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      If there was one thing Laran hated more than fools, it was feeling like one himself.

      And right now, he very much felt a fool.

      He’d been a sumar for twenty-three of his forty years, exploring the farthest reaches of the untamed wild even as humanity retreated behind their thick walls. He’d fought chikara, battled demons, and hunted almost everything that moved from mountaintop to forested valley.

      But he still couldn’t decipher the tracks before his eyes.

      Laran rose from his crouch, rolled his shoulders, and cracked his neck. He could stare at the tracks till the sun went down, but he still wouldn’t understand them. He took a deep breath, shook out his hands, and studied the tracks one last time.

      Four nights ago, the commander of his lodge had ordered him to investigate this area.

      Laran, like everyone with ears, had already heard the rumors, whispered in low tones in every Leeside tavern and market. Travelers who disappeared without a trace of blood. Veteran caravan drivers encountering predators far beyond their natural ranges. Coordinated attacks from creatures that didn’t possess a bit of reason.

      The world had always been dangerous, and any single rumor could be explained away. Taken together, though, something was afoot in the woods to the north of town. Merchants had heard enough to be wary, slowing the vital wheels of commerce to a crawl. Several caravans clogged up the markets in Leeside, pleading various excuses for why they remained. If the ondists didn’t guarantee even the customary amount of safety on the roads soon, Leeside would be filled with merchants with more goods to sell.

      As if the town wasn’t deplorable enough already.

      Laran shook his head and focused.

      Thanks to the early melting of the winter snow over a series of warm spring days, the ground was soft and damp, absorbing tracks like parchment absorbed ink.

      Like the rumors in Leeside, the tracks, taken one at a time, all had simple explanations. Laran counted the tracks of three healthy adult wolves, weaving back and forth as they put countless miles behind them. Nothing unusual about those.

      The last set of tracks almost looked like they belonged to a barefoot human.

      The one detail that caught Laran’s attention was the depth of the impressions. The print of the right foot was always a little deeper than the left. It reminded Laran of those who walked with a cane, where one healthier leg typically bore most of the weight. But there were no cane marks here.

      An odd detail, but there were almost as many ways to walk as there were people, so Laran didn’t put too much importance on it.

      That wasn’t what bothered him.

      When he’d first stumbled upon the tracks, Laran guessed that a pack of wolves was hunting an injured man. The longer he followed the tracks, the more unlikely that scenario became. Whenever the human stopped, so did the wolves, circling around as if they were forming a protective ring.

      The inescapable conclusion, the one that made him doubt his sanity, was that the human was traveling with the wolves.

      Laran had ranged the wilds long enough to understand that he knew nothing. The world was a puzzling place, and for every secret about its workings humans uncovered, two new mysteries sprouted.

      But no human traveled with wolves. That was a gift granted only to demons.

      Laran rubbed at his tired eyes and groaned. He had stumbled across these tracks early this morning, and now the sun was nearly below the canopy of the trees. It would be dark soon. He could continue to pursue the tracks. After countless nights without the safety of walls, the thought of hunting in the dark alone didn’t scare him as much as it would most.

      This morning, he’d thought he might follow the tracks to a body, or to an injured traveler who needed his help. Since noon, though, it had been curiosity alone that pulled him forward. Strange as the tracks were, they didn’t have anything to do with the rumors rooting the caravan drivers in place.

      Though he’d prefer to spend the night under the stars, away from other people, duty demanded he travel to the nearest rest. There was one no more than four miles northeast of here. An evening there would allow him to listen to the latest rumors. With luck, he’d learn something that would help him solve this latest mystery.

      It would mean a night surrounded by others, but such was the weight of his responsibilities.

      He turned east, putting his back to the setting sun as he walked toward the nearest road. He let the mysterious tracks slip from his mind as he brought his full attention to his journey. A distracted mind, out here, made for easy prey.

      He cursed as his boot sank in mud that was deeper than it appeared. He hated spring. The melting snow left mud everywhere, and the weather changed from minute to minute. One could wake up to a warm sunrise and break their fast in a blizzard.

      But even he admitted there was something beautiful about the world waking from its winter slumber. Whether it was the songbirds singing to one another or the smell of early season blossoms, ranging in the spring usually filled him with a sense of optimism. The long, dark nights of winter would soon be behind them, and Laran loved nothing more than ranging far and wide under the protection of the summer sun.

      That brief dose of optimism died when he heard screams coming from the road.

      Laran swore and ran. He glanced back at the sun, now below the canopy, cursing whatever ambitious traveler was attempting the road this close to sunset.

      He neared the edge of the trees a few minutes later, and the travelers came into view. Two wagons, heavily loaded, sat motionless on the road. The driver in the lead wagon shouted and pointed, words flying from his lips so fast they were unintelligible. Laran looked up and down the road but saw nothing. For as far as his sharp eyes could see, the road was empty. Everyone with a lick of sense was safely behind thick walls by now.

      The travelers weren’t completely unprepared. One young man, bearing the uniform of a third-rank cuvar, stood in front of the wagons with his bow drawn.

      He was a big boy, nearly twice Laran’s weight, and young enough to be the offspring of one of Laran’s youthful dalliances. Judging from the boy’s expression, Laran figured his next action would either be to shit his pants or hide under a wagon.

      What had frightened them so?

      Laran looked to the sky, searching for dark silhouettes. All he found were patchy, puffy clouds. As his eye came back down, he caught movement on the other side of the road. Nothing much, just one shadow that moved unnaturally through the trees. Laran focused and saw one golden eye, studying him just as he studied it.

      He drew his sword. Then he blinked, and the shadow vanished, lost in the deepening shadows of the thick underbrush.

      He’d taken everything in with a few quick glances, his feet never stopping. A moment after the golden eye disappeared, he broke through the last of the trees and reached the road twenty paces ahead of the wagons.

      The young cuvar’s bow rose and his arm pulled the drawstring back to his cheek in one well-rehearsed motion. Laran prepared to dodge, but held up his hands in the sign for peace. Granted, one of those hands held a sword, but Laran’s uniform stated his skill and purpose more clearly than any gesture.

      Fortunately, the boy had just enough good sense not to shoot their aid.

      Laran opened his mouth to ask the cuvar what the shouts had been about when he felt a slight tremor beneath his feet.

      Ahhh.

      That made sense, then. No wonder the young cuvar wished he’d worn brown pants today. Not a pleasant species of chikara to come across on an early escort mission.

      Laran stomped down with his left foot, driving his heel into the ground as hard as he could. The cuvar shouted a warning, but Laran barely listened. He focused on the soles of his feet, feeling the tremor growing stronger. He stomped again, and then once more for good measure.

      It had to be a harra, and judging from the fright it had given the travelers, he expected it was a large one.

      It didn’t feel so big, though.

      The rumbling beneath his feet grew quickly now.

      At the last possible moment, he leaped back. The ground beneath his feet bulged, then exploded upward.

      Harra were often described as giant worms, and Laran supposed the description was apt.

      So long as one thought of worms as carnivorous creatures with enormous, razor-sharp teeth.

      In his wanderings, he had seen one swallow a horse whole. But those were elders, and rare. This one, at most, might’ve been able to eat Laran’s leg with a single bite.

      He gave it no chance. He focused his onda, and his sword made one clean cut through the harra’s armored, segmented hide. Its head detached from its body, the chikara’s body wiggled for a moment longer, then died.

      Laran ignored the shouts behind him as he landed, once again focusing on the feelings in his feet. Although rare, harra sometimes hunted in packs. He let the soles of his feet listen for a full minute, but felt nothing more.

      Laran shook his head. Given the cuvar’s smooth reaction a few moments earlier, even he should have been able to kill a young harra without a problem.

      Instead, the young man had frozen.

      At least, that was Laran’s assumption. Skilled as the boy might be, he looked inexperienced. If this was his first encounter with a chikara, it could almost be forgiven. Except the cuvar was responsible for the lives in this caravan. He grit his teeth and bit back the tirade he wanted to unleash on the travelers.

      The owner was a fool for being out this late, and the cuvar was a fool for allowing the attempt. If he hadn’t been nearby, they would have earned the fate they so richly deserved.

      Laran sheathed his sword and clenched his hands until the knuckles turned white, then shook them out. Once he was sure he wouldn’t shout, he turned around to check on the travelers. The cuvar had wide eyes, like those of a child who had just seen a circus performance.

      Laran ignored him and addressed the lead wagon’s driver. “Any injuries?”

      “No, sir. Thanks to you.”

      The thanks was equal parts gratitude for Laran and a barb aimed at the cuvar.

      Laran ignored that as well. “What destination did you hope to reach at this hour?”

      “Sinya Rest.”

      Laran snorted. “That’s ten miles yet.”

      The driver’s face paled. “Truly? Our maps had it as no more than a mile or two more.”

      Laran clenched his fists again. Cheap maps might save some coin at the onset of a journey, but even a small mistake could be fatal. Either way, the driver should have had the sense to inquire back at Mika Rest.

      He allowed himself one deep breath. “Let’s get your carts turned around.”

      “But that’s miles behind us!” the driver protested.

      “And the closest safety by far. No road is safe at night, and this one less than most.”

      The driver looked as though he might argue but then thought better of it, which was a good choice. Laran was already close to walking away and letting the fools fend for themselves.

      He thought back to the golden glimpse he’d seen in the trees. “Get the carts turned around. I’ll escort you back to Mika Rest. I need to check something, first.”

      The driver grumbled but obeyed.

      Laran ignored the man. He understood not wanting to backtrack several miles, but that was a far better fate than a gruesome death.

      He entered the woods on the other side of the road, his shoulders relaxing the moment he was out of the caravan’s sight. It would be so easy to leave them behind and enjoy a night of peace.

      He pushed the thought aside. Tempting as the idea was, he’d sworn an oath to protect. Unfortunately, his oath made no distinction between the foolish and the wise.

      It only took a few minutes to find the place where he thought he’d seen the golden eye. His right hand never left the hilt of his sword, but as near as he could tell, he was alone. He paused when the tracks appeared in the soft mud.

      A soft curse escaped his lips.

      Once again, he saw the tracks of three wolves and one barefoot human that favored its right foot.
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      As Jamie often told his drinking companions who pretended to be his friends, the trick to escaping a sleeping woman’s bed was all in the timing. After an evening of fun and frivolity, it was only natural that one be completely consumed by exhaustion. Jamie was no exception. It was only because he battled said exhaustion with more determination than the sumar fought chikara that he remained awake long after his various companions fell asleep.

      The most common and terrible of mistakes was to leave too early. When not properly acquainted, what sounded like the comfortable snores of an angel might indicate nothing more than the lightest of slumbers. Jamie preferred to wait anywhere from a half hour to an hour. By then, it was almost always safe to depart.

      Tonight, Jamie settled on three quarters of an hour. His companion tonight was far more devious than she seemed. He rolled about a bit, as though trying to get comfortable, and the Lady didn’t so much as stir. When he was certain nothing short of a guard’s alarm would wake her, Jamie prepared to leave. He had no intent to cause an alarm tonight.

      At least, not if he could help it.

      He rolled out of her very comfortable and warm bed, moving an inch at a time so as not to disturb her pleasant dreams.

      Did she dream of him, he wondered? He doubted it. For all of her whispered proclamations of eternal love, he wasn't sure such feelings found any home in her barren heart.

      Of course, he had echoed the same promises, not two hours ago. He passed no judgment on Lady Anna, because then he’d have to judge himself. Lying, after all, came naturally. But he couldn’t stand hypocrisy.

      He slipped on leggings and tunic in the dark with practiced ease, but he paused to pay special attention to his feet. He pulled on supple leather shoes that almost looked like socks. Then he glanced at his boots and looked around the room. He could leave them here, but he didn’t want to inconvenience Anna in the morning.

      After a moment of deliberation, he tied the laces together and draped the boots over the ledge of her balcony. If all went well, he could return for them on the way down.

      Before he left, he offered Anna’s sleeping figure a bow with a flourish. There was no reason not to be a gentleman. Then he went to the balcony and looked up.

      To call the Lady’s home a castle wouldn’t have been correct, but it came close. If the family built thicker walls and hired more guards, it might have qualified. Not that the walls weren’t thick and the guards weren’t plentiful. A pair wandered the gardens below even as Jamie poked his head out.

      His quick study of the walls didn’t teach him anything he didn't already know, so he stretched out his limbs, already sore from a full night of activity. He jumped up to the railing, focusing his onda and balancing on the three-inch strip of stone as though it were a wide cobblestone street. He reached up with his right hand, found a crack in the stone, and slipped his fingers in. Once his grip was secure he found footholds and started climbing. His supple leather shoes gripped every small bump in the stone.

      Anna slept on the third story of their enormous mansion, but the Count worked all the way on the top, on the fifth story. As the man was getting up in years, Jamie wondered what he would do when he was too old to climb flight after flight to manage his vast wealth.

      Only twenty vertical feet separated Jamie from his destination, but a single mistake here meant a long fall followed by a very sudden stop. Some of the boys had suggested a rope and a full crew, but that was far too many complications for Jamie’s taste.

      Hand over hand he climbed, his movements smooth and deliberate. None of the guards ever looked up, so there was no need to rush. Far better to do this right than fall and end up dead. That wasn’t the way he wanted to go. Much better to die in his old age in bed, preferably coddled by several younger women.

      By the time he reached the top, though, even his arms ached. The first part of the evening’s festivities had required him to climb the three stories to Anna's bedroom, and she hadn’t let him get much rest once he arrived. Despite his conditioning, even he had limits. He pulled himself up onto the fifth floor balcony and slumped against the railing, catching his breath.

      After a few minutes had passed, he glanced inside the windows that separated him from his prize. The room was dark and full of shadows, but nothing stirred.

      Jamie tested the door, hoping that it would be unlatched. He had no such luck and muttered a curse under his breath. Of all the precautions one could take, why lock a balcony door fifty feet in the air? Was the Count worried about thieves?

      Jamie chuckled at the thought.

      If the balcony door was like Anna’s, it was a simple enough mechanism to bypass. Jamie slipped a thin piece of metal between the doors and lifted the latch up. It slid easily. It was probably less a device to keep thieves out and more to keep the wind from blowing the doors open and scattering all the Count’s papers.

      Jamie slipped inside, then closed and latched the door behind him. There was a slight breeze, and he didn’t care to have the doors slam open and alert the guards

      He crept toward the Count’s enormous desk, then let out a startled yelp when a shuttered lamp snapped open. One of his daggers was in his hands as he turned, ready to silence whoever surprised him.

      He froze when he saw who it was.

      Lady Gwen, Anna’s older and colder sister, sat in an overstuffed chair in the corner of the room, a malicious grin on her face.

      “Lord Jamie! I’ve been waiting for you. I didn’t expect you to be so long, though. Perhaps the rumors of your prowess—” She glanced down with such a predatory gaze he felt like he should be crossing his legs. “—have more truth to them than I expected."

      Jamie couldn’t remember the last time he’d been caught with his pants so far down.

      Well, actually, he could, but that time his pants had literally been down around his ankles. He put on his most charming grin, but against Gwen, he wasn’t certain the smile that had saved him from half a dozen jail cells would do him any good. He’d have more luck entering a battlefield clad only in his trousers and armed with nothing more than a toothpick.

      “I’m afraid, my Lady, you have me at a disadvantage.”

      One of her eyebrows arched, and her smile grew wider.

      Sent a damn shiver down his spine, it did.

      Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t remember ever seeing her smile. Not with any real emotion. Their paths had crossed dozens of times over the years. Formal balls, weddings, and even a few funerals. The warmest greeting he’d ever received from her was a disinterested frown.

      She’d obviously been expecting him, and she did him the courtesy of getting straight to the point. “I’m sure that I do. How far would you go, I wonder, to protect your father's good name and his position at court? What would you do to prevent anyone from finding out that on the same night you stole my younger sister’s virginity, you also broke into my father’s private office? Would you resort to murder?"

      She was toying with him, confident she had him beat. But it would take far more than her smile to break him.

      It was time for her to learn that he was more than just a smooth talker. For all his smiles, few in the world were more dangerous than Jamie with a dagger in his hand.

      He kept talking, hoping to distract her. “I think we both know I’m far from the first man your sister has bedded. Though her guiles are different from yours, they are no less dangerous.”

      Gwen took no offense. If anything, she looked impressed. “I’m glad you’ve seen the truth of my sister. Few do.”

      He’d never have a better chance. He stepped forward and raised his weapon, but before he'd taken more than two steps, a small crossbow appeared in Gwen’s hand.

      She drew it with such speed and so little motion, the only explanation was that she had more training than he had suspected. Apparently, she had almost as many secrets as him.

      He was learning more about her tonight than he’d grasped in two decades of casual acquaintance. Despite the danger, he felt the beginnings of a smile on his lips. For the first time since he’d reached adulthood, he wondered if he’d finally met an equal.

      “Let’s not,” she said.

      Jamie stepped back, hands held up. “A wise choice, my lady. Violence is truly for brutes.”

      She grinned, but only for a moment. “So, what’s your starting bid?”

      He didn’t think his plan would work, but it was worth a try. “Although my visit with your sister was exhausting, I would be honored to attempt to prove the truth of any rumors you’ve heard.”

      She chuckled, a deep throaty sound that couldn’t have been more different from her sister’s high-pitched and dainty laugh. “Oh, I like you.”

      With her free hand, she reached over to the table beside the chair and picked up a glass. It was filled with a light brown liquid, and Jamie wondered if it was the Count’s secret stash of whiskey everyone whispered about. He’d do anything for a taste if it was.

      As Gwen sipped the drink, Jamie got the distinct impression she’d guessed as much. “Let’s dispense with the guessing games. You’re here because you hope to inform your father about the details of the Gutanese alliances my father hopes to make on the merchant council next week. I am willing to provide that information, as well as keep the events of this evening strictly between ourselves."

      Jamie’s eyes narrowed. “Out of the goodness of your heart?”

      She laughed heartily. “Of course not. In exchange, I need you to steal something for me. A job I believe you are uniquely qualified for.”

      Jamie thought quickly. How much did she actually know about him? Not only that, how could he ensure she upheld her end of the bargain?

      “First, prove to me you have the information I seek.”

      She twirled the whiskey in her glass as she considered. “A taste, now, to whet your insatiable curiosity.”

      He wondered for a moment if she was talking about the whiskey.

      “Gutan has much bigger plans for this summer and next than anyone else on the merchant council realizes. While the council bickers and backstabs over the same old commodities, Gutan will be far more interested in other, unexpected materials. Right now, my father is the only one positioned well in specific commodities that we are certain will be requested by the trade delegation.”

      She spoke with such calm Jamie couldn’t help but believe her.

      His eyes narrowed. “How do you know all this?”

      She took another sip of the whiskey but didn’t answer his question.

      Jamie’s mind churned. Gwen’s claim matched the suspicious behavior Jamie had noticed from the count, the same odd positions in the market that had led him to hatch this plan. Why hadn’t Gwen’s father fought for the stores of wheat and corn he usually did? The other merchants rejoiced in their success, but Jamie sniffed something more afoot.

      “Deal. What does Gutan want?”

      “To expand.” Gwen said. “Not a small expansion of the wall as the population grows, but an enormous addition, focused on the production of their own crops.”

      “Why? Their population is shrinking.”

      The whiskey in her glass settled as her hand stilled. “How did you know that? Ask almost anyone in Lindra and they’ll tell you Gutan is bursting at the seams.”

      Jamie grinned and shrugged.

      She laughed. “I knew you were a thief and a rake, but I’m surprised to find that you’re—more. A pleasant surprise, indeed.”

      “What do you want me to steal?”

      “A book.”

      “What?” He’d expected something more—exotic, he guessed.

      “You are familiar with books, aren’t you? Lots of pages, filled with words.”

      He settled for glaring at her. “Why do you need me to steal you a book?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not just any book. It’s one of a kind, very rare, and housed in the aklatan.”

      “Oh.” His stomach twisted. “If you’re as well-informed as you seem, you know that if they catch me in there, they’ll kill me on sight.”

      Her eyes glinted. “Then don’t be seen.”

      “Why me? You said I’m uniquely qualified.”

      “I need someone who can read the symbols of the Nacille. Otherwise they’ll never recognize the book.”

      He took a step back. “How in the hell do you know I can read Nacillian?”

      She held out the glass of whiskey. “I won’t reveal my sources. I don’t know what it is you’re actually about, Lord Jamie, but I don’t believe we’re enemies. I need the book, and you might be the only person in Lindra who can get it for me.”

      She offered the glass to him. “My father’s private reserve.”

      He took it and sipped. It was every bit as glorious as he’d hoped it would be. “And after, if I do succeed in stealing the book and holding onto my life, what guarantee do I have that you won’t attempt to extort me again?”

      “You bring the book to me, and before you hand it over, I’ll tell you the truth to any question you ask. If you wish, I’ll even provide you information that you can coerce me with.”

      In all his years, Jamie had never heard of such a deal. “Why would you surrender your leverage?”

      “Because if you can bring me the book, you’re a man I want as an ally. Coercion will no longer be a suitable means of relating.”

      Jamie snorted. “You want me as an ally?”

      “You’re not half as witless as you act, even if you have all of Lindra fooled. Someday, I hope you’ll tell me why. But until then, I need all the talent and skills I can acquire, and you have a unique set indeed.”

      Jamie drank the last of the whiskey. He was ashamed to admit that it wasn’t even the most interesting part of his evening. Returning the glass to her, he was close enough to strike if he wished. The hard look in her eyes told him she knew it, too.

      Yet she trusted him. She took the glass and put it on the table.

      He held out his hand. “My word is given.”

      She held out her hand. “My word is given.”

      Then they clasped hands and squeezed.

      If there was a little flutter in his heart, a feeling he couldn’t remember having since he was a much younger man, he ignored it.
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      Ronan’s fist froze an inch from the door of the obuka. His body still ached from the blows he’d received yesterday, and the bruises from two days ago had yet to heal. All he’d earn by stepping through this door was a new set.

      His fist dropped to his side and he took a deep breath.

      It didn’t matter what the mestres claimed. He had as much right to be here as any other.

      And it wasn’t like he had better options. Not if he wanted to escape.

      Mother was at home, disease ravaging her body. Kayle, the healer Ronan apprenticed for, had done all he could, but her illness was beyond the old man’s skill to cure. Beyond anyone’s, really. Kayle didn’t often speak of it, but when he looked at Ronan, Kayle’s eyes filled with pity, Ronan understood the truth. His mother would be dead soon, and he would need to make his way in the world without her.

      The obuka promised him everything he wanted. Strength, respect, and the chance to travel beyond the cramped walls of Avgan.

      He raised his fist and knocked firmly on the door three times.

      Once for strength, once for courage, and once for wisdom.

      The door opened immediately, as though a mestre had been standing right beside the door waiting for a student to enter. Which, Ronan figured when he saw who it was, wasn’t unlikely.

      The mestre who greeted him was one of the obuka elders. She had a narrow face with sharp eyes, reminding Ronan of a hawk searching for prey. More than one student had run in terror from her fierce gaze. Although that could be said of most of the mestres. Her white hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail.

      She smiled when she saw him. “I wasn’t sure we would see you again.”

      Ronan bowed. Karni was one of the few people he considered a friend in this world.

      He suspected she’d volunteered to watch the door this afternoon simply to greet him. “Mestre, you know there isn’t any place I’d rather be.”

      It wasn’t a lie or exaggeration. The obuka promised him the future of his dreams, but that wasn’t why he returned each day to the place Kayle called a “torturous hell-hole for fools.” As Karni led him in, Ronan felt the same sense of certainty he always did when he passed through the open doors. He couldn’t explain why, despite all the evidence to the contrary, he knew he belonged here.

      The sensible adults in his life, like Kayle, constantly questioned his decisions. Ronan understood their confusion, and wished he could articulate his belief in a way they’d understand. But his certainty resided in a place beyond both doubt and reason.

      He believed Karni understood. Once, she’d confessed to him that she’d also had trouble mastering onda. Perhaps not as much as him, she admitted, but she’d never given up no matter how grim her prospects for advancement looked. And now she was a mestre.

      Karni led him through the hallway to the training ground. Paintings of honored and legendary ondist masters hung on both walls, to instill a sense of history and pride in students. Though he’d walked this hallway hundreds of times, Ronan drank in the sight. He didn’t believe his own portrait would ever join these, but he hoped to at least make them proud.

      Karni interrupted his thoughts, speaking softly. “Just so you know, Thana has the third class today. She volunteered.”

      Ronan’s stomach clenched, and he glanced back at the door he’d just passed through. Though Karni disagreed, Ronan was certain Thana hated him. She was the mestre responsible for his two-day-old bruises and sore muscles.

      No mestre took the third class three days in a row.

      The inescapable conclusion was that Thana was trying to force him to quit.

      He clenched his fists. He’d never give her the satisfaction.

      Karni watched his reaction, flashing him a smile when she saw his determination. “Good.”

      They reached the end of the hallway, and Karni gave him a moment to compose himself. He stood up straight and took a breath that filled his chest. He gave her one sharp nod.

      “Good luck,” she said.

      She opened the door, letting the afternoon sunlight fill the dim hallway. Ronan blinked, then stepped through the second door. He bowed to his left, to his right, and straight ahead. Then he continued in.

      Most of the other students were already present. Kayle had kept him late, probably hoping to deter him from going to the obuka today. His arrival was greeted by snickers from some of the students in first class.

      Andras, a boy who was sixteen, like Ronan, spoke to his fellow classmates loud enough for neighboring cities to hear. “I thought Thana had beat the stupidity out of him yesterday.”

      Brenna, a dark-haired girl one year younger than them, replied. “That was two days ago. Yesterday she tried to sweat the stupid out.”

      The others in first class laughed.

      Ronan ignored them. If he couldn’t handle their verbal attacks, he didn’t deserve to become a sumar. The wilderness was far less forgiving than the children he’d been friends with growing up. Besides, there was nothing they could say he hadn’t heard before.

      He went to one of the sheltered walls where hooks waited for clothes. He changed quickly from his daily clothes to his training uniform. He needed to have his specially tailored as the obuka didn’t have third class uniforms anywhere near his size. Once he threw on the dull gray robes he hurried over to where the rest of third class was warming up.

      This current crop of students didn’t have much to say to him. He was a bit of a legend in the obuka, and they tended to treat him as a curious guest. He was older than most of them by nine or ten years, so it wasn’t like they had much to talk about.

      As Ronan stretched his sore body, he looked around the obuka. The heart of the building was the outdoor training ground. Third class took the north side, second class the south, and first class took the center. Various wooden weapons were stored by the walls, and the wall opposite the entrance was decorated with the three giant symbols that represented the obuka’s core values.

      Strength, behind the third class. Courage, behind the second. Wisdom, behind the first.

      Ronan almost snorted as he thought about Andras and Brenna training in front of the symbol for wisdom.

      A few minutes later, Thana and the other mestres for the day appeared. Thana had a smile when she entered the training grounds, but when she saw Ronan towering over the rest of the third class it vanished. He watched the storm clouds building on her brow and steeled himself for another rough day.

      Thana strode toward the third class like a conquering hero determined to vanquish a mortal enemy. The class rushed to line up. Ronan, as the oldest, stood on the far right. At Ronan’s clap, the line bowed to Thana, and she returned the gesture with the barest nod of her head. The day a student graduated to second class was the first time a mestre would bow at their hips to them.

      Thana looked up and down the line. To Ronan, she looked like a sly commander planning an ambush on a stubborn enemy.

      Her gaze stopped on Ronan and the girl standing next to him. “Elders, forward.”

      Her words dripped menace. Ronan and the second eldest in the class, Malvina, each took two measured paces forward.

      “In front,” Thana commanded.

      They hurried to stand in front of the line.

      “Malvina, you’re nearing the testing date for graduation into second class. Congratulations. I think that today we will demonstrate what we’ve learned and put it to the test.”

      Ronan stood straight, ignoring the thinly veiled insults dressed as compliments to the other student. He liked Malvina well enough. Though he had nine years on her, she was never unkind to him. He celebrated her progress with the others, even as they passed him by. Humanity needed every talented ondist it could find.

      As Thana spoke the last sentence, she stared directly at Ronan. “Out there, beyond the walls of our obuka, and beyond the walls of our town, there is a vicious world, ready to strike at humanity if we let down our guard. It is up to you, our next generation of sumar and cuvar, to protect the people and expand our lands. For if we fail, so does humanity. There can be no room for weakness in our ranks.”

      She continued. “Today, we will test your mettle. Duels for everyone today. The victor earns the right to rest.”

      Ronan barely succeeded in not swearing. At least now he didn’t have to wonder what devious methods Thana would use to convince him to quit today.

      Thana gave her last instructions. “As always, follow the rules of the obuka. But beyond that, I expect you all to give your full heart today.”

      Thana stepped back and nodded to Ronan and Malvina. “Ready?”

      The two students turned to each other and bowed.

      Ronan’s mind raced. He and Malvina had just sparred last week, under the supervision of a gentler mestre. As Thana had said, the girl was ready to move into the second class. All that remained was for her to pass the monthly tests given to all who were interested in advancement.

      He stood two heads taller than Malvina and wouldn’t be surprised if he weighed fully three times as much. But she’d beaten him last week without even breaking a sweat.

      He focused on his onda, the feeling of strength that resided in his core. He knew every technique to strengthen it, and had tried every one, but to no avail. The mestres described a person’s onda as a cloud, and they taught methods to both strengthen the cloud and compress it into something tight and solid. As a result, ondists gained strength, speed, and awareness.

      All Ronan had gained from his efforts were nightly headaches, a lifetime of humiliation, and countless bruises.

      “Fight,” Thana said.

      Despite the size difference, Malvina advanced without fear. Her footsteps and her fists flew almost too fast for him to react. He avoided the first jab, but the second slipped past his defense and caught him square in the stomach.

      She was seven, but when the punch landed he felt like a misshapen piece of steel under a blacksmith’s hammer. The breath exploded out of his lungs and he staggered back as he searched desperately for air. Malvina stepped back, content to have landed the blow.

      Thana held up her hand. “Halt!”

      Ronan stood up straight, trying not to grimace.

      Thana’s attention, fortunately, was on Malvina. “A nice combination, Malvina, but did you hold back?”

      The younger girl offered a contrite bow. “I did, mestre.”

      Thana, never one to miss a teaching opportunity, and certainly one never to miss an opportunity to mock Ronan, nodded. “Your sympathy toward the weak is noble, but here in the obuka, it is misplaced. We are here to become as strong as we can. You all know the stakes. If you make a habit of pulling your punches because you don’t want to hurt your classmates, that is the pattern your body will remember, and when you are out in the wild, you’ll hold back against a chikara, or even worse, a demon.”

      The mestre advanced on Malvina. “I know that you intend well, but when a student steps through those doors—” Thana gestured toward the entrance. “—they are prepared for whatever comes. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, mestre.”

      “Good. Now, take your positions again.”

      Ronan once again stood across from Malvina, bracing himself. He saw the conflict in the young girl’s eyes, but he also saw as she set her feet and clenched her fists. They locked gazes, and he nodded. Malvina relaxed at the gesture.

      Despite the pain he knew was coming, Ronan couldn’t feel any anger. Harsh as Thana’s words were, he didn’t disagree. If they wanted to reclaim what humanity had lost, there was no room for weakness. Malvina couldn’t hold back her punches. And if he wanted to become a sumar, he needed to defeat much stronger opponents than Malvina.

      “Fight!” Thana ordered.

      Ronan closed the gap, looking for any sign of weakness in Malvina’s technique. If she hesitated, even for a moment, it might give him the opening he sought.

      Her ability to manipulate her onda made her too strong, though. He barely saw the fist that blurred past his defenses, and this time the punch to the stomach folded him up like a thin sheet of paper. He coughed and choked on the ground as he gasped once again for air.

      Thana ignored him. “Beautiful, Malvina. You didn’t waste any movement or time. Keep that in mind as you advance to second class. Any fight you walk away from is a good one. But the one you win quickly is even better.”

      “Thank you, mestre.”

      Thana glanced down at Ronan. “Get up.”

      Then, to the next child in line, an even smaller six-year-old boy, she said, “You’re next.”

      For a moment, Ronan considered handing Thana her victory. He’d sparred against the boy often enough to know what he was in for. The boy’s speed wasn’t as fast as Malvina’s, but he hit even harder. Like Malvina, he’d probably be promoted to the next class during the next test. Ronan looked down the line. Fourteen other kids had shown up for class today, and Ronan knew at least nine of them would beat him without a problem.

      He imagined the delight on Kayle’s face if he returned after surrendering. The well-meaning healer would be overjoyed to learn that Ronan finally saw reason. No one would judge him if he quit. The only humiliation was staying.

      Ronan squeezed his eyes shut and banished the vision.

      With a groan, he got to his feet and took his position. He already felt the bruises on his abdomen as he bowed to his next opponent.

      And when the next duel started, Ronan gave his all.
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      Laran left Mika Rest before the sun rose. Had anyone cared enough to ask, he would have claimed it was to get an early start on the day. While chikara were far more active at night than while the sun was up, he didn’t fear the hour or so before dawn. Most chikara had finished their hunting for the night and were bedding down to rest.

      Nobody asked, though. His face was familiar enough to the guards on the wall, and they opened the gates without so much as a question.

      Truthfully, he wanted to be long gone by the time most travelers awoke. The foolish caravan driver had bargained hard last night for Laran to escort them the rest of the way to Leeside. The young cuvar had glowered in the corner, nursing one tall mug of ale after another as his boss offered what were no doubt far more lucrative terms to Laran.

      Laran had refused. The money was tempting, true. The sums being offered were almost enough that he could give up his wandering ways and buy the materials for a home somewhere far, far away. His commander back at the lodge couldn’t complain, either. Given the cuvar’s poor showing yesterday against the harra, Laran was more than justified in escorting the caravan to the safety of Leeside’s walls.

      His presence might be justified, but it wasn’t needed. The road between here and Leeside was well patrolled during the day by local cuvar. The caravan should have no problem reaching Sinya Rest tonight, and then the day after would bring them to Leeside. So long as they didn’t try anything as foolish as the night before, the danger was as close to zero as a journey beyond the walls could be.

      Closer to Laran’s heart, though, were the tracks from yesterday. By themselves, they were a curious mystery. But that glimpse of a single golden eye had consumed Laran’s thoughts for the rest of the evening. He had even dreamed of it.

      So he left the rest early, eager to be long gone before the caravan owner made one more desperate attempt to hire him. He wasn’t sure his resolve would last if even more coin was offered.

      Once past the walls of the rest, Laran made good time south. Last night the journey to Mika Rest had taken them over an hour as the caravan’s tired horses struggled against their heavy loads. This morning Laran reached the site of the ambush in less than half the time, the first of the sun’s morning rays piercing the canopy as he bent down beside the tracks.

      Nothing about the tracks had changed. One barefoot human favoring their right leg and three wolves. The wolves had circled this spot as the human had stood and watched.

      Laran let out a sharp exhale. A deep instinct, honed by years of ranging, warned him against pursuit. He’d imagined a dozen different explanations for the tracks last night, each one more impossible than the next. He had to follow them if he ever hoped to find an answer.

      Still, he hesitated.

      The whispered rumors, the golden eye observing the attack, and the mysterious tracks added up to something he didn’t like. Something that very well might be bigger than he could handle. He hadn’t lived this many years as a sumar by taking unnecessary chances. He thought back to the caravan owner. If he turned around now, he could be at the rest before they left. He could claim he’d been scouting ahead and that he’d reconsidered the offer. Their arrival at Leeside would make him that much richer, and his dream of leaving everything behind that much closer.

      As he argued with himself, he pulled out his weapons and examined them. As always, his blades were clean and sharp. The familiar practice calmed his mind, though.

      He swore as he slammed his sword back in its sheath.

      He was a special kind of fool, he supposed. But if he returned to Leeside now, his commander would just send him right back out, and there weren’t enough sumar to go around. They needed answers. Or, at the very least, a direction to follow.

      Besides, he’d never been able to resist his own curiosity.

      He listened to the sounds of the forest. Birds sang overhead as a soft morning breeze brushed through the tops of the trees. Squirrels jumped from branch to branch, eager to replenish their stores as winter beat a hasty retreat further north. He was alone, and for a moment, the world was perfect. He took one deep breath, then followed the tracks away from the site of the attack.

      As before, they were easy to follow, and his prey made no effort to disguise its route. At times, Laran felt as though he was being dared to pursue.

      He lost himself in the chase. Alone in the woods, with no one to depend on and no help to call, his senses heightened. Thanks to his focused onda, he heard the scratches of a squirrel’s claws as it scampered up a faraway tree. He listened to the songs of the birds, alert to any changes or silence that might warn him of a nearby predator. He searched for any sign of the wolves he tracked, from their prints in the mud to twigs disturbed by their passing. After a few miles he found their scat, tapered at one end with tiny bone fragments within.

      When he next looked up at the sky, it was close to noon. He grunted softly to himself, pleased with his efforts. As often happened, he had lost track of time. Tracking and hunting were tasks that consumed his attention and left no space for idle thoughts. If he could, he would spend all day in such a state. His awareness expanded, and the boundary between himself and the outside world grew indistinct. It was the closest he came to happiness.

      Laran figured he had a few hours of daylight left to pursue the tracks before he’d have to decide on his course of action for the evening. He was far from the road he’d begun the day on and was probably closer to a separate road that traveled between Leeside and Avgan.

      He took a short break, letting his attention wander as he ate and drank. Once his stomach was satisfied with its meager fare, he took off again.

      This time, he’d only gone a few miles before coming to a stop.

      He couldn’t put a finger on why. The tracks and sign continued as before, and there were no overt signs of danger. All the same, he felt a slight uneasiness in his stomach, and he knew well enough to pay attention to the feeling. It was a lesson all veteran sumar tried to impress upon recruits fresh from the obuka. The world was greater than the five senses, mysterious in ways the mind couldn’t penetrate, no matter how long the tools of reason and logic chipped away at the problem. But the body was wise. Often, the difference between a grizzled sumar with decades of ranging and a talented obuka graduate had nothing to do with how one focused their onda.

      It was their ability to listen, both to the world and their own body.

      Laran looked around, seeking any sign of danger that might have slipped through the gaps in his conscious awareness. He wasn’t surprised when he found none, though. He checked his blades one more time before proceeding.

      The forest here was largely pine, the ground beneath his feet a mixture of exposed granite, weathered roots, and a soft bed of dead pine needles. The trees here were old, towering well above his head. Snow lingered in shadier areas, though a few more warm days would banish it for the rest of the spring and summer.

      He proceeded as though he was sneaking closer to a wary deer. The next half mile took him almost as long to traverse as the three miles before. He made no sound, placing each foot with exaggerated care. The land here sloped upward, and before long the entrance to a crevice came into view. Laran’s stomach knotted itself tighter as he saw the narrow crack. The tracks led toward it, and he suspected his long pursuit finally neared its conclusion.

      The entrance to the crevice was a gentle downslope. Laran could peer about a hundred feet in before the geography cut off his sight. The ground around the entrance was a mess of tracks, though. He spotted the now familiar human and wolf tracks easy enough, coming and going. Something had recently been dragged into the crevice, too, trailing blood.

      Laran stepped away from the entrance and closed his eyes, placing himself on the mental map that was always in his head. This was farther from the roads than he would have expected, given the rumors, but it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

      He thought he heard sounds from inside the crevice, but they were so soft he couldn’t be sure they were real or imagined. One way or another, he knew he wasn’t walking in.

      After studying the terrain, Laran decided to ascend the east side of the crevice.

      He was as silent as a wraith. The ground rose sharply for almost sixty feet, and he climbed the section on all fours, minimizing any chance of slipping and making a sound that alerted his foes.

      Up ahead, the crevice widened before ending. If the wolves he pursued were hiding, that was where they would be. Laran inched forward until he was right at the edge. Then he took a long, deep breath and shifted his weight so he could look down into the gap in the granite.

      He froze mid-exhale.

      The tracks had told the story, but he’d not believed.

      Mysterious as the world was, there was possible and there was impossible, and the sight below firmly fell in the latter category. A man sat in a circle with three wolves. The carcass of a freshly killed deer served as the centerpiece of the gruesome tableau. All four creatures were tearing at the deer with their teeth, their jaws bloody.

      The man focused Laran’s attention. He was naked, and his skin was so pale Laran believed there was no way it could have ever known the sun’s warm caress.

      The shape was almost human, but a closer examination revealed that it was wrong. It was as if a talented sculptor had tried to form a man out of clay but run out of time just before finishing. Its right side was just a bit bigger than the left, a subtle violation of the symmetry Laran’s eye expected.

      He had no time to wonder what it was.

      Though he was certain he’d made no sound, the creature’s head turned around. As soon as it did, Laran knew what he faced, even though it made no sense. The rest of the creature remained on its hands and knees, but the head turned completely around, an action physically impossible for any human with a functioning spine. The creature’s face was disfigured, its mouth too big and its teeth too long and sharp. The eyes were in the places one would expect from a human, but its right eye socket was a gaping black hole. One golden eye stared up at Laran.

      A demon.

      One that almost looked human.

      The demon made no sound, but the wolves stopped eating. In unison, all three looked up and growled at the intruder.

      Shit.

      Laran contemplated jumping down into the crevice. He’d fought demons before, and although they were damnably difficult to kill, they did die.

      But without space to move, not to mention the three wolves under its command, dropping into the camp would be a particularly useless form of suicide.

      So he did what any sensible sumar would do.

      He ran. As fast as his legs could carry him.

      Behind him, the wolves howled and gave chase.
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      In a perfect world, Jamie would have ignored Lady Gwen’s information about the Gutanese trade delegation. He would, instead, pursue the far more interesting task of obtaining the book she cared so deeply about.

      But the world wasn’t even fair, so perfect was far too much to ask. Captivating as the book might be, it would do nothing to return him to his family’s good graces. The trade information might. Of course, the information alone would earn him little. The only hope of impressing his father lay in charting a course of action that took advantage of the news.

      Despite his considerably late night, Jamie woke before the sun rose. He hurried down to the training hall where his family’s cuvar sparred every morning. None of the ondists made any bow to recognize his entrance, which was just how he liked it. It had taken him months to train the typical signs of respect out of them.

      He joined the cuvar, sparring with veterans and recent obuka graduates alike.

      No matter how late his nightly escapades kept him awake, this was the part of the day he’d do anything to partake in. Sparring wasn’t just good for the body, it was good for his mind too. It demanded his full attention. When he was here, the cares of the world slipped away. It was often the best hour of his day.

      He wasn’t sure if that meant he really enjoyed sparring, or if his days needed improvement.

      Training was followed by a short bath, and he broke his fast alone, reading while he ate. Today he was working his way through a book of Gutanese history, inspired by Lady Gwen’s information.

      He learned a few tidbits of information that were new, but nothing that surprised him. The duchy of Gutan was a little larger than that of Lindra, but their histories had largely followed parallel paths. It was only recently that Gutan had started to diverge. Gwen’s information was the clearest evidence yet, but Jamie had suspected the Gutanese duke’s shifting motives for a few years now. It felt as though Gutan was preparing for something, but what that something was, Jamie couldn’t begin to guess.

      Some would jump to “war.” Gutan’s forces were considerably larger than Lindra’s, and there were always those on council who suspected Gutan’s trade delegations were full of spies sent to discover Lindra’s weaknesses.

      Jamie struggled to accept that argument. A war between the duchies would be devastating to both sides, and for no gain that he could discern. There was a reason the treaties had lasted as long as they had. He put the book aside, eager to return to it later.

      After breakfast, the true work began. Jamie descended two flights of stairs to the second story of their estate. He entered a room smaller than his bedchambers, though this room was vastly more important. Here he found the bookkeepers already hard at work, the sounds of quills scratching against paper more familiar to him than his father’s voice. Jamie nodded to Corlee, his father’s head bookkeeper. She returned the gesture and promptly ignored him.

      Jamie grimaced. Corlee was head of the bookkeepers for good reasons, and given his task today, he’d hoped to enlist her help. But it was no matter. He could steal Hardwin’s time without raising his father’s ire.

      He pulled up a chair next to Hardwin’s desk. Hardwin was a tall man, so thin Jamie sometimes worried a strong breeze would snap him in half. But he had a mind nearly as sharp as Corlee’s, and an attention to detail that made him one of the family’s best.

      Hardwin didn’t even look up as Jamie sat next to him. “I’m busy.”

      Jamie gave his most winning smile. “You will be.”

      Hardwin groaned, but it was mostly for show. The man couldn’t resist a mystery any more than Jamie could a locked door. “What do you want?”

      Jamie told him, and Hardwin’s eyes lit up. They spent the rest of the morning at work, finding the best trades to take advantage of Lady Gwen’s information. By the time they finished, the rest of the bookkeepers were at lunch.

      “Thank you, Hardwin. One last favor.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I want you to make these trades.”

      Hardwin grunted. “With your father’s money?”

      “No, not even I’m that foolish. With my own funds. Ten percent.”

      “That’s a big bet.”

      “What’s the point, otherwise?”

      Hardwin looked like he was about to mount an argument for caution and restraint, then remembered whom he was speaking to. “As you wish, sir.”

      With that, Jamie took his leave of the bookkeepers and climbed back up the stairs to his father’s office. He’d hoped to catch the baron during lunch, but of course, his father was meeting with another merchant. Tylor, his father’s chief aide, barred Jamie from barging in on the meeting. Jamie tried his smile, but as usual, Tylor was immune.

      Sometimes, Jamie suspected the reason why Tylor was his father’s longest-serving aide was for that very reason.

