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CHAPTER ONE


If there was one thing Laran hated, it was feeling like a fool. And he’d never felt like a greater fool than he did now. His trust was about to get them killed.

Torchlight flickered at his feet, its dying light fighting against the creeping gloom of the dead city. Demons howled, and the ground trembled as countless enemies charged. Laran and Deandra stood tall against the advance, but only because there was no place left to run. The great door had been slammed shut and locked behind them, their coward of a commander sacrificing them to guarantee the safety of his own skin.

Deandra held her bow loosely, several arrows ready to launch as soon as a target emerged from the gloom. Laran saw her in profile, and the sight made his heart ache as though she was already dead. Her gaze was sharp, dark brown eyes that looked almost black in the fading torchlight. A shallow scar ran from the corner of her lips to her left ear. When she’d first met Laran, she’d usually leave her dark brown hair loose, unconsciously pulling it over her cheek to hide the scar from casual glances. After marrying him, she’d started tying her hair back. He considered it a reminder of her strength and found it beautiful.

Though she knew what approached as well as he, no trace of fear marred her features. She looked confidently into the distance, like the fight to come was nothing more than a long hike she needed to complete.

The only concession she made to the future was her last words. “Love you.”

Laran straightened and squashed his own fear. He took a cloth from his pocket and carefully wiped the blood from his sword. The familiar practice steadied his nerves and reminded him that he’d fought and survived hopeless battles before. “I love you, too.”

The scene flashed, and he was in the midst of the fight. His sword cut through kojots like they were grass, but two entered the light for every one that he killed. Deandra’s bow lay on the ground next to the sputtering torch, broken in half by a demon’s claw. It didn’t matter. Deandra had shot her last arrow before the first of the chikara reached them. Her swords flickered in the dying light.

Laran fought to reach her, his screams ripping the back of his throat raw. No matter how fast he ran, no matter how hard he fought, he never neared. She was leaving him again.

Another flash of light ended the battle. Laran stood as kojots clawed and bit at him. He felt no pain and suffered no wounds. Nothing he did would change the outcome, but nothing the chikara did to him mattered. He was here to watch.

Deandra’s sword was nowhere to be found. He didn’t think she was still alive to swing it.

Her blood-curdling scream proved him wrong.

He ran toward her, but no matter how fast he ran, he could never approach. A collection of chikara surrounded her, talons and claws painted dark red. Above the scene stood a demon with a golden eye, its distorted face twisted into a malicious grin.

The scream went on and on, echoing and growing louder. He clapped his hands over his ears, but the sound grew louder yet. A demon grabbed his shoulder and shook him, covering his mouth with a slimy hand.

Laran’s eyes flew open as his hand went for his dagger. He clutched the hilt and stabbed upward, but the shadowy figure above him lifted their hand from his mouth and deflected the killing blow.

“Quiet, you fool!” came a voice.

Laran stilled as reality swept away the nightmare. He knew who had shaken him awake. Amara, the first-rank Gutanese sumar. She made no effort to disarm him as he dropped the hand with the knife to his side.

“Sorry,” he said.

Amara relaxed and sat back against the tree trunk where she had fallen asleep. Laran looked to the sky and noted the positions of the stars. It was close to dawn. A good time to wake, regardless.

“You didn’t tell me you suffered from night terrors,” Amara said, a hint of accusation in her voice.

“I don’t.”

She said nothing, but Laran saw the judgment written across her face. A sumar who couldn’t sleep silently was a problem, a beacon that would draw chikara from the depths of the wild.

“Who’s Deandra?” Amara asked.

Laran was in her face in an instant. “How do you know that name?”

She gave a small shrug. “You were calling out her name. It was what woke me up. Why I had to wake you up.”

Laran’s anger broke, and he slumped back against his own tree. The impulse to deny the nightmare was childish. He pressed the his palms against his eyes.

“She was my wife. Watched her die a long time ago. The nightmares were frequent for a while, but eventually went away. Haven’t had one for years.” He listened for any signs of a chikara approaching but heard nothing except the sounds he would expect from a high alpine forest close to dawn. “Did I attract anything?”

“Not that I’ve noticed. We should still move, though.”

“I was thinking the same. Sorry again for the disturbance.”

Amara didn’t ask him to speculate why the dream had returned and at such an inopportune time. Laran suspected the reason. Deandra’s death had taught him he was a fool to trust anyone. He’d spent every year since keeping as much distance from others as he could, spending as much time in the wild as he could survive.

Now he was on a scouting assignment with a foreign sumar he barely knew, all because Ronan had told him she was trustworthy. If he wasn’t careful, he’d start believing everything Jamie told him, and then he’d be asking for trouble.

He and Amara stuffed what little gear they’d used the night before into their packs, then continued the last of the climb to Caltaris. Laran had only ever visited once, escorting an expedition from Lindra that had hoped to uncover the secrets of the lost city. That had been so many years ago that Hinsworth hadn’t even existed yet. The expedition had failed to learn anything from the Nacillian ruins, but Laran was grateful it had given him an excuse to learn this area better. That knowledge might prove invaluable in the days to come. It was the reason he’d insisted on scouting with Amara.

She let him take the lead, and they resumed their trek toward the mountain city. Their journey would have been much easier if they’d been willing to risk the old road that wound its way toward Caltaris, but they both feared the way would be patrolled by the demons that had fled the battle on the fields below.

Fortunately, Laran knew another, more difficult way. One he’d discovered on his first visit to the city. They followed the small trail higher into the mountains. Laran pushed his onda out, seeking those patches of darkness that represented demons. They hadn’t encountered any yet, but he couldn’t believe his luck would hold for long.

The trees thinned as they climbed, and the wind picked up as the sun rose and warmed the air. Laran wrapped his cloak tighter around himself and trudged on. They weren’t far from the crux of their journey.

If the wind or the climb bothered Amara, she displayed no evidence of it. Ronan spoke highly of her abilities. Laran hadn’t yet seen her fight, and if their assignment went well, he wouldn’t today, either. Their task had given him plenty of opportunities to witness her competence, though. She also tended toward silence. If he had to have a partner, she was as excellent a one as he could hope for.

Laran sensed a darkness ahead. He raised his hand and indicated the threat and the direction. He dropped into a crouch and looked around. Up ahead was a cleft in the rocks big enough for both of them. If the demon came too close, the crack wouldn’t hide them, but it was the best cover in the area. He ran for it, Amara never more than a few paces behind him. He climbed into the cleft first, followed by Amara. She had more space than him, but that was fitting. If it came to a fight, she would be the decisive ondist.

She dared a whisper. “What did you sense?”

“One or two demons.”

She drew her sword slowly from its sheath, twisting arm and blade in the narrow crack until it was out and ready. “How close?”

“Three hundred feet or so.”

They waited. Out of the wind, with the two of them squished together, the cleft warmed up quickly. If Laran hadn’t been squeezed into a space smaller than he was, he might have called it cozy. He kept his eyes closed, pushing out his onda. Amara’s proximity challenged him. To his new senses, she burned as bright as a bonfire. She made it hard to pinpoint the approaching darkness.

He persisted. The darkness resolved into two separate points, both demons. He whispered close to her ear, “Two demons, two hundred feet.”

The demons walked without hurry. Though he couldn’t see them, it felt like the pace of a patrol.

“One hundred feet,” he whispered.

The demons stopped, then turned around, returning to the road. “They’re leaving now,” he reported. “I’ll let you know when I think it’s safe.”

It didn’t take long for Laran to speak more confidently. He could barely sense the darkness. “We can leave now.”

They emerged from the cleft, and Laran shook out stiff limbs. Amara sheathed her sword. She looked up. “We’re still a way from Caltaris, aren’t we?”

“We are. The city has an abandoned outpost just over this ridge, but the city itself is farther back yet.”

“It’s concerning that they’re sending patrols so far out. I wouldn’t be doing so unless I knew I had enough warriors to spare.”

Laran’s thoughts traveled in the same direction. “I’m not always sure it’s wise to assume they think like we do, but I agree. I hadn’t expected to see any demons until we were over the ridge, at least.”

There were several possibilities, but Laran didn’t like most of them. He pointed in the direction they had to go. “Which makes it even more important we get up there and find out what’s happening.”

Amara’s look was dubious and for good reason. Their path was a steep scramble that, in places, looked nearly vertical. They would be terribly exposed, and a fall would be fatal. But it was their only unobserved route to the top of the ridge and useful viewpoints. Laran remembered it not being so bad once you were on the climb, but that did little to decrease its intimidation when looking at it from below. He hoped his memory wasn’t misleading.

“Lead the way,” Amara said.

It took Laran a few minutes to find the right route, but as soon as he did, they made steady progress. Despite Amara’s fears, she was a competent climber, and they soon found themselves behind an outcropping of rocks above the ridge that overlooked the road into Caltaris. They settled into a position that gave them an expansive view without having to worry much about being discovered.

The road followed a small valley that led to the city. A stone wall, quarried from the surrounding mountains, formed the outer defensive perimeter of Caltaris. This city, unlike most Nacillian ruins, had been built with an eye toward defense. Scholars debated if that meant it had been constructed later or if there was another reason the builders of this city alone had cared. Laran found most of the arguments pointless. The city had a wall. It didn’t much matter why. It only made his life more difficult today.

A large stream trickled through the bottom of the valley. It flowed through a hole in the wall, though that hole contained steel bars that prevented any human or chikara from swimming through. Once past the outer wall, the stream spread until it nearly ran along the side of the road. Laran could well imagine weary travelers of years long past stopping before entering Caltaris and helping themselves to a refreshing sip of cold mountain spring water.

The dominant feature of the landscape was the tall keep that stood on a stretch of flat ground near the main gate. The stone was the same as the wall, and the keep overlooked the road. In the early morning light, the keep was reflected in the quiet waters of the stream. On his last expedition, Laran had spent a fair amount of time in this area. He justified his visits by arguing that he was protecting the expedition from any chikara that wandered too close, but his real reason had been the privacy the place afforded him. He’d wandered for hours, including thorough explorations of the keep. That was how he’d found the path they’d taken today.

His sanctuary wasn’t quiet any longer, but it wasn’t humans who disturbed the peace. Laran counted nearly a dozen demons, all the new variety that looked nearly human. He caught glimpses of at least five or six through the broken windows of the keep. Four stood guard at the main gate, and two were climbing up the road. They might have been the two who’d come close to him and Amara farther down the mountain, but he couldn’t be sure.

Amara tapped him on the shoulder and pointed. They were high enough that they had no problem seeing beyond the wall. The road passed through the main gate and eventually led to Caltaris proper, though the city was currently hidden from their sight.

On the road were another dozen demons, marching in a loose formation toward the keep. As the two sumar watched, the demons from Caltaris exchanged positions with the demons who’d been on guard at the keep. The switch went smoothly, not taking more than ten minutes in total. It felt to Laran like a routine completed frequently. Once it was finished, the first group at the keep walked up the road to Caltaris while the others stood guard at the gate.

He and Amara retreated until they were completely out of sight. “What do you think?” she whispered. “Do we find some way into Caltaris?”

“I don’t think there’s a point,” Laran argued. “There are far more demons in the city than we expected. We also have a good idea of their goals: to build a portal using a leveren. We’ve learned enough. Besides, I’m not sure how we get into Caltaris from here without raising a ruckus.”

“I’d like to have a better idea of their numbers,” Amara said.

“More than we’re in a position to fight,” Laran pointed out. “It’s more important we get back and let people know what’s coming.”

Amara wasn’t convinced, but Laran gave her time to decide for herself. If she was set on going in, he’d help.

“You’re right,” Amara decided. “Besides, it’s too much of a risk with two leveren below. We need to let Count Pierce know, and then I think we need to get away from here as fast as possible. As much as I might wish otherwise, we can’t stop this invasion on our own.”


CHAPTER TWO


Count Jamie Pierce woke to the sounds of a bustling Gutanese camp. He assumed several of the foreign sumar were training, given the amount of grunting and heavy breathing he heard through the thick canvas of his tent. Farther back in the woods, he thought he heard birdsong. Ronan’s distinct laugh drowned out all else for a moment, and then training resumed.

The whole damned world sounded like it was mocking him.

He lay unmoving for a good long while. Far longer than any respectable sumar should. He stared up at the tent walls, listening to a camp that went on without him, even though he was supposed to be in charge.

He snarled at the thought. Amara was the strongest sumar, although that particular issue was complicated by Ronan and Laran’s newest abilities. Laran was the most experienced Lindran sumar commander. Hell, even Ronan attracted followers like the duke’s parties attracted sycophants. But because his whole family had been killed and the good duke had seen fit to grant him the title of count, they all deferred to him.

Life was a cruel joke, and he’d forgotten how to laugh.

No one came to wake him. No one checked on him. His body screamed every time he moved, and he was dozens of miles away from the nearest tavern, if not farther.

Tears sprang unbidden in his eyes. He wiped them away as though they burned his skin. An entire squad of young sumar, now whittled down to one.

His fault.

All his fault.

Dammit.

He grabbed a handkerchief near his bed and blew his nose. He blew again, then folded the handkerchief and wiped away the last of his unwanted tears. Though he wanted nothing more than to sleep, it wouldn’t be long before he’d be expected. He tossed the handkerchief into the corner of the tent, where it came to rest among a pile of its brethren.

Jamie braced his core and pushed himself to sitting. The muscles in his chest whined, but he ignored their pleas. He might not be good for much, but he could damned well sit up when he wanted. His breath caught, and he needed several moments to let his body recover.

He performed his healing routine, forcing onda through the broken channels in his body. His chest warmed, and sweat beaded down his brow. The process didn’t hurt, exactly, but it didn’t feel great, either. His discomfort increased and he gritted his teeth. The longer he pushed, the faster his healing would finish.

Soon, the discomfort turned to agony. Jamie exhaled sharply and let go of the onda flowing through his chest and limbs. It returned, like an obedient dog, to his core. Once the agony subsided, Jamie poked and prodded at his chest, moving it through various ranges of motion.

The pain was far from gone, but every healing session brought him one step closer to true health. According to both Ronan and Laran, he’d been a bloody mess on the edge of death after being foolish enough to stab the Reformer in the side with a dagger. He should consider himself lucky to be alive, but several times a day he wondered if death wouldn’t have been the easier future.

There was motion near the front of his tent. “You awake?” Ronan asked.

“You know I am.”

Ronan grunted. “May I enter?”

Jamie sighed. “Sure.”

To say that Ronan had changed in the months he’d been gone seemed woefully inadequate. In Jamie’s memories, Ronan was a young kid, helpless in the world. How many times had Jamie been responsible for saving his life? He couldn’t remember exactly, but he was sure the number was at least a dozen.

Ronan’s months in Gutan had changed him. Physically, he had grown taller than Laran, and he’d developed the wiry strength so common among veteran sumar. If not for the gentleness in his gaze, Jamie would have assumed he’d been living in the wild like Laran for the better part of a decade.

The change in his physique wasn’t what most impressed Jamie, though. That honor went to the way he carried himself. When they’d first met, Ronan had a tendency to look at the ground and not meet anyone’s gaze. Today he stood up straight, showing almost no deference at all to his elder. His hair was matted and his clothes dirty, and Jamie knew he’d been training against whatever Gutanese sumar were brave enough to spar him, which was all of them. Jamie had watched them line up to find a way to beat him. They never did. Only Amara refused to fight him.

The young man had found his strength, and he faced the world with a new attitude. This morning was no different.

“How are you feeling?” he asked. Not the tone of one who looked up and worried about his hero but one friend to another.

“The same. Healing is slow, but I’m not dead, so that’s something.”

Ronan’s face twitched at the answer, but he had also gotten better at hiding his reactions. Jamie assumed Ronan was disappointed in him, but the kid was kind enough not to say it. “Is there anything you need? I’m happy to help.”

Jamie closed his eyes, then rubbed at his forehead to mask the motion. He should have been the one saying that to Ronan. The thought had never occurred to him.

From someone different, the question might have been delivered with condescension. But Ronan was too damned genuine.

“No, I’m good.”

When Ronan didn’t leave, Jamie figured there was something more. “What?”

“I’m worried you aren’t going to make the meeting with the mayor today. The time is getting close.”

“I’m moving. Don’t worry.”

Ronan looked like there was more that he wanted to say, but he held back. Instead, he bowed deeply and excused himself.

The memory of that bow lingered in Jamie’s thoughts. It had been deeper than it needed to be.

He swore again. That kid was too damned kind by far. Eventually, the world would trample over his ideals. Jamie hoped something of the kid survived that day.

Ronan’s visit had served its intended purpose, though. Jamie got out of bed, wincing against the pain and the cold air. Most of the sumar preferred to sleep out in the open, but Jamie was happy to use his privilege to claim one of the tents Amara’s sumar had carried with them. He also used enough blankets for two or three sumar. Sometimes, the thought of a warm bed was the only thing that got him through the long days.

He dressed as quickly as his recovering body allowed. He wished, as he did almost every morning he went through this pointless routine, that he had nicer clothes for his meetings with the mayor. Yes, he had the commission that named him count, but a piece of paper didn’t prove one’s authority nearly so well as appropriate clothes. Even though he was meeting with a lowly mayor, he was the one who felt underdressed. He’d come to Hinsworth prepared to fight, not to negotiate.

He finished dressing and paused for one last moment before pulling the tent flap aside and stepping into the bright light of day. The sight that greeted him was the same one he’d woken to for the past several mornings. The Gutanese sumar were incredible warriors, but they lacked one crucial ability: the ability to sit still. Jamie was halfway convinced they rolled back and forth as they slept, just to keep moving. From before the break of day to beyond the setting of the sun, they were always on the move. Either they were hunting for food, patrolling the perimeter, or training against one another. A handful were always engaged with the tasks that kept the camp running, such as mending clothes or sharpening blades. It was little wonder Ronan had leaned out during his time with them. Just watching the Gutanese was enough to make Jamie exhausted.

The sumar studiously ignored his appearance, but Jamie didn’t mind. They’d left the remnants of their breakfast for him, but he didn’t eat. Food hadn’t tasted good since he’d woken from his wounds, and his appetite was a shadow of what it had once been.

Instead of breaking his fast, he elected to seek out Ronan. As expected, the young man was away from the heart of the camp, training with Amelia. As near as Jamie could tell, the two were inseparable. Their training wasn’t the physical sparring the other sumar enjoyed so much. When Jamie found them, they were sitting next to one another, eyes closed, sweat glistening on Ronan’s forehead. Jamie wasn’t sure what their training involved. All he knew was that when Ronan fought, he had the strength and speed to make demons cower.

Amelia noticed Jamie first and broke off their training. Before the young man could ask how he could help, Jamie told him, “I was hoping you might escort me to the meeting today.”

“Why? Isn’t Vivien supposed to accompany you this morning?” Ronan asked.

“I don’t want her poking and prodding at me while I talk to Wilbur.”

Ronan laughed. “I suppose that’s a compelling argument. I’m happy to help.”

Jamie finalized the arrangements with the rest of the sumar while Ronan cleaned up. When they were both ready, they made for the meeting point, halfway between the camp and the town walls. A pair of chairs marked the space.

The sight of Hinsworth made Jamie clench his fists. Under his breath, he listed the names of the sumar that had died under his command. He had no doubt Ronan noticed, but again, the boy was wise enough not to speak his observations.

More than anything, Jamie wanted to take several barrels of oil, pour them across the village, and light the whole thing on fire. Somewhere, on paper back in Lindra, he knew the names of the citizens were under his authority. But here, in the real world, that didn’t much matter. They were traitors who deserved to die.

Jamie and Ronan arrived at the chairs first, but Jamie had just taken his seat when he saw Wilbur lumbering toward them. The mayor of Hinsworth was a portly man with arms and legs as thick as tree trunks. Jamie knew little about him, but he guessed that when he’d been younger, Wilbur had been a lumberjack. He had the build and temperament. But his years of felling trees were long behind him. His bushy red beard rested on top of his chest, but it was more grey than red now. A wide cloak stretched across his broad shoulders. It hung open in defiance of the cold weather. His face was a permanent scowl, but Jamie wasn’t sure if that wasn’t just a result of their meetings.

Wilbur came with four guards. The guards didn’t wear official insignia, but they moved like lower-ranked cuvar. Wilbur felt comfortable with the numerical advantage, but Jamie had little doubt that Ronan could kill them all before they even knew they were in danger.

The mayor didn’t bow or show any other sign of respect. He settled his impressive bulk into the other chair. The poor chair creaked under the weight, but it fought bravely. Every morning, Jamie hoped it would break, but it hadn’t failed yet.

Today’s meeting was more pointless than all the rest. Jamie had hoped Laran and Amara would have returned from their scouting assignment with more information from Caltaris. Without that information, there was little to do but cover the same ground they’d been over several times before.

“Mayor Wilbur, thank you for coming,” he said.

Wilbur’s frown deepened. “Until you leave this area for good, I’ll never stop trying to get you to leave.”

Jamie considered himself a minor hero for not sighing in exasperation. “Is there no common ground we can find? You and your people witnessed the bloodshed in these fields. You know the danger that exists in those mountains. If you open up your gates and let us in, we can help defend you.”

Wilbur scoffed. “The last time we extended you any trust, you slaughtered Gereon, our strongest defender. There is no chance we’ll let criminals like you into our town.”

Jamie rubbed at his eyes. “And as I’ve explained before, Gereon confessed to crimes against Lindra, including the murder of my family. You’re the ones defending the criminal, not me.”

“So you say, but you present no evidence.”

“I’ve shown you my commission from the duke. You know who I am. I have no reason to lie.”

It was the wrong approach, and Jamie knew it. Hinsworth had been founded on the principle that the heart of Lindra was broken and corrupt. Wilbur, like everyone else in the town, held a fundamental belief that anyone with power in Lindra was lazy, corrupt, or evil.

From Jamie’s own experiences, they weren’t that far off. But Ethan was a good duke, and Jamie tried to be a good count. Wilbur didn’t make it easy, though. Whenever they met, Jamie couldn’t stop thinking about Lilly, who had sacrificed herself to keep him alive. Or Ostwin, who’d died fighting the demons.

All brave sumar who might have been saved if this damned mayor had just opened up his gates when the demons arrived. Or who might have lived if the founder of their town hadn’t cooperated with demons in the first place. Though Wilbur really hated that accusation.

This was the same argument they’d had yesterday. Pointless. He rubbed at his eyes again. Time to try a different approach.

“We’re never going to agree on what happened during the battle. So let’s talk about the future. Our scouts will return either today or tomorrow with word from Caltaris, but your own guards on the wall saw the demons flee. It stands to reason they’ll return with reinforcements before long.”

“So you say. But I’ve been living here for years, and the only demons I’ve seen are the ones that arrived when you did. From where I stand, it’s more likely you brought the demons.”

Jamie opened his mouth to reply, then stopped. He couldn’t think of a single argument against such a foolish claim. He understood why he and Wilbur didn’t see eye to eye—sympathized, even. Laran had grieved Gereon’s death, too. The dead sumar had no shortage of admirers. But even so, Wilbur had to understand what was at risk.

“Is there nothing that would change your mind?” Jamie asked.

Wilbur’s silence was answer enough.

Jamie stood. “Will you meet with me tomorrow at the same time? By then, I should know the situation in Caltaris. I’ll share with you all that I learn. Tomorrow, we’ll settle this discussion for good.”

Jamie almost told Wilbur that if they didn’t open their gates, he’d turn tail with his forces and let the town burn. But the mayor would only hear his intent to depart and call the negotiations a victory.

From the gleam in his eye, Jamie suspected Wilbur already believed he had the upper hand. He didn’t believe Jamie’s claims about the demons, even after watching the demons kill sumar in front of him. The giant man stood, and his chair lived to fight one more day.

They parted, farther away from the agreement Jamie sought than the day before.

Ronan walked beside him, keeping his thoughts to himself.

As they walked back to the camp, Jamie drew a dagger and held it in his hand. The point trembled. The more Jamie tried to still his hand, the worse the tremor became. He only tried for a few moments before sheathing the dagger again.

Vivien said the tremors would fade in time as his healing completed. Jamie wasn’t sure if he believed her.

He was useless as a count and worthless as a sumar.

It would have been far better for them all if he’d just died in these damn fields.


CHAPTER THREE


Ronan left Jamie to mope around the camp. He sought Amelia, and he found her collecting wood for the night’s fires. Without a word, he joined her. Unlike his first journey with the Gutanese sumar, he was now one of them, allowed to help with the daily tasks that ensured their survival.

“I take it the meeting went poorly,” Amelia said.

“There’s nothing for them to discuss. Hopefully, Laran and your mother return today so we know what kind of danger the town is in.”

“They won’t listen.”

Ronan feared Amelia was right. Wilbur reminded him of Andras, so committed to a belief he was incapable of reason. The attitude was a problem for a young man in the obuka. It was a disaster for a leader responsible for the lives of hundreds.

When Amelia proclaimed they had collected enough wood, they brought it back to camp. Ronan looked around for any sign that Laran or Amara had returned, but the camp was quiet.

He worried about them, but the Gutanese tradition of always staying busy helped. Amelia dealt with the same worries, so she offered to train with him again. He eagerly accepted. They let the others know their intent, then left to train in the woods.

They’d found, early on, that their training made other sumar physically uneasy. The sumar sensed the unnatural flows of onda and reported a variety of unpleasant reactions. Some suffered upset stomachs, others muscle cramps. Ronan would have preferred to train away from the camp but in the fields, in sight of other sumar. But until they resolved their position with Hinsworth, Amelia thought it best to consider them enemies. That left them the woods.

As leveren, they remained tempting targets for the demons. To reduce the risk, Ronan and Amelia both extended their onda frequently, searching for any sign of the darkness that was an approaching demon. Since the battle, they’d sensed nothing in the area, but that didn’t make Ronan feel better. At least two demons had escaped, and they had gone somewhere. Ronan wanted to know where and what they intended.

Hopefully, Laran and Amara would soon return with the answers.

Ronan stopped in a small clearing the two of them had used before. They pushed out their onda, searching for demons one last time before beginning.

“How much?” Amelia asked.

“As much as last time to start.”

She didn’t hesitate as she had in the past. She closed her eyes, and a moment later, onda flowed into his body. He let it fill him, the process familiar now. What they wanted to find was his limits. He pushed the onda into his legs, leaping forward and drawing his sword.

Amelia’s eyes went wide. “Fastest one yet.”

She continued to feed him onda, and he attempted different techniques. He strengthened the various parts of his body and experimented with unique combinations. He’d become faster than ever before, but it wasn’t yet enough. More secrets remained, and he wouldn’t be happy until he uncovered them all.

Amelia cut off the flow of onda. When he looked at her, she pointed back to the camp. “Sounds like something’s happening.”

Ronan listened. The sounds of the camp, a constant companion these past few days, had been silenced. He pushed out his onda to ensure there weren’t demons near. He sensed nothing, so he sheathed his sword. They’d been nearing time to take a break anyway, so the timing was good.

“Let’s go see.”

They left the woods and returned to the camp. The cause of the disruption was easy to spot. Amara and Laran had returned. Amelia ran to embrace her mother, a rare display of public emotion. The two veteran sumar were unharmed, but their matching frowns told Ronan the news wasn’t good.

The whole assembly gathered in the middle of the camp, where the evening fire would be lit. Jamie was the last to arrive, his hair disheveled as though he’d just woken from a nap. Ronan noted the way most of the sumar refused to meet the count’s gaze. The one survivor of Jamie’s initial unit, Jak, was the worst. He glared at Jamie’s feet as though he dreamed of cutting them off.

Ronan’s heart went out to the noble. Jamie was far from his favorite person in the world, but he’d risked his life to save Ronan more than once. Unfortunately, the grief consuming him was a battle he had to win on his own. All Ronan could do was be there, a constant support.

Once Jamie sat heavily in his spot around the circle, Amara began. She didn’t waste any time. “We reached the outer wall of Caltaris, and we found the demons. We observed two dozen at the outer wall, with at least two on patrol well beyond.”

“Two dozen at the wall alone?” One of Amara’s sumar shook his head. “Did you make it into the city?”

“We didn’t, as we didn’t think it was wise. We both suspect there are more within the city proper.” Amara’s answer made Ronan’s stomach clench.

The first-rank sumar turned to Laran. “Anything to add?”

Laran shook his head. “That about covers it. If they all come down from that mountain, there isn’t anything we can do about it.”

A thick silence fell over the group, each of the sumar lost in their own thoughts.

Jamie answered first. “We should leave. I believe Laran, and if he tells us we have no chance, he’s right. Hinsworth isn’t responsive to our demands, and I’m sure that even if we tell Wilbur, it won’t change his attitude. The demons are after our leveren, so the best thing we can do to save the town and prepare the duchies is leave. Amara, you and your sumar can return to Gutan and report there. Laran and I will speak to our duke.”

Had the orders and the reasons come from anyone else in the circle, they might have swayed the group. Jamie wasn’t wrong in his assessment. Instead, the Gutanese sumar looked to Amara, and the few Lindrans remaining glanced at Laran.

Ronan counted himself among the dissenters. “We can’t leave Hinsworth without letting them know the danger they’re in. We’re sworn to protect them.”

“Not to split hairs,” Amara argued. “But that’s you. Not us. I agree with Laran. The greatest service we can complete here is abandoning Hinsworth and reporting to our rulers. We need more warriors here if we’re going to make a difference.”

Her argument bothered him, but he couldn’t say why. He could make a fuss about protecting Hinsworth, even though they didn’t want protection. But that wasn’t it. Wilbur was a fool, chosen by fools who had cast their lots. Nobility was wasted on them. He imagined demons flooding the fields and felt nothing. But the thought revealed the flaw in Amara’s thinking.

Disagreeing with Amara was harder than disagreeing with Jamie. But someone had to. They were all ready to run and call their retreat wise. “I think we run a terrible risk by leaving here,” Ronan said.

All eyes in the circle turned to him.

“Jamie’s right about the risks of remaining, but the risks of leaving are greater. Laran, if we made all haste back to the nearest rest and sent a bird, how long would it be before help arrived?”

Laran’s face fell as he understood Ronan’s argument. “Months, at least. If he even sends anyone.”

Jamie added another discouraging fact. “When he sent me, Jak, and the others, it was all he thought he could spare. I’m not sure what kind of help he’s capable of sending. It’s possible we would have to report in person to sway him, but that would add another few weeks at least.”

Ronan turned to Amara. “Your duke might be more responsive, but sending the force we require would be a large-scale violation of the treaty. At best, it would be weeks, but it could very well be longer if the dukes need to reach another agreement.”

“True,” Amara said. The word looked like it left a bitter taste in her mouth.

“We need to send messengers to the nearest rest to send birds,” Ronan said. He looked around the circle, judging how his message was being received. It felt as though the group could go either way. “But if we leave here for weeks or months, the demons will be able to come out of the mountains and swarm through both our duchies.”

Jamie was more than happy to take the other side of the argument. “But what does it matter if we don’t stand a chance against them either way?”

“They have to come out of Caltaris, and there are only a few ways down. We can pin them here while we wait for help.”

“But why?” Jamie demanded. “If we can’t stop them, there’s no point wasting our lives here.”

Ronan let his gaze travel around the circle. Though no one wanted to speak up, it looked as though most agreed with Jamie.

This was the great weakness of this age. Even the Gutanese, who were as brave as any people he’d ever met, still cowered before the perceived might of the wild and the demons. They took their first tentative steps outside their walls but were all too eager to return if the situation turned on them.

They all needed to start thinking differently. They needed to believe they could fight and win. But his words wouldn’t convince them. Like Wilbur, an argument would never be enough.

He stood.

“You all assume we stand no chance against them. Let me show you otherwise.”

He turned to Amara. Of all the Gutanese warriors here, she was the only one he hadn’t crossed swords with. He understood why. In Gutan, a commander’s competence was crucial to maintaining their position. A duke’s commission barely mattered if everyone underneath you could beat you. She had some idea as to his new strength, and a defeat would weaken her in the eyes of her sumar.

But this had to be done. She was unquestionably the strongest here. “A duel. Wooden swords. I want you to fight with all the strength you possess.”

Amara’s look was wary, and for a moment, Ronan worried she would refuse.

She gave him one quick nod. Wooden practice swords were found, and one was given to each of them. They stood a few paces apart in the center of the circle. Before beginning, Ronan addressed the observers. “I apologize for the inconvenience. You all know why we’ve been training out of sight. But this must be seen.”

He received nods of acknowledgment, then focused on Amara. “Everything you have. I’ll try not to hurt you.”

A hint of a smile crossed her face. “Getting confident, aren’t you?”

He had to be if he was going to be the person they needed. He settled into his stance and flicked his gaze toward Amelia.

She didn’t look happy to be helping him against her mother, but she funneled onda into him. A trickle at first, testing the conditions of the environment. Then a flood. The exhaustion from a full morning of training dropped from his body. He pooled the onda in his legs, then leaped at Amara.

Since the battle, he and Amelia had always trained alone out of deference to the others. Amelia told him he’d gotten much faster, but Ronan had never had any context for his new abilities.

The last time he and Amara had dueled, it had been close, but he’d lost focus and been defeated. This time, she couldn’t come close to matching his speed. He’d intended to land one clean strike and retreat, but as soon as he saw how slowly she moved, he worried that one blow with a wooden sword would prove fatal.

He shifted his aim for her sword. She was just starting her swing when he passed her, and the force of his own cut sent the practice sword flying into the distance. He stopped himself before he reached the edge of the circle.

Amelia ended the flow of onda, and Ronan turned. Amara stood, still as a stone, in the middle of the circle. The assembly was even quieter than when she’d delivered the news of the number of demons inhabiting Caltaris. Those who had witnessed the brief duel had wide eyes and slack jaws. Only Amelia looked unsurprised.

Ronan seized the moment. “This is our time. Amelia and I are still developing new skills. Amara is a first-class sumar, among the best in the Gutan.”

He did not know whether that was true, but she inspired plenty of loyalty among her warriors, so it seemed a safe claim. It also reinforced her position as their commander. He didn’t want it and wasn’t suited for it.

“Laran has also developed the strength to kill the strongest of demons. Not to mention you all. If we don’t stand here, we won’t stand anywhere.”

He turned to Jamie, but the count stared at the ground. He gave no sign that he was about to issue orders. Ronan wasn’t sure anyone would listen if he did.

“What do you think?” Amelia asked Laran.

Laran studied Ronan for a long moment. Before he answered, he spoke to Ronan. “Do you truly believe we can fight? You’ve seen the forces the demons can summon.”

Ronan swallowed hard. He hadn’t thought about the chikara or the wild.

His logic held, though. If they surrendered the one chokepoint they had, there was nothing stopping the demons from spreading throughout the land, destroying the duchies for good. Just a handful had brought Gutan and Lindra to the brink of extinction. The battle had to be here. Whatever the demons summoned, they had to fight.

“Yes,” he said.

Laran’s gaze didn’t waver. His decision would turn on whether he believed Ronan.

Finally, he answered Amara. “He’s got a point. I’m still not sure about our chances, but if we run away and the demons come down, I know Lindra won’t be able to stop them. Fighting here is the only choice we have. I’d recommend sending runners right away. Jak can head to the nearest Lindran rest, and you can choose one of your own warriors to return to Gutan.”

It wasn’t an order but a request. If Amara decided Ronan was wrong and returned her entire command to Gutan, nothing else mattered. Amara looked up at the mountain. Then she turned her gaze on Hinsworth.

“Walls would come in handy. They might decide a battle.” She focused on Jamie. “If they let us in, I’ll allow us to stay a while longer.”

Jamie nodded, and Ronan breathed a sigh of relief. They still had a chance.

The reactions to Amara’s decision were mixed but muted. Laran left, leading the way for others to do the same. Jamie also stood, still ignored by most. He came over and clapped Ronan on the shoulder.

“You better be damn sure of what you can do,” he mumbled and squeezed Ronan’s shoulder tight. “Because if you’re wrong, you just killed us all.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Jamie argued that they should wait until the next morning to present their case to Wilbur. His restlessness would give him plenty of hours to hone his arguments and choose his words carefully. It was nearing suppertime, and Jamie imagined Wilbur would be even more unpleasant if he was forced to delay a meal.

The others wouldn’t hear it. Amara and Laran insisted that a quick decision was necessary. Amara’s own actions would be decided, in large part, by Wilbur’s cooperation. Their scouting trip to Caltaris had spooked the pair. They wanted Wilbur’s decision before sunset, then they could decide whether Ronan’s plans were doable.

Jamie understood Ronan’s argument and respected the intent behind it, but it was wrong. These fields were a death trap. No matter their newfound skills, Ronan and Laran couldn’t turn the demons back. Their cause was already lost. Better by far to be with loved ones as the end approached. He wanted to be back with Gwen.

Soon he would be. He couldn’t imagine the discussion tonight going well, and Amara would leave with her sumar when she recognized the position was indefensible. Then the few Lindran warriors here would have no choice but to return. He was tempted to botch the negotiations with Wilbur intentionally, but that idea flew out the window when both Laran and Amara informed him they would be his escort.

It didn’t take the three long to prepare, and then Jamie found himself walking toward the walls of Hinsworth for the second time that day. Amara and Laran flanked him. When they reached the chairs, Jamie flopped in his and waved at the guards, watching him closely from the wall. One guard ran, no doubt to inform the mayor.

Jamie looked back at the two sumar behind him. They stood still, eyes roaming their surroundings. It would be a good while until Wilbur arrived, but neither looked interested in a conversation. He sighed and turned back around. What would they even talk about? It had taken him weeks to get more than a word out of Laran. Amara seemed little better. Everything they’d needed to say to prepare for the meeting had already been said.

The sun crept toward the horizon. The trees and mountains cast longer shadows, and a stiff breeze came up. Jamie pulled his arms inside his tunic and hugged himself to stay warm. No doubt he looked a fool, but there wasn’t anyone to impress.

More than a half-hour passed. Amara was the first to break the silence. “The town is not so large. Why does he take so long?”

“He doesn’t move very fast,” Jamie answered. He tried to imagine Wilbur running and failed. “But tonight, he’s just keeping us waiting.”

“You should not tolerate such disrespect,” Amara said.

“If you want to gain access to those walls without a fight, you’ll have to endure more disrespect than this. These people settled here because they believed the end of the world was near. Instead of fighting for their friends and their nation, they ran as far as they could and hoped to be the only ones who survived. They have no respect,” he said.

Amara didn’t respond, but Jamie didn’t think he was imagining the anger radiating off her.

Eventually, the gate opened and Wilbur emerged. Jamie glanced behind him to check the position of the sun. Wilbur would be happy to keep them waiting longer, but he wouldn’t risk a trip beyond his walls after sunset. The same four guards accompanied the mayor, and Jamie wondered if they were some sort of honor guard. He allowed himself a smile at the thought as he brought his arms out of his tunic.

Wilbur arrived and took his seat, and once again, Jamie was disappointed. The seat groaned but didn’t break. “What’s the meaning of this?” he asked.

He didn’t even have the good graces to use Jamie’s title.

Jamie brushed it off. He hadn’t been idle while waiting for the mayor to arrive. “Behind me is first-rank sumar Laran, out of Leeside.” Jamie sensed Laran’s moment of hesitation at the lie, but Laran wouldn’t correct him here. Laran bowed while Jamie introduced Amara. “And this is first-rank sumar Amara, out of Gutan. You’re looking at the commanders of a joint force authorized by both the dukes of Lindra and Gutan.”

That was a generous interpretation of the truth. Laran would have called it a lie, but Jamie was certain the sumar lacked the ability to see the color gray in any aspect of his life. Right now, it didn’t matter. Jamie wanted to hit Wilbur over the head with all the strength that was arrayed before him.

His honor guard certainly took note. When they heard the introductions, they took a step back, and a few hands went to their swords. Laran and Amara didn’t react. Those two probably didn’t even need to draw their weapons to win the fight.

Wilbur noticed his guards flinch back, and he looked mildly uncomfortable as if he’d just digested a bad piece of beef. It wasn’t much, but it was more uncertainty than he’d shown in the last few days. Jamie had purposefully only ever brought one guard and never introduced them.

His humility had done nothing but grant Wilbur undeserved confidence. Now, he finally understood Jamie could have ordered him killed at any time. The authority of the Duke of Lindra might not mean much to Wilbur, but no one questioned the strength of a first-rank sumar.

Wilbur bowed his head to them.

“They served as our scouts to Caltaris, and being as you’ve not found my own word compelling, I invited them to speak to you directly about what they saw,” Jamie said.

Amara spoke before Wilbur could form a reply. She was less awkward with people than Laran, so Jamie had entrusted the tale to her. She gave the same report she’d given to her own sumar, inflating the numbers of demons a little, as Jamie had suggested.

Amara finished with, “It is our belief they intend to strike within the next few days. Hinsworth is their most logical first target.”

“Thank you,” Jamie said. He focused on Wilbur, judging the man’s reaction. The mayor was afraid and uncertain but still trying to project strength. “We’ve already sent runners to the nearest rests, but this is the most serious threat we’ve encountered in years.”

Jamie leaned forward. Time to play on Wilbur’s fears. The ones the Reformer had been kind enough to plant in him. “Between you and me, this might very well be the demon attack I’ve been talking to the duke about in secret meetings for the last few years. We’ve been expecting this attack for some time, but we didn’t think it would come from Caltaris.”

Wilbur’s eyes grew wider. As a reformer, he already believed the world was on the brink of destruction. Jamie didn’t have to do anything but confirm his beliefs. Secret meetings with the duke hardly seemed a stretch for someone like Wilbur.

He leaned back. “The truth is, as strong as our joint force is, we’re not prepared for this. We were dispatched to investigate a small group of demons, not an invasion force. The only chance we have of pinning the demons here is from behind the walls of Hinsworth.”

Jamie spread his arms out wide. “So there it is. I know you don’t like me or trust me, and frankly, I don’t much like you either. But this is worse than anything I expected. If we don’t have the safety of your walls, we’ll have no choice but to retreat. Our forces are too valuable to sacrifice needlessly.”

Wilbur’s eyes shot between Jamie, Laran, and Amara. His fingers tapped on his knees, and the chair groaned even louder as he shifted his weight. He didn’t answer for a long time. “My people won’t like it. They’ll think you’re lying. I’m not even sure if you’re telling the truth.”

Jamie had considered the response already. Trust was a problem, but there was a solution. “What if you don’t have to take my word for it? Tomorrow, we arrange for an expedition. Anyone in Hinsworth you trust. Escorted by a sumar. They can see for themselves.”

Wilbur pulled at the gray beard resting on his chest. “That might work.”

“The journey will take a few days. In the meantime, my ask is this: open your gates to us if any demons appear,” Jamie said. It wasn’t ideal, but it required no trust from Wilbur.

Wilbur considered for another long moment. “May I speak privately with my guards?”

“Of course.”

Wilbur stood and walked with his guards until they were too far to be overheard. They put their heads together and murmured. Jamie closed his eyes and waited. He’d done all he could. Then he opened them and looked up. The evening star was barely visible in the deepening darkness. Dusk would soon turn to night.

He wondered if the guards were the commanders of what passed for the town’s watch.

If so, that benefited them. He might have convinced everyone they needed in the town. Unfortunately, it meant a longer time before he could see Gwen again. If he ever could.

Wilbur broke apart from the others and approached Jamie. He looked at Laran and Amara as though they were snakes that might bite if he came too close. He didn’t sit down but put his enormous hands on the back of the chair. “We agree. Tomorrow at dawn, we’ll send one of ours to your camp. We’ll expect them in three days, unharmed. Until then, we agree to your terms. If we see the demons attack, we’ll open our gates to you.”

Jamie bowed his head, wincing against the complaints his chest shouted at him. “Thank you. I do not think another meeting need be scheduled until the party returns.”

“I agree.”

Wilbur turned and joined his guards. The five of them hurried back to their walls, eager to be safe before night fell.

Jamie watched them go and gritted his teeth. No one wanted cuvar or sumar until trouble came. Then they complained when one wasn’t near.

Hypocrites.

He stood from his own chair. A wave of dizziness washed over him, and he had to brace himself against the chair so he didn’t fall over. Laran stepped forward, ready to support him, but Jamie waved him away. “Negotiating. It’s harder than it looks.”

Laran grunted. “You make everything look difficult.”

“Did you just mock me?”

“Only making an observation.”

The exchange did not entertain Amara. “That’s not what we agreed to,” she said.

Jamie had figured he would have trouble with her. But better to ask for understanding than permission. “It’s the best we were going to get. They don’t trust us. They won’t until they can see with their own eyes. Besides, the demons haven’t made a move since the battle. It’s a risk, but I think we can spare a few days.”

“The problem with trust goes both ways,” Amara said. She put her hands on her hips, and it reminded Jamie of something Ronan had told him. She was the mother to a large family, and she’d never seemed more like one than now. “We have no guarantees they’ll open the gates if demons attack.”

“True, but if the demons attack in numbers sufficient that we would want the walls, they’ll be acting out of self-interest. They’ll need defenders. I’ve been able to watch their walls for a few days now. They don’t have that many people standing guard.”

“A terrible principle to rely on.”

“In my experience, relying on people’s self-interest is the best way to get them to agree with you. The question is simple: is the agreement sufficient to keep you here? Ronan’s counting on you,” Jamie said.

It was a low blow, but Amara already didn’t like him. If playing the villain kept the Gutanese in place for a while, it was worth it.

He doubted his wisdom when she glared at him. He swore his heart skipped a beat.

“I will talk with my squad leaders, but yes, I think it will be enough. I’d rather return home, but Ronan is right. If we want to contain the threat, this is the only place,” she said.

With that, they returned to the camp and reported on their new agreement. Jamie stayed with the others long enough to watch Ronan’s reaction. It was worth it.

Ronan grinned from ear to ear, then hid the expression before too many of the grumbling sumar saw it. He bowed toward Jamie, who waved away the thanks.

Jamie helped himself to a bit of food, then returned to his tent. He forced himself to chew and swallow the flavorless meat. When he closed his eyes, Lilly was jumping in front of the blade meant for him. He swore. Sleep would prove elusive tonight, but at least tomorrow he’d be able to sleep in. He wouldn’t have another one of those damned meetings for a few days. That was reason enough to celebrate.

Jamie looked at his bed. The covers were just as he’d left them, inviting him to climb in and hide from the cold of night. Though sleep was a way off yet, he could at least be warm while he waited for it to take him.

His entire chest ached. He’d moved more today than he had since the battle. He swore under his breath and thought of Ronan grinning from ear to ear.

Laran couldn’t have forged the agreement with Wilbur. Amara was plenty willing to let the village burn. He’d done something today. Wasn’t sure if it was going to end up killing him, but it was still more than he’d done since waking up in the healing tent.

He sat cross-legged on top of his bed and worked his way through the healing routine. He needed his strength.

The fire burned in his chest as his body stitched itself back together. He sweated in his tent as the fire in the center of the camp died down. The chosen sumar began their watch while the others turned in for the night. Jamie continued, healing his wounds long after the tent had gone dark.

By the time he crawled under the covers, he was exhausted and satisfied. He wasn’t healed, but he felt better than he had since the battle.

Then he felt harra approaching the camp.


CHAPTER FIVE


Laran woke to the vibration of the harra deep beneath the camp. They came from the south, moving faster than usual. They had to be responding to a demon’s orders. Before Laran could sound the alarm, the guards on watch shouted a warning. “Harra!” came the cry from the perimeter.

He was impressed. The vibration was still faint, near the limits of Laran’s own sensitivity. Lindran sumar could learn a thing or two from their eastern counterparts.

Laran rose from his bed and prepared to fight. The attack eased the tension that had been building between his shoulder blades for the last few days. Battle wasn’t better than the tense negotiations of the past few days, but it was more straightforward. The approaching chikara were a solid threat, a known danger. Better to fight than spend all day glancing between Caltaris and Hinsworth, wondering where the next attack would originate.

Around him, the camp rose from its collective slumber. Sumar tied their swords to their hips and strung their bows. The only shouts came from squad leaders as they organized their soldiers. Sumar walked from place to place with purposeful strides. They acted more like they were preparing for a long-awaited drill than responding to a surprise attack from one of the world’s most fearsome chikara.

He had his own command responsibilities, but they could wait. He closed his eyes and let his onda search the surrounding area. Similar to hiding in the rock with Amara, the sheer amount of focused onda around him made the task more difficult than it would have been otherwise. But a bit of patience gave his onda time to explore farther.

Laran confirmed that the harra came from the south, two specks of darkness racing toward them. His search also revealed that the harra didn’t attack alone. A small pack of kojot approached from the east, and he thought there might be more behind. Most concerning, though, was the deep shadow pressing against onda to the north. He guessed somewhere between ten and twelve demons descended the road from Caltaris.

Enemies closed in on almost all sides, and he was out of time to scout with his onda.

Laran sought the two sumar under his command, Kassandra and Dillan. The couple waited for him near the center of the camp. They were both second-rank sumar, skilled warriors but frightened by their previous encounters with the demons. In the last battle outside Hinsworth, they’d stayed alive by staying out of the battle. Eventually, they’d guided Amara and the other Gutanese sumar, but that did little to ease the guilt they wrapped around themselves like cloaks.

Laran hadn’t addressed their cowardice. Other commanders excelled at helping younger sumar deal with the difficulties of their task. He didn’t. The pair couldn’t be trusted against the approaching demons, but that didn’t mean they were useless. “There’s a pack of kojot coming from the east. I want you on that front. I suspect Amara will place one squad with you. Coordinate as you see fit.”

“You won’t be fighting with us?” Dillan asked.

Laran pointed toward the mountains. “The greater threat is coming from Caltaris.”

Dillan swallowed hard, but he didn’t offer to help. “Understood. Good luck, sir.”

“You as well.”

He found Amara next. She stood tall as her commanders issued most of the orders around her. When needed, she uttered a few succinct directions. At the heart of the chaos of the camp, she was an oasis of calm.

“What are we dealing with?” she asked.

“It’s the attack we’ve been waiting for. Two harra are coming from the south. A pack of kojot are approaching from the east, and up to a dozen demons from Caltaris.”

“Only a dozen?” Amara considered the news. “I was expecting more. Still, it would have been kind of them to wait a few more days. What are you thinking?”

“It’s going to be a bloody night unless we can get a wall between us and them. Might still be, even if we do.”

“Can we reach Hinsworth before they hit us?”

“If we leave now, yes. But it will be close.”

Amara gave a new set of orders, and the chaos surrounding her responded. Units that had been preparing a defensive perimeter turned and ran toward the walls. They kept their discipline, maintaining tight formations and unit cohesion. Laran grabbed Amara’s wrist before she followed them. “I’ll escort Jamie, so it’ll be up to you to make sure they open the gates.”

“Meet me once you’ve gotten him to safety,” she said.

Laran ran back to the center of the camp. He found Jamie stumbling out of his tent, grimacing. Ronan supported him. Amelia followed behind them, looking at the mountains and fidgeting with a small stone in her hand.

Ronan was already under one of Jamie’s shoulders, so Laran took the other. “We’re heading toward Hinsworth.”

“Good,” Ronan said.

Together, they half-carried, half-dragged Jamie toward the town. Jamie grunted and swore as they ran, but he didn’t complain. Laran could barely make out the rearguard of Amara’s sumar far ahead of them.

Ronan extended his onda. The force of it caused Laran to falter for a step. The young man’s strength grew in leaps and bounds. It was hard enough to extend onda sitting down with eyes closed. It should be impossible while supporting an injured friend. Laran had been pleased with his own progress in mastering this new use of onda, but Ronan remained several steps ahead.

“How close?” he asked.

“Too close,” Ronan said through gritted teeth. He ran faster, and Laran matched him. Jamie groaned but helped more than Laran expected.

They ran past the pair of chairs. Laran risked a glance around. New arrivals filled the fields. The first kojot broke through the last line of trees, and he swore he saw movement to the north. The harra circled beneath their feet, waiting for the most inopportune time to rise. Ronan was right. They weren’t running fast enough. But they couldn’t go faster.

Jamie swore, and with such vehemence Laran didn’t think he was complaining about his injuries. Laran looked ahead, then swore, too.

The Gutanese sumar were gathered together outside the walls of Hinsworth. They maintained their formations, but they weren’t moving. They weren’t flowing into the settlement.

The gates of Hinsworth were closed.

If Laran could have dropped a boulder on the settlement, he would have. Wilbur had promised. The demons were here.

For the blink of an eye, he was back in those damned tunnels, fighting beside his wife.

Locked in with the enemy.

Laran glanced back again. His stomach sank. It was already too late. Even if Hinsworth opened the gates within the next minute, by the time the sumar poured through, the kojot would already be among them.

Laran cursed Wilbur to an eternity of torment.

Better an outright denial than this betrayal. Had they known, he and Amara could have made better choices. They could have formed a defensive perimeter or retreated to the woods. Instead, they’d planted themselves in the middle of a field with nothing but unfriendly walls behind them.

This was what happened when you were foolish enough to trust the word of another. He should have known better. He did know better.

Laran pushed himself away from Jamie. “Amelia. Can you run to your mother while sending Ronan the onda he needs?”

The young woman nodded. She shared her mother’s confidence and decisiveness.

“Then do it. Tell her to retreat into the woods to the south. There’s high ground less than a mile south of here. If she can reach it, she might be able to defend it. Ronan and I will slow the demons down, then join you.”

Amelia looked at Ronan, clearly not eager to leave him behind. Ronan gently separated from Jamie. “Laran’s right. You should run.”

Jamie swayed and almost collapsed. “You shouldn’t wait for me, either. I’ll follow as closely as I can.”

Amelia hesitated, then gave Ronan a quick embrace. “Don’t you dare die on me.” Then she turned and ran.

“I see I’ve taught you well,” Jamie said once she was out of hearing.

Ronan’s glare could have melted steel. “Best hurry.”

Jamie didn’t need to be told twice. He retreated, using some combination of running and shuffling that looked more painful than effective.

Ronan stood beside Laran. “I thought you weren’t confident in your new abilities.”

“So long as I can stay focused, I should be fine.”

Ronan rolled his shoulders. “We need to beat the demons. Amara’s sumar aren’t enough.”

“I know.”

Shouts from behind them forced Laran to tear his attention away from the approaching demons. The Gutanese weren’t retreating. They were running toward him and Ronan.

Laran’s frustration only lasted for an instant. One death was as good as another. The dice were cast. All that remained was to see where they landed.

Laran focused. He breathed onda out of his body and felt it return to him with interest.

The kojot struck before the Gutanese arrived, but that was their mistake. Laran waded into them, carving through the chikara like they were standing still. Ronan followed behind, killing the survivors he could reach. In one pass, Laran estimated they’d killed a third of the pack. The kojot near the edges didn’t turn to attack again. They ran ahead, toward the Gutanese lines, seeking easier prey.

The Gutanese were ready, and their battle began.

Ronan turned to offer his new allies aid, but Laran held him back. He pointed to the north.

Ronan nodded and turned his back to the Gutanese.

As the demons approached, they picked up speed as though the sight of their prey drove them to the brink of madness. Laran sprinted at them before his own fear could best him. They met to the northeast of Hinsworth’s walls.

He filled his body with onda and leaped forward just before reaching the first demon. His sudden burst of speed caught the demon unprepared, and it died with a single cut across the side of its neck. His second cut lacked the speed of his first, which allowed his next target to raise its arm to block. Laran’s sword skipped off the unnaturally armored skin.

The demon raked its talons at Laran, but before the sumar could retreat, the demon’s head came off.

Laran blinked. He’d barely seen Ronan’s move, and the demon certainly hadn’t. The young man had passed beside him and crashed into the heart of the battle. Ronan parried a claw, then skipped away as another demon attacked him.

Ronan’s sword techniques needed refinement, but he was so damn fast and strong that he could compensate. Two demons tried to carve him open, but he stayed well ahead of them. Laran marveled at Ronan’s speed. That they were standing at all was a testament to their new abilities.

One demon near the back of the group shouted in their guttural and harsh language. The demons’ attacks changed in nature. They swiped at Ronan with the back of their clawed hands or kicked at him. One blow finally caught Ronan in the shoulder, which spun him off balance. Laran leaped to his aid, and his sword kept the demons from taking advantage of the brief reprieve.

The young man recovered before the demons overwhelmed Laran. Ronan joined Laran and sliced through the stomach of one demon as it blocked Laran’s strike.

The demons wanted Ronan alive, but they didn’t extend Laran the same courtesy. The flow of the battle carried him away from Ronan, and he found himself against three demons. They forced him back, every step pushing him that much farther from Ronan. The remainder of the demons turned their attention to Ronan, seeking to capture the leveren that had once escaped them.

Laran wouldn’t stand back and watch. He pushed his onda even farther away, welcoming the flood of strength that entered his body as it returned. The demons’ strikes slowed, and he found an opening. He launched forward, cutting through one demon and breaking the line blocking him from Ronan.

He hoped to take full advantage of his brief opportunity. Two of the demons focused on Ronan died before the others realized the threat behind them.

Laran fought his way through the crowd, but it was Ronan who cleared the path between them. His speed was otherworldly. Ronan sported several new bruises but looked otherwise unharmed. Laran positioned himself behind Ronan, and they prepared for the next wave of the assault.

The harra struck first, but it ignored the demons, kojot, and sumar. They broke through the field and crashed into the walls of Hinsworth. No wall, no matter how well built, could stand for long against the creature. It brought a section of the wall down in a moment, and more kojot approached from the trees. They yapped and sprinted across the field, aimed like an arrow for the new hole.

Laran noted it all but couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Demons pressed in on all sides, and he and Ronan had no place to run.

Then Amara crashed through the demons, followed by her sumar. The demons broke against the assault, their attention divided yet again. The charge came with a cost, though. As the demons turned to face Amara and the others, the sumar started to fall. Though they had survived the kojot largely unscathed, the demons were too strong an opponent to survive unharmed.

Ronan used the distraction well. He cut through the demons closest to him, his sword too fast for Laran to track.

Just when Laran thought they were close to victory, a dark pulse of energy washed over him. He recognized a command from one of the demons but couldn’t guess what it portended.

He didn’t have to wait long to find out.

The ground rumbled as the second harra approached, and Laran guessed it was about to burst through the ground in the middle of the battle.

Amara thought the same. “Scatter!”

Amid the chaos, Amara’s sumar kept their cohesion. Laran stayed close to Ronan. A demon pressed its attack, but Ronan’s speed kept him ahead of the demon’s claws.

The harra burst through the ground and dove back in. Before the battle could reform, it emerged again twenty feet to the west. The other harra joined its sibling, content with the destruction it had wrought in Hinsworth. It broke through the fields right in the middle of one of Amara’s squads. They scattered a moment before the eruption, but one sumar looked like she’d gotten caught by a piece of debris.

It was the break in the battle the demons were waiting for. The few survivors fell among the disoriented sumar, claws and sharpened teeth drawing blood wherever they roamed.

Laran snarled. Their victory was on the verge of defeat. Another pack of kojot emerged from the trees. Laran pulled onda and launched himself at a demon. Ronan did the same, but Laran thought Ronan looked slower than he had earlier. Though onda eliminated a multitude of weaknesses, it still carried a physical cost. A body could only take so much.

Still, they brought the demon down.

“We need to finish those demons, fast,” Laran told Ronan.

The young man nodded, and they each went in a different direction. Ronan helped Amara fight the largest of the remaining demons. Laran thought it was the one that had issued the commands to the chikara. It fought well, but under the weight of Ronan’s and Amara’s combined attacks, the demon died.

Laran pulled more onda and joined two sumar fighting a demon next to a harra hole. Laran cut through the demon’s unprotected leg. As it fell, the other two sumar stabbed their blades deep into the demon’s heart. It tried to pull them into the hole as it died but found no purchase.

Laran looked for his next opponent, only to find there were no more. Ronan killed the last of the demons with a decisive cut. The wave of kojot from the forest hadn’t attacked them but had made for the hole in Hinsworth’s wall. Now that the fighting in the field was over, Laran heard the shouts coming from the town, the panicked screams. One of the houses looked like it had caught on fire as a smoke darker than night billowed into the sky.

Laran took a step, then stumbled. He tried to pull onda into his tired body, but none responded. He fell to a knee and looked around. The grass around him was dead like it had been the day of the first battle in this field. His legs were on fire as if he’d summited the world’s tallest peak. But they’d done it.

They’d beaten the demons.

When he looked around, his satisfaction faded. Almost half of Amara’s sumar were dead or injured, and those that still stood looked ready to fall over.

But they had held. Ronan was right. Together, they could fight. It was a bloody victory, but a victory all the same. A dozen demons had died on these fields tonight.

He pushed himself to his feet, then shuffled closer to Amara and Ronan. Amara’s eyes were on the field, her face an iron mask that revealed nothing. Ronan looked to the mountains, though it was too dark to see anything that far away. Amara stepped toward one of the fallen warriors, but Ronan said something, and she froze. Why hadn’t Laran heard it? Every part of his body felt sluggish, including his mind.

He reached them, and Amara looked as tense as a bowstring ready to snap. Laran decided to keep his congratulations and newfound optimism to himself. Hopefully, in time, she would understand what this represented. This number of demons out in the wild would have devastated the lands.

Ronan looked at Laran. “Do you feel that?”

Laran stared at Ronan with blank eyes. “Feel what?”

Ronan pointed back up the mountain. “There’s so many.”

“What do you mean?”

Instead of waiting for Ronan to answer, he pushed out his weary onda. What he sensed took his breath away and crushed his premature optimism. A wave of darkness rolled down the mountain, invisible to most. The trees did nothing to slow the wave’s momentum.

The demons raced toward them like a swarm of angry kojot, in numbers too great for Laran to count.


CHAPTER SIX


Ronan watched Amara’s composure crack at his announcement. Her fists were clenched tight enough that her knuckles were white underneath the dried blood. She didn’t speak for several long moments. Her gaze traveled up the mountainside, but in the dim light of night, there was nothing for her to see. He only sensed the demons because of their numbers.

Amara only allowed herself a few moments of despair, then she huddled with Ronan and Laran. “The walls of Hinsworth are already breached. There’s no defensible position here. If Ronan speaks true, our only choice is to leave.”

Though he’d known the decision was imminent the moment he sensed the demons, the words made Ronan’s knees weak. He still believed in the argument he’d made before. If they lost here, they took one large step toward losing the duchies to the demons. One they wouldn’t likely get back.

The scales balancing that decision had changed, though. Laran only considered for a moment before answering. “Agreed. The ridge to the south is the best direction to retreat.” The grizzled veteran looked at Ronan. “If Ronan is up to the task, he and I can protect the retreat.”

“Of course,” Ronan said. He wasn’t sure how much fight remained in him, but if he could help, there was no question about what he’d do.

“We can’t let the demons get their hands on him,” Amara pointed out. “He should be with the bulk of the forces.”

“You’d have to risk too many people, then. I’ll make sure nothing happens to him,” Laran said.

Ronan expected Amara to argue harder. She had orders from her duke to keep the leveren safe, and she would sacrifice herself before failing those orders. But she was also a mother with a daughter in danger and a commander of a unit on the brink of annihilation. She gave them one brisk nod, then issued orders, barking terse commands that made her sumar jump.

Ronan watched for a minute, then faced the mountain, standing almost shoulder-to-shoulder with Laran. The older sumar looked to be at ease, and something about the way Laran gazed up at the towering peaks reminded Ronan of his mother close to the end of her life. Like her, Laran was ready to die.

“I’m impressed by how strong you’ve become,” Laran said, pulling Ronan from his thoughts.

The compliment was worth more than any treasure Ronan could have received from a duke. Laran had been the first active duty sumar Ronan knew, the grouchy embodiment of all his childhood dreams. Before he’d known he was leveren, all he’d wanted was to possess a shadow of the skill Laran wielded. He bowed.

“I could say the same of you,” he replied. Before Gutan, he wouldn’t have dared compliment Laran. It would have felt presumptuous. He didn’t feel like a child next to Laran anymore, though. They had fought side by side. “When we parted ways, I feared you would never recover.”

Ronan glanced behind them. Their retreat proceeded as well as could be expected. The sumar who could move well aided those who didn’t. The enormous sumar Josef, who was the first Gutanese sumar Ronan had sparred, carried one wounded sumar over a shoulder while supporting Jamie with his other arm. In groups of two and three, they made haste toward the woods to the south and the ridge. The climb would be grueling, but Laran and Amara had chosen well. It was the most defensible position in the area.

“They’ll make it,” Laran said. “Once they’ve been in the trees for a minute or two, we can follow them.”

Ronan let his onda flow up the mountain until it encountered the next wave of demons. He tracked their progress for a while, then let his awareness return to his body. “The demons aren’t advancing as fast as I expected.”

Laran closed his eyes. After a moment, he shook his head. “I still can’t sense them.”

“They’re maybe halfway down the mountain. But their pace has slowed. They aren’t moving at much more than a walk.”

Laran frowned. “That doesn’t make a damn bit of sense. They would have no trouble wiping us out.”

“Maybe they’re being cautious after what happened to their scouts.”

“Maybe,” Laran said, but with a tone that meant he didn’t actually believe that. “I wish I understood them better. They don’t think like us.”

Ronan quested again with his onda. The situation hadn’t changed, and he was sure he hadn’t sensed incorrectly. The demons were walking down the mountain, spreading out as they did. “What do you want to do?”

Laran glanced back at the retreat. The strongest of the sumar had reached the trees. The rest weren’t far behind. Amara had organized it well, arranging escorts so everyone moved at roughly the same pace. “I’d thought we would need to buy them more time and space, but if the demons aren’t going to press the attack, we might as well start moving south, too. We can set up a little way away from the tree line while the others climb the ridge.”

They started south, always keeping an eye to the north. Fresh screams and cries for help came from the west. Laran ignored them, but Ronan couldn’t.

“What about Hinsworth?”

“I don’t dare try to help them,” Laran admitted. “Sure, we could get in there with little problem and maybe rescue some folks. Depending on how those demons act, we might even save quite a few.”

Ronan waited for the “but” he knew was coming. How would Laran justify leaving so many to die?

“But we have no idea what the demons will do. They might be waiting and hoping one of their precious leveren steps into a cage with only one exit. They might decide to charge down that mountain the moment you’re too far within the walls to escape, or they might charge for a reason that has nothing to do with you.” Laran’s words were faster now, his excuses trying to outrun the guilt that wasn’t far behind.

The sumar continued. “The risk isn’t worth it. I don’t know how guilty most people in the town are, but the Reformers tried their damndest to bring down Lindra, and they still might have succeeded. They killed Jamie’s family. And they shut their gates to us after they promised aid. So right now, I’m not taking any risk to save them. Your life is far more important to me than all of theirs combined.”

Ronan didn’t know what to say. For one, he wasn’t sure he’d ever heard Laran say so many words at once. But he also didn’t know how to respond to someone telling him his life was worth so much. Growing up as a failure of a student in the obuka, all he’d ever heard was that he was worthless. He would never be a sumar or a cuvar, defending the people from the wilds.

Now Laran, one of the greatest sumar in Lindra, told him he was worth more than a settlement.

Ronan swallowed hard. He ignored the screams from within the walls and turned his head away as the fires grew. The bright light harmed his ability to see at night.

Laran stopped them a hundred yards from the southern line of pines. The last of the retreating sumar had just reached the cover of the trees and began the steep but short climb to the ridge. The healthy carried and pushed the wounded, using exposed tree roots and stone as holds.

He and Laran planted themselves and faced north. Ronan used onda to search for the demons and found their pace hadn’t changed. They acted more like they were out for a stroll than they were a conquering army securing an important staging area. He reported the news to Laran.

Positioned as he was, he couldn’t help but let his eyes flicker over to the sight of Hinsworth. Nearly a quarter of the town was on fire. The constant screams had died down, leaving only the occasional shout. Ronan tried not to imagine the scenes within, hungry chikara silently devouring the remains of the families who’d called Hinsworth home. He forced his eyes to the battlefield, but the dead sumar lying there would be next on the chikara’s menu. Everywhere he looked, he saw destruction.

He was the one who had convinced them to stay. When they’d asked if he could defend them, he’d said yes, like a damned fool child pretending to play a hero of legend. What had resulted? A town burning and almost half of Amara’s sumar dead. First, they’d died protecting him from the demons, then they’d died believing he would protect them.

“You weren’t wrong,” Laran said.

Ronan shot him a look, wondering if he’d accidentally spoken his thoughts out loud.

“It’s written on your face.” Laran nodded toward Hinsworth. “You’re thinking that if we’d just retreated, it would all be different.”

“Hinsworth might have fallen, but at least the sumar wouldn’t be dead.”

“There’s no way of knowing that. The demons might have chased us if we’d fled. Something else might have happened. But that’s not the point. Amara and I made the decision. We’re the commanders here. Not you.”

“You decided because I told you I could fight the demons.”

“And you did. We killed more tonight than in the last two years combined. At far less cost.”

Ronan refused Laran’s comfort. “We didn’t win.”

Laran snorted. “We haven’t won for as long as I’ve been alive. But tonight, we came closer than I’ve ever seen.”

