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PROLOGUE


Bazel had not intended to visit the battlefield that had claimed his brother’s life, but a persistent whisper carried along strands of Malkin called him. There were countless tasks of more importance that demanded his immediate attention. When he first felt the twisting of malkin in his stomach, he’d decided it was nothing more than grief, best left for a more proper time. He and Abethu had never been close, the difference in their strengths too great to encourage a relationship as intimate as friendship. But Abethu had been the first to step foot on this world with his cognition intact. The portal had twisted his body almost beyond recognition, but his malkin burned as dark as ever. Abethu’s sacrifice prepared the way for Bazel’s arrival.

Bazel ignored the twisting sensation, confident it would pass in time.

When it still troubled him two days later, he considered his feelings on Abethu’s passing more carefully, studying them like tracks across the sandy soil of his spirit. He’d felt the moment Abethu’s life departed this world, the sudden absence of his brother’s malkin carving out a hollow space in his gut. He’d celebrated then, for Abethu had died for a glorious cause, his efforts advancing their plan years ahead of schedule. As he reflected deeper on his feelings, nothing in Bazel’s heart had shifted. When he thought of Abethu, he felt only pride and respect.

If it wasn’t grief that twisted his malkin into knots, then Abethu’s sacrifice called to him across space and time for another reason. The only way to discern that reason was to seek it out.

He released the chikara under his control with one last order. They would sow death and chaos. The human pests would have their hands full, scurrying around in a frantic effort to preserve their weakening supply lines. Bazel’s absence would mean nothing more than a slight delay, and thanks to Abethu, they now had all the time in the world.

The map of this land was impressed deep in his memory, which allowed him to guess where his brother had died. Waterstone was one of this world’s old cities, founded in a different era when humanity had been an actual threat. If Abethu had found a leveren, and he must have if he’d opened a gate home, the city was a natural choice.

Bazel turned his face toward the ancient city and began his journey. What remained of humanity hid behind their walls, jumping at their own shadows like children before their first hunt. They feared what was rightly theirs to control. He wouldn’t complain, though. On other worlds he had been forced to behave like a thief in the night, tip-toeing lightly so as not to disturb the owners. Here, he was more a king than a criminal, wandering the land without fear of discovery.

He took roads when it was convenient. If he encountered caravans or roving ondists, he called any nearby chikara to him. The battles were always one-sided affairs. Bazel took what food he wanted off the travelers, but no matter how much human he ate, the hunger that rumbled in his stomach never ceased.

After several days he peeled off the roads. This duchy maintained none of the old roads that had once led to Waterstone, content to let the city fade into legend. The fools knew not what treasures they ignored. Lost knowledge slumbered within the old cities, eager to be awakened and used once more. But Bazel had been on this world long enough to study the vermin that had once stymied his people. In his studies, he believed he had taken a measure of these humans, and he found them desperately wanting.

They defined themselves not by their acts of courage but by the fears that stole their sleep at night. They didn’t honor their heroes by striking out into the unknown. Instead, they embraced cowardice and called it wisdom.

They would die behind their walls, never knowing that the knowledge that could give them a fighting chance was hidden in the ruins so many tried to willfully forget. Others actively betrayed their own species, turning their back on kin for the foolishness of their ideologies. Bazel found the absurdity of the situation amusing, though he was careful not to let his pride overtake his sense. Weak and foolish the humans might be, but a spark remained. Abethu had been no master, but his strength should have sufficed to keep him safe. If Bazel wished to honor his brother’s sacrifice, he couldn’t afford to underestimate the humans.

After all, a spark was all that was needed to start a fire. A leveren had appeared, which meant that more would be close behind, if they weren’t here already. These next years would be their time of greatest opportunity but also their greatest peril.

Another day of hiking brought him into the thick woods that surrounded Waterstone. He was, as always, taken with the small details that reminded him just how alive this planet was. Tall pines swayed gently in the breeze, creaking as they bent. Songbirds chirped and whistled, and a cloud of mosquitos swarmed around him, careful to keep a respectful distance. Squirrels scampered up trees, their small feet scratching and scrambling up the pine bark. Everywhere he turned, he was surrounded by a vibrant web of life.

It was all thanks to the sun. Not only did it warm the world, but its light fed the plants, which in turn sustained the animals. It poured out its life-giving energy, and this world drank greedily from what they imagined was a never-ending well. It was little wonder Bazel’s people desired this world as their own. This sun would sustain them for centuries to come.

The nearer Bazel came to Waterstone, the more violent the storm of his malkin became. Abethu’s death wasn’t all that Bazel sensed. Instead, it was one echo among many. Before long, he made out enough detail to understand what pulled him toward the Nacillian ruins. It wasn’t Abethu’s spirit alone that called for him, but the summons of his homeworld.

When he stepped into Waterstone, the sudden lack of life unsettled him. He found it fascinating how quickly one adjusted to new surroundings. Waterstone was more similar to his homeworld than the forest he’d just passed through, but Bazel longed for the vigorous biodiversity of the woods far more than a reminder of the world he’d fled. If the difference disturbed him, he could only imagine how much worse it was for humans, born to a planet still blooming with life.

Bazel roamed deeper into the city, wandering the abandoned streets that refused to decay. To call Waterstone a ruin seemed foolish. If the humans so desired, they could move in tomorrow, wipe the dust off the ledges, and call the buildings home. Their predecessors, who had dared greatly and peered fearlessly into the future, had built the structures to last.

He ran his hand across one of the walls, the textured surface lightly scratching against his fingertips. He didn’t know the history of this place specifically, but he could guess. Once a thriving city and a center of commerce, Waterstone had become home to some of the best and brightest: the scientists and the explorers who sought to push through the veils of illusion to understand the fabric of reality.

They couldn’t have known what they invited to their world. Their experiments called malkin, called Bazel and his people. Here, malkin had exploded, wiping the life from the city. It persisted to this day, the other half of the reason why the abandoned city looked so pristine. Not only were the buildings constructed to last, but they had no external forces to battle against. No weeds fought through the cracks. No trees stretched to reach the sun.

Despite the fate of the city, Bazel felt a spiritual kinship with those humans who had called this place home. They built well and had never stopped seeking answers. That those answers had nearly wiped humanity out was inconsequential. His own people, his own order, had a long history of similar mistakes. There was no advancement without risk. Failure was no reason to give up the pursuit of truth.

If he’d had to search the city without help, he would have dreaded the task. Waterstone was miles in diameter, and Abethu’s grave could have been anywhere. Fortunately, malkin guided him, pulling him constantly toward its source.

He followed his senses deeper into the city, letting his eyes take in the accomplishments of the humans. Waterstone reminded him of what the humans could be. What he had to prevent them from becoming again.

The corner of his lip turned up in a smile when he found the battlefield. He reached the edge of the destruction and dropped to one knee. He bowed his head in a gesture of respect, pressed his hands together, and closed his eyes. A Sunslayer had died here, but he’d brought glorious destruction, too. Bazel honored his younger brother, then stood up, casting a more discerning eye over the street.

Bazel had sensed the size of the gate from where he had been stationed, but it was more impressive in person. A whole side of a building had simply vanished, torn as the rift between worlds opened. The buildings on the other side of the street were also damaged, not by a portal but by an enormous creature. Bazel suspected a perzon, but there were other chikara that might have carved such wounds in the structures.

Considering the damage didn’t extend more than a few buildings away, Bazel assumed that whatever had come through the gate had been killed. He noted the fact with only a slight worry. Had a perzon come through, it should have been more than powerful enough to kill anyone who stood in its way.

Strength certainly remained here. He couldn’t forget that.

He closed his eyes again so he could better hear malkin’s call. It was, as he’d come to suspect, from his homeworld, a summons echoing through the portal that had been ripped open and not quite sewn completely shut. Abethu had changed everything, in more ways than one. Bazel opened his eyes and stepped into the ruined building.

The hallways had been destroyed by a plethora of smaller chikara, earning a short grunt from Bazel. Abethu had come even closer than Bazel imagined. He’d wondered if there were more chikara as of late, but there was no way to know. He continued farther in, stepping over debris and watching his step. For all the destruction, Bazel saw no blood, which confused him. If there had been enough humans here to stop a perzon and kill Abethu, he would have expected at least a few to die as chikara stampeded into their world. As far as he could see, though, no one had suffered so much as a scratch.

A minute later, Bazel came to the room where his brother had died. He felt Abethu’s malkin strongest here, and it was where his brother would have fought. Sunslayers could always be found in the most dangerous places, the crucibles on the battlefield where the fight was won or lost. Bazel had yet to see one of the human portal stones in person, but he recognized it immediately. Not because of its form but because of the malkin that swirled around it, deep and dark.

He grunted again as he understood what his people wanted of him. He swore softly but stepped onto the platform. Leveren were much better suited to this task, and the one his brother had found had no small amount of strength. But one couldn’t travel between the worlds without at least a touch of the gift. His brothers and sisters wouldn’t ask more from him than he could give.

Bazel hesitated a moment before reaching for the twin pillars of stone. What awaited him wouldn’t be pleasant.

He placed his hands on the pillars and roared as the poisonous onda fought against the malkin in his body. His skin felt as though someone had dipped him in oil and lit him on fire. His bones vibrated, and he ground his teeth together as onda pushed its way deeper into him, seeking to undo him. He shaped his malkin into channels, containing the onda as well as he was able. The pain barely diminished, but that was enough for him to probe the machine by pushing a sliver of malkin into it.

He found the mechanisms with little difficulty. They were small, like loose flaps of skin that served to shape the flow of onda. Bazel let his malkin flow through all the different channels, mapping out the various configurations of the device.

What he found surprised him once again. These Nacille impressed him with their ingenuity. The platform he stood upon was a portal stone, similar in function to those found back home. But it could be much more, too. His own people, as far as he knew, had never developed anything similar. Once they created the portal stones, much of their forward progress had stalled. This place was worthy of more exploration once his primary objectives were complete.

For now, he wanted nothing more than to separate himself from the pillars and the wicked onda that powered them. He used malkin to change the configuration of the device, then pushed as much of his strength into the pillars as he dared.

Compared to what Abethu’s leveren had accomplished, Bazel’s attempt was nothing. The natural world abhorred the portals. Without a constant flow of supporting energy, they would snap shut, and the wounds they left behind would slowly mend themselves back together. Alone, Bazel could never have opened a portal worth anything. All he did was rip the stitches off a cut the world was trying to heal. Little as it was, he still lacked the ability to hold the portal open for long.

Fortunately, his brothers and sisters waited on the other side. Patience came as easily to a Sunslayer as breathing, and they stirred to action as Bazel did what little he could.

He closed his eyes as the fire of onda burned even deeper into his body. It wasn’t just his skin but his muscles and bones that suffered under the assault of the foreign power. He endured the agony as long as he could, but even he had limits, and the Nacillian portal stone discovered them in a matter of minutes. With one last gasp of effort, he switched the stone back to the configuration it had been in when he first touched it. His hands fell from the pillars, and he collapsed onto hands and knees, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

He recovered quickly, though, and stood to his feet, resisting the natural temptation to use the pillars to support his rise. Hopefully he’d never have to touch those horrible stones again.

When he opened his eyes, he saw that his effort and suffering hadn't been in vain. The room, empty a few minutes ago, was now filled with Sunslayers. Most were lower ranked, but a few held status equal to his own. A tension he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying fell from his shoulders. The burden of conquering this world was no longer his alone.

Bazel didn’t command this group, for that wasn’t their way. But as first among them to arrive, they would look to him for guidance. He inhaled deeply, basking in the flood of malkin that now answered his own. He opened his arms out wide, welcoming the new arrivals. “Brothers and sisters, it is good to see you.”

More than a dozen heads turned in his direction. Bazel bowed toward them, and the gesture was returned by all. He searched for some words suitable for the launching of this new endeavor. As his eyes traveled the room, he thought of the damage he’d seen outside and the fate that had befallen Abethu. His family wouldn’t lack for confidence. They never did. What they needed here was inspiration and a helping of caution.

When he spoke, it was with the memory of his fallen brother on his lips. “This world is a rich land, as you will soon discover. And while it is true that most of humanity hides behind its walls, Abethu and I have learned that there is still strength hidden among the weak. Strength worthy of the group of warriors I see before me. Abethu died so that you could be here today. Let us go out into this world and conquer it in his honor!”

Bazel felt the answering roar in his bones, and he permitted himself a rare smile. There was much work yet to be done.

But thanks to Abethu, this world would soon be theirs.


CHAPTER ONE


If there was one thing Laran hated, it was feeling like a fool, and traveling with Jamie these last couple of weeks had made him feel very much a fool. The return trip to Lindra made him feel like he was somehow both an overbearing parent and a needy child in equal measure.

He’d suspected, back when they left Ronan at the border to Gutan, that he’d feel responsible for chaperoning Jamie back to Lindra. The man was an overgrown adolescent, and Laran had quickly found his suspicions correct. Jamie drank too much at rests, wheedling free drinks out of travelers with the promises of unbelievable (but true) stories. Then he slept in too late the next day, slowing down what should have been a quick and unremarkable trip. Laran had grown used to rousting his traveling companion from his beds and settling accounts with the rests.

None of that came as a surprise. Though supervising Jamie frustrated Laran, it had become a familiar practice.

It was the other half of their journey home that left him feeling like he was adrift on an endless ocean. During their time on the road, he was no longer the caretaker but the child, an infant who needed Jamie's vigilant protection.

Despite the hours of attempting to retrain his body and mind, he hadn’t regained any meaningful ability to control his onda. If anything, he’d gotten worse at it over the last two weeks. And a sumar without onda was as useful as a blacksmith without iron to forge. Once they left the safety of the rests, Laran had little choice but to rely on Jamie to protect him. Even the merchants they passed were more capable of defending themselves.

Humiliation flushed his cheeks any time he remembered the routine dangers they'd encountered on their return journey. Like the time Jamie had heard kojot approaching first, leaping to defend Laran before they struck. Jamie had fought the chikara off alone. Laran’s sword had barely cleared its sheath by the time the battle was done.

Then there was the night Jamie had kept watch when they hadn’t made it to the rest in time, for only his ears were sensitive enough. And more than once, Jamie had shouldered Laran’s pack in addition to his own when the burden became too much.

Laran had spent the entirety of his adult life being the sumar that everyone else relied on. Yes, there were first-ranks stronger than him, but not many. He was the one who was supposed to shoulder the burdens of those who dared the wilds.

To have that stripped away was painful enough. But to have that responsibility passed on to Jamie, of all people, was a humiliation that made him want to burrow into a hole and wait for the chikara to find and devour him. It certainly didn’t help that Jamie rubbed heaping amounts of salt into the wound at every opportunity. In rests, Jamie claimed he was the one escorting Laran home. He would retell the story of the kojot attack over and over to anyone who would listen. He told the story even louder if Laran could overhear him.

Laran couldn’t even call him a liar.

So, for probably the first time ever, he looked forward to reaching Lindra, because he would finally be able to put the obnoxious noble behind him.

This morning he sat on a bench safely within Borza Rest, less than seven miles from Lindra’s outer walls. The sun was nearing the midpoint of the day, but Laran was in no hurry. He examined his sword, unused these past two weeks. When he was satisfied with its condition, he sheathed it and leaned back. Borza was quieter than he’d ever seen it, which only added another element of unease to the storm of emotions swirling beneath the surface of his thoughts.

Even without focused onda, he heard Jamie’s footsteps. They were lighter than one would expect, given the noble’s height, but not as quiet as they should be. He’d become all too familiar with their cadence over the course of their travels.

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Morning.”

Jamie grunted and squinted up at the sky. “Barely.”

As usual, Jamie’s blond hair was perfectly combed. He wore a tunic and pants that Laran had never seen, which meant they were new and most likely purchased at Borza’s market. The fabric appeared thin enough to tear if brushed by a sharp leaf.

Jamie caught him staring as he slumped onto the bench beside Laran. “Lord Jamie Pierce is returning home today. I’ve got to look the part.”

A dozen objections died on Laran’s lips. What was the point? The man was incorrigible. “You ready to leave yet?”

Jamie nodded and stretched his arms wide overhead, holding the position longer than was necessary. “I suppose. One last day of protecting my old friend from all the dangers of the road. It’s a heavy burden, but one I was born to carry.”

Laran considered it a testament to the amount of time they’d spent together that he didn’t roll his eyes. He stood from the bench and started toward the main gate. To his right, a dozen farmers toiled in Borza’s fields. Thanks to the early spring, the crops were well along for this time of the summer, but Laran had heard some of the farmers muttering about the latest dry spell.

He’d noticed the same on the road. He and Jamie hadn’t been rained on once since leaving Ronan behind. Such dry spells weren’t unheard of, but it was unusual.

Jamie caught up to him a moment later. “You paid, right?”

“As usual.”

“Good. Didn’t even think about it until just now. I think I’ve gotten used to having you as a traveling companion.”

Laran winced, then hoped Jamie didn’t notice. The statement had been intended as a compliment, but it cut more like a knife.

The two cuvar at the gate stopped them. “You two are heading to Lindra today, right?” the senior one asked.

Laran, as was usual when Jamie was around, let Jamie answer the questions. One benefit to the noble’s presence was that he liked talking to strangers, which relieved Laran of that annoyance. “We are.”

The two cuvar shared a look. “Be careful today,” the commander advised.

“Why?” Jamie asked.

“Nothing but a feeling now, but something strange is going on in Lindra. It’s near midday and we haven’t yet seen a traveler on the road. No messengers, either.”

The cuvar didn’t say anything more, though Laran had the feeling they would have speculated endlessly if Jamie had inquired. Normally, Jamie would have, but the noble just nodded. He was as eager to return to Lindra as Laran, but for different reasons. “Thanks for the warning.” He patted Laran too hard on the shoulder. “I’ll keep a close eye on my friend here.”

This time, Laran did roll his eyes. They exchanged quick bows with the cuvar and stepped onto the road. The gates of Borza shut behind them, which was also unusual. Typically the gates remained open through the daylight hours. There was little reason to be opening and closing them often, especially in a place as busy as Borza would be on a normal day.

Laran waited for a quarter mile before interrogating his traveling companion. The mere fact they’d gone that far without Jamie speaking was evidence enough that something weighed on his mind. Laran asked him what it was.

“Hard to say, exactly. No one thing is enough to cause any great concern, but there’s a bunch of details that make me worry. You’ve noticed the road’s been quiet the last few days?”

To Laran’s mind, the road out of Lindra had been downright crowded, but he wasn’t based in the area, so he trusted Jamie’s judgment over his own.

“It's partly that, but then I think of the attack on the Gutanese trade delegation, and I figure that can explain most of the reduced traffic. But it doesn't explain everything. Have you noticed that the rests have been really quiet?”

“Some of them were close to full.”

Jamie looked as though he was the one fighting exasperation, as though he were the adult in the relationship trying to explain how the world worked to a thick-headed child. “Not a figure of speech, Laran. As in, the rests have been literally quiet. Travelers aren't talking to one another the way they usually do.”

“I hadn't noticed,” Laran admitted.

He'd found the last few nights surprisingly pleasant. No one but Jamie had tried to engage him in conversation, although that was no different than usual. But even Jamie hadn't found much in the way of company the last few nights, and Laran supposed that was odd. The other groups inhabiting the rests had tended to keep to themselves. Laran hadn't thought anything of it, as it was no different than he would have done. But he supposed he was usually the outlier.

“Maybe travelers are keeping to themselves because of how dangerous the roads have gotten,” Laran suggested.

Jamie was unconvinced. “In my experience, the more dangerous the journey, the more rowdy the crowd. The shared danger brings people together more than it drives them apart.”

Jamie's observation rang true with Laran's own experiences. He made a note of Jamie's understanding, adding it to his growing body of knowledge, a practice that was becoming more familiar with every day. Laran had yet to meet a sumar or traveler who understood the wild better than he did, but he was learning that he had significant holes in his understanding of other people. The lack of knowledge came as no great surprise, but Jamie was slowly forcing him to admit his prejudice served as a dangerous blind spot.

As was becoming a familiar habit, he swallowed his pride and leaned on Jamie's expertise. The noble was a fool in more ways than Laran could count, but he understood people better than Laran understood most animals. “You have any guesses about what might be happening?”

“When people only want to talk to those they know, it's because they fear something about talking to strangers. It could be a number of things, but I'm starting to worry there's some new division in Lindra.”

“That's hardly new,” Laran pointed out. “If people in Lindra spent half as much time working as they did arguing with one another, the city would be twice as wealthy.”

Laran's cynicism earned a half-smile from Jamie. “Perhaps,” which Laran knew was Jamie's polite way of dismissing his observation as foolish. “But there are disagreements, and then there are disagreements, and I'm starting to fear we might be walking into one of the latter.”

Laran couldn't say one way or the other, but they would have an answer soon enough. They were making excellent time toward the city, thanks in large part to the emptiness of the roads. They had yet to see a single traveler from Lindra, and the absence of traffic had Jamie so nervous he was jumping at shadows.

One quick step at a time, they closed the distance between them and the great city. Conversation lapsed into a comfortable silence as their long strides ate up the miles.

They emerged from the forest nearly a mile away from the outer walls. This was a land frequently patrolled by Lindra's cuvar. Though there were no homes here, the land was tilled and farmed, the protected land too valuable to be left fallow. Every morning farmers would pour out of the main gates of Lindra, and every evening they would return, caked in sweat and dirt.

The first fact Laran noted was that the fields were empty today. Given the clear skies and sunny weather, he couldn't imagine why. He searched near and far for evidence of a chikara attack but found nothing. The unsettled feeling that had sat in the pit of his stomach since this morning grew tighter. After leaving Ronan with the Gutanese, he'd hoped to put odd happenings behind him for a while.

The smile on Jamie's face had faded, too. Even he couldn't pretend to be optimistic at the sight of Lindra's fields left abandoned. The food grown here was necessary for the continued survival of the city. After all they'd seen in their travels, that basic security was more important than ever.

Jamie pointed off in the distance. “What's that?”

Laran had been so focused on the fields that he hadn't paid much attention to Lindra itself, and he raised his eyes first to the wall. Nothing unusual jumped out at him, but when he glanced back at Jamie, he saw the noble was pointing not to the wall but above it.

Laran looked to the sky and saw what alarmed his companion. Dark smoke billowed off in the distance.

Distracted as he was, Laran was certain he would have noticed the smoke if it had been present earlier. It was a dark smudge against the otherwise blue sky. It was recent, then. The distance meant that it was almost certainly coming from within the city, and given the volume of smoke rising into the air, the inferno that caused it wasn't small.

Laran cursed as Jamie started to run toward the main gates.

They'd returned from battle, only to find Jamie’s home on fire.


CHAPTER TWO


Jamie’s pounding heart had nothing to do with the grueling sprint he ran. Lindra’s main gate was less than a half-mile away, but it felt farther away than Gutan. The sight of the dark smoke above his home city drove a spike of fear through the last of the armor he’d maintained around his optimism.

“Jamie!” Laran’s voice sounded like the whining of spoiled children, and Jamie winced and hurried faster. But Laran’s strong hand grabbed Jamie’s shoulder and spun him to a stop.

“What’s gotten into you?” Laran asked.

Jamie snarled and jabbed his finger in the direction of the smoke.

Laran held firm to Jamie’s shoulder even as he tried to wrench it free from the sumar’s grasp. “There’s nothing we can do.”

Jamie spit in the dirt. He would run from here to the front gate of the duke’s castle, if that was what was required. He wouldn’t give up, not when his home was under attack. Once more, he pulled his shoulder away, but Laran held firm.

“Let go,” Jamie commanded.

If it came to a real fight, Laran would lose. The sumar could barely call himself an ondist anymore.

“I’m not trying to stop you,” Laran said. He spun Jamie around so Jamie faced the walls. He pointed with his free hand. “I’m telling you there’s nothing we can do. The gates are closed.”

Jamie followed Laran’s finger, aimed straight as an arrow at the main gate. The massive doors were sealed shut, and no cuvar stood outside. It was the most secure the gate could be made, which meant Lindra was at its highest alert.

The sight knocked the wind out of him. He wouldn’t be denied entry, but there would be a questioning first. Not even Jamie’s family name would speed the process. It would be hours, at best, before they reached Lindra proper. By then, it would be too late.

Jamie strung together a string of curses that would have gotten him immediately disowned from his family if his father were around to overhear. Then he strode toward the gate.

Laran followed close behind. “The smoke isn’t spreading out. I’m sure the cuvar in the city have it under control.”

Jamie grunted and wrestled with his frustrations.

It was just a fire. They weren’t exactly unheard of. Candles were dropped on rugs and drapes all the time. Jamie remembered one time when the Lasker estate had burned down because the old man Arthur had fallen asleep late at night reading in the library. He’d tipped over a candle onto a pile of books.

Jamie had been more upset by the loss of the library than the danger the Laskers had faced. To this day, his heart still broke at all the knowledge destroyed that night.

The longer he watched the smoke, the less concerned he became. Laran was right. It wasn’t spreading.

He blamed his strong reaction on the last few days on the road, plus the too-fresh memories of Waterstone. Just recalling his recent experiences tied his stomach into knots, and when he’d seen the smoke, he’d immediately assumed the worst.

But demons hadn’t caused the fire. Despite what they’d learned in the Nacillian ruins, that was so unlikely it might as well be impossible.

He wished Laran understood how uneasy the recent behavior of the other travelers made him. He’d tried to explain his discomfort, but they might as well have spoken different languages. In Laran’s world, there was nothing unusual about travelers ignoring him. Jamie was convinced the grouchy sumar could ruin the atmosphere of a jovial rest with a single look. He practically emanated his own black cloud that choked the joy out of a room.

Jamie knew Laran well enough to understand it wasn’t intentional. Laran’s hatred of people was at least a little justified, and the lone sumar’s behaviors were so deeply ingrained that Jamie had lost all hope that the man could be changed.

All of which was to say Laran couldn’t be expected to notice the differences as they neared Lindra. But Jamie did. Lindra was the place he knew best in the world. Though his life had taken him throughout the duchy and beyond, Lindra was the city he always returned to. The place he always longed for after he’d been away. He thought of it like a person, welcoming him and all others in its wide embrace.

It was home, and that meant more to him now than it ever had before.

When he’d been younger, trips to the rests outside of Lindra had been an adventure for him and an excuse for Father to kick him out of the estate for a few weeks at a time. The trips taught Jamie the details of the family trade and gave him his first real look at life outside Lindra’s walls. Later on, he’d taken the same trips to escape from the pressures of his family.

So he knew the rests and the people that frequented them well.

They were rarely, if ever, glum. The rests outside of Lindra were filled with hopeful merchants and caravan drivers at the beginning of their journeys, eager for the wealth and adventure that awaited them. The roads were well protected and well maintained, so travelers hadn’t yet encountered either hardship or danger. If the traveler’s destination was Lindra, the typical mood was likewise positive. They’d survived the journey, and there was relief hiding behind their weary gazes.

The silence of Borza Rest, and the rest before that, had unsettled him in a way that not even rumors of the chikara could. It pointed toward a danger he hadn’t considered in weeks: the danger humans posed to one another.

He hoped he was wrong, but it was the best explanation that fit what he observed.

The tension didn’t come entirely as a surprise. Jamie had long expected more repercussions from the devastation of the Gutanese delegation. Lindra was host to dozens of competing interests, and though the duke balanced them well, some events had to throw the city off-kilter. When Jamie had left, it had been teetering, but hadn’t yet fallen. Perhaps that had changed in his absence.

They reached the gate, and as Jamie expected, they were subjected to a lengthy questioning. Papers were inspected with a close eye, and mundane questions were repeated, seeking any untruth. Jamie supposed he should be grateful the cuvar were so thorough, but it was all he could do not to shout at them. His mood wasn’t helped by the fact that all of his own questions about the happenings in the city were met with blank stares.

Still, they were ushered through the main gate in due time, and far less than it could have been. They were two travelers carrying no more than the packs on their backs. That was an unusual enough sight, made even more unusual due to Jamie’s family name and Laran’s active rank.

Jamie glanced back as the gates were shut behind them. The road here was empty, which was even more unsettling than the silent roads beyond the gates. There were always wagons and caravans clustered here, waiting for their turn to pass into the wild. At the very least, there would be a tourist or two from the city, eager to see the gate, the walls, and maybe even glance into the wilds beyond. Today there was nothing but a squad of cuvar coming up the road.

Jamie led the way, and Laran fell dutifully behind, as he did whenever they neared a city.

Their first question about Lindra was answered when they came upon what remained of the Gutanese delegation. They were still camped within the outer walls of Lindra, and a brief conversation with a pair of their sumar revealed that they planned to stay camped until Lindra sent its own delegation to Gutan in the fall. Jamie had wondered if that might be their decision, but it was still unheard of.

They reached the inner wall two hours later. As Laran had predicted and Jamie had hoped, the smoke had slowly dwindled and died. Jamie still sometimes caught himself staring at the air above the inner wall, expecting another fire to suddenly burst into existence somewhere else.

Instead, a breeze picked up, carrying with it some puffy clouds to pass under the burning sun. The wind blew the last of the smoke away, and it was as if the fire had never happened. Farmers were out in force here, and if no one met his gaze, well, there wasn’t anything that said they had to, right?

They passed through the inner walls with less difficulty than they had the outer, and Jamie found himself once again in Lindra. He stood still for a moment and let the sights and sounds of the streets wash over him.

“Can’t believe you enjoy this,” Laran grumbled.

Jamie looked back and almost laughed at his companion. Laran’s shoulders were bunched up nearly to his ears, and he looked as though he expected an ambush at every corner. A dozen plans to make Laran even more uncomfortable flitted through Jamie’s imagination, but he took pity on the poor soul. “Come on, let’s get you someplace quiet.”

“There is no place quiet in this cursed city,” the sumar groaned.

Laran followed close behind Jamie, as though he was afraid he’d lose his guide if Jamie ever got more than a few steps in front of him. Jamie led him through the outer markets near the gate and into a quieter residential area. He’d long ago decided where his first stop would be, and it wasn’t the estate he’d grown up in.

Laran missed a step when he realized their destination. “Already? I thought you’d want to go home first.”

Jamie shook his head as he announced himself to the cuvar at the gate. “Lord Jamie Pierce and second-rank sumar Laran here to see Lady Gwen Adair.”

The guard gave the two of them a dubious look, but a moment later, a messenger ran into the estate. Jamie was confident that if Gwen was home, she would make time to see them. Then he turned to address Laran’s question. “Gwen needs to know what we’ve learned. It’s far more important than the small matter of seeing my own family.”

Laran snorted. “You just want to see her again. I was wondering why you’d spent quite so much time getting ready this morning.”

“It’ll be much easier for her to believe our story if we’re well-dressed.”

Laran rolled his eyes, but Jamie thought he caught the hint of a smile turning up the corner of the sumar’s mouth. Perhaps there was a chance to civilize the beast yet.

The messenger returned, and the two travelers were welcomed into the Adair estate. The messenger escorted them from the front gate, through the main doors, and up the stairs to where Gwen kept her study. They were shown the benches in the hall and told to wait until they were summoned.

Jamie was a little surprised, but Laran settled onto a bench and relaxed. Jamie couldn’t bear the thought of sitting, so he paced the hall. He wondered if coming here first had been wise. She’d figure out, of course, that he’d come straight away. Would she think it too forward of him, or would she be impressed by his directness?

The questions in his head froze the moment the door opened.

An older woman, whom Jamie recognized as being part of the Gutanese trade delegation, stepped out. She barely gave Laran and Jamie a glance as she strode down the stairs toward the main door. Jamie watched her go, wondering what she and Gwen had been speaking about. Somehow, Gwen was always at the very heart of all the events that mattered.

And then Gwen was there, standing in the doorway.

Jamie’s breath caught, and his heart skipped a beat. All of a sudden, he was fifteen years younger and completely unexperienced at polite conversation. The smooth words that usually came so easily vanished, and all he could do was smile.

Gwen, at least, had no such difficulty. “Jamie! Laran! I can’t tell you how good it is to see you. Please, come in.”

They followed her into her study, where she bade them to sit. She bustled around, pouring cups of tea for everyone. Jamie watched her, unfamiliar feelings battling inside his chest. Her greeting had been warm, her welcome genuine. But the reality of their reunion fell short of what he had imagined.

That dream had given him strength on the road. It had guided no small number of his choices. How many times had he pushed harder than he would have otherwise, simply because he wanted to see her look at him with pride in her gaze?

Instead, she had looked at them as old friends. Which was no terrible relationship. But it wasn’t what he had hoped for.

She sat across from them. “I recently received word that Ronan is safely being escorted toward Gutan. He should be there any day now. How did it go?”

Jamie realized then part of the problem. Gwen had no idea what they had been through. From her perspective, she’d sent them to escort Ronan, and they had. She didn’t know how hard they’d had to fight, and she didn’t know what Laran had lost.

Laran answered for them. “Escorting Ronan was the most dangerous mission I’ve ever been given and perhaps the most important. It almost killed me, and it still might. If not for Jamie, I wouldn’t be here to report to you today.”

Jamie’s eyes went wide. Did Laran know how much those words meant, here in front of Gwen? Jamie suspected he did. The veteran was more clever than he liked to let on.

Gwen was as taken aback by the claim as Jamie was overjoyed. “Truly? What happened?”

Jamie was surprised again when Laran took the lead in retelling the story. It was more words than Jamie had ever heard the sumar utter at once. He began with their arrival in Avgan, where Ronan had been accused of violence against a merchant’s son. Laran spoke of their pursuit and of their first meeting with the young man. He described the fall of Tazo Rest in detail, which earned their first interruption.

“We’ve all heard the rest had fallen,” Gwen said. “But I had no idea you were involved. It’s been hard for us to learn the details. Rumors spread too quickly and truths too slowly. But please, continue.”

Laran did, omitting the part where Jamie had given up on Ronan and turned around. That, more than anything else, proved to him Laran’s intent. The sumar minimized his own accomplishments while making sure Jamie’s efforts received modest praise. Laran’s efforts were far more subtle than the boasts Jamie’s crew made about him in the taverns around Lindra, but were twice as effective. Jamie pretended to ignore the way Gwen kept glancing at him as though reassessing him.

Never in a hundred years would Jamie have expected Laran to be capable of such kindness.

Laran finished the story in Waterstone, with their final battle against Goldeneye. He spent a significant amount of time detailing the perzon Jamie had killed. By the time Laran leaned back in his chair, even Jamie was convinced he was the hero of the story.

Gwen looked shocked and was silent for a full minute after Laran ended their tale. She turned to him. “Anything to add?” She sounded as if she didn’t fully trust Laran’s account.

Jamie, inspired by Laran’s retelling, focused his own compliments on his companions. “Not really. Laran told the story well, even if he neglected to mention the times he saved my own life. I was also impressed by Ronan. I can’t say whether his gifts will prove useful, but if he has the power to aid us, there’s no one I’d trust more. He’s young, but a far better man than I.”

“Same,” Laran added.

Gwen looked between the two of them as though someone had just given her a riddle she couldn’t solve. Then she stood up and went to a desk, where she pulled out a bottle and three glasses. The brown liquor splashed inside, and Jamie licked his lips in anticipation. She poured for each of them, then distributed the glasses and raised hers in a silent toast.

They all drank together, and Jamie sighed as the whiskey burned down his throat. It was her father’s private stash. The sip almost made the entire journey worth it.

Almost.

Gwen swirled the liquid in her glass, then sipped at it again. “I’m sorry. I worried the task might be dangerous, but I didn’t know you’d face anything like what you did.”

“None of us could have foreseen what happened,” Laran said. “Ronan is safe, and the only question now is how we move forward.”

Gwen turned her attention to the sumar. “You say your ability is gone?”

“It might as well be. I don’t feel well. There are times when I can wrestle it into submission, but mostly it just rages within my stomach. When it’s at its worst, I’m weaker than a child.”

Gwen nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll see what I can do to aid you.”

Laran bowed his head in gratitude. “You’ll be able to find me in the lodge for the time being.”

“What of you, Jamie?” Gwen asked. “What do you plan now that you are back?”

The use of his name instead of his title perked him up. “I haven’t thought too much about it. I plan on returning home next. Beyond that, I haven’t a clue. Is there anything I can help you with?”

Gwen bit her lower lip. “There might be. Have you heard today’s news?”

“No. We came straight here after our arrival.”

“A—group has arisen in your absence. Most claim they are a response to the attack on the Gutanese delegation, but I suspect their roots go deeper. They’ve made no public declarations, but I’ve heard whispers they call themselves Reformers. They’re quiet, but I believe they’re behind a lot of the problems we’ve been seeing in Lindra. I assume you saw the smoke this morning?”

“That was actually an attack?” Jamie had convinced himself it had been the result of an accident.

“And not their first, if my information is correct. If they aren’t careful, they’re going to cripple us as we look to the winter. I’ve been seeking more information on them but haven’t had much luck. I’d appreciate your assistance. Your contacts in the seedier parts of Lindra might prove to be quite the advantage.”

“It’ll be the first thing I do!” Jamie proclaimed. He already envisioned another trip to The Broken Binding to see old friends.

Gwen laughed. “Maybe go see your family first. Your father, as you can imagine, was furious at your sudden departure. You’ll need to smooth things over with him.”

Jamie gulped as he thought of his father. “I will,” he promised, “but I’ll bring you information as soon as I can.”

She gave him a small bow of her head. “Thank you.” She paused, then said, “It’s good to have you back. Though even I struggle to believe it, I think Lindra needs you here now.”

She paused again, this time for a moment longer. “I think I need you here, too.”

Jamie’s heart leaped.

It wasn’t the reunion he’d expected, but somehow it had become something even better.


CHAPTER THREE


When Ronan had watched Laran and Jamie return to Lindra, his heart had ached. It felt more like he was being abandoned by old friends instead of two warriors he’d only met weeks before. There was an empty space in his chest that reminded him a little of the hole his mother had left when she died. The first night without them had been difficult. Everything about the Gutanese was a little different than what he was used to, which served as a constant reminder that he was a stranger in a land he didn’t quite understand.

But then the next day had dawned clear and bright, promising endless possibilities. Ronan claimed no special wisdom, but he knew that his future was ahead of him. Holding onto the past would only slow his progress. That morning he observed the Gutanese sumar’s daily training, and all thoughts of the past were pushed from his mind.

The Gutanese sumar were nothing if not efficient. They broke down their camp before the sun had risen for the day, and all the sumar were lined up for practice at dawn.

Ronan knew sumar continued to train, but had rarely seen it firsthand. In Lindra, such training most often took place in the lodges scattered across the duchy. His only memories of sumar training were those of his mother before the illness had devoured her strength.

Those memories hardly compared to this.

Sumar paired off for sparring. Ronan felt them focus their onda as the fights began. He quickly observed that most of his escorts shared similar qualities. They moved with the lithe grace of dancers but struck with the strength of a blacksmith hammering steel. They made Ronan’s best fights look childish in comparison.

The first morning he settled for observing only, waving off requests to join the others. A few gave him hard looks at his choice, but no one spoke openly against his decision.

After training, they broke their fast, and then the march began.

Ronan had thought his legs were strong after weeks on the road. One full day with the Gutanese proved him wrong. They walked with quick, light footsteps that reminded him of Laran. Ronan figured they’d easily walked ten miles by noon, but someone had forgotten to tell the Gutanese about lunch because not a single one of them seemed interested in stopping for a midday break.

Ronan grinned when he thought of Jamie, who didn’t understand that skipping a meal was even possible. If he’d been here, there would be no end to his complaining.

They continued throughout the day, passing rests with little more than a wave. As the sun neared the horizon, Ronan looked back at each rest they passed with a touch of concern. It wasn’t that long ago he’d been on the road alone, thinking he could make the next rest without problem. His overconfidence had almost killed him his first night away from the walls of Avgan.

His escorts inspired nothing but confidence, though. They’d all walked over twenty miles and looked as though they could easily walk twenty more. Some of them didn’t even have the decency to break a sweat under the relentless summer sun. They took turns scouting around the main body, returning at irregular intervals. As soon as one returned, another broke away. Ronan didn’t quite understand the underlying order, but he was sure no chikara could come close to him.

That night they stopped in the middle of nowhere. One moment they were walking at the same relentless pace they’d maintained since morning, and the next, they were stopped. The commander, Amara, simply raised her hand, and that was that. Before Ronan could shake the dirt from his boots, the camp was set up. Small fires were prepared, and the scent of cooking food almost brought Ronan to his knees. They ate soon after, and Ronan watched the sumar at rest.

He saw hints of Laran and Jamie in all of them. Across the fire, one sumar sat apart from the others, enjoying his food in silence. To Ronan’s right, a young woman laughed loudly as she drank from a flask. The echoes of his friends let him imagine, at least for a moment, that he was among people he knew.

“Mind if I join you?” Amara interrupted his thoughts.

“Please,” Ronan answered.

The others had shown him nothing but kindness, but he hadn’t yet had anything he’d consider a true conversation. If anything, they had given him space, as though he was some sort of visiting dignitary. More than once during their long day, he’d looked around in disbelief. All these sumar had traveled from Gutan just to escort him. He’d come a long way from being beaten up by children at the obuka in a very short time. It made him wonder if he was walking through a dream he had yet to wake up from.

“Have your feet developed any blisters?” Amara asked.

Ronan blinked as her question pulled him roughly back to the present moment. He looked down at his feet, still protected by the well-worn boots that had carried him from Avgan to Waterstone, and now from Waterstone toward Gutan. His feet were sore, but he hadn’t noticed any of the sharp pains he associated with blisters.

“I don’t think so.” He smiled sheepishly. “I think they’ve gotten used to longer days on the road.”

Amara’s sharp nod made him feel as though he’d just passed some sort of test. “Good. Check your feet carefully tonight. If you do find any, let someone know right away. Most of us carry medicines to ease the pain. Our duke has asked that we make all haste in returning to Gutan with you, so our days will be long.”

“What are your medicines made out of?” he asked. The question slipped from his lips before he could decide whether or not he should ask it.

Kayle would have been proud of him, at least. His obstinate apprentice was still trying to learn how to heal, even after that future had been denied him.

Amara frowned. “Why would I know that? The medicines are made by our healers.”

Ronan beat a hasty retreat. “Of course. Forgive my curiosity.”

The commander’s eyes narrowed, and Ronan felt like a patient laid out naked on a healer’s table for examination. He’d never spent any significant amount of time around a first-rank sumar before. At a glance, Amara didn’t seem different than any other sumar. But there was something special about her, a quality of presence Ronan couldn’t quite describe. He wanted to reach out with his onda, but was certain she would notice. Now that he was her sole focus, he had a sudden and powerful desire to hide somewhere her gaze would never find him.

The moment passed, and she looked away, easing his discomfort somewhat. She gestured toward the rest of her camp. “You’ve impressed many of my sumar this day.”

Ronan blinked again as he tried to follow the sudden change of topic. “How?”

“Your spirit. Many were uncertain of you this morning when you chose not to train with us, but their opinions shifted when they saw how you studied our routines. They were more impressed that you’ve kept pace with us all day without a word of complaint.”

Ronan grunted, a bad habit he’d picked up from Laran in their time together. It had never even occurred to him that complaining was an option. In his world, one did not complain to the powerful sumar who had traveled halfway across a duchy to escort him. He couldn’t imagine anyone being so ungrateful. Her compliment made his next choice easier, though.

He rushed to make the promise before he could think better of it. “I will train with you tomorrow morning, but I did want to observe today. I am new to my abilities, and they are still unpredictable. Until just this spring, I was convinced I couldn’t manipulate onda at all.”

Amara didn’t seem surprised by Ronan’s confession, which struck him as odd. “My sumar will train well with you, I think. To be honest, some are a bit worried you might hurt us. There were a few, I think, who were glad you didn’t join us this morning.”

He was about to tell Amara that her sumar had nothing to fear from him, but a sudden memory of Anders stilled his tongue. To this day, Ronan was certain he hadn’t hit his former classmate that hard, but in the trial, several ondists had testified that the damage done in that fight was equal to the power of a first-rank cuvar, at least. Ronan hadn’t believed it at the time and hadn’t thought much about his relative power since. He’d been too busy trying to master what skills he could, not to mention surviving Goldeneye’s attentions.

Ronan had spent so long thinking of himself as weak; the idea that strangers might view him as strong was ludicrous. He tested the new perspective and found that he liked it. As a child who had grown up on the stories of his father’s heroism, he’d always wanted nothing more than to be a mighty ondist. Now, for the first time, that dream was within his grasp. Here he was, being escorted through a foreign land by powerful sumar because they believed he could help.

It was a heady thought.

He banished it before it could claw its roots any deeper into his imagination. There were dangers in wanting too much. Besides, he had a much longer record of failures than successes.

“Is there anything I can do to help here?” he asked. “I never expected such an escort, and I’d like to repay your service in any way I can.”

“Make it worth it,” Amara said. “If Gutan grows stronger thanks to you, then there will be no regrets among these warriors.”

The response was more serious than he’d expected. “I was thinking more of helping with dishes or keeping watch.”

Amara gave him another questioning look. It made Ronan realize, again, that he was a stranger here, out of place in more ways than one. She didn’t answer for a few long moments, and he feared he’d said something inappropriate.

Then she shook her head. “It is you that must forgive me. There are other sumar who fulfill escort duties to Lindra more often, and I am unfamiliar with your customs. I appreciate your offer, but there is no need for you to demean yourself through basic chores. You must eat up, rest well, and be prepared for tomorrow, for that is all that matters.”

Ronan felt a little like he and Amara were talking past one another, missing something vital that would make this conversation less awkward. They spoke the same language, but that didn’t mean they understood one another.

But he also believed that she would protect him. They might not understand each other the way Ronan understood the town he’d grown up in, but they were united in cause.

He offered Amara a short bow. “Thank you, then, for everything. I look forward to training in the morning.”
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Under the first rays of the sun’s golden light, Ronan’s decision to train with the Gutanese sumar seemed more foolish and less noble than it had the night before. He couldn’t be certain, but he swore that each of the warriors had grown half a foot overnight while adding on at least a dozen pounds of muscle.

He swallowed his fear. If he could survive Goldeneye, he could survive a training session with friendly sumar.

Hopefully.

He didn’t fear dying in a sparring match. Really, he didn’t even fear losing to any of the sumar here. They were all stronger than him and far more experienced. What he feared most was failing. They had given up a month and more of service to escort him, and it wasn’t out of the goodness of their hearts. Amara and the sumar expected him to be strong enough to help Gutan. He wouldn’t be able to do that if they were lining up to take turns kicking his ass like he was a first-year trainee in the obuka.

He considered begging off, sleeping in, or feigning sickness.

Instead, he got up, dressed, and presented himself for the training session. Though all the sumar stood in a line, eyes straight ahead, he felt as though they were all staring at him. The training began just as it had the day before, and the sumar paired off. Ronan looked for a third-rank sumar to spar, but before he could find an ideal partner, Amara brought a giant over.

Ronan gulped and looked up at his opponent. He’d noticed the sumar before because it would have been impossible not to. He stood a full two heads taller than Ronan. His head was shaved bald, and he had arms that were thicker with corded muscle than Ronan’s thighs.

“Ronan, this is Josef,” said Amara. “He’s a second-rank sumar who might be testing for his first rank soon. He’s expressed considerable interest in sparring with you and yesterday defeated the other sumar who most desired the honor.”

Ronan searched Amara’s face for some hint of a smile, some clue that she was having fun at his expense. The sumar was well over twice his size, and that wasn’t even the most terrifying part about him. That honor went to the way he moved. Giants were supposed to be big, lumbering people that bumped into everything. But Ronan had watched Josef leave to scout the perimeter yesterday. The man was quieter than a soft summer breeze, his massive bulk in motion reminding Ronan more of a fox than a bull.

But there was no hint of humor in Amara’s introduction. Her sumar had actually sparred for the honor of first fighting Ronan, and this monstrosity of a man had won.

Still, Ronan might have considered himself the victim of a prank if not for everyone else. Their expressions mirrored Amara’s, and Ronan became certain Amara’s introduction was perfectly genuine.

Shit

These Gutanese expected more out of him than he’d ever had to give.

The downside of becoming a hero, he realized, was having to accomplish heroic deeds.

Unfortunately, it was too late to back out.

He swallowed his fear, bowed toward Josef, and the training commenced.

Ronan exhaled and pushed out his onda, the practice close to second nature now.

His relaxed focus slipped when his onda encountered Josef’s. Amara’s assessment hadn’t been an exaggeration. The giant contained more onda than Ronan had yet sensed in another living being.

Ronan sensed the incoming punch and slid to the side, letting Josef’s meaty fist pass to the left of his head. The air from the blow was cool against his cheek.

As soon as Josef missed, his blow stopped, and his fist opened. He slapped at Ronan’s face.

It was an unusual move, one Ronan hadn’t fought against before. But he knew, somewhere deep in his body, that it was coming, and he knew how to respond. He ducked under the arm, Josef’s forearm brushing lightly against the back of his head.

The attack left Josef open for a return strike, but Ronan didn’t feel that pull he associated with correct action, so he kept his fists chambered close to his side. It was hard not to lash out when the openings presented themselves. His whole life he’d trained to jump at such opportunities. But he was learning. His gifts didn’t work that way.

Josef followed his second miss with a combination of two punches that set up a devastating kick. Ronan retreated from the punches, and the kick snapped just inches in front of his face.

Ronan noticed that the other sparring matches had slowed to a stop as the sumar watched their new arrival.

So far, he felt good about his performance. He was still on his feet and hadn’t broken anything. Against Josef, he was more than willing to call that a win. It wouldn’t be enough for his hosts, though. So he settled into his stance and waited for an opportunity.

It came after he avoided one more combination. His leg rose, almost of its own volition. Ronan let it go, tracing the path that onda had carved for him. The kick caught Josef in the side and staggered him. Ronan hadn’t felt any bones break, but Josef looked unsteady. Ronan wondered if he’d caught the giant sumar right in the kidney.

Amara called an end to the fight, and Ronan saw the first smiles from the other sumar. Josef, too, looked more pleased than a man who’d just lost a fight should be. The massive man bowed, more deeply than he had before. Ronan returned it in equal measure.

He allowed himself a small sigh of relief. If he could survive that, he would be fine from here on out.

His relief lasted the span of a single heartbeat. Amara stood in front of him and bowed. “It was difficult to allow one of the others to have the honor of sparring with you first, but it only seemed appropriate, especially considering you are from Lindra. But I see now that even Josef poses no challenge for you.”

Ronan wanted to back away and wave his hands in surrender. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was trapped in a joke, but no one else was laughing. Amara was a first-rank sumar! And she was acting as though she had insulted him by putting him up against a pushover like Josef.

Ronan almost told her that she had it wrong. That it was a miracle he had managed to strike Josef at all. That he wasn’t nearly as strong as they all seemed to think he was.

But then there was another voice in his head. A confident, calm voice that pushed him forward. One he hadn’t heard so clearly for many, many years.

Josef never even landed a punch. Amara probably can’t either.

It was the voice of a fool, of a child who’d spent too much time listening to legends. It was his voice as a student on his first day in the obuka. A day when he’d been confident that all the power in the world would someday be his.

That voice had been muted after years of beatings and failures, only to reappear now, more confident than ever before.

It didn’t matter. Events had a momentum that couldn’t be stopped, and his only option was to fight.

He always fought.

He bowed toward Amara, and they took their starting positions. Any pretense of other training was abandoned as the remaining sumar made a loose circle around the two combatants.

Ronan used the opportunity to reach out with his onda, and he was suitably impressed. Josef’s onda was dim compared to Amara’s, burning within her stomach like a small sun.

He was so distracted by her strength that he almost missed her attack. She came in without holding back, moving faster than any human he’d ever fought. Ronan kept his breathing even and somehow avoided the worst of her assault.

It wasn’t that her strikes were slow, he just knew where they’d be. But even that knowledge barely kept him ahead of her.

Amara broke off, and Ronan listened to the muttering of a few of the gathered warriors. Before he could spare the others a thought, Amara attacked again, moving even faster than before. Ronan dodged and retreated, waiting for the pull that would tell him when to strike. Sweat beaded on his forehead from the effort of staying ahead of Amara’s blinding speed.

When he felt his fist being pulled forward, he let it go, confident he’d won the fight.

Amara dodged.

It wasn’t enough to completely protect her. She still took a glancing blow, but it wasn’t nearly the punch Ronan had expected to land.

Ronan froze. No one had ever dodged the pull of one of his attacks. He hadn’t thought it was possible.

His moment of distraction ended the fight, as Amara’s counter-kick sent his world black.


CHAPTER FOUR


30 years ago

The Reformer had once had a name, the identity gifted to him by his parents during the naming ceremony one month after his birth. Back then, he had answered to it by instinct. It had been a part of him, inscribed in his bones. It had meant something.

“Heath!” Mother called for him, a trace of worry in her voice.

He heard but ignored the call. She’d find him after a quick search, and he was in no danger. His whole attention was focused on the feeling of onda passing underneath his fingertips as he dug them into the dirt.

Onda was no secret to him. As the child of a sumar, there were days when it was all he heard about. But in Lindra, at home, he’d never truly understood. He listened to Father lecture about how onda could be focused and turned into the strength to rebuild humanity after the Fall. From his mother, he learned that it was a force that ran through most living things. When he’d been a younger child, she’d had him put his hand on her sternum and sense the onda flowing through her.

He’d lost himself in the practice, following the tracks of onda as it traced lines through her body. Mother smiled wide when he described what he felt and called him remarkably sensitive.

She understood him. The obuka hadn’t been able to teach him, no matter how diligently they beat their lessons into him. He sensed onda better than any of the other students, and he could focus it a little, but barely enough to pass the third-rank cuvar tests. It hadn’t been good enough for his father, who had demanded the mestres focus their efforts on his son. He permitted them any lesson they thought might be useful, and they used that permission as an excuse for unspeakable aggression.

No matter how brutal his education in the obuka might have been, his mestres were kind compared to his father. As a second-rank sumar, Father taught Heath that laziness prevented his advancement.

When Father was home, he trained Heath from sunrise to sunset and sometimes longer yet. At one point, Mother had objected, and he’d slapped her so hard the bruise on her cheek hadn’t faded for days.

This trip was supposed to be another part of Heath’s training. Father had negotiated with a caravan to transport the family while Father escorted the wagons with his partner and a handful of cuvar. He believed exposing Heath to the wild would change him, that it would instill in him the fear that would motivate him to train harder and overcome his sloth.

It didn’t matter how often Heath tried to explain his failures weren’t due to lack of effort. His attempts only earned harsher beatings, and Heath learned the value of silent suffering.

But Father had been right about the wild changing his son.

It just wasn’t in the way he’d expected.

Father had expected chikara attacks and sleepless nights under the uncaring stars. Instead, Heath experienced onda more strongly than ever before. In the wild, onda flowed freely, brighter and more lively than he’d ever felt in Lindra. He couldn’t focus it any more here than he could in the obuka, but his senses were close to overwhelmed.

Heath felt the animals moving through the thick woods and sensed the chikara before they attacked. At night, he felt as though he was sleeping on top of a warm, comfortable bed of life that welcomed him with open arms. His slumber was deeper than he’d ever gotten at home. Whenever the caravan stopped, he ran off as far as was safe, then basked in the sensations that swirled around him.

He never wanted to return to Lindra. He wanted to live here, in the wild, as far away from people as he could get. When they were in the caravan, rocking back and forth, he would sometimes daydream about running away. People were nothing but problems and despair.

He knew he didn’t understand the wild well enough, though. Since he was a child, he’d learned nothing except how dangerous the wild was, and though his opinion was changing, it took more than a single trip to erase a lifetime of terrifying stories.

“Heath!” This time, the call came from right behind him, and he turned to see Mother running up behind him, her eyes wide. “You can’t keep running off like this!”

“I’m sorry,” and he was, not because he had left, but because he had worried her. He pulled his fingers out of the dirt and pointed. “What kind of tracks are these?”

She waggled her finger at him. “You’re not getting out of this so easily, young man. If your father were to return from his ranging and find you gone, there’d be hell to pay for both of us. You don’t want that, do you?”

“No.”

Heath didn’t think she should worry so much. Father would be furious if he knew, true enough, and his anger had been building by the day. The fear he wanted to see in his son’s eyes hadn’t materialized, and his goal of making his son into a fighting sumar was more distant than ever before. He’d responded by ranging far wider than was strictly necessary to protect the caravan. Heath didn’t think they would see him until close to dark.

“I’m sorry. We can head back. But what kind of tracks are these?”

She grinned and squatted beside him. “These are sketri. Looks like quite a few of them have been in the area. We should let the cuvar know. One or two is never a problem, but if they group together and attack, they’re hard to defend against.”

Heath nodded, already busy sketching the tracks in a journal Mother had purchased for him before the journey. The pages were nearly a third full of his notes and drawings. He didn’t have his mother’s eye for detail yet, but he practiced whenever he got a chance. Father had already made a few snide remarks about him studying his drawing harder than his lessons from the obuka. At least the drawings pleased Mother. She was an herbalist and praised his insights and ability to identify the different plants they passed. Father allowed his study, as the learning was useful for a sumar as well.

The caravan soon left the stream where they’d stopped, pushing toward their camp for the night. There weren’t many rests completed yet on this new stretch of road, which was why Father and his partner accompanied the caravan’s typical complement of cuvar. Heath walked beside the wagons, enjoying the miles he put underfoot. At times, he felt as though onda was traveling through the soles of his feet, strengthening him for the journey.

They reached their destination for the night well before sunset. Heath saw Father for the first time since that morning, clearing the space and preparing it for their arrival. When Father saw Heath on foot, he gave Heath a nod of approval. He didn’t think Heath should spend any time in the wagons. A good sumar needed to be prepared for long miles of travel.

The whole caravan bustled as they settled in for the evening. Heath had gone through the routine often enough now that he could perform his tasks with only a sliver of his attention. While he set up the tent, he listened to the cuvar speak with Father and his partner. Heath’s sketri tracks hadn’t been the only signs of chikara in the area, and they proposed extra eyes on watch. Father considered for a moment and agreed.

They ate well that night but retired early. Though the cuvar hadn’t said much to the merchants in the caravan, their hunched postures and wary eyes told everyone how concerned their guards were. Most retired early to bed, and Heath and Mother were no exception. Before Heath could get settled, though, Father was there.

“Time to train,” he said.

“At this hour?” Mother complained. “I’m not sure that’s wise, especially with the chikara tracks.”

“I’ve got first watch anyway, and these cuvar are too cautious. I’ll protect him.”

There was no point arguing. Heath put his boots back on and followed Father away from the fire of the camp.

“You scared?” Father asked.

Heath wasn’t. He didn’t look forward to what was about to come, but he’d endured hundreds of hours of training over the last few months, and this would be nothing different. If anything, he looked forward to experiencing the wild at night, away from the rest of the camp. But saying as much would only stoke Father’s anger, so he settled on a lie.

“A little,” he said.

“Good. Some fear of the wild will serve you well. You’ve got your mother’s fascination with it but haven’t developed her good sense yet. Are you tired?”

“Yes, Father.”

“That’s also good. It means you worked hard today and your body will be stronger tomorrow.” He stopped in a small clearing. “Now, let’s see if you can hit me in the dark.”

Heath tried as hard as he could. If he held back, Father would punish him. He focused his onda the way his mestres had taught him. It felt wrong inside his body, as though he’d eaten a piece of undercooked meat and his stomach was rebelling. To his mind, onda wanted to be free, to roam across the land like the sumar did. But when he’d told Father that, he’d earned nothing but derision.

“Onda makes us strong, son. Our one goal as ondists is to learn how to bring that strength under control.”

He fought the sickness that welled up inside him and charged his father, fists flying. Father blocked the first two, then let the third one pass. Heath clipped Father on the jaw, but his rush of pride was extinguished when Father’s counter-punch caught him in the stomach. He bent over and tried to breathe but didn’t let himself fall. Father hated it when he fell.

“Stand straight,” Father demanded.

Heath hissed as he forced himself upright, fighting against the agony in his gut.

Father rubbed at his chin. “That’s right. Fight through the pain. It’s the only way you’re going to get strong enough to protect your mother and all the people of Lindra. I think this journey is doing you some good. I felt your punch there, a bit. Again.”

Heath tried to focus his onda, but succeeded less than the time before. He approached slowly, leading with a few jabs he intended to use to push Father back.

Instead, Father’s foot blurred and connected with Heath’s side. It was just short of enough strength to crack a rib but more than strong enough to knock him off his feet. Heath tumbled sideways and curled up into a ball.

“Get up,” Father ordered.

Heath couldn’t. His gut and ribs were on fire. He’d taken beatings before, but he’d been walking all day and was already exhausted.

“Get up!” Father repeated. “How are you going to get stronger if you can’t take a hit? How are you going to defend us when the chikara attack?”

The words burst from him before he could exert his customary control. “I don’t want to!” Heath shouted.

The surrounding woods went silent. Heath immediately regretted the outburst. Not only would it draw the attention of the wild, but he feared how Father would react.

“I don’t want to,” he repeated, muttering it to himself as though tasting the words for the first time. He found that they were true, though he’d never dared think them before.

Since he’d been a young child, he’d known he was destined to be a sumar. Father had made that clear as soon as Heath could understand. There’d never been a question of Heath becoming anything else, even when he’d struggled at the obuka.

This trip had shown Heath something different, though. Where Father experienced only fear, Heath knew wonder. In a way, though, Father had been right. Heath belonged out here, past the walls.

Just not as a sumar.

Of course, he’d fight to protect Mother. But he saw no reason to protect Lindra. It was full of bullies dressed as adults and ondists.

Father took a step closer, his boots only a foot away from where Heath cradled his stomach. “You care to repeat that? I’m not sure that I heard you.”

There was no winning. If Heath repeated his truth, he’d be punished. But if he lied, Father would think him a coward, and it would be even worse for him.

“I said that I don’t want to become a sumar.”

Father’s boot kicked him into the air, and he flew until he slammed into a tree. There was no warning, no further threats. Father only took another step forward, ready to repeat the process. At that moment, Heath wanted Father gone and out of their lives. Mother would understand. She would support him, help him find his way. Together, they could live out in the wild and hide from the rest of the world. No one would ever bother them again. No one would ever hurt them.

The sound of a soft growl stopped Father from kicking Heath again. In the space of a moment, he went from being Father to being sumar, fully alert to the dangers of the wild. He looked around and put himself between where the growl had come from and where Heath lay.

“Get up,” he said.

The words carried none of the menace they had before. Heath tried to stand, but his legs gave out from under him. He swore and tried again with a similar result.

Father whistled loudly, a sound any sumar or cuvar nearby would recognize as a call for aid. Heath hoped it would carry back to the caravan. Though they hadn’t responded to any of his sounds of distress, so he wasn’t hopeful. He’d found it impressive what the ondists in the caravan didn’t hear when Father was involved.

A kojot burst from the woods, a sleek arrow aimed right at Heath. Father shifted, putting his sword between the chikara and his son. The kojot leaped over the blade, and Father cut up, slicing fur from its tail.

Heath rolled to his left, and the kojot landed where he’d been a moment before. The small monster didn’t so much as pause in disappointment. It shot into the woods, disappearing as quickly as it had appeared.

Before the leaves had even stopped rustling, two more kojot attacked, entering the clearing at right angles from where the first had emerged. Their dark bodies trailed saliva. They charged at Father, who spun as gracefully as a dancer as his sword flickered in the thin shafts of moonlight that penetrated the canopy. One kojot squealed as the sword cut through its chest, but Father grunted as the other kojot raked its claws across his arm.

“Get up,” Father shouted, “or I’ll leave you behind!”

Perhaps it was only supposed to serve as motivation, but Heath believed it to be true. Father would leave him to die.

Whether threat or inspiration, it worked. Heath scrambled to his feet and turned in the direction of the caravan. Safety was only a few hundred feet away. In the daylight, a trivial distance. In the dark, with kojot launching themselves like arrows out of the shadows, the caravan might as well have been in Gutan. Heath lurched forward, then stumbled to a stop as two more kojot emerged to block his way.

He was unarmed and couldn’t focus his onda in any meaningful way. He glanced back and saw Father fighting off another three kojot, who circled him as they searched for openings.

“Kojot often hunt in packs.” The voice was that of his mestre back at the obuka, lecturing the eager students on the various dangers they would encounter in the wild. “Despite usually attacking with overwhelming numbers, they prefer to pick on the weakest targets they can find. Their ability to distract and deceive is almost as dangerous as their sharp claws and teeth.”

Heath frowned at the two kojot standing in his way. Whatever had happened to deception?

