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“A war fought for peace is a war nonetheless.”


[image: 1: Song]


Song was the perfect warrior, a living weapon, forged by the fire of the Great Cosmic Dragon. She had dedicated her life to saving her world by destroying its enemies.

But now, with battle at hand, she felt a strange reluctance.

“For the glory of my . . .” Song spoke the sacred words but paused for a breath, staring into the far reaches of space. It was not fear that threatened her resolve. Despite all her devotion, her oath, her sacrifice, she found herself wondering if there might be something more than this war.

Something better.

“Creator.” Song scolded herself for the distraction and hoped that Shardraku, her creator, could not see into her soul at this moment. Such weakness was unacceptable in anyone of her Rodraku race, the people of the Dragon.

For a Rodraku warrior on the verge of combat, to hesitate was blasphemy.

Song crouched on the circular piloting platform and shifted her weight left. Her Talon starfighter responded like an extension of her body, banking and firing its energy cannons at an oncoming enemy fighter.

The cockpit’s visual display surrounded her, giving Song a full view of the battle above the minor planet Dalara. The Talon’s wings rotated around the spherical command pod as her ship completed a roll, dodging her enemy as she continued to unleash glorious fire upon its hull.

The enemy fighter exploded in a burst of light, like a shattering star. Song’s first kill of the day. It would not be her last.

The Talon starfighter’s interface covered Song’s body with a red energy grid that anchored her to the piloting platform. She bent her knees and leaned foward, directing the ship to fly beneath the cluster of the assault. The sleek, blade-shaped enemy fighters—ships of the Isari, the race of the Serpent—seemed to operate independently of each other, slicing through space in every direction.

But Song’s fellow pilots held perfect formation—an army of silver dragons in space, breathing a wave of holy fire upon their enemies.

Song eased her ship left and down until the enemy warship moved into the center of her canopy’s HUD. Starfighters poured out of the warship’s flight deck.

“Set waypoint,” she said.

The HUD acknowledged her command and located Song’s target through the chaos. A thin red line traced the perimeter of the enormous Isari warship, a profane monstrosity shaped like three stacked triangles, each of which could rotate independently of the others.

The display completed the outline and blinked a confirmation. A green marker settled on the flight deck’s electromagnetic barrier.

Three thousand meters to target.

An alert flashed across the canopy. The missile-lock warning blared as three images appeared on her HUD—a projection of Song’s Talon and two enemy fighters closing in behind her, one on either side.

“Reverse thrusters.” Song jerked backward and twisted her body, her feet secured to the platform by the energy grid. Her Talon executed a sharp 180-degree turn.

The Isari opened fire. Song threw herself forward and alternated her footing back and forth. Her ship danced between the energy blasts, swaying in rhythm with her steps. Yellow target-trackers roamed for a few seconds, then snapped onto the enemy fighters and blinked red.

Song thrust her fists forward. Missiles fired from both sides of her Talon. The enemy fighters erupted, but Song’s missile loadout was spent. “Switch to guns.”

She paid no mind to the HUD’s indication that the enemy warship was now behind her. Song could feel the location of the target throughout her body, as if the mission led her soul, a divine gift from Shardraku. After a gentle sway of her hands, the Talon turned, and the warship again dominated her field of view.

Twenty-five hundred meters to target.

She angled her Talon toward the flight deck at the center of the warship. A starfighter emerged from the bay, and she pitched down. The HUD’s targeting system locked onto the enemy.

Song spread her fingers and threw her hands in its direction.

The blasts caught the enemy where its starboard wing attached to the fuselage, and the wing fractured from the hull. The starfighter hurtled into the thick of the battle at a spin, an easy kill for another Rodraku pilot.

Fifteen hundred meters to target.

“Throttle up.” The Talon’s speed increased, and the electromagnetic barrier of the flight deck grew larger on her HUD, emitting a purple glow.

Five hundred meters to target.

The display blinked red. The warship’s mounted energy cannons spun and fired. Blasts grazed her hull. The HUD alerted her of the damage. Song remained calm.

Fifty meters to target.

She drew in a breath and thought of her homeworld, her people, and her creator.

She thought of her sister.

Song threw her body backward. “Reverse thrusters!”

The thrusters roared to life as the Talon broke through the electromagnetic barrier. She pitched sideways to break the momentum.

“Eject.” The Talon’s canopy retracted, and Song pulled her energy pistols as the piloting grid deactivated. The platform propelled her from her ship.

Her body straightened as she soared through the air. Isari pilots and crew scrambled across the flight deck below. A row of starfighters hung from the overhead, ready to launch into battle.

Song extended her hands straight out, firing as she descended.

She landed in a crouched position as her Talon crashed into the bulkhead. Four Isari lay motionless on the deck.

More soldiers charged through the hatch on the opposite side of the flight deck. Their silver armor matched the bulkhead perfectly, but the targeting system in Song’s lenses locked onto their heat signatures. The enemy had sent only six to kill her. She considered it an insult.

The Isari opened fire. Song holstered her pistols and dove left. Energy blasts soared above her, scoring burn marks into the bulkhead.

Song rolled as she pulled two smoke pellets from compartments in her armor. She came to a knee and threw them at her enemy.

Smoke filled the flight deck as the Isari continued firing in her direction. Song stayed low as she dashed toward the bulkhead. Energy blasts ripped through the smoke, one catching her on the shoulder, but she gritted her teeth and kept running.

For the glory of my creator. Sweat streamed down her face. She had to move fast. Isari battle cruisers were heavily automated, with relatively few crew members. But the longer she took, the more difficult it would be to achieve her objective. She could not return to her order as a failure. The Dragon does not retreat.

She reached the edge of the deck and leaped at the bulkhead. The electromagnetic technology activated in her boots, and Song ran diagonally up the bulkhead panels as multiple red target-trackers appeared through the smoke on her lenses. Song fired at them.

A few steps later, the targets were gone.