They watched the fires in Hinsworth spread. Ronan stretched his onda one last time. The demons were still several minutes away from emerging into the field, and their approach remained leisurely. Barring some sudden change, Ronan expected the fight was done for the night. He said as much to Laran, who suggested they rendezvous with the others. Ronan agreed, and they climbed up to the top of the ridge together.
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They walked the rest of the night, heading roughly southeast. Laran scouted ahead while Ronan used onda to check for demonic pursuit. Outside of a handful of random chikara attacks that were easily repelled, they were safe.

Amara called a halt once the sun came up. Sumar stumbled and shuffled around, and a few collapsed where they stood as though the order to halt had drained the last of the will from their bodies. Ronan had it better than most. Everyone who had survived the battle relatively intact had escorted someone more wounded. Ronan and Laran alone had been responsible only for themselves. He’d wanted to help, but his greatest responsibility was to keep them safe with his heightened awareness.

They made some semblance of a camp. Amara, who never allowed the slightest amount of slacking in her sumar, slid her back down a side of a tree and closed her eyes. Vivien shook off her exhaustion to tend to the wounded, and Ronan thought he should help her.

Then he looked around the camp. Josef held the hand of one young man with a deep cut across his stomach, who looked to be on the edge of death. Amelia offered water to another sumar whose arm was broken and hanging at an odd angle.

As he looked at the tired and wounded, he knew Laran was wrong. This was nothing to be proud of. He was an outsider who’d gladly taken advantage of the strength and generosity of his hosts. He had no right to tend to their wounds.

Ronan walked away from the others. Not so far as to cause alarm, just far enough away to let them know they had nothing to fear from him. He accepted his guilt. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against a tree.

Onda flowed all around him. He saw it now, even when he closed his eyes. There was no escaping it. He sensed the weakening onda of the wounded, and could predict who would live and who wouldn’t. He even felt Vivien’s medicine stabilize one of the injured, keeping her from the brink of death.

Ronan breathed deeply, allowing himself to relax for the first time since they’d first noticed the demons coming down the mountain. There’d been no signs of pursuit. The sun was bright, and they’d traveled far enough that he couldn’t see the smoke from Hinsworth through the trees.

He felt her onda as she approached. It was unfocused but still brighter than the sun overhead. He didn’t hear a single footstep, but he cracked open his eyes when she stopped beside him.

“Are you wounded?” Amara asked. Any exhaustion she’d allowed herself to show a few minutes before was banished, leaving only the strict commander behind. He straightened even as he sat.

“No, ma’am.”

“And you are a trained healer, are you not?”

There was no escaping her glare. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Then why aren’t you helping Vivien heal your fellow sumar? She needs all the help she can get and has her own wound that needs looking after.”

Ronan started to tell her he didn’t belong. That the reason they were injured were because he’d convinced her to believe in him. That it would be better if he left. They’d already given too much for him.

One look at her face silenced him. Her eyes were rimmed with red, but she hadn’t let a tear fall. She looked tired enough to fall on her face, but she held herself straight. His thoughts latched onto the words “fellow sumar.”

He sniffled, then wiped his nose with his sleeve.

Damned, but he could be dense.

“That’s an order, Ronan. My warriors don’t leave each other to suffer. Your unit needs your help now.”

He shot to his feet as though a fire had been lit underneath him. He stood and bowed but hesitated before hurrying to Vivien. She deserved an apology, or an explanation, something that let her know how he felt. Nothing he could come up with was adequate, though.

He noticed that the exchange hadn’t been as private as he thought. Most of the eyes in the camp were turned in their direction, and Amara had spoken loud enough that everyone heard the order she gave him. His face went red, and he expected someone to complain.

No one did. In fact, as he looked around the camp, he saw several of the sumar bow their heads in his direction.

Amara cleared her throat, and Ronan suddenly remembered he hadn’t responded.

“Anything to say?” she asked.

Ronan bowed quickly again. “No, ma’am,” he said and hurried to help Vivien.


INTERLUDE


The Reformer stood outside the wall that surrounded Caltaris. The keep was behind him, and the stream ran cool and clear, reflecting the light of the moon above. He wished his thoughts were nearly as clear. The ancient road was smooth beneath his feet, reminding him that he walked in a land of mysteries and wonder.

He needed that reminder now more than ever. There was nothing mysterious or wonderful about the flames raging far below, burning his dreams and followers to ash. From his vantage point, he could see the skeletal outlines of homes that had yet to burn completely down. Thankfully, no screams reached his ears, but he was sure there had been many.

The Sunslayers wandered nearby. A handful explored the keep by the wall, searching for weapons or tools the Nacille left behind. They reminded the Reformer of the expeditions the duke sent to the dead cities, filled with starry-eyed academics who believed that understanding the Nacille would save them all.

They were all fools. Academics and Sunslayers alike. The tools of the past hadn’t saved the Nacille, and the Sunslayers’ ancestors hadn’t needed new weapons to crush the civilization.

He wasn’t any better, though.

Hinsworth taught him that.

He’d believed he could save them, that he alone had seen the future and understood how to navigate its deadly currents. Hinsworth wasn’t the only town he’d founded, but it was the jewel of his small empire. In a year, two at most, it would have supported itself. Gereon and Alastor should have been strong enough to protect it from all conceivable threats.

He ground his teeth together. Faces of the dead haunted him whenever he closed his eyes to shut out the sight of Hinsworth burning, so he forced himself to watch the fire. Better the hypnotic flames than the accusatory stares.

The demon nearest him shifted and, in its gravelly voice, said, “You have seen enough. My brothers and sisters are waiting for the portal to open again.”

The demon’s name was Kaym, and it was different from Abethu or Bazel. Worse. The first Sunslayers had honored this planet and had told him there would still be a place for humanity after the conquest. They had seen this world as their new home. Kaym treated all humans as vermin, and this world was nothing more than the next conquest in its people’s long history of conquest.

If fighting would have made a difference, the Reformer would have. He had a dagger at his side, a gift from Alastor years ago. Kaym held him in such low esteem that he didn’t even demand the dagger. The Reformer roamed free and armed, but threatened no one. He wondered what would change if he tried to stab his dagger into Kaym’s heart. It might at least amuse the demon for a few minutes as the Reformer flailed about.

“Come,” Kaym demanded. “There is no time to waste.”

The Reformer didn’t move. “You killed my people.”

“So?”

“So why should I help you, after you betrayed the agreement I had with Abethu and Bazel?”

Kaym smiled. Like all these demons, his features were slightly misshapen, his face not quite human. His smile emphasized the differences, revealing rows of too-sharp teeth. “Your consent is unnecessary.”

The demon let the threat hang in the air. He was indifferent. The Reformer’s petty rebellion was no threat. It barely rose to the level of an inconvenience. He dared the Reformer to take action, to end the farce.

The Reformer could do nothing. Even taking his own life was meaningless. Most Sunslayers could use the portal stone. It was worse for them than for the Reformer, and they couldn’t hold the portal open for as long, but they had no need of him. He was useful, not necessary.

The mere thought of turning cold steel against his flesh weakened his knees. He fought his battles with words and ideas. He negotiated, extorted, and threatened. Physical violence had always seemed such a crude tool, a bludgeon when a razor-sharp paring knife was so much more effective.

No, he would live. So long as he lived, he could find a way to save his followers who survived the night.

He wasn’t a coward, helping those who sought only to wipe humanity out.

He was the Reformer. In his right hand, he carried the word of judgment. In his left, the light of hope. His role hadn’t changed, even with the destruction of Hinsworth.

He lowered his gaze and followed Kaym. At the beginning of this night, Kaym had ordered the gates to Caltaris opened. Demons had poured through, nearly the total of all the demons the Reformer had opened portals for over the past few days. A scouting party had traveled down the road first, followed by the larger war party.

Kaym hadn’t yet closed the gates.

Tonight, they took the first steps into Lindra. The fields outside Hinsworth would become a new staging area, and the demons would spread out, reinforced every time they forced the Reformer onto that damned portal stone. Kaym would never close Caltaris’ gates again. No human besides the Reformer could even approach the dead city.

They walked through the gate and the Reformer felt the transition deep in his bones. Since he had been a child, he’d been more sensitive to onda than most. Even in the heart of Lindra, he’d always felt at least a trickle of onda beneath his feet.

Caltaris, like all Nacillian ruins, lacked even that. Before, the Reformer had assumed that when explorers talked of Nacillian ruins being dead, it had been a figure of speech. An exaggeration. But they’d spoken the truth. The ruins didn’t allow even a sliver of onda through. The small amount within him felt out of place here, as though he were a foreigner in a distant land. He didn’t belong, and at times he worried the city would spit him out like a rotten piece of food.

He looked back toward Hinsworth, but the walls prevented him from seeing its last moments. Perhaps he should be grateful. All that mattered was what lay before him. Not what he left behind.

Hinsworth fell in a fraction of a night, and a large group of sumar had protected it. Other towns would fall even faster. Families would fall asleep having no idea what danger approached. Many would never wake again.

The end times had finally arrived, in much the manner that he’d predicted. But the successful foretelling brought him little satisfaction.

The taste of humanity’s end was much more bitter than he’d expected.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Laran stood apart from the rest of the camp as he trained with onda. Like Ronan, he’d quickly learned that the abilities he was developing caused the others to feel uneasy. Laran pulled at onda that most sumar kept happily focused in their cores. The big second-rank sumar, Josef, had described being near Laran’s training like throwing up, but without the bitter aftertaste.

Laran didn’t mind the distance. It gave him the space to think, and he’d been doing a lot of that the past few days.

They’d fallen into something of a routine, but it couldn’t last. Amara and her sumar would have to break east toward Gutan soon, and they were close enough to patrolled roads and rests that the Lindran warriors wouldn’t have to fear for their lives every night.

At least, not for a while.

They’d not sensed any pursuit the past few nights, and the chikara had been quiet, too. Laran worried about what the demons and creatures gathered in the fields outside Hinsworth planned, but they wouldn’t know until the duke sent out more sumar to scout.

Which was one problem Laran worried most about.

He went through his forms, using the physical effort to push his concerns away.

It worked until Jamie broke away from the camp to join him. The tall noble looked almost emaciated, though he’d eaten plenty the last few days. His eyes were sunk deep into his skull, evidence that he hadn’t been sleeping through the nights.

Laran finished his form and relaxed. Every day he got better at pulling onda from his surroundings and keeping it unfocused in his body. So far, his limits were defined less by his body and more by his mind and focus. Someday soon, he hoped the flow of onda would occur naturally, but his instinct was still to focus the strength in his core.

“You’re moving faster,” Jamie said.

“So are you.”

Despite his appearance, Jamie had been diligent about healing his wounds every morning and night. He walked normally now, though his endurance lagged. It wasn’t his wounds that weakened him most now, but his memories.

They sat down on a fallen log. Laran waited for Jamie to speak. The count had been quiet since Hinsworth.

Another sign the end was near.

“When are you leaving?” Jamie asked.

Laran started.

“How did you guess?” As soon as he asked, he realized he’d decided already. It came easier than he had thought it would.

Jamie leaned back and looked up at the darkening sky. “This is the longest I’ve seen you around other people. Figured you were due for a change.”

Laran shot him a sharp look.

Jamie grinned. “No. I’ve just seen the way you look at Kass and Dillan, then back toward Hinsworth. It’s not too hard to figure, if one knows you.”

“You think Ronan’s figured it out?”

“No. He’s so wrapped up in becoming the best little Gutanese soldier he can that he hasn’t been paying much attention.”

“You sound jealous.”

Laran was surprised Jamie didn’t attempt to lie or dissemble. He couldn’t imagine the Jamie he’d first met having this conversation. The count agreed. “A little. Maybe it’s just that he’s young and has such clarity.”

“You’re not that many years older than him.”

“And yet so much more mature.”

Laran grunted. “You still trying to figure out what’s next for you?”

“What I want to do is return to the Broken Binding, sit across from Mardok, and drink my way into a peaceful oblivion.”

“If the demons have their way, you might not need to wait long.”

“That’s the problem. Feels like I should do something more if this really is the end.”

“Convince the council of the danger. Prepare Lindra as well as you’re able. I’m not much for false hope, but from where I sit, you’re the only one who can give us a chance,” Laran said.

“If you’re saying that, we’re good and doomed.”

“Probably. But I believe in you.”

Jamie’s mask fell, revealing the sorrow eating him from within. “So did they, and look what happened.”

“You saved two leveren that were only a day away from Caltaris and another portal stone. Whatever chance we have, it’s thanks to you. To your squad.”

“And most of them are dead. If I knew how to lead, they’d still be here.”

Laran stood so he could look Jamie straight on. “When I reached that battle, you were the only one keeping your squad alive against a first-rank sumar. Yes, they’re dead, but they died fighting against an impossible foe. The only way your entire squad would be alive now is if you fled before the battle. And then Ronan and Amelia would be in the hands of the demons, unleashing terrors I’d rather not imagine.”

Jamie pressed his palms against his eyes. “I know you’re right. I know I did all I could. It doesn’t help. You want me to go to the council, but if you have your way, I’ll be ordering hundreds of ondists to their deaths.”

“Many more will die if you do nothing. At least this way, their deaths might mean something.”

“But it shouldn’t have to me who gives the order,” Jamie said. He was on the verge of tears. “I’m not sure I can.”

“You’ll have Gwen at your side. With you two working together, I think it’s the demons that should worry.”

“Because of Gwen, or me?”

“Mostly Gwen.”

Jamie snorted but quickly composed himself. “How can I leave you just when you’re starting to develop a personality?”

“What comes next is something I need to do alone.”

“I know.” Jamie stood. “Do you think I’m going to see you again?”

“I hope so, but it seems foolish to make any promises.”

Jamie nodded.

“Also, I think you should give me orders,” Laran said.

That got Jamie’s attention. “What? Why?”

“For one, you’re the commanding officer of this expedition. Two, it would allow you to claim credit if I happen to do any good. And three, it’s the only time I’m going to let you give me an order. Especially one I’ll actually listen to.”

Jamie thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “No. No orders between us. But if you really do any good up here, I’ll obviously claim it was all my idea, anyway.” He held out his hand.

Laran ignored the outstretched hand and embraced Jamie. “I’ll see you later,” he said.

Jamie needed a moment to recover from his surprise, but he returned the embrace. “Stay safe, friend.”

“You, too.”
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He’d debated about waiting a day, but there was no reason to delay. Jamie would take care of Kass and Dillan. They’d be glad to return to Lindra with him. His next visit was to Amara.

She was speaking with her surviving squad commanders when he found her.

“May I have a moment?” he asked.

“Of course.”

They stepped away so they could have some privacy. Laran noted that the commanders continued the debate without Amara. “Something important?”

“Just deciding when’s the best time to leave. It might be as soon as tomorrow.”

Laran had known the decision was coming, but it still felt like they were parting too soon. He’d been feeling that way about most partings lately. “Once you decide, you’ll want to let Count Pierce know.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Not you?”

“I’m heading back north alone.”

“Why?”

“To do what I can against the demons. It’s more useful than wasting my time on a journey back to Lindra. If I can hold them back, even a little, it seems worth it.”

“Ronan will be heartbroken. He looks up to you.”

Laran smiled at the thought. “I think he’ll be fine. He’s got you now. Watch over him, will you?”

“Like he’s my own.”

Laran extended his hand, and Amara took it.

“You leaving tonight?” she asked.

“I think so. I want to tell Ronan, but then I’ll slip away.”

“Good luck then. I wish Lindra had more sumar like you.”

Laran laughed out loud at that. He couldn’t say why, but he felt lighter knowing what was to come. No more questions weighed him down. “You might be the first person who feels that way. But thank you for that and for Ronan. He’s lucky to have you.”

Amara directed Laran to where she expected Ronan to be. She returned to her commanders.

Laran followed her directions and found Ronan and Amelia training alone, away from the camp. He sensed the onda flowing around them. Amelia’s ability to pull and push onda in intricate patterns was inspiring. She felt like a master, while his own attempts felt like bashing at the problem with a club.

They stopped their practice when they noticed him near. Laran took it as a cue to approach. “I wanted to speak with Ronan for a bit. Do you mind?” he asked Amelia.

“It’s good timing,” she said. Amelia stood up and brushed the pine needles off. “We’re getting close to the limit for today.” She offered a bow to Laran, then wandered in the camp’s direction. She did a good job of pretending she didn’t want to stay and listen.

Laran took her spot beside Ronan. “I’m surprised you’re able to train so hard.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Ronan’s face hardened, and he spoke with a bitter edge. “There’s no time to waste. Not if I’m going to get strong enough to prevent something like that from happening again.”

Ronan’s intensity gave Laran pause. He wanted to tell Ronan that rest was as important as training. That one person couldn’t save everyone. That what had happened outside of Hinsworth wasn’t his fault.

The words wouldn’t come. Laran wiped the palms of his hands on his pants. He collected his thoughts. Decided what it was he needed Ronan to know, especially if this was their last conversation.

“You were right, you know,” he said.

Ronan started to protest, but Laran stopped him. “We made mistakes. Amara, Jamie, and I. We trusted Hinsworth when such trust was unwarranted. We underestimated how quickly the demons would move. Those are all decisions we need to learn from. But we weren’t wrong about trusting you, or considering your argument. That field was the only place we could have pinned the demons. Just because we didn’t doesn’t mean you were wrong.”

“People died because you listened to me.”

“And there’s no way of telling who would have lived or died if we hadn’t. I’m not saying you shouldn’t care, but be careful how much weight you put on yourself.”

“Is that why you wanted to talk?”

“No.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve decided I’m going to break from the group and head back north.”

“Alone?”

“You need to return to Gutan as much as Jamie needs to return to Lindra. And that’s the sum total of people I would trust to accompany me.”

Ronan absorbed the news in silence. He brought his knees up close to his chest, then wrapped his arms around them. Laran thought he’d never looked younger. Ronan’s pose reminded him that the boy wasn’t all that old yet, and he had to feel like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“I was hoping we’d be able to travel together longer,” Ronan finally said.

“I would have liked that. But this is the best course of action I can think of. Maybe I can slow them down a little.”

“What’s your plan?”

“Ambush them. Hunt them. I can’t sustain my efforts yet the way you and Amelia can, but if I can catch them in ones or twos, I think I can kill them.”

“Still risky. You make one mistake, and they’ll end you.”

“No different from any other day.” Laran wanted Ronan to understand. “I’m not like you. Haven’t been since the day Deandra died. I don’t want to save Lindra, and although I’d rather not see settlers come to harm, I won’t lose any sleep over it. I fight because it’s what I’m good at. It’s as close as I come to forgetting myself. I’ve been ready to die for a long time. I only now hope that it does some good.”

“I don’t know that I understand,” Ronan admitted. “There’s always something to fight for. Something to live for.”

“And I hope you never stop believing that. Only problem is I did, a long time back.”

Ronan stood. “I would go with you, if you want.”

“I’m honored, truly, but I’d have to be blind not to see how important the Gutanese have become to you. Besides, I can’t protect you the way they can, and if the leveren are still important to the demons, it would be foolish to let you join me. Your path is with them.”

Ronan bowed deeply. “I’ll miss you.”

Laran stood and returned the bow. “And I you.”

When they rose, Ronan surprised Laran by embracing him. “I’d rather you didn’t die,” he said.

“I’ll try my best. It’s all I can promise.” Laran wrapped Ronan up, held him close, then let go.

“When are you leaving?” Ronan asked.

“Now. I’ve already spoken to Jamie and Amara. It sounds like you’ll all be heading your separate ways soon enough.”

“Not even going to stay another day?”

Laran didn’t want to admit how strong the temptation pulled at him. “A clean break is best, and every day I’m traveling with you is a day I’m not fighting the demons.”

Ronan wasn’t pleased by the decision, but he didn’t argue about it, either. “I don’t know if you think about this much, but everything I have right now is thanks to you and Jamie. I’ll never forget that, and if there’s ever anything I can do to repay you, you don’t even have to ask.”

“Keep doing what you think is right. That’s all I’d ever ask of you. I’m proud of you.”

It felt awkward. Ronan was nothing more than a young man he’d escorted to the border. They shared no blood. But for once, Laran had said the right thing. He saw it reflected on Ronan’s face.

He turned and left, afraid that if he remained for much longer, he’d never have the strength to leave.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Jamie almost skipped Borza Rest to make Lindra by nightfall, but two arguments slowed his steps. The first one was a familiar one, something Jamie of two years ago would have held as supremely important. Borza Rest served great ale, and he was thirsty. Despite the heaviness of his legs and heart, the thought brought a hint of a grin to his face. Good ale hardly mattered as much as it once had, but he’d never passed up spending his last night at Borza Rest on any of his journeys. It would be a shame to break the tradition now, when he most needed something familiar to hang onto.

The second reason was more compelling. News on the road had slowed to a trickle. The only caravans that dared the wild were large monstrosities that combined several smaller caravans. Restkeepers reported that they would go days or weeks without guests, only to be swarmed some random evening. Not only did the practice make life nearly impossible for the poor keepers, but it also put a cork on the free flow of information so vital to wary travelers. Most keepers’ knowledge was weeks, if not months, out of date. As the last rest before Lindra, those at Borza would be better informed than anyone else outside the walls. Considering the chaos brewing within Lindra when he’d left, it seemed wise to learn all he could before stepping foot through the main gate.

And Borza Rest did serve great ale.

His lack of traveling companions raised the eyebrows of the cuvar at the front gate of Borza, but they made no comment. Amara and the Gutanese had returned to Gutan the morning after Laran left, and Kass and Dillan had remained farther north. Laran’s departure had nearly destroyed the young couple. The guilt from their failures at Hinsworth had gnawed at them, but Laran’s departure sent them into a pit of despair. They’d sworn to stay up north to help in whatever ways they could.

Jamie wished them well. Laran had been unintentionally cruel when he left them without saying goodbye.

But that was Laran. Didn’t give a shit about anyone, yet seemed to draw adoration from other sumar like a plump worm hooked fish in a lake. Anyone foolish enough to chase after either would get hurt, too.

Jamie used to be jealous of Laran’s unasked-for attention. But he found it hard to care these days about that or much of anything else. His journey had been the longest, quietest stretch of his entire life. Every morning he’d healed, then walked as far as his legs could carry him while the sun was up. He passed two or three rests a day, then collapsed at the end of the night after a brief meal.

Now Lindra was before him, less than a day’s journey away, and he still couldn’t bring himself to care. He wanted to see Gwen just so he could feel his heart race again.

Borza Rest was as quiet as it had been the last time he’d visited with Laran, but the reason was different. Then, it had been the tension among the travelers because of the Reformers and their attacks against Lindra’s stores. Today it was nearly empty. One small caravan was parked by the main inn, and when Jamie stepped inside, he found two families gathered in the common room eating their supper.

Jamie ignored them and went to the bar. Jans, the head restkeeper of Borza Rest, tended the empty stretch of weathered countertop. Jamie couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Jans in person behind the bar.

Jans recognized him, too, and poured an ale without being asked. He slid it over to Jamie. “Count.”

Jamie poured a third of the mug down his throat. Damn, but it was great. His heart stirred a little at the food and drink that waited for him in Lindra. Maybe life still had some meaning after all. “Just Jamie is fine.”

Jans broke out a wild smile. “Good to hear! If you’d become a stuffy noble since the last time you visited, I might have called it a day and closed up shop for good.”

Jans tried to be lighthearted but failed. Jamie noticed the pain underneath. “That bad?”

“As bad as I’ve ever seen it, and I’ve been around for a few years.”

“What do I need to know if I’m walking into Lindra tomorrow?”

Jans held up a finger to let Jamie know he’d be gone a minute. That was unusual, but the whole rest made him uneasy, so he let it slide. Jans slipped through the door behind the bar, was gone for longer than Jamie expected, then returned with a sealed envelope in his hands. Jamie examined the seal. It was Mardok’s. He gave Jans a questioning look.

“Arrived for you a few days ago with detailed instructions. Our friend knew you were on your way and made me promise I’d get it to you before you reached Lindra. His letter was adamant on the ‘before’ part.”

Jamie slid the packet off to the side. Whatever Mardok had for him, it could wait until he was safely ensconced in one of Jans’ biggest rooms. “Thanks. So, what do I need to know?”

Jans looked hurt that Jamie didn’t open the package in front of him, but the expression passed quickly. “Mostly that your elevation to count, followed by your immediate departure, raised a stink in council that nearly cost the good duke his seat. He came two votes short of losing a vote of no-confidence.”

After so many weeks on the road, and the two battles in the fields outside Hinsworth, listening to Jans breathlessly recount Lindra’s political drama was like having a bucket of ice-cold water poured over his head.

Once, this sort of news had been all that he cared about. Jans warmed to his subject, telling Jamie what each of the noble houses had done in response to House Pierce’s sudden influx of wealth and power. Jamie paid close attention, but in the back of his mind, he screamed.

The demons would kill them all, and they’d still be arguing about who should hold the largest bag of gold while the demons devoured their flesh.

Jamie pushed the dark thoughts from his mind to focus on Jans’ information. He asked a few questions, but Jans didn’t have the detailed information Jamie would need once he claimed his seat in Lindra. For that, he needed Mardok.

He wouldn’t complain about a trip to the Broken Binding, either. The ale there made Jans’ taste like swill.

When his belly was full of Jans’ cooking and his head filled with Jans’ information, Jamie retired to his room. Thanks to the quiet day and the stinginess of the other guests, Jans was more than willing to part with his best room for a wildly low price. Jamie looked at the bed, tempting him with a full night of uninterrupted sleep, but he figured he should open Mardok’s package first.

He undid the seal with a dagger and opened the package. Then he frowned at what dropped out. They were identity papers, all under a name he didn’t recognize. He studied them closely but could discern no forgery. He chuckled when he saw that Mardok had given the identity the occupation of locksmith.

Jamie spread the papers out on the table. He opened the envelope of the package again and saw he’d missed a single small sheet of paper. He pulled it out and read the terse message.

Use these.

Succinct, but Mardok was rarely one to waste words.

The immediate benefit of the papers was obvious. Given the situation in Lindra, everyone on the council would have their eyes focused on the daily lists of arrivals at the main gate. The false papers would provide him anonymity from everyone except Mardok, but Jamie doubted he could enter the city without Mardok finding out somehow.

It was a generous gift, but Mardok never gave without asking in return, and Jamie worried what the cost of these papers would be.
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Mardok’s papers got Jamie through the gates without a problem. He finished the journey in the ragged traveling clothes that had seen him all the way from the north. Such an entrance into the city of his birth pained him, but the privacy was worth the sacrifice. A particularly ambitious noble might pay the guards to watch for him. But they’d be looking for Count Pierce, the dashing and well-dressed second-rank sumar returning from a private mission for the duke. No one would suspect poor Ernest the locksmith of having any connection to the illustrious Count Pierce.

The fields between the walls were quiet, but that was because of the lateness of the season rather than the fear within the city. The harvest had been completed in his absence.

The Gutanese trade delegation from the spring remained in place, though. Jamie had already heard the news from Jans, but seeing the camp in person reminded him of how desperately the Gutanese needed to return to their home. Gutan leaned heavily on Lindra for the food and goods they needed to survive.

Jamie’s thoughts were troubled when he entered Lindra proper. The city had regained some of the spark it had lost this past summer. There had been no further attacks after the brutal murders of the Pierces. Now Jamie understood why. The Reformer had taken all his followers north, though that plan hadn’t gone too well for him. Jamie remembered plunging his dagger into the damned giant’s side, and he didn’t think the memory would ever not make him smile. The Reformer deserved a worse death than he’d gotten, but dead was dead, and that was good enough.

The signs of trouble were easy to spot. There weren’t as many cuvar in the streets as there should have been, and the markets were still too quiet. The city wasn’t as tense as before, but it hadn’t healed yet.

He passed by the Adair estate. The front gate was locked with chains, and the home was deserted. He looked toward his own estate, then turned down a different road that led him closer to the duke’s palace. Ethan could wait, too. His first order of business was to get a drink.

He was pleased to see the Broken Binding was open earlier in the day than it had been on his last visit. The cuvar at the door weren’t eager to let him in, looking as he was, but when he flashed a handful of coins in their direction, they let him pass. The room wasn’t as crowded as it had been a year ago. Only half the tables were occupied, but the one that mattered was among them. Mardok sat in it, scribbling away in his notebook.

Jamie slid into the booth across from Mardok, who looked up as though Jamie had just gone out to take a piss and returned. “It’s good to see you alive and whole,” he said. He looked Jamie up and down. “I see you made good use of my package.”

“I did, and thank you. It’s good to be back. I couldn’t let you keep drinking here alone.”

“A fact for which I’m grateful. How was your journey back?”

“You don’t care.”

Mardok didn’t bother to deny it.

“What about here? Jans caught me up on what he knew. I get the feeling business has been good for you lately.”

The arrival of two fresh mugs of ale paused their conversation. Jamie sipped at one and instinctively relaxed deeper into the seat. He felt more at home than he did at his estate.

Mardok answered Jamie’s question after sipping at his own drink. “You’re not wrong. Unfortunately, the sort of days that line my pockets end up costing Lindra more than it can afford. The council smells blood. I’ve practically had a line of nobles coming to me every night, each seeking the information they need to stab their peers in the back.”

“What changed? And what do I need to know so I don’t end up with one of those knives in my back?”

“The trouble started when Don Craig realized how much power and wealth you’d accumulated without anyone noticing. People were already tracking food stores and prices carefully before you left, but it was House Craig’s bookkeepers who figured out how much your father had stockpiled. Don moved to confiscate the harvests owned by House Adair, but Ethan wouldn’t allow it. When pressed, he confessed that an alliance between House Adair and House Pierce was likely before year-end. Combined with your sudden elevation and disappearance, you can imagine the chaos that erupted. Don led the vote of no-confidence that fell just short. Now he spends his day marshaling more support.”

By the time Mardok had finished providing Jamie with the most important details, Jamie’s first and second mugs of ale were gone. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast, so the drinks hit harder than they should have. He idly twirled a coin on the table. It flickered as it caught the light from the lanterns.

“What do people around here know about the demons?” Jamie asked.

“That they destroyed a town named Hinsworth, which nobody knew about. So nobody much cares.”

“They’re organized, and they’re spreading south,” Jamie said. “It was a handful of them that opened that portal while shredding the Gutanese delegation to pieces. Now there’s a lot more.”

Jamie never played cards with Mardok, and for good reason. The man rarely let slip an unintentional reaction. But he paled at Jamie’s report. He gestured for another round and didn’t speak again until that round was sloshing around in his stomach. “How much time do we have?”

“I couldn’t say. They’re hard to understand, and they don’t act the way we expect. Truthfully, I should be with Ethan instead of you right now. But I have a hard time believing our civilization will be standing come next winter.”

Mardok picked up his empty mug, then scowled at the dry bottom. “So, the Reformers were right. This is the second Fall. Is there anything we can do?”

Variations of that question had plagued Jamie every day he’d been on the road alone. It wasn’t that they couldn’t do anything. He could envision several ways to counter the demons. The only problem was that they ranged from impossible to utter madness.

He wondered if the Nacille had ever felt anything similar in their last days. With the inventions they’d created, they must have had more possibilities. Had they also been hamstrung by a lack of coordination?

Belatedly, he answered Mardok’s question. “No, I don’t think there is.”

Mardok didn’t seem as disappointed in Jamie’s prediction as he should have been. “I’ve got an offer for you, then.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s the reason I went to the trouble of creating that identity for you. I wanted to speak with you before you threw yourself on a bed of nails and waited for the other nobles to step all over you.”

“Seems like there are cheaper ways to get my attention.”

“I also wanted you to survive entering Lindra. I wouldn’t put an assassination attempt above some of your new peers.”

“Thanks. So what’s this offer?”

Mardok looked back at the bartender as though he was considering asking for another round. He thought better of it. He spread his hands out wide as though trying to prove he had nothing to hide. “Leave this city with me.”

“What?”

“There’s a self-sufficient rest far to the west of here, near some of your land holdings, coincidentally. I think the time has come for us to move there.”

Jamie doubted there was any coincidence in the location of Mardok’s choice. “Why?”

Mardok leaned forward. “Lindra has been teetering on the edge since spring. I’m amazed Ethan has kept it together as long as he has. But it can’t last. You’ve just told me that even if Ethan keeps the balance for another year, it won’t matter. When the Fall comes, the last place you want to be is the city. This place will turn into a living nightmare in no time at all. I’m not saying that survival is guaranteed out west, but our chances are a damn sight better.”

“Then why haven’t you gone? Why have me join you?”

Mardok held up three fingers and ticked off his points. “I want access and food from the lands you control. I want access to your money. Finally, I need protection, and as much as it pains me to admit it, you’re one of the few competent sumar I trust.” He paused, then considered some more. “And, though I wouldn’t say it’s a deciding factor, I do like our conversations. If there’s anyone I want to survive the second Fall with, it’s you.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“My enlightening company, for one. But more importantly, I’m giving you the best opportunity you’ll have to survive. And you get to leave all of this behind. You don’t want to be a count. You’ll spend every day between now and the end of your life fighting against people with sticks so far up their asses you might as well plant them as trees. Everything you could want for the end times will be there. I’ve got all the ale you could ever drink.”

“Except Gwen won’t be there.”

Mardok waved away his concern. “I’m sure we could arrange to have her join us.”

Jamie leaned his head back and closed his eyes. It wasn’t hard to imagine the future Mardok had prepared for him. A quiet life, someplace far away from the bustle of Lindra. With Gwen at his side. Maybe, if it looked like they were going to survive the Fall, a handful of children. The thought made his breath come easier. It was a damn sight better than the future that awaited him here.

Laran and Ronan wandered through his idyllic future. The sumar who might as well have let himself die to prevent the Fall. And the young man who still hadn’t given up hope.

His chest tightened, and the dream of his future soured. His future life of ease looked a lot like the easy way out. But it was a damn sight better than they’d offered him. “How long until you leave?”

“I’ve been ready for a while. I was waiting for you to return before finalizing preparations. Now that you’re back, I’d say I could leave within two or three weeks. What do you say?”

The decision came easier than he expected. “I’m in.”


CHAPTER NINE


Upstairs, the children screamed as they played with Amelia. Their pounding footsteps made it sound like the second floor was about to come crashing on top of the first. Ronan glanced up. He’d forgotten just how lively Amara’s house could be.

“Sorry about the noise,” Amara said. “They’re just happy to see their sister.”

“Nothing to apologize for. Growing up as an only child, our house was never too loud. I think I would have welcomed this.”

As the laughter upstairs continued, they turned their attention to the uniform lying on the bed. Amara had laid it out flat, and the sight of it brought Ronan close to tears.

The uniform was that of a Gutanese sumar. It had never been worn, and Amara assured him it had been tailored to fit him. On the shoulders, a single star was embroidered. Designating him as a first-rank sumar. They stared at it together.

When there was a break in the noise, Amara spoke. “You know I’m honored that you even suggested this, Ronan. But I need to point out, if you do this, there’s no going back. I know the challenges of living between two worlds, but the moment you put that uniform on, there’s no going home.”

“I knew I wasn’t returning home the moment I climbed the walls and ran away,” Ronan said. “This feels right.”

“Just don’t rush into your decision. Again, I respect what you want to do, but this is one of those choices you can’t take back. No one expects this of you tonight.”

“Thanks. I promise I’ll keep it in mind.”

Satisfied that her warnings had been heeded, Amara left the room and closed the door behind her. Ronan’s shoulders relaxed as she left. Though she wasn’t his commander here, in her home in Gutan, he couldn’t help but stand at attention beside her. The others in her family made fun of him for it, Amelia particularly.

He went to the bed and sat next to the uniform, running his hand down the fabric. As far as uniforms went, there was nothing special about it. All uniforms were tailored to the individual wearing them, but the fabric wasn’t any higher quality than a recruit’s. It was his, though. He ran his finger over the single star and let it linger there.

He had a choice, but it was no choice at all.

“I think this would have made you proud, Mom,” he said.

He stood and started to change.
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Amelia knocked on his door not long after. “You can come in,” he said.

She did. “Guess Mom’s warnings didn’t mean much, did they?”

“No, I considered them, and I appreciate her thoughtfulness. It might be different if I had more of a home to return to, but the only direction I can look is forward.”

She stepped forward and brushed an imaginary speck of dust off his shoulder. “The uniform does look good on you.”

“Thanks.”

“It means you’ll have to go through that foolish ritual, though.”

“I don’t mind. When your mother told me about it, my first thought was that I wished Lindra had something similar. Back home, if you graduate from the obuka and decide to serve, all they do is give you a slip of paper with your commission and send you on your way. Doesn’t seem like enough after all the work most people put in.”

Amelia wasn’t impressed. “I still think it’s dumb. People get hurt, and the risk is highest for first-ranks.”

“I’ll be fine. But thanks for caring.”

She blew a loose strand of hair out of her face. “I didn’t say I cared. Go get beaten up, if that’s what you want.”

Ronan grinned. “You’re sure you don’t want to join us?”

“I’m not allowed.”

“I’m sure they would make an exception for a leveren. Especially considering how much you’ve done for your mother’s unit.”

Amelia rolled a small stone between her fingers in her left hand. It was a habit she’d picked up on the road that had apparently carried over upon her return. Ronan suspected she always carried two or three in her pockets. “Mother offered, but it didn’t feel right. We’re too different. You fight enough like them you can find common ground. I don’t think I’ll ever feel at home around them.”

She rolled the stone faster. There’d been more bitterness in her voice than Ronan had expected. Then he understood.

“Will you still train with me tomorrow and the day after? Even if I’m sumar?” Ronan asked.

The stone went still in her hand as though she’d just realized what she was doing. “Figured that out, did you?”

“Just put it together now.”

Amelia put the stone back in her pocket. “I will not force you to choose. I don’t think that time has come, and I hope it never will. But if you had to pick, which way would you go?”

He desperately wanted to say that he would follow her path. She wanted him to say it, too. But he’d spent too much time around Laran. He’d only say it if it was true. He chewed on his lip, fearing her reaction more than anything to come once the sun went down. “I really want to say it’s you, but the truth is, I don’t know.”

She stepped even closer, and the scent of her was intoxicating. For all the time they’d spent together, she’d always kept her distance. She reached around the back of his head and pulled it gently down until they were touching forehead to forehead. “Thank you for speaking true.”

She pulled him into a quick embrace, then turned and left the room in a hurry.
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Ronan and Amara stopped outside the sumar lodge in Gutan. The sight of the sturdy front gate cast Ronan’s thoughts briefly toward the last time he’d been here. A demon had climbed the walls into Gutan and sought to summon an army of undersea chikara. Ronan and Amelia had hidden here, thinking they were the demon’s targets. It made him wish Amelia was beside him today.

“Last chance to back out,” Amara said.

“You seem committed to making me change my mind,” Ronan said.

“Sorry. Old habits die hard. We’ve had a flood of new recruits over the last five or six years. The duke’s been paying for songs of sumar heroism to boost our numbers. It’s been working a bit too well, and we see a lot of obuka graduates about your age coming to us with nothing but half-remembered songs and thoughts of glory in their heads. Saves us time if we can weed them out early.”

“In my hometown, the lodge practically had to beg at the obuka to get anyone to sign up. Everyone wanted to become a cuvar and guard the estates in Lindra.”

Amara didn’t seem interested. It was another trait Ronan had observed from most Gutanese sumar. They held Lindra in more contempt than Ronan did.

Amara pointed her chin toward the front gate. “Regardless, this is your last chance to turn back without shame. It’s what Amelia wants you to do.”

“I know.” Of all the arguments against stepping through those doors, that was the one that had suddenly become the most compelling. But he wasn’t about to turn his back on everything he’d dreamed of. “We should probably hurry. I imagine they’re waiting for us.”

Amara respected him enough not to argue further. She led the way, and as they approached, the gates opened for them. Amara stepped through first, and Ronan followed a few steps behind. No one tried to stop him. Not when he wore this uniform.

The survivors of Amara’s squad were gathered on the training grounds to the west of the main gate. Wood had been stacked for a bonfire, representing the pyre that the dead sumar from their last expedition would never rest on. The sumar clustered in small groups and held quiet conversations.

They all came to a stop when Amara and Ronan appeared. He felt the heavy weight of their gazes as they took in his new uniform. A few nodded in his direction, but others withheld their approval until later. The groups spread apart, and the sumar formed a loose circle with a wide gap for Amara and Ronan to fill.

They did. Once all the sumar stilled, Amara spoke. “Tonight is a night of both celebration and mourning. We mourn the loss of the brothers and sisters who stood beside us. But we celebrate their lives and their sacrifice. Tonight, their names will be inscribed in the book of the dead so that they will never be forgotten.”

Amara’s words had the feel of a ritual to them. Not extemporaneous, but memorized long ago and repeated more often than she’d ever wanted. She’d instructed him in some of tonight’s rituals but had told him to remain silent whenever he didn’t know the correct response.

He stayed silent when the others spoke as one. “They will never be forgotten.”

Amara looked at Ronan. “Tonight, we also welcome a recruit. He is known to you all, so I’ll skip the formal introduction. Though he is incapable of passing even a third-rank sumar exam, I have elected to grant him first-rank status based on his fight outside Hinsworth. If any object, speak now.”

Ronan knew Amara’s decision to make him a first-rank ondist was considered highly unusual. She had the right, but making him first-rank instead of third unsettled the more traditional members of her squad. Her decision wasn’t based on any affection she might hold for Ronan. Only a first-rank sumar would be allowed the freedom on the battlefield Ronan needed to be most effective. Ranking him lower and making him obedient to the whims of superiors was like sending him into battle with his ankles tied together. Unfortunately, it also raised the possibility of introducing divisions into her unit. No one would argue he deserved to join the Gutanese sumar after what they’d witnessed. But he was a native of Lindra, and unable to pass their most basic tests.

The gathered sumar looked to one another, and a few shuffled back and forth as though they were about to speak. No one did.

Amara waited. A weaker leader might have tried to rush the process, but just as she’d given him every opportunity to walk away, she gave her squad every opportunity to lodge their complaints. She waited until Ronan found the silence uncomfortable, then she waited some more.

A strange thing happened in that silence, though. Those who looked like they might object, who shifted their weight from one foot to the other, gradually stilled. By the time Amara spoke, Ronan felt as though every sumar was ready to welcome him.

If he passed their initiation.

“Very well,” Amara said, making no effort to hide the pleasure in her voice. “Then I shall declare the trials open. Josef has agreed to serve as trial master.” She nodded at Josef to continue.

Josef stepped one pace into the circle. “Ronan, you’ve been made familiar with our trial?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. You may take your place in the center of the circle.”

Ronan strode forward, even though his knees felt weak. He stopped in the center of the circle and stood tall.

“Do you wish to have your wrists bound?” Josef asked. He cast a meaningful glance at Ronan’s shoulder, where the single star rested. “Some find it easier.”

He’d been considering this all afternoon. Amara had suggested that, considering the circumstances, he should accept. There was some shame in the choice, but it was soon forgotten by most. Better to accept the shame and pass the trial than fail.

“No, thank you, sir.”

“As you wish.” Josef held out his hand, and Ronan pulled the uniform off his torso. He handed it to the giant. “The circle is now open.” Josef stepped back, joining the others, though he kept a close eye on the proceedings.

Britta was the first to step forward. Ronan fought the urge to summon onda to help him. The obukas tested an ondist’s ability. The trials tested one’s perseverance, will, and control.

Britta punched him in the stomach. Ronan didn’t think it was her hardest punch, but she didn’t hold much back. He took the hit without flinching away or trying to block. He grunted and bent over for a moment, then stood up straight.

A second sumar stepped forward, and Ronan looked around the circle. Amara had taught him that the difficulty of the trials roughly corresponded to the rank a sumar would be granted upon their passing. Between his Lindran birth and his first-rank designation, Amara had expected a legendary trial. The second sumar’s punch almost dropped Ronan to his knees, but he stood tall and waited for the next blow.

No sumar taking part in the trial was allowed onda, but Amara’s soldiers spent their lives in the wilds beyond the wall. No one was weak, and by the fifth uncontested punch, Ronan couldn’t stand through the hits. Each punch knocked him down. There was no hurry. Each time, he caught his breath and pushed himself back to his feet.

His years in the obuka had taught him pitifully little. But there was one lesson he figured he’d learned better than any other student.

He knew how to take a beating.

Not everyone took a turn, but most did, including Amara. She couldn’t afford any hint of favoritism, and her punch almost made him black out.

Finally, only one remained. The trial master, Josef. The giant second-rank sumar stepped forward. Ronan stood to meet him but wasn’t sure how long he would keep his feet. At least two of his ribs were cracked, and breathing was effort enough.

With onda, he could beat Josef easily. But he’d held out this long, even though he could feel the weak threads of onda running beneath the city. They were always there, begging for him to use them. It was exactly the temptation he needed to fight.

“Had enough?” Josef asked.

“I could do this all day,” Ronan lied. His response caused several of the sumar to smile.

Without onda, Josef was the scariest of Amara’s squad, the reason he’d been given the honor of trial master. The giant’s muscles had muscles, and fat seemed afraid to approach his body.

“Are you ready, then?” Josef asked. He put up his fists.

Ronan was anything but, but his trial was nearly over. Only one obstacle remained. He brought his own fists up. “Just waiting for you.”

His reply earned a few chuckles, but before Ronan could be impressed with himself, Josef attacked. For all his size, he moved like a cat. He led with a jab, and when Ronan went to block, snapped a kick into Ronan’s unprotected side.

Being run over by a galloping horse pulling a carriage weighted with stone would have hurt less. Ronan felt more ribs crack as he damn near skipped across the ground. He groaned and coughed up blood. His body felt like that carriage weighted with stone was parked on top of him. He tried to push himself up but failed.

“It’s over,” said Josef.

Ronan swore. He grimaced against the pain and tried again to push himself to his feet. He made it, though he swayed back and forth. The sumar murmured to one another. He held up his fists. “Is that all you got?”

Josef laughed. “I knew I shouldn’t have taken it easy on you.”

To Ronan’s eyes, it looked like Josef disappeared and reappeared beside him. Ronan punched, a blow that glanced harmlessly off Josef’s braced abdomen.

Josef’s fist ended Ronan’s trial for good.
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Ronan woke to Josef, and Vivien crouched over him. He felt the last remnants of Vivien’s healing coursing through his injured ribs. “Thanks,” he croaked.

“You’re welcome, but you should have stayed down the first time Josef hit you.”

“Couldn’t let him win without landing a punch.”

Vivien muttered something under her breath. Then she stood and turned her withering glare on Josef. “And you should have damn well known better. I’ve never seen a trial as brutal as that one.”

Josef shrugged. “Kid’s got a lot of weight on his shoulders. Needed to see if he could carry it.”

“You’ll be lucky if he can carry anything after this.”

Ronan’s eyes went wide, and Vivien noticed. “Oh, never mind me. You’ll be fine, though it’ll be a good week before you’re back to normal. I’m just furious with the brute.”

She walked away, leaving Ronan and Josef alone.

“Sorry to push it so hard. She might have a point,” Josef said.

Ronan stared up at the stars. “No, I think it might have been needed. I’m still here, and there’s nothing done I can’t heal from.”

He noticed the wood hadn’t been lit yet. “Isn’t that supposed to be going by now?”

Josef looked sheepish. “Normally, yes. But we can’t start it until everyone is present, and I might have hit you a bit harder than I meant. You’ve been out for a bit.”

The import of Josef’s words hit a moment later. “I passed?”

Josef grinned from ear to ear. “Easily. We’ll be talking about that trial for years to come.” He stood up and offered Ronan his hand. “Come on. Let’s watch the fire start and celebrate our departed brothers and sisters.”

Ronan took his hand, and Josef pulled him up.

Once he was on his feet, he brushed himself gently off, and Josef retrieved Ronan’s uniform. He handed it over and Ronan put it on.

It fit perfectly.


CHAPTER TEN


Laran made better time returning to Hinsworth alone than their combined forces had made running from it. Considering the circumstances, the Gutanese sumar traveled at a remarkable pace, and Ronan had said that when they were well, the foreign warriors traveled three to four rests a day. But they carried their injured, and those that could walk were battered and bruised.

Though he’d fought in the thick of the battle, Laran had emerged little the worse for wear. He’d earned a few fresh cuts and scrapes, but his own meager healing ability meant they’d disappeared days ago. He hoped his good fortune continued as he brought the fight to the demons.

Ronan was frequently in Laran’s thoughts. The young man’s sincerity reminded Laran painfully of his own youth, the days when he thought he, too, could change the world. When he married Deandra, his dreams had become more focused. All he wanted then was to be a good husband, a powerful protector, and, if the day came, a wise father. When she’d died, his last dreams died with her, and until he’d met Ronan, he’d wanted nothing more than to be left alone.

Now, he finally was, and it was good. Jamie would return to Lindra, where he belonged. And Ronan had found a new home in Gutan. Not even Laran was dense enough to miss the way the young man and Amelia looked at one another, though he suspected neither of them had realized the obvious yet. If they lived long enough, they would, and Laran desperately hoped they saw that day.

Laran would fight here to give them that chance. It was the best he could offer them. And it felt right to be in the wilds alone again. His companions had been competent enough, but he’d felt the burden of their presence every time he sensed a chikara. When they were all together, he was responsible for protecting them. Now he had only to worry about himself.

It was much easier this way.

Once he was within ten miles of Hinsworth, his pace slowed. He couldn’t guess how far the demons would travel or what destination they might have in mind. He assumed their aim was to destroy the duchies, but he didn’t have the slightest idea how the demons would go about it. So he kept his eyes and ears open, and he frequently quested even farther with his onda. He searched both east and west, weaving as wide a net as one sumar could.

On the second day of his search, he caught his first demon. He sensed it first with his onda, a pinprick of darkness burning black against the bright web of life surrounding it. It was mostly still, moving only a few feet in any direction. The demon wasn’t alone, but from a distance, Laran couldn’t determine what accompanied it. He felt confident it wasn’t another demon or a chikara. The only darkness he felt was the demon’s.

He’d never have a better opportunity, but he hesitated. It hadn’t been that long ago that Goldeneye had embarrassed him in combat. He didn’t trust his new abilities the way he did the ones he’d spent a lifetime developing.

He grunted and forced his legs forward. The duchies didn’t have time for him to debate his own skill. He would fight as well as he was able. It should be enough to kill a lone demon and hopefully even pairs. If not, well, he supposed he wouldn’t have to lament his failures for too long.

He made his approach with all the caution he’d use tracking a pack of feral wolves. He slid from shadow to shadow, placing each foot with care. Every dozen paces, he searched with onda, confirming his target remained in the same area. The demon’s patterns remained unchanged, and Laran wondered what, exactly, he approached. Had someone caged a demon?

At five hundred yards, he still couldn’t see the invader, but he figured out what accompanied it. Now that he was close enough to separate one type of onda from another, he recognized the creature’s onda.

This demon had made a wolf friend.

Laran stopped and checked the wind. He approached from the south, and he felt a slight breeze at his back. He swore. Depending on what the wolf was focused on, he might already be in trouble. He remained in place, making no decisions until he was sure they were his best.

The wind wasn’t straight at his back. It was more from the southwest than the south. He cast out his onda and was reassured the two hadn’t moved. The wolf made the task more difficult, but Laran hoped it was still easier than fighting a second demon.

He circled around to the east, his steps more cautious than before. Goldeneye had communicated with wolves, so Laran assumed this demon could as well.

By the time Laran was downwind of the pair, the sun was high in the sky. He approached them from the northeast. This forest was younger, the trees densely packed as they fought to reach high into the sky. The ground rose slightly ahead, and when he came close to the crest, he dropped to hands and feet and crawled forward.

He used a tree for cover and finally got his first clear look at where the demon was supposed to be.

Except his first glance didn’t reveal a demon. A human was down below, dressed in worn traveling clothes whose best years were about a decade behind them. The man’s tunic was muddy and torn, and his boots didn’t match. The wolf Laran sensed was a few feet away from the man, standing perfectly still and looking south.

Laran’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t want to send out his onda this close to the demon. Ronan could sense the action when he was close, and Laran didn’t want to risk the demon having the same ability. But he’d felt a demon, no doubt about it.

A variety of outlandish ideas were quickly dismissed. Humans didn’t turn into demons, and there was no place for a demon to hide.

When he realized what he was looking at, he almost slapped himself. He was glad no one else was around to understand how badly he’d mistaken the situation. It was just so unusual that it had sent his mind racing in absurd directions.

The demon was dressed as a human. As soon as Laran understood, the details took on different meanings. The tunic was ripped, but it wasn’t mud-stained. That was dried blood. The boots had come from different victims.

The truth became more apparent as the demon shuffled around its small campsite. The motions were close to human, but as Laran watched, the slight discrepancies revealed themselves. Laran saw the slight asymmetries in the way the demon shuffled from side to side.

He should attack now while he still had the element of surprise, but the sight rooted him in place. Why was the demon wearing clothes? This human-like breed they’d been running into the past year didn’t care about fashion. They seemed immune to both heat and cold, snow and sun. They certainly didn’t care about modesty.

Was it hoping to pass as human and enter a city? If it cast a hood over the top of its head, a casual glance might not catch the demon. But it wouldn’t be able to get in. Not even the laziest of cuvar would let a hooded figure through the gates without seeing a face. Though the disguise might let a demon get close enough to kill the cuvar and then break through the gates.

Why bother, though? They could command a harra to destroy any wall. Not even the walls around the biggest cities would last long against the giant worms.

Laran watched, unable to turn his eyes away. He needed to know what this demon intended.

The longer he watched, the less clear the situation became. The demon had established something that looked like a camp, or at least a place to rest while the sun was up. It shuffled back and forth, rearranging branches and a pile of something rotten. Laran couldn’t tell what, exactly, was rotting, but the demon stopped by the pile every minute or two to pick something up and take a bite out of it. Every time it did, a cloud of flies circled around its head.

The wolf beside the demon was alive but stood as still as a carved statue.

This demon wasn’t like Goldeneye, who’d held a deep reverence for this world and its non-human denizens. This demon commanded, locking the wolf in place as though it were in a cage. Nor did it spare a thought for the agony of the animal.

Laran snarled softly. How could he have ever been tempted by this species? Goldeneye might have been unique among its people, but this demon was no better than the lowest of human scum. Laran watched for a few minutes more, but there’d be no answers forthcoming, and he’d waited too long as it was. He crawled backward. Once out of sight, he came to his feet and drew his sword. He pushed onda from his body, then greedily drank it in when it returned tenfold, connecting him to the vast web that flowed beneath his feet.

The power was more intoxicating than any alcohol Laran had ever consumed. That poison only made him feel sick, its promise of forgetfulness a meager benefit over the pain it caused. But this onda was his, to control and shape as he wanted.

Not only that, but onda wanted to be used. It wanted to strengthen his limbs and take the life of the demon. He was onda’s instrument, a tool used by this world to excise the sickness that plagued it.

He dashed over the small rise and sprinted toward the camp. Laran didn’t know if he was too fast or if something else protected his advance, but the demon was slow to respond. It didn’t turn until Laran had closed more than half the distance between them. It moved slowly as though rising to stretch after a luxurious nap.

He cut at its neck. It raised both arms, turning the outside of its forearms toward Laran as a makeshift shield.

Laran’s sword hummed with power, and his cut was perfect. He sliced through both arms, the strange, armored skin providing nothing but a brief resistance to test his form against. Its claws fell to the ground as it howled in agony.

Laran’s feet slid in the dead pine needles as he came to a stop. A glance at the wolf told him he had enough time to finish the demon. The poor creature was still frozen by the demon’s last command.

His eyes snapped back to the demon, who looked at its amputated arms as though it didn’t understand. Laran passed the demon again, and this time the demon had no response. Laran’s sword sliced through the neck, decapitating the demon and ending its brief misery.

He rotated smoothly to face the wolf. With the death of the demon, its hold on the creature ended. The wolf broke away from the clearing, running as fast as Laran had ever seen a wolf run. It had no interest in protecting its dead, cruel master.

Laran watched it go, ensuring it wasn’t about to circle around and catch him with his back turned. But it vanished into the woods, never once looking back.

When he was certain he was safe, Laran examined the camp. His eyes went first to the most obvious evidence. The demon was dead, and Laran used the point of his sword to cut away the clothes and inspect it. It looked like any other demon. He pulled off the boots, revealing the clawed feet within. Strange that it would limit its natural abilities.

The demon’s face was very nearly human. The deformities and asymmetries were there if one looked close enough, but Laran revised his thoughts about the demon sneaking through the walls. If the demons looked like this, a cuvar might let the demon in.

That thought sent a chill down Laran’s spine. Hinsworth was a long way from any major city, but within a month, they might very well have demons hiding in plain sight within their cities. Ronan had told Laran how close a single demon had come to destroying Gutan once inside the walls. If Amara, Amelia, and Ronan hadn’t all been there, the demon might very well have destroyed one of the continent’s most powerful cities.

Laran pushed the thought aside to continue his examination of the campsite. The swarm of flies caught his eyes, and he waved them off the pile of food with his foot. He grimaced at the sight. The demon had collected a pile of human legs and arms and had been gnawing on them like they were turkey legs.

Given their location, it seemed reasonable to assume the parts came from Hinsworth. Laran spit on the limbs and then studied the rest of the site.

The tracks told the story clear as day to Laran’s sharp eyes. Two humans had fled from the north, almost certainly from Hinsworth. This demon had caught and killed them, then dressed in their clothes.

Laran looked toward Hinsworth, disgusted and worried. He swore. Word of what the demons were capable of needed to get south, which meant he needed to find the nearest rest.

But he promised he’d be back. He’d learned something else valuable today.

He was stronger than the demons now.

It was time to show the hunters what it was like to become the hunted.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Jamie left the Broken Binding, not because he had any place he wanted to visit, but because he needed to be away from Mardok. In all the long years of their acquaintance, Jamie couldn’t remember Mardok ever being as excited about something as he was about leaving Lindra behind as the demons moved south. Jamie had listened for nearly an hour as Mardok laid out his plans in excruciating detail.

One theme emerged from Mardok’s ramblings, a point he returned to over and over: the demons would kill everyone except them. Mardok alone had found a way to survive.

Jamie didn’t know. Mardok had considered every conceivable angle. That was true. They wouldn’t survive if the demons focused their attention on Mardok’s small, self-sufficient village, but that was true of anywhere.

Being around Mardok twisted Jamie’s own thoughts. Listening to his old friend, it sounded as though fleeing the city meant a lifetime of idleness and pleasure. Mardok was so damn convincing. If Jamie had stayed another hour, he’d be believing it himself. The cool night air of Lindra broke the spell.

Jamie stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked in the direction of the duke’s palace. In less than an hour, he could talk to Gwen. He took a step in that direction before remembering the clothes that he wore. The guards wouldn’t let him into the grounds, no matter what papers he produced. Besides, night had fallen, and most would soon retire for the evening.

He turned around but wasn’t ready to return to his estate. He wasn’t even sure if he should. If Mardok had thought a disguise and fake papers necessary to enter the city without a fuss, there would likely be people watching his estate, too. There were a few inns where he might pass the night in comfort, but he didn’t think sleep would come easy for him yet. His mind was too filled with thoughts.

Jamie started walking, though he had no particular destination in mind. If he walked for long enough, he thought he might even become tired enough to sleep well.

He wandered away from the duke’s palace, aimlessly turning as his thoughts wandered. There was little chance of him getting lost in Lindra. He knew the entire city almost as well as he knew his own estate. He knew the places to hide, the shortcuts, and the places where people gathered.

The city existed in some liminal state, precariously balanced between the insistent pull of normalcy and an uncontrollable descent into panic. He passed at least a couple of taverns with rowdy crowds inside, but the streets were quiet, and he noted he was one of the few people who walked alone.

He left the taverns, inns, and shops behind and walked toward the noble houses. The streets were so deserted he sometimes felt as though he walked the city alone. Guards, who didn’t appear to be cuvar, wandered inside the gates of the larger families, but the gates themselves remained locked.

This wasn’t the city he loved. This Lindra was more like something Laran would want to live in if he were forced to dwell within city walls. The streets of Lindra were the veins connecting the thousands of residents, and with them so empty, the city was little more than a body drained of blood—a corpse.

He found one exception at the estates of House Carver. Aaron Carver, the head of House Carver, was a second-rate noble with dreams of sitting in the duke’s chair. He lacked the funds or the intelligence to realize his dreams, but no one could fault his work ethic. He was busy tonight, too.

Like every other estate, House Carver’s gates were locked, patrolled only on the inside by guards who didn’t wear cuvar uniforms. Mardok had said nothing about the nobles hiring private guards. The practice wasn’t quite illegal, but it was frowned upon. The duke controlled all the fighting forces in the duchy. Hiring separate guards bordered on treason.

The guards protected what appeared to be an impressive assortment of other nobles. Carriages lined the small drive, and Jamie noted heraldry for nearly a dozen noble houses. Somehow, Jamie suspected that even if he had been known to be in the city, he wouldn’t have received an invitation.

Though part of Jamie wanted to climb the wall and investigate, he decided against it. The grounds were crawling with guards, and Jamie knew what he would find. A room full of nobles and fine food, all attempting to negotiate a greater share of power in their rapidly collapsing world. He didn’t want to watch.

Eager for a change of scenery, Jamie left the wealthier districts of Lindra and wandered in the same direction he’d once followed Laran. The homes grew smaller until they were replaced by tall buildings filled with apartments.

Here, at last, Jamie found the barest hint of Lindra’s pulse. The streets weren’t as busy as Jamie would have expected, but at least he was no longer alone. Lovers strolled arm in arm, and all the taverns had customers. Jamie wandered among them.

He stopped to watch a group of young boys playing in an alley with a ball. They ran with no greater purpose than to run, chasing after whoever held the ball as they attempted to steal it. They laughed and shouted, and two boys got into a fistfight over a perceived slight. At least two of the children had trained at the local obuka, and they delighted in running faster than their peers.

Memories of Hinsworth made him turn away. His throat constricted, and he thought of the few days those kids had remaining to them.

For a moment, he felt like a child learning how monstrously unfair life truly was. Maybe he could help these kids, but it brought him back to the same argument he’d had with Laran. In trying to save Lindra, he’d order hundreds to their deaths. Maybe more, and there’d be no guarantee any of it would matter.

Which guilt was worse? Knowing that he might have helped, and he’d run away instead? Or watching more young cuvar and sumar die as he shouted pointless orders?

He stumbled away from the scene, his heart pounding in his ears. He retreated deep into the darkness of an alley and composed himself.

It felt like Caltaris all over again. That had caused him to retreat from the sumar, lose the last respect of his family, and become a thief who moonlighted as a noble. Why should this be any different?

He pressed his forehead against a wall and punched his fist once into the brick. He used no onda, and he hit it hard enough his knuckles bled. But the pain cleared his thoughts, at least for a moment. If Caltaris had taught him anything, it was that the discomfort would hit again when he least expected it.

The clearing of his head did help, though. He heard footsteps in the alley. He looked up and saw two large men blocking his exit, knives in hand. The one on Jamie’s left had a tattoo of a snake on his left hand and stood a step ahead of the other. Jamie figured he was the leader of the small gang, a guess that was confirmed when he spoke first.

“Rough night, friend?”

“I’ve had better.”

“We’d be happy to lighten your load,” the man offered, pointing his knife at Jamie’s chest. “And by that, I mean we’d be happy to take whatever coin you have left after drinking all night.”

Jamie almost laughed. Of course, he’d made himself a target. Stumbling around like a drunk, oblivious to the world around him. He’d even put himself in an alley with only one exit. He might as well have been wearing a sign inviting trouble.

But after Hinsworth, the Reformer, and the demons, these two seemed as harmless as a bunny. Strangely, there was something reassuring about them. Inconvenient as they were, they reminded him that even in the middle of everything, life went on.

Everyone fought to survive the best they could.

Jamie straightened and shook out his bloody knuckle. He shouldn’t have punched that wall. “Not a good time, friends. If you don’t want to get hurt, I’d recommend you two take the rest of the night off.”

Tattoo narrowed his eyes, no doubt trying to decipher the change in Jamie. He’d entered this alley expecting an easy score. But if he had any familiarity with violence, warnings would be flashing across his thoughts right now. Would he be smart enough to pay any attention?

The answer was no. Tattoo crouched lower, holding his knife even farther away from his body, almost like it and his arm had combined to form a spear. The other one, following his leader, adopted a similar pose. “Hand over your purse unless you want this knife in your stomach!” Tattoo growled.

“Can’t say I didn’t warn you,” Jamie said.

He focused onda and attacked.

Neither of his assailants were ondists. Nor were they prepared to fight one. Jamie downed them both before Tattoo could even wave his knife in the right direction. As they slumped to the ground, Jamie thanked them. He considered wandering some more, but the night had been plenty illuminating already. He turned toward his estate, his head truly clear for the first time since leaving Mardok.
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He woke the next morning to a high-pitched shriek. One of the household staff had come into his room and found him in bed. He awoke instantly, a practice he’d developed on the road up to Hinsworth, reaching for the dagger under his pillow. Once he realized what had happened, he stopped. He recognized the woman who’d entered.

“Relax, Marta. It’s just me.”

“You’re not supposed to be here!”

Jamie rolled out of bed, realizing a moment too late that he’d just stripped off all his clothes the night before and crashed onto the mattress. Marta’s eyes went wide, and she spun so her back was to him. Footsteps pounded in the hallway, and several other staff ran in to see if Marta was in trouble. They all took turns staring at Jamie in slack-jawed surprise before realizing he was naked.

“Sorry, all. There were some people watching the house last night, and I wanted to return without letting anyone know.”

“How’d you get in?” Marta asked. “I hadn’t heard a peep from the cuvar.”

“Surely you don’t think I don’t know how to break into my own house?”

The staff collectively conceded the point.

“Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’d like to get dressed. Would it be possible to have a bath ready soon?”

“Of course, sir,” Marta said. She shooed the others out, but Jamie noted she took one last look at him before leaving and shutting the door behind her.

An hour later, Jamie was dressed, clean, and fed. He moved quickly, then. Once his household staff knew he was here, it wouldn’t be long before the other nobles discovered the same. He trusted his staff well enough, but it was the nature of information to spread. Mardok had taught him that. If he wanted to have any advantage over the other nobles, he’d need to make several choices soon.

His first stop was the bookkeepers’ office. When he arrived, he found the usual team of bookkeepers hard at work as though he’d never left. Not that he expected much else. The head bookkeeper, Corlee, was worth her weight in gold and then some. If the demons did break through Lindra’s walls and into his estate, Corlee would probably refuse to die until the last book was balanced.

He sat down in her office but waited until she finished whatever ledger she was reviewing before speaking. She closed the book carefully and looked up. “You caused quite the commotion this morning.”

“Didn’t really think my arrival through. Not used to locking the door. Shutting it is usually sufficient, but I assume Marta thought it had gotten closed by accident.”

“Why the secrecy?”

“When I returned last night, there were at least two people watching the front gate. I’d heard the nobles were particularly interested in my comings and goings, so I figured it was best to stay away from the gate for a bit.”

“A wise decision. Your arrival is going to send the nobles into chaos. They’ve done everything short of burning this place down in their attempts to uncover your books. I’ve had to let go of two good keepers who got greedy.”

“Any idea what they’re searching for?”

“They want to know your assets and where they’re located. The amount of wealth you possess, assuming the rumors of your marriage to Lady Adair are true, are astounding, and they’re looking for any way to cut into it before you can take full control.”

Jamie had assumed as much. “So, where do we stand? You’ve had a few months to look over all the books. What do I need to know?”

“There weren’t too many surprises. Most of what I’ve done is combine your father’s secret ledgers with my own. Your mix of assets is similar to what we discussed before you left. You still have considerable investments across the market, but most of your ownings are now in food and land. The value of those investments has increased dramatically as rumors of trouble spread. Even before your marriage to Lady Adair, House Pierce has never been wealthier.”

She paused, flipping through one of her personal notebooks. “In the short term, your father’s decisions have proved nearly prophetic. Normally, I’d advise you to sell off some of your land and grain and invest the money more widely, but if even half the rumors I’ve heard are true, holding onto everything might be wise.” Her eyes traveled to him, her question unspoken.

He wouldn’t hold the truth back from Corlee. Not only did she deserve it, she couldn’t advise him well if she didn’t know everything. “It’s bad. The duke put me in charge of a small expedition up north to the area just outside of Caltaris.”

He saw her eyes widen at the name. Of course, she’d know that was where his first fall from grace had occurred.

“We know, now, the demons are coming here from some other place using a portal the Nacille made. They seem to be pouring out of Caltaris, and they defeated a large group of sumar. I’m afraid it’s going to be difficult, if not impossible, to stop them.”

Corlee didn’t even flinch. Instead, her eyes narrowed. “Your father knew this was coming, didn’t he?”

“I believe so. The demons allied with the Reformers, and I think Father was involved.”

She nodded as though he’d just explained a mystery she hadn’t yet worked out for herself. “That makes the other piece make sense. Can I show you some books?”

Jamie held up his hands to ward her off. “No, please. I trust you. What did you find?”

“Your father was building a second estate, almost at the edge of Lindra’s borders. It’s a smaller house but with lots of land and a thick wall. I think it was supposed to be where he rode out the storm.”

Jamie stared at Corlee for a moment, then laughed bitterly. Of course, his father would try something like that. Profit from the problem, but have an escape ready if events turned bad. Typical.