The thought had barely crossed his mind when a kojot barreled out of the woods directly to his right. He turned as the kojot jumped, clawing at his face. He screamed as the claws tore through his cheek and the snapping jaw bit through the bottom lobe of his ear.

Then Father was there, somehow fighting off the three kojot who’d been distracting him, as well as the three who had stalked Heath. His sword and arm were a blur, too fast for Heath to follow. But for a moment, he succeeded in scattering the kojot.

“Run!”

Heath never hesitated. He sprinted toward the caravan, weaving between kojot that were preoccupied with dodging Father’s sword. Behind him, he heard the pack dedicate their complete focus to defeating Father, snarling and biting. He never looked back when he heard Father cry out in pain.

Halfway to the caravan, he encountered a group of cuvar running toward the sound of the fight. Their eyes went wide when they saw him. Heath ignored their stares and pointed back. “A pack of kojot ambushed Father and me! He’s still fighting them.”

They only faltered for a moment before following the direction of his finger. Heath continued toward the caravan, where Mother waited with open arms. After a quick embrace, her own training took over, and she looked at his wounds. The kojot’s claws had cut deep, and she focused on cleaning the cuts first. Her hands were quick and firm but never rough.

In later years, Heath would wonder what Mother felt in those moments. Was she so confident in her husband’s abilities that she had no fear? Did she welcome the tragedy? Or was she as indifferent as the wild? At different times in his life, Heath was certain about different answers, but then some new clue would surface and cause him to doubt. She ended up taking the truth to her death.

Whatever the reason, she remained as calm as if Heath had come home with a cut from the obuka.

When the cuvar returned, too long after they’d left, carrying a mangled body between them, she only stopped her work long enough to let them know where they could leave the corpse.

The cuvar had wrapped Father’s body in his cloak, hiding the extent of the injuries from view. Heath stared at it, dry-eyed.

His one thought was that he had wished for the end of his father, and the wild had heard his cry.


CHAPTER FIVE


Laran left Lady Gwen’s estate with a stack of papers almost as tall as his hand. They were a parting gift from the lady, a copy of a set of translations made of old Nacillian training techniques.

When she’d handed him the stack, she’d bitten on her lower lip. “I can’t promise you anything. I’ve been trying to master more of the Nacillian techniques but have only had a little luck. It’s not much, but I hope you can find something useful in those pages. It’s the closest I have to the types of techniques Ronan was uncovering through his own explorations.”

Laran had thanked Lady Gwen. He held little hope that the answers he sought could be found in old books, but it had been kind of her to gift the translations to him. He had some idea of the expense involved, and the paper that was now safely stowed in his pack was perhaps the most valuable item he’d ever had in his possession.

Jamie’s jealousy was an added benefit. The noble had received nothing from Lady Gwen, and even Laran couldn’t miss the sharp look Jamie had shot at him as Lady Gwen wrapped up the papers.

The gates to the Adair estate closed behind them, shutting with a resounding clang almost loud enough to make Laran jump. He glanced over at Jamie, who was busy staring at his dusty boots. Laran started to say farewell, but the words caught deep in his throat. He had a sudden urge to ask Jamie if he wanted to get a drink somewhere and celebrate the conclusion of their journey.

He shook his head. Thoughts of parting from Jamie in Lindra had motivated Laran for the last two weeks. Why would he delay the satisfaction of leaving the noble behind any longer?

He tried to say farewell again but had no more success. The words lodged in his throat like a fly caught in a web.

Jamie didn’t help matters, either. Laran expected the man to offer up one of his wide grins and skip down the road, finally free of the surly sumar who despised him. Instead, the noble stood there, like there was no place for him to be and nothing for him to do. He kept his eyes down as if he was searching for tracks on the street.

Laran looked down, too, wondering if there was something he had missed. But the street in front of the Adair estate had been swept clean, and the cobblestone stood in good repair. A herd of bison running down the street would barely leave a trace.

Jamie cleared his throat. “Well…” he trailed off.

“Yeah,” Laran answered.

Jamie took a deep breath. Laran rolled his shoulders back. They both started to speak at the same time, then stopped. Jamie rubbed at the back of his neck.

Jamie was the one who finally broke the stalemate. “I should really get going. If my father hears that I’m in the city before I visit him, he’ll be furious.”

“Me, too,” Laran said. “I figure I should get to the lodge and start looking through these papers. They’re as good a place to start as any.”

“Right. I hope something in there helps. It’s hard, seeing you like this.”

It was the first time in their weeks of travel that Jamie had spoken seriously about Laran’s inability to use onda. A small lump formed in Laran’s throat. “I’ll do everything I can to get back what I’ve lost. I’ll be kicking your ass in no time at all.”

“Good.” Jamie snorted. “Not the ass-kicking part, but the getting back what you lost part.”

They lapsed into silence again. Neither of them made to leave.

“I should really get going,” Jamie repeated. He stood still, as though he’d grown roots.

Laran shook his head. They were being ridiculous, and he forced himself to say farewell. But when he spoke, the words weren’t what he’d intended. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it’s been an honor to travel with you. If you ever decide to return to the wild, let me know, and I’ll be your partner.”

Jamie’s eyes widened slightly, and Laran sensed a sarcastic rejoinder. He held up one finger in warning.

Jamie stopped before he could say anything, his mouth hanging open. He closed it and grinned. “Sorry. Can’t help myself. But the same goes for you. If you ever need a partner, or if you think the answers to finding your onda again are out there,” Jamie gestured in the direction of the walls and the lands beyond, “let me know.”

Laran bowed to Jamie but was interrupted halfway through as the taller man embraced him.

“Take care of yourself, and don’t you dare leave Lindra without letting me know,” Jamie said. “And if you get bored in that dusty old lodge, feel free to stop by anytime for a visit.”

Laran nodded and broke off from the embrace. “Don’t get in too much trouble.”

Jamie’s impish grin returned. “Well, you know I can’t promise that.”

They parted then, Jamie toward his own estates and Laran toward the sumar lodge. The day was a bright one, and the sun banished the last of Laran’s lingering melancholy. His pace was slow, his mind wandering over the events of the past few months and his unexpected friendship with Jamie. The noble was an ass, but still, there was no one Laran could think of he’d trust more in a fight.

He wasn’t sure if that spoke well of Jamie’s character or spoke poorly of Laran’s lack of traveling companions.

Traveling with Jamie must have changed him a little, though, because he didn’t feel his usual urge to hurry through the roads of Lindra. He studied the streets, people, and buildings with the same attention that he usually brought to the tracks, trees, and animals of the wild. Most of his observations were of a mundane nature, but they carried a surprising weight.

The Adair estate was located in a neighborhood where its extravagant size and ornamentation were hardly out of place. Laran wandered in the realm of Lindra’s wealthy and powerful, whose lodgings spit in the face of the space-saving measures forced upon those with fewer means. The rooms within the mansions were large, with more private spaces than there were residents. The estates were all walled, and cuvar hired by the families stood guard at the front gates. A few gates stood open through the day, but Laran noticed that most were closed.

Ostentatious as the estates were, they still paled in comparison to the duke’s castle deeper within the city. There, the highest nobility enjoyed wide thoroughfares and even private gardens. Rich as the Adairs and their neighbors might be, the walls of their estates still squeezed tight around their homes, and the homes were packed close together. Because they couldn’t build out, most of the homes rose three, four, and even five stories high, making Laran feel a little like he was walking through an old forest with trees that towered overhead.

He much preferred the quiet majesty of trees to the garish sculptures adorning the rooftops here.

He’d only been in this neighborhood once or twice before, but the streets seemed emptier than they had on his previous visits. It took him a while to understand why. There were no shops in this area, as the land was so expensive it would have been almost impossible to turn a profit. Because of that, there were few pedestrians about, and those that did wander the streets either lived here or were visiting.

All that he was used to, and this visit was no different from any other. He slowed his pace even more when he realized the emptiness in the streets was due largely to the lesser number of cuvar guarding the gates.

Almost all the residences had a cuvar standing guard, but Laran interrogated his memory of previous visits and confirmed his guess. Before, there’d been up to four at each gate. There’d been so many that walking down the street had been a little like walking down a gauntlet of cuvar. Now only the most wealthy estates had two guards. The rest settled for one.

If that many cuvar were missing, it had to mean the duke had pulled them from their regular duties. He grinned at the thought of the nobles, furious that some of their protection had been taken. The cuvar would be upset, too. Guarding a noble’s house was easy pay that was almost completely free of danger. It was a favorite career path of the well-connected.

Laran was always glad that he wasn’t the duke, but never more so than now. Pulling the guards was the right decision, but it wouldn’t win the duke any friends.

He picked up his pace and entered a wealthy commercial neighborhood. These streets were busier, but still less crowded than Laran would have expected for Lindra. He looked up at the sky and realized the day was getting late. They’d been with Lady Gwen longer than he’d expected. Still, it was before dinner, so he would have thought more people would be scurrying about, finishing their errands for the day.

Normally, he would have focused most of his attention on his feet as he hurried toward the lodge, but today he forced himself to look up and around. He couldn’t ignore others the way he once had.

He was glad that he did. Everywhere he looked, he saw little signs of distress. Nothing, alone, would have worried him. But put together, it told a story of Lindra that made him uneasy. Down the street, a mother clutched a rambunctious boy’s wrist, unwilling to let him run around despite his protestations. To his right, a shopkeeper swept the street in front of his door. But the street was already spotless, and the man spent all his time staring up and down the lane like he was about to catch a thief in the act of robbing one of his neighbors. On the other side of the street, a woman closed up her shop even though it was still early, then hurried home as she kept glancing over her shoulder.

Laran passed through the commercial district and found the lodge. Like the estates he’d just left, it was a large building with a thick wall around it. The building was a mere three stories tall, but the wall encompassed a moderately-sized training space behind the building. It was the largest lodge in the duchy, housing not only the most sumar found anywhere in Lindra, but the sumar commander, too.

Laran hated it.

Too many of the sumar here spent too much of their time in the city, dulling the skills they needed to be true sumar. Meaningless political games took up more time than training, and the whole place was too loud.

It still beat any other place he’d stay in the city, though. He checked in with the sumar at the gates, who let him in without question. At the front door, a sumar who looked like he’d just graduated from the obuka assigned Laran a private room. That, at the very least, was welcome. Before he’d earned enough years of experience, he’d often been assigned a bunk.

He nodded brusquely to a few of the sumar who recognized him, then made a straight line for his room on the top floor. He sighed as he shut the door behind him and shed his pack. The room wasn’t silent, because there wasn’t really any place in Lindra that was, but it was as quiet as he had any right to expect. He looked at the light coming through the window, and though he was exhausted, he pulled out Lady Gwen’s translation and unwrapped the pages.

One page at a time, he worked his way through the documents. It looked like Lady Gwen had hired a team of translators, as different pages were written in different hands.

A quick skim through the papers didn’t reveal anything obviously useful. Many of the techniques were similar to those taught in the obukas today. The most interesting portions were near the end, where a few different ondists described their attempts at pushing onda out of their bodies. Most descriptions were tales of failure, which was no more than Laran had expected. But there were a few authors who’d claimed success.

Before Laran could finish, the light from the sun faded. There was a lantern on the desk, but Laran ignored it. There would be time tomorrow to study further. His stomach rumbled, so he wrapped the papers back up and stowed them in his pack. Then he walked down to the common room to find food.

He heard the commotion before he reached the hall, but his eyes still went wide when he stepped into the common room. On any other day he would have called the room cavernous, taking up almost all of the first floor of the lodge. But it was so packed with sumar Laran felt an immediate tinge of claustrophobia.

He’d been lucky to get a private room. Hell, he was lucky that he didn’t have to share a bunk bed.

Not only were there too many sumar present, but there was also too much wine. In one corner, a group of third-rank sumar sang a rowdy and off-color song. At one table, another pair of sumar were arguing loudly enough that they would have attracted chikara from miles away had they been in the wild.

Laran froze. Long ago, he’d attended some of the annual sumar celebrations, which brought in sumar from all over the duchy. This reminded him of those days, but the celebration was held in the dead of winter, not the height of summer.

Motion to his side caught his attention, and he turned to see a familiar face. “Gereon? Is that you?”

“Laran!” The sumar was second-rank, like Laran, though he was even shorter. The first touches of silver were pronounced in his dark hair, and his face was more leathery than Laran remembered, but he still carried himself with the grace of a younger man.

Gereon was one of the few sumar that Laran had any degree of affection for. Though he only had a few years on Laran, he’d been a seasoned veteran when Laran had left the obuka, and they’d done several missions together.

Gereon had taken a different post a couple of years after he and Laran had met, but their paths had crossed more than once over the years. The older sumar was still competent and still daring, frequently accepting trips that few others would. Had they kept the same posting, Laran assumed they would have ended up as partners.

“It’s good to see you,” Laran said. He gestured to the crowd. “What’s all this?”

A dark shadow passed over Gereon’s face. “This is every night, now. You want to get out of here? I know the place that has the best food and ale left in the city. My treat.”

He didn’t have to ask twice. Laran would have done anything to escape that common room, including going back up to his private quarters and suffering hunger pains through the night. “Yes, please.”

[image: ]


The place Gereon took him to was called The Broken Binding, a tavern that wasn’t that far away from the duke’s castle. The name was familiar to Laran, but he couldn’t remember why. But when Gereon opened the door and let him in, Laran didn’t care.

The Broken Binding was exactly the sort of place he wouldn’t mind spending his time. Here, there were no rowdy revelers, no brutes looking for an excuse to fight. The whole space was quiet, and the shaded lanterns gave off just enough light to see by. They were stopped just inside the door by two cuvar, who made Gereon display his coin before they let them in.

The two of them took a deep booth along one wall. Laran leaned in. “How does this place have two cuvar on duty when some of the nobles can’t even get that many?”

Gereon’s answering smile was bitter. “This place is probably more important. Almost everybody that’s anybody in this cursed city drinks here. But it’s one of the only places left where you can get consistently good food and drink.”

“It’s gotten that bad?”

Gereon shrugged. “Depends on your perspective, I guess. People aren’t starving in the streets yet, so there’s that. But yeah, it’s that bad, and it’s only going to get worse. People are slowly waking up to that fact, and I wouldn’t want to be here when the shit starts flying sideways. There aren’t enough cuvar left in the city to stop the riots that are coming.”

Laran shook his head. From the fields he’d passed, the harvest looked like it was coming in nicely. But there was more to getting food to tables than just growing the crops. He didn’t truly believe Gereon’s warning, but there might well be truth to it. Most cities ran closer to the edge of survival than anyone wanted to admit. It wouldn’t take all that much to send one into chaos. Perhaps soon the duke would regret sending all those cuvar to duty beyond the walls.

Gereon changed the topic. “Enough about that. It’s been years since I’ve seen you last. The lodge gets a list of all arriving and departing sumar from the main gate every day, and I was excited to see your name on it today. How are you?”

Laran shrugged. He liked Gereon, but he didn’t want his difficulties with onda to become public knowledge. Though he doubted it was a possibility, there was a chance the lodge might restrict his ability to leave the city. “Just got done tracking one of the demons that’s been harassing our supply routes.”

“You kill it?”

Laran nodded once.

“Are the rumors true? I’ve heard now from half a dozen sumar that they believe the demons are controlling the chikara.”

“It’s true.”

“Shiiiiiit.” Gereon leaned back in the booth, absorbing the revelation. “I mean, I was starting to suspect, after the attacks on the Gutanese delegation, but you’re sure?”

Laran nodded again.

“Shiiiiit,” Gereon repeated. “We’re not in any position to fight that kind of threat.”

“You’re not wrong. Especially if all the sumar are here in Lindra drinking. Why’s the lodge so crowded?”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard yet, but there’s been some trouble in Lindra. Duke is recommending no travel for anyone.”

“Shouldn’t affect the sumar.”

“It shouldn’t, no. But they’re all cowards, anyway. The lodge is barely assigning any missions, so everyone’s eating the duke’s food and drinking his ale and having a grand old time of it.” Gereon’s disgust echoed Laran’s at the news. At least there were a few good sumar still out there.

Gereon leaned forward and spoke quietly. “Look, between you and me, when I saw your name on the lists this morning, I decided to wait at the lodge to see if I could find you.”

Their drinks came, and Laran took a long sip. The ale here was good. Gereon, as always, spoke true. The older sumar leaned in again, but another server dropped off their food, stymying him again.

Laran was in no hurry. He was glad he’d run into Gereon, even if it was less coincidental than it first appeared. He spooned the hot soup into his mouth, followed by warm bread. The meal was the best he’d eaten in, well, longer than he could remember. Nothing the lodge served came close, and his own cooking barely deserved the name.

Finally, between bites of his meal, Gereon leaned in one last time. “Anyway, the reason I wanted to find you is because I thought that you, of all people, might understand. I’ve been watching the way this summer has been unfolding, and I don’t feel good about it.”

Laran grunted as he chewed. Of course he agreed. Lindra and the other duchies were facing threats more dangerous than any they’d faced since the Fall. Blind optimism was nothing more than a fool’s hope.

“Anyway, I’ve run into a group of people who are trying to do something. We could always use strong arms, and yours is one of the strongest I’ve ever served with.”

“What are they trying to do?” Laran was only listening with half an ear. The food here was delicious, and it had been far too long since he’d treated himself to a meal like this.

“They’re trying to start something new, something better. Something more prepared for the future. They’re good people.”

“Who are they?”

“Mostly old sumar, actually. Like me and you. But we have friends from all walks of life. Some of us are meeting later tonight, and when I saw you were in Lindra, I resolved to ask you to join us. I’m not going to ask you to commit to anything, but I’d like to introduce you. Unless I miss my guess, they’ll be some of the first people you’ve enjoyed spending time with in years.”

“A bold claim.” Laran sighed as he looked at his empty bowl, and Gereon pushed his own over.

“You sure?” Laran asked.

“It’s clear you haven’t eaten for a while, and there’s usually food at the meetings. Maybe even better food tonight, if you want to come.”

Laran held up his hands in surrender. Right now, anything to avoid the lodge was fine by him. And fine food only made him more eager. He started on Gereon’s bowl. “So, is this some sort of society or guild?”

Gereon shook his head. “Nothing more than a group of friends who thinks that humanity is in trouble unless we make some drastic changes. We call ourselves Reformers.”


CHAPTER SIX


Jamie forced himself not to look back as he walked away from Laran. The old sumar was as grouchy as a kojot at first light and an enormous thorn in his ass even when he could use his onda. But leaving Laran alone on the streets of Lindra felt like leaving an infant out in the cold. The city would swallow him whole.

Jamie shook his head. He’d been spending far too much time on the road if his imagination was conjuring scenes like that. Even without his onda, Laran was fine. He might not know the first thing about city life, but it wasn’t as though he’d be wandering around cluelessly. The sumar had survived plenty long without Jamie’s help, remarkable as that feat might be.

Gwen was right, too. He needed to return home. The main gate kept lists of who entered and left, and nobles often browsed the lists for names of note. His return, he was sure, would create quite a stir, and he needed to talk to his father before the news spread far and wide.

The streets around the Adair estate were quieter than he was used to, and the reason wasn’t difficult to discern. Jamie guessed that almost three-quarters of cuvar had been called from their guard duty to other tasks. Given how the arrival of the Gutanese delegation had stripped cuvar from the rests, Jamie assumed the duke had ordered most of the cuvar out beyond the walls of Lindra.

That was a mistake, a big one.

Yes, it was absolutely vital that the rests had enough cuvar to defend themselves from the wild, but the duke should never have stripped cuvar from the noble and the wealthy. He should have stripped them from the outer wall.

Jamie followed the duke’s logic well enough. The cuvar who guarded most of these gates were essentially paid for doing nothing. It was one of the easiest jobs one could get as an ondist, assuming one was willing to stand for hours in the sweltering heat and freezing winters. Far better to use them than other cuvar more gainfully occupied.

But the cuvar here were visible, and they protected the people who had the most influence over the duke. No doubt, the duke’s court had been filled with a constant litany of complaints the last few weeks. It cost the duke support he might need later if Jamie’s fears of the demons came true.

Sure, the cuvar on the wall were more valuable as a military resource, but the duke should have used them. They were already out of sight, and few would notice their absence. Besides, the walls were well-maintained, and a rogue harra aside, Jamie had no worry they would be breached anytime soon. They’d killed Goldeneye, so they’d bought Lindra some time. The duke was squandering it.

Jamie put the matter out of his mind. As worried as he was for the fate of Lindra, no amount of uneasiness could fully quench the joy he felt at being back home. As he passed from Gwen’s neighborhood to the shops beyond, he was assaulted by the familiar. The scent of warm bread pulled him into one of his favorite bakeries. He left with a loaf in hand and listened to the scratch of a broom against the cobblestones across the street. Two young ladies passed him, smiling wide as he gave them an exaggerated bow.

Laran was a fool for despising Lindra. Here, anyone could sleep perfectly well knowing he was well protected from the fierce wilds. The nearest chikara was miles and miles away and would never get any closer. In Lindra, a person could think about something beyond mere survival. In Lindra, a person could make something of themselves.

For a while, Jamie imagined what he might say to his father upon his return. Should he act as though he sought forgiveness? Or should he return like a conquering hero? He shook his head. Conquering hero was a bit much. But he had done great deeds. His father needed to know that.

In the back of his mind, Jamie heard Laran lecturing him about honesty.

Jamie sighed.

Laran was annoying, but there was some truth there. Jamie was being foolish. There was no predicting or manipulating his father. Far better to just see him and let the dice land where they would.

Not like all his planning in the past had done him any good, anyway.

His concern passed quickly. He’d survived a demon, a perzon, and, most impressively, months on the road with Laran. Now he was back in Lindra, and Gwen had been pleased to see him. Nothing could spoil his mood today.

When he caught his first glance of the Pierce estate, he paused to take it all in. It was one of the largest estates in the city, suitable for a family that held the influence and wealth the Pierces did. The tallest tower was six stories tall, second only in height to the duke’s castle. As a child, Jamie loved to climb to the top and look out over all of Lindra. He’d felt like a king of old, looking out over his kingdom.

When he caught sight of the tower today, he felt nothing. What had once been the heart of his kingdom was now just a stone building, taller than most others.

Jamie shrugged. It had been a long day. Best to get this over with. A long rest in a comfortable bed would do him good. He worked his way through the streets, noting that even here there were fewer cuvar than usual. The duke hadn’t been selective, then. He’d pulled from across the city.

Jamie turned a corner and came in sight of the gate for the first time in months. Like usual, it was barred, but Jamie was surprised to see that there were no cuvar outside the gate. Usually, his father stationed at least one or two there to deter anyone too curious about the estate, with another one or two inside the guardhouse on the other side of the wall. Now Jamie only caught the hint of a single cuvar’s uniform on the inside of the bars.

He walked up to the gate. “Hello?”

The cuvar approached and looked Jamie up and down. It wasn’t until he looked again at Jamie’s face that he startled back half a step. “Lord Pierce?”

Jamie recognized the cuvar as one who’d served in the estate for the better part of a year. His name slipped Jamie’s memory at the moment, but they’d sparred together several times. Those routine days felt like a past that had happened to someone else like he’d stolen a stranger’s memories. He smiled wide and acted like his heart wasn’t hammering in his chest. This was his home, so why did he suddenly feel so nervous? “It’s been a while.”

“Indeed.” The cuvar stared at him a bit as though he saw a ghost, and Jamie wondered, just for a moment, if his father had used his absence as an excuse to claim Jamie had died.

Sadly, the idea wasn’t that far out of the realm of possibility. The only detail that kept Jamie from believing it true was that his father wouldn’t have taken any chances. If he’d wanted to declare Jamie dead, he would have sent a handful of assassins to make sure.

The cuvar made no move to open the gate. He kept staring. Jamie looked down to make sure there were no tears in his new shirt, but when he found none, he began to get annoyed. “So, are you going to open the gate?”

The cuvar blinked rapidly and shook his head as though clearing it. Then he shook his head again, this time with more authority. “No, sir. Standing orders from your father.”

Jamie was sure he’d misheard. “What?”

The cuvar snapped his fingers. “Sorry, forgot. There was a letter, too. One moment, sir.”

He disappeared, hurrying over to the guardhouse. Jamie stood in the middle of the street, openmouthed, not grasping what was happening. A moment later, the cuvar reappeared with an envelope in his hands.

He slid it between the bars of the gate toward Jamie. “For you, sir.”

Jamie snatched the envelope and studied it. There was no name on the front, but it was his father’s seal on the back. Jamie ripped the envelope open and yanked out the letter within. The missive was terse and to the point, as were all his father’s notes. Even the lettering was messy, emblematic of his father’s quick hand. At least Jamie knew his father had taken the time to actually write this. It would have been even more insulting had it been penned by a scribe.

He read the letter quickly, then read it one more time. He grunted.

“Sorry, sir.” The cuvar sounded genuinely apologetic. But he was probably also worried about how Jamie would react.

No doubt, the letter had been waiting for him for some time. Weeks, maybe. This particular cuvar had just had the shitty luck of being on duty when Jamie appeared. He nodded. He folded the letter up and put it in his pocket, then turned and wandered away.

Jamie didn’t have any destination in mind. His feet carried him forward on their own accord, and he didn’t question them. Thoughts slipped from his grasp like eels.

When he came to a stop, he was standing outside The Broken Binding. His laugh was dark and bitter. If he couldn’t call the Pierce estate home any longer, he might as well set up shop here. If it was good enough for Mardok, it could be good enough for him. His old friend was just the company he needed. He opened the door.

The bartender grinned and waved. “Jamie! It’s been too long!”

Here, finally, was a proper welcome. His customary grin found its way back to his face, and he returned the wave. “You’re not wrong.”

The place was empty outside the bartender. “Where is everyone?” Jamie asked.

“Reduced hours these days. We don’t open until dinner. There’s lots of rumors that there won’t really be enough food to go around this winter, and supplies are tight and expensive.”

Jamie had watched a rest get destroyed in front of his eyes and seen a portal to a hellish world open up within the ruins of Waterstone. The idea of The Broken Binding not being open at all hours was a tragedy that put those to shame. If he’d been the wailing type, he would have fallen down on his knees and let his tears fall. Being as he wasn’t, though, he ambled toward the bar and pulled up a stool. “Mind if I have a seat? It’s been a day.”

“You’re always welcome. Mardok comes and goes as he pleases, too. I’m convinced he either has a key for this place or tunneled in from across the street. Haven’t seen him for a bit, though.” The bartender poured a tall ale and placed it in front of him. Jamie almost embraced the mug.

He took one long sip and then another. Then he sighed. So long as The Broken Binding stood, there was still love and beauty in the world.

Mardok came in a little before the doors opened for the eager diners. As soon as he stepped through the door, he waved for Jamie to join him at his customary table in the corner, as though he’d expected to find Jamie right on that stool. Jamie picked up his mug and followed his friend. It would have been too much to hope his arrival would surprise Mardok. Jamie had no doubt Mardok studied the arrival and departure lists several times a day. Hell, it wouldn’t surprise Jamie if Mardok actually knew who was sleeping in the rests outside Lindra, too. He always went one step further than anyone else. It was what made him the best.

After they were settled, Mardok looked down at Jamie’s ale. “Rough day?”

“So far. Do you know already?” Jamie couldn’t see how Mardok would possibly know, but the man had ways of prying secrets out of Lindra. Tens of thousands of people lived here, and Mardok probably knew a damning secret about each and every one.

“You’ve been disowned?” There was a hint of uncertainty near the end of the statement.

Jamie stared, still surprised, despite knowing full well his friend’s abilities.

Mardok shrugged. “Wasn’t sure, but I did know the cuvar had orders to keep the gates closed if you returned, and that your father had left a letter in the guardhouse. It was really the only explanation that made sense.”

It wasn’t like guessing he was disowned was that much of a stretch. Mardok, along with every other noble in this city, knew damn well his father had been looking for an excuse to throw him to the street for years. Jamie had been kind enough to provide him with one. Jamie acknowledged his friend’s deduction with a long sip of ale. Then he pulled the letter out of his pocket and handed it over.

Mardok unfolded the letter and squinted. “I sometimes forget how atrocious your father’s handwriting is.” He read the letter twice, then handed it back. Jamie suspected Mardok had memorized its contents. “So, what are you going to do? It’s quite the bribe.”

“Stay quiet and keep access to all my money, or fight it and lose everything? I’m tempted to fight it. I’ve got a lot of money squirreled away in places he can’t touch, and it would be immensely satisfying to be a pain in his ass.”

Mardok shook his head.

“What?”

“You don’t have that much to your name. The value of your secret investments has dropped considerably in your absence.”

“How could you possibly know—” Jamie cut himself off. It had been too long since he’d interacted with Mardok. Of course the man knew not only what Jamie’s side investments had been, but what their current worth was. “Never mind. What’s my situation?”

“If you were to live on only what you’ve hidden away, I’d guess you have less than a year of savings, especially if you live in the manner to which you’re accustomed. Housing, in particular, has become incredibly expensive. Of course, if you were to sell all your jewels and fine clothes and live like the rest of us poor slobs, you’d have quite a few years. But if you use any of that to fight your father, I can’t imagine it’ll last too long.”

Mardok was kind enough to leave the rest unspoken.

Jamie said it, though, just to see how it sounded. “Or I could accept the bribe and lose the rights of the firstborn. And live in comfort for as long as I’d want.”

“Indeed. It seems, to me at least, an easy choice.”

It was one area the two of them had never agreed. Jamie wondered if it was different, not being born into one of the noble families. To Mardok, a name was just a word, useful for identification in a crowd and not much more. It had no weight, no history behind it. Jamie was just as valuable and interesting to him as Jamie Pierce.

Despite the differences with his father, Jamie had always been proud to be a Pierce. Though his father would never believe it, there had been points in Jamie’s life when he would have gladly died in defense of the name.

Jamie raised his hand to grab the barkeep’s attention. This was the sort of decision that required more than one drink. A minute later, another ale sat in front of him, and Jamie’s problems were rapidly becoming part of the past. A bit too late, he remembered he hadn’t eaten a proper meal since breakfast. He swore to himself. The decision could wait. He ordered another ale, just to be safe.

While he drank, he regaled Mardok with the tale of his last few months. Mardok, at least, had the good graces to appear suitably impressed.

In time, some of Jamie’s other friends appeared, and more rounds of ale were called for. Jamie released his concerns and basked in the attention. Here, they laughed at his witticisms and were awed by his adventures. They bought him more ale, and before long, Mardok ordered them all food.

Jamie attacked the meal like it had insulted his family, and the food settled the buzzing in his head. As the others had arrived, he’d been pushed deeper into the corner of the booth, sitting deep in shadow. With the warm food in his stomach, he slowly drifted toward sleep. Finally, he surrendered the battlefield and closed his eyes.

When he woke, most of the others had left. Mardok still sat there, alone, scribbling some notes to himself in one of the many notebooks he always kept close at hand. Mardok wrote in code, so Jamie didn’t even attempt to read what his friend was writing. Had to be interesting though. He’d long believed that if someone could get their hands on those notebooks and read what was written within, they would be a shortcut to incredible wealth. Secrets were worth more than their weight in gold.

Mardok finished his writing and looked up. “Feeling better?”

“Much, thank you.”

“It is good to have you back. Life is always more interesting when you’re around.”

“Not sure I need any more interesting right now. I’d settle for nice and boring for a few years.”

The corner of Mardok’s lips turned up in a smile. “Do you really believe that?”

“Absolutely.”

Mardok shook his head. “You’d be bored inside a week and coming to ask me if there was anything you could steal.”

Jamie rolled his neck, relaxing as several of his vertebrae cracked. He was getting too old to sleep sitting up in the corner of a booth.

He was struck by how quiet The Broken Binding was. In his memories, the place was almost always rowdy. It was filled with off-duty guards and wealthy merchants who wanted to pretend they belonged among the more dangerous warriors. The mood tonight was subdued. People whispered into one another’s ears. Two cuvar stood guard inside the door, making sure anyone who entered could pay.

“I don’t like how quiet it is,” Jamie said. “It feels all wrong. The place isn’t nearly as fun as it used to be.”

Mardok shrugged. “The tension of the situation gets to us all. The whole city is quieter than it’s been in years. People are worried, and rightly so.”

Jamie looked at his empty ale mug. The buzz of his earlier intoxication was almost completely gone, but he found he wasn’t interested in rebuilding it. “They’d be even more worried if they knew who was really coming. Whatever started at Waterstone, it’s not over yet.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

Jamie leaned back and rubbed at his chin. “I wish I knew.”

It all felt tied together. His dismissal from the family. The chikara growing stronger, and the demons becoming more intelligent. He felt like he was caught in a river rushing inevitably toward a waterfall, and he needed to figure out how he was going to survive. He needed an answer to it all, and right now, he wasn’t even sure he had the right question.

At least when he was drunk, he didn’t have to think about it. He was about to raise his hand for more ale when he saw a surprisingly familiar face on the other side of the room. Laran was here, drinking and eating with a man who appeared to be a veteran sumar. Jamie frowned and noted the slight pang of jealousy. He thought he’d been Laran’s only friend.

The crafty sumar was full of surprises.

Mardok noticed where Jamie was looking. “Your friend came in while you were sleeping. I don’t think he noticed you.”

“Who is he with?”

“Old sumar named Gereon.”

Jamie scooted across the bench, intending to go introduce himself, but Mardok reached out to stop him. “I wouldn’t. Gereon might not look like much, but he’s trouble. Take it from me. It’s worth staying away.”

“You’ve never stayed away from anything in your life.”

“I do this.”

Gereon and Laran stood up, and the two of them left The Broken Binding together. Jamie watched them, confident that Laran didn’t know he was in the room. He turned back to Mardok. “Is Laran in trouble?”

Mardok nodded. “If you told the truth about him in all those stories tonight, yes, he very well might be.”

“Then I’ll see you later. Can’t let him have all the fun without me.”

Mardok reached out and grabbed Jamie’s wrist. That was another first. Jamie stared down at his friend’s hand, daring him to keep it there. Mardok sighed and let go. “Just be careful, Jamie. I know you’re strong, but this is far bigger than you can imagine. I’d hate to lose you again right after your triumphant return.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Ronan woke up and found that he was being carried on a stretcher between two of the Gutanese sumar. Guilt flushed his cheeks. He’d only intended to join them for their training. He certainly hadn’t planned on making them carry him the rest of the way to their home. They’d done more than enough for him already.

A hand landed on his shoulder. Ronan followed the line of the arm and saw Amara walking beside him. “Rest for now. We’ll reach a stream in about an hour where we can refill our water. Our healer will take another look at you then.”

“There’s no need for you to carry me.” Ronan’s head was pounding, but he pretended the pain wasn’t excruciating. “I’m perfectly capable of walking.”

It wasn’t a lie, exactly, but Amara’s look told him she’d seen through his bravado. “It is the least we can do after knocking a leveren unconscious. The shame is mine and shared among everyone I command. I’m very sorry, I got carried away. It’s been a long time since I’ve had such an interesting sparring partner.”

Ronan almost shook his head, but he had the feeling that would cause him more agony than he was ready for. “It’s my own fault. I allowed myself to get distracted during our match. No one has ever dodged one of my attacks before.”

“It was a close thing. Your speed was as fast as a first-rank sumar, and I think there is much farther for you yet to go.”

Ronan hoped that was true. For a moment, he thought he’d been strong enough to take on the best warriors on the continent. Then Amara’s apology sank through his aching skull. His eyes went wide, and he fought a temporary panic. “You called me leveren. That’s what Goldeneye called me, too. How do you know that word?”

“It is an old Nacillian word, but one used to describe people like you—people who don’t seem to have the ability to use onda. Our scholars have found records referring to those like you in our archives.”

“There were others like me?”

“Are,” Amara corrected. When she saw the look on his face, she frowned. “You didn’t know?”

“Know what?”

“That there is at least one other like you. And if there are two, it makes sense there are more, does it not?”

“There’s another one of me?”

“I’m sorry. I thought you knew. It is one of the reasons why the duke has sent me after you. A Gutanese leveren recently discovered her abilities, and our scholars have been trying to understand what happened to her for months. When Lady Gwen’s message arrived concerning you, the duke felt this was the quickest way to learn more.”

Ronan’s head spun with the new revelation. Not only wasn’t he alone, but the other girl had manifested unique abilities? Though the stretcher was as stable as ever, Ronan felt unsteady. “I didn’t know.”

“Well, she’s been informed of your arrival. I imagine she’ll be excited to meet you.” There was an expression on Amara’s face that Ronan couldn’t quite decipher. Amusement, perhaps?

Ronan nodded as he stared absently at the clouds drifting overhead.

He wasn’t alone.

He’d always been interested in visiting Gutan, from the moment Laran and Jamie had first suggested it. Now his desire to see the city was greater than any wish he could remember having.

Unfortunately, they were still over a week away.

Amara was as good as her word, and when they reached the stream, Ronan was examined and then allowed to walk on his own. His head still hurt, but one of the healers gave him a concoction that helped. By that afternoon, he walked without pain, keeping the demanding pace of the Gutanese sumar without problem.

The next morning he joined the sumar for their training, a decision that earned him considerable respect. He didn’t spar again with Amara, but he did win most of his matches with his other opponents. To his relief, he didn’t suffer any further significant damage at the hands of his hosts.

The days fell into a comfortable routine. The Gutanese continued to bear the worst burdens of the travel on their own shoulders. They scouted ahead and kept watch at night while Ronan enjoyed uninterrupted sleep. Ronan got the sense this style of travel wasn’t unusual for these sumar. Amara had also made it clear they felt some sense of duty toward him. Ronan didn’t understand why, but every time he asked if there was more he could do, they gave him looks that made him feel as though he’d insulted his hosts.

Eventually, he let his guilt at his lack of contribution go. He’d been raised to carry his own weight, to help out however he could, but among the Gutanese, he found himself believing the most respectful act he could perform was to simply put one foot in front of the other and allow himself to be escorted across their nation.

It was a beautiful land, and although the terrain was similar to land found in Lindra, the differences went far deeper. Well-tended farms dotted the spring-green hills. Smoke rose from the chimneys of small houses huddled together in villages that seemed to be everywhere. People worked in unprotected fields during the day and would stop to wave at the sumar as they passed. All of them looked well-fed and healthy, but it was the lack of concern on their faces that struck Ronan most.

“Are all your farms beyond walls?” he asked Amara one night.

She shook her head. “No. This is one of the new ideas that has come from the palace.”

His complete confusion brought a smile to her face. “In the city of Gutan there are many people who spend their days proposing and refining new ideas. What you’re witnessing is one of them.”

“Someone had the idea to farm outside the walls?” Ronan couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “How original.”

Amara had the grace not to show offense. “Someone had the idea to make it work.”

“How?”

“A combination of ideas. Most farming happens during the daylight hours, when there’s less danger from chikara. But how can we protect our farmers at night? We can’t build walls around hundreds of individual farms, and building walls around farmland is an expensive proposition. One part of the idea was realizing that we don’t need to protect the farmland. Chikara don’t care about wheat. We only need to protect the farmers. So we built some of these small villages and put up short walls around them.”

Ronan nodded along, starting to understand. “Which is why they’re so small. You’re only protecting the homes, not the land.”

“And we don’t need to worry about the villages growing too large, because they’re not designed to become towns or cities. They only exist to house small groups of farmers.”

“And you have enough cuvar to protect them?”

“We do. Although we don’t have Lindra’s population, we do have more cuvar and sumar than you.”

Ronan remembered that detail from his lessons at the obuka. “Why?”

“My understanding is that we honor the work of cuvar and sumar more than Lindra does. We stand beneath only the duke in status.”

Ronan grunted at the thought. His mother had always complained about merchants and caravan drivers on the road, who ordered the ondists around as though they were servants and nothing more. Then he thought of Anders and his family, who used their wealth to bully around Avgan’s ondists. “Sounds nice,” he said. “We don’t get nearly the respect in Lindra.”

“A society earns that which it respects,” Amara said. It felt more like a recitation than an original thought. “I imagine as an ondist, Gutan sounds like a dream come true. But there is no perfect world. We might field more warriors than Lindra, but we are half as wealthy and far more dependent on trade than you. Lindra could continue on for a few years if Gutan collapsed, but if Lindra collapsed, we’d fall within a year.”

Ronan frowned. Not all merchants were as disgraceful as Anders’ family, but he’d never considered merchants necessary, not the way he considered cuvar and sumar necessary. To hear a first-rank sumar defending merchants felt a little like Laran defending demons. “Even with all these farms?”

“These farms are new and are still only found along roads well-traveled by ondists. The risk of building them throughout the duchy is still too great. But our initial results have been promising. We lost one village last year to a chikara attack, but otherwise, they survive largely without intervention or special protection. Within a few years, we’ll have more than enough food to feed all our citizens, which is a change from the past.”

Ronan nodded, though he didn’t completely understand. What he’d learned about Gutan growing up would barely fill a single page of a book. He’d always just thought of it as “Lindra, but over there.”

As they walked, he resolved to study Gutan with a closer eye. The farm idea was clever, and it made him wonder what else he could learn from the Gutanese while he was here. He’d come to develop his newfound powers, but they might have far more to teach him than just how to punch harder.

The chikara finally attacked nearly a week into their journey. It was at night, not long after they’d set up their camp and finished dinner. A pack of kojot struck from the north. Unfortunately for the kojot, they were discovered by scouts well before they reached camp. A warning call went up among the sumar, and they fell upon the pack with surprising vigor. Ronan had no part in the battle. The kojot never came close enough to the camp. He’d just started to sense the darkness he associated with chikara against the living backdrop of onda when the last one died.

Rather than making the sumar nervous, the attack seemed to relax them. When Ronan asked Amara, she explained. “It’s been an unusual trip. This isn’t the most dangerous road to Gutan, but it’s not usually considered an easy journey. We haven’t seen nearly the chikara we’d expected. It’s not that we welcome the attack, but it’s more normal than what we’ve traveled through thus far.”

Another few days of travel brought them to the city of Gutan. Ronan’s first glimpse of the city took his breath away. They approached from the north, and the city seemed to spring up out of nothing, surrounded by fields and small orchards. It was a walled city, but the wall wasn’t nearly as tall as Lindra’s. It wasn’t even the same height as the one around Avgan. Gutan’s reached only about two stories at the top. The walls themselves were unadorned, but they were thick, strong, and ran in a wide circle.

Behind the city, just barely visible from the road they walked, was the sea. Ronan had heard tales, of course, but the endless expanse of water was enough to bring his feet to a stop. He couldn’t help but think that the world was a far larger and more wonderful place than it had been, even in his imagination.

A small cloud of sorrow crossed over his thoughts then. He’d spent his whole life wanting to see the world, to experience sights exactly like the one that now lay before him. Though his journey was just beginning, he felt as though the experiences he’d already survived had made him stronger and wiser. He thought of Kayle, who had never once had the desire to leave the walls of Avgan.

He’d always considered the old healer someone to look up to and learn from. But to be content to hide behind the walls when all this was out there? It seemed the worst type of foolishness.

Amara stopped beside him, misunderstanding his silence. “Home. No matter how far I travel, there’s something about it that always calls me back.”

Ronan gulped. Avgan didn’t hold the same place in his heart. If he never returned, he didn’t think he’d spend a second on his deathbed regretting it. Maybe someday he’d find a place he wanted to call home, but he hadn’t yet.

As they approached the city gate, Ronan saw that it was guarded by a contingent of soldiers armored in red. Cuvar, he realized. The red was dark, a shade that almost reminded Ronan of drying blood. It gave the cuvar a far more fearsome aspect than the cuvar Ronan had grown up around. They were let through the gates with a minimum of fuss, and then Ronan got to see Gutan up close for the first time.

Amara led him through the city streets. Gutan didn’t have nearly the population of Lindra, but its walls contained almost as much space. Ronan realized that with the shorter walls, it would be easier for Gutan to expand outward. Lindra’s massive walls made any expansion a monumental task and encouraged people to build upward instead of out. Another subtle difference with profound implications. Even in a smaller city like Avgan, a single-story house like the one Ronan had grown up in was a rarity. People were used to living on top of one another. Here, though the houses were just as close together as in any Lindran city, Ronan observed that he felt much less crowded.

That wasn’t the only difference. The architecture caught his eye first. In Avgan, most houses and buildings were simple designs, their footprint usually either square or rectangular. In Gutan, there was a far greater variety. Some buildings wouldn’t have been out of place in Avgan, but others appeared stepped like a wedding cake. Ronan saw buildings with multiple stories, but none approached the height of Avgan’s tallest buildings.

It was the towers overlooking the wall that he couldn’t tear his eyes from. Avgan also had towers near the inner walls, but they’d always been utilitarian and droll. Gutan’s spires, on the other hand, were graceful and lovely, with roofs that curved almost like raindrops.

Amara let him look, taking obvious pleasure in the way he stared. When they reached a stone courtyard, the sumar under her command broke apart with little more than a wave and quick farewell. After so much time together, Ronan had expected something more formal, but the parting was more like they’d just returned from an afternoon walk than a month-long journey. Then he was alone with Amara in this strange and new city.

“Ready?” Amara asked.

Ronan nodded. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was he was ready for, but he assumed Amara would take him to visit the Duke of Gutan. She led him deeper into the city, and Ronan surrendered himself to the sights, sounds and smells.

There weren’t markets here like there were in Avgan. They passed bakeries, forges, and healers, but their doors weren’t open with the proprietors trying to drum up sales. All the doors were closed, and people entered and exited at will. It was strangely quiet for a market area.

They turned a corner and entered another stone courtyard, which seemed to serve as gathering places for the Gutanese. This one was filled with a group of painters who were working on some of the most striking art Ronan had ever seen. He stopped short and stared, amazed by their skill.

“That’s one of my favorites,” Amara said when she saw the direction of his gaze. She gestured to a painting on the far side of the courtyard that depicted the sea at dusk. “It can be hard to capture the light in the twilight, but that artist is one of the best in the city.”

Ronan looked at the painting again. There was something about the light that was so perfect that he understood why Amara liked it. He nodded.

“It’s striking,” he said, then started to walk again. He found he was curious to see more of the artwork. For a few moments, his greater purpose in being in Gutan was lost.

As they left the courtyard and passed through several other streets, Ronan realized he wasn’t actually getting any closer to the duke’s palace. When he finally asked where they were going, a wide smile grew on Amara’s face.

“We’re going home,” she said. “I agreed to act as your host while you visit.”

That was an unexpected surprise, but Ronan found that he didn’t mind the idea of staying with Amara. He’d enjoyed all the sumar he’d spent time with on the road, but it was Amara he had talked to most. When he’d talked with the others, there had always been a sense of distance between them that Ronan hadn’t quite figured out how to bridge. Amara was the only one who spoke to him as though he wasn’t someone special. He wondered if this other leveren in Gutan was so powerful that his escort was in awe of him. It would be nice to have Amara as a guide and a host while he studied.

They stopped at a plain house, a little different than any of the others in the area. It was larger than the one Ronan had grown up in, and for the first time, Ronan considered the possibility that Amara was a mother. She was certainly old enough, though she possessed a certain agelessness that made it difficult for Ronan to guess her exact years. But on the road, she’d been nothing more than Amara, the first-rank sumar. It jarred roughly with the idea of her raising a family.

Although looking back on the way she led her sumar, he did see some hints of her as a mother.

She reached out to open the door, then turned to Ronan. “I should warn you, my family can be a bit much at times.”

So she was a mother. Ronan smiled and nodded. “I’m sure it will be⁠—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence as the door burst open, and a veritable army of children poured out of the door. Amara soon had three children hanging off her arms, but she still had the strength to shrug as if telling Ronan: see, I told you so. Ronan laughed at the sight. It wasn’t every day a first-rank sumar was overwhelmed by children.

A young man about Ronan’s age stepped out of the door next. He sized up Ronan in a moment. “Is this him?”

“It is. Why don’t you introduce yourself properly?” Amara suggested as she tickled one of the younger girls.

The young man stepped forward and gave Ronan a stiff bow. “Eno,” he said.

Ronan returned the bow. “Ronan. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Amara’s son gave a haughty sniff and returned to the house.

“You’ll have to forgive him,” Amara said. “He just moved up to his own room, and now he has to surrender it while you’re here. You’ve become enemy number one.”

The concern was so mundane that Ronan laughed. It didn’t seem like such a long time ago he’d been concerned with things equally as meaningless. “I’ll have to thank him generously.”

“Or leave quickly.” The voice came from inside the house, and Laran could hear the smile in the statement. A young woman came out of the shadow of the doorway. She had long hair, dark and red. Her eyes were sharp but twinkled with mirth.

“Amelia,” she said.

Ronan repeated his introduction. Amelia leaned up against the doorway, studying him with open interest. “So, you’re the one.”

Ronan looked between Amara and her daughter, not quite sure how to respond. “I… guess?” he tried.

Amelia smiled, then spun back into the house, her green dress twirling around her ankles.

Amara shook her head. “Amelia’s my second oldest child and my oldest daughter.” She paused as she gave one of the younger children a hug. “She’s also the leveren that will be working with you to teach you everything she’s learned.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


The sun was down by the time Laran and Gereon left The Broken Binding, but Laran still braced himself for the commotion of Lindra’s streets. Those who never left the walls rarely developed the respect for the night those who traveled the wilds possessed. Why should they? They had never lain awake as the moon rose, starting at every broken twig and rustled leaf. The only dangers they feared were far more human: pickpockets, thieves, and other lowlifes. Dangers were rare enough within the well-patrolled streets of Lindra that they did little to deter the pursuit of evening entertainment.

He was surprised, then, to find the streets nearly empty. A pair of cuvar walked a patrol far down the street, and a well-dressed man strode ahead of them, looking as though he had an appointment at the duke’s palace. Otherwise, Laran and Gereon had the streets to themselves. Laran could almost relax enough to enjoy the few stars twinkling overhead. His stomach was full, and the ale dulled the edges of his worry.

Gereon’s mention of “Reformers” tickled something in the dim recesses of his memory, but he couldn’t dredge up where he’d heard the name. He let go. If it was important, it would return to him.

The Broken Binding was located near the heart of one of the market districts close to the duke’s palace, a testament both to its prices and the quality of its food and drink. Gereon led Laran away from the palace and toward less wealthy districts. Out of habit, Laran checked his sword, still secured at his hip. Most left their weapons at the lodge when they visited Lindra. The local cuvar didn’t like the roaming warriors carrying sharpened steel in Lindra’s crowds. But Laran felt exposed without his sword, so he carried it despite the pointed stares he received from the cuvar they passed.

“Why so quiet?” Laran asked.

They’d been walking for ten minutes and passed less than that many people. He’d never imagined it was possible for Lindra to be this calm. The only fact that kept him from truly being at ease was the knowledge that he was still surrounded by people hiding in their homes, he just couldn’t see them.

Gereon shrugged. “People are scared. It took a while, but they’re beginning to understand what the destruction of the Gutanese caravan means. There’s been talk of not sending our own delegation to Gutan, that it’s too dangerous.”

The knowledge might have been old news to Gereon, but it caused Laran to miss a step. Gutan would already be hurting from the failure of their own delegation to return. If Lindra withheld their autumn delegation, Gutan would suffer hardship not seen since the years immediately after the Fall.

Though the night was clear, Laran shivered as though a dark cloud had passed across the moon. He’d killed Goldeneye, but the demon might have already done enough. Humanity teetered on the brink of an abyss they might never escape. Perhaps it needed less of a shove to fall over the edge than Laran had believed.

Gereon’s pace slowed in one of the poorer districts of the city. The homes were small, and many people lived in large buildings that housed dozens of families in tiny apartments. Laran shuddered as he looked up at a young boy perched high in a window, staring up at the moon. They were too cramped here, but fear kept them in their cages even though the doors were open.

Gereon led him to a small, dingy tea shop. The windows blazed with light, and Laran caught the silhouettes of several people within. He braced himself for the crowd. It might have been the first time he’d rather be on the streets of Lindra than inside a building.

Inside the tea shop, the air was warm, carrying the scents of at least a dozen people. Laran smelled sweat and ale, and when he looked around, he saw a cross-section of the types of people who kept the city alive from day to day. A tall man with sawdust in his hair drank a mug of ale as though it was no larger than a thimble. He nodded enthusiastically at a shorter woman wearing a baker’s apron.

Next to them, a young man in a ragged shirt and threadbare trousers whispered in a girl’s ear. Both watched a large man with a massive beard who spoke authoritatively to a group of people clustered around him. The bearded man laughed loudly and crossed his arms over his barrel chest. In another corner, a group of young men with the tans of laborers who worked all day in the sun gathered around a pitcher of ale, talking among themselves.

Laran searched for the common thread but found none. There were no nobles that he could see nor any wealthy merchants, but otherwise, the people gathered looked like they were pulled from every walk of life. Laran hid in a corner as Gereon went to the cask of ale that had been set up near the center of the shop. The place might have sold tea during the day, but Laran didn’t see a single cup among the group tonight.

Gereon returned with two mugs of ale. Laran was close to being done for the night, but he supposed one more couldn’t hurt. He took a sip and winced. His first thought was that they should have remained at The Broken Binding. But it was still ale, so he took another long sip.

“What is all this?” he asked.

Gereon shook his head. “We’re a little early. The meeting hasn’t gotten started yet, but I imagine it will soon.”

“Meeting?”

The older sumar shifted his weight from one side to the other. “A leader of the group is coming here to ask those present if they want to join us. Like I said, we’re trying to build something better for all of us.”

There was more that Gereon wasn’t saying, but Laran had enough ale coursing through his veins he couldn’t decipher what it was.

Then he remembered where he’d heard about the Reformers before. From Lady Gwen. This was the group that she believed responsible for the attacks on Lindra. He fought the urge to stiffen in alarm, grateful for the ale that slowed his reflexes.

Laran tried to make the different perspectives align. Gereon was one of the best sumar in Lindra. They’d both sworn the same oaths. Neither of them cared much for most of the people they protected, but they hadn’t sworn to defend only those they liked.

He closed his eyes, wishing his thoughts would return to their customary clarity. He was already here. While he could leave, it would raise Gereon’s suspicions, and Laran was in no condition to fight if it came to that. He didn’t want to imagine that of his friend, but he’d stumbled into something larger than he was prepared for.

There was little harm in listening. Lady Gwen hadn’t known much about the Reformers. That was why she’d asked Jamie to help. Laran grinned as he imagined how upset Jamie would be when he upstaged the noble in front of Lady Gwen. It would be a small but sweet revenge for the humiliations he’d endured on the road.

The front door opened again, and two hooded figures entered. One was tall, with shoulders almost as wide as the door. A veil fell over his face, obscuring his identity. Behind him followed a shorter man with a sword at his side. The warrior moved well, and Laran guessed he was looking at either a second-rank cuvar or sumar. His hood had no veil, but the fabric was pulled far enough over his head his features were indistinct.

The room quieted as the two entered. The crowd parted so the tall man could walk to the front without having to weave among the others. His guard took up a post beside the door. As it closed, Laran saw two more warriors take up position outside. His heart beat faster. Gereon was danger enough, but if it came to a fight, Laran certainly didn’t trust himself against that many opponents. He cursed to himself.

The guard inside the door surveyed the crowd, the hood turning slowly. He stopped when he saw Laran. Without being able to see the guard’s face, Laran didn’t know if he’d been recognized or if the guard was just concerned about his sword. He raised his mug in the guard’s direction, then took a long sip. After a moment, the hood continued its sweep of the room.

Laran turned his own attention to the front, where the tall man cleared his throat. His voice was deep, though Laran thought it was pitched lower than it should have been. “Friends, thank you for coming tonight.” He paused, ensuring every eye was turned in his direction. “I apologize for the secrecy, but in these trying times, we find that those with authority cannot be granted even a sliver of trust. Attempts have already been made on my life, and I must be cautious whenever I travel in public.”

Those around the room nodded as though the man had spoken an obvious truth. Laran frowned, the words not ringing so true to his ears. The man sounded like the type that saw danger and conspiracy in the mundane and the coincidental.

The speaker continued. “Friends, I wish I could come to you with good tidings. But that would make me a liar no better than the nobles that believe they rule over you. Humanity is in dire straits. You’ve all seen the signs, and I barely need to reiterate them here. The near-complete destruction of the Gutanese delegation. The rising prices of the food and supplies we need to live. We’ve all seen the cuvar, our brave protectors, stripped away from the city and sent to die in the wild.

“It’s bad already, but I’m afraid I’m here to tell you it will only get worse. The chikara are coming, and not even the sturdy walls of Lindra will protect us for long. A second Fall is nigh.”

Laran tore his attention away from the speech. Whomever the speaker was, his oration was first-rank. He paused at all the right times, and his cadence was just varied enough to prevent a listener’s attention from wandering. Sincerity dripped from every word. The crowd lapped it up. They were nodding and leaning forward, sharing glances with one another.

I told you so. This is how it is, and he understands.

Now Laran understood what thread tied these people together. It wasn’t their age or occupation. It was a belief. A belief Gereon thought Laran shared. Something that had made him seek Laran out when his name had shown up on the gate lists.

Gereon had always planned on getting him here.

Laran knew Lindra’s situation was dire. He knew better than anyone here, even the speaker. Yet he didn’t accept the speaker’s conclusion. They weren’t doomed yet. They had Ronan, and they’d killed Goldeneye. Their hope might be a sputtering candle, but it burned yet.

He returned his focus to the speaker, who’d never stopped his monologue. “For those who still doubt, remember that all of this has happened before. The Nacille, as we all know, had maths and sciences we still haven’t recovered. They lived in defiance of nature’s laws, building wherever they wanted. They didn’t build walls, convinced their strength was enough to save them. The chikara taught them the errors of their ways. Errors we’re repeating again today.”

Laran sensed the crux of the man’s argument approaching. The speaker paused again, longer than he had yet.

“I’ve spent my life studying the Nacille, and I know what killed them. The chikara struck because the Nacille had grown too numerous and destroyed the planet. You might not know this, but the Nacille cut down whole forests and mined entire mountains in their quest to expand. Does this not remind you of our merchants and nobles today? Every year they demand we cut down more trees and unearth more stone. Our cities expand, but we crush the world beneath our will. The chikara are the world’s response, and they are gathering once again, just as they did before the Fall.”

Now Laran found himself leaning forward, too. The argument wasn’t new. Someone, somewhere, was always arguing that the next Fall was just around the corner. But what was it about this man that drew others to him?

“To save humanity and to break this cycle, I’ve started a small group called the Reformers. It’s filled with forward-thinking people like all of you. Not merchants and nobles, who live on the backs of your labor, but the people who actually possess useful skills. Our basic beliefs are simple: we recognize that humanity can no longer destroy large swaths of land, and there are too many of us for this planet to support.”

Laran couldn’t disagree. Towns, rests, and cities always grew upward and outward, destroying the land as they made it suitable for those who feared the wild. Most people didn’t understand the beauty found beyond the walls. They never knew what it was they lost as the walls moved outward. He didn’t care for the veiled man, but there was some truth to what he said.

The man wrapped up his speech. “Our goals, to begin, are simple. We have already founded a group of special settlements. Places that blend with the forests, plains, and mountains. Towns that aren’t crowded, where hard-working families have enough space to breathe. Lindra and Gutan and all the other great duchies will fall. And though it pains me, we can’t save everyone. But we can save those that matter. Those of you here. Your families. Countless generations of your offspring. If you’d like to join us, tonight is your one chance.”

A few in the audience asked questions, which the man fielded with all the patience of a kindly grandfather explaining the world to a child. The questions didn’t interest Laran. Everyone in the room had already bought the story. Now they only needed to convince themselves that they were making a measured, logical choice. They asked about the locations of the town, and what a town without merchants looked like. Others were concerned about what kind of authority they would have in these new towns. Still, others worried about protection.

The veiled man answered every question, though the answers were often little more than vague promises or references to truths that would only be revealed when the newcomers had passed a rite of initiation.

Laran was conflicted. He agreed with some of the speaker’s claims, but other statements were either misleading or outright lies. He wanted to believe the speaker’s perspective because it was so close to his own, but that was exactly the danger. That was what usually led people astray. Tell them one thing they already believe is true, and then they’ll believe whatever you say next without reasoning it through.

One lie was all Laran needed to doubt, and the speaker had given him several. He couldn’t be trusted.

Gereon hadn’t been far off the mark when he’d attempted to recruit Laran, though. He only underestimated how little Laran thought of most humans.

Now Laran was locked in a room with the speaker and his guards, all of whom seemed more than ready to commit violence to protect their secrets.

The speaker told the others that further instructions would come from those who had invited the guests to the meeting, and with that, the crowd dispersed into the night. Laran glanced at Gereon, who shook his head. Soon they were alone in the shop with the speaker and the guard.

“Gereon, it’s good to see you.” Laran noted the man’s voice was higher than it had been previously. Still deep, but no longer artificial.

Gereon bowed, then gestured to Laran. “This is the sumar I’ve been telling you about.”

“Laran, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Gereon has had nothing but good things to say about the times you two traveled together.”

“That’s very kind of him. I’m not sure how much of that is deserved.”

The speaker wasn’t interested in small talk. “So, you’ve heard the speech I give to the new recruits. What do you think? Will you join us?”

Laran wished Jamie was here. He’d know what to say to extricate himself from this situation. He stuck with the truth, because it was all he trusted himself to tell. “I’ve seen the destruction cities have wrought, and I find the idea of building towns that respect the wild admirable, but how will you avoid the same mistakes that have plagued humanity since before the Fall?”

The speaker’s hood bobbed up and down. “A good question, and one we consider often. For example, population growth has been a consistent problem throughout history. So we’ve decided that those who join us will have to agree to have no more than three children. We’re looking to create a stable society, one not plagued by the problems of explosive population growth. That’s also why we place such an emphasis on skilled laborers. One benefit of larger populations is the ability to spread the labor out among many hands. We’ll have to accomplish as much and more with fewer people.”

“A difficult task,” Laran observed.

“Indeed. But one that would be made easier with your assistance. Gereon claims you are one of the strongest sumar he ever served with. Will we also be able to count on your support?”

The safest way out of that room would have been to lie, to tell the veiled man that, yes, he could rely on Laran’s sword. Laran didn’t doubt that refusing the call risked a fight he had no certainty he could win. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. “You’ve made me curious, and I agree with much of what you’ve said tonight.”

“But?” the veiled man said, turning the word into a threat.

“But as Gereon well knows, I don’t take to trusting people easily. Words and speeches are cheap, and they aren’t enough to buy my loyalty. Especially for an undertaking of this magnitude.”

“What will?”

“Seeing with my own eyes the actions you take to protect humanity from the coming calamity. Prove to me you aren’t just another noble under that veil, asking for sacrifice while risking nothing of your own.”

Laran saw the guard’s hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw if the veiled speaker gave the order. He ignored it, leveling his gaze at the tall Reformer. The silence in the tea shop grew thick, the sort of unnatural quiet one would never find in the wild. Here, no breeze rustled gently through the leaves. Nothing moved, and no animals sang to one another in the distance. For all the lives Lindra contained, it still felt dead and cold.

The veiled speaker grunted. “I can respect that well enough. We’ll be in touch through Gereon.”

“Thank you,” Laran said.

“I’d ask that you find your own way back to the lodge. I must speak with Gereon for a while.”

Laran bowed, and a minute later, he was safely out on the street. The two guards standing outside watched him as he began the short walk that would take him to the lodge.

Only when he was out of sight did he allow himself a sigh of relief. He didn’t feel that much safer on the street, but at least here he wasn’t trapped among strong fighters. Still, he hurried toward the lodge, always glancing over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t pursued.


CHAPTER NINE


Jamie stood in a dark alley, barely peeking out around the corner so that he could see the small shop down the street. Shadows fell over him like a comfortable cloak, and even when the moon was unobstructed, there was almost no chance the two guards at the door would see him. Still, he felt dangerously exposed, Mardok’s warning twisting his stomach into knots.

The information broker hadn’t said much, but he’d put enough force behind his words to make Jamie question his decision to follow Laran. Claiming loyalty to a friend was all well and good when he was safely ensconced in the warm booths of The Broken Binding, but it was another thing entirely out here in the eerily empty streets of Lindra.

Jamie knew this neighborhood well, as he’d frequently patronized many of the establishments in his younger days. Sure, the ale wasn’t as good as what could be found closer to the duke’s palace, but the price couldn’t be beaten, and the opportunity for adventure was high. It was a neighborhood where something was always afoot, no matter the hour. Tonight, the empty streets put an extra emphasis on Mardok’s warning.

Mardok knew him well. He knew what Jamie was capable of and hadn’t uttered the slightest word of warning when he’d risked everything breaking into the aklatan earlier this year. Had Jamie been caught, he’d have most likely enjoyed a very long stay in the duke’s dungeons. But Mardok had sent him on his way with a smile, a wave, and a raised pint.

