranth behind the door fired another shot. Ethan rushed the door. I couldn’t afford to look back, not while staring down Wyranth of my own. A thump sounded against the side wall, rattling the house. Someone groaned, but I kept my eyes forward.

      I pulled the trigger and held it down.

      The machine whirred. The engine rattled. Even more hot energy came through the tube. Sweat dripped down my face just from standing by it. Fortunately, the energy didn’t conduct to the trigger.

      The face of the device pulsed, blue light swelling in it. And then a beam of energy shot outward, more intense than anything I’d ever seen before.

      The energy hit the Wyranth horseless carriage first. It shattered the front of it as if the metal vehicle were made from glass. The carriage flipped in the air, then crashed below. The Wyranth soldiers tried to dive out of the way, but I turned the beam to hit one of them.

      I pivoted the device back and forth, casting a wide array of the energy out. Dirt, plants, rocks, everything flew in the air as the beam tore the earth apart in front of the house.

      I managed to hit every Wyranth in sight. The amount of power I wielded was incredible. My plan had worked.

      For the first time in my life, I felt like a real leader. I deserved to be a knight.

      But it was getting hotter in the room.

      The engine started making strange noises, puttering and pattering in odd rhythms.

      I looked behind me. Ethan rushed back through the doorway. “James! Get out of here. That thing’s gonna blow!”

      “Huh?” I asked.

      The engine had turned red hot. Smoke seeped through the pipes and clouded the room. I’d been so intent on the battle I hadn’t noticed.

      I let go of the trigger and ran for the door. Remembering the reason we came, I stopped in my tracks, bending over to pick up the binder before continuing onward. We moved into the hallway and back toward the kitchen where we’d first come in. A Wyranth soldier lay crumpled in the hallway, where Ethan must have dispatched him just prior.

      We hopped over the Wyranth and made our way into the kitchen. Ethan opened the window, and we jumped outside.
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      I dropped to the ground, bending my knees as I hit. Dust kicked up around my feet.

      Ethan had already taken off running. There were no Wyranth in sight on this side of the house. The ones who had surrounded us—if the Wyranth had been telling the truth—must have either come inside or gone back around front to see what the commotion was.

      The house exploded.

      A concussive force knocked me through the air, sending me flying head first into the dirt.

      I’d been involved in airship battles with exploding shells coming very close to tearing us to pieces, but that was one of the largest blasts I’d ever encountered. It tore the house apart, the exterior walls lurching and swaying before collapsing.

      A wave of fire roared from the window. The flames singed the back of my neck. It was hot, but I didn’t burn.

      Shouting came from the opposite side of the house. I could hardly hear through my ears ringing from the explosion. Whatever was being said, it was lost on me.

      I clutched the folder tightly, pulled myself to my feet, and scrambled forward.

      Glancing back at the house, I saw the level of destruction the machine’s overload had caused. The whole roof had been blown to bits, the wind carrying them the opposite direction. Where once stood a building now lay rubble. Smoke shot skyward, obscuring my view.

      There wasn’t time to stop. I scrambled to my feet and ran after Ethan, who already ran a good ten paces ahead of me.

      We ran through the corn fields and back toward the forest. This time, we had to get out with our lives.

      Ethan led the way and didn’t wait for me. I pushed my legs harder to try to keep up with him.

      Gunshots blasted behind me. I instinctively slowed.

      “Keep going!” Ethan shouted without looking back.

      I came back up to speed, not questioning his orders. There was a time to argue, but now wasn’t one of them. We would be overwhelmed by Wyranth if they caught us. They probably had the whole of their contingent in Loveridge coming after us.

      A few more shots echoed in the forest, but they seemed to become more distant. Whether we outran them, or the Wyranth gave up, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t dare look back, lest I trip or slow myself down some other way. Moving was a good way to make oneself a more difficult target to hit.

      My lungs burned. I had inhaled a little bit of the smoke from the blast and, combined with the exertion, it was making it difficult to breathe. My legs felt like mush. We’d been going too hard with very little break. Though I’d spent a lot of time running up and down the steps of the giant Crystal Spire in Rislandia City in training, running this hard proved to be a much greater endurance test.

      My tenacity here meant life or death, however. If I stopped, the Wyranth could catch up. Ethan wouldn’t slow down until it was safe. I had to follow his lead.

      Our hard run through the forest seemed to go on forever. After a while, I wondered if Ethan even knew which way we were headed. I hadn’t checked my bearings, and with the thick tree cover of the forest, it was difficult to get a good view of the moon and stars while moving at this pace.

      Finally, when my legs felt as if they were about to give way, Ethan slowed down. He turned back to me, breathing just as heavily as I was, sweat dripping down his face. His hair was clumped together, dirty and sweaty. We must have looked like wrecks. “You doing okay?” he asked between hard breaths.

      “Yeah,” I managed to say.

      Speaking made me realize how dry my mouth was. I wished we hadn’t dropped our packs in the house the first time we’d run from the Wyranth. A canteen would have been wonderful.