Jamie’s laugh died when he realized that was exactly what he’d planned to do. Before the attempted robbery last night, he was going to ask Corlee how much gold he could physically put together before having to leave with Mardok.

Maybe the apple didn’t fall far from the tree after all.

He wanted to spit, but Corlee would never forgive such rude behavior in her inner sanctum. Corlee had just made his decision for him. If his father had planned to run, his choice was easy.

He would stay.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Ronan held the board steady while the gray-haired shopkeeper grabbed another nail. The older man lined up the nail carefully, then lifted the hammer, taking several practice swings before tapping the nail one gentle hit at a time. Ronan glanced over his shoulder at Amelia. He did his best to shrug, but as he was trying to hold the board in place over his head, it didn’t amount to much. She glared at him in return but didn’t voice her displeasure.

After another dozen taps, the nail supported the weight of the board, and Ronan let it go. He brushed his hands off on his pants and examined his handiwork. The board looked level, and after the shopkeeper drove another few nails through it, the repair would be complete.

The shopkeeper gave Ronan a quick bow. “Thank you, young man. You saved me from a lot of suffering today.”

“Glad to help,” Ronan replied. The force of Amelia’s stare was as good as a push, though. He returned the bow. “I’ve got to get going, but I’ll see you again soon.”

With that, he hurried after Amelia, who’d started down the road without him. When he caught up to her, he apologized. “It looked like he could use some help.”

“You don’t need to help everyone we pass. It may be kind, but it takes precious time away from what we should do instead.”

“It’s important that the citizens look up to us, though,” Ronan protested. “If they don’t think we have their best interests at heart, we’ll be fighting a battle on two fronts.”

“True as that may be, you’re not thinking clearly. You’re one of the few people in this world who can challenge the demons, which are probably advancing toward Gutan as we speak. All the kind gestures in the world won’t matter if you can’t stop them.”

Her words settled a familiar, overwhelming weight on his shoulders. A weight that helping the shopkeeper with his repair had allowed him to forget for a short while. It slowed his steps, and a few moments later, Amelia turned back to see why he’d fallen behind.

He looked at the ground, studying the tips of his boots. They’d fought through this argument a dozen times in the last few days, and the scenes were always the same. She would grimace, torn between impatience and understanding. Normally, she didn’t say anything. She’d let him work through his indecision on his own.

Today she chose differently. She stepped toward him and lifted his chin until he was looking straight at her. The touch of her fingers against his face sent a shiver down his spine. “When we first met, you had your doubts, but you were willing to take on the world to become a sumar. Now you are one. What will you do now? Because I don’t sense any of that will I once did. What changed?”

“People died because of me.”

Her response was chilly, offering little of the excuse Amara and Laran tried to make for him. “Did you believe no one would? That you could save everyone? Because I don’t think you were ever that foolish.”

He clenched his fists. Why didn’t they see what was so obvious? Everyone told him the same thing. That he had argued for the right decisions at Hinsworth. That even though they had lost the battle, they’d killed more demons than ever before. They were all lazy justifications. He wouldn’t run from the lessons Hinsworth taught. “I’m not as strong as I thought I was. I can’t stop thinking about those who died and what might have happened if I’d done something different.”

Amelia’s gaze softened at the admission. Ronan had heard her crying at night, and though she never spoke of it, he knew she was as haunted by Hinsworth as he was. That fear drove her to hide behind cold logic during the day, but that seemed too easy an escape to Ronan. He demanded a better answer. She looked away.

“I know how you feel,” she confessed.

Her confession brought up all the thoughts he’d kept to himself. “I want to help. I want to fight the demons, and I’m grateful I have this gift. None of that has changed. But you’re right. I can’t save everyone. Even while we’re here, there are people dying without someone to protect them. When we fight the demons, the sumar I count as friends will die. I know all of that.” He knew his voice was growing louder and that passersby were taking notice. He forced himself to whisper.

“But I don’t know how to handle it. I don’t know how to fight when I know what it will cost.”

Amelia took a step closer and put her forehead against his. The scent of her filled his nose, drowning out all other thoughts. He’d never been this close to her. “I don’t know, either. But I can promise you this, at least. You don’t have to face it alone.”

He took her hands in his own. “Thanks.”

Had he the option, he would have stayed like that with her forever. It was a moment he wanted to hold on to, to grasp tightly even as it slipped through his fingers.

She pulled away. “Now, are you ready to get to training, or are you going to keep delaying by helping every stranger we pass?”

He chuckled. “I’m ready.”

She let go of one of his hands but not the other, and they walked toward Gutan’s main gate. Ronan took strength from her.

Gutan had recovered well from its brief siege. Almost all the shops had reopened, and though prices were higher than before, the essentials remained affordable for all. There were debates in one city square, and a group of artists painted canvases in another. At first, the city seemed much the same as it had the first time he’d arrived.

He still noticed the differences, though. Smiles seemed forced, and they passed more than one argument as shopkeepers and customers fought. Gutan survived, but if they didn’t get to the Lindran delegation soon, the winter would be brutal.

There was nothing Ronan could do about that, though, so he tried to ignore it. He felt better if he focused on the small things he could fix rather than all the problems beyond his control.

Exiting Gutan was a simple matter, something that fascinated Ronan no matter how many times he experienced it. Considering that the last time he had left a Lindran city, he had been forced to climb a tree, jump to a wall, then jump down the other side, all in the middle of the night, the simple practice of just walking through the gates astounded him.

Of course, he was sumar now and known around the city as the ondist who’d played a key role in fending off the last demon attacks. He didn’t like to think about his growing fame much because he didn’t deserve it. But he did sometimes wonder just how much he’d be able to get away with if he wanted to test Gutan’s rules.

Amelia didn’t let go of his hand until they were well beyond the walls.

Strangely, Ronan felt less apprehension about their training outside Gutan now than he had before, even though the last expedition had reinforced how far the demons would go to snatch him. Most of the difference was thanks to his confidence in his own skills. Both he and Amelia let their onda explore their surroundings frequently, so no demon could approach without notice. If one or two did get close, Ronan was equally sure he could kill them.

They turned off the main road and walked until they reached Amelia’s favorite training spot. These walks had become something of a tradition the last few days, and although Ronan wrestled with what they trained for, he looked forward to his private time with Amelia.

When they reached their destination, Ronan started to stretch. Amelia dictated the pace and direction of their training. Her sensitivity to onda, and her years of experimenting with it, gave her unique insights into how they could both progress quicker. Ronan figured listening to Amelia had shaved months, if not years, off any training he would have done on his own.

“So, what are we doing today?” he asked.

“I want to train you to pull onda the same way I do,” Amelia said.

Ronan froze in mid-stretch. “I thought you said I wasn’t ready.”

“I’m not sure that you are. But like you, I can’t get Hinsworth out of my mind. For all the good we did, there’s no doubt I’m your weakest link. I’m not going to learn the sword as fast as you’re learning to manipulate onda, and it’s something you’ll need to know, anyway. Better to start today than wait too long.”

Ronan couldn’t argue with any of that. “Well, if Laran can do it, I should be able to.”

Amelia shook her head at that. “I don’t think you should do what Laran does. It’s a limited technique, and if what you’ve told me about the Nacillian ruins is true, it won’t work there. You’re going to need a much more delicate touch than Laran.”

Ronan wasn’t sure why Amelia believed that, but he wasn’t about to press. She’d been right about most onda-related problems so far, and he trusted her on this. Besides, he’d already wasted enough time today. “So, what do I do?”

Amelia bit her lower lip, the same way she always did when she wasn’t quite sure how to tell him something. One problem they frequently encountered was that Amelia had developed most of her techniques based on feelings. She was incredibly sensitive to onda’s feedback and very aware of her own body and onda channels. She had felt her way to solutions that worked for her.

Ronan, on the other hand, had spent years abusing his own onda, trying to force it into a box it would never fit in. Often, learning how to manipulate onda from Amelia was about learning how to feel what he should have noticed a decade ago. Sometimes she struggled to explain exactly how something should feel, and Ronan suspected today was going to be one of those days.

She tried anyway. “Pulling onda, for the most part, is about combining several techniques you already know how to use. The first step is to let your onda combine with the onda of the world.”

“That’s easy enough.” That technique had become the foundation of most of Ronan’s arts.

“Then, you need to let your onda extend as far as possible, almost the way you do when you’re searching for demons.”

“Still easy.”

She arched an eyebrow. “But stretching your onda out isn’t enough. You also need to manipulate it into channels that pull. It needs to be strong but not so strong you overwhelm the natural channels that already exist. It’s like the world becomes an extension of your body.”

She waited for another comment from him, but he had none to offer. Extending onda as some sort of long feeler had become easy enough. It was just a simple push, a natural extension of an exhale. But to transform that extension into a functioning onda channel he controlled? That would be hard.

She continued. “Then, while you’re doing all that, you need to be able to fight and manipulate the flow of onda within your own body.”

Ronan wondered if Amelia’s technique was even possible. “I feel like this is a good time for me to tell you how much I appreciate all you’ve been doing for me these last few months.”

“You’re welcome. Our partnership is ideal in a lot of ways, and I don’t think we should abandon it. I can pull more onda from farther away, and it frees you up to fight your best. But we’d be fools not to teach you how to pull onda on your own. Ready to start?”

“As I’ll ever be, I suppose.”

They sat, and Amelia guided him through the method she used. They kept Ronan’s onda close to start. Extending his onda was easy enough, familiar after months of practice. Manipulating that onda into a channel proved far more difficult. The idea of it wasn’t hard, but actually completing the task seemed beyond him. The temptation was to do as Laran had learned, to pull everything within the immediate vicinity. It was like a block of gold sitting out in a market with no one watching, practically begging for someone to take it.

After an hour of failing, Amelia suggested he bring his onda in even closer, to only a few feet away. Thankfully, they were outside the city, so there was plenty of onda to work with. Ronan narrowed his focus, following Amelia’s instructions as he described what he felt.

Her process was one of incremental improvement, and her teaching reminded him of his most exacting sword instructors in the obuka. Almost anyone could swing a sword and cut something. But few could make a sword sing. The differences were subtle, but the effects were profound.

If not for having endured the process once already, Ronan might have quit early. Whenever frustration bubbled up, he thought of the hours it must have taken Laran to gain his skill with a sword. A fraction of a morning meant nothing.

He failed, over and over, until the one time he didn’t. They’d brought his onda in close, little more than a few feet from where he sat. But he formed it into channels that pulled onda into his body. The strength that trickled into his limbs was nothing like what Amelia gave him, but it was wonderful all the same.

When he opened his eyes, Amelia was grinning, too. She’d sensed his success. She’d been with him the entire time, guiding him through every step of the process. He could never have done it without her.

He leaned in and kissed her.

Ronan had never kissed a girl before, and whenever he’d had the time to worry about it, had worried he wouldn’t be very good at it. Amelia’s lips were soft against his own, and she returned the kiss.

A moment later, Ronan realized what had happened and panicked. He broke off the kiss as blood rushed to his cheeks. He dropped his gaze, and Amelia laughed softly. “About time,” she said.

He mumbled something he wasn’t even sure about, but Amelia paid him no mind.

She pulled out some of the grass nearest them. It had been green when they sat, but it was dead and brown now. She lectured him as if the kiss had never happened. “That wasn’t bad for a first attempt, but see what happens if you pull too hard?”

Ronan nodded, happy to be on more familiar territory. “Then I’ll try again.”

She leaned closer and placed her hand on his chest. “Maybe in a bit.” She pushed him down into the grass, and Ronan didn’t think about onda for some time.


INTERLUDE 2


The Reformer saw the blow coming. Kaym allowed his hand to linger in the air for a moment, letting the Reformer know his intention, forcing the Reformer to bask in his helplessness. Then Kaym brought the hand down, slapping him hard across the cheek. The force of the blow knocked the Reformer from the stone pedestal.

He hadn’t been hit that hard since he was a child, in the days when his father had been disappointed in his lack of focused onda. His cheek burned, and his jaw felt loose. Tears dripped down the side of his face. He did not hide his weakness. Kaym already thought him less than scum.

Kaym advanced so fast the Reformer feared he’d never see the sun again. The demon picked him up by his tunic as though he were a child’s toy. Kaym shook him violently, then threw him into the corner. “Look what you’ve done!”

Kaym jabbed his finger to the far end of the room, where the portal opened. Five new demons lay on the floor in varied states of agony. One had a leg that was shorter than the other. Another looked like half his face had melted away. The Reformer knew the demons well enough to know they would still fight, but Kaym prized aesthetic perfection. He claimed that those that came through close to human were stronger than those twisted by the portal’s immense power.

“What happened?” Kaym roared.

“I—I’m tired,” the Reformer stammered.

His excuse lit a fire in Kaym’s dark eyes. The demon stomped toward him, and there was no place for him to run. The Reformer’s hopelessness broke the last of his restraint. “What do you expect? You’ve had me on this damned stone three times a day since I’ve gotten here, and each time it nearly kills me. My body can only last for so long.”

He hated how petulant he sounded, but Caltaris had broken him in ways not even his father had been able to. Kaym kept a tight schedule and would hear nothing of the Reformer’s excuses.

The Reformer couldn’t possibly recover. He didn’t sleep well inside the city, cut off from all onda. What little rest he achieved was often interrupted by Kaym, summoning him to the portal stone yet again.

The Reformer had lost weight. He’d never been heavy, but when the strong winds blew through the ruins, he sometimes feared they would blow him away like a sail escaped from its ship. The demons ate the rotting human flesh from their victims in Hinsworth and were contented. They offered the Reformer a share, and for several days he’d refused. Eventually, though, his hunger became too great. Now every meal was a trial to be endured.

And for what?

To open the cursed portal so that new demons and chikara could pour through? For a time, the Reformer had tried to keep count, but he’d given up after fifty. Two demons had been enough to nearly cripple both Gutan and Lindra. Already, there were plenty of demons to finish the work. The Fall was upon them.

It would be better if he killed himself. Kaym still allowed him the knife, and it would be a simple matter to draw lines across his wrists and end his agony.

But he was too weak even for that.

Maybe today would be the day Kaym killed him. The Reformer feared death and the endless nothing that came after, but if the demon slaughtered him, the Reformer would count it as the demon’s one kind act toward him.

Unfortunately, Kaym stopped at the Reformer’s outburst. The demon glanced back at the new arrivals, considering. Kaym was many things. He was cold and merciless, more careful than either Abethu or Bazel. He was most certainly not a fool. “Perhaps you speak true.”

The Reformer was tempted to shout that, of course, he spoke true. They’d been forcing him onto the stone so many times that he could barely see straight when he was awake. Focus was rarer than onda in this cursed city. He held his tongue, though. As much as he wanted Kaym to kill him, some fearful child within him clung desperately to this hollow excuse of a life.

The thought made him bitter. What was left for him to live for? He told himself pleasant lies, that he was biding his time and planning an escape. Planning revenge. But he couldn’t string together three coherent thoughts most days. When he slept, he dreamed of rescuing his surviving followers in the other settlements. When he woke, though, he broke his fast on the flesh of those who had believed his lies.

Kaym took a step back, his anger spent. “You’re right,” he said.

The Reformer looked up, uncomprehending.

“Your body is frail and weak. It is more efficient to use you more sparingly. No more of my brothers and sisters should have to step through an imperfect portal.”

The demon tapped his fingers against his leg, a gesture the Reformer associated with him thinking through a problem. Then he suddenly spun toward the open door, where Ozen, his second in command, stood. “Have the seers finished their morning survey?”

Ozen bowed. “They have.”

“What news?”

“Your plan proceeds, sir. Many are already in place, and there are more yet close to their destinations.”

Kaym looked pleased by the news. “If I was to give the order in a few days, how many towns would fall?”

Ozen considered this for a moment. “More than a dozen, sir.”

“And has there been any word about the movement of the device?”

The Reformer took notice of this. The demons rarely discussed their plans in front of him, but some of what was happening was obvious enough. Kaym differed from Abethu and Bazel in other ways, too. The Reformer assumed he was something of a military genius. Abethu had imagined a great invasion of Sunslayers pouring through the portal, but Kaym, with less hope for unlimited resources, had hit upon a different strategy.

Almost as soon as new arrivals had regained their reason, Kaym gave them a destination and sent them on their way. They traveled in groups, walking down the road and somewhere deep into Lindra. The Reformer didn’t know where they were going, but they weren’t attempting a traditional siege.

Ozen confirmed the demons had spread out and were ready to bring down multiple towns at once. That part came as no great surprise.

But what was this device that Kaym spoke about?

“We haven’t yet heard any answer to your request to have it moved. The last we heard, the seers were arguing against the decision. I was hoping this group might know more if their reason survived the transition,” Ozen said.

Kaym tapped his fingers against his leg. “The fools will doom us all.”

Ozen said nothing to this, though the Reformer noted the way he stiffened. There was a tension there, and maybe something he could latch onto. Kaym seemed a far more calculated demon than the others, and the Reformer had often wondered why it hadn’t been put in command first. Was it just a matter of physical strength, or was something else at play?

Kaym turned his attention back to the Reformer. “Very well. Our plans are still proceeding well enough, and the well-being of my brothers and sisters is of paramount importance. You will have one day of rest, and we’ll judge your performance tomorrow.”

The Reformer might have responded in many ways at that moment. He might have shouted at Kaym and tried to provoke the demon to anger. He might have taken his knife to his own throat to end his agony.

All he did was bow and allow the demons to take him back to his room.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Laran ran to Lovar Rest, imagining the demons smiling as they passed without a problem into the unprepared cities. Onda strengthened his legs and lungs. Miles passed underfoot, and it seemed as though he was gliding. He ran through the trees like a deer fleeing a wolf. Fortunately, no predators pursued him yet. The nighttime woods remained strangely absent of chikara.

When he finally extended his onda and search for nearby demons, he almost stumbled to his knees. His muscles ached, and his joints felt as though they’d doubled in size. He didn’t dare stop, so he settled for the quick walking pace that had served him so well in the past.

Halfway through the night, he could go no farther. He found a suitable place to lie down and fell asleep. Nothing disturbed him, and he woke before the sun rose over the horizon.

He searched again for demons. Each time he let his onda flow in the currents beneath his feet, he found he could push it out farther than the time before. Despite the distance it traveled this morning, he found nothing alarming. There weren’t any chikara within a half-mile of him. That lack of chikara bothered him, but he could worry on that another day. The cities needed to know the danger they were in.

The brief sleep served him well. His stomach rumbled, but he was used to ignoring its demands. He only had ten miles or so to the rest, so he resumed his journey using the same pace he’d used the night before. He well knew the dangers of using too much onda. The lessons had been drilled into him first as a student in the obukas, and then reinforced by years of experience. His body still had limits, even with the new techniques. It did no one any good if his body was too tired to use onda.

With no one to slow him down, the miles passed quickly. He kept an ear out for pursuit, but he was as alone as he’d ever been. His frequent searches with onda didn’t reveal anything, either.

He was about a mile from Lovar Rest when he slowed. He sniffed the air.

Smoke. Faint, but unmistakable.

The wind blew from the south, as it usually did this time of year. From the direction of Lovar Rest. He strained his hearing and sent his onda questing in that direction, but he learned nothing useful. He felt no chikara or demons but felt no concentrations of humanity, either. It was possible his onda couldn’t carry far enough, but he doubted it. He heard no sounds of struggle, either.

Laran proceeded slowly, the scent of smoke growing stronger the closer he approached. He couldn’t yet see Lovar Rest, but his sense of certainty grew as he neared. Whatever disaster had befallen the rest, it was over now.

Eventually, he saw the smoke through the trees. Wispy, whatever fire had burned, was almost out now. Laran searched the area one last time with onda, feeling neither demon nor human.

The rest came into sight not long after. Smoke rose from inside the walls, though no visible fires burned. The front gate was open and the world was quiet. Laran waited a bit to see if he would catch any movement.

When he was satisfied that nothing waited for him, he walked to the main gate and looked in.

A pair of dead cuvar lay inside the front gate, faces and chests raked into bloody ribbons by the sharp claws of a demon. Both had swords still in their sheaths. Beyond them, the building that had served as the barracks for the cuvar smoldered, blackened timbers outlining the skeleton of the cuvars’ home.

Laran took two steps into the rest. He felt the flow of onda lessen, much the same as he remembered in Lindra. Thankfully, he hadn’t been relying on it to remain standing. He searched the guardhouse, but it was empty, the insides undisturbed. He stepped out and approached the barracks. The ruins were too warm for him to explore within, but he held out no hope for survivors. A few cuvar looked like they had run from the burning building, only to be welcomed by a demon. Some of the dead weren’t even armed. They were clad only in their nightclothes.

He explored the main house next. The front door had been kicked open, but the inside mostly looked as though it was ready to welcome guests. The only exception was a single set of bloody bootprints walking down the hall. Laran followed the trail, one hand on his sword, just in case.

He found the restkeeper at the end of the trail in what appeared to be a small study. He was an older man, gray hair fading to white. A former sumar, if Laran’s guess was correct. The wiry build gave it away. Restkeepers this far away from Lindra often were. Sometimes, the desire for the wilderness lasted long after the body could defend itself against the chikara. Restkeeping allowed retired sumar to surround themselves with the wild they loved. Here, that love had cost the old sumar everything. The demon’s claws had severed his spine, but it looked like he had died reaching for a sword tucked into a corner of the room.

The restkeeper’s death was the first to stir Laran’s heart. When he’d last visited the rest, the cuvar here had been nearly worthless, and he’d shed no tears for the lazy, desk-bound commander. He left the study and followed the tracks, which exited the house out the back door.

The only other building on the property was a small garden shed, which was empty and undisturbed. Laran was alone. The ravens were sheltered behind the main house, and Laran was glad to see them unharmed. The demon, it seemed, had only been interested in killing the humans within.

Laran’s stomach rumbled again, but getting the messages to Lindra came first. It took him a bit to find everything, but he eventually scribbled three copies of his message and sent the birds on their way. With that done, he felt a weight lift from his shoulders. The knowledge he’d discovered wouldn’t die with him.

Next came food. Laran raided the food stores, coming away with more than he could ever eat. He fixed himself an enormous breakfast, filling a pack he’d found with all the food he could carry. While he ate, he considered the scene at the rest.

There had been no holes in the wall nor any in the ground. No harra had been involved with the assault, and the gates were wide open. The cuvar hadn’t expected an attack, and most had been in the barracks. Most likely, the attack had happened last night. A demon had entered, pretending to be human. Once the demon was inside the walls, the fight was already over.

It was the minor details that bothered him. The barracks were already smoldering. Why hadn’t chikara gathered for the free meal? Why had the demon only killed the humans while leaving most of the rest intact? Not for the first time, he wished he understood his opponents better.

He finished his food and placed his new pack near the front gate. Then he strolled the grounds, searching for any other clues. He found nothing, but when he came around the main house and saw the front gate again, he cursed. A figure stood there. It wore clothes, but they didn’t fit very well. Its hood was pulled far over its head, and its hands were within its sleeves.

Laran didn’t draw his sword. Every instinct in his body screamed that he was looking at a demon, but he had no conclusive evidence. He stretched out his onda, expecting to feel the familiar darkness.

Except his onda had nothing to latch onto, no stream of energy to become part of. He couldn’t sense anything beyond what his sight and hearing told him.

Laran approached the front gate cautiously, trying to pull onda to him. He stopped when very little returned. He looked around, as though the destroyed rest would have answers. His onda left his body easily enough, but here in the rest, it didn’t connect to anything greater.

He resumed his approach. Thankfully, the visitor seemed more interested in blocking the gate than coming in. “Can I help you?” he asked.

The voice that returned was close to human but not close enough. Laran recognized the gravelly undertones. “Help.”

Laran eyed the wilds behind the demon. If he could get past the creature, he could summon onda.

He hoped all the time he’d spent with Jamie would serve him well now because he needed to act. “What’s wrong?”

There were twenty paces between him and the demon, and another ten before he was certain he’d be able to summon onda. Thirty paces had never seemed so far away. If the demon attacked now, he’d be more helpless than the old restkeeper.

“Help,” the demon repeated.

Nothing gave it away as definitively being a demon. He didn’t dare get too close without drawing steel. One swipe from a claw would kill him. But if the demon was committed to its act, it might let him pass and attack him later. He might still walk through the gate without a fight.

But he couldn’t bear the thought of getting so close to an enemy without drawing his sword. Once again, he pulled as much onda as he could. A trickle responded. It wasn’t nearly enough, but he gambled his life on it all the same. Seven paces from the demon, it shifted its weight, leaning forward as though it were about to strike.

Laran drew his sword as he ran forward. What little onda he’d gathered strengthened his limbs, and the form of his cut was nearly perfect.

If Laran harbored any doubts about the creature, they were dispelled when it raised its left arm. Laran’s sword bit into the arm but barely did more than leave a scratch. Claws emerged from the left sleeve, dried blood darkening the tips.

Against his better judgment, Laran ran. He winced as he showed his back to the demon. He was fleeing like a coward. But he was almost past the demon, with nothing but the wild before him.

Claws raked deep across his back, and Laran stumbled and twisted as they pulled at him. His instinct was to turn and defend, to bring his sword between him and the demon. And if he obeyed that instinct, he would die. He couldn’t defeat that demon on his own.

A boot caught him in the back. A bright point of pain erupted next to his spine, and Laran stumbled a few steps before losing his balance and falling forward.

Packed dirt had never felt so comfortable. Laran’s ears rang, and he felt like throwing up. He’d eaten too much, not expecting a fight so soon. All he wanted was to stay where he was and take another nap.

He swore. Dying against a demon was fine. Dying while lying down, or running away, was unacceptable. He placed his hands close to his chest, that movement alone making him want to scream.

He pushed anyway, struggling to his hands and knees. His breath came in heaving gasps, and sweat and blood dripped from his forehead onto the dirt.

The dirt.

The demon had been kind enough to kick him out of the rest. Onda flowed freely underneath his fingertips. He grasped for it like a baby reaching for its father’s fingers. It slipped away.

He needed focus, but he couldn’t find his center. Every breath sent a fresh wave of agony through his body. The muscles in his back shouted in protest whenever he shifted his weight.

Laran glanced back. The demon wasn’t paying him any attention. It was fiddling with its boot. One of the claws on its feet had broken through the toe, and it was trying to get the boot to fit better. It didn’t care about him, and why should it? Laran was close to death after a single pass. The demon could finish him at its leisure.

Laran had time, but not enough. He closed his eyes. Without sight to distract him, the vast web of onda stretched before him, as visible and real as the dirt under his fingernails. He took a deep breath, accepting the pain and finding his center. He felt unstable, but his onda responded, circulating through his body faster than before.

Laran exhaled, and his onda spread into the ground beneath him, merging and joining with the vast interconnected web and returning so much stronger. The feeling of the onda returning to his body was a sensation more powerful than any medicine. His wounds didn’t heal, but the pain faded, and his breath came easier.

With his inhale, onda flooded through his body, and on the exhale, he pushed that new strength out even farther. On the next inhale, when it returned, he stood with ease. The demon stopped fiddling with its boot and looked at him like prey suddenly realizing a predator hunted nearby.

Laran didn’t waste the surprise. He pooled onda in his legs, then dashed forward. His sword sang once, passing through the demon’s neck unopposed.

The demon fell as Laran stumbled to a stop and supported himself against the walls of the rest. He didn’t dare let go of onda until he had healed the worst of his wounds. He breathed in and out, circulating the onda through his body, focusing it across his back. When he could move again with little pain, he cautiously released the onda.

His legs sagged, but with the support of the wall, he didn’t collapse. He reached in quickly to grab his pack, then retreated from the rest. The place of refuge had nearly killed him.

He stopped no more than ten paces away from where he had killed the demon. Most of what he saw, heard, and smelled was expected. He was in the middle of a forest nearing winter. But in his immediate vicinity, the pine trees were brown and dead, cracking ominously as the winds blew through the limbs above. The damage extended in a perfect circle approximately twenty feet across.

Within that circle, nothing lived, and he could feel why.

The onda beneath him was weak as if he stood in the middle of Lindra. He could still sense the remnants of the onda web. It was wounded, much like his back, and it would be a long time before it ever carried onda again.

He’d killed the demon, but he’d killed the forest to do so.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Jamie looked up and down the narrow alley before climbing the wall that served as the rear of the Adair estate. No one was near. He scampered up, hands and feet finding the familiar holds as if he’d been practicing on the route that morning. When his hands grabbed the top lip of the wall, he pulled himself up to peer into their grounds.

He saw more cuvar than he’d expected. More than he’d ever seen in the garden. He supposed it stood to reason. Whatever her unofficial status, the Adairs were under investigation for their collaboration with the Reformer. The other nobles already smelled blood, and Ethan couldn’t allow Gwen to visit her ancestral home without taking proper precautions. If the nobles sensed a greater plan unfolding under their noses, Ethan’s remaining support was liable to collapse.

Those precautions presented problems for Jamie’s plan, but not insurmountable ones. He made sure his feet were secure and let one arm at a time rest as he watched the guards explore the grounds. Fortunately for him, they weren’t patrolling. They were searching for anything out of the ordinary. He waited them out, and eventually, they returned to the front entrance of the manor, moving their search to the interior of the house.

Jamie climbed back down the wall. There was no point breaking into the house yet. He had hoped to find a comfortable position within the house long before Gwen arrived, but the search made that a poor choice. Better to wait for the search to complete, then enter before Gwen.

The alley wouldn’t do, either. The odds of someone passing were slim, but if someone did, he would be hard-pressed to explain his presence, especially as he wasn’t yet officially in the city.

Jamie left the alley, checking before he emerged on the street to ensure that his departure went unobserved. Once he was certain he was clear, he found a quiet tea shop where he could watch the activity around Gwen’s front gate.

The quality of the tea was superb, and the atmosphere was quiet. The place made him think of Laran and how much the grouchy sumar would have liked it here. He hoped that wherever his friend was, he was doing well. Jamie missed Laran’s steady companionship, especially when the world seemed to turn and sway beneath his feet.

When he finished his pot of tea, he left money on the table and returned to the alley. He’d given the guards plenty of time to explore Gwen’s house, and as he walked by the front gate, he saw that most of the cuvar he’d counted earlier were stationed near the front door. It would have to be good enough. He entered the narrow alleys once again and climbed the wall, self-conscious in the daylight. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d climbed this route, but this was the first time in the light of day.

The gardens on the other side were empty, and Jamie crawled over the wall, dropped to the other side, and dashed to the cover of a bush. From there, he waited and listened. He would have paid a substantial amount of gold to make this journey at night, but arranging that meeting would have been far too suspicious. Ethan already risked much.

There was little to do but hope for the best. He began the climb that led to Gwen’s balcony. In the middle of the day, he felt terribly exposed. Though this wall was out of sight of the street, Jamie kept expecting someone in a neighboring manor to shout an alarm when they saw him climbing the side of the wall like an overgrown spider.

He climbed fast and reached the balcony in record time. He pulled himself up over the rail and made himself as small as possible on the other side. When there was still no alarm raised, he forced himself to move again and get out of sight.

The door to Gwen’s room was latched shut, but a thin strip of metal slid between the doors undid the latch easily. Jamie slid into the room and shut the door behind him.

The smell of the study hit him first. All these old books, locked in the room for months without fresh air, made the room smell like a musty library. The scent brought Jamie back to a time when he’d been allowed to visit the duke’s archives as a child, back when the future had been an endless horizon of possibilities instead of a gradually tightening noose.

Jamie searched through her bookshelves. He still had time before Gwen was scheduled to arrive, and looking through her books made him feel like he was learning more about her. There was something deeply personal about a bookshelf. Each book whispered its own story, but all of them together told another, more intimate tale. Running his fingers across the spines, Jamie could imagine fragments of Gwen’s past unfolding. From the well-used illustrated books of Nacillian legends to the scholarly texts written by the academics who studied the Nacillian ruins, her library told of a lifetime’s interest in the past.

The sound of the front door opening below tore his attention away from the books. He went to the door of the study and cracked it open. He heard a brief discussion in low voices, and then a single pair of footsteps climbed the stairs.

Jamie shut the door, pulled out one book he’d been interested in, then sat in the overstuffed chair with the best light. When Gwen opened the door, she found him deep in the book.

First impressions, after all, were very important.

She laughed a deep, throaty chuckle that made him smile and think of better days. “The cuvar below was just informing me of his thorough search. He claimed the house was perfectly safe for me to enter. I’ll have to tell him he missed a spot.”

Jamie felt a fool for admitting it, but she looked more beautiful than he remembered. He’d worried that she would suffer from confinement, even if Ethan had assured him she would be treated more as a guest than a prisoner. The duke appeared to be as good as his word and more. She looked healthy, and he saw no sign that any harm had befallen her in his absence.

“I can be easy to miss,” he said.

She stepped into the room and shut the door behind her. She hesitated. “It’s good to see you again.”

She held herself stiffly, and Jamie sensed the uncertainty in her, which was unusual for Gwen. But it wasn’t hard to imagine why. Their relationship had intensified quickly, and then he’d been forced to leave in the middle of the most chaotic months of Gwen’s life. Given his prior reputation, it came as no surprise she wasn’t sure where they stood.

He rose from the chair and rushed to wrap her in an embrace. She stood still in his arms, then wrapped her arms around him. She pressed her face into his chest.

Jamie took as much strength from her as she did from him. Since his return to Lindra, he’d felt like a small boat being tossed about in a storm, his direction turning with every gust and wave. Finding her was like sailing into a calm and sunny bay, the destination clear ahead.

In time, they separated, and Jamie took in the sight of her. Her light brown hair had grown longer since he’d seen her last, and she had it loosely braided. Hints of an early gray had crept in near her forehead, a testament to the stresses she’d endured the past few months. She wore a silver dress, a simple cut that matched her personality well and emphasized her piercing gray eyes. He decided right then that he would consider himself a lucky man if he could wake up beside her every morning.

“I’m sorry we don’t have more time to speak,” he said. “I hope that in a few days, at the most, we can sit for longer. I’d like to know all that’s happened.”

Gwen made a gesture that encompassed her house and the guards below. “This was clever. Not even Ethan knew you were inside the city until your message arrived yesterday. Which is for the best. I fear there are a handful of nobles who’d be happy to see you suffer an accident before you join the first council meeting.”

“I’d heard. Has Ethan treated you well?”

“Too well, almost. I appreciate his trust, but the other nobles want to make me a pawn and marry me off before you return.”

“It’s good I hurried back, then.”

“Indeed.” As they spoke, the Gwen Jamie remembered returned, confident and cunning. “So, what’s your plan?”

“First, I want to get the Gutanese delegation back to Gutan. The city needs food, and we need their sumar. What’s holding them up?”

“They’re concerned they don’t have enough protection to travel, and if they were to leave now, they’d leave almost empty-handed. All the merchants are holding onto their goods with the expectation of shortages through the winter. The Gutanese didn’t make as much money this spring, and now they can’t even afford the price of grain.”

Jamie scratched at his chin. “House Pierce can help with the goods. I’ll have Corlee figure out what’s the most we can offer without risking our lives this winter.”

“They won’t be able to afford market rates,” Gwen cautioned him.

Jamie waved the concern away. “I can charge the rates from this spring. That will still be more than enough for me.”

“That only leaves the matter of protection. The caravan lost too many sumar this spring.”

Jamie remembered Laran complaining about Lindra’s sumar. “Are our sumar still hiding out in the lodge?”

“They are.”

“How do we convince Ethan to order them to accompany the delegation to the border?”

Gwen started to pace. “I don’t think you can. The feeling around here is that we don’t have enough protection. Sumar might be in the lodge, but they’ve also been supporting the local cuvar. The other houses won’t let them leave.”

Jamie wanted to pace with her. “Do you think we might convince the Gutanese to leave with less protection than they want? I can’t guarantee they’ll be safe, but I don’t think they’ll encounter a demon the way they did last spring. The demons are too far north. If I can provide them enough food, can we convince them? You know their leaders better than I do.”

Gwen chewed on her lower lip. “Maybe. The food might be enough to force their hand. They couldn’t return with nothing, but they miss home, and the grain is desperately needed.”

Jamie seized on the idea. “Perhaps you could convince Ethan to allow permission for a Gutanese sumar group to cross the border. They could meet the delegation earlier and aid in its protection. All we need to do is let it happen.”

Gwen warmed up to the plan. “That could work. Ethan’s opposition will object, but it gets the delegation out of our hair, strengthens our relationship with Gutan, and doesn’t cost the nobles much.”

She was nodding now, working through complications Jamie couldn’t imagine. He enjoyed watching her think. Her pacing sped up with her thoughts, and when she slowed, he knew she’d found her answers.

Gwen turned to him. “It only works if you take your place on the council, though.”

Jamie paled. The blood drained from his face, and Gwen was too observant not to notice. “What’s wrong?”

He’d hoped to break this news some other way, but there was no hiding from it. “I had hoped not to sit on the council.”

That stopped her pacing. “What? Why?”

Jamie struggled to find the right words. After hatching this plan with Corlee to arrange meeting Gwen, he’d spent last night rationalizing the decision he knew was right. He’d come up with eloquent arguments, all of which fled from Gwen’s disbelieving stare.

He charged forward anyway. “The council is pointless. It was something my father wanted. A chance to grandstand and shout. A place to flex petty power over others. I don’t want any of that.”

Gwen looked at him the way he imagined she would look at a headstrong, naïve child insisting he had nothing to learn.

He tried again. “One of the observations that inspired all of this was you. When the Gutanese delegation was devastated, I saw you meeting with their leaders in private. And though I didn’t see it happen, I know the lengths you went to arranging the escort for Ronan, and that decision might be the one that ends up saving us all. You’ve accomplished more hiding in this study than Ethan ever has. It’s not about fame or publicity, it’s about doing something worthwhile.”

His confession made her smile. “If that’s true, then you have to appear on the council,” she said.

He didn’t understand.

“I’ve done what I’ve done because it’s the only thing I can do until my father dies. And there are limits to my methods. I can’t get Ethan to agree to what you’re proposing because I have no say on the council. If it were to emerge that it was my idea in the first place, the council would certainly kill it. This needs a vocal, public supporter.”

“I’d rather be shot with an arrow through the foot than be on the council.”

“Some nobles might try it.” Her smile faded. “For what it’s worth, I understand. But if you’re serious about helping, the council is where you need to be, at least for now.”

Jamie knew revealing more would be a mistake. But he wanted everything. He wanted to help, but he also wanted his freedom, and this was the way. “Or we could run away. I know a place that will be as safe as any when the demons come.”

Gwen didn’t even consider it. “I’m not leaving, Jamie. My family is here. This is my home. Come what may, I’ll fight for it.” Her eyes narrowed, too sharp to miss the implications of his admission. “Are you thinking about it?”

A year ago, Jamie would have lied. He would have smiled and told her it had never occurred to him. But Laran had ruined him. He couldn’t lie to Gwen, not about this. “I have been. A friend set aside a place for us, and I’m sorely tempted. I want to help the Gutanese, but after that, I don’t think there’s much anyone can do.”

Gwen pulled away from him. “So you’d give up? Run away?”

Her words lashed at him. His answer was instinctive, defensive. “If it means I can live, then yes!”

“You’re a coward, Jamie Pierce.”

Before Jamie could stop her, Gwen was out the door and stomping down the hall, where he couldn’t follow.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Ronan tried to keep his body loose as his squad, wearing red armbands around their right biceps, lined up against the blue squad. In the field between the squads, Amara raised her right hand high into the air. Josef, Ronan’s squad leader, inhaled deeply, preparing to order them forward when he saw the signal.

For a moment, the world seemed to freeze in place. A morning mist hung over the fields, and the grass was wet with last night’s ice-cold rain. Not a creature dared stir as the sumar prepared to battle.

Ronan itched to sprint forward and draw his sword. He risked missing the starting signal when he glanced up and down the line, but he saw the same readiness on the faces of his squad. They tensed as the signal approached.

Amara brought her hand down, the edge of it cutting through the air like a knife. The rest of Ronan’s squad surged forward, drawing their weapons and shouting so loud even the citizens haggling with one another back in Gutan could hear them.

Ronan’s blood boiled as he watched the others charge ahead without him. He could have prepared Amelia’s techniques prior to the start of the battle, but training was the time to push himself harder than he needed. He had trained enough with Amelia that he could prepare and use her techniques with little problem in calm circumstances, but he struggled to find his center and focus in the midst of battle. So that was what he trained, leaving himself helpless until Amara’s signal.

Now that it was given, Ronan closed his eyes and sought his center, that place deep within him that remained perfectly still no matter what raged in the world beyond. Training in the meadows with Amelia, his center sometimes felt as wide and as deep as the sea beyond the piers. It was simple to find and easy to dive into. Today proved more difficult. He found his center, but it was a small thing and slippery to grasp.

Despite the difficulty, Ronan embraced it. Once he felt that first sense of balance that Amelia had taught him to find, Ronan pushed out his onda and connected to the vast web that surrounded them. As he had done dozens of times in the past few days, he manipulated and shaped his onda, making his body an extension of a much larger web. In exchange, onda flooded his limbs, wiping away his exhaustion from earlier battles. It made his fingers tingle. When he opened his eyes and looked out at the battle, he saw it had not yet been joined. The two sides had yet to meet.

Ronan ran forward as fast as a hawk diving for a meal. He drew his wooden practice sword and focused on the sensations of onda as he neared the battle.

Another risk with this type of engagement was that his friends and allies were also part of the vast web of onda he drew his strength. If he wasn’t careful, he would take away the very abilities that made them sumar. He felt the squads as bright and glowing points of light, shining knots in the web of the world.

The temptation was to pull more from those knots than the surrounding web. It was easier, quicker, and more rewarding. Ronan refused the temptation and forced himself to pull from lesser sources. So far, the skirmish had started better than Ronan expected. Before the two lines of battle met, Ronan had taken the lead among his own squad. Josef let Ronan pass without complaint. Though Ronan was of his squad, he was also separate.

Ronan fell upon the blue squad like a wolf among sheep. The other sumar tried to defend themselves, but Ronan’s sword was too fast. The openings in their defense were as wide as the welcoming gates of the city.

In this type of training, Ronan had to navigate one last challenge. He didn’t want to hurt any of his friends. It was all too easy to do with his newfound speed and strength. When he struck, he imagined his sword was a butterfly landing on a spring flower. But even so, he saw the pain that he caused. His sword stole the breath from their lungs and knocked weapons from their useless fingers.

He’d found, in this new training, that his battles were now more mental than physical. It was his mind that kept onda flowing into his limbs, his mind that restrained the incredible strength running through him. These skirmishes made him feel as though he was an acrobat balanced precariously on a wire, swords flashing all around him.

For the moment, he kept his balance, the stillness within him undisturbed.

Unfortunately, Ronan couldn’t fight the battle on his own. Although he felled three enemies before the lines met, there was no preventing the inevitable clash. Ronan cleared a space and looked for the next duel, only to see his red-wearing allies falling against the superior numbers of the blue squad. He watched Britta take one blow to her wrist that loosened her grip on her weapon and opened her up to a second strike from another blue squad member. The second blow brought her to her knees, and a third sent her all the way to the ground.

Suddenly, Ronan was back in Hinsworth. It was no longer a battle of wooden swords between sumar wearing red and blue armbands. It was a battle between sumar and demons. Instead of bruises and bumps and wounded pride, his friends suffered fatal wounds, torn flesh, and endless agony.

Some part of him knew he was losing his center. It slipped through his fingers, and the more he grasped for it, the faster it fled. His grasp on onda weakened.

Only a desperate action could save his friends. He pulled everything, all the onda his body could hold.

Then there was a new force on the battlefield like a puppet master controlling the strings of everyone. It stopped him. It contained his manipulations of onda like they were an animal in an iron cage. Ronan snarled and fought. He pulled harder and harder, further unbalancing him as he sought to save his friends. He made one last desperate pull, and the cage collapsed around him, and his world went dark.
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When he woke, he wasn’t alone. He was lying in the wet grass. Amelia sat next to him. She hugged her knees so tightly to her chest that it was almost as if she wasn’t there at all.

He didn’t have to ask what happened because it had happened before. And now it had happened again. He wanted to reach out and lash at Amelia to yell at her for interfering. He’d had it under control.

But that was wrong. And though he wanted to shout, he knew that the greater part of his anger was directed inward. When he could hold the web of onda in his control, the world was his to shape as he wished. When he was centered, there was nothing that could stand in his way. But the moment he saw a friend in danger, he was in those damned fields again, unable to save the very people who had stood and fought because he had given them hope.

When those moments hit, it was like he became something else entirely.

He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “How bad was it?”

Amelia didn’t answer for a long while. The silence said more than enough, but eventually, she said, “It was far stronger than before. Your ability to connect to and manipulate the web is improving at a frightening rate. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to serve as protection for the unit.”

Ronan pressed his palms against his eyes so that she wouldn’t see the tears that threatened to fall. “It’s the same damn thing every time. As soon as I see them fall, as soon as I see them in pain, something inside of me takes over. There’s no thought, there’s no reason. It’s just instinct. How do I stop an instinct?”

She couldn’t look at him. Instead, she looked into the distance. From the clacking of wooden swords, Ronan assumed she was watching the next skirmish. Even if he was down, the sumar would carry on. “I don’t know. I wish I had some sort of answer for you. All I know is that we need to find a way. And I will help as well as I am able. It’s all I can offer.”

Ronan reached out and took her hand. She squeezed his in return.

“That’s all I could ask. Did I hurt anyone? Did I hurt you?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I stopped you before you pulled too hard. I think one of the sumar closest to you might have lost their breakfast, but that was the extent of it.”

Though Ronan knew the sumar would view the experience as nothing more than a slight discomfort offered in sacrifice for Ronan’s strength, it was still too much. “Sometimes I think Laran had the right of it, maybe the best thing for me to do is to simply not be around other people.”

Her grip on his hand weakened, and Ronan cursed his own foolishness. He hadn’t thought about how those words might sound to her. “It’s not something that I want, but if I can’t use these abilities without hurting others, I would be a fool not to consider it.”

“Nonsense. You are a fool for considering it,” she said. “I don’t know what it’s like to be in your position. But I do know that when all of us fight together, we accomplish more than when any one person goes off on their own. Even if that person is as skilled as you.”

She let go of his hand, stood up, and offered her hand. He took it, and she pulled him to his feet. As he brushed himself off, she said, “Whatever happens, we’ll figure out the way together.”
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In their next skirmish, events unfolded much as they had the time before. Amara gave the signal, and the lines charged at one another. Ronan pulled onda into his body and passed through his first few opponents as though they were training dummies.

Then the sumar beside him fell, and it was all the same. Just before the urge to pull all the onda out of every living being took him, he cut himself off completely by trying to focus the onda in his body. He vomited out his breakfast as the skirmish concluded without his involvement.

He swore as he wiped the last of the vomit from his lips. What good was he if he couldn’t fight with the others? He was as likely to hurt them as he was to help.

Amara decided the skirmish in favor of the blue squad, then ordered the sumar to pair up and spar. When Ronan pushed himself to his feet, he found Josef standing in front of him.

“Come,” he said.

Ronan almost refused. As a first-rank, the only orders he had to obey were Amara’s. Josef was strong enough to kick down a tree, but he couldn’t resist Ronan’s onda pull. It wasn’t safe for them to spar until Ronan mastered himself.

But Josef had been his trial master, and the giant seemed to have something of a soft spot for Ronan, even if he showed it in unusual ways. Ronan followed him.

Josef didn’t spar with Ronan. He just took him aside. “When you have your center, there is nothing alive that can stop you. Why aren’t you able to keep it?”

Ronan had told no one besides Amara and Amelia, and wasn’t eager to add more names to the list of people who knew how weak he was. Still, he liked the hulking warrior and keeping silent solved little. “When we fight, and I see my friends get hurt, I return to the fields outside Hinsworth. Then I lose my center. It happens so fast, there’s little I can do.”

“What does Amara say?” Josef asked.

“That I need to make peace with Hinsworth. That what happened wasn’t my fault.”

Josef frowned. “You believe it is?”

Ronan tapped his head. “Not here, mostly.” He tapped his chest over his heart. “Here, yes.”

Josef kneeled down, sat on his feet, and closed his eyes. Ronan took the same posture, though he didn’t close his eyes. Josef didn’t speak for so long that Ronan half started to worry he’d fallen asleep. When Josef spoke, it made Ronan jump. “Why do you fight? Who do you fight for?”

“For everyone.” Ronan thought that a dumb question after having waited so long.

Josef shook his head. “That’s no good.”

“How? Isn’t that the point of becoming an ondist?”

Josef shrugged his massive shoulders. “Sure. It’s that desire that makes most of us enlist, but it’s not enough. Everyone finds that out, eventually. Those that don’t either die or go mad.”

“What’s more important than defending everyone?”

“Fighting for the person next to you.”

Ronan didn’t say anything, but his expression must have said enough. Josef took the rejection with an easy grace. He stood. “There’s no way to reason away your instincts. You want to protect everyone so desperately you’ll kill the very people you want to help. To find your center, you need to find that one person you’ll sacrifice everything for.”

“Who is it for you?” Ronan asked.

“My daughter,” said Josef.

Ronan’s surprise made Josef chuckle. “Yes, I’m father to a little girl who thinks I’m the strongest man that’s ever lived. If it comes to it, I’m happy to die for her. I’d sacrifice all of you to save her. And in that knowledge, I never lose my center.” Josef tapped his chest.

Before they could continue their conversation, they were interrupted by the sound of horses approaching. Ronan recognized the messengers of the duke. They rode straight to Amara and spoke quickly with her. Then they turned and left, no doubt searching for other sumar out training.

Amara summoned them together. “Time to quit for the day. The duke has requested my presence. The demons’ assault has already begun.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Laran crouched along the same ridge he’d once hidden on to watch the Reformer first meet with the demons. Today, there was no such activity, but the position allowed him a clear view of the ruins of Hinsworth. That first visit had only been, what, a couple of months ago? It felt like a lifetime had passed between now and then.

In a way, all his life had changed since then. It reminded him of times he’d rather not remember. Deandra’s death had spurred a similar change. When she’d died, it was like someone had cut his life in half. There was only her death and after. Before had been good, and after was little more than a trial to endure until a chikara or demon ended his misery.

The flood of demons from Caltaris represented another dividing point. Before Hinsworth, Laran hadn’t believed in a second Fall. He’d figured that whatever the challenges, humanity would muddle forward the way it always had. No longer. There was before Hinsworth and after, and Laran held precious little hope for what came after. It wasn’t just his life about to end, but everyone’s. The Fall was already here. Most just hadn’t realized it yet.

Hinsworth, the misguided settlement that had served as the focal point for this change, had been the first to suffer. The walls were mostly intact, a stout fortification of stone that could be repaired in less than a week by a dedicated crew. Laran didn’t see that happening, though. There was nothing inside left to protect. The demons had set fire to everything, from the gardens and storehouses to the homes and shops.

Laran had watched the area for two days now, and the sight of Hinsworth still evoked mixed emotions. Had they opened up their gates as they’d promised, Laran and the Gutanese sumar might have saved them. They’d sealed their own doom when they closed the gates. Despite this, Laran still felt some pity for them. There had been families and children living there. They’d been fools to follow the Reformer, but not everyone within deserved the fate that had befallen them.

Worst of all was the waste of it. The demons didn’t give a single thought to Hinsworth. They’d destroyed it for no other reason than that they could. They didn’t seek to repair it or make it their own. Though demons rarely rested when they reached the fields, those that did simply lay in the grass, content to sleep under sunny skies. Not once did he see a demon enter the ruined settlement.

The number of demons coming down from Hinsworth had slowed, and Laran couldn’t decide if that was good news or bad. When he’d first arrived, he watched several groups come down the mountain every day, numbering anywhere from four to six.

In one sense, the groups weren’t large, but they were demons, so Laran didn’t pick a fight he wasn’t certain of. A pair, he thought, he could battle and win. A trio, maybe, if the situation became desperate. But four? That was as good as suicide. So he watched and waited, debating his best course of action.

As he waited, the demons stopped emerging so regularly. One last group of five came down, but Laran gave them a wide berth.

When no more demons emerged that day, Laran decided he would trail whatever came out next. He wasn’t learning much useful by waiting here, and if he followed a group, he might find that the demons would make a mistake. A group of four might split into pairs, giving him the opportunity to finally kill some more demons.

He slept without being disturbed that night, then woke up to his first real opportunity since he’d arrived. Two demons came down from the mountain, the first pair Laran had seen. They wandered into the fields, then turned east and disappeared into the woods.

Laran didn’t hesitate. He rose, slipped his pack over his shoulders, and chased after them. He stayed in the woods, avoiding the open sight lines of the fields.

Laran slowed as he finished circling around the field. He cast out onda, finding the demons well ahead of him. The distance between them encouraged him to run longer, pausing frequently to see how far away he was.

It didn’t take long for him to close the distance. This pair of demons seemed to be in no particular hurry. He slowed to a fast walk, stalking them as they traveled farther east.

After a mile, he decided he’d waited long enough. There was no reason to follow this pair for long. He found his center and ran after them. Circling far ahead of them and ambushing them might have been smarter, but Laran was tired of waiting, tired of hoping to pick the demons off one at a time. He wanted to fight, wanted to do something that actually mattered.

He hadn’t gotten that close when they noticed him. The pair turned as one, their features more grotesque than the demons Laran had killed before.

Their response was startling in its speed. They launched themselves at him, flying almost as fast as arrows.

After his last two encounters, Laran had forgotten how quickly the demons could move. And these two looked like they were ready to fight together.

As always, though, the flow of onda underneath his feet comforted him. This was no city where he was nearly helpless before them. Here, he was the predator they would learn to fear.

He pulled onda to him, the action now nearly as natural as breathing. The onda pooled in his legs, allowing him a speed even a first-rank ondist would have been jealous of. He leaped at them.

The distance between them closed so fast it was as if they’d started the fight standing a few feet apart.

Laran chose the one on his right to go after for no particular reason. With his last step, he shifted his weight and cut at it, expecting to cut it in half even if it tried to block with its arms.

He wasn’t expecting it to leap out of his way.

His sword cut through empty air, and he turned and slid to a stop.

The demons came at him from both sides, their actions coordinated to cause him the greatest amount of trouble. He couldn’t defend from both sides, so he retreated, hoping they’d come closer together.

They refused. One paralleled his left side, while the other stayed on his right. The distance to each was nearly identical. Either could attack with a single step, but neither seemed eager to attack him first. It was as if they knew what he was capable of.

Had these two been nothing more than a trap designed to lure him out?

His mind raced back to his hiding place. He didn’t think a single demon had noticed him, and he’d seen no demons watching the area the way he’d watched it. If he was a betting man, he would have bet good money that no demon had laid eyes on him. So why did it feel like these two were prepared for him? These demons were fast and clever, smart enough to know they should avoid his blade.

No demon had known that before. They all trusted their armor against human steel.

Not only that, but Laran hadn’t yet seen this level of coordination between demons. They fought well, but they tended to fight alone. The eeriness only increased when they attacked at the same time, trying to catch him in their trap.

Their strikes were coordinated, too. One cut higher while the other cut low. Laran stopped, and the claws swiped right where he was about to be.

He didn’t want to fight them on their terms, so Laran leaped toward the demon on his right. He cut down. If he killed the demon, he’d be overjoyed, but he’d settle for pushing the demon away from its partner. The demon retreated as he wished, but its partner pressured Laran from the left.

Laran swore. Two demons should have been well within his new abilities. And yet these two seemed determined to frustrate the progress he had made. A bitter division of his mind, a fragment that had existed since the death of Deandra, wondered if he would ever be strong enough. He snarled as the demons sensed his distraction and attacked again. He pulled onda from the forest, and the additional speed barely kept him ahead of the claws that sought his lifeblood.

He tried again to isolate one demon. It was his only way to finish this fight. But the demons were patient. They willingly gave up ground when he attacked, then closed in whenever he hesitated. They never fought him alone for longer than a moment, and they continued to avoid his sword instead of blocking it.

He retreated a few steps, and for the first time, they allowed him the break. After everything, they stood an equal distance away from him. Their heads were both cocked to one side as though he were a bug whose behavior fascinated them. He suppressed the urge to shiver under those stony gazes. All demons were eerie, but these two were more so than most. He felt as if he was fighting one opponent split across two bodies.

He was fast running out of ideas. They were fighting him with all the patience of an experienced hunter tracking wounded prey. All they needed was for him to make one mistake.

He breathed in deeply and found his center. On his exhale, he extended his onda as far as it would go. As had been the case for the last several days, this extension went farther than it had ever gone before. Here, in the heart of this old forest with ancient trees, the web of onda buzzed with the vibrations of life. There was so much strength and energy here. He basked in a nearly endless light.

The darkness of the demons felt like an unspoken blasphemy, a deep wound, an infection.

Laran felt a surge of hatred for that darkness, a hatred that didn’t come from him but from the wounded onda. These demons were a disease that sought to kill and destroy the beautiful complexity that had evolved on this planet. The hatred became his own, something deeper than even the hate he felt for the cowardly sumar responsible for Deandra’s death.

They had only been humans, and scared. These demons were neither, but he would remind them of fear.

He had no reason or plan. His actions were guided by instinct and onda. They were right. He couldn’t pull onda from as far away as he could extend it, but he could still pull from a large swath of forest. If these two demons thought they could trap him and wear him down like prey, well, it was time to show them who the real hunter was.

Laran pulled onda with as much force and will as he had ever pulled at anything in his life.

Nothing could have prepared him for the pure flood of strength that coursed through his limbs. Onda filled every pore of his body, and he was sure that if he was to look down at his arms, he would see them cracking open and pouring out light.

He couldn’t last for long. Even after a lifetime of training and battle, he was still only human, and this was a power greater than what humans were capable of. Greater even than what they were meant to wield.

He saw the damage as it happened. Trees browned and died, and behind the demons, a squirrel fell from a tree. He saw, but didn’t care.

On his next exhale, he guided most of the onda toward his legs and his arms. And then he leaped at the demons waiting for him.

After he’d struggled so mightily against the demons, the fight ended so quickly, Laran wasn’t even sure it was real. He dashed forward and cut, and then turned and cut again.

He turned one more time, and there were no enemies left standing. His sword felt warm in his hands. Or maybe it was just that his hands were warm as they leaked pure onda.

But the demons were in pieces on the ground, and that was all that mattered. Laran breathed out and expelled the excess onda from his body. He sent it back into the web and then separated himself from the web to ensure that it didn’t return.

Letting go of the onda was painful, both in body and spirit. It felt like letting go of Deandra all over again.

He dropped to his knees. His body was weak and achy like he was one of the old sumar good for nothing more than guarding the lodge. He didn’t mind. If this was the cost of what he’d achieved, he would pay it with a smile. There could have been more demons, and he still would have killed them.

His body wasn’t all that had paid the cost, though. There were no trees here—only tall corpses. The squirrel that had fallen wasn’t the only critter caught in his pull of onda. Had any humans been nearby, he feared he would have killed them. The web of onda beneath his feet was withered, dry, and cracking. Less onda flowed here than in the center of Lindra.

He didn’t care. He was alone, as he’d been almost every day since Deandra died. And he could kill demons, which was all that mattered. If it cost them a few trees, well, that was fine. Removing those blasphemous creatures from the world was well worth the cost, and he was willing to pay it over and over again.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Jamie stood in the shadows of an alley less than a quarter mile away from the duke’s palace. From where he stood, he could look down the street and see his supposed destination. He stared at the thick walls and intimidating towers, bristling with archers even though no one would dare approach without a pass.

He was already late, but it was hard to convince his feet to move. Wasn’t this a better existence? He stood so still, so cloaked in darkness that the passersby filling the streets in the middle of the day didn’t even notice he existed. He could do anything and become anyone. Anonymity was freedom. From expectations and the damned fate that Gwen, Laran, and Ronan wanted to tie around his neck.

The consequences of today were clear.

If he stepped through the gates of the duke’s palace, he surrendered his freedom forever. That future most likely came with Gwen by his side, and that wasn’t nothing. But it wasn’t everything, either.

Or he could walk away and leave with Mardok. He’d live and die a free man, though there’d be no Gwen by his side. Laran and Ronan, wherever they were, would despise him.

Once, as a child, he’d dreamed of the day that he might sit in Ethan’s place. Childhood dreams of power held endless appeal. He imagined everyone in the duchy bowing the knee to him, obeying his every whim. In those childish dreams, he had been a just and wise ruler, immune to the effects of corruption that ate through the heart of the land. He defeated every enemy through cunning or, if necessary, the sword. The people praised him whenever he passed.

Noble dreams, perhaps, but foolish all the same. He was no more immune to corruption and sloth than anyone else. If anything, he was more susceptible than most. He no longer dreamed of becoming the duke.

Ethan was a flawed ruler, too focused on maintaining the past while the world burned around him, but he still balanced the demands of the nobles and commoners with a grace Jamie couldn’t hope to match.

What surprised him now, though, was that he didn’t even want his father’s place. He didn’t want any power. He’d once considered authority the supreme freedom he could obtain and now realized it was nothing more than an expensive set of shackles.

If he didn’t walk through those gates, though, he would lose Gwen. And that meant losing his last best chance of creating a life that meant something.

The bells in a nearby tower marked the hour. The council meeting had already started, but still, Jamie stood in the shadows, trying to convince his feet to propel him forward.

He remembered the scene in Gwen’s study as she stomped away from him. He remained undecided about the council, but he couldn’t let their story end like that. It was a poor reason for the decision he was about to make, but it was the one he had.

Jamie stepped into the street, joining the flow of customers, merchants, soldiers, and craftsmen as they went about their daily business. He thought that as he passed them by, eyes widened in recognition of the noble who walked in their midst. He had deliberately chosen one of his middling cloaks for the day, nicer than what many owned but far from his best. The duke’s guards wouldn’t turn him away, but it was a more subdued style than he was used to. He hoped it represented the change he’d been through.

He presented his papers at the gate. There was a moment of confusion, given that he wasn’t expected, but as head of House Pierce, he was always allowed access to the duke’s grounds. Cuvar waved him through, and he walked down the main path toward the duke’s towering palace.

The guards hadn’t offered him an escort. He suspected it was partly because they knew he knew his way, but partly because their numbers were already reduced. The main gate only had half the guards he would have expected. It was good Ethan was sacrificing his personal guard to the cause, but Jamie worried that Lindra was already digging so deep into its resources just to maintain order.

The grounds here were quiet and invited contemplation, but Jamie resisted the temptation. If he dallied for too long, word of his arrival would spread through the guards and reach the other nobles on the council. There was no need for further deliberation. His decision had already been made. All that remained was the action.

He marched across the palace grounds, smiling a little as he looked at the aklatan. He wondered if the stuffy academics with all their secret books had even realized the theft he’d committed underneath their noses. And if they had, he wondered if they had any idea that the man responsible walked freely toward a meeting with the duke. He was tempted to visit them, just to rub salt into the wound, but decided not to tempt fate. Even if they didn’t suspect him, the aklatan was one place he wasn’t welcome.

At the front door of the palace, he was stopped again. This time, the check was less thorough. He was assigned one of the duke’s personal cuvar as an escort. The two walked quickly through the long halls of the duke’s palace. The last several times Jamie had visited the palace, he had been escorted directly to the duke’s study. Today they turned off in a different direction early on.

The passages to Ethan’s study were smaller and plainer, representing the more private section of the palace. Jamie’s journey today was very different. Large paintings and artifacts from the duchy’s history decorated the passages, leaving no stretch of wall untouched. The trim here was richer, and many of the objects on display were lined with gold. Jamie hadn’t been in this part of the palace since he was a child, and he found that his opinion of it had changed in the intervening years.

When he had been young, visiting council meetings with his father, these halls had been a place of wonder. He could spend hours studying the weapons of ancient kings or gaze at some artifacts the Nacillians had left behind. He’d often stayed in the halls while his father sat in stuffy council meetings, lost in his fanciful imaginations of the past.

The artifacts didn’t hold the same meaning for him today. They were old swords and shards of broken technology, nothing more. What mattered most was the discussion happening behind those council doors. He and his escort stopped outside the council hall, and the guard waited for Jamie’s signal.

Jamie nodded, and the guard opened the door. Jamie put a smile on his face, stretching it from ear to ear as he strode into the council chamber as though he owned the place. Every eye in the room turned to him, and the expression of shock on the council’s faces might have made all his future suffering worth it. Whatever meaningless conversation they had been in the middle of stopped, eyes opened wide, and jaws went slack.

As they realized who had come into the room, he gave a sweeping bow, as a proper gentleman should. “It has been far too long, friends.”

Ethan didn’t look as surprised as the rest of his council. Jamie suspected Gwen had kept him well informed. He was the first to recover, and he stood to greet Jamie. “Count Pierce, it is a pleasure to have you. We weren’t expecting you.”

“I apologize for not announcing my arrival, but these last few days have been so busy. It seems like I’ve been here less than the blink of an eye.” While Jamie spoke, he watched the reactions of the various nobles who formed the duke’s council. There were a few who looked pleased to see him, those who were staunch allies, both of the duke and of House Pierce.

Others remained cautiously neutral, but Jamie thought that nearly half of the council glared at him with open contempt.

It was no more than he’d been warned to expect, but it still surprised him to see such naked displays of aggression among his new peers. He pretended to be ignorant of the expressions as he took the chair that had once been his father’s. “I’m sorry, too, that I was late this morning. Some last-minute negotiations took longer than I expected and delayed my arrival. Please continue with whatever discussions you were having. I’m sure I’ll catch up quickly.”

Aaron Carver’s face looked so red, it looked a little like he was a cherry about to explode. “What negotiations could you possibly have been involved with?”

Jamie glanced at the younger noble and waved his question away as though it wasn’t important. “I’ve been in negotiations with the Gutanese delegation, but that can be a matter of business for us to discuss later. Please continue on with your discussion.”

The duke silenced any other conversation. “That was the very issue we were discussing before your unexpected arrival. We have found ourselves at an impasse as to how to deal with them.”

Jamie leaned forward, pretending to be more surprised than he was. Everyone he’d met with knowledge of the workings of the council had told him that the Gutanese were a regular and recurring argument among the council members.

Don Craig, the head of House Craig, picked up where the duke left off. “We believe it is vital we send the Gutanese delegation back to Gutan as soon as possible. Unfortunately, because of the tragedy that befell them this spring, they could not purchase much from us, nor do they feel they have the protection needed to return home. We cannot spare enough grain to satisfy them, nor do we have the ondists necessary to escort them safely back to their borders.”

Jamie stroked at his chin, appearing to be deep in thought. Perhaps it was a bit much, but he slipped easily into this new character he had created. Once, this stage had been all he’d trained for. “Then you may find my discussions with the Gutanese to be particularly helpful. As some of you may know, before my father was murdered, he had made large investments in land and grain. With the assistance of my chief bookkeeper, I have discovered that I’m sitting on more than I could possibly need in a single season, even considering the difficult situation Lindra finds itself in. Naturally, my thoughts went to the Gutanese delegation, so that is where I went. We’ve just negotiated a large settlement that I believe will allow them to return to Gutan as soon as this week.”

Jamie’s declaration was the conversational equivalent of lightning striking the council table. Every council person was out of their seat in an instant, either shouting at him, shouting at the duke, or yelling pointed questions at one another. Jamie ignored them all and leaned back in his chair, grinning as he watched.

Perhaps a seat on the council would be more entertainment than he had expected. It took Ethan several minutes to calm the nobles down. By the time he had, he looked rather red in the face. “Would you care to enlighten us as to the details, Count Pierce? We were under the impression that the Gutanese didn’t have the funds to make sufficient purchases.”

Jamie nodded. “That is true under current market prices. Fortunately, my father had enough foresight that I could sell at this spring’s prices and still turn a profit. Though I prefer to keep the details private, I can assure you that the Gutanese will receive the grain they need. All in all, I believe it to be a winning negotiation.”

The duke wasn’t done with his objections. “But even if you have reached a deal, you’ve only solved one of their two problems. They will not leave until they are assured sufficient protection.”

“They said the same to me,” Jamie agreed, “but I think there may be a solution. The Gutanese are eager to leave, and Gutan itself needs the grain for the upcoming winter. I spoke with their leaders about the threat of the demons, and we agree there is a small window in which they might leave freely. For now, the bulk of the demons are up north, and they can probably leave with minimal protection. All they need is that last nudge.”

Don Craig snarled, then jumped into the conversation. “All this talk of demons is foolish. They were unlucky on the way here, that is all. Now that they have grain, they should leave. Their demands on us are unreasonable, especially stretched as thin as we are.”

Jamie let the count make the claim. It played into what he was about to suggest. “I have heard as much, but I was considering a bolder solution. The duke should write a pass for one of the Gutanese sumar units to pass into Lindra and escort the Gutanese delegation home.”

That sparked another round of outrage. Count Carver called him mad, and the older count next to Carver muttered that he was a traitor. The outburst continued until the duke raised his hand.

The nobles slowly silenced. The duke stared at Jamie, who admired Ethan’s performance. If, as he suspected, Gwen had told him privately about Jamie’s arrival, he would be more than prepared for Jamie’s proposal. But as the man most responsible for the survival of Lindra, he had to take a hard line. “You best explain yourself, Count Pierce.”