So what frightened Mardok so much about this?

Jamie didn’t know, and because he didn’t know, his imagination ran wild. He had no problem telling himself stories of secret societies, of hidden groups of deadly assassins, or some sort of unnatural alliance with the demons.

None of which had anything to do with what he’d seen so far tonight. As far as Jamie could tell, Laran was having tea with some creepy friends in a shitty part of town. Perhaps not an entertaining evening for most people, but Laran was hardly most people. Sometimes Jamie wasn't sure if he was a person at all.

It wasn’t that Jamie wanted something more dramatic to happen, at least not exactly. It was just that hiding in the dark while imagining what had spooked Mardok was spooking him, and he’d much rather just face whatever it was lurking in the dark recesses of Lindra.

But Jamie had no choice except to wait. He’d considered getting closer or even trying to bluff his way into the tea shop but figured caution was the better part of valor. Mardok didn’t issue warnings lightly. After a time, people filed out of the tea shop, but Laran, of course, wasn’t among them. The sumar had never followed a crowd in his life.

Finally, Laran emerged alone. He walked away from the tea shop, heading in the direction of the lodge. The sumar was looking over his shoulder as though he expected pursuit. Jamie was about to follow, then reconsidered. Laran would be fine, and he was clearly heading straight for the lodge. None of the guards followed the sumar, reinforcing Jamie’s certainty. Laran had done him the kindness of leading him straight to the Reformers, the secretive group even Gwen hadn’t been able to penetrate.

He could look after his friend, or he could put himself in danger to learn something for Gwen.

It was barely a choice.

Jamie stayed where he was, watching the Reformers who remained.

A few minutes later, a tall man emerged with his personal guard and Gereon. Final words were exchanged, and then Gereon was dismissed. The sumar left the same way Laran had, but his pace wasn’t hurried. Jamie guessed he was also returning to the lodge. The tall hooded man and his three guards turned and walked toward Jamie.

He slowly slid deeper into the alley. He’d passed an alcove farther back, and once he was out of sight, he hurried toward it, pressing himself into the small space.

A minute later, the soft footsteps of the group passing the alley entrance echoed against Jamie's ears. He resisted the urge to peek his head out. He got the sense the tall man’s guards took their task seriously, and he'd rather not be spotted because he made a stupid mistake. He waited until he was sure they were past, then peeked his head out into the alley.

The alley was quiet, and the sliver of street he could see was empty. He emerged from his hiding place and padded toward the corner once again. Crouching low, he stuck his head around the corner and saw his quarry's retreating figures. The group turned right, but before they disappeared, one of the trailing guards looked back the way they’d come. Jamie froze, trusting the shadows to keep him from view. He caught no reaction on the guard’s face before it vanished around the corner. He waited a minute more, then followed.

At the next corner, he repeated the procedure, only to find the street ahead empty. He hurried down it, pausing at every alley and intersection. He swore as intersection after intersection proved fruitless, and he glanced back over his shoulder, wondering if they had spotted him and hidden in a building.

The sound of a key in a door behind him was all the warning he had. Stuck in the middle of the street, there was no place close to hide. But the building beside him looked climbable. He darted toward it and scampered up the wall, pulling himself onto the roof just as another key turned and the door opened.

Four figures emerged from a shop, and at first, Jamie discounted them. These men didn’t wear dark hooded cloaks but simple clothes that wouldn’t attract so much as a second look from a passing cuvar patrol. Jamie looked up and down the street from his vantage point, hoping to catch some sign of the Reformers that had eluded him.

Then he looked back at the group and almost slapped himself. The four warriors glided down the street with a grace no one short of a trained ondist could achieve. Jamie cursed at his own foolishness. He was still too tired for this. A sloppy mistake here might be his last.

He let them travel some ways down the street before he dared drop down to follow them. He did briefly consider leaping from rooftop to rooftop, but it was loud, and too many of the buildings stood at different heights. Being low forced him to stay farther back, but he figured any group that had Mardok frightened deserved ample caution.

They were a vigilant group, too. The guards constantly checked behind them, and their winding route made Jamie think they didn’t want anyone drawing a straight line from their meeting point to their destination. But in time, they made their way out of the poorer districts, through silent markets, and into a wealthier neighborhood. The streets were particularly familiar, as Jamie had just been walking them earlier that day.

A sinking feeling grew stronger in Jamie’s stomach as they passed one estate after another. His suspicion couldn’t be true, but there were fewer and fewer places they could be walking.

What he wanted, more than anything, was for the tall man to turn around. He’d caught glimpses of the guards, and he believed he would be able to identify them again. But the taller man, the one in charge, never looked back. All Jamie had was glimpses of the back of his head, and it wasn’t enough.

When the Reformers stopped at the front gate of the Adair estate, Jamie’s head spun. The cuvar at the gate smiled, greeting them as though they were old friends. The cuvar spoke with the leader, laughing at something the man said. Then he waved them through.

Jamie swore softly. The most reasonable explanation was that Gwen had a group of Reformers in her own house guards and didn’t know it. And while it was the least damning explanation, it wasn’t the only one that came to mind.

He shook his head. Not Gwen. If he believed that of her, he’d become completely unmoored. He refused to lose his family and her on the same day.

Then a new, more frightening thought occurred to him.

What if she was in danger? Just because the cuvar at the gate recognized them didn’t mean they were household staff. The cuvar could be complicit in a scheme. Jamie imagined the four men padding up the stairs to Gwen’s room, and his throat went dry.

Jamie took off at a sprint, grateful now for the times before he’d broken into the Adair estate. He knew well the fastest ways in without risking discovery.

Jamie ran around one of the neighboring estates, then turned into a narrow alley that ran between two walls. He found the back wall of the Adair estate and scrambled up it, reaching the top in a heartbeat. He glanced around, pleased to see no cuvar anywhere near. He dropped down and ran for the house. Before, he’d climbed up to Anna’s balcony, but it wouldn’t be any harder to reach Gwen’s. He clambered up the wall, hoping he wasn’t too late.

The three stories passed by in the blink of an eye, and he pulled himself over the railing on Gwen’s balcony. Her study on the other side of the door was dark. Jamie pressed his face against the windows, peering in. The room was, as always, filled with books and notes. But there was no one moving within.

Jamie focused his onda and let his senses sharpen. Perhaps he was yet too late, and the assailants were already moving around in Gwen’s bedroom. He pressed his ear against the glass but heard nothing. If there had been a struggle, he was already too late. But the longer he waited, the more certain he became that he’d run all the way here for no reason.

Yes, the Reformers were here, but they didn’t mean Gwen harm. He breathed easier, and his heart slowed to the point where it was no longer pounding in his chest. He stepped away from the door but kept his eyes on the windows. If the door to Gwen’s study from the hall opened, he would know about it.

Exhaustion caught him by surprise, and he slumped down until he was sitting, his back to the balcony railing. He didn’t think he would sleep. He feared that if he did, the door to Gwen’s study would open, and he’d not be able to protect her.

But he didn’t think he would leave, either. Where would he go? He had plenty of friends in the city, plenty of places he could sleep for a night or two. But eventually, they would catch on that he couldn’t return home, and the word would spread like wildfire. Gwen would find out, and what future did they have if he didn’t have the rights to his family name?

He stared up at the stars. Here he was, without a home, without anyone to even question his absence. All his years, all his adventures, all his study, and not a single person would ask themselves where he was tonight. The thought made it hard to breathe, hard to get air past the lump in his throat.

He leaned his head against the cool stone of Gwen’s balcony. None of it mattered. He was here, and he would keep Gwen safe. When the sun was about to rise, he would leave, but tonight he would keep a long watch.


CHAPTER TEN


The sun dawned on a clear morning, and Ronan woke to the sounds of a house already deep into their morning routine. He sighed and stretched, luxuriating in the feel of a comfortable bed and a full home. It reminded him of days long past, before his father had died out in the wild. He’d always slept in later than his parents, and he would often wake to them both laughing in the kitchen, often accompanied by Kayle’s gruff voice.

This house had even more energy. Amara and her husband Erik had six children, five of whom were still living in the house. Their firstborn was a sumar, following in the footsteps of his mother. Amelia was the oldest who still lived here, and she was a bundle of mysteries. She didn’t speak often, though Ronan didn’t get the sense she was particularly shy. He guessed they were about the same age, but she carried herself as though she didn’t have a care in the world. Eno was the next oldest, and his hatred for Ronan was almost comical in its intensity.

Ronan didn’t take it personally. It was a nice bed and a nice room. He would have been upset to surrender it to a stranger, too.

Eventually, he rolled out of bed and dressed in the clean clothes Amara had provided. They were her oldest son’s, and they fit Ronan well enough. Mostly, he was glad to finally be out of the clothes that had seen him all the way from Avgan.

He emerged from the bedroom into a swirling storm of chaos as children pushed past him. He grinned, some of their own energy infecting him.

Amara greeted him with a plate of food when he entered the kitchen. He took it with a hearty thanks and dodged the children as he made his way to the table. Amelia was the only one sitting there, but a plate of finished food told him she’d been done with breakfast for a while. She was frowning as she studied a passage of text in a thick book.

Nothing about this home was quite what he expected it to be. He certainly wasn’t used to seeing Amara as a host and a mother. He kept thinking she’d draw a sword and run off to battle, but she seemed just as comfortable in the kitchen as she did sparring him while a ring of soldiers cheered them on. He felt a bit of the same discomfort when he studied Amelia. She was leveren, hunted by demons, and possibly the key to unlocking the secrets of the Nacille. Yet here she was, studying a book while trying to ignore the commotion that raged around her.

He’d expected a private hall filled with learned mestres. Instead, he was here, feeling more like he was an old friend of the family. And Amelia, a leveren, studied alone.

Not what he expected at all, but he figured he might as well make the best of it.

“What are you reading?” he asked as he sat across from her.

She didn’t look up from the book. “It’s an old Nacillian text.”

“You can read Nacillian? That’s impressive. What’s it about?”

She gave him an empty smile, as though she thought he was just humoring her. “It’s a collection of essays from a Nacillian philosopher I admire. This one is about why some species survive while others die out. He’s trying to make predictions and test them.”

Ronan frowned. “Isn’t it just that the stronger species survives?”

Amelia finally looked up, eyeing him as though she’d just realized he was there. Amara put her hand on Ronan’s shoulder and leaned over. “Careful, Ronan. Once you get her started it can be almost impossible to stop her.”

Amelia shot her mother an angry glare, but her gaze softened when she looked at Ronan. “Are you actually interested?”

“I am. It’s not something I’ve given much thought to.”

“Well, he identified a number of factors that contribute to a species’ success.” Amelia launched into an explanation, discussing how community and cooperation helped some species survive while others relied on subterfuge and patterning that blended in with the environment.

Ronan listened, enraptured. It wasn’t that anything she was saying was new to him. He’d seen animals hunt in packs and watched insects that looked like leaves disappear from view. But he’d never organized the observations like this nor tried to extract common themes from the observations.

He noticed that Amelia kept her focus on him, and he got the sense she was waiting for his attention to drift.

Her explanation was ended by Amara coming back into the kitchen. “I’m heading to the lodge to file my reports from the last expedition. You two should probably get going if you want to be back in time for dinner.”

Ronan looked between the two women. “Going? Where?”

“Amelia’s going to take you outside the city to start evaluating what you can do. There’s no time to waste.”

Ronan’s eyes went wide, but Amara misunderstood why.

“Don’t worry, she won’t knock you out like I did. She’s not much for sparring.”

“Mother! You knocked him out?” Amelia was horrified.

“We were training. He’d landed a punch, and I got too excited.”

Amelia’s shocked stare turned to Ronan. “You hit her?”

“Not hard,” Ronan said, staring down at his empty plate. He didn’t want Amelia hating him, too. Eno was bad enough.

Amelia practically bounced in her chair. “You need to tell Eno! He might forgive you for stealing his room if he knew you were able to land a hit on Mother,” Amelia said.

“What?” Ronan asked.

Amara was nodding. “That’s a good idea. Might make this whole stay go a lot smoother. Ronan will hopefully be with us for a while.”

“Wait,” Ronan held up his hands, “you want me to tell Eno that I hit his mother, and that’s a good thing?”

“Of course,” Amelia said. “He’s been trying to land a punch on her for years and hasn’t succeeded.”

Ronan gave up. Someday he might understand the family dynamics at play here, but that day wasn’t today. Then he remembered what he’d actually been concerned about. “We’re going to leave the walls?”

Now Amelia was looking at him as though he was the foolish one. “What else would we do? Manipulating onda is far easier outside the city.” Then her tone changed. “Unless you’ve found otherwise?”

Ronan shook his head. “No. I just—we’re just going to leave the city? Isn’t that dangerous?”

Understanding lit both women’s faces at the same time.

“I keep forgetting he’s from Lindra,” Amara said to Amelia. Then, to Ronan, “There’s not much danger in leaving the city during the day. We still retreat to the walls at night, but we pass freely through the gates while the sun is up. Many do. You’ll be fine.”

“Just the two of us?” Ronan asked. “No escort?”

Amara shrugged. “I’ve fought you, and you’re more than capable of protecting yourself if something does happen, but there’s enough cuvar and sumar around that if you shout for help, someone will come.”

Ronan hardly felt comforted. He made note that Amara didn’t say anything about Amelia being able to protect herself. He almost refused, but neither Amara nor Amelia seemed worried, and he was the guest here. They would know best. But the idea of leaving the walls, knowing there might be other demons like Goldeneye out there searching for them, turned his insides to water. The demons had been willing to destroy entire rests to get to him in Lindra. There was nothing to say they wouldn’t try the same here.

“There are demons out there searching for us.”

“All the more reason to continue your training,” Amara replied. “I’m hoping the two of you will learn a lot from one another.”

“But—”

Amara cut off Ronan’s protest. “I’m sure it seems unusual to you and maybe even a little callous. But we don’t hide behind our walls. Not anymore. There are close to a hundred sumar ranging within ten miles of Gutan’s outer walls. Depend on them instead of the walls you’ve put your trust in thus far. As you’ve seen, walls can be broken, but our spirit can’t.”

Ronan swallowed his objections. He’d wanted a life beyond the walls, and he hadn’t had any complaints or fears when he had other sumar by his side. They weren’t kicking him out of the nest completely, but that was their goal. He gulped and nodded.

Amara left the house first, embracing her children before leaving for the lodge.

“Not what you expected?” Amelia asked.

Ronan jumped a little. He hadn’t heard her as she’d come to stand behind him. Then he nodded. “It’s different than what I’m used to, but I think I like it.”

“You ready?”

“Whenever you are.”

They left the house together, and Ronan followed Amelia through the streets of Gutan, crowded once again with people. The courtyards were bustling with gatherings, and Ronan studied them as they passed. In some, people were reading aloud. In others, there were groups of artists similar to the one he’d seen the day before. One particularly interesting courtyard hosted a debate between two women. Amelia paused to let Ronan listen. His eyes widened for what felt like the tenth time that morning when he realized they were publicly discussing trying to resettle Nacillian ruins.

Ronan turned to his guide. “Is that a serious consideration?”

Amelia nodded. “Think less ‘resettle’ and more ‘permanent outpost’ to start, but yes. Expeditions to the ruins are expensive and risky. The duke is considering creating a more permanent settlement to allow scholars more time to study the ruins. There are many challenges to overcome, but there’s no reason it can’t be done.”

Ronan tried to imagine such a debate happening in Avgan and couldn’t. If anyone were to try, the two debaters would simply agree such a thing was foolish, bow to one another, and go on with their day.

Amelia didn’t let them linger long. Soon they were walking toward the main gate again. “Why debate like that in public? Isn’t that sort of decision best made among the duke’s court?” he asked.

“It will be, but this is our way of discovering the best ideas. We argue them publicly and entertain as many objections as we can field. It’s a messy process, but in time, the hope is that the best ideas emerge and can be presented to the duke.”

Ronan shook his head. The longer he spent with the Gutanese, the more their differences became apparent. And he’d only been with them a few weeks.

They reached the gate, which was wide open and busy. The flow of people was fast, though, and no one showed the slightest interest in their departure. Those returning endured a cursory check, but nothing like what entering a Lindran city required.

Amelia followed the main road for about a mile before turning off. “There’s a place I know where I like to train. Hopefully, you’ll like it, too.”

Another mile passed underfoot before Amelia stopped on the top of a small rise. “What do you think?”

Ronan looked around. The walls of Gutan were easily visible, and from here, Ronan could once again see the sea beyond the walls. As a vista, it was incredible. But it was also quiet. They’d only seen a handful of sumar since turning off the main road. “I like it.”

Amelia sat down so fast Rona feared she’d collapsed. But she was staring at him, that gaze as inquisitive as ever. “So, what can you do?”

The question caught him unprepared. “Well, so long as I stay focused, I think I can fight almost as well as a first-rank ondist. At least, that’s my best guess after sparring with your mother.”

Amelia looked disappointed. “That’s it?”

“What do you mean, ‘that’s it?’ That’s incredible!”

Amelia shrugged. “The duke has dozens of first-rank sumar. I mean, I suppose they’re useful, but it doesn’t really do anything to change our situation with the demons, does it?”

“But—” Ronan found himself at a loss for words. He’d spent his whole life training to become an ondist. To become a warrior capable of fighting the chikara and demons was all that mattered. “What about you? How strong are you?” He didn’t mean to let the anger seep into his words, but her casual dismissal of everything he’d suffered so long for made him wish there was a chikara around for him to punch.

She shrugged at him again. “Not sure. It was pretty clear after my first few weeks at the obuka that I wasn’t able to focus my onda. So I dropped out.”

Ronan stared at her as though he was watching the sun crawl across the sky in the wrong direction. “You quit?”

“Why would I stay? There was nothing there for them to teach me.”

He almost protested. The most valuable lessons a young person could learn were taught in the obuka. Except Amelia’s statement reminded him uncomfortably of the words his mother had spoken near the end of her life. She’d told Ronan that if the obuka had anything to teach him, he would have been a successful ondist years earlier.

Ronan clenched his fist. Amelia was what he might have been if he’d realized some obvious truths years ago. But he’d been too thick-headed, too blinded by his childhood dreams.

Ronan relaxed his hand and shook it out. His anger was nothing more than regret in disguise. Another lesson his mother had taught him, back when he’d first started being bullied by Anders and his friends. The insults that cut the deepest were the ones he secretly feared were true.

“So, you don’t know how strong you are?”

Her nonchalance faded. “You think of strength too narrowly. To answer your question, I would imagine that in a fair duel, I could stand against a third-rank sumar and not embarrass myself.”

Ronan noted her careful language. “A fair duel?”

“The skill I have with onda means that I have nothing to fear, even from someone as strong as my mother.”

“How?”

Amelia’s smile returned. “I should probably ask your permission first. I’ll show you, but other ondists have reported the feeling can be disorienting and unpleasant.”

“Whatever. Show me.” He made his fists and prepared to spar. Whatever tricks she had learned, he was an opponent unlike any she’d faced before. Leveren against leveren. But only he had been forged in battle against the demons.

She looked concerned. “You might want to sit down.”

“For a fight? Never.”

Ronan pushed out his onda, feeling the flow of the energy surrounding him. He took a moment to study Amelia and found that everything she’d told him was true. The onda in her body was as weak as any he’d ever felt. So weak her claim that she could fight with a third-rank sumar seemed more a boast than truth. He could beat her even without his onda.

He advanced quickly, closing the space between them in less than a heartbeat. His fist came back, and she made no effort to dodge. She just looked at him, and her smile grew a bit wider, a bit more confident.

Ronan didn’t feel the pull that represented a sure strike, but against Amelia, he didn’t think it would matter. He delivered the blow, ready to check it at the last moment so he didn’t hurt her too badly.

Then he was falling, his body as limp as a rag.

The last thing he saw before his sight went dark was the ground rushing up to meet him.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Reformer looked up from his desk at the firm knock on his door. Given the hour, it could only be Alastor. No one else in the house shared his affinity for such early work. But these were the only hours when this damned city was quiet. He couldn’t quite convince himself that he was alone like when he was in the wild, but he could at least forget he was in a city for a time.

“Come in,” he said.

Alastor entered, his motions smoother than they had any right to be. His shoulders were so wide he almost had to turn to fit through the door. In his left hand, he held a cup of steaming tea, which he offered to the Reformer.

He glanced down at his own cup, realizing it had cooled long ago. “Thank you, friend.”

“I figured yours would be cold. Heard you moving around early this morning, even for you.”

The Reformer gestured to all the papers scattered around his desk. “Too many problems to solve and not enough time. You would think that after all our years of planning, we’d be more prepared.”

“You’ll figure it out.” The faith in Alastor’s voice was unshakeable. The same as it had been for years. How many times had he relied on that quiet confidence? More than he could count, he knew that much.

“We’ll figure it out. Your efforts of late have equaled, if not surpassed, my own.”

Alastor bowed his head in thanks, but the Reformer caught the slight blush of pride on the giant man’s features. “What I do is but a pittance compared to you, master.”

“Nonsense. If it were just me, I would have built a town in the middle of nowhere and lived in it alone as the Fall devoured humanity once again, and this time for good. I have many gifts, but I cannot do what you do. Speaking of, how did the meeting last night go?”

“It went well, for the most part. People are eager to be free of Lindra and the masters they serve here. Sometimes I think that for more than half of them, I could just say we are building new towns without merchants or nobles and have them volunteer that night.”

The Reformer permitted himself a grin at that, as he’d witnessed the same when he’d attended some meetings incognito. Merchants and nobles were considered a necessary evil, right until the moment someone came by and promised something new. Still, Alastor shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The meeting hadn’t been without some difficulty, then. “What troubles you?”

“Gereon brought the sumar he’s been talking about, Laran.”

The Reformer knew the name well. Laran was one of the sumar who’d come to his attention years ago. Not because of his service to the duke, which was stellar, but the hatred he held toward humanity. The Reformer had spent no small amount of money to find the reason, and once he discovered it, he felt in Laran he had found a kindred soul. Humanity had stolen Laran’s wife, where the wild had killed the Reformer’s father. Two sides of the same scarred coin.

“And?”

“He makes all my hairs stand on end, sir.”

“Not an inconsiderable achievement.” Alastor had resigned his commission with the sumar long ago, but he assured the Reformer he was as capable as a first-rank. In their many years together, he’d never given the Reformer a reason to doubt his word.

“He’s a killer, sir. But we knew that. There’s something else about him, though. Not something I can put my finger on, but it makes me uneasy.”

“Did he want to join?”

“Tough to say. That was the other thing. He claimed to like what he was hearing, but he was resistant to the idea of joining us. That was easy enough to see.”

“Did he say why?”

“Said he didn’t trust people.”

The Reformer barked a laugh. “Now, that’s precisely the kind of man we need.” He paused and ran his finger down one of his lists. “For more reasons than one. We’ve done well at filling settlements with useful citizens, but we’re short on defense, and we’re short on experienced sumar to travel between the towns.”

Alastor frowned at that. “Do you think we’ll need them?”

The Reformer let out a slow sigh. There were too many unknowns. “I don’t know. If I’m right, then no, even the wilds will be safe to travel when everything is over. But I would be a fool to make that assumption based on belief alone. The Nacillian historians simply don’t provide enough evidence. Besides, there will be many years of transition, even if we’re successful. We need people like him and people like you, who will protect us.”

The Reformer sipped at his tea. “You’ve met the man. How do you think we should proceed?”

“I was hoping you might have some insight, sir. You’ve read more about him than I have. We either bring him in slowly or challenge him with a test right away. Otherwise, he’s too much of a danger to have wandering around.”

“Agreed.” The Reformer considered what he knew of Laran. “Reel him in slowly. If he’s as distrustful as I expect, he won’t take kindly to be tested right away. Keep on him, though. It’s not going to be long before I have to leave again to oversee Hinsworth and Stoneybrook.”

Alastor grimaced at that. “Still wish you wouldn’t go without me.”

“I wish I didn’t have to, but there’s no other choice. I need to be there, and you need to be here. But have no fear. It won’t be long now before all is done. Lindra is already close to breaking. I can feel it in my bones.”

“I think the duke is slowly catching on. The streets have still been stripped of most cuvar, but there are more out than I think he can afford to have patrolling. He’s stretching himself thin.”

“We expected as much. He’s a short-sighted fool, but he’s not stupid. Will you still be able to complete the next mission?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve been working with Gereon on planning it. The simplest solution is just going to be to hit the estate head-on. Most of their cuvar have been stripped, and we’re making friends with the ones who work the gates. Should be enough to get us in when we need to.”

“Will you walk me through your plan one more time?”

Alastor did, explaining how he intended to enter the estate, how many warriors he would need, and how quickly it could be done. His explanations were short and concise, but complete, representative of the way he thought.

The Reformer reflected, once again, how befriending Alastor had changed the course of his life. He was the strong arm, the knife in the dark, the public face of the Reformers, and the tactical mind that had made most of their successes possible. Alastor was as modest a person as the Reformer had ever met, dismissing his accomplishments as though they were feats anyone could achieve, but the Reformer knew better. Alastor was one of a kind and every bit as vital to reforming humanity as he was.

The giant finished with a question. “Then all we need to know is how you want it done. There are ways to keep it quiet, but if you’re ready, we can make it very loud.”

They’d previously discussed both options and examined the benefits and drawbacks of each. Every step of their advance had been meticulously planned and vital for the next step, but this one marked a point of no return. He felt like a warrior of old, placing boulders on a mountain as a trap. They’d been building for years, but once he told Alastor to attack, it would be the same as springing the trap and letting the boulders roll down on the victims below. Once launched, there would be no preparing the trap again, and they would have given their position away.

They might as well act decisively. Father had always been right about one thing, and that was that the world never rewarded the weak or the cowardly. The trail to this point was already paved with blood, and there was far more left to spill. Sometimes, to save a patient, one needs to cut them deeply—no point in being squeamish about what they’d always known.

His grin was without warmth. “Make it loud. Shout it so that no one has any doubt about what’s happening. When I give you the order, I want you to kill every single person in that estate.”

Alastor’s answering grin sent a shiver down the Reformer’s spine, even though he knew the giant would never turn on him. “My pleasure, sir.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


Sleep didn’t come easy to Laran after his meeting with the mysterious Reformers. Though he’d reached the lodge without being followed or ambushed, he felt little safety even in his private room. He’d gone so far as to lock the door and wedge a chair under the handle. It was, perhaps, a bit much, but he didn’t plan on dying in Lindra due to a lack of caution.

Fear wasn’t what kept him awake, though. He’d slept better in more dangerous places. What kept him tossing and turning was the plot he’d fallen into. What little he knew didn’t line up, the threads knotting together instead of forming a tapestry. Building a new society was hardly a groundbreaking idea. Laran could think of half a dozen efforts he’d come across personally during his service. Most underestimated just how complicated founding a settlement was, much less establishing a new duchy. The places he’d seen almost all slowly died from lack of attention to one of a dozen different details.

He’d seen two towns that had tried to build without walls, claiming that it was the walls themselves that angered the chikara. Needless to say, neither had lasted more than a few months, and Laran had never heard any of the survivors speak poorly of thick walls again. One town had been planned by merchants who didn’t understand how to properly plant and maintain fields, and so when the walls were built, they soon ran out of food. One small village had tried to live without any active cuvar and sumar, claiming they sought to live in harmony with the land and with their neighbors. The idea had been noble enough, but they were destroyed by a bandit group roaming through the region during those years.

When he’d been younger, Laran had argued it was foolish for the duke to allow such places to be built. But so long as the new settlements observed the laws of the land and paid the taxes levied on them, the duke was generally permissive. Laran’s commander had explained the duke’s reasoning to him after Laran had escorted a group of settlers to yet another town that would eventually fail.

“The desire for freedom is a dangerous one to contain,” Radela had said. “There will always be those who think they can do better than what the duke provides. Look at you. How would you react if the duke suddenly told you you couldn’t leave the walls, or you could only leave if you followed his very specific instructions?”

Laran admitted he’d hate the idea. The whole reason for becoming sumar was to roam the land as freely as possible.

“Those settlers are much the same. If they desire something new so much, it’s better to let them have it than to bottle them up in the established towns and rests. Our cuvar brethren would have more work on their plates than they’re ready for, then. It doesn’t cost the duke much to let them go, and their inevitable failures remind others that the system we’ve got is the best one there is.”

Laran understood better, now, but at the time it had been a difficult truth to swallow.

It was the duke’s permissiveness, though, that confused him about the Reformers. According to the mysterious speaker, they only wanted to start something better. But according to Lady Gwen, the Reformers were responsible for a number of attacks inside the city. He trusted Gwen’s suspicions, which meant there was more to the Reformers’ plan than what they’d spoken of in their secret meeting.

That was what had kept him up all night, his mind churning through the different possibilities. He’d eventually fallen asleep, but it hadn’t lasted long. He’d woken up before the sun and knew he wouldn’t be returning to bed anytime soon.

Surrendering the battle for a good night’s sleep, Laran had left the lodge. He needed to think, and he wanted to train some of the techniques he’d found in the Nacillian translations. He could have done both in the lodge, but Laran didn’t want to run into Gereon again until he was prepared, and he didn’t want to train these techniques in front of his brothers and sisters.

Only one place came to mind, and that was the public gardens, the place where Lady Gwen had first sent him and Jamie on their fateful expedition. The gardens were a twisted reflection of the true wild, but they were as close as he could come without leaving the walls and drawing more attention to himself. It was open, and a steady stream of citizens wandered in and out of the main gate.

Laran entered and felt his shoulders ease a bit. When he’d last been here, he’d ridiculed Lady Gwen’s affinity for the place. He’d seen the garden as a mockery of the wild, and though he still believed that, he realized even a mockery of the wild was better than the narrow streets and tall buildings of Lindra.

Thanks to the walls around the space, the garden was quiet, and those who visited, particularly this early in the morning, kept their voices low. Laran passed through most of the gardens without so much as a second glance. He wanted to visit the place where Lady Gwen had met him and Jamie. Not because of the memories, but because it had been the most remote location in the garden.

Once he found the small clearing, he took a few breaths to center himself and then went through his daily forms. It wasn’t the same as performing them in the wild, but it eased the worries in his mind far better than doing them in his room would have.

After he’d worked up a sweat, he transitioned into the techniques the Nacillian translations had provided him. He started simple, settling into a new breathing pattern and trying to push his onda out of his body. He succeeded, for a moment, before his onda snapped back into his core. A few seconds later, he was hiding in the nearby bushes, vomiting out some of his meal from the night before.

One passerby came to check on him, but Laran waved her away. She looked doubtful, but he was wearing his uniform, so she left him in peace.

Laran caught his breath, wiped his lips with the back of his hand, and tried again. If it was easy, the ondists would have figured this out long before.

He ran to the bushes once again, vomiting out the rest of his food and a bit of acidic bile. His eyes watered, and his nose burned. Which was all bad enough, but it was made worse by the knowledge he’d barely pushed the onda outside his body. He closed his eyes and fought the urge to swear loudly. In the wild, he might have, but he was already doing enough to scare others away. He could well imagine a cuvar coming by with a stern frown and telling him he had to leave.

Once the jitters from vomiting had passed, Laran stood up and tried again. All he earned for his efforts was a third trip to the bushes.

He wiped his mouth clean and reconsidered. The technique wasn’t working for him. But why not? Something similar had happened before. His memories drifted back to Waterstone and his fight with Goldeneye. In those moments, the method had felt so clear to him. He’d felt more powerful than ever. It was exactly as Ronan described his own experiences. He was capable.

So why couldn’t he do it now? He paced the small clearing. He’d spent weeks on the road trying to answer the same question. Something about Waterstone had allowed him to perform a technique he couldn’t duplicate. Once, as he and Jamie had returned from the Gutanese border, Laran had almost asked Jamie to visit other ruins with him to see if the lack of onda flowing through the area was a necessary prerequisite.

He hadn’t, partly because Jamie was already doing enough to protect him and the ruins were some of the most dangerous places in the duchy to visit, but partly because the answer made no sense. Ronan used his ability regardless of location and had learned how to extend his onda on the road. Laran should be able to do the same.

So what did they have in common in Waterstone that Laran didn’t have now? He paced faster as his thoughts spun in circles. Onda burned deep in his stomach. He couldn’t focus it, but he couldn’t push it out of his body, either. What was left?

No answer came to him, and he kicked at the dirt. There had to be something. Did he need to be in danger? Ronan had first discovered his abilities in the middle of a fight. Should he find Jamie and encourage the noble to beat him? Laran allowed himself a rare bit of mirth at the thought. Jamie was probably surrounded right now by soft pillows and blankets, snoring away the day.

Laran growled as he paced. His churning onda made him irritable. His body wanted to focus it, a habit ingrained from twenty years of service. He was always focusing onda, but now the habit hurt. What his body wanted and what onda would do were no longer connected. Somehow, that had been broken as Goldeneye and Ronan had fought over him.

He stopped in his tracks. The realization hit him so suddenly it was as if he’d walked straight into a chikara ambush.

That was the difference between then and now. He’d been so focused on the idea of finding something specific to Waterstone that he’d missed the obvious link between him and Ronan. When Laran had pushed out his onda, he’d been near the brink of death.

Weak.

Just like Ronan.

Was it Lady Gwen who had told him? No, it had been Jamie, on the road, talking with Ronan. The stronger the ondist, the worse the Nacillian techniques worked. An ondist’s strength wasn’t just in their limbs, but in their ability to focus their onda. For many, like Laran, focusing became a way of life. They trained their bodies to focus onda, at least gently, throughout the day.

Shit.

If this was going to work, he was going to need to unlearn everything he had spent his life training for.

He went to his pack and pulled out the papers Lady Gwen had given him. There was something in them useful, but he couldn’t remember what it was. He flipped through the papers, one story of failure after another.

There.

Laran read the page quickly, then went back and read it again, taking in every word. A breathing technique to disperse onda through the body. A thoroughly pointless exercise from an ondist’s perspective. All the benefits of onda came from focusing it, not spreading it around. Fortunately for Laran, at least some of the Nacillian ondists had been curious about everything.

Laran tried the technique, which utilized a two-count sharp inhale followed by a ten-count exhale. It took him a few minutes to control the flow of onda and match it with the unfamiliar breathing pattern, but as soon as he did he felt the difference. His troublesome onda diffused throughout his body.

He’d expected to feel some stronger sensation as the onda spread through his limbs, but he noticed nothing out of the ordinary. The onda wasn’t focused, so he wasn’t any stronger than he had been before. He didn’t feel weak, either. He tried walking around and discovered he was able to continue the technique while in motion. That was something, at least.

Anything more would be difficult, though. The breathing wasn’t conducive to any strenuous activity, and any exertion greater than a walk caused him to lose control of the flow of onda. He nodded to no one but himself. It was a start, at least.

The more important question was whether the technique allowed him to layer other techniques on top of it. Laran sat down and waited until he felt like his body was in a rhythm, then tried pushing what little onda remained in his core away.

It wasn’t easy, but it worked. His onda left his body, the feeling far different than the ill-fated experiments from earlier in the morning. That had felt a bit like he’d loaded his onda onto a catapult and launched it away, only to have it stop in midair and return with all the force of the launch and more. Now it was more like his onda was sneaking out of the main gate at night, ready to explore the wild.

His onda merged with the onda flowing through the garden. He felt the tree at his back, the bird above him, and the people walking on a path near the clearing. It was as though his sight had been poor his entire life, and now finally, he could see clearly. Not only that, but he felt good. The sluggishness from his poor night of sleep was gone, and the urge to run through the garden was almost overpowering.

As soon as he gave in, though, he lost focus. Onda flooded back into his stomach, and he lost contact with the onda flowing through the garden. Very suddenly, many things became wrong with the world.

But as he vomited into the bushes for the fourth time, there was a smile on his face.

The road ahead was long, but he’d finally taken the first step toward recovering his strength.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


When Jamie was a much younger man, at a time when his greatest struggles revolved around talking to girls and trying homemade remedies to grow facial hair faster, the mestres at the obuka had tried to teach him how to survive a night alone in the wild. The best practice, by far, was to not have to survive a night alone in the first place. Sumar traveled in pairs so that one could sleep while the other kept watch. But accidents happened. Sumar were frequently injured, and they died more often than the mestres admitted. Having a partner was always preferred but never guaranteed. So, the mestres taught their students to fall into a meditative state, somewhere between true sleep and awareness. They claimed it was almost as restful as sleep and protected the resting sumar from curious chikara.

To this day, Jamie was certain the mestres were full of shit.

A person was either asleep or not. Sleep allowed the body and mind to recover. Anything else wore it down. End of story. And his endless night was just further proof.

Jamie’s vigil on Gwen’s balcony stretched into one of the longest nights of his life. Despite his short nap in The Broken Binding, he was exhausted. Coming home should have been a joy. He should have been back in his bed after a full meal, a warm welcome, and a hotter bath. He’d so looked forward to scalding water washing the dirt of the road away. No trip was complete until one was back home among the people they cared most about.

Jamie thought of his father and brother and amended the thought. No trip was complete until a hot bath was poured in the home you’d left behind.

He rubbed at his eyes and yawned. He’d imagined several returns, but none where he was following the threads of a criminal conspiracy and staying up all night on Gwen’s balcony. Had he mastered the obuka’s techniques for surviving the wild alone, he might have recovered a bit during the long night, but it was one skill he’d never picked up. He’d never thought he would actually need it.

Until tonight. He’d forced himself to remain awake for every minute of every passing hour. He was sure that if he closed his eyes, the Reformers would choose that moment to strike. Failing that, he was certain that if he fell asleep, Gwen would wake up to find a very disheveled Jamie Pierce snoring on her balcony.

Not a good look.

Once the first hints of morning appeared on the eastern horizon, Jamie rose to his feet. His muscles were sore and stiff. The cold of the stone had seeped through his pants and tunic, worming its way so deep into his bones he wasn’t sure even a hot bath would warm his core. He jumped up and down a few times and shook out his arms. He looked one last time into Gwen’s study, which remained as quiet as it had all night. Satisfied he had done all he could, he focused his onda and climbed down the side of the Adair estate as quietly as a mouse seeking shelter.

He left the same way he’d entered, once again saying thanks to his past self for his misdeeds. When he returned to the street, he let himself relax. It was too early for shops to be open, so Jamie wandered the streets aimlessly. His eyes drooped, and he swore at himself. It wasn’t like he hadn’t gone nights without sleep before. He would be fine for a day. Tonight, though, he would need to find a place to rest. There were a few quality, discreet inns around town. Normally he’d use them for his evening liaisons, but he assumed they were good for sleeping in, too.

Jamie intended to visit Laran first thing, but pride kept him from making a straight line to the lodge. If he showed up like this, Laran would have questions, and Jamie wasn’t ready to discuss his possible ejection from House Pierce.

Instead, he wandered the streets until the first bathhouses opened. In what now felt like a separate life, the one he’d lived before embarking on one trip with Laran, Jamie had never much cared for the bathhouses. Today, though, the one he visited was an oasis in the desert. The hot water relaxed the knots in his muscles and let his thoughts flow more freely. When he emerged onto a bustling street several hours later, he walked among the crowds like a new man.

He made his way to the lodge, only to learn that Laran had left already. Jamie cursed. He asked around, but of course, no one had the slightest clue where Laran had gone.

Jamie left the lodge and considered his next move. He was fairly confident Laran wouldn’t leave Lindra without seeking him out, so the sumar’s absence was more annoying than concerning. Where did that leave him?

Had he a home to return to, he would have, but his father had stripped him of that option. He considered finding an inn and catching up on some needed sleep, but the idea didn’t sit well with him. Laran had gotten mixed up with the Reformers, and he could barely defend himself against a curious sketri. Tempting as sleep was, Jamie feared too much would happen while he dozed.

Returning to Gwen’s place for the third time in two days was his next option, but he dismissed it quickly. He didn’t have enough information to make the visit worthwhile. To be safe, though, he penned a short letter. In it, he said that he had followed some new friends the night before, and they’d ended the night at her place. He ended it with encouragement to take precautions and said he’d try to return before nightfall. Finally, he mentioned that all correspondence should be sent to Laran in the lodge.

He shook his head again. Hard to believe the roaming sumar was going to be easier for a letter to find than he was. He sealed the letter and sent it off.

Then he returned to The Broken Binding. Mardok knew more about what was going on than he’d been willing to say the night before, and Jamie intended to squeeze his friend for every drop of information he possessed.

The Broken Binding’s front door was locked, and Jamie stared dumbly at it for a few moments before remembering what the bartender had said the night before. Not to be deterred, he reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a small set of lock-picking tools. He looked up and down the street, grateful it was so quiet in this neighborhood at this time of the morning. Less than a minute later, he was inside, locking the door again behind him. Best to keep the riff-raff out.

Mardok, of course, was in his corner booth. Jamie wouldn’t have been surprised to find out his friend had also gone without sleep the night before, but Mardok was one of those rare individuals that seemed to thrive on only a few hours of rest. Jamie had never seen Mardok tired, but he’d never also known his friend to sleep. He could almost always be found at The Broken Binding, no matter the hour. And apparently, no matter if the front door was locked or not.

Mardok glanced up as Jamie entered, then continued writing in his notebook as though Jamie had been expected.

Jamie slid into his customary spot and waited for Mardok to finish his notes. The booth was comfortable, the wood worn and smooth from the hundreds of people who had wiled away countless hours here.

Mardok completed his entry with a quick flourish of his quill, then carefully put everything away. “It’s good to see you again. I was worried last night.”

“What has you so frightened about the Reformers? I followed them after what looked like a meeting, and they didn’t seem any more threatening than your usual thug.”

“Where did they go?”

Jamie grinned. Others might take Mardok’s lack of concern for their safety personally, but the two of them had known each other for years. Mardok was drawn to information the way a drowning man was drawn to air. Asking questions came as naturally as breathing. The fact Mardok had confessed his worry at all was as close to genuine kindness as Jamie had ever seen. “The Adair estate. It looked like they were known to the cuvar at the gate.”

Mardok’s eyes glazed over for a moment. “Perhaps they serve Lady Gwen. She seems to be almost everywhere I turn these days.”

Jamie tried to control his reaction, but he was out of practice. He couldn’t have shown more than a flicker of disagreement, but that was just about the same as writing it out for Mardok. “I see. Care to tell me what game she’s actually playing at?”

Jamie swallowed hard. Telling Mardok the truth felt like a betrayal of Gwen’s trust.

Mardok saw it all play across his face. “Let me make it easier for you, then. I’ll tell you what I guess, and you just sit there and relax.”

“Will you tell me about the Reformers, then?”

Mardok patted his notebook. “Yes. I’ve been thinking about them since you left last night.”

“Fair enough.”

“Information is a funny thing,” Mardok said. His fingertips ran along the edge of his notebook as though it were a lucky talisman. “When you’ve been doing what I do for as long as I have, you start to see patterns. Deeper truths. It’s not just a particular piece of information. It’s who knows what and who they tell it to. Connections and relationships between people and pieces of information are just as vital as the ‘secrets’ amateurs treasure.”

Jamie blinked and tried to keep his focus. He hadn’t expected a morning lecture.

“For a while now, I’ve had this suspicion there was someone else playing in the house I’d so carefully constructed. It feels like coming home and going to my writing desk, only to find my quill so slightly moved from where I had left it. Was it a breeze or a careless servant? Or was someone searching my desk and not cautious enough? All I had were hints and guesses.”

Mardok rested his hand on the notebook. “I am the best at what I do. Not a boast, but an observation. Then, for the first time, a challenger appears, one who leaves barely the slightest trace of their passing. I had a dozen suspects, which narrowed down to one, thanks to you.”

“The book?” Jamie asked.

“The book,” Mardok confirmed. “First mistake she made.” At Jamie’s look, he shook his head. “Not in trusting you, but in taking the risk to get that tome. She exposed herself, just a little, and I was in the right place to spot her.”

Mardok paused, studying Jamie’s reactions. Then he continued. “I should have spotted her earlier, though. She’s good, but not as good as I am. I blame my bias. She’s different from me.”

The claim was made with the seriousness of a philosopher seeking the answer to a difficult question, but it made Jamie chuckle. “You don’t say!”

Mardok’s glare killed Jamie’s mirth. “I mean that her objectives are different. You know me well. Knowledge is, for me, its own reward. I use what I learn to learn even more, and that has always been enough. She, on the other hand, moves with a higher purpose. She’s obsessed with onda and history, and I think it’s because she is worried history is about to repeat itself. I suspect she’s trying to stop that from happening.”

Jamie couldn’t hide the shock from his face. That Mardok had figured out Gwen maintained her own network of informants wasn’t that surprising, but for him to guess her motivation? She’d been nervous to tell Jamie that, even after he’d stolen the book for her.

Mardok shrugged at Jamie’s surprise. “The same reason she was so hard to find was because she was searching for such odd knowledge. Once I learned what she was searching for, there were only a few possible reasons. Do you believe her?”

Jamie knew he didn’t have to answer the question, but he felt the need to defend Gwen. “I do.”

Mardok took a long, measured breath. He’d reached a decision. “Then the Reformers will be your greatest foe. They, too, seek to prevent another Fall, but their methods are abhorrent.”

“What do you know?”

“Too little. Their commitment to secrecy is second to none. But, like Gwen, I think I can piece their aims together by the people they recruit and the targets they hit. But I can’t tell you who controls them or how they plan to accomplish their goals.”

“Why do you fear them?”

“They’re believers. Not only willing to die for their cause, but to kill anyone who looks too deeply into their affairs. More than a few friends have lost their lives seeking secrets about the Reformers.”

Jamie frowned. “That doesn’t seem enough to worry you.”

“My friends aren’t amateurs. They’re careful, and the Reformers still found them. And the deaths weren’t pleasant or quick. Or limited to the guilty parties. Partners, children, and random people in the same room. It doesn’t matter to the Reformer executioners. These people know what they’re doing, and they’re as brutal as anyone I’ve come across. Learning more about them means nothing to me. It’s not worth the risk.”

Jamie leaned back. Mardok was no coward, and he was the best-informed person in Lindra. Disregarding his warnings was a type of foolishness beyond stupid. But Jamie needed to know a little more. Otherwise, how could he decide what to tell Gwen? “What do you know?”

Mardok grimaced, then leaned forward and whispered, even though they were the only two in the room. “The Reformers are an apocalyptic cult. They exist, as near as I can tell, to wipe out as much of humanity as possible so that a second Fall will never occur.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Ronan woke up in the field and stared at the blue sky and patchy clouds. He blinked. His last memory was of pitching forward, so why was he on his back?

“Your face was buried in the dirt, so I figured I should roll you over,” Amelia said, answering his unspoken question.

Ronan raised his arms. They felt the same as they always did. His forearms and elbows were scraped from where he’d landed, but the injuries were nothing worse than he’d have suffered after a childhood tumble. “Thanks.”

He ran his attention from the tip of his crown to the bottom of his feet. Beyond the minor injuries he’d sustained falling forward, he felt fine. “What happened? How long have I been out?”

“Just a few minutes. I didn’t pull much from you, and your body recovered quickly.”

“You pulled onda from me?” It was the only guess that made sense, even though it made no sense at all.

“Quick study,” Amelia said. She sounded impressed.

“How?”

“How much do you know about your abilities?” she asked. “Or are you limited by the belief you should just be hitting harder?”

The disdain in her voice annoyed him still, as though learning to fight wasn’t useful. He tamped down his anger, though. What she’d just done to him shouldn’t be possible. If he could put up with Thana for years, he could bear Amelia’s mocking for as long as it took him to learn what she had to teach. “No. I’ve learned other skills, thanks in part to the demons.”

Amelia raised an eyebrow at that. “You’ve learned from demons?”

“When they weren’t busy trying to kill me. I learned how to manipulate animals and chikara.”

Her eyes narrowed, and for the first time, he felt like he had her full and complete attention. “Show me.”

Ronan looked around. “No animals near.”

She shrugged. “Use me.”

Ronan shook his head hard. “Oh, no. Never that. I used it on one of my traveling companions, a second-rank sumar. Now he can’t even focus onda. I would never think about doing anything that might harm you.”

“That’s sweet, but you don’t have anything to worry about. Make your command something mundane. Make me raise my right arm.”

“Make you raise your right arm?”

“Can you?”

Ronan shook his head again. “Doesn’t matter if I can or not. I won’t do it.”

Amelia sighed. “You can trust me. There’s nothing you could do that would hurt me.”

“I thought the same about Laran before I ruined his life.”

Amelia tapped her foot. “We’re not going to make any progress if you won’t show me what you can do. Advancement requires risk.”

“Not risk like that. Find some animal for me to control.”

Amelia finally gave up. “Fine.”

She started hunting around the area. Ronan did the same, but her search only took her a moment.

“Here.” She held up her hands, revealing a small scurrying spider. With deft movements, she kept it from escaping.

Ronan felt something tickle the edges of his awareness, and the spider went perfectly still. He looked up at Amelia. “You did that?”

She nodded. “Now, show me. What can you make it do?”

Ronan shook out his arms and stared at the spider. He reached out with onda and felt the small creature in Amelia’s hands. “Run away,” he commanded.

The spider did, but Amelia winced and almost fell to her knees. She held the sides of her head and groaned.

Ronan cursed himself for listening to her. “Are you hurt?” He’d tried to keep the command focused, but the spider had been in her hands.

“A little,” Amelia confessed, “but nothing serious. I didn’t think anything you did would hit that hard. I think I’m glad you didn’t try anything directly on me.” She shook her head, though she looked shaky on her feet.

She closed her eyes, and again Ronan felt that tickle against his onda. He closed his eyes and pushed out his onda, too, and what he sensed made his jaw drop. Amelia’s onda was unlike any he had ever felt.

“Please stop,” she said. “This is hard enough without you barging around like a drunken sailor.”

Ronan immediately let go, and his onda returned.

“Thank you.” She went silent, and Ronan wished he had a better idea of how she was manipulating onda. As he watched, color returned to her cheeks. She stood up straighter, and she stopped wobbling back and forth.

He considered the brief glimpse of her onda. When he’d studied others, they were like bright spheres of light, the onda in their cores glowing brightly. The average person, who’d trained only a little at the obukas, had a sphere that was wider and wispier than more highly trained ondists. Laran, who was the strongest ondist Ronan had spent much time around, had onda that was always tightly focused and almost blinding in its intensity. Amara’s had been even brighter.

Amelia, on the other hand, felt weaker than anyone he’d ever met. Her onda was dull and wispier than a high cloud. It wasn’t shaped into a sphere at all. It ran through her body like the roots of a plant, reaching from the top of her head to the tips of her fingers. As near as he could tell, it had no center, no place where she focused it. He hadn’t thought such a thing was possible.

He was desperately curious to let his onda interact with hers again, but he respected her wishes. They had time.

A few minutes later, she opened her eyes. “Well, you certainly have an ondist’s touch.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I wasn’t ready, either. Your caution was warranted.” She paused and looked around. “Now, do you want to see some of what I’ve learned?”

Ronan had a dozen other questions, but they could wait. “Yes, please.”

She grinned at the eagerness in his voice. “I think you’re going to like this.”

Outwardly, she gave no clue what she was doing. The technique was familiar enough to her it didn’t require her to close her eyes to focus.

Ronan felt the same tickle he was becoming familiar with, but there was something more happening, too. It took place below the level of his awareness, but it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He closed his eyes again, grasping at the threads of what was happening. It was frustrating. He knew Amelia was manipulating onda, but he couldn’t feel how. The effect was too subtle.

Until it wasn’t.

Ronan gasped and opened his eyes as onda flowed into his body. Any lingering exhaustion from his days on the road vanished. He felt light and strong, and he was unable to resist the urge to throw a few combinations. His fists and feet flew like arrows. Onda continued to pour into him, the fire in his core growing hotter and hotter.

On a whim, he focused it using the most basic of techniques taught at the obuka.

All the well-being dropped from his body like a stone, and he felt like he was going to be sick. Amelia cut the flow of onda off, and he dropped to his knees, feeling like he’d just completed a full day of training under Thana’s unforgiving tutelage. Sweat dripped from his brow, and his breath came in ragged gasps.

Through it all, Amelia grinned at him, though now she was shaking her head. “Definitely an ondist. So, what do you think?”

He couldn’t answer. He’d had so much onda in his grasp! This, this was even better than becoming a traditional ondist. This had only been their first attempt. With more practice, Amelia could make him one of the strongest ondists in any of the duchies. He could already imagine carving through swaths of demons, putting even Laran to shame.

He pushed himself to his feet, even as the world swam around him. “Again.”

She laughed. “Not so fast. I’ve never given anyone quite that much, but no one has ever collapsed from it after so little time, either.”

“What?”

She nodded, as though she’d just figured something out. “You really have a thing for ondists, don’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you looked at me like I’d spit on you when I told you I’d dropped out of the obuka, and all your conversations about strength are in comparison to traditional ondists. It’s how you think, isn’t it?”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

“I suppose, but you’re leveren, right? That means that all the techniques that work for most ondists won’t work for you. So, what did you do when nothing worked?”

“I kept training.”

She frowned. “For how long?”

“Until this spring.”

Her eyes went wide. “Oh.” She stared at him. “Oh,” she repeated.

Now it was Ronan’s turn to laugh. “Looking back on it, it might not have been the wisest course of action, but no one’s ever called me wise. It’s just that both my parents were sumar, and there was nothing more I wanted more than to be like them.”

“That explains a lot.” She blew away a strand of stray hair that was in front of her face. “You’re going to need to forget almost all of what you’ve learned.”

“Excuse me?”

Amelia shrugged. “You’ve got more onda to work with than I do, probably as a result of all the training you’ve done over the years. That means that if you can learn to control it, you should become even more capable than me.”

Ronan’s heart pounded in his chest. Here, again, was his dream dangled in front of him. The path to the destination might not be the one he’d envisioned, but the goal was the same. Whatever it took, he wouldn’t fail.

“But you’re disadvantaged,” she continued.

Ronan almost cursed out loud. Just once, he wanted something to come as easy for him as success had for the other children in the obuka. “Why?”

“Because your whole life, you’ve trained in one way. You’re not starting as a beginner, but as someone who has actually been walking the wrong path. You have to forget what you think you know before you can learn what you don’t.”

“Fine. Teach me.”

The smile that lit her face made his pulse quicken. “Very well. Let’s get started. The first lesson I’ve learned is this: the way that ondists are taught to focus their onda is wrong.”

Ronan laughed out loud. Her look was sharp, as though he was insulting her, but he waved his hands to cool her temper. “I’m sorry, it’s just that when you said I was going to have to forget everything I know, you really meant it. I didn’t realize you were going to dispute hundreds of years of ondist experience right away.”

“You don’t have a problem with it?”

“Not if you can teach me. I’m here to learn what works for me, and clearly, the obukas didn’t.”

She backtracked her statement. “Perhaps ‘wrong’ is too strong a word. Focusing onda clearly has benefits, and some strong warriors have developed through the obukas’ training methods. But it’s not natural. I doubt that’s the way onda wants to be used.”

Ronan shook his head. “How can onda want anything?”

She grimaced. “Sorry, that’s not something I usually share with many people. It’s more a feeling I’ve gotten as I’ve been studying and pursuing my training. There are times when the techniques I try feel natural, as though I’m being pulled toward them. Others seem to sap my focus and drain what little onda I have. It’s not really an explanation, but I’ve always just told myself that onda wants this and onda wants that. Does that make any sense?”

He felt as though she’d exposed something personal, a fact she didn’t share widely. “I do, actually. I’ve felt something of the same pull when using my techniques. It’s how I hit your mom.”

He winced as he realized how terrible that sounded.

Amelia, though, didn’t notice. Her smile had returned. “That’s interesting. I’ll be very curious to see how the techniques we’ve discovered might build upon one another. It’s exciting that we’re noticing some of the same patterns. But back to my original point, I’ve found that focused onda doesn’t mix well with the techniques that work best for me.”

“Is that why your onda feels so dispersed through your body?”

She nodded. “It wasn’t too hard for me because I barely went to the obuka. I never learned the wrong ways. So let’s work first on dispersing the onda through your body.”

They did. Amelia explained her techniques for allowing onda to roam freely through her body and demonstrated them a few times while Ronan watched with his onda extended. What she had developed was based on ondist healing techniques that focused gentle amounts of onda in wounded areas. The only difference was that her techniques refused to focus the onda.

Ronan struggled like a fish trying to breathe on dry land. The difference between Amelia’s technique and that of healing was as thin as a blade of grass and as difficult to cross as a chasm. Ronan could move onda around his body well enough, but refusing to focus it required continual concentration. It was like learning how to throw a ball again, only with his left hand instead of his right. His first attempts were clumsy and short-lived.

Fortunately, he was no stranger to failure, and Amelia proved to be a patient teacher. By late afternoon, he was exhausted, but he was able to keep the onda flowing through his body for almost a minute at a time. From there, she had little to teach him. He knew the technique. He just had to make it as natural as breathing. It was a daunting task. She hadn’t been wrong about him having to unlearn everything he’d grown up taking for granted.

“Want to see how the technique feels while I’m pouring onda into you?” Amelia asked.

Ronan was lying on his back, staring up at the sky. What he wanted to feel was a soft bed underneath him, but that was hours away yet. And he was just as curious as she was.

He sat up. “Let’s do it.”

He didn’t bother standing. He just closed his eyes, and when he had the technique flowing through his limbs, he nodded.

Amelia wasn’t as subtle as she had been in the morning. Ronan couldn’t hold the technique for long, so there wasn’t time to build to it. Onda poured into him, and he welcomed it with open arms. Weariness was replaced by ambition. Thoughts went from muddled to clear, and even the breeze felt sharper against his skin.

The flow of onda was easier to follow, too. Before, the focused onda in his core had been so bright it had been difficult to sense Amelia’s manipulations. Now he sensed her interventions, and he was reminded of those damned pillars hiding deep within Waterstone. Her onda was like the little gates in the stone, directing the flow of onda from its typical paths into his body. The amount of effort she expended was minuscule, but the control was exquisite. Ronan was reminded of an artist he’d once watched, making dozens of tiny strokes on a canvas that subtly changed the effect of the whole artwork.

Unable to sit any longer, he stood and worked his way through his forms. Though he focused no onda, he moved as fast as Laran. Maybe even faster.

Then he lost concentration. The result wasn’t as brutal as when he’d tried to focus his onda before, but it wasn’t pleasant, either. Again, he felt as though he’d just been put through one of Thana’s less forgiving training sessions.

Between breaths, he asked, “Why is it so exhausting?”

“That’s a lot of onda flowing through your body. Probably more than you realize. While it’s flowing, it masks the tiredness, but your body still pays the price. At least, that’s my best guess.”

Ronan nodded. It made sense.

“Let’s go home. It’ll be dark before long, and there isn’t much point in training more today. We’ve learned a lot.”

“I feel like I’ve learned a lot. I'm not so sure that you have,” Ronan admitted.

“On the contrary. Odds are much more likely that if there are other leveren, they have more in common with you than with me. And I’ve never poured so much onda into another person before. Even my mother couldn’t handle more than a small fraction of what I gave you. I was starting to think the technique was pointless.”

“It’s not pointless. It’s given me more hope for myself than I’ve had in a long time.”

Amelia didn’t respond, but she looked pleased at the claim.

They walked back to the road and turned toward Gutan. Ronan was so lost in thought from the events of the day that he didn’t notice the disturbance until Amelia held out a hand and forcibly stopped him.

He looked up. Gutan and the sea were clearly visible, but so was the commotion at the walls. People were running away from the main gate. Ronan saw them gathering perhaps a mile and a half to the west, but why, he couldn’t imagine. They were still a long way from the gate, but he didn’t see anything wrong with the wall.

He and Amelia continued on, as there was nothing else for them to do. When they got to the gate, they asked a pale-faced guard what had happened.

His answer made Ronan’s blood run cold. The guard sounded as though he barely believed the words coming from his lips.

“We think the walls have been breached. Something from the wild is loose inside Gutan.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


By the time Laran returned to the lodge, he was exhausted, hungry, and sore. He forced himself to continue using the new breathing technique, even though his lungs complained they were never getting enough air. He timed his arrival so that he would arrive in the quietest part of the lodge’s day, in the afternoon between lunch and dinner. All he wanted was a filling meal and a bed. Instead, when he opened the door to his private room, he found Jamie at his writing desk, jotting down notes on a blank piece of parchment.

“How did you—oh, never mind.” Laran sometimes forgot that one of Jamie’s less noble pursuits was lock-picking. “Why are you here?”

At first glance, Jamie looked the same as he had yesterday.

The Laran looked again. He looked exactly the same as he had yesterday. He wore the same thin clothes that were all fashion and no substance. There were bags under his eyes. “And why do you look like shit?”

“Good to see you, too.” Jamie looked down at his shirt. “Suppose it would have been too much to ask you not to notice.”

He sighed heavily and tipped his chair onto its rear legs. “Father kicked me out of the house. Or rather, locked the gates so I couldn’t come back in. I get the sense that leaving on our little adventure might have been the last insult he was willing to take. Or it was just the opportunity he’d been waiting for. Always tough to tell with that man. No matter what you do, there’s always something he’s thought of⁠—”

“Jamie!” Laran interrupted.

“What?”

“You’re rambling. Did you get any sleep last night?”

Jamie shook his head. “Had to protect Gwen from your new friends.”

Laran stared at Jamie for a long moment. “I’m sorry. What?”

“I thought they were going to kill her.”

Laran swore under his breath. Tired Jamie was worse than drunk Jamie, and drunk Jamie was an incoherent mess most of the time. “Why don’t you start at the beginning? What happened after we parted ways yesterday?”

The story took longer to tell than it should have, but Laran eventually pulled most of the pertinent details from his exhausted friend. Laran ended the questions after Jamie described leaving the Adair estate. The noble lapsed into a listless silence, staring at the wall while Laran considered the new information. His first instinct was to charge through the lodge until he found Gereon and confront him, but that was pointless. The older sumar was tougher than an old oak tree and wouldn’t willingly give up information if it harmed his cause.

Laran’s stomach twisted at the thought, and he battled his second instinct, which was to leave Lindra far behind him. This affair was too messy, too convoluted, and too deceptive for his tastes. Better to be out in the wild, fighting the fight he was best at. His heart went out to Jamie for the struggles ahead, but the noble was far better equipped to battle the disaster unfolding within this city. He was the one who knew how to deal with people, the one who could dance around this web of betrayal and deceit as though he was the spider who’d woven all the threads himself.

Jamie ran his hand through his hair, grimacing as it came away oiled and dirty. He looked out the window of Laran’s room, and when he spoke, it was directed away from Laran. “You can call me a fool if you like, but after Waterstone, I thought something had changed. But now that we’re back and we’ve discovered all of this, you know what I want to do more than anything else?”

He waited for an answer, but Laran had none to give.

“I want to ignore all of it. Despite my feelings for Gwen, I want to write a letter to my father, telling him that I’ll officially renounce my rights. I’ll take my money and drink myself into oblivion at The Broken Binding. Maybe find a woman who likes me for my gold. I would bury my head in the sand and enjoy the rest of my days in a drunken stupor.”

It was almost the same plan Jamie had devised when he’d abandoned Ronan on the road. “Do you need to beat me up?” Laran asked. “Did wonders the last time you needed support.”

Jamie snorted. “Not sure even that would make me feel any better.” He still looked out the window, away from Laran.

Laran stared down at his feet. “You know what I was thinking just now?”

“What?”

“That I want to leave Lindra and all of this behind me. Spend my days roaming the wild and fighting until I find an opponent I can’t beat.”

“An angry chipmunk?”

Laran chuckled. “Ass.”

“Sorry. But you left yourself open for that one.” Jamie glanced at him. “Not much for changing, are we?”

“Most people aren’t.”

A long silence settled between them.

Jamie swore and stood up. “It reminds me of after Tazo Rest. I left Ronan, and I wouldn’t have come back if I hadn’t run into you. Now I look back on it, and that decision is the one I think I regret most. You spared me the consequences, but the guilt of it still gnaws at me. And I know that if I turn back now, there isn’t enough ale left in Lindra to wash away how shitty I’ll feel.”

“You’re going to fight?”

“I think so. Would be nice if I had someone I trusted helping me.”

When Laran didn’t immediately agree, Jamie said, “Someone who is maybe absurdly earnest about keeping their oaths to protect humanity from all the dangers it faces?”

Laran sighed. “Fine.”

Jamie’s grin stretched from ear to ear, but it only made him look more tired. “Great. My first thought was that we⁠—”

Laran cut him off. “First, you’re going to sleep, at least for a few hours. Lindra’s not going to fall this afternoon. Second, you will take a bath. Third, we’ll eat a pleasant meal. Then, finally, we’ll see Lady Gwen.”