      Ten minutes of arduous waiting later, the merchant emerged from the baron’s office. Jamie stood up to enter, but Tylor held up a hand. “He’ll be with you shortly.”

      Jamie kept his expression placid. He knew damn well his father wasn’t doing anything inside the office. Long ago, though, Jamie had learned that fighting his father’s petty behavior did no good. He took a chair and closed his eyes. He used the time to practice focusing his onda.

      A few minutes later, another merchant entered the waiting area, and Tylor led him straight into Jamie’s father’s office. Jamie took a deep breath and glared at Tylor as the aide shut the door.

      Tylor shrugged. “A very important meeting. On the agenda for today, it’s supposed to last an hour, but it might go longer.”

      Jamie fantasized about storming into his father’s office and demanding the baron’s attention.

      But they’d been down that road more than once, and Jamie knew how it ended.

      The cuvar would be called to escort Jamie from the room, by force if necessary. Jamie’s father would make excuses to the guest, then, under his breath, whisper about how no matter what he tried, he couldn’t get his good-for-nothing son to learn the family business.

      Repeat for a few years, and all of a sudden, no one in Lindra cared very much about Jamie. Though Jamie wouldn’t put physical murder beyond his father, the baron savaged reputations every day, and Jamie was just one of his many victims. He wasn’t always sure why he even tried anymore.

      Maybe these trades would be the first step, though.

      He stood up and saw Tylor inch closer to the bell pull that would summon the cuvar. Jamie walked up slowly to the aide’s desk, then put the papers he’d been carrying down as gently as if they were a delicate dish.

      He spoke softly. “Trade suggestions to prepare for the Gutanese delegation. I received some information they may be in the market for different goods this year. I worked out some trades that might net us enormous profits.”

      Tylor was the very model of etiquette. “Of course, sir. I’ll make sure the baron sees them at his earliest convenience.”

      Somehow, Jamie put a smile on his face. It was, at best, a coin flip that his father even bothered to glance at them. “Thank you.”

      Then he left the waiting area, congratulating himself on yet another morning wasted.
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour later he was dressed as he preferred, in a loose tunic and pants. He walked through the streets of Lindra, just another face in a sea of people. He made good time to his favorite tavern, named the Broken Binding for reasons no one, including the proprietor, was quite clear on. As he’d hoped, Mardok was there.

      Though the hour was still early, it had been a safer bet than most. Mardok, as far as anyone knew, lived at the Broken Binding’s corner table. He did disappear at times, to places no one had ever discerned, but no one with an ounce of sense sat at his table during those absences.

      Jamie stopped by the bar on his way, ordering three large mugs of ale. He deposited one in front of Mardok, then drained one so quickly it was as though there’d been an empty mug sitting at the table when he arrived.

      “Rough morning?” Mardok asked.

      “No more than usual. I found what I was searching for last night, but when I tried to present my findings, my father had no time for me.”

      “Ahh.” Mardok, more than most, knew the details of Jamie’s relationship with his father.

      Partly it was because he was Jamie’s confidant, one of “the boys” that formed the core of his inner circle when he wasn’t trying and failing at being a lord. Partly it was because Mardok made his living off of knowing everything there was to know about everyone.

      Jamie had secrets he planned on taking to his grave, but he was fairly certain Mardok knew of ways of prying hidden truths from dead lips. There was no other explanation for some of his knowledge.

      Mardok raised his mug to Jamie before bringing it to his lips. “Anything I might be interested in knowing?”

      “Some potential market shifts. Nothing you’ll be particularly interested in. I’ll tell you tomorrow after my father has had an opportunity to act first.”

      Mardok mimed being stabbed in the heart. “To think, you wouldn’t trust me to restrain myself for a single day.”

      Jamie scoffed.

      Mardok dropped the act. “Why do you still try? There’s nothing you can do that will make yourself worth anything in his eyes. And, if you don’t mind me saying so, good riddance. The sooner you disavow your family, the better off we’ll all be.”

      It was an old argument and one whose familiar paths he had no interest in walking today. “I’ve got a question for you.”

      Mardok leaned forward, attentively. It was one of the reasons why Jamie enjoyed Mardok’s company. When he listened, the speaker was his complete focus.

      “Let’s say, just as an imaginary exercise, that I was interested in acquiring a certain book, not for sale, from the aklatan. How would I go about it?”

      Mardok frowned. “The conversations in Lady Anna’s chambers must have taken a very different direction than I imagined.”

      Jamie didn’t so much as twitch. Mardok possessed the sometimes useful, but more often annoying, trait of being able to discern an incredible amount from a person’s facial expressions. It had taken Jamie years of practice to hide anything from the man, and he still wasn’t sure how successful he was.

      “Everyone loves a good book.”

      Mardok laughed. “You might, but I’m pretty sure Lady Anna wouldn’t be able to identify a book if she was trapped in a library.”

      He leaned back on thought on the problem. “If I were in your shoes, I’d send someone else. The aklatan’s cuvar won’t let you anywhere close after last time.”

      “Let’s say I can’t.”

      “Hmm. Now that is interesting.” He waited to see if Jamie would say more, but when his old friend maintained his silence, he went back to the problem. “You could have someone set fire to one part of the aklatan. While the cuvar battled the flames, you could sneak in and take what you need.”

      “I’m not going to burn books. I was hoping you’d come up with something a little more subtle.”

      “Are you willing to murder someone to get in?”

      Jamie glared. “Are you confused by the definition of the word subtle?”

      “What? It would make it much easier.”

      “Do you have a way in or not?”

      Mardok smiled but didn’t say anything.

      “How much do you want for it?”

      “Your soul?”

      Jamie grunted. “You typically charge higher prices.”

      “Tell me what really happened last night.”

      Jamie shook his head. “How about I give you the trade information today?”

      “How good is it?”

      “I put ten percent on it.”

      Jamie didn’t bother to haggle for coin. Truthfully, he wasn’t even sure if Mardok had any money. The man didn’t care. He bartered for information and favors and seemed to live a perfectly content life doing so. If someone was foolish enough to rob Mardok on the streets, they’d probably only earn one or two coins for their trouble. If Jamie gave Mardok the information on the trades, he wouldn’t put any of his own money down in the markets. He’d trade it to someone else for another favor or another piece of information. It was just how he worked.

      Mardok considered for a moment. “Fine. I do have a way in, but it’s about a risky a job as you’ve ever tried. Those bookworms don’t like letting people into their secure areas, but I happen to know a few weaknesses in their defenses.”

      “Will I need a crew?”

      Mardok shook his head. “If anything, they’ll slow you down. It requires at least a second-rank ondist, and it just so happens you’re the only one around.”

      “That tough?”

      “And then some.”

      Jamie felt the familiar tingle in his fingers he always did before a job.

      He knew that what he did made no sense. Even if his father disowned him, he had enough money to his name to live for most of his life in perfect comfort. He had nothing material to gain from his exploits.

      But the material gain had never interested him.

      That was one of the reasons he and his father would never see eye to eye.

      He leaned forward. This, this was why he lived.

      “Tell me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Ronan woke up and immediately regretted it. Sunlight stabbed into the room through his open window, and when he raised his arm to cover his eyes, his whole body shouted for mercy. He pressed his lips together, but a groan escaped him all the same.

      “You finally up in there?” Kayle hollered.

      Despite the healer’s advanced age, he could hear a whisper across a noisy room.

      His secret exposed, Ronan groaned louder as he forced himself to sit up. “Yeah.”

      He looked down at his body. His arms and torso were a patchwork of cuts and bruises, and although his legs were covered by blankets still, he knew they looked the same. Now, for the first time, he understood what the phrase, “every part of his body hurt,” truly meant.

      There’d been fourteen other students in third class yesterday, and all fourteen had delivered a beating that would probably become training legends in time. Ronan hadn’t considered, when initially evaluating his opponents, how exhaustion would wear on him. He was strong enough to take on several of the weakest and newest additions to the third class, but by the time their turn came, standing for each beating was as heroic a feat as he could accomplish.

      As such, he’d lost all fourteen bouts.

      Decidedly.

      Kayle, unfortunately, wasn’t one to offer mercy when foolishness had been the cause of the suffering. “Daylight’s burning, Ronan. Get out of bed or I’ll find a new apprentice.”

      For just a moment, Ronan considered throwing the covers up over his head and returning to the peaceful oblivion of sleep. But Kayle didn’t bluff, and if Ronan didn’t serve his apprenticeship, there’d be nothing left for him. He certainly wouldn’t be able to earn enough coin to purchase the medicines that made his mother’s final days comfortable. Kayle didn’t charge as much as he should have as it was.

      With one more loud groan, Ronan stood and got dressed. Every movement hurt, but the longer he stood the more bearable it became. He opened the door and stumbled down the hall.

      He heard Kayle moving about in his mother’s bedroom and stopped just outside. “How is she?”

      “Come in and see for yourself.”

      “Kayle—”

      “She’s asleep, lad. Though if you’re that ashamed to appear before her, you might want to ask yourself why you continue this foolishness in the first place.”

      Ronan stepped into the room. Kayle had opened the windows and even brought new wildflowers from the field near his home. It was more than any other healer would have done, but Kayle had been a friend of the family for more years than Ronan had been alive.

      Ronan paused, as he always did, at the sight of his mother lying in bed. This death was far crueler than the fate his father had suffered beyond the walls. It ate at her body while leaving her mind intact. Her body, which Ronan had always thought of as strong and powerful, wilted away. It had become her cage, and when she was awake, Ronan couldn’t help but imagine the soul behind her bright eyes, wanting nothing more than to escape.

      “How is she?” he repeated.

      Kayle didn’t believe in half-truths and comforting lies. He didn’t bluff because he didn’t have a dishonest bone in his body. He said what he meant, and never sweetened bad news. He wasn’t the most popular healer in Avgan, but he was the one everyone turned to when the situation was dire.

      “Not well. She’s already lasted far longer than I expected, but she always was the strongest of us. To tell you the truth, any breath could be her last. But if you forced me to place a bet on a specific time, I’d say within the next two or three days.”

      Ronan swallowed the lump in his throat. He breathed in deep through his nostrils and nodded.

      He knew his mother was dying. Had known for weeks. But still, he wasn’t ready to say goodbye. She was the last family he had, and the only one he had clear memories of. With his father, he no longer remembered what was memory and what was legend.

      Kayle put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Ronan winced at the gentle contact. “Take some time with her. The medicine I gave her will keep her asleep for several hours, at least. But you’re welcome to take the day off, provided you stay by her side.”

      The implied threat was clear, and Ronan chuckled bitterly. “For once, you don’t need to worry. Karni banned me from the obuka until my bruises disappear.”

      Kayle snorted. “Glad to see at least one of the mestres still has some sense.”

      “I’ll help today. Better to be doing something than sitting around.”

      Kayle nodded. “I’ll be downstairs waiting. Mind if I help myself to some of your eggs?”

      “Please.”

      The healer left the room, intent on breaking his fast. Though there was plenty Ronan and Kayle disagreed on, Ronan would never be able to repay Kayle for all he’d done, not just for Mother, but for their family. Ronan certainly wouldn’t have been Kayle’s choice for apprentice, but he’d offered the position anyway.

      Ronan pulled up a chair and sat next to his mother, holding her hand in his own. The skin, which had been rough and callused just a few months ago, now hung loosely from her hand.

      He didn’t have anything to say. Though Kayle claimed that people could hear loved ones while they slept, Ronan didn’t believe him. Most of his thoughts were about the obuka, and he was too ashamed to share them. Like Kayle, Mother had never really approved. The difference between the two most important adults in his life was that she, at least, understood. Once, she had been a sumar.

      After a few minutes, the scents of breakfast wafted up from downstairs. Ronan squeezed his mother’s hand and stood up. Then he joined Kayle for breakfast.

      As they ate the eggs, Kayle handed Ronan a list. “I’ve got rounds to make today, but we’re running low on some necessities.”

      He dropped a small purse of coin on the table next to the list. “This time, try to be more careful. There was some sweetroot mixed in with the Nacillian wort. They look alike, and everyone likes the taste of the resulting mixtures better, but the plants can counteract each other.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kayle had already lectured him plenty about the mistake, and Ronan liked to think he didn’t need to hear the same lesson twice.

      “And stop giving the old gatherer so much coin. She plays you for a fool.” A smile tugged at the corner of Kayle’s lips. “Or, more likely, it’s her young apprentice who is playing you.”

      The thought of Karima, the gatherer’s apprentice, was the first pleasant thought of Ronan’s day. The older healer had the right of it, of course. Ronan had no problem haggling with the gatherer. He knew the prices of the market well. But he never minded paying a little extra for one of Karima’s smiles. “Yes, sir.”

      Once their breakfast was finished, they left the small house together. They walked for a bit before going their separate ways. Kayle began his rounds, and Ronan made straight for the market. Lately, it had been more difficult to acquire everything on Kayle’s lists, and Ronan figured an early start would give him the best chance of completing it.

      The day was a warm one. Though the winter had been mild, at least according to all the elders, it was still pleasant to feel the sun beating down on his shoulders. The more he moved the less his body ached, and as he left his house behind, his mood lightened. It was hard to be grumpy on a spring sunny day.

      His mood persisted throughout his visit to the market. Unlike some of his previous visits, he was able to find everything on Kayle’s list in short order. As the day went on and the market crowded more, he was glad he’d arrived as early as he had. The merchants would be sold out before long.

      Not only that, but Karima had been with the gatherer this morning, and her smile made the pain of Ronan’s bruises fade until they were nothing at all. Sure, Kayle’s purse was lighter than it should have been, but some experiences were worth the suffering they would bring later. He didn’t think even Kayle’s anger would wipe the smile from his face.

      Ronan was just about to leave the market when he bumped into someone. He excused himself, but before he could move out of the way, a strong hand gripped his forearm.

      A familiar voice said, “I see you’re having a good day.”

      Ronan looked up, noticing the person he’d run into. It took him a few moments to understand.

      He couldn’t remember ever seeing Thana without her mestre’s uniform on. In civilian clothes, he barely recognized her.

      Once he did, though, the smile dropped from his face as though tied to a heavy stone. He gulped and bowed, as deeply as was appropriate in public. “Apologies, mestre.”

      “I’d think that if nothing else, we’d taught you how to move without hitting people in a market.”

      “You have, mestre. The fault is my own.”

      Thana’s strict tone was drawing attention. The crowd parted around them, and more than a few faces turned their way while pretending not to be interested. “Were you lost in thought? Perhaps considering your decision to remain with the obuka?”

      Ronan didn’t mind the humiliation. They were only words, after all, and he didn’t care much what others thought of him. His mother’s opinion was the only one that mattered. But he knew Thana was trying to break him, here and now, and he wouldn’t break. He’d stood up to all fourteen children in third class, even as his body was close to giving out. If this was his final round, he’d fight it.

      He looked her in the eye. “No, mestre. If anything, I was smiling because I’ve just decided that when I graduate to second class, I’m going to request you be the one who ties the belt.”

      He thought Thana would take his retort as an insult. He’d intended it to be, and the crowd certainly took it as one. Those closest to the argument backed up a step or two, as though clearing a space for a fight.

      Instead, Thana snorted, which Ronan knew was about as close as she ever came to laughing. “You really are like him, aren’t you?”

      Ronan didn’t know what she meant. But he watched with interest as a series of expressions flitted across her face before it settled into her more customary scowl. “You don’t belong in the obuka, Ronan.”

      She held up a hand to stop his reply. “Yes, your physical techniques are as strong as we’d expect from one of your peers in first class. Not even I can dispute that. But the simple truth is that, for reasons none of the mestres have been able to understand, you can’t focus your onda. So it doesn’t matter how hard you try or how long you struggle. You’ll never graduate to second class, much less the obuka.”

      Every word cut, but he clenched his fists and bore the assault. “I’d advance if I had mestres who taught me instead of beating and humiliating me.”

      Thana’s hand moved so fast he didn’t see it. Even in a smaller city like Avgan, the mestres were still some of the strongest ondists around. Her slap hit far harder than any of the children had yesterday. Ronan’s head snapped around and his left ear rang like a bell. He stayed upright, but it was a close thing.

      His cheek burned as he turned back to her. He couldn’t return the blow. She was well within his rights as his mestre to strike him, but if he hit her, he’d no longer be permitted in the obuka. Besides, it wasn’t like he even could. The beatings the children had given him yesterday were nothing in comparison to what Thana could do.

      “Why do you hate me so much?”

      He braced himself for another slap, but none came. She grunted and crossed her arms, staring at him like she hoped he would melt under her gaze. After a few tense seconds, she turned to the assembled crowd. Some spectators looked like they were about ready to exchange bets.

      She waved them away. “Nothing to see here today, friends.”

      When they didn’t immediately scatter, she growled. “Be on your way.”

      Just like that, the spectators dispersed like ashes in the wind. No one with sense crossed a mestre.

      Thana gestured in the direction of Kayle’s house. “I imagine you’re meeting the healer soon?”

      Ronan nodded.

      “We can walk and talk. I’m in no hurry today.”

      Ronan wanted to argue, but one didn’t disobey a mestre. Besides, after the scene they’d caused, he was eager to leave the market behind. His cheeks turned even more red as he thought about Karima witnessing his humiliation.

      As they left the market, Ronan expected a stern lecture. So Thana’s gentle question caught him completely by surprise. “Anyone can see your determination, Ronan. What I don’t understand is why. My understanding is that you’ve developed enough proficiency in Kayle’s arts that you can start your own practice soon. So why subject yourself to the trials of the obuka?”

      “Why not? Anyone can become an ondist.”

      “First, that’s besides the point. Second, I would have agreed until I met you. Perhaps not everyone has the ability. And maybe that’s not a bad thing. If we knew as much for sure, perhaps it would stop those like you from pursuing dreams you should not.”

      He was about to object, but Thana cut him off with another sharp gesture. “Answer the question. Why?”

      “Because I want to be out there.” Ronan stabbed his thumb in the direction of the main gate. “Of all people, you must understand that.”

      “But there is nothing for you out there. Do you seek the glory of your father’s name? You can do more good here, as a healer, than you can beyond the walls.”

      Ronan shook his head. No one had ever asked him this before, and he wasn’t making his point well. “I want to be free, mestre. I want to explore the old Nacillian ruins and see all that the world has to offer.”

      “At the risk of your life? I spent many years beyond the walls, and life in any city is far superior.”

      Ronan sighed, then tried another approach. “When I finally learned my letters, I started reading through my father’s notebooks. They’re filled with maps, sketches, and stories. And as I read, I learned something that nobody seems to remember.”

      Thana’s look was curious, but she didn’t press him.

      “We sit here, safe within our walls, but our spirits wither. A cage is a cage, no matter how many acres of farmland it comes with. We need to be out there. It was where my father was happiest, and where I think I would be, too.”

      Thana was silent for a long time after that. They reached the town’s outskirts and entered the farmland where Kayle kept his lodgings.

      When she spoke again, it was to deliver another surprise. “I don’t hate you, you know. If anything, I have more respect for you than any other student or mestre does.”

      Ronan froze, certain he’d misheard. Thana continued walking and forced him to hurry to catch up to her.

      “If there was any hope of you becoming a sumar, or even a cuvar, you’d have no more ardent supporter. But you can’t focus onda. I don’t know why, but that’s the truth. The wilds will destroy you. I don’t know why Karni encourages your delusions. She’s far too gentle of a soul, maybe. I’m not out to get you, Ronan. I’m trying to open your eyes. You can’t defend yourself against a child, so you have no place outside the walls.”

      Ronan’s feet slowed to a stop, and this time Thana stopped, too.

      He sniffed and blinked rapidly, trying to think of something else, but it was too late. Tears trickled down his cheeks.

      Ever since he was a child reading his father’s notebooks, he’d known what he wanted from his life.

      And now here he was, almost a man grown, crying before his mestre.

      Thana bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Ronan. Truly, I am. Honesty cuts deeper than lies, but it heals faster.”

      Then she was gone, striding back toward the town, leaving him to pick up his shattered dreams alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Laran focused his onda. Strength flooded his limbs and sharpened his senses. He sprinted away from the crevice with feather-light footsteps. He listened for the sounds of pursuit as he angled toward the road from Avgan.

      He didn’t fear the wolves. Fast as they were, they couldn’t match his speed. If they did somehow catch him, their fangs were no match for his sword. He’d prefer not to harm them, but wouldn’t hesitate if they left him no choice.

      He didn’t fear the demon, either, but only a fool fought a demon alone.

      Behind him, the wolves emerged from the crevice and gave chase. He ran faster, extending the distance between them. Once he reached the road, he hoped to find cuvar to aid him. Or a sumar, but his brothers and sisters were few and far between.

      He slipped between majestic pines and leaped over downed trees. The wolves pursued, but couldn’t close the distance.

      Laran almost missed the hawk as it dove from the sky, wings folded tight against its body. His only warning was a brief streak of color dropping through the canopy. He twisted as the hawk brushed past him, fast as an arrow.

      The hawk had missed, but its purpose was accomplished. Laran recovered a moment later, but not before he bounced off a tree. He slowed as he found his footing again, and the wolves gained.

      A new pursuer approached quickly. The sound was almost that of a man, but the steps were impossibly quick. The demon had joined the hunt and had already passed the wolves.

      Laran pushed his legs as fast as they could go. The wolves fell behind, but the demon kept pace with him with frustrating ease.

      The hawk crashed through the canopy again. Laran heard it this time and dodged without problem. But it forced him to slow, just for a moment, and once again the wolves and demon narrowed the gap.

      He was still miles away from the road, and even there, help was questionable.

      Like it or not, a fight was his only option.

      He ran for a bit longer, hoping that he might still avoid conflict. But the pursuit continued. He searched for terrain that might suit his abilities. Eventually, he found a dense collection of trees that would serve him well.

      He skidded to a stop, turned, and drew his sword.

      It didn’t take more than a few seconds for his company to arrive. To his surprise, the wolves didn’t attack. They spread out around him, forming a very loose and very wide circle. The demon alone approached Laran. Blood from the deer caked its mouth, and it cocked its head to the side as though studying him.

      Demons were never pleasant creatures, but this one unsettled Laran more than most. In his experience, demons were usually little more intelligent than beasts. Some displayed a surprising cleverness, but no more. They were stronger and faster than most of a sumar’s enemies, but it was their ability to call creatures to their aid that made them hard to kill.

      This one felt different to Laran.

      It wasn’t just the human-like shape, though that was eerie enough. There was a sharp intelligence behind that single golden eye.

      Any other demon would have attacked, the wolves at its side, tearing and clawing at him.

      Laran pushed his thoughts aside. He could study the demon when it was dead.

      If it planned on standing there, he wouldn’t waste the opportunity. He jumped at it, sword coming down in one quick cut.

      The demon shifted to the side, then stepped in and backhanded Laran with unbelievable speed. The blow snapped his head around, spinning his whole body down to the ground. Before he could rise, the demon kicked him. His body flew into a nearby tree, driving the breath from his lungs.

      Had Laran not focused his onda, the blow would have killed him. As it was, he worried that he’d cracked a rib. He coughed up blood and shook his head.

      No demon moved that fast.

      Hell, nothing moved that fast.

      The demon didn’t press its considerable advantage. It stood in place and watched him struggle to his feet. Laran forced breath deep into his lungs and settled into a stance. Any chance of running had vanished with his full set of intact ribs.

      Which meant the demon had just sealed its fate.

      Laran attacked again, faster.

      He might as well have been a child training against his earliest sword masters. The demon avoided the cuts with ease, then struck Laran with another slap that staggered him.

      As he stumbled back, he realized the demon was playing with him like a cat with a cornered mouse. Anger burned away his pain, and he came in again, roaring loud enough to scare the birds for miles.

      Laran didn’t even see the move that disarmed him. One moment his sword neared the demon’s neck, the next it was skidding across the dead brown pine needles that covered the forest floor. Laran tried to use the trees as cover, slipping between them and around the demon. But it was always in front of him, as though it knew his intent before he moved. Three times he tried to outmaneuver it, and three times that golden eye stopped him in his tracks. His carefully chosen location ended up being worthless.

      The final time, it drove a fist into his stomach. Focused as his onda was, it still dropped him to his knees.

      Laran looked up. “What are you?”

      In a day already filled with surprises, he wasn’t ready for the final one. The demon spoke, its voice gravelly. “Your demise.”

      Laran didn’t see the blow that sent his world into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      However long he was out, it wasn’t nearly long enough. When he opened his eyes, he was propped up against a tree. His sword was sheathed and on his lap, and the three wolves stood guard around him.

      He fought the urge to groan. His body felt as though he’d been trampled by a herd of wild horses, and from the looks of it, his excitement for the day wasn’t over yet.

      He took in the situation in a moment. He was armed and unbound. His instinct was to leap to his feet and attack his wild captors, but he restrained himself.

      Observe, then act.

      The mantra had served him well for years.

      The most salient fact was that the wolves weren’t eating him.

      Which meant they were still under the demon’s control.

      Laran didn’t see the demon, but the range of its control had to be limited, so it was somewhere nearby.

      But the wolves weren’t eating him.

      Which meant that the demon wanted him alive.

      For what purpose, Laran decided he really had no interest in finding out.

      Holding tightly to the sword, and ready to draw at the slightest aggressive twitch, Laran stood. His body ached, but he couldn’t help but consider himself lucky. Pain meant he was alive, and that was better than dead.

      The wolves’ eyes followed him, but they didn’t even growl. If anything, they seemed curious about this human in their midst. Laran tensed and focused his onda, mapping out the route he would take through the trees. With enough of a head start on the demon, he was certain he could make the road.

      “I wouldn’t,” came the same gravelly voice Laran had heard earlier.

      A shadow detached from a wide pine, coming into view a moment later. Laran almost drew his sword, but figured it hadn’t done him much good last time. The two warriors studied one another in silence.

      Laran wished his examination of the demon revealed more. The creature’s slight deformity, its slight lack of symmetry, kept drawing his eye. Demons took many shapes, most similar to various chikara. That was another piece of evidence put forward by the sumar like Laran who believed that the demons and the chikara were somehow linked.

      They had no conclusive proof, though. Demons could command chikara, but they commanded the other beasts of the wild, too, so that meant little.

      Laran cleared his head and ran his eyes once more from toe to crown. The demon was naked, but Laran saw no sexual organs. That was consistent with other sightings. Laran saw no scars, which meant either the demon was young, or that it possessed the ability to heal greater than even an ondist.

      He supposed he would start with the most surprising observation. “You speak.”

      “Do you find that so surprising, human? Many of your kind do. But why?”

      Laran couldn’t shake the feeling of strangeness that made his hairs stand on end. It felt almost as if he was walking in a dream. “We have never heard a demon speak. We believed it wasn’t possible.”

      The demon let out a scratchy sound that might have been a laugh. “I whisper to the trees and listen to the songs of the wolves. What hubris do you possess, believing that your paltry language is somehow beyond my grasp?”

      It didn’t just speak. It was articulate.

      If he made it out of this alive, he didn’t think any of the other sumar were going to believe him. The thought led to his second question. “Why spare me?”

      “I did not.” It gestured to the wolves. “They did.”

      “Why?”

      “You intrigue them. You smell less like a human than any sumar they’ve ever met. And they smelled no fear when you ran from them. Even now, the only scents of fear you release are when you look at me.”

      Laran’s head spun. Although he might not have learned much from observing the demon, this last exchange would be enough for scholars to fill whole tomes with. “They speak true. I have nothing but respect for the wolves.”

      The conversation, already the strangest in Laran’s life, grew even stranger. “A rare trait, among you humans. The wolves believe you spend more time alone in the wild than you do in the company of other humans. Have you no mate?”

      Laran shook his head, but saw no point in lying. “Again, they speak true. My soul yearns for the wild. I once had a companion, but no longer.”

      The demon nodded. “The wolves see deeply into this world.”

      Laran thought he heard a shift in the demon’s voice. Perhaps something approaching reverence?

      The demon continued. “I proposed a test. To leave you with your weapon and see how you would respond. The wolves agreed. They laugh at me, now, in my misjudgment of you. They believed you would not harm them, and I argued your first act would be to cut them down. You surprise me, human.”

      “Not as much as you surprise me, I assure you.” Laran looked around the gathering. “So, what happens next?”

      “Today, I let you go. Perhaps there is some hope for some of your kind yet. I must think on this.”

      Laran knew he should just turn around and leave before the demon changed its mind, but he couldn’t resist his own curiosity. “You’re the one whose been killing the travelers on the road lately.”

      The creature didn’t answer, but its golden eye seemed to flash with mirth. It turned around and disappeared into the woods, taking the wolves with him.

      Laran knew exactly what the tracks would look like, and for the first time that week, he had absolutely no desire to follow them.
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      Jamie looked up at the duke’s castle, towering over him like a giant with a poor attitude, and rubbed at the back of his neck. To say he was plagued by doubts was to understate his case.

      He had long believed there were three kinds of stupid in the world. The first, and by far the most common, was the stupid that lived conventional, unquestioning lives. In his experience, this category encompassed most of humanity. They accepted what their leaders proclaimed, believed in living a simple and quiet life, and died without so much as scratching the surface of what they could have been. He supposed this particular flavor of stupid did no one any real harm. If people were content, who was he to speak against it?

      Didn’t mean it wasn’t stupid, though.

      The second kind of stupid was most often found in a tavern, near the bottom of one’s fourth mug of ale. This was the kind of stupid Jamie considered himself an expert in. The boast that demanded proof, the ideas that risked life and limb in pursuit of temporary glory, and the acclaim of one’s drinking companions. He’d lost count of how many stories he could spin, based loosely on reality, of his experiences with this kind of stupid.

      And finally, there was the third kind.

      Sheer stupidity. The idiotic, the brainless, the senseless, the imprudent. The ideas that could never be justified by reason. The actions that didn’t just risk life and limb, but practically guaranteed their loss.

      Mardok’s plan was the third type of stupid, and it was the sort of place even Jamie feared to tread. Despite his history of poor life choices, even he knew better.

      And for what?

      A book that he’d agreed to get for a woman he barely understood?

      Jamie shook his head and turned away from the duke’s castle. Lady Gwen might have leverage on him, but what did he care? He’d dealt with extortioners before, and no matter how clever Lady Gwen thought she was, he was certain there was an angle she hadn’t considered.

      And if she went through with her threat, what did it really matter? His father had spent years pushing Jamie away from the family, and everyone in Lindra knew it. Should Lady Gwen start spreading the story, Jamie’s father would simply disown him for good. At worst, it would be a small inconvenience.

      Jamie stopped after only passing a few houses.

      He could claim his decision was about the extortion all he wanted, but that wasn’t true.

      Yes, he still dreamed of the day his father would welcome him back to the family with open arms, but even he wasn’t so delusional as to believe that would happen anytime soon, if at all.

      No, if he was being honest, it was because of Gwen. She’d been in his thoughts so often he was starting to think he should charge her rent. The mysteries surrounding her cried out for answers, and Jamie didn’t think he would be able to rest until he solved them. She was a minor noble, with less power than Jamie’s father could wield with an angry glare. In that, she and Jamie were the same.

      But he had this sense that there was far, far more to her than she had revealed even on that night in her father’s office.

      He wanted to know what she hid.

      Which meant stealing a book that was as close to impossible to steal as an item could be. Though Jamie could list a dozen ways the duke could improve his lands, one policy he couldn’t fault the duke for was his attitude toward ancient knowledge. The books passed down through the generations were some of the most valuable possessions in the world, and even the duke had the good sense to guard them as such.

      Unfortunately, that admirable attitude did make Jamie’s life considerably more—interesting, he supposed. Mardok’s plan for breaking into the heart of the aklatan was foolish. Even the smallest mistake would be the end of Jamie.

      But there was also nothing wrong with it. Everything was doable. It just required a tremendous amount of physical skill and an even greater amount of patience.

      It was the patience part that worried Jamie the most. He’d excused himself from household duties for the next couple of days, inventing some excuse that he needed to travel to a nearby rest to see a wounded friend.

      The lie wouldn’t be hard to uncover, but Jamie knew no one would make the effort. It wasn’t like the baron cared what Jamie did. So long as the family name remained intact, Father was indifferent.

      Jamie turned back toward the duke’s castle. The sky was just beginning to brighten, promising a warm spring day. So far, though, only the bakers and guards were awake. If he hesitated any longer, he wouldn’t go through with it, so Jamie walked briskly until he was in view of the front gate guards.

      Now there was no going back.

      He was greeted politely at the outer gate. The guards, well-trained as always, recognized him and let him through without challenge. Jamie’s name didn’t do him much good most days, but it came in handy today.

      As he walked through the duke’s outer courtyard, he wondered if Lady Gwen had figured all this out before him. Entering the duke’s castle without an invitation was next to impossible for most, and best achieved with an army at one’s back. Combined with the physical feats and specific knowledge this theft required, Jamie was convinced he was just about the only person in Lindra who had a chance at succeeding.

      The first true test was the inner gate. He’d concocted a wild story to explain his presence, but a wary guard might still deny him entry. Just because his name gave him the privilege of entering through the inner gate didn’t mean he had the right. He and Mardok had debated trying to climb the inner wall, but there were too many guards who would have to be blind to miss Jamie’s ascent.

      Though walking through the front gate came with its own set of risks, it still seemed the safest bet.

      It wasn’t that the guards on duty weren’t alert. Only the best cuvar earned the right to guard the duke’s castle, and the duke wasn’t the sort of man known for forgiving even tiny mistakes. But the guard recognized Jamie, not just as a noble, but as a drinking companion. He let Jamie through without question.

      There was a reason Jamie drank most often at the Broken Binding, and a reason why Mardok set up his shop there. Because anybody who was anybody drank there, including the duke’s guards. No doubt, the guard assumed some dalliance, and Jamie was thankful for his less than sterling reputation.

      Inside the inner gate, Jamie relaxed. Guards still patrolled the grounds, but it was quieter here, especially at this early hour.

      Jamie followed the main path for about two hundred feet, then veered to the right. The aklatan was housed inside the inner gate, but was separate from the rest of the duke’s property. Jamie made a wide arc around it so that he could approach from the rear. Two guards would be stationed at the front door, and if they saw him coming and recognized him, they would sound the alarms.

      He shook his head.

      The academics really didn’t like it when you “borrowed” their books without asking.

      Fortunately, he made it to the rear of the aklatan without incident. The building was three stories of sturdy, smooth stonework, and most of the windows were barred to prevent entry. There were no guards here, as there was no entrance to guard. Likewise, the stone was too smooth for even someone as talented as Jamie. He was looking for a window on the third floor, but he couldn’t climb to it.

      Which was why Mardok had required a second-rank ondist for his plan. The floor plan for each story of the aklatan was the same, with the windows in the same places. The bars on the windows, meant to keep people out, would help Jamie this morning.

      He looked around for guards before making his ascent. He saw no one patrolling nearby and no guards were within sight on the inner wall. Most guards were stationed on the outer.

      Jamie took off his boots and hid them in a bush. All that covered his feet was the leather of his climbing shoes. He ran for the wall of the aklatan, focusing his onda, and scrambled up the smooth stone. His feet found just enough purchase to propel him to the first window. He wrapped his hands around the vertical bars.

      Using the bars as holds, he worked his way a little higher. Eventually, his toes were stuck between the bars and his hands held tightly to the top of the bars. He looked up. The windows were about fifteen feet apart, and from his position, it looked to be an impossible jump.

      For almost anyone else, it would have been. Hell, even for Jamie it would be a reach. He focused his onda, pressing it tighter and tighter as he felt it flood his limbs through his wide onda channels. Then he jumped, launching himself up with both hands and feet.

      Even as a second-rank ondist, it was a close thing. The angles were awkward, robbing Jamie of some of the power he might have otherwise had. But he barely reached the second story window and grabbed the bars. He repeated the process again, jumping up to the third story window. From there, it was a much easier jump to the roof.

      Jamie pulled himself up and over, then found the small nook Mardok had discovered on the plans. It was small and shaded, but most importantly, it kept him out of view of the walls. He curled into a ball and settled in to wait.

      Challenging as getting to the roof had been, it was still the easiest part of the theft. The next part, not so much. The vault, as the academics called it, was a single small room within the aklatan that held the most precious of the already precious treasures. It was guarded from within the akaltan’s halls at all times by a second-rank cuvar.

      None of the books within were permitted outside the room. Every day one academic was allowed inside, and was thoroughly searched upon their departure. The second-rank cuvar used their heightened senses to listen for even the slightest oddity.

      Jamie’s only chance of getting in was through the one window in the room. Strangely enough, it was the only one in the aklatan not barred.

      When Jamie had asked Mardok why, the informant had smiled. “Because the academics aren’t allowed to bring in any flame. There is only one desk to work at, which is right next to the window. It used to be barred, but the academics complained endlessly of the bars interfering with their scribbling. It was decided the second-rank ondist at the door, plus the other traps, were enough to keep the books safe.”

      Jamie had laughed. It seemed foolish to him, as a thief, to go to such trouble to protect valuables and not take the one last step necessary to ensure their safety. But humans were never rational creatures, and academics even less so.

      So, Jamie settled in to wait. Mardok’s plan required several events to happen in their favor, but there was no other way to get in without harming someone. Jamie had to wait for the academic for the day to come in, open the window for the best morning light, and then step away from the desk long enough for Jamie to sneak in.

      None of which was guaranteed to happen.

      Thus, the patience. If it looked like Jamie wouldn’t have an opportunity, he’d drop off the aklatan and come again another day.

      But he really hoped he didn’t have to. It had been hard enough getting this far.

      He sat and he waited, keeping his onda focused. He listened to everything nearby, from the footsteps of the guards on the walls to the quiet conversations of the guards at the front door of the aklatan.

      Eventually, he heard the sound he’d been waiting for. The window opened, letting in the full light of the sun so that the academic had the best light to see by. Jamie listened to the scrape of a chair against the stone as the academic settled in. He sighed heavily, then started scratching away with his quill.

      In a way, Jamie was jealous of the academic. The man had unlimited access to information so many would never know. From the day he’d been born, Jamie had been consumed with curiosity, and for a time his father had hoped he might become an honored academic. Such a calling would have brought new prestige to the family name.

      As a boy, Jamie’s greatest dilemma had been choosing between books and martial training. Books fed his mind, but the martial training strengthened both his body and his onda.

      Unlike many of the boys he grew up with, Jamie’s curiosity about the world never died. The others were always content with the answers given them and soon became obsessed with more mundane pursuits, such as the girls in their classes or the endless chase after greater wealth. Jamie’s curiosity never died, but it did transform as he grew older. He lost the patience required to work through a dense text. Though the academics of the past may have discovered great truths, they disguised them under layers of verbiage that would confuse all but the most learned of scholars.

      Instead, he discovered an obsession for exploring, for uncovering the truths of the world for himself. An obsession that he pursued to this day.

      But still, he’d give almost anything to enjoy the access to the vault this bored academic did. The scholar didn’t realize how lucky they were.

      He listened to the scratch of the quill, wondering what new learnings the academic explored.

      Whatever it was, it apparently didn’t last for long. Not more than fifteen minutes had passed when the academic sighed again, pushed the chair back, and stepped away from the desk.

      Jamie hadn’t heard any guards nearby, but he poked his head up and searched for any. As far as he could see, he was alone. He hurried across the roof and squatted on the edge, directly above the open window. He paused for a moment and listened. He heard the academic’s footsteps, still in a different part of the room.

      With a deep breath, Jamie lowered himself down. The window was open wide, and he touched the sill with his toes. Once his weight was firmly planted, he let go of the roof, grabbing under the top of the window to prevent himself from falling.

      He kept his onda focused. At the slightest sound, he would alert either the scholar or the guard outside the door. He studied the room quickly. There were several enormous bookshelves, built sturdy enough to repel a siege. The floor was tile, with inscriptions on every one. The last and most devious part of the defenses. The tiles were inscribed with the ancient words of the academic’s creed. Most of the tiles were safe, but a few were inscribed with the Nacillian word for “lie.”

      Jamie let himself down, making sure his feet only rested on certain tiles. In a moment he was to the bookshelves. He reached out and pulled himself up one, grateful the academics had overbuilt them. They didn’t so much as creak as he climbed them. He laid down across the top just as the scholar returned to his desk.

      Jamie calmed his breath. Though he was certain he’d been as silent as possible, it was impossible to move without some sound. Everything hinged on the next few moments.

      No alarm came, and the only sound in the room was the academic’s quill against paper. Jamie turned, ever so slightly, and started looking down at the books.

      There were four small rows of bookshelves, with no visible filing order immediately apparent. Jamie didn’t worry much about that, though. There would be one, he just had to discern it. With his vision sharpened, he started reading the spines of the books he could see.

      If he’d been perfectly lucky, the book he was looking for would have been within sight right away. But of course, he was not. He did, however, decide that most of the books he could see were on the wilds and their exploration. Jamie longed to know what was in those dusty pages. But getting out of here with one book was going to be difficult enough. No point making his life harder trying to escape with half the room. No matter how friendly he was with the guards at the gate, there would be questions if he tried carrying an armful of clearly ancient texts through.

      When the scholar moved again, Jamie crawled from the top of one bookshelf to another. It was a stretch, but still safer than making a mistake on the floor. If his foot touched the wrong inscription, the alarm would also be raised.

      On the next bookshelf, Jamie repeated the process from before, reading as many titles as he could. His heart beat faster as he recognized he was looking at the forbidden histories. The book Lady Gwen sought should be there. His eyes roamed eagerly, reading and translating title after title. Most of these books were old beyond reckoning, written in languages nearly extinct.

      Once again, Jamie felt as though Lady Gwen had foreseen this all. What other thief would even know what they were looking at?

      Then he found it, wedged in between two other tomes not even Jamie’s father could afford.

      When the scholar moved again, Jamie stretched out between the shelves, reaching down until his fingers found the appropriate spine. He pulled it out slowly, careful not to drop the book or make a sound. He held it in his hands, gentler than he would a newborn babe. He wrapped it in a linen cloth and stowed it in his clothes.

      Leaving the aklatan was slightly easier than getting in. Jamie waited for the scholar to step up from the desk again. While he browsed the shelves near the other end of the room, Jamie dropped to the floor, landing softer than a feather. He walked back to the window, watching the placement of his feet.

      He climbed up onto the sill and looked around. He froze in place when he saw a pair of guards walking the inner walls.

      The guards weren’t looking at the aklatan, but if Jamie dropped, the motion would certainly catch their eye. He had no choice but to wait. Behind him, the scholar sounded as though he’d found his selection. A book slid from the shelves, and footsteps started echoing toward Jamie.

      He cursed. At the moment he figured he was in the corner of the guards’ vision. After another few seconds, he’d be clear, but he didn’t think he had a few seconds. In just a heartbeat, the scholar would be in a position to see the desk and the intruder standing on the sill above it.

      There was nothing for it. Jamie waited half a heartbeat longer, then stepped from the window and dropped.

      He hit the ground harder than he expected, but he rolled smoothly. He looked up to the walls, but the guards were out of sight.

      For several long seconds he remained frozen, waiting for what he was sure would be the inevitable cry of alarm. But when it didn’t come, he stood up and found his boots. He pulled them on and started walking away quickly, acting like an important man with important places to be.

      Jamie fought the familiar surge of elation that followed a successful theft.

      He was as stupid as they came, but now he had the book, and before he handed it over to Lady Gwen, he intended to see what was inside.
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      Ronan woke with the sun the next morning, but he felt as if he hadn’t slept more than a few minutes. Thana’s words to him were like a festering wound, infecting his every waking thought.

      It would be easier if he could choose ignorance. If he could willfully blind himself from the situation he was in and proceed as though nothing had happened.

      But that was one lesson he’d learned far too well from Mother. One needed to be a strong ondist to be a sumar, but early on, she’d disabused him of the notion that strength was all that mattered. The best sumar, she claimed, were those who could observe the world with the least bias. Those who remained aware and had the ability to see the world as it was.

      When he’d been little, they’d often played games that developed that ability to observe. On a trip to the market she would ask him how many people were behind them, and he had to answer without turning around. When they wandered the fields outside of town, he was supposed to identify every plant they passed. He’d delighted in impressing Mother with his observations and memory.

      He grew out of the games, but the habits remained. When he’d been younger, he thought everyone viewed the world in the same way, but now he knew that to be false. Most people went through life with their eyes practically closed, blind to all but what they wanted to see.

      Had he fallen into the same trap?

      Delayed as his development as an ondist was, he’d never once considered he wouldn’t succeed. Everyone had the ability to become an ondist. Maybe not to become a sumar, but certainly a cuvar. Nothing he had tried worked, but he’d always assumed it was for another reason. Maybe he just hadn’t found the proper technique to focus his onda yet. Perhaps there was something he was doing wrong his mestres hadn’t been able to identify.

      Never once had he believed it was because he couldn’t.

      Not until yesterday. Not until Thana had bludgeoned him with the hammer of her opinions.

      He couldn’t look away. He was terrified she might be right, that he was broken in such a way that his one dream would never come true.

      He couldn’t say one way or the other. But he wouldn’t look away. Never that.

      Mother’s cough echoed down the hall. The sound drove his self-centered thoughts away.

      He rolled out of bed. Already his bruises were starting to fade, and his muscles responded with less complaint. He’d always healed quickly, and when he was younger, had taken it as a sign he’d someday grow into a strong ondist like Father.

      He threw his clothes on and walked down the hall. When he peered into her room, he saw that Mother was up and shuffling toward the door. “Mind a hand?”

      “Never.”

      He offered her his arm and she took it. Decayed as her arms were, he still felt strength in them. Her onda sputtered and flickered like the very end of a candle, but when it burned, it was almost as if the months of disease had never happened.