      “Good,” Ethan said. “We shouldn’t stop completely. The Wyranth might be coming for us still, or we might run into one of those rabid packs of roving soldiers in their serum-withdrawal delirium. We’re going to have to press on until we get back to Rislandian territory.”

      I nodded.

      He seemed content with my gesture, turning back and pressing forward. He walked instead of running now, but we’d been going for so long my legs wanted to give way.

      The sky was pink on the horizon between the trees. The sun was making its way up. We’d run through the night. Judging from the sun’s location, we were heading north, which was good. We would reach Rislandian territory soon enough.

      My adrenaline slowly wore off, and fatigue set in. Even more than my lungs and my legs, my eyes grew weary. I could hardly keep them open. And they were dry. Everything irritated me. I just wanted to collapse in a bed. I’d even settle for the forest floor for a little nap.

      But sleep wouldn’t be in the cards. Our lives still depended on us moving forward.

      This was by far the worst mission I’d been on, including the time I’d been captured to become a gladiator. At least then I had water and food and rest when I needed it. None of the other battles so far had taxed me like this. But this is what I signed up for. This was what knights had to endure for the safety and security of everyone else.

      The forest began to thin. We had to be closer to Greenhorne or Plainsroad Village at this point. Either way, our army would be close by.

      We reached a flat area. I used the opportunity to rest my eyes even as I moved forward. There wasn’t anything to trip on here.

      Moments later, I found myself stumbling forward. I had fallen asleep while walking. I laughed at myself, unable to believe I’d done such a thing.

      “Something funny?” Ethan asked.

      “Nah, just too tired,” I said.

      “I know the feeling.”

      My feet dragged. Each step became harder. We had to reach one of our towns soon. All I wanted was rest and water. I’d give anything for them.

      Shadowed figures appeared in the distance. It was still barely twilight, and I couldn’t make out who was in front of us. Ethan was at the ready, his gun pointed. Hadn’t he run out of ammunition? Perhaps he would be able to bluff our way out of a confrontation, but with how aggressive the Wyranth were, I doubted it.

      Rifles cocked. Bullets flew toward us. Ethan ducked.

      “Hold your fire!” he shouted. He put his hands up, pistol in the air. “We’re not here to fight.”

      The men firing on us came forward, they kept their guns trained, though they stopped shooting. There were six of them in total. When they came close, I spotted the dark gray uniforms of the Grand Rislandian Army, along with the brass Crest of Malaky over their breast pockets—a gear with angel wings on the side, and a crown atop it. They wore matching caps with the same insignia embroidered on them. They didn’t look pleased to see us.

      “We’re Rislandian, too,” Ethan assured them.

      “Yeah?” one of the infantrymen asked, a man with hard eyes and a well-trimmed beard. “Why are you wearing Wyranth uniforms?”

      “Intelligence,” Ethan said. “We’re knights.”

      The Rislandians grumbled to themselves. “We’re gonna have to take you to our commander to verify you.”

      “Of course,” Ethan said.

      I sighed in relief. Even though they were suspicious of us, we were back among our people. It would all be over soon.

      The infantrymen still gave us a complete run through. They took our weapons and patted us down. Ethan said we were lucky they didn’t bind us. Eventually, they led us to their camp.
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Cid turned over one of the pieces of paper I’d brought him. He’d listened to our whole story before getting into the actual documents we’d recovered and wrinkled his forehead as he delved into what we found.

      I glanced at Ethan. He seemed focused on Cid..

      We waited as Cid quietly flipped through the pages. I was getting impatient. It’d been three full days since we’d been back, and I hadn’t been able to see Princess Reina. The palace was closed off to visitors, and they made no exceptions. It was all so strange.

      “Hmm,” Cid said.

      I wasn’t sure if I should open my mouth and ask Cid what he was thinking. My eyes shifted to Ethan again, hoping he would take the lead, but he said nothing.

      Cid looked back up at us. “This confirms Ral’s reports on the strange spider-like woman he saw. I didn’t mention this in front of him, but a good number of the army brass thought he had been shell-shocked from battle. Now he has proof he wasn’t seeing things. Still, tt’s a shame you didn’t find any information pertaining to airships. Latest reports are that there have been some struggles in the rebuilding effort.”

      “They can’t piece the Liliana back together?” I asked.

      “From my understanding, the ship is mostly reconstructed, but there is an element to the engine that’s not allowing it to lift off as it did before. Our scientists are baffled because it looks the same.” Cid straightened the papers and placed them all into one stack.

      “Who created the airship engines?” Ethan asked.

      “A man by the name of Dr. Lawrence du Brass. I’m afraid he’s long since passed. He was one of the first targets of our original war against the Wyranth years ago. Harkerpal has done all he can, and he learned a lot about the airship design since then, but there’s something missing. It takes a lot for such a wooden monstrosity to take to the skies. Ah, well, it’s not a concern we can do much about now,” Cid said.

      He extended his hand to me, and then Ethan. We shook hands as he stood. “You gentlemen did a great job recovering what you could from Dr. Metzengerstein’s lab. You’re to be commended.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Ethan said.