“I was going to say we should visit Gwen first, but perhaps you have the right of it,” Jamie said.

“Trust me, I do.”

“You don’t mind if I sleep in your bed?”

“Not at all. So long as we burn the sheets after.”

A few minutes later, Jamie was asleep, snoring softly and dead to the world. Laran shook his head and sat down at the writing desk. He meant to write a quick letter to Lady Gwen, announcing that he and Jamie would visit this evening after dinner, but Jamie’s parchment caught his eye. He pulled it closer, then almost laughed out loud when he saw its title.

How I would destroy humanity.

The only thing Jamie destroyed was mugs of ale. But the title begged for more attention, so Laran ran his eye down the parchment. Jamie had made lists of ideas, with lines to different consequences and possible results.

The document was surprisingly and disturbingly thorough, and even more terrifying, the plans Jamie had come up with weren’t outlandish. If Laran had been tasked with answering the same question, he didn’t think he’d do any better. Laran pulled himself away from the document long enough to write the announcement to Lady Gwen and send it to her via one of the lodge’s messengers. Then he hunched over the writing desk and scribbled his ideas in the margins of Jamie’s paper. He became so absorbed in his task he didn’t hear Jamie wake.

He almost jumped out of the chair when Jamie said, “I’d imagine you’ve already put a lot of thought into the question.”

Once Laran’s heart stopped threatening to beat out of his chest, he answered. “Surprisingly, no. As much as I detest most people, all I’ve ever wanted to do is get away. I never considered harming them.”

“What do you think?” Jamie asked. He climbed out of bed and looked stronger already.

“It’s frightening how doable some of this is,” Laran admitted. “It wouldn’t even take that much in terms of resources.”

“Agreed. If you don’t mind, I’ll take that bath quick, and then we can find some food to eat.”

Jamie returned sooner than Laran expected, and they left the room to seek food. Laran had intended to eat at the lodge, but Jamie was having none of it. He took Laran to a small tavern, where he ordered them food without even asking what was being served that night. Admittedly, the food was far better than what the lodge served.

After, they walked to the Adair estate, where the cuvar at the gate let them in without question. Laran let Jamie tell the story of the time since they’d last parted, just over a full day ago. It felt like a lifetime had passed.

Laran watched Lady Gwen’s expression change throughout Jamie’s story. Jamie skipped over the part where he’d been denied access to his home, but she leaned forward when Jamie talked about following Laran to the meeting. She asked Laran a few questions about the meeting itself, but there was little useful Laran could add.

When Jamie told Lady Gwen he had followed the conspirators to her doorstep, he earned his first stunned reaction. Her eyes went wide, and her hands gripped the armrests of her chair more tightly. It was one thing to know there was danger in one’s city, entirely another to know it was in your home.

Then Jamie confessed that he had spent the evening on Lady Gwen’s balcony. Laran had wondered if Jamie would admit to it and had been even more curious how the lady would react. Most wouldn’t take kindly to the intrusion. Lady Gwen, however, looked relieved.

Jamie finished with information he hadn’t shared with Laran, as their conversation had taken a different turn. “I spoke with people I trust about the Reformers, and discovered that their driving belief is that humanity growing too large was what brought about the Fall. They fear we near that point again and will do everything in their power to prevent us from that. In their eyes, they are the healer willing to cut off a leg to save the body.”

“They’re mad,” Lady Gwen said.

“They believe,” Jamie said. “A thin difference sometimes, but a meaningful one. But my informants are terrified of the group. The lengths they’ve gone to to keep their secret are great.”

Lady Gwen closed her eyes and leaned her head back. “We have our hands plenty full with the demons. We don’t need this.”

When she opened her eyes again, determination sparked within. “We can’t let this keep growing. Can we attack them?”

Jamie objected first. “I’m sure I just mentioned how frightened my informants are of this group. And these aren’t people who get frightened by small threats. I think more caution is warranted. We should let Laran infiltrate their group, so we can go after the leadership. From what Laran told us, it seems to me that most Reformers are simple discontents looking for a new start. It’s the ones at the top we need to worry about. Laran can sniff them out.”

Lady Gwen scoffed. “Have you met Laran? It’s a stroke of luck he survived the first meeting. He doesn’t have a dishonest bone in his body, and the first time they ask him to do something against his morals, he’s going to have a fight on his hands.”

Jamie opened his mouth to argue, then shut it and nodded. “Those are good points.”

Laran came to his friend’s defense. “I fear Jamie speaks true, though. There are only three of us. Against a movement so organized, what can we do?”

“Disrupt them,” Lady Gwen said, “and force them to make a mistake. So far, I’ve been jumping at shadows. But no one has done anything but dance to their tune. Laran can’t get us deep into their group, but he can give us a chance to hit them. Perhaps, when they react, it’ll give us a chance to control the music.”

“It feels a lot like you’re dangling us like bait,” Jamie observed.

“Who better and who else?” Lady Gwen replied. “I’m not thrilled by the idea, either, but we don’t have much choice. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the duke barely has enough cuvar left in the city to keep the streets safe from petty crime, much less the organized sort.”

“Wait!” Jamie looked panicked. “We’re forgetting something else, too. Laran can’t fight right now.”

“I’m getting better,” Laran said.

Jamie turned his head slowly. “Really?”

Laran nodded. “It’s not a full recovery, but I’m confident enough that I could fight if the need arose.”

“Prove it,” Lady Gwen said, pointing to the open space behind the chairs in her study. “Jamie, see if you can land a punch.”

Laran protested, but the others were having none of it. He and Jamie stood and took their positions. Jamie looked like somebody had just given him a present. Without warning, he stepped forward a punched right at Laran’s face.

Except Laran wasn’t there.

The feeling wasn’t the same as it had been in Waterstone, with Ronan showing him the way, but it wasn’t that different. Experience played a role, too. He knew where Jamie’s punches were going to be. Avoiding them was a simple matter.

He felt Jamie focus his onda and unleash a devastating combination. Laran slipped away, and when he felt a familiar pull, he punched back at Jamie. He stopped his fist an inch away from Jamie’s face.

They stepped apart, and Jamie nodded. “Impressive. You sure you weren’t acting broken on the road for sympathy?”

Laran gestured to Lady Gwen. “The clues were in the notes she gave me. I’m still not the warrior I was, but if this is what is needed, I can fight, at least for a bit. And in time, I’ll get stronger.”

“Then it’s settled,” Lady Gwen said. “As soon as we can, we bring the fight to the Reformers.”

“Can we start by finding them in your house?” Jamie asked. “Because I’d be a lot more comfortable if I knew who they were.”

“Me, too. Come, I’ll take you on a tour of the grounds. Everyone should be here now,” Gwen said.

She led them through the estate. They climbed to the top and worked their way down. As they traveled, Gwen acted as a guide, explaining the history of the house and how much of the art came to be commissioned. Laran ignored the speeches, looking for any cuvar who struck him as familiar.

They made their way to the lowest level, where they briefly looked in on the last group of cuvar training together before retiring for the evening. Laran and Jamie studied them all, but Laran had little to go from. They certainly didn’t see any giants.

Their tour finished with a walk around the small grounds, which also resulted in nothing useful. The three of them gathered in a quiet corner. “You recognize anyone?” Jamie asked Laran.

“No. You?”

Jamie shook his head, confusion on his features.

“Are you confident this was where they came?” Laran asked. “It was late, and you’d been drinking.”

Jamie shot him a glare that killed his mirth. “I’m certain. But it raises a damn important question.”

“What were they doing here if they don’t serve here?” Gwen finished. “I can speak to the cuvar on duty at the gate last night.”

Jamie shook his head. “I wouldn’t. Right now, the Reformers don’t know about us. But if you start asking, they might get wind of our interest. I would make note of whoever was guarding the gate last night, because you might not be able to trust him, but otherwise, we should keep quiet.”

“So what next?” Laran asked.

Lady Gwen answered. “We talk to the duke. There’s enough, between the three of us, that hopefully, he’ll take the matter of the Reformers more seriously. You’re right that we can’t do this on our own. I’ll see if I can get us a private audience tomorrow. Between all of us, I hope we can convince the duke to stop the Reformers before they set their final plans in motion.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


It wasn’t until he and Laran stood outside of the gates of the Adair estate that Jamie thought about where he would spend the night. His few hours of rest in Laran’s room had done him well, but he already felt his eyelids drooping. He considered asking Laran if they could split the room in the lodge.

But Laran looked almost as tired as Jamie felt, and his breathing had been odd all evening. Jamie had no doubt Laran would let him share the room, but Jamie couldn’t bring himself to ask.

An inn was the next logical choice, but Jamie rebelled against that, too. The odds of being recognized were too high.

Their recent exploration of the Adair estate worried him, too. It was bad enough they hadn’t uncovered any of the Reformers Jamie had trailed the night before. But their absence raised even more troubling questions.

Jamie’s thoughts wandered to Gwen, investigating a group even Mardok wasn’t curious about. His pace slowed, and after a few steps, he came to a stop.

Laran glanced back. “What is it?”

Jamie jabbed his thumb back in the direction of the Adair estate. “I think I’m going to see if I can spend the night there.”

He was surprised when Laran didn’t argue. “Good luck. If you need me for anything, you know where I am.”

“Thanks. If all goes well, I’ll find you in the morning.”

“Find me at the gardens. I’ll be training somewhere near where Lady Gwen spoke to us.”

They parted ways, and Jamie returned to the Adair estate, accessing Gwen’s home from the rear wall. There would be too many questions at the gate and a more than passing likelihood that he wouldn’t be allowed in.

It didn’t take long for Jamie to climb onto Gwen’s balcony. The door to her study from the balcony was open, and she was inside, paging through a book. He thought he’d been nearly silent, but Gwen didn’t even look up when she said, “I wondered if you were going to return tonight.”

“It’s still eerie how you focus onda when you’re reading.”

Gwen closed the book and set it on the side table beside the chair. Her piercing gray eyes turned to him, and the way she looked at him sent a thrill through his body. “Why are you here?”

“I’m nervous that we don’t know what those Reformers were doing here. I thought I’d keep watch tonight.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Just how close a watch did you think I’d let you keep.”

He raised his hands. “I just don’t want to see any harm come to you.”

She stood to face him. “So you’d spend the night out on the balcony again?”

Jamie’s heart pounded, and the room suddenly seemed very warm. It was like he was a youth again. “If that’s what you request, I will. I’ll confess I was hoping to spend the night someplace a little more—comfortable.”

She laughed. “You are a rake, aren’t you?”

The words were meant to cut, but he saw the way she looked at him, considering. It returned some of his customary confidence to him. He made an elegant bow. “I cannot help but be what I am, my lady.”

Gwen’s good humor faded a bit. “There’s the Jamie I know. I appreciate your concern, but you do not need to fear. I can set bells on my doors, and I am not without my protection. Go home, Jamie. I’ll see you in the morning after I’ve heard from the duke.”

He didn’t want to tell her the truth, but she would find out eventually, and if it convinced her to let him stay the night, he considered the cost worth it. “I can’t go home. It’s not official yet, but my father plans on stripping me of the rights to my name.”

Her mouth dropped open, just for a moment, before she controlled her reaction. Even with all the information flowing to her, she hadn’t caught a whisper of this. That didn’t surprise Jamie too much. When Count Pierce wanted to keep a secret, he did it well. Mardok might have guessed, but that was only due to his long history with Jamie. “What?”

“Turns out that leaving for Gutan without warning was one disobedience too many. The gates of the Pierce estate are locked to me. So you see, there’s not really any place else for me to go.”

The news hit Gwen harder than Jamie expected. She took a few faltering steps and slumped into her chair.

“Shit,” she said. Then she looked back to Jamie. “I’m sorry. I knew the situation between you and your father was strained, but I never would have imagined that escorting Ronan would cost you so much.”

He didn’t want her to regret sending him after Ronan. “There’s no need for you to apologize. I wouldn’t have gone if I didn’t want to, and getting involved in this mess is the most useful I’ve been in years. I’m grateful, Gwen, despite the cost.”

She nodded, but her attention seemed to be elsewhere.

A dark thought crossed his mind. Perhaps she wasn’t distraught about what happened to him but was worried about what this meant for her own plans. As soon as he had the thought, he wished there was some way to erase it from his mind, but it was like a hook that pulled him along. Gwen was one of the most capable manipulators he’d ever crossed paths with, and he saw no reason why she wouldn’t have been relying on his name and connections. He desperately didn’t want to believe that of her, but he had no evidence to disprove it.

It made her decision here all the more important. If she insisted he leave, it meant his use to her was at an end. That anything he might have imagined between them was as much a lie as all the affections he’d promised to women in the past.

Her focus returned, and when she looked back at him, her eyes glistened. “Well, that’s another problem we’re going to need to solve. I don’t think my father will approve of me spending so much time with a man who doesn’t have the Pierce name.”

Jamie barely stopped himself from embracing her. “Does that mean I get to stay?”

She nodded. “Out here, of course. If you’re going to protect me, we can’t have you distracted.”

He swallowed his disappointment. The study, he could live with. The chairs were comfortable, and somewhere around here was a stash of Count Adair’s famous whiskey. “Of course.”

Gwen stood, stable once more. “Good. Now, if you don’t mind, it’s been a long day, and I think it’s time for me to retire.”

Jamie bowed. “Sleep well, my lady. I shall ensure your rest is undisturbed.”

She smiled at that. “See to it. Because I wasn’t lying about that protection, and I will shoot anything that comes through the door.”

“I’ll take that under advisement.”

Gwen shook her head and disappeared into her bedroom. When the door shut behind her, Jamie flopped into one of the overstuffed chairs in the study and grinned from ear to ear.
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He was as good as his word. Sleeping in the chairs turned out to be easy enough, given his exhaustion. It also helped that no one tried sneaking into the study that whole night. Gwen emerged early the next morning, but Jamie was already up, perusing her enormous library. She smiled at the sight. “Find anything interesting?”

“Enough to keep me busy for a lifetime. Where have you found some of these?”

“More searching than I care to admit. Admittedly, my father is a collector as well, which has helped. He has no taste but likes to buy the most expensive volumes he can afford. More often than not, he stumbles upon impressive finds.”

Jamie put the book he was flipping through down. “Sleep well?”

“I did, and you?”

“Best sleep I’ve had since returning to Lindra.” He stood and stretched. “I’m going to leave before most of your cuvar are up and roaming the grounds for the day.”

“Sounds good. Perhaps return around noon? The duke most frequently fits me in during his afternoon tea.”

“You visit him that often?” Jamie was surprised. Despite his name, he’d only crossed paths with the duke a handful of times over the past decade.

“Often enough,” Gwen said. “Now, get going, please.”

Jamie gave her another exaggerated bow, then exited the Adair estate the same way he’d come. Though pulling cuvar away from the wealthy was a mistake, Jamie was grateful that it made his nocturnal visits much simpler. By the time the sun had broken over the horizon, he was over the wall and well on his way toward the lodge.

Laran wasn’t there, but Jamie hadn’t expected him to be. Jamie simply claimed he’d come to visit Laran, and his status as a retired sumar was enough to grant him that. Then, once he was in, he used the baths available to the sumar lodging there. Once he was clean, he left to find Laran in the gardens.

He found the sumar training, and he looked for all the world like the man Jamie had first met. His movements were quick and powerful, his footing sure, and his strikes faster than any civilian. Jamie was tempted to spar with him again, but they had more important matters today. He collected the sumar, and together they returned to the Adair estate. “How does it feel?”

“Better,” Laran said, stretching his arms out as they walked. “It’s an unnatural technique, though.”

“So you’re worried you’ll lose it in a fight?”

Laran nodded.

“If you want, I can spar with you. Forms will only take you so far.”

Laran stared at Jamie as though he was expecting a trap. “Thank you, I think. Or is this an excuse to punch me more?”

“Maybe a little.”

They found Gwen walking around the grounds of her estate, and she held up a note when they arrived. “He’ll see us this afternoon, although he doesn’t sound happy about it.”

Laran suggested they walk to the duke’s palace and talk along the way, but Gwen told them she’d already hired a carriage. Laran tried to protest, but Gwen ended the argument when she reminded him that some degree of secrecy was called for. She trusted most of her guards well enough, but she didn’t want half the city to know she was with the two of them.

They wasted some time walking around the Adair estate, then piled into the carriage to visit the duke. Jamie grinned as Laran looked profoundly uncomfortable in the carriage. The sumar muttered something about a “rolling coffin” as the door shut behind them.

Laran’s agony ended after the short ride. The carriage left them on the front steps of the palace, and again Jamie fought the urge to laugh as he saw Laran look like he was being led straight to his death.

“First time?” Jamie asked.

“Second. First was when I earned recognition after Deandra died.”

Jamie’s smile faded at that. “The duke awarded you?”

“Part of the commanders’ attempts to make themselves look better. Figured I’d stay quiet if they heaped awards on me for my bravery. No one mentioned how they left us for dead.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Gwen asked.

Laran shrugged. “Didn’t matter. Deandra was dead. I wasn’t out for revenge. I endured the ceremony, then requested every journey I could that would take me as far away from all of this as possible.”

“Sorry to drag you back into it,” Gwen said.

Laran grunted, and Jamie took that as forgiveness enough.

They were ushered through the grand halls of the palace, past the paintings marking turning points in the duchy’s history. The paintings, though, were not just a matter of local pride. The duchy of Lindra was one of the youngest, one of the last created after the Fall, and the paintings served as reminders that they had come from humble beginnings. The paintings, and the plaques marked with each duke’s name, were reminders of both successes and failures to inspire the current duke.

Jamie had little time to appreciate any of it as he was led through the palace’s halls. They were led into a large room, where the duke sat at his desk near the back. The duke was a tall, muscular man with just the first touches of graying hair and a long, narrow face.

He smiled when he saw Gwen. “It’s been some time, Gwen. I was starting to worry you’d forgotten about me.”

“Never, Ethan. I’m just aware that you’ve had enough on your plate lately, and there’s been no need to add to it.”

“I wish the same could be said about the rest of my advisers,” Ethan said. “But I’m afraid I don’t have much time today.” He glanced over at Jamie and Laran. “Jamie, I haven’t seen you in years. You’re looking well. And Laran, I’m glad to see you under better circumstances. Could I offer you all some tea?”

Jamie had spent his entire life around people who knew how to bend and manipulate others to their will, and he’d developed no small amount of the skill himself. He recognized Ethan’s ability in the easy-going way he put his visitors at ease. First names instead of titles. The mere fact he knew Laran’s name, though they hadn’t met but once years ago. He’d prepared for this meeting.

“Please,” Gwen said.

Ethan called for a palace servant to bring them tea, then gestured for them all to sit around his desk. Jamie noted the placement of the chairs. Three had been prepared, again indicating Ethan had expected them. But they weren’t lined up across from the desk. They were spread in an arc that almost went all the way around the desk. It gave the impression of a circle more than a line facing the duke.

Clever.

It worked, too. As Jamie took his seat, he felt more relaxed than he should in the duke’s presence. Little details made all the difference.

“So, why the meeting, Gwen? I’m assuming you wouldn’t reach out to me unless it was important.”

“It’s about the Reformers.” Gwen stopped as the door opened and the tea was served. She waited until the servant had left, then continued. “We’ve finally got one name, as well as looks at others.”

Ethan was immediately interested. “Who?”

“Second-rank sumar, Gereon, sir,” Laran said. “He tried to recruit me.”

“To what end?” the duke asked.

“From the sound of it, to help start a new settlement, sir.”

The duke frowned. “You can dispense with the “sirs,” here, Laran. I get enough of that elsewhere. But that’s hardly against the laws.”

Gwen took over, telling the duke quickly about everything they’d learned. Jamie was grateful she left out any mention of him sleeping on her balcony or losing the rights to his name. He suspected Ethan already had a poor view of him, so he was thankful not to have it lowered even further.

When she finished, Ethan leaned back in his chair and sighed. “That’s all well and good and interesting, but I don’t see why it justified the visit.”

“We need help,” Gwen pleaded. “Whoever is behind this has resources, and even Jamie’s contacts fear the group.”

“What do you need? Because if you haven’t noticed, Lindra is stretched about as thin as it’s ever been, and I’ve got the whole city wondering if we’re sending a trade delegation to Gutan this autumn.”

“Are you?” Gwen asked.

“Don’t know. Now answer the question.”

“Ideally, I’d like to pull from some of your most trusted cuvar here in the palace⁠—”

“Out of the question. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just that my cuvar are already stretched to the breaking point. They’re exhausted already, and that’s without you chasing ghosts across the city.”

Gwen wasn’t deterred. No doubt, she’d expected the refusal. “Then we’ll need unrestricted access to your archives. I want to make a list of all the people who have tried to start settlements in the last ten years.”

“That’s not a small list,” Ethan warned.

“It’s smaller than what I have to work with now,” Gwen answered.

“Fine. Anything else?”

For once, Gwen looked lost. “What else can you offer? I understand you’re stretched thin, but I’m worried about this group.”

“I am, too,” Ethan admitted. “But I don’t know what else we have to spare. Every ondist under my command is out patrolling, or escorting caravans, or protecting rests. I’ve encouraged the obukas to graduate their next classes early, but that comes with its own problems. New recruits need time to become reliable, but I can’t afford to give them that.”

“What about the sumar?” Laran asked. “Right now, there are dozens in the lodge, sitting around waiting for a mission.”

Ethan considered that. “Dozens? Why so many? I never gave any orders for their work to stop.”

Laran shrugged. “My feeling is that the lodge commander is trying to keep his sumar safe. After everything, there aren’t many people risking the wild. With fewer people out and about, I think he feels less need to be risking his sumar on explorations.”

“Thank you for letting me know. Eventually, we’ll need to get them out beyond the road, but I’ll send orders for them to aid the cuvar while they’re in town.” Ethan frowned. “It’s still not enough, though. I’ll need them back in the wild before long, especially if I do decide to send the delegation.”

“You could call for families to send their strongest ondists for a term of voluntary service,” Jamie suggested. “If people are all you need, they can be found. Neither my brother nor I are serving, but even Seth is a skilled ondist. You might be able to convince some of the retired ondists to return for a bit.”

Ethan shot him an irritated glance. “Do you want an uprising? People are already close to panic, and that would do nothing to help.”

Gwen gave him a sharp look. Jamie bowed his head. “You’re right. Sorry.”

Gwen finished her tea and stood up. “We won’t take any more of your time, but thank you for the access to the archives. When I find something more useful, I’ll let you know. And if anything changes and you do have some cuvar to spare, I could certainly put them to use looking for the people Laran met.”

When they left, Jamie got the distinct feeling Ethan was glad to have them gone. He waited until the door was closed, and they were down the hall before turning on Gwen. “He’s not doing enough.”

“No, but he won’t. He’s too focused on trying to maintain the illusion of stability. Arguing with him would do no good. I don’t doubt there are already members of his council looking to unseat him. That’s why he wants every loyal cuvar he can get here.”

Jamie looked back at the room they’d come from and swore. He wasn’t much of a leader, and he’d always respected Ethan well enough. But Jamie feared that the duke’s narrow vision was going to send Lindra to an early grave.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Despite the commotion at the wall, Ronan and Amelia entered Gutan without a problem. They hurried through the fields protected by the outer wall, the setting sun warm against their faces. Cuvar and sumar alike searched the fields for any sign of the intruder, but Ronan saw nothing but frustrated and fearful faces.

Ronan wished there was someone near he could get details from, but none of the ondists approached anywhere near the road. He could approach one, but they had more important duties than satisfying his curiosity.

He and Amelia were almost to the inner gate when a horn blew from the inner wall. The ondists scattered across the fields stopped their search and ran to the inner gate. Amelia’s face lost some of its color. “What was that?” he asked.

“Danger within the walls.”

They ran, too, arriving at the inner gate alongside a crowd of cuvar. The guards waved them through to where commanders waited on the other side. Ronan and Amelia shifted off to the side but stopped to listen as one commander gave the new arrivals their orders. “Whatever it was that climbed the outer wall climbed the inner wall, too. It, or they, are inside the city. For the rest of the evening, units don’t much matter. We want groups of four going from door to door, searching the city. Use chalk to mark where you’ve been so groups coming after you can focus their efforts on unexplored areas. If you come across something, send at least one person to get help. High command suspects a demon.”

Ronan’s blood went cold as the warriors murmured to one another. The demon had to be here for him. Him and Amelia. He turned to her. “Where’s your mother?”

Amara would be ranked highly enough to take decisive action. She would also believe him. He didn’t look forward to convincing a random cuvar the city had been breached because a demon was trying to kidnap him.

Amelia shook her head. “Knowing her, she’s already out on the streets. Her place should be at the lodge issuing commands, but she always throws herself into situations where she isn’t needed. If we go home, though, she’ll check there as soon as she can.”

Ronan thought of Eno and the children, playing safely inside. He shook his head. “We can’t go to your home. Not now.”

“Why not?”

Ronan leaned closer and whispered, “If it is a demon, it’s probably here because of us.”

She didn’t believe him at first. They’d been so focused on training through the day that he hadn’t shared much about his Waterstone adventure. But he didn’t have to argue his case. She considered for a moment, then nodded. “Fair enough. My family’s safety isn’t worth risking. What do you propose?”

Ronan thought quickly. They needed someplace safe, and they needed to be someplace that didn’t put innocents at risk.

“Your mother’s lodge,” he said. “She’ll have to stop there eventually, and there won’t be anyone there who isn’t prepared to fight.”

“Not a bad idea, but I’m not sure they’ll let us in. Only Gutanese sumar are allowed in the lodges. It might be the only rule they all actually follow. Mother says they like having someplace where they don’t have to worry about civilians.”

“They can make an exception tonight.”

Amelia’s shrug told him that she didn’t think it would work, but she was willing to try.

They weaved through the streets, Amelia leading them with sure steps. When the lodge came into view, Ronan let out a sigh of relief. The Gutanese lodge looked nearly identical to the one in Avgan. The only difference was the size. It radiated a sense of safety.

As Amelia had predicted, they ran into trouble at the gate. The sumar standing guard stood firm on her decision not to let them enter, and no amount of pleading changed her opinion. Ronan didn’t want to make any claim about the demons coming after him, because he knew how that would end. He tried to rely on Amara’s authority, but it wasn’t enough to sway the guard.

She looked like she was about ready to shoo them away for good when Ronan tried one last, desperate tactic. “Is there anyone from Amara’s unit inside?”

The guard grimaced. “There is. A group just returned for a quick resupply.”

“May I speak to one of them, please? Tell them it’s Ronan and that it’s important.”

The guard sent one of her subordinates into the lodge. Ronan hoped he’d made enough of a good impression on the journey here that whoever came would listen to him. They, at least, had some sense he was worth protecting.

Hurrying footsteps announced the arrival of another sumar. Ronan grinned when he saw that it was Britta. They’d gotten along well on the road.

“This had better be good,” Britta said. “I need to finish resupply and get my sumar back on the streets.”

“That’s why I’m here. If it is a demon, as I’ve heard, I think that it’s here for me and maybe Amelia, too.”

The sumar who’d been guarding the gate scoffed, but Britta wasn’t so easily amused. She nodded. “That’s why you came here?”

“We were outside the walls when the intrusion was noticed. I didn’t want to endanger Amara’s family in case I’m right.”

“I appreciate that.” Britta gave Amelia an affectionate look. “Amara’s family is close to mine, and I’d hate to see them in any danger.” She considered for a moment, then made her decision. “Fine. You can’t come all the way into the lodge, but you can sit in the guardhouse until I find Amara. She can decide what to do with you.”

The guard looked like she had swallowed something bitter, but she accepted Britta’s judgment. Britta brought them inside the gate and gestured to a set of chairs around a small table in the guardhouse. “Ronan, you might not be as familiar with this, but Amelia, you know enough not to leave this place until someone specifically comes to get you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Amelia said.

“Good. I’ll go find Amara and let her know where you are.” Britta turned and left, leaving the sumar at the gate with some quick instructions.

Ronan frowned at her departing back. “In Lindra, the lodges are usually off-limits to civilians, too, but not like this. They’d all welcome someone claiming to be in trouble. Why the difference?”

Amelia leaned back in her chair, her pose relaxed. “I used to ask that a lot, too, back when I was younger and wanted to see the inside of a lodge. Mother told me it was one part tradition and one part respect. The sumar are supposed to be the best of the best. Because of that, they need a space that is set apart just for them. It reinforces their strength and their belief in themselves.”

Not for the first time, Ronan wished he had been born here instead of in Lindra. Gutan treated its warriors the way they should be treated.

They settled in to wait. Ronan thought it might be some time before Britta found Amara, but Amelia’s mother returned in less than an hour. She strode into the guardhouse, gave Amelia a quick nod, and turned her attention to Ronan. “You think the demon is after you?”

“If it is a demon.”

“It is,” Amara confirmed. “It left a trail of bodies behind for a while, and there’s no other explanation for the damage to the wall. It punched handholds into the stone to climb.”

“How many has it killed?” Amelia asked.

“Almost a dozen that we know about,” Amara answered. “If it is after you two, you couldn’t have chosen a better place to stay. It’s proving surprisingly elusive.”

Ronan thought of all the dead, and one question loomed large in his thoughts. Why? Goldeneye had been no fool, so it would be a mistake to think the other demons were. The demons could sense leveren, so why attack the city, where there were so many dangers?

There had to be a reason.

“Do you have any idea where it is?” Ronan asked.

Amara shook her head. “No one has reported seeing it, mostly because anyone who comes across it dies. It took out a second-rank sumar, too. All we have to go on is the trail of bodies, and that leads in a fairly straight line toward the port.”

Ronan thought for a moment, and then his uncertainty hardened into resolve. He had to help stop it. “I need you to escort me through Gutan, following a path from where it left the last body heading toward the port.”

“Not a chance. If it is here for you, this is the best place for you and Amelia to stay.” Amara’s tone welcomed no argument.

Ronan argued anyway. “There has to be more. If it was only seeking us, it would have attacked when we were beyond the walls. There’s something it wants here, and I can sense it if we get close. I’m the best hope you have for finding it before it completes whatever it’s here to do.”

“How do you sense it?” Amelia asked.

“When you push onda out, it feels like a dark space against onda. Chikara feel the same, but not as dark,” Ronan answered.

“Then you need to take me, too,” Amelia said. “Together, we can cover more ground than Ronan could by himself.”

Amara considered the two of them. Ronan tried to put himself in her place and couldn’t. He didn’t know what it was like to have a child and couldn’t sympathize with the urge to protect them no matter the cost. Her gaze turned hard.

“How certain are you that you can do this?” she asked Ronan.

“I’ve never tried it in a city, but I’ve sensed demons in the wild. There’s no reason I shouldn’t be able to here.”

That wasn’t entirely true. Onda didn’t flow in cities the way it did through the wild, but he figured saying as much wouldn’t help his case.

“You two never leave my sight for more than a minute, you hear? The duke would have my head if I lost both leveren while they were under my protection.”

Ronan was offended on Amelia’s behalf. Of all Amara’s concerns, the duke’s pleasure should be among the lowest.

But Amelia grinned, understanding her mother better than Ronan. “Love you, too.”

Amara spoke with the gate guard, and then they left the safety of the sumar lodge. They walked fast enough Ronan had to jog at times to keep up. He realized, too late, that he wasn’t prepared.

“I don’t suppose you have an extra sword somewhere?” he asked. He carried the dagger Jamie had given him, but it didn’t seem substantial enough against a demon.

Amara was having none of it. “The only thing you two need to be thinking about right now is finding that demon. Once we find it, you leave the rest to me.”

This time, Ronan had the good sense not to argue. “Yes, ma’am.” Amelia echoed the sentiment.

The streets of Gutan were empty. The squares were vacant, and the only sounds were the pounding of fists on doors and the heavy footsteps of ondist units hurrying down the streets. All the citizens had the good sense to remain indoors.

“This is close to where the last body was found,” Amara said as they turned a corner. She pointed south. “And that way is the port, the direction it seemed to be heading.”

Ronan pushed out his onda and was disappointed in how far it traveled. In the wild, he could extend it a hundred paces and farther. Here he was fortunate if it traveled forty paces.

He turned to Amelia. “How far?”

He felt her onda intertwine with his. “Thirty paces, at most.”

“I’m not much better. Let’s spread out a bit.”

Gutan’s streets were laid out in a rough grid, and so Ronan took the western one while Amelia took the eastern one. Amara walked down the middle, keeping an eye on each of them whenever a cross street allowed her to see them. They advanced one block at a time as quickly as they could. The demon had a lead, but hopefully, the need to stay somewhat hidden would slow it down.

After a few tentative blocks, they picked up speed. They grew more confident in their abilities, and the sensation they sought wasn’t subtle, either. Ronan was certain that if they came close, they would feel it.

They covered a quarter-mile, then a half-mile, and still, they sensed nothing. Ronan began to worry that he’d guessed wrong or that the demon had outsmarted them. What if it had only gone straight for a certain amount of time, then veered off to avoid pursuit?

Soon they were running from intersection to intersection. They were covering a lot of ground, but not nearly enough. The city was too big.

He wished he understood the demons better. With understanding came the ability to predict, something he’d never been able to do with the demons. In his conversations with Goldeneye, he’d always felt as though they were speaking past each other. They lacked the common experience that made meaningful communication possible.

Ronan smelled the salt on the air, overpowering the other scents of the city. They were closing in on the port, and still nothing. The buildings around him grew as they turned from homes and shops into warehouses to store the goods that the ships brought in. He was able to extend his onda a bit farther here, so he ran faster, feet pounding on the pavement.

He turned a corner, and then he sensed it, still ahead of him.

Relief mixed with frustration. His plan had worked, even if the demon had already reached the port. He took the next cross street so he could inform Amara. Amelia joined them a few moments later. Together, they ran toward the harbor, Ronan pushing out his onda to make sure that the demon was alone. As near as he could tell, it was. One lone spot of darkness stood out among the muted flows of onda running through the city.

As he closed the distance with the demon, he sensed something more. While the demon was alone, a cloud of darkness gathered quickly somewhere beyond. He sensed the pulse of command erupt from the demon, and the cloud came closer.

Amelia grunted. “What was that?”

Ronan didn’t want to be the one who told them. This reminded him too much of Tazo Rest, when the demons summoned an army and overran his shelter as though it had been built from dry sticks. Once again, the demons would destroy everything just to reach him. All because the Gutanese had welcomed him into their home.

But to withhold the truth was worse. “It’s summoning chikara from the sea.”

They came in sight of the harbor, putting the last of the enormous warehouses behind them. Stone piers stretched out into the water, and several ships were berthed next to them. Ronan had learned about the ships and seen drawings of them, but the sketches he’d seen didn’t do them justice. They looked out of place berthed in the harbor. Their sleek lines and tall rigging made Ronan imagine they were straining to return to the sea.

He pulled his attention away from the majestic vessels. Standing near the end of a pier was a lone demon, so close in appearance to a human Ronan had to look twice to make sure he wasn’t mistaken.

“Stay back!” Amara ordered. She drew her sword and sprinted onto the pier.

Ronan ignored her. He knew better than her what this breed of demon was capable of, and he wouldn’t ask her to fight alone. Besides, it was here for him. If nothing else, he would serve as a distraction.

Unfortunately, Amelia followed him, but there was no time to argue. The cloud of darkness built like an underwater storm. The surface might have been calm, but something was coming for them deep below the waves. Ronan was reminded of the harra, except without the familiar rumble.

The dark broke upon the pier before Amara reached the demon. A giant creature burst from the water, wrapping one of the ships in half a dozen long tentacles. The long limbs flexed, and the ship creaked and groaned for a moment before breaking under the enormous pressure. The monster disappeared back below the surface. Ronan tracked it as it swam toward another ship, but even that couldn’t keep his attention.

Terrifying as the behemoth was, there was worse to come. The storm of shadows swept onto the rocks of the harbor, and Ronan couldn’t believe his eyes.

All across the piers, hundreds of small creatures were coming out of the water and heading toward the heart of Gutan.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The Reformer walked through the gardens of Lindra, allowing his mind to wander along with his footsteps. These grounds were a twisted mockery of the beauty that existed beyond the walls, but it was the closest he could come to feeling comfortable in the city he’d once called home. Onda was still muted here, but he could feel it more clearly through the soles of his feet than anywhere else for miles. The trees whispered as the afternoon breeze brushed past them.

The illusion of serenity was ruined by the sound of footsteps hurrying toward him. He turned to see Alastor, his stride purposeful, though it always was. The Reformer wondered, idly, if Alastor was even capable of meandering through the world.

He smiled at the thought. No, his Alastor was no gentle river, slowly wandering through fields and valleys. Alastor was an arrow, launched with the intent to kill. Fortunately, the Reformer was the man who held the bow.

Alastor stopped barely a pace away and looked around the garden as though he expected the bushes to be hiding cuvar. “Can we talk?”

There was no one nearby. The Reformer knew that without having to look around. He nodded.

“I fear someone is on to us,” Alastor said. “I just got word from one of our servants in the duke’s palace. The duke met earlier today with a couple of nobles and Laran. She overheard them talking about the Reformers.”

His heart beat faster. So many years of planning and preparation all hastened when the demons destroyed the Gutanese delegation. Now, the moment he’d long awaited had arrived. The moment he couldn’t turn away from. “Did she hear anything else?”

“No. She couldn’t linger without arousing suspicion, and they stopped speaking when she entered. It was chance enough that she overheard what she did.”

“What else did she tell us about the meeting?”

Alastor consulted his notes. “It was a private audience between the duke’s scheduled appointments. They had tea together, but the meeting didn’t last long. The guests were Laran, Lady Gwen Adair, and Lord Jamie Pierce.”

The Reformer frowned at the list. He knew all those names. “That’s an odd group to be traveling together.”

Alastor, who hadn’t spent as much time studying the noble families of Lindra, simply shrugged. “If you say so, sir. What should we do?”

“It’s clear we can’t trust Laran, as much as that pains me. But I’m more concerned about the others.” He wandered aimlessly for a minute, weighing the implications. “How close are we to being able to strike?”

“We’re waiting on a unit from Haverford, sir. Three cuvar and one sumar. I anticipate them in two or three days.”

That wasn’t long, but a lot could change in two days. Laran hadn’t seen Alastor’s face, but the giant’s build was remarkable enough. With enough cuvar searching, they could make life very unpleasant. “Could you strike tonight?”

Alastor sucked in his breath as he considered. His deliberations didn’t take long, though. “Risky, but yes.”

“And your escape is set?”

“Yes. The rope is hidden by the wall, and friends are on watch every night. I wanted that to be ready in case we needed it earlier than expected.”

“Wise. That might very well save your life tonight. Are you ready?”

“There’s a lot more that I’d like to do, but yes, we can be ready.”

“Notify the leaders that they’ll soon be on their own. It’s earlier than we expected, but that only goes to show how quickly our time approaches.”

“They’ll be ready, sir. We’ve been preparing for this moment for a long time.”

That was true enough. But despite all their preparations, the decisive moment still came too soon. Alastor almost bounced on his feet. The significance of the moment wasn’t lost on him. But there was one problem still on the giant’s mind, and the Reformer could guess it. “What do we do about Lady Adair, sir? Lord Pierce and Laran will be easy enough to deal with, but she could cause problems.”

The Reformer’s thoughts had traveled in the same direction. Count Adair had been more than generous over the past few years, and he’d profited greatly from the trade deals that had resulted. The count wasn’t connected to the greater plan. He was nothing more than a tool but a useful one at that. If he caught wind that the Reformers had harmed his daughter and chosen heir, the settlements might get cut off from trade.

The evidence against Lady Adair was slim—a brief mention overheard by chance. There was nothing that suggested they were in any great danger. He’d even met the lady a few times, and he’d been impressed by her quick intelligence.

But he’d survived this long by making sure that his secrets stayed secrets. His hands were already coated in blood, and everything would be for nothing if his resolve faltered now. There was some minuscule risk Count Adair linked the events with the Reformers, but there were layers of protection between the settlement’s trade deals and the more violent activities Alastor engaged in. Most of their people knew nothing of the brutality that made their dreams of a new world possible.

It wasn’t a decision he was proud of, but it was the only one he could make. He was thinking of nothing less than the fate of all of humanity. He was the only one working to prevent a second Fall.

It changed the way he thought about his choices.

And it made this one easy enough.

“Can you spare someone to kill her? Someone skilled enough to make it look like an accident? Both she and Lady Anna have those third-floor balconies. And the Count does keep plenty of alcohol at hand.”

“Tonight, sir?”

“Tonight. It can coincide with the main strike. Just remember, it needs to look like an accident. It would be best if there were no questions being asked.”

“I’ll make sure it happens, sir. I’ve got someone perfect for the task.”

“Good. Now, let’s hurry. There’s much for us to do and not much time to do it in. I’ll need to be on the road before they close the gates tonight.”

With that, they left the garden separately. The Reformer would have to pack and leave quickly, but he’d been prepared. All of his life had been building toward these crucial moments.

As he hurried toward his lodgings, he didn’t spare even a second’s thought for the woman he’d just ordered murdered.

He had far more important things in mind.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Laran begged off the return carriage ride to the Adair estate. Though he couldn’t deny the comfort and privacy, it felt too much like a cage. It was bad enough being in the city, but to be rumbling through the streets with your sight blocked by curtains and your hearing overwhelmed by the clattering of the wheels was asking for trouble. It was like wandering the wild with a blindfold on and fabric wadded in your ears.

And even though Laran was no master of relationships, he sensed a difference in Lady Gwen and Jamie’s interactions. He suspected the two of them would enjoy their time in the carriage together. He smiled as he thought of all the times Jamie had spoken of Lady Gwen on their travels. Though Jamie was no stranger to a warm bed, Laran guessed he’d never had his heart stolen.

He couldn’t help but think of Deandra, and even now, his heart ached at the thought of her smile, still ingrained in his memory after all these years. It was a tender ache, scarred over now. It didn’t cut like it once had.

Laran wished Jamie every success. The noble was obnoxious, immature, and sometimes his cowardice almost overcame his bravery, but Lady Gwen brought out the best of what Jamie was capable of. She made him try to be something more than the pampered brat he was at his worst.

Laran hurried back to the lodge. He’d seen enough people for the day, and he looked forward to a quick meal and then a long night of solitude.

When he reached the lodge, it was as quiet as the duke’s aklatan. Less than a third of the sumar from the morning remained. Given that dinner quickly approached, the silence was even more bizarre. Laran saw the lodge commander sitting at one of the tables in the common room and went to speak to him.

“Orders from the duke,” the commander growled. “With the lack of cuvar in the city, the duke wants us to plug the gaps. I’m sending a third of my ondists on patrol every watch. As soon as some of the sumar heard, they beat it. I suspect we won’t see them more than briefly every couple of days. You don’t need to worry, though. Your commission is still with Leeside, so you’re exempt.”

The bitterness in the commander’s voice left a sour taste in Laran’s own mouth. Helping the cuvar shouldn’t have been a burden to be avoided. Laran nodded, not trusting himself to say anything constructive, then went to collect a meal. He ate alone and retired to his room. He distracted himself by searching through the Nacillian texts for more useful techniques.

Eventually, though, he extinguished the lanterns and crawled into bed. It had been several long days, and he very much looked forward to a full night of rest.
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The firm knock on his door destroyed any hope he had of a full and uninterrupted night of sleep. He came awake quickly and grabbed his sword as he rolled out of bed.

He padded toward the door. “Yes?”

He didn’t recognize the voice on the other side. “Orders from the commander. Report to the common room immediately.”

Laran listened to the footsteps make their way to the next door, and another knock echoed down the hall. Whatever sumar had been assigned the task of waking the others was hurrying, urgency carrying him from door to door in moments.

He went to his window and looked out. From the stars overhead, he could tell it was the later part of the night, closer to morning than last night’s sunset. As near as he could tell, the night was quiet. There were no flames lighting up the horizon, so that was good, at least.

He dressed quickly and followed the equally confused sumar down to the common room. The commander stood on top of a table, waiting for everyone to arrive. Laran was among the last to appear, so the briefing started soon after he arrived.

The commander looked disheveled, and his expression made Laran fear the worst. Had someone assassinated the duke? He looked around and noticed that Gereon was nowhere to be found. His heart sank at that, but there were other explanations for his absence. Perhaps the sumar had been sent beyond the walls, or maybe he’d been one of the unlucky few set to patrol the streets of Lindra right away.

Even as he made the excuses, Laran doubted them. The Reformers were moving. Sooner than Lady Gwen expected.

The commander got straight to the point. “Sorry for waking you all up. There’s mischief afoot, and the duke has ordered every ondist he’s got into the streets. So far, it looks like the trouble is only in the wealthier districts, but we’re spreading out everywhere. I’ve already drawn up orders.”

He rattled off a list of the partners in the lodge and directed them to patrol specific parts of the city. After he dismissed them, he joined Laran. “Some nobles were murdered tonight. From the sound of it, it was a bloody affair. If you don’t mind, I’m sending you to the scene with my aide. It’s a bit of a long shot, but you’re the best tracker in the lodge. I want you to look for anything that might lead us toward the bastards that did this.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Good. There’s a carriage waiting for you outside.”

When the commander saw Laran’s look, he shook his head. “I don’t want to hear it. I need you there as fast as possible, and preferably not out of breath. You can walk back if you want.”

He followed the aide out to the carriage and climbed in. The aide didn’t follow. Laran raised an eyebrow, but the aide shut the door, and the carriage took off. Laran looked out the windows as the ride started, but he still saw no flames. The streets were quiet except for the sumar departing to their duties. What had happened to spook the duke so?

Finally, he leaned back and closed his eyes. He was surprisingly tired, though he’d done little more than run around the city today. He rubbed at his eyes. Before long, he’d have to leave. This was the longest he’d been in Lindra in a decade, and he didn’t like the way it made him feel.

When the carriage stopped, Laran looked out. They’d ridden straight through the estate’s gates without stopping, and now Laran found himself in what had to be one of the most ostentatious estates in all of Lindra. It was larger even than the Adair estate, with enough space for a small garden.

Laran swore softly. The place was nice and quiet, of that there could be no doubt. But it was such a waste of space. Whole families were literally living on top of one another in other parts of the city. Whoever lived here probably deserved what they’d gotten.

He cursed at himself, then. He rubbed again at his eyes, banishing the exhaustion through sheer force of will. That was the kind of thinking that ruined people, that calloused their hearts to human suffering. Flawed and selfish as this family may have been, no one deserved to be killed as they slept peacefully in their beds.

He gathered himself and stepped out of the carriage.

Laran first turned his attention to the gate to see what could be learned there. The wrought steel was open wide, and the only sign of violence was a dead cuvar wearing a surprised look on his face. The gate had been unlocked and opened, and the cuvar had been killed by a blade several steps within the property. To Laran’s eye, it looked as though the cuvar had let in whoever had done this. A friend, perhaps?

The walkways were made of stone, and they left no tracks. Laran looked around once more, then made his way slowly toward the home, letting his eyes roam as he searched for any sign that might point to the perpetrators of this crime.

He saw nothing outside, though. The dead cuvar looked to be the only person on duty, and there were no tracks anywhere in what little grass surrounded the home.

The stench that assaulted his nostrils when he stepped inside the home was almost potent enough to turn him around. More cuvar had been on guard just inside the house, and Laran saw all the same signs that led him to believe whoever had done this was known to the guards. The door hadn’t been broken open, and the corpses looked as surprised to be there as Laran was. Their murders had been quick, the cuts made by an expert with a blade. Every cut had been a fatal one, and the three guards on duty at the door had died before even one of them had been able to draw their sword.

Laran frowned at that. One of these cuvar had been second-rank. Killing all three with such ease, even with the element of surprise, spoke of skill that left him uneasy. Had he been the one to assault the estate, he didn’t think he’d be able to do the same.

It wasn’t just the skill but the cold-blooded efficiency. Such a strike spoke of a killer with no hesitation. The moment they’d stepped into this room, they’d known exactly what they planned, and their blade had been as sure as their footsteps. Despite all the blood loss, Laran saw no tracks. The killer had walked through without a moment’s pause.

Suppressing the shiver that ran up his spine, Laran continued deeper into the house. The commander had apparently had the foresight to keep most cuvar from the building, leaving the scene mostly as it had been found. Besides the bodies, Laran saw that nothing had been disturbed. Valuables were everywhere, including plenty of pieces that were easy to carry.

A single cuvar stood guard on the third floor of the building. Laran climbed the stairs to her. “Were you on duty when this happened?”

The guard shook her head. “Not the estate I guard, sir. Got called in from a neighboring post once the bodies were discovered.”

“Are there more?”

“Two more, sir. On this floor, in their bedrooms.”

“Servants?”

“They had none in the house at this time of night. Just the cuvar who worked here.”

Laran thanked her and continued down the hallway. He went into the first open room and saw the body within. The story here was the same as it had been elsewhere in the house. An older man with a stern countenance lay dead in his bed. One cut across his neck had done the deed just as efficiently as the others. Small jewels and a pile of coins sat on a dresser, worth a small fortune on their own.

Something about the old man’s visage unsettled Laran, but he couldn’t decide what detail unnerved him. He lingered for a moment longer, then left the room.

He steeled himself for the next bedroom, where he found a younger man murdered with the same efficiency as the others. But Laran froze at the now-familiar sight all the same. Blood turned to ice in his veins, and his stomach turned to water. He suddenly found it difficult to stand. Difficult, even, to breathe.

As far as he knew, he’d never met the man before, but the similarities in the face and jawline were unmistakable.

Laran stumbled from the room, causing the cuvar standing at the stairs to start in alarm. He looked up and down the halls for a family portrait, some piece of evidence that would confirm what he already knew to be true, but there was nothing in sight that served the purpose.

He almost tripped over his own feet as he ran toward the cuvar.

“Sir, are you sick?” she asked.

Laran ignored the question. “This house. Whose house are we in?”

She frowned, as though he’d asked a foolish question. And it was. But he didn’t care about noble families and hadn’t even thought to ask the commander where he was being sent.

She didn’t answer for a moment, confused by his behavior.

“Please, tell me. Whose house is this?”

“It’s the Pierce estate, sir.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Jamie once more made the illicit climb over the back wall of the Adair estate, through the small yard, and onto Gwen’s balcony. She watched him climb and greeted him with water as he slid smoothly over the railing. “I was thinking that if you’re going to be making this a nightly occurrence, I’d consider a rope ladder, but you make that look almost as easy as taking the stairs.”

“The benefit of years of practice, I suppose,” Jamie said.

“Visited a lot of ladies’ balconies, have you?”

“That’s not—” he cut himself off when he noticed her sly grin. It didn’t stop the heat from rising to his face, though.

She saved him from future embarrassment by gesturing for him to follow her into her study. He sat, browsing through the books she had at hand. Their subjects ranged from Nacillian myths and history to books of recipes a traveler had collected as they journeyed throughout the continent.

He picked the book up. “Why this?”

“Some of the recipes are delicious,” she answered. At his expression, she smirked. “And I know the dates the traveler was journeying. It gives me a better idea of what was growing and what was being hunted in different parts of the continent.”

“What does any of that matter?”

“It’s another one of my theories that makes people question if I’m mad.”

“Go on.”

The smile she gave him made the flush in his cheeks pale in comparison to the warmth that beat in his chest. Like him, she was no stranger to the forced expression, the smiles and nods that allowed them not just to navigate the politics of their families but to become masters of their environments. But her gratitude at his genuine curiosity spoke volumes. He settled in to listen.

“I’ve told you before that I don’t think the timing of the demon’s return is coincidental, right?”

“You think it has something to do with the sun.”

Again, that same smile that told him just how much it meant to her that he had listened and remembered.

“Right. So I figure that if I can gather some idea of what food was growing at the time, then I might be able to compare it to what is growing currently.”

Jamie followed the track of her thoughts. “So you can predict how much time we have left.”

The glow of satisfaction on her face meant more to him than anything she could have said.

He asked her more about her research and what she had learned, paying close attention to her answers. She alone seemed capable of piecing together what was happening. He only wished there was more he could do to help. Knowing how right she’d been about Ronan, he felt foolish for ever doubting her. So long as he was beside her, he felt a clarity deeper than any he’d felt before. If he could, he would live forever like this. The doubts that so often plagued his mind were banished to a place where they could trouble him no longer.

Eventually, though, it had to come to an end. Gwen was yawning after almost every breath, and the hour grew late. “I appreciate you wanting to keep me safe, Jamie, but I don’t think there’s any need for this. I’m sure there’s someplace nicer for you to sleep than my chairs.”

“Not anyplace that I’d trust to be discreet. I haven’t decided what to do about my father yet, and I’d rather it not be knowing I’m sleeping in inns.”

“I suppose.” Gwen’s smile had faltered. “Again, I’m sorry. I never had any idea⁠—”

He stopped her. “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for. I made my own choice. Father’s been looking for the excuse for years. This was just the first one that came his way.”

He’d intended to reassure her, but he’d failed. She shook her head. “There must be something we can do. Nothing has been made public yet.”

“No, though I don’t think he will wait for long now that he knows I’m back in the city.”

All traces of her earlier exhaustion had vanished. She paced the room so quickly Jamie feared someone would soon come to see if she was all right. Then she stopped and turned on him. “What if we could propose a formal binding of House Adair with House Pierce?”

Jamie’s heart skipped several beats at the thought. “Don’t jest about that, Gwen.”

“I’m not.”

He stepped closer, his mind running in two directions at once. In one, he felt a wave of hope, a possibility he’d not dared believe. The Adairs were a prominent family, and the possibility of marriage might be enough to convince Father that Jamie deserved the respect and authority he’d so long been denied. With one fell swoop, all of Jamie’s most pressing problems could be solved at once. And he’d be married to Gwen, which made all the rest seem petty.

Tonight, they had talked for hours that felt like mere minutes. How different it was from the droll conversations he’d so often endured. He imagined years of such conversations and found the idea downright tempting. He wanted that future even more than he cared about repairing the tattered relationship with his father.

Gwen’s study suddenly felt warmer, and Jamie dared to step even closer to Gwen. Offers too good to be true usually were, and he couldn’t help but doubt. “Do you mean it?”

She took one confident step toward him. They were so close now Jamie could have reached out and embraced her. He didn’t dare, but the scent of her hair filled his nostrils. She reached up and brushed her fingertips against his cheek, then reached behind his head and pulled his face toward hers.

It had been years since a kiss had excited Jamie, but Gwen’s sent a tingle down his spine.

She cut it off almost as suddenly as it started, pushing him gently away. A grin played upon her lips as she took a step back. Without another word, she turned and stepped into her bedchambers. Before she shut the door, she looked back at him. “Lest you get any ideas, I still promise to shoot anyone who comes through this door before dawn. Am I clear?”

There was no jest in her tone, and Jamie believed that if he did attempt to step through her door, he’d end up with an arrow in his chest. The threat didn’t diminish his happiness one bit. He gave Gwen a simple bow and went to turn the lanterns off.

Gwen closed the door, and Jamie went about making himself comfortable. The chairs in her study weren’t nearly as comfortable as a bed, but they were a sight better than some of the places he’d slept as a sumar, so he didn’t complain. He rested in one of the chairs and closed his eyes, reliving the kiss over and over.

Perhaps he was foolish, and no doubt the boys down at The Broken Binding would mock him if they could see him now, but Gwen made him feel young again.

He yawned and stretched like a cat in the chair. Exhaustion had long ago settled in his limbs. He’d yet to enjoy a good night’s sleep since his return, and he thought he might try to catch a few hours tonight. So long as he was in this room, Gwen was safe. He closed his eyes and leaned back, expecting sleep to catch him soon.

The only problem was that sleep didn’t come. Gwen had excited both his thoughts and his heart, which raced at the memory of her touch. Jamie fought the thoughts for a while, trying to corral them like cattle, but they kept breaking free like wild horses. Eventually, Jamie surrendered the fight, swearing softly to himself. The feelings were old friends, not that different from the completion of a difficult heist. He let himself relive the night again, then let his imagination paint various rosy dreamscapes of his future.

He wondered if Gwen suffered any of the same, but when he focused his onda, all he heard from the other room was the soft sound of her snoring.

Jamie stood from the chair and paced the room slowly, careful to remain silent. From the light of the moon he could read the titles of many of her books, and he ran his fingertips along her considerable collection.

Then a sound from outside froze him in place. He focused his onda further. It hadn’t been much, but it sounded like a foot sliding against the wall. He slipped deeper into the corner of the room, concealed completely by shadows. He fingered the hilts of his daggers, wondering if he would need to use them.

That thought led to another. If there was an intruder climbing toward Gwen’s room, he couldn’t kill them—at least, not with his daggers. That would lead to a body and all sorts of questions Jamie didn’t want to force Gwen to answer.

Perhaps it had just been the wind. Though he strained his hearing, no other sounds reached his ears.

Then he saw the shadow sliding over the balcony, almost an exact duplicate of the maneuver he’d executed himself just a few hours ago. More impressively, the shadow moved without sound, betraying a strength and a skill nearly equal to Jamie’s. His mouth went dry at the sight.

The intruder crouched on the balcony and stepped toward the window, his posture looking like one also alert for any sound of danger. He pressed his face against the glass, and Jamie held perfectly still. The room wouldn’t be easy to look into, most of it covered in dark shadow. The odds of Jamie being discovered were slim.

The stranger tested the door, pulling gently until he felt the resistance of the latch. A moment later, a thin knife appeared in the crack between the doors and lifted the latch free.

Despite the situation, Jamie was impressed. This man, whoever he was, was almost as good a thief as Jamie. Except Jamie didn’t think the man was here to steal one of Gwen’s books.

The door opened slowly, and the man entered, closing it softly behind him.

Jamie couldn’t afford to wait much longer. If the man gave his eyes time to adjust to the darkness of the study, he’d spot Jamie without a problem. Jamie focused his onda and slipped from the corner toward the intruder. He didn’t have any specific plan. All that mattered was keeping him away from Gwen.

He was halfway across the room before the man finished closing the door. He stepped around a chair and was just about to launch himself at the man when the other man turned suddenly.

Jamie didn’t know what had given him away, but instinct made him crouch. A glint of metal flashed in the moonlight, and Jamie heard a whisper of air just above him. A soft thud from the bookshelf behind him told Jamie he’d just barely avoided disaster.

He took two quick steps forward, closing the last of the distance and preventing the intruder from throwing anything else. A dagger appeared in the man’s hand, and it snaked toward Jamie’s heart. Jamie batted the man’s wrist away with his forearm and punched at his throat, hoping to end the fight with one decisive move.

The man twisted, avoiding Jamie’s punch while narrowing his profile in preparation for the next exchange. He drew his hand with the dagger back, hoping to cut along Jamie’s forearm as he readied his next strike. Jamie broke away in time to protect his arm, but he was in a terrible position to continue the fight. He backed away as the intruder attacked again, leading with the dagger.

Jamie retreated away from two cuts, then reached out and caught the wrist with both hands, twisting it sharply. The dagger dropped to the floor. Jamie kept hold of the wrist, hoping to manipulate the arm in such a way that it would drive the intruder to the floor. But the other man avoided the joint lock, twisting and delivering a knee to Jamie’s stomach that forced his hands to relax their grip. The intruder pulled free but made no move for the dagger. Instead, he attacked Jamie directly, a flurry of fists, feet, and knees.

Several months ago, Jamie might have retreated before the onslaught. But the months on the road with Laran and Ronan had sharpened his skills to a deadly edge, and he stood his ground with the confidence of a warrior who’d faced far more fearsome opponents. He blocked what he could and absorbed what snuck past his defenses, always trying to return more pain than he endured.

Like Jamie, the intruder didn’t retreat. Meaty thuds and muffled grunts echoed in the small room, but Jamie doubted anyone casually passing in the hallway would know a deadly fight happened on the other side of the door. Neither combatant wanted to alert the cuvar in the estate, so they tried to kill each other as quietly as possible.

The intruder used one particularly powerful punch to work his way inside Jamie’s guard, then behind him. He tried to snake his arm around Jamie’s neck, but Jamie tucked his chin in tight against his chest and fought off the arm.

Inspired by the idea, Jamie switched from striking to stand-up grappling, gripping the other man’s lapels and attempting to throw him off balance. They went back and forth for several heartbeats, nearly equal in strength and skill.

Finally, though, Jamie worked his way to his opponent’s back, locking his arms up tight. The man flailed, unable to reach Jamie.

But Jamie had his own problem to solve. He had hold of the man but didn’t know what to do. In his own home, he could have called for the cuvar, but here, it would only raise questions that had no easy answers. He could let go of one arm and attempt a choke, but he suspected the moment he gave up the arm, the fight would once again be equal.

He was winning. He just didn’t know how to win.

Just then, the door to the bedchamber, and Gwen stepped out, as confident as the moment she had pulled him in for a kiss. Her eyes took in the situation in a moment, and her hand came up, holding the small crossbow-like contraption he’d seen before. She pointed it right at the two of them.

Before he could object, she pulled the trigger. Jamie heard the snap of the string and then felt the bolt hit the intruder. The stranger fought for a few moments more, but Gwen’s shot had been fatal. In time, he slumped in Jamie’s arms.

Jamie let the man down, but his first thought was for Gwen. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head slowly. As decisive as she’d been when the moment came, Jamie recognized the shock settling over her. Preparing for violence and committing it were two very different things. What came next would have to be up to him.

He took a step back and examined the room the way a cuvar might. The way the body had fallen indicated the intruder had been looking toward Gwen’s bedchamber door when the shot had been fired. That was good. They hadn’t knocked over any chairs or tables in their fight, and that was good, too. A plan was forming in his mind. The body would probably have bruises on it, but there was nothing for that, and Jamie didn’t think any cuvar would question that too hard. Anyone willing to break into a noble lady’s study was probably willing to get into fights, too. Nothing here pointed conclusively to the struggle that had just taken place.

Then Jamie saw the dagger on the floor. He debated for a moment, then picked it up. He put it in the man’s hand and closed his fingers around it. Then he stepped back and examined the scene one more time.

Confident he’d done all he could, he turned his attention to Gwen. “Gwen, can you hear me?”

She nodded, and he risked wrapping her up in an embrace. She shivered in his arms. “You might have just saved my life. Thank you.”

She didn’t respond, but he continued anyway. “You’ll need to call for the cuvar, soon. When they come, you’ll tell them that you were sleeping when you thought you heard someone in your study. You went to the door and saw him there with the dagger. Do you understand?”

She nodded again.

The last thing he wanted to do right now was leave, but there were no other good choices. He wrapped her up tight and squeezed, willing whatever strength he possessed into her. “You’ll be safe, at least for a time.”

Some semblance of strength finally returned to her body, and she pushed him away, her eyes returning to their customary sharp gaze. “You need to leave,” she said. “You can’t be found here.”

“I know. I’m going. Soon.” He held on to her, trembling at the thought of what might have happened had he not been here. At that moment, he would have sacrificed his name and all his money without hesitation so long as he knew she would live.

She was the one who broke away. Signs of shock were still present, but her mind was moving again. “No. You need to go. I’ll send a summons to Laran for both of you. Now hurry.”

Jamie swallowed the lump in his throat and turned to the balcony door. He unlatched it and opened it, then stopped when Gwen said, “And thank you, Jamie. I might have aided you, but I’m certain you saved my life this night.”

Jamie nodded, then disappeared over the balcony railing. He was slipping over the back wall when he heard Gwen cry for the estate’s cuvar to come to her aid.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Even as he ran toward the same battle, Ronan couldn’t help but stare at Amara’s charge. In the background, the enormous chikara looked as though it was embracing the ship like a long-lost friend. Planking groaned and cracked, and the resulting waves surged over the pier. The size of the beast made even the perzon in Waterstone feel like a small dog. Ronan hadn’t even imagined such creatures existed.

If that wasn’t enough, the pier was only moments away from being swarmed by the countless smaller chikara. They looked almost like the crabs Ronan had sometimes seen in Avgan’s market, but slightly larger and with more legs. One pair of pincers faced forward, and another faced back. As they advanced, they snapped at the air, the sound a constant background din to accompany the destruction of the ship.

And into it all, Amara ran at the demon with her sword drawn, heedless of the incredible danger. If Ronan had any skill at painting, that was the scene he would have wanted to splash across a canvas.

With every step, she put distance between her and Ronan, her steps light and quick across the pier. She cut before the demon could turn to face her, and Ronan dared to hope it could be over so quickly.

But the demon slid to the side and clawed at her as it twisted. Amara shifted her weight, and the claws missed. She and the demon turned as one, and the next exchange was too fast for Ronan to follow. Dark blood poured from the demon’s left arm, but it had caught Amara across the shoulder in exchange. Amara took a step back, eyeing the demon warily.