      “How are you today?”

      “I feel like someone danced on my sleeping bones last night, but I really can’t complain.”

      Ronan bit back a bitter laugh. If anyone in his life had a right to complain, it was Mother. But she rarely did.

      Ronan escorted her to the table and ran about the kitchen making porridge for breakfast. He felt Mother’s eyes on him as he worked, and could almost predict what she would say before the words escaped her lips. She didn’t just teach him to be observant. She epitomized the trait every day.

      “What’s bothering you?” she asked.

      “Besides the obvious?”

      “Besides the obvious.”

      Ronan sighed. He hadn’t spoken with her about anything last night, partly because she was still drowsy from Kayle’s concoction, but also because he didn’t want to trouble her with his worries. She didn’t have long, and he wanted her days to be as problem-free as possible.

      He should have known he couldn’t hide anything from her, though. “I spoke with Thana yesterday. We ran into each other in the market.”

      Mother smiled, and it made Ronan suspect she had already guessed at the events. “And?”

      “She told me that I would never be an ondist, and that the sooner I accepted that, the better off I’d be.”

      “Thana never did mince words.”

      Ronan sat down with their bowls. “Is she right?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      He’d hoped Mother would have a different answer for him, but she was honest to a fault. For the first time, he considered that his mother and Thana might share the trait.

      “But it doesn’t matter what I think. Nor does it matter what Thana thinks. Neither of us know what you’re capable of. The only question that matters is this: what do you think?”

      “I’m not sure. Before yesterday, I never considered that I might not be able to become an ondist. I mean, everyone is supposed to be able to focus their onda.”

      Mother looked out the window of their kitchen, and Ronan wondered if her thoughts had wandered away. But then she turned, reached across the table, and took his hand. “I’m sorry, Ronan, but that’s not good enough.”

      He didn’t understand.

      “We don’t know what you’re capable of. We all have our guesses, of course, but we can’t know. The only one who can is you. So you need to look deeper. You need to see. Can you focus onda?”

      Ronan thought back to all the years of his training. There had been days when he thought he felt what the mestres described. But it had never resulted in any increases in speed or strength. So maybe he’d been lying to himself, allowing hope to color his perception.

      After nearly a decade of training, the answer was clear, and he’d been a fool for denying it. “I don’t think I can.”

      Mother never let go of his hand.

      He forced himself to meet her gaze. “All I ever wanted was to go out into the wild.”

      “There’s no reason you can’t. If Kayle recommends you strongly enough, you’ll be able to travel as a healer with the caravans.”

      “You know they won’t want me if I can’t even protect myself.”

      “They will if you’re the best healer in town.”

      Despite his mother’s reassurances, gloom settled in the pit of his stomach. “I feel like a fool.”

      “We all do sometimes. But it’s never too late to make the first small step to change the course of your life.”

      “You’re not disappointed?”

      Mother shook her head vehemently. “I don’t want you ever to think that, no matter what happens.”

      “Even if I become the town drunk?”

      “Even then.” The smile on her face fell, and Ronan knew what was coming.

      Maybe not the exact words, but close enough. These moments had been coming more frequently lately. Times when she tried to impart some last wisdom before she died.

      “Whatever path your life takes, I’m honored to have been a part of it for as long as I was. Perhaps it’s just my pride talking, but I believe you’ll achieve great things one day. You’ve learned everything important I have to teach you. Now it’ll be up to you to use those skills as you will.”

      Her demeanor changed. “Which also means getting on with your life. Why aren’t you preparing to go to Kayle’s?”

      “He told me to take the morning off and watch over you. He knew his rounds wouldn’t take him back this way until afternoon at least.”

      “He’s too kind a master.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m glad to be here.”

      “Nice try,” Mother said. “If you’re going to be here, you’re going to be put to work. We need food from the market.”

      Ronan grimaced.

      “What?” Mother asked.

      “Thana and I made a bit of a scene yesterday at the market. I was hoping to avoid it for a few days.” As soon as he said it, he knew his complaint would go nowhere.

      He was right.

      “I’ll make the list while you clean the dishes,” Mother said. “And Ronan?”

      “Yes?”

      “Stop trying to hide your troubles from me. I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but so long as I walk this world, I’m still your mother.”

      Ronan bowed to her as he would a mestre. “Yes, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour later Ronan found himself once again following the roads to the market. He didn’t carry as much money as he had when shopping for Kayle, but it would be enough for food for the week. He knew Mother’s money, saved from her days as a sumar and the death benefit paid for father’s demise, was finally running dry. She’d stretched it for years, taking small jobs as she was able while raising Ronan.

      His apprenticeship to Kayle had helped, too. Although hardly typical, Kayle allowed Ronan a healthy portion of the money they earned working as healers. It had been enough to keep the family afloat.

      Once she died, he’d have to earn his own living.

      He saw Andras and several of the other students from first class on their way to the obuka, but he didn’t realize the threat until it was too late. They’d seen him on the way to market, and after some hurried whispers, approached him. When Andras came to a stop a few feet in front of Ronan, Ronan noticed that he had dropped halfway to a fighting stance.

      Alarm bells rang in his head, but he saw little opportunity for escape. The others were stronger and faster, and they’d cornered him in a quiet section of town.

      “What do you want?” Ronan asked.

      “We heard you got in a bit of an argument with Thana yesterday,” Andras said.

      “I heard she slapped you, twice,” another student chimed in.

      Andras nodded. “Not only that, but I heard that after she slapped you, you ran crying out of the market for your dying mom.”

      Somewhere, deep in the back of Ronan’s mind, he knew what Andras was doing. He was the firstborn son of one of the wealthiest merchants in town. Although there was no rule prohibiting students of the obuka from scuffles outside of the training grounds, there were still laws against violence inside the walls. And the obuka didn’t permit students who had committed a crime to train.

      In that moment, though, Ronan didn’t care.

      His hands had become fists, and he was swinging at Andras with every bit of strength he could muster.

      Not that it mattered.

      Andras had expected the blow, and with his onda focused, avoided it with ease.

      He danced nimbly away and pointed. “You think you can hit me? I always knew you were stupid, but I always thought your parents had taught you a little bit of sense, at least.”

      The missed punch cooled his anger. Ronan collected himself. Throwing the punch had been a mistake, and he was actually grateful he was too slow to hit Andras. If he was going to leave the obuka, he wanted it to be on his terms. Not to mention, he didn’t want any trouble with the local cuvar. He needed to be home for Mother.

      “What do you want?” he repeated.

      Andras echoed him in a high-pitched, nasally voice. “What do you want?”

      He stepped forward and poked Ronan in the chest, hard enough for him to stumble backward.

      He lowered his voice. “I’ll tell you what I want. I want you to leave the obuka and never come back. It’s a disgrace that they even let you through the doors. Thana had children beat you up, and you still think you’re going to become a great sumar like your dad? It’s sickening.”

      At that moment, it didn’t matter that Ronan had started to make peace with the idea he would never become a sumar.

      He swung again, as hard as he could. When Andras stepped back, Ronan spun from momentum. The others laughed as he pivoted and recovered his balance.

      The miss once again cooled his temper, but it wouldn’t take much to send it past boiling again. He looked behind him, hoping there might be a way out. But the other students had closed ranks. If he could focus his onda, he could have jumped over them, but the only way out now was through them.

      Cheeks bright with shame, he turned and tried to leave.

      “Please let me out,” he said.

      The other students looked to Andras, who shook his head. “No. We’re finishing this. You can’t go hiding under your mom’s skirts any longer, you whiny bitch.”

      It was more than was needed. Andras wanted a fight, and anger burned away any reason Ronan possessed. He turned and leaped at the young man he’d once called a friend.

      But no amount of anger in the world would change the fact that Andras was far faster and stronger than him. Andras easily sidestepped the blow.

      Then he pointed to his cheek. “Come on, Ronan. You know you can’t hit me. But just this once, I’ll give you one chance. I won’t make a single move to stop you. One shot, as hard as you can. If you knock me down, I’ll take it all back. Hell, I’ll even help you train myself. Would you like that?”

      Ronan answered with his fist. He punched one last time, not holding back. His fist connected with Andras’ cheek.

      And stopped in place. He hadn’t even hit Andras hard enough to move his head.

      Andras spit in his face. “See what I mean? Even your dying mom hits harder.”

      Ronan bunched up his fists. He glared at Andras while attempting every onda-focusing technique he’d ever been taught.

      Come on. Just this once, work for me.

      Andras slapped him across the face. Ronan’s head snapped around, pulling the rest of his body with it. He stumbled and found his balance with his back to Andras.

      Not one to waste the opportunity, Andras brought his foot back and kicked Ronan right in the ass. Ronan pitched forward, landing face first in the dirt. The others laughed, and a growl formed deep in Ronan’s throat.

      “Scary!” Andras mocked.

      Ronan pushed himself to his feet. It didn’t matter that Andras was so much stronger. He would suffer at Ronan’s hands.

      Ronan held his anger tight, reining it in and focusing it. Swinging wildly did him no good. He came in with a combination, leading with a jab and hoping to catch Andras with a left hook. Andras evaded, but Ronan pushed forward, his right arm jabbing out at every exposed target.

      Andras laughed as he blocked and dodged. Despite Ronan’s barrage, he still found time to slap Ronan twice more. Both rocked Ronan, but he kept advancing.

      Andras caught both of Ronan’s wrists. “I tire of this.”

      Ronan tried to break Andras’ nose with his forehead, but Andras just leaned away. With Ronan off-balance, he twisted and threw. Ronan’s feet left the ground and his side slammed into the dirt. Andras kicked dirt in his face and turned to leave.

      A wiser person might have remained still.

      But Ronan’s anger was all he had left. He was back on his feet in no time at all.

      “We’re not done!” he shouted to Andras’ retreating back.

      When the merchant’s son didn’t turn, he added, “Coward!”

      That got Andras’ attention. He turned, an ugly sneer on his face. “I was going to take it easy on you, being as you seem incapable of learning your place. But now I’m not going to stop until you beg me to. Understand?”

      Ronan didn’t even have time to respond before Andras charged him, fists blurring.

      He had never been attacked by a student of first class, and the speed still surprised him. He could barely see the attacks, much less stop them. Andras struck at will, pummeling his face, chest, and arms.

      The worst of it was that even as Andras picked Ronan apart, Ronan knew the other student was holding back. Andras could beat him without concern, but at his full strength, he would likely kill Ronan. Not even his father’s money could save him then.

      It was one thing to take a beating. Ronan had a decade of experience with those at the obuka.

      It was entirely another to take a beating that required your assailant to hold back.

      Ronan’s anger burned hotter and hotter, and then Andras delivered a backhand slap to his cheek.

      Something deep inside him, that had remained strong through years of struggle, finally shattered. Thana’s verbal cuts had weakened the steel of his determination, and Andras’ beating broke it into small shards.

      He would never be an ondist.

      He stopped trying to focus his onda. What was the point? Hell, if he could get rid of it, his life would be so much the better. Then at least he wouldn’t have to carry the burden of hope anymore. He tried to push it away, to throw it as far from him as he could. If he couldn’t be an ondist, what was the point of having onda at all?

      He didn’t so much see Andras’ next punch so much as he felt it. He knew, in a manner that defied understanding, where it would be. Dodging it was no problem at all.

      As the fist brushed past his left ear, he saw the opening Andras’ attack had exposed. And just as he had known how to dodge, he knew, deep in his bones, what had to be done. It was as if his fist was being pulled forward.

      He struck out and connected solidly with Andras’ chest.

      Ronan didn’t think anything of it. Andras had already proved Ronan couldn’t hurt him.

      So he certainly didn’t expect Andras to fly back, limbs flailing. He slammed into the wall behind him, cracking the stone. His eyes rolled up in his head and his body fell limp to the ground.

      Ronan looked down at his fist, which looked the same as it always had.

      But for the first time ever, the other students of the obuka were running from him with fear in their eyes.
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      When Laran crested the final hill that hid Leeside from the view of the road, he slowed to a stop. Even on the best of days he preferred to keep his distance from the town, but the feeling was almost overwhelming today. He stepped off to the side of the road and found a comfortable rock to sit on. He took a sip of water and stared at the city, trying to sort his thoughts.

      His thoughts, though, were like unruly children.

      He shouldn’t be alive, and he still didn’t know what to make of that. He’d taken far longer than necessary to return to Leeside, using the time to solve the puzzle of the demon he’d encountered. Two days later, he had more questions than he’d had when he was running from the wolves.

      He sighed. He’d be lucky if the commander settled for laughing him out of her office. If he trusted anyone he might have sent a messenger, but that was out of the question. Might as well get it over with now.

      He took another swig of water and stood. He hadn’t passed much traffic on the road here. Caravans remained locked in whatever towns provided them safety, which was another reason the sumar needed to sort out what was happening.

      He returned to the road and walked to the front gate of Leeside. To both the east and the west, workers were extending the walls. Laran watched them as they labored. Dozens of cuvar protected the workers, making this small section of wild almost as populous as the streets within the walls. From what Laran observed, he guessed the wall would encompass another fifteen to twenty acres of land once it was completed.

      The expansion was significant, but also needed. Leeside’s population had been growing slowly but steadily over the past decade, and it needed to bring in food every year to keep the ever-increasing number of bellies satisfied. No doubt most of the newly protected land would go to the farmers.

      Laran shook his head at the sight. Necessary, certainly, but a cage was a cage, no matter how large it became.

      When he reached the gate the cuvar checked his pin and his name against the ledger. The process only took a few minutes, though Laran wished it took longer. When they waved him through, he took a deep breath and set his shoulders.

      Laran had squeezed through some of the tightest caves and hidden in old hollowed out trees. He had no fear of small, closed, spaces, but the moment he passed through onto the “safe” side of the walls, he felt as though the world constricted around him. He could see nothing beyond the tall wall guarding him from the rest of the world. Here there were no ancient trees to climb, no lakes to swim in, no endless prairies to cross.

      Maybe, for those who had never known more, it was enough. They had the fields and gardens, and though they were tamed by human hands, they allowed those within the walls to feel like they were still a part of the world, still connected to the forces that shaped the planet.

      And the people. Leeside was hardly a large city, but everywhere he looked, he saw people. They were loud and oblivious. Few noticed him until he was right behind them, and even then some jumped as he passed into their field of view.

      He ignored their looks, familiar enough now with the reactions he inspired. He walked the main road through the fields, then tore off when he reached the first buildings of the town proper. The fastest way to the lodge was through the busy streets, but the quietest way circled the outskirts for about a quarter mile before entering the town.

      When he could delay no longer, he turned onto the streets of Leeside. He ignored the citizens running about their daily errands, his eyes focused on the lodge. Merchants called for his attention, but he proceeded without so much as a glance or a wave. Muttered curses and complaints about his rude behavior followed him.

      By the time he reached the lodge he was almost running, and he pulled open the door and shut it quickly behind him.

      One old sumar was sitting just inside the door, and he nodded to Laran as he entered. “Morning, Laran.”

      “Morning, Alphonse. Is the commander in?”

      “She is, and free to see you. Go on back.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How is it out there?”

      “Stranger than ever,” Laran answered.

      “I miss it,” Alphonse said. “Every day. I keep asking the commander to send me back out, but she’s right when she says I’m not what I once was. Even onda can only keep us going for so long.”

      Laran didn’t mind Alphonse, which was as close as he came to liking anyone. “If I ever receive an assignment less dangerous than the one I just completed, I’d be happy to have you along.”

      “You?” Alphonse didn’t bother to hide his surprise.

      Laran shrugged. He only made the promise because he was certain the commander would never allow it. Laran didn’t draw “safe” missions.

      “Well, I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. But don’t hold your breath. Sometimes I think the commander is trying to get me killed before I can afford to quit.”

      Alphonse laughed. “You’ve been talking about quitting for ten years now, and yet here you are. Someday you’re going to learn you’ll be a sumar until you’re as old as I am, and the only useful thing you can do for the order is guarding a door.”

      The statement hit harder than Alphonse intended, but Laran hid his reaction. Like most accusations that hurt, it was because Laran worried Alphonse might have the right of it. That someday he’d be old and nearly useless and still begging a commander for another mission.

      He bowed his head toward Alphonse, then stepped deeper into the lodge. The ground level was an enormous dining hall, filled with three long tables. An enormous stone fireplace sat on one end of the room. It was cold now, but in the dark months of winter, it burned bright, keeping the place warm for the sumar between their treks into the wild.

      Laran went to the opposite end of the room, where a set of stairs took him down into a surprisingly spacious underground level. The walls here were stone, and most rooms were large, with several bunks within. He walked down the hall to the last door on the right and knocked firmly.

      “Come in,” came a voice from the other side.

      He entered and closed the door behind him.

      Commander Radela looked up from the stack of papers consuming her attention. “Was wondering when you would show up. Heard a complaint from a caravan driver that you refused to escort him the rest of the way to Leeside. Wanted to file a formal grievance for your behavior.”

      “I saved him and his worthless green cuvar from a harra.”

      “To hear him tell it, they’re lucky to be alive.”

      “They were fine. The cuvar was well trained, and they were two easy days journey away.”

      “You know I’ll have to add it to your record.”

      Laran gave her a flat stare. “Don’t suppose you’ll tell me where he’s staying in town? He might change his tune if I were there to listen to his complaints.”

      Radela met his stare with one of her own.

      Then she broke into a smile. “Somehow, I don’t think he would. I’ve met some dense merchants in my day, but I don’t have a clue how he managed to survive the road.”

      “Some people get all the luck. Did he tell you he wasn’t even midway between Mika and Sinya as night was falling? Because he either couldn’t read his map or bought a cheap one?”

      “That detail might have slipped his mind.”

      “He’s lucky he didn’t get himself, or anyone else, killed.”

      Radela gestured to the chair across from her desk. Laran took a seat and relaxed. Radela was the fourth commander he’d served under, and the one he liked the best. She was a competent sumar, and a leader who let her warriors make most of their own decisions. Mostly, she told him what to do, and let him do it however he pleased.

      “As fun as it is to complain about merchants, the more important question is about what you found.”

      Laran scratched at his chin. “So, I can tell you what I found. Problem is, I don’t think you’re going to believe me.”

      Radela snorted. “Try me.”

      So Laran did. He told her about the tracks, about the demon and the wolves. She was good at hiding the reactions from her face, but he’d known her long enough to notice the small signs of disbelief. He finished his story with a description of his conversation and how he’d been let go. Then he stopped, keeping his own opinions to himself.

      Radela didn’t respond for several seconds. Then she reached down into her desk and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. She held it up to him, and he nodded. She poured a glass for each of them and pushed his over. They each took a long sip before speaking.

      “Is that all?”

      Laran chuckled. “That’s all.”

      “No winged fairies came and sang you lullabies at night? You didn’t befriend a helpful little bird or anything like that?”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      She blew out a long breath. “Well, you’re wrong about one thing.”

      “Only one?”

      “I do believe you. I’ve known you for almost twenty years now, and you don’t have even half the imagination needed to come up with a tale like that. No offense.”

      “None taken.” He appreciated Radela’s blunt honesty, it meant he could spend as little time in the lodge as necessary.

      “What are your thoughts?” she asked.

      Laran took another sip of his whiskey. “Too many to count. If anyone else had told me the story, I wouldn’t have believed them, either. It means that a lot of what we think we know about demons is wrong.”

      Radela finished her glass and poured another. “That we were wrong doesn’t surprise me much. We’ve never known nearly enough about them, and most of what we think is fact is nothing but speculation no one has disproved. But I am surprised we were this wrong.”

      Laran swirled the drink around in his glass.

      “It worries me,” he admitted. “Like you, I’m surprised. But if one can speak, we have to assume others can. We knew they were clever, but not intelligent, not like this. And if I’m right, just one has created enough danger to drive most caravans behind the walls. Imagine what a dozen could do if they cooperated. We don’t have the strength to push them back.”

      Radela nodded along, not disputing any of his points. To the public, the sumar always claimed that the world was safer than it had ever been since before the Fall. And maybe that was true. Laran couldn’t say. But from his experience, it felt like humanity was always just barely holding on, no matter how far they expanded their walls.

      “One last question,” she said. “You told me this demon beat you. How would you classify its strength?”

      It was another question that had plagued him since the encounter. But he’d put a lot of thought into it. “It’s the equivalent of a first-rank sumar. Among the best.”

      He finished his drink. “It didn’t just beat me, commander. I couldn’t even touch it. And it didn’t have a weapon.”

      “Not the answer I was hoping to hear.”

      Laran shrugged. “So, what do we do?”

      Radela leaned back in her own chair and stared at the ceiling. She thought for a long moment, and Laran debated pouring himself a second glass of her excellent whiskey. But he knew better. The commander was only so generous.

      Finally, she answered, “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? Ma’am—”

      She cut him off. “What would you have me do? I trust your judgment, and if your assessment of its strength is accurate, we don’t have the strength in this lodge to challenge it. Perhaps in another few weeks as other sumar return, but sending anyone after it now would be foolish. Do you agree?

      “I do, but—“

      She cut him off again. “The cuvar can’t back us up. They’re having a tough enough time keeping the construction workers safe. The guild demanded more protection than Leeside could afford to give them.”

      “So, we just let it roam freely?”

      Radela didn’t answer. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed deep in thought.

      Then she sighed. “The academics are going to demand my head after this.”

      She opened her eyes and met his gaze. “I imagine that you would like to return to the wild as soon as possible?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. I don’t have many sumar in town right now, and if I’m being honest, you’re the one I’d send anyway. But first things first. I need you to write down a full and complete description of the events that transpired. Then give it to one of the scribes to copy. We’ll send one copy to the lord and one to the aklatan. Be sure to include your assessment of the demon’s strengths and abilities.”

      Laran’s heart sank. That didn’t sound like being on the road at all. As a slow writer, it would force him to remain in Leeside for at least a day.

      “Don’t look so glum,” Radela reprimanded. “After that’s done I want you out of here fast. Once the scholars hear your story, they’ll be begging you to stay so they can interview you, probably for years on end.”

      “Where to?”

      “Lindra.”

      Laran glared, but held his tongue.

      “I know it’s the last place you’d ever want to be, but the only person I can think of who might have an answer worth listening to is there. You’ll report to her, and then we’ll see what happens.”

      “Perhaps the academics could just torture me for years with their questions instead?”

      Radela snorted. “Don’t press your luck. Now get out of here while I figure out this mess you put me in.”

      Laran obeyed, and as he closed the door, he wondered just how deep the mess he’d stirred up was. From the feel of it, it was deep indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie took a deep breath. Though many forgot these days, he had served for two years as a sumar, exploring the wilds, and aiding the humans who braved the world beyond the protected walls of the towns and cities. He’d never fought a demon, but more than one now-dead chikara had crossed his path.

      He’d long ago lost count of the number of nights he had spent alone, shivering, and cold. Those days had been some of the best of his life, but danger had followed his footsteps like a patient stalker.

      If some playful god gave him the choice between the dangers of those days and the battlefield he was about to step onto, he would have chosen the road in less time than it took a starving man to say yes to a free meal.

      He stepped forward as the line advanced and handed his invitation to the servant at the door. The servant read it and cast a surprised look up when he noticed the name. Jamie smiled, and the servant quickly averted his gaze. Satisfied that everything was in order, the servant gestured for Jamie to be allowed past the two cuvar standing at the door, ready to keep out the undesirables.

      Once past the cuvar, he was stopped by another servant. The guests ahead of Jamie were announced, and after a suitable amount of time had passed, the servant gestured for Jamie to proceed.

      Jamie strode forward and stopped at the head of the stairs.

      He handed his invitation to one last servant, who read it quickly, then announced him. “Presenting Lord Jamie Pierce, First Lord of his name.”

      The announcement caused no small number of eyes to turn in his direction, and he couldn’t help but feel as though someone had staked him to a large target for archery practice. Perhaps it was just his imagination, but it seemed as though the quiet chatter in the room lost half its volume as the sharks circled their prey.

      He counted to five, offered a small bow in the direction of Count Adair, then descended the stairs. Though he had his two daggers hidden under his clothes, he felt woefully unarmed for the fights to come.

      Lady Ries was the first to approach. Jamie smiled warmly at her, remembering their last meeting with fondness. She’d offered him a private tour of the Reis’ acclaimed art collection half a year ago when Lord Ries had been traveling out of the city. They exchanged bows.

      “Lord Pierce. How long has it been since you’ve seen fit to join us?”

      “Too long, I’m afraid.”

      “You’re sure to stir up attention tonight.”

      “I fear I’m a boring subject of study. Surely, there are others more deserving of the attention.”

      Lady Ries’ smile was sharp. “The still-unwed heir to the Pierce fortune, showing up to a ball after being conspicuously absent for over a year? It seems to me the interest is well deserved.”

      “I’m just here to dance, my lady.”

      She didn’t believe him for a moment, but no one would. The nobles here lived in webs of intrigue that tangled every aspect of their lives. Though Jamie was no stranger to the lifestyle, he found no joy in it. His greatest desires were too simple for them. Even if he were to tell them directly, they wouldn’t believe him. They’d see it as just another layer of deception.

      Lady Ries looked behind him. “And what about your younger brother? There are even more rumors about him than there are of you.”

      Jamie didn’t bother to ask about the rumors. He knew them well enough. “I’m certain he will be here soon. He’s not one to miss a ball.”

      “And will he be accompanied by anyone?”

      Jamie shook his head. “I’m afraid I couldn’t say for sure. He’ll be arriving with my father, but I do not know who else will join them.”

      Her eyes glittered with the juicy morsel of information. Jamie had little doubt that the news would spread through the crowd like a wildfire through dry grass. She gave him another short bow and he returned it. Then she excused herself, looking for some way to take advantage of what he’d just told her.

      Jamie watched her go but had no time to reflect. She hadn’t been gone for a moment before another lord was by his side, asking the same questions with even less tact.

      The next hour was one of the longest of his life, made even longer by the rest of his family’s eventual arrival. Count Pierce struck a fine figure on the stair, and Jamie’s younger brother, Seth, was accompanied by Lady Elsher. Jamie knew little about her personally. But their family was nearly as rich and influential as his own, which was all that Seth really cared about.

      Jamie kept his distance from the others in his family. They were like magnets with similar poles. No matter how the crowd tried to push them together, they always repelled one another. Jamie had no doubt that many of the assembled nobles noticed the behavior, but it would only confirm what most everyone believed to be true already.

      Thankfully, the dance soon began, and Jamie had no shortage of willing partners. Rumors or not, he was still the First Lord of House Pierce, and a marriage would elevate no small number of families to a whole new standard of living.

      Besides that, he was an excellent dancer, and easy on the eyes, if he said so himself. With the application of a little onda, he glided around the ballroom with practiced ease. Seth might be the favored son, but Jamie was the far better dancer.

      He hadn’t lied to Lady Ries, or to the countless others who had inquired about his purpose for coming to the ball. He wanted a moment with Gwen, but he could have arranged that in any number of ways. Mostly, he wanted to dance. It had been far too long, and if he snuck in a quick word with Gwen, he could accomplish two tasks in one evening.

      After over an hour of dancing, he finally had the opportunity to ask for Gwen’s hand in a dance. She was the daughter of the host, and as such, was in constant demand. The other nobles might read something into his request, but they read something in every step he took. It had been hours since he’d been announced, so he doubted anyone would pay too close of attention.

      The music began and Jamie led them through the crowd. They joined the flow of spinning dancers with ease, and Jamie found Gwen’s dancing was almost as refined as his own.

      “I didn’t think I would ever see you in formal clothes,” she said.

      “I like to think I’m full of surprises.”

      “I’m sure that you do.”

      They twirled around the floor, and the rest of the ball faded from Jamie’s awareness. Gwen consumed his attention. His eyes never left hers, and even the music sounded dull and discordant in the background. But he was sure that if his heart beat just a little faster, it was only due to the exertion of the dance.

      “I would like to speak to you,” he said.

      He twirled her, her hand spinning inside his own.

      “No better time than now,” she answered.

      “Perhaps someplace quieter?” he whispered into her ear.

      “I’m afraid you’ll find that difficult,” she said, returning his whisper with one of her own.

      Before he could say more, the music faded, the last note lingering in the air. They stepped apart and bowed to one another, and Gwen walked away without a word.

      Jamie grunted to himself and shook his head. To anyone watching, they would see nothing but one of Gwen’s many rejections. Jamie, though, saw only an irresistible challenge.

      He shook off the cold departure and asked Lady Reis for the next dance, and remained engaged for the rest of the evening. The dancing was as enjoyable as he’d hoped, and he left the ballroom in the late hours of the night feeling light and confident.

      Slipping past the cuvar was easy enough. Their attentions were divided in dozens of directions, and anyone with patience would have found unobserved moments to slip into the private parts of the Adair residence. He climbed the stairs and explored the house for a time. Cuvar would normally be stationed around the building, but all were on duty below tonight. As fitting as it would be for him to hide in Gwen’s chambers and surprise her the way she’d surprised him, it wasn’t the impression he wanted to create.

      Before long he heard the house start to come alive. Servants who had been occupied with the ball began their nightly chores, and Jamie thought he heard voices conversing below. He chewed on his lower lip. He needed a place to stay where he wouldn’t attract attention and that would allow him easy access to Gwen’s chambers.

      He hurried to her rooms, passing through her study, depositing his hard-earned book, and escaped to the balcony beyond. He shut the door behind him.

      Not more than a few minutes later, a servant came into the study and prepared it for Gwen’s arrival. The room grew so bright Jamie had to hide off to the side of the balcony so as not to cast a long shadow on the ground two stories below.

      Gwen entered soon after. Jamie made no effort to hide further. It was already too bright in her study for her to see out the window, and so he watched, eager to see her reaction.

      She noticed the book as soon as she stepped into the room. She walked right over to the table where Jamie had left it and picked it up. Her lips turned up in a smile, but there was more to it than mere happiness. She was relieved.

      Gwen plopped into her chair with a delightful lack of ceremony. She opened the first pages, handling the book with the care such a relic deserved.

      Jamie had meant to enter soon after she discovered the book. There were questions filling his thoughts, and only she could answer them. But curiosity kept him from surprising her. He watched as she fell into the book, her attention wholly consumed by the words on the pages.

      He wondered if she’d ever looked at another person with such attention.

      After reading for a while, she looked up and spoke loud enough for him to hear. “You might as well come in.”

      He frowned. He’d been silent, and there was no way to see through the window, not as lit up as the room was. Once again, she caught him by surprise.

      He didn’t keep her waiting, though. She gestured to the other seat in the study. “Thank you for this, but our deal is concluded. You have a guarantee of my silence, so there’s no reason for you to be here.”

      “How strong are you?”

      A brief flicker of concern was the only sign his guess had struck true. He watched a defensive answer form on her lips, an instinct he suspected was deeply ingrained. But the words never escaped as she considered him.

      She answered his question with one of her own. “How did you guess?”

      “Your dancing, and just now. No one should have been able to hear me, and it was impossible to see me. Which meant you were focusing onda.”

      A new idea struck as he spoke and he frowned. “While you were reading.”

      He shook his head, trying to answer the question for himself. But none leaped to mind. Onda increased strength, speed, and awareness. None of which was particularly necessary for reading.

      “Why focus onda for that?”

      Again, she didn’t answer his question. She took the book and closed the cover gently, then placed it on the table where he’d left it. Then she stood and slowly paced her study. Jamie let her, his curiosity about this woman he thought he’d known enough about now insatiable.

      She stopped and stared at him. “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

      “I’m sorry to inform you that you’re the most interesting person I’ve met in a good many years. And I’m not too good at not being curious.”

      She sat back down in her chair and leaned forward. This close, he smelled lavender. “I know you tire of my questions, but my trust is not easily earned. I hope you’ll forgive me for that. So please, answer me true. What is it that you want?”

      He barely stopped his own instinctive answer from escaping. When most people asked similar questions, his answer was a warm bed and a mug of ale. But if he answered that here, he knew he’d never get any answers from her.

      So he considered the question. He dug up all the desires from his past, and all the dreams of the future he had constructed over the years. He examined each, picking it apart to see if it was something true.

      And when he was done, he realized that none of them held up to scrutiny. They were empty. He was empty.

      The understanding hit harder than an ondist. He leaned back in his chair, and although he knew it was the wrong answer, he chose truth over the lies that he’d told so often. “I don’t know.”

      Gwen’s face fell, and it wasn’t an act. She’d hoped for more from him, and he’d disappointed her. It bothered him far more than disappointing his father did.

      “I’m sorry, but you should leave now,” she said.

      He stood, shoulders slumped.

      She took some pity on him. “I will tell you this, as there’s no harm in it. I believe that onda is far more powerful than we think it is. I think it is far more than anyone else believes. My own experiences with reading reflect this truth.”

      Her answer only sparked more questions, but he knew better than to ask. He bowed and went to the balcony door. As he opened it, she stopped him with an hand on his shoulder. “If you find an answer, come find me. Don’t return here. It’s too risky. But every thirday my family rents out the gardens for an hour. I spend my time in a clearing near the back. You know it?”

      Jamie nodded.

      “Good. Take care, Lord Jamie, and thank you for the book.”

      He looked below for cuvar, then jumped off the balcony. He didn’t have either patience or the boots for the climb down. Onda focused, he landed and rolled without a problem.

      He’d just completed the greatest theft of his life, and he still felt like a failure.
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      Ronan woke up to the stench of shit and sounds of someone vomiting out most of their lower intestines. He cracked open one eye and let his head flop to the side. He’d acquired a new neighbor sometime in the night, and he must have been exhausted to have slept through it.

      The man was many years older than Ronan, and from the smell of ale that drenched his clothes, it didn’t take a first-rank sumar to figure out the reason for his new neighbor’s imprisonment.

      A row of bars separated them, and while they prevented escape, they didn’t do much to stop the vomit.

      Ronan watched the half-digested mess trickle into his own cell, and the sight made him want to cry.

      He might have beat Andras, but the merchant’s son had his victory in the end. His friends had gone running for the nearby cuvar, and a group had descended on Ronan a few minutes later.

      He’d considered running. But there was nowhere to go in a walled city. Besides, Andras’ friends knew who he was. They’d once been friends, too. They knew where he lived and where he apprenticed. There was no hiding from the cuvar.

      So he had sat and waited, staring at Andras’ limp form, questioning what happened.

      This morning, he still didn’t know.

      But he didn’t worry about that. His thoughts were only for his mother. The thought that tormented him, that had kept him up most of the night, crying in his cell, was that she might die while he was locked in here.

      For all the mistakes he’d made in his life, that was one he wasn’t sure he could live with. Though he hadn’t resisted, the cuvar had beaten him. He took it, knowing if he fought back his punishment would only be worse. As it was, he feared he would never see his mother again.

      The sun was up now, and Ronan wondered if his mother had passed away overnight, alone in her home with no one to watch over her.

      The tears came again, and Ronan did nothing to stop them. He deserved every punishment the cuvar could imagine.

      Time had no meaning in his cell, and he had no idea how long he sat on the cot that had served as his bed the night before. He only knew the drunk in the next cell had finally fallen asleep, leaving him in blissful silence.

      The silence was disturbed by the sound of a key in the lock down the hallway. The door opened to reveal a cuvar, and beside her, one very worried Kayle.

      Ronan ran to the bars of his cell. “Kayle! How’s Mother?”

      Before the older healer could answer, the cuvar stepped forward. “Away from the door, prisoner.”

      Ronan stepped back and bowed apologetically.

      Kayle and the cuvar approached. The cuvar had the key to the cells in her hand. Kayle spoke as he approached. “Your mother’s fine for now, lad. You’re the one we need to worry about today.”

      The healer stopped when he got his first clear look at Ronan. He turned and glared at the cuvar. “What did you do to him?”

      The cuvar shrugged. “He resisted apprehension.”

      Ronan bit back his retort. There was nothing to be gained from calling the cuvar a liar. Fortunately, the sharp look Kayle gave the cuvar reassured Ronan that the healer didn’t believe the story, either. When no one disputed the claim, the cuvar unlocked the door.

      “You’re free to roam the town,” she said. “Hopefully it goes without saying, though, that you aren’t allowed to leave Avgan until the conclusion of the trial.”

      Ronan was about to ask what trial, but Kayle elbowed him. “Of course, ma’am. Thank you for your help today.”

      Then, before Ronan could say a word, the old healer was tugging him down the hallway. Ronan let himself be pulled, like a leaf caught upon the current of powerful rapids. He blinked when they reached the light of day. Kayle let go of his arm and briskly walked down the street.

      When Ronan didn’t immediately follow, he turned and beckoned. “Come on.”

      Ronan frowned. Both his home and Kayle’s were in the other direction.

      Kayle beckoned again. “There’s more to do, first. Then you can go home and see your mother.”

      Ronan finally followed. “What’s going on?”

      “Easier to only explain everything once. You’ve kicked up a powerful amount of trouble, though. Hurry up.”

      Ronan did, almost tripping over his own feet in an attempt to keep up with his master’s long stride. Kayle turned often through the twisting streets, leaving Ronan in a perpetual daze. It wasn’t until they were seated at a table that he realized he was in one of the town’s taverns. Kayle ordered an ale, which sent bells ringing in Ronan’s head. Kayle only drank during celebrations and tragedies, and Ronan didn’t think they were celebrating today.

      A few minutes later, Karni stepped through the front door. She spotted the two of them and strode toward them. She took a seat at the table across from them.

      Her sharp eyes took in Ronan’s condition in a glance. “Cuvar or Andras?”

      “Both,” Ronan confessed.

      “I haven’t told him anything yet,” Kayle said. “Do you want to begin, or should I?”

      Karni gestured for Kayle to begin, then waved away the server when they came to take her order.

      Kayle turned toward Ronan. “This is what we know. Yesterday you got in a fight with Andras on the way to the market. We figured it out when you didn’t return. Your mother sent me looking for you, and I heard the story from the cuvar. This morning I was able to get together the money to secure your release until the trial.”

      Ronan had questions, but Kayle stopped him with a hand. “Andras was in pretty bad shape, and after seeing the hole you made with him, it’s a small miracle you didn’t kill him. I can only assume he had focused his onda to beat you up, which saved his life. To no one’s surprise, Andras and his family are pressing charges.”

      Ronan couldn’t hold back his outburst any longer. “But Andras attacked me!”

      Kayle silenced him with a sharp gesture. “We know that, lad. Everybody does, even if they all pretend they don’t. But the fact of the matter is you’re walking around today and Andras isn’t. His father’s a vindictive bastard. They won’t be able to convince a magistrate to jail you. But they’ll wreck you all the same.”

      Ronan clenched his fists and stared hard down at the table.

      Furious as he was, only one question mattered to him right now. “Will it affect Mother?”

      Kayle swallowed hard and looked away. “It won’t, lad. She’ll be gone before you see a trial. I’m sorry.”

      Ronan nodded. Terrible as the news was, there was at least the small relief of knowing this burden would be his to bear alone.

      “Good.” He paused. “And thank you for coming for me.”

      Kayle gestured for Karni to continue.

      The mestre leaned forward. “Ronan, we need to know what happened. Forgive the implied insult, but how did you even lay a finger on Andras?”

      Ronan told the story, from the moment he was ambushed to the strange sensation and power that had allowed him to deliver the terrible blow.

      Karni listened without question. When Ronan finished, she leaned back and thought. “You say the transition happened when you pushed your onda away?”

      “It’s the best description I can think of, yes.”

      “Can you do it now?”

      Ronan closed his eyes and tried, but the sensation didn’t return. He kept thinking about his mother, at home alone. “No, but I’ll confess my ability to concentrate isn’t strong at the moment.”

      “Practice, then. There is a chance it may be important for you in the trial to be able to demonstrate what you did.”

      “Yes, mestre.” Such a simple request, on its surface, but Ronan didn’t know how he would accomplish such a feat again.

      Today, though, that did not take precedence over seeing his mother.

      Karni grimaced, and Ronan wondered what it was that bothered her so. He glanced over to Kayle, who was staring into the bottom of his mug as if there was a treasure there. For the first time, he realized there was more here than either of his mentors was telling him.

      “Just how much trouble am I in?” he asked.

      The two adults looked to one another, each daring the other to be the one who spoke. It was Kayle, with his lifetime of experience delivering terrible news, who finally answered.

      He wet his throat, then twisted his chair so his whole body faced Ronan’s. Ronan had seen this behavior before, when telling families a loved one was beyond cure. He braced himself for whatever may come.

      “We do not know for sure,” Kayle began. “Although I’m certain Andras’ family will minimize the role he had in the fight, no magistrate will swallow the lie whole. Too many mestres and adults have witnessed Andras’ behavior toward you. But you did hurt him far worse than he’s ever hurt you, which means they’ll win their case. Given your reputation around town, I suspect most magistrates would settle for making you pay damages.”

      Ronan’s heart sank. He had little money to his name. “I might need to sell the house.”

      Kayle nodded. “Depending on the fine levied, I might be able to help you as well, but there’s a second part that you may find even worse.”

      Ronan gulped hard.

      “The trial will also involve a decision by the mestres about your training in the obuka,” Karni said. “I cannot say for sure, but I suspect that both you and Andras will be ejected. Andras has advanced far enough that he still might serve as cuvar, but it would be the end of training for you.”

      The mestre’s words hit harder than Andras ever had.

      It was so brutally unfair. That Andras might serve as cuvar, which had always been his goal, while Ronan would never be allowed to become sumar. And right after Ronan had uncovered the tantalizing possibilities of what he was capable of. Ronan shriveled where he sat.

      Kayle cleared his throat. “Might as well say it all now and get it out with.”

      He took another deep swig of ale. “Andras’ family won’t be satisfied with what the magistrates can legally do. They’ll spread rumors about you to all the merchants, and those are the circles where their money speaks loudest. I’m afraid any dreams you had about leaving the walls are dead.”

      Kayle pushed on. “But all isn’t lost. You’ve taken to my teachings well, and if you’re able to put aside this foolish notion of traveling beyond the walls, I’d be happy to name you as my successor.”

      He gave Ronan a grin, but it was hollow underneath. “These bones aren’t as young as they look, you know.”

      Dark clouds roamed through Ronan’s thoughts. He was hardly at fault for the fight, but he would be the one who lost everything as a consequence. His parents had never raised him to believe the world was fair. But this, this was too far.

      He was grateful to Kayle. The old healer had done so much for him. But never once in his apprenticeship had he believed it would become his whole life. He’d always considered it little more than a useful skill that would complement his ondist abilities.

      The walls of the tavern squeezed in on him, and his breath came faster. The whole town grew smaller by the minute. Now, more than ever, he needed to leave. But doing so would leave his mother behind and cause sumar to chase him.

      He pushed his fears down, tried to tame them.

      He nodded at Kayle. “Thank you for letting me know. May I have some time to think?”

      Kayle’s eyes saw everything, and he nodded in understanding. “Of course, lad. Take some time, but make your decision quick. Though I hate to say it here, if you can’t put this behind you, it might be time for you to look for other work. I’m not getting any younger, and if I need to take another apprentice, it’s better I know now than later. You understand?”

      “Yes, sir. And thank you, again.”

      Ronan bowed, then bowed to Karni, then hurried from the tavern as his dreams collapsed around him.
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      Laran was on the road as soon as the next day dawned. As frustrating as his destination was, he was grateful to be beyond the confining walls of Leeside. Radela’s message was protected in a waterproof pouch, but he otherwise traveled light. He’d briefly considered a horse, but he hated having to care for the creatures. Not only that, but they were noisy and invited ambush. Besides, with the shortcuts he knew, he could make the trip on foot almost as fast as a horse following the roads.

      The miles passed underfoot.

      The roads outside of Leeside were all quiet, travelers choosing the safety of the walls over the risks of profit. No doubt, people in the towns complained about the rising prices as goods became more scarce, but Laran was grateful.

      The less people the better.

      He stopped after passing two rests the first day. On the second, he pushed even harder, passing three before deciding to stop for the night in the middle of the wilds. For anyone but a veteran sumar, such a choice would be equivalent to committing suicide. Laran didn’t truly fall asleep. Instead, he found a tree to rest against. He closed his eyes and fell into a meditative trance, focused on his onda. After a few hours, he opened his eyes, refreshed and ready for another day of walking.

      He broke his fast at the first rest, barely stopping long enough to sit. He was still chewing the last of the porridge as he left the walls, nodding to the guards.

      With the road so devoid of humans, there were few predators. Laran saw a few foxes, caught a glimpse of coyote tracks, and smelled one rotting rabbit carcass as he passed by. Otherwise, no dangers revealed themselves.

      It wasn’t until the fourth day, well over halfway toward Lindra, that he came across trouble. He’d just passed the intersection that led toward Avgan when he saw the horse droppings by the side of the road still steaming in the cool spring afternoon. By late afternoon he had caught up to a caravan that was among the largest he’d seen in the past month. Three wagons, all covered, ferried goods from one town to another.

      Even from a distance, Laran saw they’d had a rough go of it. Claw and teeth marks scarred their wagons, the wounds fresh. Dark bloodstains painted the wagon’s canvas. Human or beast, Laran couldn’t tell.

      He almost made his way around them, but his oaths prevented him. They needed aid, and he was likely the only one near able to provide it.

      He caught up to them too quickly. Their pace was no faster than that of an old man with a cane, and as he came closer, he knew why. They didn’t have enough horses for their wagons, and at least one of their wagons should have been abandoned at the previous rest. Laran cursed the fools. At this pace, they had little chance of reaching the next rest before sunset.