Jamie offered a respectful bow. “Of course, my duke. It is not a suggestion I would normally make, but I believe the times are desperate enough to warrant this. My suggestion is that the pass is a one-time affair, allowing a single unit of sumar to enter Lindra for the express purpose of escorting the delegation home. In my negotiations with the delegation, they agreed that if such permission was sent to Gutan, they would leave immediately, lessening the time the Gutanese were within our borders.

“I realize this breaks with years of tradition, but my thought is to the demons alone. The treaty long ago eliminated the enmity between us and Gutan. I propose it is time to take the next step and call them our allies and friends. Against the demons, the borders between Lindra and Gutan will hardly matter. The only difference that will is human against invader.”

One voice rose in objection to Jamie’s argument. Count Craig, of course. “You fear these demons too much, Count Pierce, and you forget the treaty exists for a reason. If we let two dozen of their finest warriors freely traipse around our lands, there’s no telling the amount of damage they’ll do.”

“Of course there is,” Jamie said. He wanted to lash out at the old fool but kept his voice almost even. “None at all. And it is you, Count Craig, that doesn’t understand the danger the demons represent. It only took one demon to destroy Tazo Rest. Hinsworth, a sturdy, nearly self-sufficient settlement, was also destroyed in a day. I know the threat that keeps me up at night, and it’s not the Gutanese sumar.”

Jamie couldn’t figure out what angle Count Craig was trying to play. Sending the Gutanese on their way wouldn’t cost him anything, and he couldn’t really believe a unit of Gutanese sumar would threaten Lindra. But Jamie couldn’t guess at the man’s motivations.

Count Craig refused to surrender. He turned to Ethan. “My duke, surely you can’t be considering this madness? None of your predecessors would have dared such a thing.”

“None of my predecessors faced a threat of this nature,” Ethan responded. “It stands to reason fresh approaches may be required. I agree with Count Pierce that there is no reason to fear a brief incursion by Gutanese sumar.”

Craig set his jaw, and Jamie saw the battle lines had been formally declared. But that was no matter. They’d been drawn from the moment he had stepped into the room. This was just making it official.

Ethan turned to Jamie. “I will send a note to Gutan immediately.”

Count Craig growled but said nothing.

Jamie nodded, but he feared Ethan had just declared war against two fronts at once.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Ronan shivered as he stepped into the duke’s palace in Gutan. It was his second visit, but he was less comfortable than he had been on his first. Before, he’d felt like a tourist, awed and overwhelmed by the ornate decorations, paintings, and artifacts that represented the history Gutan was so proud of.

Though Gutan’s palace was more restrained than Lindra’s, physical space meant far less to the duke than the average citizen. Ronan and Mother had fought tooth and nail to keep possession of their home after Father died, and Avgan’s ruling council badgered them incessantly to move to a smaller home or to an apartment. Inside the halls of the duke’s palace, entire rooms were dedicated to displaying art. Ronan imagined they spent many days empty, and the simple truth sent his head spinning.

It wasn’t the waste of space that made Ronan uneasy as he followed Amara through the hallways, though. It was another sense, one that crawled beneath the surface of his skin. Though the passages were well-lit and the guards welcoming to the heroes of Gutan, Ronan feared this place. Beautiful as it was, it represented something unnatural.

Hinsworth had taught him there were two types of strength. The first was the type he’d spent his entire life cultivating. It was the strength of the individual, the ability of a single person to bend the world to their will. A first-rank sumar strode across the wilds like a king of old, fighting and killing almost anything that threatened them. They used their strength to protect others and expand the boundaries of humanity.

It was also a natural strength. Both within and outside the walls, the strong survived while the weak became prey. That fact wasn’t some noble ideal, as some believed, but it was as natural as the web of onda Ronan felt almost everywhere he traveled.

This palace represented the second type of strength, the one he understood less. Ronan might kill a dozen chikara with his sword, but a word from the duke could kill far more. Only it would come at the cost of countless sumar. Within these walls, a single order could decide the fate of humanity.

Ronan had tasted this type of strength outside Hinsworth. A strength based not on his skill with steel but on his words and ideas. It was those ideas that had convinced Laran and Amara it was best to stay and fight, and in so doing, his ideas had caused sumar to die.

His body walked the hallways of the palace, but his thoughts were stuck back in those fields. Again, he was stepping up to the debate between Laran and Amara. His mistake outside Hinsworth had killed less than a dozen. A mistake here, well, he didn’t want to contemplate what that might lead to. The hallways closed in on him, suffocating him. With every passing day, he thought he understood Laran better.

Amara was too observant not to notice. “How are you feeling? You’re pale.”

“I don’t think I should be here. It reminds me too much of Hinsworth.”

She clenched her jaw at his answer, and Ronan kept the rest of his thoughts to himself. Their arguments had become repetitive over time, and both were frustrated the other wouldn’t see reason.

After they turned a corner, Amara said, “Like it or not, you’ve got the most experience with the demons of anyone here. Your opinion is valuable for that alone.”

They passed through a hallway decorated with paintings of famous turning points in Gutan’s history. Ronan had studied several of the moments in the obuka, but there were others he hadn’t heard of. His mestres had focused on Lindra’s history. But he was sure that if he’d seen those paintings a few years ago, he would have poured over them with obsessive interest. Now he turned away. Not only did they remind him too much of Hinsworth, but they also reminded him that this was the place where the orders that led to those moments originated.

It didn’t seem right to have so much power concentrated in one place. It would be as if onda only pooled in certain special places instead of spreading throughout the world to share its gifts.

“Besides,” Amara continued, “you need to remember that you’re not responsible for what we decide. The duke bears that burden, and he relies on the advice and wisdom the first-rank commanders provide him. It’s likely you’ll do nothing but sit and watch. But if something gets said that makes you think we’re wrong, it’s your duty to speak up.”

Ronan bit on his lower lip so as not to argue the point further.

They reached the council room, and Amara paused before opening the door. Though her words to him were firm, he saw the concern on her face. “Do you need some time?”

Ronan reached for his center, but it remained more elusive here than it did in training. But he wouldn’t find it by waiting out here. “No. Let’s go in.”

Amara opened the door, revealing a boisterous room. Nearly a dozen first-rank sumar stood in small groups, talking with one another as though today’s gathering was a feast with long-lost friends. No one paid the new arrivals much mind, and Amara slipped smoothly into an existing conversation. The duke hadn’t arrived yet, so there was little formality among the ondists who had served together for most of their lives.

Ronan found a place among the aides who lined the walls. Social as the commanders might be, the aides were on duty, watching their commanders like overprotective mothers. Ronan felt more comfortable among them than he did pretending he belonged with the commanders.

Most aides were also first-rank sumar, and their position was more an apprenticeship than an aide. They studied the art of command under their elders, and if their commanders perished in battle, they were expected to assume command.

One last sumar came through the door before the duke finally arrived through a separate entrance. The conversation around the room came to a quick halt, and the commanders took seats around a long table.

The duke wasted no time with empty formalities. Ronan had learned more about him in the months he’d been in Gutan. The duke had once been an ondist, which was traditional among the Gutanese. In Lindra, succession was determined by the noble houses, but here the duke was usually a sumar commander with demonstrated competence beyond the walls. As he often did when he compared his adopted home to the land of his birth, Ronan found the Gutanese method superior. A duke shouldn’t be the best-connected noble but a proven leader under difficult conditions.

“There’s been a lot of news in the past day,” the duke said. He opened a notebook. “The first piece of note is that our trade delegation has finally struck an acceptable bargain in Lindra. House Pierce, it appears, was the driving force behind the deal, and the delegation should return within the month with enough grain to get us through the winter ahead.”

None of the commanders were so undisciplined as to murmur their approval, but Ronan saw several nodding their heads. A few even smiled. Amara said the delegation had been a source of great debate over the past month. Having it resolved eased many burdens, and Ronan couldn’t help but smile when he thought of Jamie as the one behind it all. The Lindran noble was capable of more than anyone expected from him.

The duke continued, “Unfortunately, Lindra won’t bend on the subject of escorting the delegation back. Their claim, again, is that they don’t have the ondists to spare.”

What few smiles had existed around the table faded, replaced with frowns. Ronan thought he saw a few lips move with silent curses. He’d always been treated well enough as leveren, so he sometimes forgot how much the average Gutanese citizen detested Lindra.

The duke pretended to take no notice. “They have, however, agreed to allow one unit of sumar to cross their borders and escort the delegation home. Given the most recent reports from the north, it is believed the demons are still concentrated much closer to Caltaris. The delegation is already on their way, making all haste. Is there anyone who will volunteer to leave immediately to meet the delegation on the road and ensure its safe arrival?”

Most commanders at the table raised their hands. Amara wasn’t one of them.

The duke chose a commander, had one of his aides give her a packet of orders, then dismissed her from the rest of the meeting. The aide next to Ronan peeled away from the wall and followed her out.

“The rest of the news is less promising. We’ve already lost a frontier settlement to demon attack, and I fear they’ll set their eyes in our direction soon,” the duke said.

Before anyone could interrupt, the duke jumped to the last piece of information. “We also received another warning, thanks to our friends in Lindra. Sumar Laran, who remained behind after Hinsworth, reports that some demons appear very human-like and have started dressing in stolen clothes. He fears they may use the disguises to infiltrate towns and cities.”

That news broke even the commanders’ composure. Several questions were asked at once, most questioning whether such a report could be believed.

Amara’s voice rose above the rest. “I’ve fought beside Laran, and he’s a rare breed among Lindra’s sumar. If he says it, it is true.”

That silenced the commanders, and the duke cleared his throat. “I’ve already ordered the obvious. Messages are being sent to all cuvar, exhorting them to greater vigilance. Guards at the gates will be doubled, and archers will be prepared to fire on all arrivals. It won’t be perfect, but I hope it prevents any unnecessary disasters.”

The duke looked around the room. “We need to answer this threat. The demons seek to eliminate all humans, and we aren’t prepared for them. I’m open to suggestions.”

A hand shot into the air.

“Commander Becks?” the duke asked.

“I suggest we redeploy our sumar. There are too many of us in and around Gutan because of the open gates. Though our presence might be a burden on some settlements, that seems an acceptable trade for the protection we would offer. Shut the gates again, pull most of us out of the city, and we’ll establish a defensive perimeter. We’ll kill any demons who approach.”

The duke didn’t look convinced, but several commanders seemed of like mind.

Amara raised her hand, and the duke gestured to her.

“I appreciate Commander Becks’ plan, but I fear it doesn’t take into account one concerning possibility. We’re dealing with an enemy that might be able to gather far more resources than we can. We do not know how many demons might still come down from Caltaris, and every demon is a problem. Only first-rank sumar have any hope of killing one alone, and I’m sure there are already more demons than first-ranks in Gutan.”

“What are you suggesting?” the duke asked.

“We can’t defend,” Amara said. “Our walls aren’t protection enough, and if we assume a passive posture, we’ll surrender any chance at survival we have. We need to attack Caltaris.”

That caused the room to erupt. Even Ronan was taken by surprise. After Hinsworth, he didn’t think Amara would want to return to that cursed place.

The duke didn’t try to calm the uproar. He waited for it to die down. When it finally did, he said, “Please, say more.”

Amara spoke with a calm assurance that made Ronan think she’d prepared for this. “I don’t like the risks any more than anyone else in this room. I can’t promise success, and we have very little idea what forces await us in the Nacillian ruins. Any assault will cost more lives than I want to think about. But I don’t see any other way to win. If we don’t close the portal, the demons will keep coming through, and they’ll kill us faster than we can train new sumar.”

The duke tapped his fingers against the table. “Do you have a plan?”

“Not a good one. Send all the sumar we can. Attack Caltaris. Let’s not forget we have first-rank Ronan now, who has killed more demons than any living Gutanese sumar.”

At that, many of the eyes turned to him, and he wished there was a curtain for him to hide behind. Instead, he bowed to the assembly, thankful the gesture hid his face from their eyes.

Amara knew how he felt. How could she put this on him after Hinsworth?

Even as he asked, he knew the answer.

If she wanted people to die for her plan, she needed a story. And he was the story they all whispered about when they thought he couldn’t hear them. The young man who’d turned away an advancing army of chikara by himself. The man the demons sought to kill or capture.

Amara hadn’t lied. He had killed more demons than any living sumar.

But that didn’t make him what they thought he was.

He wanted to run, to hide, to deflect attention away from himself. But if he did, it would proclaim Amara’s story a lie. The Gutanese wouldn’t attack Caltaris, and Amara was right. They’d be overrun. Maybe not this year, but soon. A second Fall would become inevitable.

Like any good commander, she’d put him in a place where there was only one thing he could do. Even if it was the last thing he wanted.

He straightened and saw that most of the commanders had turned away. Becks, though, stared at him. “That’s a lot of trust in you, first-rank Ronan. Are you the one who will turn back this tide?”

The temptation to turn and sprint out the door was stronger than ever. He didn’t care what happened to him.

But he wasn’t alone anymore. Amara risked her own reputation and the lives of her family for him. He didn’t deserve her trust, but he damned well wasn’t going to turn his back on it.

He thought of Amelia, waiting at her home to hear how the meeting went. He would die before letting anything happen to her.

For the first time since stepping through the doors of the duke’s palace, Ronan found his center, and he planted both feet firmly upon it. He met Beck’s gaze, then, without a bit of hesitation in his voice, said, “I am, sir.”


INTERLUDE 3


The demons cut the portal stone off from the vast web of onda, and to the Reformer, it felt the same as death. The sudden lack of terrible power left him hollow and exhausted. He slumped to his knees and peeled his hands from the twin pillars, looking at his palms as though seeing them for the first time. Tears fell down his cheeks, but he couldn’t say why. His body shuddered, and he fought against the sleep that threatened to overwhelm him.

In front of him, where the actual portal opened, a pair of new demons stood. They’d stepped through the portal as easily as if they’d stepped through a door, and though Kaym was disappointed in their number, he was pleased by their appearance.

The Reformer ignored the reunion. His thoughts traveled in a different direction. He needed to understand how this Nacillian machine worked.

He couldn’t look at the stone without his stomach clenching tight, but the instrument of humanity’s destruction might very well be the only thing that could save the last of his followers. The Sunslayers revered the stone, and the more he learned about it, the more he understood why. In the portal stone, the Nacille had created something of unbelievable power.

Nacillian creations had always been a fertile source of legends within the duchies. They’d supposedly forged swords that could cut through a gnarled oak tree. Built weapons that killed from as far away as a person could see. Their buildings had pierced the sky.

The Reformer had always looked at the legends with a skeptical eye. There could be no doubt the Nacille had known more about the world than he did, but the only evidence of their greatness was locked in dead cities surrounded by howling chikara. How great could they have been if they’d left so little behind? And there was always the even greater question: How powerful could they have been if they’d been destroyed in the first place?

He regretted that skepticism as he half stepped, half fell from the dais. The Nacille had fallen, and someday, the Reformer hoped to find a Sunslayer who would tell him exactly how. But that did nothing to diminish their accomplishments.

He didn’t know how to control the portal stone yet. But he knew what they were.

Onda was a force that ran through all living things. Everyone knew that. The Nacille, though, had discovered more. They’d realized the planet itself was alive. That there was onda at its core, beating like an enormous heart.

The portal stones connected with the source and could shape it in some small ways. That was the power that ripped the portals open and allowed the demons to enter their world.

There were already too many demons for humanity to fight and win. The Reformer, who’d sought to save a sliver of humanity, had instead doomed them all. But the portal stones might yet show him a way forward. Might still redeem him.

Two demons picked him up by his arms and pulled him out of the room. They took him down a hallway, then dragged him up a set of stairs, down another hallway, and into the room they’d given him. They threw him to the floor, and he didn’t rise. He kept his eyes closed until he heard the demons leave and shut the door behind them.

As soon as they left, he pushed himself up. They wouldn’t look for him again until they served supper at dusk.

Kaym thought him helpless, and the Reformer hoped to prove the demon wrong.

He couldn’t return to the portal stone. That room, and the one where the controls for the portal could be found, were the only ones guarded in the entire city. But he’d learned quite a lot about this building in the past few days.

He waited until he was sure the demons had gone back down the stairs, then he hurried to his door and cracked it open. He peeked up and down the hallway. It was empty, as usual. The demons had their quarters in a different building, so the Reformer had this floor to himself. He let himself into the hallway and closed his door quietly behind him.

He padded down the hall until he found the room he was most interested in. The door opened without a sound, and he crawled to a small metal grate near the floor and pressed his ear against it.

He didn’t exactly understand why, but from this grate, he could listen in on the conversations below, where Kaym met with the other commanders and the mysterious seers after every portal opening. The Reformer made himself comfortable and listened.

At first, all he heard was the guttural language the demons spoke among themselves. He’d asked, once, to learn their language, but they’d laughed in his face. He didn’t despair. The seers only bothered Kaym immediately after a portal opening, and they spoke only the demon tongue. Eventually, though, they would leave. After, Kaym and the commanders would speak in the common tongue. The Reformer suspected Kaym didn’t want the seers to understand what they said.

The Reformer listened to the exchange. Though he didn’t understand the words, the feelings behind them were clear enough. One set of voices spoke with more authority than the other, and they weren’t pleased.

The seers, he thought. He hadn’t met them yet, but they and Kaym didn’t seem to get along.

Was there a crack between the demons he could exploit? He’d built his whole movement by focusing on the divisions between people. Would demons be much different?

To be sure, he needed to speak the language.

He heard footsteps, followed by a door closing and a long silence. He breathed slowly. This was what he’d waited for.

Kaym spoke first. “They presume too much.”

The Reformer heard the fear in Ozen’s voice. “Sir…”

“Open your eyes, old friend. You see all that I do. How do you still believe their foolishness?”

“They’ve guided us for generations. We survive only because of them.”

Kaym grunted. “Their success in the past doesn’t mean we should trust them blindly today. A commander may win one battle but still lose the war.”

There was a pause before Ozen answered. “Regardless, you understand the danger. Push too hard, and you’ll find yourself without a command.”

“They would doom us all, then!” Kaym snapped.

There was another silence, then Kaym spoke again. “You’re right, though. I can’t let my frustration with them cost us the victory we need. What word from home?”

“Good news, first. The order of seers has decided to reinforce the portal. The machine should be in place in two to three weeks.”

Kaym growled. “Better late than never. If they’d listened at first, it would already be done. We’d have won.”

“If we lose that machine, it’s the end of us. Their caution is warranted.”

“If we don’t conquer this planet, it’s also the end of us.” Kaym said something in his own language, then, “I’d do anything for one of the leveren right now. But they still hide in Gutan, and we haven’t found another.”

The Reformer frowned. Kaym seemed to have a complete understanding of everything happening in the duchies, but how was he getting his information? Once, the Reformer would have sworn he was the only one in touch with the demons. Had he only been one of many?

“The leveren will leave again,” Ozen assured his commander. “They aren’t smart enough to hide, and several Sunslayers will be close enough to draw them out soon.”

“How prepared are we to launch our strike?” Kaym asked.

“Within the week,” Ozen said. “We only need a few more Sunslayers. But pairs aren’t enough.” There was an accusation in his tone.

“You still think we should kill him?”

The Reformer’s heart skipped a beat at the casualness of Kaym’s question. The two demons hadn’t discussed this before.

“He’s weakening. If we want useful Sunslayers, soon we’ll have to go down to one portal every day and a half, or two days.”

“Still better than what any of us would accomplish.”

“It’s a risk, having him here. I’d feel better if he were dead,” Ozen argued.

“Even if it slows our plans?”

“Even then.”

Kaym considered, and the Reformer held his breath. “You’re too cautious. There are guards outside the stone, and there’s nothing else he can do. He’s more harmless than their annoying ondists.”

“Don’t make the mistake of underestimating them. They’ve hurt us worse than we expected.”

“It’s already too late for them. Once our blow lands, all that will be left is their major cities, and those are ready to topple.”

Ozen’s silence spoke to his disagreement.

“One last question,” Kaym said. “What about the anomaly?”

Ozen came back to life. “I read an interesting report from the seers. He’s killed a few Sunslayers, and is hiding outside of Hinsworth to ambush the Sunslayers as they come down the mountain. But he fought inside a rest and was weak. If we can lure him into Caltaris, he should be easy to kill.”

Kaym made a sound that might have been laughter. “You worry about one useless human, then think about inviting one of our greatest enemies within our walls?”

“I’m saying that if we lure him into the city, he won’t be able to fight us. He’s been pulling onda from the world to fight, almost like the leveren.”

“Do the seers want to study him, too?”

“They do.”

“I agree. What he knows may aid us in our transition to this world. But he is no fool. He won’t come if Caltaris weakens him, no matter how tasty our lure.”

It was the first time the Reformer had heard Kaym speak respectfully about anyone besides Ozen. Was Laran another lever he could somehow pull in his covert operations against the demons?

His answer came a moment later, and it was a resounding no.

“Send a squad. Capture him if possible, but if the risk is too great, kill him. I don’t want him interfering anymore,” Kaym ordered.

Ozen responded in their own language, a sound the Reformer had come to associate with agreement.

The meeting below was over, and the Reformer had much to ponder. He’d spend the next day picking apart every word, examining every nuance for clues.

But one fact was certain, and it gave him the first sense of hope he’d felt since watching Hinsworth burn.

The demons, like every human he’d ever met, were flawed. They argued among themselves. And if there were cracks between the demons, he would tear them open if it helped save the people who’d trusted him.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Laran sat cross-legged on the ground as he ate some of the food from his pack. He’d supplemented the supplies he’d taken from Lovar Rest with food he’d scavenged from the area, but if he planned on sitting outside of Hinsworth for much longer, he’d need to hunt.

Hunting itself wouldn’t be hard. He’d spotted several deer in the area, even though he’d also seen a few wolves prowling the fields at night. He hated the idea of leaving his post, though. Quiet as the last few days had been, he feared that if he moved, the demons would make a move.

Laran watched and waited, then watched and waited some more. But the fields and the path up to Caltaris were quiet. The silence gave him plenty of time to think, and he didn’t like the direction of his thoughts. This morning was no different.

He forced himself to remember every move and cut of his battle against the demons. He relived the fight in his memories, his body shifting as he remembered how he’d cut and dodged.

The way those demons fought continued to itch at him. He’d fought enough of them now to know their behavior wasn’t typical. They’d been as hard for him to fight as a pair of demons could be. Which made the next question a troubling one: Had they been sent out to lure him out?

It seemed impossible. He was certain he hadn’t been observed. Every demon that had come close to him since the night Hinsworth burned was dead.

But that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. He could sense the demons without seeing them. How did he know they couldn’t do the same?

Was he safe?

Laran chuckled silently at that thought. He hadn’t given a damn about his safety since Deandra had died. Not to mention demons were flooding into the duchies from a portal he didn’t dare access.

Safety was always an illusion. These days, it was just more obvious.

He pushed the thoughts of the pair of demons away. As his food got lower, he had hard decisions to make. So far, his observations had accomplished little. Running up to Caltaris was foolish. Did he attempt to track the last group of demons that had left, even though they’d left several days ago?

It seemed a poor decision. Though he suspected he could track them, they already had a tremendous lead on him. Even if he chased after them, he didn’t think he would catch them.

Because he didn’t know what to do, he waited. The lack of action strained his patience. His imagination ran wild with thoughts of what was happening throughout the duchy while he sat around. But he had long believed that waiting for the proper moment to arrive was superior to acting without certainty.

Contemplation was as much an action as drawing a sword.

Most people, fools all, ran around all day, every day. They tried to mask the uncertainty in their hearts by jumping from one task to the next. They believed that if they simply filled their days with enough doing, then the questions that lingered in their hearts would answer themselves.

They reminded Laran of young trainees in the obukas when they were brought beyond the walls for the first time. Those who got lost often panicked and ran around, often in circles. Mestres told stories of young ondists who evaded even the most skilled trackers.

All because they didn’t have the good sense to stop and think.

His own mestres had always been adamant.

If an ondist remained in place, their partner would find them. And if they deliberated all their options before acting, they diminished the chances of making a foolish mistake.

The advice had served him well. A good deal of the morning passed, and still, no answer struck Laran as being correct. So he continued to wait.

But he did put the time to good use. His fight with the two demons had raised other questions, most of them circling around his own abilities. That he could pull onda from the world no longer surprised him, but how much could he pull? Was he limited by the amount of onda his body could hold or by how far he could extend his reach?

Laran explored these questions through experiments. He didn’t dare pull onda frequently because he wasn’t sure what lasting effects it had on his body.

He also didn’t want to damage the woods much. He’d spent most of his life treasuring the wild, and he didn’t want to repay the comfort it had given him with the same destruction so many of his brethren preferred. Not to mention, a giant dead spot on the ridge line was sure to catch the demons’ attention.

Laran pushed out his onda, letting it join with the web, a strength that flowed through the planet. He let the currents carry his onda, and he focused his attention on all the sensations it offered in return.

As his sensitivity increased, so did his wonder at the world.

Ever since he had been little, Laran had hated cities. He had never felt at home within the stone walls of civilization. Whenever he wandered the streets, he felt cut off and isolated, as though someone had taken a piece of his soul and locked it away where he couldn’t reach. It was only in the wild that the missing fragment of his soul returned, and he felt whole again.

There were a few among the sumar who felt the same, but as Laran aged, he learned that there were many who couldn’t understand him. Most felt safer and more complete in the cities, surrounded by others. Only a special few sensed what was lacking.

It was his current experiments that made him relive those early days of his life. He wondered now if what he had been missing was this connection to onda. The one he now explored more deeply than ever before.

What he did out here, he could never do in a city. The web was too weak to join. The city cut him off from all that was natural.

Out here, his familiarity with onda grew by the day. Every session saw his onda extend farther than before, and he didn’t think he was anywhere near his limit. Pushing out his onda wasn’t like stretching a rope taut. It was more like washing his hands in a stream and watching the dirt leave his fingernails and join a never-ending flow.

Laran thought of himself as the banks of a flowing stream or sometimes the shores of a small lake. His body served as a boundary and a barrier, keeping his onda separate from that rich tapestry that ran beneath his feet. The more he extended his onda, the more he understood that his body, which he had considered the most real thing in his experience, was almost an illusion.

When it came to extending his onda, his limit was when his body called it back. In a way, it reminded Laran of all the focusing techniques he had spent so much of his life studying. Onda always sought an equilibrium, whether through expansion or contraction. His whole life, before Ronan, had been one of contraction, of falling deeper within himself. Now he was learning to expand.

Extending onda farther wasn’t a matter of force or a matter of him pushing harder. It was a process of letting his body dissolve, of pulling the leash off his onda.

One surprising effect of this dissolution was the tranquility it created. Peace settled deep in his core as his self dissolved. His physical body was replaced by a sense of pure awareness. When he was in this state, nothing in the world was wrong. Nothing in the world was bad. Everything was just as it should be. He let that awareness wander freely through the morning hours.

But all good things had to end, and this morning was no different. He let his onda return and rebuilt the barriers that were his body and his identity. He came back to himself, and he was sitting on a ridge overlooking the ruins of Hinsworth and the fields beyond.

Whenever he returned, there was a deep emptiness in him that he knew would never be filled. He sat with it, familiar with the process. After he returned to his body, there was always a transition period, as though waking up from a long slumber. Physically, he felt more than fine. His muscles were well-rested, and the injuries he endured over a long career were all healed.

But there was a delay between his thoughts and his body, as though his body was slowly trying to catch up, to remind itself why it existed. He breathed out, and finally, he felt whole again.

Laran decided that the best use of his late morning would be to scavenge even more food. He grabbed his pack, but as he did, he noticed one strap was becoming frayed.

It was a small thing, and one that didn’t even affect him at the moment. But when he looked at that frayed strap, his world crashed down around him.

Laran cursed out loud and was about to kick at the bag when he realized what a fool he was being.

He shook his head, his thoughts foggy. He wasn’t the sort to get upset at a frayed pack. But even now as he stared at it, he felt his anger beginning to boil again. The frayed strap was an affront, an error that needed to be corrected. It was wrong and twisted. Like everything in this world that humans touched.

Laran grimaced and held his head. What was going on?

After a moment, the feeling passed and Laran found his center, the equilibrium that had carried him through many long days. He shouldered the pack and hiked to an area he hadn’t yet scavenged.

Almost immediately, he was pleased with what he found. Though he’d never paid close attention to this location, he felt a sense of deep intuition guiding him from place to place. Some part of him simply knew where the food would be.

Laran hadn’t been out long when he felt something twist in his stomach, as though one of his organs had fallen out of place. He trusted that sensation. He stopped and looked around, but he heard nothing and saw nothing. Still, the feeling persisted, so he squatted down behind a bush. He looked out toward the mountains, where any threat was most likely to come from.

Laran had long since lost track of how far his onda carried. He suspected it was a few miles, at least. He extended it first toward Caltaris, and he quickly found what he was looking for. After days of silence, his waiting was paying off. There was something happening far off in the distance, still well out of sight. The demons were on the move. From this distance, he couldn’t tell exactly how many, but he guessed it was a standard demon group, numbering somewhere between four and six.

He watched them with his onda for a while. Like most demons coming down the mountain, they seemed to be in no particular hurry, and they were still some distance away. Laran called his onda back, finished scavenging the area, then returned to the spot that had become his outpost. He had enough time to pack his food away carefully before worrying the demons would spot him.

Then he settled in to wait. It didn’t take long. The demons appeared, using the path that broke away from the road and dropped toward Hinsworth. There were six of them, and Laran watched closely. There were two main paths leading from the area, one far to the east, which was the one Laran had first come to the area on, and one just a quarter mile to the east from where Laran sat. That one led more directly south.

He frowned when the demons chose neither. Instead, they spread out in the field, separating into three pairs. That was unusual enough, but they weren’t heading toward any of the paths that led deeper into Lindra.

Laran watched for a few moments more before he was sure.

They were heading straight for him.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Jamie sat on one of the chairs in Ethan’s study, sinking into the comfortable cushions like an anchor tossed into the sea. He closed his eyes and let exhaustion wash over him. Though none of the council members had drawn swords, the council chambers were every bit as tiring as an actual battlefield, and the consequences of a poor decision were more far-reaching.

With his gloomy thoughts, the chair’s comfortable embrace turned stifling, a prison of his own choosing. Jamie grunted and pushed himself to stand, then paced the room.

The small door leading to Ethan’s private chambers opened, and the duke stepped through. His hair was disheveled, and Jamie noted the dampness around both his hairline and collar. He’d splashed water on his face before coming here. Jamie was touched that Ethan felt so comfortable around him.

Either that or Ethan really didn’t care what Jamie thought.

The duke went to his desk and slumped into his chair. He pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger and exhaled sharply. Then he turned his attention to Jamie. “I didn’t think you were going to come. Gwen was convinced you would leave.”

“She was right to be worried,” Jamie admitted.

“Why did you stay?”

Jamie looked down at his hands. It was poor manners to be standing and pacing while the duke sat, but his skin crawled at the idea of sitting in the chair again.

“I’m still working that out for myself. Did you know my father was building a retreat?”

Ethan shook his head as he opened one of his desk drawers and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. He held up the bottle for Jamie’s inspection. “Want a drink? It’s from the Adair’s private collection.”

“A gift?”

Ethan’s grin was mischievous, reminding Jamie of a child successfully swindling a smaller child out of their pocket change. “Confiscated, actually. Crimes against the crown and all that.”

“Then of course.”

Ethan pulled out two glasses and dumped healthy pours of the brown gold into each. He slid one across his desk to Jamie, who took it and held it up in a silent toast to his ruler. Ethan tipped his head in thanks, then they sipped.

The liquid burned down his throat, and it almost made the pain of the council meeting worthwhile.

“So, you didn’t like your father’s retreat location?” Ethan asked.

Jamie snorted. “You know I’d never miss a chance to spite my father, even if he’s dead. If he was going to run, I figured I should stay. Gwen played a role, too. I don’t like the idea of disappointing her.”

Ethan took another sip and swirled his drink in his glass. He stared up at the ceiling. Jamie would have paid a fair amount to know what thoughts danced in his head.

“I’ve always kept the nobles happy enough while doing my best to protect this land. Today upset that balance. House Craig will come for my seat now, and they’re close to winning it in a vote,” Ethan said.

“What would Don do if he were sitting here instead of you?”

“Call the cuvar back and order the caravans back on the road. He thinks the attack on the delegation was a fluke. That the chikara got lucky.”

Jamie stared at the duke, then took a longer drink of the whiskey. “That’s silly.”

“He hasn’t been out there. How would he know? All he sees is the size of his purse decreasing and his protection evaporating. It’s the same for most nobles. They’d rather believe the sumar and cuvar failed the caravan than face reality.” Ethan looked deep into his glass, then raised his gaze. “If I’m going to hold my seat, I need your support, Jamie. Do I have it?”

“What would you do with it?”

“I wish I knew. I believe the threat from Caltaris is real, and it keeps me up at night, but I don’t know what we do. You may not believe me, but we don’t have the forces to fight a war, and that’s my fault. I trusted our treaty with Gutan, and I trust the Gutanese. I’ve known about the declining number of cuvar and sumar for years, but we always had enough, and I never thought there would be a need for more. Now, suddenly, we don’t have enough, and I can’t train new ones fast enough.”

“What about the sumar in the lodge here? That’s a considerable force,” Jamie suggested.

“They’re already being used as cuvar in the city so that our local cuvar can guard the nearby rests. It’s not that we don’t have warriors, it’s that to fight the demons, I’d need to strip towns and rests of their ondists. I’m not sure that ends any better for us.”

Jamie didn’t envy Ethan. Being a good duke was challenging on the best of days, and Ethan hadn’t enjoyed one of those for years. True, some of what they faced today was due to his past failures, but Ethan acknowledged his errors. That was a damn sight better than most would do.

Jamie couldn’t think of anyone on the council he’d rather have making the hard decisions.

“You have my support, so long as I believe you’re doing everything you can to protect the duchy.”

Ethan finished his glass and let it thunk against his desk. He sighed. “That’s good enough, I suppose.” He pressed his palms against his eyes and stood up. “I’ve taken enough of your time. You didn’t come here for me.” He paused. “Thank you, though. Hard as it is for me to believe, with you back, I hold out some small hope we’ll find a way to avoid a second Fall.”

Ethan turned to leave, then stopped. “Oh, I should let you know we recently heard from Laran. Lovar Rest fell to the demons. Apparently, they look close enough to human now that they can pass unwary cuvar. But Laran fights on, as far as we know.”

Jamie bowed. He had been worried about the grouchy sumar. “Thank you.”

Ethan left, and Gwen must have been waiting on the other side of the door, because she entered before it closed. Like when he’d met her in her own house, she stepped tentatively. There was a wariness in her eyes as if she was ready to run at the slightest provocation.

He understood, but the sight cut at his heart all the same. His nerves gave him the stamina to run to Lindra’s outer wall and back without tiring, but he forced his feet to stillness. “It’s good to see you, Gwen,” he said.

He stood up straighter and held his chin high.

If the council chambers had been a battlefield, this was a duel. His aim wasn’t to triumph over her but to convince her they’d always been allies.

He’d rather lose his wealth and all his lands than this duel.

She stared at him for a long time before speaking. “Ethan tells me you made quite the entrance at council. And that you pushed through the plan for the delegation.”

“Don was less than pleased.”

She ignored his invitation to change the subject. Her gaze hadn’t left him since she’d entered the room, and it was making him sweat. He resisted the urge to tug at his collar.

His instinct was to say something, anything, that would cause her to turn those eyes away from him, if only for a moment. They made him feel small. He held his tongue. Sometimes, in a duel against a skilled opponent, the best strategy was to wait in balanced readiness.

“I don’t understand you, Jamie Pierce,” Gwen said.

He almost blurted out that it wasn’t true. That if anyone saw through the lies he’d wrapped himself with, it was her. He knew it even now as those eyes looked into his heart. “How so?”

Gwen came around Ethan’s desk and stopped a few feet from him. “There’s always been something about you that’s bothered me. It would have been so easy to dismiss you as the thief and rake you appeared to be. But you read Nacillian, chose to be a sumar, and fought against your father’s wishes.”

She took another step toward him. “You dropped everything to escort a young man across Lindra. You fought chikara of legend. But you flee from responsibility, and there’s a deep strain of selfishness in you.”

Again, she stepped toward him. She was close enough for him to smell, and it was all he could do not to close the last few feet between them and wrap her up in his arms. That wariness in her eyes warned him away.

“You’re a mystery, a walking contradiction. I’ll admit that’s no small part of my interest in you. Sometimes, I think you’re a puzzle I could piece together for the rest of my life. But sometimes, when a new piece of the puzzle comes into focus, I see something that makes me want to turn and walk away.”

She approached no closer, leaving him with his first opening. Half-formed explanations came quickly to his lips, fragments of truth he could weave into another comforting lie.

One she’d see through even as he pulled the weave tight.

“I don’t even understand myself,” he admitted. It was no more what she wanted to hear than what he wanted to say, but at least it was true. “I’m still learning, and I think that’ll be true for a long time. If there is anything I can give you, it’s this: I will never lie to you.”

She considered his promise carefully, then, like a veteran grappler, turned it to her advantage. “After you’d stolen the text for me from the aklatan, you said you wanted to help me, and I asked what it was you wanted. Do you remember?”

How could he not? That damned question had shaped the course of his life from the moment she’d asked it. “I do.”

“You told me you wanted your life to matter. Do you remember that?”

He grimaced, seeing already where the questions would lead. “I do.”

“When we met last, you said you were going to help the Gutanese, then leave Lindra to burn. Do you remember that?”

He almost argued the details, but the thrust of her question was accurate enough. “I do.”

“So, which Jamie are you? Are you the one who wants to make a difference or the one who wants to have life both ways? Who wants to help but still live in as much comfort as he can manage?”

The truth was easy this time. “I’m both. I want to help, but you were right when you called me a coward. People like Ronan and Laran are the ones who rush into battle. I want to live, and if possible, I’d like to do it while sleeping on soft beds and drinking your father’s whiskey. And yes, sometimes the pull of survival wins me over. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want my life to matter. It doesn’t mean I don’t want to help where I can.”

He’d gotten louder as he’d gone on, and he caught himself just short of shouting. He looked down at her and saw one corner of her lips turned up in a smile. “What?” he asked.

“There was only one right answer, and you found it. Most people would have chosen one or the other.”

He’d thought his answer would have disappointed her, but it seemed the opposite. “You sound pleased.”

“I am.” Finally, her gaze turned away from him, and he breathed freely again. “Everyone is a bundle of contradictions and lies. I’m convinced that’s a part of being human. But few are aware enough, and truthful enough, to acknowledge it like you just did. Fewer would admit to cowardice.”

“I’m not proud of it.”

“Nor should you be. But there’s a world of difference between the coward who believes he’s brave and the coward who knows what he is. I find the latter much more pleasant.”

Gwen stepped closer, and they were almost toe to toe. She looked up at him. “One last question.”

Jamie’s heart pounded in his chest. He’d scored the first hits of the duel, but it wasn’t over yet.

“I know what I want and what I’m willing to pay for it. Do you agree?”

Jamie nodded. He knew her well enough to know both claims were perfectly true.

“I will not run from this fight. Knowing that, do you still want to marry me?”

Jamie had debated that very question since Gwen had left him alone in her study. He knew he loved her but wasn’t so foolish as to think that was all that mattered. He’d gone back and forth, unable to commit until this moment.

Standing before her, the answer came easy. Being around her forced him to be better, and he needed that. “I do.”

Her smile spread across her face, and he finally embraced her. She felt good in his arms, strong and sturdy. His heart slowed, and he realized what it was he felt when he was with her.

She had become his home, a place of comfort he hadn’t felt since before he’d taken his sumar pledges for the first time.

Gwen broke off the embrace, and her smile had transformed into a mischievous grin that reminded Jamie of the one Ethan had on his face earlier. “So, are you ready to cause all sorts of trouble for the council?”

“Always,” he said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Ronan jumped when he heard a pot break downstairs in the kitchen. Amara cursed, and Ronan started to put the book he’d been reading down. It had just been getting interesting, too.

Amelia sat beside him, but she didn’t even look up from her book. “Don’t bother. She’s always like this when she doesn’t get her way with the duke. The best thing to do is stay away and let it blow out.”

Ronan froze and listened. He heard the soft scraping of pottery shards being swept off the floor, followed by a quieter string of curses. Before long, the rhythmic chop of the knife against the cutting board resumed, and if it sounded faster and harder than before, it still ended the cursing. Ronan relaxed back in his chair. “I feel sorry for your vegetables.”

Amelia snorted. “Better the carrots than us.”

She continued to read, unfazed by the sounds of Amara’s aggressive cooking. Ronan cracked open his book again, but he couldn’t focus on the words anymore. He closed the book, yawned, and closed his eyes. He and Amelia had trained together all morning, and a nap sounded delightful.

His ability to pull onda continued to improve. He lacked Amelia’s finesse, but his technique was functional, and he no longer feared facing a demon alone.

Perversely, it was only when fighting with Amara and the other sumar that he worried. Memories of Hinsworth always prowled the back of his mind, waiting for an excuse to pounce.

The duke’s decision to keep them in a defensive posture was wrong, but Ronan couldn’t complain about the extra training. As he improved at pulling onda, his center grew wider. It took more for him to slip and accidentally pull from his friends. He hadn’t found his conclusive answer, but his progress gave him some small sense of confidence.

The family’s cozy library was warm and quiet. Amelia’s siblings were out, and Ronan loved the sense of peace that settled over the house in their absence. The banging from the kitchen had faded, so the only sound was that of Amelia methodically turning the pages of her book. It was one of those moments Ronan wished would last forever.

He drifted off to sleep and was awoken by a knock at the front door. His eyes snapped open, and he sat straight up. Maybe it was the sharpness of the knock, but he had a sudden premonition, and he almost shouted at Amara not to answer. He clamped his jaw shut, though, suspecting it was just the remnants of a bad dream. Those had become all too common since Hinsworth.

Amara opened the door and spoke with the visitor in quiet tones. The conversation lasted longer than a meaningless visit would have, and the certainty in Ronan’s stomach grew. Then the door closed quietly.

Amara didn’t return to the kitchen but climbed the stairs. There was only one reason she’d do so, and as he expected, she came into the library. Her left hand held what had, until recently, been a sealed message. The broken seal belonged to the duke.

“What happened?” he asked.

Amara hadn’t climbed the stairs as a mother but as a commander. Her face was nearly unreadable, but Ronan saw the worry she harbored. “There hasn’t been any word from one of the smaller sumar scouting units to the north. It’s only a few days’ ride north of here. We’ve been ordered to investigate.”

What she didn’t say was almost as important as what she did. A unit of scouting sumar might lose a warrior or two on an expedition. The wilds were dangerous, even for a group as competent as the Gutanese sumar. But an entire unit? And Amara’s sumar was being sent to find out what had happened? That spoke to the duke’s own suspicions.

A demon had attacked the unit, and it was dangerously close to Gutan.

They couldn’t risk its presence, not with the delegation on its way. If that grain didn’t arrive, Gutan’s winter would be brutal. The city, and the duchy, would lose years of progress, not to mention hundreds of lives.

There shouldn’t be a demon so close, though. Not if they were spreading slowly from Caltaris.

Ronan hadn’t thought they had much time, but he thought they’d had a little. Now it sounded like even that was too optimistic.

“When do we leave?” he asked.

“Tonight,” Amara answered.
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Their departure attracted far less attention than their previous expeditions. They left after dark, a time when most sensible Gutanese were in their homes. Some of Amara’s commanders had questioned the haste, but her answer was always the same. If a demon had gotten this close, they needed to know. And if it was a demon, they needed to kill it before the city fell further into chaos.

Ronan worried Amara put too much faith in his and Amelia’s abilities. They weren’t even leaving on foot. Amara had arranged carts with relays for fresh horses along the road. He and Amelia were about to split the night between them, searching the darkness with onda.

They left Gutan, not with the light and silent footsteps of the sumar, but with a clattering of hoofs and wheels against the stone roads outside the city.

Amelia took the first watch of the night. Ronan was still tired from the morning’s training, and he accepted her offer gratefully. The bumping and shaking of the cart put him to sleep, and he didn’t wake again until Amelia kicked him.

He grunted and looked around. A few sumar were awake and in the seats on the sides of the cart, but most were like he’d been, asleep on the floor. He watched them with more than a little jealousy. Then he shook his head and cleared the fog from his thoughts.

“Any trouble?” he asked.

Amelia was already crawling under the blanket he’d just vacated. She yawned before answering. “None at all. I think your snoring scared off any chikara before they could get close.”

Ronan was about to retort, but Amelia was already asleep. He picked his way to the front of the cart and sat next to Britta, who’d volunteered to drive. The second-rank sumar was lost in her own thoughts, which suited Ronan just fine. He was responsible for the safety of his unit, so he pushed his onda out and searched for trouble.

The night passed without conversation and without trouble. They reached one of the new small farming communities Gutan was testing near the break of dawn. A group of farmers waited for them. When Amara’s carts arrived, the farmers exchanged the horses and handed out breakfast. Ronan ate, then lay down next to Amelia and fell back asleep. In the daylight, the sumars’ senses would be sufficient.

They rode throughout the day, changing horses once again in the afternoon and again in the early evening. Ronan didn’t think he’d ever traveled so much distance in so little time. At dusk, a few wolves trailed them for a bit, but neither Ronan nor Amelia sensed any meaningful trouble. In time, the wolves turned away, seeking easier prey.

The next night echoed the one before, but Ronan and Amelia switched shifts. Amara expected to reach the last known destination of the missing sumar the next morning, and Ronan wanted to be as rested as possible.

They stopped just before dawn at a rest, where they left the carts and the horses. Then Amara led them farther north. The missing sumar had been heading for Parna Rest, about eight miles north of their current position. The sumar fell into their normal formation, Amelia and Ronan near the center.

After days of riding in carts, the sumar were eager to stretch their legs, and they ate up the miles faster than usual. Ronan noted that Amelia didn’t struggle as much as before. Since returning from Hinsworth, she’d pushed herself to improve her fitness, and the results spoke for themselves.

Parna Rest came into view before long, and the standing walls reassured Ronan. There was nothing special about the rest’s design. It had been built on a rise in the land, giving it a commanding view of the surrounding prairie. Sturdy wooden walls stood twice his height. It wasn’t a large rest, but Ronan knew it was self-sufficient. The gate was closed, as he’d expected, and it was quiet. He saw one lone figure wandering the walls, but he was too far away to search it with his onda. Nothing alarmed him, though.

That all changed as they approached closer. A mile from Parna Rest, Ronan sensed the darkness he’d been dreading since they’d left Gutan. It was far away, yet, and Ronan suspected it was inside the rest. He caught up to Amara and informed her.

“Just one?” she asked.

“Hard to tell from this distance, but I think so.”

She frowned at that.

“What’s wrong?” Ronan asked.

“I don’t understand these demons. If there are as many of them as we think, why don’t they travel in pairs or squads? We can kill a single demon, but even with you, I’d hesitate to attack too many at once.”

Ronan shared her frustration, but there was no answer. Not until they could question a demon, and Ronan didn’t know if that would ever happen. Demons preferred death to capture.

He promised to share more if he learned more, then retreated to the center of the formation.

It wasn’t long after that Amelia felt the demon and confirmed what Ronan suspected. Had the demon snuck inside the rest?

They’d closed half the remaining distance to Parna when Ronan felt another set of shadows pressing against onda. He stopped, a decision no one in the unit failed to observe. They all halted, and Amara waited for him to explain. He focused on his onda.

“Harra, underneath the rest,” he finally announced. “Three or four of them, I think.”

Amara joined him in the center of the formation and gestured her warriors in closer. “What can you tell me?”

“The demon still feels like it’s within the rest.” Ronan looked at Amelia for confirmation, and she nodded. “And there are three or four harra below it. They’re wandering around, not really doing much.”

“That’s all you know?”

“Sorry. From here, it’s too hard to pick out anything more.” Ronan thought Amara should be pleased. It was more information than most sumar would have had if they’d led their sumar here.

Amara looked out to the rest, and several of the sumar followed her gaze. There was still nothing obviously wrong with the rest. A lone guard walked the walls, and there were no sounds of battle or distress. No more smoke than Ronan would expect rose from within. If not for the darkness pressing against his onda, Ronan would have walked right up without question.

“It’s a trap,” he said.

There were a few snorts around the circle. “Of course it’s a trap,” Josef said. “The question is, what kind of trap is it, and what do we do about it?”

The answer seemed blindingly obvious to him. “You send me.”

When Amara didn’t answer, he insisted. “You know it’s the right decision. I can kill a single demon, and I can sense what’s going on within. If I go alone, you don’t risk anyone else, either from the trap or from me.”

“He’s right,” Britta said.

“I know,” Amara growled. “But he’s also the best weapon we have against the demons. I don’t want to risk him every time we have a problem to solve.”

“Swords rust if you don’t use them,” Josef pointed out.

Amara’s glare silenced the giant. She thought, then aimed her next question at Amelia. “How close do you need to be?”

Amelia looked at the rest, judging the distance. “A few hundred feet closer, to be safe.”

“Fine. Josef, I want you and Ronan to approach the rest. Your only job is to keep him safe. Otherwise, let him fight.”

Ronan protested, but Amara cut him off. “Amelia will provide your onda. You shouldn’t need to worry about Josef. And if the worst happens, he’s as strong as anyone here.”

The big man’s eyes lit up at that. He hadn’t yet taken the first-rank tests, though Ronan knew he planned to. Amara had as good as told him he deserved to pass.

A small comment, uttered in the middle of something more important, but Ronan saw how Amara earned the love of her sumar. He’d always thought of leadership as dramatic speeches and forceful decisions. Amara did neither. She won the hearts of her unity through consistent competence and constant attention to their needs.

It affected him, even as he saw it happening to Josef. Amara trusted him to make the right decisions, and she was willing to risk one of her best to keep him safe. Ronan would rather die than disappoint her.

The unit advanced together for another three hundred feet, then stopped, forming a loose circle around Amelia. She nodded to Ronan, and he felt onda filling his limbs.

He wouldn’t say so out loud, but it reassured him. He hated depending on her, but when they worked together, they were so much stronger than he was alone.

Ronan broke from the circle and continued toward Parna Rest. Josef followed close behind.

This close, he could sense even more. Four harra moved in slow circles underneath the rest. The behavior worried him. Harra tended to be wandering creatures. They didn’t circle around anything. When they sensed prey, they came to the surface to eat it.

So the harra were under the control of a demon. That wasn’t a surprise, but he was certain of it now.

More worrying, though, was the focused onda he felt inside the rest. A precise count was beyond him, but there were at least a dozen people within. They were all together, probably in the main house of the rest. What was happening? Why didn’t they fight?

As they approached, the figure on the wall stopped, and Ronan understood. Though it was dressed in a cuvar’s uniform, it was the source of the darkness he’d been sensing. It jumped from the wall. The drop likely would have broken a human’s leg, but the demon landed lightly and walked toward them.

“That’s the demon?” Josef asked, as if there was any doubt.

Ronan nodded, but his attention was focused on the rest behind the approaching demon. It had left them alone, but still the people didn’t make any move to escape. Had they been trapped?

This didn’t feel like a battle Ronan wanted any part of. But he had little choice. “Stay as far behind me as you’re willing,” he ordered Josef.

“Sure.” It didn’t sound as though Josef was willing to stay back as far as Ronan wanted, but Ronan trusted the big man would survive.

Ronan walked toward the demon, wary of the harra beneath his feet. He was close enough to the rest he could feel the vibration, a constant tremor that wasn’t quite strong enough to throw off his balance. They weren’t as deep as he’d first thought.

Ronan stopped twenty paces from the demon, but it closed to ten before halting. “You’re leveren,” it said.

“What did you do?” he asked.

The demon threw back its hood, and Ronan was struck by how human it looked. There was still something slightly off about it, but it was more human than Goldeneye had ever appeared. It glanced back at the rest, and when it faced him again, there was a pleased look on its face. “Surrender to me, leveren, or I will destroy the rest.”

“No!” Josef shouted.

Ronan glared at the giant, who’d taken two steps closer and put his hand on his sword. His glare froze Josef in place, but Ronan wished Amara had been content to send him alone. Josef’s presence complicated matters.

He turned back to the demon. “What if I kill you before you can issue the command?”

The demon grinned. It had anticipated the question, which did nothing to ease Ronan’s concern. “Then they destroy the rest. There’s fourteen people within, two of whom are children, in case you’re wondering.”

Ronan’s mind raced. The demon could be bluffing. Ronan didn’t know if the harra would attack if the demon died, and if they did attack, he wondered if he could save the rest in time. He let his gaze travel up to the gate, firmly closed. No, if the harra attacked, there’d be nothing he could do. They were too close. He couldn’t cut them down, and it would take him a bit to focus on a command and send it to them.

He could surrender. He’d escaped from the demons before, and he could do so again. If it bought the rest their freedom, it might be worth it.

Of course, that assumed he trusted the demon to uphold its word, and there was no guarantee of that.

He considered different ways of rescuing the rest, but nothing promising came to mind. The demon had prepared for this.

His heart pounded faster, and he felt very sick. This was Hinsworth, all over again, the choice of life and death placed squarely on his shoulders. Onda filled him from crown to toe, and still, it meant nothing. He didn’t know what the right answer was, but he couldn’t have more innocent blood on his hands. He already had more than would wash off.

Which made the decision simple. Even if it cost him his life, he wasn’t any more important than the people cowering in that rest. He only saw one way that possibly led to their survival. The risk was too great to do anything else.

“Do I have your word?” he asked. “If I surrender, you’ll call off the harra and let the people go free?”

“No!” Josef shouted again. “You can’t!”

Ronan ignored him. His attention remained fixed on the demon.

The demon gave a bow. “Of course.”

It would be so easy to kill the creature. It was defenseless and too close to save itself. But he couldn’t draw his sword if it doomed the rest.

“Then I surrender,” he said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Laran watched the demons as they continued down the mountain and into the field outside Hinsworth. They remained in pairs, spreading out until they cast a wide net. Their direction didn’t shift, and they moved differently than the other groups he’d observed. Most squads of demons hurried through the fields to reach the paths through the forest. They traveled with a destination in mind.

These demons had no destination. Each of the pairs zigged and zagged through the fields with deliberate slowness. He didn’t doubt their intent. They moved like hunters, and he was their prey.

He didn’t run. He didn’t know how good their sight was or what they were more likely to notice, but breaking cover and sprinting away was certain to draw their attention.

Their approach also represented an opportunity. Six demons was as large a group as he’d seen since returning. If they remained in pairs, he might be able to ambush them. With his new strength, a pair might fall before help could arrive.

Laran also considered circling wide around the demons and climbing up to Caltaris. He didn’t know how many demons remained in the ruins of the mountain city, but there couldn’t be that many. This might be the opportunity he’d been waiting for. They’d committed too many forces to catching him.

Except Caltaris was worse than a rest. Onda didn’t flow there, and he relied on that flow to fight. He might very well circle around the demons and climb the mountain, but what good did that do if he was useless inside the ruins? Even a single demon standing watch would have no difficulty killing him.

Better for him to stay and fight. His palms started to sweat as he committed to fighting six demons, but this was why he’d remained.

He didn’t dare fight them in the fields. Even if he ambushed one wing of the formation, the others would arrive to help too soon. He needed them to separate more. Lacking that, he needed to isolate one pair.

How?

He considered the terrain. The woods to his south provided ample opportunity. The pines were thick, and there were three streams within two miles of his hiding place. A wispy outline of a plan formed. He didn’t bother thinking it through any more deeply. It would change and solidify as the situation evolved. It was good not to act without thinking, but there was just as much danger in thinking too much.

He pulled onda into his body and broke from cover like a startled jackrabbit. The demons were still a half-mile away, but all three pairs saw him. Shouts and growls filled the field as he fled up the ridge and over it.

He cast out his onda and was pleased to note the demons had swallowed the bait. All six ran toward where he’d been. He ran again, making no effort to disguise his passage. Hopefully, they were good enough hunters they could follow his tracks.

He darted between the trees, reveling in the feeling of the wind blowing his hair back. It reminded him of being a child, running only for the sake of running. Onda filled his limbs and sharpened his senses. The flesh that separated him from the world seemed to fade.

It wasn’t as if he was becoming a ghost. He still felt more solid, more meaningful than that. It was more as though he’d become part of one enormous dance that had gone on since the beginning of time.

His heart fell when he reached the stream and came to a stop. Flesh and bone felt whole once again, and he was just an old sumar fighting one last desperate battle against the demons.

He cast out his onda and felt the demons hunting him down. He’d gained some distance on them as he’d run, but they would be on him before long. They seemed to have little difficulty following the trail he’d left.

Laran stepped into the stream and waded upstream toward Caltaris. The icy water chilled his ankles and froze his feet. He pulled a small amount of onda and sent it to his legs and feet to fight off the danger of frozen toes.

Small stones at the bottom of the stream slipped underneath his boots as he hurried north. The water pressed against his shins as it ran south, and he splashed as he walked. He balanced the need for haste against that stealth. So long as he was out of sight by the time the demons tracked him to the stream, all should be well.

The stream bent northwest, and Laran continued to follow it until he was out of sight of where he’d entered the stream. He waded another hundred feet and then left the water.

What he wanted more than anything was a nice warm fire to warm his feet by, but he had to settle for another run to bring feelings back to his toes. He circled north and east, using sight and onda both to judge his progress.

Laran couldn’t see the demons yet, but he sensed them well enough, and their pursuit worried him. He’d hoped they’d follow the pattern they’d established in the fields, casting a wide net to catch him. Instead, their chase through the woods had bunched them together. Though Laran was now behind them, he didn’t dare attack. Even he wasn’t so confident that he thought he could kill six demons at once.

He remained out of sight but moved closer to the demons as they reached the stream. Onda told him all six remained close together. He waited, curious how they would react when they reached the stream. Watching them would have been ideal, but he wasn’t convinced he could approach so closely without being discovered. He trusted his onda, though. Thanks to his increased range, he could discern more detail than he expected.

The demons stopped at the water, and all six wandered in close circles as they searched for tracks. A pair crossed the stream but found no tracks on the other side. They gathered back together, and Laran imagined they were discussing their next steps. If he was going to have a chance, it was in the next few minutes.

He grinned when the demons split apart. One pair went north, another went south, and the third stayed mostly in place.

Laran started towards the pair heading north. They were closest, and he wanted to reach them before they found his tracks emerging from the stream and called to the others. He should be able to kill them and retreat before help arrived. The only difficulty would be getting close without being noticed. The trees helped but could only do so much.

Thankfully, as he neared, he saw that most of their attention was focused on the search for tracks. One had hopped over the stream so they could check both sides.

He came as close as he dared. He slid his sword from its sheath and pulled onda from his surroundings.

It saved his life.

Onda was most useful as a force that strengthened limbs, but its ability to heighten senses was no less powerful. Laran caught the sound of something fast and nearly silent rushing at him. He spun to confront the threat, and several disasters happened at once.

The first was the most surprising. Three wolves ran toward him with their teeth bared. They were already within a hundred feet, and Laran cursed his own foolishness. He’d focused on the demons and forgotten to look for anything else unusual. Behind him, the two demons let out blood-curdling calls, no doubt summoning their friends.

To make it worse, Laran sensed a pulse of darkness emanate from farther south. Most likely, it had come from one of the pair who’d remained in place as the demons had separated. When they arrived, Laran didn’t think they would arrive alone.

Damned clever, these demons were.

Any thoughts of defeating the six demons died as his plan unraveled before his eyes. Survival became the only goal that mattered.

Laran pulled even more onda, then turned back to the stream. At the very least, he could kill a couple before he was forced to run.

He hoped.

With onda filling his legs to bursting, he ran at the invaders. The farthest away was still on the other side of the stream.

The wolves snarled as their prey ran away. He couldn’t evade a pack forever, but for a bit, he was faster.

The demon on the opposite side of the river jumped over and joined its partner. They both crouched, and Laran expected them to meet his charge. Instead, they leaped up into the pines. Their claws dug easily into the weathered bark. In the time it took Laran to reach them, they had climbed thirty feet above him. He watched, expecting them to drop on him as he neared.

Again, they confounded him. They remained high, watching him as he helplessly stared at them.

He had no choice but to leave them alone. The others were coming, and he didn’t have the time to climb after them.

Laran slid to a stop and braced himself to fight. The wolves weren’t more than twenty feet behind him, and their sprint closed that distance quickly. He judged their approach and made his cut, slicing partway through the neck of the first wolf. He dipped underneath the second wolf’s jump, but that exposed his arm to the third. It bit down hard, and Laran grunted at the sharp pain.

He let the wolf’s momentum spin him around, and he added the power of his hips to the rotation. The wolf held onto his arm with its jaw, but it never saw the tree Laran slammed it against. The wolf’s ribs cracked and broke against the tree. Its jaw loosened, and it fell to the forest floor, its internal organs ruptured.

The wolf that had missed turned sharply, but Laran’s attention was distracted by movement above him.

The demons chose that moment to drop from the trees, landing easily on either side of him. Like the demons he’d run into earlier, these were close to human. This group had remained naked, making the identification easy, but the similarity left an uneasy feeling in Laran’s gut. He didn’t enjoy fighting something that looked so human.

Laran pulled at onda, but fewer responded to his call than he expected. He attacked anyway, bringing his sword down on top of the demon to his right.

The last remaining wolf jumped in his way, catching Laran by surprise again. The creature pushed his sword away, and the demon stepped into the opening, slashing at Laran’s face. He stepped back, only to have claws open up his back.

Laran pulled onda instinctively, as much as he could. The injured wolf whimpered as it died, but it still wasn’t enough onda to finish these demons. They didn’t give him the chance to summon any more, though. He retreated as claws tore at him.

He saw movement in the trees, running faster than most humans. The other demons were almost here.

He saw openings, but wasn’t fast enough to take advantage of them. His sword cut at the demons, but their armored forearms kept his deadly steel from anything important.

A brief flash of darkness above him was the only warning he had of the new arrival. He twisted away, but the full bulk of the hawk diving at full speed caught him in the shoulder. It knocked him back as the hawk tore at him with its talons and cut him with its beak. Laran swiped at it, but the mess of feathers and claws was hard to hit, especially as close as it was.

He yanked at onda again, and the bird fell out of the air.

Before the damned bird, he might have had a chance, but now the demons were only moments from joining forces.

Laran cursed at himself and ran.

The demons let out a cacophony of otherworldly shouts and pursued, all six keeping easy pace with him. Why hadn’t he been able to pull more onda? He was in a forest, surrounded by the vast web.

As the demons closed, he did the only thing he could and pulled once again.

Onda flooded into him, and he put on a burst of speed that increased the distance between him and his pursuers. The space gave him opportunities, but he no longer thought about killing demons. His back was a mess of cuts and he could feel the bruise growing near his shoulder where the hawk had struck. The only reason he could run was because onda masked the pain.

His first idea for escape was a bad one, but he didn’t have the time to think of a second one. He angled back toward the stream and sprinted beside it. Whenever the demons closed, he pulled more onda. The forest gave up its strength easily now, and each pull gave him just enough speed to keep ahead of his pursuers.

Ahead, the ground grew more rugged as the stream dove deeper into the channel it had carved. The sound of rushing water ahead was music to his ears.

He heard the demons closing with him. Even as he pulled onda, his body couldn’t accept it. He neared his limit, but the possibility of escape remained tantalizingly close. The demons recognized it, too.

He broke through a last set of trees, and there it was—a forty-foot drop into the rushing water below.

Laran didn’t hesitate. He leaped and held his breath.

It did him no good. As soon as he hit the freezing water, it knocked the air out of his lungs, and the water pulled him down into its dark embrace.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Jamie’s meeting with Gwen left him unsettled, his stomach rumbling like he’d eaten something rotten. He lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, memories of the day refusing to let him rest. Their afternoon together had felt like he was a student in the presence of a master tutor. He admired her, but the conversation reminded him how much he lacked.

He had always known of and respected her intelligence. Hell, before that night, she’d tasked him with stealing the Nacillian book of legends from the aklatan, it was about all he’d known about her. As he came to know her better, that intelligence became just one part of a more complex person. Today, she’d reminded him how deep that part of her was. The plans she’d presented for manipulating the council were beyond anything he’d ever imagined possible.

He’d told her as much, but she had waved away the compliment. “You forget that while you’ve been gallivanting through the wild, I’ve had nothing to do but sit inside this damned palace and think. I figured I might as well put the time to good use.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t get distracted. The duke’s library is more extensive than your own.”

She’d smiled at that. “The temptation wasn’t that great. Ethan may have three times the number of books, but his taste is terrible.”

That was as much as she said about their time apart, although Jamie doubted that her time had been as quiet and contemplative as she made it sound. She wasn’t interested in discussing their time apart, but what they would accomplish now that they were together again.

The possibilities left him dizzy. What Gwen had created in his absence was less a plan and more a map to all possible futures, with branching paths and possibilities based on the responses of both nobles and demons. She had covered every reasonable possibility, though they didn’t discuss every one. Jamie had seen, when she’d been focused on something else, that in her notes, she had included futures in which he didn’t return or didn’t assume the responsibilities of his house. Those maps were as complete as the ones in which he’d returned.

He didn’t blame her. It was smart not to rely too much on him. Had she not included such plans, he would have called her an overly optimistic fool, but it hurt him, all the same, to see how much time she had spent considering futures where they weren’t together.

It wasn’t those plans that stole his sleep tonight, though. That honor belonged to a branch of possibilities in which he became the Duke of Lindra.

Once upon a time, the mere possibility would have excited him in a way little else could. He’d wanted Ethan’s position.

Not anymore.

Though he was indecisive about much, there was one fact he knew deep in his heart: He didn’t want anything to do with becoming a duke. He’d told Gwen as much and had expected her to praise him for his understanding of his own personality. Instead, her response had cut through his pride without remorse. “If you want to do everything necessary to save Lindra, then you need to be prepared for whatever may come, up to and including you becoming the duke.” She gestured at her notes and maps. “Because it’s not impossible.”

“I would be a terrible duke, and you know that’s not some false humility.”

Gwen didn’t even bat an eye. “I agree.”

He’d thought it wouldn’t hurt for her to at least argue the point, but she continued before he could protest. “But I think that we would do well. We understand the threat the demons pose. And we’ve watched Ethan long enough to understand how to balance the concerns of the nobles and the citizens.”

It still seemed too optimistic to him, but he let the matter drop. He knew when he wasn’t going to win an argument with Gwen.

He couldn’t get the idea out of his head, though. And now it prevented him from resting. After tossing and turning for a half hour in his bed, he decided he might as well get up and take some fresh air. He stripped off his nightclothes, threw on a simple tunic and pants, and walked downstairs. It was late enough in the season that even Lindra became cold at night, but he thought the cool air might do him some good. He stepped outside and took a turn through his garden, enjoying the sensation of being alone.

He cursed softly at himself. With every passing day, it was as though he was becoming more like Laran. Another month of this, and he’d be begging the local lodge commander to send him out on missions as far away from the walls of Lindra as possible. That thought brought a hint of a smile to his face.

If he accepted some far-off duty, he’d at least be able to avoid all the political infighting within the walls. And they would never make him the duke if they couldn’t find him. The more he thought about it, the more tempting he found the idea.

His brief respite was interrupted by the sound of boots marching in unison outside his estate. He strolled around the corner of the house to see his guard at the gate speaking with a cuvar commander.

He debated whether he should join the conversation. An unannounced contingent of cuvar showing up in the early hours of the evening never boded well for a full night of rest. He’d stolen enough in his life that the temptation to run didn’t seem ill-advised.

But he was on a different path now, and they were here. Running wouldn’t solve anything that mattered. He yawned and walked to the gate.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

His guard at the gate looked apologetic. “I’m sorry, sir, but they’re saying they’ve come to search the estate.”

Jamie hid his concern, though he was reconsidering following his first instinct. “What for? Is it something to do with my father’s affairs?”

The cuvar commander on the other side of the gate shook his head. “It’s about you, sir. Accusations have been leveled, and there’s enough evidence that we have no choice but to investigate.”

Jamie’s mind raced as he considered the myriad possibilities and the consequences of each. He wished more than ever that he had Gwen by his side at that very moment. Every instinct told him he was in danger, that letting the cuvar in would be a mistake. But if he didn’t, it would only escalate the situation. It would spill over onto the council, and Ethan couldn’t afford any more weaknesses.

Jamie smiled. “Of course,” he said and gestured to his guard, who opened the gate and allowed the cuvar in.

It was a small squad of six, but that did little to ease Jamie’s fears. “Is there any help I can offer?” he asked.

The cuvar commander refused the offer. “This shouldn’t take long.”

There was a certainty in the commander’s voice that made every warning bell in Jamie’s mind clang at once. If this was an honest search, the commander would expect to be there all night. There weren’t many cuvar, and Jamie’s estate was one of the largest structures in Lindra outside the duke’s palace. But he’d put himself in a corner; he gestured them in. “If you need me, I’ll be in my room changing into something a little warmer.”