Ronan skidded to a stop. Amara had beaten him handily, and she looked to be on equal footing with the demon. But they also had the monster, eating ships for dinner, and the wave of chikara to deal with. And all he had was the dagger Jamie had given him.

He shook his head. Jamie had lectured him on the three kinds of stupid on their journey, and this was the third kind, the kind that had no possible justification. Amara might have a chance of stopping the demon, which might break the advancing wave. But there was nothing Ronan could do to influence any of that.

“Ronan!” Amelia shouted behind him. “Help my mother!”

Ronan shook his head again. If there was anything he could do, of course, he would.

“You said you could control them, so control them!” Amelia came to a stop behind him. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Her words were like a bucket of cold water in the morning. He woke from the daze the sights before him had instilled.

Ronan reached out with onda, feeling the muted flow through the city. He grimaced. This would have been much easier beyond the walls, but the demon had chosen the battlefield. Ronan sensed the darkness of the demon, calling all the chikara toward it.

He planted his feet firmly, then shouted, “Leave!”

A pulse of onda burst from him, overpowering the darkness and slamming into the wave of chikara. As soon as it hit, it started to sputter and die.

The crab-like chikara in the front lines stopped as though confused. They shuffled aimlessly and took a few steps back, but the chikara behind them simply ran into them and either pushed them forward or crawled over them in their haste to enter Gutan.

His effort had earned them a respite, but only for a few moments. Then the chikara were advancing again. In less than a minute, Amara would have no choice but to surrender the fight.

Ronan tried again, shouting the command in his mind with all the will and onda he could wrangle.

LEAVE!

The results were the same as before. The command hit the first wave of chikara, and they stalled for a moment, but again they were either pushed from behind or trampled by the hordes of their friends.

The effort left Ronan dizzy. “I can’t do it,” he said. “I’m not strong enough.”

“What if I help?” Amelia asked.

Without waiting for an answer, she funneled onda into Ronan. It wasn’t the gentle flow she’d granted him earlier but an urgent shove. Ronan focused on his breathing as strength filled tired limbs. She’d given him more than before, but against the onslaught, he didn’t think it was enough.

“More,” he said.

“I’ll try,” Amelia answered.

More onda crashed into him, but not as much as she’d given him at first. He felt her reaching, trying to pull more to her, but there wasn’t much here.

They didn’t have enough time, and there wasn’t much more they could physically do. Ronan imagined onda pushing farther into the crowd of chikara. He willed it as far as it could go, launching it one last time.

LEAVE!

The onda lashed out. It crashed against the chikara, but this time the chikara only slowed it a little. It rippled through the creatures like a ripple, as though Ronan had dropped a small pebble in a perfectly still pond.

The chikara slowed to a stop. Then they started crawling the other way. Ronan had never seen anything quite like it. They didn’t turn around. It was as if forward had become backward in the blink of an eye.

The demon roared its displeasure, but Amara left it no time to call the creatures back. The retreat rejuvenated her, and she struck at the demon with blinding quickness.

Ronan took a knee as his onda returned to normal. He felt as though he’d run all day without rest. Amelia’s gift was incredible, but it carried a steep cost. Once someone put him near a bed, he was certain he’d sleep into next week. Beside him, Amelia put her hands on her knees as sweat beaded down her forehead. He was grateful, for the moment, that he wasn’t the only one who felt exhausted.

His final order hadn’t quite reached all the way to the edges of the advancing chikara. Those farthest away from him continued on into Gutan, but Ronan didn’t worry. Once they got the rest of the city’s ondists to help, cleaning up the stragglers wouldn’t be a problem.

All that mattered now was that they killed the demon before it caused them any more trouble. Ronan turned toward where Amara and the demon battled, and his heart sank again.

Despite not being armed, the demon was too fast for Amara. She’d avoided serious injury so far, but she was retreating toward the end of the pier and running out of space. Her attempts to slide around the demon were blocked with frustrating ease.

Ronan swore. Off in the distance, he could feel powerful ondists gathering, responding to the attack on their city. But they wouldn’t be here for another minute or two, and Amara didn’t have that much time left for her.

As he currently was, he’d be doing more harm than good if he joined the fight. Fortunately, they had Amelia. He groaned, already regretting the toll this was going to take on his body.

He pushed himself to his feet. “I need you to do that one more time.”

“You can barely stand,” Amelia protested.

“Only way to help your mother.”

Amelia knew it was true, and it only took her a moment to overcome her hesitation. Onda flowed towards Ronan, though his body rejected it at first. Some deep-seated instinct warned him of what was to come, knowing how he would suffer for his choices. He settled his breathing, and the onda made its way in, seeping in like water through a poorly thatched roof. “Keep it coming until you’re sure it’s over. I don’t think we’ll get another chance.”

All Amelia could do was nod.

When Ronan felt he was strong enough, he ran toward the fray.

He didn’t think he could beat the demon. But he believed Amara could if he gave her the chance. If he could distract the demon for just a few moments, he hoped it would be enough.

He didn’t expect the demon to turn toward him before he was even halfway across the pier. It broke away from Amara and ran toward him faster than a deer bounding away from a hunter. Ronan stopped and immediately questioned the wisdom of his decisions. He hadn’t planned on being quite such a successful distraction.

Amara chased after it, but the demon caught them both by surprise, and it was faster than the sumar. Ronan didn’t dare turn his back and attempt to run away. He imagined those sharp claws tearing through his spine and decided he’d much rather face the demon head-on.

Somehow, Amelia squeezed even more onda from the surroundings. Though he could feel the ache deep in his bones, he was as ready as he’d ever been to face a demon.

Its claws swiped at him, but Ronan kept just ahead of them. He waited for the pull of onda to tell him when to strike, freely giving up ground against the assault. Really, all he had to do was stay alive long enough for Amara to reach them.

The demon didn’t plan on making it easy. It pressed forward relentlessly, ignoring Ronan’s dagger as though it were a child’s toy. Its moves weren’t the controlled attacks a sumar like Laran would use. They were wild, as though killing Ronan was the only thing that mattered. Ronan thought he saw openings in the monster’s attacks, but he’d learned the hard way to wait for onda’s signal. He kept the dagger in front of him as a deterrent, but there was no opportunity to strike.

Still, he kept himself from getting torn up, and that was no small feat. Amara was only ten paces away, then five.

The demon knew it, too. It lunged at Ronan, and he finally felt the pull of onda. He let it take his arm, plunging the dagger into the demon’s exposed chest. The demon grunted as blood dripped from the wound, but it didn’t stop. It wrapped Ronan up, the claws raking across Ronan’s back. It lifted Ronan off his feet and ran toward the water.

Amara reached the demon and cut, but the tip of her sword lodged in the demon’s spine. It was a fatal cut, but the demon didn’t seem to understand it was supposed to be dead. It lurched another three steps and leaped off the pier. Ronan took one last desperate gulp of air before he and the demon crashed into the water together.

The water was freezing cold, and deep enough near the pier to allow the large ships to dock. It almost knocked the breath out of him, but he held on to his precious air. They sank as one, the demon an anchor that dragged Ronan ever deeper.

Ronan pulled the dagger out and stabbed again. He felt no pull of onda, but the demon was barely moving and had to be close to death. The dagger went in, angling off its target as it chipped against a rib.

The demon’s grip didn’t loosen, and so Ronan stabbed again. And again. The demon’s grip started to slide across Ronan’s back, the claws digging deep into his flesh as they sought purchase.

Ronan felt the pulse of power, that dark command the demons held over the chikara. He couldn’t decipher what it said, but he felt the focus of the enormous chikara turn toward him. The water was too dark to see, but he imagined it letting go of the ship, rushing toward this smaller and much easier prey.

The demon’s grip relaxed, and Ronan tried to fight his way to the surface. He was a weak swimmer, though, and couldn’t fight against the heavy weight of the demon. Some of the demon’s claws relaxed, but a few still cut through his back as the demon sank.

Then Ronan saw the chikara. Its large oval eyes glowed as it approached, faintly illuminating the long tentacles that reached toward him. Ronan looked up, but the surface of the water was too far away, and the demon continued to pull him down.

Finally, the demon lost the last of its grip, but the tentacles were already reaching for him. Up close, they were even larger than they had seemed before. They were as wide as he was tall.

Had he been on land, he might have screamed, but he didn’t dare do so underwater. Blackness crowded the edges of his vision, and it had nothing to do with the monster that was close to surrounding him. There was only one choice, and he wasn’t sure he still had the strength to do it. But the nice thing about being out of options was that the way forward was clear.

Ronan imagined the onda stretching out toward the monstrous chikara. Then he put his whole heart into the command. It wasn’t a shout but a calm and confident order.

Flee this place.

He sensed onda pulse away from him, not as a wave or a ripple, but as an arrow that weaved through the water toward the monster. It struck true, and the results were instantaneous. The tree trunks which closed on Ronan spread apart, and an enormous blast of water propelled the chikara far away. Thanks to the darkness of the water, it was gone from view within moments.

Ronan had no time to celebrate. He kicked toward the surface, stretching out toward the light. Even though he was getting closer, his vision turned darker, narrowing until his lungs felt as though they were going to explode if they didn’t get more air.

There was a splash beside him that he felt and heard more than saw. His last distinct memory was of strong arms wrapping around him. But where the demon’s grip had pulled him down, this one pulled him up and toward the light.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Laran left the Pierce estate not long after discovering where he was. He’d found nothing that pointed toward who had killed Jamie’s family, but he’d learned all the scene had to tell him. The carriage driver offered him a ride back to the lodge, but Laran refused it. He needed to move, and he couldn’t return to the lodge. Terrible as the duty was, he needed to find Jamie first.

The sick feeling in his stomach didn’t fade as he walked from the Pierce estate to the Adair estate. His memory kept pulling the bloody scenes up, no matter how he tried to bury them.

He reached the Adair estate about an hour before dawn. When he did, he was surprised to find that every lantern in the building was blazing and the place was a flurry of activity. His eyes narrowed and he clenched his fist, fearing the worst.

He walked up to the two cuvar stationed outside the gate. “What happened here?”

They gave him suspicious glances, but the insignia on his uniform compelled them to answer. “Someone broke in last night. Our commander is investigating, but it sounds like a thief broke into Lady Adair’s study. She killed him, but the whole family is causing an uproar.”

Laran tried to hide the surprise on his face. “Thanks for letting me know. Good luck finding out what happened.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Laran turned away and kept walking in the same direction, hoping he hadn’t aroused too much suspicion. Were the attacks on Jamie’s family and Lady Gwen linked? If so, how?

He pushed the question from his mind. There would be no answers. The cuvar had made no mention of Jamie, so Laran suspected his friend had killed the intruder and left before raising questions. Jamie might seek an inn tonight, but Laran guessed he would try the lodge first, thinking to inform Laran of what had happened.

He grunted. He should have taken the carriage back.

Laran turned the corner and returned to the lodge, his long strides covering the distance in no time at all. When he opened the front door, he was greeted by a complete and utter silence. No one had returned from their additional duties yet, including the commander.

Laran went up the stairs to his room. He tested the door and found it still locked. He opened it with his key, wondering if Jamie had gone somewhere else when he’d found the lodge abandoned.

Instead, he saw a lump on his bed, snoring contentedly. Laran shook his head. He kept forgetting locks meant nothing to Jamie. For a moment, he considered letting Jamie sleep. There was nothing to be done about his family that couldn’t be done in a few hours. But Jamie would be upset at Laran’s small mercy, so Laran went to wake his friend.

To his surprise, Jamie came to awareness before Laran reached the bed, a dagger in his hand. When he saw it was just Laran, he grunted and rolled over. “Bed’s mine tonight, sorry. Too much excitement.”

“I heard. I just came from the Adair estate. You kill an intruder?”

“Gwen did. I only stopped him from getting to her.”

Laran digested that, then realized he was delaying his unpleasant task. “I’m sorry, Jamie, but you need to wake up.”

Jamie made an obscene gesture and pulled the covers over his head.

“Jamie.”

The tone in Laran’s voice caught Jamie’s attention. He groaned, pushed himself to sitting, and looked at Laran through bleary eyes. “What?”

One last time, Laran wished this task could be taken from him. There were others who had more skill at this, who knew how to soften the blow Laran was about to deliver. All Laran knew was straightforward honesty. It cut deep, but hopefully, it would heal quickly. He sighed and took a deep breath.

Jamie’s eyes narrowed, and Laran saw the fear gathering upon his face. “What?” he repeated.

“I’m sorry, but your family is dead. All of them.”

Jamie looked at him, confused. Then he let out half a laugh. “What?”

“I’m sorry, Jamie. I was just there.”

A war of emotions played out across Jamie’s face, then, easy even for Laran to read. Confusion and doubt, followed by anger, as if he suspected that somehow Laran was joking. Then, finally, Laran’s tone and posture drove the point home, and Jamie realized he was serious.

Laran remembered when he had learned Deandra had died. Her death had been in battle, but he’d been so involved in his own fight he hadn’t noticed. But he would never forget the moments after, when he’d crawled, wounded, up to her body and noticed she wasn’t breathing.

Though all the evidence had been before him, he hadn’t believed. He’d kept expecting that if he blinked or turned the other way, she’d be alive and well, smiling at his absurd worry. But no matter how often he blinked, no matter how often he looked around to survey the battlefield, only he had survived; her breath never returned. The reality of her death had taken time to sink past his defenses and settle in the marrow of his bones.

Tonight, Laran watched Jamie experience that same horror. He’d heard and understood, and some part of him believed. Some part of him knew. But there wasn’t enough time yet. It hadn’t sunk into the marrow and the stomach when it became true.

Then it did, and Jamie’s eyes went wide. His lips moved, but no sound came out. He stood, but it looked more like someone had wrapped strings around his limbs and pulled him up. He looked shaky and loose, as though he’d collapse as soon as the strings holding him were cut.

Laran stood, too, prepared to catch Jamie.

Jamie shook his head, as though clearing it from a fog. Then he started searching for the clothes he’d discarded before climbing half-dressed into Laran’s bed.

“What are you doing?” Laran asked.

Jamie looked up, his gaze sharp. “I’m going to go to the estate.”

Laran held out his hand. “I don’t think you want to do that. It’s—it’s bloody in there.”

Jamie’s glare silenced the rest of Laran’s objection. “They’re my family.”

Laran learned something about Jamie at that moment he’d never quite understood before. On the road, he’d spoken of how others had tried to get him to split ties with his family in the past, pointing out, truthfully, how little Jamie gained from his continual striving to win back his father’s favor.

His friends had thought Jamie a fool, but Laran saw something else. A hard-earned loyalty. For Jamie, blood justified that loyalty. But Laran had seen it in Waterstone, too. Jamie’s faith wasn’t easily earned, but once earned, it was something fierce and unbending.

“I’ll go with you, then,” he said.

Jamie shook his head. “I appreciate your concern, but no.”

Laran made to object, but Jamie cut him off. “Truly, I do. But no. Please.”

Laran didn’t understand. When Deandra had died, he would have done anything to see a friendly face, to have someone he trusted nearby. But he respected Jamie enough not to question his friend’s decision. In the end, he stayed behind as Jamie left once more into the night.
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Laran woke late the next morning feeling an agitated sense of aimlessness. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sensation. Most often, it came whenever he’d been in one place for too long. It manifested as a desire to pace or fidget, to put his limbs in motion when he couldn’t put miles behind him. Those times, it didn’t matter where he went, so long as he went somewhere.

His agitation held a different quality today. Yes, he’d been in Lindra too long, but he wasn’t quite ready to leave. Lady Gwen and Jamie needed him. After pacing his room for a few minutes, he decided that he needed to do something. He just wasn’t sure what.

From outside his window he heard the sounds of sumar training. They’d trickled in through the wee hours of the night, and the most ambitious of them were up already, continuing their training. On a whim, Laran joined them. He wanted to punch his agitation away.

When he entered the training yard, he drew curious stares from several of the sumar. A duo who had been drilling their forms faltered when they saw him.

Laran was well aware of the reputation he maintained. He was widely considered one of the best second-rank sumar in the duchy, but that wasn’t what most people knew him for. Most knew him as the sumar who traveled the wilds alone.

He ignored their gazes and began his own routine. The breathing pattern had become more ingrained over the last few days, but he still lost it if he didn’t maintain his focus. He settled into one of the basic forms, focusing on keeping his onda loose in his body.

At first, he regretted his decision. For his whole adult life, he’d trained to focus his onda as he moved through his forms. As soon as he threw the first punch, he felt his body yearning for the familiar rhythms. Onda coalesced near his core, becoming dense once again.

Laran continued his routine, splitting his focus between his breath and his movements. Had he tried anything more complicated than the first form, he might very well have tripped over his own feet as he wrestled with his onda. He ran through one repetition and then the next, never daring anything greater than the first form.

Between repetitions, Laran noticed the sideways glances and the confused expressions. He figured they either thought he was an esoteric genius for his focus on the fundamentals or a warrior far less intimidating than the stories surrounding him had led them to believe. He didn’t care. Let them believe whatever they want.

He lost track of time as he trained, but there came a moment when onda finally stopped resisting his efforts. It remained dispersed throughout his body even as he moved through the form. Tentatively, he attempted the second form and was pleased when he completed it without a problem.

Encouraged by his success, he went through the third form, then the fourth, and finally the complex fifth. He didn’t use onda to strengthen any of his techniques, but it remained a cloud throughout the familiar routines. When he finished, he took a drink of water and relaxed. His progress excited him, but there was much farther to travel yet.

He returned to the corner of the grounds he’d marked out as his own. Now came the next test. He settled deeper into the new breathing pattern, then pushed his onda away. He found it more difficult than before, but his onda did leave, and he didn’t feel the sudden urge to vomit in front of all his peers.

Laran launched himself into the first form.

It felt like he was flying. His limbs were light, no heavier than the air they cut through. His punches snapped out with the speed of a frog’s tongue and would have landed with all the force of a blacksmith’s hammer. He finished the form in a record time and breathed out.

He looked down at his hands, not sure he believed what had just happened. But when he looked around, there could be no doubt. The other sumar in the training yard were staring at him. The execution of his form had even brought the sparring match in the center of the yard to a halt.

He wanted more, but even as the desire seized him, he recognized the danger. His body’s instinctive reaction to wanting more strength was to focus its onda, and it condensed and contracted in his core. He relaxed and breathed it back into circulation. Ronan had told him that he’d experienced something similar. To achieve the strongest techniques, he had to not want them.

Paradoxical but true.

Laran could continue his way through the forms, but that wasn’t where the true challenge lay. Forms didn’t strike back. They didn’t make you adjust and adapt.

He ran his eyes over the group currently assembled in the yard. He recognized one of the second-rank sumar. She didn’t possess much physical strength, but she focused onda well and had fast hands. He approached her and gave a short bow. She introduced herself as Sharayah.

“I’ve been working on developing a new technique,” Laran said.

“So it appears.”

“When it works, the results are remarkable,” he agreed, “but it isn’t consistent yet, and I want to test it against a sparring partner.”

She agreed, though she didn’t look enthused by the prospect. They entered one of the sparring circles, and the rest of the sumar gave up any pretense of training as they gathered in a loose circle around the pair. They took their positions, and when one of the other sumar gave the signal to begin, they cautiously advanced.

Sharayah was no doubt worried about getting too close to the techniques she’d just witnessed. Laran worried how his newfound skills would fare in battle. He possessed a lifetime of deep-seated habits that he’d have to fight, even as he dueled Sharayah.

He pushed out his onda and felt it flow around him. The sumar gathered to watch burned like a dozen lanterns. Sharayah burned the brightest, and Laran felt more than saw her first attack. It was a tentative strike, one he could have avoided without the aid of onda. He tilted his head away from the punch and lashed out with a fist of his own, pulling it just short of her face.

Sharayah startled and stumbled back a pace. Her onda dimmed, and Laran worried she might call off the fight. He needn’t have worried. It flared brighter than before, and she threw herself into the match.

She led with a series of quick jabs designed to pull his attention upward. Once his eyes were focused on her fists, she pivoted and snapped a speeding kick at the side of his head.

Second-rank Laran might have struggled with the assault. At the very least, he would have given up ground to protect himself. Now, though, he sensed where her blows would be and understood her intent even as she lashed out. Though her attacks were never far from their mark, they only got as close as Laran let them.

Ronan had talked about the “pull” of onda, and Laran had experienced it once before. Now Laran wondered if it was necessary or if it represented something else. He replied to Sharayah with his own combination and found his answer.

Fast as she was, she couldn’t respond to any of his attacks, and if he hadn’t pulled his punches, he suspected he would have left her bloody and broken. He backed up, thinking about the possibilities these techniques unlocked. He suspected he could stand against a first-rank, and he was disappointed there was none around for him to test.

Sharayah attacked as he retreated, and Laran’s focus was too slow to return. Instinctively, he focused his onda and immediately felt sick. He kept his vomit in his stomach, but he had no answer for Sharayah’s punch. Her first punch struck him hard in the gut, and her second caught him in the cheek, snapping his head around so fast that stars exploded in his vision.

Laran spun in a full circle and knew the fight was over. He held up his hand, and Sharayah stopped just as she’d chambered a devastating kick. The sumar in the circle looked disappointed.

Laran couldn’t care less. His technique hadn’t lasted long enough to be useful in a real fight. He couldn’t afford to lose his strength halfway through fighting a demon. But it was a step in the right direction and proof that he could reacquire the skills and strength he needed to fight, help his friends, and be useful.

He bowed to Sharayah and thanked her for her cooperation. Then he returned to his corner and started from the beginning. His jaw ached, and his stomach felt unwell, but those were all pains he could ignore.

He’d learned something else during the fight. Perhaps, more accurately, he’d uncovered a deeper desire. Now that he knew he could fight, he knew the task he would complete next.

He was going to find the people who had murdered Jamie’s family, and he was going to kill them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


When home came into view, Jamie froze. He felt as though he’d stepped into a painting, that his experiences weren’t real. They couldn’t be. If they were, it meant his whole family was dead. That he was the last Pierce.

But even from a distance, he knew. The truth was written in the details. Lanterns were on throughout the estate, an expense his stingy father would never have approved. The gate was open.

He took a deep breath and forced himself to stand tall. He imagined himself as a sword, sharp and unbending, even in the midst of chaos.

The cuvar at the gate wasn’t one of the household guards, but Jamie recognized her from his countless nights at The Broken Binding. She muttered her condolences and let him in. Right away, he saw the first body.

His name was Goren, and he’d served the family loyally for more than a decade, just as his father had before him. The pooled blood under the body was like a slap across Jamie’s face. It woke him up and made him painfully aware of every sight, sound, and scent.

He smelled the blood, but his nose also caught the sweet scent of roses from the garden that drifted on the wind. The blend of odors made him want to wretch.

He turned to the guard on duty. “Is anyone coming to care for the bodies?”

The cuvar nodded. “Yes, sir. The local garrison commander is sending a team to recover the dead cuvar. I don’t know about your family, though. I’m sorry, sir.”

She spoke gently, but it still felt like a quarterstaff hitting him in the stomach. “Good. Thank you. Please let the commander know that I’ll cover any expense required. Goren and the others served my family well. They deserved better.”

“I’ll tell him, sir.” She swallowed a lump in her throat, and Jamie wondered how well she’d known the guards here. “And thank you. From all of us.”

It felt like there should be more to say, but there wasn’t. Jamie thanked her with a bow, then made his way to the front door of the house. There he found another cuvar, standing watch over more dead guards. Jamie took in the sight of the bodies, silently absorbing every detail. They were lying close together, as though they’d all been talking when the intruder had brutally ended their lives. Jamie knelt down, feeling something in his core harden at the sight.

Fighting against the wild had never aroused his passions the way it did for some other sumar. There were those who swore their lives to fighting the chikara and carving out more land for humanity. They were the ones who pushed themselves to the brink for a cause they considered more important than their own lives. Jamie’s reasons hadn’t been nearly so noble. Sure, he’d wanted to help, but he craved the adventures and the mysteries. He’d wanted to be a hero. He didn’t admire the chikara, but he didn’t hate them, either. They were a part of nature. Hating them was about as useful as hating a summer storm. When a chikara killed an ondist, it was unfortunate, but not tragic.

This was something else entirely. This was murder, and deeply wrong. Humanity had enough problems. It didn’t need to tear itself apart from within, too. He swore he would revenge these deaths. Not just because they were his family and the people that had served him, but because it was all such a pointless waste. Those who had done this needed to know they had done wrong and punishment was coming.

He stood, his voice hard. “Where were the other bodies found?”

The cuvar looked down at his feet. “In their bedrooms, sir.”

“Thank you.”

He looked up at the stairs he’d run so many times as a child. He’d loved sliding down the long, straight banister, even as his tutors tried to stop him. As an adult, climbing those stairs had brought him closer to his bedroom and his study, the places where he felt most at ease.

Knowing what wait for him above, the stairs took on an ominous presence, as though he was walking toward a noose or an inescapable ambush. Steeling himself, he strode toward them, taking them two at a time until he reached the second floor. He looked down the hall.

This was where his parents’ bedroom had been. Where his father now slept by himself ever since Mother had passed away. Jamie walked toward the door and hesitated.

As a child, he’d been forbidden to enter this room. The door had always been closed. It was the first closed door his father had hidden behind. It was also what had set Jamie on the path toward becoming a thief. When Jamie was younger, his curiosity about the unknown drove him to his first criminal behavior. He’d learned how to sneak through the house without making a sound and how to pick the lock. Even today, he remembered his thrill as the lock had clicked open, and he’d let himself in. The process of learning how to break in, followed by the rush of success, had drawn him to thievery as surely as if his father had lit the path with a lantern.

At the time, he’d been disappointed that the bedroom had just been a bedroom. A bed sat centered against the western wall, and on the eastern, there was a set of dressers, one belonging to father and one to mother.

His parents’ bedroom door had been the first challenge he remembered overcoming. Now, it was no more than an unmarked grave.

His hand slipped to the daggers hidden in his belt, and he felt something dark stir inside him. He pulled his hand free of the hilts and took hold of the door handle. The door opened as silently and easily as ever. He froze on the threshold. Blood pooled on the sheets beneath his father’s body.

The scent of roses drifted over him again, carried on the evening summer breeze through the open window, and Jamie had to steel his resolve not to flee.

He moved into the room.

Father’s body was there on the bed, and Jamie felt his perception split. In one world, his father was sitting up and yelling at him to get out of the bedroom. In the other, his father lay still and cold. Jamie shook his head, and the illusion cleared. He stopped next to the bed and looked down.

The death had been as quick as all the others. For that, Jamie was grateful. He tore his gaze away from the body and looked around the room, but everything was in order. Whoever had done this hadn’t even tried to make it look like a robbery. Jamie noted the information, then turned back to his father. It was the first time he’d seen his father’s face since the sham announcement about the Gutanese delegation months ago and the first time he’d been close to Father in several months more.

Death had stolen his vitality, that animating force that had always made him seem younger than his years. He looked older than Jamie had ever seen him.

Jamie hadn’t been sure what to expect of this moment. He’d imagined long monologues, saying all the things he’d never been able to say when his father had been alive. He’d wondered if he would collapse in grief and cry the way he had at Mother’s funeral.

But he felt nothing at all.

He shook his head.

No. Not nothing. He felt empty, as though someone had carved out his organs and left nothing there to support him. It was a void that welcomed darkness and entertained vivid thoughts of revenge.

He knew then he wouldn’t shed tears for his father. At least, not anytime soon. Their relationship had been too complicated, too adversarial. In time he might find a sense of grief, but he didn’t know. He’d lost his father a long time ago. All this did was make any hope of reuniting pointless.

He turned away from the bed and left the room, seeking out his younger brother’s body. Seeing Seth, murdered in the same fashion as the others, was much more difficult. His younger brother had been a prick, relentlessly eager to take Jamie’s place in the family. There’d certainly been no love lost between them, but the murder tugged at Jamie’s heart all the same. Father hadn’t had many years stolen from his life, but Seth had many.

The darkness growing in him shifted and hardened, like onda being focused.

He would kill the people who did this.

Jamie stayed up for the rest of the night, dealing with all the affairs the murders had dumped into his lap. He wrote a letter to the duke, informing him what had happened and asking for guidance regarding the funeral arrangements. Had it been up to Jamie alone, he would have built the pyres himself and torched them at first light, but Count Pierce had been a part of the duke’s inner council. There would be proper forms to observe.

He also spoke with the local garrison commander, ensuring the dead cuvar and their families would receive every respect and recompense they were owed and then some. He reiterated his pledge to the commander, who accepted it with deep gratitude.

A message from the duke returned in short order, and Jamie assumed the duke had been woken with the news. Royal caretakers were on the way to prepare the bodies for a state funeral to be held three days hence. A brief, personal message of sympathy was scrawled below, and the duke encouraged Jamie to visit that day once all other matters were settled.

Jamie read the note twice, then threw it on his desk. He didn’t like the idea of delaying the funeral, but there’d be no other choice given. He supposed he was grateful he didn’t have to have any role in planning the details. The duke’s staff would take care of them.

By the time all of that was sorted and the royal caretakers had come to cart the bodies away, it was nearly dawn. Jamie was exhausted, and his mind blanked on what he should do next.

Which was, of course, when the first servants arrived at the gates for the day.

Despite the weariness that pulled at his eyelids, Jamie met the household staff at the gate. It would have been easier if they’d all arrived at once, but that wasn’t the way the Pierce estate had been run. So he was forced to greet the staff in ones and twos, breaking the news of his family’s death over and over.

His recent absence only complicated matters. Most everyone was surprised to see him, and he earned no small number of suspicious looks. They irritated him, but he could hardly blame them. The disagreements between him and Father weren’t secret, and the staff had no way of knowing he’d already been in the city for days. Though he supposed that even then, they wouldn’t be any less suspicious. Either way, he’d appeared, and the rest of the family had died. It was only natural that questions would be asked.

He pretended to ignore the looks and issued his orders. For the caretakers of the building, their task was as straightforward as it was gruesome. Jamie wanted the estate to look as though nothing had happened. He gave them permission to burn sheets and make whatever repairs were necessary for the task to be completed.

The caretakers weren’t the only familiar faces to arrive. House Pierce employed no small number of bookkeepers, and Jamie was particularly interested in meeting with them. The junior-ranked keepers arrived first, and Jamie broke the news and told them to continue on with their work as though nothing had happened. Then Corlee, the Pierce’s chief bookkeeper, showed up, very surprised to see Jamie standing at the gate.

For the last time that day, Jamie told someone what had happened, giving her more details than he’d given the others. He told her that he’d been in town for days, but his father hadn’t consented to see him. Corlee didn’t seem surprised by the revelation. “When you left, your father was furious. I kept expecting him to order me to seize all the assets we’d set aside for you, but the order never came.”

He was grateful she’d opened the door for his next question. “Did he give any other orders concerning me?”

Corlee shook her head. “No, furious as he was, the last few months have been among the busiest I can remember. May I speak bluntly, sir?”

“Always. You never need to ask.”

She seemed skeptical, but continued anyway. “Frankly, sir, I don’t think your father had much time to think about you. I’ve never seen him so consumed as he was the last few months.”

“With what?”

“The biggest project we’ve ever undertaken. He was shifting your family’s assets in a huge way and trying to be quiet about it.”

Questions swirled in Jamie’s mind. Father had always been shrewd, but he’d never been one for dramatic changes. He was conservative in his choices, placing most of his money in reliable assets tested by time. “What was he doing, and why?”

Corlee made a slight gesture toward the cuvar standing guard at the gate a few feet away. “Perhaps you’d like to walk with me?”

Jamie couldn’t imagine what deserved the secrecy. But he nodded and followed Corlee as she walked slowly through the yard. When they were beyond anyone’s hearing, she answered his question. “Something about what happened to the Gutanese delegation spooked your father.”

Jamie frowned. “That happened before I left. From what I observed, it looked like all he was doing was milking the disaster for time in the spotlight as a council member.”

Corlee nodded. “At first, yes. But he was part of the council assigned to investigate what had happened. He didn’t tell me exactly what he’d discovered, but something about it frightened him. It was maybe halfway through the investigation when he came to me with his plan.”

“What was it?”

Corlee held up four fingers and ticked off the parts of the plan. “Grain, first. Cattle, second. Stone and retired ondists, last.”

Jamie frowned at the list. Father had never been interested in grain or cattle. They were valuable enough, but the duke kept his finger on the prices of both, ensuring neither rose too far. One could make a perfectly fine living buying up farms and ranches, but it wasn’t the kind of money that a Pierce chased after. “Why?”

Corlee shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. We’ve all speculated. Our best guess is that he expected a market crash and thought they would be the investments with the best return.”

“Then why hire retired ondists?”

Corlee looked as frustrated by the lack of answers as he was.

Jamie let the problem tumble around in his thoughts, but nothing was clear. “So what does it mean? Where do we stand now?”

“I’d feel better if I had the books in front of me, but you own a substantial portion of the harvest coming in this fall. Possibly the single largest share in the duchy. Assuming current market conditions, you’ll do well, though not as well as you would have before.”

Jamie’s tired mind couldn’t come up with any answers. All he noted was that when Corlee spoke, she referred to the family’s assets as his. To her, he’d become the sole representative of House Pierce. “Thank you, Corlee. I’ll want a full briefing in the next day or two, but for now, my expectation is that you continue on as if nothing had happened. It’ll take me a few days, at least, to wrap my head around everything.”

“Of course, sir.”

“One last question.” Jamie paused, thinking. “Actually, two. First, why so secretive about the new purchases? It’s hardly something worth hiding.”

“The count didn’t feel the same way,” she said. “He made it very clear that only I was supposed to know the full extent of his efforts. He was quite insistent upon that point.”

Jamie grunted, not sure what to make of that. “Very well. Last question. Do you have any idea why anyone would want to murder both my father and brother?”

Corlee considered for a moment. “I don’t, sir. If it had anything to do with his trades, I couldn’t begin to guess what.”

Jamie sighed. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. “Thanks, Corlee. We’ll talk again soon.”
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The last significant task of the day was to visit the duke. Jamie wasn’t really interested in visiting Ethan again, but it was certainly necessary. He chose to walk, needing the time to think through the events of the past day. The choice had the added benefit of waking him up, so that when he arrived at the duke’s palace, he looked at least moderately aware of his surroundings.

Ethan greeted him in the same room they’d just met in two days before and motioned for Jamie to take a seat. Jamie did, and Ethan poured tea for them both. “I’m sorry to hear about your family, Jamie. I’ve given orders to spare no effort to find the perpetrators.”

“Thank you.”

Ethan handed him a cup of tea, and Jamie saw in his eyes the same question he’d been seeing all day.

There were times when having a reputation as a scoundrel could be a great asset, but today it was a terrible liability. Jamie met the duke’s gaze and didn’t flinch away. After a few moments, Ethan looked away with a quick nod. Whatever he’d seen, he’d extended Jamie the benefit of the doubt.

“Our first priority will be a funeral and day of mourning in honor of your family’s contributions to the duchy,” Ethan said. “You will, of course, have tremendous say over the course of the day.”

Jamie held up a hand to stop Ethan. The duke paused, but it took Jamie a moment to find the right words. Once, he’d fought on these types of battlefields with all the grace of a first-rank ondist, but he was long out of practice.

He and Ethan had plenty of history, but that needed to be balanced with a dozen competing interests. “I appreciate it, Ethan. Truly. But I assure you that whatever works best for you is more than sufficient. Right now, there are only two tasks that concern me. I want to help Lady Gwen investigate the Reformers, and I want to find out who killed my family. How they are honored publicly holds little meaning to me. What mourning I care about will be done on my own time.”

Ethan peered at him for a long time, taking several sips of his tea while he composed his response. When he set his cup down, Jamie got the same feeling from the duke he used to get from his father before a lecture.

“No,” Ethan said, his voice firm. “That won’t do.” He sighed. “What happened to you, Jamie? When you were young, I was sure that one day you would be vying for the chair I’m now sitting in. You had all the skill, all the charm, and all the resources to make it a reality. When you chose the sumar, I thought it was brilliant. It set you apart from the others your age who sought the easier cuvar responsibilities. Was it Caltaris that broke you?”

The question had never been posed to him, and Jamie found himself uncertain. It was true enough—he’d come back from Caltaris a different man, though he’d given up any dreams of becoming duke long before that. He almost threw out a hasty retort, then checked himself. Ethan might forgive him much, but there were lines he shouldn’t cross. He still sat across from his duke.

Ethan snorted at the sight. “Out with it, Jamie.”

Jamie shrugged. “I decided that I wanted to do something that mattered.”

Ethan laughed, which was about the last reaction Jamie had expected. “Truly?”

“Truly.”

“When did you decide this?”

“Maybe a year before joining the sumar.”

Ethan nodded, as though he’d just understood some great secret. “That’s a lot more wisdom than men holding twice that number of years possesses. But you’ve become a fool since then.”

“How so?”

“Because, like it or not, as of last night, you became Count Pierce. You’re now one of the most wealthy people in the duchy, and I’d grant you your father’s seat on the inner council, if you so chose.”

“I just told you none of that matters to⁠—”

This time, Ethan cut him off. “Do you still want to make a difference? Is that why you’ve latched on to Gwen?”

Jamie nodded once, sharply.

“Then open your eyes!” The duke stood. “When you were fighting with your father, and the question of whether or not you would be granted the rights of the firstborn, yes, working with Gwen might have been the most productive use of your time. But now you are Count Pierce, and your possibilities are nearly endless. In many ways, you have even more freedom than me to act. But if you continue in this childish refusal of your new responsibilities, you lose many of those possibilities. Do you understand?”

In all the years he’d known Ethan, Jamie had never seen the duke so frustrated. The duke never lost his temper, not in private.

It was just the medicine he needed. He could blame the exhaustion or the chaos of the past few months, but his vision had been too small. He’d looked too narrowly at what the death of his family meant. It was an honest mistake, but Ethan had made sure it didn’t become a terrible one.

“You’re right,” Jamie admitted. He put his thoughts in order. “So, what do we need to do to ensure this funeral pays proper respect to my father’s contribution to the duchy?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Ronan came to fully alive and not underwater, so he figured it was a pretty good day. Then he shifted in bed and immediately reconsidered his opinion.

His body hurt in ways he couldn’t remember it ever hurting. It reminded him of his days when Thana had tried to make him sweat so hard he would quit the obuka, but magnified a dozen times. Every muscle in his body ached. Even moving his thumb was agony. He groaned, and his eyes teared up as he tried to move.

“Easy now,” came a familiar voice from the corner.

There was movement, and Amelia came into view. She stood at the side of his bed and grabbed a glass of water. She tipped it down for him, and he sipped, the water soothing his parched throat.

She let him take a couple more sips before pulling the glass away. “Not too much. You’ve been out for a while.”

“How long?” he croaked.

“Three days, now.”

He closed his eyes. He’d never slept that long. Not even close. “Doesn’t feel like it.”

“I’m not surprised. That’s about as close as I’ve ever seen anyone come to wrecking their body for good. The amount of onda that went through you in that battle is incredible.”

“What happened?”

“We won, at least for a bit. Your efforts drove that enormous chikara away, and the cuvar tracked down all the smaller chikara that scampered into the city. They were nasty things, but they’re all dead and gone now.”

“You said ‘for a bit.’”

Amelia grimaced. “We’ve been under attack for the last two days. The areas around Gutan have been flooded with chikara at night, and during the day, there are countless wolves and coyotes hunting the area and attacking any humans they find. The assault has cut off all trade caravans, and we’re behind the walls during the day for the first time in years.”

“How bad is it?”

“So far, not bad. The duke knew the demons were afoot soon enough and prevented a few of the caravans that had been about to leave from departing. Our losses have been minimal, and our stores are sufficient for a while. But we’ll need to break out before long. A city the size of Gutan can never be self-sufficient. Mother has been at the palace every day discussing that very problem.”

Ronan tried to sit up but gave up the effort quickly.

Amelia scoffed at him. “Trying to help?”

“You know what we can do together.”

She pressed a hand on his shoulder, preventing him from trying again. “Right now, your one and only duty is to rest and recover. You’re in no shape to be moving, and I wouldn’t send any onda into you unless it was the very last choice I had. Nothing is going to change in the next day or two.”

“Unless a harra shows up and opens a tunnel under your walls,” Ronan argued.

“We’ve learned our lessons from Tazo Rest,” Amelia assured him. “I’m not trying to tell you we’re invincible. I’m trying to tell you we’re prepared. Besides, you couldn’t get out of bed even if you wanted. You haven’t even lifted your head.”

“Is that a challenge?”

Amelia shook her head. “You never stop, do you?”

“Not really good at it, no.”

“Well, rest for now. You’re the hero of the day, and you really did save the city. Let us take care of you for a bit. You want some food?”

“Yes, please.”

Amelia left the room to grab something, but Ronan never found out what it was. Before she returned, he’d fallen back asleep.
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The next few days passed with agonizing slowness, and Ronan realized just how close to the mark Amelia’s assessment of his well-being was. It seemed that she had taken charge of his care, and they spent considerable time talking about the event. They decided the first limiting factor of their dual technique would be Ronan’s physical strength. He pledged that once he was out of bed, he’d train his body harder than ever.

The promise was harder to keep than he expected. He had pushed his body close to its limits in the battle, and his recovery was slow. He didn’t try getting out of bed for a whole extra day, and even then, it was only to relieve himself. When he was done, he collapsed back into the bed and slept for two hours.

Amelia was a considerable help, and Ronan grew to depend on her. She fed him and cleaned his sheets and clothes. As he regained his strength, she kept him entertained, speaking for hours about her studies. The more he learned about her, the more interested he became.

In so many ways, she was nothing like him. When she was challenged by a problem that didn’t interest her, she quit right away, no matter what others thought. She read several languages and preferred her own company over spending time with friends. She trained when she felt like it and no longer.

Their thoughts traveled different paths, too. It almost didn’t matter what the subject was. He considered obukas vital stewards of tradition. She thought them outdated and perhaps even harmful. He thought artists were unnecessary wastes of human potential, and she argued they were perhaps the most important people in Gutan.

Though they disagreed about nearly everything, they were brought together by several commonalities. That they were leveren was the most important, but it wasn’t the one that bound them tightest together. That honor went to their shared curiosity. Disagreements were less arguments and more opportunities to explore different perspectives. They wanted to understand, and Ronan found himself looking forward to their long conversations.

But he couldn’t help but notice the worry that ate at her. In his very small corner of the world, life was largely good. He regained more strength every day, and he had a constant companion whose presence he enjoyed.

Outside, though, the situation grew more serious. Ronan learned more about it once he was well enough to join the family for their meals. The siege on Gutan hadn’t abated during his long recovery. If anything, there were more animals and chikara gathering around the walls with every passing day.

The duke had sent one expedition out, hoping to prove that a path could be carved and at least some trade could resume.

Only half the expedition had returned, and those that did swore they wouldn’t leave the safety of the walls anytime soon. Through Amelia and Amara, Ronan learned that the Gutanese weren’t taking the defeat well.

Amelia explained it to him one night after dinner. To Ronan, being trapped behind walls was a normal way of being, and it had been the same not that long ago for the Gutanese. Amelia had snorted and called him a fool. “For the last ten years, we’ve become the people who dared the wild, who dared to grasp for more. And it’s worked. We’ve scraped out an existence that no one would have predicted twenty years ago. Then in a week, it’s been decisively taken away. It calls into question everything we believe.”

Ronan had just swallowed hard and nodded.

Belief sometimes seemed like such a small thing. The Gutanese went beyond the walls. Lindrans avoided it. But what a change such beliefs wrought! He feared that if the Gutanese didn’t win a victory soon, the results would be even more disastrous than if Lindra didn’t send the fall caravan.

He spent no small amount of his ample free time considering the problem. Given what had happened to the first expedition, no one was too interested in launching another. But Ronan didn’t see any other option. From the sounds of it, no one else did, either.

After another few days, Ronan asked Amelia to walk with him to the walls. She refused at first, but his repeated promises to do nothing but observe eventually convinced her to acquiesce. They left early in the morning, and she forced them to keep a slow pace.

The city had changed since he’d last explored its streets. No longer were the squares and alleys filled with artists and constructive arguments. Many shops were boarded up tight with thick wooden doors reinforced with metal studs.

Ondists marched in formation along the quieter streets, their uniforms dark under the gleaming morning sun. They glanced at the two of them, then pretended to ignore them. Ronan almost believed the ondists, but there was no ignoring the whispers that followed him whenever they were recognized.

Amelia nudged him. “Stories of what you’ve done have spread. You’re something of a hero now.”

“Doesn’t matter if the city falls anyway,” Ronan said.

“You’re wrong.” Amelia stopped in the middle of the street. “You did something that should have been impossible. That has more meaning here than you can imagine. Now we’re in another impossible situation. When they think of you, it gives them hope there’s a way out of this.”

Ronan conceded the point, but the value of hope only went so far. Few who weren’t ondists wandered the streets.

Though there was no violence or visible despair, Ronan lamented the changes in Gutan. The chikara might not have broken through the walls, but they’d sapped vitality from the citizens. All around, Ronan saw the signs of a city that was no longer bold and adventurous but frightened and desperate. It felt like the city was dead and dying, it just didn’t know it yet.

Cuvar were thick on the walls, but Ronan saw no signs of imminent combat. They were watching, waiting for the hammer to fall and smite them. He and Amelia climbed the stairs, and Ronan got his first glimpse of the world outside Gutan’s walls in many days.

The sight made his knees weak, and he stumbled. He caught himself on the lip of the wall and waved away Amelia’s concern.

It reminded him of the stampede he’d barely survived back in Lindra. A menagerie of wildlife roamed beyond the cut line. Ronan spotted skunks, deer, and hundreds of squirrels. Up above, meadowlarks, robins, hawks, and eagles circled, never coming too close to the walls.

Ronan noticed the absences, though. He turned to Amelia, who watched the scene with wide-eyed fascination. He’d seen the look before. When they returned home, she would pull out one of her notebooks and try to sketch the scene to commit it permanently to her memory.

He tore her away from her study. “Where are the predators?”

She didn’t know, but one of the cuvar standing nearby had overheard. “They’re by the gates and the road.”

Ronan considered that as he watched the animals mill about. At the moment, they all seemed harmless, but he suspected that would change if anyone dared set foot outside the wall. In a way, they mirrored the ondists loitering on the wall. Both were waiting for the command that would mark the next phase in the battle.

He didn’t bother reaching out with his onda. There could be no doubt this was the work of a demon, or possibly even more than one. Though he’d recovered most of his strength, Ronan wasn’t ready to attempt commanding such a large swath of the wild, though he held onto the possibility for future use. He also wasn’t ready to let the demons know he was up and well.

They watched for a while longer, but Ronan had hoped to find some inspiration or solution here, and he saw none. The demons were here, and whatever they wanted, it didn’t bode well for Gutan.

Then the solution struck him, blinding in its simplicity. It wouldn’t be easy—not at all. But it was as straightforward as plans came.

He pulled on Amelia’s arm. “Come on, we need to find your mother!”
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Amara glared at Ronan, then turned her attention to her daughter. Amelia shook her head, letting the sumar know that everything had been Ronan’s idea. Amara let her anger settle on Ronan, and he had to fight the urge to turn and run. She didn’t say anything, yet was the most terrifying sight Ronan had seen since Waterstone.

Amelia came to his aid. “He’s right, Mother. It’s the best chance we have, and we need to break the siege.”

“I know he’s right. The thought has even occurred to us, though we haven’t been certain enough to present it as our plan. It’s the idea of putting you in the middle of it I don’t like.”

“There’s no other way.”

Amara stepped close to Ronan. “If anything happens to her, I’m holding you responsible. Do you understand?”

“Mother!” Amelia protested.

Amara ignored her daughter, her gaze locked on Ronan. “Do you understand?”

“I do,” Ronan answered.

“Good. Now come. We’ll gather some of the other commanders and meet with the duke.”

The speed with which events happened caught Ronan unprepared. Amara rounded up the other commanders and had an audience with the duke before the sun had reached its zenith for the day. Ronan stood before the doors of the great hall, not sure what to expect. He’d never met a duke before. In fact, the closest he’d come to nobility was Jamie, and that hardly seemed to count.

Then the doors opened, and they stood before the duke. He was younger than Ronan had expected. He couldn’t have been more than thirty-five, but there was a weariness in his eyes that suggested he might have seen many years more. He walked with a cane and favored his right leg. To Ronan, it looked like his left leg was stiff and unbending. It had the look of an old injury.

The assembled ondists gave the duke a quick bow, but that was all the formality offered. Ronan had expected more of a ceremony, but the duke wasted no time.

The duke’s eyes fell on Ronan. “You’re the one who drove the monster out of the harbor.”

“I am, sir.”

“Thank you. There were many who argued with my decision to bring you here, but I’m grateful.” He turned to Amara. “I assume this is about the siege.”

Amara spoke for the group. “Yes, sir. It’s an idea we’ve been debating for a few days, but Ronan came to us with it independently today. As we detailed in our report about the harbor, both he and Amelia have the ability to sense demons through their relationship with onda. We propose sending out an expedition to hunt down the demons outside our walls.”

The duke didn’t hide his skepticism. “Why will you succeed when the other expedition failed so terribly? Even if you know where the demons are, the numbers of creatures out there are still overwhelming. You wouldn’t make it a mile.”

Amara gestured to Ronan, inviting him to explain. Ronan squashed his nerves and addressed the duke, forcing as much confidence into his voice as he could. “To a limited degree, I can command the wild like the demons. I believe that I can keep a small party safe enough they can focus on killing the demon. It’s not much different than what I did in the harbor.”

The duke’s gaze lingered on Ronan for a moment, then turned to Amara. “All of this is beyond me, Amara. What do you think?”

“I don’t like it, sir. He speaks the truth, and Amelia supports his claims. But this is new territory for me, as well.” She took a deep breath. “Still, it’s the most reasonable idea I’ve yet heard, and it doesn’t require a tremendous risk in lives. My own command volunteers.”

That set off a round of objections. It took Ronan a moment to realize the others were arguing about being allowed to go themselves. They were fighting for the honor of escorting him and Amelia on the mission. It left him feeling unsettled.

The duke cut off the conversation. He looked around the assembled ondists. His decision wasn’t long in coming. “Amara, you and your command will escort Ronan and Amelia.”

Amara bowed in acknowledgment, but the duke wasn’t done yet. “If possible, I don’t want this to be the day I send you to your death. If you think the mission is a failure, I’d rather you retreat than fight. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Amara said.

“Good. How long?”

Amara glanced over at Ronan. “At dawn the day after tomorrow, sir. It’ll give us some time to prepare.”

The duke dismissed them with a blessing. “Your expedition beyond the walls is approved. Kill those demons, for all our sakes.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The Reformer sorted carefully through the last stack of papers on his desk. He closed his eyes and reached up to touch the scars on his face, and a soft smile tugged the corners of his lips upward.

He sat in a small windowless room surrounded by thick stone. One lantern on the desk lit the room brightly. Alastor and Gereon hated this room, but their love was for open spaces. They wanted to see for miles. The Reformer felt the same, but found that when he was in Lindra, he preferred this to a more typical room with windows. He liked the feeling of being alone, and this room provided him with that illusion even though he was in the midst of the city.

But he was alone, maybe for the last time in his life. Alastor and Gereon had left several days ago, their bloody work at the Pierce residence complete. They’d used the ladders and the sympathetic cuvar on the walls to escape the walls without a trace. Tomorrow, he’d walk through the front gate, never again to return to this cursed city.

Although he might after it fell. To remind himself of the horrors humanity was capable of if their worst impulses weren’t constrained.

He resisted the urge to look over everything one more time. He’d spent almost every waking moment the last few days studying and checking all his plans. There was nothing more for him to do here.

He looked over the most recent missives again, fighting the misgivings in his stomach. The last week had seen both successes and failures. Count Pierce was dead, and that man had been a troublesome liability. Unfortunately, Jamie hadn’t been at home when Alastor and Gereon paid their visit. That was frustrating, but the Reformer wasn’t too worried. Jamie was little more than a listless drunk and rake. And it was well-known that Jamie and his father had been at odds for the last few years. If anything, Jamie might thank the Reformer. They were safe. The Reformer didn’t think Jamie would pursue the truth of his family’s murder too vigorously. Even if he did, by the time he figured out the truth, it would be too late.

Their failure to assassinate Lady Gwen was another thorn in his side, but that story was surprising all around. She was a coldhearted woman, but the Reformer wouldn’t have considered her capable of murdering an intruder. Fortunately, the Adairs believed it was nothing more than a robbery.

The news from Gutan was probably the most concerning. Or, more specifically, the lack of news. The Sunslayers had expected the city to fall by now, but the Reformer hadn’t heard a whisper about the city falling from any of his sources.

He didn’t doubt the Sunslayers. Bazel had aptly demonstrated their strength plenty of times, and if he said Gutan would fall, it would fall.

All told, he was disappointed that not everything had gone their way. But that was to be expected. No plan was perfect, not even his. Allowances had to be made, and he saw little reason to fear. The end of Lindra, the end of the duchies, was near at hand. Even if they were more clever than he expected, they were already too late.

He thought of the duchies as an old warrior fighting their last duel. They’d already lost too much blood, and infection had set in. They might still fight, and were certainly still dangerous, but they were dead on their feet. Soon, they would know their doom.

The Reformer collected all the papers and folded them neatly into his last pack. Come morning, he would join a group of settlers on the way to Hinsworth, the place he would soon call home. The Sunslayers wanted him there, though they hadn’t yet explained why.

He needed none, though. Their desire was enough.

Alastor and Gereon would be there, too, his closest companions for the end of the world.

He turned off his lantern, and the room was cast into pitch darkness.

He woke up the next morning, the room as dark as he’d left it. Experience guided him to the door, which opened up into a small apartment. The Reformer threw his pack over his shoulders and took one last look at his room.

For years, it had been the center of the vast web he’d spun. The place where he fought to save humanity from a second Fall. For the last few months, more of the messages had been directed toward Hinsworth, and after today no more would arrive here. The small cell was more important to history than any duke’s receiving hall but would probably never be recognized as such.

It was a shame, in a way. He didn’t do any of this for recognition, but some part of him craved it. Someday, children would speak of the Reformer as the man who had saved them all.

He left the apartment and walked toward the inner wall. On the other side, he found the caravan preparing to depart. It was probably one of the largest caravans Lindra had sent out in months. Nearly thirty settlers, all handpicked by him and Alastor. The seeds of humanity’s future.

A tall man with thick arms greeted him. “Are you our new neighbor?”

“I believe so. Heath.”

“Karl. I’ll introduce you to my family when I get the chance, but we’re hoping to get the wagons rolling soon. Is that all you have?”

The Reformer nodded. “I sold most everything before leaving. The Reformer will provide for us when we’ve arrived in Hinsworth.”

“Yes, he will. Well, I’m glad to see you here, and we can talk more on the road. What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a bookkeeper.”

“Are you now? An honest one?”

“Not much point in keeping books otherwise.”

Karl laughed, a deep, hearty sound that traveled for miles. The Reformer worried Karl was going to slap him on the back, a well-intentioned gesture that might just break him in half.

Fortunately, Karl resisted the temptation. “I can see why you’d want to leave Lindra, then. Come on, climb up. We’ll be leaving soon.”

The Reformer did, and Karl was as good as his word. It wasn’t that long before they were outside of Lindra’s outer walls, crawling their way north. The Reformer took one last look at the fading city and smiled. It was good to leave that place behind.

Farewell, Lindra. May we never meet again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Laran caught his breath and took a sip of water from his water skin. The air had a bite to it this far north, the first hints of the season changing as cold air blew down from the mountain peaks. Despite the chill, his clothing was damp with sweat. He glanced over at his new partners, who looked as fresh as a pair of lovers waking up from a long nap.

A now-familiar pang of envy struck him, and he looked away. Most days, he felt like he’d adapted to his new circumstances better than anyone had any right to expect from him, but there were moments when all he wanted was to curse Ronan’s name. The boy might have saved Laran’s life, but he’d destroyed it, too.

If Dillan noticed Laran’s tiredness, he had the decency not to say anything. “Kass and I are going to scout northward. We should be close.”

Laran took a deep breath, trying to sound as though he wasn’t close to panting. “Sounds good. I’ll explore a little farther west.”

Dillan bowed his head. “Meet back here?”

“Agreed.”

The two younger sumar started north, working their way through the thick underbrush that guarded the nearby stream. Kass reached out and grasped Dillan’s hand. Laran watched them until they disappeared, his heart aching. They were a couple, and Laran couldn’t look at them without thinking of Deandra. Of the future that had been denied him.

He would die before he let those two experience the same grief.

Despite their youth and their relative lack of experience, they were some of the most competent sumar Laran had come across in the last few years. Which was probably one of the reasons Lindra’s lodge commander had roped them all together. They’d been traveling north for almost two weeks, and not once had Laran wanted to tie them to a tree and leave them for the chikara.

He grunted to himself. Jamie would probably claim he was turning over a new leaf.

He shook his head at the thought of the noble, now officially Count Pierce, head and sole member of House Pierce. Laran had attended both the funeral and the ceremony recognizing Jamie as the new count, though he wasn’t sure why he had bothered. Jamie had been surrounded by sycophantic nobles and wealthy merchants, all eager to express just how sorrowful they were over Jamie’s loss. Laran had never even had a chance to speak to Jamie at the events. They’d only had a brief talk before Laran left, and it hadn’t been enough.

Dillan and Kass were wonderful sumar, and Laran didn’t regret a moment in their company. All the same, he missed Jamie. More than once, he’d thought about returning to Lindra and pulling the noble away from his obligations. Jamie might not know it, but he belonged out here.

Laran pushed the thoughts aside. The world took its course, and all people could do was swim in its currents as well as they were able. Jamie was needed in Lindra, the same as Laran was needed once more in the wild.

His orders had come from Lady Gwen, though they had the support of the lodge commander. Not long after the murders of Jamie’s family, chikara activity had increased in the far north of Lindra. The patterns were similar to those Laran and the sumar had noticed outside of Leeside earlier that spring. Concerted, organized attacks. Well-defended caravans that suddenly went missing.

There wasn’t much mystery to it now. Laran had hoped to have delayed the demon threat when he’d killed Goldeneye, but apparently, the monster hadn’t been working alone. There were others out there, and they needed to be hunted before the duchy’s precarious position teetered further. Demons took precedence, even over the mysterious Reformers. Laran, Kass, and Dillan were just one of three groups of sumar sent out to track down the demon.

The lodge commander hadn’t been a fool. The sumar sent beyond the walls traveled in groups. For most, a minimum of four. Laran’s group was the exception, as he hadn’t had a partner in years. Dillan and Kass were a unique partnership, as well, as both were second-rank. The commander had considered making them a group of five, but believed the three would be sufficient for any danger.

They’d followed a local story from a rest to the south. A hunting party had been ambushed near here, attacked by what seemed to be an organized force of chikara. The nearest town was an insular place called Hinsworth, a newer settlement so small it didn’t even have an inn. Laran and the others had stopped by, but at the gate, the guards had not-so-subtly implied the sumar would be better off finding other places to stay.

Laran hadn’t minded. After the amount of time he’d spent in Lindra, it was a pleasure to be out in the wild again, and he slept well knowing Dillan and Kass kept a sharp watch.

He pushed out his onda, letting it flow along the myriad paths that surrounded him. The old forest teemed with life. Squirrels, deer, and mice scurried nearby, uninterested in his presence. Birds took flight from the branches above him, a fox trotted past at a distance, and off to the east, a large cat carried its kill deeper into the woods.

All was as it should be, and Laran still couldn’t believe the difference in his senses. Onda opened up a whole new world, and he’d spent the first few days of travel outside Lindra cataloging a wide swath of sensations he’d never experienced. It helped him sense chikara, too, as smudges of darkness against the brightness of the web of onda.

On the fringes of his perception, a faint sensation caught his attention. He turned his head and stared into the woods. The sun was going down, and there was a shadowy motion out of place in the distance.

He worked his way in that direction using slow and cautious steps that made little noise. He pushed onda in the direction of his travel, but he felt nothing out of the ordinary yet.

A quarter mile more, and he did. It was a darkness deeper than any chikara, more focused. The dark-mirror image of an ondist. Laran hadn’t sensed one before, but he had no doubts as to what it was.

He’d found their demon.

Laran took several steps after it before stopping. Old habits died hard, and this one was rooted in a protective instinct. He’d agreed to travel with Dillan and Kass for a number of reasons. He wasn’t confident enough in his own abilities to travel safely alone. And Lady Gwen had called him a stubborn fool for even thinking that he needed to travel alone.

The choice had been the right one. But demons were more dangerous than chikara, and Dillan and Kass were young, with their whole lives together ahead of them.

Laran took another few steps, then stopped again. Proceeding ahead was foolhardy, and he was making excuses. He wavered for a moment more, then turned away from the demon. He marked its rough location, then returned to where he and the other two sumar had parted ways. It wasn’t long before they returned.

He told them what he’d discovered, and they followed him west. Combined, the sound of their passing was less than that of a mouse. They passed the place where Laran had turned back, making steady progress toward where he had last sensed the demon. When they were close, he motioned them to a stop so he could extend his onda.

The darkness of the demon was gone. Laran pushed out farther, but it had passed beyond his limited range.

They continued west for another quarter mile, and again Laran stopped. He sensed nothing of the demon. There were other humans farther west, but that was all. Laran stood up straight and stretched. Night wasn’t far off. At the very least, he figured they should speak with whoever else was out there. Perhaps they’d seen something unusual, and they should be warned of the heightened danger in the area.

Laran pointed. “There’s a group of people that way. Probably hunters, as there aren’t any roads nearby.”

Kass and Dillan agreed they should warn the hunters of the danger, so they moved in that direction. They’d both been slow to believe Laran’s claims about his abilities, but by now they’d spent enough time together that he’d proven everything he’d claimed. After their initial skepticism, he’d been impressed by their easy acceptance and belief. He sometimes forgot that he wasn’t the only sumar who’d experienced the strange and bizarre. Any sumar who spent sufficient time in the wild eventually came across some story that had no easy explanation. Accepting the outlandish was just part of their daily routine.

As they neared, Laran paused one last time to push out his onda and explore the area. The demon was nowhere to be found, but the hunters hadn’t moved despite the lateness of the hour. Were they another group of sumar, already setting up camp for the night? Laran didn’t think so. They were the only three anywhere near, unless another lodge had them patrolling in the area. And they didn’t have the bright onda most trained ondists possessed.

Laran’s natural paranoia urged caution, but he kept his thoughts to himself.

He made noise as he approached so as not to frighten the strangers. A few minutes later, they came upon the first of the people Laran had sensed. He was a tall man with beady eyes and a sharp nose. His limbs were long, with a sinewy strength common among hunters and sumar. From his bearing, he’d heard them coming and was waiting.

Laran reached out with onda. There were three more nearby, but he saw no sign of them as he approached. He fell back and let Kass make the introductions. She was by far the most gregarious of the three and had a way of putting others at ease. In some ways, she reminded Laran of Jamie, just without all the foolishness and excess.

“Well met,” she called.

The sharp-nosed man inclined his head. “Who are you?”

“I’m Kassandra. I’m traveling with Dillan and Laran. We’re sumar based out of Lindra, hunting the chikara in this region.”

The man grunted. “Plenty of those to go around these days.” He looked as though he considered saying more, then stopped.

Even for Laran, this felt awkward. Kass, undeterred, smiled. “We think there might be a demon in this area. Have you seen anything unusual lately?”

The man appeared to think for a moment. “No. Can’t say I have.”

Laran realized the man had never given his name. He pushed out his onda, desperate for more information. The other three were in the same places they’d been before. Then he felt one of the others focus his onda, as though preparing for action. A moment later, the others did the same.

Their attempts were weak, barely rising to the strength of third-rank cuvar. But there was no other danger nearby, no reason for them to focus themselves this way. His paranoia finally won over.

“Down!” he called. The moment he did, he launched himself at Kassandra, tackling her to the ground.

As they fell together, an arrow split the air above them. Behind them, Laran heard a grunt, and he feared the worst had befallen Dillan.

Laran was on his feet a moment later. They’d killed a few chikara on the way, and every day had been a kind of walking training for him. He ignored the initial urge to focus his onda and instead let it spread. Off in the distance, he sensed the focused onda, perhaps preparing a second volley of arrows.

The sharp-nosed man in front of him dropped his bow and reached for a dagger, eyes wide. Laran didn’t give him any chance to draw his steel. One cut downed him, and Laran bolted deeper into the woods, aiming for the closest focused onda.