      As Laran approached, the cuvar serving as the rear guard came to meet him. She was a young woman, but strong. She wore the pips of a second-rank on her shoulder.

      “Well met,” she said, bowing deeply to him.

      He returned a more shallow bow. “Why are you on the road?”

      A dark look crossed her face. “Closest rest is ahead. We weren’t in this sorry of shape when we left this morning, or I can assure you, I wouldn’t have let them leave.”

      She was competent, then. He appreciated that. “My name is Laran. What happened?”

      “Beda. We were attacked by a pack of kojots.”

      Laran frowned. “During the day?”

      “Can’t explain it either.” He heard the frustration in her voice.

      Kojots were four-legged chikara, a little bigger than wolves, that were fierce and clever predators. But they only ever hunted at night. At least, Laran had never heard of a kojot attack during the day until just now.

      “How bad was it?” he asked.

      Her eyes glistened for a moment before she slammed the emotions behind a steel mask. “One of the worst attacks I’ve ever seen. Closer to an ambush than a chikara attack. They waited until we were in the midst of them, then they attacked from all sides. None of us had a sense they were close until they were upon us.”

      “How many did you lose?”

      She stood up straighter. “All the travelers are safe. We lost my commander and one third-rank cuvar. There’s another third-rank scouting ahead. His arm is infected from a cut, but he’s on his feet.”

      “I’m sorry. You did well, though.”

      Beda spat on the ground. “Those we saved are worth far less than those we lost.”

      She glanced back to make sure they weren’t overheard. “The caravan owner is less than scum. He’s given us no thanks and talks only of pressing charges for failing to protect his precious cargo when we arrive at Lindra. He believes he has connections there who will support his cause.”

      Laran let out a long breath. “I’m sorry. I can escort you to the next rest.”

      “No farther?” The misplaced hope in her voice was painful to hear.

      “I’m afraid not,” he said. “Urgent business from my lodge commander. Dealing with just the types of chikara attacks you’re speaking of.”

      “I’ve heard rumors,” Beda admitted. “But I didn’t believe them until today.”

      “I’ll get you someplace safe. I can promise you that much.”

      Beda nodded, and looked like she was about to say more, but then a short, pudgy man was walking toward them. Though covered in fat, his quick pace told Laran the short man carried plenty of muscle on him, too.

      “Cuvar, who is this?” his voice was higher pitched than Laran expected. It grated against Laran right away.

      Beda hid her grimace quickly. “Second-rank sumar Laran, sir. A chance encounter.”

      She gestured toward the man. “Laran, meet Warwick. He’s the owner of this caravan.”

      Warwick brushed Beda aside and stared at the insignia on Laran’s uniform. “You’re old. Can you still fight?”

      “Well enough, if the mood strikes.”

      Laran’s barb bounced harmlessly off of Warwick’s ignorance. “It’s good you’re here. These cuvar have been damn near worthless. It’s about time we had someone around who knew which end of the sword is the pointy one. You’ll escort me and my caravan to Lindra, and I promise you’ll have more riches than you can spend in a month!”

      Beda stiffened, but said nothing.

      Laran liked her. Her sense of honor looked to be as strong as her sword arm. “I can escort you as far as the next rest. I’ve already discussed as much with Commander Beda.”

      Warwick scoffed. “Commander? The only person she commands is a youth who can barely stand upright. The actual commander got himself eaten by dogs. Anyway, you’ll escort us to Lindra.”

      It wasn’t often that Laran considered murder, but he did now. “You’ll have my sword until the rest. No longer.” He put as much menace into the statement as he could, and it was just enough to pierce Warwick’s obliviousness.

      The merchant’s eyes narrowed. “Laran, you say? That’s a name I might just have to whisper to some of my friends in Lindra if you don’t watch your tongue. You’ll be cleaning shit houses until you die.”

      Laran leaned over him, daring the man to take a swing. “If you’re not careful, you’ll be screaming it to the chikara in the woods when I tie your naked body upside down from a tree.”

      Warwick’s face paled even as he sneered at Laran. He turned on his heel and did everything he could to make it look like he wasn’t running back to the shelter of his wagon. He almost succeeded.

      Beda frowned as she watched his retreating form. “He’s not much, himself, but he’s one to be careful of.”

      “I stopped caring about his type a long time ago,” Laran said.

      “Sure you don’t want to join us all the way to Lindra?” Beda asked. “I’m thinking I might enjoy your company for more than just what you can do with your sword.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I can’t stay longer, but as you can see, I don’t deal well with escorting merchants. It’s important I get my messages to Lindra as quickly as possible. But I’ll stay until you’re safely behind the walls of a rest. How can I best help?”

      “Outside of arranging an accident for our dear friend?” Beda thought for a moment. “If you could look at my third-rank’s arm, I’d appreciate it. I’m worried that if it isn’t cared for soon, it’ll become infected. Otherwise, you should get some rest while you can. I’ll need you tonight.”

      “Very well. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      He made his way through the caravan, studying it more closely. The battle with the kojot must have been an intense one, what with so much damage to the wagons. The attack Beda described was more coordinated than kojot usually managed. It had to be a demon. But was it the one he had met, or another?

      He stopped by the first wagon and looked in. It was filled with crates and barrels, and the axles creaked as it trundled along. He nodded to the merchant who drove the wagon as he passed it.

      The second wagon was Warwick’s, and Laran looked into the back.

      Warwick was there, a woman sitting next to him.

      “What do you want?” the merchant snapped.

      “Just surveying the caravan so I know what needs to be defended tonight. It might be a wise move to abandon the wagons soon and run to the next rest.”

      Warwick scoffed. “And let you sumar take whatever you want? Nice try, but we’ll stay with our goods.”

      Laran didn’t fall to Warwick’s level and dignify the comment with a response. He took one more look around, then saw the woman’s injuries. He hadn’t noticed at first, dark as the wagon was. But her left eye was bruised.

      “If you’d like, I can treat your wife’s injuries.”

      Warwick’s response dripped venom. “She was hurt in the kojot attack, when these worthless cuvar were supposed to be protecting us. But we’ll be fine. You have far more important matters, I’m sure.”

      Laran gave a small bow in the woman’s direction. “Very well. I’ll let you know if there’s anything more I need.”

      He moved on, running his hand over the hilt of his sword. No kojot had left those injuries, but he supposed it wasn’t his problem.

      The sooner he could be rid of this burden, the happier he’d be.

      The lead wagon was occupied by another merchant and his younger son. They were kind enough, but their fear of the wild and of Warwick kept them huddled in their wagon, and their responses brief.

      Laran then spoke to the third-rank cuvar, whose name was Oswin. He was young, but bore his injuries well. Laran offered a poultice that would help prevent infection, and Oswin applied it while they walked. After, Laran climbed into the rear wagon and rested for a while. Beda’s advice had been good. He would have a long night ahead of him.

      When they came upon a place they could pull the wagons off the road safely, Laran suggested they stop for the night. No one argued, and they made a tight perimeter with the wagons.

      The merchants started a fire and a meal. Laran didn’t join them, electing instead to circle outside the wagons and watch the forest. He noticed Warwick’s wife didn’t join the others.

      Eventually, Beda joined him.

      “Any chikara?” she asked.

      “Not yet.” He glanced back to the fire, then spoke softly. “Quite the group you have there.”

      “Warwick is among the worst I’ve ever escorted,” she admitted. “Everyone else is fine, they’re just too cowed by him to speak up. Makes him think he rules with absolute authority while they’re on the road.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Comes from a big trading family. Connections everywhere. He might make my life hard, but he could ruin them if they speak up.”

      “And his wife?”

      “You saw?”

      Laran nodded.

      “Don’t know much about her. Seems kind enough the few times we’ve spoken, but every time I look into her eyes I feel like I’m staring at a caged animal.”

      Laran grunted. “You should get some rest.”

      “You sure?”

      “I have yet to meet a chikara that can sneak up on me, so I’ll be able to warn you if anything nears. You’ll need your strength for the rest of the journey.”

      She bowed to him, “I’ll not argue. Standing upright is about all I’m good for right now.”

      She climbed into the third wagon, which served as a makeshift base for the exhausted cuvar.

      Laran kept walking a slow circle around the wagons, senses alert to danger.

      It didn’t take long for the hairs on his arm to stand up. Though he caught no scent, nor saw any shadow move, he was certain something out there was watching him.

      He peered deeper into the surrounding forest, wondering if he should venture further in.

      Perhaps that was their plan, though. To lure him in and ambush him alone, too far away for help to arrive in time.

      He forced himself to continue walking the same circle as before. Sometimes, that primal sense of danger passed.

      Not tonight, though. It grew, moving from the hairs on his arm to the base of his spine. It felt like fingers, crawling their way up his back.

      He swore softly to himself, the memories of his encounter with the demon fresh in his mind. Had it made him paranoid?

      The evidence of the kojot attack argued otherwise.

      Something was out there, and it was hunting him.

      But his enemy didn’t reveal itself.

      His first true danger that night came from behind him.

      Though her footsteps were soft, she had no chance of approaching without him noticing. He turned to see Warwick’s wife, bundled up against the cold of the night. She hurried toward him, drew close, and bowed deeply.

      She looked left and right, then whispered. “Take me away from here, please.”

      “What?”

      “You’re a sumar, and second-rank. If anyone can survive a night in the wilds, it’s you. Take me away from here. I can give you whatever you ask for. Money, weapons, anything.”

      Laran shook his head. He wasn’t tempted. “If I leave, this caravan will have little protection against another attack.”

      “No one will mourn the death of my husband.”

      “He is not the only one in the caravan. My oath demands I protect you all.”

      She stepped even closer and wrapped herself around his left arm. “But who will protect me?”

      There had been a time, not that long ago, when he might have considered her case. When the idea of doing good had pushed him to become one of the strongest sumar in the duke’s service. When the legends and ballads of the heroes of old had still stirred his heart to action.

      He wasn’t that man anymore. They were separated by too many years of experience, too many years of disappointment. And one vicious betrayal.

      Everyone wanted a hero, but no one wanted to become one.

      Before he could turn her away, though, there was a clatter from Warwick’s wagon. The stout man stumbled down the stairs, encumbered by more layers of clothing than some families owned.

      “You bitch!” he shouted. “You traitorous whore!”

      His wife’s grip tightened on Laran’s arm, and her eyes pleaded with him to intervene.

      The rest of the camp stirred to life, woken by Warwick’s shouts.

      Laran hated having to tear his attention between the problem in front of him and the danger he was certain lurked in the woods. If they were going to be attacked, there wouldn’t be a better time than when they were fighting among themselves.

      But he couldn’t afford to ignore any threat. He turned toward Warwick.

      The merchant looked between the two of them, his cold beady eyes calculating his next steps. Laran was almost curious about what he would do. Apparently, the merchant possessed power in the cities that even the cuvar hesitated to challenge. But it would be a mistake to assume that same power meant anything here in the wild.

      Warwick decided the same. He focused on his wife. “Let go of his arm, woman, and get back in the wagon.”

      A cruel smile spread across his face. “After all, he’s responsible for protecting us tonight, and can’t very well fulfill that duty if you distract him. You risk all of our lives with your foolishness. I’ll teach you the error of your ways.”

      She gripped Laran’s arm even tighter. “He says that he’ll take me away!”

      At that moment, it didn’t matter that Laran had said no such thing. There were times when lies carried more weight than truth.

      Laran could have told his side of the story at every rest between here and Lindra, and his loud proclamations would do nothing more than further damn him. He felt dirty and polluted as her lies covered him in filth.

      He snarled.

      This was why he hated people.

      Warwick turned to Beda. “Arrest this man!”

      Beda frowned. “For what?”

      “For attempting to kidnap my wife! Who knows what devilry he had planned? It’s lucky I noticed her missing in time.”

      For the moment, everyone in the camp stood still, though Laran didn’t think that would last long.

      He shifted through his options. Attacking Warwick was the most tempting. Given what he’d seen, he didn’t think any of the travelers would miss the merchant’s company. But he had said he would protect the caravan until it reached the next rest. Detestable as the man might be, hurting him would break that promise.

      He could take Warwick’s wife away, as she so desperately hoped. But again, he’d promised to protect the caravan.

      He swore. With his right arm, he pulled the woman off of his left. He shoved her between him and Warwick.

      “I’ll take no part in your foolishness,” he declared.

      He gave a quick bow of his head to Beda, then stormed off into the night.

      No one chased after him, too afraid of the wilds and the dark. Which was no different than he expected.

      He stopped several hundred paces away, safely out of sight. He cast around with his senses, but the feeling of danger he’d experienced among the wagons was gone.

      Though he couldn’t say why, Laran felt as though he’d just been judged.

      And the verdict was that he was found wanting.
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      Though noon was still an hour away, Jamie was already two mugs of ale into the day and working on the third. He was quickly reaching the point when he would have to choose between cutting himself off or ordering another round and declaring the rest of the day a loss.

      The Broken Binding, as usual, was busy despite the hour of the day. Its food was almost as good as its ale, and there was an energy in the air Jamie couldn’t summon the curiosity to care about. Something was happening in the city, but his thoughts were all turned inward.

      A simple question should have a simple answer.

      What did he want?

      He swished the last of his ale around the mug, then took a long swig. At first, he’d tried a few noble-sounding answers. They all fit him like poorly-tailored coats.

      Perhaps he wanted to change the world, to expand the reach of humans like Gutan did. But that wasn’t true. Honestly, he didn’t care all that much what happened to humanity. Most people were greedy liars, and those that weren’t were just liars.

      Maybe he wanted freedom. He’d enjoyed most of his stint as a sumar well enough, exploring the world beyond Lindra’s walls. That was closer to the truth, but it wasn’t complete. Besides, it hadn’t ended well. He’d been playing at being a sumar, nothing more.

      He wanted to honor his family name, but that was complicated and also not quite true.

      The reason he’d come to the Broken Binding was to find Mardok. The man seemed to know everything, so it wouldn’t be surprising if he had some insight into Jamie’s question.

      But of course, the one time he wanted the man, he was nowhere to be found. Jamie sat at Mardok’s table, waiting for him to reappear.

      It wasn’t until Jamie’s third mug was finished that Mardok’s familiar silhouette filled the doorway.

      He walked straight to his table and sat down across from Jamie. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you.”

      “Why?”

      “What do I want?”

      Mardok looked at Jamie’s empty cup and frowned. “What the hell has gotten into you?”

      Jamie lifted up his mug. “About three of these, so far.”

      “I figured you’d be busy at the markets today.”

      When Jamie’s confusion was evident, Mardok shook his head. “The Gutanese delegation is arriving this afternoon.”

      Jamie’s eyes went wide. That was today? No wonder Lindra seemed to be bursting at the seams with excitement. The next week or two would be among the busiest of the year. Not only was the Gutanese delegation enormous, but they threw the markets into a frenzy with their goods and gold. He was distracted if he hadn’t even noticed the date.

      Mardok leaned forward. “Not only that, but I’ve heard some very concerning whispers.”

      “Of what?”

      Mardok sat back in his chair and shrugged.

      Jamie sighed. He wasn’t in the mood. “What do you want?”

      “I want to know what was in the book you stole. You can’t tell me you didn’t translate it before turning it over to your mysterious client.”

      “I did. Parts, at least.”

      “And?”

      “It was a collection of stories from the fall of the Nacille. The sort of bullshit about heroes and legends we tell children before bedtime.”

      Mardok gave that nugget of information far more consideration than Jamie felt it deserved. “Anything catch your eye?”

      Jamie shook his head. “Stories of mythical creatures. Of people with incredible strength that fought monsters. The usual shit.”

      “So why, if the book is such “shit,” as you so eloquently describe, was it locked in the aklatan’s most private room, and so desired by your client?”

      Jamie pressed his palms against his eyes and tried to shake off some of the weariness that had seeped into his bones. “That’s another question that I’d love an answer to. It’s an old book. Perhaps it’s valuable more as an object than for the words inside.”

      Mardok looked like he believed that answer about as much as Jamie did. But Jamie didn’t have a better idea. The legends had been the same sort usually associated with the Nacille.

      If there was some valuable treasure in the words, Jamie certainly couldn’t guess what it was. “So, what have you heard?”

      Mardok sighed. “Despite your lack of information to trade, I suppose I might as well tell you. Everyone will know by the end of the day.”

      He paused for dramatic effect then he leaned forward and whispered, “The Gutanese caravan got decimated.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Mardok nodded. “Deadly so. I don’t know what happened, but if they were hit in our lands, there’s a very real chance the duke is looking at war.”

      Jamie swore under his breath. Just like that, the inebriation building in his head vanished. His mind raced with the complications. The road between Lindra and Gutan was wide and protected by more cuvar and rests than any other road from Lindra. Not only that, the Gutanese delegation was less a caravan and more a traveling rest. It would require an army to threaten them.

      Jamie stood wobbly, and Mardok grinned. “See you later, friend.”

      Jamie was out the door before he realized he’d forgotten to pay for his drinks.
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      He reached the wall in record time. He’d run all the way from the Broken Binding to his manor, which was no small distance. There, he’d hopped on a horse to travel the rest of the way. Realistically, there was little he could do at the wall, but he wanted to be present, to see firsthand the truth of Mardok’s rumors.

      He wasn’t the only one interested in the sights. Most times, the walls were open to all, but they were far enough away from the city proper that few wandered that way often. Families usually took their children on outings at least once when they were growing up, but many didn’t see them again in their lives.

      The arrival of the Gutanese delegation was the one time families made an exception. Groups often brought blankets and picnics so they could enjoy watching the caravan as it made its way into the city. Jamie rode past several groups eager to the sights.

      He was stopped less than a mile from the outskirts of the town. A line of cuvar stood in the middle of the road, and from the look of it, they were turning back all travelers.

      Jamie rode up to them. “What’s happening?”

      One of the cuvar gave him a weary look. “Duke’s orders, sir. No one is allowed to the wall today.”

      Jamie turned so that the cuvar could see the family insignia on his chest. “I’m Lord of House Pierce.”

      The cuvar gave him a lazy bow, then considered. “Very well, you can take it up with the commander at the wall.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jamie rode on, ignoring the glares of the pleasure seekers who’d been turned away for the day. It seemed likely Mardok wasn’t far off the mark. The duke didn’t want everyone seeing the Gutanese delegation. Jamie wasn’t convinced Mardok had the right of it, but something had happened. He pushed the horse harder.

      Before long he came upon the wall, nearly thirty feet high and stretching as far as the eye could see. He rode to the main gate, where a far larger than normal contingent of cuvar were milling around. He dismounted well before them and walked up to the group. A familiar figure emerged from the ranks.

      The man’s mustache held more gray than the last time they’d crossed paths, but he still moved with the wiry strength Jamie had always associated with him.

      He’d also lost the last of the hair on his scalp, leaving him completely bald. Jamie offered him a short bow. “Commander Mendel, it’s been far too many years.”

      “Not enough, if you ask me,” Mendel said, voice gruff. But he stepped forward and threw his arms around Jamie. “How are you, lad?”

      Jamie shrugged.

      “Father still as nasty as the stories say?”

      “Meaner than ever.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” They parted and Mendel turned serious. “How’d you get past the cuvar on the road?”

      “Scared them with the family crest. I think they figured you’d have the balls to turn me away.”

      “I will, too.”

      Jamie took a gamble. “I already know the delegation got hit hard. I’m just here to see how bad it is.”

      Mendel’s eyes narrowed, and Jamie knew he’d hit the mark. The commander would assume Jamie had found out from official sources, and Jamie felt no need to inform him otherwise.

      It was enough. Mendel gestured up to the stairs. “Have someone take your horse and stay out of the way. It’s going to be busy enough around here in a few minutes. I don’t need to babysit some pampered noble.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, sir.”

      Mendel shook his head. “You should have stuck with us. I still think we’d have made a decent sumar out of you.”

      “You have no idea how often I think that,” Jamie replied.

      Mendel let him go, busy with a hundred other tasks. Jamie, as commanded, handed off his horse and climbed the stairs to the wall. He froze at the sight before him.

      Not the scenery, wonderful as it was.

      But at the caravan, winding its way down the final stretch of the road.

      Decimated didn’t go nearly far enough.

      Mardok was worried about a war, but it looked like the war had already arrived for the Gutanese. Wagons crawled along, escorted by cuvar who limped with every step. The caravan had to be less than half the size it was when it departed Gutan. Jamie gulped, and only moved when a cuvar behind him grunted with annoyance.

      He watched for a time, unable to tear his eyes away.

      The enormous gates of Lindra stood open, welcoming the weary travelers. No doubt, they had left Gutan as celebrated heroes. Given the destruction, Jamie wondered if they would dare return anytime soon.

      He studied the wounds and damage as the wagons entered the safety of the walls. Several Gutanese cuvar fell to the ground, weeping as they completed their journey.

      His observations granted him the one answer he sought most of all.

      The Gutanese hadn’t been attacked by humans.

      This destruction was the work of the wilds, wrought on a previously unimaginable scale.
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        * * *

      

      He avoided most of the chaos that hit like a storm with the Gutanese arrival. Word spread quickly of the destruction, despite the duke’s attempts to restrict the flow of information.

      Less disruption erupted than Jamie expected. For the most part, the citizens of Lindra went about their days the same as they always had. But it was impossible to miss the downcast eyes and the worried glances. The loss of the supplies was bad enough.

      But the real wound was deeper and less easy to spot.

      Safe within the walls of Lindra, many people had the ability to forget how dangerous the world truly was. They walked the streets without fear of attack, and few even saw the wall more than a few times in their lives. They convinced themselves this was normal.

      They swore to themselves they didn’t live in a cage.

      The destruction of the Gutanese caravan stripped bare the lie. People who had never needed to think about the wild now did.

      They had to face truth, and it was rarely a pleasant experience.

      The day after the arrival of the caravan, Jamie learned that the duke was holding a public audience with the delegation’s representatives to discuss what had happened. It no doubt followed a sleepless night of private discussions, but the duke was wise enough to know the people needed more information. Even if it was scripted to minimize concern among the masses.

      Jamie attended and was unsurprised to find the audience gallery was filled with the curious. He took his seat among the other lords and ladies, looking for one face in particular.

      But Lady Gwen was nowhere to be seen.

      That struck him as odd. Almost everybody was here, and as the heir of her house, she should be present simply as a formality. But when the discussion began, he still didn’t see her.

      After a brief introduction from one of the duke’s aides, the speaker for the Gutanese caravan stepped forward. The hall quieted and he began his account. The traders had left Gutan eager for the trip ahead, and the first weeks of their travel had proceeded as it had in years past. A few chikara foolishly attacked, but those that approached were quickly killed by the cuvar.

      The trip had started no different than any other.

      The first attack hit after the caravan had crossed more than half the distance between the great cities. They were still in Gutanese territory when the chikara struck. The caravan’s sumar, ranging ahead of the others, had barely provided an hour’s worth of warning.

      The speaker described a scene Jamie struggled to believe. A coordinated attack by fearsome creatures. The cuvar eventually repelled the attack, but at the cost of substantial lives.

      The speaker’s description of events was light on detail, no doubt at the request of the duke. He continued, explaining that because of the importance of the caravan and the proximity to Lindra, the decision was made to carry on. At the time, they’d believed the attack some wild coincidence that couldn’t happen again.

      Except it did, over and over.

      Again, the speaker lightly brushed over the events, but Jamie had seen the arrival of the caravan firsthand. They had barely survived. From the sound of it, only continual reinforcement from Lindra’s cuvar had kept the caravan going.

      The loss of life was tremendous. Lindra didn’t have that many cuvar to spare.

      Jamie studied the crowd. The masks of the lords down near the front were difficult to decipher, but the citizens’ reactions weren’t. They were worried and concerned, but the lack of detail allowed them to minimize the enormity of what had just happened.

      When the tale finished, the floor was opened for the nobility to ask any questions they wished. Jamie shook his head as his father was granted the first question.

      Count Pierce spoke, but he asked no question. He spoke instead of the need for more cuvar to protect such valuable supplies. He pounded his fist against his palm as he spoke, and every eye turned toward him, nodding in agreement. Jamie turned away, disgusted. When he had joined the sumar, the two of them had argued for hours.

      No amount of blood is too much to protect his interests, unless the blood belongs to his own family. Then even a scratch is an affront against the ways of the world.

      The nobility that followed Count Pierce’s lead were even worse. The Gutanese speaker stood silent as the nobles used the tragedy to drive home whatever points they thought were most important. Jamie, who’d already chosen a seat near the very rear of the hall, shuffled toward the back to leave. There’d be nothing useful to learn here, and he wanted to be as far away from his father as possible.

      That was when he saw Lady Gwen. She must have come in the back of the hall after the session had started. She and a Gutanese woman were involved in a hushed conversation, pointing to papers, and nodding to one another.

      Jamie recognized Lady Gwen’s companion. She was a veteran merchant, and one of the most respected Gutanese traders. She’d made the journey between Gutan and Lindra dozens of times.

      And she believed the most important task that morning was speaking with Lady Gwen.

      Jamie almost wandered over to them, but their posture suggested they wouldn’t want company.

      He left the hall, his impressions confirmed. What happened in the front of the hall was theatre, and it consumed the attention of noble and common alike. Jamie’s father was far from the worst culprit.

      The real work happened near the back, where no one paid attention to two women deciding the course of the future.

      As Jamie stepped out into the bright sunlight, he felt a weight lift off his shoulders.

      He finally knew what answer he could give Gwen.
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      Ronan was in his bedroom when he heard Mother stir from her slumber. These days, she spent far more hours asleep than she did awake, and her periods of lucidity were fleeting. The sound of her shuffling footsteps was enough to drive the last of his self-pity away.

      He rose from his bed, walked to her door, and knocked softly.

      “Come in.”

      He did, and was surprised to see Mother standing, naked, at the window. The late afternoon sun streamed through the glass, making the room look almost as if it was on fire. But his attention was on Mother. It was the first time he’d seen the full extent of the damage the disease had done to her body, and it froze him in place.

      Mother misunderstood the reaction. “Sorry, it just feels so good to have the sun on my skin.”

      She paused and gestured to the bed. “If you wouldn’t mind getting me a blanket?”

      Ronan pulled one off the bed and draped it over her shoulders.

      Mother sighed as she looked out the window. “I never regretted the decision to stay here at home with you, but I did miss exploring the world. There’s nothing quite like it.”

      The wistfulness in her voice drove home what Kayle and Karni had told him earlier. No matter what happened, he wouldn’t ever leave the walls of Avgan.

      Her sharp eyes caught the expression on his face.

      “I’ve spoken with Kayle about what happened,” she said. “His greatest fear is what you might do, if the possibility of leaving these walls is stripped from you for good.”

      He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice. “Looks like he’s going to find out.”

      Mother sat down on the edge of the bed and gestured for him to sit next to her. “Tell me what happened.”

      Ronan did, leaving out no detail. When he finished, he looked to Mother for guidance, but she was deep in thought.

      Finally, she sighed. “I wish I had some wise piece of advice for you, but your experience is beyond anything I’ve encountered. If it knocked that ass of a child out, though, you’ll hear no complaints from me.”

      Ronan had never heard her describe Andras so harshly. “He used to be my friend.”

      She scoffed. “He was your friend because his father wanted to ingratiate himself with your father. Why do you think Andras stopped coming around after he died?”

      Ronan recognized it as a simple truth, but was surprised because he’d never thought of it before. It turned out there was a lot he hadn’t considered.

      Mother continued before he could answer. “You’ll keep following this new technique? Find out where it leads?”

      “I don’t think they’re going to let me train as an ondist anymore.”

      Her snort was dismissive. “You don’t need them. If any of those mestres could have trained you, you’d already be outside the walls, ranging far and wide.”

      “I don’t know. I think even Kayle might dismiss me as his apprentice if I try. At least, that was his threat today.”

      Mother’s demeanor changed at that. “He’s a good man, but never one to take a risk. He could have been a second-rank cuvar, you know.”

      Ronan laughed, then realized Mother was serious. “Why did he choose to become a healer?”

      “Because he never wanted to even take the chance he might have to leave the walls. He’s been happy here since he was a child. It’s why he’ll never understand you. You’ve got ranging in your blood.”

      “So what should I do?”

      Mother shrugged, a smile on her face. “I haven’t the slightest.”

      When his shoulders slumped she laughed. “May I impart one last bit of advice?”

      “Please.”

      “When your father and I were sumar, we were often tasked with making maps. It was important work, because the duke needs maps and the caravans need maps, but your father and I always found it a bit funny.”

      “How so?”

      “Because a map isn’t real. The land changes, day by day and season by season. No map can tell you everything you need to know. And yet we saw caravan drivers sacrifice lives to protect their precious maps. Your father believed it was because most people weren’t comfortable with the unknown. Maps gave them the illusion of knowing what lay ahead of them.”

      Ronan scratched at his chin. “I’m not sure how that helps me.”

      She took his hand in her own. “Right now, you’re like those caravan drivers. You want me to give you a map that tells you what to do and where to go.”

      Her body shuddered, and Ronan wondered if he should lay her back down.

      But when she continued, her voice remained strong. “Most parents give their children maps, thinking it will help them. But like the land, our lives are always changing. The route a parent took will never be the same one a child should take. I could give you my map, but then you’d miss the signs and ignore your own instincts.

      “Your father felt strongly about this. He didn’t want to give you a map. He wanted to give you the skills to make your own.” Mother smiled. “And, if you’ll indulge a mother’s pride, I believe we’ve succeeded.”

      She squeezed his hand.

      “Trust your intuition. Observe the world around you and take in every detail. Question everything, and let life carry you where it will. And—” she added with a wry smile. “—never let anyone tell you what is and isn’t possible. Find out for yourself.”

      His tears caught him by surprise, and he leaned his head down on Mother’s shoulder.

      One last time, she supported him. “I’m going to miss you, so much.”

      “I know. I’m disappointed I won’t be able to see what happens to you, but I’m grateful for every moment we’ve had together.”

      He cried and couldn’t stop crying, the tears seeming to spring from an endless well he didn’t even know he’d possessed.

      She rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb, still strong, even after the disease had wasted so much of her strength away. “It’s a good time for me to go. If there is anything beyond the veil, I look forward to meeting your father there. It’s one last adventure. Besides, at this point, I’m not helping you grow, I’m holding you back.”

      He shook his head, but no words would come. By the time his tears had subsided, the sun had fallen.

      He lifted his head and wiped his face, ashamed to have broken down here and now. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. Dying is easy, it’s surviving the departed that’s tough. But you’ll do well.”

      She slumped down onto the bed, and Ronan helped her get comfortable. Once she was relaxed, he stood to leave, but she grabbed his hand and held it. “Goodbye, son.”

      The words started the tears again. “I love you, mom.”

      “And I’ll always love you. Go out into the world and make us proud.”

      He nodded, then stood by the side of her bed until her breathing was nice and even. He waited for a few minutes, and was about to leave, when her posture shifted. Her left hand, the one Ronan wasn’t holding, lifted into the air, as though she was reaching out to take someone’s hand.

      She smiled, breathed out, and then her hand dropped to the bed.
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        * * *

      

      Ronan went to Kayle’s, and the old healer helped with the arrangements. As Mother had said, dying was easy, especially in a place like Avgan. Kayle had once told him that in the time of the Nacille, that people had enjoyed so much space they had buried their bodies with markers in special plots of land.

      Ronan found that idea hard to believe, but people had all sorts of funny ideas about the Nacille, so he supposed he wasn’t surprised.

      Reserving land for the dead seemed as foolish as living in a castle alone. Land needed to be used to raise livestock, grow crops, and house humanity. Anything else was nothing but waste.

      In Avgan, the process was quick. Kayle and Ronan worked together to prepare Mother’s body, although there was little to do. They dressed her in appropriate clothes that would burn easily, then loaded her onto Kayle’s cart.

      Ronan found that the process didn’t bother him in the least. As Kayle’s apprentice, he was no stranger to death, and as soon as Mother breathed her last, the body meant little to him. It was just flesh, with nothing of Mother left inside.

      Besides, his tears earlier in the evening had drained him of his grief. He felt as empty as Mother’s body. He knew, from Kayle’s glances, that the healer was concerned for him, but the healer was also well aware that grief took many forms. They worked quickly and in silence.

      Once the body was ready, they loaded it onto Kayle’s cart. From there, they took it to a small corner of a field, cleared so that nothing else would burn. They piled thick branches and small logs until they were certain the fire would burn hot enough to consume Mother’s body. They laid her to rest on top, then doused it all in oil.

      Kayle offered a fire stick to Ronan. “Mind if you give me a minute, lad?”

      Ronan nodded, and Kayle stepped forward and dropped to his knees before the pyre. He didn’t speak, but the shaking of his shoulders was enough to tell Ronan that Kayle now grieved. For the first time, he thought he understood why Kayle had always been so close to the family, why he’d gone out of the way to help Mother.

      He remembered his mother’s words. That Kayle, for all his qualities, had never possessed the courage or desire to leave the walls. Mother never would have been satisfied. The rest remained unspoken.

      Ronan let Kayle have all the time he needed. There was no rush, not anymore.

      When the old healer stood back up, he bowed his appreciation to Ronan. Without another word, Ronan stepped forward, lit the fire stick against a stone, and started the fire. Between the oil and the dry wood, the pyre caught without problem, and within minutes fire consumed Mother’s body.

      Ronan and Kayle stood side by side, both watching the final departure of the woman they had loved.

      As the fires burned low, Kayle turned to Ronan. “Have you given thought to what comes next?”

      He hadn’t, but was surprised to find the answer came easily to his lips. With his mother gone, there was nothing tying him to Avgan any longer. He hated that she was right, but she had been holding him back. Not through any manipulation, but because he’d loved her as much as he had.

      “I’ll continue my apprenticeship,” he said. “And will do so until you deem fit to certify me before the guild. But I will not stop trying to leave the walls, no matter what you or any merchant family might try to say.”

      Kayle let out a soft snort. “You really are their child, aren’t you?”

      Ronan nodded. He didn’t have any real beliefs about the afterlife, but the words sounded right anyway.

      “Until the day I can rejoin them on the other side of the veil,” he agreed.
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      Despite his desire to walk away and put the whole caravan out of his mind, Laran settled in for the night to keep watch. Warwick was an ass, so ignorant he was a danger to himself and others, but Laran hadn’t sworn an oath to protect only those he liked.

      Only one chikara came near, a small sketri more curious than dangerous. Laran killed it with a flick of a throwing knife. One sketri was no problem, but if it had summoned more, the little rodents would have been devouring the caravan within the hour.

      The next morning heavy clouds blocked the rising of the sun, and the caravan departed under an approaching storm. Most of the travelers seemed to share the weather’s gloominess. Only Beda seemed unaffected. More than once she glanced in Laran’s direction as they walked.

      He kept out of sight, paralleling the caravan through the woods. No one except the second-rank cuvar suspected his proximity. They made it to the rest as thunder rumbled in the distance. A spring storm built to the west, and Laran could feel the air change as it approached.

      Once the caravan was safely behind the walls, Beda stepped outside the gate. Laran emerged from the woods to join her.

      “Figured you were nearby. Had a hard time believing nothing scouted us out last night.”

      “Just a sketri. I took care of it.”

      She bowed her head. “Wouldn’t have said anything if you’d killed him.”

      “I was tempted.”

      “Why not, then?”

      “Swore the oath to protect. Unfortunately, it doesn’t distinguish between assholes and victims.”

      “He’s already planning on reporting you to the lodge when we reach Lindra.”

      Laran grunted. “Won’t be the first merchant. Hell, not even the first this month. One of many reasons I spend more time outside walls than in them.”

      “Thanks for protecting us.”

      Laran was about to wave her thanks away, but she stopped him. “I mean it. Still think you should have at least beaten him to a pulp, but I don’t cross many sumar who would have still protected us after Warwick’s behavior. I wouldn’t mind traveling with you again, sometime.”

      “You’re welcome, and I feel the same. Do me a favor, though?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Get more cuvar to protect that caravan into Lindra. Or at least to the next two rests. Whatever protection you think you would need, double it.”

      She nodded. “Was planning on it anyway. I might not be able to punch him, but I can still hit him in the coin purse, where it will hurt more.”

      He bowed. “Good luck.”

      She looked up at the darkening skies. “You going to travel in this?”

      “I’ve already delayed longer than I planned. I do need to get to Lindra.”

      “Well, good luck to you as well. May our paths cross again.”

      “May our paths cross again.”

      Laran turned and left, walking straight into the approaching storm.
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        * * *

      

      He arrived at Lindra two days later. The weather had been unpleasant almost the entire way, keeping even more people off the road. He wouldn’t have minded the quiet, except that he kept encountering large, roving groups of chikara. The situation got so troublesome he was forced to spend the nights in a rest, just so he wouldn’t have to fight them off constantly.

      The effort, combined with the long days, put him in a sour mood that only turned worse when he saw the enormous city’s walls rising up before him.

      He groaned.

      He hated cities and people.

      Lindra was the biggest city with the most people.

      He swore to himself that all he would do was drop the message off, acquire another mission from the local lodge commander, and be off within a day. Even he could handle a single day.

      His mood darkened further when he passed through the main gates and came upon an enormous encampment. The people and the wagons were familiar, and there was only one caravan that traveled in the spring of such size. Of course he’d arrive at the same time as the Gutanese trade delegation. He swore under his breath.

      Not only was he in the city he hated the most, but he was also forced to visit during its busiest part of the year.

      Even his displeasure faded when he saw the state of the caravan, though. He wandered around, eventually finding a tent of sumar who told him what had happened. They were speculating on what came next, but he saw their thoughts were stuck in the past, in the memories of what they’d seen on the road.

      He wished them well, then continued toward the city, lost in thought.

      The tempting conclusion was that his experience with the demon and the attacks were related.

      But he couldn’t say for sure. The sumar had admitted that although the attacks had appeared coordinated, they’d found no evidence of a guiding hand. Laran wished his comrades well, then continued toward the city.

      Though he’d never been to this particular home in Lindra, finding it was no problem at all. Its five stories of stone towered over its neighbors, a giant in a neighborhood already bursting with homes that were too large.

      Laran breathed deep and tried to relax. No resource in the cities was more valuable than space, and in the poorer districts, whole families lived in homes smaller than some of the rooms here.

      It was wasteful and selfish, and he couldn’t see why Radela had sent him to the home of some pampered noble family. Surely there had to be someone better suited for his message.

      The guard at the gate examined the message Laran carried. She paid particular attention to the two seals on the envelope. The largest seal was one familiar to Laran. It was of an eagle, the symbol of the sumar. The other was new to him. It was an intricate pattern of lines circling around what appeared to be a star.

      Laran didn’t even have to announce who he was here to see. The guard escorted him into the house personally.

      The sumar wasn’t sure how many years it had been since he’d last been in a house so large. The foyer alone was as big as most houses Laran had visited over the years. A wide stairway led up to the second floor, and a smaller, less decorative set of stairs led to the third level. The guard gestured to a bench in the hallway.

      Laran took a seat while the guard went into a room, carrying the message.

      A minute later he returned. “The lady will be out to see you shortly.”

      Laran thanked the guard, who walked briskly back down the stairs to his post. As much as he detested this place, he had to credit their efficiency. If this meeting went well, there was a chance he could be out of the city by nightfall.

      When Lady Adair emerged from the room, her appearance caught Laran by surprise. He’d imagined a haughty older woman, dressed in billowing layers of fabric. Instead, he was greeted by a woman perhaps ten years younger than him, dressed in simple clothing that would barely have been out of place in any common market. She moved with purpose, and it was her piercing gray eyes that caught his attention.

      He believed himself a good judge of character, and before him stood a woman worthy of respect. There was far more to her than the trappings of her station had led him to believe. He now suspected why Radela had sent him here.

      He stood quickly and bowed. “Lady Adair.”

      She gave him a short bow in return. “Gwen is fine, thank you. You’re Laran?”

      She took in his uniform and rank with a quick glance. Without waiting for an answer, she gestured him in.

      Her study surprised him as well. Every wall was lined with bookshelves, the poor structures filled to bursting. He noted that many of the spines had characters he didn’t recognize. A well-used writing desk stood near the window. Several books were cracked open, and sheets of paper were lined up across the desk. A steaming teapot sat in the corner. The room told him all he needed to know. Gwen had a sharp mind and was well organized.

      The clues into her personality made him curious. Who was she, that Radela would send him a third of the way across the duchy?

      She watched him as he studied the room, then gestured for him to sit. He did.

      “Do you like tea?” she asked.

      “Very much.”

      She walked over to her writing desk, grabbed the teapot, and brought it over to the chairs. “Radela tells me you have a tale.”

      “She made no mention of it?”

      Gwen shook her head. “The letter only says that you are one of her best and most trusted sumar, and to accept your story as if I’d seen it with my own eyes.”

      Laran was touched by the respect offered to him by his commander. He hadn’t realized he held so much esteem in her eyes. “That is kind of her to say.”

      Gwen poured them each a cup of tea, and Laran recounted his story, from the time Radela had given him his orders to the demon sparing his life and walking away. When he finished, Gwen poured them each another cup and settled deep into her chair. Her eyes were unfocused, and she sipped her drink almost absentmindedly .

      Laran appreciated she had no need to fill the silences with empty words. He relaxed and enjoyed his own tea, which was among the best he’d ever tasted.

      “You’ve told me your story, and you’ve kept to the facts, unbelievable as they seem. So now tell me: what do you think is happening?” she asked.

      “You’ll think me mad.”

      “Unlikely. Please.”

      “I believe that there are probably multiple demons who have reached a level of intelligence we didn’t believe possible. And now they are coordinating the wilds against us. At a guess, they mean to kill us all, but I suspect their reasons are more nuanced.”

      Gwen leaned forward. “And if you were the duke, how would you respond?”

      That was a question he hadn’t considered before, and so he lapsed into silence as he thought. “I suppose I’d start by requiring more cuvar to serve as escorts for the caravans. Though the cities might complain, the caravans are the blood that delivers what the cities need. The walls will still stand with half the normal contingent of cuvar.

      “But I don’t think that’s enough. I’d also send squads of my best sumar to hunt and kill these demons.”

      Gwen nodded, then gave a hard smile. “And with that, you would have angered the citizens, cuvar, and sumar.”

      Laran agreed. “It’s why I would rather range the wild than argue in these grand halls, my lady.”

      “How certain are you of its strength? You say it was equivalent to a first-rank sumar, if not higher.”

      “Ma’am, I don’t remember the last time I was beaten in a fight. And it was playing with me. I’ve sparred against a first-rank before, and even that was a closer duel.”

      “I see.” Her eyes went vacant again.

      When her gaze sharpened, she stared at him. “Will you stay in the city?”

      “I was hoping not to. I’m not much for the company of others.”

      She nibbled at her lower lip. “May I ask you to stay?”

      His curiosity battled with his desire to leave. “You’ll have to tell me more. You know something, don’t you?”

      She shook her head. “I suspect a great many things, but proof is stubbornly elusive.”

      “Who are you, that Radela would send me here instead of to the duke?”

      Gwen’s laugh was bitter. “No matter what the duke might believe, you’d be laughed out of his halls with your story.”

      Laran suspected as much. The duke was neither malicious nor ignorant. He was a capable enough leader, as far as Laran was concerned. But he suffered from a lack of imagination and a lack of ambition. He wanted his tomorrows to be the same as his yesterdays.

      Which was understandable enough, but in a world that constantly changed, standing still was the same as dying slowly.

      What was worse, in Laran’s opinion, was how the duke’s attitude mirrored that of most of his subjects. They weren’t safe, but they were safe enough to pretend like the threats outside the walls were nothing more than annoyances. The majority of the risk was borne by the few merchants, cuvar, and sumar that wandered the wild.

      “True enough,” Laran said. “But you didn’t answer the question. Who are you?”

      Gwen opened her arms out wide. “In one way, no more than I seem. I’m Lady Adair, obnoxiously rich, and heir to House Adair.”

      Laran waited for the rest.

      “But I’m someone who wants to see humanity thrive, and I’ve spent the last half of my childhood and my whole adult life trying to make that dream a reality. My tools are more subtle than the duke’s. Friendship, favors, and letters do more for me than the duke’s orders achieve for him. I have no authority to ask you to stay, but I’ll ask all the same, because I sense we share the same desires.”

      Laran stood and bowed. “I’m afraid you’ve misjudged me. All I want is a home, far away from most people.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Is that so? Very well, then, how much money do you need?”

      The question was like a punch he hadn’t seen coming. “What?”

      “Tell me how much money you need to make your dream a reality. I’ll pay it to you in exchange for one year’s worth of service. I’m certainly not above using my wealth as a means to an end.”

      He named a sum, twice what he actually thought he needed.

      She didn’t even blink. “Very well. I’ll have a contract drawn up. Will that satisfy you?”

      Laran felt unclean, as though he’d fallen in mud that refused to wash off. This exchange frustrated him, but it was only service for a year. Then he’d be well and truly free.

      “It can’t conflict with orders from lodges.”

      “That’s no problem.”

      “Fine, then.”

      “So, you’ll stay?”

      He nodded, ready to be done with this exchange. “You can find me at the lodge, if I’m needed. I’ll stay until I receive orders from the commander there or I hear from you.”

      “That’s fair. I’ll just leave you with one question. You and I both believe that the demons represent a threat, possibly to our very existence. Where will you go, I wonder, that you’ll be able to escape the danger that is coming?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie was beginning to think the only way he would see Gwen in person was if he broke into her chambers once again. Four days had passed, and he’d been rebuffed at every juncture. One of the days had been one of her promised thirdays, but when he’d shown up at the gardens, they were completely empty. House Adair had indeed rented out the garden, but no one in the family had shown up.