An alarm wailed as she raced through the hatch leading out of the flight deck and deeper into the ship. She found herself in a narrow corridor where long rows of doors ran down both sides of the passage. Red lights flashed along the bulkhead, and the rumble of the warship’s cannons reverberated through the hull.

Song holstered her pistols and sprinted down the passageway.

A door whooshed open ahead on her left. Two Isari soldiers rushed into the corridor, each wielding an energy rifle. Song dodged their blasts and lunged at the Isari, knocking away the barrels of their guns with both hands. Her right fist connected with the face of the first gunman. She spun, pulled her golden dagger with her left, and delivered it to the heart of the second soldier.

Before the man hit his knees, she retrieved the dagger and sent a fast sidekick into the ribs of the first soldier. He doubled over in pain. Song brought a jump-kick into his face and pierced his chest with her blade.

The deck trembled as Song hurried down the metal passageway. Her lenses indicated a massive power signature ahead.

There it is.

She dashed around the corner. Two Isari guards stood in front of a thick metal door not twenty steps away. A green glow emitted from the rectangular window behind them.

Song drew her pistols and fired. The first guard hit the deck after managing only one erratic shot. Song dodged the fire of the second guard by jumping to the bulkhead, taking two steps, then rebounding in the other direction. She rolled as she landed, the Isari’s blasts missing her by a whisper. She came to a knee, took aim, and fired. The guard fell.

She searched his body for a key card as the alarm wailed. Song was running out of time, but she would not panic. She would complete her mission or die trying.

Song found the key card on the dead guard’s belt and used it to open the door. She checked over her shoulder as she ran through the doorway. More Isari would arrive soon.

The room was a large sphere, empty except for a thin walkway suspended in the air that led to the apparatus in the center. A glowing green orb—the ship’s main power generator—hovered in the middle of a metal halo. Brilliant rays of light reached from the orb out to the halo like spokes on a wheel.

Song stopped halfway down the walkway and pulled a tiny disc from a compartment in her armor. A squeeze triggered long, thin blades to protrude from the disc.

She flicked her wrist. The device sailed through the air and found its mark, sticking in place on the metal halo.

A countdown timer appeared on her lenses.

00:00:10

Song darted back down the walkway and through the door. She rushed through the passageway, the alarm continuing to blare, interrupted only by the growing sound of explosions. More Isari crewmembers—most without armor or weapons—ran in both directions down the corridor, all yelling in panic and confusion. None tried to stop her.

00:00:05

Song jumped again to the bulkhead, running sideways above the chaos as she raced toward the flight deck. The entrance lay just ahead.

00:00:01

The ship quaked. A loud boom shook the passageway. Song smelled fire and burning steel. Heat pressed at her back.

Men screamed behind her as glorious fire devoured the enemies of the Dragon.

The lights flickered and sparked when Song reached the flight deck, and the screech of twisting metal rang in her ears. The hull would breach at any moment.

Farther down the deck, an Isari man in silver armor and a black helmet raced toward a ladder leading to the cockpit of a starfighter. Song sprinted toward him and fired a shot that caught him on the shoulder. The Isari stumbled and fell at the base of the ladder. She pounced on the pilot’s chest and pulled her dagger. The Isari held up his hand, crying out in a language she did not understand. A strange ripple ran across his armor, which was composed of millions of tiny silver plates.

An instant later, his body seemed to disappear into the deck—perfect camouflage technology—though he remained trapped beneath her weight. Only his helmet was still visible.

“Don’t kill me.” The Isari’s words changed to the Rodraku language. He pulled off his helmet with invisible hands. “Please, I have a little girl.”

Song paused. A little girl. She thought of the photograph she had kept hidden for so many years, the smiling child clutching the flower. Lila. Song eased her grip on the knife.

No. The collision of the five worlds was drawing dangerously close. Now was not the time for mercy. The first tenet of Shardraku’s Code—the divine law of her creator—rang in Song’s mind. Every enemy of the Dragon is a stain on the universe that must be cleansed.

“For the glory of Shardraku.” Song’s dagger kissed the heart of her enemy, as it had so many times before.

Fire and destruction consumed the flight deck. Overwhelming heat threatened to cook her inside her armor, but a dragon never feared the flames.

Song scrambled up the ladder, jumped into the starfighter, and closed the canopy. She punched the standard Isari ignition sequence into the ship’s computer.

Nothing happened.

Song tried the sequence again. The engines sputtered but did not start.

The bulkhead collapsed. Starfighters fell from the overhead and crashed into the deck. The sound of twisting metal was deafening.

To die serving the Dragon is the ultimate glory. Song found poise in the fourth tenet of Shardraku’s Code. She did not fear death, but she would not submit to it either.

Song entered the sequence one more time. The engines thundered to life, and the ship lifted off the flight deck. She jammed the throttle forward. The starfighter zoomed through the electromagnetic barrier and into space.

Rodraku ships circled the area, but Song spotted no other Isari starfighters. Two Rodraku fighters broke formation and moved in Song’s direction. She pressed two fingers against her chest plate to activate her beacon, which identified her not only as a Rodraku soldier but also as a warrior priestess in the elite fighting order known as the Jinsai. The Rodraku pilots returned to their squadron.

The Rojin battle cruiser loomed behind the swarm of fighters. The ship looked like a red dragon gliding through space.

The voice of Commander Hakima buzzed in Song’s ear. “Well done, priestess. Enemy target destroyed. Return to base.”

[image: * * *]

Torchlight danced across the mural of Shardraku that dominated the wall of the sanctuary. The Dragon Creator’s golden wings reached from one side of the cavernous room to the other, its head almost touching the high ceiling. Eyes of fire gazed down upon the golden altar on the platform. In the painting, the image of the creator appeared to be blessing the sacred pedestal with a holy blaze from its mouth.