The nearest archer was mostly concealed behind a tree and was fumbling with a second arrow as he watched Laran approach. He missed the string, then nocked the arrow on his next attempt. He pulled the string back to his cheek, but Laran was too close. Laran sidestepped, and the archer tried to follow, slamming the back of his bow hand into the tree. He cursed as Laran came around the other side of the pine. The curse was the last word the hunter uttered.

One of the archers ran away, but the other tried to line up a shot on Laran. She released her arrow, which narrowly shot over Laran’s left shoulder. When she missed, she dropped the bow and drew a dagger. Laran killed her, then chased after the last archer.

Running like this made him feel like he was the wind. His steps were impossibly light, and it felt a bit like the whole world was pushing him along. He bounded through the forest, changing direction like a deer sprinting from a wolf. He closed the gap in moments, knocking the hunter down with a powerful kick to his back.

The last archer sprawled in the mud of the trail, but turned over quickly, a knife in hand. Laran ignored it. “Why did you try to kill us?”

The man didn’t answer. He only snarled and rose to his feet, stabbing at Laran. The knife never came close, the distance between them too great.

Behind him, Laran heard Kass’ footsteps. So did the archer. His eyes went wide and darted around as though they were mad.

Before Laran realized what was happening, the man took the knife and drove it up under his chin. The archer fell just as Kass stepped next to Laran. She looked down at the body. “Did he just do that to himself?”

“As soon as he heard you coming. I think he realized he had no chance of escaping.”

“That makes no sense.”

Laran grunted. He agreed, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. He’d hoped to keep one alive for questioning, but the last archer had denied him that. More important matters consumed his mind. “How’s Dillan?”

“Mostly angry he didn’t react quickly enough. One of the arrows caught him in the shoulder. We were able to pull it out and wrap it.”

As if on cue, Dillan approached them, his steps sure even if his face was pale. “You called?”

“We should get to a rest,” Laran said. “Better for your shoulder if we can give it a few days to heal and make sure it doesn’t get infected.”

“Not many rests in this part of Lindra,” Dillan observed, “and I’ll be fine.”

“Hinsworth isn’t far away,” Kass said. “I’m sure they’ll find a place for us if he’s injured.”

Dillan frowned and stepped toward the last archer. He squatted next to it and examined the face. He frowned. “Not sure that’s such a good idea. I recognize this one. He was on Hinsworth’s wall when we visited.”

“You think people in the settlement had something to do with this?” Kass asked. She couldn’t keep the disbelief out of her voice. Her greatest weakness, in Laran’s opinion, was her willingness to believe the best in anyone. He hoped it never hurt her.

“They didn’t want us staying with them, and one of them just tried to kill us. Let’s just say I’m skeptical.”

Laran settled the argument. “I think it’s worth being cautious. Tonight, we’ll make our way toward Hinsworth but stay out of sight. We can watch the settlement and see what happens. Together, I think we can make sure Dillan gets the care he needs. If he takes a turn for the worse, we’ll get him to a rest.”

Kass didn’t like the compromise, but she deferred to Laran. He led them toward Hinsworth, wondering why the hunters had suddenly decided to hunt the sumar.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Jamie had long ago lost count of the number of times he had daydreamed about becoming Count Pierce. As a young man, he’d been obsessed with carrying on the family legacy his father had so forcefully beat into him.

It’s thanks to the Pierce familythat this duchy has thrived as it has.

Our greatness comes from our dedication to service.

If not for us, the duchy would fall within five years and never recover.

Such had been the common refrains in the Pierce household. And when he was young, Jamie had seen the way others deferred to Count Pierce. He’d seen the way Father spoke so casually to the duke, and he’d seen the effects of his father’s choices in the streets of Lindra.

He’d believed.

In a way, that had been one of the reasons for their eventual split. Jamie saw all the good that could come from service, but as he grew older, he realized Father’s motivations were never altruistic. In public, he performed good deeds because of the benefits they brought him. In private, he raged against the naked greed and slovenly nature of anyone who wasn’t him.

Thus, Jamie’s motivation to take over his father’s place gradually became more complicated. He still believed the words that he’d been taught, even if he grew to recognize the lies behind them. Wealth could change the world, and there were plenty of examples of Pierces throughout history that had made meaningful contributions to the duchy that had changed the course of history.

Now that he was in a position to do something with his family’s enormous wealth, though, Jamie realized something new for the first time. Something that had never occurred to him.

Being a count was dreadfully boring.

There were no more late-night visits to Gwen’s study. No more freedom at all. The duke was so concerned with Jamie’s safety he’d ordered four of his personal cuvar to watch Jamie at all times. At first, Jamie had been flattered by the attention, but now he despaired of ever having a moment of privacy again.

All that was bad enough, but layered on top were the endless visits from every noble and merchant in the area, loudly proclaiming their sorrow while testing Jamie in every way possible. Some tried to fleece him. Others tried to worm their way out of contracts. Others pretended there had never been any contract at all. It was an exhausting parade of meaningless bullshit that he had no choice but to smile and nod at.

Perhaps five times a day he thought about standing up, drawing his sword, and physically threatening whoever thought to take advantage of the chaos in the Pierce household. But the duke’s words echoed in his head, and he barely held his temper in check.

Corlee, as well, deserved recognition for her selfless acts. As the head bookkeeper, she had her fingers on the pulse of almost everything Father had done, and without her, Jamie truly would have been lost and adrift.

After all the visitors and all the meetings, all that was left for him each night was a mountain of paperwork compiled by Corlee and her small army of bookkeepers. He’d stay up long after the last visitor had left, staring at numbers and ledgers until the words and symbols melted together into an incoherent mess.

No small part of the work was simply wrapping his head around the vast and interconnected web Father had spent his life spinning. The Pierce holdings were widespread and diverse, and the process was made more challenging by the recent shifts and acquisitions. Jamie was forced to question long-held assumptions about how the family operated.

All of it made his head spin, and even Corlee’s knowledge only stretched so far. Father’s secretive behavior did Jamie few favors, and he swore that if he should produce an heir, he’d dump all the information on the poor child as soon as he could.

He couldn’t believe the thought, but he’d much rather be out in the wild with only Laran for company.

Relief finally came in the form of Gwen, whom he hadn’t seen since the funeral. He’d kept meaning to visit her, but there was simply never enough time in the day.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” he exclaimed when she entered.

The way she wrinkled her nose at the sight of him made him think the sentiment wasn't shared. “Have you even left this room in the past week?”

Jamie grimaced. “Not as often as I should. Is it that obvious?”

To answer his question, she went over to the large double windows and pushed them open. Fresh air filled the room, causing Jamie to realize how stuffy it had become.

“Thanks.”

“You're welcome.” She sat down across from him and studied his desk. “No whiskey? You surprise me.”

Having no better answer, he shrugged.

“You never struck me as the sort of man who would run his house from a study. I expected you to be out and about, meeting others and visiting the markets personally.”

“If I had my way, that would be the truth of it,” Jamie said, “but I've had my hands full trying to untangle my family's holdings. Not to mention trying to solve the mystery of why they were killed.”

“You think they were targeted?”

“I do. I have no evidence to prove it yet, but Father made a dramatic shift in his holdings before he died. He saw something coming, and it makes it hard to believe the timing of his death was a coincidence. The two facts feel linked. I just haven't figured out how.”

Gwen's eyes narrowed. “What shifts?”

Jamie was surprised she didn't already know. Considering her web of informants, it spoke volumes about the lengths Father had gone to protect his most recent secrets.

Jamie, on the other hand, couldn't care less. “He's been buying up farms and farmland.”

“Where?”

“About half within thirty miles of Lindra, another half spread throughout the outskirts of the duchy.”

“How long has he been purchasing?”

“He started with small purchases just before the arrival of the Gutanese delegation. Since then, he's been moving massive amounts of funds.” Jamie's suspicions grew at Gwen's intense look of concentration. “Why? What do you know?”

“It echoes purchases my own father has made, with similar timing.”

The implications hit Jamie with a physical force. He worked through the implications. “Do you think your family was also supposed to be assassinated that night?”

He shook his head. The methods were different. Here, the killers had marched through the front door. Still, it couldn't be coincidental.

“It's one possibility. Others are equally concerning.”

Suddenly, she swore softly. Jamie had the feeling it was at herself. “I'm sorry. I haven't even asked about you.” She appeared embarrassed. “How are you? Is there anything I can do for you?”

They were the same questions dozens of people had asked him in the last few weeks, but this was the first time since Laran had left that Jamie believed someone meant it. He told most people he was fine, and that was true enough, but he didn't want to lie to Gwen. “I don't know, honestly. It feels more unreal than the adventures I had in Waterstone, and those involved legendary monsters and reality splitting apart. But every time someone knocks on that door, I'm sure it's my father about to barge through, yelling at me for sneaking back into the house.”

He saw he had Gwen's full attention, but he appreciated that she didn't interrupt his wandering thoughts with empty platitudes.

“Most of the time, I don't think about it.” He gestured to the pile of papers on his desk. “And when I do, my thoughts about my father are—complicated. But then I think of my brother, and grief catches me off-guard. He was an ass, but he didn't deserve what happened to him.”

Jamie suddenly wished he had some whiskey on hand. “I haven’t sorted through everything yet, and I suspect it will be a while before I do. But there’s no way but forward, right?”

“Moving forward isn’t always easy when the ghosts of the past hold us back.”

“You’ll have to make sure I don’t fail then, won’t you?”

“I’ll do what I can.” She looked around the room. “I suppose I should be going, then. Don’t want to keep you from all those ledgers for too long.”

“Stay.” The words escaped from him before he considered them. “It’s been too long, and I’ve been meaning to visit ever since that night. Would you stay for a while?”

“Only if you agree to leave this room. It’s a beautiful day outside.”

“Then allow me to take you on a tour of the gardens.” He stood and offered his arm. She took it, and together they made their way from the study to the gardens. The duke’s cuvar assigned to him tried to follow, but Jamie ordered them to remain. They obeyed, but Jamie suspected he would hear from the duke about it later.

Their conversation was about the delightfully inconsequential. Gwen told him of the many recent follies of the nobility, then spoke of Anna and her most recent antics. Jamie listened and laughed, and for a time, he could almost believe that life was the same as it had always been. Jamie attempted to provide a worthwhile tour of the garden, talking about the history of some of the plants and noting various details a casual observer might miss.

Gwen had been right about the day. The sun was warm in a cloudless sky, and the afternoon was unseasonably pleasant. The signs of change weren’t hard to find, though. The sharp edges of the maple leaves were starting to turn color, almost as if someone had patiently taken a flame to them. When the wind swirled over the wall, it carried a chill it wouldn’t have in summer.

Jamie relaxed as they walked. The gorgeous day, the engaging company, and the peace of the garden was enough to convince him that, for these precious moments, everything was right with the world.

The veneer of normalcy was thin, though, and Jamie soon noticed the longer and longer pauses between Gwen’s stories. Eventually, he pulled her to a stop, holding onto her hand. “What’s on your mind?”

She was about to tell him, then shook her head. “I didn’t come here to get you any more involved. You’ve got enough to do.”

He squeezed her hand. “While I appreciate the concern, I’m not some fragile piece of glass you need to handle with care.”

She relented. “It’s what you said about your father and his holdings. The decisions are too similar to the ones my father has made. It means my father knows something, but I don’t know how to dig it out of him.”

“You don’t think he’d tell you?”

“I’m not sure. Typically, if there’s something he wants me to know, he tells me. There’s an implicit understanding that what he doesn’t tell me isn’t for me to know.”

Jamie thought about the Reformers, entering Count Adair’s home on that night so long ago. He made the connection that he suspected Gwen already had. “You’re worried that he might be involved with the Reformers, and you don’t want your own investigations to become more widely known.”

Gwen nodded. Suddenly, her eyes went wide. She glanced at him, then shook her head.

Jamie couldn’t help but smile. It was refreshing to see her thoughts written so plainly on her face. “What?”

“No.”

“You had an idea. What was it?”

“I couldn’t ask it of you, not after everything.”

“Gwen.”

She debated with herself for a moment more, then surrendered. “I was thinking that if there was one place I would find the truth, it’s in my father’s safe. But I can’t get in. Not only do I not have the key, but there are layers of defenses around it.”

Jamie grinned, and some of the burdens he’d carried the last few weeks slipped from his shoulders. He cracked his knuckles. There was no question about what he would do. It had been far, far too long since he’d had any fun. “So, you’re saying you need a thief? Lucky for you, I know one of the best in Lindra, and he’s been bored out of his mind.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Ronan stamped his feet and tried to stay warm. Thick clouds had rolled in from the sea last night, accompanied by an unrelenting wind that sliced through the layers of his clothing like he’d left them at home. He could smell the salt from the sea as though he were standing in the harbor, even though he was miles away.

He was surrounded by sumar who stood unflinching against the wind. Even Amelia, right next to him, didn’t seem bothered. At the very least, she did a great job pretending she wasn’t. Up ahead, Amara gave orders to the cuvar at the main gate. A pack of wolves wandered around the gate, and there was some concern about how they would react when the gates opened.

Amara returned to her sumar. Word was passed down the line. They had a few minutes’ wait while the cuvar prepared for the opening of the gate. Then they would burst out of Gutan, hoping to free the city.

When he’d first had the idea, he’d imagined something akin to him, Laran, and Jamie striking out into the wild. But that idea had rightfully been called foolish. A small group, no matter how powerful, would certainly be overwhelmed by the demons and the forces under their control. Instead, Gutan had put together an expedition, all based on his belief that he could find the demon and protect them from the wild. Nearly thirty lives were at stake because he’d spoken.

He could barely hear over the pounding of his heart. To his left, two sumar laughed. In front of him, another sumar stretched and yawned as though he’d just woken from a nap. Ronan couldn’t comprehend their composure. This was no afternoon walk in the fields. They expected fierce combat nearly as soon as they left the gates.

In the front of the group, Amara raised her hand. The sumar settled into an easy readiness. She chopped down, and the cuvar at the gates launched arrows at the wolves on the other side. A few minutes later, they gave a signal in return, and the gates opened.

Amara led them through as soon as the gap between the enormous doors was wide enough to permit a human to slip between them. First singly, then by twos and threes, they escaped the cage the demon had locked them in. Ronan and Amelia squeezed through together, the gates already closing behind them.

The cuvar had done their work well. The wolves were all dead and dying. None had fled once the arrows started to fall. The expedition escaped through the gate without having to fight and set out along the main road. It was a better start than they had expected, and Ronan dared to hope this plan might actually work.

He quested out with his onda, but he found nothing. He hadn’t thought the demon would be foolish enough to remain too near the walls, and his search confirmed his guess. He signaled the information to Amara, who ordered the sumar deeper into enemy territory. They would follow the road. It stood to reason that the demon would camp somewhere nearby to ensure no travel to and from the city could be permitted.

Every five hundred yards or so, Ronan pushed out his onda. The second time he did, he felt an attack coming off in the distance. He signaled the danger to Amara, who replied with her own gesture—a reminder he was to hold himself away from the front lines.

He ground his teeth at the sign. Though he understood the logic well enough, it didn’t make his role in the expedition any easier to accept. He and Amelia were the reserves, not to be used unless they were needed.

Ronan had argued vehemently against the plan. Why risk the sumar when he could divert any attacks from the wild?

Amara’s rebuttal had been firm. “We still don’t know the full extent of your powers, Ronan. Nor do we know how long you can sustain different efforts. I believe you can help us, but I’m not going to spend your energies on tasks my sumar can handle. You’re to hold back until I order you otherwise.”

So Ronan watched as a herd of deer came over a small rise and toward them. Amara’s sumar launched arrows, but the numbers of deer were far too great. Ronan grimaced. With a simple command, he could send the deer away, and they could continue their hunt. Then he felt a hand on his wrist. It was Amelia.

“Trust her,” she said. “I do.”

Ronan gave her a terse nod and forced himself to relax. He watched the scene unfold, ready to act if needed.

Watching the deer reminded him too closely of his time with Laran and Jamie. Deer weren’t predators, and seeing them act in concert made the hairs on his arm stand up on end. It wasn’t natural. Humans should never have to fear such an animal.

Dozens died as they charged at the expedition, but the sumar only killed about half by arrow. Ronan wondered if Amara expected the deer to break, to scatter the way they should. If so, she was commanding her sumar using false assumptions. He kept his mouth shut, though. Amara was no fool.

With another command, bows were exchanged for swords, and the sumar prepared to meet the charge.

Before it struck, though, the deer turned sharply and ran north. They disappeared over a rise, and there was a period of bewildered silence. Ronan spun in a slow circle, wondering if there was something he had missed. But the area was quiet.

Amara looked back at him, but he shook his head. He’d done nothing.

She signaled for him to perform a search, and he did, sending out his onda as far as it would go. Still no demon. He passed the message back to her. She conferred with her squad leaders for a moment, then ordered them forward again.

A growing sense of unease lodged itself in Ronan’s stomach, and he didn’t know if it was his own fears, or a premonition of something worse to come. Daring as the expedition was, their plan wouldn’t be difficult to guess. Though Ronan hadn’t sensed it at the time, the command for the deer to turn so sharply had to have come from the demon.

Which meant it couldn’t be that far away.

But why turn the charge away? All it had cost the sumar was arrows, and they’d brought more than enough for several similar charges. Again, Ronan wanted to issue a warning, but there was no point. He had no specific evidence, and Amara could no doubt determine the same facts on her own.

They proceeded along the road and Ronan checked for the demon more often. His searches still came up empty. They reached a low crest in the land and Ronan looked back at Gutan’s walls. They were already well over a mile away, and once the expedition dipped out of sight, they would be completely on their own. Amara didn’t hesitate. The sumar proceeded forward, and Gutan disappeared behind them.

For the next half hour, the sumar kept their typical marching pace, and the only sounds were the soft footsteps of the sumar’s boots against the gravel of the road. The rolling plains were as empty and desolate as a desert.

Ronan caught the looks shared between the sumar. It was too quiet.

They reached the top of the next small rise in the land, where they could see for miles in most directions. Amara called the first halt here, and Ronan used the opportunity to search for the demon.

Still nothing.

From here, the main road turned west, rising and falling with the land. They hadn’t expected to make it so far with so little difficulty, and Amara met with her squad commanders and Ronan. “Plenty of daylight left, so we’ll press on. Ronan, have you sensed anything yet?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Any opinion on following the road versus taking another direction?”

“No, ma’am. All of this makes me uneasy. I’m certain the demon knows where we are, so one direction is as good as another.”

He feared he had said too much, but Amara accepted his thoughts as though they’d come from one of her veteran commanders. “Which means we should put tactical considerations first. Where do we go to minimize the downsides of an inevitable ambush?”

From there, the conversation happened so rapidly that Ronan could barely follow. The commanders spoke in a shorthand Ronan didn’t understand, where phrases and references to past events served as entire arguments. The decision was made before Ronan even realized the argument was done. Amara issued the orders. “We’ll break away from the road, then. I want second and third squads to spread out. I don’t want us bunched too close together.”

As they split, Amara held Ronan back for a moment. “Keep up your efforts. You’ve done well thus far.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Ronan turned before she could see the smile on his face.

They broke away from the road, heading straight north.

They hadn’t gone far when Ronan threw up his hand in warning. There was a darkness moving to the northwest. Given the hour of the day, it was almost certain to be the demon. No chikara would be out now. Ronan passed the information along to Amara, and after another brief conference with her commanders, they pushed on.

Ronan’s heart had settled as they’d walked without confrontation, but now it started to pound again. Tendrils of dark commands spread out from the demon, though their destination was obscured by the web of onda that still lay between Ronan and the demon. It wasn’t alone.

The demon showed the first part of its hand when the coyotes trotted toward the expedition, barely visible through the tall grass. It was a pack larger than any Ronan had heard of before. Amara and the sumar noticed them right away, and again the bows came to hand, and arrows filled the sky. Coyotes fell, but the rest picked up the pace, sprinting at them despite the danger from the sky.

Then, from the west, the same herd of deer from before bounded into view. Some of the archers turned, but it was clear that the sheer number of animals would soon overwhelm them. Amara signaled for Ronan to prepare himself, but he was already ready. He pushed his onda out, stretching it to see how far his command would carry.

If he failed, they all paid the price. They’d trusted him with their lives.

Then he felt more of what was in store for the expedition. Another herd of deer approached from the east, and snakes slithered in the grass toward them. Above, hawks and eagles gathered with a dozen types of songbirds. A few dived at the sumar. Few could kill, but they snapped and clawed at the sumar as they aimed their bows.

Amara sent him another command, the one that would most likely be her last for some time. It told him to act as he saw fit.

Already the animals were nearing too close. Ronan closed his eyes, having thought long and hard about how he would approach this task. For the first time, he tried to do something more than get the animals to avoid him.

Attack!

He linked the command to his sense of the demon, hoping it would be enough. The order rippled out through the weave of onda, and the animals closest to the sumar turned suddenly and turned their attention north, toward the approaching demon.

Ronan couldn’t spare the attention to follow them after they turned the other way. He focused instead to the next wave of animals, already closing in. Again, he sent out the order to attack the demon, and again, the animals turned the other way. That gave Ronan enough time to look over the battlefield.

So far, the fight had gone better than any of them had planned. The sumar hadn’t yet even switched back to swords, and dead animals littered the ground. Ronan lifted his eyes to search for the demon. It advanced on the sumar without hesitation, and Ronan discovered the first flaw in his plan.

He’d hoped to turn the demon’s greatest strength against it, by using the very same animals it summoned as weapons to fight it. But he’d thought too highly of his abilities. His orders had worked well enough—the animals he’d commanded did attack the demon. But they never came close enough to threaten the creature. Ronan felt the pulse of darkness emanate from the demon and the animals came right around again. The demon didn’t even break stride.

The animals massed in their greatest numbers yet and charged the sumar. Ronan prepared a new command. Tempting as it was to duel the demon for control of the wild, Ronan suspected he would lose. The demons manipulated far greater numbers than Ronan could. He decided instead to command the animals to flee the battleground completely. Once the demon was stripped of its greatest weapons, the sumar should cut it down without a problem.

Ronan waited for the animals to get closer. The sumar launched one last volley with their bows, and then Amara gave them the command to switch to steel. The ground thundered with the approach of hundreds of beasts of every type, throwing up enough dust Ronan lost sight of the demon.

Ronan cast out with his onda one last time, and he swore at what he felt.

Damned clever.

“Harra!” he shouted toward Amara, but the commander was too far away and the approaching animals too loud.

Ronan understood, a few moments before anyone else, that they were all doomed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Laran left Kass and Dillan behind as he sought a vantage point to observe Hinsworth safely. Assuming they could keep Dillan’s wound safe from infection, it wouldn’t be fatal. But it had weakened the sumar considerably. He’d lost a decent amount of blood, and his arm wasn’t working well. If the situation demanded it, Laran had little doubt Dillan could fight, but there was no reason to push him. All Laran wanted to do was watch the settlement for a bit. That didn’t take all three of them.

They’d argued, of course, but were ultimately deferential. Besides, it was the right decision, even if it went against the traditional prohibitions about letting partners wander off on their own. Kass would take good care of Dillan, and Laran wouldn’t have to worry about anything other than sitting and watching.

Laran moved slowly through the thick pine trees, stepping carefully to avoid making any sudden sounds. The sun had slipped below the mountains, though the sky was still blue. Laran figured there was about an hour of daylight left before night fell over the valley. He climbed higher, aiming for a rocky outcropping that he thought would let him look down on the valley below. His legs burned, already tired from the long day and the now steady climb. The wind was stronger here and colder. His cloak kept him warm, but it would be a chilly night without a fire.

He finally reached the ridge, and as he suspected, the settlement came into view. Laran studied it for a moment, looking at it now with new eyes.

As far as settlements went, Hinsworth was on the smaller end. From the number of buildings, Laran guessed there were far less than a thousand people within. Its walls, created with stone chiseled out of the surrounding mountains, encompassed a healthy tract of farmland that looked fertile. A large stream ran under the wall in one place, providing ample water both for the settlement and for the farmland. On the north end, the wall encircled rougher terrain. Laran saw plenty of sheep and some pigs grazing.

Between the farmland, the rich hunting in the area, the pine, and the mountain, Laran suspected this was a settlement built with self-sufficiency in mind. Assuming one was willing to go without some of the luxuries of trade, he didn’t see any reason why the settlement would die out. Which was good, as Hinsworth was about as far from any major town as one could be.

Laran took it all in, then dropped behind the ridge once again. Though the tall pines provided ample cover, there was no reason to risk detection. He wandered west for another half mile before climbing to the ridge again. He found a comfortable place up against a pine and wrapped himself in his cloak. On this side of the ridge, he had less protection from the wind, which whipped in his face as he watched the settlement.

Laran settled in for a long wait, not quite sure what he was searching for. He let his eyes roam over the settlement as the hours passed. The sun set and the stars shone through intermittent cloud cover, and everything below looked as typical as he would expect. The streets remained relatively busy through the end of the day, but as the sky turned dark, lanterns lit more and more windows. Little noise drifted up to Laran’s vantage point.

Hinsworth felt like a settlement he might not detest being a part of. He liked its size and location, nestled so far away in this quiet mountain valley. Truth be told, he even liked that they weren’t overly welcoming to outsiders. Shooting at sumar in the wild was another matter, but he liked the feel of the place.

His eyes grew heavy as the night wore on. To amuse himself, he kept pushing out his onda. He hoped that one day, he would push it out as naturally as he’d once focused it within. The benefits of knowing what surrounded him were enormous. It was more reliable than sight, sound, or smell.

In time, even that failed to keep his attention. The settlement was as quiet as the woods around him. The night grew late, and he was about to return to Dillan and Kass when he saw two lanterns appear in a dark street near the center of Hinsworth. Laran squinted, but it was too far and too dark to make out any details, and his onda wouldn’t travel that far. He watched as the lanterns made good time to the main gate. The gate opened and closed quickly, and the lanterns were beyond the walls, traveling north.

Laran stirred himself awake at the sight. He couldn’t think of a mundane reason to explain the sight of the two lanterns. He came to his feet and quickly debated. A wiser man would return to his partners and ask for help. But Laran feared that was the wrong choice. He didn’t know how long the lanterns’ journey would take, and Dillan was in no condition to run through the wilds in the middle of the night. It was best those two stay together. Besides, he didn’t plan on getting into any trouble.

He hurried toward the lanterns. His steps were light and he made an arc around the settlement, far enough away he didn’t think his passage would be noticed. He crossed the valley, leaped over the stream at a narrow point, then started the climb on the other side.

Once he’d climbed a few hundred paces, he slowed. His direction was no more than a guess, a prediction of where the lights would be if they’d maintained a constant pace and direction since he’d seen them on the other side of the valley. But when he reached the place he expected them to be, there were no lights to be found. Laran caught his breath and pushed out his onda. He sensed nothing unusual. He rubbed at his chin, looking both up and down the side of the hill. The tall pines prevented him from seeing too far, but he caught no hint of movement as far as he could see.

He trusted his own guess. He’d be a poor sumar if he couldn’t predict where an animal would be after a given amount of time, and humans often made for easy prey. When in doubt, he chose patience. All too often in the wild, the greatest mistake one could make was following up the first error with another one. It was far better to sit and wait.

The practice proved wise here, too. After another minute of waiting, Laran saw the two lanterns through the trees below him. His guess had gotten him close, after all. He watched for a few moments longer, then determined the lanterns were going to come closer to his current position than he wanted. He retreated, backtracking his steps for about fifty paces. Then he crouched behind a bush.

The lanterns continued up their path, and in time they came close enough that Laran understood their delay. One of the travelers was clearly an ondist, sword at hip and bow in hand. But the other was an older man with a scarred face. Laran judged him about ten years his senior. Though his steps were sure, his pace wasn’t fast. Laran watched them pass in front of the place he had been standing a few minutes before.

Once he was sure it was safe, Laran followed after them. He kept a considerable distance and watched his step more carefully than before. One snapped branch might be enough to give him away.

They didn’t travel much farther. The two settlers stopped on a small flat section of land. They both kept their gazes focused higher up the mountain, and they didn’t speak to one another. They were waiting for something, but for what? Laran sought answers with his onda but found none.

He crept wide around them until he found a place where he would be close enough to see everything but far enough away that it was unlikely he’d be spotted. It was also downwind of the meeting spot, so nothing would smell him. Then he once again settled into wait.

There wasn’t enough time for his eyes to grow heavy. He’d been still for only a few minutes when he sensed something dark pushing against his onda-awareness. An icy fear settled in his stomach, and he had to fight the urge to retreat another dozen paces.

The demon emerged from the woods with a light step, coming to a stop no more than five paces away from the two settlers. The lack of surprise and fear on their faces told Laran all he needed to know.

He focused on the demon and started.

Had he not sensed the dark presence before it appeared, he might have almost considered it human. It was tall and lithe, reminding Laran a little of Jamie, assuming Jamie had no hair, reproductive organs, or clothes. But the slight asymmetry that had always bothered Laran about Goldeneye wasn’t present. When the creature smiled, its teeth were sharp and clearly carnivorous. Its hands, too, ended in short, pointed claws. But if it had worn clothes, Laran suspected most passersby wouldn’t look twice at it.

The demon spoke first, its voice too soft to carry to where Laran hid. The settlers answered, and a conversation ensued.

Laran didn’t dare approach any closer. The appearance of the demon put him in more danger than he was prepared for, and he immediately regretted his decision not to involve Dillan and Kass. As much as he wanted to hear what was being discussed, it wasn’t worth the risk of discovery.

As the demon spoke, it pointed in the direction that Laran and the others had come across the hunters. The faces of the two older settlers fell, and they asked hurried questions. Laran swore silently. The tone of the conversation changed, and it looked more like a debate.

Finally, the two parties separated, both returning the way they’d come. Laran stayed right where he was.

A few minutes later, Laran was certain it was safe to move. The settlers made their way steadily downhill, and the demon had disappeared as though it had never existed. Laran broke from his cover and traveled east, away from any of the meeting’s participants.

After he was a few hundred paces away, he once again relied on onda to hasten his steps. He darted between the trees like a deer in flight, making his way to where his new partners rested.

He crossed the valley without incident and returned to the ridge where he had watched the village. From there, he turned and followed the same game tracks he’d wandered on his journey to the vantage point. He breathed a deep sigh of relief when he came upon the camp Dillan and Kass had set up.

Kass was on duty and alert, and Dillan rested peacefully. They were unharmed, though Kass was rightly disturbed by the way he crashed into their camp.

There would be time to explain on the road. He rousted them, and within minutes they hurried on their long journey back toward Lindra.

Laran might not have heard the conversation, but he knew two facts for certain. First, the bodies of the hunters had been discovered, and the demon knew hostile forces were around. They would be hunted.

The second fact was the more concerning one. Demons and humans were cooperating. To what end, Laran couldn’t guess, but they needed more ondists if they were going to pry an answer out of Hinsworth.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Jamie climbed the now-familiar route that carried him over the Adair’s back wall and into their garden. As was customary for this time of night, their lone cuvar was on duty at the front gate, allowing Jamie free reign of most of the garden. He shook out his hands as he approached the wall of the house, then climbed until he reached Gwen’s balcony.

The door to her study was open, and he stepped inside after ensuring she didn’t have any other company. “At some point, it’ll be easier if you just put a ladder up,” he said.

“And steal your opportunity for such good exercise?” Gwen said. “I wouldn’t dare.”

As much as Jamie wanted to lounge about the study and talk with Gwen, he’d come with a clear purpose, and there was much to do. “What do I need to know?”

“Father is very private about his safe, so there’s not much I can tell you. He’s let us be in the room when he opens it, but never on his side of the desk. It’s in the bottom drawer on the right, which is always locked. The safe is built inside the drawer and can’t be removed. It is also locked using a different key than the one that opens the drawer. And finally, he does something else when he opens the lid, though I couldn’t tell you what it is.”

“That’s an impressive level of security.”

“The one lesson all of us were taught growing up was how valuable secrets were. Many of our sins could be forgiven, but if Father ever heard of us telling on the other or spilling a secret of any sort, our punishments were severe.”

“Sounds like I wasn’t the only one who endured strange lessons growing up.”

Gwen shrugged. “Are you going? This all makes me nervous.”

“I’m going. Kiss for good luck?”

She scoffed. “I only reward success.”

Jamie grinned. “I’m considering that a promise.”

He stepped back onto the balcony and looked up at the climb. It was the second time climbing to the count’s study, though the first time had been from a different balcony. The climb itself was easy enough, with plenty of trustworthy holds between here and there. The greatest danger was simply that he couldn’t make a mistake. From this height, the fall would likely kill him. He took his time, mapping out the moves he would make on the wall with care. Then he focused his onda and began the ascent.

Using onda was something of a double-edged sword. It made the climb far less taxing and left him with plenty of strength and focus once he made it to the top. But it also lent him a false sense of confidence, a certainty he could make any move on the wall he wanted. He forced himself to climb slowly, to check and double-check his holds before reaching for the next.

When he reached the balcony of the count’s study, he took several long minutes to rest. Most everyone in the house was asleep, and those that were awake were in their rooms several floors below. He had all night, if he needed it.

Once he was rested, he slipped the latch on the doors and let himself in. He grinned to himself, nostalgic for the last time he’d been in this room. That was when Gwen had coerced him into stealing a book from the Aklatan, the first time they’d really spoken to one another.

There were times he regretted his thieving, but now was not one of them. If not for his attempt to steal secrets from Count Adair, he wouldn’t have had the chance to learn about Gwen.

He closed the doors behind him and sat behind the count’s desk. The moon outside was bright enough for his work tonight, so he didn’t risk a light. He pulled out his lock-picking set and went to work on the drawer lock. It was a simple enough design, and Jamie had it open in under a minute. He pulled out the drawer and studied the safe inside.

The safe was made by Sawyer and Sons, and Jamie approved of Count Adair’s choice. They were the best lock makers in the city, and their safes were always sturdy and reliable.

Unfortunately for Count Adair, they were the same shop that supplied House Pierce with their safes and thus were the very ones Jamie had honed his skills on so many years ago. He used a different set of picks, inserting his turning tool near the bottom of the keyway and applying tension to the lock. Then he reached in with a slim piece of metal that was bent like a hook at the end, searching for the tumblers. One by one, he worked his way through the pins, setting them carefully before moving on to the next.

The work took several minutes, but soon he was able to use the turning tool to unlock the safe. He smiled and wiped his sweaty hands on his pants. He’d missed this the last few months.

Jamie took a bit to relax and let some of the tension drain from his hands. He reminded himself that there was no particular rush. Then he pulled out another thin piece of metal. He bent the end at a right angle and slipped it between the lid of the safe and the body. He put his other hand on top of the lid to prevent it from opening unexpectedly. Then he explored the edge of the safe.

He found the latch near the corner. After a few light jiggles, he felt his thin piece of metal depress the latch with an audible click. He took a deep breath and lifted the lid.

Nothing happened, but it only took him a moment to see what might have. The device at the corner of the safe was designed to puncture a pouch. Jamie sniffed around the pouch, but it was sealed tight. Perhaps a poison or an ink designed to identify the culprit. Jamie locked the latch, preventing the device from becoming active. Then he pulled out all the journals in the safe. He slipped them into a pack that he slung over his back.

Jamie left the latch locked but closed the lid of the safe and slid the drawer back into the desk. Then he went back to the balcony and climbed down to Gwen’s study. He found her pacing the room.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

“Can’t rush perfection.”

She reached for the pack, but Jamie held it away from her. “I believe a reward was promised.”

She glared at him for a moment, then laughed. “Fine.”

Her kiss sorely tempted Jamie away from what he’d promised to do tonight, but when Gwen pulled away, she brought his pack with her. She pulled out the journals and flopped into her chair, giving no indication she’d be moving anytime soon.

Jamie sat down in the other chair and flipped through one of the other journals. It didn’t take long for the old leather-bound books to consume all his attention.

Immediately, Jamie recognized Count Adair as a serious and detailed thinker. His journals were dense with small handwriting, and his observations ran the gamut from mundane to profound. He noted everything, from the quality of wheat the bakeries were receiving to the changing weather patterns. In the count’s notes, Jamie saw more than a little bit of Gwen.

Jamie paid particular interest to any passages the count had written about Gwen. It seemed the good count had some sense of the extent of his daughter’s affairs and viewed them with mixed emotion. He was pleased to see Gwen using her skills to advance her causes, but he frequently lamented Gwen wasn’t as interested in the affairs of the house as he hoped.

Unfortunately, the notes Jamie perused were older and held nothing pertinent to their current line of questioning.

Beside him, he heard a soft intake of breath. He broke his gaze away from yet another passage dedicated to Gwen to see the lady herself trembling as she read from a separate journal. She closed the book and set it on the stand next to her. Her hand shook, and she made a fist in an effort to stop them.

“What did you find?” Jamie asked.

Gwen trembled for a moment more, then pushed herself to her feet and started pacing the room. She didn’t speak, but Jamie gave her space.

“It’s worse than we thought,” she finally said. “In that book is everything we wanted to know. Your father is implicated, too. No direct evidence, but from what you’ve told me and from what my father wrote, it’s almost certain.”

“In what?”

“Our fathers were, and are, cooperating with demons.”

“What?” Jamie had no high expectations of his late father, but that accusation stretched even what he was willing to believe. “There’s no way. My father hadn’t left the city in years.”

Gwen grimaced. “Sorry. Just putting the pieces together. It’s more accurate to say that my father had dealings with a large man who matches your description from the night of Laran’s meetings. A man who gave no name. Who simply went by the title of ‘Reformer.’ This Reformer had advance knowledge of what was going to happen to the Gutanese delegation. That’s all Father’s notebooks say.”

Jamie could connect the pieces easily enough. “But we know that the attacks on the delegation were orchestrated by the demons. So this Reformer is cooperating with them.”

Gwen nodded, her mind in other places. “Once this gets out, it will destroy our house. My father knew of the disaster and made no move to warn of it. Instead, he thought to profit off of it.”

Jamie’s eyes narrowed. “But he didn’t. That was the very reason I broke in here in the first place! Because he was making trades that seemed unusual. Trades you told me were because they anticipated Gutan’s expansion.”

Gwen shook her head. “Those were trades I recommended, and were only a small fraction of our positions. I argued for more, as it would both help our house and Gutan, but I was rejected. I never knew why until now.”

“If your father knew about it, so did mine. It’s the only way to explain their trading behavior.”

“Except your father is dead, and everyone knows you had next to nothing to do with your house. Tragic as your family’s death was, it’ll be the very thing that will help your family name survive.”

Jamie rose to his feet, too. “You don’t have to let the duke know. Us having this information could be enough. We can figure out a way to stop the Reformers using this.” He reached out for her, but she pulled away.

“I can’t do that, Jamie. This is much bigger than my family name. If both of our fathers were wrapped up with the Reformer, who else might have been? Who might still be? Ethan needs to know everything.”

Jamie grew increasingly bothered by Gwen’s line of reasoning. She risked losing everything by bringing this to the duke.

“Maybe that’s exactly what the Reformers want!” he said.

He knew he was grasping, but the chaos that would result from these revelations would be devastating, especially if the conspiracy was as far-reaching as it appeared to be.

“If the houses start falling now, there will be no stability at the time when we need it most.”

Gwen stood firm. “We can’t hide the truth. No matter how noble our intentions. It makes us no better than our parents.”

That was the punch that ended the argument. Jamie had no response to that. He conceded the fight. “I just don’t want to see you suffer for the sins of your father.”

“Neither do I,” Gwen said. “But they are my father’s sins, so it’s our responsibility to make it right.”

Just then, there was a commotion from the lower levels of the house, and Jamie heard shouting from outside. He swore. Of all things, had his thieving been noticed now? He crept over to the balcony door and looked out, then swore even louder.

Gwen came to stand next to him, then laughed. “Well, that solves that, doesn’t it?”

Gwen’s balcony was high enough that Jamie could see the uniforms massed in the street, lit by the fire of a dozen lanterns. They were the same uniforms currently stationed in his own house. The duke’s private cuvar. Considering their number, they could only be here for one reason, the same reason Gwen and Jamie had just been arguing.

Gwen came up with a plan first. “Whatever happens, you can’t be found here.”

He was about to protest, but she silenced him with another kiss. “Go. I’ll be fine. We’ll figure it out. But you need to leave.”

“Fine. But rest assured, I’ll come for you.”

“I know. Now go.”

Jamie grimaced but went out to her balcony and climbed down, running around to the back just as the cuvar on duty opened the front gate to let the duke’s ondists in. Jamie barely made it over the back wall before the garden filled with light.

Brushing himself off, he walked through the streets until he came to a safe vantage point from where he could watch the front gate of the Adair estate. It was some time coming, but eventually, the whole house was brought out and led to a waiting carriage.

They were all in chains.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


The chikara that delivered their doom was a fearsome harra, one of the largest of the burrowing creatures Ronan had ever come across. By the time he sensed it, it was already digging toward the surface at a terrible speed.

Sumar were usually sensitive enough to notice the harra’s approach through the soles of their feet, but the thundering charge of the stampede masked the telltale vibrations. Not only that, but harra were never seen during the day. Of all the chikara, the burrowing creatures were widely considered the most sensitive to sunlight.

Ronan and Amelia were the only two who might have noticed the harra in time, but they, too, had been distracted by the stampede and the demon.

The demon’s plan unfolded with devastating effect. The harra broke through the surface in the center of the sumar, devouring the bottom half of an unsuspecting sumar with one snap of its jaws.

Seeing a harra break the surface in the daylight was terrifying enough, but the beast wasn’t finished. Ronan expected the harra would dive back into the ground, fleeing the sunlight. Instead, it emerged fully from its tunnel and flopped sideways among the sumar like an enormous worm. The movement exposed all of its hide to the sun, which sent the monster into spasms of agony.

Chikara didn’t scream or cry like most animals, but Ronan had no problem imagining the squeal of distress the harra would have released had it been capable of doing so. Its head and tail ends whipped about, scattering the sumar just as they organized to meet the stampede.

It was a testament to the skill of Amara’s sumar that the direct injuries weren’t worse. The harra killed the one warrior when it broke the surface, and one more when it landed on top of her. Ronan assumed a few more had been injured as the harra flailed about, but most of the sumar scattered effectively.

Only now, they were completely exposed and uncoordinated as the stampede reached them.

Ronan’s eyes flicked between the harra and the approaching stampede. “I need you, Amelia.”

Fortunately, she’d kept her head through the chaos, and a moment later, onda filled Ronan to the brim. It made him feel alive. But the shouts of the sumar kept him grounded.

He sent out his command louder and farther than ever before. The stampede of deer and diving attacks from eagles both veered away. Ronan saw another sumar near the edge of the circle fall, carried away and trampled by the stampede that didn’t turn in time.

The bulk of the sumar were trapped between the flailing harra and the stampeding wild, but for the moment, they were safe. Ronan cast out his onda, able to reach so much farther thanks to Amelia’s assistance. He wouldn’t take this momentary relief for granted, and he dreaded another surprise.

He felt nothing beyond what he expected. The harra was rapidly weakening, dying under the bright sun and open air. Ronan almost felt a pang of sympathy for the creature, ordered to surface at a time it never would have on its own, then forced to remain above to die an agonizing death.

He sought out the demon with his onda and was surprised to find the creature backing away. The dust from the stampede blocked all sight of it, and the demon sought to use the reduced visibility as a means to escape.

“Amelia,” he said. “Can you sense it trying to escape?”

Her eyes were closed, but she was focused. “Yes.”

She understood the true nature of his question without him having to explain. Like many of the sumar, she carried a bow, and now she opened her eyes, nocked an arrow, and pulled the string back to her cheek. Her motions were fluid and certain.

She closed her eyes again. He knew the only sense she could use for the shot was that of her onda, but it still looked silly. She stood tall in the middle of a battlefield, bow in hand, eyes closed. Under other circumstances, he might have found the sight funny. Today, though, he was impressed. He didn’t dare close his eyes for more than a moment, afraid of what might reach him when he couldn’t see.

Amelia released the string, and Ronan’s head twisted as he tried to follow the arrow. The shaft disappeared into the dust, but against his onda-awareness, he felt the demon stumble. Amelia met his gaze with a self-satisfied smile.

She nocked another arrow and took aim once again. This time, it took her only a few moments before she released.

The darkness faded, replaced by the web of onda. The nature of the harra’s struggles changed, and Ronan turned to watch it rear its head high. He’d never seen the behavior personally, but he knew what it represented. Freed of the commands that had kept it on the surface, it meant to dive back underground where it could rest and heal.

Amara didn’t let it. Once the flailing ceased, she stood before it, and as it dove eagerly for the darkness, her sword flashed once.

The harra was too wide across for Amara to cut it in one strike, but she severed the flexible spinal column that ran across the top of the creature. The cut was as perfect as those the mestres demonstrated in the obuka. The harra struck the ground headfirst, like it was going to burrow, but it was already dead.

As soon as the creature died, Amara sought out her daughter. Ronan saw the sigh of relief, and it filled him with shame. For now, Amara was glad that Amelia was safe, but she’d soon turn her anger onto him. They’d trusted him to keep them safe, and he’d failed to notice the harra. Because of him, too many valuable sumar had lost their lives.

Tears sprang to his eyes, and he wished there was someplace he could hide. But his only option was to jump into the hole the harra had burst from.

He swallowed hard and bowed his head in shame as Amara approached. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have sensed it.”

She stopped a few paces away from him. Her breathing was deep and uneven. She didn’t speak, and Ronan assumed she debated between punishing him here or waiting until they returned to Gutan.

Ronan kept his eyes firmly on his feet. If groveling would have been any atonement, he would have dropped to his knees in a moment.

She put her hand on his face and lifted his chin. “There are lessons to be learned here. For you and me alike. Even with the stampede, I should have sensed the approach of a harra. In this, we were beaten by the demon, and it’s a failure we must learn from. Otherwise, the lives lost here today were lost in vain. Our failure today was one of a lack of experience. We cannot let it happen again.”

All Ronan could do was nod.

Amara let her hand drop. She looked around, then focused on Ronan and Amelia. “I’m glad you two are safe. The demon got the better of us, but if not for you two, I’m not sure any of us would be standing here discussing it.” She turned her full attention to her daughter. “Your shot was impressive. Your practice has paid off.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Since they’d gathered on the safe side of Gutan’s wall, Amara had been their commander, not Amelia’s mother.

“We will prepare our dead and do what we can for our wounded. You have some time before we begin the return to Gutan. See if there is anything you can learn from the scene,” Amara said.

Ronan interrupted her as she started to turn away. “Ma’am. I trained in Lindra as a healer. Let me help the wounded.”

Amara accepted the offer without hesitation. “Very well. Talk to Vivien. Tell her what you’re capable of, and she’ll find a use for you.”

Amara strode off, issuing orders and listening to reports from her commanders. Amelia grabbed Ronan’s wrist. “Mind if I help?”

“Not at all.”

Ronan found Vivien, the sumar who served as the healer for the unit. He told her what training he’d had, and she didn’t hesitate to assign him the minor injuries that still required care. Ronan wrapped minor wounds, forced a dislocated shoulder back into place, and cleaned deeper cuts. The work was familiar, and he lost himself in tasks he’d helped Kayle with hundreds of times. Amelia followed him like a shadow, never more than a few paces away.

When he finished and looked up, he saw that it was already late afternoon. Vivien was finishing up with her last casualty, and the rest of the sumar prepared to return to Gutan. They wouldn’t make it back to the gate by nightfall, but Ronan wasn’t worried. Assuming only the one demon had been responsible, they’d broken the siege, and the remaining sumar were more than capable of defending themselves against any wayward chikara. He figured he had a little time before they left the battlefield, so he made his way to where the demon had fallen.

Its body had already started to deteriorate, faster than Ronan expected. Skin flaked away in chunks as the breeze carried it away. Amelia’s arrows shook as the weakening flesh failed to support them. Both of her shots had been impressive, especially given that she hadn’t been able to physically see her target. He couldn’t guess which had been her first or second. Both were lodged deep in the demon’s back.

Ronan pulled the arrows free and handed them to Amelia, who grimaced as she took them. He used his foot to roll over the demon as gently as possible without touching it directly. He’d expected to see something similar to Goldeneye, but he was surprised. This demon lacked the grotesque features that had defined the first demon. Its teeth were too sharp, its fingers and toes were closer to talons, and it lacked genitals, but otherwise, its features were remarkably human.

Amara called for them, and Ronan studied the body for just one more moment before obeying. Then he turned and left the battlefield behind, eager to return to the walls of Gutan.
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Once Amara decided they had gotten close enough to Gutan for the order to be given, she sent one of the squads ahead as messengers. The sumar ran into the night to pass word of what had happened to Gutan.

An hour later, Ronan and the others came across an enormous group of cuvar and civilians, out past the walls despite the late hour. The message had been received, and the duke had sent out butchers and hunters to field strip the animals the sumar had killed on the expedition.

Ronan never would have thought about such an idea, but he respected it. Nothing would go to waste, not even the weapons the demons wielded against them. He saw more meaning in it, too. The siege was broken, and the fight against the wild resumed. They would step out into the night if it meant denying the chikara such a wealthy bounty.

Night had fallen by the time they reached the inner walls of Gutan, but the main thoroughfare was lit so brightly it might as well have been the middle of the day. To Ronan, it seemed like nearly the entire population of Gutan had emerged to celebrate the return and the success of the expedition. The stone courtyards were filled with performers, bards, and musicians of all stripes.

The streets were lined with lanterns and torches, and the smoke and smell of so many fires, combined with the sheer number of people in the street, made Ronan feel as though he was in the heart of summer.

Amara’s remaining sumar dispersed while Amara ensured the wounded were treated to the care they needed. The others spread into the crowds, eager to rejoin families and friends for a night of celebration. Amelia took Ronan by the hand and led him deeper into the city. They drank more than they should have and danced until late in the night, carried along by the ecstatic revelers.

Eventually, they found themselves alone at the end of a long table that had been placed in one of the squares. Little of the night was left, and the celebration had died down to a handful of groups wandering the city looking for one last drink or one last adventure. Both Amelia and Ronan had a mug in front of them, but they drank slowly.

“You seem content,” Amelia said.

Ronan grunted. The thought hadn’t occurred to him, but he was. Moreso than he had been in a long time. He picked up his mug and gestured around the square, attempting to encompass all of Gutan in the motion. “I think I was born in the wrong duchy.”

“They don’t have ale and dancing in Lindra?”

“Oh, there’s ale and dancing aplenty. What they don’t have is the will to fight,” Ronan said. “People are content to live within their walls, to not ask for more. Do you know how many people mocked me for wanting to become a sumar?”

“In their defense, you couldn’t use onda until earlier this year.”

“But even before that. There were plenty of kids in my neighborhood who didn’t even go to the obukas. Their parents called it old-fashioned and pointless.”

“That’s one way of looking at it. But there’s another way, too.”

“What’s that?”

“Consider how lucky it is that not everyone has to fight in Lindra. That parents could dream of something more for their children than fighting against the wild their whole lives.”

Her rebuttal silenced him, and she finished her drink. Then she gave him a sad smile. “It’s tempting, to want to view the world in absolutes. That one thing is always better than another. But the world rarely obliges.”

She saw the expression on his face and took pity on him. “Though I disagree with what you implied, I understand what you mean. I think you’re right. Gutan is the place for you. I, for one, am glad you’re here.”

“Thanks.”

“Although I have the feeling we’re not going to be here for very long.”

The mugs of ale and exhaustion from the long day did nothing to help Ronan keep up with Amelia’s logical leaps. “Why not?”

“We didn’t just break the siege today,” Amelia said. She looked at the bottom of her mug and gave a disappointed frown. “We proved that leveren, aided by a group of sumar, can hunt down a demon and kill it. Because we can seek them and negate the worst of their abilities, we’ve fundamentally shifted what Gutan can do strategically. Mark my words. Within a month, you and I will be beyond the walls once again, hunting demons.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Laran, Kass, and Dillan hurried through the night, their feet carrying them as far from the danger of Hinsworth as Dillan’s injuries and Laran’s exhaustion allowed. Laran kept glancing behind them, imagining a pursuit that never materialized. Every broken twig, every gust of wind that shook the leaves, every moving shadow was the demon, stalking its prey. Laran’s constant suspicion was almost as exhausting as the hike up and down the endless hills of northern Lindra.

Despite Dillan’s insistence his health wouldn’t be a problem, the other sumar’s injury slowed him. He was weak from blood loss and hadn’t rested enough. Laran feared, too, that if they were required to fight, Dillan would be more of a hindrance than a help.

He didn’t voice his concerns. Dillan would argue, and they’d both waste valuable strength.

Laran respected Dillan’s will. In countless situations, he would have welcomed it. But there was a fine line between determination and foolishness, and Dillan danced from one side of the line to the other. By the time the sun rose, his face was as pale as a sheet, and he stumbled as often as he walked.

Laran suggested they rest. Dillan, perhaps suspecting pity on Laran’s part, argued they should keep going. As they’d walked, Laran had told the others what he’d observed outside Hinsworth, and they were all in agreement as to the importance of getting the message to the duke.

“There’s a rest only twenty miles away. We can make it by nightfall if we push through,” Dillan said.

That claim danced too far in the direction of foolishness. A child could see Dillan was near the end of his endurance, impressive as it was. Laran shook his head and put down his pack. “We rest.”

Dillan looked down at Laran’s pack as though he was thinking of picking it up himself and carrying it. He settled for arguing. “There’s no need to stop. We can keep going.”

The two of them were face to face, less than three steps apart from one another. Kass stood a dozen paces away, watching the exchange with a bemused smile.

Laran almost made his wishes a direct order, but memories of Jamie, of all people, held him back. Jamie was immune to orders, as far as Laran could tell. He did as he pleased. The trick to getting the noble to do something was to convince him he wanted to.

Laran softened his tone. “I know that if I ordered you to stay on your feet, you’d never sit again. You’ve already gone miles farther than a wiser leader would have let you. But if you believe it’s safe to keep going, you’re a fool, and I don’t think you are.”

Dillan didn’t retreat. “The duke needs that information as quickly as possible.”

“Agreed. And if we push forward, you’re going to fall, and it’s going to take us even longer. Resting now is faster.”

“I can make it.”

Laran took one step closer and lowered his voice. “Do you really believe that?”

Dillan was about to blurt out his answer, but Laran cut him off. “Speak carefully, because if there is one thing the wild detests, it’s lies. We must be truthful, even to ourselves. Sometimes, fooling ourselves is easier than fooling others.”

Dillan swallowed his initial answer and thought carefully. “We should rest, then, but not for long.”

Laran nodded.

They all set down their packs and made themselves comfortable, and Laran closed his eyes. There was another option, and he was surprised neither of them had thought of it yet.

Kass realized it first. “You could always go on ahead.”

Laran fought back a smile and shook his head. In his mind’s eye, he saw them as him and Deandra, all those years back. “I’m not leaving you two behind. Not if there’s the slightest chance the demon is behind us.”

“We haven’t noticed anything.”

“All the same.” His tone closed the argument.

They rested for several hours, and when they returned to their feet, a good deal of color had returned to Dillan’s cheeks.

Laran led them, setting a demanding pace. Like Dillan, he’d wanted to be at the rest by the end of the day, there just wasn’t any way for them all to reach it by nightfall. Still, the less time they spent in the woods tonight, the better he would feel.

In the warm light of day, his fears surrounding their journey diminished. The wild felt no more threatening than it did on any other day, and Laran felt a little foolish for how he’d reacted the day before. A healthy respect for the demons was wise, but he acknowledged that Goldeneye might have led him to overestimate their enemy.

He revised his thoughts around midday when they caught a lone wolf, far away from any pack, following their scent. Kass killed the wolf with an arrow, but the incident unsettled Laran. Goldeneye had used wolves to great effect.

Later that afternoon, Laran spotted a hawk that drifted lazily on the air currents overhead. It circled them, keeping pace with frustrating ease. As the sun fell toward the canopy, Laran wondered if Dillan had perhaps been the wiser of the two of them. He suspected the demon was near, and once night arrived, it would call all the chikara to it.

Though neither Dillan nor Kass had fought a demon yet, they understood the danger well enough and believed Laran when he shared his observations. They picked up their pace, Dillan once again pushing against the limits of his endurance. Now they were all glancing back, jumping at the lengthening shadows of dusk.

Dillan found some deep reserve of strength as the sun kissed the tops of the trees. Their pace, which had slowed to nearly a crawl, sped to a pace where Laran almost had to jog to keep ahead.

It was too little, too late. As the sun dipped below the horizon and the chikara stirred, they were still three miles away from the rest. Dillan’s last bit of strength waned, and it would be an hour or more before they reached safety. Laran didn’t think they had an hour, and if Kass’ wide eyes and Dillan’s pained grimaces were any indication, his two companions shared his concern.

For a time, Laran and Kass supported Dillan, half holding him up, half pulling him behind. But darkness neared ever closer, and it still wasn’t enough. They were all exhausted.

They couldn’t save everyone, but that didn’t mean they all had to die. He knew all too well the pain he offered to Kass, but it was still survival. “Run,” he said. “Get to the rest, and I’ll do everything in my power to bring him to you.”

She didn’t even think it over. She shook her head. “If anyone is going to run ahead, it’s you. He and I stand together, to the end.”

“Kass—”

“Besides, you’re the one who’s fought with the demons before. You’re the one who saw it outside of Hinsworth. The duke knows you. It’s always been you that needs to get back.”

Even as he recognized the truth of the words, Laran denied them. Leaving these two made him no better than the cowards that had left him and Deandra to die. He searched for any other answer, but the wild made lies of all his schemes.

“You two keep pushing toward the rest. If I come back and find you two taking a nap, I’ll have your hides.”

Deandra—no, Kass—gave him a resigned smile. “Yes, sir.”

He gave them one last look, but there was no point in delaying now that the decision had been made. The faster he made it to the rest, the faster he could return with more help.

“Good luck,” he said.

Then he was running away, just like the cowards in his unit had so long ago. He pushed his onda out and let it blend with the onda that was thick in these woods. It seemed to him that the more he pushed his onda out, the more poured into him. He kept pushing it away like he was gently shooing a child out of a quiet training hall. But more entered. It was as like trying to empty out a teacup while standing beneath a waterfall.

Despite the days without rest and the worry that had haunted his steps, his legs felt as fresh and strong as when he’d been a much younger sumar. He bounded through the forest, running at breakneck speed, every step sure and powerful. He was a child again, sprinting through endless prairies.

Laran came upon the rest sooner than he would have believed possible. Angry shouts came from above as he came to a stop at the gate.

“What was that?” came a call.

“Second-rank sumar Laran, based out of Leeside and on orders from Lindra. Open up immediately!”

A pair of faces peeked over the wall, looking at him as though he were a madman who had just wandered in from the wild. Laran felt every heartbeat as an eternity, and he shouted up at them. “Open the gate! And fetch me your commander! There are two sumar stranded out there who need urgent help.”

It was enough to get them moving. The gate opened and Laran darted in. “Don’t close that,” he ordered. “We’ll be leaving soon enough.”

“The hell we will,” a gruff voice came from the direction of the barracks. “Who are you?”

Laran turned to see a thin man with large eyes and long, unkempt hair step into the courtyard of the rest. This, he suspected, was the rest commander. He repeated his introduction and the problem. “I need a squad of your best warriors to help me escort them here,” Laran said.

“I’ll give no such orders,” the commander replied. “This area has been crawling with chikara lately, and I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry to say your friends are already dead. There’s no point risking more lives to recover their bodies.”

Laran barely bit back the curse that wanted to explode from his chest. In the past, he would have threatened the commander. Today, he mastered his reaction and looked around the rest. The cuvar here were terrified. An outburst would do nothing to help him.

What would Jamie do?

He would lie, cheat, and tell some sort of legendary tale that would have these cuvar lining up to follow him.

Laran didn’t have any such charisma to rely on, nor did he have Jamie’s slick wit.

He forced himself to focus on the commander before him. Once, he’d clearly trained hard, but his body had lost its edge since the days of the obuka. His hair was clean, and despite the fact Laran had clearly woken him up, his uniform was neat. There were no callouses on his hand, but ink stained the tips of his fingers. Every detail spoke of a man who hoped to climb the ladders of command without ever having to pick up a sword again.

And that gave Laran a chance to save Dillan and Kass. “My squad is a special detachment that reports directly to the duke. What is your name, commander? I want to tell him who denied aid to two of his bravest sumar.”

The commander’s eyes, assured just a moment ago, darted left and right. Laran couldn’t give him time to think. The sumar out there didn’t have time for Laran to win a protracted argument. “Your name, sir!”

The commander stammered. Laran turned on a heel and addressed the cuvar of the rest. “There’s no time for this silliness. I tell you this: if it were you out there, my partners and I wouldn’t hesitate one moment to come to your aid. Your cowardly commander has lost his way, and the duke will hear about it.”

Laran stepped toward the gate, and the commander broke.

“Wait! I misspoke. We’ve trained long and hard today, and I was slow in coming fully awake.”

Laran didn’t look back. “Then hurry! Sumar wait for us, and the hour grows late.”

The commander issued orders, sending a full squad of cuvar to follow Laran. It only took a minute for them to organize, and then they were beyond the walls. Laran cursed. Everything had taken too long, but hopefully it wasn’t too late.

Again, Laran let his onda mix and flow with the rivers of onda that ran through the woods, and again he felt that limitless energy of childhood sweep him up. He ran, and the cuvar did their best to keep up with him. It didn’t take long for Laran to leave the cuvar behind, but when he did he would halt and wait until they came gasping behind him.

Soon he felt the growing darkness before him. He let the cuvar catch up to him one last time, then issued brief orders to their commander. “The two sumar are still alive up ahead. But there are chikara growing closer. I’m going to run up ahead, but you should be able to follow my trail.”

“How can you know?” the squad commander asked.

“No time to explain,” Laran said. “But follow me, and be prepared for a fight. I’m not sure I can fight them all on my own.”

He didn’t wait for the commander to confirm his orders. There wasn’t time. He sensed the focused onda that had to be Kass and Dillan, and the darkness was closing in on them like high tide crawling up a beach. He ran ahead, expecting the cuvar to follow.

Laran found his partners a few minutes later. That they’d been chased was obvious. They had climbed up a hill and found a short rock wall to put their backs against. Kass stood in front of Dillan, bloody sword held steady before her. She fended off a kojot as it lunged at her, gouging deep into one of its front shoulders.

Laran leaped into the fray, his sword cutting indiscriminate arcs against the massed chikara. The fury of his assault was such that the kojot scattered, leaving behind their dead and wounded. He stood in front of Kass, protecting them from any new unwanted visitors.

“There’s a—” Kass began, but Laran silenced her.

“I know.” He’d felt the demon as the chikara had retreated. It emerged from the shadows, the same demon he’d seen outside of Hinsworth. The sight stole his courage. Goldeneye had beaten him with such ease. How much more dangerous was this one?

“Get going,” Laran said. “There are cuvar coming from the rest behind me. Get to them and get back safe.”

“Afraid we aren’t moving much farther,” Kass said.

Laran risked a glance back. Dillan had slumped unconscious against the wall.

Laran just shook his head.

He turned his attention back to the demon, which had advanced on them as though it lacked any concern at all. Laran cursed his fear and stepped to meet this new enemy.

The demon attacked with inhuman speed, and Laran met its corrupted flesh with steel. A quick exchange ended with no gain for either side, and the demon cocked its head to the side as it studied him.

Laran wasn’t sure he would stand his ground if he gave the monster time, so he advanced into the opening. The demon retreated and was forced to use its forearm to deflect one of Laran’s cuts. Laran’s sword struck the forearm but didn’t cut deep. Like the others in Tazo Rest, this demon seemed to have parts of its limbs more armored than the others.

Laran lunged for the demon’s chest, but it slid aside and advanced into Laran’s space faster than any human could have. Laran escaped the counter, but not before its claws raked painfully across his left shoulder.

An arrow whistled past Laran’s head, barely missing both him and the demon. Another followed soon after. The demon looked past Laran and snarled. Laran didn’t turn, but he sensed the cuvar behind him.

The demon looked around once more as though debating the odds. Then it vanished into the darkness.

Laran let it run. He’d pushed his luck far enough for one day.

And he had a message that needed to get to the duke.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Jamie wasn’t terribly surprised when he returned to the Pierce estate to find its gates wide open and the duke’s personal cuvar walking in and out as though it was a tavern during the busiest parts of the night. If the Adairs were implicated, it stood to reason the Pierces were as well. One of the downsides of relying on the duke’s personal cuvar to guard your place was that they had easy access even when one wasn’t around.

He briefly considered going on the run, but that would do him no favors. He could do more to help Gwen as Count Jamie Pierce than as a thief and a sumar. Ideally, he wouldn’t have to do it from inside a jail cell. He grinned at the thought. Typically, his name had been his ticket out of a cell. This might be the first time it led him into one.