      He blamed the Gutanese delegation.

      The duke’s strategy of holding the open forum had worked well enough. Panic had been averted. Trade was slow, but the goods from the surviving parts of the caravan were just enough to let people slip back into their customary ignorance. Little by little, the local market absorbed the caravan’s wares.

      The next challenge, Jamie figured, would be selling back to the delegation. The caravan was one of two official ones that made the journey every year. Selling to Lindra was only half its duty. The other was to buy for the return trip.

      As near as Jamie could tell, the Gutanese weren’t buying anything yet. Their merchants only came into town to sell, and even those visits were brief. It made Jamie wonder if the caravan planned on returning to Gutan at all this spring. Would they wait here until Lindra sent their own caravan in the autumn?

      Even Mardok didn’t know, and if Mardok didn’t know, it seemed most likely there weren’t any answers to be found.

      So while life continued almost as usual, he knew there were conversations happening out of sight from most of Lindra. The baron was rarely home, and more to the point, he hadn’t been able to find Gwen anywhere. It was as if he was stuck floating lazily on a slow moving river, unable to dive down to the fast moving currents underneath where the action was happening.

      The only thing that kept him from climbing back to Gwen’s window was the warning she had given him the last time.

      He was just about to give up when her message arrived, inviting him to join her in the gardens that afternoon. As soon as he read the letter he made himself presentable and hurried out.

      House Adair guards stood at the gate to the gardens, but they let him in without question.

      The gardens were quiet, an oasis of peace from the busy streets of Lindra. Typically open to the public, Jamie could only imagine what it had cost to obtain this privacy.

      He found Gwen strolling among the trees. She turned when she heard him, and he was disappointed his arrival wasn’t greeted with a smile.

      The pain eased when he saw how distracted she was.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer his question. Instead, she stopped at a bench and sat. Jamie sat next to her.

      “You have an answer for me.” It was half a statement and half a question.

      “How did you know?”

      “You’ve been seeking an audience for days. My guards said you appeared on Thirday. I’m sorry I wasn’t here as I said. The matter of the Gutanese delegation has consumed most of my attention of late.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She shook her head, and when she looked at him, he almost shrank back from her gaze. “Maybe. But it is your answer I must hear first.”

      Jamie swallowed. He didn’t know if she would find his answer acceptable, but it was honest. “What I want is to understand this world.”

      She made to stand up, but Jamie grabbed her wrist. He felt her tense, prepared for violence, but he held up his other hand in supplication. “Please, hear me out.”

      She relaxed, and Jamie let go of her. “When I was young, like many boys, I dreamed of becoming a hero, a warrior like those told of in the Nacillian myths. I took to ondist training like no one else in my family. I suppose you already know I was a second-rank sumar?”

      Gwen nodded, confirming the suspicion.

      “Father was proud to have a son so gifted. After I graduated from the obuka, I decided to serve as a sumar. I wanted to know more about the world, to explore like the Nacillian heroes did. Who knows? Maybe some of those myths planted roots in me I wasn’t even aware of. Father, of course, only wanted me to serve the house. At most, he told me, I could serve as a cuvar, inside the walls, for a year. I think he had hopes I would serve as the duke’s guard. That was when we started to part ways.”

      Jamie ran his hand through his hair. “Anyway, our family problems are well known. Since returning from service, I’ve tried to justify my role in the family, but the futility of that is becoming clear, even to someone as dense as me. When I was at the duke’s assembly several days ago, I realized something.”

      He’d hoped that she would ask him what, that she would prod him on, but she just sat there, listening intently.

      “I realized that everything House Pierce is involved in doesn’t matter right now. Rich as we are, if we were to vanish tomorrow, we’d barely be missed. At the assembly my father spoke loudly, but said nothing. And then I saw you, nearly invisible near the back of the room, speaking with a Gutanese merchant.

      “That was when I knew. You already know more about this world than I do, and I think you want to know more. I want to join you on that journey. Maybe, if we can decipher the mysteries of this world, my life will matter. I’ll have done some good for humanity.”

      Her gaze never left his face. “Why do you want your life to matter?”

      The answer was embarrassing, but he told it anyway. “Because when I learned those stories growing up, I knew those heroes had done enough good that their legacy outlived them. They helped save humanity. I’m not quite so egotistical as to think I would do the same. But if I can live a life someone else would recount a story, that’s enough for me.”

      She nodded. “A good answer.”

      She looked away, then stood up. “Walk with me, please.”

      He stood and offered his arm. To his delight, she took it, and they strolled through the gardens.

      “I suppose I should start with my beliefs,” she said. “And then you can decide whether or not it is wise to aid me.”

      They turned a corner, stepping out of the shade of the trees and into bright sunlight.

      “I believe that we, and by that I mean all of humanity, are in more danger than most realize. I believe the danger is imminent, and that if we don’t act quickly, we won’t be prepared.”

      Her dark words stood in sharp contrast to the cloudless day, and despite the warmth of the sun on his face, he shivered. “What danger?”

      “Guess.”

      Only one threat made sense. “The chikara?”

      “Not quite. Demons.”

      He frowned, and she didn’t fail to notice his doubt.

      “I have reasons to believe they are growing both smarter and stronger, and that we’ve only seen the beginning of what they’re capable of. Demons orchestrated the attack on the Gutanese caravan.”

      On one hand, demons were a reasonable guess. They could control both chikara and beast. Only one fact destroyed her theory.

      “I’ve fought demons, Gwen. They have no reason. They’re nothing but beasts with a unique ability.”

      “So we’ve long believed. But is there a reason why they couldn’t become more?”

      Jamie gestured to the sun. “The sun rises every morning in the east. Should I doubt it’s arrival tomorrow? The demons have never been more than a nuisance to caravans, for longer than either of us have been alive. Why should we doubt that now?”

      “Because we understand the sun,” Gwen answered. “We know that it is a star, and that our planet orbits around it, and that we have sunrises and sunsets because our world spins. Your faith in tomorrow’s sunrise isn’t just because you’ve noticed a pattern that you expect to repeat. It’s because we understand the world and how it works. We can’t say the same about the demons. Do you know how they reproduce?”

      “No one does.”

      “And don’t you find that odd? Demons have existed almost as long as our written records, but we still know next to nothing about them.”

      Jamie chewed on that fact for a bit. Sumar had long complained about the lack of understanding surrounding demons. But they didn’t appear around humans often, and when they were killed, their bodies fell apart with surprising rapidity. Within hours they were nothing but bones, and in less than a day, even those were gone. He wasn’t convinced.

      “Say you’re right, and the demons are as big a threat as you believe. We can guard our caravans better. Our walls will still hold out the chikara. Why fear?”

      “First, because we need the caravans and regular trade. Only the smallest villages are truly self-sufficient, and we don’t have the ondists to spare. If a demon was bold enough to attack the Gutanese caravan, it’s not hard to imagine them choking off smaller routes.”

      Jamie acknowledged that. Lindra would survive the loss of the supplies this year, but if the same were to happen again, the economy would come close to collapsing.

      “But I don’t think that’s all,” she confessed. “And this next part is where I usually lose people.”

      “Not at the intelligent demons?”

      She ignored his jibe. “I believe there are even worse forces out there. To make a very long tale short, I believe in the monsters of the Nacillian tales.”

      That froze him in his tracks.

      “Told you,” she said.

      There was a smirk on her face, but it hid a deeper sadness. He knew then he was far from the first person she had told, and that few had believed her.

      From anyone else, he would have dismissed her out of hand. But every instinct he possessed told him Gwen was one of the most intelligent people he’d come across in his wandering life. What would it be like, to possess such intelligence, and to come to a conclusion about the world that set you apart from most others?

      The first answer that came to mind felt true.

      She was lonely but sought no sympathy.

      He summoned his composure and continued to lead her on, as though she’d done nothing more than make an observation about the day’s weather. “I know you’re no fool, so tell me why you believe in the myths. Why you had me risk everything to fetch you a book of exactly those legends.”

      “You read the book.”

      “Parts of it.”

      She launched into her story. “I’ve spent most of my life being obsessed with Nacillian tales. As a child, I fell in love with the stories of heroes with incredible powers and the monsters that threatened their world. I don’t think that’s too unusual. But most children grow up and find new interests. I never did. The more that I studied the tales, the more I came to believe they weren’t just myths. Some of the stories, I believe, are true. Maybe even most.”

      Jamie thought of the battles with enormous monsters, of the impossible heroic feats described in the stories.

      He couldn’t bring himself to believe them. “Why?”

      “Because there are elements of the stories that match up with what scholars are learning about the Nacille. That match up with the changes in our own world. For almost ten years now, I’ve been funding expeditions to ruin sites near Lindra. You’ve been a sumar, so I assume you’ve visited at least one or two. Have you ever been to one?”

      Jamie’s stomach twisted. “I haven’t. Based on stories of those that I served with, I’m not sure I ever want to.”

      Jamie tried to reconcile what he knew of the Nacille with what Gwen was claiming. Every child knew the basic story of the Fall. Hundred years ago there had been different kingdoms, the most powerful of which was that of the Nacille. They were far more advanced than any of the duchies today, and they’d lived with a freedom that was almost unimaginable to most today. They’d lived without walls.

      But their story was a cautionary one. When the demons and the chikara arrived, the Nacille were swept away with all the rest. Humanity retreated behind their walls and tried to rebuild. Whenever a child asked why they couldn’t live outside, and it was a question almost every child asked at least once, it was the story of the Nacille that served as the answer.

      Gwen must have sensed that she was losing him, because she said, “I can prove it to you.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve learned one of their ondist techniques.”

      “Fine. Show me.”

      She held up a hand. “First, you need to know that despite all my father’s training, I never advanced beyond the third rank of the cuvar. You may choose not to believe me, but I can assure you, I can provide ample references from my past in case you doubt.”

      It would be a hard thing to lie about. Her records would be easy enough to find. “I believe you.”

      “Very well. Then hit me.”

      “What?”

      “Hit me.”

      Jamie frowned but didn’t argue. He threw a light, sloppy punch at her left shoulder. She dodged.

      “No, I need you to really try to hit me.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “If I do this right, you won’t.”

      Jamie debated with himself for a moment, then threw one of his fastest punches. Gwen wasn’t there, and his fist hit nothing but air. He followed up with another combination, again missing.

      Frustrated, he threw a third combination, ending with a kick at her knee. Once again, she evaded, as though she knew where his strikes would be before he threw them.

      He stopped and frowned. Against even a second-rank sumar, he should have at least hit her once. “How did you do that?”

      “It’s from a fragment of scroll my scholars discovered in one of the ruins.”

      “What else have you learned?”

      She shook her head. “That is all, and that was hard enough. It is not an easy technique to learn. But I’ll give you a copy of my translation, if you’d like to try it for yourself. I’ll warn you, none of the mestres I’ve shown it to have had any luck. It seems that the stronger of an ondist you are, the more difficult it is.”

      Jamie felt as though the ground was shifting beneath his feet.

      “Look,” Gwen said, straightening her clothes. “I’m not asking you to believe in every monster and every legend you’ve ever heard. It’s tough enough for me to sort out what might have been based in truth and what has grown into myth over the hundreds of years the Nacille have been gone. I’d just ask you to believe that the legends are more true than anyone thinks.”

      Jamie made his decision quickly. If there was anything being a sumar had taught him, it was that the world was far stranger than most people realized. He’d seen plenty in his years on the road that had no explanation. They all had.

      “Very well, I believe you.”

      The joy on her face made the day much brighter.

      He offered her his arm, and once again they strolled through the gardens. Despite the strange subject of their conversation, Jamie knew there was no place else he’d rather be.

      One piece yet bothered him. “You said that we are in danger. Why?”

      She brushed a strand of hair from her face. “My evidence here is slim, but I’ll admit that I would rather be worried and wrong than complacent.”

      She took a deep breath. “If you accept that the Nacille were able to manipulate onda in ways we don’t, and there is some truth to the amazing feats spoken of in the stories, one question becomes very important.”

      Jamie’s mind, for once, was able to leap ahead of hers. “Why did the Nacille fall?”

      She looked at him, studying him closely. “I’m impressed.”

      “Not just a pretty face,” he said.

      “I long suspected, but now I’m starting to understand. But you’re right. Because I believe there is truth to the myths, I believe that the Nacille were so confident in their mastery of the world they didn’t feel the need to hide behind walls. I think that something changed about three hundred years ago, just before the Nacille fell.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. But there’s another element to this puzzle. I learned something, several years ago, while speaking to some of the astronomers in Lindra. They were telling me about the movements of the stars and planets and how they’ve been able to calculate them. One told me that he believes the fall of the Nacille coincided with a planetary alignment.”

      “What is that?”

      “When all the planets in our solar system form a straight line.”

      Jamie grunted. He hadn’t even realized such a thing existed.

      “What worries me is that the same scholar calculated when the next such event is to occur. He claims that it is now in less than ten years.”

      Jamie shook his heads. “That’s a very slim connection.”

      “I know, and I’m trying to learn more. The reason I wanted that book from the aklatan is that I believe it might have the information I need to pinpoint the fall of the Nacille with more accuracy.”

      She held up her hand and ticked off her points. “First, I believe the stories about the Nacille are more true than most accept. Which means that, two, something happened that destroyed not just the Nacille but much of humanity. Third, there is a chance that event coincided with a planetary alignment that will soon be repeating. Fourth, as you’ve observed, I like to stay informed, and what I’m hearing is that there are more strange things happening in the wild than ever before. The attacks on the Gutanese delegation are simply the most dramatic and most visible evidence of a trend I’ve been seeing for years.”

      She ticked off her last finger. “Which means we need to be prepared. Truly, I hope that I’m wrong, and jumping at shadows that mean nothing. But wouldn’t you rather be prepared than not?”

      Put so succinctly, he began to see why she might feel as she did. He wasn’t sure he believed her theory, but he believed in her intelligence. But truthfully, it didn’t matter if she was right. It was her purpose that impressed him. And right now, he didn’t have a better one.

      He let go of her hand, stepped in front of her, and took a knee. “I know that it goes without saying, but please keep this between us. For now, I’d like to pledge my service to you. However I may help, all you have to do is ask.”

      She swallowed a lump and didn’t speak for a moment. When she did, her words were almost choked. “I accept, and thank you.”

      She bowed deeply to him, then pulled him to his feet. “How about we start by enjoying this beautiful garden and talking about things that don’t deal with the end of the world.”
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      Less than a week after Mother passed away, Ronan received a notice that his trial date had been set. Kayle promised to do all that he could to help, so when the day arrived, Ronan felt as prepared as possible.

      After all the preparations, the trial itself turned out to be anticlimactic.

      The magistrate listened to the accusations, and Ronan and his witnesses provided his defense. As expected, Andras and his family pushed for the harshest sentencing possible, and tried to make it look as though Ronan had attacked an innocent and helpless young man.

      At first, Ronan hadn’t understood why they would press so hard. Even knowing that the historical friendship between their families wasn’t what he thought it was, there still seemed little reason to punish him so harshly.

      It wasn’t until Andras was testifying before the magistrate, tearfully recounting how Ronan had set upon him, that Ronan understood.

      This wasn’t about the money, or about the possibility of Ronan being sentenced to serve the town in some menial fashion. Hell, it wasn’t about Ronan at all. Andras’ family didn’t care about him in the least.

      It was all about their own reputation. Someday soon, Andras would be one of the most important merchants for dozens of miles. He would need to do business from a position of strength, a task that would be made more difficult by the knowledge, now widespread, that he’d been beaten up by the only person in Avgan who couldn’t even use their onda.

      Ronan might have hurt Andras that day, but the real damage would take years to reveal itself. The family needed to paint Ronan as the aggressor. They needed Ronan to have ambushed Andras, and that was very much the story they tried to tell. Ronan listened as one by one, all of Andras’ friends, young men and women he’d played with back when he’d been a child, testified to the horror of what Ronan had done. He wondered how much they’d been paid, or if it was simply enough to maintain good relations with Andras’ family.

      Fortunately, the magistrate was having none of it. Ronan had the mestres and Kayle speak about the teasing and torment he’d endured over the years, and their word carried even more weight than that of Andras’ family.

      In the end, the magistrate ordered Ronan to pay for the repair of the damaged wall, then issued a stern warning to Andras and his family.

      A few weeks ago, Ronan might have been upset about having to pay for a fight he hadn’t started. But his final conversation with Mother had settled something in his spirit. Or perhaps it had just given him a slightly new perspective. He could argue it was unfair, but it was a cost he could afford, and he had been the one who punched Andras into the wall. He paid the magistrate without complaint, and as far as the law was concerned, the issue was settled.

      Outside the court, Ronan faced Karni, who waited to have a word with him.

      “How do you feel?” she asked.

      “Relieved that it’s over.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Have you had any chance to explore what happened that day?”

      “Not much, no. Kayle has had me busy with my defense, and seems better at inventing new chores than I am at completing them.”

      “He means well.”

      “I know.” Ronan smiled at her.

      She looked as if she was about to stick her head into the mouth of a harra. “It’s about the obuka, isn’t it?”

      She nodded.

      “I’m guessing that I’ve been thrown out?”

      She nodded again, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry, Ronan, I know how much it meant to you.”

      He bowed deeply to her. Here, too, his mother had finally illuminated the truth before she had died. “Karni, there is nothing to be sorry about. You and the other mestres have been as accommodating as any student could ask for. I’m only sorry I wasn’t able to meet your expectations.”

      Karni’s eyes snapped up. “Who are you, and what have you done with Ronan?”

      He laughed. “It has been a long time coming, and before she died, Mother and I spoke. She helped me.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. She was a fine warrior, and one of the best sumar I’ve ever had the pleasure of training. She was taken far too soon.”

      Ronan swallowed the lump in his throat as he thought about her last moments. “She was ready.”

      Karni nodded, clearly unsure of what to say next. “Well, if you ever do figure out how you beat Andras, please let me know. Otherwise, please keep in touch.”

      “I will, and thanks again.”

      Karni wandered off, and out of the corner of his eye, Ronan saw Andras watching the exchange. The other student snarled at Ronan’s smile and stomped away.
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        * * *

      

      The next two weeks passed quickly. As Ronan promised Kayle, he threw himself into his studies with the older healer. Kayle wasn’t one who would recommend him to the healer’s guild lightly, and Ronan studied harder than ever.

      Fortunately, Kayle’s work slowed not long after the trial. It gave him the time to focus on training Ronan, and they made quick progress. Ronan had already felt he was close to earning Kayle’s approval. At the rate he was learning, he figured he might get admitted to the healer’s guild within the year.

      At night, though, Ronan’s studies took him in different directions. After he returned home he would fix himself a light supper and then visit his mother’s old room.

      Eventually, he would have to decide what to do with the house. It was too big just for him, and he would soon be encouraged to sell it if he wasn’t planning on starting a family. The space was too valuable and could be put to better use. But for now, it was his, and he still felt a sense of his mother’s spirit in the room, calming him and aiding his discoveries.

      He’d pushed her bed and furniture to a corner, opening up the space for him to train.

      He began by running through the forms they’d taught him in the obuka. They kept his body strong, limber, and ready for combat. Once he’d worked up a good sweat, he would sit, cross-legged, in the center of Mother’s room, and play with his onda.

      Focusing it didn’t work. He’d spent almost all his life trying to focus the nebulous feeling of strength in his stomach, and it had brought him nothing.

      He thought instead of pushing his onda away, in the manner he had back on that street. In this, he had some success. His onda would flow through his onda channels and into the world, and it felt as though he was fading away.

      It never lasted more than few moments. His onda, it seemed, didn’t want to be pushed away any more than it wanted to be focused. It was a part of him, and always wanted to return to its natural state.

      But night after night he practiced, imagining different techniques during the day to experiment with after the sun fell. The glimpses of something deeper, as well as his mother’s encouragement, kept him going despite the lack of progress. And on the nights when he truly felt as if he was following another pointless path, he would remember what it felt like to punch Andras, and his waning motivation returned.

      Still, there were no great breakthroughs. He wished there was someone he could turn to, someone whose advice he could rely on to guide him, but Mother’s final words stopped the search before it even began.

      This was something he needed to learn on his own.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks after the trial, Ronan returned to Kayle’s home after a trip to the market to find him drunk. The sight of it almost made Ronan wonder if the whole day hadn’t been a dream.

      Kayle enjoyed a fine glass of wine as much as anyone else, and it wasn’t that Ronan hadn’t seen his master drunk before. But it had always been in times of celebration or mourning. Never once had he seen Kayle drunk in the middle of the day without cause. He’d once told Ronan that a healer had to practice daily moderation, because there was no telling when a call for healing might come.

      Ronan had always respected that attitude, as it echoed his mother’s admonitions that he always be prepared for anything.

      So to see Kayle like this was more than slightly surprising.

      Kayle lifted his head from the table and waved at him. “Shut the door, boy, you’re letting the light in!”

      Half a dozen replies jumped to Ronan’s tongue, but he wrangled them all before they could escape. Kayle’s moods were less predictable when he was drunk, and Ronan had noticed a growing tension in the older man over the last few days. He assumed it was because of the lack of activity. Ronan didn’t think they’d received a call in almost a week.

      “Why are you here?” Kayle asked.

      Ronan held up the supplies he’d gotten at the market. “I’ve got everything on the list you asked for from the market.”

      “Staring at Karima’s tits, more likely!”

      That started the flame burning in Ronan’s chest. He owed Kayle everything and more, but that was no excuse for poor behavior. It wasn’t like him to speak so lewdly, and Ronan wondered if Kayle had consumed even more wine than the single jug lying on its side on the table. He clenched his fist. Every reply that came to mind was angry, and would do him no good.

      Kayle pushed himself up, but looked so sick that Ronan was certain the man was about to vomit.

      Instead, he burped, long and loud. “Don’t look at me with that judgment in your eyes, boy. You’re the problem, not me.”

      Ronan couldn’t explain the intuitive leap his mind took, but the next moment, he understood Kayle’s problem, and why there had been so few calls in the past weeks. “It’s Andras’ family, isn’t it? They’re telling people to stay away from you.”

      Kayle snorted. “That was the problem a few weeks ago, but they aren’t content with that anymore. His father came to visit me today. Told me that if I recommend you to the guild, he’ll make sure no one comes to call on us ever again. Even told me that he’s filed a complaint against you with the magistrates, that your mother owed him money that was never paid.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Of course it isn’t. But until the magistrates clear up the matter, you won’t be allowed to leave the walls.”

      Ronan realized the diabolical nature of the plan. If Kayle didn’t recommend him to the healer’s guild, he had no way of making money. And if he wasn’t allowed to leave the walls, he couldn’t even run for greener pastures.

      They were set to break him one way or another.

      He didn’t understand why they cared so much, why they felt they needed to make such an example of him. But their reasons didn’t matter.

      The revelation that Andras’ family still sought vengeance didn’t spark the anger he expected. It only saddened him, that revenge and a twisted sense of status would so consume their lives. As far as Ronan knew, Andras’ injuries were already healed. Only the shame remained, but it cut much deeper.

      He sat down at a chair across the table from Kayle. “Did Andras’ father say what he wanted? Is there anything that might sate his need for revenge?”

      Kayle shook his head. “I do not think he will be satisfied until your shattered life can be used as an example for all others that might cross his path.”

      Ronan considered his options while Kayle slurped from his cup. When he looked at the old healer, a wave of pity crashed over him. Whatever his motives, Kayle had always shown incredible generosity to Ronan’s family. He deserved nothing of the consequences for Ronan’s actions.

      Ronan had no plan, but he knew the first step he had to take. He stood up from the table, his chair scraping roughly against the floor. Kayle’s head snapped up at the sudden movement.

      Ronan bowed deeply. “Master, I have always felt privileged to be your apprentice. But the time has come for me to make my own way. Thank you, truly, for everything. If there is ever any way I may be of service, you have but to ask.”

      When he straightened, he saw Kayle’s wide eyes. Drunk as he was, Kayle still understood something of what was happening.

      Ronan’s chest tightened at the sight of his master, and he committed to memory the lines of Kayle’s face.

      Without another word, he took his leave, clueless as to what tomorrow might bring.
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      Gwen passed through the inner gate of the duke’s castle after a brief check of her papers by the cuvar standing guard at the gate. The guards were familiar enough with her, but House Adair wasn’t high enough in standing to merit free travel in and out of the inner gate. Fortunately, the duke had given her a set of passes a year ago in exchange for a promise that she not abuse their use.

      She passed the aklatan with a smile, imagining the anger on the academics’ faces if they discovered that she, one of their most fervent supporters, now possessed one of their most precious books. She respected the academics and their work. Much of what she had learned over the years was thanks to their diligence. But to her mind, they lacked a proper perspective. The quest of knowledge for its own sake was a beautiful ideal, but the academics held too tightly to traditions and ideas that no longer served them.

      If you weren’t evolving, the wild would eat you alive.

      It was, she feared, a problem the duke faced as well.

      She was expected at the front gate of the duke’s castle, and was led through the halls by a second-rank cuvar.

      She ignored the paintings, statues, and other signs of wealth and power that filled the halls. Ethan, the duke, had inherited most of these pieces, and they said more about the long, relatively peaceful existence of Lindra than they did of the duke himself.

      The cuvar brought her to the duke’s study and knocked on the door. “Lady Gwen Adair to see you, sir.”

      The door opened and Gwen stood face to face with Ethan. Despite his title and the fifteen years that separated them, she couldn’t help but remember the young man he’d once been. Before he’d been the duke, he’d been a frequent guest at their house, and he had been kind enough to sit and read many stories to a much younger Gwen.

      Today, though, his smile looked forced.

      Gwen didn’t blame him for that. Though life had proceeded with little interruption in the city, she didn’t doubt the Gutanese problem was keeping him fully occupied. It was an enormous disaster, and the fact Lindra wasn’t in a panic right now spoke to the quality of his leadership. And he knew Gwen would only come to him with more problems.

      It was good of him to see her at all.

      She sighed to herself.

      Ethan was a good ruler in a time when they needed a great one.

      Gwen entered and the cuvar shut the door behind her. He would remain on guard until she left, then escort her out.

      They took seats across from one another, Ethan practically flopping into his chair. “I hope you’ll forgive the rudeness, Gwen, but why are you here?”

      Gwen pulled out a letter. “This is from Karni.”

      Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “The obuka in Avgan?”

      Gwen nodded. If Ethan excelled in any area, it was knowing the important people throughout the duchy. She handed the letter over to Ethan, and he read it quickly.

      When he handed it back to her, a frustrated sigh escaped his lips. “What do you want?”

      “I don’t suppose you have one or two dozen ondists willing to take on an escort mission?”

      Ethan’s laugh was bitter. “You know I don’t.”

      “You could pull them from your walls here.”

      “I’m already going to be pulling from the walls to reinforce the rests that lost cuvar escorting the Gutanese. I haven’t announced it yet because the court is going to be furious.”

      Gwen hadn’t thought of that, but respected the decision. The ondists here were strong, and would go a long ways toward reinforcing the rests. But saying the court would be furious was an understatement. Many of the cuvar here were the talented sons and daughters of the court.

      Still. “This is important, Ethan. I fear another Fall approaches, and I don’t think we have any ability to stand before it.”

      Ethan sighed again and rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted. Then he smiled. “I never would have agreed to read you so many Nacillian myths if I’d known the trouble it would cause me later in life.”

      “You can’t deny the signs. The planetary alignment, the changing weather, the increase in attacks. Everything that happened before the Fall is happening again.”

      Ethan didn’t answer. They’d had this argument a dozen times already.

      “I found something else, too,” Gwen said.

      She didn’t keep Ethan waiting, sensing he wasn’t in the mood for suspense. “I don’t think there were any chikara or demons before the Fall.”

      That caught his attention. His eyes shot up. “Truly?”

      “I’ve been studying a new, ancient text. It’s more an absence of evidence than proof, but it seems true. There are no stories of monsters, chikara, or demons from well before the fall. I’m almost certain of it.”

      “You think they only arrived here for the Fall?”

      “As near as I can determine, they arrived maybe fifteen to ten years before. At least, that’s the earliest reference I could find.”

      Ethan stared up at the ceiling. “Why does any of this matter, Gwen?”

      “Because, if I’m right, it means that what we’re already facing might not be the worst of it. We might see the same monsters the Nacille did in their legends. It’s why we need to send this boy to Gutan. If we can learn anything from him, it might be more valuable than a mountain of gold.”

      Ethan shook his head. “It’s the same every time with you. You come to me with all these connections that no one else has made—“

      “Because no one else is looking.”

      He ignored her and continued, “and ask me to make very risky decisions based on your speculations. I can’t pull cuvar away from guarding the roads and rests because of your suspicions. Especially not now.”

      Gwen didn’t let herself get disappointed. She’d expected no less of Ethan. He was a good ruler, but too focused on immediate problems. Though she supposed the problems as of late did deserve most of his attention.

      She had another plan, too. “Then let me have one sumar.”

      “Who?”

      “Laran. Based out of Leeside.”

      Ethan let out a small grunt. “One of our best. Sure.”

      “Being as he’s in active service, I’ll need papers to let him pass into Gutan.”

      “Done. What else?”

      Gwen hesitated. The next part she was less sure about. “I need you to tell me why Lord Pierce left the sumar.”

      Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You think you can convince Jamie to escort the boy? Gwen, not even you are that good.”

      “I want to ask him, but I need to know if he’s dependable. There’s more to him than most think.”

      “I agree that there’s more to him, but I don’t think he’s the ondist you’re looking for.” Ethan hesitated for a moment. “I presume you know that nothing said here leaves the room?”

      “Of course.”

      “He’s all talk, Gwen. Pissed off his father by volunteering as a sumar. From what I read, he was skilled enough. Fought off quite a few chikara in the course of his duties. But the first time he was ordered to help explore Nacillian ruins, he panicked. They were attacked, and although he led a few survivors out, he never did anything useful after. He had promise, but he’s a coward.”

      Gwen’s heart sank at that. Jamie didn’t strike her as a coward, but Nacillian ruins brought out the true side of people. “May I read the reports?”

      “If I send them to you today, will you let me get back to protecting my lands?”

      “Of course. You know that I’m only trying to help.”

      “I do. And I thank you for all you do. But in this matter, please don’t come to me again unless you have more conclusive proof. I respect your research, but unless you give me something I can act on, I need to focus on what’s in front of me.”

      Gwen stood. “I’ll do my best. In the meantime, you should get some sleep. You look exhausted.”

      Ethan echoed her noncommittal response. “I’ll do my best. It’s good to see you, Gwen, as always.”

      “You too. Take care of yourself.”

      Gwen left and let the cuvar take her out of the castle, but she noticed even less than she had on the way in. Her thoughts were on Jamie.

      Was he really a coward?

      Or could she entrust a young man’s life to his skills?
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      Laran hated to admit it, but Lady Gwen’s last words irritated him like a poison thorn scratched across his arm. The more he itched at them, the worse it felt. And if he tried to ignore them, they soon became all he thought about.

      If he hadn’t seen that damn demon with his own eyes, he could have dismissed them. He would have brushed her words off as the final barb of a noble who was always used to getting their way.

      Perhaps even more grating, though, was her assessment of his options. He’d reported the incident as a sumar should. Radela had a copy of the report in hand, and Laran expected the copy would someday reach the duke. But if anyone paid attention to it, it would only be to laugh at.

      But his attention always returned back to those last words.

      What good was his dream if her predictions came to pass? Where would he go, if demons actually sought to stamp out humanity?

      Questions haunted every waking step, and Lindra had precious few distractions for him. The lodge was busy enough, and he could easily find sparring partners, but he could only train for so long.

      Fortunately, Lady Gwen wasn’t one to make him wait. Two days after his arrival the lodge commander sent him with a packet of messages, directing him toward the gardens in the city.

      House guards at the gate surprised Laran. He’d thought the gardens were always open to the public, but it appeared that with enough money, even that wasn’t true. His orders from the lodge commander gained him admittance, with directions to make straight for the rear of the garden.

      On his way, he spotted a finely dressed man, whom he assumed was Count Adair, speaking quietly to three others. They glanced at him, but ignored him once they saw his uniform.

      He found Lady Gwen reading underneath a tall oak tree.

      As he neared, she closed the book gently and looked up at him. “Laran, thank you for coming.”

      Laran gave a short bow and presented the package of messages. “I was led to believe I didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

      Gwen took the package and set it next to her on the bench. “There’s always a choice. Today, especially.”

      At his puzzled look, she gave him a half-hearted smile. “I apologize for being cryptic. We are waiting on one other who should be here shortly, and then I’ll explain.”

      Laran took the opportunity to look around the gardens. They were, he supposed, beautiful to some. The paths were neatly maintained, the plants trimmed. It was closer to nature than most people in Lindra ever got, but it was far from natural.

      Gwen seemed to read his thoughts. “You don’t approve of the gardens? Most people find them peaceful, myself included.”

      He tried to be diplomatic. “I suppose they are better than nothing. But I find it a poor approximation for the actual beauty of the wild.”

      She stood from the bench and stretched. “What is it about the wild that appeals to you? I’ve found that it’s something different for everyone.”

      Laran wasn’t in the habit of revealing much of himself to relative strangers. But he trusted something about Gwen, even though she was highborn.

      “It’s honest,” he said.

      “You’ve never had a tree lie to you?”

      The comment forced a smile to his face. “Not yet. I appreciate the simple nature of the wild. I respect the fight for food and shelter. There’s nothing added, nothing unnecessary. It lacks any of the duplicity so often found in human affairs.”

      The corner of her mouth turned up. “Somehow, I get the feeling you’re not going to like our other guest much. I’d ask you to extend him the benefit of the doubt. He’s more than what he seems. More even, than I think he believes himself to be.”

      Off in the distance, Laran heard the sound of footsteps.

      “Speaking of our other guest, I believe he nears,” Gwen said.

      Laran’s eyes narrowed. The sound had been at the edge of his hearing, and he was focusing just a bit of onda to keep alert in this unfamiliar place. It seemed she was doing the same. But she’d only been reading. He searched his memory, and realized she’d heard him coming earlier than she should have. He remembered, now, her eyes darting in his direction.

      This new guest wasn’t the only one who was more than they seemed.

      He held his observations close, still not quite sure what mess he found himself in the middle of.

      A tall figure came into view, and a single glance told Laran all he needed to know. The man moved well enough. He was tall, his long legs eating up the distance between them in quick strides. Though clearly wealthy, he hadn’t let himself grow big or weak. Laran guessed he was a talented ondist, simply from the way he carried himself.

      It was his attire, though, that doomed him in Laran’s eyes. He wore a fine tunic that looked so thin a sharp leaf might cut it open. No less than an hour had been spent on his hair, and rings decorated his fingers that flashed in the sunlight. All his fingernails were perfectly trimmed, too. Perhaps the man still trained, but he hadn’t seen an honest day of work in weeks, at the very least. More likely years.

      The new arrival took in Laran quickly, and from the subtle narrowing of eyes, Laran assumed he had faired almost as poorly in the stranger’s estimation.

      He willed his frustration away. He would learn Gwen’s purposes soon enough, and then the two of them would never have to cross paths again.

      Laran turned back to Gwen, who had a smile on her face that made him think she had seen the two men sizing one another up.

      The tall man breezed past Laran without another look and bent forward into an elegant bow. “Lady Gwen.”

      She brushed away his courtly manners. “No need for any of that, Lord Jamie.”

      She gestured toward Laran. “This is Laran. He’s recently agreed to help me, much as you have.”

      Jamie didn’t even spare him a glance. He straightened and took a step back. Laran noticed he stayed just a little closer to Gwen than he did. He wondered that if he took a step forward, would Jamie inch ahead so as not to surrender his closer position?

      His only relief was Gwen’s sharp gaze, which took in all of Jamie’s petty antics and didn’t seem impressed. She glanced between the two of them and Laran felt an ominous feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      “I’ll get straight to the point,” she said. “As it won’t be long before we need to vacate the garden. I’ve recently received word from Avgan about a young man who I’m very interested in. I’d like the two of you to retrieve him and escort him to Gutan.”

      She said the sentences with such a lack of dramatic flair that Laran didn’t believe he’d heard her correctly.

      Jamie, apparently, felt the same. He laughed out loud, his pretense at being the mannered noble gone. “You want us to do what? That’s a trip of a month, at least, and if you haven’t noticed, the road to Gutan isn’t exactly safe these days, especially if leaving from Avgan. There isn’t enough money in the world to convince me to make that journey.”

      Laran ground his teeth together at Jamie’s naked greed. An insult was halfway to his lips when he remembered the only reason he was here to listen to Gwen was because of the princely sum she offered him. Comparing himself to Jamie, he felt as if he’d just rolled in mud.

      He bit back a snarl. Human affairs were far too complicated and messy, mired in deceit. These two seemed comfortable within it, but he was not, and he refused to become so.

      Gwen didn’t seem either surprised or disappointed in their reactions. She shifted her attention to Laran. “I assume you feel the same?”

      “Of course. I’m not even allowed on Gutanese land without written consent from their duke.”

      Gwen raised one eyebrow and dug into the package of messages Laran had just delivered from the lodge. She flicked through them before pulling one out. “And here you are.”

      Laran stepped around Jamie and snapped it out of her hand. He ran his gaze down the paper and shook his head. Then he looked up, the question written on his face.

      Behind him, Jamie laughed. “For someone as prepared as you are, I can’t imagine you would believe we’d just blindly accept this. What game are you actually playing?”

      Laran turned and walked away. Whatever money Gwen had promised him, he would do without. These games within games, these manipulations, they were sure signs he should have nothing to do with this. He brushed past Jamie without a word, glad to put this all behind him. The sooner he was beyond the walls of Lindra, the happier he’d be.

      Gwen called after him. “Deandra would have wanted you to do this, Laran.”

      He snapped so fast, he slammed Jamie aside before the pompous ass even had a chance to set his feet. His left hand was around Gwen’s throat, lifting her until she balanced on her toes. He heard Jamie behind him, but it was Gwen who stopped the noble.

      “No, Jamie!”

      Laran glanced back and saw Jamie frozen with indecision. Sharp daggers had appeared in his hands, but from where, Laran couldn’t guess. Despite the appearance he cultivated, he seemed to know his way around the weapons.

      For now, Laran was certain Jamie wouldn’t try to intervene. He turned his attention back to Gwen. “You have no right to even speak that name.”

      She met his anger with calm confidence. “You and her both swore oaths to protect humanity as well as you were able. I know what happened to her.”

      Laran’s grip tightened on her throat, but she continued. Her stare bore into him, as though she would convince him to relent through force of will alone. “I will not tell you I am certain I am right about this boy.”

      She leaned forward, daring him to squeeze harder. “But believe this: I think he is worth the risk.”

      Her pulse was steady and strong beneath his fingers. Her breath, though constricted, was controlled. Those gray eyes never left his face.

      Laran snarled and let go.

      She didn’t lie to him. And he’d given his word.

      He turned on his heel.

      “I’ll meet you at the front gate tomorrow at dawn,” he told Jamie.

      This time, Gwen didn’t try to stop him, and he was grateful to put the two of them far behind him.
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      “Pleasant fellow,” Jamie said, once he was certain the surly sumar was out of hearing range.

      He sheathed his daggers, willing his pounding heart to slow. He’d guessed, with his first look at the sumar, that Laran was strong. But he’d still underestimated the man. The insignia on his uniform marked him as a second-rank sumar, but with that speed, he had to be close to first-rank.

      It wasn’t only his speed and remarkable aggression that surprised Jamie, though.

      When Laran’s hand had been at Gwen’s throat, Jamie’s fear had paralyzed him even more completely than Gwen’s warning to stay away. Even now, he imagined Gwen’s body limp before him, neck broken. The thought carried a physical pain, like his chest was caught in a blacksmith’s vice.

      Had anything happened to her, he would have killed Laran, no matter the cost.

      Gwen seemed less shaken by the events than Jamie. She stared after Laran, then ran her fingers along her throat. Bruises were already forming, and she’d have to wear high-necked clothing for a few days if she wanted to hide what had happened. But she didn’t seem bothered in the least. If anything, Jamie thought she looked proud.

      “He’s torn between his sense of duty and despair over the past, but he’s a good man, and a strong warrior. A useful ally too, if you can earn his loyalty.”

      “You risk much to earn that loyalty. Who was Deandra?”

      Gwen shook her head. “Best, probably, if I don’t tell you. You’ll have to ask him, although I might recommend waiting until he’s in a better mood.”

      Jamie frowned. “You might have been able to win his loyalty with a single word, but don’t assume I’ll be so easily swayed.”

      Gwen rose to the challenge. She dropped to her knees and bowed deeply toward him. “Please.”

      Jamie swallowed the lump in his throat. He wasn’t sure exactly when this woman had acquired such power over him, but he knew, in that moment, that he was irrevocably lost. “Well, damn.”

      She rose to her feet and stepped closer to him. He smelled that same scent of lavender, layered with the scents of the budding gardens.

      “Will you?” she asked.

      His imagination created a hundred excuses, but he knew none of them would stand even the barest scrutiny. Still, he didn’t want to leave. Not when Lindra was suddenly so rich with potential futures.

      “Why is this boy so important to you? And why us?” Part of him was hoping she would give him something to seize onto, some reason to stay.

      “It’s another mad idea,” she admitted.

      “I’m starting to get used to those.”

      She debated for a moment, then explained. “I’ve told you I think there’s far more to onda than any of us realize. I think, at one time, ondists were far more powerful than they are today. So, I’ve befriended mestres in as many obukas as I can. I listen for stories of ondists with unique abilities. Yesterday I received the boy’s story, and it’s the most promising I’ve read yet.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, for starters, until a few weeks ago, it appeared as though he had no ability to focus his onda.”

      “What?” Jamie had never heard of such a thing.

      To use onda effectively required years of training, and abilities varied, but anyone could become at least a third-rank cuvar.

      “So the mestre reports,” Gwen said. “Then, a few weeks ago, he defeated another student who had enough promise to become at least a second-rank cuvar, if not sumar. It sounds as though the other student ambushed the boy and ended up on the receiving side of quite a beating.”

      “An interesting story, but slim evidence.”

      “Perhaps. The mestre tells me the boy used a technique I’ve heard of in some of the Nacillian scrolls. Instead of focusing his onda, he pushed it away.”

      Jamie’s look said enough.

      “I know. It goes against everything we practice. Which is exactly why I’m interested, and why he needs to reach Gutan.”

      “Yeah, I wanted to ask about that, too. Why Gutan? Why not just bring him here?”

      “Where would he go? You’re a product of Lindra’s obukas. Do you think he would find a place here? The duke’s hands are already full with the Gutanese delegation, he doesn’t have any time for this. As much as it pains me to admit it, Gutan’s duke is the one looking more to the future, not us. If the boy does have anything to teach us, it’ll be learned there.”

      “And why us? Why not just get someone to order a group of cuvar to escort him?”

      “There’s no cuvar to be bought, Jamie. Surely you’ve noticed the orders stripping them even from our houses.”

      Jamie had noticed. The baron’s household cuvar had decreased by more than half, just in the past week.

      Gwen continued. “I care what happens to this boy. You saw what happened to the Gutanese caravan with your own eyes. Numbers may no longer be enough to protect us. A small group will be able to move faster, and I wouldn’t trust this to low ranked cuvar who only want to get to the next rest without having to fight. You and Laran are both second-rank sumar. Not only are you a thief, but your name and charm will open doors. Laran may lack any social grace, but he’s a strong warrior and one of the best sumar in the duchy. I’ve heard he spends less than a month behind the walls of cities every year. I believe you two are the best I can put together if I want this to succeed.”

      “You believe so strongly in this boy? Please tell me there’s not some ancient prophecy you’ve misinterpreted.”

      She laughed. “No. We have only ourselves to rely on. And no, I’m not sure what, if anything, this boy can teach us. But I’ve been listening to outlandish tales of ondists for years now, and this is the first one that feels like it might matter. It’s not a chance I can afford to miss.”

      Jamie stared up at the sky, hoping that an easy answer might be written in the clouds. He wanted to help her, but he feared it was for all the wrong reasons. A trip to Gutan and back would mean being absent for months, and that was if they made the trip safely. He thought of the shattered caravan and realized a safe return was doubtful.

      His father would never understand, either. Leaving would be the final straw that would see him lose the slim status he maintained in the Pierce household. It pained him, but he saw no way around it. He knew what he had to do.

      “I’m not sure that I can,” he said. “If I accept and am gone for so long, my father will disown me for good.”

      He expected her to scoff. According to most, Jamie was already long past having a chance at inheriting the affairs of the Pierce household. But nothing official had been proclaimed yet, and Jamie still believed he had a chance. He just had to sort through the disagreements with his father.

      Gwen didn’t scoff. She thought for a moment, then spoke softly. “Do you know that for the longest time, I believed in this image you’ve so carefully cultivated?”

      She reached out and rubbed the fabric of his shirt between her thumb and forefinger. “I didn’t think much of you. Figured you were just another rich young lord, looking for satisfaction in your daring heists and not-so-secret liaisons with so many young ladies.”

      Jamie wanted to ask how she had first figured out he moonlighted as a thief, but she continued without pause.

      “There was only one fact about you I could never quite reconcile, one fact that never fit the stories I created for you. It itched at me for the longest time, until just recently, as a matter of fact. I could never figure out why it was you became a sumar. It was clearly against your father’s wishes, and I couldn’t see a need for you to somehow prove your skills. Though many have forgotten, I remember when you were awarded your rank. You could have had any number of any comfortable jobs as a cuvar, possibly even a position as one of the duke’s elite. Had you been nothing but your father’s son, that would have been your choice.”