Song watched as Sarzen, the Rodraku Emperor, took his place beside the ceremonial altar. Her thoughts drifted between reverence and envy. He was perhaps the only living Rodraku who had journeyed to the island of Benzhi and encountered the dragons that dwelled within its mists. Like all Rodraku Emperors before him, Sarzen would one day join the dragons in reincarnation.

The emperor wore a coat of yellow silk over red robes. A black sapphire rested in the center of his gold vest, which was trimmed with a red rope around the waist. Even at a distance, Song could see the sliver of flame that ran down the middle of the sacred jewel—given to Sarzen by the dragons. He had worn the same vestiges for Song’s own initiation into the Holy Order of the Jinsai.

Four of the Shiku-Ra flanked the emperor on both sides, towering like statues at each corner of the platform. As the emperor’s personal guards, the Shiku-Ra wore black robes beneath their ornate armor of reds so dark that the firelight nearly failed to reveal the color. Long, straight hair protruded from the back of black masks that covered all but their eyes. Short energy rifles rested in tight holsters on their thighs. The grips of the swords strapped to their backs extended from the sides of their heads like horns, as if the Shiku-Ra were faceless dragons. Rumors suggested the blades of their swords were black as well, but Song had never seen a Shiku-Ra draw his weapon. She wondered if the tales of their fighting prowess were true.

The Jinsai priestesses formed a half circle around the torches. On Song’s left, Commander Hakima watched the proceedings from the apex of the circle. Mai stood to Song’s right, her ice-blonde hair standing out even in the dim room.

No electricity flowed through the sanctuary. The Rodraku allowed only the divine light of fire to fall upon such sacred places. But Song could hear the rumble of the Rojin’s engines echoing through the bulkhead.

The new initiate knelt before the altar. Like all the priestesses, she wore the ceremonial garb of the Jinsai—long, black robes reaching to the floor and a matching sash around her waist. Gold stitching gave a hint of color to the garments. The head and neck of a black dragon—all but invisible against the dark silk—adorned the left shoulder, breathing fire and smoke over the front of the robe. A black hood covered her head.

Sarzen turned away from the initiate to face the image of Shardraku. The emperor’s tall, golden crown tilted back as he lifted his hands. “Glorious Shardraku, we offer our undying devotion, and our total submission. Already, your power has burned clean the stain of the Phoenix. By your divine command, their world will soon be destroyed, the first of the four blasphemer planets to fall. Now, we turn our eyes to the Serpent, the next enemy who shall crumble beneath your glory. We offer the highest gratitude for the power you place inside us. We are willing vessels. We live to serve. We praise you with the blood of your enemies.”

The Jinsai responded in unison. “We praise you with the blood of your enemies.”

Sarzen faced the kneeling girl. Using both hands, he lifted the dagger and sheath from the gold pedestal at his side. He held the dagger high in his right hand and the sheath in his left. “For thousands of years, the Jinsai priestesses have professed the will of our creator through combat. Now, prepare to be named among them.”

The young woman removed her hood. Black stubble covered her head, as was customary for Jinsai initiates. Song’s own black hair had grown well past her shoulders in the five years since she had knelt before the emperor, but she remembered feeling the divine heat on her scalp when she had been inducted into the order.

Sarzen pointed the dagger toward the sheath. The torchlight flowed over the golden blade. “I bless this weapon with the power of Shardraku”—he slid the dagger into the sheath—“as a symbol of your divine appointment.”

Sarzen offered the dagger to the girl, who bowed her head and received the weapon with both hands. She placed the dagger in the pocket hidden within the folds of her robe.

The emperor retrieved two energy pistols from the same pedestal. “I bless these weapons with the power of Shardraku.” He offered them to the initiate. “May they serve him well.”

The newcomer again bowed her head as she received the pistols.

“Now, rise.”

The girl stood before the emperor and the painting of Shardraku. From Song’s perspective, standing behind the initiate, the Dragon Creator spewed flames around Sarzen and onto the newest Jinsai, bathing her in fire.

Sarzen held out his open palm toward the initiate. “From this day forward, you shall be known as Lila of the Holy Order of the Jinsai, priestess of the glorious creator!”

Song held her breath at the sound of the girl’s name. Was it really her? Had she made it through?

Lila bowed before the emperor. “I shall praise Shardraku with the blood of his enemies.”

The emperor gestured to the rest of the Jinsai. “Now, join your order.”

The initiate turned. The fires provided more than enough light for Song to recognize the face she knew only from the faded picture taken over a decade before, the face of a child now grown into a warrior.

Song wondered if her sister would recognize her as well.

[image: * * *]

Song ran her fingers over the sacred text, the shadows of her hands hiding the words from the light of the candle. She no longer needed to see the letters on the page. Time and repetition had etched the story onto her mind.

For as long as she could remember, Song had spent almost every evening reading about those who’d come before her, the Rodraku who had built their empire on their homeworld, Kyrdraku. The story of Nobuye—the first Jinsai—was her favorite.

Song closed the thick book and pushed her chair away from the metal desk situated in the corner of her private quarters. The book’s textured leather cover seemed out of place against the shining steel that composed her walls and most of the furniture. She caressed the binding, feeling the thousands of tiny bumps along the surface. The gold lettering read The Sacred History of the Rodraku: Volume 1. Despite the age of the tome, the spine showed no signs of breaking. The smell of the pages was a welcome accent to the burning wax of the dying candle.

She returned the book to the cabinet, then moved to the center of the room, placing her bare feet in the middle of a black rug that covered a modest portion of the cold, metal deck. Her hands came together at her chest as she sank to her knees. Song bowed her head and offered a prayer to Shardraku, thanking her creator for another day and requesting the power of the Dragon to destroy her enemies.

After a deep breath, Song set her feet shoulder-width apart and extended her hands. In her mind’s eye, she saw the battle from the previous day. Isari fighters attacked her from all directions, their scattered combat tactics a striking contrast to the strict formations of the Rodraku fleet. Song leaned to the side and watched as the Talon in her mind responded. Again, the two Isari fighters closed in behind her, but this time she required no alerts. She could feel the enemy in her midst.