He sighed, straightened his clothing and ran his fingers through his hair. Then he stepped out of the shadows, approaching the gate as though having the cuvar ransacking his house was the most unsurprising sight in the world.

The guard at the gate at least had the good graces to act as though he was embarrassed. “Sorry, sir, but orders from the duke.”

Jamie did his best to look confused. “What about?”

“I’m uncertain, sir.” The guard hesitated. He had been one who’d been stationed at the home since the murders. He wouldn’t have anything to do with the search, and Jamie liked to think they had a bit of a rapport. Before all of this, they’d shared many ales back at The Broken Binding. “But from what I hear, the same thing is happening to a few noble families. Rank-and-file aren’t told much, but it sounds like a coup attempt was brewing.”

“I’d put nothing past my father,” Jamie said. “Not that you need my permission, but feel free to search the whole house. If he was involved in something, I’d rather it be brought to light sooner rather than later.”

“Of course, sir.” The guard leaned in. “Just in case you were worried, there are no orders to arrest you, though I’ve heard other nobles will be spending the night as guests in the palace dungeons.”

“The one time being estranged from your ass of a father pays off, right?” The cuvar chuckled.

He pushed aside the thought of Gwen being forced to spend the night in the lower levels of the palace. Some of his seedier business had given him a firsthand look at that place, and he wouldn’t wish that fate on very many people.

When the merriment faded, the cuvar asked, “Where will you be if anyone needs to find you?”

“In my quarters. It’s been a late night, if you know what I mean, and it sounds like there will be a lot to deal with tomorrow. You’re welcome to wake me if something is found, of course.”

“I’ll pass it along, sir. Thanks for your cooperation.”

“Anything for the duke.”

Jamie greeted several more cuvar on the way to his quarters, repeating some variation of the same conversation several times before he finally shut the door to his bedroom behind him. He couldn’t quite pretend he had the house to himself, as the cuvar were all busy knocking and banging about, but it was nice to have some semblance of privacy. Truth be told, he had been a bit worried that he would end up in cells tonight and was glad to be able to rest in his own bed.

Unfortunately, sleep was hard to come by. Between the noise created by the search and the thoughts of Gwen languishing in the duke’s dungeons, Jamie enjoyed little true slumber. When he awoke the next day, the hour was late and he still felt like he could have slept for most of the day that remained.

He rolled out of bed with a groan, then went through an abbreviated version of his morning routine. By the time most people were thinking about lunch, Jamie was breaking his fast and considering his next steps.

He came up with several dramatic solutions, more in line with the sorts of ideas he and Mardok came up with after a full night of drinking in The Broken Binding. Daring rescues and clever schemes were considered and discarded, and in the end, he decided that the simplest solution was probably best. He changed so that he would be presentable at court, then went to visit the duke.

At the palace, he was subjected to a fair amount of waiting, which he supposed was only appropriate. He didn’t have an appointment, and if the cuvar’s rumors had any hint of truth about them, the duke was in the middle of what he believed was a hidden coup against him. The man would be busy.

So he didn’t mind the wait, and he was grateful when a cuvar finally came and fetched him. Jamie was again grateful when he was led past the public receiving hall to the duke’s private study.

The cuvar tried to enter behind Jamie, but the duke waved him away. The cuvar protested. “Sir, given⁠—”

The duke waved a weary hand. “I know, I know. But I trust him, and our privacy must be maintained. I don’t want any servants stepping foot in here until Count Pierce has left.”

The cuvar swallowed his objections and bowed. “As you wish, sir.”

With that, he retreated, fixing Jamie with a threatening stare before closing the door.

The duke waved him to a seat, and Jamie took it. The duke looked like he had aged a decade in the weeks since Jamie had seen him last. He took a gamble, hoping that some of Gwen’s casualness with the duke would be granted to him. “Pardon me for saying so, Ethan, but you look like shit.”

The duke let out a bitter laugh. “And you wonder why I want you on the council.”

“You need someone to insult you?”

“I need people who speak truth to me. That’s becoming a commodity rarer than trained ondists these days, and I can’t find a trained ondist anywhere.”

“If you want truth, you’d be better served by Laran. He’d cut out his own tongue before lying. I can’t say the same about myself.”

“Yet even saying that makes me think you’ve changed far more than most realize.” Ethan shook his head. “But that’s not why you’re here, and it’s not what I want to speak with you about. Speaking of your friend Laran, I’ve just heard from him.”

“He’s in Lindra?” Jamie had half a mind to march straight to the lodge and slap him for not visiting the Pierce estate first.

“Not even close. He’s at Lovar Rest, far to the north.”

Jamie swallowed hard, old memories long buried threatening to surface. “I’ve been.”

Ethan’s eyes clouded for a moment as he dredged his memory. “Ahh, yes. I suppose you have, haven’t you?”

Jamie changed the subject. “What news?”

“As you know, I sent him out seeking clues about what has been happening up north. He ended up near a small settlement called Hinsworth.” Ethan paused, waiting for a reaction.

“Never heard of it.”

Ethan looked as though Jamie had just passed some sort of test. “It’s a newer settlement, established just a few years ago. Very self-reliant, so it’s not one I’ve thought about much. It was built in the shadow of Caltaris, though.”

Jamie swore to himself. “Of course it was.”

“Anyhow, when Laran was scouting the area, he and his partners were ambushed by hunters. After, Laran followed two humans who left the settlement to speak with a demon. That same demon then pursued Laran and his partners back to Lovar Rest.”

“I should have been there,” Jamie whispered. The words slipped from him, but Ethan noted them. Jamie felt the need to explain. “I feel a certain obligation to protect him. He did the same for me, more than once. Is he hurt?”

“No, but one of his companions was. They’re healing at Lovar Rest, waiting for orders.”

“You think it’s Reformers, don’t you?” Jamie put the pieces together.

“I do. I was up late last night with Gwen, and I think we’ve finally got a handle on what they’re doing.”

Jamie started at Gwen’s name, but the duke continued, his look convincing Jamie Gwen would be addressed in due time.

“This ‘Reformer’ seems to be cooperating with the demons to bring about the end of the duchies. The end of humanity, at least as we know it. He had some role in the devastation of the Gutanese delegation, and at least some of his people are up in Hinsworth.” Ethan stared up at the ceiling of the study. “He was cooperating with at least a few nobles, and now that his need of them is over, he’s burned them. Yesterday I received a packet of letters detailing all the aid the various Houses have provided, as well as notes from dozens of meetings.”

“Forcing us to fight among ourselves right when we most need to coordinate.”

Ethan nodded. “That was Gwen’s thought, too.”

Jamie leaned forward at the mention of Gwen’s name. “Where is she? What’s happened to her?”

The corner of Ethan’s lips turned up in a smile. “She’s fine. At the moment, I’d imagine she’d be tearing through a stack of books in the library. The situation required me to arrest the whole house, but I know she’s guiltless. It’s the count who’s currently sitting in the dungeons.”

Jamie leaned back in his chair. So long as he knew Gwen was safe, he could focus on everything else. The scope of it all made any of his schemes over the years pale in comparison. “It must be a mess,” he said.

The duke’s laugh was bitter. “You can’t even guess the half of it. The houses are all in an uproar. Some of them are rightfully offended, but they all smell blood in the water. The whole council is going to be shaken up, and several will lose their seats. But more important than all of that, it seems like the houses cooperating with the Reformers were buying up most of this year’s harvest. We need that food, and it’s going to take us weeks, if not months, to get it where it needs to go.”

“If it’s any help, I know my father was doing just that. But I’d give you full authority to move any of the food I own wherever it’s needed. We can figure out payment later.”

Ethan slumped a little in his chair. “You don’t know how much that means. Thank you.”

“Whatever I can do to help,” Jamie replied.

“Which is another reason why I’m glad you’re here,” Ethan said. “This just proves it to me. I want you to officially claim your seat. I’ll approve you today, and that means there will be at least one less seat I need to worry about.”

The decision barely mattered to Jamie at the moment. “Of course. I’d be honored to help. But what’s going to happen to Gwen?”

Ethan sighed. “To her, personally? Not much. You and I both know she’s innocent. But I can’t say the same of her family. Just from a brief glance of the evidence, it appears that the count was pretty closely connected with the Reformers, and even Gwen admits she just made the discovery herself. The knowledge is public, so I’ll likely be forced to strip them of their titles and assets. If the other nobles are so harsh, I might even have to execute the count, though I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Jamie’s mind leaped again. “What if I were to wed Gwen?”

Ethan’s gaze turned hard. “Even you aren’t that despicable of a creature.”

“What? No. What?” It took Jamie a moment to understand the direction Ethan’s mind had gone. “I’m not seeking to capitalize on her misfortune!” He looked down at his feet, the next words surprisingly hard for him to say. “I love her.”

Ethan blinked, staring at Jamie. There was a long moment of awkward silence, then a grin broke out on his face. “The two of you? Now I have, for sure, seen it all.”

He shook his head and laughed. Then he looked at Jamie, and laughed some more. At first, Jamie was amused, but in time, Ethan’s humor wore thin. “You done?”

In time, Ethan’s laughter abated. He wiped a tear from his eye. “Sorry. But you can’t imagine the last couple of days that I’ve had. This is like a breath of fresh air. I assume there’s some mutual affection there? I can’t imagine she would spend as much time with you if she wasn’t interested.”

“To my surprise, yes.”

“It would prevent a thorny problem,” Ethan said. “Assuming that Count Adair is guilty, and I think that’s a safe assumption, I would have little choice but to seize most of his lands and assets. Unfortunately, that also means there would be a long and protracted battle among the other council members about the distribution of those assets.”

Jamie followed the direction of Ethan’s thoughts. “And he’s been buying up land and food. Assets we’ll need more desperately than ever.”

“But I suspect we’ll be able to convince him to surrender the assets to his daughter. And thus to you.”

The full impact of Ethan’s words took a moment to land. But when they did, Jamie’s eyes went wide.

Ethan nodded approvingly. “You see, then, don’t you? It’s a simple and straightforward solution, but not one without its risks. You’d have more wealth to your name than anyone else in the duchy.”

“If that comes to pass, you can rest assured that I would look beyond profit,” Jamie said.

“And that’s the question I need to answer for myself, isn’t it?” Ethan mused. “I suspect you were meant to die the night the assassins came to your house, which would have left me in a mess that I’m not sure I could have escaped from. But here you are, my one shining hope. In some ways, it’s almost too good to be true. But the alternative seems even less palatable.”

Jamie absorbed the attacks on his character with a shrug. Ethan would be a fool not to doubt him, especially after all the years he’d wasted in idle pursuits. All he needed to do was find some way to prove to Ethan that he was worthy of the trust.

Jamie looked across the desk at the duke, who was watching him with an air of patient expectation.

Then Jamie understood, the insight brushing over him like a cool breeze. He looked at Ethan and shook his head. “This is all to get me to go to Hinsworth, isn’t it?”

“Nothing is ever done for one reason alone, but yes.”

“And the other reasons?”

“I need time, and I need reasons. Passions are high right now as the council fights to reorganize itself. And your recent absence is both a blessing and a curse. It provides a reasonable justification for your freedom, especially if I claim that I was the one that sent you after Ronan. But it’s also a weakness through which you’ll be attacked. I need time to build new alliances, and frankly, that will be easier with you not around. Especially if that’s because you’ve accepted a commission from me.”

“You want me to become a sumar again?”

“It will make all of this much easier, don’t you think?”

The rest of the meeting went just as Jamie assumed Ethan had planned. He wasn’t allowed to see Gwen before he left, as there were still complications surrounding her family name, but Ethan let him pen a letter and assured him that Gwen would be safe and comfortable until he returned.

When all was said and done, Jamie left the palace not only a count, but a sumar as well, in charge of a unit due to leave toward Hinsworth the very next day.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Amelia’s words might as well have been a prophecy. There were debates and arguments in the squares aplenty, but their fate was as good as sealed the moment they returned through the main gates as triumphant heroes. For a brief period of time, those who lived in Gutan had been reminded of how tenuous their grip on survival was. They demanded action so that such an attack wouldn’t happen again.

Ronan was surprised how quickly life returned to its normal ways. The day after Amara’s sumar returned, the squares were full of activity and people bustled from shop to shop.

Ronan and Amelia continued their training, although now they always traveled with an escort, much to Amelia’s displeasure. But they still left the city, practicing their techniques every day. They refined, tested, and repeated until the two of them could fight as one.

When they weren’t training together, Ronan trained on his own. Amelia had no interest in learning the ways of the sword or fist. She practiced daily with her bow, but otherwise was content to get lost in books and legends. Amara chided her for not training as hard as Ronan, but those arguments had the feel of old ones.

Ronan pushed his body toward breaking. Their sessions together probed the limits of their capabilities, and one of the limits was the amount of onda Ronan’s body could handle. He was the one holding them back from greater feats. Fortunately, the solution was straightforward enough. There were two well-known ways to increase the amount of one’s onda.

The first was a constant process of focusing one’s onda in their core. It was that practice that helped ondists grow from third rank to second to first. Unfortunately, Ronan couldn’t focus onda, as over a decade of experience had proven. Which only left the second method: physical training. The stronger one was, the more onda one could support.

Anything he could do, he did. Calisthenics, running, sparring, and more. If Amara needed something carried in the house, he volunteered. He’d always been diligent in physical training, but he reached a new level in Gutan. It helped that training was all he had to concern himself over. He became a part of Amara’s family, and even Eno’s hatred gradually faded. He never had to worry about food or shelter.

Amelia called him a bore, but it was far from the worst insult Ronan had ever endured.

Weeks passed, and whenever Ronan paused to consider his life, he realized it was the most satisfied he’d been in many, many years. Amelia challenged him and Gutan welcomed him. Beyond that, the knowledge that he had made a difference, and that he would be called upon to do so again, gave his life a meaning he’d struggled to find in Avgan. Apprenticing under Kayle had filled his hours, but it never filled his heart.

When the orders finally came, it was almost a relief. They were simple enough, and again Amara and her sumar, strengthened with a new squad of reinforcements, would lead the way. Escalating attacks had become a problem in northwestern Gutan, near the border of Lindra. They were to find if a demon was responsible, and if so, to kill it.

Ronan spent the last of his days in Gutan in much the same way as he had the past weeks. Amelia chose to limit her training time so that she could spend more of her remaining days with her family. Ronan relaxed his own training so that his muscles could recover before the rigors of the road. He spent his free hours wandering Gutan, soaking in as much of the city as he could.

The night before they left, Erik cooked a decadent meal that took the whole family hours to work their way through. After, Erik and Amara left the children alone. Amelia, as the oldest in the house, made sure to put the youngest to bed. Ronan helped wrangle the active children, then made his way to the roof. It had become a favorite haunt of his, a place where he could look up and stare at the stars and not have to worry about anything at all.

This night, though, he found Eno there. He turned around to give Eno privacy, but the younger boy stopped him. “It’s fine. You’re welcome to join me, if you want.”

Ronan did. He sat down next to Eno and joined him in looking up. “Your father is a better cook than your mother.”

“He’s home more,” Eno said. “These last couple of weeks are the longest Mother’s been home in one stretch in a year.”

Ronan had never given much thought to how a sumar balanced a family with their obligations to their duke. His own father had died when he was young, so he didn’t have many specific memories to rely on. “Must be hard.”

“We find our way,” Eno said. “We all wish she was around more, but we’re also proud of what she does to protect us.”

“She’s an incredible sumar.”

Eno nodded along and then turned suddenly to Ronan. “Promise me you’ll protect her. Her and Amelia.”

“Of course,” Ronan said.

“Amelia says that I’m being dramatic, but something about this parting feels different. I always worry. But this time, I keep thinking it’s going to be the last time I see them.”

Ronan wanted to reach out, but he knew Eno wouldn’t take kindly to the gesture. “You’ve all come to mean a lot to me. I’ll do everything in my power to keep them safe. You have my word.”

Eno gave him one sharp nod. “Thanks.” Then he stood suddenly, bowed deeply to Ronan, and hurried back down into the house.

Ronan didn’t try to follow. Eno’s premonition unsettled him, and the stars were the closest comfort he had.
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Their expedition started under rainy skies, without even a fraction of the send-off they’d received the time before. The rain was freezing, and the wind gusted it sideways, spraying at times right in Ronan’s face. Amara and the other sumar never complained, but Ronan felt like they walked faster, as though they might be able to simply outrun the storm.

In time, they did, and their spirits lightened. Amara transformed from concerned mother to first-rank sumar, and a sharpness returned to her gaze that had faded during the weeks within the city. When Ronan mentioned it to Amelia, she nodded. “Mother won’t admit it out loud, but being within the city walls dampens her spirit. She’s a sumar, through and through, and there’s something in her heart that calls for the wild. When I was little, there were times when I doubted that she even loved us. I know, now, that’s untrue, but she’s not complete unless she’s out wandering.”

Their journey was a long one, even for the sumar so capable of putting so many miles behind them every day. As when they’d met Ronan at the border, they marched from sunrise to sundown, and sometimes longer.

Ronan found that he didn’t mind in the least. He’d grown stronger in the last few weeks, and he didn’t find it a challenge to keep up with the others. Amelia, not used to such exertions, took it less well, but she bore her pain silently and never fell behind.

For the most part, the journey was uneventful. There were chikara attacks at night and a few run-ins with predators during the day, but no more than one would reasonably expect leaving the safety of the walls. Against the relatively mundane threats, Amara’s sumar were more than capable of protecting the expedition. Their worst injury in their first weeks of travel was a sprained ankle.

To Ronan’s dismay, he was given no meaningful role in this expedition. The Gutanese sumar welcomed them among him, but he wasn’t one of them, a fact made clear any time he felt foolish enough to offer his help. His offers were always kindly rebuffed, the sumar holding onto some sort of sense that he needed to be protected.

Even from chores.

His only consolation was that Amelia was subjected to the same behavior. They were leveren, and their legend had only grown after the events in Gutan. Their one order from Amara was to always stay near the center of the loose formation, no matter how tempted they were to wander.

Ronan eased his guilt by diligently training and pushing out his onda to search for demons. Thanks to his efforts, the expedition advanced with unusual speed and confidence. He could have done much more, but he was grateful to help in whatever little ways he was able.

The only thing he didn’t find was any demons.

That changed two weeks into their journey. Their first warning came from the smoke on the horizon. Amara ordered them to a run, but it didn’t matter. By the time they arrived, the destruction was already long over.

Amelia told him the name of the place was Amburg Rest. It was a small rest, suitable only for housing maybe ten or fifteen people at once. They were entering hillier, rougher terrain, and there were few towns nearby.

Amburg Rest had stone walls, but they hadn’t done the restkeepers any good. Ronan recognized the pattern of the destruction instantly. He’d seen it before, at Tazo Rest. A harra had tunneled under, and chikara had flooded through. The homes and gardens within were burned.

Amara didn’t need his observations to know that a demon had been responsible, but Ronan told her the pattern matched what they’d seen in Lindra. She only nodded at the new information as she ordered her sumar to search the ruins for survivors. The effort was noble, but the search was pointless. They found two relatively intact bodies, burned in the fire. They found parts of several more, devoured by the chikara.

The bodies cast a long shadow over Ronan’s thoughts. It was easy, when day after day Amara’s elite sumar braved the wilderness, to believe that they were winning. Ronan and the others slept far beyond the walls of any city, comfortable in the knowledge that they would be protected.

Reality wasn’t nearly so rosy. There would have been cuvar here, as a matter of course. But they hadn’t mattered. The destruction was total, and it looked like at least two people had decided to burn to death instead of face the chikara that waited hungrily outside.

Soon there was a call from beyond the wall. Ronan joined the rest of the sumar as they wandered out. One of the squads had scouted the perimeter, and they were the ones that had called for attention.

“What is it?” Amara asked.

The squad commander just pointed, allowing the scene to speak for itself. Ronan’s eyes widened as he saw the number of tracks in the woods. He noted kojot and sketri, as well as what looked like barefoot human tracks. The demon’s path was laid out for them, as easy to follow as a road.

It went mostly west and a little north. Ronan heard the curses from some of the assembled sumar. The terrain only became more demanding that way, and they faced a larger problem. The Lindran border was only a few days away. If the demon moved quickly, it might pass over the border before they could catch it.

Amara called for opinions, but there was never any doubt about what her warriors would choose.

The only question that remained was what they would do if the demon crossed the border. It was illegal for them to cross without written consent, which they didn’t have.

Amara shrugged that problem off. “It’s only a problem if we’re too slow to catch it. Refill your water skins, and let’s run. We have a demon to kill.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


The Reformer flipped through one of his notebooks, reviewing the figures he’d copied before leaving Lindra. He compared them to his latest report and nodded as he compared the columns. Their first harvest was coming in early, and better than expected. That, at least, was reassuring. He had prepared plans for if the harvest hadn’t been sufficient, but starting off on the right foot felt like a blessing from the world. Like onda was speaking to him, telling him his path was the true one.

A knock on the door interrupted his work. “Come in,” the Reformer said.

Alastor stepped through the door, turning sideways and ducking so that he fit. “We’ve received word from the Sunslayers. They’ve found the portal stone and would like to begin tests within the next few days.”

The Reformer grimaced. “So soon?”

Alastor shrugged. “I asked, but they were firm on the matter. They also want to talk to you before they leave.”

The Reformer sighed. He reminded himself that the Sunslayers were the world’s instruments of deliverance. Without them, there would be no future for humanity. Having them inconvenience his other plans barely mattered. “Any other news?”

“Nothing since yesterday’s reports, sir.”

“Very well. Good luck on your rounds tonight. I’m not sure I’ll be back in time to observe.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m sure there won’t be much to see tonight. Morale is high.”

The Reformer nodded. Alastor spoke true. Thanks in large part to the bountiful harvest and the gifts of game from the Sunslayers, Hinsworth was better fed than they had any right to expect. Full bellies led to light hearts, and the Reformer hoped the communal spirit lasted through the winter. They would need it if the new plans of the Sunslayers came to fruition.

He allowed himself a moment of pride. His long, patient effort was finally being rewarded. Word from Lindra was that the nobles were at one another’s throats in their short-sighted desire for power. Grain that should have been Lindra waited for transport as the Houses fought over other matters. When the demons swept down from Caltaris before the first snows, they’d carve through the duchy without meaningful opposition.

He stood and followed Alastor out of the house, bowing to him as they separated. His neighbors greeted him with friendly welcomes, and he returned the sentiment. Houses here were spaced farther apart and larger than anything short of a noble’s house in Lindra. Life here was good, and for the moment, quiet. Hopefully it would stay that way, though the Reformer suspected there would be trouble first.

Almost everyone in Hinsworth thought him a simple bookkeeper, a quiet man whose careful calculations would ensure they had enough food for the winter. And in one sense, they were right. That was among his responsibilities. But they did not know he was the Reformer. Since he was young he’d known that standing in front of a crowd would never be his fate. For one, he was always aware of his disfigured face, the price he’d paid to rid himself of his father. But more importantly, he wasn’t a leader. Alastor, with his enormous bulk and natural charisma, was a far better figurehead. He radiated the strength and calm the people would look to when the situation became dire.

The Reformer didn’t mind his role in the least. He didn’t do as he did because he sought fame or recognition. He did it to serve humanity.

The cuvar at the main gates wished him well as he left, and he turned north to start the climb up the hill to where the Sunslayers preferred to meet. They didn’t like coming close to towns, and most of the settlers had no idea their leaders cooperated with demons. But the hike all the way to Caltaris would have been too far for how often they needed to communicate. They compromised by meeting in the middle.

Two Sunslayers waited for him in the clearing, standing nearly as still as statues. Intelligent as they were, there was something decidedly animalistic about them. Not only did they move like predators, but their patience and stillness were inhuman. He suspected they would wait in place for days if that was what was required of them.

“Greetings,” the one called Bazel said. “We bring news.”

“Yes?”

“As you suspected, the leveren have taken the bait. They pursue one of our brothers now, and should be here within the week.”

“That’s good news. Very good news. The timing will be close, though.”

“You have word of the warriors coming from Lindra?”

“Nothing new, but the latest report claimed they were making good time. I expect them, too, to arrive within a week.”

“And how do you assess them? The anomaly still hides near the rest.”

The Reformer shook his head. “You should have attacked earlier.”

“Perhaps, but victory was not certain, not with the force approaching from the east. You know this.”

“You risk having to fight a war on two fronts, anyway!”

“So long as we have the leveren, there is no threat.”

The Reformer unclenched his fists. He’d probably spent more time around the Sunslayers than anyone else alive. But for all that experience, he still didn’t understand the creatures. Of course they were intelligent. From slips of the tongue, he’d learned they possessed knowledge at least equal to the Nacille, and most likely greater. But they didn’t think like humans, and this insistence on the leveren, as the Sunslayers called them, was one prime example.

To the Sunslayers, the leveren were all that mattered. They were willing to sacrifice their own limited numbers if it brought these select humans to them. Bazel thought nothing of the sumar coming from Lindra. Laran, who he called “the anomaly,” was likewise inconsequential.

The strategy grated against The Reformer’s sense of how their plans should proceed. He’d spent years working quietly to establish the settlements he had. He only moved when his chances of success were nearly certain. Those precautions were what had kept him alive. What had made Hinsworth and the settlements like it a reality.

The Sunslayers upended everything. They were like an archer with a full quiver, content to launch arrow after arrow without aiming, confident they could eventually land a killing strike.

But the Reformer was certain they had also brought down the Nacille, so he deferred to their judgment. Their store of knowledge made his seem child-like in comparison, so of course their decisions would take different paths. Their physical strength no doubt influenced their choices, too. They welcomed the conflicts the Reformer avoided.

He tried again. They’d had the argument plenty before, but the Reformer didn’t think they took the threats against them seriously enough. “Please, send some of your number toward the rest. It would ease my mind.”

Bazel fixed him with an unblinking stare. “We’ve already divided our forces. Dividing them again would be foolish. They might yet have the strength to whittle away our numbers. It is not that your concern is without merit, but our priorities are clear.”

The Reformer gritted his teeth. There would be no debate. Despite all the help the Reformer had provided, Bazel and the others still looked down on him. They looked down on almost all of humanity. There was only the choice between compliance and destruction. “Then let me return and give my orders to my people. There’s no need for me in Caltaris immediately, is there?”

Bazel growled, then resumed staring off into the distance, as though eye contact was wearying. “There is time. Can you reach Caltaris by tomorrow night?”

“I can.”

“Then we will see you there.” Bazel turned to leave, and the other Sunslayer followed his example.

“You don’t mind if I send my own people against the rest?”

Bazel waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “So long as you’re in Caltaris by sunset tomorrow, do what you will. I am heading east, to supervise the capture of the leveren personally.”

The Reformer fought the urge to make an insulting gesture at the departing forms. He understood their distaste for humanity, better than almost anyone else. But he had been cooperating for almost a year now. Still, they lumped him in with the rest of his species, no better or worse than any other. He would show them. Though they didn’t ask, he would once again save their plan.

The Reformer spun on his heel and marched down the hill. When he returned, Alastor was deep into his act, making his round through the settlement, speaking to those who were out. He answered their questions with all the confidence of an experienced merchant and twice the sincerity.

The Reformer watched Alastor and let his anger at the Sunslayers dissipate. No matter what happened, humanity would survive, in large part because of believers like Alastor. The Sunslayers might not recognize their worth, but the Reformer did. He watched for a while longer, then sought out Gereon. The sumar was resting in his home, reading an old book. The Reformer let himself in through the open door.

Gereon stood when the Reformer entered. “Sir?”

“Come find me when Alastor completes his rounds. We need to talk.”

Gereon agreed, and the Reformer left, wandering to his home so he could lay down and contemplate the developing situation. It wasn’t long before there was a knock on his door. He welcomed his two closest allies in. They waited expectantly for him to begin.

The Reformer ordered his thoughts. “I tried to convince Bazel to take the threat from the south more seriously, but failed. His eyes are to the east.”

Alastor wasn’t concerned. “It makes plenty of sense. Lindra sends one squad of sumar commanded by a spoiled noble. Gutan pursues one of the Sunslayers with a much larger unit, complete with the leveren Bazel’s so concerned about.”

The Reformer grimaced. “I don’t think Laran and Jamie Pierce should be underestimated. Laran stood against a Sunslayer, and the new Count Pierce keeps showing up at the most inconvenient times. I agree the Gutanese are the bigger threat, but we can’t ignore the other. I also don’t want Hinsworth to become the site of a battle. We’ve worked too hard to have it destroyed as the sumar and Sunslayers clash.”

“What do you want us to do?” Gereon asked.

“I’ve been summoned to Caltaris. They’re ready for me, so there’s little more I can do here.”

Though the news wasn’t unexpected, it still silenced the other two. Alastor objected, though he knew it would do no good. “I still don’t think you should go. They’ll have the leveren soon enough.”

“I feel the same,” the Reformer agreed, “but there’s no dissuading them. They promise I won’t be injured, though I’m not sure how much faith to put in their assurances. Regardless, I want to leave you with instructions if I can’t return. Gereon, please reach out to Laran one more time. I don’t know if he can be swayed, but it would still be the best outcome. I know you don’t want to fight him, and I’d much rather have him join us. Otherwise, you might have to draw steel against him.”

Gereon simply bowed in acknowledgement of the order.

“Alastor, dear friend, I can’t give you as much guidance as I would like. Too much will depend on how the situation develops. But I trust you will do all you can to keep Hinsworth safe. I trust you as I would trust myself.”

The giant bowed deeply, visibly moved by the Reformer’s trust.

The rest was concluded quickly. The Reformer embraced his friends, then bid them farewell. His journey would be long in the morning, and he hoped to get an early start. It wouldn’t surprise him if Bazel left a Sunslayer behind to ensure the Reformer’s compliance.

He only hoped that the portal stones wouldn’t tear him apart.

He wanted to return to Hinsworth, to the only friends and family he’d ever loved.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Laran found Dillan in a quiet corner of Lovar Rest, working his body through a slow sequence of movements designed to stretch tight muscles. Laran had used the same sequence more times than he could count, and he took pleasure in witnessing the continuation of sumar traditions in the younger generation.

Most of the on-duty cuvar at Lovar Rest walked the walls, leaving the interior of the rest strangely silent. Laran almost felt guilty for speaking out loud.

“How are you feeling today?” He asked.

The other sumar stretched his arms over his head and back, loosening up his shoulders. He grimaced as the fresh skin around his wounded shoulder stretched to its limit. “Better than the day before, but still not up to full strength. Two or three more days should do it, though.”

“I'm impressed.”

Dillan shrugged. “In other conditions, I'd probably let it heal slower, but I'm not sure how much time we're going to have, and I want to be able to fight if that demon shows up again.”

“Still impressive. You control the flow of onda through your body well.”

“Thanks. Still frustrated I wasn't more help, though.”

It was a recurring theme that had come up as they'd recuperated in Lovar Rest. Dillan held himself to high standards, and he regretted having to rely on Kass and Laran to drag him back to safety. Laran sympathized with the feeling well enough, but he worried that Dillan would go too far in the next battle, attempting to prove something that didn’t need to be proven.

Laran didn’t push the issue, though. They’d spoken plenty of it over the last few days, and there was nothing he could say that Dillan hadn't already heard a dozen times.

“What about you?” Dillan asked, realizing the topic of his frustrations wasn't appreciated. “I've heard plenty about you from the cuvar, and I know you've been sneaking out for longer than is strictly necessary. Kass and I are worried about you.”

Their concern was touching, although unnecessary. Kass had tried approaching the topic several times from different angles, but Laran hadn't felt comfortable speaking to her. He wasn't quite comfortable about what was happening within his own body, much less telling others about it. But he couldn't keep hiding. The flight through the forest and the duel with the demon had unlocked something in him he didn't understand, no matter how much he tested it.

“I don't know,” he replied. “Mostly, I feel better than I ever have before. Couldn't tell you why, though.”

“Is that why you've been spending so much time 'scouting?'“

“It is. It has to do with onda flowing freely in and out of my body, and it's harder to accomplish in the rest.”

“Why?”

“Another question I don't know the answer to. All I know is that when I leave the walls, I feel like I could pass most of the first-rank tests. When I'm here, it's more like I'll barely pass the third-rank.”

Dillan shook his head. “I know we've talked about this a lot, but it still breaks my head a little bit to talk to you about what you've been through. I've spent every day of the last decade learning that focusing onda is the key to power.”

“Imagine how I feel. I'd been focusing onda for a decade by the time you learned how to walk.”

“That's just what I'm saying. Change is hard. Especially after years of being in the same rut. You've been generous about my own skills, but I find it far more impressive that you've changed directions so quickly. I'm not sure I could do the same.”

Laran found himself surprisingly touched by the compliment. “Thank you. Never really felt like I had much of a choice, though.”

Kass came up behind them. “You giving Dillan a hard time, Laran?”

“Not at all. I was actually just complimenting him on his quick recovery.”

“Which is exactly why I'm here. Ready?” Kass asked.

Dillan gave Laran a careful look. “You sure you don't want to train with us?”

“I think it's best if I don't, especially here.”

Kass was about to argue, but Dillan stopped her. “I understand. But I'll have you know, at some point, I'm going to want to see what you're capable of.”

Once the squad of sumar arrived from Lindra, they would join forces and investigate. “I suspect you'll get your chance sooner than later.”

The two went off to train in the courtyard, and Laran prepared for his daily scouting expedition. He remained concerned that the demon would attempt some sort of attack on the rest, but none had materialized yet.

Its behavior confused him. An attack wouldn't be hard to launch. There were plenty of chikara in the area. But he hadn't sensed the demon since the night they'd fled Hinsworth. That lack of understanding made him fear what awaited them.

The cuvar commander, Tamish, kept the cuvar safely within the walls and, at first, had been reluctant to let Laran have much freedom. But the man was nothing more than a coward, so it was easy enough to intimidate him. Unfortunately, he wouldn't budge again on sending his cuvar out, leaving the task of protecting the area around Lovar Rest to Laran alone. Dillan and Kass had offered to lend their aid, but Laran ordered them to focus on bringing Dillan back to fighting strength. The situation was far from ideal, but Laran had to admit that he enjoyed his time wandering the woods beyond the walls. Part of the reason he spent so much time away was simply the peace of it.

His rounds on this day were no different than the rounds the day before. Plenty of chikara slumbered the day away, but none paid him much mind, so long as he didn't approach too close.

Somehow, Laran wasn't surprised when he sensed focused onda waiting for him. Almost as if someone had scouted his route beforehand. Laran checked his sword, then went to meet with the only person it could be.

Gereon sat on a downed tree, smoking a pipe and reading one of the books Laran remembered him being so fond of. “I was wondering when I might find you around here,” Laran said.

Gereon didn't bother denying anything, which only made Laran regret more that they were on opposite sides of this fight. “Hinsworth has become more important to us in the past six months than we expected. The Reformer chose the location because it was in a place the harra don't visit often. But the Sunslayers have found the location convenient.”

“Sunslayers?”

“What these new demons call themselves.”

Laran set the information aside. He focused instead on the importance of Hinsworth. Why would a small settlement in the middle of nowhere be important?

The demon had come from higher up the mountain to meet with the Reformers. The conclusion was inescapable. “It's not Hinsworth that's important. It's Caltaris.”

Gereon looked frustrated for a moment, but it passed quickly. It was enough for Laran to be sure he was right, though. The demons wanted control of the Nacillian ruins. Or, more likely, they wanted something the Nacille had built. Just like Waterstone.

“What are they trying to do?” he asked.

Gereon shook his head. “I'm not here to talk about our plans. I'm here for you.”

“You can't possibly imagine that I'll join the Reformers after learning about the demons. Unless you're now going to try to tell me they aren't out to wipe out humanity.”

Gereon stood. He still wasn't in an offensive posture, but Laran tensed all the same. Gereon no doubt noticed, and he left the book in his right hand, rendering him practically defenseless. “They are.”

The simple admission threw Laran. “Then we don't have anything to discuss.”

Gereon spit on the ground. “When will you stop playing the hero? You risk everything to protect a society you don't want anything to do with. I've never understood that about you.”

“I made a promise. I swore the same oath you did.”

Gereon scoffed. “An oath made when we were little better than children. I respect your commitment, Laran—more than you can possibly guess. But you're clinging to an impossible ideal because there's nothing else left for you. I'm offering you something more.”

“The chance to survive the near-destruction of humanity?”

“Yes. And a place where you can feel like you belong.”

Again, Gereon's direct honesty caught Laran by surprise. He kept waiting to catch Gereon in a lie and to use that against him. But Gereon kept one step ahead by simply telling the truth. It left Laran feeling defenseless, though he was the one with his right hand free to draw his sword. “Fine. Then convince me.”

Gereon held up a finger. “First premise: the Sunslayers are going to win.”

“No. We can fight them.”

“You have not seen what I have seen.”

“To the contrary, I've seen more than almost anyone else. And I know that we have the strength to defeat them.”

“Ronan? As we speak, he's walking straight into a trap. There's nothing you can do to save him.”

Laran had questions, but Gereon gave him no chance to ask them. “Even if he somehow survives, there's no chance for humanity. What you witnessed in Waterstone was the barest fraction of their power. They destroyed the Nacille, and we are nothing compared to them.”

Laran didn't believe, but it was close enough to Lady Gwen's own ideas that he had to confess Gereon might have the right of it. The duchies hadn't come close to recovering the strength of the Nacille.

“Second premise: it's better for a sliver of humanity to survive than for it to be wiped out. Even you know this. Most people are selfish, rotten, and lazy. But there are brave and good souls out there. People who deserve to live. People who deserve to become the ancestors of the future. You're one. So was Deandra.”

The use of her name was no doubt intentional, and worked. If anyone deserved a future, it was her.

“We're trying to save humanity, Laran. We're trying to make it better so that we don't make the mistakes of the past. It's no more than what you profess to dedicate your life to. The only difference is that we are looking at it through the cold lens of truth, while you cloak yourself in your comfortable lies.”

Gereon’s words stole the fight from him. He recognized, now, that he should never have let Gereon have his say. The older sumar knew him too well.

Gereon had the good sense to realize his argument had landed, and he stopped trying to press his case.

Laran looked around the woods, wondering if there was some answer here. But the wild was, as always, indifferent. He had no answer to Gereon's challenge.

Gereon stepped past Laran. “I know you'll need time to think. But there isn't much left. The end is coming sooner than anyone knows. Come to Hinsworth if you change your mind. But if you draw your sword against us, I'll consider that your final answer.”

He paused before leaving. “No matter what you decide, though, I want you to know that I always respected you. You were the best of what a sumar could be. I hope you can let go of the lies you surround yourself with, so that I never have to draw my sword against you.”

With that, he disappeared without a sound, leaving Laran feeling more alone than ever.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


To say that his first days as a sumar commander didn’t go quite how he imagined them would be something of an understatement, Jamie decided.

To be fair, when he’d first left the duke’s palace, he imagined something like the unit they had brought Ronan to. But that was a Gutanese unit, and there was nothing like that in Lindra. Squads were the largest groups that left a lodge, and they numbered six at most.

Instead of a group of nearly two dozen sumar, ready to do battle, he was instead given six sumar, most of whom looked like they weren’t quite sure which end of the sword was supposed to go in the demon. A quick questioning of his new command proved that his suspicion was correct. Four of the sumar had just graduated from the obuka during the last testing period, and the last pair had been on duty for less than a year. Jamie stopped just short of asking them if any of them had even seen a chikara in person.

Hell, one of them looked like they hadn’t even seen a whisker on their chin yet.

After a period of adjustment, Jamie decided that their lack of experience could actually work in his favor. He would mold them in ways he wouldn’t be able to shape more experienced sumar. They would be more willing to follow his orders than veteran sumar with more established views of how a commander should behave.

That led to about a day of delusion, when Jamie believed that his new recruits would look up to him the same way Ronan had looked to Laran when they’d first met.

Unfortunately, that had quickly proven to be a false hope as well. Jamie tried to act like he imagined a respectable, veteran sumar should, but his orders were just barely obeyed, and when they were, it was with plenty of grumbling and muttering.

Jamie couldn’t figure out why. He was older, stronger, and more experienced, yet not one of his command showed him the slightest respect. The truth came out when they were about halfway to Lovar Rest.

Lilly, one of the sumar, was the one who broke first. Their journey along the roads had been pleasantly uneventful, and Jamie planned on spending one of their nights outside a rest. He figured it would be good to see how well they kept a watch, and to see how they handled the subsequent day of travel.

But as soon as he suggested it, Lilly swore. She stopped and turned on him. “Would you just quit, already?”

Jamie frowned. He was about to reply, as sternly as he was capable, that he was her commanding officer, but a look told him that was the wrong approach. There was a fire burning in her eyes that went beyond a rookie’s refusal to follow orders they found pointless. This was something about him.

“Quit what?” he asked.

The rest of the group came to a stop, and a look around made Jamie think he wouldn’t find many allies here.

So be it. He’d thought he’d enjoy a return to the wild, but it had been every bit as miserable as he remembered it. Though it seemed impossible, he’d much rather travel with Laran than this group of ungrateful children. He was trying his damned best.

“Quit what?” he repeated.

Something in his voice was making Lilly reconsider, but she made the same glance around the circle as he just had, and she liked what she saw. “Stop pretending like you’re a commander. We learned the truth about you from one of the sumar in the lodge before we left. The last time you went out in the wild, your whole expedition died. You’ve never been a commander. Except now you’re the high and mighty Count Pierce, and the duke thinks sending you out on this errand will somehow make the other nobles accept you.”

Her barbs struck particularly close to the mark, especially given as they were currently making all haste toward the very area where Jamie’s whole unit had been destroyed by the wild. The place he’d once run from in fear.

He checked his anger, knowing it would do no good. He saw it in their eyes. They expected him to rage, to deny it. To prove everything they already believed about him.

After Waterstone, it felt terribly unfair. But, he realized, it was also true. Or at least close enough to the truth it would do him no good to deny.

He needed to throw them off-balance. To give them something they weren’t expecting. To make them stop and think before they judged him. He thought that Laran would like his answer, for once.

“You’re right,” he said.

Lilly was about to yell at him, but then his words registered and she stopped. “What?”

“Some of your details are a little off. But you’ve got the gist of it right. I’ve never been a commander before, and the last time I was a sumar, my whole unit did get killed. And yes, part of the reason the duke sent me was because he is hoping I can prove to the rest of the council I’m someone they can depend on.”

Lilly was surprised, but she wasn’t ready to let go of her anger. It had been building for days, and Jamie realized he should have addressed this much sooner. But he was learning to command, just as they were learning to be true sumar. Her next words were still harsh. “So why don’t you just stop pretending? We’ll go to this rest, investigate this settlement, then return home and you can reap your accolades. Just stop pretending like this matters to you.”

There. That was the opening he needed. “That’s where you’re wrong.” He spoke quietly, so they all had to lean in to hear. He met her gaze squarely.

“You’re right enough about my past, and at least partly right about why the duke chose me. I’ll not deny any of that.” He paused and lowered his voice. “But this mission is something I would die for.”

Lilly took an unconscious step back, flinching away from his sudden intensity.

“What’s happening in Hinsworth might hurt one of my closest friends. It might even kill him. And I could tell you how important this mission is—how the fate of Lindra might be at stake. But I don’t think you would believe me. But believe this: my friends have become very precious, and I’ll do anything to protect them. Do you understand?”

Lilly nodded, clearly wanting to anyplace but where she was. Jamie finally relented and let his gaze travel around the group. “I’m not the commander you probably deserve. Though your attitude so far has been complete shit. But I’ve survived nightmares you haven’t, and I need your help to protect my friend. So, if there’s anything else, let’s get it out now.”

From a glance, he guessed about half of his sumar were ready to take up the gauntlet, and the other half was mostly bored and curious where the excitement would lead. Only Ortwin, who seemed far too nice to ever draw his sword, looked concerned for Jamie.

It was Jak, of course, who stepped forward. He was Lilly’s partner, and he reminded Jamie uncomfortably of himself before the experience at Caltaris. He walked with an exaggerated swagger that hadn’t disappeared no matter how many miles they’d walked. He turned every eye at every rest, and had the sword skills necessary to win over even the harshest of mestres.

In short, he was a constant pain in Jamie’s ass. The only thing sharper than his sword were his words, and he flung them around without any care as to who he might hurt.

Lilly stepped aside as Jak took her place. “I’ve got a problem. Something that’s been bothering me ever since we passed our first rest.”

“Yes?” Jamie asked. It was obvious Jak was building up to something, but what it might be, Jamie didn’t have the slightest. He suspected it would be obnoxious.

“Well, it goes like this: you’re Count Pierce, right? One of the wealthiest people in the city. Growing up, I heard your father played cards with the duke, and even the duke wasn’t willing to call some of his bluffs.”

That was true enough. Not with Ethan, who’d never been foolish enough to gamble with Father, but with Ethan’s predecessor. Jamie still didn’t get the point, though. “And?”

Jax gestured around the gathered sumar. “I know Lilly’s just pissed because she thinks you’re pretending to be something you’re not. And for what it’s worth, I think that’s true enough. Doesn’t annoy me, though. Everyone’s pretending to be something they aren’t most of the time. I think I speak for all of us when I say that so long as you don’t give stupid orders and get us killed, I don’t much care. You all agree?”

There were nods around the circle. Jamie wished Jak would get to the point. But the kid was a natural showman, and he was performing for an audience now. Any interruption would just delay the process longer. Jamie was reassured when even Lilly agreed to Jak’s point, though. That gave him an opportunity.

“What really pisses me off,” Jak said, pausing to drag the moment out yet again. “Is that you have all this money, and you haven’t yet bought us a single damn drink anywhere we stop. Are you a selfish bastard, sir?” He delivered the last line with an impish smile that told Jamie he knew that he would get away with his disrespect.

Jamie couldn’t help but laugh. Too much like a younger him, indeed. “You’re a terror, aren’t you?”

“To friends and foes alike,” Jak answered.

It broke the tension, though, and Jamie had to give the young man credit. He’d shown Jamie the way forward and given him an opportunity to seize it. Jamie gave him the barest hint of a nod, thanking Jak.

Jak winked in return.

Jamie surrendered. “Fine. All the ale you can drink tonight is on me, assuming we can make it two more rests before nightfall.”

The others groaned, but their tone had changed. They might complain, but they’d do it. Jamie grinned. “After all, I still have a friend to save.”

They resumed their march, and Jamie was pleased by the quick pace they set. Perhaps there was hope for the younger sumar after all.

He was afraid, though, that his pocketbook wouldn’t survive.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Ronan thought that crossing the border to Lindra would be a much bigger event than it ended up being. But they reached the river which defined the border of the duchies this far north and still hadn't found their demon. Amara sent a pair of scouts through the river. Because of the abnormally dry late summer and the time of the year, the river was shallow enough to ford on foot with little difficulty. The scouts came back less than an hour later, reporting the clear continuation of the tracks on the other side.

Amara had conferred quickly with her other commanders, but it wasn't much of a discussion. The demon that had destroyed the rest had gone this way. Their hunt wasn't complete.

The only objection had been Ronan's. “Won't you get in trouble for crossing the border? At the very least, we should find one of the bridges and inform the cuvar there of our intent.”

The warriors around the circle shared a chuckle at his expense, and Amara looked at him as though he were a child struggling to understand the ways of the world. “It's not the first time we've crossed the border without permission,” she explained.

“Isn't that against the treaty? You could start a war!”

At this, a few of the sumar shook their heads, and Ronan realized he'd asked a terribly naïve question.

“In theory, you're right,” Amara said, “but in practice, there's nothing to worry about. Your sumar rarely wander the lands this far north, and the cuvar stay to their rests and protection. So long as we never get close to any of towns, there's little risk. And the few times we've been discovered, the meetings are amicable enough.” She gestured to the woods that surrounded them. “The wild strips us of our affiliations.”

With that, she gave the order to cross the border. No complaint was raised, and the hunt continued.

The deeper they forged into Lindra, the more uncomfortable Ronan became. It wasn't that they'd crossed over the border. He accepted Amara's explanations, and his own experience rapidly confirmed her claims. Though they were in Lindra, there was no real difference between this land and the one they'd just left. The wild ruled here. The only difference was that this was on the other side of a river that two duchies claimed was a boundary.

No, the discomfort mostly had to do with the sense of the chikara that he felt in the area. For several days, he'd not noticed many at all. That had been odd enough, so much so that several of Amara's sumar had mentioned it. They traveled the wild almost unopposed.

Now, though, the trend started to reverse. Though they traveled primarily during the day, they were passing by more chikara than he'd expected. He'd informed Amara, but so far, he hadn't seen that information influence any of her decisions. Stranger yet, the chikara didn't attack at night. Ronan felt them, wandering around the expedition, but they never neared enough to worry the scouts.

After another day of travel through Lindra, it almost felt as though they were swimming through a sea of chikara. But to all his normal senses, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Perhaps the woods were a bit quieter, but not so much he would have noticed had he not been looking for a difference.

He backed up so that he was walking beside Amelia. “You feel that, too, right?”

She arched an eyebrow. “The fact that we’re currently surrounded by chikara that don’t seem all that interested in us?”

“That. Can you make anything of it?”

“No, but I don’t think it will be long before Mother calls off the hunt.”

Ronan looked up ahead at the first-rank sumar. She walked with a confident step, and it looked to Ronan like she would hunt the demons to the end of the continent, if that was what it took. “How can you tell?”

“She never stops looking around when she’s nervous. It’s like she thinks she can avoid disaster if she can see everything.”

Ronan watched more closely and saw that Amelia was right. Amara’s head never stopped swiveling. At first, he’d just taken it as the sumar’s normal vigilance, but it was too much. “Is there anything we can say to influence her?”

“No. We’ve both been plenty forthcoming. Repeating what she already knows won’t help.”

It was late afternoon when Amara called a stop. The sun was already below the tops of the mountains. “We’re turning around. Any objections?”

The sumar didn’t look pleased by the decision, but no one argued, either. They wanted blood, but they weren’t fools. The hunt had become too dangerous.

They didn’t get the chance to turn around. As soon as they stopped, Ronan sent out his onda, and he felt a wave of darkness that reminded him uncomfortably of the crab-like creatures that had invaded Gutan.

Ronan tried to focus his sense of the approaching shadow. There were different species of chikara taking part, but they were so tightly packed together, he couldn't separate one from the other. Not that it mattered. They were caught in the middle of a storm.

When he'd been much younger, he'd played a game with a group of friends where they all held the edge of a sheet and placed a ball in the middle. If they coordinated their efforts, the sheet would ripple from the outside in, and when the wave struck the ball, it would launch high into the air.

That was how this felt. The mass of chikara were the sheet, rippling up and toward him.

“Chikara!” he shouted. “All directions.”

He turned to Amelia, but she already knew what he was going to ask. Onda strengthened his limbs, and Ronan prepared to issue the command. “As much as I can handle, for as long as you can,” he said.

She only had time to nod before the first chikara burst from the woods.

They were the little sketri, in numbers larger than any pack Ronan had ever heard of. Individually, the chikara were barely a threat. They had sharp teeth and front claws, but a well-placed kick was enough to break their spines and squish their internal organs. Sumar often used them as target practice for throwing knives and the occasional arrow.

But in the hundreds, there was no warrior that could stand against them.

Ronan waited until the last possible moment, knowing he would be issuing several orders to encompass the entirety of the wave.

When the first sketri came into contact with the sumar line, Ronan commanded them to leave. Dozens died as the sumar carved into them, but the wave reversed course, disappearing into the wood and slamming into the chikara who followed behind.

Ronan reached out with his onda, using the moment of space to seek more information. The chikara were a writhing mass of shadows. Some sketri were trying to run away while others sought the blood of the sumar. They ran into each other, fighting both to leave and to attack.

No further details were forthcoming. It was too chaotic to follow.

The shout from one of the sumar was the first warning Ronan had.

Out of the chaos came nearly a dozen demons, charging together. Sumar steel came down, and the first four or five demons served as a living battering ram. They punched a hole through the front line while the others poured through.

Time slowed. The sumar expected a battle, but as soon as the four demons broke through, they aimed straight for the heart of the formation.

Ronan understood. They wanted the leveren.

Behind the demons, the second wave of chikara finally overwhelmed the fleeing sketri and continued their charge. The numbers were far too great for the sumar.

Ronan could send a command, or he could turn his focus to defending himself. Instinctively, he knew there was only one answer. If he defended himself, the chikara would overwhelm the sumar, and the battle would be over. If he sent the chikara away, the sumar still had a fighting chance.

He focused his will, collecting all the onda Amelia could give him. He wanted to apologize to her, but there was no time. She gave, trusting he would use the strength well.

He sent out the command to leave, putting everything he had into one last command. His will rippled out through the web of onda, so strong it even caused the demons to falter for a moment. But they pushed through the sumar, picking up Ronan and Amelia as they ran. Other demons formed a protective shell, fighting the sumar on the other side of the formation as they escaped.

Bouncing on the demon's shoulder, Ronan realized he might still be able to save him and Amelia. Though she'd been captured, too, she was still funneling onda in his direction.

She still trusted him.

He could fight.

As soon as he let onda flood his limbs, there was a grunt from the demon carrying him. It said something in its guttural language, and one of the demons falling behind threw a powder in Ronan's face.

He grew sleepy, but he fought, pushing and struggling against the demon's grip. But the monster held tight, and they ran away from the rest of the expedition, still busy with the demons and the remaining chikara.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


The next few days passed with agonizing slowness. Laran kept thinking of his meeting with Gereon, which he’d kept a secret from the others. The encounter hadn’t told him much more than he’d already suspected, and nothing that required action. He worried most about Ronan, but Gereon hadn’t told him enough to do anything about. The young ondist should be safe in Gutan, and Laran couldn’t imagine what danger he was in.

While he agonized, Dillan completed his healing. The sumar wouldn’t be his best for a while yet, but he could fight, and that was all they needed.

Laran itched to do something decisive, but had to wait for the reinforcements. By themselves, they weren’t nearly enough. So when they were finally spotted, he breathed a sigh of relief. He still didn’t know exactly what he would decide, but it was time to act.

Laran strode to the walls when the warning shout came from the cuvar on watch. It was a day or two before he expected the reinforcements from Lindra, but he couldn’t think of who else it would be. He squinted when he saw the approaching sumar. The man in the lead looked awfully familiar, but the uniform he wore was terribly out of place.

But as they grew closer, there could be no mistaking his sight. Jamie had become a sumar. Laran looked forward to hearing what twisted set of events had led to Jamie, of all people, leading a full squad of sumar north.

He met Jamie at the gate. “Why are you here? Did you fail at being a count so soon?”

Jamie, clearly tired from long days on the road, frowned. “You didn’t know I was coming?”

“The duke’s message only said there was relief coming. He never mentioned you would be leading it.”

“It’s a bit of a story,” Jamie confessed.

“Well, come on in. It’s good to see you and your sumar. I wasn’t expecting you for a few more days yet.”

“We pushed hard to get here.”

“I can’t argue with your timing. Let’s get you some food in your stomachs.”

Jamie and his sumar introduced themselves, and they went into the rest to find their rooms for the night. Jamie stayed outside with Laran while the others got to know each other. Laran looked at his friend, still not believing what he saw.

“You became a sumar again?” Laran asked.

Jamie shrugged. “Politics. And it was the right thing to do.”

“You never let that stop you before.”

Jamie chuckled as he watched through one of the windows at his sumar getting settled. “You’re as bad as they are.”

“Not cut out for leadership?” Laran asked.

Jamie chuckled again. “Actually, I think I’m doing well. Just took me a bit to figure out. If you can believe it, they think I’m some sort of spoiled noble.”

This time, it was Laran’s turn to laugh. “Imagine that.”

They went inside together, and caught up over a meal. Jamie did most of the talking, and it made Laran glad he’d left Lindra when he had. After, they went for a patrol outside the walls, and Laran confessed to Jamie about his encounter with Gereon.

Jamie actually stopped him in the middle of the story. “You really are something, you know?”

Laran raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“It’s just that everyone who meets you immediately understands how much you despise most of us. Even that damned Goldeneye was able to figure it out after only meeting you twice. They keep trying to turn it against you.”

Jamie looked around the woods. “The question that always troubles me, though, is how long it’s going to be before you give in to your temptation.”

Laran wished he had a better answer for that himself. “You’re not alone in asking that question,” Laran admitted. “The same thought has been troubling me since I met with Gereon. He and I were close once, and despite everything, he’s one of the few people I’d willingly call a friend.”

“Is that why you didn’t try to kill him when he visited?”

“Partly.”

“Any other reasons?”

Laran didn’t want to give his other reasons, but exposing his thoughts to the cold light of day was the only way to give them the examination they needed. “There’s a part of me that thinks he’s right. That humanity needs to be pruned. I’ll admit it’s a horrible thought, but just because something is horrible doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

He expected an angry outburst, but Jamie surprised him. The new count rubbed at his chin. “I think you’re a liar, and that you’re lying to yourself.”

Laran wheeled on Jamie, hands in fists. Jamie’s smirk told him that he’d expected the reaction. That his words had been as deliberate as an artist’s paintbrush. Laran bit back his instinctive reply and grit his teeth. “Explain.”

Jamie took a deep breath, and Laran was reminded of an ondist preparing to throw himself against an advancing chikara. “I don’t think you’re half as bitter towards people as you think you are. You might think you believe humanity is beyond saving, but your actions tell a different story. In Waterstone, you chose Ronan over Goldeneye.”

“I swore to protect him!”

“Stop hiding behind your oaths!” Jamie’s sharp retort made Laran flinch back. For a moment, Jamie and Gereon seemed to be two sides of the same coin, both criticizing his rigid adherence to his word. The noble wasn’t finished. “You act as though you’re driven against your will, that you’re somehow constrained by the words you said decades ago. But you’re no better than any other sumar. You’re just more subtle.”

“How dare⁠—”

“How dare I? How dare you let a man who has confessed to plotting against humanity live? If you were truly constrained by your oaths, you would have killed Gereon the moment he confessed. Outside Tazo Rest, you would have died in your attempt to kill Goldeneye.”

Laran faltered.

Jamie stepped closer. “Before you take offense, know this: there is no one I would rather have beside me in a fight. If you tell me you’ll do something, I know it’ll be done or you’ll die in the trying. But you speak about your oaths as though you’ve never had to interpret them for yourself, and we both know that’s a lie. You chose Ronan, not because of your oaths, but because it was your choice.” Jamie jabbed his finger at Laran’s chest. “You have the same choice today. Will it be Ronan and hope, or Gereon and the demons?”

It felt like Jamie had cracked open a door that had been shut in his mind. Light poured into corners of his thoughts he hadn’t allowed himself to visit in ages. It wasn’t that he thought Jamie was right, exactly. But it cast his decisions in a new perspective.

Laran turned back, planning on returning to the rest, but Jamie stopped him. “What’s it going to be? Because I’ll admit I don’t feel particularly comfortable attacking Hinsworth if there’s any question about your loyalty in my mind.”

Laran knew what Jamie wanted him to say, but couldn’t give him that peace of mind. “I don’t know.”

Jamie, unlike Gereon, wouldn’t give him the space to consider. “If I asked you, right now, to choose Gereon or Ronan, who would you choose?”

He paused, but the choice was easy to make. He only hated it because it meant Jamie might be right. “Ronan.”

Jamie nodded, looking very satisfied with himself. “Good enough for me. Now let’s get some food and some sleep, and tomorrow we can finally hurt these Reformers.”


CHAPTER FORTY


The next morning all the sumar assembled at Lovar Rest started their journey north, with Laran in the lead. Jamie and the older sumar had debated the question of command the night before and decided Laran was best suited for the role. He knew the area, had seen the demons, and had the advantage of more experience. Jamie harbored lingering reservations about Laran's loyalties, but not so many he thought he would make a better leader for their mixed group.

Five miles after leaving the rest, Jamie was certain he'd made the right choice. Kass and Dillan, the two sumar who'd come north with Laran in the first place, fawned over him like he would single-handedly save all of Lindra. Jamie's sumar weren't much better. They'd all heard of Laran's previous exploits, and they acted more like they were being led by royalty than a grouchy old sumar.

Jamie just hoped Laran was strong enough, both of body and of spirit, to support the affections lavished upon him.

They set a demanding pace, hoping to cover the nearly thirty miles to Hinsworth in one day. Their plan, weak as it was, was to reach the settlement before sundown, observe it, and decide on a strategy to implement the next morning.

The woods were strangely quiet, and the leaves of the oaks and maples were just starting to fade from green to yellow, brown, and red. A stiff breeze came down from the mountains, carrying the scents of the pines up ahead.

They made better time than expected. No predators bothered them, and Laran reported there were almost no chikara nearby.

Jamie found the news ominous. This far north, away from any of Lindra's bigger towns, the chikara should have been thicker. That they weren't implied an outside force acting upon them, which meant demons. Laran shared his concern, stopping frequently to push his onda out farther. His two sumar seemed likewise worried, as they'd recently learned firsthand the dangers of this area. Jamie's contingent of sumar just looked delighted not to have to fight off random attacks, their enthusiasm only dampened by Laran's stern looks.

This was the first time Jamie had traveled with Laran and his new abilities. Because he felt confident that Laran would notice any threats before him, he let his attention drift toward the man he now called a friend.

Laran would hate to hear him say it, but Jamie decided Laran was a natural leader. He'd seen some of the same reaction with Ronan, though he hadn't properly understood it. Laran wasn't quite a legend, but he'd done enough over his long service that most sumar had at least heard his name, and it was usually attached to some impressive deed. That, combined with his aloof behavior, inspired others in ways that surprised Jamie.

Laran said little, but the others hung onto every word as though it was some great truth. He gave few orders, but they rushed to obey.

Jamie wasn't so proud he didn't see the lessons. He knew well enough that actions spoke louder than words, but he'd never seen the difference so clearly visible.

As they had hoped, they reached the woods outside of Hinsworth before dusk. Laran stopped them while they were still well within the trees. They took comfortable positions and settled in to watch.

Even at first glance, it was clear Hinsworth was a unique settlement. The walls weren't built particularly high, and they didn't encompass all of the farmland the settlement required. The space it occupied was larger than Jamie had expected, but there weren't that many homes within the walls. It looked to be the greatest waste of space he'd ever seen within a settlement.

From their distance, Jamie couldn't make out much else. He wasn't sure exactly what he'd been expecting, but Hinsworth didn't look as frightening as he'd thought it would be.

It was still a Lindran settlement, though. There were figures patrolling the walls, and the walls, though shorter than usual, were still too tall to climb quickly.

Jamie crawled over to where Laran watched the settlement. He whispered, hoping the others wouldn't hear. “I'm thinking we didn't, perhaps, think this through too well.”

“How so?”

“Well, my counting skills aren't what they used to be, but I'm pretty sure there are only ten of us, and that there is a full-fledged settlement. Somehow, I don't think we're going to frighten them if we besiege them.”

“They can't have that many ondists, though.”

“You don't need to be an ondist to have a bow and stand watch on the walls,” Jamie replied.

Laran acknowledged the point with a nod. “Destroying the settlement isn't exactly our goal. We're here to stop the Reformer and any demons he’s cooperating with.”

“So we need a new plan.”

“Any ideas?”

Jamie thought for a moment. “None that come to mind.”

“Same here. Let's keep watch for a while, then we'll retreat as the sun goes down. Somewhere far enough away where a fire won't be noticed.”

They watched the settlement until the sky turned dark, but there was little for them to see. The streets were quiet, and in the fading light, it became difficult to make out details. In time, Laran gave the signal to retreat, and they fell back a mile to a more remote clearing. The others set up camp as Laran prepared a small fire and the evening meal.

They discussed possible approaches to the problem over venison. Dillan brought up the possibility that they could, indeed, besiege the settlement. They only needed to control the trail that led to Hinsworth, which they had the sumar to do.

Laran rejected the possibility. They hadn't come to declare war. They'd come to stop the Reformer.

Jak’s devious mind was, of course, the one that struck upon their best idea. “If our main purpose is to stop him, we're not going to succeed by watching from a distance. We need to get in.”

“Not sure how welcoming they'll be of strangers,” Kass argued. “Especially if they know we’re around.”

“They might not welcome strangers,” Jamie said. “But they might welcome friends they haven’t met yet.”

“What do you mean?” Jak asked.

“One or two of us pretend to be Reformers. We can see if they’ll let us in.”

“I'll do it,” Laran said.

“Not a chance,” replied Jamie. “Gereon's in that settlement, and he knows you. Really, it can be any of you three, as you’ve already been seen by the guards. It will need to be someone he wouldn't recognize as a sumar.”

“I'll volunteer,” Lilly said.