The commander found that acceptable, and so Jamie followed the cuvar in to his own house. He noticed they did not search the lower level. All six cuvar went up the stairs as though they had a specific destination in mind. Jamie was sorely tempted to follow them, but he resisted. He forced himself to return to his room and wait for the scheme to reveal itself. While he waited, he changed into a nicer set of clothes. Something he might be willing to wear for quite a while.

He had barely finished when there was a knock on his door: firm and commanding, not the sort of knock one of the household staff used to get his attention.

Jamie went to his bedroom door and opened it. As he expected, the cuvar commander stood outside. He had a stern but satisfied look on his face, and Jamie’s first thought was to wonder how much money he had earned this night beyond his cuvar salary. Then he noticed that one of the cuvar behind the commander held a familiar book that Jamie hadn’t seen in several months. Nacillian text ran along the spine. With the sight of that book came an absolute certainty about what had happened.

The betrayal cut deeper than any scheme the nobles could have concocted.

The commander held up a pair of manacles and said, “A forbidden book from the aklatan, just as the accusation claimed. Come with me, please.”

There was no point in fighting or running. Not for this battle. Jamie held out his hands and allowed himself to be arrested.
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For all the misdeeds Jamie had committed in his life, he’d never once been a guest in the duke’s dungeon. He decided it wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d imagined. The beds weren’t as soft as an inn’s, but they were a damn sight better than some places he’d slept while wandering the wild with Laran. Cuvar had informed him he could expect three meals a day, and he’d already eaten his first. The food wasn’t the finest delicacy from the duke’s table, but again, it was far better than Laran’s cooking. He snorted in amusement as he lay back in his new bed, fingers interlaced behind his head. Turned out that being in a dungeon was more pleasant than spending time with Laran.

It was far less likely to get him killed, too.

He hoped that the grouchy old sumar would live long enough for Jamie to tell him as much the next time they met.

For now, all he had to do was wait. He’d gotten trapped in someone else’s web, and there was no point in struggling or worrying.

Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait long. He was just about to doze off for a peaceful night of sleep when he heard a familiar voice outside his door.

“You seem to be enjoying yourself.”

Jamie had known whom to expect, but he still had to fight the urge to sit up, run to the door, reach through the small, barred window, and choke the life out of his visitor. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “Mardok. You’re just the man I was hoping to see.”

A key turned in the heavy wooden door, and a pair of burley cuvar opened it for Mardok. The man waddled in, his precious notebook clutched in his left hand. With a gesture to the guards, they closed the door behind him and locked it.

Jamie raised an eyebrow. “That’s bold, even for you, locking yourself in here with me.”

Mardok glanced back at the locked door, and Jamie realized Mardok had thought him ignorant. He’d come, probably to play the role of Jamie’s savior. Jamie almost felt bad. He didn’t get to see how Mardok twisted the truth to get Jamie to do his bidding.

Mardok calculated quickly, then turned his eyes back to Jamie, confident once again.

Jamie hated that Mardok understood him so well, but there was another part of him that was grateful. There would be no more lies or manipulation between them.

“How did you know?” Mardok asked.

“The cuvar you hired showed me the book and explained the reason for my arrest. I’m assuming his old habits will die hard.”

Mardok swore. “He’s new to my employment and doesn’t understand how important minor details can be. You weren’t supposed to know the reason for your arrest. It’s a shame I’ve already paid him as much as I have.”

Mardok sat down in the old chair across from the bed. “Since you’ve figured it out, I’m a bit surprised you haven’t killed me.”

“Some of us don’t turn on our friends. Even if they go to great lengths to frame me.”

“In fairness, you did steal the book.”

“And you knew very well Gwen has had it in her home ever since. You know what I mean. I would never have betrayed your trust like this.”

Mardok grunted. “It’s a little late in the game for you to be developing a set of morals, especially considering what’s coming.”

Jamie couldn’t count the nights he and Mardok had wiled away at the Broken Binding. Drinks led to stories or to adventures, and Mardok had always supplied the best of both. Now the sight of him made Jamie tired. The world was burning, and Mardok was still here, playing the petty games of their youth. “I have no patience for this. What do you want?”

Jamie saw Mardok’s eyes flicker around the room and knew that whatever he said next would be a lie. He didn’t have Mardok’s ability to read every nuance of expression, but he wasn’t a fool, either. Mardok saw he’d been caught and grimaced. He swallowed hard and said, “I want you to give me your lands outside my retreat.”

A sudden pain flared in Jamie’s temple, and he rubbed his forehead to make it go away. “All of this just for that?”

Mardok nodded, looking anywhere but in Jamie’s direction.

Jamie shook his head. What a waste. “The lands are yours. I assume you brought the papers.”

Mardok wouldn’t have come in person if he wasn’t prepared to complete the deal.

Jamie was right. Mardok pulled out a deed from between the pages of his notebook and handed it to Jamie. It had been drawn up several days ago, before Jamie had entered the city.

Jamie looked it over and saw that it was a small plot of land, just enough for a small estate to be self-sufficient. It was nothing compared to the vast holdings he had inherited from his father. The lands were far away from Lindra, just as Mardok had promised.

The decision was simple. Jamie signed the papers and handed them back.

He expected Mardok to leave, but his former friend surprised him. Mardok stayed in place. He folded the paper, opened it, then folded it again. When Mardok finally looked up, Jamie saw something new on his face. Mardok’s gaze was anguished.

“You could still come with me,” he said. It was nearly a plea.

Jamie shook his head. He couldn’t deny the temptation had once existed, but the difference between Mardok and Gwen had never been starker, and he knew whom he wanted to count on in the future. “I’m sorry, old friend, but that’s a journey you’ll have to take on your own.”

Mardok grew angry. “There’s nothing left for you here! The book was found in your house, and you know the nobles have been watching. There’s no way out of this. You’ll lose your seat on the council and maybe even have to make these dungeons a more permanent home. Your dreams of helping the duchy are dead, but you don’t have to die with them. Please come with me. Let’s live.”

In response, Jamie went to the door of his cell and spoke through the small, gated window. “We’re done here.”

The cuvar unlocked the door and held it open. Jamie retreated to the bed so as not to worry the guard, but Mardok still didn’t move.

Finally, Mardok shuddered, then stood up. His eyes were red. He held out his hand. “After all these years, I still misjudged you. I’m sorry.”

Jamie took his hand, shook it, then pulled him into an embrace. It surprised him, but he found no space for anger in his heart. “Be safe, friend.”

Mardok nodded and looked close to blubbering, but he made it to the door and into the hall without wailing. The cuvar shut the door behind him, and Jamie was left alone once again.

He listened to their footsteps retreat, then lay back in his bed. As much as he hated to admit it, Mardok was right. He and Gwen hadn’t considered this possibility. They had no plans for this, though he didn’t doubt Gwen would already be drawing some up.

He hoped she had an idea he hadn’t thought of. Because if they didn’t come up with one soon, it wasn’t just Jamie that would suffer the consequences of Mardok’s selfishness, but all of Lindra.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Ronan misjudged Josef. He’d expected confusion, doubt, and questions from his surrender. Instead, Josef took the situation into his own massive hands. Before the demon even accepted Ronan’s offer, the giant sumar was in motion, a barreling mountain of destruction charging straight at the demon.

“Never!” Josef shouted.

Ronan couldn’t react in time. He possessed more strength than he’d ever dreamed possible, but surprise froze him for the precious moment Josef needed to sprint past him. He reached out his hand too late, grasping nothing but empty air. Though Josef was one of the largest men Ronan knew, when his onda was focused, he was also one of the fastest.

The demon had expected the sumar. As Josef passed Ronan, a dark command spread along the web of onda as fast as thought. It reached the harra before Josef closed half the distance to the demon. Ronan felt the harra rise, both in the soles of his feet and through his onda-sense. They were adult harra, and their calm circling became a frenzied, intertwining twisting underneath the heart of the rest.

Their unusual behavior froze Ronan for another moment as he puzzled out the intent of the demon’s order.

A series of ear-splitting cracks filled the air. The wall of the rest closest to Ronan twisted and snapped as the ground churned underneath it. No harra surfaced, but their chaotic digging just below brought the wall down all the same. Their wild, serpentine path continued toward the main house of the rest.

Ronan understood the demon’s plan a blink of an eye before Josef reached it. The harra would collapse the buildings while innocent lives cowered within.

He could stop the demon. He had the onda, and he could command the harra to leave.

Then Josef reached the demon. He drew his sword and cut in one smooth motion. Ronan could very well imagine that cut felling a tree with ease, but the demon leaned back, and the sword passed harmlessly in front of it.

The miss didn’t faze Josef, but the demon’s response was too quick for the sumar to defend against. The tips of its claws blurred as it swiped, ripping Josef open from shoulder to hip.

Ronan screamed and leaped toward the battle, the rest forgotten. He ran faster than the wind howling behind a summer storm, but the demon threatened to end the battle before Ronan could reach it.

Josef’s only response to the almost fatal wound was to grunt and grit his teeth. He gripped his sword more tightly and swung again. He’d lost his focused onda, but he was still one of the physically strongest sumar in Gutan. His sword sped toward the demon, who couldn’t hope to retreat from it.

The demon didn’t try. It raised its left arm and took the cut on its armored forearm.

For all Josef’s strength, he couldn’t cut through the armor without onda’s aid. His sword lodged in the arm, and the demon took advantage. It brought its right arm across and swiped down Josef’s sword arm. Claws as sharp as Jamie’s daggers raked down Josef’s shoulder, past his elbow, and to his forearm. They sliced deep, parallel gashes in his arm that left muscle and skin hanging in clean-cut strips.

Josef’s hand, now lacking the muscle to hold on to a sword, lost its grip. A moment later, the blade dislodged from the demon’s arm and fell to the ground. The demon raised its right arm for the killing blow.

Amelia poured onda into Ronan, and the sight of his friend in danger focused him. His center, so elusive outside of training the past few weeks, now felt as wide and stable as the streets of the Nacillian ruins. He covered the last of the distance between him and Josef before the demon could bring its claws down.

The demon was no fool. If it took the time to finish Josef for good, Ronan would kill it. It let go and retreated, skipping backward with impressive grace.

Ronan followed, passing Josef just as Josef had passed him moments ago. The demon retreated up the road toward the rest. Ronan didn’t know why, but he didn’t care. The demon wasn’t fast enough. He breathed onda into his legs, and he closed the distance long before the demon reached its goal. His efforts were rewarded as the demon’s eyes went wide.

Ronan cut across, and the demon had no choice but to defend with its armor. Ronan’s sword went straight through the armored arm, slicing a gash across the demon’s abdomen. The demon slowed, and Ronan knew his victory was certain.

After seeing the suffering the demon had inflicted on Josef, Ronan considered carving the demon up in a slow and agonizing manner. The monster deserved no less.

His anger shifted his center under his feet, and he stopped his pursuit to find it once again. Onda had no problem with killing, especially when it came to demons. But torture was anathema to it.

The demon took full advantage of Ronan’s pause. It turned and sprinted to the rest, as if being within the shattered walls would save it.

Ronan found his center again. There was no point in playing with a demon. His new abilities didn’t make him invincible, so there was no point in acting like it. He chased after the demon, covering two paces for every one of its.

The demon didn’t defend itself. It only ran, as though it was a child playing tag and trying to reach safety. Ronan’s cut took its head off, and both the demon’s body and head tumbled several feet forward before coming to a stop. The demon’s eyes looked disappointed.

Ronan snapped the blood off his blade, splashing it across the demon’s face. Only then did his senses register the world beyond his fight.

The fight between Josef, Ronan, and the demon couldn’t have lasted more than half a minute, but that time was all the harra needed. The ground continued to rumble, but it wasn’t just because of the chikara burrowing underneath his feet.

He looked up in time to see one of the four harra burst through the corner of the main house within the rest. It had already been twisting and sagging, but the harra delivered the final blow, knocking out the last of its supports. The house groaned and collapsed. Thick supports snapped like twigs, and the entire edifice turned to a pile of rubble before his eyes. Once, it had been a three-story home, beautiful and strong. But as it sank into itself, none of that beauty remained.

Ronan gathered onda and imagined the chikara fleeing. Then he pushed out his command, a bright light that flickered and snapped like lightning across the web of onda. It weakened a bit as it passed into the rest, but Ronan had pushed with more than enough of his own strength. The harra fled, running off in separate directions, once again moving in straight lines. Ronan followed them with his onda-sense, ensuring they would not circle back.

He looked behind him and saw the rest of Amara’s squad approaching fast. His first instinct was to run to Josef, but Vivien was with Amara, and she’d do much more for Josef than Ronan could. He ran toward the rest.

As he neared the broken walls, he felt his connection with Amelia weaken. It didn’t fade completely, but he sensed the effort she put into feeding him onda.

That was why the demon had sought the protection of the rest at the end. It had hoped the rest was the only place where Ronan was weak enough to beat. If not for Amelia, the demon might have had the right of it. But she was skilled enough to send onda through old, cracked channels. She’d done so in Gutan, and she could have done it here. Even Ronan could have, though it would have taken him a bit more focus.

He clambered over the broken walls, anyway. Amelia kept onda flowing into him, but even if she hadn’t, there were no immediate dangers. The walls weren’t easy to climb. Jagged timbers stabbed at him, and the debris shifted under his weight. Instead of picking his way down the other side, he gathered onda in his legs and jumped. His landing within the rest wasn’t as smooth as the demon’s earlier drop from the wall had been, but he didn’t hurt himself. He ran toward the ruins of the main house.

He almost wished he hadn’t. A girl cried somewhere near the center of the rubble. The sound was faint, and it only came in short bursts, interrupted by coughing and gurgling noises that didn’t sound promising. He doubted he would have heard it if not for his sharpened senses.

Ronan ran a quick lap around the building, searching for the source of the cries or an easy way to reach the girl. He found nothing. Though he’d seen the building leaning, it had collapsed almost straight down, and it sounded as though the voice was coming from near the center of the rubble. He chose a spot where the rubble looked loose and started pulling at it.

At first, the work went quickly. He tossed tiles from the roof behind him, creating a small depression. “I’m coming!” he shouted.

The girl cried out again, but Ronan couldn’t make out the words.

Then he hit a pile of shattered timber that might as well have been tied in knots. He couldn’t budge one piece without moving all the others. He used all the onda Amelia gave him, bracing his legs, gritting his teeth, and pulling with all his might. His hands started to bleed, making his grip slick. He pulled again, fingers digging into the wood for purchase.

But even a leveren had limits. The rubble refused to move another inch.

“Help!” he called.

What he couldn’t accomplish alone, perhaps he could with the others.

While he waited, he looked for other avenues of rescue. He shouted into the debris, “We’re coming! Just stay calm.”

It sounded foolish, but he wanted the sound of his voice to reassure the girl. He would save her, somehow. He had to.

When he looked around, he saw he was still alone. There weren’t even any sumar climbing the wall. Why hadn’t they come to his call?

“Help!” he called again, louder this time.

Finally, he heard sumar on the broken wall. Britta and her squad appeared, then picked their way down the other side. The broken wall shifted as the group descended, and they looked glad when they reached solid ground.

Britta wasn’t moving fast enough, so Ronan ran to her. “I need your help. There’s a girl trapped under the rubble.”

That finally lit a fire under the sumar. They ran together to where Ronan had started digging. He pointed at the timbers. “I can’t get these to move,” he said. “Maybe if we all work together, we can make a space to reach the girl.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Britta said.

Ronan’s heart dropped to his stomach. The girl had to be alive. He crouched down next to the timbers and put his ear close. Onda still filled his body. But when he focused on his hearing, all he heard was the other ondists whispering to one another. “Quiet!” he said.

They silenced themselves, and Ronan strained to hear.

There. Quieter than a whisper, the girl still cried. “She’s still alive. But we need to move fast,” Ronan said.

As one, they found holds and pulled. For almost a minute, all Ronan heard was the labored breaths and grunts of the sumar. But the rubble proved a more stubborn enemy than even the demon.

“Spread out,” Britta commanded. “Let’s see if we can find another way in.”

The sumar surrounded the building as though it was a helpless victim. They tore away ceiling tiles and loose pieces of debris. But eventually, they always hit a pile of broken timbers that wouldn’t easily move.

Finally, one of the sumar called out. “I found a way in!”

The others rushed to the sumar, who’d uncovered a small tunnel through the wreckage. Ronan, as the smallest of them, crouched down and stuck his head in. “Quiet, please,” he asked.

Once again, the sumar became silent so he could listen. The tunnel went straight to the heart of the rubble. The only light came from behind Ronan, and as he crawled deeper into the tunnel, the more light he blocked. He stopped.

He couldn’t hear anything.

Ronan breathed out, hoping against hope that he was wrong. He crawled deeper in, only to find he couldn’t proceed any farther. His shoulders wouldn’t fit through the hole, no matter what way he twisted. He stopped to listen again, straining for something as soft as a heartbeat.

Nothing.

“Is anybody there?” he called.

His voice sounded uncomfortably loud in the rubble, but no one answered.

If he could have, he would have smashed his fist down. Tears prickled the corners of his eyes. He imagined a young girl, traveling beyond the walls with her parents for the first time. A girl waiting for the promised help to arrive.

Another innocent life, lost because of him. Because he wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t strong enough.

He pushed himself back out of the tunnel and emerged into the light. The other sumar were about to ask about the girl, but when they saw the look on his face, they stopped.

Ronan slumped onto the ground and let the tears fall freely.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Water spun Laran around as though he were a child’s plaything, twisting and twirling him as it battered him against rocks and half-submerged tree trunks. Up and down lost all meaning, and although he flailed about, he couldn’t tell if his efforts aided him or pulled him deeper into the current’s grasp. He gulped whenever he felt air on his face, but more often than not was rewarded with as much water as air.

The current slammed him against a stone that hit him like a kick to his stomach. It knocked the last of the breath from his lungs, and blackness crowded the edges of his vision.

Laran surrendered to the river. He’d already fought demons and wolves. His blood mixed with the freezing water as it leaked from the wounds on his back. He couldn’t find his center, so he had no chance of grasping the web of onda that surrounded him. The current swept him along, pulling him farther away from the demons. His surrender wasn’t a giving up so much as it was an acknowledgment that he had no other options left to him.

He tumbled for another few moments, but then the river gradually calmed. For the first time since he’d hit the water, he knew up from down. His sword and clothes pulled him deeper, but he summoned the last of his strength and swam to the surface. When he thought he couldn’t hold his breath any longer, he summoned one last, powerful stroke.

His face broke the surface, and he breathed deeply. He didn’t often think of the taste of air, but this was as sweet as the world’s finest honey. He gulped at the air greedily, hoarding it as though he didn’t know how many breaths were left to him. As he breathed, the barest hint of strength returned to his tired limbs. The current kept him close to the center of the river, and though the banks passed by only a dozen feet away, he wasn’t sure if he had the strength to swim to them.

He wasn’t being tumbled about, though, and he had enough air not to panic. He found his center and pulled gently from the web of onda. It gave him enough energy to kick and paddle his broken body out of the current. A minute later, he reached a bank and pulled himself halfway out of the water before collapsing. His body shivered uncontrollably, and the wounds on his back still bled, but he was alive.

He needed onda. Hypothermia was setting in, and if he wasn’t careful, he soon wouldn’t be able to think clearly. Onda would warm his body and close up his wounds so they didn’t threaten his life. Then he’d be in a better position to plan his next move.

Laran crawled completely out of the water. Everything he owned was soaked, but there’d be time to dry out later. He closed his eyes and began the familiar process of connecting with the web of onda. He tried to pull gently, but his body drank from the deep well of strength as though it were dying of thirst. His shivering subsided, and he began to feel warm, even inside his soaked and freezing clothing. He breathed onda deeply into his back and felt his wounds stitch together.

He didn’t bother healing them completely. A sickening feeling grew in his stomach the more onda he pulled, and he decided it was best not to push his body harder than he already had. He had enough strength to move around, and his body could heal the rest on its own.

As soon as he stood, Laran realized he didn’t have as much strength as he thought he did. His legs wobbled. He’d be lucky to walk a mile in his conditions. Onda had allowed him to survive, but using it didn’t come without a cost. His body needed a proper rest. It needed sleep.

He cast out his onda. As near as he could tell, there were no dangers nearby. He wasn’t sure how far the river had carried him, but it was far enough that he was safe from the demons, at least for a while. No better opportunity would present itself.

Setting up a small camp took him longer than it should have. His pack was still back where he’d left it, on the ridge outside Hinsworth. He had no food nor any easy ways to make fire. But he’d spent his life in the wild. Such tasks weren’t impossible, they just took longer than they might have otherwise. Tonight, it took him over an hour, but he eventually had a small fire burning and a squirrel roasting.

As he waited for his food to finish, thoughts of Jamie bothered him. The noble was certainly back in Lindra by now, and Laran imagined he was spending the night surrounded by rich friends and decadent food. The thought evoked a bitter laugh as Laran looked at his own squirrel. He wasn’t one for the trappings of Jamie’s world, but he had to admit a decadent meal sounded pretty damn good right about now.

He wouldn’t have minded having Jamie around at the moment but was glad the noble was safe.

The squirrel was soon done, and Laran ate it, grimacing at the taste. He needed the sustenance, but it only nourished his body. His heart hungered for more.

It would have to do. He pushed out his onda one more time. When he was certain he was safe, he built his fire up, then fell asleep, the warm light of the flames flickering on his face.
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He woke to the rising of the sun, and he was surprised he’d spent the night undisturbed. His fire had died down, but the sun burst through the trees and warmed him in its stead. His back was stiff, and as he moved about, the new skin stretched and tore. Despite the aches and pains, he felt better than he had the night before.

He cast out his onda but felt nothing that concerned him. Some chikara had moved into the edge of his awareness, but they’d bedded down with the coming of the day. He was glad the demons hadn’t found him, but he wondered if they’d given up the pursuit.

Laran poked a stick into the coals of last night’s fire, stirring and coaxing a small flame back to life. He warmed his hands and debated his next move.

He wasn’t entirely pleased with his decision, but it seemed the only reasonable one. His retreat had cost him his food and supplies, and retrieving his pack was a considerable risk, especially when there were easier solutions.

Laran didn’t know exactly where he’d crawled out of the river, but he knew where the river led. There was another rest, somewhere between ten and fifteen miles downstream, depending on where he was. It would have food and supplies. He could find out what news there was in the duchy, then decide where he could best help.

The journey took him more than half the day and served as a reminder that he was more wounded than healthy. The pain in his back grew worse as he walked. It started to burn soon after, and he feared infection. Unfortunately, the wounds were in one of the few places he couldn’t treat. Returning to a rest had been a wise choice.

He didn’t push himself too fast. His body had neared the edge of its abilities the day before, and even though he needed help, it wouldn’t do to collapse in the middle of nowhere. He didn’t come across any patrols, but he wondered if the rest was even sending any out. Given the danger and the limited ondists at their disposal, he couldn’t blame them for shirking their duties.

When Taren Rest came into view, Laran breathed a long sigh of relief. He pushed out his onda, making sure he wasn’t walking into a surprise. He didn’t plan on ever entering a rest again unless he was accompanied by other reliable humans. Thankfully, the rest had humans, and only humans, inside. Given the brightness of their onda, he suspected most were ondists. Some of the onda felt familiar, but as exhausted as he was, he didn’t completely trust his senses.

By the time he reached the gate, he was ready for a long nap. His feet hurt as though he’d walked three times the distance he actually had, and his left calf kept cramping up. His back ached.

So he wasn’t in the mood for the cuvar on the wall to be giving him problems.

“Who are you?” the cuvar asked. The fear in his voice was obvious even from twenty feet away. The man held a bow in his hands, an arrow nocked and the string ready to pull. He looked to be a moment from attempting to put an arrowhead through Laran’s chest.

Given how tired Laran was, he wasn’t even sure he could dodge. “Sumar Laran, originally out of Leeside, temporarily out of Lindra.”

“If you’re from Lindra, what the hell are you doing so far north?”

“I’ve been watching the demons as they leave Caltaris.”

“By yourself? Fat chance, you liar. Now get out of here before I make you regret it.”

Laran doubted what he was hearing. He was alone in the wild, being denied entrance to a rest?

“I’m a sumar. You have no right to deny entrance to the rest.”

The guard scoffed. “Given all the tales we’ve been hearing, I’ve got all the right and more. No one’s fool enough to wander the wild now, which means any stranger claiming to seek refuge is a liar. Now leave.”

Laran supposed he was glad the cuvar hadn’t shot yet, but he needed the rest. He wasn’t sure what to do.

He was saved by two familiar faces, faces that were about the last ones he’d expected to see here. Dillan and Kass appeared on either side of the cuvar. An enormous grin broke out on Kass’s face, and Laran couldn’t help but match it. “Laran? What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Got into a bit of trouble outside of Hinsworth, again,” he admitted. “I was hoping to get some healing, some supplies, and whatever information you can spare.”

The cuvar on the wall didn’t seem thrilled, but the couple’s knowledge of Laran won him over. The gates opened, and Laran was let inside, though the gates closed immediately behind him.

Stepping into the rest made Laran realize how much he’d been drawing on onda without realizing it. The aches and pains he’d endured for the last five miles doubled in intensity, and his back burned as though someone had lit it on fire. He stumbled, but Dillan was there to catch him.

The couple saw his back, and Kass gasped. “You weren’t lying about needing a healer. Let’s get you to one now.”

Laran soon found himself flat on a table as the rest’s old healer tended to his injuries. The infection was problematic, but between onda and the poultices she’d treated his wounds with, the worst was probably behind him. He wouldn’t be able to fight for a few days, but that was for the best. He needed the time to recover.

While she worked, Kass and Dillan shared what they knew. He was grateful for the distraction. The first thing he’d wanted to know was why they were this far north. When they’d parted, he’d expected them to return to Lindra with Jamie.

Dillan fielded that question. “Felt guilty after you left to watch Hinsworth. I knew you intended for us to return to someplace safe, but it didn’t feel right, especially given all that we’d seen. We can fight, so we will.”

The healer interjected then. “We’re damn grateful for them, too. Since the last word from Lindra, the gate’s been sealed up tighter than a noble’s vault. They’re the only ones doing anything around here besides cowering in fear.”

Kass shrugged. “We patrol the area. Never go more than a few miles out, but we figure it’s something.”

Laran’s curiosity was piqued by what the healer had said. “You’ve received word from Lindra?”

“Scant, but yes,” Dillan confirmed. “Claimed there are demons that look like humans now and exhorted extra vigilance. That’s why our gates never open, even when someone in need of help arrives.” The acid in his voice could have melted a blade.

“Can’t help people getting scared,” Laran said. “Happens to the best of us, too.”

Dillan accepted the chastisement gracefully. “True enough, but it’s frustrating. There’s enough ondists here we could keep a better eye on the area.”

“You haven’t seen anything?” Laran asked.

“Nothing yet. It’s been quiet around here, but we haven’t been hearing much from anywhere else. The roads are empty, so for all we know, we’re the last ones alive.”

“I was hoping you’d know more than I did,” Laran confessed.

“What do you know?” Kass asked.

“Demons are leaving Caltaris in numbers and heading south and east. They’ve got the numbers to cause all sorts of trouble, but as far as I’ve heard, nothing.”

“What got you the fresh scars?” Kass asked.

“I was sitting on the ridge south of Hinsworth when a group came straight for me. I was pretty sure they hadn’t spotted me, but somehow, they knew where I was and wanted me dead.”

The healer’s hands stopped their work at that.

“How many?” Dillan asked.

“Six. I tried circling around and catching them by surprise, but they had wolves I wasn’t expecting. It was a foolish mistake of mine, but they ended up encircling me.”

“I think your foolish mistake was attacking six demons in the first place,” Kass observed.

“I think I could have done it if my plan had worked.”

Dillan grunted. “Sure, everything always works if it goes according to plan. Except how often does that happen? You take on six, the only way that’s smart is if you know you could kill eight.”

Laran hated that the kid had a point. But still. “It’s not like we’ve got too many choices. I’m worried about the ones that have already passed us by.”

“No reason for you to become a fool,” Dillan said. “We need heads on straight if we’re going to have a chance.”

Laran looked up. Dillan had changed since Hinsworth. Kass had, too. They’d been plenty skilled before, but Hinsworth had forged them into something sharper. They weren’t just strong ondists anymore. Now they were warriors with confidence.

“You’ve probably got the right of it,” Laran admitted. “I thought I had an opportunity that I didn’t. And now I’m here with scars all across my back.”

“At least you’re alive,” Kass said. “I suppose the next question is, what’s next for you?”

“I was hoping to find out more here. But if you haven’t heard anything, I don’t think I have any other choice than to return to Hinsworth. This battle is going to be determined at Caltaris. I’m sure of it.”

Kass and Dillan looked to one another, their exchange nothing more than a glance and a nod.

“Tell us how we can help,” Dillan said. “We’re with you, no matter what happens.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Jamie woke feeling well-rested and sharp. Though no window allowed him to check the sun’s position, he felt as though he’d slept twice as long as usual. One unexpected advantage to the duke’s dungeon was the silence. He’d just enjoyed one of the best nights of sleep in his life. Perhaps he should ask Ethan about renting a cell.

He kept his routines. His cell was large, so he stripped off his one pair of clothes, trained forms, and pushed himself through countless sets of calisthenics. After he’d finished and washed, the cuvar had left him a meal. The gruel couldn’t match his household chef, but it wasn’t bad. He ate every bite, and when the cuvar collected the dishes, Jamie asked for writing supplies. They were delivered within the hour. He wrote to Corlee, explaining his sudden absence. As an afterthought, he explained he’d granted a small parcel of land to a friend. He considered writing more extensive instructions but didn’t see the point. She’d run the estate well in his absence, and her life was probably easier the less he was in it.

He handed the letter to the guard and enjoyed his first day of captivity. He didn’t think he’d be Ethan’s guest for long, so he savored the peace his imprisonment afforded him.

Lunch arrived not long after breakfast. As with breakfast, he ate every bite and thanked the cuvar after. He performed another set of calisthenics and enjoyed a nap. He understood how a prolonged visit to the dungeons might send one dangerously close to the paths of madness, but he expected his situation to change soon, so maintained his good cheer.

The hushed but urgent whispering of the cuvar woke him. He couldn’t discern their words, but their fear rang clear as a bell. He sat upright, a sudden chill running down his spine.

The guards spoke at the end of the hall. Jamie stood and put his ear to the barred window embedded in his door. He caught a handful of words then focused his onda. Laran had the sharper senses, but Jamie’s hearing improved as he focused.

Unfortunately, the effort was only partially successful. The guards talked of an attack, but Jamie couldn’t hear enough details.

He thought of Laran. Sometimes, the direct approach was best. “What happened?” he called out.

“Quiet!” a cuvar barked.

Jamie swore. He might as well practice patience, because prisoners had few rights. He took a deep breath, shrugged, then returned to his bed. Sleep proved elusive, so he performed a third round of calisthenics. By the time they brought supper, his body ached. He ate, returned his dishes, and fell promptly asleep.

When he woke again, he suspected it was sometime near midnight. A cuvar’s hard eyes stared at him through the bars. “Get up,” he said.

Jamie bristled, but the dungeon calmed his impulsive anger. He rolled off the bed and approached the door. “What is it?”

“The duke wants to speak with you.”

Jamie’s thoughts traveled to the fragments of the conversation he’d heard earlier. His stomach twisted. Had he been a free man, he might have fled the summons. But when one was a guest in the duke’s dungeons, one obeyed the duke’s commands. “Lead the way.”

The cuvar didn’t manacle his hands, which Jamie appreciated. The cuvar commander who’d arrested him at the estate had taken a bit too much delight in humiliating the fallen noble as they’d escorted him to the dungeons.

Jamie followed the guard up the stairs. Jamie soon recognized his surroundings and guessed his destination was the duke’s study. When they reached the door, the guard knocked. Ethan answered, greeting them kindly.

“Thank you,” the duke said. He pressed a coin into the guard’s palm. “I don’t think you’ll be needed again tonight.”

The cuvar made no argument. He bowed and walked silently away.

Ethan turned to Jamie. “I feel like a father disciplining a boy that refuses to listen to reason.”

“I’m sure my father often felt the same.”

Ethan stepped aside and gestured for Jamie to enter. They sat across from one another at the duke’s desk. Ethan didn’t speak, and Jamie soon grew uneasy. Ethan wasn’t studying him or deciding anything. He just sat in bored silence.

Jamie shifted in his seat. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Everything, but we’re waiting for one more. Otherwise, I’ll be up all night, and I’m exhausted.”

Ethan shook his head as though trying to wake himself up. Then he straightened and slid a set of papers toward Jamie. “I suppose you can look over these. They arrived late last morning.”

Jamie’s eyes froze as he looked at the first page. He felt suddenly ill, and fear turned his insides to ice. “Are these real?”

Ethan nodded. “I’m still waiting for independent verification, but yes, we believe they’re true.”

“Shit.”

Jamie forced himself to read, to flip through the pages. His heart beat faster, and finally, he could take no more. He dropped the pages back on Ethan’s desk and stood, ignoring any breach of etiquette. The close walls of the study squeezed him like he might squeeze a grape. When his knees wobbled, he steadied himself against the back of his chair.

“Can we survive?” he asked.

It was a foolish question that Ethan couldn’t answer. But he felt like a child learning he was mortal. He wanted to cling to someone who stood tall against the chaos.

Ethan wasn’t Jamie’s savior. He sagged in his chair, almost as broken as the duchy he ruled. Decisive action might have prevented this day. But Ethan was too cautious. He sought stability when the world needed courageous change.

Jamie didn’t blame Ethan. His heart went out to the duke. For all his failures, Ethan was a damn sight better than the alternatives. But he’d doomed them. The papers on his desk damned him with their proof.

The demons had finally struck their killing blow. More than a dozen towns in Lindra, destroyed in one night. Walls had fallen as harra carved through them. Chikara, accompanied by demons, flooded the towns. They feasted on panicked populations while the demons set fire to grain stores, shops, and houses.

Thousands of people had died the same night Mardok executed his foolish scheme. Those that survived were trapped. Chikara roamed the streets, making homes of humanity’s last refuges.

Some had escaped the devastation, trusting their futures to the wild. They were as foolish as those who hid, expecting the chikara to leave.

They hadn’t just forgotten the skills needed to survive. Most had never even known how. The wild would finish what the chikara and demons left uncompleted. Corpses would fill the bellies of predators for months.

The roads, empty since harvest, were now filled with refugees streaming south. Rests which hadn’t seen a visitor in months were packed beyond bursting. The tide of humanity didn’t stop at the first wall they found, though. Everyone had seen the walls destroyed, so what trust would they put in a mere rest?

Eventually, Jamie assumed they would all make for Lindra proper, and people were already stacked on top of one another inside the inner walls.

Jamie heard a soft knock on the duke’s private door. Ethan answered it and welcomed Gwen into the study. Unlike their previous reunions, Gwen showed no hesitation tonight. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she ran to him. He wrapped his arms around her and pretended he wasn’t also terrified.

The Fall had arrived, just as they’d feared.

It didn’t feel real. The Fall was supposed to remain firmly ensconced in the realm of legend.

As his thoughts spiraled out of control, Ethan reined them in. “I need to speak to you both about recent events.”

Jamie squeezed Gwen, then kissed her on the forehead. They separated and sat across from the duke.

Ethan shoved the papers to the side of his desk. “A hundred questions need my answer in the coming days. Answers that will determine whether Lindra survives until next spring. Those are tomorrow’s problems. Tonight’s problem is you, Jamie.”

The duke massaged his forehead. “Amidst all this bullshit, they arrest my closest ally for stealing a book from the aklatan. One within their inner chambers, no less! What the hell were you thinking?”

Jamie silenced Gwen’s attempt to answer first by putting his hand over hers. “I had my reasons,” he said.

Jamie glanced toward Gwen, and Ethan was too observant not to notice. He looked between them, and Jamie watched the realization dawn on the duke’s face.

“You put him up to this?” Ethan looked horrified.

“She did nothing,” Jamie argued. “I became fascinated with Nacillian legends and knew the aklatan would never let me near them.”

Ethan didn’t believe Jamie. He was no fool.

“The knowledge in that book saved Ronan’s life, Ethan. And he’s our best hope for fighting the demons.”

“Dammit.” Ethan leaned back in his chair and addressed his complaints to Gwen. “I finally had sway over the council. Jamie was the ally I needed. That chance is gone. The other nobles won’t permit Jamie anywhere near the council chambers ever again. He’ll be lucky not to spend his life in the cell beside your father.”

Gwen looked down, ashamed. “Someone planted the book. It wasn’t in Jamie’s estate.”

The duke waved the argument away. “That doesn’t matter. The cuvar found it there, and Jamie admitted to stealing the book. We don’t have the time to bring the truth to light. Come tomorrow, Jamie will be disowned, and we’ll have the same fight over his property we had over yours.”

Jamie laughed, earning glares from the others.

“There’s one simple solution,” he said with a wide smile.

“Care to share?” Ethan asked. He looked ready to jump over his desk and strangle the smile off Jamie’s face.

“Marry Gwen and I. I’ll grant her full control over both estates.”

Ethan shook his head. “The other nobles will never allow it.”

“What can they do? Gwen is Countess Adair, and I’m Count Pierce. They can challenge the marriage until they’re blue in the face, but it’ll change nothing.”

Ethan turned to Gwen, who’d been silent. “Would you agree?”

Her smile matched Jamie’s. “I would.”

Ethan stroked his chin and stared at the ceiling. His deliberations ended quickly. “Then it will be done. I’ll draw up the paperwork.”

The duke looked satisfied. More satisfied than he should. “But I have another question, which I’m afraid will be harder to answer.”

Jamie and Gwen waited expectantly.

“The nobles will demand punishment for the theft, but it’s pointless allowing you to rot in the dungeons. What if your punishment solves two problems at once?”

Danger lurked in Ethan’s plans. Jamie proceeded cautiously. “How so?”

The duke wouldn’t meet Jamie’s eye. “I need a trusted noble up north. I mean to banish you from the city for one year. You’ll be punished but still free to command ondists and coordinate relief.”

“The nobles will be furious.”

“They’ll survive. They’ll see a year-long opportunity to position themselves as my successor. That will cool their anger.”

Jamie didn’t envy Ethan’s position. He sat precariously upon the throne, and should Jamie fail, his decision might end his reign. Although, if Jamie failed, the length of Ethan’s reign hardly mattered.

Jamie didn’t care about Lindra’s political bickering. The Fall threatened them all. So how did he spend his last days? He could command ondists in a doomed battle, or he could languish deep underground. Both possessed a certain appeal.

He turned to Gwen. “What do you think?”

She was on the verge of tears, but she refused to let them fall. “You’re needed up north, even though I fear the dangers you’ll face. Maybe Laran can help. If any hope remains, you two will find it.”

Her confidence shook him to his core. Jamie Pierce had always been a failure to Count Pierce. Caltaris proved him a failure as a sumar, and Hinsworth proved him a hopeless commander. What did she see when she stared at him that inspired such belief? Gwen was no fool. She judged character well. He feared he would prove to be her greatest failure.

Determination followed doubt, chasing it from his thoughts. He wouldn’t fail her. Not if it cost him his life.

He turned to Ethan. “I’ll do it.”
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The hours passed in a blink. Ethan let Gwen and Jamie spend their time together as his clerks drew the marriage papers up. With the number of spies in the palace, Ethan didn’t dare let Jamie leave to change into something suitable for a wedding, but Jamie didn’t care.

He and Gwen talked for hours, but when Ethan knocked on Gwen’s bedroom door, Jamie couldn’t remember what they’d spoken about. He remembered only the way Gwen made him feel, as though he was home, safe and comfortable.

Ethan presented the papers. Gwen and Jamie examined them, but neither found anything untoward. A more devious ruler might have slipped an unwanted provision in the documents, but the papers represented their desires perfectly. House Adair would join House Pierce. Gwen and Jamie both possessed full authority over the new House Pierce’s full resources. Jamie signed first, followed by Gwen. Ethan and one of his clerks served as witnesses.

Ethan hadn’t been idle in the intervening hours. He brought them to his receiving hall, lit with soft lanterns. Inside the hall, the rest of House Pierce greeted Jamie and Gwen. Jamie feared the awkwardness that might ensue, but the Adairs’ behavior made Jamie think Ethan had set some strict expectations beforehand. It was tight smiles, brief embraces, and quick exchanges all around.

Gwen had spoken of their difficult and complicated relationship. House Adair had almost lost everything, only to have it saved by an unexpected marriage and added to House Pierce’s wealth. The ramifications of tonight’s marriage would echo for years throughout Lindra and Gwen’s family.

Hopefully, they survived long enough for those echoes to settle.

The couple took their places, and Ethan guided them through the brief wedding. Jamie looked across the mostly empty hall. It wasn’t the wedding he’d dreamed of. He’d expected enormous crowds and endless feasting. Women across the duchy would have attended, jealous of his beloved. Legends of the reception would endure longer than the Nacille’s.

This silent and empty hall should have failed in every regard.

Instead, it was perfect. He imagined Laran and Ronan standing side by side, mocking him even as their grins betrayed their pride. When he pledged himself to Gwen, he imagined them bowing deep, honoring their union. And when Gwen pledged herself in return, they cheered. Even imagined, the scene almost brought a tear to his eye.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” Ethan said. The rest of House Pierce clapped politely, but there was no warmth in their display.

The duke glanced toward the windows. “Tomorrow’s duties will be heavy, so you best consummate your new marriage quickly.” He grinned. Jamie hoped it wasn’t Ethan’s last.

“I’ll leave you to it while I prepare your trip north,” he said.

Ethan gestured, and cuvar rounded up the Adairs to return them to their various cells. Gwen shared a brief word with her sister. The hall emptied, leaving Jamie and Gwen alone.

Jamie’s heart leaped at the thought of Ethan’s command.

“Maybe your place?” he asked Gwen. “My current accommodations are somewhat... lacking.”

She laughed and pulled him to the bedroom Ethan provided her. Jamie bowed to Ethan’s portrait as he left, then let his wife lead the way.

For this one night, he finally found himself at peace.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ronan cut down the kojot as it lunged, slicing through the animal. He stepped aside, out of its dying reach. The chikara whimpered as it died, but Ronan couldn’t find the barest hint of sympathy for it. Not after what its brethren had done this morning.

The field outside the small town of Salda was a nightmare in motion. The disaster outside Hinsworth didn’t compare. Screams filled the early morning air as men, women, and children ran for safety that didn’t exist. Within the town, a harra gorged on an endless buffet of homes and shops. The rumble of buildings falling blended with the harra’s own burrowing.

When the walls had fallen, the citizens had fled for the fields like water bursting from a dam. They soon discovered that the fields were no safer. Chikara had massed outside the town, and they were eager to feast. Kojot darted one way and then another, so spoiled for victims they didn’t know which way to turn. A few seemed content to wound and disable, as if saving their meals for later.

Amara and her sumar had arrived amid the chaos. They’d started early that morning, but the sounds of the assault had reached them from miles away. Amara sprinted them toward Salda, and they aided the citizenry in whatever small ways they could.

To his right, Ronan spotted a young man half running with, half dragging an even younger girl behind him. A kojot sighted them at the same time and loped toward them, saliva dripping from its jaws. The young man was barely aware of his surroundings, his gaze locked on the distant horizon as though salvation was just beyond the horizon.

Ronan ran to stop the disaster from unfolding. He intercepted the chikara easily and was grateful it suffered from the same lack of attention its potential prey did. It was so focused on the limping children that it never noticed Ronan approaching. One cut severed the creature’s spine and saved the children. Neither noticed, though he’d killed the chikara less than ten paces away.

Ronan looked around. He’d cleared the area surrounding him, but that was a far cry from winning this battle. Dozens of kojot roamed the field, and though Amara’s sumar had winnowed their numbers considerably, there was too much field to defend, and the citizens were too spread out to protect.

He’d already tried sending the kojot away, but the demons sent out answering commands rescinding Ronan’s orders. Ronan thought there were three in the area, but he hadn’t spotted one yet. These were playing a clever game. He suspected they were clothed and mixed in among the humans. Given the chaos, it made spotting them next to impossible.

He tried using onda to sense them but failed. With so much movement of both humans and kojot, he couldn’t pick out anything useful. When he closed his eyes and sent out his onda, the world became a dizzying, chaotic mess of light and dark. The demons were around and close enough that they could rescind every command he issued. But he couldn’t say where.

The fields were already a massacre. If Ronan wanted to prevent something worse, he needed to kill the demons. It pained him to turn away from the kojot feasting upon the townspeople. Unfortunately, killing kojot was no better than a healer obsessing over a scratch when an artery on the other side of the body was cut and pumping out blood. Without the demons, he could dismiss the kojot easily.

He forced himself to remain still, to let his gaze wander across the fields and search for clues that would reveal the demons. Even in chaos, patterns bloomed like flowers in spring. People ran, limped, or called for help. They clustered together. For all the wide variety of human behavior, it always rhymed. Ronan had only to find that word that was out of place, the sight that made him think twice.

It was no simple task. The scenes constantly shifted, and he divided his attention between his search and his safety. There were plenty of kojot who would find him a tasty treat. He remained patient, and his efforts were finally rewarded.

At a glance, there was nothing unusual about the figure. But certain details tickled Ronan’s curiosity. At first glance, it looked like a person of average height, but they didn’t run or glance fearfully around. They drifted among the chaos, their hood always pulled up. No one else dared cut off their peripheral vision in these blood-stained fields.

Ronan worked his way toward the figure, cutting down a kojot that neared too close. The longer he watched, the more convinced he became. The kojot never approached the figure, even though plenty roamed nearby.

When he got closer, he stretched his onda out. Darkness surrounded the figure, the only proof Ronan needed. Amelia kept him filled with plenty of onda, so there was no reason to delay. He charged the demon.

It turned and raised one arm to block Ronan’s sword. It reached out with its other, claws stained dark with dried blood. Ronan shifted smoothly to meet the challenge. He kept out of reach and waited for his opportunity. To his senses, the demon was slow, always a step behind. All he needed was patience.

Ronan slapped away another attempt with the side of his blade. It turned the demon enough to present an opening, and Ronan drove his sword deep into the invader. He pulled his steel out and retreated. The demon’s wound wasn’t immediately fatal, and it was determined to make the most of the time left to it.

Ronan waited for another opening, then finished the fight with a decisive cut.

The death of the demon didn’t end the massacre outside Salda, but it marked the beginning of the end. Ronan sent out another command to the kojot to retreat, and this time it almost took. Perhaps a dozen kojot left the field for good before the two remaining demons could wrangle them back.

Ronan hunted the others, but they learned from the mistakes of their companion. No more people wandered around with their hoods up, and though Ronan prowled as far as he could, he saw nothing that convinced him he looked at a demon.

Finally, he issued another command, and this time, neither of the surviving demons attempted to rescind it. The kojot fled the field as though their tails were on fire. The surviving townspeople stared at the fleeing chikara, confusion written on their features. Somewhere behind him, one of the townspeople asked why the sumar weren’t chasing the kojot.

Ronan ignored the argument. Those that still lived were safe, at least for a time. But he feared that safety wouldn’t last long.

The demons were on the move.

The Fall was upon them.
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Amara and her squad remained long enough to provide basic support to the survivors. Vivien healed as many as she could, and Ronan and the others patrolled the perimeter while Amara spoke with the town leaders.

There were no good answers, no matter how loudly they argued. No single nearby town could handle the influx of survivors from Salda, but no one wanted to stay.

Ronan wanted to shout at them. They’d all seen firsthand how little the walls meant to the demons. But it didn’t seem to register. They all thought that what had happened was a fluke, that the next town they settled in would be safer.

He wanted to shake them, to remind them no place was safe, that everything they’d believed was an illusion. They could only fight or flee.

Instead of arguing, he focused his attention on patrolling. To his senses, the land was swept clean of chikara for miles in every direction. Ronan wasn’t foolish enough to believe they’d frightened the chikara away. It felt more like the demons had gathered the nocturnal creatures into an army, and that army had moved on to its next target.

Amara didn’t keep them in Salda long. The town could have used more help, but Amara’s gaze was focused firmly on a quick return to Gutan. She agreed to escort those traveling south and arranged what protection she could for the others, but two days after the attack, they were on the road. Ronan walked near Amara when they left, and he noticed the way she kept looking back at the ruined city. He wanted to tell her that the survivors would be fine, wanted to reassure her they were doing the right thing by regrouping. His own doubts froze the words on his tongue.

Ronan feared what awaited them at Gutan. The city was bigger and its walls thicker, but those features were no greater protection. Had the demons struck the capital, too? They’d heard rumors that other towns shared Salda’s fate.

When they came upon the rise that looked down on Gutan, Ronan’s heart leaped to see it intact. The gates were shut, and cuvar lined the walls. A line of refugees waited outside the city, and a small village of tents had popped up near the main gate. It wasn’t the same city he’d come to know and love, but it was whole.

They bypassed the line, ignoring the pleas of those gathered outside. Amara’s eyes were rimmed with red, but she marched through the crowd without giving them answers. Once inside the gates, Amara called her sumar together. Her unit had survived the expedition intact, but they carried the weight of the scenes they’d witnessed.

“Return to your families,” she said. “Spend as much time with them as you can. I’m going directly to speak with the duke. The next time I summon you…” Her voice trailed off, and she had to master her emotions.

“The next time I summon you, you’re not to consider it an order. I intend to march toward Caltaris and destroy their portal, if it’s even possible. You know what such a mission means. If you want to join, I’d be honored to have you. But I’ll cast no judgment if you wish to stay home and protect your families.”

The sumar around the circle nodded, and Amara dismissed them. She watched them go, and Ronan could guess at how she felt. This was her unit, and it seemed likely this would be the last she saw of some of them.

Once they’d dispersed, Amara turned to Amelia. “Go home and let everyone know we’re back safe. I’m taking Ronan to see the duke. We should be home before nightfall.”

For once, Amelia didn’t question Amara’s command. She gave Amara a curt bow, then took the streets that led her home.

Amara swallowed hard as she watched her daughter leave. “I don’t want to take her with me, Ronan. She’s more precious to me than my own life or happiness.”

Amara turned to Ronan. “Tell me I don’t have to take her. Tell me she can stay here and be safe.”

Ronan stared at his feet, his heart breaking. “I don’t think I can. There’s no place that’s safe, and if we’re going into Caltaris, I’ll need her. I’m not sure I can reach onda in the Nacillian ruins. Not without her.”

Amara’s shoulders sagged. “I can’t tell you the number of times I wished she wasn’t leveren. I’m proud to raise warriors, but she was always something special.”

Ronan was about to offer her what comfort he could, but she straightened and held her chin up high. She didn’t want what meager words he could offer.

“Come, it’s time for us to visit the duke.”

Ronan followed her toward the palace. The cuvar at the gates admitted without delay, though they had to wait once inside. Advisors hurried in and out of the receiving hall, many of them carrying messages. The duke was aware of their presence, but more pressing matters consumed his attention.

The longer they waited, the more worried Ronan became. The flow of advisors never ceased, and all looked serious. How bad had the demon’s attacks been?

Finally, the duke summoned them. The receiving hall was a mess of activity, with advisors speaking quietly around tables that hastily arranged around the room. Ronan saw maps and charts, all filled in with notations and arrows.

The duke, never one for formalities, was even less inclined to manners today. “What is it, Amara?”

Amara looked around the room. “How bad is it?”

“We lost seven towns in one night, most of them farming communities with large stores of grain. They knew exactly where to strike to hurt us worst.”

Ronan felt the blood drain from his face. It wasn’t just that the demons had struck seven towns, but that they’d done so with intent. If all that grain was lost…

He didn’t want to continue the thought.

Amara bowed. “Let me attack Caltaris.”

“Just your unit?” the duke asked.

“I wanted to call for volunteers. As many as I can gather. No one gets ordered on this one.”

Conversation around the maps died. Whispers stopped, leaving only silence. Eyes rose from the contemplation of strategy to the drama before them. Ronan watched with them, awestruck as he stood behind Amara. He’d seen her charge demons without support, but this impressed him more.

She’d already realized what it would take the duke’s advisors a day of deliberation to decide. They could hold out and fight. They could make the demons bleed for every mile they conquered. But they would never win.

Amara might not win, either. The odds were long against her. Against all of humanity. But she offered hope, slim as it was. At the cost of precious sumar lives.

In exchange for that hope, the duchies would fall faster. Every ondist who volunteered was one more warrior stripped from the defense of a rest, a town, or a city. Amara knew what she asked, and though Ronan had seen the doubt that plagued her, she revealed none here. His heart froze at the idea of returning to Caltaris, but right now, in this room, he believed Amara would lead them to victory.

The duke looked around the room. He didn’t look like he was searching for answers. He just wanted someone to share the burden of this decision with. No one could step forward, though.

If the duke lived to reign another fifty years, there’d still never be another decision as important as this one.

To Ronan, there was only one reasonable choice. The only question was, did the duke have the courage to make it?

Finally, the duke nodded. He stood from his throne and held himself tall. “You have my support, Amara. Whatever is within my power to grant, it shall be yours.”

The weight of the duke’s words almost drove Ronan to his knees. The battle for Caltaris, and the battle for the duchies, had been declared.

And he was being sent straight into the heart of it.


INTERLUDE 4


The demons celebrated, creating a grisly sight that churned the Reformer’s stomach. They’d spent the last weeks picking the land around Caltaris clean of humanity, and tonight they feasted, corpses roasting on spits like common game.

He prided himself on his reason, and it was that part of his mind that hummed along, even as the rest of him froze at the scene. To the demons, humans were nothing more than sustenance. They’d offered him a meager share, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat.

Not today.

Not when the demons celebrated the deaths of so many. The Reformer sat in a dark corner, shadowed by towering Nacillian ruins. He’d lost enough weight that he could easily tuck his knees to his chest and wrap his bony arms around his legs. He rocked back and forth, refusing to comprehend the horror of what he saw.

Some limbs roasting over the fires were small, considered delicacies by the conquerors. They were the choice bits, saved for Kaym, his commanders, and a group the Reformer hadn’t seen before. He suspected those were the seers, and he watched them most closely of all.

The logical part of him knew no peace, no stillness. It observed, noting details the Reformer wished he’d never noticed. It spoke without judgment, but it damned him all the same.

This was the Fall. The return to humanity’s innocence that he’d always craved. How many years had he spent lusting after this day? The day when humanity reaped the consequences of its sins against the world. When he’d first met Bazel, he’d recognized the demon’s strength. But Bazel had possessed an unusual sense of honor, a reverence for nature the Reformer had interpreted as just. Bazel was a predator but a noble one. The Reformer had believed the Sunslayers were the world’s answer to the disease called humanity.

Of course, he’d never wanted to witness this. He was supposed to be comfortable inside the walls of Hinsworth, protected from the very chaos he helped unleash. Hinsworth’s existence was supposed to be the reward for providing the information the demons had just made such devastating use of. It was his research and planning that Kaym had used to choose their targets.

So much was his fault.

Another voice argued for his innocence. That the demons were as flawed and broken as humans. He’d been betrayed, even after all that he’d done. All the blame fell squarely on the shoulders of the Sunslayers who had broken faith.

His heart refused to believe the excuses. He watched the demons bite and tear at the last of his followers. They laughed and danced around the fires.

It should have been his followers rejoicing at the Fall they’d waited so long for. Today should have been their day.

A dying ember in his chest flickered. He had caused this Fall. To hide from it, to cower in the corner, was the mark of a coward. This had always been his plan. He’d just never thought he’d watch it unfold.

The ember cast its dim light in the darkness of his despair, then caught fire and blazed brighter than the bonfires the demons danced around. It consumed his dark thoughts, burned away the depression that had dulled his senses.

He hated the demons.

They were no better than humanity. The world deserved better than what they offered.

It wasn’t that he had failed. It was only that his life’s purpose wasn’t yet fulfilled.

He didn’t have years left. Though Kaym used him to power the portal less than before, it was only a matter of time before onda burned the last of his life from his body. He had weeks at most.

Not to reform humanity, but to save it. The Reformer and his dreams had died with Hinsworth.

“My name is Heath,” he whispered.

The name stirred the fire burning in him to greater heights. How long had it been since he’d uttered the name given to him by his disaster of a father? He couldn’t remember.

Heath loved most of the things the Reformer did. He adored nature and its endless gifts. He missed the feel of onda beneath his feet.

But unlike the Reformer, he was no coward.

He rose to his feet, wobbling as he stood. He had so little strength left.

Heath drew the knife from its sheath. Kaym was easy to spot. He was near the center of the celebration, drinking heavily while warmed by the largest bonfire of the three.

The demons noticed him, but they didn’t stop him. He was a joke, a tool near the end of its usefulness. Some even pointed and laughed.

He raised the knife as he neared Kaym. He gave no warning, no shout of pent-up anger. Surprise was his only ally. He stabbed down at the back of Kaym’s neck as soon as he was within range.

Kaym spun lazily and caught Heath’s wrist with ease. The laughter of the other demons doubled, and Kaym kicked him hard in the stomach. Heath couldn’t have defended himself if he was in good health. Kaym let go of his wrist and let him collapse, gasping for air. The demon didn’t bother to kick the knife from his grasp. Heath held onto it as though it was the only thing in the world capable of granting him salvation.

Kaym finished his mug of ale in one swallow and tossed it to another of the demons.

Heath had expected anger or a beating that would end his suffering, so he was surprised when his assault earned neither.

“Finally,” Kaym muttered. He reached down and pulled Heath to his feet by his hair. He held Heath’s face directly in front of his, then peered deeply into Heath’s eyes.

Heath didn’t flinch. He glared, and if it would have done any harm to the creature, he would have spit until his mouth was dry.

Kaym grinned, his too-sharp teeth ruining any illusion that he might have been human. “I wondered if you had any fight in you, or if you were a spineless coward through and through. It pleases me that you aren’t as weak as you seem.”

One of Kaym’s commanders said something to Kaym in their language, and Kaym grunted in return. “He is still useful, but he must be shown the error of his ways.”

Kaym’s grin grew wider. Heath flinched away from the gristle stuck between the demon’s teeth. He didn’t want to know who Kaym had been eating. Kaym dragged him toward the building where the portal stone rested, where Heath slept and spied on what meetings he could.

Heath flailed, trying to dislodge Kaym’s fingers from his hair, but the demon ignored his attempts. He even let Heath’s knife scrape off his armored forearm.

Kaym pulled him into the building. He slapped the knife away from Heath and pulled him into the portal room. The guard at the door looked profoundly uninterested. Kaym dragged him a few steps toward the stone, then stared at him. “You want to fight, do you?”

“We survived you once before. We can do it again.”

Kaym’s laugh sent a shiver down Heath’s spine. “Do you imagine it was some noble defense that prevented us from conquering you before? It was the Nacille who scorched their own cities to prevent us from destroying them. They destroyed themselves.”

“You lie.”

Kaym shrugged. “Your belief makes no difference.” He looked at the portal stones. “When they realized we meant to rip the gates open permanently, their leveren banded together and used the stones to stitch the gates closed. Our seers fought viciously in return, and the mixing of such enormous quantities of malkin and onda destroyed countless lives on both sides. It cost us one of our two machines.”

The Sunslayer commander reached out and brushed the back of his hand against one of the pillars of stone. “They almost succeeded. But their stitching wasn’t strong enough, and malkin leaked through to your planet.”

Heath snarled. “If we did it once, we can do it again.”

Kaym made a guttural noise in the back of his throat. “We’ve learned to keep the secrets of my people on our own planet. Even if you could find and coordinate a dozen leveren, as before, you couldn’t hurt us the way you did. And you can’t find enough leveren. Our seers watch closely, and there are only two. More will come, but by the time they arrive, the planet will already be ours.”

Heath wondered what other questions he might ask. Kaym had been drinking all night, and although ale didn’t influence demons in quite the same way, the results were close enough. The commander spoke more freely now than ever before.

Kaym threw him onto the dais before Heath could think of his next question. “Use it.”

Heath had just opened a portal earlier that day. Another might just be the one that killed him. Not only that, if anything came through, it would almost certainly be deformed. The look in Kaym’s eyes told him there would be no reprieve, though. Heath’s punishment had been determined.

He could fight Kaym. His heart pounded faster at the thought of grabbing his knife and stabbing into the demon’s heart. It was a foolish dream but pleasant enough to bask in. He didn’t make the attempt, though. Kaym would just beat him and leave him weaker than before.

Once, Heath might have welcomed that weakness. Every beating brought him one step closer to a final peace he was too cowardly to seize himself. But now he had something to fight for. A reason to conserve what little strength remained to him. He was tired, but there was no future where he was given adequate rest. He took a moment to collect himself, then placed his hands on the twin pillars.

Heath focused on the sensation of onda as it flowed through the stone. Within the stone were channels that shaped the onda that rushed like a narrow river in the height of spring’s snowmelt. On previous occasions, he’d noticed the small flaps that directed the onda. The pillars were capable of so much more than opening mere portals, but Heath couldn’t guess what.

He let his meager onda flow through the stones, and he noted the stone wasn’t yet set to create a portal. The demons didn’t want him opening the portal on his own, so they set the flaps to a different position when the stone wasn’t in use.

The demons controlled the stone from the adjoining room. When he was connected and Kaym gave the word, they altered the small gates and activated the portal, using him to draw and control the onda. The tools the demons used were mechanical, but Heath believed the gates were intended to be manipulated by onda. The one who stood on the dais was supposed to control it, not suffer as its prisoner. He only lacked the knowledge.

He barely possessed the onda of a third-rank cuvar, and his ability to manipulate it was pathetic. His father had made that clear. But the flaps were so small.

He could control the portal stone. He believed it deep in his heart. All he needed was to learn how, though that was far easier said than done.

The first step, as always, was to learn. He pushed his onda through the stone as Kaym gave the signal. Heath sensed the flaps as they changed position, and a moment later, onda struck him with a physical force. Before, he’d lost himself in the sensations. With the demons at the helm, there was little for him to do except not die. Today, he paid close attention to those flaps. If he memorized their positions, the portal stone would be his.

Onda threatened to steal his weak focus. The power of the entire world rushed through him, rendering him little more than a passage. The torrent pulled and scratched at every thought.

But Heath hadn’t become the Reformer easily. That was the one truth about his son his damned father had never understood. Father saw Heath’s lack of progress as a dearth of willpower. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

The Reformer was the result of years of focused effort and unwavering dedication. He had recruited followers and built settlements, and he’d started from less than nothing. A mere ondist was nothing compared to the Reformer’s achievements.

Piece by piece, Heath memorized the positions of the flaps. He trusted his memory more than he had Alastor, and Alastor had been true up to the moment of his death. The secrets he carried in his head about Lindra’s nobles had never been written. It was too dangerous and unnecessary. Heath would take each of those secrets to his grave.

He finished mapping the flaps as Kaym stepped onto the platform beside him. Kaym grabbed him by the hair and pulled his face up, forcing him to look into the portal. On the other side was the dim red sun of Kaym’s home planet. Heath knew the sight well, as it never failed to haunt his dreams at night. Someday, his own beautiful planet would look the same.

Something didn’t belong. Heath squinted. The air around the portal bent and warped, a consequence of Heath’s exhaustion. When he was well rested, it was like looking through a door.

Kaym grinned. “You see it, don’t you? The Nacille were not the only people to create a portal stone, and ours is more powerful by far. Even now, the leaders of my people bring it near. Once it can support the portal, there will be no more need for you, nor the leveren.”

Kaym hopped off the stone and approached the portal. Heath wanted him to jump through, to suffer the twisting and scarring the portal would inflict.

Kaym only pointed. “Within a fortnight, it will be here, and all hope for your species will be lost.”

Heath found it harder than ever to focus. He’d memorized paths of the stone, so his will slipped against the relentless force of onda. “Why are you telling me?”

Kaym’s grin made Heath feel like the main course of a meal. “Because I want you to fight. I want you to struggle. I want some challenge from this pathetic planet. Then, I want to see your face when the portal opens for the last time, and you realize it was always hopeless.”

“It’s already hopeless,” Heath said, injecting as much despair into his voice as he could. It wasn’t hard. He thought he understood Kaym better now. Kaym was a strategist, a brilliant mind seeking a challenge.

As Heath expected, Kaym growled and motioned to the other room. The flaps in the stone returned to their original position. Onda fled Heath, leaving him feeling like one of the burned-out houses in Hinsworth. He collapsed, and Kaym kicked him twice. Hard enough to bruise but not hard enough to break anything. Kaym spit on him. “Pathetic. Just like your whole species.”

Kaym marched out of the room. Heath held himself, but he was pleased. Kaym’s spit didn’t dampen the fire of rebellion that burned in his heart, and he had some time.

He didn’t know how, but he was going to make Kaym regret underestimating humanity.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The silence of the world beyond the walls made Laran nervous, made him feel like an ambush awaited, hidden in a future he couldn’t see. The demons had known he watched them. They had sent a unit to kill him. The more Laran reviewed what had happened, the more sure he was.

So why didn’t they finish him?

Three days passed without a whisper. Neither human nor demon disturbed the fragile peace within the rest. Kass and Dillan reluctantly agreed not to patrol while Laran healed. He feared the demons would pursue him, and the two young sumar wouldn’t survive. He was proud of the two young sumar for returning, but they complicated his decisions.

Laran didn’t believe he’d lost the demons. Following the river was a simple matter, and they’d have no trouble finding where he’d pulled himself out and made a fire. He hadn’t bothered to hide his tracks.

So where were they?

That was the question that troubled him as he stood on the wall of Taren Rest. The thick canopy bathed the forest floor in perpetual twilight. Laran wondered if it was dark enough to allow the demons to summon the chikara in the daylight.

Ronan had told him a demon in Gutan had surfaced a harra during the day and forced it to remain above, its flesh burning as it thrashed in the center of Amara’s sumar. The demons turned a lifetime of experience on its head. Neither day nor night was safe until no demons remained.

His musing were interrupted by Dillan’s distinctive footsteps climbing the stairs behind him. No one else in the rest walked with such determination. Dillan made a walk to the dining room sound like he was marching to battle.

Dillan leaned on the wall beside Laran. “We can’t sit for much longer,” he said.

Laran hadn’t expected an ultimatum. “Why not?”

Dillan nodded his chin toward the forest. “You say the demons are moving. None of our birds have returned, and none have been sent to us. I can’t say what’s happening, but the answer isn’t hiding within these walls. You know that, too. So why are you still here? You’ve been healthy for a full day.”

Laran gave a small shrug. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Are you planning to stand here until that changes?” The disappointment in Dillan’s response cut deep.

“No.”

Dillan waited expectantly.

The young sumar was right. Their answers waited beyond the walls of the rest. But what did they do? He saw now he’d been a fool to think he could fight against the demons alone, but he couldn’t risk Dillan and Kass on his foolishness.

He sighed. Keeping Dillan in the dark did little good. “Mind if I tell you a story?”

Dillan’s posture shifted. He looked curious. “We traveled for weeks out of Lindra, and you didn’t say a word about yourself. If this is a story about you, of course I want to hear it.”

“It is. Sorry for not being more open before, but I’m not much for sharing.”

Dillan snorted. “No kidding.”

“When I was about your age, I was married to a woman named Deandra. She was a sumar, and we were partners, just like you and Kass. She died on an assignment, and it broke me.”

Dillan didn’t reply for a while. Then he startled. “Wait, that’s it? That’s your story?” He shook his head. “It’s good you’re one of the best sumar we have because you’re a shitty storyteller.”

“The point is, I see you and Kass and⁠—”

“I get it,” Dillan interrupted, his retort sharper than Laran expected. “You don’t want what happened to you to happen to us. It’s no different from what everyone else says.”

Laran frowned. He’d touched a nerve without meaning to.

“What would you do if it wasn’t me and Kass? Is that why you left us with the Gutanese?”

Laran answered the second question first. “It is. And if it was anyone else, I’d consider returning to Caltaris.”

“Why?” Dillan’s look was hard as stone.

“Because it’s the only place where a small force might matter. I’ve seen the portal the demons use to arrive, and I know how to stop it, at least for a while.”

At least, he hoped he did. Too many questions remained. Had the demons found another leveren? Ronan believed he and Amelia were it, but the demons had opened another portal without them. How?

Caltaris held the answers. Someone helped the demons, either through force or by choice. If Laran killed them, he gave the duchies a fighting chance.

Dillan watched him too closely. “What were you just thinking about?”

Laran told him of the leveren and the portals. “It’s the weakest link in the chain,” he said.

Dillan weighed Laran’s words. “Then we’re coming with you.”

Laran objected, but Dillan cut him off. “You don’t have the right to tell us we can’t fight. We’re not fools. We recognize the costs. Always have. We were both born to be sumar, and we won’t let anyone, no matter how well-intentioned, hold us back.”

Laran knew the fight was lost. He nodded. Once, he and Deandra had felt the same, and they’d paid the steepest price. He hoped neither Dillan nor Kass ever had to pay it.
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They left the next morning. Laran felt the cuvar commander’s glare on his back, drilling holes where his spine should be. He’d argued vehemently against everything Laran suggested, from the expedition itself to the supplies they required. Laran hadn’t understood the reasoning behind any of the commander’s arguments and had eventually been forced to pull rank.