The Isari opened fire. Rather than repeat the maneuver she had used in the actual battle, Song threw her weight to the side and waved her hands in a rapid circular motion. The Talon spun around her body, its wings dodging the oncoming fire. She eased forward to send her ship on a downward arc. The Isari chased Song’s ship with guns blazing. She responded with a sudden movement back and to the right. Her Talon arced upward into a slow roll. The Isari were a heartbeat too slow in their response. Song leaned back farther, pulling her open hands to her shoulders. Her ship completed the maneuver. She saw the enemy fighters in front of her and fired her missiles with a thrust of her fists. The Isari exploded.

Her eyes stayed closed as she continued her exploration of the battle. Song swayed back and forth on the thin rug, brushing her hands toward enemies that flowed from the depths of her mind. She employed new tactics and different scenarios. More than once, the imaginary Isari got the better of her. Song had died a thousand deaths this way, dancing in her room with eyes shut tight. Dying never bothered her. In death, she found truth. A failed tactic presented a new lesson to be filed away for a future encounter.

When at last there were no more enemies to vanquish from her thoughts, Song opened her eyes. The flickering candle threatened to surrender to the darkness at any moment. She bowed her head for the final prayer of the day: that in sleep, her creator might bring her greater understanding and stronger conviction to Shardraku’s Code.

Song opened her eyes. Discipline and habit urged her toward her bunk, a routine she had followed every night in her five years as a Jinsai.

Instead, Song tiptoed back to her desk, taking care to quiet the falls of her feet as if hoping Shardraku would not hear her steps.

For years, the black journal had not moved from its corner in the back of the cabinet. Not since the day Song had bowed before the emperor and received her own golden dagger. But now, she pulled the journal from its resting place and loosened the red ribbon that held it shut. The pages contained countless notes, observations, prayers, and ideas from her Jinsai training.

A metal clip attached the picture to the final page—a picture Song had carried in secret most of her life. It was the only photograph she had ever owned. Song didn’t know whether keeping it violated the rules of the military academy she had attended, and had opted against finding out. Her parents had chosen not to send her a picture of themselves but instead one of a young girl sitting in the grass beneath the blue sky of Kyrdraku. The child beamed as she held a dragon flower with both hands.

Song stood and touched the picture with her fingertips. The image had faded over time—it must have been fifteen years old. Song still recognized the traits of her parents in the child—straight black hair, a small but bulbous nose, and innocent brown eyes. Song imagined she had looked much the same at that age.

She stared at Lila’s picture until the candle burned out.
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“Tyr’s fang, Valik! You’re missing the point entirely!”

“But Dag, you don’t even like dancing,” Valik said. He hated these scouting missions but loved goading his young friend. Valik smiled and shot a fast wink at Lara, who sat next to him in the snow. Lara responded with a roll of her eyes.

Valik rose up just enough to peer over the trunk of the fallen tree. The swirling winds blew his blond hair into his face, several strands catching in his short beard. Heavy snowfall made it all but impossible to see anything in the valley below. But Valik’s leather clothes, furs, and armor—crafted specifically for his muscular frame using the body parts of war machines he had destroyed—kept him warm.

“That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it.” Dag squeezed the bow in his hand and scowled at Valik.

“If you don’t like dancing,” Valik remarked, “then why are you upset that Elise didn’t ask you to dance?”

“That’s not what I—”

“Both of you shut up,” Lara hissed. “Do you want the blackbloods to hear us?”

Frost had collected on the silver armor covering Lara’s torso and hands. Her arms were bare except for tattoos—various animals of the planet Gunmir, depicted in glorious fashion, devouring rival worlds. The tiny white gem on the left side of her nose sparkled in a glint of light. As always, she wore the hawk ring that had belonged to her great-great-grandmother, the only female chieftain their clan ever had.

Valik hid a smile. “If you’re so annoyed, Lara, then help me talk some sense into him. I’ll keep an eye out for your bird.”

Lara huffed. “Dag, if you wanted to dance with Elise, then you should have asked her to dance.” She gave Valik an exasperated look. “How long has he been like this?”

Valik checked the sky for Syna, Lara’s white hawk. Even through the heavy snowfall, he could see the planet’s massive white rings arcing across the sky, but no sign of the bird. “Ever since Elise healed that scratch on his leg a few months ago . . .” He shook his head.

“Scratch?” Dag faked a laugh. “That cursed blackblood nearly cut me off at the knee.”

“How terrible,” Lara said wryly. “Then you wouldn’t have been able to dance.”

“Dag doesn’t like to dance,” Valik reminded her.

“I hate you both.” Dag crawled closer to the tree, leaning his bow against it, and peeked over the top.

“Dag,” Lara said, “maybe you should just be my little sister’s friend first, get to know her better. Would that be so bad?”

“Absolutely not,” Dag said firmly. “With Tyr the Wolf Creator as my witness, Elise and I will not be friends. I’d rather the blackbloods tear me apart one piece at a time than be the confidant she talks to about other men.”

“Ha! Well said!” Valik tapped Dag on the shoulder with the blade of his battle-axe.

“You’re both ridiculous.” Lara watched the cloudy sky.

“How did Valik get you, then?” Dag retorted.

“How did he get me?” Lara’s tone sounded fiery enough to melt the ice covering the Heimsgar region of the planet Gunmir.

Valik pretended to search the sky for Syna. He doubted he would spot Lara’s hawk before she did, but he would rather face an enraged cave bear than participate in this new conversation.

“Well, you two are together, right?” Dag protested.

“I don’t know, Dag.” Lara glared at him. “Let’s ask him. Valik, are we together?”