With a sinking feeling, Jamie realized what would be required. “That's a good idea, but I'll need to come with you,” he said.

“It would be more believable if I pretended to travel with her,” Jak argued. “No offense, sir, but you’re a little old.”

“True, but I know what some of the Reformers look like. That'll be crucial knowledge if we get within. It’ll need to be me. It's one of the reasons the duke chose yours truly over other possibilities. Thankfully, none of them know who I am, so it shouldn't be a problem.”

They argued about it for a bit, but in the end, it was settled as Jamie had known it would be. He was the best choice.

Now he just hoped he would be able to survive his first visit to a Reformer settlement.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Ronan woke up feeling strangely refreshed. His head was clear and he felt like he'd slept for the better part of a day. When he looked up to find the sun, he realized the feeling might have been close to the truth.

The only complaint had about his situation was that he was once again being carried over the shoulder of a demon. They'd bound his hands in front of him, but otherwise seemed unconcerned he might harm them.

Before he could form a plan, or learn more about his situation and his surroundings, the demon carrying him noticed that he was awake. It slowed to a stop and put him down. Ronan's legs wobbled underneath him, but he kept his feet, barely. He let his gaze and onda take in his surroundings.

In this case, both his eyes and his onda told him the same terrible truths. He was surrounded by demons and nowhere near help. He couldn’t feel the bright, focused light of an ondist no matter how far he stretched his onda out. All he sensed was the deep darkness surrounding him.

The demons formed a loose circle around him. As he cast his eyes about, he saw Amelia draped over the shoulder of another demon. He tensed at the sight, but seeing the circle tighten around him, he thought better of rash action. Instead, he pushed out his onda toward her.

It was difficult to sense her diffuse onda in the sea of darkness, but it was there, a dim patch of hope in an otherwise impossible situation.

“Did you hurt her?” he asked.

The demon that had been carrying him answered. “No. She was administered the same powder we gave you. Being as she is lighter, the effects will take longer to wear off.”

Ronan saw no reason to doubt the demon’s words, but they were a slim comfort. “Where are you taking us?”

To this, there was no answer. He was about to repeat himself when the demon spoke.

“There is nothing more you need to know, leveren. You are outnumbered and we are watchful. You may walk free until such time as you abuse the privileges granted to you. Though I have no doubt you will think of escape, know that it is pointless. None of your kind are nearby, and even if they were, it would make no difference.”

Ronan thought back to the sumar. Amara’s force might not have been that large by Gutan’s standards, but they were an incredible force in Lindra. The demons had stormed through them in a moment. He almost asked if there were survivors, but suspected he’d receive no answer to that inquiry, either.

Every thought and understanding caused his heart to beat faster in his chest and made it difficult to breathe. He’d been terrified in Waterstone, but this fear clenched his heart in a vice and poured icy water over it. It wasn’t just that he was surrounded by demons, although that was certainly a factor. There was something more here, a truth he hadn’t consciously observed.

Just as he thought he was about to lose his strength and fall to his knees, his mother’s teaching came back to him. He was a child once again, out beyond the walls of Avgan. She stood next to him, refusing to hold his hand but whispering in his ear.

“Breathe. Observe.”

The words echoed in his head. It felt like he was breathing past a rock lodged in his chest, but he forced his lungs full of air. Then he let it out slowly through his mouth. He repeated the process, and strength returned to his legs.

Calmer now, he looked around. Really looked. His instinct around the demons was to duck his head and stare at his feet. He forced his gaze upward, letting his gaze rest on each of his captors in turn.

There were nearly a dozen of them, and the first detail that struck Ronan was just how human they looked. Sure, there were the slight deformities that marked them as demons, and their lack of clothing in early autumn was something of a giveaway, but had they been clothed and wearing gloves, Ronan wasn't sure he'd notice them in passing.

The fact seemed important, but Ronan couldn't guess at why. He compared one to another and found that for all their similarities, there were clear differences. Like humans, they possessed different weights, heights, and builds. They were tensed, ready for him to attempt escape. Some looked eager for him to try.

He wouldn't give them the pleasure. Not yet, anyway. He had no idea how many had attacked the sumar expedition, but the ones around him didn't look like they'd sustained any injuries. A handful of explanations occurred to Ronan, none of them reassuring. Unless he missed his guess, they'd been running for nearly a day and none looked the least tired.

He'd known they were formidable, but what he saw in front of him threatened to steal what little calm he maintained. This group made Goldeneye look like an amateur.

When they were satisfied he wasn't about to try anything foolish, they turned and resumed their journey. Ronan looked around, seeking any clues that would tell him where they were or where they were headed. The terrain looked much the same as the land they'd traversed with the expedition when the demons had attacked. The ground was rockier underfoot, and when the trees permitted him a longer view, he noticed they had climbed to a higher elevation.

The demons gave him little time to soak in the details. Their pace put even Amara's sumar to shame, and Ronan often had to jog to keep up. He kept stealing glances over at Amelia, but she gave no sign that she'd regained consciousness.

She didn't until nearly the end of the day. The demons had raced through the forest without stop, only to come to a sudden halt. The one carrying Amelia put her down, and no one stopped Ronan when he rushed to her. She was unsteady on her feet.

“What happened?” she asked.

“We've been captured by demons.”

As always, she took the news with surprising calm. “That's not ideal.”

Ronan chuckled softly. “To say the least.”

“Fight our way out?”

“I don't think so,” Ronan answered. “They're expecting it, and we're well outnumbered. I'm also not sure there's anywhere around to run to. I've been going along for now.”

Their conversation ended there, as the demons pulled them apart. They were eager to keep moving, and once they were sure Amelia wouldn't trip over her own feet, they set off once again.

It quickly became apparent Amelia wouldn't be able to keep the pace. After less than an hour, her breath was coming in ragged gasps, and she stumbled over exposed roots and rocks she was too tired to pick her feet up for. The first time she slowed them down, one of the demons backhanded her across the face.

Ronan yelled and earned a foot to his stomach for his trouble.

Amelia made it about another mile before collapsing in a heap. The demons hit her again, but Amelia refused to move. After a brief conversation among themselves, the demons surprised him by taking a break.

It gave him a bit of hope. He doubted they had stopped just on Amelia’s behalf. The demons had a limit, too, and they were close to it. Ronan didn’t know how to use that information, but he was glad to have it. The demons kept their rough circle around Ronan and Amelia, and most of them rested while others kept watch.

Ronan sat down next to Amelia, who was still laying where she had fallen. “How are you feeling?”

“I've been better,” she groaned. With an effort, she flipped over and faced him. “Mother always told me I should run more, but I never saw the point. I'm regretting that decision now.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Tell me your plan for getting us out of here.”

Ronan closed his eyes and pushed out his onda. Night had fallen, but against the demons that did him no favors. It was hard to sense anything beyond the overwhelming darkness the demons emanated, but he pushed his onda out, searching for any sign of hope.

Instead, he found chikara, roaming around the demons in a wide circle. He grunted.

“What?” Amelia asked.

“I think if we're going to leave our new friends, it'll have to be in the light of day. They've got chikara circling us, too.”

“We can get past them.”

“True, but to what end? I don't know where we are or what direction to run for help. My vote is that we wait for daylight and seek our first opportunity. Do you have any techniques for fighting demons?”

Amelia was silent for a long time. Ronan felt the fluttering of onda he associated with her techniques, and eventually she nodded. “I think so. They don't have onda, but the power within them can be manipulated. I should be able to render them temporarily unconscious.” She paused. “I think.”

It wasn't much, but they didn't have a lot of better choices.

Ronan lay down. He didn’t know how long the break would last, and he, for one, planned to make the most of it. “For now, let's get some rest. They're in a hurry, and maybe that means your mother is still pursuing us. We'll need our strength. I think tomorrow will be a big day.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Laran woke before the sun, though that was no surprise.

The surprise was Jamie, who was already awake and sitting up beside him.

A few of the other sumar were stirring, but it was early yet and there was no need to hurry. A visitor showing up at the gate at first light would be suspicious given Hinsworth's location, so Jamie didn't plan on trekking over to the settlement until mid-morning or later. For now, though, it was just Jamie and Laran, slightly apart from the others. Jamie had something on his mind, but he wasn't ready to talk just yet.

Laran pushed himself up to sitting. His one night of rest in the forest had done him more good than a whole week of sleep in Lindra.

“You know,” Jamie began, “sometimes I think that maybe you wrecked me.”

Laran was about to reply with a flippant remark, but he saw the look on Jamie's face and relented. “How so?”

“I was pretty happy in Lindra before you appeared in my life.” He paused. “Except now I'm not so sure I was. I thought I was, at least.”

“And now?”

“Lindra's lost some of its shine. I missed you while you were gone.”

The words struck a chord. Sad as it was, the last person who'd said they'd missed him was Deandra. It rendered him speechless.

“Not going to say anything?” Jamie asked. “I thought you'd moved past that.”

Laran found his voice. “I missed you, too. Kass and Dillan are excellent sumar, but it wasn't the same.”

Jamie gestured in the direction of Hinsworth. “What happens here? How do we win, when our own kind betrays us? Even if we capture or kill the Reformer, it still feels like we're losing.”

“You really want to know what I think?” Laran asked.

“For some reason, yes.”

“I think fear is the one emotion that rules over most of humanity. Most people live their lives constantly afraid, even though most don't recognize it. They're scared of death, of injury, of all the unknowns that come with being alive. So they ignore it, or they cover the fear with empty pastimes.”

“Is any of this supposed to be reassuring?”

Laran shook his head. “It's supposed to be true.”

“So how does it help?”

“Once you recognize the problem, the answer is a simple matter. The Reformer acts as he does because he fears the end of humanity. He believes this is the only way to save anyone. To defeat him, and to win this war against the demons and the wild, we need to a better story.”

“A better story?”

“Or a better belief, if you prefer.”

“And just how are we supposed to do that?”

Laran rolled his neck around in a circle, loosening it up. “That, I couldn't tell you. I'm not great with people. But the best leaders are those that convince others to believe in something greater than their individual fears.”

Laran stood and offered a hand to Jamie. The count took it, and Laran pulled him to his feet. “For what it's worth, I believe in you, and I believe in Ronan. More than I do Gereon.”

“That's the first reassuring thing you've said this morning,” Jamie muttered. “And just so you know, you're better at leading people than you think. Have you looked around? These kids would follow you into a city full of demons.”

“They have seemed surprisingly responsive to orders.”

“Give yourself a little bit of credit, at least. You were able to get me out of Lindra. That's no small feat.”

They joined the others and broke their fast. The younger sumar got along well, and surviving the night in the wild gave Jamie's contingent a distinct air of satisfaction that hadn't been there before.

The night had been quiet by any standard, and it left Laran feeling more uneasy than rested. There should be more chikara around. Before joining the others for their meal, he stepped away, closed his eyes, and extended his onda. At first, the result felt much the same as it always did. But then he felt something moving far to the north. He focused his onda in that direction, cutting it off from other paths.

The feeling resolved into a deep shadow, the darkness Laran associated with demons. He swore softly to himself, but kept his focus on the feeling. They were a long ways away yet, but they seemed like they were angled toward Hinsworth.

He hurried back to Jamie and told him.

“Well, that’s not good. Do we abandon the plan to find the Reformer in Hinsworth?”

“I don’t think we should. Now, more than ever, we need to get to him, before he links up with the demons again.”

“We can’t just ignore the demons.”

“I wasn’t planning to. I was going to see if I could head them off and delay them somehow.”

Jamie protested “That’s a terrible plan! You just told me you sensed multiple demons, and one of those took three of us to kill last time.”

Jamie’s contingent of sumar looked up at that, and Laran thought he saw a true glimmer of respect in their eyes. They hadn’t realized their new commander had any redeeming qualities.

Laran shrugged. “Agreed, but if those two forces meet before we can do something to stop them, I worry that we won’t have a chance to change anything.”

“Well, at the very least, you aren’t going alone,” Jamie demanded. “Take the rest of the sumar with you. There won’t be any need for them here.”

Laran shook his head. “I’ll travel faster alone.”

“Laran!”

He stopped at the command in Jamie’s voice. The count’s stare was hard. “You’re not going alone.”

They didn’t have time to argue. “Fine. I’ll take Kass and Dillan. They’re more experienced, and we’ll need to travel fast. You need sumar here, too, in case something happens at Hinsworth.”

Jamie grimaced. “I don’t like this at all.”

“Either do I.”

Jamie’s voice was flat. “You can’t stop them.”

“I’m not trying to. I’m just going to slow them down and confuse them, if I can. I don’t mean to pick any fights I can’t win. It’s up to you to secure the Reformer before they reach town. That’s the part that matters.”

Jamie bowed quickly. “You damn well better not die on me.”

“Same goes to you. I’ll see you soon.”

With a gesture, Laran pulled Kass and Dillan away from the others, who were saying their own farewells. They formed up, checked their gear, and were off in a matter of moments.

Once they were out of range of the others, Kass asked, “Were you telling the truth back there about not picking a fight you can’t win?”

He heard the worry in her voice and wished there was more he could say to reassure her. “That’s my intent. But we won’t know for sure until I can get closer and get a better idea of what’s happening.”

The three of them covered the ground quickly. Laran stopped every few minutes to push out his onda and adjust their course. He felt the wind on his cheek and made sure they stayed downwind of the approaching demons. His two companions performed admirably. They moved almost as silently as he did, and kept his demanding pace without a whisper of complaint.

The closer he came, the easier it was to sense the demons. The more he learned, the less pleased he was. He’d first guessed there were three or four, but now he suspected the number was closer to a dozen. What mission could possibly require such a force?

Their pace was surprisingly slow, too. Barely more than a walk. And they weren’t heading to Hinsworth. As they neared, Laran realized they were following a ridge line that would take them just north of Hinsworth, close to where Laran had first spotted the demon meeting with the settlers.

Laran wasn’t as familiar with this stretch of Lindra as he was many places, but he guessed their destination easily enough.

They traveled toward Caltaris. Their ridge would eventually hit the steep trail that carved its way up the mountain toward the high city.

Laran almost turned back when he realized. The whole reason for embarking on this foolishness no longer existed. But they were almost to a vantage point, and Laran wanted to know why such a large group would be moving together.

They reached a copse of trees where they could clearly see across a narrow to the other ridge, where the demons would pass before long. They settled into concealment and waited.

His two companions were as good at watching as they had been in pursuing the demons. They kept perfectly still, even as the local insects began exploring the new arrivals. Several minutes later, the demons appeared. They were in a loose circle, and Laran cursed when he saw who was in the center.

With a sinking feeling, Laran realized what he was going to have to do. And it would probably cost Kass and Dillan their lives.

But he needed to rescue Ronan one more time.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Jamie shook the tension from his body. He’d changed out of his sumar uniform into plain traveling clothes. Out of sight, Lilly finished doing the same. They would pretend to be a couple fleeing toward Hinsworth, having heard of the Reformers from a friend. The story was thin, but all it had to do was get them through the gate. From there, it couldn’t be too hard to find the Reformer.

Lilly returned as Jamie finished hiding his daggers in their customary locations. They each slipped on their packs, and Jamie gave his final orders to the group. “Stay hidden unless one of us gives the signal. Once we’re in, there’s no telling how long it might take to find the Reformer. Stay out of sight, but keep a constant eye on the town.”

He saw the exasperated looks they shot one another and stopped talking. They’d been over the plan several times already, and he wasn’t adding anything they didn’t already know.

He nodded. “Right.” He turned to Lilly. “Ready?”

“Just waiting on you, husband.”

Originally, they’d planned to arrive at Hinsworth later in the day, but the imminent arrival of the demons changed that. It wasn’t even midmorning now, and it would take less than an hour to reach the settlement. A cold wind came off the mountains, and Jamie suspected a late-season storm was on the way.

Buoyed by the confidence of the younger sumar, Jamie led Lilly to the main trail that led to Hinsworth. Someday it would grow into a road, but for now it was no more than two parallel tracks for wagons and carts.

As they walked, Jamie’s thoughts wandered to Laran. He understood the need to prevent the demons and the Reformer from meeting again, but he hated the idea of separating again so soon after they’d reunited. He looked to the north, straining to hear the sounds of battle.

All he heard was the song of some birds and the breeze through the pines. He turned his attention to the path ahead. Before long, they’d emerge into sight of Hinsworth’s walls. He imagined himself as a disgruntled sumar, running away from the duchy with his young wife.

Off in the distance, storm clouds gathered, building until they were taller than the mountain peaks that stood like silent sentries to the north. Jamie didn’t want to look up there, afraid that memories from Caltaris would steal his confidence. In his darkest nights, he still had nightmares about that expedition.

They broke from the trees and Jamie got his closest view of Hinsworth yet. The harvest was mostly complete, and no one worked the fields outside the walls. But from the size of the fields, Jamie suspected the settlement would have more than enough food for the winter.

The gates were closed, although Jamie didn’t think much of that. This far from any major trade, there was no reason to leave the gates open and risk the wild. That was even more true if none of the farmers were out in their fields today.

They were spotted almost instantly, and Jamie lifted his hand and waved to the guards walking the walls. The guards carried longbows, and it made Jamie wary when the guard didn’t bother to wave back.

“Not the most welcoming bunch, are they?” Lilly observed.

“Doesn’t seem like it. We’ll keep walking, but we’re stopping outside of longbow range. I didn’t wake up early this morning to be used for target practice.”

Jamie stopped them when he was certain they were still safe. He waved again and waited for the settlement to make the next move.

The wind picked up, carrying a bitter chill with it. Jamie looked up and saw the clouds darkening and building. If possible, he hoped they could take shelter in Hinsworth before it struck.

The settlement was eerily quiet. Jamie waited for a response, but none came. After several minutes, Lilly lost her patience. “What if they don’t let us in?”

“I’m not sure.” They could get closer, but given the hostile posture of the guards on the walls, he wasn’t sure he wanted to get in range of those bows. “For now, we wait.”

The minutes stretched on, and Jamie wondered if all of this had been a mistake. Gereon had known about Laran. What if this just fed their paranoia and put them on a higher alert?

Finally, the main gate opened, and a lone figure stepped out. He looked familiar, but it wasn’t until he walked closer that Jamie recognized him. He’d only seen the man briefly in The Broken Binding, and then again in the streets outside the tea shop. But it was definitely Laran’s old friend.

“Be prepared for anything,” Jamie whispered to Lilly. He focused his onda and put his pack down. He kept his arms loose at his side, but if Gereon made any suspicious moves, Jamie planned on striking first.

Gereon approached slowly, and Jamie was reminded of the way Laran moved. Though Jamie was decades younger, he wasn’t sure he’d have any edge in speed. Gereon stopped ten paces away. His expression was unreadable.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“My name is Anders, and this is my wife, Lilly.”

Gereon’s eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms. “What brings you this far north?”

Jamie reminded himself that he was supposed to be a sumar, running from the duchy. “I used to be a sumar, but it didn’t end well for me. A friend in Lindra told me I might find like-minded people here. Said there was a place for people who knew how to use a sword, and who had no love lost for the duke.”

Gereon’s gaze was hard. It traveled between him and Lilly, and he let the silence stretch. Jamie was glad Lilly wasn’t trying to add to the story. The best lies were as simple as possible. They let the listener fill in the blank spaces.

Gereon grunted and shook his head. He uncrossed his arms, and it took all Jamie’s restraint not to reach for his daggers. “You’re as full as shit as anyone I’ve ever met, Count Pierce. But I’m grateful you’ve come. Saves me a hell of a lot of trouble. You were the one Pierce we weren’t able to find that night.”

The revelation hit Jamie like a boulder falling from the sky, and his body reacted before his mind processed Gereon’s attack.

Gereon’s sword cleared its sheath with blinding speed, and he cut at Jamie’s neck as Jamie stepped well into the arc of Gereon’s blade. Jamie swiped up with his right hand, dagger in a reverse grip.

He deflected the sword high, then took another step in, swiping with the second dagger in his left hand. He cut across Gereon’s thick neck, then stepped out of the way as blood pumped from the wound.

The exchange was over in less than a heartbeat, and Jamie’s first thought was to look back and check on Lilly. She had just reached her own sword, eyes wide. But she was unharmed.

He returned his attention to Gereon. The sumar was on his knees, bleeding out with only a few moments to live. His lips were moving, but no sound escaped. It looked, though, like he was repeating Laran’s name, over and over.

Then he collapsed, dead upon the soil he’d helped found.

Jamie spit on the body. A single death wasn’t punishment enough for the man who’d killed his family. But it was all he could offer.

When he looked up again, the gates to Hinsworth were wide open, and behind the settlement, lightning arced through the sky. A giant stood in the gate, easily recognizable from Laran’s description and the night Jamie had followed him. Maybe a dozen others were gathered around him, armed with everything from digging forks to swords.

Jamie grinned and twirled the daggers in his hands. “Give the signal,” he ordered Lilly.

They’d finally found the Reformer.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Their hands were still bound, but the demons' gentleness surprised Ronan. Since they'd woken up that morning, the demons had kept a consistent but doable pace. Amelia was sweating, but that was due more to the changes in elevation and her lack of fitness than the demons pushing them too hard.

The demons had rousted them early, clearly eager to reach their destination. The sun hadn't even risen over the horizon by the time they'd completed their first mile. He got the sense the demons were substituting a longer day for a shorter pace, and he wondered just how close they were getting to their destination.

Ronan didn't see anything that gave him a clear indication of their location, but as they walked, he thought he was able to work out most of it. The demons wanted leveren to open a portal to their homeworld, to bring even more demons and chikara through.

It was just a guess, but Ronan suspected they needed Nacillian ruins. But what ruins were nearby? He tried to recall the maps of Lindra he'd been forced to memorize by the obuka.

He and the Gutanese sumar had entered Lindra near the northeast corner of the land, and the demons had only continued west since capturing him. They were also constantly gaining elevation, which seemed pointless unless their destination was in the mountains.

Only one destination made sense, then. Caltaris, one of the largest of the Nacillian ruins, located high in the mountains.

It was an unfortunate destination, because there was nothing nearby, no town he knew of they could run to.

Ronan kept a sharp awareness of his surroundings. He stared through any gap in the thick pines and cast his onda out at regular intervals. He listened for anything out of the ordinary. Despite his efforts, he and Amelia seemed to be alone, with no hope for rescue.

He also noticed the frequent glances Amelia shot his way. He feared that if he didn't temper her impatience, she would try to escape before they had a worthwhile opportunity.

But he also had to admit that if he waited too long, they'd be out of opportunities. There were no settlements high in the mountains, and before long they would be far from any hope of rescue.

He watched and waited, hoping something would reveal itself, but as the sun rose on a land devoid of civilization, Ronan felt the first pangs of despair. But he kept Amelia from acting with small shakes of his head. So far, she trusted him, but he wasn't sure how long that would hold. The mountains grew imposingly tall as they grew ever closer.

Then, a few hours after sunrise, Ronan saw walls down below. It was just a passing glimpse, and it was more likely a settlement than a town.

But it was people, and walls meant cuvar.

The brief glimpse set his heart racing, and he fought to control his reactions. The demons were observant, and if their escape was to have any chance of succeeding, surprise was essential.

Doubt ran through his mind. They would only have one chance. Was this the best they would get?

He glanced over at the demon that carried both his dagger and Amelia's bow, then forced his gaze away. He also wished the demons carried more weapons. If they escaped this, he promised himself he would start carrying a sword.

Ronan didn't act rashly. The settlement was still to the west of their location, so with every step they drew closer. If his guess as to their destination was correct, they'd eventually turn north to climb the mountain, but for now, the demons brought them closer to potential safety.

He was very aware of the fact that if they made it to the settlement, they'd be putting the lives of the settlers in danger. But as Laran had once told him, walls were still better than no walls when an enemy attacked. And at least down there they would have help.

Ronan waited and fidgeted, afraid that he'd accidentally give away some part of his plan. But the demons continued their pace, and Amelia kept shooting him daring glances.

Eventually, the path they were walking angled toward the north, and Ronan feared the time for a decision was at hand. He didn’t see a better choice. He took a deep breath and pushed his onda away. When he next caught Amelia’s eye, he nodded.

He’d expected that at his signal, every demon surrounding them would fall over, deeply unconscious.

Instead, they all continued walking, following the narrow trail toward a higher ridge. He glanced over at Amelia, who had squeezed her eyes shut and had stopped moving.

Ronan swore.

“What are you doing?” one of the demons demanded. “You can’t be tired already!”

“But you will be,” Amelia responded.

Ronan felt her pull, the most significant use of onda he’d ever sensed from her. The darkness within the demons faded, and Ronan’s stomach was suddenly sick. He stumbled to a knee, the darkness closing in around him.

Amelia pulled him back to his feet. Her face was pale. “No time for a nap now.”

Ronan looked up. All the demons lay around him. While he’d been holding his vomit in, she’d given them the opportunity to escape. He ran straight for his dagger. Once in hand he sliced through Amelia’s bonds, and she did the same for him. Then she grabbed her bow and quiver.

He was just about to run away when he realized the new situation he was in. The worst threat to humanity was gathered here, and Amelia had rendered them unconscious.

He didn’t even stop to ask for her opinion. He gripped the dagger firmly and plunged it into the nearest demon’s chest, right where the heart would be on a human.

Too late, he realized his mistake. Just because they looked human didn’t mean they had human anatomy. And even unconscious, a sufficient stimulus can wake a demon. Its eyes opened and it roared, swiping at Ronan.

He stumbled and fell backward as he tripped over an exposed root. The demon rose unsteadily to its feet, eyes locked on Ronan.

But before it could take another step, an arrowhead appeared in its eye.

It took Ronan a moment to realize Amelia had shot it through the back of its head.

The demon fell, and Ronan nodded his appreciation.

Unfortunately, the commotion seemed to have stirred a few of the others. Sticking around was seeming a worse idea by the moment. “Let’s go,” he said.

“That’s what I told you earlier,” Amelia said.

“I’ll listen better next time.”

Together they took off, Ronan in the lead. He couldn’t run his fastest, as Amelia couldn’t keep up with him. But downhill was easier than up, and she was pushing as hard as her body could handle. He didn’t hear or sense any pursuit behind them.

Bushes and trees cut at him as he ran, but he barely noticed. He plunged down the hillside, stopping occasionally to let Amelia catch up. They were halfway down the hill, and he was just starting to sense the darkness gathering up above. Some of the darkness started to move, chasing them.

Amelia stopped to catch her breath, and Ronan pulled her forward. “We need to keep going.”

She shook her head, panting. “I can’t. Let’s split up, so at least you can get free. I’ll lead them in a different direction.”

“No.” Whatever happened, he wouldn’t leave her behind.

His limbs still felt strong, the onda flowing through him easily. Could it work?

They didn’t have time to conduct a test. He turned around. “Hop on my back.”

“No, Ronan, you’ll never be able to make it.”

“Hop on!”

The command in his voice silenced her objections, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. With onda running so easily through him, he barely noticed her weight. More than anything, he felt how she shifted his balance. He took a few tentative steps to make sure his footing was sure, then ran as fast as his legs could carry him.

His first thought was that they should have done so earlier. He ran faster with her on his back than they had when he’d been waiting for her to keep up. He bounded down the hill, and the demons stopped closing the gap between them. Ronan couldn’t be sure, but if they could make it to the bottom without falling, he thought they could reach the walls before the demons caught them.

Amelia clung tight to his back, moving as little as possible. She grunted as branches tore at her, but Ronan didn’t dare slow.

They came out at the bottom of the hill still ahead of the demons, but Ronan’s hope died as soon as they were clear of the trees.

They’d escaped the demons, only to run into the middle of a new battlefield.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Laran swore as he ran down the hill. He’d followed Ronan, the other girl, and the demons as they made their way toward Caltaris. Their destination couldn't have been anywhere else.

As much as he wanted to get closer, he had a healthy respect for the demons' sense of their surroundings. He stayed far away, barely able to track them from the opposing ridge. He wished there was some way to send Ronan a message, but his caution seemed warranted, and it paid off. The demons never appeared to notice them.

He'd been impressed by Kass and Dillan throughout their time together, but never more so than he was today. They'd accepted the presence of so many demons without panicking, and they glided through the forest like ghosts.

Laran had been trying to imagine a plan for rescuing Ronan since the moment he'd laid eyes on the young man. But he couldn't see any way to break him away from such a strong force.

He was in the middle of discarding another foolish idea when the group came to a sudden stop, no more than a quarter mile away from the clearing where Laran had seen the demon meet with the settlers. He tensed and signaled the others to be ready for action. There was a commotion around the two humans.

Then all the demons simply collapsed, as though they'd all fallen asleep in place. Laran ordered Kass and Dillan forward, and they ran into battle.

But before they had gone more than a few steps, Laran heard a roar of pain. He looked up, then took a few steps to the side so he could see through the trees. A demon, bleeding from the chest, had risen to its feet. Ronan had one of Jamie's old daggers in hand.

Impressive.

Instead of running, he'd tried to kill all his captors.

It hadn't worked, but it had been a good idea. The demon was so focused on revenge, it missed the young woman behind it, drawing a bow with considerable confidence. She was only a few feet away and couldn't miss. The demon fell, and now the two of them ran down the hill.

After seeing the direction Ronan led them in, Laran knew why they’d chosen this moment to escape. Ronan must have seen Hinsworth and thought it a refuge.

They were running right to the least safe set of walls in the whole duchy. Laran took off after him, Kass and Dillan keeping up the pace.

Now Laran regretted his decision to stay as far away as he had. The terrain between him and the two youngsters was difficult, so he decided to angle down the hill as well. It meant there was a good chance he wouldn't catch them until they were within sight of Hinsworth, but they'd figure out that problem once Laran was certain Ronan was safe. Whatever they'd done to the demons hadn't killed them.

He pushed his onda out and let the strength flow into his limbs. He turned back to the two sumar following him. “I’m going ahead, keep up as well as you’re able!”

Trusting the two of them to follow, Laran sped down the hill. He bounded away, losing them in moments.

When he broke through the tree line into the clearing outside of Hinsworth, he skidded to a stop, his feet digging tracks in the grass. He blinked, not quite believing what his eyes were telling him.

Jamie and his sumar were in a pitched battle with a group of people Laran assumed were the citizens of Hinsworth. It should have been a one-sided battle. Most of the settlers were armed with nothing more than whatever sharp implements they’d found around their houses.

Except for the giant standing tall in the middle of the fight.

The Reformer.

Laran had been impressed by the Reformer’s oration, but his speeches paled in comparison to his skills with a sword in hand. Laran watched for a few moments, and the truth was clear. The Reformer was a first-rank sumar. The tip of his sword moved faster than a whip cracking the air, and he kept the battle balanced in favor of Hinsworth.

Both the Reformer and Jamie fought to protect their own, the pattern fascinating. A sumar would come close to landing a killing blow against a settler, only to find themselves facing the Reformer at the last possible moment. The Reformer would take the upper hand, but before he could land a kill, Jamie was there, slicing at exposed areas with his daggers. The Reformer would defend against Jamie, and the whole sequence would repeat again.

The small mess of fighters seethed, but with both the Reformer and Jamie more concerned about defending their own than killing the enemy, there were few bodies on the ground.

One, though, was recognizable even from a distance.

Gereon lay still and forgotten as the battle moved away from him. Though his friend’s death had always been a possibility, the still form hit Laran harder than any death had in years.

That was the moment he realized that he had held out a hope that Gereon might still be swayed. That he might be cured of the madness that had swept over him. Death had stolen that possibility away.

Only two people on the field were capable of killing Gereon, and Laran didn’t think the Reformer had turned on his people. Not after seeing the lengths he went to protect his citizens.

Jamie had done this.

A cold rage squeezed his chest until he found it difficult to breathe. Gereon had saved his life several times, and Laran had returned the favor. Seeing him dead was like having a part of his own body cut off. Worse, it had been cut off by another friend.

He wavered, the need to avenge his oldest friend warring against every rational instinct in his body.

Ronan saved him from a disaster of his own making. The young man burst through the trees, carrying the woman on his back. He moved with speed that should have been impossible, but he ran straight for the battle.

Laran’s priorities snapped into focus. He breathed out, letting his onda intertwine with the world’s. His limbs became light, but so did his heart. Only one thing mattered.

Save Ronan.

He launched himself toward the fight, long strides eating up the distance. For all the people on the battlefield, there was only one who made a difference.

Laran crashed through the edge of the battle. He slid between Jamie’s sumar and batted away a spiked club with the side of his sword. The giant cut at Jamie, who barely skipped away in time.

Laran reached the Reformer before his next cut opened Jamie up from groin to crown. Their swords clashed, blades twisting as they each sought the smallest advantage.

In the first pass, neither won a clear victory, but when they met again, the Reformer’s strength was enough to push Laran back. He kept ahead of the blade, but the margin was slim. The only success he had was attracting all of the Reformer’s attention.

Fortunately, Jamie made good use of the opportunity. He left Laran and the Reformer alone and used the distraction to turn the tide against the rest of the settlers. If Laran could only hold out for another few minutes, he’d have a host of sumar at his back.

The tide of the battle shifted in a moment. Without the Reformer supporting them, the people of Hinsworth had no hope. They fell one by one as the sumar cut them down.

Laran hated knowing what was happening around him. Sumar were supposed to strike out against the wild, not the very people they were sworn to defend. The loss of life, small as it might have been in relative numbers, sickened him.

It enraged the Reformer, too. The giant found a well of strength and speed that shouldn’t have been possible. Laran was in a full retreat, giving up ground as fast as he could shuffle his feet back. Still, the truth remained. If he could live for a minute or two longer, he’d have enough help to bring the giant down without trouble.

And then the demons arrived.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Jamie didn’t know where Laran had come from or why he was in the valley instead of chasing demons, but he’d never been as thankful for the grouchy sumar as he was now. Any lingering fears he held about the sumar’s capability vanished as he went toe-to-toe with the giant Reformer. Even though Jamie held onda tightly focused in his core, he could barely follow their movements.

He would be more a hindrance than a help, so he turned his attention to the remaining settlers. The tide turned quickly, despite the settlers outnumbering Jamie's sumar. Angry as the settlers were, they didn’t have the training of the sumar, and every exchange without the Reformer ended in a quick defeat for the settler involved.

In the corner of his vision, Jamie saw another familiar face running toward the battle, even though it had no place here. He cut down the last of the settlers bold enough to challenge him, then ran toward the new arrivals.

“Ronan?”

The confusion in the boy’s voice matched Jamie's own. “Jamie?”

“What are you doing here?” they asked at the same time.

Ronan put down the woman he'd been carrying. She had sharp eyes and reddish-brown hair that fell past her shoulders. As soon as her feet touched the ground, she prepared her bow. Jamie watched, open-mouthed.

But before Jamie could seek further clarity on why Ronan was in the wrong duchy carrying a young lady on his back, Ronan pointed back the way he'd come. “No time. There's a whole lot of angry demons behind us.”

The words had barely left his lips when the first demons emerged. Ten of the monsters broke from the woods into the heart of the valley, and they were all running toward Ronan.

Jamie didn't think they looked altogether pleased to be doing so. His grip on his daggers loosened. Their chances had been slim enough before. If these were anything like Goldeneye, they didn’t stand a chance.

Ronan’s companion didn’t hesitate. She launched an arrow before Jamie’s panic made him turn and run. He gripped his daggers tighter.

“We need to get behind the walls,” Ronan said.

Jamie grabbed Ronan. “They're friends with the demons. That's why we're fighting them.”

“What?“

Jamie didn't know what order to give. Jamie's sumar would barely slow the demons down. But there was no shelter anywhere near. As if to drive home the point, a cold rain started to fall as the storm advanced.

A sudden lump formed in his throat as he thought of Gwen, safely ensconced in the duke's library.

He hoped that she never experienced a day like today, or a place like this.

He shouted to his sumar, who had finished with the settlers and looking for direction. “Form up!”

He noticed that only five out of his original six joined him. If he lived, he would grieve, but the demons advanced too quickly. Off in the distance, Kass and Dillan broke from the woods, but they faltered to a stop when they saw the chaotic mess outside of Hinsworth.

Jamie could hardly blame them. If anything, he wanted to switch positions with them.

It was Ronan and his companion who gave him the strength to stand. She sent arrow after arrow at the charging demons. Rain and wind combined to whip wet hair in her face, but she never faltered. Ronan stood next to her, armed only with the old dagger Jamie had given him.

If the damned fool was so set on getting himself killed, Jamie supposed he could at least be good company. He turned to his sumar. “Stay tight, and pair up against them if you can. They’re strong. Don’t be afraid to retreat if they gain the advantage.”

There were a handful of nervous nods, and Jamie turned back to Ronan. “Hope you learned a few tricks in Gutan.”

“A few.”

Ronan spoke to the archer. “Don't stop,” he said.

She nodded as she nocked another arrow. Something in Ronan's posture changed. Jamie couldn't describe the shift, but Ronan suddenly seemed dangerous. He launched himself at the approaching demons, faster even than the speed Laran and the Reformer fought. Jamie didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone move that fast.

“What the hell?” Jamie asked.

But there was no answer. Ronan's friend was focused on Ronan, and Jamie had the sense it took both of them to accomplish whatever it was he was witnessing.

Then there was no time at all. The demons hit the smaller line of sumar, and Jamie's world became a blur of flesh, claws, and steel.

The demons were inhumanly fast, but they carried no weapon beyond their own bodies. Jamie couldn't match their speed, but his daggers carved dark lines whenever part of a demon was within reach. Still, it wasn’t an even fight. He and his sumar were pushed back, as though they were being carried by a wave. To his right, Jamie saw the moment Ortwin died as a demon punched through his chest. Ortwin, at least, drove a broken sword through the demon's eye with his last breath.

Jamie found himself face to face with a demon, but as it rose to strike him, it suddenly fell forward. Jamie saw no reason why it would do so, but he stabbed down at the back of the exposed neck, severing the demon's spine.

A small victory, and not enough.

The only reason they weren't run over was Ronan. The boy moved like lightning, flashing through the open spaces of the battle, leaving a trail of blood wherever he passed. Furious as the demons were at his cuts, they seemed not to want to kill him.

The cuts he made were rarely fatal, the dagger a poor fit for this battle. It was clear he'd been trained with a sword in the obukas, and that lifetime of training did him no favors here. But he kept most of the demons occupied, which gave Jamie's ondists a fighting chance.

Another demon turned its attention to Jamie. It was a bigger brute than most of the rest, and when it grinned, Jamie swore it had purposely filed its teeth. It raked at Jamie with its claws, forcing him back. He put his daggers up, hoping to frighten it, but it seemed more amused with his attempt than worried. It attacked again, blocking his cuts with his armored forearms.

Jamie had little choice but to retreat farther. But he was so focused on the demon he didn’t pay attention to the battles around him. Something that felt like a hammer crushed into the back of his skull, and stars exploded in his vision.

He pitched forward, unable to do anything to stop the demon from gutting him.

Then Lilly slid into the gap between Jamie and the demon, and with one blow, it took her life instead of his. She didn’t live long enough to cry out.

Jamie’s vision went red, and the next thing he knew, the demon was underneath him, its chest and neck oozing the dark liquid that served as its blood.

He felt faint and woozy, and when he looked down, he understood why. His own chest was a mess of cuts and hanging flesh. He drew a deep and shuddering breath, but his body gave out and he fell to his knees.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


With onda pouring through his body, Ronan was invincible. Every punch was too slow to touch him. Even the ondists’ swords moved at a leisurely pace, reminding him of lazy students drifting through their forms at the end of a demanding obuka training. At times, he thought he could slide between the raindrops.

He stabbed and cut with his dagger, wishing time and time again he had a sword. He was more a distraction than a threat, and if he dared spend too long in any place, the demons would collapse around him. So he kept on the move, drawing their attention away from the sumar, and most importantly, away from Amelia.

Their arrangement gave him strength he’d never imagined, but it came with risk. She lacked the martial training necessary to protect herself but needed to be close to the battle to help Ronan, She was his greatest strength and most dangerous vulnerability. If she fell, so did he. So far, the demons had ignored her.

Their luck couldn’t last for long, though. There were too many demons and not enough sumar. Laran, their strongest warrior, was being beat by whoever the giant was. Ronan would have liked to help, but the demons were too close to let him. Laran would have to win that particular fight on his own.

The longer Ronan fought, the stranger the battle became. His perspective kept shifting without conscious intent. It felt, in a way, as though he couldn’t keep his own self in his body. It spread throughout the battlefield, as though he was in all places at once. Stranger still, the effect wasn’t disorienting. He could be in more places than one without losing track of the battle he was fighting.

He felt the demon punch a hole through his chest, felt the blinding brightness the moment before death took him away. The shock of death kicked his awareness away from the ondist, and for a moment, Ronan was fully back in his own body, very much whole and alive. The ondist fell, dropping his sword, and Ronan was there to pick it up.

With a sword in hand, he finally posed a threat to the demons. Now his strikes were true, and the demons retreated wherever he assaulted them.

His awareness diffused again, and the battle took on a new, sharper clarity. Despite his temporary hope, the battle still turned against them. Another sumar died, and Jamie was being driven back by the demon he faced. The sumar had delayed the end longer than they should have been able to, but the end was coming, nevertheless.

There had to be something he could do.

But his body was full of onda, and there was no more for him to give. He fought as he was able, but it wouldn’t matter. He could see the shape of the battle clearly, and knew the outcome. Two ondists, standing off in the distance, felt the same, as they retreated before any of the demons could focus on them.

Behind him, Jamie stepped too close to the fight between the giant and Laran. The giant drove an elbow into the back of Jamie’s head, a blow he never saw coming.

Jamie fell forward, right into the demon he’d been fighting.

But then a younger sumar took the blow that should have killed him. A part of Ronan was her, and he knew she hadn’t intended to sacrifice herself. She’d misjudged her block, and it had cost her her life. Just one mistake on a battlefield full of them.

Jamie launched himself at the demon, sacrificing his own body to deliver a killing set of blows. Ronan fought toward him, but then a demon blocked his path.

Bazel. Ronan knew this one. The demons didn’t seem to have leaders the way human units did, but this one was at least nominally in charge. “Enough,” it growled.

It launched itself at him, moving faster than anything else on the field. Ronan cut out with his sword, but the demon blocked it casually with its forearm. Two more cuts did nothing to frighten the demon.

He cut again, focused on the techniques so long drilled into him at the obuka.

He didn’t know if it was only a difference in speed and strength or if experience served as the crucial separator.

Whatever the reason, all his attempts were for nothing, and before he knew it, the sword was knocked out of his hand. Ronan grabbed the dagger again, but Bazel knocked his blows aside with contemptuous ease.

There was no point in surrendering, so he kept slashing and stabbing, hoping against hope something would get through.

Bazel’s kick lifted him off the ground and dropped him onto hands and knees. Onda fled, and Ronan snapped fully back into his body.

He wished he hadn’t. The pain wasn’t as bad as after the harbor in Gutan, but it was enough keep him doubled over for a few extra seconds.

Bazel kicked the dagger out of Ronan’s hands. He growled something in his own language, and the demons broke off their attacks against the last of the sumar. One broke Amelia’s bow, grabbed her, and threw her over its shoulder. She kicked and fought, and something in Ronan snapped.

He found his focus again and pushed his onda out. He wasn’t armed, but Bazel was bending down to pick him up, close enough to hit. Amelia couldn’t help him with extra onda, but he still felt strong. He drove his knee into Bazel’s stomach.

The result was less dramatic than he’d expected. The demon grunted, and for a moment his grip on Ronan relaxed. Ronan tore away and sprinted toward Amelia. His legs felt sluggish after how he’d just fought, but he crossed the distance between them in five steps.

He had no grand strategy. He flung himself at the pair, knocking the demon over and sending all of them sprawling in the muddy field. Ronan struggled to his feet, but the demon beat him there. It spun on its heel and snapped a kick at Ronan’s left arm.

He saw it coming, but his feet slipped in the mud as he tried to escape. The bone in his upper arm snapped, and he cried out as he collapsed. He felt Amelia behind him, but there was nothing she could do. No amount of onda could fix him now.

The other demons approached, and the leveren were helpless before them.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Throughout the years, Laran had fought dozens of training duels against first-rank sumar. They were the best of the best, the strongest ondists in the duchy, the result of an unusual amount of natural onda and years of dedicated training. Sparring against them made Laran reach for new levels of ability and creativity.

Like all the ranks, there were wide variations in skill between the ondists he’d dueled. There were some he could almost fight on even terms, and others who defeated him with little apparent effort on their part. Unfortunately, the Reformer was among the latter, and Laran was surprised he’d never heard of the giant before. Sumar of his skill were rare, and their terms of service would have overlapped.

The Reformer fought not just with speed and power, but with a style that told of years of hard-won experience. He made no mistakes Laran could exploit, and fought with a fearlessness that went beyond mere confidence. He was unafraid to die for his cause.

Every trick Laran knew broke harmlessly against the Reformer’s defense. His own abilities were barely enough to keep him alive, and that was only because he retreated constantly around the battlefield while the others fought the demons. They needed his help, but he couldn’t provide it.

When he saw Jamie fall, he almost lost his composure. Only the knowledge it would do no good kept him from slipping into a rage from which he wouldn’t escape alive.

In the middle of the battle, Ronan fought with a tenacity that Laran respected. He had grown since Laran had left him at the border of Gutan. It wasn’t just that he was stronger. He fought with more purpose, now. But the numbers of the demons were too great. There was a sense of inevitability to the battle that they’d never quite overcome.

Laran heard the break of Ronan’s arm, the sound that shattered the last thin shreds of hope he’d held onto.

Even the Reformer stopped his relentless assault. He also understood what losing Ronan meant for the fight. “Cease this foolishness, Laran. There’s no way to win. I know how much you value your oath. Swear your loyalty to the Reformers, and you can yet have a future among us.”

Laran caught his breath. He was surprised to find that even after everything, some small part of him was tempted. It wasn’t just that he would live. It was to be with others who thought like him.

Accepting would only cost him the rest of what he held dear. The last shreds connecting him to his friends.

The battle was as good as over. All the sumar were dead or peeking through the veil to see what was on the other side. A deep exhaustion settled in his bones. He was tired. Tired of fighting, tired of wandering. The idea of a long rest tempted him.

To his left, the demons were breaking off the last of their fights. It didn’t matter to them if the sumar they fought were still alive. So long as the sumar didn’t press the attack, the demons left them alone. And none of the surviving sumar were in any shape to press the attack.

Only five demons remained, which was less than Laran had thought would survive. Still too many to have any chance against, but the fact they’d halved the enemy force spoke volumes about the skill and dedication the sumar had shown. The demons collected around Ronan, who was on his knees.

Even now, Laran saw how he shifted, trying to keep himself between the young woman and the advancing demons.

Beside Ronan, his friend had a strange look on her face, and she was looking at Laran as though he was some sort of mystery to be solved. Laran thought her attentions would be better spent figuring out a way to help Ronan. The kid was giving everything for her.

He supposed the least he could do was show the same courage Ronan did. He shook his head. “I’ll pass, though I appreciate the offer.”

The Reformer gave him a respectful nod and took his stance. Laran set his feet, searching for traction in the muddy field.

Their next exchange was their fastest yet, Laran searching for one opening that would end the Reformer’s plans. But it was pointless. He brought his sword down in an overhand cut that was far too slow. The Reformer slapped it aside, and there was nothing left for Laran to do.

The Reformer paused. “I thought you’d see reason,” he said.

Behind the Reformer, Jamie rose like a bloody ghost.

Laran’s eyes went wide, but the Reformer either didn’t notice or didn’t think it mattered. He prepared his killing strike, and Jamie thrust his dagger into the Reformer’s side.

The Reformer grunted and spun even as Jamie jumped back. The giant cut. His sword opened up a deep cut from Jamie’s shoulder down and across his chest, and Jamie fell backward again.

But the Reformer had turned his back, just for a moment, on Laran. And in that moment onda flooded into his limbs. It was similar to when he pushed onda from his body, but this was something much greater. The grass around his feet died, and light filled him from the tips of his fingers to top of his head. He attacked.

The Reformer turned, but was already too late. Laran passed the giant before he could face Laran, and by the time his bald head struck the ground, Laran was running at the demons. Two had picked up Ronan and his unresisting friend, and all five were marching toward the woods, heading north toward Caltaris.

He hoped to scatter them, and at least force them to drop the humans.

One of them barked something, and the two who were unencumbered came to meet Laran.

Filled with unexplained amounts of onda, Laran didn’t even hesitate. One of the demons leaped ahead of the other, taking one long jump to swipe at Laran with its claws. He ducked under the attack. The demon passed overhead, landing behind him.

For the moment, Laran focused on the demon ahead of him. They were alone for a few moments, and Laran used them to great effect. His first cut took the demon’s arm as it clawed at him, and the second sliced halfway through its neck.

The demon was too slow, and its aggressive companion was no faster. Laran turned in time to meet the attack, and left the demon dead three cuts later.

The last three demons hurried toward the woods, as though the trees would keep them safe from Laran’s sword. He sprinted after them, closing the distance with ease.

Ronan’s friend looked up and met Laran’s eye. She grinned, and even more onda flooded into him. He understood.

She was the one responsible for this strength.

Laran couldn’t guess how, but it didn’t matter. His strides ate up incredible stretches of field, and the demon commander turned to face him. It growled what Laran hoped would be its last order. Then it braced itself for the fight.

Laran cut at it as he charged at full speed. The demon blocked with its armored forearm, preparing to swipe with its other.

Laran cut right through the arm, surprising them both. Laran had expected his sword to stop, and he slipped in the mud, crashing into the demon as it stared at its severed arm.

They both went tumbling, but the demon was up first. It launched a powerful kick that Laran blocked with the flat of his sword. The impact kept him unbalanced, and the demon advanced, swiping up with its remaining claw.

This one was faster than the others, but not fast enough. Laran cut down, slicing deep into the demon’s good arm. It snarled and spun, lashing out with a kick that Laran deflected away from his head with his shoulder.

“You’re already too late!” it growled. “Why do you persist?”

Laran’s final cut went clean through its head, and he figured that was answer enough.

He looked up, to where the last two demons carried Ronan and his friend. They had come to a stop, and were staring in his direction. Though they were too far away to hear clearly, Laran thought he heard them speaking to one another. One pointed, but not quite at Laran.

He turned his head in time to see a large group of Gutanese sumar emerge from the eastern edge of the woods. Kass and Dillan were with them.

Laran shook his head. He had to be seeing things.

But the other sumar advanced, and the woman leading them seemed strangely familiar. Laran couldn’t remember where he’d seen her before, but he was sure that he had.

He turned back to the demons, but they had already dropped their captives and were running up the hill. Laran didn’t bother chasing them. Already, he could feel the onda fading from his limbs. He collapsed to his knees, only now realizing he was in the center of a circle of dead grass at least ten yards in diameter.

Laran shook his head. The wave of exhaustion that came over him was more powerful than any he could remember. He closed his eyes and was asleep before his head even hit the ground.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


Ronan was sitting on the ground next to Laran when he came awake. The sumar’s transition was so sudden it made Ronan jump. One moment Laran was asleep, the next his eyes were open and he was perfectly alert. He looked around the tent. “Where am I?”

“In the fields outside of Hinsworth.”

Laran grunted and stared at the top of the tent for a bit. “It’s good to see you. Didn’t get a chance to tell you earlier.”

“It’s good to see you, too. Though perhaps we should try to meet in better circumstances in the future.”

Laran’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Jamie!”

“He’s alive,” Ronan said, holding out his hand to make sure Ronan didn’t try to sit up. “Barely. But Vivien, our healer, thinks he’ll live.”

Laran relaxed and closed his eyes. Ronan worried he’d fallen back asleep, but he opened them again a little later. “Care to catch me up?”

“Sure.” Ronan gulped. The news he wanted to save until last was probably what Laran was most interested in. “Of the Lindran sumar, only a couple survived. Kass, Jak, and Dillan. They were the ones who stumbled into the Gutanese sumar.”

Laran closed his eyes again at that, and Ronan thought he saw them start to water. “Thank you for letting me know. Does Jamie know?”

Ronan shook his head. “Vivien has been keeping him asleep.”

Laran nodded.

“The two demons carrying Amelia and I escaped, but no one gave chase. Everyone assumes they retreated to Caltaris, and no one seems much interested in chasing them. Hinsworth is keeping its gates closed to us, and that’s been a whole mess, but Amara and her sumar have set up camp here until someone can figure it all out. And by someone, they mean either you or Jamie.”

“Amara.” Laran spoke the name as though he was tasting it. “She was the sumar in charge when we dropped you off at Gutan.”

“Yes. She’s commanding the group of sumar that you’re currently surrounded by. They’ve been chasing me and Amelia since we were captured by the demons.”

“Amelia’s the young woman you were with?”

Ronan nodded.

“She’s the one that filled me with onda, isn’t she?”

Ronan couldn’t help the grin that broke across his face. “That she was, and she’s damn proud of herself, too. She’s going to want to talk to you once you’re ready for it. Says she was able to give you even more than me.”

She’d been going on about it all day, but Ronan figured he didn’t need to tell Laran that.

Laran nodded. “I’ve got questions for her as well. But what happened to you?”

For the next hour they talked. Ronan caught Laran up on everything that had happened in Gutan, and the sumar was suitably impressed by Ronan’s deeds. Seeing the pride in Laran’s gaze was the greatest reward Ronan could have asked for. Eventually, Ronan got to the part about their kidnapping, and Laran talked about how he had sensed the demons.

Laran then took his turn telling Ronan about the events in Lindra, but they didn’t take the sumar long. The news was no less shocking, though.

Ronan leaned back, bracing himself on his hands. “So Jamie’s a count now?”

Though there wasn’t a chance Laran was lying, it still seemed almost impossible to believe.

“He is. And as much as I’d like to joke about us all being doomed, I actually think he might do well. He made some good decisions in Lindra before he left.”

“Also hard to believe. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard Jamie’s name and good decisions in the same sentence.”

Laran chuckled. “Can I see him?”

“Of course, if you’re up for it, and you move slow.”

Laran sat up, though the effort clearly cost him. If he felt anything like Ronan had after the harbor, Ronan was impressed he could move at all. Ronan helped him to his feet and they left the tent.

Laran’s first look was towards Hinsworth. Ronan followed his gaze.

“You said that’s a mess?”

“To say the least. The settlers are confused and angry. Amara has been talking with them, but we can’t really make much sense of what happened. As near as we can tell, Jamie met with one of their sumar, a second-rank named Gereon. Jamie killed him, so the leader of the settlement, the big guy they call the Reformer, led a sortie against Jamie?”

Ronan shrugged. “They don’t know what to make of it. Jamie told me they were cooperating with the demons, but I haven’t seen any hint of that. They’re angry enough at you and Jamie and the other sumar that we keep expecting an attack, but they also seem grateful we fought off the demons. I don’t think they know what to do any more than we do. They’ve kept their gate closed ever since they recovered the bodies, but they haven’t shown any signs of aggression, either. Like I said, we’ve talked with them a few times, but nothing has come of it.”

Laran sighed. “Yeah, that’ll be a tricky one. If Jamie was awake, he’d be the best at figuring it out.”

Ronan got the sense Laran wasn’t interested in straightening the situation with Hinsworth out. Amara would be frustrated.

Ronan led him through the camp toward the tent where Vivien was caring for Jamie, but they were interrupted by Amara. The Gutanese sumar bowed deeply. “Thank you for saving my child, Laran.”

Laran looked confused.

“Amelia is Amara’s second child,” Ronan explained.

Laran grunted and bowed, though it clearly pained him. “For whatever I did, you’re welcome. But she did as much to save me as I her, I think.”

Amara shot Ronan an amused glance. “It seems that’s been the way of it lately. Still, I thank you, and if there’s anything I can do, all you need to do is ask.”

“I will. And thank you for caring for us.”

“It’s the least we can do.”

Amara let them go, and Laran spoke softly. “I like her.”

“I do, too. I was overjoyed when I saw she had survived the demon ambush. Too many of her sumar didn’t.”

They reached Jamie’s tent, and Ronan supported Laran as he ducked in. Vivien was there, changing his bandages. Laran pulled up short as he saw the wounds that covered the count. Ronan saw him swallow hard. “That’s worse than I thought.”

Ronan couldn’t argue with the assessment. Jamie’s chest was a mess, with deep cuts all across it. The deepest was one cut that went from shoulder down and across, but the others weren’t much shallower. Ronan could see Jamie’s ribs in several places. His own practiced eye went over the wounds. Jamie had been lucky in that none of the injuries had cut into the internal organs, but the sheer amount of damage had been close to killing him.

Laran shuffled closer, and Vivien gave him a sharp look. “You shouldn’t be up, either.”

Laran waved her concern away. “I’ll rest in time.”

Vivien arched an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. She bandaged Jamie back up, then left with a stern warning not to disturb Jamie. She didn’t want him waking up.

Laran kneeled next to Jamie and shook his head. “He saved my life.”

“Which meant he saved ours as well,” Ronan said. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe he will actually make a good count.”

Laran nodded. “He’s going to be broken when he finds out how many of his command died. And nearly in the same place as before.”

A lump formed in Ronan’s throat as he watched the veteran sumar grasp Jamie’s hand and give it a squeeze. They remained for a while longer, but then Laran gestured for Ronan to help him out.

Once they were outside the tent, Laran took a deep breath. He looked like he was about to fall over, but he made no move to return to his own tent. He looked around, and to Ronan, it looked like he was surveying a battle in progress. Eventually, he turned up toward the mountains, to where Caltaris lay hidden. “The demons are still there. And given what you’ve told me, we’re in for a hard winter.”

He looked down at Ronan. “I’m tired,” he admitted. “I had hoped that we might finish this here.”

“You killed the Reformer and you stopped the demons from getting us to Caltaris. That’s two big victories.”

Laran grunted. “Suppose so. Doesn’t feel like it, though.” He let out a long, slow sigh. “I’m not sure what we do now.”

Ronan supported Laran as he stumbled. “We keep fighting. Same as we always do.”


EPILOGUE


The Reformer stood outside the portal building in Caltaris. Across the street from him, two demons were arguing with a third, the one called Kaym. He still didn’t understand how the Sunslayers assigned rank, but now that Bazel was dead, Kaym seemed to be in charge. Given what little he knew about them, the Reformer expected that Kaym was the strongest of the Sunslayers remaining.

Physically, Kaym was far from intimidating. It was a small demon, lighter and thinner than any other the Reformer had seen. But the others deferred to it and showed respect whenever it was around.

He didn’t care about their argument. His own emotional storm put to shame the thunder and lightning that had passed through the day before.

Alastor and Gereon were dead.

Hinsworth was as good as lost.

He’d sacrificed so much for so long, all to give humanity a chance to survive. Alastor had been with him since they were young men, since the beginning. Losing him was worse than losing a limb.

He could have gone on, losing an arm or a leg. But Alastor was part of his heart. The only one alive who had known the young man once called Heath.

Dead now.

Killed by Laran, a man who should have understood what the Reformer stood for. A man who should have been standing by his side.

He couldn’t summon tears. His rage burned too hot for that. He’d tried to save humanity. Tried to make something better.

Laran had taken his generosity and spit in his face.

He wanted revenge, but he was no ondist. He couldn’t kill Laran with his own hands, no matter how desperately he wanted to.

Thankfully, he didn’t have to. The Sunslayers had given him another way.

He waited for the argument to end. The two demons slunk away. There were days when the Reformer wished he could learn their language, but none of the demons would teach him even the basics of their tongue.

He went to Kaym, bowing in the same manner as the other demons did. “I am ready.”

Kaym’s eyes narrowed. “You just finished your last session this morning. It is better if you rest. Now that we don’t have the leveren, you are our best hope.”

“They killed my closest friends and the Sunslayers Bazel risked everything to bring here. I am ready, and you need the support.”

Kaym studied him, then nodded. “Once more today, and then you must rest.”

Together, they went into the building that housed the portal stone. Two demons were in another room. They were behind a wall that felt like glass, but that the Reformer couldn’t see through. Once they’d led him into that room, though, they’d shown him that they could see through the glass on their side.

Another Nacillian marvel the Reformer would never understand. All that mattered was that the two could see him. They stood by a set of controls that manipulated the flow of onda through the portal stone. Because of that, they were the ones responsible for keeping him safe. The Reformer could feel the changes in the flow of onda when he was connected to the stone but didn’t have the control to change it on his own.

Kaym and the Reformer stepped into the room, and both glanced expectantly at the mysterious glass wall. Two knocks sounded, signaling that all was ready. The Reformer took a deep breath. Twice now, he had been on the portal stone, and both times he had felt as though he would die.

Right now, it barely seemed to matter. He stepped on the stone and placed his hands on the twin pillars before him. Onda surged through his body, and he imagined this was what it felt like to be a first-rank ondist. To be the type of person his wretched father had always hoped he would be.

The pain was exquisite, and he welcomed it. His limbs were on fire, and he offered his agony to the departed spirits of his friends.

The portal opened before him, revealing a dim world with a blood-red sun. An army of demons stood there, as still as though they’d been carved out of clay. As soon as the portal stabilized, they started walking through.

Kaym had been right, though. Despite his anger, the Reformer wasn’t ready. He was still exhausted from his time before, and he couldn’t hold the door open for long. The demons in the room, seeing his distress, flipped the switches to stop the portal stone from using him, and the portal began to close.

The moment it did, the army of demons stilled once again, patiently waiting for their next opportunity. The Reformer stared at them, desperately hoping they would soon all be able to come through. He knew, though, they would wait until the time came. The Sunslayers were nothing if not patient.

Kaym greeted the new arrivals in their own tongue, and they bowed, waiting for further instructions.

The Sunslayer turned to the Reformer. It put a hand on his shoulder. “Rest now. Grieve for your friends. Tomorrow, return.”

The Reformer’s throat was parched. “I want to help,” he croaked.

“You will. But for now, rest.” Kaym gestured to the new arrivals as though they proved its point.

“This is just the beginning. Every day you will come here and open this portal, and more of my brothers and sisters will step through. Your duchies can’t hope to stand against what is coming. We suffered a loss today, but I promise you this: your faith in the Sunslayers will soon be rewarded.”
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The story concludes in The Shadow Beyond!
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An ancient ritual gone wrong. An evil reborn. Only these friends can stop it. Every few years, the warden purges the forest of Silverwood of its evil in an ancient ritual, but this time, a magical widow and her servant survive and start plotting to take over the land. Isaac, the warden’s son, has long been marked for greatness, but he feels ill-suited for his path and runs away, making his first friends in the nearby town of Lutra. They call their circle of friends The Willows, based off their favorite swimming spot. Now, the politics and problems of Silverwood drag Isaac and his friends away from the town and into a web of conflict where they are unsure of where to go and who to trust and can only fight for their own survival. As Isaac faces his destiny, buried secrets from Silverwood’s past emerge, and each of the Willows ask themselves how far they will go to help their new friend. The Chronicles of Narnia meets The Magicians in the first volume of a magical fantasy series suitable for all ages, where imperfect heroes struggle with their destinies and the finest treasures are the friends who stand with you when the monsters come.
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He's a gambler, womanizer, opportunist, and inebriate ... and the kingdom's only chance. Greymond, the Scattered Kingdom has been without a king for hundreds of years, a place ruled by squabbling barons and dukes. Occasionally, rumors arise: a king of the old blood has returned to claim his throne. These days, such claims are met with groans and eye-rolls. Pretenders abound … and are generally ignored. But scheming powers are plotting, machinations that have been in the works for years, and this time … Enter Merrik Niles. A thief hired by dangerous people to steal a map, he instead keeps it for himself, hoping to follow it to some mysterious prize. The treasure turns out to be an ancient artifact connected to Greymond’s last king, and when Merrik touches it, he triggers long-dormant magic. Now, three ghosts have taken up permanent residence inside his mind: A cunning, smart-mouthed jester. A master swordsman. And a powerful wizard. At first, Merrik believes he’s going mad, but at times, these troublesome ghosts lend him their powers... for good or for bad. Merrik is swept along in a scheme to put a fair-haired pretender on the throne of Greymond, making him the target of powerful enemies across the Scattered Kingdom who prefer the realm as it is. All the while, a new army rises across the mountains … and they’re coming. Follow Merrik’s exploits as a reluctant hero in the next Epic Fantasy series by Victor Gischler, the bestselling author of Ink Mage. It's perfect for readers of Mark Lawrence, Brent Weeks, and Jay Kristoff.
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Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon. Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire. But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein. Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction. Until she too finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal... The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all. Black Talon is the first book in the Dragonblood Assassin Series from #1 Audible and Washington Post bestseller Jaime Castle & Epic Fantasy legend Andy Peloquin. It's perfect for fans of the Forgotten Realms, Joe Abercrombie, David Dalglish, and Kel Kade.
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