If not for Kass and Dillan, the commander might still have refused, as he’d seemed more than willing to fight for what resources he still possessed.

In the end, he’d surrendered peacefully, and the weight of the pack digging into Laran’s shoulders reassured him. This was his last trip to Hinsworth. Either they broke the back of the demons’ offensive or they died in the attempt. Regardless, he wouldn’t visit the area again.

Dillan and Kass moved through the woods like ghosts, haunting his every step. There were no paths between Taren Rest and Hinsworth, so they followed the route Laran had created as he fled the demons. They proceeded cautiously, frequently stopping for Laran to push out his onda.

They found Laran’s campsite shortly after noon. The remains of the fire were easy to spot. Tracks surrounded it, more demon than human. The other two studied the site carefully, but Laran didn’t bother. A glance told him enough.

“I’d believe six,” Kass said when she finished her examination. Dillan grunted his agreement.

Laran pointed at the retreating tracks heading north. “Why didn’t they attack the rest?”

“Maybe they were only allowed to follow you so far south?” Dillan guessed. “Like how we aren’t allowed to follow anything into Gutan.”

Laran had considered that but found the explanation unsatisfactory. The demons were clever and committed hunters who respected no borders. Something else had pulled them away, and not knowing what made Laran doubt their plan.

Or was he searching for an excuse to push Dillan and Kass away?

Their presence complicated his reasoning and made him uncertain when he most needed something solid to grasp.

They continued north, following the demon tracks until they reached the base of the waterfall. They climbed to the top and walk a bit farther. Laran could sense any approaching demons with onda, but the crashing water hampered Dillan’s and Kass’s senses.

They set up camp after dark. They ate their fill, and Dillan and Kass fell asleep next to one another as Laran kept the first watch. He was just about to wake them when he sensed the darkness racing toward them.

He shook them awake, and soon they were alert. Laran pushed out his onda again. He couldn’t tell their numbers, but demons ran with chikara straight toward them as fast as a demon could run.

They knew where he was. No other explanation made sense. They couldn’t have seen or heard the party, not from as far away as they were coming. He told the other two what he sensed, then pointed to the east. “I’m going to shift a few hundred feet that way. I think they’ll come at me.”

Dillan protested. “We should fight together.”

“We will. I’m the bait. I want you to circle around and hit them from behind. They fight in pairs. Pick one of the pair and kill it.”

They looked like children enduring a lecture about facts they already knew. Like obnoxious children, they also didn’t listen to his directions. They stood by his side, ready to fight.

Laran pointed north. “Go! You’ll be more effective if you attack from behind them.

They finally listened. He watched them go, then started toward the east, leaving his supplies behind again. Hopefully, this time, he’d return for them.

He ran until he was a few hundred feet from where he started, then stopped and threw out his onda. The demons were moving so fast that they’d arrive within the minute. But his suspicions proved correct. The demons altered course to intercept him, ignoring Kass and Dillan. Somehow, they knew where he was, and he was all they cared about.

Laran drew his sword and waited.

He heard them before he saw them. Dozens of kojot surrounded the demons like a protective cloud. Laran muttered a curse. Six demons had already been impossible. He didn’t see why they had to make it harder.

Not a single demon or chikara turned to face Kass and Dillan. Laran was glad they were safe, at least for the moment, but as he saw what he had to face, he wished at least a few kojot had split away.

He pulled almost as much onda as he could. Trees cracked and groaned as pine needles and leaves dropped from the canopy.

There would be no strategy. Not when he couldn’t hide and was so vastly outnumbered. He dropped all thought and charged, roaring like a bear woken too early from its slumber.

His speed surprised him almost as much as it did the demons. He carved through the two kojot who stood in his way. His sword sliced through flesh and bone like it was paper. Then he was surrounded, but that only meant he could cut without fear.

The first demon he targeted was wise enough not to fight alone. It leaped away as Laran cut, not quite fast enough to avoid the tip of Laran’s sword as it cut across the demon’s side.

The pairs encircled Laran, swiping whenever his back was turned. The onda filling his limbs whispered its sweet temptation, and he almost listened to its promises. It told him he could stand against six without fear, but he recognized the lie. The demons neared, and Laran focused his efforts on one. It dove to the side, and Laran hurried through the gap.

The kojot struck the moment he left the circle, gnashing at limbs as he ran. An arrow caught one in the side as it leaped, and Laran knew Kass and Dillan had joined the battle.

Three kojot attacked from different angles, and Laran barely spun away. He needed more strength.

Laran pulled onda again before the overwhelming press of enemies cost him his focus. The kojot moved slower, and Laran killed another two before a stone hit him hard in the shoulder. The impact cost Laran two steps, and when he found his balance, he found the demons surrounded him again.

Kass and Dillan shouted, but they were trapped behind a ring of kojot. Chikara died as the pair fought but couldn’t break through the wall of kojot to help Laran.

Onda buried his worries under a mountain of strength. He pulled again, a bonfire erupting in his chest. He chose a demon with one eye scarred shut as his first opponent. The demon retreated as Laran cut, but this time Laran pursued. One-eye’s friends moved to help, but with onda burning through Laran’s veins, they couldn’t arrive in time. Laran caught the demon as it gave ground, slicing into its neck. It died glaring at him with its good eye.

Its friends left him no time to gloat. The demon closest to him moved alone, and Laran figured it was One-eye’s partner. It didn’t retreat when he attacked, and it soon joined its partner in whatever hell awaited these demons after death.

That was all Laran accomplished before kojot forced him to retreat. More kojot poured through the trees, replacing those the sumar had killed. They leaped over the dead demons to snap at Laran’s ankles. Laran killed one before it reached him, but another almost clamped down on his boot. He retreated, but not before its sharp teeth left parallel cuts across his shin.

Laran backed into the range of a demon, and it swiped at his back. He pulled more onda and used the strength to lunge away from the blow. Claws ripped through his tunic, revealing his fresh scars.

With a sea of kojot before him and two pairs of angry demons behind, Laran fought without pause. The kojot died easily enough, but for each one he killed, a fresh pair took its place. They’d been wondering where all the chikara had gone, and now he had his answer. No single kojot threatened him, but so many together were as dangerous as the demons.

These demons reminded Laran of the pair he’d first pursued out of Hinsworth. They didn’t seek to duel him but to overwhelm him and strike where he didn’t look. His back was always exposed, and no demon let him forget it.

A hundred paces away, Kass and Dillan continued their fight. Their swords were coated in kojot blood, but they couldn’t wade through the tide of enemies to reach Laran. They only drew breath because so much focus was on Laran. That knowledge kept him going, even when he pulled less onda with each new attempt. So long as the demons focused on him, those two might survive.

The battle ranged through the forest as Laran searched for fresh onda. He broke through a wall of kojot, only to find another waiting for him. He cut at the demons every time they closed, but though he drew plenty of blood, he didn’t kill any. They kept kojot circling around him. The vicious creatures served as shields for the demons, preventing Laran from focusing too long on any single demon.

He needed to break through, to reshape this battle. So long as the demons remained in control, his efforts were in vain. But new kojot kept arriving. These demons had to command every kojot within the forest. He’d never seen so many in one place.

His limbs grew heavy, and his focus faded. The body could only take so much.

Laran snarled. He would kill these demons before joining Deandra. He pulled with every bit of strength remaining to him.

Onda responded, but not like before. His arms couldn’t cut as fast, and he couldn’t dance away from the kojot like he once had. He launched himself over the snapping jaws of the kojot and fell among the demons.

Their strategy shifted. Instead of running from his attacks, the demons fought. One raised its forearm to block Laran’s cut, and his sword couldn’t penetrate the demon’s armor.

His failure to cut their armor emboldened the demons. They closed ranks, their clawed hands blurring as they sought to strip his sword away.

Kass yelled his name, but he couldn’t see her in the press of demons and kojot.

A calm certainty came over him and banished the last of his anxiety. Those two deserved the future he and Deandra had never enjoyed.

His onda extended farther than before. It zipped along the forest’s web, dancing around the wide swaths of destroyed land. The demons came closer, and his blade was barely shield enough to keep him from a fatal cut. When he had no more time, he pulled.

The demons froze as the forest died. Trees creaked and snapped as a fresh wave of pine needles and dead leaves dropped to the forest floor. Birds fell from their nests, never to sing a morning song again.

Onda gave Laran a new life. Shallow cuts healed without a thought, and he felt as strong as he had half a lifetime ago. He cut down one demon before it could react, then sliced the arms off another as it tried to defend itself.

Laran cut off its howl when he stabbed it through the chest.

Each passing second sapped more of his strength. He was less a bucket filled with onda and more a sieve, leaking as fast as he pulled. Only two demons remained. He cut at the closest of the pair, only to have his sword stopped by those damned forearms.

No!

He was too close to fail now.

The kojot encircled him, but they didn’t attack. They settled for keeping him in place.

He reached out with his onda one more time.

It didn’t go anywhere. He thrust it into the ground and pushed. The practice had become nearly as familiar as breathing. But this time, his onda snapped right back into his body.

A slight wobble in his knees was his only warning. Then his legs buckled, and he fell to his knees. The kojot still didn’t attack. Laran looked around. As far as his eye could carry, he saw nothing but dead trees and chikara.

He tried onda again, but it no longer answered his call.

He turned his head, and the shifting weight tipped him over. He fell on his side in the soft bed of desiccated pine needles. His eyelids weighed as much as the stones in Lindra’s walls. He fought to keep them open.

Even his thoughts were sluggish.

His last thought before he closed his eyes was that this was a foolish time to need a nap.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Jamie and Gwen looked out the window of the duke’s palace at the courtyard below. The grounds bustled with people, each with some last-minute task to complete before the caravan departed. Cuvar and sumar introduced themselves. Most uniforms were worn and faded, testaments to a lifetime of service. Some were more vivid, though, representing a combination of new recruits and recent graduates from the obukas.

Close to fifty ondists would ride north this morning. All under Jamie’s command.

His hand trembled against Gwen’s back. “Ethan should have chosen someone else.”

“No one else in Lindra understands the situation like you do. You’re both a noble and an active ondist. There’s no one better.”

“Both times I’ve led people toward Caltaris, they almost all died. Why should this caravan be any different?”

Gwen didn’t utter empty promises, a fact for which Jamie was grateful. “You focus too much on what’s been lost. I’m glad you value life so highly, but it blinds you from what you accomplished. You saved lives the first time you visited Caltaris, and you changed the shape of the invasion outside Hinsworth. You told Ronan he did well in killing so many demons that day, but don’t see that it was your choices that allowed him to do so.”

Jamie sighed as he ran his other hand through his hair. He wanted to believe Gwen’s reasoning. But it didn’t sit well, especially as he looked at the much larger expedition gathering.

“You aren’t leading them alone,” Gwen reminded him. “You’ve got veteran sumar to lean on, and I’ll help, too. We’ll succeed.”

He knew the argument wouldn’t end well for him, but he tried anyway. “I wish you’d reconsider.”

“There’s nothing to reconsider. I’ll be helpful, and I’ll go mad if I have to spend the last months of civilization inside Lindra’s walls.”

Jamie clenched his fists. Familiar arguments beckoned. He wanted her to stay behind, not because Lindra was the safest city, but because if Lindra fell, so did everything. Gwen refused to accept the end complacently. She wanted to stand by his side and argued there weren’t many safer places than a caravan with the largest group of ondists Lindra had assembled in years. In exchange for the right to travel with them, she’d promised to help with logistics, writing letters, and more.

He couldn’t deny the temptation. Evenings would be warmer with Gwen by his side, but they’d be better, too. Her intelligence would prove invaluable, and her eye for detail would smooth the bumps his impulsive leadership created. She was right-he would only benefit from her presence.

But he was still taking her north, tearing her from Lindra’s protective walls. He understood her counter-arguments well enough, but no logic in the world could convince him the wild was safer than Lindra.

Fortunately, she’d decided for him. She’d promised to involve Ethan if Jamie refused. Jamie recognized a losing fight and capitulated, telling himself he had no choice.

“They’re almost ready,” Gwen said. “Are you?”

He wasn’t, but he tugged on the sleeves of his uniform to straighten out the imagined creases. “How do I look?”

Gwen’s answering grin was wide. “You may not feel like a commander, but you certainly look the part.”

“That will have to do, I suppose.”

They descended the stairs and entered the courtyard. From above, Jamie had spotted the individuals he was most interested in, and he wasted no time in greeting them. Gwen had already shared the important aspects of their background to prepare him.

The first man Jamie introduced himself to was slight, as gnarled and tough as an old oak tree. Jamie offered him a brief bow. “First-rank Wallis. I’m honored to have you with us.”

There was more than a little of Laran in Wallis’s glare. He’d been serving as a sumar before Jamie was born. No legends or outlandish stories swirled around him, a testament to his careful and considered nature. He had a reputation as a man who protected those who served him. No one had died on one of his expeditions for almost a decade.

That reputation stood in stark contrast to Jamie’s habit of returning with only a sliver of his sumar. Jamie was glad Ethan had convinced Wallis to volunteer. Without the veteran’s sterling reputation, finding other willing ondists would have been nearly impossible.

Jamie harbored few doubts about Wallis’s opinion of him, and that opinion needed to improve before long.

“Our duke made clear the importance of our mission. I’m honored to serve Lindra however it needs me,” Wallis said.

Jamie noted Wallis’s careful wording but didn’t take offense. “I’ll confess I lack your experience in the wild. It’s my hope that I can rely on your sound wisdom as we journey north.”

Wallis’s look spoke of his doubt of the truth of Jamie’s words. His answer was as careful as before. “I’m happy to help in whatever way seems best,” he said.

“Good. I hope to set an ambitious pace for several days while we remain safer in the shadow of Lindra. We travel two rests today, but when we stop, I’d like to meet with you and any other commanders you deem appropriate. I want a small group of trusted advisors I can rely on to correct my inexperience.”

The doubt didn’t disappear, but it faded. Wallis bowed, and this time he meant it. Jamie moved on to the next person Gwen had pointed out. She was a stout woman, wearing sturdy traveling clothes that looked like they’d seen more miles than Wallis. She spotted Jamie approaching and gave a brief curtsy. “Count Pierce.”

“Ebba, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

She snorted. “I saw you talking to Wallis. I can almost see Gwen walking beside you, whispering in your ear.”

Jamie didn’t deny it. “Wisdom only arrives when we listen to our betters.”

That earned a smile from her. “Well said, and I’ll confess I feel much better knowing she’s the one pulling your strings. Do you have anything meaningful to do here, or are you just here to win my heart?”

Jamie immediately liked her. No wonder Gwen had recommended her. “I’m mostly just here to win your heart. But seeing as my wife already has, I’ll simply ask how much longer it will be until we’re ready to depart.”

Ebba cast a discerning eye over the proceedings. She was the trader responsible for carrying the desperately needed supplies north. Her carts and wagons held food and tents for the refugees. “Not long, now. Another half hour and we’ll be ready for whatever madness the wild throws at us.”

“Good. Let me know when you’re ready. I’d like to make two rests today.”

“Ambitious, are we?”

“Not really.” Jamie looked north and imagined the chaos they were about to march into. “But those supplies need to get north soon. People’s lives depend on them.”
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Their first three days of travel passed uneventfully. Jamie was as good as his word, pushing the caravan two rests a day. Every night he gathered Wallis and the commanders he trusted to discuss the next day’s travel. Gwen and Ebba coordinated lodging with the restkeepers. The early success of their journey raised Jamie’s spirits. His worries faded, though he expected them to return as they traveled farther north.

The realities of their journey struck earlier than any of them expected. Jamie was riding beside Gwen when a scout returned from up the road. She had her horse at a gallop. Jamie rode forward to meet her.

Wallis joined Jamie, and they pulled up beside the scout. She’d pushed her horse fast to return, but he saw no panic in her demeanor. That eased some of the tension from his shoulders.

“There are refugees up ahead,” she said. “Lots of them.”

“Did you speak to them?” Wallis asked.

“No, sir. I figured you and Count Pierce would be better suited for the task. I wanted to give you as much warning as possible.”

“How many?” Jamie asked.

“Hundreds, at least. Perhaps over a thousand,” the scout replied.

Jamie paled. Ebba packed an impressive amount of supplies in her carts, but a thousand refugees would eat their way through it in a day or two. And they weren’t even close to the first of the towns they were supposed to visit. Jamie masked his concern in front of the scout and turned to Wallis. “Arrange for a small escort. I’ll join you momentarily.”

Wallis nodded, and Jamie rode back to Gwen and told her of the scout’s report. “What do you think we should do?”

“Help them as much as we can,” Gwen said without hesitation.

“These supplies were supposed to go to the towns destroyed by the demons.”

She shrugged. “They’re meant to help. The refugees are probably from those towns. There’s no reason to hoard the supplies if they can do good now.”

Jamie looked up the road. Wallis already had the escort ready. “Wish me luck?”

She kissed him on the cheek. “You won’t need it. I’ll prepare Ebba.”

The brief conversation eased Jamie’s mind. Gwen had assessed the situation well and prevented him from making a foolish mistake. In seeking to uphold the letter of Ethan’s orders, he’d forgotten their spirit.

He joined Wallis, and they began the ride to the refugees.

“How do you want to approach them?” Wallis asked.

“I’m prepared to offer them all the food and shelter we brought with us.”

Wallis approved. “That could result in a short expedition.”

There was a question within the statement, but Jamie wasn’t sure what Wallis wanted to know. “Possibly. It depends on what we learn from the refugees.”

Wallis seemed content with the answer, and they made the rest of the ride in relative silence. Three miles ahead of the caravan, they came across the first of the refugees. It was a family of four. The husband’s arms bulged like those of a blacksmith. Jamie pulled up short and dismounted.

The family watched them with wary eyes, but they didn’t run.

Jamie took in what details he could. The family was dressed in sturdy clothes suitable for travel. The husband carried an enormous pack, and Jamie saw no sorrow on his face. If a sumar or cuvar had escorted them, Jamie wouldn’t have given them a second glance.

But the lack of ondist protection marked them as refugees. Jamie offered them a quick bow. “My name is Jamie, and I’m the commander of a caravan traveling north. Are you from Hagan?” It was the nearest town to the north and a reasonable guess.

The man nodded. “Name’s Stan. And we’re from Hagan.”

“What happened?”

“Survivors started pouring into our town. More than we could handle, all claiming their towns had been destroyed. The place was getting too rough, so we headed south.”

“Hagan still stands?”

“It was when we left. Not sure if it’s the chikara or humans that will destroy it first, though. It was like a kettle about to boil over when we fled. Most of the refugees behind us skipped over it.”

“How are the refugees set for food?” Jamie asked.

The man’s eyes went dark. “They’re in as rough a shape as I’ve ever seen. From what we hear, no one expected the attacks. The towns fell in a single night, and those that survived carried little to nothing. To make matters worse, not one of them knows how to survive beyond the walls. The chikara have been feasting well, and it’s why we’re staying ahead of them. Me and mine won’t be safe if they catch us.”

Jamie sighed heavily. “I’m afraid I can’t offer you any immediate safety, but our caravan is only six miles away. If nothing else, you can put yourselves on the other side of it and escape the mob behind you.”

Stan tipped his head. “Obliged.”

Jamie and Wallis returned to their horses. As they rode back, Wallis spoke. “A tough situation, sir.”

“Any ideas?”

“If they’re as hungry as Stan implied, we might not have enough ondists to keep order.”

“That was the same worry I had. But if we don’t keep order, the supplies will be even less useful.”

Wallis nodded but had no answers.

“To top it all off, we still need to reach Hagan,” Jamie said.

Wallis glanced sharply at him. “You mean to divide the supplies between the refugees and the town?”

“No. It’s better to distribute the supplies to those in front of us than wait for another opportunity. I’m thinking more of defending Hagan from attack.”

“I thought you’d want to return to Lindra once the supplies were finished.”

“There’s what I’d like to do and what’s right. I find they rarely align. Stan says Hagan is packed with refugees. Those are lives that need protecting.”

Wallis considered for nearly a minute. “You don’t need me to tell you how dangerous that is. Hagan may not exist by the time we reach it. No one would judge you for turning around. You’ve done all the duke asked.”

“You spoke with him,” Jamie said. “Do you believe all he wanted us to do was drop this food off and turn tail? With this many ondists?”

Wallis wasn’t convinced. “Knowing the duke, I suspect he wasn’t sure what he wanted. He wanted to leave his options open.”

Jamie needed Wallis if he hoped to convince the ondists to continue north. Wallis, like Laran, preferred a straightforward approach. Jamie took it. “Will you go north with me?”

Wallis thought a long time before answering, but in the end, he nodded. “I’ll accompany you as far as Hagan, but I’ll promise no farther.”

A knot tightened in Jamie’s chest. He appreciated Wallis’s trust but feared what they’d committed to. Had Wallis refused, Jamie could have returned to Lindra having done all he could.

But they would keep pushing north, always closer to demon-controlled lands.
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If Jamie had any lingering doubts about Gwen’s decision to accompany the caravan, they vanished like smoke when the caravan met the bulk of fleeing refugees. It was her idea that the ondists treat the meeting like a battle. They found a defensible point, circled the wagons, and sent out scouts to organize the refugees before they neared the supplies. The remaining ondists served as a perimeter, while Ebba’s contingent escorted groups of refugees to and from the wagons.

Jamie watched the procession from atop a horse. He was uncomfortable and wanted to dismount, but Gwen had insisted he remain mounted. A man who’d suffered hunger for days might risk a fight with an ondist, but few were foolish enough to challenge a horse’s hooves.

Gwen’s planning left little room for outright chaos, but plenty of refugees begged, argued, and threatened. So far, nothing had come to blows, but Jamie didn’t dare relax.

He watched another family come forward, escorted by the driver of the lead wagon. It looked to be a father and three children. Dirt, torn clothes, and exhaustion disguised their ages, but Jamie guessed the children were aged from eight to twelve. The father told the driver they were from North Milston, and Jamie’s eyes widened. That was nearly a hundred miles northwest of here. The father carried no pack, and his emaciated frame looked ready to fall over in the face of a strong breeze. How had they made it this far?

Jamie wished he could do more. The food they’d carried from Lindra would be distributed by day’s end. The temporary shelters and emergency supplies wouldn’t last through the afternoon. Though Gwen and Ebba rationed well, other families like this one might still receive nothing. He wanted to save them all, but he wasn’t sure he did any more than prolong their suffering.

Jamie thought of the maps he and Ethan had studied before Jamie’s departure. How each destroyed town was marked by a red “x.” One little mark disguised the enormous suffering these people endured. It protected Ethan from the visceral reality of blood-stained clothing and haunted stares.

The endless procession made Jamie feel like a fool. To think, he had once assumed he could hide from this! His cowardice was limitless.

Gwen startled him from his gloom. She walked against the steady flow of refugees, speaking kindly to those who greeted her. Jamie ran his eyes up and down the line and saw nothing that worried him. He dismounted, giving silent thanks to Gwen for the excuse.

“Ebba has the distribution well in hand, so I thought I’d visit,” she said.

“How are our supplies?”

“We’ll be able to help everyone, but there will be next to nothing left over. Rumor among Ebba’s people is that you want to continue to Hagan. If that’s true, you’ll arrive nearly empty-handed.”

Jamie bowed to a couple as they passed. “It’s true, and I expected as much. Our mission to Hagan will be less about aid and more about ondists.”

“You think the demons are that close already?”

“From what the refugees tell me, yes. I’m already worried we’ll be too late for Hagan.”

Gwen took Jamie’s hand. “Your decision impressed Wallis. He’d expected you to turn tail to Lindra the moment our wagons emptied.”

Jamie squeezed Gwen’s fingers gently. “I can’t turn back. Not after today. We have to stop the demons soon. This group of refugees is only one of many. The city can’t absorb this many people, and we’re like to have humans at each other’s throats before the demons finish us. I wasn’t sure we’d survive today until I saw how well yours and Ebba’s plan worked.”

“What are you planning?” She looked at him as though there was more he wasn’t telling her.

“No grand plan.” He lowered his voice, so no one but Gwen could hear. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. If I’d been responsible for distributing these supplies, there’d be a riot on our hands. I keep thinking, ‘If I can’t handle this, what am I supposed to do against the demons?’”

Gwen pressed herself close. “Don’t sell what you’ve done short. It’s true, these ideas weren’t yours, but they didn’t have to be. You’ve surrounded yourself with competence, and you know when to listen. It’s not your responsibility to have every idea. It falls to you to decide, and even Wallis agrees with the decisions you’ve made.”

Her words didn’t take the burden from his shoulders, but they eased the weight.

“What about you and Ebba?” he asked. He held her tight, taking strength from her presence. “Will you return to Lindra tomorrow?”

Gwen extracted herself so she could face him. “No. We’ll travel with you.”

He frowned. “It’ll be dangerous. I fear we’ll be fighting before long, and there are no more supplies to distribute.”

“True enough, but I don’t think it’s any safer returning to Lindra, especially without ondists escorting us. We can continue supporting you, and if the worst comes to pass, the carts and wagons can help pull refugees back to safety.”

A part of Jamie still wanted Gwen safe behind a thick wall, but he followed her reasoning. He agreed with her, too, even if doing so kept her closer to the heart of the battle. “Then I guess tomorrow we’ll see if Hagan still stands.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Ronan sipped his ale and watched the Gutanese sumar steel themselves for tomorrow’s expedition. The surroundings and traditions were already familiar. One cask of ale stood near the lodge’s protective wall, already half as light as when Britta cracked it open. A second cask waited in reserve, several bottles of wine resting atop it. The lodge courtyard was empty save for Amara’s sumar. A roaring fire warmed chilled hands and cast a soft orange glow across faces, ruddy with both drink and cold.

Everything was as it should be, and yet something was missing.

Hope.

The sumar smiled empty smiles and laughed without mirth. Their faces were masks pulled tight over the fear that gnawed within. The same fear tore at his insides, scraping against his stomach and spine like a trapped animal fighting to escape. Three mugs of ale had done nothing to calm it, and Ronan eyed a fourth.

Soft laughter surrounded him. Though the sound was a lie, Ronan envied it. He couldn’t summon the courage to pretend. Tonight’s gathering was his last opportunity to laugh with these warriors that had become his second family.

Britta’s last.

Josef’s last.

Amara’s last.

Death always hunted a Gutanese sumar. These gatherings honored that truth. How many sumar turned to memories of these gatherings to recall the laughter of a lost friend? Ronan already did, and he’d not even served a year. He closed his eyes and fought the creeping dread that threatened to consume him.

He lost. His hand shook, and he put his mug down before he spilled.

A smaller hand covered his own. Amelia scooted closer to him and whispered in his ear. “Are these always so gloomy?”

Her warm breath on his ear sent a shiver down his spine. “They’re usually quite memorable. Last time Josef had your mother pour a mug of ale into his mouth while he attempted a handstand.”

She laughed softly at the thought, but her mirth died quickly. She squeezed his hand. “How long do you want to stay?”

Ronan glanced around the courtyard. He’d looked forward to tonight, but no longer. Several sumar had already left to spend the night with families and lovers. He stayed more out of obligation than desire. “Not much.”

She stood and pulled him out of his chair. “Then follow me. There’s a place I want to show you.”

Ronan followed, spellbound by the young woman who dragged him toward the exit.

Their path brought them before Amara, who spoke with Josef quietly near the gate. Ronan almost pulled his hand out of Amelia’s, but Amara wasn’t ignorant of their relationship. The sumar commander only nodded to them as they passed. Once they passed the gate and were out of sight, Ronan sighed. “I thought she’d say something.”

“I’m sure she wants to, but sometimes even Mother meets a foe she can’t defeat,” Amelia said.

“I doubt she fears me,” Ronan said, confused. “I’d never fight her.”

Amelia snorted. “She’s not afraid of you. But love still confuses her, especially when it’s mine.”

Ronan almost tripped over his feet. “Love?”

He stopped. The corner of Amelia’s lip turned up in a smile. “Does it frighten you, too? You can fight demons, but not feelings?”

“No. Of course not.”

“Good.” She skipped ahead, suddenly acting ten years younger. Ronan followed her, recognizing the duke’s palace ahead. Few people were out. Limited food, plus the news from the north, quieted Gutan’s normally bustling streets. Ronan typically appreciated Gutan’s active culture, but tonight he was grateful to have this time alone with Amelia.

She pulled them through a guarded gate with a wave to the cuvar on watch. Ronan was prepared to answer questions, but the cuvar nodded and gestured them through. He stopped in a small but tidy courtyard, quieter than the streets outside.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“Gutan’s aklatan.”

Ronan’s eyes went wide. “We’re allowed in here?”

Amelia looked at him as though she was debating if he was mad or stupid. “Are you not in Lindra?”

“The town I grew up in was too small for one, but most permitted few visitors.”

Amelia shook her head in disbelief. “I’m sometimes surprised Lindra became as powerful as it is. Knowledge wants to be free.” Her face fell. “Though our aklatans are also empty when scholars should wander their halls from dawn to dusk.”

The aklatan wasn’t much larger than Amara’s home. It was a squat, square building and, compared to the neighboring shops, appeared to be in disrepair. Paint flaked off the walls, and one of the windows was boarded up. It looked nothing like how Ronan had imagined aklatans.

Amelia opened the door and led Ronan inside. Ronan’s eyes required a moment to adjust to the darkness. Fortunately, moonlight filtered in through windows above, illuminating rows of shelves in a pale light. He looked around for a lantern.

Amelia noticed. “No lanterns. We’re surrounded by old, dusty books.”

“Right.” Ronan stared at his feet. He would have figured it out, eventually.

Amelia pulled him deeper into the stacks. Ronan had never seen so many books in one place. Most appeared older than the walls, written in the flowing Nacillian script he couldn’t decipher. He ran his fingertips gently along the spines.

Amelia stopped and breathed in deeply. Ronan followed suit, delighted by the scents of old paper and leather.

“If I could, I would spend the rest of my life here,” Amelia said.

Ronan spoke before he thought his offer through. “You could. You don’t have to leave with us tomorrow.”

As soon as the words left his lips, he knew they’d hurt Amelia. Her smile fell, and the moonlight made her look like a forlorn ghost haunting a room full of books she’d never read. He reached out to her, but she pulled away.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just⁠—”

“No, you meant well. I understand. But Mother’s worries have made me sensitive to the suggestion. She wants to order me to remain. It hurts to see her suffering, to see her holding back. But you’re not as useful without me. I’m just as much leveren as you.”

“Maybe even more,” Ronan said.

Her shoulders slumped. He reached out to her again, and this time she let him. He pulled her closer. For once, he had the wisdom to remain silent. Sometimes, presence was enough. Her doubts faded, and when he let her go, a weak smile returned to her face. It hurt him to think this might be the last time they had alone.

“I want to show you my favorite place,” she said.

She led him down one row and stopped near the end. It looked like every other row of the aklatan. She opened her arms wide. “What do you think?”

Ronan looked around. “I have no idea what’s here.” He saw the familiar Nacillian script along the spines but couldn’t read a word.

“Nacillian knowledge.” She ran her finger down a spine. “This one is about gardening.”

Her fingers climbed up a shelf. “Here’s a book about architecture. This one’s all recipes.”

Ronan laughed. “They had books about gardening?”

“I think they had books about almost everything.” Amelia wasn’t laughing. Awe filled her voice. She forced him to reconsider his reaction.

“Why is this your favorite place?” he asked.

“Because this is where we build a better future. These books matter.”

Ronan’s eyes glazed over. “Gardening books?”

“In part. Laugh if you want. The Nacille knew more about the world than we do. We’re so focused on surviving the chikara we ignore developing our own sciences. We have the knowledge at our fingertips to build something better! All we need is time and will.” She looked at him. “Can you imagine it? A world in which Nacillian knowledge takes root again?”

He could. He remembered first arriving in Gutan and being amazed by the open debates and the new ways of living beyond the walls. Under their new duke, Gutan pushed and tested. They expanded what they knew. Amelia wanted to continue that tradition.

Ronan almost told her she was too valuable to risk. That her dream had to be protected.

He knew how she’d counter, though. The only way to protect her dream was to fight.

He laughed bitterly.

“What?” she asked.

“I’ve spent most of my life arguing people needed to fight for what they love. That Lindra needed ondists more than it needed merchants and smiths. Now you’re here, and I want to keep you from the fight. I won’t.” He hurried to add, “But I want to.”

“I can’t stay here while you and Mother fight. You understand, right?”

“I do.”

She raised her hand to his chest. Then she pressed herself against him. Before he knew what was happening, she’d stripped his tunic off and was working on his belt. The cool air of the library made him shiver, and he glanced back at the closed front door, thinking about the cuvar standing guard. His hesitation didn’t last long under her determined fingers, though.

He kissed her, losing himself in a moment he never wanted to forget. Her lips were sweet with wine from the gathering, and her skin warmed his own. He pulled her dress off, then kissed her again.

Ronan ended on his back, their discarded clothes bunched behind him. Amelia climbed on top of him, the moon in the windows forming a halo around her head. He memorized everything from the curve of her shoulder to the thin crack in the windowpane above.

Let the others have their gathering. Ronan planned on carrying this memory for the rest of the days, no matter how few they numbered.

After, they lay naked on their clothes, the outside world forgotten. Ronan ran his hand through her hair as he stared at the moon. His thoughts were as still as a placid lake. Drowsiness weighted down his eyelids.

Amelia wasn’t so relaxed. She shifted and tossed, never still for more than a minute.

“What’s bothering you?” he asked.

“We should get dressed before you fall asleep and a scholar finds you tomorrow morning.”

“And what if they do?” He rolled onto his side. Whatever worried her, it wasn’t discovery. “What’s wrong?”

She shuddered but didn’t answer.

Ronan sat up. Her onda usually ran through her body like a calm stream. Tonight it crashed through her channels like rapids surging to escape a narrow chasm. He ran his hands up and down her bare back, digging his thumbs into the knots around her shoulders. Her fears were hers to share or not, but he wanted to help her bear them.

“I haven’t been sleeping well,” she confessed. “Not since Salda. As soon as we cleared the field of demons and chikara, I knew what Mother would do. It’s always been her way. She looks to the heart of the problem and cuts at it.”

She lapsed into silence, but Ronan understood the thrust of her fear. “You’re worried about Caltaris.”

“I’ve had nightmares about it. So vivid it feels like I’m there, like I’m seeing what’s coming.”

“What do you see?”

“A fight like the one outside Salda and Hinsworth. Us against chikara and demons. The details vary, but they always end with a demon finding and killing me.”

Amelia swallowed hard. Ronan knew she wasn’t superstitious but saw she believed in her nightmares. She was convinced but would march in the morning, regardless.

He could tell her she didn’t have to come, but that wasn’t true. He might promise her that no harm would find her, but he couldn’t keep that promise. All he could offer was that they would face it together. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close.

She leaned against him for a minute, then pushed herself gently away. She turned to face him. “I want you to make me a promise.”

“Anything I can,” he said.

She gestured to the books that surrounded them. “If I die, but you succeed, I want you to come back here. I want you to learn and spread the knowledge of the Nacille. Push us all beyond onda. Make the future I dreamed of a reality.”

Ronan didn’t want to imagine a future without her, but he nodded. “I will.”

Satisfied, Amelia stood and dressed. Ronan did likewise. Amelia straightened his tunic, then spun for him. “How do I look?”

“Beautiful, as always.”

The fears that had almost bested her were gone, or at least so well hidden that no one would notice them. When she led them out of the aklatan, there was a bounce in her step.

Ronan couldn’t match it. He smiled at the guard but still felt hollow inside. He dreaded living without Amelia.

She’d made him give his word, though.

He hoped he never had to keep it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Laran woke, surprised, in a quiet room. Memories of his last moments were vivid and clear. Demons and kojot surrounded him, eager to finish the prey they’d hunted for so long. Trees older than him died and creaked as he sucked the onda from their limbs and claimed it as his own. His sword had cut through kojot like they were blades of grass, and in the middle of the battle, he’d fallen asleep.

He’d destroyed the forest and killed Kass and Dillan with his failure. He longed for the peaceful slumber death brought and cursed his savior for keeping him alive to suffer.

Remnants of exhaustion lingered still. His limbs were heavy, and his thoughts sluggish. Cuts and bruises covered most of his body, although onda should have healed most by now. Fortunately, none looked infected. The room was dark and cool.

Had Kass and Dillan saved him?

It seemed impossible. They hadn’t even been strong enough to break through the kojot.

He placed his palms against the floor and tried to push himself up. His arms quivered, his chest rose an inch, and then he collapsed. That small exertion caused him to pour sweat, and he gasped for air. He needed onda. What little remained in his body flickered and sputtered like a candle near the end of its wick. He gently pushed it out, afraid he’d deplete what little reserve remained.

It came back a moment later, returning to his body like a child frightened of the dark. He felt no web of onda. This wasn’t like the forest, where he’d burned the onda channels in his fight. Given enough time, those would heal.

This place never would. It was dead to all forms of life, including onda.

Which meant the demons had captured him.

A voice spoke from the other side of the room, a thin human voice. It confirmed his fears. “Welcome to Caltaris, Laran.”

“Who are you? How do you know who I am?”

The voice chuckled. “Who I am isn’t important. And I know who you are because I’ve been following your adventures for several years. Around here they call you the anomaly. No longer an ondist, but not a leveren.”

Laran tensed. “Few people know that word.”

“It’s surprising what one can learn by listening. You should listen to me if you don’t want to fight your next battle unarmed.”

Laran wasn’t sure he had a choice. He lacked the strength to clap his hands over his ears, much less silence the other man. But there was no harm in pretending he was a willing participant. “Go on, then.”

“The demons have captured you and brought to Caltaris. This much, I assume you already know. What you don’t know is the demons are divided, not unlike the squabbling nobles back in Lindra. Kaym is the demon that stands above the others. He commands, now that Bazel and Abethu have died. Don’t underestimate him. He is cunning, and the architect of the destruction the demons unleashed on the duchies.”

“What happened to the duchies?” Laran asked.

The man paused. “You didn’t know?”

“I’ve not had much contact with the world lately,” Laran explained.

“The demons launched their attack. Dozens of towns have already fallen, and they relentlessly march south.”

The surprise wasn’t that the demons had attacked. He’d watched them streaming south from Caltaris and had worried a coordinated assault was possible. The surprise was how little he cared. He turned the conversation back to a subject that interested him.

“You told me the demons are divided. How?”

“There is a group of demons separated from the others. Kaym calls them ‘seers,’ and they do not speak our language, though I suspect they understand it well enough. They possess an authority that challenges Kaym’s. Both seek to conquer this planet, but there are disagreements about the methods used. Your presence here is one such disagreement. Kaym understands the threat you represent and would have you killed. The seers want to study you, which is the only reason you still draw breath.”

Laran rolled onto his side and gradually pushed himself to sitting. He fought to keep his breath under control. “What good do these secrets do me?”

“Not much.” The answer was bitter. “For weeks, I’ve sought a way to subvert the demons. I have plans, but the time isn’t yet ripe to share them. Your arrival—changes things. Can you fight?”

“Not yet. But I’ll find a way.”

Footsteps echoed from the hallway. The voice rushed to add, “Whatever happens, you must stay alive. Kaym would like nothing more than an excuse to kill the man who has frustrated so many of their plans. Don’t give him the chance!”

The voice died as demons spoke outside their door. The door opened, though it let in only a little light. Laran looked in the voice’s direction but caught only a glimpse of a face before his fellow prisoner crawled deeper into the shadows. Two demons entered the room and marched straight to Laran. They hauled him to his feet and escorted him out of the room. Two other demons stood guard in the hall.

The guards brought him down a set of wide stairs, down a hall, and into a familiar room Laran still had nightmares about. It was a large square room, about twenty feet to a side. Along one wall stood a stone structure, a raised dais with two pillars.

Caltaris’s portal stone.

The demons threw him deeper into the room, and Laran barely kept his feet. He stood straight and faced the three demons waiting within. One was among the shortest of demons Laran had seen, but his eyes burned with fierce intelligence. Behind him, two other demons were dressed in robes that didn’t match any style in the duchies. Clothes from whatever pit they called home?

The smaller demon spoke first. “They tell me your name is Laran.”

His knees shook, and Laran didn’t know if it was fear or the weakness in his limbs. “They speak true.”

“You’ve fought my brothers before. You slayed both Bazel and Abethu.”

Laran recalled his cellmate’s warning, but the opportunity was too good to pass up. Death promised peace. His cellmate didn’t. “Perhaps. I’ve killed many of your kind. It’s hard to keep track.”

He never saw the blow. Stars erupted in his vision, and he crashed to the floor. His ears rang, and he moved his jaw around to see if it was broken. As he recovered, he listened to the demons.

They spoke in their own language, so he couldn’t guess what they said. But he recognized an argument when he heard one. The two were arguing with the short one.

The short one picked him up and threw him on the dais. “You’re too weak even to stand, aren’t you?”

“It’s been a long few days.”

“My seers tell me that within these ruins, you can’t pull onda like you did below. Is that true?”

Laran grew increasingly certain he faced Kaym. Which likely made the two other demons seers. He pulled himself up, using one pillar as support. “Guess we won’t know until I try.”

Kaym raised his hand to strike again, but a guttural bark from one seer froze the blow in midair. The small demon straightened and smiled, revealing sharp teeth. “I’ve gotten too used to the other one. It’ll be a pleasure to break you.”

He stepped back. “My name is Kaym, and I’m here to translate for the seers. They understand you but won’t pollute their lips with your lousy language.”

One seer spoke. Kaym said, “They want to know if you can pull onda here.”

“Seems like they already have their guesses.”

He’d hoped to antagonize Kaym further, but the demon had mastered his anger. He said, “You’d be wise to answer the question. It would be a simple matter to kill you.”

“Then do it.”

Once again, he didn’t see Kaym move. The demon had been five paces away, but Laran blinked, and Kaym had him by the throat. He lifted Laran into the air, squeezing his neck. Spots danced, and blackness gathered at the edges of his vision. Behind Kaym, the seers shouted, but the sound came from miles away.

Laran couldn’t resist. He barely had the strength to raise his arms. Fighting a demon was as impossible as picking up a house. He hung limp, waiting for the end to come. Hopefully, Ronan could succeed where he had failed.

Kaym dropped Laran back on the dais. Sight and sound returned, and the seers pounded on Kaym’s back. They hadn’t overpowered the commander, but something had changed Kaym’s mind. The demon commander turned, ignoring the shouts of the seers, and stormed out the door.

Laran watched. The information had proven useful. An intelligent opponent provided few openings. An angry one made mistakes.

The seers conversed with one another, gesturing at the closed door. Laran closed his eyes. A nap called his name, promising peaceful oblivion.

Unfortunately, the seers had other plans. They shook Laran until he opened his eyes, then gestured at the pillars.

Laran’s stomach dropped. That damned stone had almost killed Ronan, and it had allowed chikara to pour through into their world. He’d have no part in it. He closed his eyes.

The seers climbed up onto the dais and pulled him into position. They slapped his palms onto the top of the pillars and held them in place while they shouted something. Laran felt nothing. Was this stone broken?

No. It had brought plenty of demons through thus far.

Laran’s eyes opened wide when a rush of onda crashed through his depleted channels. Compared to what he’d pulled in the forest, it wasn’t much, but to his onda-starved body, it was as filling as a feast. The demons stepped off the dais, and Laran was left glued to the machine.

He remembered Ronan screaming, and the memory sent ice running through his veins. He strained against the pillars, but onda held him fast. One of the demons spoke again, though to whom, Laran couldn’t guess.

Laran sensed the flow of onda through the stone shift. A moment later, the full power of the portal stone revealed itself, like the demons had pulled aside a curtain to reveal the blazing sun behind. Onda filled him as if he was pulling from the world without end. But it didn’t pool in his body. It flowed in and poured out in almost equal measure.

If not for the experiences of the past months, the powerful current might have swept away Laran’s thoughts. Thankfully, he’d trained his body to accept enormous amounts of onda that wasn’t his own. Acting as a passage for the stone was beyond the scale of anything he’d done with onda, but it shared enough similarities with his new techniques that it did not overwhelm him like Ronan.

Curiosity turned his attention to the details of the stone. Past conversations with Ronan guided him. He sensed the paths onda took through the stone and felt the flaps that shifted that flow. Directing a small trickle of onda to change the shape of the paths was trivial. It was little different from the techniques he’d trained for months.

Laran resisted the temptation. The less he revealed about his abilities, the better. He grunted and grimaced, pretending he was in pain.

The seers hardly seemed interested in him, though, and Laran understood why. As onda poured through him, reality grew thin. He’d seen this before when Ronan had been forced on the portal stone. There, the portal had been the size of a building. Now it was only the size of a door but was much sharper.

Laran stared through the portal into what he assumed was the demon’s home. The light on the other side of the portal was dim and red, but it looked like an endless prairie. Several miles away, small campfires dotted the landscape. They surrounded a small tower that broke the line of the horizon. Laran didn’t know what that tower held, but he instinctively didn’t like it.

The seers barked an order, and the portal stone’s flaps shifted. Laran held as much onda within he could. The stone cycled through one position, which cut off most of the onda, to a final one, which broke the connection completely. Laran’s hands lifted from the stone.

He collapsed to his knees and let his body fall hard. The seers grumbled to one another and issued another set of orders. The door to the portal room opened, and the two guards came in and picked Laran up again. He let them drag him from the portal room, back up the stairs, and into the room where he’d woken up.

The onda given to him by the stone wouldn’t last forever. Already he felt it trickling slowly away. But it should give him a day or two of strength. He only needed to decide how to use it.

Kaym had made a mistake. He’d brought his most dangerous enemy straight into the heart of his camp, thinking Laran helpless.

Laran was determined to make that mistake the last one Kaym ever made in this world.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Jamie stood watch on the wall surrounding Hagan, splitting his attention between the excitement within the walls and the quiet beyond. Wallis stood beside him, ignoring the clamor rising from the town.

“They could hide an army in those trees, and we’d never know,” Wallis said.

“It sounds like there’s an army forming behind us, too,” Jamie said.

He wished he shared Wallis’s focus, but the shouts from Hagan kept tearing his attention away. Ebba and Gwen fought the more arduous battle this evening. He belonged here, by Wallis, but he felt like he’d left his most valuable soldiers surrounded by enemies.

The caravan had arrived at Hagan a few hours ago, to much excitement. Hagan’s walls were filled to bursting with citizens and refugees. The sight of the caravan promised both supplies and protection. Instead, the leaders of Hagan soon learned the wagons were nearly empty, and Jamie couldn’t promise the permanent protection they needed.

He understood Hagan’s disappointment and anger. He couldn’t give them what they needed, though.

Ebba and Gwen had agreed to negotiate with the town’s leaders. Jamie didn’t know what good they could do, but their sacrifice allowed the ondists to focus on the walls and the demonic threat. Hagan still stood, and Jamie would be damned if it would fall now that he’d arrived.

Unfortunately, Hagan didn’t make Jamie’s task easy. Their walls were sturdy enough, but once the walls had been completed, Hagan turned its attention in other directions.

“They should have cut those trees back for at least another hundred feet,” Jamie grumbled.

The clearing around the walls was only half as wide as it should have been, and a strong archer would have no problem shooting an arrow deep into the trees. Hagan’s laziness would allow the demons to stay safely protected until well within bow range.

“True enough,” Wallis agreed, though he didn’t sound as frustrated as Jamie. “But it’s no simple thing to settle out here and start a town. There’s always more work to be done than there are hands to do it.”

“If the demons don’t attack tonight, I’ll want to send every available body out tomorrow to clear more of the forest away.”

“A good idea. It’ll also give everyone something to do besides hide within the walls and bicker with one another. What if the demons do attack tonight?”

“Then I want you to take command of the ondists,” Jamie said. He’d considered the question on his own and discussed it with Gwen. So when Wallis asked, Jamie already knew the answer.

Wallis coughed into his hand to cover up his surprise. “Sir?”

“We both know you’re the better commander, especially on a battlefield. I’d be a fool to command when you’re right here. I’ll be more useful as an ondist than a leader.”

Wallis cleared his throat. “You’re not as they led me to believe,” he said.

The corner of Jamie’s mouth turned up. “Do tell. What were you led to believe?”

Wallis shook his head. “Probably best not to say, sir.”

Jamie’s smile grew wider. “Well, now you have to tell me.”

Wallis debated the wisdom of his action for nearly a full minute before speaking. Jamie enjoyed watching the veteran squirm under his attention. Wallis was a first-rank sumar, though, and feared nothing. Not even an entitled commander from Lindra. “You have a reputation for not listening to advice and for getting your commands killed. I expected very little of you, even when Ethan told me he trusted you. I assumed you’d duped him.”

The part about getting his commands killed stung. Uncomfortable truths always did, even when they weren’t surprises. Still, the fact that Wallis trusted Jamie enough to speak the truth said volumes. “Well, don’t start expecting that much,” he said, smiling to mask the sting. “I prefer not having much to live up to.”

Wallis’s relief at Jamie’s reaction was obvious. He looked like he’d just battled two demons and lived to tell about it.

Thoughts of the demons focused Jamie’s attention. “I’ve seen the demons attack enough times now that I have a decent idea of how they’ll strike. Given that so many towns fell to their first attack, I’m assuming the demons have spread out. We hopefully won’t have to face more than one or two here.”

Wallis nodded along as Jamie spoke, committing Jamie’s experiences to memory and altering his strategy. Again, the commander’s simple trust in Jamie surprised him.

“The demons are essential to the success of the chikara. They command the chikara to act in odd ways. They’re the ones who throw harra against our walls and flood the streets with kojot.”

“So if we kill the demons, the chikara retreat?” Wallis seemed pleased by the prospect.

Jamie hated to ruin his hopes. “Possibly. Once the demon dies, the chikara will act as you’d expect. A kojot in the middle of the town will probably keep hunting, but a harra will flee underground the moment we break the control.”

Wallis stroked the stubble on his chin. “I assume they lead with the harra attacking the walls? How close do the demons need to be?”

“I don’t know. Laran or Ronan would know better, but I’d guess the demons don’t need to be too close. They could certainly hide in the trees if they wished.”

Wallis looked surprised. “You know Laran?”

“I’ve traveled with him on and off this past year.”

Wallis chuckled. “You are more than you seem. No one’s lasted that long with Laran for more than a decade.”

“Traveling with him almost drove me to madness. We’ll have to swap stories if we ever get the time.”

The older sumar agreed. “So, how do we find the demon?”

“It should be the only thing walking on two legs in the woods tonight, but I wouldn’t send any sumar out to hunt it. They’re easily as strong as a first-rank sumar, and there’s too much ground to cover.” Jamie considered the problem for a minute. “Unfortunately, I think we need to wait for it to attack. It will want to be in the trees, somewhere close enough to observe the battle as it unfolds.”

Wallis pointed north. “I’d guess it will attack from the north.”

“Makes sense.”

“We could put ondists in front of the walls, then try to kill the harra before it breaches the wall.”

Jamie shook his head. “The harra could just come from straight underneath. I think the best we can do is wait for the hole to be made, then plug it with ondists as quickly as we can.”

Wallis didn’t look pleased by the idea. “That’s a bloody fight.”

Jamie shrugged. “I’m happy to listen to other ideas. But I don’t think we can stop the harra before it strikes.”

“Then we’ll have to kill the demon quick,” Wallis said. “Will you join me in that effort?”

This time it was Jamie’s turn to cough. “You want me?”

“I’ll have to lead the team against the demon. I’m the only first-rank here. But we don’t have many second-ranks, and you just said you wouldn’t be doing anything else.”

Jamie swallowed his fears. “Then I suppose I will.”
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The demon didn’t make them wait long. Soon after night fell, Jamie felt the rumble of a harra underneath his feet. As they’d guessed, the attack came from the north. Wallis sprang into action immediately. He’d delegated command of the wall to one of his subordinates, a woman who’d served in his units for years.

Jamie couldn’t sense onda the way Laran and Ronan could, but he knew the moment Wallis focused his. Years fell from his posture, and he stepped off the wall like it was no more than the last stair on a staircase. He landed softly and gestured for the others to follow. Jamie focused his onda and jumped. His landing wasn’t as soft, but he didn’t embarrass himself in front of the veterans.

There were only four of them. Jamie and Wallis were a pair, as were Sapphire and Michael, two sumar Jamie didn’t know well.

Wallis sprinted north. They reached the trees in less than a minute, yet another reminder of how close the cut line was to the walls. Wallis slowed and, with a gesture, ordered them to spread out. The rumbling under Jamie’s feet grew more pronounced.

Sapphire and Michael stayed within a dozen paces of one another but pushed west of Jamie and Wallis. Jamie, likewise, stayed within easy reach of Wallis. He stopped when Wallis did. The more experienced sumar looked around, a question on his face.

Jamie took a step toward him, but Wallis held up a hand. He drew his sword and spun in a slow circle. Jamie took his cue and slid his twin daggers from their sheaths. He didn’t know why, though. As near as he could tell, they were alone in the forest.

Wallis whistled, mimicking a songbird to perfection. Sapphire and Michael turned at the sound, and Wallis gestured for them to return.

Jamie bit his lower lip as he searched the canopy for threats. The rumbling of the harra grew until the leaves of the trees were rustling.

Then Jamie saw the demon, a shadow on a branch that didn’t sway the way it should. It was a hundred paces to the west and about twenty feet high. If not for the harra causing the trees to shake, Jamie would never have spotted it.

Wallis didn’t wait for the others. He sprinted toward the demon, and Jamie followed.

The demon didn’t respond. As they closed, Jamie saw its golden eyes glint in the darkness, glaring at their approach like they were ants interrupting a picnic.

The harra’s vibrations increased suddenly. Jamie stopped and looked down. He couldn’t see what the harra did, but the rumbling in his feet told him enough. He closed his eyes and focused.

“Get out of there!” Wallis shouted.

Jamie stomped his foot down, and the vibrations made Jamie’s teeth chatter. At the last moment, he jumped back. The ground in front of him erupted, and Jamie drove his dagger up and under the segmented armor of the chikara.

The beast was bigger than he expected, though. His cut would be fatal, but he hadn’t completely severed the blood vessel he’d aimed for. The harra rose high, spraying ichor all over Jamie. It smashed its upper torso down at Jamie.

He dove to the side. The harra twisted and snapped at him, but a thick oak deflected its jaws. It punched through the tree, but Jamie escaped unscathed.

The harra slid after Jamie, but on the surface, it lacked the speed it was used to underground. Jamie retreated as the harra thrashed, knocking trees down whenever its powerful body hit one.

Amid the madness, the demon dropped from its perch and attacked Wallis. The two met in a shadowy blur of steel and claw. Jamie fled the chikara and ran toward them. Experienced as Wallis was, he’d not fought a demon, and no ondist deserved to fight a demon alone.

The harra tried to punish him for ignoring it, whipping out with its tail. Jamie leaped over it, but the tail snapped back before Jamie could avoid it.

The harra smacked him in his chest and sent him tumbling through the woods for half a dozen paces. Fortunately, the hit knocked him between the trees instead of into them. Even with focused onda, he wasn’t sure he’d stand after breaking his back against a tree. He came to his feet and steadied himself with onda before he fell again.

The harra spasmed, but its death agony no longer possessed the strength to fell the old oaks. Laran hurried to where Wallis and the demon dueled.

Wallis’s style was simple and elegant. One cut flowed directly into the next, giving Jamie the impression of one continuous attack. The demon danced around the attacks, blocking those that came too close with its arms.

Jamie wished he could have trained more with Wallis so the other sumar would know what to expect. But the old man would adapt.

Jamie planted a foot on a fallen tree trunk and launched himself into the air. He dove at the demon, leading with his daggers. The demon blocked Jamie easily, but the distraction gave Wallis a rare opening. He cut into it, and the demon barely avoided Wallis’s sword.

Jamie flew past the battle but hit the ground and rolled. He came smoothly to his feet and attacked the demon’s exposed back. He didn’t surprise the demon but once again pulled the demon’s attention away from Wallis.

The demon clawed at Jamie, but he caught the attack on crossed daggers. He tried to cut through the demon’s armor but failed. Wallis cut from the other side. The demon blocked it, but its attention was torn in too many directions.

Jamie drew one dagger back and plunged it into the demon’s heart, then saw Wallis’s sword cut through the demon’s neck.

The demon collapsed, but they had no time to celebrate. The forest to the north was moving, this time with kojot. Jamie frowned. He tried to sense another harra, but noticed nothing.

Sapphire and Michael caught up to Jamie and Wallis, but Wallis gave them no time to recover. “Time to leave,” he said.

They stuck tight together as they ran through the woods and into the clearing to the north of Hagan. Jamie waved at the guards on the walls. “Open the gates!”

The order was passed down the wall, and Jamie and the others turned so they paralleled it. The gate was on the east side of the wall.

One by one, kojot appeared in the clearing, running toward the north wall at full speed. When Jamie glanced back, none appeared interested in chasing the four sumar running for their lives.

By the time they turned the corner, two dozen kojot filled the clearing, and a few noticed the runners. The gate was swinging open.

“Now close the gate!” Jamie ordered.

The cuvar on the walls were confused, but they obeyed and reversed the direction of the gates. Enormous as the door was, it took them time. But the gates started to close.

Jamie and the others put on a burst of speed and slipped through the gates. Kojot weren’t far behind, but the gates closed before any of the chikara could sneak through. Jamie took a deep, satisfied breath as the cuvar on the walls cheered.

He wanted to see the assault with his own eyes. Once he caught his breath, he climbed up the stairs and looked out. A seething mass of kojot circled in the cleared ground around the walls, but without a harra to knock down the wall, they could do nothing but circle. A few scratched at the stone, but they were harmless.

Wallis joined Jamie at the wall and let out a soft whistle. “Have you ever seen so many?”

“No.”

The sumar and cuvar on the walls clustered together, whispering among themselves. Jamie assumed this was the first time most of them witnessed the threat the demons posed. He wondered how many would sleep well tonight. He knew he would. The demons and their chikara held few surprises for him anymore, and he was deeply satisfied with their efforts tonight. He planned on curling up next to Gwen and sleeping like the dead.

Wallis stopped him before he left. “You predicted their attack well.”

Jamie shrugged away the compliment. “I’ve seen it before.”

“And then you killed a harra and helped me with the demon. I misjudged you, Count Pierce, and I apologize.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for. And Jamie is fine between us.”

Wallis nodded, a smile growing across his face. “Then rest well, Jamie. I’m looking forward to seeing how you handle the challenges yet to come.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Amara once again relied on horses and relays to transport her sumar north as quickly as possible. Ronan and Amelia split the watch at night, sending their onda ahead to scout for trouble in the dark. To stay well rested, both slept through large chunks of the day.

The arrangement suited Ronan fine, although it left him too much time alone with his fears. The sumar who drove the carts at night preferred the silence of their thoughts. No chikara or demons troubled their first few days, so there was little need to speak.

After five days in the carts, Amara ordered them out. There were no fresh horses ahead, and they’d found clumps of chikara near the road. The sumar looked grateful for the chance to stretch their legs and rely on their own senses.

Ronan wondered at that. If the Gutanese sumar possessed a general weakness, it was pride in their abilities. They felt insulted when a horse carried them and didn’t look kindly on relying on their two youngest members to protect them at night. Their focus on self-reliance usually served them well, but it sometimes caused them to turn away from people and techniques that could serve them better than their traditional ways.

Amara drove them as hard as she had the horses. They covered three to four rests a day and only stopped long enough to sleep for a few hours.

Strenuous as the pace was, Ronan never heard a complaint. Part of it was that ever-present sumar pride, but part was the sense of urgency pushing them ahead. Towns and rests had fallen. The demons were almost certainly moving south and east. Their pace and isolation prevented any news from reaching them. Restkeepers shared what little they knew, but everyone assumed they didn’t have long to strike back against the invaders.

At one point, Amara led them off the paths and into a thick section of forest. They followed game trails, brushed aside pointed branches, and climbed over downed trees. Their pace slowed that day, but they cut six miles off their daily march.

A few chikara roamed the wild, and one or two were foolish enough to approach. The sumar dealt with them easily, but the questions around that night’s campfire circled their greatest shared concern. Where were their enemies? Demons had to be close, but they hadn’t found so much as a track.

A new settlement in the heart of farming territory provided their first sign of demon activity. According to Amelia, it was one of the newest settlements in Gutan, one which took advantage of the new ideas spreading from the city. Acres of farmland surrounded a small collection of homes. A wooden wall protected the homes, but nothing else. The settlement was smaller than some rests Ronan had visited.

It was too quiet. Though the late morning was bitterly cold, not a single trace of smoke rose from the houses. The wall looked intact, but no one walked it. Ronan feared the worst, and judging from his companion’s faces, he wasn’t alone.

They hurried toward the settlement, stopping at the locked gates. Amara pounded on the thick wooden doors and shouted for attention, but they didn’t hear so much as a whisper. Ronan searched the settlement with his onda, but didn’t feel any focused points of light. That didn’t necessarily mean the worst. A civilian was often hard to pick out against the background web of light. Combined with the ominous silence, though, Ronan didn’t hope for much.

Amara dispatched a contingent of sumar to walk the wall and search for damage. They reappeared less than ten minutes later after jogging completely around the wall. Britta offered her report. “It looks like claw marks and handholds on the north side.”

“Nothing from harra?” Amara asked.

“Walls are intact. It just looks like two or three climbed over.”

“Then I guess we’ll do the same. Get someone over the wall, then they can open the gate,” Amara said.

The sumar formed a human ladder that allowed one of them to scamper up and over the wall. A few minutes later, Ronan heard the bar being lifted from the other side. The sumar welcomed them in.

“Might want to take a look before entering,” the sumar said. “There are blood and tracks here.”

That drew the other sumar like a moth to a flame, so Ronan waited near the rear. He lacked the tracking skills of a more experienced sumar, so he didn’t expect he’d discover some secret hidden from the others. The group crowded around the entrance, the plight of the settlement temporarily forgotten.

Ronan listened to snippets of conversation. Demon tracks were thick in the packed dirt near the gate, and it looked like bodies had been dragged away. Amara ordered the sumar to break into squads and enter the settlement.

Ronan and Amelia followed behind. He glanced down at the ground as he walked through the gate, but the mess of tracks and spots of blood was as indecipherable as Nacillian script.

Ronan wandered deeper into the settlement, relying on Amelia to keep a trickle of onda flowing into his limbs. He could feel the web here, but it was muted and dying. He’d need to focus to connect with it, but there seemed no need. Whatever doom had befallen this town had happened days ago, at least.

The feel of the settlement caught his attention first. There was no main street here, no major thoroughfare where shops clustered. He only saw homes, slightly larger than the one he’d grown up in. A few were larger than the others, with attachments either beside or behind the home. Ronan recognized an oven for baking, a small forge, and the smell of tanning leather in different homes.

All the essentials of civilization, reduced to a small footprint. Ronan’s thoughts drifted to Laran, and he wondered if the veteran sumar would find a place like this acceptable. Everyone would know everyone here. Trust and mutual respect would be vital. A single betrayal or broken promise could send a fracture down the middle of the settlement, destroying it with one careless word.

Ronan snorted. At most, Ronan figured Laran could tolerate the company of one other person. Even this tiny settlement would feel crowded to him.

The silence and emptiness made it feel as though homes had just been built and were waiting for the sumar to move in. Ronan shivered as he thought about all those empty houses. After a lifetime of fighting for space in Avgan, so many unoccupied homes left him feeling deeply uneasy.

He made the mistake of looking in one. The door was open, but he knocked before stepping in. No one answered, and he wandered through the house.

The illusion of a peaceful, welcoming home shattered as soon as his eyes adjusted to the darkness within. A family had lived here. The dining room table had four chairs, and Ronan spotted a rag doll and a small wooden sword in another corner. Blood stained the floor, and one chair was cracked in half.

Even if there’d been four people living here, no one could have survived. Kaym had taught him just how much blood a human could lose, and there was several times that amount dried on the floor.

Ronan called out once, but only silence answered.

He didn’t finish his examination. The thought of what had happened left him sick. He retreated to the street and saw other sumar leaving the adjoining houses with similar expressions.

One by one, they gathered in the small space that served as the town square. No one offered an official report. Some just shook their heads, while others stared at the sky as though the passing clouds held answers. Ronan’s brief bout with sickness passed, replaced by something cold and hard lodged deep in his stomach.

Amara was the last to arrive in the square. Her cheeks were pale. “I don’t suppose anyone found any survivors? Or even a body?”

The silence that greeted the question was answer enough.

One of the sumar, not originally in Amara’s group, spoke up. “Why did they take the bodies?”

No one answered for a moment, then Josef spoke softly. “Food.”

The young sumar turned green, but pretended he was fine.

“Why’d they close the gate behind them?” another asked.

Ronan had forgotten the gate already.

Amara shrugged. “Maybe to keep other humans from finding shelter behind the walls. Maybe as some sort of effort to deceive us. Whatever the reason, I don’t like it.”

Heads nodded around the gathering, but no one spoke.

Amara sighed. “There’s nothing for us here. Let’s go.”

They trickled out of the settlement, leaving the gates open. They looked as though they’d just suffered a major defeat, though none of them had drawn a sword.

Their pace the rest of the day was slower, the group dragging the weight of the destroyed settlement behind them. Ronan felt the burden of that lost family pressing between his shoulders. He kept his head down as he walked.

It was almost evening when Ronan sensed the darkness ahead. Amelia noticed it shortly after and touched his arm. Ronan nodded and told Amara. “There are demons ahead.”

“How many?”

“I don’t know exactly, but not many. Two or three at most.”

Amara turned to shout orders, but Ronan stopped her. “Let me.”

“Even against three?”

He stared at her, letting her see the determination in his eyes.

“Fine,” she said, not pleased by the decision, “but if you have any trouble, we’re coming in with swords drawn.”

“There won’t be a problem.”

They continued north. After a half mile, Ronan pulled them off the road. He led the unit toward the demons, searching ahead with his onda. The darkness resolved into two dark points. He let Amara know, easing some of her worry that he would fight more than he could handle.

When they saw the demons, Ronan saw them chewing on something that looked like an oversized drumstick. The cold diamond sitting in his stomach turned his blood to ice at the sight. He glanced at Amara, which was the only warning he gave.

A gesture to Amelia filled him with onda, and he sprinted forward. Tree branches whipped past him, but every step was sure. He didn’t disguise his advance, and the demons looked up when they heard him approaching. They rose to meet him as Ronan drew his sword.

His first cut sliced clean through the forearms and neck of the leading demon. It died without understanding the danger it faced.

Ronan jumped and landed on a thick trunk. His legs flexed with the impact, then launched him back at the demon he’d passed. Ronan avoided the demon’s forearm and cut through its left arm close to its shoulder joint.

As the demon roared in pain, Ronan’s sword flashed again and took off the demon’s head. The roar vanished, and Ronan snapped the blood off his blade. He wanted to kick the second demon’s head away, but the display of anger seemed like it would take away from the significance of his victory.

Let the demons fear him. He was leveren.

Amara and her sumar weren’t far behind. They ran to the site of the battle and slowed. Ronan took a piece of cloth and wiped the last of the blood off his blade before sheathing it. He noticed their looks, somewhere between awe and fear.

“You’re faster than before,” Amara said. “I’m not sure I would last a few seconds against you.”

“Be glad you aren’t a demon, then,” Ronan said. “Our time draws short. We can make another rest before stopping for the evening.”

Amara gave the order. She fell in beside Ronan as they worked their way back toward the road. She spoke low. “Do you understand what that looked like? What that meant?”

“A little.”

“You didn’t just kill the demons,” Amara said, a touch of awe in her voice, “you didn’t give them a chance. You killed them like they had no more skill than a first-year student at the obuka.”

Ronan snorted. “It wasn’t that long ago I was the one being beaten by the first-years in the obukas.”

Amara lowered her voice further. “I know that, but I might recommend you not say so to anyone else.”

“But it’s true.”

“Some truths are more useful than others. We volunteered for this battle, but few of us dare to hope. Even I left Gutan without the expectation of seeing my home or my family again. But now that I’ve seen what you can do, it makes me think we might have a chance. Say nothing to take that away. We’ll need the courage hope provides when we reach Caltaris.”

Ronan looked back at the sumar following them. He caught a few staring.

When he’d attacked the demons, revenge for the settlement had been his only desire. It had blinded him to anything greater. He looked ahead and nodded. “Thank you for reminding me.”

He thought Amara would leave him in peace, but she continued to walk beside him. After a while, she spoke again. “It’s unfair of me to burden you with so much responsibility, but your skill is beyond mine Just remember, the burden of defeating the demons isn’t yours alone. We’re all here, ready and eager to help.”

Her words were kind, but they did little to ease the weight he felt on his shoulders. Still, he was grateful for Amara. He trusted she would do everything in her power to help him. But she had said it herself: she couldn’t do what he could do. No one could.

He understood her, though. In the fight to come, killing demons wouldn’t be enough. They needed hope. Her words were as much what she needed as what they all did.