Valik shifted with discomfort, though not due to his new armor, which fit him like a second layer of metallic skin. Mari, the blacksmith, already had several requests from other warriors in the Clan of the Last Men—the Magni men and women who defended the Heimsgar region—to make similar armor for them. Mari always shrugged and replied, “Then bring me more dead war machines.”

“Valik?” Lara’s tone was as sharp as the thin, curved blade slung across her back.

A prayer to Tyr, the Wolf Creator, ran through Valik’s mind. Where in the five planets is that hawk?

The ground rumbled. The valley echoed with a sound like the growl of an enormous beast. Clumps of snow fell from the branches of the surrounding trees.

Valik’s muscles tensed, and Lara reached for her sword. Dag grabbed his bow and nocked an arrow.

A loud screech pierced through the snowstorm, and Syna appeared not ten meters in front of them. The hawk swooped down onto the log and locked eyes with Lara.

“They’re coming!” Lara jumped to her feet, and Syna took flight, disappearing into the sky.

Valik stood, his axe in his left hand, his sword in his right. The trees trembled with the thunder of the oncoming force, but he couldn’t see anything through the weather. “Lara, how many did Syna see?”

“Hundreds,” she replied shortly. “Maybe more. They’ve got a handful of scouts ahead of them. We’ve got to get out of here before they spot us.”

Valik slung his weapons across his back. “Probably too late, but we can lead them in the wrong direction. Lara, get to your lorec. Dag, get back to the village and tell Rolf—”

“I’m on it.” Dag hurried away into the swirling snow off to their right.

Through the howling winds, Valik could hear the army of machines tromping through the snow like an avalanche that grew in intensity every second. Valik and Lara dashed toward the three lorec they had brought with them. The feline creatures snarled and bared their fangs. Their thick white fur—dotted with black splotches—swayed in the cold wind as they pounded their claws in the snow.

The first shots came as Valik and Lara reached the lorec. Two blasts of red energy sailed over their heads. The creatures roared.

Lara leaped into the saddle and looked back at the oncoming androids. “Racers. Looks like four of them. Must be scouts.”

Valik saw nothing, but he had no doubts concerning Lara’s connection to the eyes of the hawk circling above. The Ylvalds had strong magic in their bloodline.

He quickly mounted his lorec. “Let’s go!”

Dag’s lorec bounded alongside them through the snow as more energy blasts tore through the air.

Valik turned his head for an instant. He could see them now. Four of the blackbloods were closing in behind them. The machines’ vehicles—hunks of metal that hovered over the ground—opened fire.

Valik’s lorec dodged right. Lara’s went left along with Dag’s riderless cat. The androids’ blasts ripped through the air. Their heat swept over Valik’s skin. The forest lay a few hundred meters ahead.

An energy blast bounced off the shield on Lara’s back. She grunted in pain but kept riding.

Valik pulled on the reins. His lorec skidded to a stop, wheeled around, and charged straight at the racers. He needed to draw attention away from her. “Keep going!” he called to Lara.

“What are you doing?” she shouted back.

The machines focused their fire on Valik as his lorec dodged back and forth. Valik pulled his battle-axe with his left hand.

The racers rushed toward him, two in front with another pair not far behind. Valik could see their red eyes through the falling snow.

“Jump!”

The lorec leaped into the sky, its paws clearing the oncoming fire. Valik hurled his axe at one of the androids. The weapon flipped through the air and lodged into the machine’s head. Its mount swerved left, smashing into the blackblood at its side and sending both tumbling back in a mangled heap.

The racers in the rear slowed as they approached the wreckage, and Valik’s lorec sprinted back toward Lara, who was nearing the forest. Dag’s lorec had vanished in the trees.

“Could you not manage all four of them?” she asked, resuming her speed as Valik caught up.

“I’m not done yet!”

Another round of energy blasts cut through the air between them. Their lorec both roared again but didn’t slow down. Valik’s lorec veered right as Lara’s went left. The machine racers split their pursuit as well.

One of the blackbloods closed in on Lara. The machine fired, the red bolt grazing the side of her lorec. The beast bellowed but did not falter. The blackblood sped up.

“Lara!” Valik shouted. “Look out!”

Lara leaned back. Her lorec slid in the snow, digging in its claws and turning sharply right. Lara pulled her sword as she and her animal jumped into the path of the android. They cleared the nose of the racer, energy blasts erupting below it. A swing of Lara’s blade separated the android’s head from its body. The vehicle tipped forward, and the machine rolled across the ground.

As Valik roared his approval, a blast caught him on the shoulder and nearly sent him flying out of the saddle. Energy bolts filled the air. When Valik drew his sword, another shot knocked the blade from his hand.

Valik leaned forward and whispered into the ear of his lorec. “Faster.”

The creature sped up through the thickening snow. The forest loomed ahead.

But the racer pulled even with Valik. The machine pointed an arm at him and opened fire. Energy bolts pounded against Valik’s armor. Searing pain shot through his side.

The machine stopped firing to reload. Blackness crept in around Valik’s vision. He willed it away. He couldn’t lose his focus, not now, not yet.

The war machine again leveled its arm to fire.

Valik tugged the reins, and the lorec veered left toward the blackblood. When they were close, he launched himself off the creature and into the air.

Blasts whizzed by his head as Valik landed on the front of the blackblood’s vehicle, throwing it off-balance. He lunged toward the machine and wrapped his arms around its metal body. The forest rushed toward them, a huge tree straight ahead.

The android fought Valik, its ice-cold body writhing and making strange hissing sounds. Tyr’s fang, it’s strong! But Valik held on, his muscles burning and his fingers fighting to keep hold.

The vehicle flew across the ground, hurtling toward the tree. Valik saw it out of the corner of his eye as he fought to maintain his grip a few seconds longer. Maybe he wouldn’t let go at all. It was better for them both to be destroyed than to risk having the machine scout find the village.

Or catch Lara.

Valik did not fear losing his life. But the threat of darkness that may accompany death’s cold embrace, that was something else. He held on one second longer than he thought he should, then jumped.