      I nodded.

      “I know the army’s intelligence division will be eager to get their hands on the information here. There’s so much to go through, it might lead to many developments in our armaments and technologies. I’m especially interested in these mechanized units. I’m sure others will be as well. If these end up in Wyranth hands—“

      “We’ll have to ensure it doesn’t happen,” Ethan said, smiling at Cid. “James and I would be happy to volunteer for a mission to Nyanzi to see what’s going on, if you need anyone.”

      I perked a little in my chair. Mechanized units and seeing a whole new country? This sounded like a great job for a knight, though I hoped it wuoldn’t involved going undercover again. On the other hand, it meant I’d be further away from the princess. Would my missions always take me away from her? There had to be a way to balance being a knight with a life.

      Ethan glanced at me as if looking for backup, but I said nothing.

      “You two will be the first I’ll suggest once we get to that point,” Cid said. “For now, we have a lot of work to do to set up supply lines to cities we’ve recaptured. I’ll need you two to escort a group of civilians to Plainsroad Village to get them situated for farming. Without food production for the next year, there won’t be much left to talk about.” He stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should report to the High Knight and the palace staff.”

      I wished I could go with him. I wanted to see Reina more than anything. Even though I’d only been gone a couple of days, it felt like an eternity since I’d been in her presence.

      “C’mon, James,” Ethan said. “We’ll be ready when you need us.” He pushed his chair back, stood, and headed for the door.

      I followed Ethan out, back into the courtyard. We’d won. Our mission had been successful. By all rights, we had a victory. Cid even said we should be commended. Why did it feel so hollow?

      It was because of what we’d found, or failed to find, I surmised. We’d hoped to recover airship plans or information on genetic testing, to get them out of Wyranth hands, and to assist with the rebuilding effort. We found some information, but there should have been more. There should have been a way to end this war.

      Unfortunately, life didn’t always hand easy answers. We would have to keep fighting.

      I slumped my shoulders as I walked. It hit me how tired I was. It would be nice to be back in the barracks again. The bed was familiar, even if I had to sleep in a room with three other boys, one of whom snored loudly.

      A shadow fell over me, the figure of a woman. As I looked up, I recognized her scraggly, dirty-blonde hair and bright eyes. She wore her signature brown skirt and a white blouse, with a red cape flowing behind her—Zaira von Monocle.

      She floated right past me and pounced on Ethan, wrapping her arms around him.

      He kissed her on the cheek, holding her off the ground. His face lit up with excitement, and he whirled her around.

      Zaira gave a dim smile as he set her down. Something was different about her. She didn’t quite have the energy she usually did. “I’m glad you’re back,” Zaira said.

      “Glad to be back,” Ethan said.

      “Hey, Zair-bear,” I said.

      Zaira gave me a weak smile. “Welcome back, James.”

      “What’s been happening here in Rislandia City?” I asked.

      Zaira dropped her smile in short order. Everything these days served as a reminder of what we’d lost. Even though Zaira didn’t say that’s what she was feeling, I knew her well enough to be able to read her expressions. “A lot of waiting, to be honest. I want to get back out in the airship again. I’m going land crazy.”

      “Land crazy?” Ethan chuckled.

      “It’s real. My father said he used to feel the same way when he was stuck dirtside,” Zaira said.

      “Do you know why the palace is sealed off? Everyone’s acting so strange,” I said.

      Zaira grimaced. “I don’t know how much I’m supposed to say.”

      “You can trust us,” Ethan said.

      Zaira sighed. “Okay. Don’t tell anyone else. The king’s health has taken a turn for the worse. No one’s sure what’s going on. I wasn’t given specifics, and I don’t think anyone’s supposed to know. They’ve brought in a specialist to see to him.” She shrugged. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. The stress probably got to him.”

      “Probably,” Ethan said. “I know sometimes it’s made me feel ill.”

      “I hope he’ll recover soon,” I said.

      Ethan and Zaira’s eyes met each other’s. There was a fire and intensity to their gazes, and I felt awkward standing there. I needed to get away.

      “I should say hello to my bunkmates. I’ll let you two catch up,” I said.

      “Good to see you, James,” Zaira said.

      I hurried away from the two lovebirds. It wasn’t as if their displays of affection offended me. Reina and I were just as bad, but it wasn’t fun to stand by and watch the two of them.

      Fun. I wished I could have simple, innocent fun like I used to. Everything seemed so heavy all the time these days. The stones in the courtyard seemed darker than before, older, lifeless. It might have been my imagination, but it was like the Wyranth had sapped the joy out of Rislandia City itself.

      I’d come here to become a knight, and I was on my way. No one else around me had been promoted to journeyman so quickly. I’d make it to full knight in this next year, I was sure of that. But I had to remember the reason I wanted to be one. It was for my king, for my country, and to show the world I was the best Rislandia had to offer.

      I opened my hand, realizing I’d been clenching my fist as I walked. There was still a lot of work to do before we could get everything back to normal. I would be up to the task, whatever it took.
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