He forced himself to meet her gaze. Forced himself to provide the hope that he didn’t feel himself. “We will succeed, Amara. And when we do, it’ll be because we stood together.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Laran woke to the sun streaming in through the window. The light banished shadow from the room while warming it. Laran yawned, stretched, and sat up. His mouth was dry and his stomach rumbled, but onda flowed smoothly through his limbs. He didn’t feel the same bone-deep exhaustion he had upon his first awakening here.

He was alone, a fact for which he was grateful. He’d had no time to think last night, no time to mourn what he’d lost in the fight against the demons. Kass and Dillan were most likely dead, victims of their belief in his ability to do something useful.

But he hadn’t been able to protect them. He’d never been able to protect anyone or anything important. Trees creaked and groaned, the sound so clear and close it took him a minute to realize it was only his memories haunting him. How many trees had died in his hopeless battle? How many birds, squirrels, and other critters had their lives cut short because he thought he could kill demons?

It was probably wrong to grieve the forest and its inhabitants more than the sumar, but Kass and Dillan had made their choice. The forest had done no wrong. Woods like the ones outside Hinsworth had comforted him ever since Deandra’s murder, and he repaid the kindness with the same destruction humans wrought everywhere they tread.

He hated onda and hated his new techniques. But he reserved the greatest share of his hate for himself.

He wallowed in self-pity, but it didn’t suit him. In time, he turned his attention to his surroundings.

Laran went to the window. The sun was higher in the sky than he expected. It had been years since he’d slept in for so long, but his body was grateful for the rest.

He watched the quiet streets of Caltaris until he was convinced there was nothing to see. Despite his fears, demons didn’t walk the streets as though they’d moved in. The ruins sat as quiet and haunting as one would expect.

Laran walked to the door and opened it. It swung open on silent hinges, and Laran was greeted by two demons blocking his way. They were both taller than him, and they crossed their arms and stared, daring him to escape.

He gave a polite nod, then shut the door. Just before the door closed, he heard one demon grunt something in their guttural language to the other. The other chuckled.

Except for the window, there was little of interest in the room. Laran supposed that if the situation grew more desperate, he could throw himself out the window and escape that way. He didn’t rate his chances highly. He would spend most of his available onda just to protect himself from the fall. Precious little would remain to reach the edge of the city before the demons caught him.

He settled into a corner to wait. Beyond the bruising from Kaym’s attention, he was unharmed. He knew no easy ways out, so he might as well conserve what onda he had. When in doubt, wait.

Less than an hour later, the door opened and a human stepped in. Even in the prime of his life, he probably wouldn’t have been much to look at. He was shorter than Laran and had the air of a man more comfortable with his nose in a book than with his hand on a sword. And he definitely wasn’t in the prime of his life. His arms and legs were thin, the skin sagging off the bone. He walked hunched over and shuffled about like he was decades older than he was.

The visitor carried a bowl, and he sat it down in the center of the room. “It’s not much,” he said, and Laran recognized the voice from the night before, “but there’s no human flesh in it.”

Laran scooted forward and peered into the bowl. It contained a watery soup with some carrots and potatoes. Jamie might have thumbed his nose at the soup, but to Laran, it looked like a duke’s feast. “Thank you.”

“Least I can do.” The man produced a spoon from a pocket of his ragged clothing and handed it to Laran.

He fought the temptation to gulp the soup down. His last proper meal had been days ago. He spooned a little of the broth onto his tongue. It was nearly flavorless, but it was liquid. Laran had eaten far worse.

While Laran sipped at the soup, the man spoke. “You raised quite the commotion last night. The guards outside make it more difficult to listen in, but they say you formed a perfect portal when you connected to the stone.”

Laran tore his attention away from the soup. His fellow prisoner didn’t look like much, but there was far more to him than he seemed. “What’s your name?”

The man started to answer, then stopped and frowned. It wasn’t a hard question, but he wrestled with it. “I’m Heath.”

He didn’t seem interested in elaborating, so Laran took a guess. The demons weren’t too interested in taking prisoners, so there was only one reason Heath would be here. “Are you the one who’s been opening the portal for them?”

“I am.”

Was that regret Laran heard? Resignation? He couldn’t tell, but Laran imagined killing Heath with the spoon in his hand. The slower the death, the better. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

Heath sagged in the corner, and Laran had his answer. Heath’s show of regret did nothing to cool Laran’s anger, though.

“Why didn’t you kill yourself?” he asked.

Heath answered with the certainty of a man who’d spent considerable time asking himself that very question. “I’m too much of a coward. I kept telling myself that someday I would figure out how to stop them.”

“All you had to do was kill yourself!” Laran shouted.

Heath cowered, but Laran’s outburst attracted the attention of the guards. They opened the door, checked to ensure their prisoners were safe, gave Laran menacing glares, then closed the door behind them.

Heath had his arms wrapped around his legs, and he was rocking gently back and forth. “Any of the sunslayers can use the portal. They can only hold it open briefly, but they don’t need us. I thought that if I was alive, I could find a way.”

Laran growled but calmed himself with another sip of the soup. He wasted his anger on someone this pathetic. “Have you?”

“Not yet. But I know their weakness.”

Laran’s ears perked up. “What?”

“The machine on the other side of the portal. Did you see it when the gate opened?”

Laran nodded.

“The demons need to escape their planet. It’s dying. So they’ve come here because the Nacille were foolish enough to construct the portals in the first place. But the portals are hard to open and harder still for the demons to come through unharmed. On this world, only the Nacillian portal stones are strong enough.”

“What if we destroyed the one here?”

Heath shook his head. “They would just move to another Nacillian ruin and wait for another leveren. They can’t wait forever, but they have years before they die out back home. We need to destroy the machine on their world. It keeps the portals from sealing closed.”

Laran scooped out one of the last potatoes from the bowl. Most days, the soup would have done little to sate his hunger, but today the meager fare filled his stomach. It sharpened his thoughts. “How do you know so much?”

“I’ve been here for weeks. They don’t view me as a threat, so I can come and go as I please. Sometimes I can listen to their conversations.”

Laran narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t shake the suspicion he’d seen Heath somewhere before. “Last night, you never answered my question. How do you know who I am?”

Heath’s eyes darted to the side. “I told you. I’ve been listening to the demons.”

Laran shook his head. “No, you said you’d been following me for years. Why?”

Then he knew where he’d seen Heath before. He’d been one of the two humans from Hinsworth that met the demons. Laran had followed him from the settlement halfway up this very mountain.

He lunged across the room and wrapped his hands around Heath’s neck before the other man could make a sound. “You were at Hinsworth!”

Heath didn’t resist. If he had, Laran might have killed him. But even as his skin turned color and his eyes bulged, he didn’t raise a hand to pull Laran off him. That lack of fight, that complete surrender, stopped Laran more effectively than any shield.

Laran couldn’t kill a man who didn’t fight back.

He let go and retreated. Heath gasped and coughed for air. Laran paced the center of the room. “Tell me who you are. You’ve been cooperating with the demons.”

Heath’s head slumped back against the corner. He stared at the ceiling, then sighed. “I didn’t lie. The name I was given at birth was Heath. But for many years now, I’ve gone by another name. The Reformer.”

Laran’s head snapped around. If not for Heath’s complete willingness to die without a fight, Laran would have jumped on him again.

The claim made no sense, though. “You can’t be. I killed him outside Hinsworth.”

“You killed Alastor, a man who could have been a first-rank sumar, but followed me instead.”

“Others identified him as the Reformer. I even met him in Lindra.”

“No one else knew.” Heath opened his arms as wide as the walls of the room would allow. “Look at me. I’m not the sort of person people follow. Alastor was enormous, strong, and charismatic. Perhaps it would be most accurate to say that we were the Reformer, an identity greater than either of us alone. I was the mind, and the ideas and plans were all mine. Alastor was the face of the Reformer, the one who recruited and sold my ideas.”

Laran retreated to the opposite corner of the room and slid down the wall until he was sitting as far across the room as he could.

“I should kill you,” he said. If he said it out loud, perhaps it would give him the strength to exact revenge for the countless innocents the traitor had killed.

Heath nodded. “You should. But first, let me help.”

“How? How can you help?”

“The guards don’t care about me. Kaym doesn’t care about me. So long as I stay away from the portal stone, I can come and go as I please. I can listen to their conversations, study the patterns of the guards, and scrounge whatever meager supplies are in the area.”

“Can you find my sword?”

“It’s in the room next to the portal stone, the one they use to control the stone.”

Laran squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t believe he even contemplated this. “How do I know you won’t betray me to the demons? You already have, once.”

Heath was silent for a long moment. “There’s nothing I can say that will earn your trust. But I’ll ask for it all the same.”

Laran believed Heath. It killed him to admit it, but he did. And if Heath betrayed him again, what difference did it make? He was already captured in a city where he couldn’t use onda. Life couldn’t get much worse.

“How do we access the portal stone?”

“You’ll have to kill the demons guarding both you and the door.”

Laran snorted bitterly. “Is that all? In a place where I can’t touch onda?” He opened his eyes and glared at Heath. “Let’s say that somehow, we figure out a way to kill four demons in a building where I don’t even qualify as a third-rank cuvar. Then what? I open a portal for you to step onto a different planet?”

Heath shook his head. “I open the portal for you. I know how. Then you go through and destroy the machine on their side.”

“Their most precious machine, which you think they’re just going to leave unguarded?”

“Not unguarded, but not as protected as you think. They underestimate us. They believe we lack the strength to resist them. Even Caltaris is lightly guarded. Only a dozen demons protect the city. You’ll have one chance.”

Laran couldn’t keep listening. Heath’s idea wasn’t without merit, but it was impossible.

Heath looked at him expectantly. Laran answered the unspoken question. “For now, we wait and learn.”

Heath’s face fell. “We have little time. I have little time. If you want my help, we’ll need to move within the next few days. I don’t think I’ll live much longer than that.”

The news should have filled Laran’s heart with joy or at least satisfaction.

So why was it he pitied the greatest traitor humanity had ever known?


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Jamie and Wallis’s victory over the demon won them a brief respite within the walls of Hagan. They had no excess food or drink to celebrate, but there was a general feeling of goodwill in the air Jamie didn’t want to waste.

Some families used the opportunity to escape farther south on their own. Jamie silently debated the wisdom of their plans, but he was at a loss to suggest anything better. Many citizens with some training in the obukas stepped forward to serve as cuvar, bolstering the numbers on the walls.

Today, Jamie supervised a training session for the new recruits. He did little besides stand around and offer tips when he thought them appropriate, and he thought it ridiculous how some recruits looked at him like he was a master ondist. Wallis and Gwen both believed it was the best use of his time, though, so he didn’t argue. Privately, he suspected they wanted him out of their hair while they organized Hagan’s aid.

He didn’t mind. He’d be even less useful coordinating supplies and schedules and watching the recruits relearning long-forgotten skills gave him hope. Though enrollment in the obukas had dropped in recent years, nearly half of all children spent at least a year learning how to focus their onda. It wasn’t much against chikara, but Hagan desperately needed willing fighters.

He was correcting the form of a young woman when a messenger ran into the training grounds. Jamie’s heart skipped a beat as he imagined the worst possibilities. The messenger spotted him and hurried over. “A bird just arrived. Countess Pierce thought it best you read it in person.”

The messenger didn’t demand haste, so Jamie finished instructing the recruit before taking his leave.

As he walked through Hagan, he observed the evidence of Wallis’s and Gwen’s efforts. The training grounds were full, and the streets were bustling. Larders were being emptied, and carts packed. Neighbors discussed if they were staying or leaving. Tomorrow, if all went according to plan, a caravan would head south with ondist protection. Their destination was uncertain, but hopefully, they would outrun the demons.

Wallis had set up his command post inside the tiny sumar lodge. The lodge wasn’t even walled off. It was just a larger-than-average home with a small training space in the back.

Jamie joined the line of people waiting to enter. In a town full of activity, the lodge was the busiest place around. Once inside, he found Gwen easily.

On his walk, he’d convinced himself the message wasn’t that important. If it had been, the messenger would have said as much. So when Gwen looked up, face pale, Jamie’s blood ran cold. “What is it?” he asked.

She grabbed a note off her desk. “Let’s go upstairs.”

The fact that she thought he needed privacy did little to ease his fears. He followed her up a narrow set of stairs to where the lodge maintained three rooms of bunks. Gwen went into one that was empty, then handed him the note.

It only took a second to read, but then it almost fell out of his fingers. He sat down on one bunk. “I’m glad that Kass and Dillan aren’t hurt, at least.”

It was a nonsensical statement, but it was the only hopeful thought that came to mind. Though, of course, it was foolish, he’d always thought Laran would survive until the end. That even if the demons conquered the duchies, he’d build some small cabin deep in an old forest and live out his days in peace.

He swore and stared up at the ceiling, willing his tears not to fall.

Gwen sat on the edge of the bed next to him. “What do you think they want with Laran?”

Her question made little sense to him, and his confusion dried his eyes. “What do you mean? He’s probably already been roasted over a spit, knowing them.”

“I don’t think so. The note said that Kass and Dillan saw him taken, not killed. Why would they go to the trouble if just to kill him later?”

“To torture him before he died?”

“The demons are ruthless, but not deliberately cruel. And the note said that the demons were focused exclusively on Laran. Once they captured him, those younger sumar only needed to kill a few chikara to escape. It doesn’t sound like a killing to me.”

Jamie stood and paced the narrow gap between the bunks. “You think he’s in Caltaris?” He ran his hands through his hair. “That’s almost worse.”

“Why?”

“If he was dead, I could mourn him and call it a day. But if he’s alive, I want to go after him.”

“The portal bringing all these demons is in Caltaris, too.”

Jamie’s stomach twisted so tight he had to sit back down. Memories of blood and the screams of friends stole Gwen from his sight. For just a moment, he wasn’t in Hagan but outside Caltaris. He took a steadying breath. Hinsworth, far below that deadly summit, had been bad enough. “Why does it have to be Caltaris?”

Gwen’s voice pulled him back. “That’s where it happened, wasn’t it?”

All he could do was nod. The back of his throat felt raw, as though he’d been screaming.

Gwen took his hands in her own. “I think you should go. And you should bring help.”

“Why, so I can watch them die again?”

He hated the bitterness in his voice and the way he tried to cut at her.

She didn’t flinch from his fears. “So you can face the city that’s haunted you for years. So you can save your friend. And maybe, along the way, you can shut down the portal.”

Jamie chuckled grimly. “It sounds like I’ll be rather occupied. I suppose those are all good reasons.”

“Of course they are. I came up with them.”

“How do I get anyone to join me? Traveling this far north was risky enough, but there’s a good chance no one returns from Caltaris. I can’t order that.”

Gwen squeezed his hands. “Then don’t. The caravan heading south needs ondists, too. Give ondists the choice. They can return with the caravan or head north with us.”

“Us? Gwen⁠—”

“I won’t hear it,” she interrupted. “I’m not helpless, you’ll remember. And if we are looking at the end, I’d still rather be up here, trying to stop it, than hiding behind some walls.”

Jamie sighed. He wondered, briefly, if he would ever win another argument. He suspected the answer was a resounding no. At least, not with his wife.

“Well, then let’s see how many mad ondists we can take north on this honeymoon,” he said.
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Jamie had Wallis summon all the sumar and cuvar from their caravan. They gathered in the small training space behind the sumar lodge, packing it in tightly. Jamie remained apart, gathering his thoughts and organizing his arguments. Once everyone was together, Jamie began. He held up the note from Kass, brandishing it like a small knife.

“We just received word from two ondists up north. Many of the sumar here might have heard the name Laran.”

Several heads nodded around the circle, Wallis’s among them.

“For those who don’t know, before all this, Laran was a second-rank sumar out of Leeside. He built something of a legend daring to travel places in the wild few other sumar would visit. Since these new demons arrived, he’s been crucial in fighting against them. This note says they’ve captured him.”

Jamie watched their reactions. A few seemed saddened by the news, mostly those who had heard of Laran before. Most seemed not to care. What was the loss of one sumar when the world was falling apart?

“Before demons captured him, Laran was discovering new uses for onda, new techniques that made him stronger than even our first-rank sumar. Losing Laran means losing that knowledge, knowledge the demons might now gain. Beyond that, we also know that the demons are entering our world from Caltaris. For those reasons, I’ve decided that I’m continuing north.”

Jamie let that sink in. Then he held up two fingers. “I’ll fight to save the duchies.” He put one of his fingers down. “But more than that, I’ll fight to save Laran from the demons. He’s risked his life for me and is the reason I’m standing here today. If I can return the favor, I will.”

This time, when Jamie looked around the gathering, he saw a lot of faces turned down, a lot of fearful glances at friends. Jamie pitched his next words lower. “I know what this is, and I won’t order any of you to come with me. The task given to me by the duke was to deliver supplies and help the towns under attack. We’ve done that and more. If you would like, you can return tomorrow with the caravan. It’ll need protection, too. But we can’t stop the demons by hiding behind our walls. Not if they keep pouring into our duchies. If you’d like to stop them with me, I’d welcome your company.”

He cut himself off. He felt like he’d spoken for too long already.

For a long, silent moment, Jamie feared no one would join him. He and Gwen would travel north alone, doomed to failure.

Wallis responded first. “I’m not getting any younger, and I don’t have many years of service left in this body. I’ve got two sons back in Lindra, and I’d like to make sure they die of old age. And I like Laran a lot more than you,” he finished.

Jamie laughed. “Most people do, though I’ll never know why.”

After Wallis, volunteers stepped forward quickly. Jamie was surprised. He’d hoped for five or ten at most, but when the lines were drawn, over thirty had elected to travel north. The ondists went silent as Jamie raised his hand for attention.

“I’m honored to have so many with me, and to you traveling south, keep these people safe. When you return to Lindra, let the duke know what happened here.”

With that, the ondists said their farewells to one another. Wallis approached Jamie. “What are your orders, sir?”

“Prepare to march north. We’ll travel as fast as we can, so pack accordingly. A few horses would be welcome as well. Countess Pierce will join us.”

Wallis coughed. “Really, sir?”

“Not my choice, but she’s also a third-rank ondist, at least. She’ll be helpful.”

“Probably more so than you, sir.”

Jamie looked down at his first-rank sumar. “You only agreed to come along so you could torment me, didn’t you?”

“The thought never crossed my mind, sir.”

Wallis strode away before Jamie could argue.
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They left that afternoon. Hagan paused its preparations to see them off, citizens standing to the side of the road like they were out to cheer for a parade. Gwen was mounted, and Jamie walked beside her.

Two ondists had reversed their decision in the time it took Wallis to prepare. Jamie had feared more would follow suit, but no one did. They marched north with thirty-two ondists. Though their numbers had been almost halved by the decision at Hagan, it was still the largest force of ondists in the duchy.

Jamie found his hands drifting to his daggers. He’d sharpened and cleaned them after the battle, and he longed for their comforting weight.

The procession through the town was reserved. No one cheered or shouted, though Jamie didn’t expect them to. Ondists were leaving their town, destined for a battle few thought would end well. They exited through the main gate, hoping to make at least one rest before the sun went down.

Once they were free of the tight confines of the town, the line spread apart, and sumar slipped into the woods on either side of the road to scout the perimeter. Jamie trusted Wallis to command them well. For now, he focused on Gwen.

She caught him staring. “What?”

He shrugged. “Thinking about how strange life turns out sometimes. I always figured I’d get married, being a Pierce, but I wasn’t sure I wanted it. And I certainly never expected I’d be riding to the edges of the duchy to fight a hopeless battle with my wife.”

“Life’s full of surprises.”

“Isn’t that the truth? I’m still not entirely comfortable having you join us, but I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me, too,” Gwen said and smiled. “You’ve certainly made my life more interesting.”

“You were the one who saw something like this coming,” Jamie reminded her.

“Not like this, though. This happened too fast.” She sighed as she looked north. “Regardless, for us, this invasion ends in Caltaris. I only hope it’s in our favor.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Ronan pushed his onda southward, though there wasn’t anything new to learn. The mass of ondists continued to push north. They followed the road that would eventually drop them in front of the skeletal ruins of Hinsworth.

“Sense anything unusual?” Amelia asked.

“No. I think there are over thirty, and most of them aren’t very strong. There’s at least one first-rank, though, and maybe two or three second-ranks.”

“What do you think they’re doing here?”

Ronan shook his head. “Only thing I can think of is that they’re here for the same reason we are.”

“You said Lindra couldn’t spare this many ondists.”

“Looks like I was wrong.” Ronan chewed on his lower lip.

If the ondists were here to attack Caltaris, they could be valuable allies for the Gutanese sumar. Any meeting was fraught with difficulties, though. Amara and her soldiers didn’t have permission to be in Lindra, and their numbers were sufficient cause for Lindra to declare war. It seemed a foolish consideration with the demons destroying towns at will, but Ronan had little difficulty imagining an overzealous commander declaring the Gutanese invaders enemies.

“What should we do?” Amelia asked.

“I think I should talk to them.”

“Don’t you think we should ask my mom first?”

“There’s not enough time. They’ll arrive at Hinsworth by nightfall and run into the demons. Besides, my worry is that they’ll see a Gutanese sumar and panic. I can talk to them without raising any alarms.”

Amelia choked on her response. She gestured at him.

Confused, Ronan looked down.

“Ah, right. Damn.” He was wearing the uniform of a first-rank Gutanese sumar. “Still, I’m only one person, and young, so I shouldn’t provoke too much of a response.”

“If nothing else, you can outrun them if they chase you,” Amelia offered.

“Comforting.” Ronan studied the terrain. “I think you should be fine here. I’ll run west if the commander refuses to listen. You can tell your mom, then I’ll join up when I can.”

Amelia nodded and found a comfortable position to sit. She trickled onda into him, and he bounded through the forest until he reached the road. The caravan of ondists kept their scouts close by, so Ronan had time to wait. He extended his onda again, but it told him nothing unexpected.

Soon he heard the cautious advance of the scouts. They weren’t exactly making a racket, but they didn’t move as quietly as their Gutanese counterparts. Two came around a bend in the road and saw Ronan at the same time. Both tensed and brought their hands to their swords.

Ronan held up his hands. “Just here to talk,” he said.

The two scouts whispered back and forth, then one turned and ran back toward the caravan. The remaining scout drew his sword and pointed it at Ronan. “Stay where you are.”

Ronan nodded and slowly dropped his hands. The scout wore the uniform of a third-rank sumar. He only looked a year or two older than Ronan and was probably a recent graduate of the obukas.

If that was what Lindra had brought to the fight, Ronan despaired.

He also despaired because he’d felt no sign of Laran in the area. They’d arrived the night before and spent most of the day scouting the forest around Hinsworth. A set of six demons roamed the empty fields, guarding the paths to Caltaris. Ronan and Amelia had been scouting one of the main roads to the south when Ronan sensed the ondists approaching.

He stayed still so as not to frighten the sumar guarding him. Before long, several more came to join the first. Ronan laughed when he saw a familiar face standing tall in the crowd. “Jamie? What are you doing here?”

Jamie looked at Ronan as though he’d seen a ghost. His surprise only lasted a moment, and then a wide smile broke across his face. He sent the sumar accompanying him scattering as he ran through the protective perimeter, arms outstretched. “Ronan!”

The tall noble wrapped his arms around Ronan and lifted him into the air. He grunted and put Ronan down again soon after. “What are they feeding you in Gutan? You’re all muscle.”

Jamie stepped back and looked Ronan up and down. Behind Jamie, his sumar looked at a complete loss for what to do. Jamie took in Ronan’s uniform, and his eyes widened. “They made you a first-rank?”

Ronan beamed.

Jamie shook his head. “You certainly deserve it after all these years. It’s good to see you.”

Then his eyes narrowed. “Wait. Why are you here?”

“I asked you first,” Ronan said.

“The duke put me in command of an expedition to help the towns hit by the demons. We killed one, then received word that Laran had been captured. We’re traveling to Caltaris to close the portal and rescue Laran.”

Jamie gave him a lot to think about, but only one piece of information stuck in Ronan’s thoughts. “Laran’s captured?”

Jamie’s face fell. “You didn’t know?”

“I’ve been searching for him, but I have found no trace of him. I was starting to assume the worst.”

“We think the demons have him alive in Caltaris. From what we hear, it sounds like they were hunting him specifically. Did you return to look for him?”

Ronan had far less fear of Jamie’s reaction, so he spoke openly. “I’m here with Amara and a group of Gutanese sumar. Several towns in Gutan were hit by the demons, and we decided the only way to stop them was to cut them off at the source.”

Jamie took the news in stride, but one of the older sumar behind him was less than pleased. “There’s a group of Gutanese sumar wandering inside Lindra?”

Jamie waved for the older man to join them. Ronan saw he was a first-rank sumar and tensed. Jamie either didn’t notice or ignored Ronan’s reaction. He introduced the two of them. “Ronan, this is first-rank sumar, Wallis. Officially, I’m his commander, but I’ve been relying on him from the moment we stepped foot beyond Lindra’s walls. Wallis, this is Ronan, originally from Avgan, though it appears Gutan has adopted him. He’s a close friend of mine and is possibly one of our best hopes for defeating the demons.”

Something about Wallis reminded Ronan of Laran. Or, more accurately, Wallis looked like who Laran might become if given another ten years in the wild. He was tough as leather, but Jamie trusted him, and that was good enough for Ronan. The old sumar gave Ronan another look. “That’s high praise, even if it is from Count Pierce.”

Ronan definitely liked Wallis.

“What can you do?” Wallis asked.

“Kill demons,” Ronan answered. “I’ll show you soon enough. There’s six demons guarding the fields outside Hinsworth. We’ve been scouting, and we’re planning on attacking in the morning. I’d love to have your help.”

“We should combine our forces. We’ll never have a better chance,” Jamie said.

Ronan watched the interplay between the two with interest. Jamie commanded, but the way he offered his thoughts as a suggestion to Wallis indicated their relationship wasn’t as simple as a traditional command structure would suggest. Wallis thought for a bit, then agreed.

Ronan’s heart leaped. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you where we’re camped.”
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The two groups of sumar stood across from one another in the clearing. Ronan, Amara, Wallis, and Jamie gathered in the center. Ronan felt as though he was in the very middle of a field about to explode. If a fight broke out, this small clearing would become a bloody mess.

It was Ronan’s fault. He’d led them straight toward the camp, and it hadn’t occurred to him to send Amelia ahead to warn the Gutanese sumar. The Gutanese were in hostile territory and tired from the relentless pace they’d set to reach Hinsworth. When a former Lindran brought a force of ondists into the middle of their camp, there were plenty of opportunities for misunderstanding.

Fortunately, cool heads led both sides.

Amara looked down at Ronan. “We need to work on our communication.”

Ronan stared at his boots. “Yes, ma’am.”

Amara spoke to Jamie next. “It’s good to see you again, even if the circumstances are surprising.”

“Ronan tells me you’re here to launch an assault against Caltaris. We’d like to help,” Jamie said.

Ronan thought he’d never sounded more like a leader. He’d watched Jamie on the walk over, and the man had changed. He acted like a count now, was a commander, and was married. Ronan halfway expected a full-grown child to reveal itself next.

Ronan hid the smile that crept across his face. Marriage changed men. At least, that was what he’d always heard.

Amara gestured to her sumar, and they visibly relaxed. The Lindran contingent eased their hands away from their swords, too. “We’re all here to fight demons. That’s more than enough for me,” she said.

For the next few minutes, sumar from Gutan and Lindra introduced themselves to one another.

“It’s something to see, isn’t it?” Jamie asked, his voice soft enough that only the two of them could hear.

“The Gutanese don’t have a high opinion of Lindran ondists. I’m surprised they aren’t challenging each other to sparring matches,” Ronan answered.

“Well, the night is young,” Jamie said. He gestured away from the clearing. “Come on, there’s someone I want to introduce you to.”

Ronan followed the tall noble out of the press of ondists. He was grateful for the relief. Even without sending out his onda, he felt the power of so many ondists so close together. The farther away from them he was, the easier it was to breathe.

They threaded their way through the woods to where a small fire was burning. Vivien was there, preparing the evening meal for the Gutanese. Another woman sat on a log next to her. She stood when Jamie approached.

“Ronan, I’d like to introduce you to Countess Gwen Pierce, my wife.”

He must have been staring because Gwen laughed. “I rarely have such an effect.”

Ronan couldn’t peel his eyes off her. She was beautiful, yes, but there was something more about her he couldn’t put his finger on.

It was her eyes, he decided. They were gray, cool, and calculating, yet somehow still warm and caring.

Then the name registered. “Lady Gwen! You’re the one who sent Laran and Jamie to escort me to Gutan.” Ronan dropped to one knee and offered a deep bow.

“There’s no need for any of that,” Gwen said. She sounded vaguely embarrassed by his display. “I’m pleased you were to make it to Gutan safely. From what Vivien tells me, you’ve developed into quite the ondist.”

“You saved my life. Gave me a chance when no one else believed in me,” Ronan said.

Gwen approached, so she was standing right beside him. She lifted his chin and brought him back to his feet. “I also placed a great deal of responsibility on your shoulders.”

Ronan gave her his best salute. “I promise I won’t disappoint you.”

“Good.”

Ronan had expected more. He used the silence to ask a question that had bothered him since he’d first met Laran and Jamie. “How did you know?” he asked.

“I didn’t. You were a promising gamble, but nothing more. Parts of your story matched some of the research I had done. I supposed it could have been a coincidence, but it was worth the risk, considering the stakes.”

Ronan’s heart dropped at that. Her answer made perfect sense, but he’d been attached to the idea that she’d seen something from a distance everyone else had missed.

His cheer returned a moment later. Whatever her reasons, she’d saved his life. “I don’t suppose you have any gambles that will save us now, do you?”

She shook her head, and she looked as wounded as Ronan had felt a moment ago. “I’m afraid not. The entire way up here, I’ve been trying to recall everything I know about the Fall. Nacillian society collapsed, but the demons didn’t win. There’s no saying what the Nacille did, though. If the answer exists, it’s up there. Can you get us there?”

Ronan nodded. “Our scouts report that there are only six demons in the field. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

Jamie scoffed. “Only six? One was enough to destroy Tazo Rest and almost kill us all. I know you’re skilled, but don’t you think you’re a little overconfident?”

Ronan grinned and slapped Jamie on the back like they were old friends. He took delight in Jamie’s slight stumble at the force of the blow. “Don’t worry, Count Pierce. Come tomorrow, we’ll show these demons what strength remains in humanity.”


INTERLUDE 5


The Reformer heard the argument from their cell. The demonic voices were indistinct, muffled by the thick walls, but there was no mistaking the emotion in the guttural voices. That he could hear anything from this room was proof enough of trouble. The demons weren’t prone to shouting.

Laran stirred. Heath met his gaze and motioned toward the door. Laran nodded, then closed his eyes again. Heath wasn’t sure if the sumar was exhausted or conserving his strength. Laran permitted him to live but had said next to nothing since learning he’d been the Reformer.

Heath hardly blamed him, but that lack of trust might doom them when the moment of decision came. He pushed himself to his feet and walked to the door. Until that moment came, he’d do everything in his power to earn whatever shreds of trust Laran deemed him worthy of. No matter the risk.

He opened their door slowly. He suspected the guards heard most of what transpired within the room, as their hearing was sharper than human. They barely reacted, another circumstantial piece of evidence that they’d heard his steps approaching.

He offered them a curt nod. “I need some space.”

Neither demon so much as acknowledged his claim. Just once, he wanted to tell them he needed to retrieve a sword to kill Kaym. Would they react, or did they think so little of him they’d send him off with a wave and a snicker?

Heath stifled the urge as he passed the demons and wandered down the hallway. Their stares bored holes in his back. He yawned and stretched, then entered the room above the portal room. The indistinct argument continued, no clearer here than in their cell. He paced the room twice, then returned to the hallway, acting nonchalant. He strolled into the next room, where he finally heard the argument clearly. The lower voice was recognizably Kaym’s, but Heath couldn’t identify the other. Given that they argued in the demon tongue, Heath suspected a seer.

The argument continued for several more minutes. The seer spoke most, its tone demanding Kaym’s attention. Kaym’s responses were terse. Heath recognized the demonic phrase for “Yes” repeated several times. He smiled at the thought of Kaym bowing to the authority of the seers. Then the argument died down. Heath thought he heard one party leave.

A minute later, Ozen spoke. “They scurry fast, these humans.”

“They’re not all fools.” Kaym sounded thoughtful. “It was only a matter of time before they realized Caltaris served as our portal. Their quick response is frustrating, though. In another week, their siege wouldn’t even matter.”

“What do you think they intend?” Ozen asked.

“Laran killed Bazel and hid the leveren behind the walls so the portal couldn’t be reopened. I assume they’ll try something similar here.”

“Fifty ondists is a considerable force, but shouldn’t pose a threat,” Ozen said.

“You heard the seers. They bring the leveren with them, and they have almost discovered the whole of their powers. We shouldn’t underestimate them, not when we’re so close to ripping open the portal for good.”

“Should we recall the squad from the field?” Ozen asked. “If we bring them inside the walls, the leveren will be useless against them.”

Kaym didn’t answer for almost a minute. “No. Their orders are to kill as many of the ondists as they can. Ignore the leveren.”

“Sir?” Ozen’s confusion was obvious. “That’s likely a suicidal order.”

“It is, but we need to slow the human advance down. With luck, they’ll kill ondists close to the leveren, distracting them from their abilities. Meanwhile, we’ll call for reinforcements.”

“Shall I summon the Reformer?”

“No. Laran’s portals are closer to those of the leveren. He’ll serve nicely.”

Heath left the room. In the hallway, he was sure the guards would have questions, but they ignored him as he stepped past them into the room. He closed the door and scurried over to Laran.

The sumar’s eyes snapped open. Heath held up his hands to show that he was unarmed. Then he sat down, shoulder to shoulder with the sumar. He couldn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t be overheard, but the demons couldn’t hear everything. He put his lips next to Laran’s ear. “They’re summoning you to the portal stone. They need reinforcements. A large group of ondists approaches Hinsworth. Two leveren are with them.”

Laran’s eyes went wide.

“If you have a plan, now is the time,” Heath said.

Laran’s eyes hardened, and Heath glimpsed what Alastor must have seen just before he died. He shivered at the thought, then offered his help. “I will do what I can, though that’s precious little.”

“Can you distract the demons inside the other room when I’m on the portal?” Laran whispered.

“I can try.”

“I’m going to strike soon after they put me on the stone,” Laran said. “Be ready. Now hurry back, there are demons climbing the stairs.”

Heath listened but heard nothing. He didn’t doubt Laran, though. He pushed himself to his feet and tip-toed to the other side of the room. Then he slid down against the wall and tried to still his pounding heart.

A moment later, he heard the demons on the stairs. He glanced at Laran, who rested in the corner with his eyes closed. He might as well have been carved out of stone.

Jealously struck Heath then, so severely he almost betrayed all their plans. If he’d been able to manipulate onda, he could have been as strong as Laran. Stronger even. The demons would have feared him the way they feared the leveren.

Reason wiped the jealousy away a moment later. In this place, Laran had no more control over onda than he did. Caltaris leveled their abilities.

Even so, Laran still possessed something Heath lacked. He stared his death in the face, unblinking.

The door opened. The two guards, as well as a third demon, entered the room. All looked ready to fight if Laran glared at them the wrong way. Heath was forgotten in the corner. The scene almost made him laugh. Laran was no more dangerous than him. But the demons advanced as though afraid of getting burned.

Laran cracked one eye open. “What do you want?”

He spoke as though he ruled this room, and one demon flinched back from the question. The third demon, who hadn’t guarded the door, answered. “Get up. You’re coming with us.”

Laran stood, the effort looking like it cost him. Sitting, he’d seemed as sturdy as a rock. Now he looked like a broken piece of grass, barely able to stand. “Make me,” he said.

The demons leaped forward as one, and in that moment, Heath felt something. It defied easy description, but it felt like a dark shadow, a subtle reflection of a power that wasn’t quite onda. He’d never felt it before, and for good reason. Even focused, it was subtle, and had any onda surrounded him, he’d never have noticed.

He’d never felt it before, but he knew what it was. Malkin. Bazel had spoken of it back when they’d first met. Heath hadn’t known what to make of Bazel’s claims. He hadn’t been able to sense it, even when he stood right beside the demon.

It was real, though. And unwelcome in this world. Heath’s stomach twisted violently as he felt it.

His mind raced as the demons beat Laran. They punched and kicked at him, and the sumar was as helpless before them as he’d looked when he stood.

Heath wouldn’t have fought even if he could, but his attention was focused solely on malkin. It wasn’t a pinprick of shadow, like some dark onda. It was more like a wispy string, the single thread of a spider’s web twisting in the wind.

When Laran’s beating ended, the wisp faded from Heath’s senses.

The demons’ power wasn’t from this world. Was that why both demon and chikara turned to dust so quickly when killed? Did death sever the connection to their home?

He wanted to shout out his questions but held his tongue as the demons dragged Laran out of the room. The sumar didn’t struggle. He looked near the edge of death.

Why had he fought?

Heath would have gone, maybe reluctantly, but without a fight. Better to conserve his strength for a fight he might win.

Was that what made Laran different? Heath didn’t know. A lack of certainty gripped his heart.

All he had left was his trust in Laran. The sumar had said he would act soon after he touched the stone. Heath believed him.

Heath rose to his feet and crept to the door as the demons dragged Laran down the stairs. No one guarded the doors, so he followed them, stepping lightly on the cold floor.

Whatever Laran planned, he would be ready.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Laran hurt, but not as much as the demons probably thought. The fight had been the inspiration of a moment. He feared that if he went willingly, they’d suspect he planned something, and he couldn’t afford the barest hint of suspicion.

As they pulled him from the room, he risked a glance at Heath. The coward was curled in the corner, clutching his knees tightly to his chest, the same as he did every time the demons barged into their cell. He’d promised help, but could he deliver?

There was no telling with the former Reformer. Heath was as complex as they came, a bundle of contradictions stuffed inside a decaying body. He was a coward but capable of some courage. He planned too much but seized the moments that presented themselves. What had he been like before Kaym had razed Hinsworth to the ground and broken his spirit?

Laran didn’t know and didn’t much care. His own opportunity had arrived, and Heath had given him just enough warning to prepare. Laran’s plan was poor, but if Ronan was climbing the mountain, perhaps there was a chance.

Maybe Heath would join him. Maybe he wouldn’t. Laran couldn’t summon much concern either way.

The demons dragged him down the stairs, and he let his feet dangle uselessly. Every few steps, he made a weak effort at pulling away. Each attempt earned him a slap across the face, and he pretended to be beaten down by the time they reached the portal room.

The third demon opened the door. Laran was disappointed to find that Kaym wasn’t within. He’d hoped to kill the commander as he escaped, throwing the demons into confusion.

The demons dragged Laran across the room and tossed him on the dais, then retreated until they stood guard by the door. The third demon, the one that had summoned him, left the room. One last demon, the one Laran identified as being in charge, pointed to the twin pillars.

“Take hold,” it growled.

Laran made a show of pushing himself to his feet. He’d hoped only two demons would remain in the room, but he was as likely to grow a garden in Caltaris’s dead soil as he was to convince the two guards to leave. Hopefully, surprise and an enormous amount of onda would be enough.

He reached out and took hold of the pillars. The stone’s flaps prevented onda from flowing through its narrow passages. Laran had enough onda within him to flip the switches, but why waste his onda and reveal his ability when the demons would do it for him?

The third demon made a gesture, and Laran felt the flaps switch into different positions. Onda flowed up his right arm, swirled in his chest, spread throughout his body, and was pulled through his left arm. Laran sipped at the flow, slowly strengthening tired limbs and preparing himself for what was to come.

He didn’t have long to wait. The flaps switched again. Onda raced through the stone and filled Laran to bursting. On the other side of the room, the air grew thin as the portal formed.

Laran pooled as much onda as he could, then directed a sliver of the energy through the stone. Three flaps needed to flip their position, and Laran pushed on all three at once. They responded immediately, and the air in the room returned to normal. Laran pulled his hands off the pillars, delighted to see they peeled off without resistance.

All three demons looked at the place where the portal should have formed. One scratched at its head, an absurdly human gesture that almost made Laran laugh. He leaped from the dais before they turned their attention toward him and landed next to the commanding demon.

It couldn’t respond in time. Laran clutched its head between his hands and pulled its face violently down as he brought his knee up. Face met knee, and Laran’s joint caved the demon’s skull in. He reached the guards before the commander’s body hit the floor.

The first guard almost responded fast enough. It moved to block Laran’s fist, but it was too slow. Laran’s fist caught the demon in the throat and crushed the demon’s windpipe. It fell to its knees and clutched at its deformed throat. Its lungs gasped and heaved for air they’d never receive.

The last guard clawed at Laran. He leaned back, then snapped a kick at the demon’s chin. It avoided the kick and tackled Laran.

The two fighters went to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs, each seeking leverage against the other. The demon started their duel on top. It grabbed for Laran’s throat, but he tucked his chin tight against his chest as he got his feet planted and heaved his hips.

The demon pitched forward, and Laran twisted and pulled until he and the demon had switched positions. Onda vanished as his body burned through the reserves he’d pulled from the stone. Before long, the demon would easily overpower him. Laran punched at the demon’s throat, but it tucked its chin, mirroring Laran’s earlier defense.

He didn’t have time. Any moment now, that door would open, and another demon would enter. It wouldn’t sit by in the adjoining room and watch.

Laran jabbed his left thumb into the demon’s right eye. He pushed it deep in and ignored the demon’s cries. He hooked his thumb around the bone and yanked the head forcefully up. The demon clutched at his wrist, ignoring everything else. The demon’s chin came away from its chest, and Laran punched as hard at the neck as he could. His blow landed cleanly, and the demon choked on its own blood.

Before Laran could rise, the door to the room burst open. The demon from the other room rushed in and grabbed Laran by the neck, lifting him and slamming him against the wall. Laran kicked, but he’d used almost all his onda against the three demons now dead on the floor. The stone promised unlimited strength, but it might as well have been back in Lindra for all the good it did Laran now. Blackness grew on the edges of his vision.

Behind the demon, Heath entered the room, Laran’s sword in hand.

Laran struggled with every bit of strength remaining to him. He wanted all the demon’s attention focused on him alone.

The demon never even turned as Heath raised the sword.

Heath’s cut was as ugly a cut as Laran had ever seen, but the traitor put all his strength behind it, and his aim was as true as his heart was false. The sword cut deep into the demon’s neck.

Both Laran and the demon fell. For a long minute, Laran lay still, comforted by the cold floor against his cheek. Heath pulled Laran to his feet. “Are you hurt?”

“Nothing that won’t heal,” Laran said.

Heath pulled him toward the stone. “I’ll open the portal and wish you well.”

Laran tore his arm out of Heath’s grip. “No. I have a different plan. We escape and rendezvous with the others. Then we come back for the portal, but this time with help.”

Heath jabbed his finger at the portal stone. “It’s right here! If we leave now, there’s no telling if we’ll be able to return.”

“If you open the portal now, it’ll all be for nothing,” Laran argued. “I’m only one man, and even if I pulled another helping of onda from the stone, I’ll be next to useless on the other side. We need help, and it’s close.”

Heath looked to the stone with naked longing but nodded. “You’re probably right. So what now?”

“First, I need more onda. Then we leave.”

Heath helped Laran toward the stone but didn’t get on himself. Laran grabbed the pillars for support and used the last of his onda to move the flaps. Power flowed through both him and the stone. He shut it off the moment onda filled him. “Let’s go.”

Laran led the way out of the building. Fortunately, the demons involved with the portal stone appeared to be the only ones within. The halls and rooms were silent.

Laran went to a window and looked out on the street. “I don’t see any demons outside, but best to be careful.”

When they reached the front door, Heath stopped him. “Why don’t I peek out first?”

Laran recognized the wisdom in the suggestion and gestured at the door.

Heath pulled the door open and poked his head out. “We’re clear,” he announced.

Laran stopped him before he wandered into the street. “How well do you know Caltaris?”

“Fairly well. I’ve had plenty of time to wander.”

“I don’t want to head south. All the demons will mass there to meet Ronan and the others. What’s my best alternative?”

Heath thought briefly, then said, “Head west. There’s a short wall there. You’ll have to find a way over, but it should allow you to circle around the city beyond the wall.”

“Sounds good. Let’s go.”

Heath shook his head. “Much as it pains me to admit, I think you’ll have to proceed on your own.”

Laran’s eyes narrowed.

“No scheme,” Heath assured him. “But I’m weak. At most, I could follow you to the wall, but I couldn’t climb it. If we run into any demons, I’m useless. Best you go alone. I’ll wait here for you to return.”

Laran didn’t like the idea of leaving Heath behind. Not out of pity or mercy but because he didn’t trust Heath not to betray them if given the opportunity. But Heath’s assessment was realistic. He would only slow Laran down. “I’ll return as quickly as I can,” he said.

“I know you will. Good luck,” Heath answered.

Laran stepped into the street, looked both ways, then ran across. He took Heath’s advice, running west at an easy pace. He kept his eyes and ears open for demons, but all the sounds in Caltaris came from far to the south.

In less than a mile, Laran found the wall Heath spoke of. It was shorter than the wall to the south, but the mountains beyond looked absolutely forbidding. No one could have attacked from that direction.

Heath ran along the wall until he found a set of stairs that took him to the top. He climbed onto the wall and risked a look around.

Caltaris impressed him. Maybe it was the walls that reminded him so much of home, or maybe it was the jagged mountain peaks rising in the background. He couldn’t have lived here at its peak, but he appreciated the ruins more than most Nacillian cities he’d visited.

He clambered over the wall and let himself drop. He landed hard, but he barely felt it. Onda flowed here. He felt like a starving man thrust before a duke’s feast.

It didn’t flow as freely as in the woods where he’d fought the demons and chikara, but it was still onda. Laran pulled, though not as hard as he could. Memories of the forest he’d destroyed were too fresh in his mind.

He decided then that if he lived, he’d spend the rest of his days planting trees and repenting for the harm he’d done.

The first part of that plan required that he live, though.

Laran started following the wall south. He had some leveren to meet.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Between Wallis and Amara, Jamie found he had little actual commanding to do, which suited him well. The two first-rank sumar coordinated their forces, set their strategy, and issued orders. Jamie remained the named leader of the expedition but didn’t interfere with the others as their march toward Hinsworth took shape.

Strangely, doing nothing seemed to earn him more respect among the warriors than taking a firm grip on command did. Gutanese and Lindran sumar alike offered him respectful bows when he passed, and when he offered an opinion, they gave it surprising attention.

Thanks to the lack of demands on his time, he found the evening before their attack a pleasant one. He, Ronan, Gwen, and Amelia shared a campfire that night, and he enjoyed the opportunity to make Amelia’s acquaintance. In some ways, she reminded him of Gwen. Her intelligence shone through in her conversation, and she carried herself with a calm sense of self-assurance Jamie had only pretended to possess. Ronan was lucky to have met her, and he was wise enough to recognize as much.

Jamie went to sleep that night content. Survival was far from guaranteed, and a host of nagging fears twisted his gut into knots, but he didn’t dread the coming of the morning. He’d done all he could. Gwen stood by his side, and he led the largest gathering of sumar seen in the world since Gutan and Lindra signed their treaty.

For the first time since he was young, he was where he needed to be.

He was among the first awake in the morning.

Amara had invited all the Lindran ondists to join the Gutanese in their morning training, and he planned to take part. But one unanswered question bothered him, and he hoped to find the answer before they marched for Hinsworth.

He found Amara practicing her forms in a small clearing north of the camp. He admired her crisp movements, but he wondered why she’d chosen to practice to the north. Perhaps there was nothing to it, but he wondered if she unconsciously positioned herself between the demons and her sumar.

Jamie waited for her to finish before approaching. “Your forms are excellent,” he said.

“Count Pierce, thank you. Please forgive my rudeness, but you didn’t come here to compliment my techniques.”

Her voice was tight, and she paced in quick circles like a caged predator. Considering the battles today promised, her attitude was wiser than Jamie’s. He took no offense. “I wanted to ask about Ronan.”

“What about him?”

“I admire his confidence, but I fear he is overconfident. I hoped to find comfort in your more objective view.”

Amara paced faster. “In the time he’s spent with us, he’s become almost as close to me as my own children. One of our sumar, the giant man named Josef, has practically adopted Ronan as his firstborn. None of us want to send him into this battle, but he’s the best hope we have.”

She hadn’t answered Jamie’s question, but he let her speak. He took some comfort in knowing she shared the same burden.

“We caught two demons on our journey here,” she continued. Her pacing stopped. “They had destroyed a settlement, and Ronan sought revenge. Against my better judgment, I allowed it.”

“What happened?”

“If Ronan hadn’t been there, I would have committed my entire squad against two demons and would have counted myself fortunate if half survived. Ronan cut them down as if they were obuka first years.”

“You believe he can fight six?”

“I do not know. When we fight, Wallis, Josef, and I will protect him. All I know is that there’s no one better, and I’d do anything in my power to take that burden away from him.”

Jamie offered her a deep bow. “For what little it is worth, I feel the same.”

Amara nodded, and Jamie retreated, his mind swirling with thoughts of Ronan and the battle to come.

Their morning training went well, though it provided less insight into the Gutanese than Jamie expected. When Ronan found him after, Jamie confessed his disappointment.

Ronan laughed. He seemed more at ease than Jamie. At least part of it was an act, but most in the group couldn’t summon even that.

“You’ve only traveled with the Gutanese right before or after battle,” Ronan explained. He leaned in close and whispered. “Trust me, when they’re less concerned about fighting, their morning duels are legendary. Amara knocked me out cold the second morning I was with them.”

They didn’t break camp. Hinsworth was a mere three miles away. Either they returned tonight to celebrate their victory or they didn’t. Regardless, there was no need to shoulder a pack. Only Vivien carried anything more than a sword and a snack, her own pack filled with bandages, poultices, and needles.

They progressed faster than Jamie expected. Ronan and Amelia both used onda to scout the way, and they reported that no demons or chikara were near.

Jamie wondered at that. Normally, chikara were everywhere, scattered around the duchy like any other wildlife. That hadn’t been as true since the demons arrived in force. He remembered the flood of kojot outside Hagan. As the demons spread south and east from Caltaris, they must have summoned all the kojot they passed, pulling them in like fishers pulling a net behind their boat. The demons had sharpened a double-edged sword. They could destroy a town overnight, but once the sumar passed the advancing line of demons, the way was clear.

They reached the fields outside Hinsworth an hour later. As Ronan had said, six demons wandered through the fields, divided into pairs. The ondists didn’t stop to reconsider their strategy. Ronan simply walked from the line of trees. Amara, Josef, and Wallis followed.

The demons responded instantly. All three pairs turned toward the intruders. The demons ran at the ondists like starved hunters spotting their first prey in weeks.

Ronan’s confident pace never faltered. Gwen, who’d joined Jamie to watch, whistled softly as she watched. “Was he like this when you met him?”

Jamie snorted. “When I first met him, he was hiding in a tree.”

“I wonder what changed?”

“I suspect it has something to do with that young lady over there,” Jamie said and pointed his chin toward Amelia.

The first part of the battle was over almost before Jamie realized it had started. He blinked, and Ronan suddenly shifted a dozen paces toward the demons. Jamie wasn’t even sure how he’d gotten from one place to the next. He blinked again, and Ronan was between the first pair of demons. One demon’s head spun lazily through the air, and the second demon clawed at Ronan. Its hands were a blur, so fast Jamie couldn’t follow.

Ronan’s sword was faster, and the demon fell before it could scratch him.

“Damn,” Gwen said.

Jamie realized his mouth was hanging open. He’d seen enough first-ranked sumar to know that what he’d just witnessed was beyond his understanding.

The remaining four demons didn’t flee, but they banded together and attacked as one. Ronan continued his relentless advance. He looked as though killing two demons was no more an inconvenience than having to climb over a fallen tree.

What had Ronan become?

As the demons closed, Amara and the protective sumar bunched tighter together. Jamie held his breath.

Once again, Ronan led the charge. One moment he stood beside the sumar, the next, he was nearly a dozen paces ahead. They chased after him as the fight began.

Lacking surprise, and against four, the limits of Ronan’s ability became apparent. He moved and cut faster than Jamie could follow, but the demons cooperated well, preventing Ronan from landing a killing blow. They swarmed over him like ants building an anthill, claws and jaws seeking his blood. Ronan stood tall amid the assault, somehow staying one step ahead of certain death.

He didn’t have to stand long. Amara and the others reached the battle within seconds and added their swords to the cause. Their blades divided the demons’ attention and gave Ronan space to breathe.

Watching the first-rank ondists fight the demons served as a stark contrast to Ronan’s abilities. They were seasoned veterans, blessed with focused onda most warriors would kill for. Yet each one was outclassed by the demon they fought. They dueled the demons to a standstill but made no progress.

Ronan capitalized on the opportunity. His cuts found their targets, and one by one, the demons died. No chikara came to their aid, nor did any reinforcements arrive from Caltaris. Josef and Wallis had both taken wounds, but they were shallow, and Vivien rushed across the field to apply a poultice.

Jamie leaned back against a tree and stared. For a full minute, he tried to make sense of what he’d just witnessed. “Six demons against four ondists, and barely a scratch,” he muttered.

“What?” Gwen asked.

Jamie gestured at the battlefield. “I understand now how Laran must have felt the first time Goldeneye spoke to him. Like the world changed when I wasn’t looking, and I’m just now realizing how much.”

Gwen wrapped herself around his arm. “Feeling useless?”

Jamie shook his head, though he understood how she might misinterpret his statement. “Not at all. I’ve always wanted to be a strong ondist, but I never believed I would be the strongest. The obukas disabused me of that notion within a week of my arrival.”

He watched Ronan as the young man checked on his companions. All that strength and compassion still defined him. He was a far superior leveren than Jamie ever could have been. “If anything, it proves to me what I’m supposed to do.”

Jamie pointed at Ronan. “It’s our responsibility to ensure that he succeeds. Our future is entirely in his hands. We’re only here to help.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Ronan looked down at the bodies of the demons. Normally by now, flakes of skin would already be blown about by the slight breeze. These bodies looked as solid as at the moment of their death. He let his gaze travel up the mountain, and he wondered if their proximity to Caltaris was to blame.

He stretched his fingers and closed his hands into fists. Before stepping into the field, he’d been confident, but he hadn’t expected the fight to conclude so decisively. Amelia had filled his body with a constant stream of onda from his first step to his last sword cut. If anyone deserved this victory, it was her.

He stood apart from the others as they gathered to survey the battlefield. Vivien was almost done bandaging the minor cuts Wallis and Josef had suffered. Then they would hike up the mountain, hopefully reaching Caltaris well before nightfall.

He used the moment of peace to push out his onda, to search for information about the mountain ruin. Something happening above unsettled his onda, but the feeling was too vague to identify. The ruins were too far away.

The battle for Caltaris wouldn’t resolve as neatly as this. The burned-out bones of Hinsworth were reminder enough not to underestimate the demons.

Jamie ordered them up the mountain as soon as Vivien finished. Buoyed by their success in the fields, the joint force struck an ambitious pace.

Ronan joined Amelia near the middle of the pack, ignoring the various looks he received from the Lindran ondists.

“How difficult was that?” he asked Amelia.

“Not too hard,” she answered and took his hand. “I’m more worried about pulling onda as we near Caltaris.”

“That makes two of us. You’ll let me know if you run into trouble?”

“Of course.” She didn’t release his hand, and Ronan believed he took just as much strength from her as she did from him. The other ondists only saw his sword, not the woman who gave him the strength to fight, in more ways than one.

He kept casting his onda up the mountain, but he continued to sense nothing. Demons had to be up there, but he couldn’t sense them. He worried about that. Had the demons disguised their presence, or did the Nacillian ruins prevent him from using his onda to sense trouble?

Just as he was about to worry, he felt an unexpected source of onda. It glowed brightly against his senses, and Ronan recognized it immediately.

“Laran!” he shouted, catching everyone’s attention. “Laran is approaching!”

No one reacted faster than Jamie. “Where?”

Ronan pointed, and Jamie shot up the side of the mountain like a bolt. The other ondists stared, confused at the sudden loss of their commander. Only Amara’s lack of reaction kept the column from falling into panic.

Ronan ran to Amara. “You can keep climbing. We’ll meet you. Laran is alone and safe, as near as I can tell.”

She agreed, and with a nod to Amelia, he flew up the mountainside, hot on Jamie’s heels.

Loose stone slid under his feet, and in one part, he scrambled on hands and feet, but he soon caught Jamie. They ran together.

Laran must have sensed them because Ronan felt his onda quickly approaching. The veteran sumar ran faster than they did.

They met beside a narrow creek that had carved a slit in the stone. Ronan wrapped Laran in an embrace, glad to see him whole and relatively unharmed.

When they separated, Ronan ran his eyes up and down Laran. The sumar was emaciated, though his eyes were bright.

“Damn, but it’s good to see you two,” Laran said. He put his hand to his stomach. “I don’t suppose you have any food?”

Jamie offered Laran some of his dried meat from a pocket. Laran took it gratefully.

“What happened to you?” Jamie asked. Then, as Laran was about to answer, Jamie held up a hand to stop him. “Hold that thought. Everyone else will want to know, too. Might as well save the news for when you’re surrounded by ondists.”

Laran shrugged and tore another strip of meat with his teeth. “I suspect we have much to catch up on, but there’s little time to waste.”

Jamie offered Laran a waterskin. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it’s good to see you, too. Not to brag, but I came all the way from Hagan to rescue you.”

“Sorry to ruin your plans, but you were taking too long,” Laran said.

“I’ll forgive you this once,” Jamie said.

They hurried toward the road, where they eventually rendezvoused with Amara and the others. Some of Laran’s color had returned, and they huddled together to compare notes. They spoke quickly, sharing everything from the past several weeks. The sun seemed to race across the sky, burning their precious daylight.

Laran was surprised to hear of Ronan’s skill, but he delivered the greater surprise by far. “The Reformer lives. He goes by ‘Heath’ now and is the demon’s prisoner.”

Jamie paled, and Gwen clutched to his arm as though holding him back from running up the mountain alone. “You didn’t kill him?” the noble asked.

“Couldn’t do it,” Laran admitted. “And I think we might need him for what’s to come.”

“And what, exactly, is that?” Amara asked.

Laran told them, and Ronan’s eyes grew wider and wider.
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The sun was uncomfortably low in the sky by the time Jamie led them to the tunnel entrance. Laran looked between the entrance and Jamie, hesitation written on every line in his face. “The last time we used one of these, we came close to dying.”

Jamie shrugged. “The last time I used this, most of my expedition had been killed and chikara were chasing me. This tunnel scared me so bad I stopped being a sumar. But it’s safer than launching an attack on a wall crowded with demons waiting for us.”

Ronan stared into the inky darkness of the tunnel, wishing Jamie wasn’t right. The passage wasn’t that small. Two sumar could walk abreast easily. But his onda didn’t travel far into the tunnel. Whatever horrors and dangers lurked within would remain unknown until the moment an unsuspecting ondist approached too close.

“What do you think?” he asked Amelia.

“There’s not as much onda here as I’d like, but it’s thin all over the mountain. I can still pull for you, though.”

The group took a brief break. Once they entered the tunnel, there would be no turning back. Not until they’d won or lay dead in the streets of Caltaris. Ronan stretched and paced, nervous energy making him impatient. Amelia lounged on a rock behind him, soaking up the sun like a lizard.

Laran approached. “May I join you for a bit?”

“Of course,” Amelia said.

Laran sat on the rock next to her. From Amelia’s vantage point, they could see for miles across the endless expanse of forest. Laran took in the view, but suddenly his face fell. Ronan followed his gaze. Off in the distance was a patch of dead pine stood, the browns a sharp contrast to the green.

Ronan didn’t have time to ask about it. Laran’s face became hard as stone. “Amelia, I need a favor from you.”

“You want me to supply you with onda inside Caltaris?” she guessed.

“Can you?”

“It’s dangerous. I’ve trained with Ronan every day for months. I know his needs and how much his body can handle.”

Laran shrugged. “This is the last fight that matters. They’ll need me.”

“I can.”

“Thanks.” Laran stood. He took one last look at the endless forest, then turned to Ronan. “I’m proud of you. Feels like I should let you know.” A deep weariness tinged his words, but Ronan thought he heard a hint of satisfaction, too.

“It’s only thanks to you I’m here.” Ronan bowed. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough. You’ve given me a life beyond what I dreamed was possible.”

Laran returned the bow, then left Ronan and Amelia in peace. Ronan took the spot on the stone Laran had vacated. “How are you?” he asked.

It was a vapid question, but he didn’t want to ask about her fears directly.

“I had the same dream again last night.” She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “If it comes to pass, I want you to keep fighting. Save everyone.”

He intertwined the fingers of his right hand with those of her left and squeezed them. They watched the forest together.

Jamie cut their time short. Word passed along the ranks as the break ended. Ronan gave Amelia a quick kiss, then took his position at the head of the line.

He’d insisted that he take point. Nothing approached from behind, and he was best equipped to handle the unknown dangers ahead. Amara and Josef followed immediately behind. Laran and Wallis took the rearguard, and Jamie commanded from the center. Ronan hoped Jamie had the courage to face Caltaris.

Taking the tunnels had originally been Jamie’s idea. The expedition he’d been a part of years ago had explored them, and Jamie had used the tunnel to flee the chikara that attacked the expedition. His tragedy might be the event that gave them a chance today when they most needed one. They saw no way of passing through the front gates without crippling losses.

Ronan took the first step into the tunnels. Onda from Amelia flowed easily through his limbs. He pushed his onda out, but there was nothing ahead. The cataclysm the Nacille had triggered hadn’t just burned the onda channels to a crisp. They’d annihilated them. Nothing would ever grow in these cities. Right now, that fact was less concerning than knowing he wouldn’t sense any dangers lurking ahead of them.

He took strength from Amara, Josef, and the ondists who’d risked everything to join him. He tried not to think of the trials that lay before him. If their plan worked, he’d set foot on another world before the sun set, cut off from anything he’d ever known.

Amara put her hand on his shoulder. He turned back and met her gaze.

She trusted in him.

They all did. It was time to repay that trust.

He stepped forward into the dark.


INTERLUDE 6


Heath wasn’t someone who suffered from loneliness. His favorite days were those spent alone, buried in a book, or lost in an unfamiliar stretch of wilderness. If not for his certainty that the reign of humanity was ending, he would have delighted in a life of isolation, far removed from the news of the day.

Today was the first day he remembered feeling otherwise. He’d have given half his remaining strength to learn what was happening around Caltaris.

He hid on the third level of a four-story building. His vantage point provided a clear view of both the portal stone building and the front gate. Originally, he’d planned to observe the ondists’ siege and help how he could. But there was no sight of them anywhere.

If the ondists were advancing up the mountain, they should have arrived at the front gate by now. Laran should be with them. But the demons loitered on the walls, looking bored. Heath couldn’t see to the road beyond the wall, but the demons could, and they made no move to prepare for battle.

The only drama in Caltaris revolved around the portal stone. Not long after Heath had settled in his outpost, Kaym had returned to the building, no doubt wondering where his reinforcements were. Heath chuckled as he watched Kaym go inside. He would have given the other half of his strength to see the look on Kaym’s face when he found the bodies of the guards decaying on the floor and his prisoners escaped.

Kaym exited the building before Heath finished laughing. His face was set in a stony grimace. He walked with determined strides toward a knot of seers who were hurrying toward Kaym from the gate. Kaym wasn’t one for shouting or dramatic displays, but for once, even the seers cowered. The two parties argued for several minutes. Heath considered trying to listen in but dismissed the idea. Any conversation with the seers would be in the demons’ language.

The seers were more expressive. They pointed, not toward the main gate, but to the southeast. The argument lasted another minute, but it ended with Kaym running toward the gate.

Two of the seers followed Kaym, though at a more leisurely rate. The other two made their way toward the portal stone. Heath watched the latter two with growing unease. Seers rarely ended any meeting with Kaym satisfied, but one seer looked downright miserable.

Heath’s mind raced. If he was in Kaym’s position, what would he do?

Kaym didn’t take the leveren lightly. Nor did he underestimate Laran. He’d wanted reinforcements, and with Laran gone, that need would only intensify. Which meant the seers were likely going to open the portal.

Heath cursed. Where were the ondists? If that portal opened with the demons in control, their already slim chances of success dropped close to zero. It only took the demons a few minutes to open the portal. He looked again at the wall. The demons were gathering around Kaym, but they still lacked urgency. The ondists weren’t near.

His conclusion was inescapable.

If humanity was going to repel the demons, it needed him. His hand went to the knife at his belt, still in his possession after his attempt to kill Kaym.

He’d killed a demon before. He could do it again.

Heath turned from the window and hurried down the steps before he could talk himself out of this foolishness. At the front door of the building, he looked up and down the street. The road was empty. He rolled his shoulders back and ran across the street.

His time with the demons had weakened him, though. His run was little better than a fast shuffle. When he reached the other side of the wide thoroughfare, he needed a moment to catch his breath. Then he shuffled through the alley to the street outside the building holding the portal stone.

A check of the street revealed no dangers, but before he could cross, the air twisted and faded. Reality grew thin and wavered. Heath stared, the sight familiar but the circumstances foreign. A hazy portal bloomed into existence, less a door and more a blending of two separate worlds.

Kaym would be furious. A more solid portal resulted in healthier demons. The transition between the worlds would twist and fold a demon’s body and mind in ways it would never recover from. Why sacrifice the health of your most valuable warriors? Heath had heard the argument so many times he could recite it verbatim.

The three enormous chikara stomping through the portal answered Heath’s questions. The portal wasn’t for demons but their biggest monsters.

Heath had heard of these chikara, but he’d thought they were nothing but Nacillian legends. Perzon. One of the most fearsome monsters the Nacillian ondists had ever faced. The descriptions in the legends had seemed extravagant when Heath read them, but now that they towered over him, it felt as though the authors had understated their fierceness.

Heath shrank back into the alley as the perzon smashed through the walls closest to them. The portal flickered out of existence, and Heath wondered if the demons were finished or if they were preparing for another one to open.

He wanted to scream and run away, but terror kept him silent and hidden deep in the shadows of the alley.

Stone crumbled as the perzon turned again. Heath sensed no malice in their destruction. They were simply too big for the space they occupied. Despite that, they seemed in no hurry to leave.

He feared the portal would open soon again, filling the city with countless chikara. Heath couldn’t wait. What other monstrosities waited on the other world?

The door he needed was just across the street, no more than forty feet away, yet it might as well have been on another world.

He took a deep breath and summoned all the strength in his body. Today was the day he’d been saving it for. He sprinted for the door.

The perzon noticed him right away. One turned, raising a long, sharp-edged limb that reminded Heath of a scythe. He closed his eyes as it swung, ready for death.

The wicked-looking limb missed as a second perzon twisted at the sight of its first meal on this new world. It knocked into the first, giving Heath a few precious moments to run underneath them. Feet stomped at him, but they couldn’t see under their stomachs. The ground trembled like a harra was surfacing, but Heath kept his feet.

Then he was past them, only ten feet from the open door. He risked a glance back and saw the second perzon raising its limb. Heath took two more steps, then dove for the door. The scythe-like limb passed behind him.

When he’d imagined the move, he’d imagined tumbling like an acrobat and rising smoothly to his feet. Instead, he landed roughly on his left shoulder and skidded across the floor of the building. He rested there for a moment until one of those damned limbs sliced through the wall he thought would protect him.

He scrambled onto all fours and crawled forward as the wall crumbled behind him. Dust billowed through the hallway and choked him. He coughed and rolled through another open door. He closed his eyes as he pressed his back against the wall and hoped the perzon forgot about him.

His wish was granted. The dust settled and the building stopped shaking. He heard footsteps in the hallway, followed by a guttural curse.

Heath pulled the knife from his sheath, certain a seer stood on the other side of the wall. But he couldn’t convince his body to move. The steps receded into the portal room.

It took Heath two tries to stand. His legs felt like jelly, but he braced himself against the wall. When he tried to walk, his stomach knotted so tight he almost fell back over. He pressed his hand against the wall and breathed deep.

He leaned against the wall and his left shoulder flared in agony. It felt dislocated. The bones felt like they were grinding together.

He just needed to finish this. He half walked, half slid across the wall. When he stumbled out into the hallway, he almost slipped on the settled dust. He leaned against the wall with his right shoulder and shuffled toward the door.

When he reached his destination, he took one more breath and gripped his knife tightly. He stepped into the room.

His timing couldn’t have been better. One of the demons was slumped in the corner. Its chest rose and fell, but its eyes were closed and looked asleep. The second seer had just stepped onto the dais and placed his hands on the pillars. Its eyes went wide when it saw Heath.

The air around Heath shimmered and grew thin. Heath didn’t dare run, certain he would trip over his feet. He focused on putting one foot in front of the other, and soon he stood before the dais.

He climbed up, all too aware of the portal forming behind him like an ominous cloud. Then he had both feet on the dais. He snarled in the demon’s face and sliced his knife across the demon’s neck. He thought of Hinsworth in flames and all the suffering and shame had heaped on him. His rage fueled his arm, and the blade cut deep.

It died, and the portal faded before it solidified enough to admit either chikara or demon.