The machine slammed into the tree and exploded. A wave of heat shoved Valik through the air. He crashed hard on the ground, then staggered to his feet.

What remained of the android’s vehicle lay in a smoldering heap at the base of the tree, but something crawled from the wreckage. The blackblood pulled itself along the ground, the lower half of its body missing. Its red eyes still glowed.

Valik froze. He reached for his weapons and remembered they weren’t there.

The machine took aim.

Suddenly, a wolf leaped through the flames behind the android. The blackblood didn’t have time to react before the beast landed on its back. The wolf’s jaws clamped around the metal neck and ripped at the machine’s insides.

The android sparked, and the red glow faded from its eyes, its head slumping to the ground.

The tension eased in Valik’s body. “It’s about time, Sagr.”
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The mead hall burst into thunderous cheers when Valik opened the door. The Magni hero beamed as he raised both hands high into the air. He began to enter the celebration but stopped mid-stride to bow and step aside. He gestured for Lara to enter first. “After you, my lady.”

Lara shook her head, but he could see the slight smile on her face. “You’re such an oaf.”

“I love it when you call me that.” Valik grinned at her. “Say it again.”

“I’m sure I will.”

Valik turned his head to look for his wolf. “Sagr, are you—”

Valik stopped. Of course, Sagr was nowhere to be seen. The wolf never spent much time in the mead hall, preferring to explore the frozen landscape and hunt for his dinner.

A firepit blazed in the middle of the hall, casting tall shadows of the Clan of the Last Men as they pounded fists on tables, laughing and spilling their drinks. The smell of roasted meat permeated the warm air, a welcome change from the bitter cold of Heimsgar.

Valik followed Lara inside and received another round of applause. A small group of musicians played in the far corner of the room, using loud enthusiasm to compensate for their poor tuning and worse talent.

“Valik, tell us of the battle!” a voice yelled from somewhere across the hall.

As Lara took a seat next to her sister at a nearby table, Valik motioned to the Last Men as if bedding down their noise with his hands. The music stopped, and the crowd settled into a low roar.

He raised his voice. “Well, it wasn’t much of a battle.”

“Then why’d you lose both your weapons?” Dag quipped from a table on Valik’s left.

The comment received a huge laugh from everyone except Odd the Dead Man, the pale and hairless warrior who sat on the floor in the corner, sharpening the blades of his scythe and mumbling to himself.

Valik grinned. “I guess there was enough action to get the heart pumping.” He proceeded to tell the entire story, and the room became more and more silent as he talked, though they cheered again when he described how his wolf, Sagr, had saved him at the last possible moment. Like most other Magni, the Clan of the Last Men took great joy in celebrating their connections with Tyr’s creations, especially the wolves.

“But of course,” Valik said, “I would’ve never survived without the unmatched skill of one very strong, very beautiful woman.” He glanced at Lara, who had ignored his tale until this point.

She eyed him with a suspicious expression.

“Without her,” Valik said dramatically, “my blood would stain the snows of Heimsgar this night.”

Lara permitted a smile.

Valik winked at Lara, then pointed at another woman on his right. “So thank you, Mari, our esteemed blacksmith, whose armor kept me from an otherwise certain death!”

Mari was not much taller when she stood up than when sitting, but she seized her moment, rising from her seat and bowing to the applause. She had a mess of short black hair and a muscular frame, with hands that were always either hammering steel or tipping back a tankard of mead.

“Will you dance with me, Mari?” Valik asked. “May I dance with the woman who saved my life?”

Mari’s cheeks flushed as she gave a nod and a playful curtsy.

Lara gave him a cold glare, and Valik felt a twinge of guilt.

The tug of Mari’s hand pulled his attention away from Lara. The band started a new song, a loud and fast tune that brought several Magni to their feet.

Mari drew in close to him, the smell of mead heavy on her breath. “I’ve wondered if you’d ever ask me to dance, Valik, son of Vali.”

Valik’s mind was still on Lara. He had the urge to excuse himself and go sit with her instead.

Mari patted his cheek, bringing his attention to her face. “What’s the matter, warrior? Would you rather dance with someone else?”

Yes, he thought.

“No,” Valik lied. “I’m all yours, Mari.”

Mari pulled him into a vigorous dance that circled the firepit. The wooden walls of the mead hall rattled with music. Women stood on tables, their drinks held high as they stomped to the rhythm of the song. Men sang at the top of their lungs, regardless of whether they knew the lyrics.

Mari was a great dancer, and Valik soon lost himself in the fun. His clansmen patted him on the shoulder as he moved past them, shouting their congratulations on his thrilling adventure.

He had become used to it over the past few years, so much so that he almost didn’t notice when someone grasped his arm. Valik spun around to see Lara.

“Rolf wants to see us,” she said tersely.

Sobriety poured over Valik. He excused himself from the dance and hastened after Lara into the war room.
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“They must know they’re close.” The gold medallion around Rolf’s neck dangled over the large map that dominated the table, as if the image of Tyr carved into the charm was watching over its creation. Rolf’s sword lay along the side of the map, a simple weapon with a brown leather grip, and a double-edged blade with the words We Are The Stone carved into the fuller.

Figurines dotted the table, wooden images of androids that marked the known positions of the enemy. Valik had carved them himself.

The room was much smaller than the mead hall, and the war table took up most of the space. Rolf, Valik, Lara, Dag, and another Magni warrior named Halvor leaned over the map as a fire crackled in the hearth. Valik could still hear the muffled sounds of the celebration.

Dag pointed at a small outcropping at the edge of the forest on the map. “I was able to find cover there and get a good look at the war machines’ forces. They had about fifty racer scouts, a few of those really big blackbloods, and I’d guess a thousand foot soldiers.”

Halvor, son of Jary, tapped his finger on the table. He was tall, with a broad chest and a full blond beard. A war hammer lay across his back. “Could you tell where they were heading?”