      She paused and let go of his shirt. “But you chose different, risking yourself for no political gain that I could discern.”

      She leaned closer, and he fought the urge to wrap her in his arms. “I know why, now. I can’t tell you that this boy will be the path to the meaning you seek. But it’s a start.”

      She hesitated. “I know a lot about you, Jamie. I think you are brave and curious, and that young man needs someone like you.”

      Jamie felt like a target, and Gwen the archer who never missed the bulls-eye. Not only that, he felt that if he was to pick himself up and run to a different spot, Gwen would be there, her next arrow as true as all those that had flown before. He couldn’t flee from her piercing gaze.

      Nor did he want to.

      “What if I told you I didn’t want to leave because you’re here in Lindra?” he asked.

      This time, she did scoff. “You presume far too much, Lord Jamie.”

      For once, he felt as if he had turned the tide of their battle. Here, finally, he had weapons he knew how to use. “I don’t think that I do.”

      The smile faded from her lips. “I won’t ask you to do this thing on my behalf. If you will, do it because you choose to. But I will miss you when you leave. I’ve revealed more of myself to you in the past week than I have to almost anyone else. I trust you, and will eagerly await your return.”

      A sly grin spread across her face. “Perhaps, you can even hint to your father you do this because there is the possibility of a lasting alliance between our families.”

      Jamie’s eyes went wide as he understood her meaning. “Are you serious?”

      “Always.” She took a step away from him. “I promise nothing, today, but do this, and then we can speak again about such matters.”

      He let out an exaggerated sigh. “I never had a chance, did I?”

      Her smile returned. “I had hoped not. But I wasn’t sure. Now, my father has this garden rented for another twenty minutes. Will you walk with me and discuss matters less weighty?”

      He offered her his arm. “It would be my pleasure.”
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      The next morning came far too early, but mostly because he’d been up half the night making arrangements for his departure. He supposed, after it had all been done, that he could have simply left without saying much, but he wanted to at least act as though someone in Lindra would care about his comings and goings.

      Father, of course, couldn’t even spare the time to see him. Jamie tried three times. The first two times, he was informed the count was busy with others, and on the final time, that he was asleep.

      Jamie cursed his father, then put him out of mind.

      He wrote a flurry of letters and filled a light pack with supplies. It had been a couple of years since he’d left the walls, but he found the habits of his days as a sumar returned quickly. He included all the messages and letters Gwen had given him before they departed. He laughed at the thought of having almost as many sealed messages in his pack as the whole Gutanese caravan had possessed. But he couldn’t fault Gwen’s preparations.

      Then he caught a few hours of sleep and was awoken by one of the serving staff. He dressed quickly, threw the pack over his shoulders, and left the estate.

      He took one last look at it as he left. It was, even after these last few years, the place he considered home, but he wasn’t sure it would be when he returned again. His father was not a forgiving man, and he would understand this choice even less than he had Jamie’s decision to become a sumar.

      Strangely, Jamie realized it didn’t bother him as much as he thought it would.

      When he put the estate behind him, it was with a slight spring in his step.

      One that vanished the moment he saw Laran waiting for him at the gate.

      He’d spent the last night thinking about his choice and what it would mean for him. He’d deliberately not thought about the grouchy sumar.

      Jamie stopped a few feet short of Laran. The sumar stared at him without even a greeting.

      “Morning,” Jamie said.

      “Didn’t think you’d show. What does she have on you?”

      Jamie leaned forward, as though sharing his closest secret. “She’s actually the leader of the criminal underworld here in Lindra. I’m her most trusted associate.”

      “Right.”

      Jamie didn’t think he’d ever heard so much disgust put into a single syllable before. “Well, I suppose we should be on our way. Can’t keep the lady waiting and all that.”

      With that, he strode toward the gate, only because he knew Laran would hate the appearance of Jamie being the leader of their tiny expedition.

      They passed through the gate without challenge, and it wasn’t long before they were miles away from Lindra’s walls.

      Though Jamie was at least six inches taller than Laran, the man walked just as fast.

      Jamie started to understand why Gwen thought so highly of the sumar, despite his faults. Even at a quick walk, he was almost silent. So much so, that if Jamie was in the lead, he would sometimes forget Laran was there and jump when he heard the rare scuff of boot on dirt. Laran moved like a predator, and the whole world was his prey.

      The walk was otherwise a silent affair, and Jamie despaired of the long road ahead of them. When he vocally noted a detail of their surroundings, Laran would grunt. When he asked questions about Laran’s past, he received brief answers that said nothing at all. It only took a few miles for him to stop trying, and there were many, many more miles ahead.

      They walked through the whole first day, eating a quick lunch on their feet. They passed a rest twenty miles beyond Lindra’s walls as the sun was dipping dangerously close to the horizon, but Laran insisted they could travel one rest farther. Jamie, not to be outdone, even though his feet were sore and his every thought was of food and a bed, agreed.

      Laran’s next words came less than a mile later, as they saw a caravan that was struggling toward the rest they had just passed. “Damn.”

      Jamie focused on the caravan, wondering what had alarmed his companion. The caravan of three wagons had definitely been attacked on the road, but there was nothing else that seemed of concern.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      For a moment, Jamie thought Laran would ignore the question, as he so often did. But this one, he answered. “Imagine an asshole merchant who would love nothing more than to see me in chains for the rest of my life.”

      Jamie nodded along. “I am, and I think I’d like to buy him a drink.”

      Laran grunted. “Well, you’re soon going to get your chance, because that’s his caravan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving Kayle and his apprenticeship behind wasn’t nearly as difficult as Ronan expected. True, he’d never poured his whole heart into the work as Kayle did, but he’d enjoyed the sense of satisfaction that came with treating illnesses and setting broken bones.

      Fortunately, money wasn’t an immediate worry. Kayle had given him one last parting gift, which was enough to keep him in coin for at least another three weeks if he watched his expenses carefully.

      After that, Ronan was less certain. He would have to sell the house soon, and even after buying a smaller place, he should have plenty for a few months. He still wasn’t quite ready to leave, though he knew the space would be better used by other, larger families. The spirit of his mother lingered, and now that he could spend his entire days in training, he finally felt as though he was starting to grasp the elusive technique that had saved him in his fight against Andras.

      His breakthrough discovery, made after a long and frustrating day of effort, was that simply pushing onda away wasn’t enough.

      He had to push it away, then not care what happened after.

      Strangely, the teachings of the obuka helped him here, though they’d used different languages. His mestres had impressed on him the importance of focusing on the process. Many young students, once they got the first taste of the strength available to them through focusing onda, obsessed about their strength and slowed their progress.

      “You’ve tasted what a small amount of focus can achieve. Imagine your abilities when you learn to focus with every waking breath,” how many times had Karni said that?

      Perhaps it had been a lofty statement, but it was one that had resonated with Ronan.

      It served him well as he trained alone in his mother’s bedroom. So long as he focused on the feeling of strength he’d discovered, nothing would happen, but if he could push his onda away, without expectation, he’d receive all that strength and more.

      Paradoxically, the only way he could get what he wanted was to not want it anymore.

      The “not-wanting” was the elusive part. He found he had no difficulty adapting many of the same mental techniques the obuka had taught him to focus onda to push it away. But he craved the strength it gave him with every fiber of his being.

      His only answer was to train more, to explore the new frontiers of his power from the moment he woke to the moment he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately, he was no ondist of legend who could train every day without concern for more mundane matters. The house needed to be cared for, especially if he hoped to sell it for as much as it was worth. He feared Andras’ family would find a way to cut into his earnings. He’d heard nothing of them since the day he had left Kayle’s service, but he wasn’t so naive as to believe they’d let him be. Not after all the trouble they had already gone to.

      So he cleaned every corner and repaired what was damaged as well as he was able. He didn’t eat much, hoping to stretch the coin Kayle had given him as far as it would go.

      This morning he wanted to get to the market early. Prices were going up for everything, and it wasn’t just because Ronan had angered one of the most powerful families in town. He listened to the others grumbling. Everything from food to medicine was getting harder to find, and the higher prices reflected that. Just to complete his list, Ronan knew he’d have to be one of the first to market.

      He squeezed in one hour of training before the sun rose, then threw on a nicer set of clothes and stepped outside. Spring retreated against the steady advance of summer, and the air felt heavy enough with water that a storm was sure to pass through soon. Ronan hurried. Getting his supplies was one reason, but he also hoped to avoid others if he could help it.

      He was pleased to see Kayle calling on a house down the street. The old healer never saw him, but it eased Ronan’s fears to know that Kayle, at least, would survive the ordeal without too much problem. Hopefully his next apprentice would be less trouble.

      He made most of his purchases quickly, haggling less than he should in his efforts to depart early. He didn’t even stop to speak to Karima, though he saw her glancing his way throughout his visit.

      Just as he was about to leave he saw the one person he’d hoped most to avoid.

      Andras entered the market with the air of the kings of old, looking around as though he was present to dispense favors and knight his bravest warriors. Ronan didn’t think Andras spotted him, and he kept his head down, hoping to avoid notice long enough to escape.

      He finished his list, then looked up, seeking his enemy.

      He swore when he saw Andras approaching.

      His first instinct was to flee, but he ignored it. Here, in the market, surrounded by others, he was safe. If he left, Andras would have opportunities for all sorts of trouble. He stood his ground, and Andras came to stand at the stall, too. He shouldered Ronan roughly aside.

      The old woman who had sold Ronan his vegetables gave Andras a sharp look. Everyone in town knew of the feud between them, but she wasn’t interested in having any of it in front of her stand.

      “There’ll be no trouble here, young man, no matter who your father is.”

      Andras’ smile was sickly sweet. “Of course. I’m just here to look at your vegetables. My father is considering expanding his weekly purchases, and I wanted to see what you might have to offer my family.”

      Ronan watched common sense war with the woman’s fiscal sense. If true, the extra coin paid by Andras and his family would help her immensely. Almost everyone was feeling the squeeze from the higher prices, and she’d be a fool to turn down the offer. Even if it risked a little trouble.

      “I’d be honored, young master. Please, look around, and if there’s any questions I can answer, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Ronan walked away, sickened by the sight, no matter how well he understood it.

      Andras gave lie to his story by following right on Ronan’s heels.

      “What do you want?” Ronan snapped.

      Andras played the innocent. “Nothing at all. Just searching for food, same as you.”

      “Of course.”

      Ronan went to another stall, but his list was complete, and he wasn’t willing to spend any of his precious coin on unnecessary items, even to convince Andras he still had business in the market. Andras was never more than a step or two away, always peering over Ronan’s shoulder.

      Ronan pretended to browse a few more stalls, but Andras followed him like a hungry puppy. He never spoke to Ronan, but his breath was always on the back of Ronan’s neck.

      Finally, Andras broke his silence. “Come on, Ronan. You’re done here, and I’ve got all day. We might as well get this over with.”

      A few weeks ago, Ronan would have argued. Not because he thought he would have won, but because it was the fight that mattered. Following Andras without arguing would have felt like capitulation, a failure no matter the outcome.

      Today he didn’t have the urge. Their roles reversed, and he followed Andras from the market. They’d barely left the square when four other students in first class appeared to surround Ronan and prevent him from running.

      They were fools. There was no place for him to run to. Andras and his family had locked this cage of a town tight.

      On the way, Ronan studied Andras. His shoulders were tight, and he kept glancing left and right, unconsciously flinching whenever he spotted a cuvar. Slowly, Ronan began to realize that Andras was even more scared of this fight than Ronan was.

      As he should be, Ronan figured. Andras had far more to lose. True, the mestres would no longer intervene, as Ronan wasn’t a student any longer, but there were still stiff penalties for Andras if the fight got out of hand. His method was risky, too. There were plenty in the market who’d seen Andras approach Ronan first. They might be bought off, but again, it was more risk. If Ronan reported the fight, Andras would suffer.

      In a flash of insight, he understood how Andras believed this would end. He expected to see Ronan, broken at his feet. And Andras would tell him it would never happen again, so long as Ronan kept his mouth shut.

      “Why?” Ronan asked.

      “Why what?” Andras snapped.

      Ronan gestured to the group around them. “All this. If you left me alone, I would have left you alone.”

      Andras spat on the ground. “You think this is over, after what you did to me?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll be the one who says when we’re done.”

      Ronan heard the violence in Andras’ words, but his perspective shifted. He wasn’t afraid of Andras. At worst, Andras would leave him with a beating, and he’d endured plenty of those over the years.

      Today he pitied Andras, wrapped up in tight in chains of vengeance. But he decided to keep that fact to himself.

      Andras guided them to a secluded alley, tight between two houses. Two of his friends sealed off each exit, trapping the two young men together.

      Andras cracked his knuckles and smiled, attempting to banish his fear. “Ready?”

      Ronan approached one of the exits, noticing how the other students tensed. He put down his food and supplies at their feet.

      Then he turned to Andras. “If we must.”

      Uncertainty flashed across Andras’ face. He hadn’t been healed for that long, and he must have expected some trace of fear from Ronan. No doubt, he wondered if Ronan’s hit several weeks ago hadn’t been a fluke.

      Ronan pushed his onda out, relying on the technique that had most often worked for him in his training. Then he relaxed. Counter-intuitive as it was, he knew that if he possessed a single goal, he’d achieve nothing.

      Andras narrowed his eyes. He was no fool, and was a skilled ondist. He recognized a problem when he saw it, but with his friends watching, he had backed himself into a corner.

      Andras attacked, leading with a flurry of quick jabs.

      Ronan tensed as Andras stepped forward, then reminded himself to relax. He tilted his head to the side, then shifted his weight as Andras changed targets. He barely moved, but Andras couldn’t connect.

      It wasn’t as if Andras was moving slower. His jabs were faster than a snake’s tongue, but a deep understanding possessed Ronan, at a level below thought. He knew where Andras’ attacks would be, and knew how to exert the smallest effort to avoid them.

      The experience was exhilarating. It felt as natural as breathing.

      Andras’ attacks grew wilder as he continued to miss. He swung a powerful uppercut at Ronan’s chin. As Ronan tipped his head out of the way, he saw an opening. Finally, he had the opportunity to teach Andras a lesson again. He grinned viciously as he struck.

      The moment his fist landed, the fight froze. Ronan expected Andras to collapse the way he had before. Andras’ eyes were wide, as though he feared the same.

      A second too late, Ronan realized he’d lost the feeling of power he’d been basking in. Before he could retreat, Andras realized he wasn’t hurt, and threw a counter-punch that sent Ronan stumbling back several feet.

      Ronan looked down at his fists, wondering what had gone wrong.

      From the looks on everyone else’s faces, he wasn’t alone.

      He gathered his wits and pushed his onda out. This time it didn’t come as easily as it had before. When he looked at Andras his nostrils flared and he clenched his fists so hard his knuckles turned pale. He couldn’t believe he’d felt any pity at all.

      Andras settled back into his stance. Despite winning the first exchange, he advanced cautiously.

      Ronan searched for that same sense of calm he’d once possessed, but it proved impossibly elusive with Andras approaching.

      The next exchange was over in just a few moments. Andras led with cautious jabs, and this time they rocked Ronan back. A hard snap kick sent Ronan to the ground.

      Andras retreated, giving Ronan an opportunity to stand. It surprised Ronan, until he understood that for Andras, this wasn’t a beating. This was a fight he needed to win.

      Understanding that, Ronan thought he saw a way out. He stood and held his hands out wide. “I’m not going to fight you anymore.”

      Andras’ friends shuffled uncomfortably at the exits, glancing up and down the streets, no doubt expecting cuvar to soon wander by. This had probably already gone on too long.

      Andras glared straight at Ronan. “You think you’re too good to fight me?”

      “Not at all. You’re the better ondist. Anyone can see that. But there’s no point in fighting one another. Our real enemies lurk on the other side of the walls.”

      For a while, Ronan thought it might work. He didn’t think Andras really wanted this fight, and Ronan had confessed to being the weaker fighter.

      But then Andras shook his head. “Words are cheap. We fight until I say this is over.”

      Ronan pushed his onda away, and this time, it worked. Andras had grown confident after the last exchange, and came in fast and hard. Despite the narrow corridor, Ronan evaded, and Andras never landed anything more than a glancing blow. Andras answered with faster combinations, but it made no difference. Andras’ effort provided Ronan openings, but he’d learned his lesson from the first mistake.

      Andras broke off. Sweat stained his shirt, and he was glancing between Ronan and the friends he’d brought along. They’d helped trap Ronan in the corridor, but they also served as an audience for his failure. The only question that remained was how he would handle the loss.

      Ronan felt it an instant before Andras attacked. It was as if he’d spotted a ball flying his way, and he was shifting before Andras leaped forward.

      Andras’ attack was a simple punch, but thrown with all the focused onda he could summon. Ronan had seen Andras punch through stone before, so he knew he didn’t want to be in the way of the blow. He twisted, just enough for the punch to slide past him.

      Then it was as if something was pulling his knee up. Ronan didn’t fight the feeling.

      Andras’ momentum carried him right into Ronan’s knee, and he folded over it.

      Ronan stepped back as Andras collapsed, staring at his handiwork. He looked around, wondering if any others would test him this day, but the others flinched from his gaze. He thought about issuing some threat to Andras, but it all seemed pointless. If Andras hadn’t learned yet, he wouldn’t anytime soon.

      Ronan turned away without a word. He picked up his food from the market, then stared at the two students blocking his way. They shared a look, then broke apart so that he could pass.

      He left the alley and never glanced back.
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        * * *

      

      His steps back home were slow, but his mind raced. There were lessons to be pulled from the fight, but those would wait. His more important learning came from the entirety of the encounter.

      Andras, and by extension, his family, were like a bloodhound with Ronan’s scent in their noses. Before, Ronan had hoped that with enough time, Andras’ family would forget this foolishness. He would be able to leave Avgan and follow whatever path he desired.

      It had been a foolish hope. Andras had a hundred ways to make his life miserable, and he’d only started with the bluntest tools at his disposal. If he stayed, if he tried to hide from sight, it would only prolong the inevitable.

      The solution stared him in the face, and the objections he might have had a week ago meant little now. He had to leave Avgan. Today, if possible.

      He returned home. While he made his list, he wandered the halls. He didn’t know how quickly Andras would make his next move, but he hoped it wouldn’t be today. He packed up everything he might need, then took a trip to the town hall. There, he sold the house back to the clerk, a process that only took a few minutes. Then it was back home, probably for the last time. Thankfully, his journey was uninterrupted.

      At home, only one task remained. He wandered the halls for nearly an hour, putting it off. When he couldn’t justify the delay any longer, he stepped inside his mother’s bedroom.

      It was the one room he’d avoided all day, fearing that it would be too hard. But when he entered, he was surprised. He couldn’t feel his mother’s presence any longer. Whatever spirit had lingered here, it had departed, hopefully in peace.

      “Huh.” Ronan looked around, shrugged, then left the room.

      Maybe he’d been imagining her this whole time.

      He didn’t know.

      But it only served as confirmation his choices were correct. She had left, and now he should, too.

      He went to bed early that night, ready to escape his old life as soon as darkness fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Laran wasn’t sure what was worse, the far too early reunion with Warwick’s caravan, or the look of pure satisfaction on Jamie’s face. The lord practically skipped down the road.

      Had Laran been on his own, he would have ducked off the road and wandered the wild for a time, but he feared what would happen if he left Jamie alone for a few minutes. Gwen claimed he was an accomplished sumar, but Laran hadn’t seen much sign of that. The man had some strength and skill. Laran couldn’t deny that. But he also seemed to lack any will to use it.

      Eventually, Jamie stopped skipping and slowed so that Laran could catch him. “Don’t suppose you’re going to tell me any more about this merchant we’re about to meet, are you?”

      Laran would rather have faced a chikara, but there was nothing inherently wrong with Jamie’s request. The man was supposed to be an ally. The more he knew walking into the situation, the less chance he would have of inadvertently causing a disaster. So Laran recounted the first meeting quickly as the caravan grew closer.

      Jamie’s face hardened, and Laran noted the way his stride became more purposeful.

      When Laran finished, Jamie said, “You should have killed him.”

      The echo of Beda’s comment made Laran uneasy. He had no respect for Jamie, but when two very different people had the same advice, it made him wonder if he was the one in the wrong.

      “I swore an oath to protect.”

      “It sounds to me like all you did was risk the lives of everyone in that caravan.”

      “I can’t kill the very man I’m supposed to protect.”

      “If he’s that much of an ass, I believe you can. Even now, they’re pushing the limits of safe travel. It will be near dark by the time they reach the rest, and if anything goes wrong, they’ll be in the exact same trouble you tried to rescue them from before.”

      Laran shook his head, putting an end to the conversation.

      But Jamie wouldn’t let go. “Have you ever bent a rule?”

      Laran stopped and turned on Jamie. “I don’t give a shit about rules! I care about my word. But I’m guessing you can’t even comprehend that, can you?”

      Laran expected an angry reply, but Jamie surprised him. “Actually, I can. But can you live up to the expectations you set for yourself? Because eventually, you’ll either have to break your word or fail at something.”

      The question caught Laran unprepared, and he had no answer for it.

      As they got closer, Laran was able to make out Beda’s familiar gait. Jamie waved to her.

      Beda waved back, and Jamie leaned over and whispered. “You never mentioned her looks.”

      “Must have slipped my mind,” Laran said dryly.

      “You’re just trying to keep her from me, aren’t you?”

      Laran shook his head. Just when he started to think Jamie had some small sense of character, he wiped it all away with a single comment. Beda ran ahead of the rest of the caravan and joined the pair. She took one look at Jamie, and Laran had to admit he was a little jealous at her open and admiring appraisal of his traveling companion.

      Jamie, of course, milked it for all it was worth. He gave an elegant, sweeping bow. Laran wondered if the man wielded a sword with half the skill as he did courtly manners. If so, his leaving the sumar was a grave loss. Beda seemed flattered, though.

      Eventually, Jamie retreated a pace so Beda and Laran could speak.

      “I didn’t expect to run into you again so soon,” Beda said.

      Laran looked up at the approaching caravan. “And I didn’t expect you to be hurrying so quickly.”

      Beda glanced back and grimaced. “We only paused long enough for Warwick to decide he wasn’t going to find any more cuvar. Every one we came by in the rest was already occupied, and he wouldn’t wait for a message to reach Lindra and a team to return.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve mostly been able to keep us to short distances, and the road has been well traveled lately. We haven’t had trouble, but I’ll be happy when this nightmare is over.”

      She bit her lower lip as she looked at Laran. “You might want to be careful. I think you’ve been living in Warwick’s thoughts since you left us, and I fully expect trouble for you the next time you’re in Lindra.”

      Laran tried to focus on Beda and her report, but Jamie made the task difficult. He was rubbing his chin and staring at the sky. Perhaps the lord thought it made him look thoughtful, but it made Laran think more of a child lost in a daydream.

      Once he had both Laran and Beda’s attention, he interjected. “Warwick, eh?”

      He held his hand up to about his navel. “Pudgy man, about this height?”

      When Beda nodded, Jamie clapped Laran on the shoulder so hard that Laran almost drew his sword in response. “Old friend, I’ve got just the solution to your troubles.”

      Their conversation was cut short as the caravan finally ground to a halt behind them. Laran glanced at the horses, noting how exhausted they looked. The wagons would likely make the rest tonight before it was too late, but it was still closer than it should have been. If Warwick had an ounce of sense, he would have remained at the last rest. Laran hoped that whatever Jamie planned, it wouldn’t take too long.

      Warwick poked his head out of the middle caravan, and when he saw Laran standing in the road, his face twisted in a vicious snarl.

      “You again!” He was out of his wagon in a moment, waddling over to Laran as fast as his short legs could carry him.

      Laran watched, fascinated. There was no future in which Warwick could defeat him in a fight, and yet Warwick advanced as though he was the one who possessed the upper hand. What was it about wealth that so distorted the merchant’s perceptions? He might be able to buy as many cuvar as he wished, but all the money in the world wouldn’t do him any good when he found himself face to face with a vicious chikara.

      Jamie intervened before the merchant reached Laran.

      He stepped between them, a wide smile on his face. “Warwick, is that you?”

      The merchant slowed. His greedy eyes took in Jamie’s fine clothing, then widened as he placed Jamie. “Lord Pierce, what are you doing with this villain?”

      “Villain?” Jamie managed to genuinely look as though more surprising words had never been spoken. “Surely you don’t mean Laran?”

      Warwick’s shifty eyes darted between Laran and Jamie, no doubt trying to unravel the history of their relationship. Laran was equally curious about what story was soon to be spun, but he kept the expression from his face.

      Apparently, though, Jamie’s reputation was enough to make the merchant cautious. “You, um, you know this man, Lord Pierce?”

      “Know him?” Jamie laughed as though the question was ridiculous. “Laran is one of the sumar I trust most in the world. Not only did he aid in my training during my own years in the wild, but he has personally saved my life on at least three occasions. If we’re ever in Lindra at the same time, look me up, and I’ll buy you a beer and tell you of our adventures.”

      Warwick kept looking between the lord and the sumar, clearly unable to decide how to proceed.

      He wasn’t alone in that. Laran couldn’t guess what Jamie had planned, nor did he possess any skill at deception. If Jamie tried to rope him in and tell a lie, the whole act would fall apart.

      What was most impressive to Laran, though, was how convincing Jamie was. Hell, if they hadn’t just met the day before, even Laran would be tempted to believe the two of them shared a long bond of friendship. He couldn’t detect a hint of deception in Jamie’s delivery.

      Neither could Warwick. But, like any self-serving merchant, he chose the safest route forward. “Of course, I jest, Lord Pierce.”

      It was a bald-faced lie, but Jamie accepted it with a smile.

      Warwick changed the subject before the meeting became even more uncomfortable. “May I ask what brings you out into the wild, Lord Pierce? It’s unusual to see someone so important this far from the walls.”

      Jamie leaned forward, and Laran marveled at how Warwick leaned in unconsciously to match the noble. Laran supposed Warwick was a clever enough merchant. One didn’t lead even small-sized caravans like this one without some daring and intelligence.

      But he danced to Jamie’s tune like a marionette on a string.

      Laran could track an animal for days, hear the warning call of a songbird deep in the forest, and duel almost any enemy, human or demon, without fear. But he couldn’t do this. He’d never possessed Jamie’s natural charm, nor had he ever bothered to develop it. Jamie’s ways were not his. They were without a shred of decency.

      But Laran couldn’t deny their effectiveness.

      Jamie spoke low, as if telling a friend a close secret. “You can ask, friend, but I’m afraid my lips are sealed. Business for the duke, you know, and my oath was given not to speak a word of it. Perhaps, if our paths cross again in Lindra, I might be able to tell you.”

      “Of course, Lord Pierce.” Warwick’s head bobbed up and down as if it was floating on choppy waters.

      Laran would have laughed at the sight if it hadn’t given away Jamie’s lie. He could well imagine the merchant practically sprinting through the streets of Lindra, seeking answers that didn’t exist. And the lack of answers would only make him think Jamie’s lie was all the more true.

      Jamie took Warwick by the shoulder and guided him a ways down the road. He looked over his shoulder and gave Laran a wink.

      Once they were out of earshot, Beda said, “Quite a friend you’ve got there.”

      “Friend is a strong word.”

      “Still. That’s the first time I’ve seen Warwick deferential to anyone.” She shook her head. “So, why are you two actually on the road? You two seem like—unlikely—traveling companions.”

      “You have the right of that. We’re on an errand for another noble. We’re supposed to pick up a child in Avgan and escort him to Gutan.”

      That earned a raised eyebrow. “Must be some child.”

      “So I hear. They say he can manipulate onda in a way that’s never been seen before.”

      It was clear Beda had more questions, which was plenty understandable, but Laran had greater concerns. “How is she?”

      Beda, thankfully, didn’t play the fool and ask whom Laran meant. “She’s in bad shape. Warwick has been in a dark mood ever since you departed.”

      “When you get to Lindra, would you do me a favor? Would you hurry to find Lady Gwen Adair? Tell her the situation, and ask her to intervene. Tell her I requested it.”

      Beda’s frown etched lines of worry into her face. “I’ve not heard of her. Can she help? I’ve traveled with Warwick long enough to know he’s not a man to be taken lightly, no matter how much of a fool he seems. He walks with the swagger of a man who knows he can’t be touched.”

      “I think if anyone can help, it’s her,” Laran said.

      He was a bit surprised, but he believed it, too. “If nothing else, I can assure you no harm will come of it.”

      “Very well.”

      Their conversation had to draw to a close, then. Jamie returned with Warwick, and from the way Warwick trailed behind the lord, nodding constantly, Laran wondered if Jamie had somehow bought the man’s service.

      They parted peacefully, with Warwick even wishing Laran well, as if no animosity had ever passed between them.

      As the two travelers put the caravan behind them, Laran couldn’t hide his curiosity. “What did you do to that man?”

      Jamie’s grin was wide. “Not everyone is as resistant to my charms as you are, friend. I took him aside and told him how best to make a profit in Lindra.”

      “He doesn’t deserve even that.”

      “No, he might not. But I doubt he’ll find the information terribly useful. It’ll be several days old by the time he arrives, and it’s nothing particularly secret. But he was thankful all the same, and I’m sure I’ll have to deal with him at some point if we survive this foolishness. Did you take care of business with Beda?”

      “I told her to seek out Lady Gwen.”

      Jamie still smiled, but Laran thought it held a different quality, now. “You’re smarter than you look. It was what I would have done, too. From what little I learned from Warwick, I believe he’s weaseled himself into a network of less than scrupulous merchants. If anyone can help his wife, it’s Gwen.”

      Laran asked the first question that came to mind. “She was the only person in Lindra I know who might be able to help. But you live there, and have, I assume, lots of people you could turn to. But you trust her, don’t you?”

      Jamie nodded. “I do. We haven’t known each other for very long, at least not well, but—”

      He hesitated, debating his choice of words, then said, “Yes, I trust her.”

      Laran wondered what Jamie was going to say before he censored himself. Then he sighed, giving it up. Jamie lived so deep in a world of lies and deception the simple act of speaking honestly was nearly impossible. What else should he expect?

      Jamie must have sensed the change in Laran’s attitude, but he misinterpreted it. “You didn’t like what I did back there.”

      “No. I respect your results, and thank you, but it’s hard to trust a man for whom lies come so easily.”

      He expected an argument, but Jamie gave him none. If anything, the noble seemed to consider his words carefully.

      Laran watched Warwick and the caravan leave, then led Jamie onward to the next rest.

      He was grateful for Jamie’s help.

      But he still couldn’t bring himself to trust the man at all.
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      Jamie tried to crack Laran’s hardened exterior for two full days before deciding the task was too difficult. He felt as though the duke had ordered him to besiege the walls of Lindra using only a spoon. At times, Laran seemed as though he had less emotion than a corpse. And was only a little more talkative than one, to boot.

      The sumar kept a brutal pace, and they left the road only two days outside of Lindra. The decision felt like a challenge to Jamie. Laran tested his mettle.

      Uncomfortable as Jamie was, leaving the road to follow unknown trails with this man he barely knew, he didn’t object. He didn’t suspect treachery, and it wasn’t as though he couldn’t protect himself. He might not have spent as many nights in the wild as Laran had, but he was no stranger to sleeping under the stars.

      Though it had been years since he’d resigned his position with the sumar, the habits of the wild returned quickly. His feet remembered how to walk through the woods without sound. He relied on his nose and ears as much as he did his sight.

      Skilled as he was, though, he couldn’t come close to Laran’s abilities. The man almost never made a sound, and the farther away from the road they were, the more comfortable he became. At times, Laran reminded Jamie more of a wolf than a human.

      Though he would have preferred the safety of the road and friendly conversation, he couldn’t deny Laran’s results. Their shortcut shaved two days off the trip, and when they rejoined the road, Jamie was surprised how close they were to Avgan.

      Still, all the knowledge of the wild did little to make Laran an appealing traveling partner. He was unresponsive to Jamie’s questions and asked nothing of Jamie.

      Jamie didn’t have Laran’s woodcraft, but he knew people, and usually felt capable of understanding a person after only a few brief interactions. His opinion about Laran quickly solidified. The man was an ass. He genuinely didn’t care about Jamie, other travelers on the road, or anybody. Laran would rather be surrounded by the wild than other people.

      Jamie seriously began to doubt whether he wanted to complete Gwen’s task. They were only a few days into their journey, and he already regretted everything. He didn’t belong out here, following a sumar who barely qualified as human.

      What had convinced him?

      Partly, it had been Gwen. But more so, it had been the way she had framed the problem.

      He realized, now, she had understood him, better and faster than anyone had before. She’d known exactly what to say to get him out here. Of course, he’d recognized her persuasion when she used it. But he didn’t realize how far it had twisted his thoughts.

      He was Lord Jamie Pierce! He preferred warm beds and soft figures to cold nights and hard men.

      Whatever madness had seized him in the garden, a few days with Laran cured it.

      Now he saw Gwen’s manipulations in a far colder light.

      So as they walked, he stewed. He didn’t like being used, but some of Laran’s attitude had worn off on him. He’d told Gwen he would take the child to Gutan. He’d even said he would be gone for at least two months to his father, albeit in a letter.

      Gwen would be disappointed in him, but with enough time, he thought he could sway her opinion. His father would laugh and call him weak for even attempting to leave, but that was nothing new.

      He decided he would at least go to Avgan and see this young man for himself. If Ronan was capable of something unique, perhaps it would be worth continuing on. But if he was another hopeless cause, he would return straight to Lindra, keeping to the road this time, and claim it had all been a ploy by Lady Gwen.

      It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough. It eased his conscience and gave him direction. Now, all he had to do was spend another few days of following Laran around. It was a terrible fate, but there were worse.

      At least now they were back on the road. Jamie dreamed of stopping at a rest and enjoying a fine meal and a warm bath.

      Less than an hour later, Laran suggested another shortcut.

      Jamie stopped and crossed his arms. “Will it actually save us time, or do you just want to get off the road?”

      A momentary flicker of emotion was the only sign that Jamie had hit close to the truth.

      Laran licked his lips. “It will save us a bit of time, but no more than a few hours at most.”

      The sumar was holding something back. Jamie knew it, and Laran knew he knew it.

      Finally, Laran said, “You’re not going to believe me.”

      “And yet you’re the one constantly going on about honesty.”

      That hit close to the mark. Laran actually flinched. “I think we’re being followed.”

      “That’s impossible. Not only have we barely been on the road, but we’ve barely come across any wildlife larger than an ant.”

      Laran crossed his arms. “I said you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Then convince me.”

      Laran nodded. “I don’t think it’s been one animal. I think it’s been several. A few hawks flying overhead, that fox we heard the day before, and the songbirds.”

      Laran wondered if perhaps his confidence in his traveling partner was misplaced. Of course he’d seen the songbirds, and he’d even seen a pair of hawks overhead a few days back. But he couldn’t get from there to the belief they were being followed. For the first time, he wondered if he was dealing with a paranoid fool.

      “You don’t believe me,” Laran’s tone was flat.

      Jamie didn’t try softening the blow. “I don’t.”

      Jamie watched the emotions play over the sumar’s face, and for the first time, he felt as though he was reading the man like a book. He already knew Laran despised him. That was no secret or surprise. But there was at least a hint of begrudging respect between them. He’d kept up with Laran’s brutal pace day after day without complaint, and while he wasn’t as silent as Laran, he was in a different league than someone like Warwick, who’d never so much as stepped off the road in his life.

      But Laran wanted Jamie to believe him. Jamie saw the hurt in Laran’s eyes as they flicked away and stared at the ground. Instead of suffering further defeat, Laran started to turn, preparing to retreat.

      Jamie grimaced and extended an offering of peace. “I’ve seen most of the same animals that you have. Nothing about them has alarmed me, so tell me, what did I miss?”

      Jamie wasn’t sure if it was the fact he’d extended Laran the benefit of the doubt, or if it was because he’d admitted he might have made a mistake, but he knew he’d said exactly the right thing when Laran turned back to him.

      “It’s nothing I’m certain of,” Laran admitted. “Which is why I want to take a shortcut. There are too many distractions near the road.”

      Jamie couldn’t resist. “So you’re saying I’m not a distraction?”

      “I’ll admit you’re almost as quiet as a first-year trainee.”

      Jamie snorted and chose to accept it as a compliment. “Sorry, you were saying?”

      “There’s been too many little details that don’t add up. One of the hawks circled us for nearly a half hour, and the songbirds aren’t singing their mating songs, even though it’s spring. It just doesn’t quite feel right to me. I can’t point to any one detail and say ‘here it is,’ but I’ve learned to trust the feeling.”

      The decision was easier to make than Jamie expected. “Fine. Then lead the way.”

      “You actually believe me?”

      “I have no idea. But I’m willing to trust you.”

      Laran eyed him skeptically, as though he was certain there was a punchline coming. When none came, he shrugged and led them off the road, following a small game run. Jamie followed, now more curious about his traveling companion than he was of the young man who waited for them in Avgan.

      Something had spooked Laran, and Jamie wanted to know what it was.
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        * * *

      

      After another three days of travel, the two finally came in sight of Avgan’s walls. The journey had been uneventful, despite Laran’s misgivings. Twice more they’d gone off the road in an attempt to isolate any pursuit.

      They emerged from the woods without answers. Laran reported that his feeling of uneasiness never left, but couldn’t point to any reasons why.

      Jamie didn’t know what to make of it. He believed Laran, but was less certain Laran’s senses were as attuned as they once had been.

      He’d asked Laran what had spooked him, and eventually Laran told him an unbelievable story about a demon. Had it come from anyone else, Jamie would have called it an outright lie.

      But he knew Laran too well to make that claim.

      At least now he understood why Laran and Gwen had crossed paths. And it explained why the sumar was jumping at shadows.

      But the events of the trip made Jamie question Laran’s account of the demon, too.

      He wanted to extend the benefit of the doubt to the sumar. It was obvious the man had suffered some deep wound he hid from the world, but it was hard to believe Laran without a shred of proof.

      The lack of evidence did little to improve relations between them. Jamie tired of spending nights out in the wild, far away from the comfort and security of rests. He didn’t fear the wild the way most did, but he had no illusions about his preferences. Let those like Laran call him weak, but Jamie figured a bed was one of the greatest creations of the human mind, and it was only a fool who actively tried to avoid them.

      And dammit, he’d tried.

      He hadn’t complained, had respected the man’s preference for silence, and had even spent nights in the wild.

      Hell, it was more than he did for most of the women he’d met.

      All of it was pointless. Laran’s attitude towards him hadn’t budged an inch.

      Unless Ronan could shoot lightning bolts from his eyes and cut down trees with a whisper, Jamie fully planned on returning to Lindra soon.

      Not only did Laran detest Jamie, but he also grew tenser the closer they came to Avgan.

      Jamie had guessed the sumar didn’t care for towns and cities anymore, but it fascinated him to see the physical change in his companion. His stride became less confident and his shoulders rose until they were nearly resting by his ears. Laran approached towns the way most cuvar approached battle.

      So they were both in a bad mood when they caught their first glimpse of the walls.

      Still, Jamie didn’t expect it when Laran stopped in mid-stride at the sight. Jamie almost ran into him. “Why did you—”

      He answered his own question when he, too, saw the wall.

      Avgan was a decent-sized town, though it paled in comparison to Lindra. The area around the walls had been cleared for hundreds of paces, and the wall itself looked to be in good repair.

      But the gates were shut and the walls were crawling with people. Jamie’s face fell as he took in the scene. He figured nearly every cuvar in town had to be on the walls. His first thought was that Avgan had been the site of a chikara attack. The creatures almost never came near towns, as there were simply too many people. But after the attack on the Gutanese trading delegation and Gwen’s warnings, he supposed anything was possible.

      He saw no evidence of an attack, though. The walls were intact for as far as he could see, and no dark smoke rose from behind the stone barrier.

      The sight was enough to get Laran to break his silence. “What the hell is going on there?”

      The undisguised disgust in Laran’s voice made Jamie’s skin crawl. “Don’t know, but maybe I should take the lead from here?”

      “That might be for the best,” Laran agreed.

      Jamie led the way down the road toward the walls of Avgan. Laran might be one of the most competent sumar he’d ever come across, but that skill came with a cost. Laran barely identified with the very people he was supposed to save.

      When they broke from the line of trees and into the open, they were greeted with shouts of warning. Jamie held up his hands, desperately hoping he wouldn’t get shot by some new recruit who lacked nerves.

      They were stopped by a more stern warning when they were within shouting range. “State your business!”

      “My name is Lord Jamie Pierce, heir to House Pierce. My business, for now, must remain my own, I’m sorry to say. Are you in need of aid? Both my companion and I are second-rank sumar.”

      The gate commander studied them for a moment, then waved them forward. No more words were exchanged as the gate was opened. They were allowed through, then the gate immediately closed behind them.

      Jamie looked around as the commander came down the stairs to greet them. He noticed, then, that most of the eyes on the wall weren’t focused on threats from the wild. They stared toward Avgan proper. Echoing Laran’s question, Jamie wondered just what the hell was going on here.

      The gate commander reached them and bowed. “Sorry for the inconvenience, lord.”

      Jamie waved it away. “No one ever needs to apologize to me simply for doing their duty. What trouble do you face, that your gates are closed and your walls filled?”

      “A criminal, lord. A young man who beat another young man close to death. We’ve been searching for him since yesterday.”

      Jamie’s stomach fell as quickly as his smile. He’d never liked coincidence.

      He covered up the reaction with a question only a clueless noble could ask. “Terrible! Why haven’t you apprehended him yet?”

      The commander stared at his feet. “He’s a wily one, sir, but we’ll get him. He sold his house, so we know he plans to leave, but he hasn’t passed through the gate yet.”

      “I see. Could you describe him for us? We’ll alert your cuvar if we see him.”

      “That’s appreciated. He’s sixteen, and of average height. Brown hair that hangs down to his shoulders and brown eyes.”

      “We’ll keep our eyes open. What’s his name?”

      “Ronan, sir.”

      Jamie didn’t react, but inside, he swore he would never help Gwen again.
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        * * *

      

      The two of them walked toward town, Laran’s presence like a dark thundercloud following in Jamie’s footsteps. Jamie couldn’t help but smile every time he glanced back at the man. He’d heard of sumar who preferred the open roads and the wilds to the safety of the walls, but he’d never met anyone who took it to such an extreme.

      No longer did Laran remind him of a wolf, a creature he associated with a cold, predatory nature. Inside the city Laran was more like a caged bull, slamming against the bars and looking for the quickest way out.

      In that, at least, they felt the same. Cuvar filled the streets, hunting the same young man they were here to escort. The mood in the town was tense, with people hurrying about their daily tasks as though they were in a race to see who could finish first. Originally, Jamie had thought to stay for a while in Avgan, take a break from the pace of life in Lindra. But he didn’t think he would find any joy or relaxation in this town.

      Once inside the town proper, Jamie tore his thoughts away from his own desires and his partner’s shortcomings. They needed to find Ronan before the cuvar. The boy was smart enough to avoid the search, and Jamie found himself warming to the task despite his reluctance. This, at least, was a bit of a puzzle he could distract himself with.

      He had little doubt the cuvar already would have searched and interrogated anyone close to the young man.

      Jamie considered the possibilities, but was stymied by lack of information. Was Ronan a brave and daring soul, or timid as a mouse? Did he have a lot of friends he could rely on, or was he a loner?

      Jamie turned back to Laran, who was following even closer now that they were inside the town. “I think we should start with the mestre who sent the letter to Lady Gwen. She’ll at least be able to give us a place to start.”

      Laran’s only answer was a sharp nod.

      Jamie wondered, not for the first time, what hold Gwen had over the surly sumar. He didn’t believe for a moment Laran was here because he wanted to be, but Laran also hadn’t answered a single question about his deal with Gwen. How reliable was he?

      Then he laughed at the question, as he was actively considering quitting the task, too.

      For all her intelligence, Gwen hadn’t chosen well with them.

      Jamie asked for directions to the obuka, which wasn’t far away. Jamie knocked on the door and was greeted by an older woman with a narrow face and sharp eyes. Her hair was pulled back tight, and though she maybe had twice as many years to her name as Jamie did, he couldn’t help but notice the easy and dangerous grace with which she moved.

      He gave a short bow. “I’m looking for the mestre Karni.”

      “I’m her. Who are you?” She sounded as though she was just as likely to punch a hole in his throat as she was to welcome him in.

      Jamie decided in this case to dispense with formalities. There were places and people who opened their arms wide to nobles, and those who couldn’t care less. Karni, he suspected, fell into the latter camp.

      “My name is Jamie, and this is Laran. We’ve come on behalf of Lady Gwen Adair.”

      Karni didn’t react at all to Jamie’s self-introduction, but she looked around him to stare at Laran when he was announced. “The Laran? I heard you spent a week near the heart of the darkwoods.”

      Laran gave the mestre a sharp bow. “Four nights, but yes, mestre.”

      Jamie glanced back at Laran. He’d never heard a whisper of the man’s name in his life, but he hadn’t been in touch with the sumar much since he left them. The darkwoods were notorious for the variety and sheer numbers of chikara. Even first-rank sumar avoided the area if they could.

      It didn’t surprise him Laran had stayed out there four nights. If anyone alive would, Laran would be the one. But he was surprised that Laran was both alive and silent about it. If Jamie so much as stepped a toe near the heart of the darkwoods, he would have told so many stories throughout the duchy that he would never have had to buy a drink again.

      Karni gestured them in. “Well, let’s talk, then. I assume you realize how bad of a time you’ve come at?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Laran said.