The sound to his side was the only warning he had before the other demon tackled him off the dais. They crashed to the floor, and Heath was certain he was dead. Blood and ichor covered him. He and the demon rolled around on the floor like drunken wrestlers.

Heath ended up on top of the demon, though he wasn’t sure how. That was when he realized he’d accidentally stabbed the demon when he was tackled. The blade was buried to the hilt in the demon’s stomach. He pulled the knife out and drove it into the demon again.

Weakened from opening the portal, the demon did little but growl its hatred. Heath raised the knife and brought it down again and again. He knew the demon’s heart was somewhere, but all he thought about was doing as much damage as possible.

Eventually, the demon stopped resisting. Heath heaved a long breath and started to stand.

Suddenly, the demon beneath him rose, far more alive than Heath thought. It ripped the knife from his hands and slid it into Heath’s stomach. Then it collapsed onto its back, its empty eyes staring at the ceiling.

He looked down at the knife, then fell beside the demon. If this was where he would die, he could live with it. Better this than a death hiding behind the walls, watching as humanity died.

He closed his eyes and rested, entrusting the rest of humanity’s safety to Laran and his friends.


CHAPTER FORTY


Jamie wiped the sweat from his brow as they wandered deeper into the tunnel. Several of the sumar carried torches to light the way, their meager flames casting flickering orange light ahead of the group.

Jamie didn’t feel well. Whenever they turned a bend and the torches illuminated a new stretch of tunnel, he flinched away from the sight, dreading it might remind him of the failure he was. The dim firelight revealed nothing, though, making him feel even more like a coward for fearing ghosts.

Every empty stretch of tunnel preyed upon his fears. Now he worried they might turn a corner and discover a whole pile of corpses, bones picked clean and bleached with age. The remains of his previous expedition all gathered together for their final rest.

He was being dramatic and foolish, but reason abandoned him in this tunnel. Most on the expedition had died outside the walls of this cursed city. Those who had survived the initial attack later died on its wide and barren streets. Only one woman had died in this tunnel, and that had been near the entrance they’d already passed. Kojot had killed her before Jamie could reach her. Her remains were long gone. This tunnel opened onto the wild, and there was little doubt that animals of all shapes and sizes had called this place home in the intervening years. Scat and debris had filled the entrance. Any remains would have been devoured or moved since Jamie had fled in cowardice.

Back then, Jamie had sworn an oath that he would never return. Breaking an oath rarely bothered him. He had broken hundreds, and not a one kept him up at night. Returning here and breaking this oath did concern him, though, because he’d been so sure this was the one he’d keep. Failing to keep such a simple oath made him wonder what other expectations he held about his future might be misplaced.

His hands and armpits sweat and his uniform felt hot and itchy. Despite the lateness of the season and the altitude, he wanted to strip off his outer layers and bare his skin to the cold air. If not for Gwen, he might have succumbed to his fear. But her presence, and his desire to protect her, inspired something both prideful and primal. He swore to keep her safe. On top of that, though, he also wanted to impress her, to prove both to her and to himself that he was worthy of her love.

Jamie took her hand, hoping that his ondists believed he was lending her his strength. She squeezed it and held on, despite the sweat.

The last time he’d been in these tunnels, he’d been running for the exit, fleeing from chikara. He’d not noticed much about them except that they echoed loudly and led to freedom. Even today, nerves caused him to cast his eyes down. Gwen’s curiosity, though, wasn’t dampened. She looked around like she was on an expedition, and he halfway expected her to pull out a journal and start taking notes. She’d never been in Nacillian ruins, but she’d been obsessed with the society since she was little.

Her wonder allowed him to step out of his own head. He stopped thinking about the battle to come and the failures of his past. “Why do you think they built these tunnels?” he asked, speaking just loudly enough for her to hear.

Gwen pointed to small holes in the ceiling of the tunnel up ahead. “I’m not sure, but one reason might have been to carry water away from the city after a storm. Instead of collecting in the streets, water would drop into here and trickle down the mountain.”

Jamie grunted. Why was it only now that he realized the tunnel was slightly graded?

Up ahead, the tunnel branched into two, but Ronan followed the path Jamie had laid out. He might not have noticed the incline or the drain holes above, but every turn of his escape was etched deep in his memory. They weren’t far from where Jamie had dropped into these tunnels. Not far at all from where they would emerge into Caltaris.

The thought sent an involuntary shiver down his spine.

After another turn, the torches were no longer necessary. The fading light of day, bright against Jamie’s dark-adjusted gaze, shone through a large hole up ahead. A ladder made of steel led to the surface. By the time Jamie approached, Ronan had already climbed it. Amara followed. Simply staring at the ladder made Jamie’s legs go weak. Years ago, he’d dropped straight through that hole as he prepared to flee.

The two weren’t on the street for more than a minute before Ronan stuck his head back down through the hole, but it felt like the better part of a lifetime. “The streets look clear.”

One by one, the ondists climbed into the light. Jamie almost claimed the privilege of command to escape more quickly from the passage, but Gwen’s fascination with the tunnels gave him just enough patience to wait a minute longer.

When his turn came, he scampered up the ladder like a bag of gold waited for him above. Emerging into the light felt like being reborn. The tension in his body eased, and he took his first deep breath since they’d first stepped into the tunnel. If they left Caltaris alive, Jamie swore it would be through the front gate.

The Gutanese ondists formed a perimeter around the hole, and it only took a minute for the rest of the force to emerge. Laran was the last to climb up, and he took a moment to orient himself. He pointed southwest, toward the setting sun. The ondists spread out and advanced, falling into familiar formations.

They passed by several buildings without incident. Caltaris seemed quiet, its only inhabitants the ghosts of the past. Jamie couldn’t stop fidgeting, looking left, right, up, and down with every step. Nacillian ruins were unsettling under ideal conditions, and today wasn’t ideal.

Despite what Laran might wish, cities needed life. A building lacking residents was a skeleton without a heart. What made Nacillian ruins so haunting was their pristine condition. The Nacille built their homes and shops to stand the tests of time. A baker could move into a ruined bakery, dust the place out, and have a new shop ready within a day.

For someone who had lived most of their life within protective walls, sensitive to space and crowding, such freedom seemed too valuable to put a price on. To have these spaces, so seemingly ready for humanity, empty was almost as unsettling as the tunnel they’d just left.

But appearances were deceiving. Life withered and died here. No weeds grew in the bare patches of dirt. No birds nested above, and no animal sought shelter within the cursed walls. The silence was deafening, but right now he welcomed it. The tall buildings that surrounded them swallowed their footsteps and made Jamie feel like an intruder.

Then he heard a building violently crumbling somewhere up ahead. The column froze. Their lines of sight were poor, but Jamie had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He knew only one creature that could bring down a building, and he’d hoped never to cross paths with one again.

They needed to know what lay ahead, but Jamie didn’t want to risk sending an unsuspecting ondist up ahead. He looked around and saw he could climb the building to the south of him with ease. He focused his onda and climbed, reaching the gently sloped roof of the building in less than a minute. His boots found easy purchase on the roof. As he stood, he saw his guess had been correct. He watched as one perzon snapped at another. A third stood slightly apart.

“Shit,” he said. All three stood right in the direction they needed to travel, though that came as little surprise. It wasn’t like Caltaris was going to make this easy for him.

Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. To the south, the demons were running from the gate toward the gathered ondists. He swore, then ran across the roof until he stood above Amara and Ronan. There was no time for stealth, nor any point.

He called down, “Demons are coming from the gate. I think they know we’re here.”

“What’s up ahead?” asked Amara.

“Three monsters known as perzon. Have you ever encountered one?”

Amara shook her head.

Jamie ran his hand through his hair while deciding how best to describe them. He feared they would all think him mad. “Well, imagine a ten-foot-tall centipede with four scythes for arms, and you’ve got a pretty good idea.”

Amara, to Jamie’s amazement, took the news in stride. “Do you know how to kill them?”

Jamie felt useful for the first time since finding the tunnel. “I do. They have a weak place in their armor on the back of their neck. It’s a pain in the ass to reach. But a single cut there will sever its spinal column.”

Amara decided quickly. With a sharp series of hand gestures, she ordered her troops forward. Jamie watched the column proceed and was about to climb down from the roof when he had a different idea. It was a terrible plan. One of the worst he’d ever had, and he’d had some bad ones before.

He knew how to kill a perzon. He’d done it before.

And Gwen was down there. If he allowed the perzon free rein, Gwen’s life was in even more danger. He looked toward the three perzon and mapped out a path across the rooftops he could take. He locked eyes with his wife, gave her a mischievous grin, saluted, then turned and ran.

He gave no thought to stealth. His feet pounded across the rooftops. When he reached the edge of the first roof, he leaped the gap with a confident stride. He sprinted across the second roof, waiting for the perzon to turn and recognize the threat. His leap across to the third building finally caught the eye of one perzon.

It turned to face him. It raised its familiar, scythe-like arms in anticipation of his imminent arrival. If he tried to jump, he’d be sliced quickly into pieces. Jamie cursed and angled in a different direction. A different perzon had its back to him, so he chose that as his first victim. The perzon that faced him shuffled forward, but the third monster blocked its path. The street was too small for all three.

Having only fought a lone perzon before, Jamie wondered if these beasts weren’t as clever as he’d feared.

Jamie jumped onto the fourth and final roof. From here, all that remained was to leap onto the back of the unsuspecting monster, drive a dagger into its neck, and wait for the others to arrive. The corner of the roof ahead had been sheared off, no doubt by one of those scythe-like arms. Jamie jumped well short of the lip. He landed just as Ronan, Amara, and the others entered the street.

Jamie landed softly, but the chikara’s response was instantaneous. It twisted under Jamie’s feet, and its multi-jointed limbs reached back to slice him into pieces. Jamie tracked the limbs and prepared for the chikara’s cuts. He planned to dodge through the attacks, then cut at the neck. Focused onda allowed him to keep his balance as the perzon tried to shake him off.

The expected cuts came. He slid under one scythe and returned easily to his feet. His daggers appeared in his hands as if he’d been holding them the entire time. He eyed the weak point on the creature’s neck.

He saw another cut coming and leaped over it, landing lightly on one foot. He raised a dagger to land the killing blow, but then the creature surprised him. It flopped over onto its side, as though it was a dog exhausted after running miles. Jamie lost his footing and tumbled to the ground. He landed hard, and only onda protected him from breaking half his limbs. He rolled on his side as the monster landed hard enough to shake the buildings.

Jamie rose to his feet, grateful for the steady ground. Then he looked south and cursed loudly.

The demons had arrived.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Ronan had sensed the perzon when Goldeneye had captured him and forced him to open a portal, but he had never seen the chikara up close. It was even more frightening than he’d expected. It wasn’t just the size of the monster, but the otherworldliness of it. Its segmented body reminded him almost of a harra, but the legs made him think of a giant centipede. His mind struggled to classify it, to place it neatly in the knowledge he already possessed.

His mind failed spectacularly. All he could think was that it didn’t belong here.

He turned the corner just in time to see Jamie leaping from the roof onto the monster’s back. For a few precious moments, he was the most impressive individual Ronan had ever seen. He dodged and ducked the blades that would have easily cut him in half like he was no more substantial than a blade of grass. He raised his deadly daggers, ready to inflict a deadly wound.

Then the chikara went limp and flopped onto its side. The look of surprise on Jamie’s face almost doubled Ronan over in laughter.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have any time to waste laughing at his friend. As the perzon scrambled back to its feet, Ronan saw the demons approaching at a full sprint. If they got caught between the perzon and the demons, all the onda in the world wouldn’t save them.

He went after the closest perzon. He cut at one of its legs, aiming for the joint. His sword sliced clean through, but losing one of its many legs didn’t seem to bother it much. The monster turned and stabbed at Ronan with the scythes it used as arms. Ronan dodged with ease, then looked for a way to strike at the unprotected neck of the monster.

Amara interrupted him. “The ondists can handle the perzon. We need to focus on the demons.”

Ronan had hoped to kill the perzon first, but Amara had the right of it. They wouldn’t kill the chikara before the demons arrived. Enormous and as terrifying as the monsters were, they weren’t as fast or as dangerous as the demons. He nodded, then ran at the approaching demons.

Though he moved faster than a first-rank ondist, he noticed he had a companion. He glanced to the side and saw Laran, easily keeping pace beside him.

Ronan’s heart filled. How many nights had he lay in awake as a child dreaming of a moment just like this? Here he was, charging into battle against insurmountable odds, the strongest sumar in the world beside him.

It was the moment he’d always wanted, and it was only now that he had it that he realized he didn’t want it. He was proud to fight beside Laran, but if there had been a choice, he much preferred the dream of spending another night with Amelia in the aklatan.

He hoped he’d have the opportunity again.

They met the demons well ahead of the first-ranks. Amelia kept them supplied with all the onda they could use, and they fell among the demons like spirits of vengeance. Their swords drew blood with every cut, and the demons had no response.

He could almost see the fear ripple through the demons. In their time on this world, they had grown used to being the strongest, of having ample prey and no predators. When Ronan and Laran fell among them, they should have retreated and regrouped, but they seemed incapable of understanding the threat the pair’s blades were. The demons clawed and bit when they should have protected themselves. Armored forearms were no match against Ronan and Laran’s sharp blades and sharper wills.

The demons were still in disarray when Amara, Wallis, and Josef joined the fray.

Skilled as the other warriors were, none had the same impact on the battle that Laran and Ronan did. They did, however, prevent the demons from ever gaining the upper hand.

The fighting was faster and fiercer than any battle Ronan had yet fought. The demons snarled and gnashed. But their rage broke against the implacable will of the ondists. The demons fell singly and in pairs, and they never had time to change their tactics.

Before long, only one remained. Ronan knew this one from the time when he and Amelia had been captured. It was shorter than the average demon, but far faster. Its right arm was severed just below the elbow, though it seemed not to notice the pain. Ronan warily advanced. That it had been in the press of battle and lived through their assault made it the best of the warriors here. Laran held up an arm to stop him.

“This one is mine,” he said.

Ronan gave Laran a questioning gaze.

“His name is Kaym, and he is the leader of the demons in Caltaris. His death is mine.”

Ronan nodded and stepped back. Laran had spoken little about the tribulations he had suffered during his imprisonment. But never in a hundred years would Ronan stand between his friend and his friend’s tormentor. With his free hand, he gestured toward Amelia, and he felt the flow of onda to his limbs slow to a bare trickle.

Laran glanced at Ronan. Ronan nodded his head once, and Loran bowed his own in thanks. With Amelia funneling even more onda into Laran, the duel was as safe as they could make it.

The demon, to its credit, didn’t retreat. It sneered at Loran and the others as though they were nothing more than ants that had spoiled a picnic. It said, “You are already too late. Your time is over.”

Laran answered the challenge with his sword. He dashed forward and cut down. Despite the demon’s posturing, Kaym was ready and danced away from the attack. But Laran followed, not even a step behind. Both human and demon moved so fast it was hard to follow, but the outcome of the battle had never been in doubt. Gifted with so much onda by Amelia and armed with a sword, no demon could stand against Laran.

Kaym died with that condescending sneer still on his lips.

With the demons vanquished, they turned around to observe the final stages of the pitched battle against the perzon. Jamie had once again mounted one and was triumphantly driving one of his daggers into the vulnerable slot between the monster’s armored plates.

It almost made up for his tumble earlier.

Almost.

Ronan’s mirth faded when he saw the bodies. He counted almost eight bodies lying motionless on the ground. Most were dressed in Lindran uniforms. They had been younger and less experienced than their Gutanese counterparts, but no less courageous. As soon as he saw the casualties, his eyes darted around until they found Amelia. The trickle of onda flowing into his body should have been evidence enough, but he wasn’t satisfied until he saw her face in the middle of the crowd. He felt a pang of guilt for thinking so much more of hers than all the others, but relief washed that guilt away.

They regrouped and took stock of their losses. Only one Gutanese sumar had fallen, so they formed up quickly. The Lindran soldiers took longer, but Jamie and Wallis soon had them formed into new squads. Ronan spared a thought for the dead sumar. He hoped they would have the time and the ability, once this was all done, to honor their sacrifice. But right now, they needed to leave.

Amara was of the same opinion. She gestured toward the building with the portal stone. “Let’s go.”

Their first challenge was finding a way into the building. The wall where the door had been was destroyed. They searched around until Jamie realized they could climb over the rubble. A few cautious sumar led the way, testing to ensure it wouldn’t shift under their weight.

The slow and cautious entrance meant that Laran, Jamie, and Ronan were among the first inside, the others a few moments behind. They drew their swords, prepared for another fight. Instead, they found rubble and lots of blood, all of which was explained when they entered the portal stone chamber.

Two demons lay dead in the room. One was on the dais, another on the floor. Neither had died well. The one on the floor had suffered a particularly brutal death. It had died from maybe a dozen stab wounds to its chest and abdomen.

Curled up against the wall was a human, the man Ronan assumed was the Reformer.

He was disappointed by his first look at the feared Reformer. The man who had died in the fields outside of Hinsworth seemed a much more suitable character for the role. This man was small, thin, old, and bookish, and looked nothing at all like the sort of cold, calculating fiend who had caused so much damage to the duchies.

The knife embedded deep in his stomach did him no favors either.

Still, he’d killed the two demons, so there was more to him than appearances implied.

The Reformer weakly raised a hand in greeting. “Sorry, I can’t stand to greet you properly.”

Jamie had frozen in place when he first entered the room, but at the sound of the Reformer’s voice, he exploded into action. He pushed past Laran, and before anyone could react, he was across the room and at the Reformer’s throat.

The Reformer—Heath, Ronan finally remembered his name—didn’t resist. Ronan wasn’t sure if weakness or resignation was to blame, but Jamie didn’t seem to care. He wrapped his hands around the Reformer’s skinny, pale throat and squeezed until Heath’s face started turning colors. Ronan didn’t move to help. It was no more than the traitor deserved.

Laran was beside Jamie a moment later. He didn’t pull them apart, but he grabbed one of Jamie’s wrists and squeezed until Jamie met his gaze. For a long few seconds, the two stared at each other, their argument unspoken. Finally, Jamie cried out and released Heath. Heath slumped against the wall, gasping for breath, and Jamie stumbled back as though struck.

Gwen reached the room and rushed to Jamie’s side. Laran stepped calmly between Jamie and Heath. After a moment of glancing back and forth, he turned to Heath. “You stopped the demons from opening the portal?”

“They’d already let through the three perzon. I didn’t know when you’d arrive, and they were opening it again.”

Heath’s voice was weak. The knife in his stomach was fatal. Maybe not in the next few minutes, but soon.

He swore. Their plan had been for Heath to open the portal, but if he couldn’t, only Laran and Ronan remained, and if the assault lost either of them, they were as good as doomed.

Laran wasn’t so ready to give up hope. “Can you open it?” he asked.

Heath nodded. His eyes traveled to Amelia, which made Ronan want to stand protectively between them like Laran stood between Heath and Jamie. “You’re the other leveren, are you not?”

Amelia nodded.

“I want her to stand with me on the stone,” Heath said.

This time, it was Ronan who almost leaped forward and wrapped his hands around Heath’s throat. He held himself back, but he saw Laran shift, just in case. “Not a chance,” Ronan growled.

Memories of his torturous experiences on the stone struck with a vengeance. He’d never allow Amelia to suffer like he had.

Heath cast a cold eye over Ronan. “We can’t spare either Laran or you. She has all the skill required to operate the stone.”

“We rely on her to keep supplied with onda,” Laran argued. Ronan took comfort in knowing Laran agreed. “If she’s occupied, we’re both useless.”

“There’s no onda for her to pull there, and she’s not a warrior. Why even let her walk through the portal? All you’ll do is put her at risk for no good reason. Besides, I’m not sure how much longer I’ll last, or how long I can keep the portal open. If I teach her how, though, you won’t have to worry about the portal closing behind you.”

Ronan hated Heath right then, but Heath had the right of it. All he had to do was trust that Amelia would be safe standing right beside Heath while the rest of them traveled to another world.

He didn’t think he possessed nearly enough trust.

Amelia took the decision out of his hands. “I’ll do it,” she said.

Ronan hoped Amara would stop this madness. He looked at her, pleading for her to find another way. The first-rank sumar looked haunted, but she nodded, breaking Ronan’s heart.

There was little else to say. The ondists started collecting themselves and preparing for battle.

Amelia and Ronan stepped out into the hall for a moment of privacy. Ronan hated that he was certain this was the last time he would see her. His mind raced, looking for different ways, but it always came back empty-handed.

Amelia pulled his head down toward hers, so their foreheads were touching. It centered him in the moment, and he took a deep breath.

“Come back to me,” she said, barely keeping the worry out of her voice.

“Keep the portal open for me, and I’ll do my best. Watch yourself around Heath.”

They kissed, and Ronan wished the moment would never end.

Eventually, though, it did. They broke apart, and Amelia gave Ronan the time to check his blades. She spoke briefly with her mother, then stepped up on the portal stone with Heath. They spoke for a while, Heath telling Amelia what to expect.

She nodded along, then placed her hands against the portal. A moment later, her eyes went wide. “Oh.”

She sounded like a child, lost in wonder as they stared up at a perfectly dark night sky, thousands of stars glittering in the blackness.

Then the portal opened, and Ronan looked out on an alien world.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


In the course of his life, Laran had ranged countless miles. He’d braved frozen mountain peaks and slept alone in forests crawling with chikara. He’d been saved by luck and coincidence so often he sometimes wondered if the world held some greater fate in store for him. His lifetime of travel had taught him that he knew nothing, that the world was a place of infinite mystery.

Still, the moment he stepped through the portal made all the moments before seem quaint in comparison. Thanks to Amelia, the portal was as perfect a door as he’d ever seen. Its edges were sharp and the view crystal clear on the other side. He stepped through first, before the rational part of his mind had time to object.

It was only one step, but his stride had never covered more ground. As soon as he made contact with the portal, his whole being stretched. He was spread thin, like a cosmic baker had taken a rolling pin to his soul until he was stretched to every corner of the universe. Like when he spread his onda too far, he felt the edges of his self fray and blend into the firmament.

Then he stood on another world, assaulted by new sensations. The portal opened onto a dark prairie, lit by a dim red sunlight. The grass here was trampled by the passage of dozens of feet and the larger prints of the chikara who’d passed through.

Everything about this world felt wrong. Something that wasn’t onda flowed beneath his feet, dark and unpleasant to his senses. He could breathe just fine, but the air had a metallic tang to it, as though he was breathing in blood.

His greatest surprise, though, was the torrent of onda still flooding his limbs. He turned to look through the portal, and he caught Amelia’s gaze. She stood tall and straight on the portal stone even as Heath slumped to his knees. She seemed to be in no pain at all.

A leveren, in complete control of her ability.

She pushed onda through the portal with the ease that she pulled it from their world. Laran felt as strong as ever.

Movement in the grass caught his attention. He wasn’t alone.

He instinctively labeled the animal a kojot, though the shape wasn’t quite right. The behavior matched, though. It leaped at him from the grass and died as he stepped to the side and cut it in half. He took several more steps forward, ready to defend the others as they made the jarring transition from one world to the next, but nothing else waited nearby.

Laran looked around. A decent-sized camp had been set up close to the portal, and its inhabitants were standing as one, various forms of confusion painted on their faces. For one long moment, they stared at each other, uncomprehending.

To Laran’s eye, he was looking at a group of humans. He looked down at his hands, wondering if he’d become the demon. But his hands were unchanged, and his body felt no different. But these human-looking creatures had to be the demons. Laran could think of no other explanation.

The confusion only lasted a moment more, and then the group from the camp charged.

For a full second or two, Laran could only stare. They had to be demons, yet they drew swords and attacked like any group of humans would. Their skin was terribly pale, but he saw none of the deformities he was used to. The reality of this world was so different from his expectation he wasn’t prepared to fight.

Ultimately, his training took over. Human or demon, he was being attacked and knew how to respond. He shouted and ran to meet the charge.

That was the moment he realized something else: He wasn’t just as strong here as he’d been back home.

He was much stronger.

Laran ran faster than the wind before the storm, but his body adjusted to the changes without a problem. He faced about two dozen armed enemies without fear. He fell among them, his sword nearly impossible to track under the dim light.

They attempted to surround him, but his speed prevented them from encircling him. He kept in constant motion, exchanging more lethal cuts for safety. His opponents were skilled and fought with a style he’d not seen before. Their swords were shorter than his own, but the shorter steel didn’t give them any speed advantage over Laran’s newfound abilities.

He remained uncertain about the identity of his enemies until one tried to block his sword with its forearm.

Laran’s sword passed clean through, eliciting a howl of pain and curses in the guttural language Laran had become used to throughout his captivity. He didn’t know why the demons looked so human, but he redoubled his efforts as his certainty increased.

Despite his efforts, the demons pressed hard against his assault. He’d expected reinforcements, but none appeared, and he feared something had happened to the portal. He was deep among the demons, though, and had no chance to look back. Slowly, the demons spread out and encircled him, drawing their noose ever tighter.

He dashed about, but the demonic blades came ever closer to slicing through neck, arm, or thigh.

Laran was saved, of all things, by a chikara. Even in the midst of battle, he felt the ground rumble beneath his feet. This wasn’t the familiar rumble of a harra surfacing, but the more ground-shaking power of a charging perzon. The sound came from the direction of the portal, and he turned to see one of the enormous chikara bearing down on his battle.

The demons, smarter than Laran, scattered in all directions.

The perzon lifted two of its limbs and cut down, the edge of its limbs mowing the grass low. Laran braced himself and blocked, then twisted to block the second cut.

He was proud of himself until the third limb cut down at him as a demon charged from behind. He dove over one of the low limbs and out of the way of the high attack. Before he could stand, the low limb snapped back. The blunt side caught him in the back. It flung him ten feet away.

He’d never been more grateful for soft grass and plentiful onda.

Demon and perzon converged on him.

Laran leaped to his feet and swore. He wasn’t alone on this world, but his decision to leave the portal behind had been poorly considered. He’d made a simple but foolish mistake.

When he’d stepped through, he’d considered the portal a door and that the space behind him was safe.

He was wrong.

Another camp, larger than the one Laran had charged, was on the other side of the portal. Several perzon and dozens of demons battled the ondist invaders.

All he caught was a glimpse, then he had to consider his own safety.

He met the first demon’s steel, cutting the ambitious warrior down in two moves. Then they swarmed him, swords coming at him from all angles.

Fast as he was, he couldn’t stay ahead of so many swords for long. He needed to change the course of this battle.

The perzon waded into the fight, and Laran found his inspiration. He ran at the chikara, ducking away from its sharp limbs as it cut down. Sharp points dug into the field behind him, but he reached the relative safety of the perzon’s underside. It stomped and turned, but Laran had little difficulty shifting out of the way. For a precious moment, he didn’t have to fear a dozen demon swords.

If he fought here, he kept a dozen demons and a perzon away from the others. But he wasn’t confident he’d last much longer. Amelia’s onda never faltered, but he was spending more of it than he ever had. A body, no matter how conditioned, could only last for so long.

In the end, he made his decision for reasons he wasn’t proud to admit.

He didn’t want to die alone.

He sprinted underneath the perzon as it dropped onto its belly. A dive took him just beyond the collapsing perzon. He rolled to his feet and ran for the battle. His speed put the other demons well behind him.

The demons near the back of the battle never sensed him coming. They pressed forward, seeking the blood of the invaders.

Laran fell among them, moving through them like a scythe at harvest. By the time they realized the threat behind them, he’d already killed six. They turned, and their divided attention broke their line. The ondists took full advantage of the demons’ distraction, pushing forward with a chorus of shouts.

“Get back!” Laran shouted. “Reform your lines!”

He feared they would push too hard, only to meet the demons pursuing him.

For a few moments, the momentum of the battle turned in the favor of the ondists. Laran was surprised to find he wasn’t alone in feeling stronger. In Caltaris, the first-ranks had barely kept ahead of the demons’ attacks. Here, they delivered death with impunity. The second-ranks were stronger than the average demon, and the third-ranks stood toe-to-toe against their opponents.

Ronan, though, was something else.

A part of no unit, he danced around the lines, lending his strength wherever it was needed. Any ondist who found themselves giving ground soon found Ronan by their side, more than strong enough to handle any foe. Laran lent his arm to the cause, and their lines felt sturdy and secure, even as the demons chasing him joined the press. Given enough time, he thought they might win.

Between duels, he felt a firm hand on his shoulder. It pulled him back, and he found himself face to face with Jamie, whose expression inspired no confidence.

“What is it?” Laran asked.

Jamie pointed toward the demonic portal stone, but Laran was too short to see over the battle. “You’ll have to tell me,” he said.

“The demons are sending a lot of reinforcements,” Jamie said. “I don’t think we can stand against them.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


With Wallis and Amara both in the thick of fighting, the command of their force fell squarely on Jamie’s shoulders. So far, he’d kept them from disaster, but it wasn’t because of any tactical genius on his part. The demons flung themselves toward the portal, so all Jamie did was shift their small reserves to where they were most needed. But when he saw the mass of demons coming, he pulled Laran closer for help.

Unfortunately, Jamie’s conference with Laran didn’t last long. The threat of reinforcements remained distant compared to the clash of steel that surrounded them.

“Figure it out,” Laran shouted as he rejoined the battle.

Inspired as he was by Laran’s trust, Jamie had hoped for more guidance. He cursed, but before he could apply his mind to the problem, the demons surged forward again and consumed his attention.

Jamie ordered the squad of Lindran ondists standing beside him to support the Gutanese as they fought a perzon and its accompanying demons. Wallis was somewhere behind the portal, which still disconcerted Jamie. He looked back and saw Amelia standing on the dais with a concerned look on her face. In truth, on the other side of the razor-thin tear in reality, Wallis, two squads of Lindran ondists, and one squad of Gutanese ondists were protecting the flip side of the portal from advancing demons.

Jamie had wandered around to the other side of the portal before the worst of the fighting had started. From that side, he could see the back wall of the portal room. The experience was dizzying, and he much preferred to keep his eyes focused on the battle.

Beside him, Gwen took careful aim with the small crossbow she carried as personal protection. Whenever a shot presented itself, another bolt split the air, often uncomfortably close to where Jamie was standing. Gwen’s composure inspired him. Despite the demons pressing close and the perzon lumbering above, her hand was as steady as if she was shooting targets in the gardens at home.

He fought as well, though only when the situation demanded it. Someone needed to think beyond the defense of the portal. They were holding their own against an impressive number of demons, but their lines wouldn’t hold for that much longer.

Besides, they hadn’t traveled here just to kill demons. They needed to close the portals for good. He checked their lines, then took a step back. Over the heads of the combatants, he could still see the structure. It no longer grew larger, and Jamie guessed it was about a mile away. It was some sort of raised platform, with an obelisk rising from its surface. Other details remained elusive, the distance and the battle obscuring his vision.

The line bowed to his left, and Jamie dropped his observations to lend his support. He felt strong fighting here. When he focused his onda, it felt like nothing in this world could stand against him.

His assistance strengthened the line, and together, the squad surged forward and regained the step they’d lost. Jamie fought beside them a moment longer, then retreated toward the portal to “figure it out,” as Laran so kindly put it.

The heart of the problem was that he had two objectives to complete and not nearly enough ondists to make both happen. Their force might have been the largest the duchies had seen since the signing of the treaty, but they were hardly the army Jamie needed. If he threw everyone toward the advancing platform, it would leave the portal unguarded. Demons would pour through, kill or capture Amelia, and shut the portal behind them.

Lindra and Gutan would lose most of their strongest ondists, and the mass of demons would have free rein in the duchies.

They couldn’t abandon the portal.

But they couldn’t afford to ignore the approaching platform. According to Laran, once it was in position, the portal would never close, allowing a constant stream of demons and chikara to flee this dying world and flood his home.

How did they do both?

To his right, a perzon’s sharpened limb snuck past a Gutanese ondist’s block, cutting her open from shoulder to hip. She fell, but another soon filled her place in the line. Stong as they were on this world, they couldn’t last forever. They could kill five demons for every ondist that fell, and it still wouldn’t be enough.

And those damned perzon would tear through them all if they weren’t careful.

Those damned perzon would tear through them all.

The thought rang in his head like a bell.

They couldn’t get reach the platform and protect the portal with the ondists they had. But perhaps they weren’t alone. For years, the demons had turned the wild against them. Maybe it was time to return the favor.

Getting Ronan’s attention proved more difficult than Jamie expected. The young leveren fought alone among the demons, single-handedly keeping the battle from turning against them. Jamie had to wade deep into the line and attract the attention of a handful of demons before Ronan noticed him.

Once they’d cleared the three demons trying to take Jamie’s head, Jamie pulled Ronan back within the lines. He followed, though he looked displeased at being torn away from his self-appointed task.

Jamie wasted no time. “In Lindra, the demons can command both the wild and chikara. Can you control the chikara here?”

Ronan frowned, then looked up at the perzon scattered around their lines. “Oh,” he said. He closed his eyes, but didn’t focus for as long as Jamie feared he would need to.

When he opened his eyes, they shone with new hope. “I think I can. It feels weird, but it’s doable.”

“Then you need to take a group of ondists with you and destroy that platform. I’ll stay back here with the rest and defend the portal.”

Ronan shook his head. “We shouldn’t separate. Once I control the perzon, we can all make for the platform.”

Jamie disagreed. “I don’t dare leave this portal undefended. Who knows what dangers the tall grass hides? I’d hate to leave, only to have a dozen demons sneak through and close the portal behind us.”

Ronan considered and eventually accepted Jamie’s logic. “Who should I take?”

“The strongest. Once you control the perzon, us regular ondists should be able to protect the portal long enough for you to return.”

Ronan bowed. “Keep her safe,” he said, gesturing back through the portal toward Amelia.

“I will. Now do your thing.”

Ronan closed his eyes again, and a moment later, Jamie felt the unbelievable power of Ronan’s command. He’d listened to Ronan describe what it was like to be leveren, but he lacked the sensitivity to onda to understand most of it. Even he felt this, though. Ronan was strengthened by Amelia, who drew on the nearly infinite onda of the portal stone back in Caltaris.

Jamie wasn’t alone. Ronan’s command brought the entire battle nearly to a standstill, and every perzon froze. More commands followed the first, and chaos broke out. The perzon swiped at the demons, killing nearly half a dozen in the space of a few seconds.

Ronan grunted, and Jamie worried the demons might steal back the command of the creatures. But the perzon continued their assault, and the demons broke. They scattered in all directions, hiding in the grass as the chikara and ondists killed those foolish enough to remain.

Within a minute, the battle was theirs. Ondists slumped, hands on knees, as they caught their breath. The respite wouldn’t last long, but they were grateful for every moment they didn’t have to swing a sword.

Ronan lined the perzon up like they were ondists on a wall, prepared for a siege. They all pointed at the platform, declaring their intent.

The main force of demons halted their advance, and Jamie imagined their leaders conferred amongst themselves, debating their course of action. He couldn’t guess what they would decide, so he didn’t bother.

The commanders of the ondists did the same. Jamie explained his thoughts and his plan once again. With Ronan’s perzon standing guard, Jamie’s idea seemed less the crazed ravings of a madman and more the considered strategy of a tactical savant. If they survived this, he’d have to remember to thank Ronan for making him look good.

No one seemed delighted by his plan, but they all agreed readily enough. The longest debate was about who should stay and who should go. In the end, Ronan, Amara, Josef, Laran, and one half-squad of Gutanese sumar volunteered. Wallis, Jamie, and the others would stay behind and protect the portal.

Ronan issued another command and the perzon all laid down on their stomachs. “Climb up,” Ronan said.

No one moved.

He led by example. He leaped onto one’s back and strode forward. The deadly limbs didn’t so much as twitch. “No reason tiring our legs, and if we’re up here, the demons can’t reach us.”

Josef climbed on the back of another perzon, and when it didn’t slice him into appetizer-sized pieces, the others followed suit. They stayed together as much as possible, but the group was still spread across three separate perzon.

Ronan commanded the perzon to rise, and they did. Most of the sumar looked terrified, but Ronan had a wide grin on his face. They looked like they were riding the world’s largest, longest, and most terrifying horses.

“Good luck,” Ronan said.

“You, too. Come back safe,” Jamie replied.

Ronan gave Jamie a salute, then faced forward and commanded the perzon to advance. They lumbered forward but quickly picked up speed.

Gwen wrapped herself around his right arm and squeezed tight. “Do you wish you were with them?”

Jamie couldn’t deny he was jealous Laran was riding a perzon, and he wasn’t, but he shook his head. “I know where I belong, and it’s not out there.”

He gestured with his free hand back toward the portal.

“It’s right here, protecting Lindra.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


The perzon moved faster than an ondist could run, and they ate up the distance between them and the main force of demons faster than Ronan expected. He wanted time to think, to plan, and to prepare, but the next round of the battle was only a minute or two away. He took comfort in the fact that some of his most trusted friends joined him. There was no one he’d rather have beside him.

He wondered how the demons would react to their plan. The perzon continued to gain speed, to the point that Ronan worried about getting thrown off.

The demons didn’t make him wonder for long. Before they’d covered half the distance to the formation, Ronan felt waves of command lash at the chikara. Dozens of voices called as one, ordering the perzon to kill the invaders.

Ronan rescinded the order, pushing his command with all the onda that Amelia provided him. The perzon continued their relentless advance. The demons were only a few hundred paces away, and their commanders looked uncertain.

Again, the demons commanded the perzon to turn on their riders, but Ronan gripped their invisible reins tightly. He urged the perzon on, his lone voice standing against the cacophony that assaulted them. The perzon obeyed, his command stronger than all the demons combined.

He could sense the difference. His commands spread along the web of malkin with ease. The demons’ commands bled into the web, weakening with distance. It was why humans were stronger here, disconnected from the web, and why the demons were so strong back home.

The demons should have scattered, but the realization they couldn’t break Ronan’s command over the perzon came too late. The storm of voices grew ever louder, more demons commanding the perzon to turn, to cut at their riders. No longer did Ronan have to fight one command spoken among a dozen voices. He fought a dozen commands, and the task was much easier.

Ronan issued another command, and the chikara brought their sharp forelimbs into play, cutting through the air in a complex pattern.

“Hold on!” Ronan shouted. He wasn’t sure if the perzon would survive contact with the demonic lines.

They struck the first demons, who had no chance against the swirling limbs. Ronan clutched tight to the gap between two of the chikara’s armored segments and watched as demon parts and swords flew through the air. Like an experienced farmer walking through their fields harvesting wheat, the perzon worked their way through their former allies, felling them with ease.

The demons recovered quickly, though. Those who avoided the whirling scythe-like forelimbs attacked the chikaras’ legs, hacking off limbs with powerful blows. The perzon Ronan rode faltered as it lost legs, but Ronan’s command was as strong as iron. The perzon barreled straight through the hundreds of demons.

He felt the perzon slow. With more than a dozen legs, losing one or two wasn’t much more than an annoyance. But as more demons joined the attack, the wounds became grievous.

Laran remembered the harra he and the other ondists had faced during the siege of Gutan. The demon there had surfaced it in daylight and let it thrash among Amara’s sumar. Ronan had almost felt sorry for the creature.

Today, he took inspiration from the same tactics the demons had used so effectively against him. He urged the perzon forward, even as they struggled to advance.

“Be ready to jump!”

The pressure against his commands faded as they’d waded into the heart of the demons. Few had the focus to issue their own orders and keep away from the storm of destruction that broke upon their ranks. Ronan urged the chikara forward one last time, and his perzon surged toward the back of the lines before it finally took too much damage to stand.

The perzon underneath him almost slowed to a stop. Its usefulness was at an end. It took one more lumbering step, then fell forward.

Ronan was ready. He leaped off as the perzon fell, cutting through the closest demons before they realized the danger he posed. The others on his perzon didn’t dismount as smoothly, but they scrambled to their feet and followed the path he cleared for them.

Then he was through the lines, and nothing else remained between him and the platform. To his right, Amara’s perzon also fell, but she cleared a path the same as he had.

Laran’s perzon broke completely through the lines. It was missing nearly half its limbs, but somehow still stood. It wouldn’t last for much longer, though. “Get off!” Ronan shouted.

Laran and the others obeyed, and Ronan issued his last command. The perzon that had fallen flailed about, killing any demons who wandered too close. Laran’s perzon waded back into the mass of demons, its limbs twitching wildly. For a few minutes, the perzon would be almost as good as a wall between them and the demons.

Ronan didn’t bother with orders. He ran, restricting himself to a pace the others could match. The platform was less than a thousand paces away.

This close, it was larger than Ronan expected. The obelisk on top of the platform rose a good thirty feet above it, but the platform itself was an impressive structure. Like the Nacillian portal stones, most of the platform was one carved piece of stone, a flat cylinder perhaps fifteen feet in diameter and two or three feet thick. The obelisk rose from the center of the platform, and Ronan saw several demons standing around it, each with a hand placed upon it.

Ronan’s attention was drawn to the work beneath the platform, though. The stone platform rested on what appeared to be an enormous cart. Except this cart rumbled forward on its own. It was slower than a child’s walk, but it moved without a team of horses pulling it.

Ronan put aside his fascination as he drew closer. Incredible it might be, but he was still responsible for destroying it.

The demons on the platform didn’t seem worried about the invaders, and that made Ronan uneasy. He saw no other defenders, and the four demons on the platform hardly seemed a threat after what they’d just fought through.

Laran joined him up front. “See those uniforms?”

Ronan nodded.

“Those are seers. I think they’re in charge here, and I suspect they’re the ones who understand both onda and malkin best. Be wary.”

Ronan didn’t think he was underestimating them, but he wasn’t sure what else he could do. They couldn’t afford to wait. The perzon hadn’t bought them that much time. Whatever dangers lay ahead, he just had to hope he was prepared to meet them.

A few steps later, he felt the air change. It was almost the opposite of how he felt when a portal formed. Instead of the air growing thin, it grew heavy. Running through it made him feel like he needed to bathe.

Malkin was thick here. It choked the onda he and Laran relied upon.

“Do you feel that?” Laran asked.

“Even Amelia is having a hard time delivering onda.”

There was nothing to do except proceed, though.

The ground rumbled.

“Harra,” Laran said. “A lot of them.”

Ronan sent out a command, only to realize the demons had turned the tables. He didn’t know what it was about the stone that made Malkin so dense here, but it blocked his commands before they’d traveled more than a few paces.

“I can’t stop them,” he said.

Laran asked no questions. The stone was less than two hundred feet away, but the harra were closer. Laran sprinted forward, then jumped to the side as a harra broke through the surface.

It looked to be an elder, but it didn’t behave the way harra did back home. It remained happily on the surface, whipping its powerful tail back and forth as it chased after Laran. A moment later, it dove back beneath the surface and gathered speed.

Ronan couldn’t watch for long. He had his own harra problems. He leaped away from one, but the spot he landed felt like another would surface soon. Sure enough, he backed away just before a second broke the surface.

Suddenly there were harra coming out of the ground like worms after a rainstorm. Without sunlight to deter them, they seemed eager to surface, and more than one whipped about before diving back underground. Ronan jumped and rolled, then jumped again as he tried to avoid the chikara.

It felt like a losing game. The harra had stopped their forward progress, and now they were all dancing about like fools while the platform advanced and the demons closed from behind. One of the Gutanese sumar leaped to avoid one harra, only to find the ground underneath his feet open wide. He fell into a harra, which devoured him in moments.

They had no good choices. Ronan stopped retreating from the harra and ran forward. His heavy footsteps drew the attention of the harra, and he quickly lost track of how many he felt underneath. A dozen perhaps?

He ran faster, outpacing them and nearing the platform. He was close enough to see the faces of the demons, and he thought he saw fear and surprise there.

Then a pair of harra surfaced ahead of him, as graceful as fish leaping during their evening feed. They were side by side, and the sight of it froze him in place.

It was only for a moment, but it was the one mistake the demons had been waiting for him to make. He couldn’t move his feet even as the chikara arced down toward him.

Just as he thought he was certainly dead, something huge shoved into him from the side. He was lifted off his feet and thrown. He flailed about in surprise, but as he flew he saw it was Josef who’d pushed him. The giant man smiled, then tried to make an impossible cut.

The worst place to attack a harra was from the front, but Josef almost succeeded anyway. His sword cut into one harra as the other fell on top of him, teeth churning. Ronan doubted Josef lived long enough to register the pain.

The harra dove beneath the surface, throwing dirt for a dozen feet in every direction. Ronan almost chased them underground, foolish as he knew the idea was.

A cold determination filled him. As he rose to his feet, he felt another harra rising rapidly underneath him. He stomped his foot down and waited. On the platform, he swore he saw the demons grinning in delight.

The moment before the harra broke through the surface, Ronan leaped lightly back. The harra exploded upward before him, and Ronan saw the gap between its armored segments. He cut through the chikara, killing it in one blow.

Then he took all the onda Amelia gave him and sprinted toward the platform. Again, a pair of harra leaped from the surface ahead of him, but he was wise to the trick and jumped aside. His strength carried him well away, and then he reached the platform.

Ronan sheathed his sword, jumped onto a slowly rotating wheel, then hauled himself up to the platform. It hummed with the power of the demons, but seemed to have no adverse effect on him. He drew his sword as one demon removed its hand from the obelisk.

The demon moved faster than Ronan had seen before, but it didn’t know how to fight. It had no sword, but it clawed viciously at Ronan. He didn’t retreat a step. These were the creatures that had killed Josef. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

Ronan’s sword took one arm off by the elbow, then the second by the shoulder. When the demon snarled at him, he cut across and took its head.

Two more of the demons removed their hands from the obelisk, advancing more warily than their predecessor. Ronan felt the platform slow and readied himself for a hard-fought battle.

Then a shadow fell across him. He risked a glance back and swore.

Behind him was the largest harra he’d ever seen, rising almost to the height of the obelisk. It opened its jaws wide and dove straight at him.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Laran struggled to keep his balance as he chased after Ronan. The damned kid made running across a field erupting with harra look as easy as walking down an empty street in Lindra. It felt closer to navigating a marsh filled with quicksand and mud.

It wasn’t just the harra he had to worry about, though that would have been hard enough. Whenever a harra rose from the ground and returned to it, they left the ground looser and more unstable than before. He was more likely to twist an ankle than he was to reach the platform.

Beside him, one of the sumar fell to that exact trap. They avoided the rising harra beautifully, but they leaped near the edge of another new harra hole. Their footing slipped, and before Laran could help, another harra had eaten him whole.

Ronan reached the platform and climbed it, dueling briefly with one seer before killing it. Laran grinned at the sight. Ronan still had a lot to learn, but he’d improved considerably since they’d first met. And his speed was inhuman.

The ground quaked, and Laran looked around for a charging perzon. When he saw nothing, he realized he was feeling an enormous harra. It passed underneath Laran and broke through the surface next to the platform. Ronan, distracted by the advance of two more seers, didn’t notice.

Laran shouted and pooled his strength into his legs, ignoring the risk of more harra holes. He couldn’t reach the head of the harra before it crashed down on Ronan, but he didn’t have to. All harra had a spinal column running down their dorsal side. He just needed to find a gap in the armored segments and plunge his sword in.

He reached the harra as it hurtled toward Ronan. Its segments expanded as it stretched and Laran stabbed his sword up through the armored plates. He shoved it in all the way to the hilt, searching for the spinal column.

There.

His sword cut through and the chikara went limp.

Up on the platform, Ronan dove to the side. The front of the harra slammed into the platform, sending two of the seers and Ronan off into the field. The demon with its hand on the obelisk remained glued to the platform.

Laran watched in horror as another harra rose from the ground and dove at Ronan as he struggled to his feet.

Amara arrived before it struck, cutting clean through the smaller chikara. She attacked the seers before they recovered their bearings. Both died without a fight. Ronan steadied himself, thanked her, then climbed back to the surface of the platform.

The enormous harra’s impact buried two of the platform’s wheels deep into the field, lifting the other two off the ground. The platform was tilted, but looked otherwise intact. Amara and Laran followed Ronan up, and Laran took a moment to check behind them. The harra had settled, which meant the demons that had gotten past the perzon now had a clear field between them and the ondists. Laran figured there were maybe three or four dozen demons left that had survived the madness of the perzon.

More than enough to kill them all.

He pulled himself to the platform in time to see Ronan duel with the last seer. As with the first, the battle didn’t last long.

Laran didn’t even get to his feet. He was exhausted. If Amelia stopped feeding him onda, he’d fall asleep and never wake again. Getting here had been the hardest accomplishment he’d ever achieved.

It wasn’t over yet. He pushed himself up and joined Amara and Ronan in looking around the platform. There wasn’t much to see. The stone lacked any markings. He glanced back again. The demons ran quickly. He figured they had a minute, maybe a minute and a half, before they had to fight. “Well, we made it. How do we destroy it?”

Ronan looked around the platform, but Laran knew he’d come up as empty as before. There was only one possibility, but neither of them wanted to endure it.

Ronan shrugged. “I guess we should see if we can turn it off.”

He closed his eyes and touched the obelisk before Laran could stop him.

As soon as he did, his body went rigid, and a scream bubbled up from his lips. He bit down hard, silencing the sounds of his agony and drawing blood from his lower lip.

Laran reached out to him, but there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t take Ronan’s pain away, and he was best at understanding the ways of onda. Hopefully, the skill translated to understanding malkin.

Ronan’s eyes opened a few seconds later. He grunted with an effort and pulled his hand free of the stone. He shook it out and spit blood from his mouth. Then he took a deep, shuddering breath. “I think I know how to destroy it,” he declared.

“How?” Amara asked.

Ronan’s eyes drifted to the demons quickly approaching. “It’s like the Nacillian portal stones. It pulls malkin from this world and shapes it via the person touching the obelisk.” He looked at the obelisk in wonder. “It’s simpler than the portal stones, but it pulls more malkin than they do onda. Far more. I think using this stone was part of what killed this planet.”

“How do we destroy it?” Amara asked. They had less than a minute before the demons arrived.

“It has switches within it,” Ronan said. “They don’t like onda, but I should be able to push enough through to flip the flaps. It’ll create a powerful loop as it pulls from the planet, but it’ll have nowhere to go. After a minute, it should break the stone.”

Ronan swallowed hard, but he didn’t hesitate. “You two need to go. I think the reaction will be—energetic.”

Amara’s eyes fell. “Is there no other way?”

“I don’t think so. Tell Amelia I love her and please, take care of her for me. I—I wanted to spend a lot more time with her.”

Amara bowed, and Ronan turned to Laran. “Thanks for showing me the way, Laran. I hope you make it home and find some semblance of peace.”

Laran opened his arms out wide. Ronan embraced him.

A tear trickled down Laran’s face. He felt Deandra beside him, approving. She’d always been the one who most wanted a child. Laran thought she would have loved Ronan too.

“I think I already have,” he said.

Laran shoved Ronan hard, sending him stumbling back toward the edge of the platform.

He took a step back and placed his hand against the obelisk.

The pain was indescribable. Dark tendrils of malkin invaded his body, poisoning his blood even as onda fought to heal him. His arm felt like someone had dipped it in oil and lit it on fire. The sensation spread across his arm and across his chest, his heart pounding so fast it felt like it was trying to escape his chest.

He’d felt nothing like it, but after a moment, it felt as though it were happening to someone else. The pain was as fierce as ever, but he was somewhere else.

He pushed out his onda and felt the channels of malkin throughout the stone. He sensed what Ronan had spoken about. Flaps, not unlike the stone in Caltaris, channeled the flow of malkin. One pulled from the planet, and another allowed unused malkin to drain back into the ground. It wouldn’t want to be closed, but Laran was certain he could do it.

He returned his attention to the world beyond the stone. The demons were only seconds away from climbing onto the platform. Ronan was crying, but trying not to. The young man met Laran’s gaze. “Can you do it?”

“I can.” Speaking was painful, his voice burning the back of his throat. He bent his head, bowing in Ronan’s direction.

“Thank you,” Laran croaked.

It was all he could take before he fell to his knees.

For a moment, he feared Ronan would insist on staying. He was the kind of person who would sacrifice himself to make sure the task was completed.

In the end, he trusted Laran. He returned Laran’s bow, then jumped off the platform with Amara.

Laran couldn’t see them, but he assumed they could fight their way free. Most demons would focus on him and their precious stone.

The build-up of malkin would take some time to destroy the stone, so he thrust onda through the stone and pushed the flap into its opposite position.

Immediately, the humming within the stone grew more pronounced. Laran saw Amara and Ronan running quickly toward the portal. A few demons chased them but weren’t fast enough.

Deandra kneeled next to him, her calloused hands holding his head steady as she bent down to kiss him. Laran smiled, at ease for the first time in over a decade.

The demons reached the top of the platform. They drew their swords and attacked, but they were too late. Laran felt the malkin cracking open the stone.

A moment later, he joined Deandra for one last adventure.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Jamie soon regretted letting so many of his most powerful ondists leave. In retrospect, it seemed like a terrible decision.

As soon as the perzon left, the ondists on their backs, the demons rose from the field and attacked the portal again. At first, Jamie and the others fought them off with the same ease as before, but it quickly became apparent how much they’d relied on the strength of Ronan, Laran, and Amara.

Worse, there seemed to be no end to the demons. For each one they killed, two took their place. This planet made Jamie’s ondists strong, but strength could only last so long against overwhelming numbers.

There was no strategy left, no tactics. Every squad held the line as well as they could. Wallis and Jamie wandered freely, acting as the sole reinforcements as the lines buckled and retreated. Jamie’s arms were exhausted and coated in the blood of human and demon alike. Gwen had long ago run out of bolts and now held a sword, stabbing into the press whenever she saw a demon.

Step by step, the ondists retreated against the onslaught. Soon, the lines were formed less than a dozen paces from the portal. Then ten. He wasn’t sure how much longer they could prevent the demons from swarming through the portal Amelia held open.

Did they retreat and leave the others behind? Jamie didn’t have the time nor the line of sight to see how the assault fared, but even if the portal closed on their side, the others might still destroy the platform and save the duchies.

It would only cost him Laran and Ronan.

He would fight on. Until the last possible moment, he’d hold the portal.

He didn’t just hear the moment the platform exploded. He felt it, a ripple of power that ripped through his onda, twisting his stomach into knots. The portal rippled, and he thought he heard a scream of pain from the other side as Amelia absorbed the wave of malkin. He fell to a knee, and a wave of pressure struck a few moments later. It blew his hair back, and he looked up to see enormous chunks of stone flying high into the sky.

It hurt the demons surrounding the portal even worse than Jamie. They clutched at their chests and held their stomachs.

Jamie could see past them for the first time in ages, and he saw two figures running like the wind. Ronan and Amara.

Instinctively, he knew who had destroyed the platform, and his heart broke.

He rose to his feet, swaying as the currents of malkin pushed and pulled, seeking a new equilibrium. The demons were slow to rise, and he walked among them, killing as fast as his daggers could pierce the demons’ flesh.

It wasn’t fast enough. The demons rose, shaking off their disorientation as they clawed at the ondists. Bit by bit, the battle resumed.

If the demons had been desperate before, they were crazed now. They hurled themselves onto swords and tried to run past the ondists. The remaining ondists fought, but the press drove them back.

They couldn’t last, not much longer.

But Ronan was close. He only needed a few minutes.

Their work was done. To save the duchies, they had only to retreat and let Amelia close the portal.

“Wallis!” he cried.

“Yeah?” came the response.

“Guard that side of the portal. I’ll take this side.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Everyone else, retreat!”

The ondists obeyed, giving up ground and making for the portal. Gwen stood behind Jamie. “I’m staying, too.”

He shook his head as he cut through another demon. “I need you on the other side. I don’t plan on staying long.”

For a moment, he worried Gwen might refuse, but she turned and ran for the portal. She took it upon herself to issue the orders he’d forgotten. “Defend inside Caltaris! Don’t let any escape!”

Damn, but she was an impressive woman. If he hadn’t already married her, he’d propose again.

He set his feet and focused his onda. It responded sluggishly to his command, but he felt the familiar strength flow into his limbs once more.

There weren’t too many demons close, but off in the distance, he saw dozens chasing Ronan and Amara. He swore.

Lacking other targets, the demons all surged at him, and it was all he could do to stay ahead of the mad rush.

But he stayed alive. They were all powerful fighters, but Jamie noticed the difference in them after the platform was destroyed. He couldn’t say if it had physically weakened them or simply broken their spirits, but they didn’t fight with the same skill they’d had before.

They made up for that lack of skill with overwhelming desire. In one case, Jamie saw one demon kill another because it was in the way. They fought for the portal as though they were dying of thirst and the portal was the last full skin of water.

Jamie started taking wounds. Thanks to his intermittent fighting in the opening parts of the battle, he’d largely been unharmed.

No more.

Steel cut into his arms, legs, and chest. Every cut felt like someone drawing a burning needle across his skin, but none were deep. He fought through the pain, protecting the portal. He risked a quick glance up and saw Amara and Ronan only a few hundred paces away.

The moment of distraction almost cost him his life. A vicious strike tried to take off his head, and he saw the blade just in time. He snapped his head back, and the tip carved a line across his cheek.

He killed the responsible demon, and then Amara and Ronan were by his side, clearing the few demons that remained.

“Time to go,” he said, gesturing to the portal. “Was only sticking around to escort you late-comers.”

Ronan was in no mood for the jest. He offered Jamie a weak grin, then stepped through the portal. Amara followed a step behind.

“Retreat, Wallis!” Jamie shouted.

He took one last look around. There were no demons on this side who would reach the portal in the next few seconds. The sounds of battle were still fierce behind him, though.

Against his better judgment, he poked his head around the portal. Wallis held off five demons, his sword a blur of perfect technique. The old man missed his calling. He should have been a mestre.

Before Jamie could convince himself not to, he leaped once more into the fray. His limbs felt like they were weighted with heavy stone, and his onda felt faint after the prolonged use.

He lashed out at one demon, but it blocked the dagger and stabbed with its sword, cutting into his side.

Jamie didn’t think they could take all five. He wrapped an arm around Wallis and pulled them both into the portal.

He tried to croak out a command, but he couldn’t find his voice. His whole body hurt. Thankfully, Amelia was smart enough not to need any instruction. The portal snapped shut, cutting a zealous demon in half as it tried to step through after Jamie and Wallis. A head, arm, shoulder, and part of a torso fell beside Jamie, but he was too damned tired to care.

He didn’t know how long he lay there, grateful for the cool, if dusty, floor of the portal room in Caltaris. It was probably only a few seconds, but it felt like an hour. The room was as silent as one would expect from a Nacillian ruin, and after all the fighting, all the chaos, and all the fear of the last few hours, he welcomed that silence with open arms.

The sudden roar of the collected ondists prevented him from falling asleep. Strong hands gently pulled him to his feet. Warriors shouted and hollered as they realized what they’d just accomplished. Jamie looked around the room and couldn’t help but grin. Of the nearly fifty ondists he’d led into the tunnels this morning, less than a dozen remained, and a few of those looked like dead men walking. The price had been steep, and yet, for the number of lives they’d saved, maybe someday it would feel cheap.

That wasn’t how he felt at the moment, though. He was glad that Gwen and Ronan were safe, but the one man he wanted to talk to right now would never converse with him again.

In the middle of the celebration, head full of thoughts of what he’d lost, his eyes landed on the Reformer. The portal stone had taken what little of his vitality remained, and he was slumped with his back against one of the control pillars.

The sight gave Jamie the strength to focus his onda one last time. He weaved his way through the crowd, revealing nothing of his intentions. He stepped onto the dais and crouched down next to the man.

He saw Gwen watching him, but she made no move to interfere. He wanted to believe that she knew what he intended.

The Reformer wasn’t long for this world. The knife in his stomach would kill him in the next few minutes, but he wasn’t dead yet.

They locked gazes.

“Is it over?” Heath asked. His voice was small and sounded like it was coming from a long way away.

“It’s over. The portal is closed, and they can’t reopen it.”

Heath closed his eyes. “Good.”

Jamie spun the dagger in his hand. Across the room, Ronan noticed him and pushed through the crowd. He couldn’t move quickly, though, as everyone wanted to speak with him or pat him on the back.

Heath opened his eyes again. He watched the dagger in Jamie’s hand, a knowing look on his face. Even though he was a dead man still breathing, he tried to squirm a few inches farther away, as if his last few minutes would somehow make a difference.

“I’m sorry,” Heath said.

Jamie stabbed the dagger straight into the man’s heart.

“Good,” he replied.


EPILOGUE
8 MONTHS LATER


“You coming back in?” Gwen asked.

Jamie glanced toward the carriage, carrying his wife and their unborn child. He shook his head. “Still feels too strange riding a carriage instead of walking the roads,” he said.

“So you keep telling me.” Gwen opened the door to the carriage and, before the driver could stop, leaped out.

Jamie knew there was nothing to worry about. Gwen had no doubt focused her onda, and the jump was a small one. Despite the knowledge, his heart skipped a beat. She landed easily and kept pace beside him. The driver looked back and shot Gwen a disapproving stare. Gwen pretended not to notice.

“You’ve barely ridden in the carriage at all,” she observed.

“It feels good to walk, to have all this space ahead of me. Walking makes me feel free. Being in the carriage makes me feel like I’m just dragging Lindra with me.”

“Is that the only reason?”

Jamie was coming to realize that one unexpected problem of having a wife was that it was harder to keep his thoughts private. She understood him too well. It wasn’t a problem, really, so much as something he needed to get used to. Some days, it felt like she was inside his head.

“No,” he admitted. He scratched at his hair, now cut short. He was still getting used to it. “I keep thinking he’d get mad at me if I rode too much. He’d lecture me about my feet being the only reliable way to get around. He’d probably tell me I’ve gotten soft.”

“You train with the strongest ondists you can find for hours every morning. Somehow, I don’t think he’d call you soft.”

Jamie snorted. “You clearly didn’t know the man that well if you think that.”

Grief snuck up on him, as it sometimes did. Nearly a year had passed, and he kept thinking it couldn’t touch him anymore. He wiped his eye before the tear could form.

Gwen pointed to a distant farm, standing alone without walls to protect it. “I still don’t think I’ll ever get used to that sight.”

They’d passed several on their way here. Bold farmers, staking out land that would have been impossible to farm last year. Their houses were new, their fields just cleared. There weren’t many yet, but Jamie expected the trend would continue. Instead of miles of unbroken wilderness between rests, there would be a farm around every bend.

It was good for humanity, but the grumbling among the sumar had already started. Once again, humans would move in great numbers toward the space and freedom the wild offered. No longer were the forests, plains, and mountains the sole domain of the sumar.

All progress came with loss. He wished it wasn’t so, but such was the way of the world.

“I’m impressed the Gutanese moved as fast as they did,” Jamie admitted. “There’s still a few chikara around, and maybe even a demon or two we haven’t found. I think I would have waited another year.”

The sudden decline of the chikara had been the greatest surprise of the past winter. No one was certain what had happened, but sumar throughout the duchies reported fewer chikara encounters throughout the season, and by the time spring bloomed, there were almost none. Once in a while a report trickled up to Jamie, but they were more the exception than the rule they’d once been.

Without corpses, no one knew the cause. Most speculation revolved around the destruction of the demon platform. In his last letter, Ronan had argued that the destruction of the demon’s final portal stone had sealed the rift open since their original invasion in the time of the Nacille. Cut off from their source of malkin, the chikara had simply faded away. They couldn’t live on this world without it, any more than humans could settle in the ruined Nacillian cities.

Jamie supposed it was as good as explanation as any.

They hadn’t been so fortunate with all the demons that had come through, but they weren’t as fearsome without the chikara to command. A handful of towns had fallen over the winter, but Ronan and his Gutanese sumar had roamed widely over both duchies, slaying demons wherever they arose.

Everyone suspected more remained, but the demons had learned to lie low and not cause chaos. For now, that was good enough.

They turned from the road before reaching Gutan, guided by a sign.

Their carriage driver parked by the side of the road, unwilling to risk the expensive conveyance on the rough rutted path the signs directed them down. Jamie didn’t mind. The weather was beautiful, and he hadn’t been lying about enjoying the walk. It felt good to get away from Lindra and its pressing concerns.

He decided right then that at least once a year he’d take their family somewhere away from the city. He didn’t know if his child would even have the opportunity to be a sumar, but he hoped the child would know and understand the wild places in the world.

They found the wedding a few minutes later. Considering what Jamie had heard of Ronan’s reputation from every merchant and spy who passed through Gutan, it surprised him the celebration wasn’t larger. He recognized the Gutanese duke, who wore an understated sumar uniform.

Now that he was looking for it, he noticed almost everyone was dressed in sumar uniforms. Several of the faces were familiar, and Jamie realized most of the guests were the sumar unit Ronan fought with.

Amara was the first to greet him. “Count Pierce. We’re honored you could join us.”

Jamie wrapped her up in a hug, which caught her by surprise. “Jamie’s just fine, thanks, and I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

“Ronan will be delighted to see you. I think he’s talked almost as much about your arrival as he has the wedding, much to my daughter’s dismay.”

Amara introduced them to those they’d never met, and Jamie enjoyed a glass of wine while they waited for the couple to arrive.

Eventually, he and Gwen drifted to the edge of the guests and looked out over the open fields.

“Do you know why they picked this spot?” Gwen asked. “It seems a strange place for a wedding.”

“Ronan told me it was where they come for their training sessions. It was where they first learned what they could do together. Where he first learned what he was capable of.”

Gwen grunted. “Everyone is outside the walls, and no one cares.”

“Huh. You know, I hadn’t even thought of that,” Jamie said.

“That’s what’s so amazing,” Gwen pointed out. “Even a year ago, though I know the Gutanese were roaming beyond their walls, I don’t think anyone would have tried something like this.”

“It’s a new age. What do you think?”

The wind blew Gwen’s hair to the side, and she smiled. “I think I like it.”

Then she pointed. “Look.”

Amelia and Ronan were walking toward them. Jamie swore. “Damn kid has grown another three inches since I saw him last.”

“He’s as tall as you,” Gwen said.

The couple met their first guests, bowing and laughing as they spoke with sumar and the duke. But then Ronan spotted Jamie and excused himself. He ran toward Jamie, almost tackling him to the ground. “Jamie!”

After prying the young man off him, Jamie laughed. “It’s good to see you, too. It’s been too long.”

Ronan nodded. He took a step back, looked at Gwen, and broke out into an even wider grin. “Congratulations!”

Jamie frowned. Gwen wasn’t showing yet, and he hadn’t told anyone about the baby. He’d hoped to surprise Ronan with the news today. “How⁠—”

“Sorry, I can sense its onda within her. It’s going to be a powerful child.” His eyes sparkled as he looked at Jamie. “I can’t believe that you’re going to be a father!”

Jamie scratched at the back of his neck. He missed his longer hair. “That makes two of us. I’m still getting used to the idea.”

“The kid’s going to have a lot to live up to, being your child. I’m surprised the hero of Lindra could sneak away for a month to visit. Everyone keeps talking about how you’ll probably be the next duke.”

“Let’s hope not. I’ll tell you this: coming here was the best decision I’ve made all year. You’ll have to get married more often, just so I have an excuse to travel. Besides, you know better than anyone. I’m no hero.”

“Don’t sell yourself so short. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

The joy fell from Ronan’s face, and Jamie knew the leveren wrestled with the same grief he did. Any talk of that day fed fuel to the memories of loss.

“He would have been so damn proud of you,” Jamie said. This time, he made no effort to wipe away his tears. “When I look at you now, I see some of him in you, you know.”

“Really?”

“Your legend already outstrips his, and I don’t think he’d have it any other way. He told me he thought you were the best of us, and I agreed. I still do.”

“It’s a lot to carry,” Ronan said.

“You can carry that and more. And if you struggle, you’ve got a lot of people behind you, ready to help you.”

Ronan nodded, but his thoughts were still on Laran. “I miss him. I would give almost anything to have him here today. No offense, but I’d hoped he would be the one to stand in as my family.”

“None taken. I’m a poor substitute, but I’m honored you asked.”

“I’m very grateful that you’re here. You’ll be staying after the ceremony? There’s so much I want to talk to you about. Both of you. When we haven’t been on the road, Amelia and I have been investigating the Nacille, and we’ve made some exciting discoveries.”

“We’ll be here for at least a week,” Jamie reassured him.

He’d meant to hold the information until after the wedding, but Ronan looked like he needed something to pick up his spirits. Jamie said, “There’s something else I wanted to tell you.”

“What?”

“We’ve found another leveren. A young girl who can’t focus onda worth a damn. Ethan wants to send her to you and Amelia for training next year.”

Ronan’s face lit up. “We’d be delighted!”

“Good. We can talk more about it later because I see your future mother-in-law wants your attention.”

Ronan went to speak with Amara, and soon the ceremony was announced.

It was an informal affair. Everyone stood, and Jamie stood beside Ronan as he swore his oath to protect Amelia for the rest of his life. Amelia did the same, and Jamie’s thoughts returned to when he’d first met Ronan, hiding in a tree from the wolves.

They’d come a long way since then.

And there was a long way yet to go. The wounds the demons had inflicted would take years to heal, and people weren’t always easy to work with. The work of advancing humanity would never end.

But as Ronan kissed Amelia, sealing their fates together, Jamie decided that the future was bright.
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