“From what I could see,” Dag said, “they marched in a direction that would take them south of Drengr Mountain.” He traced a path on the map with his finger.

Lara kept her eyes on the map. “Any sky fighters?”

“No,” Dag replied. “Not yet.”

Valik wasn’t surprised. The blackblood vessels that soared through the air and rained down fire were the machines’ greatest advantage, but it seemed that the harsh weather on Gunmir had gotten the better of them. The constant, brutal snowstorms kept hurling the sky fighters into the sides of mountains, which had forced the war machines to rely on ground tactics. Valik hadn’t seen one of the flying contraptions in several months.

“Any word from the other clans?” Valik inquired.

Rolf shook his head. The chieftain had slimmed down in recent years, but he was still the most formidable warrior in the clan, and therefore, the leader of the Last Men. “Not for a while.” Rolf returned his attention to the map.

Everyone else around the table knew to keep silent. They had surrendered more hours to this map than Valik could count, charting out the positions of the enemy as well as other Magni clans. The wooden wolves on the table had grown scarce as of late, but the figure representing the Last Men was still in its place. Valik had crafted that one a bit larger than the others.

“The war machines know we’re here somewhere,” Rolf stated. “Even if they can’t find the Valley, they might be content to wipe us out. They’ll move along the perimeter of the trees, here . . .” He gestured to the patch of scribbles that indicated Skjaldborg Forest.

“Heading in our direction.” Halvor moved the android figure to the drawing of their mead hall, which represented Heimsgar, the home of the Clan of the Last Men and the final stronghold between the war machines and the Valley of the Spirit. “How soon, Dag?” Halvor asked.

“I’d say two days,” the archer said.

Valik rubbed his chin as he studied the map. If the machines pushed through Heimsgar, they might discover the hidden pass through the Red Mountains that led to the Valley of the Spirit. Magni legend held that if the enemies from the four rival planets ever reached the Valley—the place where all life on the planet Gunmir began—their world would be destroyed. The thought chilled Valik’s bones and boiled his blood at the same time. “Dag, did the blackbloods have one of those large spear-shaped machines with them?”

To the best of Valik’s knowledge, the androids intended to use the device to somehow destroy the planet. So far, the blackbloods had been unable to find a place on Gunmir where the ground was soft enough for the machine to penetrate.

Only the Valley, Valik thought. We must keep them out of the Valley.

“Not that I saw,” Dag responded.

“We’ll fortify our position, then,” Halvor declared. “The blackbloods could never breach the walls of Heimsgar with a force that size.”

Halvor was right. The stone walls of Heimsgar had stood for more than five thousand years. The machines could take the stronghold with an attack from the sky, but they knew better than to risk flying in the harsh weather conditions of the mountainous Heimsgar region. Gunmir was nothing if not unforgiving.

Yet something about Halvor’s words didn’t sit well with Valik. He had fought countless battles against the machines. With their vast numbers and resources, why would the blackbloods send so few to attack Heimsgar?

“I don’t think it’s an army at all,” Valik said to the others. “A force of a thousand is nothing to the machines. This is a scouting party.”

Rolf frowned. “They’re hunting us.”

“Right,” Valik said. “If they find Heimsgar, they’ll attack, but the racers will double back through the pass here.” He pointed at a narrow strip of the map between the trees and Drengr Mountain. “If they make it through there, we’ll never catch them. They’ll alert the larger forces stationed at Kasborg Castle.”

It hurt him to say the name of the once-great Magni castle and its surrounding lands. The fall of Kasborg had seemed impossible. After the Magni destroyed Calder’s Bridge, the blackbloods had taken weeks to cross the great ice canyons that defended the city, and several days after that to overwhelm the fierce warriors who’d lived at Kasborg.

But the machines had done it.

“Let them come,” Halvor said. “The wave of machines will break against the walls of Heimsgar.”

Rolf leaned over the map, placing both hands on the table. His eyes shot to Valik. “What do you think?”

Valik surveyed the tiny wooden figures positioned between haphazard sketches on the map. It looked like a game, so easy to just grab a threatening piece and toss it into the fire. But sometimes, in the bitter cold of Gunmir, the flames were snuffed out at the worst possible time, leaving only the darkness and the enemies inside it.

A feeling like icy fingers ran across Valik’s skin. He could still hear Einar’s screams, and the roar of the hagaron.

Valik forced the memory away. “You’re the chieftain, Rolf. We’ll follow you.”
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The celebration in the mead hall had moved outside by the time they had finished their discussion at the war table. A handful of men and women were ambling about the room, cleaning up, sometimes tugging a plate from beneath the beard of a snoring warrior.

Valik followed the sound of laughter outside and down a short path that led to another firepit. The other Magni cleared a spot for him at the end of a log, where Sagr waited, chewing on a large bone. Within a few minutes, Valik’s thoughts of the blackbloods lifted away into the snowy sky with the crackling flames that held the cold at bay. Children tossed small sacks of fire dust into the air, cheering as Dag shot arrows at the toys. The sacks made a loud bang every time an arrow ripped through them. Odd had crafted the toys using materials collected on his recent journeys.

Goran, son of Kathan, held court on the other side of the fire, recounting his story of being chased by a karto hawk. In all his travels across Gunmir, Valik had never encountered one of the huge, winged creatures. They weren’t really hawks at all, but the ancient clans had used the word for any of the planet’s scarce flying creatures, and nobody had ever seen need to change it. Most believed the species had gone extinct more than a century ago. But this story was one of Goran’s most entertaining, so nobody ever said anything, least of all Valik.

Besides, Gunmir still had secrets. Valik believed that with all his heart.

Despite Goran’s volume, Valik only half listened to the story, instead busying himself by scratching into a scrap of hardwood with his dagger. Given enough idle time, his hands always found their way into something, and he found carving shapes from sticks to be relaxing.