      Karni led them through the long hall and out into the training ground. The three classes were in session this afternoon, and Jamie studied their training with interest. The students moved well and the mestres were focused. A well-run obuka, then.

      Karni led them into a small study, where they all sat on the floor. Sumar tended to despise chairs, a failing for which Jamie had never quite forgiven.

      Karni didn’t wait for them to ask their questions. As soon as they were seated, she launched into her story, telling them all about Ronan, his family, and the events of the past several weeks. Her sympathy for the boy was obvious, both in her tone and in the fact that she had let him stay and continue to train long after most mestres would have refused him entry into the obuka.

      Though, to be fair, by the time she was done, Ronan had Jamie’s sympathy, too. Everybody had bad breaks from time to time, but Ronan seemed to find one whenever he turned a corner.

      Jamie dug deeper into the story. “Why did you let him continue to train, even though he displayed no ability with onda?”

      “A question I’ve often been asked,” Karni admitted.

      She looked out the window of the study to the training ground. “At first, I’ll admit it was because his parents were talented sumar. I too, had struggled to grasp the basic ondist techniques as a child, and I believed he might have just been a slow study.

      “But eventually, not even I could delude myself. The boy had no ability. I kept him, though, because he had more spirit than any ondist I’ve ever trained. You’re both ondists, so you can imagine what it must have been like, showing up here day after day, watching your classmates progress while you were stuck with the littles. Littles who started to be able to beat you as they progressed. Ninety-nine out of a hundred ondists, if not more, would have quit on their own. But there was no quit in him, and I had to respect that.”

      Jamie asked the next question softly, knowing the offense Karni might take. “I’m sorry, but I must ask. Is there any chance you were mistaken about his abilities?”

      Karni snorted. “No need to be polite around me, young man. It’s the question we’ve all been asking ourselves. But no. We’ve taught him every onda focusing technique that humanity possesses, and he’s never been able to use it.”

      “Until just recently.”

      Karni nodded.

      “So what do you think happened?” Jamie pressed.

      “I have no clue. If I could explain it, I wouldn’t have written to Lady Gwen. Ronan should never have had the slightest chance against Andras. But I’ll tell you this: I saw the damage their first fight caused. Ronan hit Andras with at least the power of a first-rank cuvar. Maybe higher.”

      “Can we see the damage?” Laran asked.

      It was the first he’d spoken during the meeting.

      “It’s already been repaired.”

      Laran lapsed back into silence, so Jamie took over again. “So, where is he hiding?”

      Here, Karni showed her first hesitation. Her eyes glanced left, and Jamie caught it. There were only two possibilities, and given what he knew about Ronan, he thought he knew which one explained Karni’s look.

      He took a gamble. “You don’t think he’s here anymore, do you?”

      Karni’s eyes went wide for a moment, then she nodded. “I think he escaped over the wall the night after it happened. He’d sold the house and left notes for everyone he cared about. I don’t think he’s hiding with Avgan’s walls.”

      Walls were supposed to be impenetrable. That was their point. But sometimes, the defenses slipped.

      “Where do you think he would have gotten over?”

      “If he could summon and control his strength, there’s a tree near the southwest corner of the wall. He could have climbed it, leaped to the wall, and over. Only a second-rank sumar or above could make that leap, but if he was here, I think they would have found him already. They’ve been thorough.”

      Jamie glanced over at Laran. He nodded.

      One last question remained. “If he did leave, where do you think he might have gone?”

      Karni shook her head. “To that, I couldn’t say. To the best of my knowledge, he’s never been far beyond the walls, nor does he have any friends or relatives he might run to.”

      The interview concluded, they stood, and Jamie and Laran bowed.

      “Thank you,” Jamie said.

      “I should be the one thanking you. He deserves better than Avgan can give him, but I suspect he’s got a hard road ahead. It makes me feel good to know he’ll have some help.” She looked pointedly at Laran as she said that line. “Do me one favor?”

      “Of course,” Jamie said.

      “Wish him luck for me. Tell him, he’s always got a mestre in Avgan as a friend should he need one.”
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        * * *

      

      They stopped to resupply before leaving Avgan proper. Jamie purchased enough food to last them days, though he wasn’t sure if he wanted any of it.

      Ronan’s actions left Jamie with a dilemma.

      From everything Karni had said, Ronan was something special, a mystery that needed solving. Gwen’s instincts had been proven correct, and Jamie now agreed with her. Ronan needed to make it to Gutan.

      Accepting that, Jamie felt some responsibility to see it through.

      Unfortunately, that meant more time on the road, and more time with Laran. Which sounded only a little less fun than being tied to a tree and hit with a beehive.

      If he was going to leave, now was the time.

      He told himself he would stick with Laran just long enough to ensure Ronan had in fact left town. Then he would decide.

      With their packs full, they left town and angled southwest. Karni hadn’t given them very specific directions, but they wouldn’t need any. All they needed to find was a tall tree near the wall, and there wouldn’t be many of those.

      They found it about an hour later, and Laran found a fresh set of footprints in the dirt. A minute after that, he found a mark on the wall where a foot had scraped against the stone.

      Hardly conclusive proof in a court, but the story was clear enough to both of them.

      Laran turned to Jamie after the discovery. “So, what will you do?”

      Jamie tried to look confused. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been thinking about abandoning this task for days now. If you do, this is the point to do it at. So, will you?”

      Jamie was surprised the sumar had read him so well. The judgment in Laran’s tone was clear, and he clearly expected Jamie to run off. Just that was almost enough to convince Jamie to stay.

      But that was foolish. What did he care about the opinion of one sumar, and especially a sumar like Laran? “You’re right. I have been thinking about quitting. And I’ve decided to keep helping you find this boy.”

      Jamie didn’t think Laran would have been any more surprised if the sun had chosen that moment to wink out of existence and leave the world in eternal darkness. “May I ask why?”

      “Because he makes me curious.”

      “That’s all?”

      “I’m a curious fellow.”

      Laran didn’t look like he believed Jamie, but he let the matter slide. Together, they began their hike along the wall back to the gate, and Jamie berated himself for falling into this.

      He hadn’t lied. Ronan did make him curious, which by itself might have been enough to continue his partnership with Laran.

      But it was more than that, too.

      Jamie couldn’t say if Ronan would matter much as the mysteries that surrounded him were unraveled. He might, though, and that was more than Jamie could say for any of his exploits over the past few years. For the first time in ages, he felt like this adventure was actually worth doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Ronan had never viewed Avgan more as a cage than he did the night he escaped. For the most part, he didn’t see the walls from day to day, and so it was easy to imagine he might pick up his pack and leave at any time.

      It wasn’t until he was ready to leave, and he feared the gate would be closed to him, that the walls seemed to press in.

      He remembered the tree from times long past. The Lord of Avgan believed it to be far enough away from the wall to be safe, and he was probably right. After all, it would require an impressive ondist to jump from its limbs to the wall, and what need would such a person have to escape? Besides, the wall was meant much more to keep chikara out than it was to keep humans in.

      His new techniques had not failed him, and in fact, seemed stronger than ever. He stood on the tree’s thick limbs, waited for that feeling of rightness, then leaped easily across the gap. Then he scampered across the wall and dropped down to the other side. His legs took the drop with unreal ease.

      The first night outside the walls was the most nerve-wracking. He didn’t dare run into the woods, because the chikara were out hunting, and he wasn’t about to trust his life to techniques he didn’t yet understand. Instead, he dug a small hole with his hands right next to the base of the wall and curled into it.

      Though he was on the wrong side of the wall, he felt safe enough. The land in front of the wall was kept clear for hundreds of paces, and chikara only rarely broke from the woods. The cuvar on the wall were always eager for target practice, and years of danger had taught the chikara not to advance too close. By huddling into a small ball at the base of the wall, Ronan figured he would be safe from both chikara and the wary eyes of the cuvar.

      He didn’t sleep at all that night, certain that one bold chikara might break from the woods at the scent of fresh prey. Or a cuvar wandering the walls would peer over the edge and see the unusual shape.

      But the night passed without event, and Ronan was moving before the sun. Pre-dawn was still a risky time to be on foot, but it was far safer than the middle of the night, and if he wanted to get into the woods without being spotted by any cuvar, he needed darkness.

      He made it to the woods, out of breath from running so fast. He stayed near the edge until the sun rose and he was certain most chikara had bedded down for the night. Then he made his way toward the road.

      The woods outside the town weren’t completely foreign to him. Mother had taken him here often when he was younger, training him in some of the basics he would need if he were ever to become a sumar. Ronan knew, now, how much grief his mother had suffered from the townspeople who didn’t understand, but she’d always believed it was her duty to teach him at least enough to survive.

      Others had called her a terrible mother for taking him out beyond the walls so young, but he was grateful for her lessons today. He watched his steps and made as little noise as possible. He relied not just on his sight, but on his hearing and smell as well.

      Despite his previous experiences, walking through the woods on his own was exhilarating. The greens of the budding leaves and of the grasses poking through the dirt were as vivid as any color he’d ever seen. Birdsong rang in his ears, and the morning breeze felt sharp against his cheeks. It felt as if he experienced the world for the first time.

      For the better part of an hour he simply wandered, lost in the wonder of this new world.

      The sounds of people traveling on the road ahead jarred him from his fantasy. The creak of carts and the sounds of horses were familiar enough, and they reminded him that he wasn’t in a new world at all. He’d only broken free of his prison.

      He proceeded cautiously, though when he reached the road he realized his caution was unwarranted. Avgan was no busy city that had a road packed with caravans. It was even more true as of late, with fewer caravans risking any journey. When he poked his head out and looked up and down the road, all he saw was the one caravan on the way into town. Once it was safely out of sight, he stepped onto the road, turned his back to Avgan, and never looked that way again.
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        * * *

      

      He made good time that first day. Fear of pursuit gave him an edge of energy that never seemed to wear thin, and it was aided by his excitement at the future ahead. Despite the challenges behind him, he felt free, and that was all that mattered.

      Ronan passed the first rest outside of Avgan with barely a wave to the two cuvar at the gates. He didn’t expect any pursuit quite yet, but the day was barely halfway done, and he wanted to put as much distance between him and Avgan as he could. The next rest, he knew, was another twelve miles, but he was certain he could cover that distance before the sun set. There, the road split, one east and one west, and he would choose which direction to go. For now, he simply enjoyed the feeling of being able to walk for miles in a single direction without running into a wall.

      He resisted the temptation to wander off the road, choosing to stick to the safest route. Besides, he had yet to pass a single other traveler, so it wasn’t as if he felt crowded with people.

      The complete lack of others surprised him a little. He would have expected at least a pair of cuvar on patrol, but the road was silent. Much more so than he expected.

      It was nearly evening when he passed a mile marker that froze him in his tracks. He hadn’t been paying much attention to them, and it was getting late to recognize his mistake.

      The mile marker told him he had four miles yet to go to the nearest rest.

      Which couldn’t be right. At the pace he’d been going this morning, he should be less than a mile away. Before long, the first chikara would start their hunt, and he wanted to be safe behind a wall by then.

      Ronan sighed, but wasn’t unduly concerned. He could run to the next rest and still be there in time. He picked up his feet, jumped twice to warm up his body, then realized what had happened.

      When he jumped, his feet barely left the ground. Shame flooded his cheeks as he understood what a fool he had been. Exhaustion had taken its toll on his body. He’d had a full day yesterday, gone a night without sleep, and still thought he could walk over twenty miles in a single day. The only reason he hadn’t noticed how tired his legs had become was that the fear of pursuit and the excitement of new experiences had hidden the truth from him.

      He couldn’t run, even if he wanted to.

      The day, which had once been filled with wonder and possibility, now seemed filled with threats.

      He might not be able to run, but he tightened the straps on his pack and pushed his legs and body as fast as they could go.

      As the sun fell, the woods came alive, and Ronan knew he wasn’t alone in the least. He heard animal calls he’d never heard before. He kept thinking he saw movement in the corner of his vision, but whenever he glanced over, the woods were still. The shadows lengthened, and Ronan’s imagination was more than willing to fill them with waiting chikara.

      His legs didn’t burn the way they did after a long run. They were just heavy, as though someone had attached large stones to them. His feet started to drag, and he tripped and stumbled over exposed roots. He passed another mile marker, but already the sun was well below the trees’ tops. He didn’t see how he would reach the rest before night fully fell.

      His feet slowed to a stop and he collapsed onto the road. He pulled off his pack, found a waterskin, and sipped from it, resisting the urge to swallow it all in one long, refreshing gulp. He found some dried meat and chewed on it while he considered the best course of action.

      Walking the road after the sun fell was dangerous. Cuvar patrols were safely behind the walls, and the chikara hunted. If the lack of caravans in Avgan was any indication, the chikara were particularly active in this region.

      It wasn’t impossible to spend the night in the wild. Veteran sumar frequently did, and his mother had taught him the basics. But it required the ability to maintain awareness throughout the night, and he was already exhausted from his sleepless night last night.

      Either choice risked his life, but if he tried to reach a rest, he’d at least have protection.

      He took one last sip of water and stood. The short break and snack had done him some good, and he passed another mile marker before his limbs started to drag once again.

      His only warning was the sharp snap of a twig to his left. He turned, just in time to see a kutya bound from the woods and leap at him. The four-legged predator opened its jaws as it leaped at his neck.

      This one was small. It came up to just above his knees, but it was powerfully built despite its size. Though it probably weighed less than a fourth of Ronan’s weight, it had more than enough strength to bring him down.

      Instinct took over, propelled by the surge of fear that made his heart pound against his ribs. He raised his left arm, and the kutya’s jaws clamped down on his forearm instead of his neck.

      Ronan shouted as a burning fire erupted in his arm, traveling to his shoulder and down his spine. The kutya snarled and whipped its body around chaotically, ripping and tearing at the flesh of Ronan’s arm. Ronan helped by shaking his arm, trying to fling the chikara off. But the jaws were locked on tight, and his efforts only succeeded in calling down more pain.

      At first, the pain consumed both his body and mind. All he could think about was getting the kutya off.

      He spun around while trying to punch the vicious chikara somewhere that would force it off him.

      Then his training took over.

      If there was one lesson the obuka had taught him, one lesson that would stick with him for the rest of his life, it was how to take a beating. The kutya’s bite was the most painful wound he could remember taking, but it was still just pain.

      He turned his attention to his onda, drifting through his core as it always did. Weeks ago, he might have tried in vain to focus it, the way he’d been taught. But for weeks now, all his training had been dedicated to pushing it away. That training had become instinct, and Ronan pushed his onda away.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      It wasn’t that the pain disappeared. The kutya was still very much attached. But it felt as though the pain were happening to someone else, as though he were watching a stage play where the hero was getting hurt.

      That wasn’t all. The woods, hell, the whole world, exploded against his senses. Focusing was nearly impossible, and fragments of information lodged deeply in his mind. Two hundred feet off the path, a squirrel slept peacefully despite the sounds of battle nearby. The trees whispered to one another, and high above, a bird flitted among the branches of a birch.

      He narrowed his focus to the kutya. Now that the pain didn’t bother him, he looked at the chikara dispassionately, waiting for the feeling of rightness that meant he should strike. When it didn’t come, he wondered if he should attack anyway.

      He wanted it off his arm.

      The kutya’s jaws released, and it dropped to the ground, backing up several paces.

      It stared at him, and he stared right back.

      Then it turned and ran away.
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        * * *

      

      Ronan stared into the woods, certain that if he turned to the road another chikara would appear in pursuit of its evening meal. Blood dripped from his wounded arm, the plop of the blood against the road loud in his ears.

      He couldn’t wait for long. Night fell ever deeper, and there were chikara who would be drawn to the scent of blood.

      Ronan lost his focus, and his senses returned to normal. Fear still lent him strength, though, and he was determined not to waste it. He hurried as quickly as he could up the road.

      Time lost meaning as night overtook day. He twitched at every sound, believing every step would be among his last. The woods to both sides of the road seemed to be alive, more crowded even than he imagined Lindra was. Though he saw nothing, he imagined a line of chikara along each side of the road, licking hungry lips he passed.

      He only had enough attention to put one foot in front of the other.

      Nothing else attacked, and he almost walked into the wall of the rest before he noticed it. He stumbled toward the gate, knocked loudly, and called for aid. There was a commotion on the other side, a view hole was opened, and his condition was noted.

      Four cuvar opened the gate and ushered him into the rest.

      They spoke to him, but he heard nothing. His body, knowing it had finally found a place of safety, gave up the fight. His world went dark as he slipped into blissful sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When he woke, he was in a bed and everything hurt. He accepted both of the facts joyfully. Sunlight streamed through an open window, and he listened to the sound of two women working outside. Their talk was of nothing notable, and Ronan welcomed its mundane nature. It made him feel as though the world was still normal, which was a feeling he desperately craved.

      He turned his attention to his body. His left arm was wrapped in bandages, and he was pleased to see it wasn’t bleeding through. Every subtle shift of his weight hurt, but he would rather be hurt than dead, and it had been a close thing.

      He closed his eyes and focused on the flow of onda through his body. As expected, there were blockages in his arm. Now that he was awake, he could guide the onda there and speed up his healing. Generally speaking, though, he was surprised how little damage he’d sustained . The wounds would take a few days to fully heal, even with him guiding his onda, but it could have been far worse.

      It should have been far worse.

      Why had the kutya let go? What was it, exactly, that he’d experienced in the woods?

      The questions felt important, but his thoughts were sluggish. He closed his eyes and tried channeling onda into his arm. Warmth spread from the limb, eventually encompassing his whole body, and he fell asleep again.

      He woke to the sound of the door to his room opening. An older woman stood there, hands on her hips.

      “Glad to see you’re awake,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better than I should, I think,” Ronan answered.

      She carried a small cabinet with her, and Ronan suspected he was looking at the rest’s healer. Or, at the very least, the person living here who served as the healer. He saw the questions she wanted to ask, but she got straight to work and approached his bed.

      “Name’s Sumitra. I serve as the healer here, as well as doing most of the cooking.”

      Ronan briefly considered giving a false name, but after all that this rest had done for him, it seemed a cold-hearted thing to do. “Ronan, and thanks.”

      She waved away the thanks. “Let’s take a look at your arm.”

      She began unwrapping the bandages, and Ronan recognized the work of someone who had done this countless times. Sumitra possessed that rare ability to be both gentle and firm, and she had his bandages off quickly with a minimum of fuss.

      He examined the injuries with her. His arm looked worse than he thought it was, and the injuries had been packed with a poultice. Ronan couldn’t identify all the ingredients, but he recognized it as a mixture that would help prevent infection.

      He couldn’t help but be impressed. “You do good work.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You familiar with healers?”

      Ronan chuckled. “Was in training to be one, once. What did you use to prevent the infection?”

      She told him, and for a few minutes they enjoyed discussing the benefits and properties of different plants. Sumitra reminded him of Kayle. She had all the knowledge they taught in the books of healing, but knew, too, ways to improve a number of standard remedies. He’d been fortunate to end up in her care.

      Sumitra wrapped fresh bandages around his arm. “I can see you’ve been manipulating onda. Don’t suppose you care to share why a healing ondist was out so late last night?”

      The rest of the question went unspoken. Where were his guardians, that he should be out so late on his own?

      He didn’t want to lie to her, but he couldn’t tell her the whole story, either. “It was my own foolish mistake. I thought I could do two rests in a day, but I’d started the day tired.”

      It was no true answer, but she let it slide. “Where you heading?”

      “Don’t know.” He smiled at her. “You have any suggestions?”

      She snorted. “Only place I’ve ever wanted to be is right here.”

      She finished wrapping the bandages and stood up. “Most of us here aren’t ones to pry, but you stink of the town. If you want to survive out here, you’re going to need to get a lot smarter. You’ve clearly got some skill, if you fought off a chikara attack, but you were still lucky.”

      “Trust me, I know.”

      She nodded, satisfied her warning had been heard. “Well, then, I’ll leave you to it. Supper should be in about three hours. If you need something before then, wander on down to the kitchens and we’ll scrounge up a snack for you.”

      He gave her a bow, but she was already out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Ronan rested for a while longer. He pushed more onda through his arm, and when his focus began to wane, decided to wander the rest. Though he’d heard plenty about them over the years, this was his first time visiting one.

      No two rests were alike, but they shared several common features. They were, of course, walled, although the walls were rarely as tall or as thick as the walls of the towns and cities. Cuvar were stationed within, typically on a rotating basis. Most were largely self-sufficient, and a few even functioned as larger farms, growing food and livestock for nearby population centers.

      This rest, Ronan figured, was on the larger side of average. It sat at the intersection of several roads, and was a main point of trade between Avgan and the rest of the duchy. There was one main building, three stories tall and almost the same size as the obukan he’d trained in. If his room was any indication, most rooms were fairly small, meaning the rest could probably hold over a hundred people.

      Stables were attached to the building near the rear, and Ronan saw what looked to be a small training ground for the cuvar, but it was the enormous garden that immediately drew his attention. It was, without doubt, the single largest garden he’d ever laid eyes on. There were herbs and vegetables beyond count, all maintained by a small army of gardeners. Though the size surprised him, he imagined it was needed to feed the number of travelers who passed through the rest every year.

      During the day the walls were lightly guarded. Ronan counted two cuvar wandering the perimeter and another two at the gate. Most cuvar would be out patrolling the roads between here and the next rest.

      After exploring the rest for the better part of an hour, wandering with slow, aimless steps, he decided that the rest was perhaps the most peaceful place he’d ever been. It was far quieter than the fields surrounding Avgan, but also enjoyed the protection of the walls. He thought he understood how someone like Sumitra might never want to leave. He wasn’t sure he did.

      But he would soon have to. This was hardly far enough to escape whatever revenge Andras and his family might intend. Besides, though his arm bothered him, it was hardly the sort of injury that prevented travel. Better he advanced one rest per day safely than stay here and wait for the pursuit to catch him.

      That evening he enjoyed the communal supper, finding that Sumitra’s cooking was as good as her healing, if not better. He sat on the end of a table and let the conversations wash over him.

      It wasn’t the same as coming home to the smell of his mother’s cooking and her welcoming embrace. But all the same, he found himself relaxing as the sun fell and evening came. Out here, no one was too curious about his past, or why he was out here alone. So long as he had coin and didn’t cause too much trouble, he was welcome. He ate his fill, enjoyed the songs of a traveling bard, then returned to his room, more at ease than he could remember being in a long time.

      The next morning, Sumitra returned to check his bandages one last time. His arm was healing nicely, and he left her payment for her services. He enjoyed breaking his fast, then checked his pack, paid his bill, and made to leave.

      The cuvar at the gate stopped him, and he feared that word of his crimes had finally reached the rest. But they were only interested in warning him.

      “Just wanted to let you know,” the commander said, placing a hand on Ronan’s right shoulder. “The chikara behaved oddly last night. They gathered around the wall in greater numbers than we’ve ever seen. They dispersed with the rising of the sun, but you should be cautious on the road today.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ronan had no plans to push himself too hard. He reached the intersection, staring at the signs for a moment before deciding to travel east.

      He had no particular reason. It just seemed the right choice at the moment.

      Above him, a hawk screeched as it circled overhead. Ronan looked up, and for a moment, swore that the hawk was staring right back at him.

      He shook his head at his foolishness, tightened the straps on his pack, and began his journey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Laran despised people for more reasons than he could count. From their foolishness, to their cowardice, to their lies, he found almost everyone wanting. Most sumar traveled in pairs, but Laran had long ago given up the practice. Life was easier alone, and no one in his lodge complained they didn’t get to spend more time with him.

      He searched his memory and decided he had now spent more time with Jamie than he had with anyone since his wife had died.

      That fact made him want to crawl headfirst into the belly of a harra and let it digest him slowly.

      Jamie was a fool, coward, liar, and would probably happily confess to a dozen more failings. He was, in short, a disgrace, and Laran had been eager to get the lord out of his hair.

      He’d been certain that would happen in Avgan.

      And yet, Jamie had surprised him by continuing to help.

      Laran didn’t believe any sort of honor was at play. Jamie had none. All the noble wanted was to satisfy his infatuation with Lady Gwen. It was painfully obvious, even to Laran.

      Now, he suspected Jamie would wait until Laran had tracked Ronan down, then would leave the two of them to travel to Gutan while he returned to his life of comfort in Lindra. Laran wondered what Jamie would do if he decided to abandon the task first.

      He quickly discarded that thought, tempting as it was. For one, he’d given his word. But it was the mestre’s story that weighed more on his mind now. Laran couldn’t guess what significance, if any, Ronan had, but something had happened to the boy. They needed to know what. If Gwen believed the boy would be better off in Gutan, Laran would bring the boy there.

      With or without Jamie, but probably without.

      What frustrated Laran most, though, was that Jamie had once been a talented sumar. He moved well, understood the land, and seemed a competent enough fighter. His skills were wasted on a man who thought more like a child than a sumar.

      Laran shook his head. His wandering thoughts did him no good.

      Jamie, though, demanded attention. “Why are we still following these tracks? It’s obvious he went to the road.”

      Laran ignored him. Yes, it did seem clear that Ronan had made for the road, but only a fool would rush ahead. Better to take a little extra time now and be sure rather than have their guess proved wrong later.

      Of course, Jamie made a point of it when the tracks led right to the road. From there, they were harder to follow, but the young man’s direction was clear enough. The road only led to and from Avgan, and Ronan hadn’t gone to the trouble of fleeing only to run right back. They made quick time to the first rest. Ronan wasn’t there, and the rest itself hadn’t had any guests for several days. But some of the cuvar remembered a young man walking past the day before last.

      Laran spoke with Jamie. They’d already burned a fair part of the day, and it sounded as though Ronan had a two-day lead on them. If they hurried, they just might make it to the next rest by nightfall.

      “What do you think?”

      Jamie had many flaws, but indecisiveness was not one. “We follow. The farther he gets, the harder he’ll be to track. I’d rather catch up to him as soon as possible.”

      “Even if it means traveling into the night?”

      Jamie grimaced. “I’d rather not, obviously. But if we have to.”

      They took off toward the next rest. Laran walked at his fastest pace, and to his credit, Jamie kept up without complaint. They made the journey, as usual, in silence. Laran’s eyes watched the edges of the road. He didn’t think Ronan would have left the safety provided by the road, but he wanted to be certain.

      They stopped about ten miles later when Laran spotted the blood on the road. He squatted down to take a closer look. Thanks to the lack of travelers, the story was easy to decipher. There had been a fight here, between a traveler and what appeared to be a kutya. Laran saw enough blood to be worried, but not enough that it was certainly fatal. He frowned as he studied the scene.

      Jamie noticed. “What?”

      “I think the kutya retreated.”

      “So, he fought it off? What’s so hard to believe about that? Given what the mestre told us, a single kutya shouldn’t have been a threat to him.”

      Laran grimaced at Jamie’s assumptions. First, there was no certainty this fight had involved Ronan. Given the lack of travelers, it seemed likely, but was still a guess. Second, Jamie assumed Ronan had full control over his powers. Given what they’d learned so far, Laran wasn’t so certain. He ignored Jamie’s lack of rigorous logic and pointed to the kutya’s tracks. It looked as though it had backed away from the fight, then turned and ran into the woods.

      “There’s no blood, nor any other sign of being wounded. I don’t think it was hurt. I think it retreated.”

      Jamie studied the tracks, or, at the least, pretended to.

      Laran stood up, now certain. The kutya tracks were even as it ran away, and there was no blood. The chikara had retreated, but chikara never retreated without a reason. Even the smallest of them attacked humans without fear.

      Jamie finally came to the same conclusion. “I’ve never heard of a kutya running away from a fight uninjured.”

      He looked down at the blood from the battle. “Especially if their prey is wounded.”

      “If this was Ronan, it seems that mysteries follow him wherever he goes.” Laran gave Jamie another few moments to consider the scene. “Shall we?”

      “After you.”

      Jamie looked troubled, but he said nothing, and Laran didn’t ask.

      The wounded party had continued on to the next rest, which the two of them reached just as the sun was setting. It didn’t take long for the two of them to find themselves face to face with a gray-haired healer named Sumitra.

      “He was here,” she confirmed. “Came in exhausted and weak from blood loss. Didn’t say much about himself, but it was clear he was running from something in the city. Tougher than he seemed, though, I’ll give him that. He’d lost a fair amount of blood.”

      Now that they were dealing with people again, Jamie had taken the lead. Laran found he appreciated that about the noble. When they were together, it allowed him to slink into a corner and observe rather than have to deal with people directly.

      “Did he say he was an ondist?” Jamie asked.

      “No, but he healed like a strong one. Figured he had to be strong to survive whatever attacked him. His arm was mangled pretty bad.”

      “Did he happen to mention what direction he was traveling?”

      Sumitra shook her head. “But if you ask the cuvar, they should know. They usually station a pair near the intersection during the day.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You two thinking of chasing after him tonight?”

      “We wanted to catch him as soon as possible,” Jamie admitted.

      “He in trouble?”

      Laran noted the concern in her voice. Say one thing for Ronan, he sure seemed to bring out the caretaking instincts in others.

      “From some merchants in Avgan, yes. Not from us. We had been hoping to meet him in town, and didn’t expect he’d be forced to flee from the walls.”

      Sumitra glanced between them, then nodded. Laran thought she looked relieved. “Well, you two might as well stay here the night. He only left this morning, and that encounter on the road scared the daylight out of him. I can guarantee he’ll only be traveling one rest per day for a few days. I’ll fill your bellies, and I’m sure if you hurry, you can catch him tomorrow. Too dangerous out there these days, even for second-ranks.”

      She left them to debate.

      “Do you trust her judgment?” Laran asked.

      He did, but assumed Jamie was the better judge.

      “I do.”

      “Then I vote we stay here for the night. It’s better to get some sleep while we can, and if she spoke true, we should have little problem catching up with him tomorrow.”

      Jamie’s eyes went wide. “You want to stay in a rest? Are you feeling healthy? Should I call Sumitra back?”

      Laran growled as he turned away, but Jamie just laughed at his back.
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        * * *

      

      As they were leaving the next morning, Laran noticed a group of cuvar huddled in a circle. It looked like they had originally come out to train, but had gotten distracted before they started. Normally, Laran would have ignored such a gathering. The conversations of cuvar interested him about as much as a discussion of trade agreements between duchies. But Jamie hadn’t finished his preparations yet, and one of the cuvar gestured in such a manner Laran suspected she was referring to something beyond the walls.

      Given the strangeness surrounding Ronan, it seemed worth asking about.

      They bowed as he joined them, their animated conversation grinding to an immediate halt.

      For the first time, Laran wished Jamie were here. No doubt, he’d be fast friends with the cuvar in less time than it took him to comb his hair.

      Lacking Jamie, he decided the direct route was best. “My partner and I have witnessed odd behavior from both chikara and animals lately. Is there anything nearby we should be aware of?”

      The cuvar looked to one another, until one finally spoke up. “I’m not sure if this qualifies, sir, but we had a strange experience two nights ago. I was on duty that night, and I saw more chikara around the rest than I’ve ever seen in a single night.”

      “How many?”

      “Dozens?” The cuvar shrugged. “For a few hours, it felt as though we were being besieged. They didn’t attack. As far as I saw, none of them even came that close to the walls. They just circled around the perimeter of the woods, only a few feet behind the cut line. When the sun rose, they slunk away as though disappointed.”

      “What about last night?”

      The cuvar who had been gesturing toward the wild shook her head. “Normal. A few chikara wandered near the cut line, but only ever for a few minutes. We were trying to decide if we needed additional people on duty tonight.”

      “It’s never happened before?”

      Several of the cuvar shook their heads, then waited for him to say more. Though he wasn’t stationed here, he outranked them, and he saw their desire for answers.

      If only he had any.

      Still, he would have to be blind not to notice the pattern of unusual behavior swirling around Ronan. Nothing these cuvar needed to worry about, though.

      “I’m not sure, but my guess is that you’ll be fine with your normal rotations tonight.”

      They looked relieved, and Laran left them to their conversation. He wanted time and space to think, and Jamie still hadn’t emerged from the rest. He walked a well-worn path that circled around the garden.

      This wasn’t a task for him, and certainly not Jamie. In a perfect world, at least a squad of sumar would escort Ronan straight to Lindra, where interested ondists would study whatever odd techniques he’d discovered.

      But, he thought as he watched Jamie finally emerge from the rest, the world was far from perfect. There weren’t enough bodies to go around.

      His traveling companion had scrubbed himself so hard Laran swore he glowed. He caught at least two women and one man staring longingly at Jamie’s tall figure and swore under his breath.

      Jamie stopped in front of Laran, an irritating smile stretching from ear to ear. “An excellent morning for travel, wouldn’t you say?”

      Laran snorted. “It’s nearing afternoon.”

      Jamie gave a meaningful glance to the east, where the sun was just beginning to poke over the horizon.

      His smile never faltered as he gestured to himself. “It takes time to look this good.”

      “We’re trying to catch up to Ronan, not impress him with our looks. You’ll hardly be clean after walking twenty miles.”

      “You’re just jealous. I could teach you some of my tricks, if you like. If you spent a third as much time in a bath as you did scowling before breakfast, you might turn a few heads yourself.”

      “Not interested, trust me.” Laran knew Jamie was intentionally trying to irritate him, and it annoyed him that it was working. “You ready?”

      “Of course. I also spoke with the cuvar who’d been at the intersection yesterday. Ronan went east, in case you were curious.”

      Laran had already asked, but he supposed he was glad Jamie still had some part of his mind thinking about the reason they were out here.

      They left the rest, and Laran swore the cuvar at the gate were too enthusiastic about reminding Jamie he could return at any time. The goodbyes and promises of eventual reunion took another five minutes. Minutes they could have been on the road.

      Once away from the rest, Laran’s breath came easier even as Jamie’s smile fell. Before long, they were traveling in their customary silence, and Laran was grateful. He needed to pay attention to their surroundings, especially with everything surrounding Ronan.

      He heard the change in Jamie’s breath that meant the noble had finally worked up the courage to ask yet another of his annoying questions. He braced himself, and wasn’t disappointed.

      “Why don’t you even try?” Jamie asked. “I’ve met other sumar like you, but I’ve never met anyone who has such disdain for his own people.”

      Laran snorted in frustration but didn’t answer. He’d usually found that if he just ignored Jamie for long enough he’d stop asking. Laran was far more willing than his partner to abandon typical social conventions.

      “Ah.” Jamie said it as though he’d finally reached an understanding.

      Laran glared at him, but that damn smile had returned to Jamie’s face. “You don’t think you’re like us, do you?”

      Frustrating as Jamie could be, Laran had to admit the noble was sharp. It was a shame such intelligence was wasted on a fool. Laran turned away to ignore him again. Jamie didn’t actually care about the answer.

      “Laran!” Jamie’s voice held such a note of command Laran found himself turning around before he remembered he was supposed to be ignoring his companion. “Answer me. Why do you think you’re better than the rest of us?”

      The Jamie that stood before him was different. He stood a bit taller, but that wasn’t it. Standing across from him, Laran had some sense of the strength Jamie was capable of. That this might be a man worth fighting beside.

      His two impressions of Jamie warred with one another, and although this one was superior, it couldn’t overcome all the miles they’d already traveled together. But it was strong enough to bear the truth.

      Laran answered, “I’m honest.”

      A lesser man might have turned away, but Jamie stood unmoved. “And that’s why you hate me, isn’t it?”

      “The first reason among many, but yes.” Laran turned on his heel and resumed his pursuit.

      He wondered, briefly, if this might be the moment Jamie turned around and gave up on this venture. But soon he heard the other sumar behind him, keeping pace without complaint.
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        * * *

      

      They reached the next rest before midday. It was much smaller than the rest they’d spent last night in, but they confirmed that Ronan had spent the night and left early in the morning. The cuvar there reported that he was in decent health, but that his left arm still required a day or two of healing.

      Laran was just glad nothing had happened to Ronan between the rests.

      They stopped for a quick meal, then hurried on.

      The miles passed underfoot and the woods surrounding them turned largely to pine. The road sloped up, and off in the distance, Laran caught glimpses of jagged peaks, still snow-capped despite the warm winter.

      Like before, they came across few travelers. At this time of year, the roads should have been packed with people taking advantage of the first nice weather. But they didn’t even come across too many cuvar, and Laran assumed they remained closer to the rests they were stationed at.

      Off in the distance, a hawk flew in circles, riding on swirling air currents.

      The hairs on the back of Laran’s neck stood up, just as they had on and off for the past few weeks.

      He didn’t try to find what had worried him. Something was out there, but it was beyond his ability to sense. Jamie might have thought him paranoid, but he trusted his instincts. He didn’t imagine the threat. But he said nothing, and they walked another mile.

      It took him far too long to realize the hawk hadn’t flown away from its original position, even as they’d put so much distance behind them. It still circled the same spot, more like a carrion eater than one of nature’s most dangerous hunters. He narrowed his eyes and tried to remember this area. The hawk wasn’t too far from the road.

      He swore. “We need to run.”

      “Is this about you trying to make me sweat?”

      Laran ignored Jamie’s mocking tone and took off at a sprint.

      Jamie complained, but as always, followed right behind. A half mile later, they came around a bend and saw trouble. A wolf lay dead in the middle of the road, its spine broken in half. Laran tried and failed to imagine the blow that had achieved such a feat. He noticed blood leaving a trail off the road a moment before he heard someone calling for help.

      He plunged into the forest without hesitation, dancing between trees as he sought the voice.

      “I’m coming!” he shouted.

      “Here!”

      Laran shifted his direction, angling harder to the east. The whole area was a mess of tracks, but he ignored those for the moment.

      Up ahead, there was a flurry of movement, and he ran toward it, drawing his sword.

      He came sliding to a stop when he saw what awaited him. A pack of wolves had gathered around a tall pine, staring up at it. Laran followed their gaze to see a young man hiding there, holding onto the trunk with his right arm. His left arm was bleeding, from wounds that looked both old and new.

      Eventually, they would get to introductions, but Laran decided he was looking at the one and only Ronan, wanted in Avgan for crimes against the wealthy.

      And apparently, wanted in the wild for reasons Laran couldn’t guess at.

      “Oh! Fuck!” Jamie came to a stop behind Laran.

      At his shout, all the wolves turned as one.

      “Just once, couldn’t you shut your mouth?” Laran asked.

      Somehow, Jamie remained glib despite the pack preparing to charge. “It’s not something I’m great at.”

      “No shit,” Laran said.

      And then there was no more time to speak, because the wolves had launched themselves at the new arrivals.
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      Jamie froze.

      He’d lost count over the years how many times he’d found himself in danger. He’d been chased by cuvar, angry women, demons, and everything in between. But there was something about the wolves charging him that left him too surprised to act. That made his legs weak to see.

      It was their coordination.

      He’d seen wolves hunt before, and had nothing but respect for the predators. But the way they’d turned as one, the way they’d charged at the exact same moment? That wasn’t pack behavior. It felt like being attacked by an individual with more limbs than they knew what to do with.

      The last couple of days had unsettled him. Ronan’s abilities were unusual enough, but the boy attracted mysteries like taverns attracted drunks. He’d heard the whispers of the chikara encircling the rest, and it didn’t take much of a leap to connect the event to Ronan’s presence.

      But this was the first time he truly felt as though he’d stepped into a pool that was dangerously deep.

      Perhaps far too deep for him to swim in.

      It reminded him uncomfortably of a day, many years ago now, when he’d turned his back and run.

      He’d sensed the same unease in Laran. It was written in the way he carried himself, in the way his eyes always looked to the woods as though he expected something to jump out at him.

      But Laran didn’t hesitate when the wolves attacked.

      The older sumar met them with a shout and cold steel, and it was a sight to behold. It wasn’t just the his strength and speed. That would be expected of any second-rank. It was the way he flowed from one cut to the next, the way he was always perfectly positioned for the next move.

      Jamie had done little more than blink and half a dozen wolves were dead or dying.

      The rest scattered before the onslaught, vanishing into the woods with little more than a whimper. Laran stood still for a long moment, the undisputed master of the battlefield. Then he snapped the blood off his blade and sheathed it.

      When he turned back to Jamie, it was as if the light had gone out of his eyes. “Don’t suppose you were planning on helping?”

      Jamie faltered. Though Laran didn’t come out and say it, Jamie read that look as clear as day.

      Coward.

      The unspoken accusation cut deeper than any knife.

      He fell back to his wit, even though he knew it was the wrong choice with Laran. “Didn’t want to embarrass you in front of the boy.”

      Laran’s look chilled Jamie. But it was when he turned, dismissing Jamie for good, that Jamie felt something snap silently inside of him.

      He stood where he was as Laran walked to the base of the tree Ronan had climbed. The boy slowly picked his way down, a task made more difficult because he didn’t want to rely on his injured arm. Once he was low enough to reach, Laran helped him down the rest of the way. Ronan thanked Laran profusely, as if Jamie wasn’t even there, as if he hadn’t risked his life and his time on this foolish errand far away from his home.

      Jamie almost turned around right then. Only the thought of telling Lady Gwen what had happened kept him rooted in place. He shook himself out of his self-inflicted misery and joined the others.

      Laran had just finished introducing himself, and Ronan confirmed that he was, in fact, Ronan.

      Jamie slid into the conversation with a short bow. “My name is Jamie, and I’ve been traveling with Laran. What happened?”

      “I was on the road when a pack of wolves emerged from the trees. I fought a few of them off, but they were too many. They followed me into the woods, and lacking a better option, I climbed the biggest tree I could find. Thanks for leaving the road to aid me.”

      “It’s no problem. We’ve been looking for you.”

      Ronan’s eyes narrowed. “You were hired by Andras’ family?”

      “Not at all. In fact, we’d like to help you escape their reach.” Before Ronan could ask his questions, Jamie launched into the explanation.

      As he spoke, Laran had Ronan sit so the sumar could study the boy’s wounds. Laran set about cleaning and bandaging the boy’s arm. As Jamie summarized the story, he started to realize how outlandish Gwen’s bet had been. And yet, it looked like it might pay off.

      Ronan clearly felt the same doubt. When Jamie finished, he looked up. “So, you’re saying a lady in Lindra heard what I’d done to Andras, and sent a sumar to chase after me?”

      “He speaks true,” Laran added.

      The doubt vanished from Ronan’s face, and Jamie felt a touch of jealousy that Laran’s confirmation was needed.

      Ronan’s next question was as obvious as it was inevitable. “But why?”

      When Laran didn’t step in to answer, Jamie took over again. He explained Gwen’s reasoning and fear that something terrible would soon take place. From time to time, Ronan would look over to Laran, and the sumar would nod his confirmation.

      Jamie finished at the same time Laran completed bandaging Ronan’s arm. Laran repacked his supplies and stood up. Ronan remained sitting on the stump, lost in thought.

      The boy had big decisions ahead of him, but he wasn’t the only one.

      So long as Ronan was near Laran, he’d be safe.

      Jamie was certain of that. The question was, what should he do now? Returning to Lindra had never seemed more appealing.

      “Is she right?” Jamie asked.

      Two pairs of eyes turned to him.

      “We’ve come a long way already,” Jamie said. “And if you decide to go to Gutan, we’ve got much farther yet to go. Is she right?”

      Ronan didn’t answer, and Jamie was reminded uncomfortably of Laran constantly ignoring him. But the boy was only thinking, and he spoke slowly, as though carefully testing his words before uttering them.

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand it any more than anyone else. It’s difficult, hell, it’s almost impossible to control.”

      It wasn’t the answer Jamie needed.

      Laran’s question was for Ronan. “You know, now, why we’re here. Will you allow us to escort you to Gutan?”

      Ronan decided with annoying ease. “Yes. If there is anyone out there who will help me along this path, I need them. I’ll go with you.”

      Jamie wanted to grab the too trusting boy and shake him by the shoulders. Was it just because he’d seen how strong Laran was? Ronan should debate and consider every angle. Why did his decision come so easy?

      “Then let’s get moving,” Laran said. “It’s best if we reach the next rest well before nightfall.”

      He glanced at Ronan. “I assume you’re good to travel?”

      Ronan looked down at his injured arm. “I am. Might not be as fast as you, though.”

      Laran gave the boy a single sharp nod and started back toward the road. Ronan followed on his heels, leaving Jamie once again ignored and alone. Jamie listened to their retreating footsteps, but his own feet were once again rooted as deeply as any tree.

      He should just leave.

      Who cared what Laran thought of him, and for that matter, who cared what Gwen thought of him?

      He had enough entertainment in Lindra to last him a pair of lifetimes.

      He clenched his fist and thought of his father’s silent judgment, and of Ronan and what he might represent. It was a long shot, of course, a gamble even a desperate dicer would avoid. But something was happening here. He couldn’t explain it, but he couldn’t deny it, either.

      He swore and chased after the others.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately for Jamie’s mood, Laran was as constant as the north star. Ronan thought to barrage the veteran with questions, but after an hour of grunts and short answers, he admitted defeat and fell back. Laran pulled farther ahead, leaving Ronan and Jamie together.

      “Sorry about him,” Jamie said, loud enough he was sure Laran’s sharp ears would catch it.

      Ronan shook his head. “It’s no problem. It’s interesting enough to observe him.”

      Jamie had caught the way Ronan watched the woods and the road. It wasn’t a search for danger, but an exploration of a new world. “First time outside the walls?”

      “Not really. Mother took me as far as the first rest a few times, and we even left the road, some. She wanted me to at least have the basic skills of a sumar.”

      “She was one?”

      “Both her and Father.”