His ears perked up as Goran reached the best part of the story. The surrounding men and women laughed in anticipation. They had all heard the tale countless times, but Goran’s enthusiasm kept it fresh.

“So it’s after me,” Goran was saying, “screeching like a banshee. I’m telling you, even my dear, sweet Margit never made such a sound, not even the time I came home drunk, knocked over a lantern, and nearly burned down our hut.”

“I had hoped the flames would take you to our creator,” Margit retorted, “and I’d finally be done with you.”

The crowd roared with approval.

Goran took the jab in stride. His voice grew louder. “I can feel the beast’s hot breath on my back. Tyr’s fang, talk about a smell! Almost as bad as Wartooth over there!” Goran gestured with his cup toward the enormous warrior with a mass of red hair and bushy beard braided into long, thick strands.

The clansmen responded with nervous laughter, but Wartooth didn’t acknowledge the insult. It took more than a ridiculous story and an easy joke to draw the Last Men’s largest fighter from his drinking, but Goran never stopped trying.

“What did you do, Goran?” Dag asked. He had finished entertaining the children and made his way over.

Goran thrust his finger straight forward. “I spot a cave ahead, like it comes out of nowhere. And I’m thinking, ‘I’m saved!’ So I dash for it, tromping through the snow. I know this cursed thing is gonna swoop down and chomp on me any second, but somehow I make it to the cave.”

Goran lowered his voice and hunched over like a predator preparing to strike. “The cave is totally dark. I can’t see a thing, but I don’t give a rudau’s behind. I dash into the cave and . . .” Goran slapped his hands together, letting his mug fall into the snow. “A wall! I smack into a stone wall. Nearly knocks me out.”

Another round of laughter.

Goran kept going. “I’m searching this wall for a crack, a gap, anything, and it’s solid rock. I hear the karto land behind me, and I’m thinking, ‘That’s it for old Goran.’ I put my back against the wall. The beast is creeping toward me, those blasted teeth glistening. Let me tell you, if you’d been where I was, you wouldn’t think less of me for what happened next.”

“And what was that, dear?” Margit asked, ever the dutiful wife. They all knew the answer.

“The karto backs up and flies off. It turns out all I had to do the whole time was just soil myself! I wish I would’ve known sooner; it might’ve saved me a lot of running!”

The Last Men were still chuckling when Lara gave her seat to Dag and made her way over to Valik. Sagr stopped gnawing at his bone—now picked clean—and lifted his head as Lara approached. His tail wagged. Valik kept his attention on his whittling.

Lara took a seat next to him. She snatched Valik’s mug from the ground and took a drink. “I guess you’ll need replacements for your weapons.”

Valik nodded. “Mari’s already working on them. She’s going to melt down some of the metal from the racer we killed today to use for the blades.”

Valik savored the thought of a new sword and axe made from the war machines themselves. The Last Men had started using the machines’ own materials against them when they realized the metals could penetrate their enemies’ tough bodies better than anything native to Gunmir. Mari often grumbled about the work, as android parts were much more difficult to shape. But Tyr willing, the blacksmith would be drowning in destroyed machines within a couple of days.

Lara scoffed. “And how will you thank Mari this time? Perhaps you could get her name tattooed on your arm.”

Valik stopped whittling and set the piece of wood on the ground. “All right, what do you have against Mari?”

“I don’t have anything against Mari,” Lara said. “It’s the way you act around her sometimes.”

“What did I ever do?”

“Please.” Lara rolled her eyes. “Can we stop playing this game, Valik?”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Of course you do. We’re not like my little sister and that ridiculous archer over there, who can’t string together two words around her because he’s so nervous. We’re not children, and I’m wondering when you’re going to start acting your age.”

Valik looked at her in disbelief. “This is what I get after saving our lives today? Unbelievable.”

“Oh, you’re a hero, Valik, there’s no doubting that. That’s exactly my point. You’ve been a hero long enough, and you know it’s time to claim your rightful place.” Lara waved a hand toward the crowd. “This clan would follow you anywhere.”

Valik surveyed his people. The few children still awake had gathered close to the fire to hear Goran tell of the War of the Creators, a story that had been given by Tyr to the first Magni and passed from generation to generation ever since. Valik had heard the tale many times but had never grown tired of it.

Nearly ten thousand years before, the five cosmic beings—a wolf, a lion, a serpent, a dragon, and a phoenix—had agreed to hold a contest of the gods. The creators each formed their own world to send on a collision course with the four other planets. The creator of the surviving world would be crowned the greatest of the gods. Magni prophecy held that the other races intended to destroy their rival planets before they smashed into one another.

But Tyr, the Great Warrior Wolf, had molded Gunmir into a giant frozen stone with ground thicker and harder than anything else in the universe. Gunmir would obliterate the other worlds at the moment of collision. The Magni would die, but the planet would survive. Once victorious, the Great Wolf would breathe on Gunmir and thaw the planet into an eternal paradise where the resurrected Magni would live forever.

No matter what he was doing, Valik always stopped to hear that part of the story.

When Goran finished, Lara was still watching Valik, as if waiting for him to respond.

Valik retrieved the chunk of wood from the ground and went back to carving it with his dagger. “Why do you care so much what I do?”

“Because I’m in love with you, you fool.” The words were said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Valik couldn’t bring himself to look at her. He cut a few more pieces away from the wood, then blew on his creation. Even with the roaring fire, something cold seized his heart and would not let go. He said nothing.

Lara waited a long moment, then began to walk back to her sister.

“Lara . . .” Valik said.

She stopped and slowly turned.

Valik studied the figure in his hand. The wings were a bit hard to make out in the dark, but the eyes and beak had turned out better than expected.

“Here.” Valik tossed Lara the figure—a tiny, wooden hawk clutching a wildflower in its talons.

Lara caught the gift. The anger on her face melted away, and she mouthed a silent “Thank you.”

He gave her a small smile and nod.
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