      There was no pain in Ronan’s voice, and the mestre back in Avgan hadn’t said anything about a father, so Jamie assumed long dead. If he’d been a sumar, the cause of death was easy enough to guess. It wasn’t a particularly long-lived profession that Laran had chosen.

      It only took a few questions to get Ronan to tell the story of the past few months, although there was little new to learn. Karni had known most of it, and the only parts of interest to Jamie were the parts where Ronan described how he had pushed away his onda.

      Jamie noticed that Laran had slowed during that part, too, so that he could hear better.

      “So, what do you think?” Ronan asked when he’d finished. “Am I onto something?”

      Jamie hated to break the news to the boy, but someone had to tell him. “The idea of pushing onda away has been tried before, several times. But no ondist has ever achieved anything besides a headache with it.”

      Ronan’s face fell. “Really?”

      Jamie nodded. Then, observing Ronan’s long face, he tried to spread some cheer. “Don’t despair, though. Lady Gwen says that what you described is similar to something she found in a Nacillian scroll, so you might be onto something. We just need to figure it out.”

      Ronan’s grin returned, and Jamie was impressed. The boy had been through more in his life than most elders, but none of it seemed to have dampened his spirit. If he could learn how to harness his onda, he would make an excellent ondist. Jamie understood now why Karni had allowed him to continue training despite his lack of progress.

      “What about you?” Ronan asked. “I assume Laran is here to protect me and escort me. Why did you come?”

      Half a dozen flippant answers came to mind, but after hearing Ronan’s story, none of them seemed particularly appropriate. “To tell you the truth, I’m not quite sure why Gwen asked me. I am, or at least, I once was, a second-rank sumar, but—”

      “Like him?” Ronan pointed at Laran.

      Jamie grunted. “No, not like him. As much as I’d like to make the claim, he’s by far the better warrior. I suppose, as for me, it was enough for Gwen to believe you were important. So when she asked, I agreed.”

      Ronan fell silent for a while, and Jamie let him have his space. He focused his attention on the woods they traveled through, and wasn’t pleased with what he noticed. Shadows moved deep in the trees, and that hawk overhead hadn’t left all day.

      In the past, nature had always been indifferent and uncaring. Jamie had found comfort in that. Today, it felt malicious.

      Given the tension in Laran’s shoulders, Jamie imagined he felt the same.

      For now, neither pointed it out to Ronan, who walked blissfully ignorant of the dangers that lurked just beyond sight.

      Finally, Ronan asked the question that he’d been turning over in his mind. “What if I’m not as important as she thinks?”

      “Then we get to see a bit of the countryside and you get to visit a new city.”

      Unfortunately, Ronan didn’t seem to be in a mood for Jamie’s jests.

      Jamie took a different approach. “Look. The truth is, as smart as Gwen is, nobody knows enough to make all the right choices. She was intrigued enough to send us after you, and there’s no doubt you have an unusual gift. Maybe you don’t change everything we know about onda, but if you can teach us even a little, it’s worth it.”

      Ronan thought about it, and then the smile finally returned to his face. “Thanks, Jamie.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, let’s get a move on before it gets too late.”

      Laran, who had certainly listened to the entire conversation, walked faster. Ronan sped up his pace, too, and Jamie took the rear, watching the shadows in the forest and wondering what he would do come morning.
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      When they reached Tazo Rest, Laran disappeared as though he’d never existed. One moment, he was ahead of them, the next he was nowhere to be found.

      Ronan frowned, but Jamie came up behind him and clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s more people than he’s been around in a long time, I think. I’m sure he needs to go off and brood somewhere.”

      Ronan hid his disappointment. Out in the wilds, it made sense to be alert for everything, but he’d hoped that here, safe from attack, he would finally have the time to speak with Laran.

      The battle between Laran and the wolves had only lasted a few moments, but Ronan had never seen anything like it. Even the mestres didn’t hold a candle to Laran’s skill. Ronan wanted to learn from him.

      Ronan looked around again, then walked with Jamie toward the main building. He liked the taller man well enough. Jamie was friendly and outgoing, standing in stark contrast to Laran. He was curious about Ronan, and the longer they’d spoken, the more Ronan realized Jamie possessed a surprising breadth of knowledge.

      Though the two had introduced themselves, and risked their lives to protect him, Ronan still wasn’t sure what to make of them. It was clear they detested one another, and it was easy enough to see why. Ronan wasn’t sure he could imagine two more different people if someone commanded him to.

      They settled into their rooms without problem, and Ronan enjoyed the biggest feast he’d eaten in years. Jamie spent money freely and ordered more food for Ronan even after he insisted he was full.

      “It’s too expensive,” Ronan objected. “I’m good, really.”

      “Don’t be a fool. If you want to be a sumar someday, here’s a valuable lesson for you. Eat what you can, when you can, because you never know when your next meal will come.”

      Ronan supposed it was good advice, but it was Jamie’s first assumption that caught his attention. “How did you know I wanted to be a sumar?”

      Jamie ticked the points off on his fingers. “Both your parents were sumar. You trained for over a decade at the obuka when most in your situation would have quit within a year. You look at Laran like he’s some sort of hero of legend. And, when you ran into a problem in Avgan, your first thought was to leave the walls.”

      “Anyone would have!”

      Jamie shook his head. “No, they really wouldn’t.”

      He washed down a bit of food with ale, then smiled at Ronan. “Besides, your mestre told us.”

      “You spoke with Karni? Is she mad?”

      “Not at all. She wished you well, and hoped that we would find you first. She asked us to tell you that you’d always have her as a friend should you ever return to Avgan.”

      That eased one of Ronan’s small concerns. The rest were taken care of when another enormous bowl of food was placed before him. Ronan decided the food was here, so he might as well take advantage of it. He dug in.

      “You’re rich, aren’t you?” Ronan asked.

      He knew the question was rude, but was as interested in how Jamie reacted as he was in the answer.

      “More than most,” Jamie answered. “I’ve been fortunate. Does that bother you?”

      Memories of Andras and his bullying floated through Ronan’s thoughts. Then he remembered Jamie had come all the way from his wealth in Lindra, and was now sitting in a small rest after fighting off a pack of wolves.

      Well, to be fair, Jamie hadn’t done much fighting. But he’d been there, and that had to count for something.

      Besides, the answer was simple enough. He didn’t mind being around Jamie. “No.”

      “Good. It does many.” Jamie leaned closer. “Tonight, would you mind trying to teach me your technique?”

      “I can try, but why do you want to know? Didn’t you say you were a second-rank sumar?”

      “I was, but I’m also curious. If it resulted in that much more strength for you, what might it do for someone who can focus their onda?”

      Was that why Jamie had come this far for him? It was a question that still troubled Ronan. Laran he felt he understood well enough. Lady Gwen had ordered him to find and escort Ronan to Gutan, and so he would. Jamie, however, wasn’t so simple.

      He put the question aside for now. Whatever Jamie’s reasons, Ronan was just as curious about training another. Could he teach it to a practiced ondist? And if he could, what would happen? Would Jamie ascend to first-rank? Or to something beyond?

      He was eager enough to find out that he finished the rest of his food quickly. With his stomach full to bursting, he and Jamie stepped out into the cool night. Jamie led them to the small training ground used by the cuvar stationed at the rest. This late in the day, it was empty.

      They sat down across from one another. Ronan wondered how best to proceed. He’d never thought he’d be instructing a sumar in his personal technique. “So, the first thing you need to do is learn to push your onda away.”

      Jamie blinked rapidly. “How?”

      It probably wasn’t a good sign that he’d confused his first student with his very first instruction. “Essentially, think of it like being the opposite to focusing your onda.”

      “You mean, spread it through my body, as if I was healing?”

      Ronan shook his head. When it had happened to him, it had seemed so natural. “No, when you heal you’re just moving onda around inside your body. I’m asking you to push it out.”

      “You want me to push onda outside of myself?” Jamie wiggled, making himself comfortable. He closed his eyes.

      Ronan did the same. After a few longer breaths, he pushed his onda away. The first time he had done so, it had been nothing but instinct. During his first few weeks of training, it had been difficult to repeat, but it got easier with every repetition. Now, onda slipped from him without much effort. It still always wanted to return, but now he was able to push it out farther for longer.

      There was a sense of something larger pressing against his awareness, but the more he tried to break through to it, the more elusive it became. It reminded him of trying to hold a flopping, slippery fish between his fingers.

      So instead, he focused on Jamie, pushing his own onda toward the other sumar. He felt Jamie as a ball of tightly focused onda that was trying to escape but was locked in a cage.

      Eventually, Jamie thrust the focused onda into his feet.

      It bounced right back up into his gut.

      Ronan’s concentration shattered when Jamie heaved up his meal across from him. The sickness was so sudden and violent that Ronan thought they were under attack.

      When he opened his eyes, Jamie was there, on hands and knees, retching all over his hands. He looked pale as a ghost.

      “What happened?” Ronan asked. Was he responsible?

      Jamie didn’t answer, but there was laughter from behind them. Ronan spun, unaware anyone else had been nearby.

      Laran stood over them, hands on hips. “Let me guess. You tried to teach him?”

      “He wanted me to.”

      Laran grinned as he looked down at Jamie, still convulsing from the sickness. “It’s exactly what earlier ondists describe. There’s a reason the technique is considered pointless.”

      “If he knew all that, why did he do it?” Ronan asked.

      “Because, as near as we can tell, it worked for you, and both of us would like to know why. What’s different about your technique that nobody else has figured out? That’s the mystery. Or, at the very least, one of them.”

      Ronan caught the implication in Laran’s voice. “What do you mean?”

      “In a minute. I think Jamie needs to see this, too.”

      Ronan turned his attention back to Jamie. The other man was wiping his lips with the sleeve of his shirt.

      Then he shook his head as a shudder ran through his body. “You know, I didn’t think it would work, but I didn’t think it would be so bad.”

      “We’ve got a lot of nights together to see if we can figure it out. At least, we will if you decide to join us,” Laran said. “For now, I think you should look at this, if you can stand.”

      Ronan noticed Laran didn’t offer to help Jamie to his feet. But what did Laran mean about Jamie making a decision? Weren’t they all going to travel to Gutan together?

      “Hand?” Jamie asked.

      Ronan offered him one and pulled him to his feet. Jamie wobbled unsteadily, and Ronan worried a stiff breeze would knock him out cold for the rest of the night.

      His wit remained intact, though. “What’s so important that you can’t let a man vomit in peace?”

      Laran pointed to the walls.

      Ronan’s stomach sank. They followed after Laran. Jamie reached out and put his hand on Ronan’s shoulder, and his grip felt weak. Ronan supported him as they walked.

      Was Jamie truly a second-rank sumar? He’d never seen that level of skill with his own eyes. Maybe he was a weakling, a third-rank cuvar at best. Ronan found he preferred that explanation.

      Because if not, that meant there was something wrong with his technique, something that harmed ondists.

      Which, by extension, meant that he was broken, too. He wasn’t going to be useful if he was the only person who could use this technique. The only reason he could use it was because he was so flawed to begin with.

      The stairs proved a challenge almost too great for Jamie, and Ronan bore much of the man’s weight. Laran, again, didn’t offer to help. Eventually, though, they reached the top and joined a group of cuvar watching the wilds. The warriors whispered to one another in awe-struck tones. When Ronan reached the wall, it was easy enough to see why.

      More wildlife circled around them than he’d ever seen in one place before.

      For a moment he felt as if he had lost his balance, that the ground rippled beneath his feet. But it was nothing more than an illusion, and when he focused on the cleared and empty land right outside the walls, the feeling faded. He looked up again, unable to explain any of what he saw.

      Hundreds of animals formed a ring around the small rest. Wolves ran alongside deer, and hawks danced in the air with sparrows. Ronan spotted a handful of wild horses, dozens of squirrels and jackrabbits, and much more.

      To say that Ronan had never seen such a thing meant little. After all, he’d rarely left the safety of Avgan’s walls. But he’d never even heard of anything similar. Not in legends, nor in the stories of Mother’s days with the sumar. From the wide-eyed, fearful looks of the cuvar that surrounded him, they hadn’t either.

      Laran’s face was as impassive as ever. Ronan watched him take in the scene with a calculating gaze. Then he looked to Jamie, and was surprised to see a similar lack of expression. They both kept their thoughts to themselves.

      Before Ronan could ask them if they’d seen anything like this, the scene changed.

      The birds led the way. They came down to perch on the branches, every eye turned toward the rest. As they landed, the others also stopped. As one, they turned toward the rest, sending a shiver down Ronan’s spine. They were looking at him.

      The woods fell so quiet Ronan was sure his heartbeat could be heard for miles.

      Beside him, he felt Laran tense. The sumar’s hand went to his sword. Jamie had a dagger in each hand.

      “How many, do you think?” the tall man asked.

      “Three or four. And a scent of demon on the wind. You going to fight this time?”

      In response, Jamie spun the daggers in an intricate pattern.

      What were they talking about? They were in a rest. Bizarre as the sight may be, there was nothing to fear. And yet his two escorts were ready for battle.

      A voice broke the silence, its words gravelly, and the voice itself deeply wrong. Though it didn’t seem to shout, the sound carried clearly to every ear. “Give us the boy.”

      The cuvar on the wall looked to one another, and eventually, their gazes settled on Ronan.

      Laran stole their choice when he responded. “No.”

      Ronan strained his ears, but there was no answer from the twisted voice in the woods. The animals continued to stare. Then they turned and ran, scampering back into the wild. A few moments later, it was as if nothing had happened. The cuvar relaxed, but Jamie and Laran were as tense as ever.

      Jamie turned his head slightly toward Laran. “Fight or run?”

      “There is no running. Not from that,” Laran answered.

      Ronan couldn’t take it any longer. “What’s going on? Why are you two worried?”

      Laran took his hand off his sword and pointed in the direction the voice had come from. “There’s chikara coming from that direction. With demons, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Ronan didn’t understand. Chikara didn’t attack rests. They knew it only meant death for them. “Why?”

      Jamie answered that question with a grunt. “Not entirely sure, but you heard the voice. It wants you, and it seems it brought help.”
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      “Give us the boy.”

      Four words, and yet they revealed the full scope of the danger they were in. Laran’s perspective shifted as the demon confirmed all the suspicions he didn’t dare speak out loud.

      That the demons wanted Ronan was perhaps the least surprising piece of information. Either Lady Gwen had gotten lucky, or she’d seen far deeper into the world than most. Regardless, Ronan mattered. Laran couldn’t say why. Ronan’s way of relating to onda was unique, but his abilities hardly seemed worth this.

      More interesting to Laran was the demon’s use of the plural. It could just be speaking of other demons of the variety Laran had encountered before, but he didn’t think so. Laran had suspected that the golden-eyed demon wasn’t unique, and this confirmed it.

      That, combined with the sheer level of control the demon displayed over the wildlife, made Laran feel fear like he hadn’t felt since he was with Deandra. A fear he’d spent the last years of his life running from as fast as his legs could carry him.

      He almost didn’t want to draw his sword, afraid Jamie would see how the point would quiver in the air, betraying his hardened exterior.

      And now the chikara were coming. Laran couldn’t guess why the demon had let go of its hold on the wildlife. For now, it didn’t matter. The vibrations traveling through the soles of his feet told him harra were on their way.

      He wasn’t alone in his fear of the burrowing creatures and what they represented. Sumar and cuvar alike had argued for decades about them. Thick walls kept rests, towns, and cities safe from most chikara, but they did nothing to prevent a creature like the harra.

      Until tonight, the debate had been academic. Harra avoided gatherings of humans. No one knew why, exactly, but it allowed everyone to feel safe behind their walls, and that was enough for most. Now, though, they were coming closer, and Laran didn’t think they would turn away at the last moment.

      Jamie had noticed them, too. The man’s senses were sharper than Laran gave him credit for. The cuvar stationed here, all third-rank, hadn’t yet noticed, but they would soon.

      Laran closed his eyes. He had no specific problem with the cuvar here, but they were young. Newer recruits were typically assigned to smaller rests to build up experience in the wild. The system usually served well enough, but Laran didn’t trust the cuvar to hold up against the threat he feared. He needed a plan. As he thought, the rumbling grew beneath his feet. In another few moments, the cuvar would feel it.

      Shit.

      One way or the other, he would need to rely on Jamie. He couldn’t be everywhere at once.

      It might just be faster to slit his own throat and get it over with, but perhaps the spoiled noble had another trick up his finely tailored sleeves.

      He opened his eyes and turned to his partner. “They’re going to come up under the walls.”

      Jamie nodded, taking the news with remarkable calm. Poor Ronan’s eyes went wide.

      Laran continued. “I’ll use the cuvar and fight them as they enter. Will you protect him?”

      “I will.”

      Laran fixed him in place with his stare. “Just to be clear, his survival is all that matters. You understand?”

      That damn smile returned to Jamie’s face. “If you’re worried I might come to your rescue and put him in danger, I don’t think you need to worry.”

      Laran snorted. Jamie was an ass all right, but right now, Laran appreciated it.

      “One more thing,” Laran said. “If that demon is the one I think it is, you should know not to fight it. We’ve crossed paths before, and it kicked my ass.”

      Jamie’s expression darkened, but the smile reasserted itself. “Sounds like maybe it and I should be friends.”

      Laran rolled his eyes, but Jamie understood. “Get going, then.”

      “Try not to die.”

      Laran nodded, and Jamie led Ronan away as Laran called out to the cuvar.

      The ground’s rumbling was enough now that they felt it. “Cuvar, to me.”

      He didn’t officially have authority here, but he was the highest ranked ondist among them and they came to his call.

      “I believe harra are going to burrow under the walls and attack soon.”

      Half a dozen questions came his way at once, and he cut them all down with a wave of his hand. They silenced.

      “I need you to trust me for now. If I’m wrong, tomorrow morning I’ll let you laugh me out of the rest. But you’ve already seen enough unexplainable phenomena tonight. This is a new fight for us.”

      They didn’t look convinced, but they had less than a minute before the harra arrived.

      Off in the distance, there were multiple nearly simultaneous cracks of trees. Laran looked up and saw several fall. He swore. From the changing vibrations under his feet, he guessed the harra had surfaced in the woods, then dove back down.

      They’d only surface like that for one reason.

      It’s what he would do, were he in the demon’s place. The harra would dig the tunnels, and others would follow behind. The tunnels weren’t incredibly durable, and they weren’t wide enough for humans, usually, but they would last long enough. Something small would follow the beasts and they’d be overwhelmed from the inside.

      There were only ten cuvar on the walls.

      “Pair up,” he commanded. “And take one harra apiece. I’ll take one myself. If there’s less than six, join whoever needs help. I think other chikara will follow behind them, so be ready. Stop them before they can break from the holes.”

      They split up into pairs, running along the walls until they surrounded the small rest. They still glanced back to the surrounding woods, but Laran was pleased to see that they focused most of their attention inside the rest.

      For his part, he turned back to the woods. He felt the harra clearly enough, and they would come soon. He imagined them, driven to a frenzy, chewing through the ground like it was soft bread.

      No matter how much humanity learned, it was never enough.

      A memory of Lady Gwen surprised him. She was manipulative enough to wrap even someone like Jamie around her finger. But Laran respected her stated goals. Maybe Ronan would play some pivotal role in their understanding of onda. More likely, he would just allow humanity to take one more small step forward. And it wouldn’t seem like much, but it would lead to the next step and then the next step.

      Maybe that was something worth fighting for.

      He stared out into the woods, looking for that single golden eye.

      But if the demon was out there, it remained hidden.

      The rumbling grew ever more distinct. The walls of the rest vibrated, and screams came from within the rest as the buildings started to tremble. If the harra didn’t turn in the next few moments, they would come up inside the walls.

      One of the chikara was large enough, and close enough to the surface, that it rippled the ground as it approached the wall. The ripples traced a line that would terminate straight underneath Laran’s feet. Others followed nearby and passed under the wall, just as Laran had feared. He turned to see where they would emerge.

      Too late, he realized something was wrong. The large harra near the surface hadn’t passed under the wall. He spun back toward the woods, just in time to see the ground swell and burst with an enormous harra. Its jaws opened wide, and Laran thought it was trying to swallow him whole. It was big enough to do so.

      But its angle wasn’t right. It struck the wall as Laran dove to the side, his onda focused to a single burning point in his gut.

      Harra chewed through rock every day, and this small rest had nothing but a thick wooden wall. It was protection enough most nights, but the wall exploded inward as the other harra burst from the ground.

      Laran landed and rolled on the top of the wall as it trembled under the harra’s impact. The other cuvar were far enough away that they were safe, but the sight of a harra bursting through their rest’s defenses froze them in place for some of the most precious seconds of the battle.

      The other harra surfaced completely, a rare sight in the wild. Then they dove back underground before the cuvar cut done down a single one.

      Laran stared at the holes, afraid of what might come through.

      When the first kojot clawed its way into the center of the rest, Laran knew they were in trouble. He leaped down from the wall, landed lightly, and dashed forward to bisect the first kojot with a single swing.

      But by the time he did, another five had come up through the holes. Two more cuts brought down two more, and he slid to the side as a third leaped for his throat.

      Then they were pouring through, yipping and howling.

      Laran didn’t have to fight them alone, though. Disparaging as his thoughts toward the cuvar might have been earlier, they leaped into the fray without any thought to their immediate safety. Two stood on the walls, bows in hand, arrows whistling into the hearts of the sharp-fanged chikara.

      Laran felt the tide of the battle more than he saw it. The kojot pressed hard, but the cuvar did their mestres proud. Besides, the kojot were funneled through the tunnels, which gave the ondists a natural choke point.

      Still, there were so many. At least two or three packs, if Laran had to guess. Had they cooperated like this out in the wild, where they had more space to move, well, hell, they could have taken a chunk out of the Gutanese delegation.

      The battle was like a scale, tipping one way and then the other. The forces were close to even, but Laran believed they could pull ahead.

      His optimism died when the first demon strode through the broken wall.

      He cut down another kojot that leaped at him.

      The cuvar were completely occupied. Even the two archers up on the wall hadn’t seen the new threat, yet.

      The demon wasn’t quite like the last one Laran had met, but it, too, was human-shaped, with two legs and two arms that ended in three oversized talons. Its eyes were dull, but it moved with a powerful stride.

      Laran rolled his shoulders and took a deep breath, focusing his onda tightly in his core. The demon hadn’t seen him yet, which gave him an opportunity to prevent this battle from spiraling out of control.

      The sumar he’d learned the technique from called it the lightning strike, but Laran had never had much fondness for the name. Still, the name evoked the right idea. He forced the flow of focused onda into his legs. They burned, as though he’d just run for dozens of miles.

      Held for too long, the onda would damage the channels in his body.

      But he never held it long.

      He sprinted through the heart of the battle.

      One kojot flew into his path as it leaped at a defending cuvar. Laran cut at it as he passed, his sword slicing through with almost no effort. In two more steps, he was through the worst of the fight. The demon turned, but it was too late. Laran sprinted faster than any human and reached the demon before it could raise its talons. The sumar twisted, using the power of his hips to drive his strike.

      With so much force, a poor cut could rip the sword from his hands.

      Fortunately, Laran didn’t make poor cuts. His sword passed through the demon and it collapsed.

      Laran skidded to a stop and released the technique. His legs were only so resilient, and the lightning strike pushed them beyond their limits. He could sustain it for only a few seconds, but it had taken down a demon, so he was satisfied with his use of it today.

      He was less satisfied when he saw four other demons stepping through the hole. And there, in the woods far behind the hole, a single golden eye, just as he remembered it.

      As one, the demons roared, and he swore he could feel the hate in their voices.

      He glanced back.

      None of the cuvar could come to his aid.

      The river of kojot emerging from the holes hadn’t stopped, and without Laran there to keep the scale in balance, the fight had turned against the young cuvar. Several lay still around the battlefield, and each death only tilted the scales farther in the direction of the kojot.

      The demons were the larger threat. Laran set his stance and faced all four.

      He had no chance. No matter how good he was, he had no illusions as to his skill. A first-rank sumar might be able to turn the tide of this battle, but it was beyond him.

      Hopefully, that oily bastard figured out a way to get Ronan out of here. Oftentimes rests had some sort of shelter or hidden exit. The earliest builders had recognized that a wall could serve just as well as a cage as a shield, and the tradition had held, even as many had started to complain it was unnecessary.

      Kojot reached the walls, and even the archers fell.

      It was, Laran decided, a good day to die. It felt like a day where the world had shifted, where everything they’d believed true had changed. He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to see what awaited on the other side. Once others found out what had happened, humanity would throw itself into chaos.

      The demons spread out. They, too, were the human-shaped variety, but none of them had the golden eye that haunted his dreams. He chose the one farthest to his right and attacked.

      It blocked his first cut with its arm, and his sword bounced off some sort of scaled skin. Laran adapted, attacking a leg next. The demon stepped back from the strike, which made Laran think it wasn’t as armored as the arm.

      Laran pressed his advantage, but had to slide away as another demon interrupted the duel. He soon found himself fighting all four at once, and he wasn’t strong enough to keep up. He gave up ground, avoiding serious injury. But the fight was never in question. He glanced back and saw the cuvar behind him were all dead.

      It wouldn’t be long, now.

      Then the demons stopped fighting.

      They became as still as statues, only the rise and fall of their chests betraying the life in their grotesque bodies. They stared at him, as though waiting for something.

      Then it stepped through the wall, a single golden eye surveying the battlefield. Behind Laran, people screamed as the kojot attacked the main building. Though Laran knew he could do nothing to save them, each terrified scream echoed between his ears like an accusation.

      The golden eye settled on him. “Where is the boy?”

      “I don’t know. Hopefully far away from here by now.”

      The demon’s face was impossible to read. Then it emitted some sort of low growl, a guttural language Laran had never heard. The demons stirred to life, approaching him as one.

      Well, if he was going to die, he was at least going to take a few of them with him. If Goldeneye let down his guard, Laran would cut it down, too.

      He attacked the demon on his left, his blade sweeping up. The demon retreated and Laran advanced. The others began to surround him, but he planned on killing the demon before the others could encircle him.

      Then the demons rushed forward, faster than he’d seen them move earlier. They closed like a noose around his neck. The demon he thought he’d been pursuing changed direction, joining the attack.

      Laran brought his sword up, but he couldn’t defend himself as the demons attacked him all at once.

      Two grabbed his arms, and he felt a talon rip down his back.

      He stumbled but didn’t fall, thanks to the tight grip on his arms. Laran prepared to meet death with dignity. If he was fortunate, there was something beyond the veil, and he would meet Deandra again.

      It was the last thought he had before something blurred in front of his face and his world went black.
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      Jamie pulled Ronan behind him, the boy struggling in his grip.

      “We can’t just leave!” he cried.

      Ronan tried to tug himself free, but Jamie just tightened his grip and pulled harder.

      He made it to the back door of the main house, where an older couple was standing. They were the owners of the rest, and they wrung their hands as the buildings began to quake from the approach of the harra.

      Jamie still couldn’t believe a harra would attack a rest, but he’d seen too much the past few days to trust his judgment. The past was dead and dying, and this rest was the epicenter of the beginning of a new, less friendly, age.

      He spoke to the couple. “Do you have another exit?”

      Both continued to stare at the walls. Jamie followed their gazes and watched the wall visibly tremble.

      They didn’t have much time. He shook the old man. “Do you have another exit?”

      The physical assault knocked him out of his shock.

      He nodded. “Of course, but—”

      Jamie cut him off. “Then get it open and get as many of your guests down there as possible.”

      “But—”

      “Now!”

      The old man nodded and scrambled off. His wife watched the wall for a second more, then turned and followed after.

      Jamie turned his attention to Ronan. “I don’t suppose you have any experience fighting chikara?”

      Ronan shook his head. It looked like an objection was on his lips, but Jamie didn’t have the time. “That’s fine. If you want to help, go assist the restkeepers. Every person you can get in that tunnel is a life you’re saving. Force them down if you have to.”

      Jamie could feel the vibrations from the harra, and they were closer than ever. “Go!”

      Ronan still looked like he wanted to argue, but then the harra arrived.

      The ground bubbled up and exploded, the harra launching themselves completely out of the dirt. Jamie froze at the sight. He’d never seen a whole harra before, and their backside was just as ugly as their front.Their segmented bodies tapered to a point, where a small hole disgorged ground up stone and soil, much like Jamie had vomited his guts earlier in the evening.

      The harra didn’t stay on the surface long. They dove back underground, eager to hide their grotesque bodies from the light of the moon. But then the kojot arrived, greeted by the cuvar who jumped from the tops of the walls.

      He noticed Ronan still hadn’t left, entranced by the fight developing near the center of the rest.

      “Go!” he shouted again, and this time the boy ran deeper into the house without arguing.

      Jamie twirled his daggers in his hands while he bit his lower lip. The fighting in the yard was fierce, but Laran was in the thick of it, leaving kojot in pieces wherever he walked. Frustrating as he was, he was the best second-rank sumar Jamie had ever seen.

      For now, the cuvar were holding off the flood of kojot. Jamie was impressed. The young warriors fought better than he had expected. He almost went to help them, but Laran’s last orders kept him rooted in place.

      His own job was simple. Protect Ronan. If any of the kojot made it through the cuvar he would defend this entrance and keep them out of the main house. He stood in place, watching the fight like a hawk.

      For almost a full minute, he thought they might yet win the night. As far as he could see, only one cuvar had fallen, and kojot bodies lay everywhere.

      Then he watched the demons come in through the wall, and he knew they were doomed.

      Laran, bless his foolish heart, attacked the demons. He practically exploded from the heart of the fight, cutting one demon down before it even realized it was in danger. The movement was so blindingly quick Jamie wondered if Laran had lied about his strength. That, Jamie was certain, was the speed of a first-rank sumar.

      Despite the initial success, Laran soon met his match. Jamie shuddered as he watched the humanoid demons move. In a way, they reminded him of puppets on strings. Their movements approximated the humans they imitated, but they were never quite right.

      Laran adapted well, but it was four against one, and the demons were strong.

      As Jamie glanced back at the main area of the battle, the other problem also became clear. Laran’s absence there was felt. The cuvar fell more quickly now. Jamie took a step forward, then he heard a scream.

      It was a high-pitched feminine scream, and it came from inside the house. It took a second for him to process the sound, and then he realized what was happening.

      Jamie turned and charged back into the house, running through the hall, and turning the corner into the main room. The sight before him was horrifying.

      The main room was packed with almost a dozen people. There was the small handful of guests, plus the half dozen or so who called the rest their home. They were huddled around a hidden trapdoor in the floor, and as Jamie watched, one head disappeared down into the tunnel below.

      But they weren’t alone. Two kojot had just entered the room. Their low growls spoke to their hunger.

      Jamie suspected they’d broken free of the cuvar on the grounds, circled around the house, and come in through the main entrance. He hadn’t heard the sound of shattering glass anywhere.

      Damn. He’d been too distracted watching Laran’s fight.

      Ronan was among the group, and of course, he had far more courage than good sense. He stepped forward, unarmed, and raised his fists.

      How was Jamie supposed to protect a boy so firmly committed to killing himself?

      “Run!” he shouted.

      The boy ignored him, but Jamie knew the kojot wouldn’t. He steeled himself for the task.

      Mentally cursing, he raced forward. He leaped the couch and rolled across the floor, putting himself between the kojot and their prey. He found his feet and transitioned into a pair of fast cuts. One of his daggers bit into the side of a kojot, while the other sliced across the nose of the other.

      The second kojot lunged toward him, and Jamie just managed to get both his daggers embedded in its chest. Still, the kojot landed on top of him with enough force to knock him onto his back.

      He swore out loud. The dead kojot’s body was like a furnace. The heat that radiated off it was almost as bad as the stench of its breath.

      He was pushing the kojot off him when he heard another low growl, too close to his ear to be anything but terrifying. He glanced to his side. The first kojot, with a wound in its side, wasn’t dead.

      In fact, it was on its feet and staring at Jamie like it had decided where it would acquire its next meal.

      Both his daggers were in the dead kojot, which was still firmly on top of him. He tried to think his way out of the problem, but his mind was as empty as his hands.

      Then the boy was there, and he lashed out with a kick that blurred in Jamie’s vision. The foot connected with the kojot’s head, and the spine cracked loudly as it broke. The first kojot fell to the floor, limp and lifeless.

      If they lived through the night, Jamie decided he would buy the boy a drink. Maybe even two, if he could hold his liquor. Jamie pushed the dead kojot off him, retrieved his daggers, and sat up.

      The whole room was staring at him and Ronan. “What are you waiting for? There will be more coming!”

      They moved then, faster than before. Ronan extended a hand and helped Jamie to his feet.

      Jamie gave him a quick bow. “Thanks for that.”

      More growls came from down the hall. Only two others remained in the room, and they were quickly working their way into the tunnel.

      “Go, now,” Jamie said.

      “I can help,” Ronan said.

      “There’s nothing to do. As soon as you’re safe, I’m joining you. Tunnel’s the safest place there is.”

      “There are still cuvar fighting outside. And Laran.”

      Jamie shook his head. “Not for long.”

      Ronan glared at him and turned to leave. Jamie reached out and grabbed his arm. “Laran sacrificed his life to keep you safe. Are you going to disrespect that?”

      Ronan’s lip trembled, and Jamie thought he was about to cry.

      But he stopped fighting against Jamie. He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Fine.”

      Jamie let go, and Ronan made his way to the trapdoor. Light emanated from the hole, and Ronan turned and climbed down the ladder. Jamie waited until he was near the bottom, then made the descent himself, closing the trapdoor behind him. He locked a heavy iron bar across the door.

      Of all the people Jamie knew, Laran was the one most likely to survive the battle up top. But the odds were so slim it might as well be impossible. Still, locking the trapdoor felt like surrender.

      When he heard claws tearing at the door, the newly arrived kojot trying to get to them, he decided he’d made the right choice. He dropped to the floor below and turned to study the situation.

      With a glance, Jamie understood why the restkeepers had been hesitant to open up the tunnels. They were in a state of disrepair. The wooden beams which supported the tunnel were cracked, and one was completely broken. Water dripped in places from the ceiling.

      The floor of the tunnel was uneven and spider webs dangled from the ceiling. The stale air smelled so foul, Jamie would have sworn himself to half a year of abstinence in return for a bottle of perfume he could pour in his nose.

      Still, there were no chikara here trying to kill him, so he supposed it was better than the rest he’d just vacated. The tunnel wasn’t nearly as large as Jamie thought it should be, and the others were crouched on hands and knees.

      The only sounds in the space were the whimpers of people crying and the scratching at the trap door over Jamie’s head. Fortunately, the wood was thick and held up against the chikara’s assault.

      “What do we do?” someone asked.

      When no one answered, Jamie sighed. “We have to wait here until daybreak. Then we should be able to return to the rest and see how bad the damage is.”

      A gloomy silence fell over the group as the whimpers slowly faded. The kojot up top got bored and moved on, looking for other food. Jamie cleaned off his daggers and sheathed them. It had been years since he’d had to use them, and he hoped it would be years before he did again.

      Ronan was huddled next to him, knees to his chest, and arms wrapped tight around those.

      “You hurt?” Jamie asked.

      Ronan shook his head, but didn’t answer.

      Jamie let him stew. The boy had just watched something no one alive had seen before, and on top of that, his hero was most likely dead. And that was after being attacked by wolves earlier in the day. A rough day, to be sure.

      Jamie closed his eyes and rested his head against the wall of the tunnel. He was so damn tired that he could sleep here. And maybe he should. Tomorrow would be nearly as long as today, if he didn’t miss his guess.

      He didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be in his bed, or someone else’s bed. What had he been thinking, believing otherwise? The heroics belonged to people like Laran, and, well, it was obvious how that kind of thinking turned out.

      He thought back to that night when Gwen had first recruited him. He’d left, damn near smitten with her.

      Now, he thought he preferred Lady Anna’s sweet lies to Gwen’s bitter truths.

      Come morning, what he should do is leave all this behind and return to Lindra. He supposed if Ronan wanted to follow, he could. But Gutan was impossibly far away, especially with Laran dead.

      He swore at himself, over and over. He was still swearing at himself when he fell asleep.

      In the tunnels, time had no meaning, but when he woke up, he felt as though he’d slept for a few hours. He wasn’t the only one who had succumbed to exhaustion. Most everyone in the tunnel was asleep, Ronan included.

      He yawned, wondering what it was that had woken him up. The trapdoor was silent above him, and he couldn’t hear anything worrying. He should have been able to sleep for a few more hours.

      Then he felt it, so subtle he was surprised his body remained conditioned enough to notice.

      The ground was vibrating.

      He put his hand down, letting himself feel the vibrations more clearly as he focused his onda.

      A moment later, he swore loudly.

      There were at least two harra nearby, and they were coming closer.
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      Ronan woke to the sound of Jamie shouting. “Move! Move!”

      Only the fear in Jamie’s voice kept Ronan from turning over and going back to sleep. Jamie was a coward, more interested in saving his own skin than doing any good with his strength.

      But he was a coward with senses almost as sharp as Laran’s.

      From down the tunnel, a voice asked, “Why?”

      It sounded almost as tired as Ronan felt.

      Jamie’s answer woke him up. “There are harra coming for us!”

      For several long seconds, Jamie’s pronouncement was greeted with nothing but stunned disbelief.

      Then Ronan felt the vibrations on his palm. “He’s right!”

      The confirmation was enough to push the group into motion. Ronan watched the lantern at the front of the line start to crawl forward. After an agonizingly long period of waiting, the woman in front of Ronan began to crawl, too, as the line inched forward.

      Ronan wanted to shout at them to go faster, but held his tongue. Everyone else in this tunnel, except Jamie, was at least twenty years older than him. At least one was a merchant whose clothes rivaled Jamie’s. These weren’t people used to crawling through the mud on hands and knees in the middle of the night.

      Jamie had no such compunctions. He raged from the rear of the line, the panic in his voice raising it a full octave.

      Busy crawling, Ronan couldn’t feel the faint vibrations, and he decided he didn’t want to. If the harra were coming for them, he’d rather not have more than a few seconds of warning.

      Just as he had the thought, he felt the vibrations. His hand sank deeper into the mud of the tunnel floor. Up ahead, someone cried and the line ground to a halt.

      A moment later, the call came back. “It gets really tight up ahead. One of the supporting timbers cracked, and the hole is barely large enough to squeeze through.”

      Jamie’s answer was immediate. “Then get crawling through! We don’t have long.”

      The light up ahead disappeared, and darkness swallowed Ronan. He tried to shift around, but there was no space for his body to stretch. His back brushed up against the top of the tunnel, and his shoulders were just a couple of inches short of each wall.

      If he was going to die, he wanted it to be on the surface, preferably with a weapon in his hand. Instead, he was stuck here in the tunnel because he had a coward for an escort, a man who was more experienced at hiding than fighting.

      Jamie hadn’t said as much, but Ronan knew Laran was dead.

      Laran, who should be the one escorting him to Gutan.

      Ronan boiled with frustration, but what could he do about it? The harra were close. The tunnel shook and the old, rotting timbers groaned under the effort. It wouldn’t be long before they failed.

      What would kill him first, he wondered. Would it be the harra, with their jaws that chewed through stone with ease? Or would he suffocate under a pile of dirt as the tunnel collapsed on him?

      He swore.

      No.

      He wouldn’t die—not like this. He thought of the kutya he’d encountered that first day on the road. Though the incident had been days ago, he’d long wondered exactly why the kutya had let him be. One tantalizing possibility had consumed his imagination.

      Had the chikara listened to him?

      He pushed forward into the darkness, but quickly bumped into the person in front of him. He was stuck. One by one, the remaining denizens of the rest squeezed through the collapse. Some were silent, and others cried as the packed earth pressed around them. But fear, and the help of the others, pushed them through.

      Not fast enough, though. The harra were too close.

      What had he done?

      That was the question he’d never been able to answer, the reason he doubted the kutya’s retreat had anything to do with him. He’d pushed out his onda, and then it had left.

      Hell, he didn’t have any better options.

      He felt his onda swirling in his core. Using the now-familiar techniques, he pushed it away from him.

      And almost retreated immediately.

      The closest experience he could compare it to was how he felt after spending a long time in a dark cellar and then stepping out into the bright light of day. Onda was everywhere. It was as if he was floating in an ocean of it. An ocean with powerful currents, threatening to fling him one way or the next.

      He wanted to retreat, to allow his onda back into the comforting shell of his own body. But the refuge was an illusion. Retreat only guaranteed an unkind death in the tunnel.

      He forced himself to float in the sensations. He let the world wash over him. The presence of so much onda dazzled and overwhelmed, but just as his eyes adjusted when stepping from the dark into light, his senses adjusted to the new environment.

      There were too many sensations for him to properly catalog. But all he needed to find were the harra, and they weren’t hard to find at all. They were bundles of darkness, close and getting closer.

      Too close.

      Though most of his attention was focused on his onda, he couldn’t miss the vibration of the tunnels. Mud shook free of the ceiling and plopped heavily on his back.

      Get away!

      A flash of onda pulsed from the tunnel, traveling through an intricate web until it reached the pair of approaching harra. They were too close to stop or turn around, but their course shifted. One went deeper underground. Ronan felt it through his palms as it passed underneath the tunnel. The other turned to its right. It had been aiming for Ronan, but now passed just behind Jamie.

      Jamie swore as the harra broke through the tunnel no more than four feet behind him. In the darkness, there was nothing to see, but they could feel it passing behind them. The shaking of the tunnel reached its crescendo, but miraculously, it didn’t collapse further.

      “Are they taunting us?”

      Ronan shook his head at the notes of terror ringing in Jamie’s voice. The close passage of the harra had destroyed his focus, and now he was back in the dark with the rest of them.

      Ronan didn’t think they were safe, though. He didn’t know how fast harra could turn, but he imagined another visit was inevitable, and he’d much rather be above ground. Jamie couldn’t be trusted, though. He was too close to panicking.

      “Move!” Ronan shouted.

      He was surprised by the note of command that sounded in his own voice. “We’ve only got a minute or two before they return.”

      The line pushed forward, and Ronan thought they were moving faster now. He crawled forward, grateful the wounds on his arm were mostly healed. Then he was at the collapse, and he flattened himself out and wiggled forward as fast as he could. The squeeze was tight, but not as bad as he had imagined. He supposed he was the smallest in the group.

      Once he was through, he could see the light from farther down the tunnel. It looked like the tunnel traveled about another hundred feet, then stopped at another ladder. The tunnel widened out by the ladder, and the refugees from the rest were gathering there. Ronan crawled quickly toward them.

      “Help!”

      The call was so high-pitched, Ronan almost thought it had come from a young girl who had found their way down into the tunnel at the worst possible time. But when he turned back, he saw it was from Jamie, whose long, lanky frame had gotten stuck in the collapse.

      Somehow, the damn fool had gotten one of his arms pinned against his side. It had forced him into a position where he couldn’t get any meaningful leverage.

      Ronan crawled back to him. The tunnel wasn’t quite wide enough to turn around in, so he just crawled backward and extended his leg. “Grab on.”

      Jamie reached out and grabbed his foot, and Ronan pulled.

      One agonizing inch at a time, Jamie wiggled forward. Ronan cursed when he felt the vibrations beneath his palms again. They didn’t have time for this. He pulled harder, and Jamie’s other arm finally popped free. With both hands ahead of him, Jamie pulled himself forward the rest of the way.

      Together, they scrambled toward the exit. The others were there, huddled together, waiting for someone to tell them what to do.

      Ronan glanced back at Jamie, but the man had drawn so far inside himself he looked like he barely knew where he was.

      What a useless man.

      Ronan shook his head, then turned his attention to the problem at hand. The solution, so far as he could tell, was simple enough. “Open the exit. Let’s get out of here!”

      No one moved to obey. Finally, one of the restkeepers spoke for the others. “We don’t know if it’s still night outside.”

      Ronan stared in disbelief. The tunnel was shaking again, enough that everyone could feel it. And yet their fear of the night kept them locked underground, just waiting for the harra to arrive.

      If he could have pushed himself through the crowd and gotten to the exit, he would have. But they were too tightly packed together.

      “The harra are coming! I can’t guarantee we’ll survive up top, but we’ll die for sure if we stay here.”

      The others looked from one to the other, but no one went up the ladder.

      Ronan didn’t have a weapon, but he suspected the others didn’t know that. “Move now, or I’ll stab you myself!”

      It pushed the group over the edge of indecision. One of the merchants swore at Ronan, then climbed the ladder and pushed the door open. It opened on rusty hinges, letting in dim light.

      The relief among the others was palpable. It wasn’t quite day yet, but the sun already brightened the morning sky. They climbed fast, and soon it was Ronan’s turn at the ladder. He climbed two rungs at a time, the fresh air above practically pulling him up.

      For once, Jamie was right behind him and without complaint. To his credit, he turned and drew his daggers, clearly expecting the harra to rise to the surface and attack. Ronan prepared his own onda. He didn’t know what he would do against an aggressive harra, but he wouldn’t die without a fight.

      The harra rose, and Jamie stomped on the ground.

      Ronan watched, surprised, as the coward called the harra to him. At the last moment, he stepped lightly back as the harra both burst from the ground in front of him. His daggers blurred, and deep wounds appeared on both harra. One immediately fell over, but the other dove back underground, to the safe embrace of dirt and stone.

      The forest went quiet. The air smelled of smoke, and now that the immediate danger had passed, Ronan looked up to see a dark cloud billowing only a few hundred feet away. The rest burned.

      Behind him, the restkeepers fell to their knees as they watched a lifetime of effort turn to smoke. Ronan sympathized, but truthfully, he was too glad to be alive to feel any sorrow. Buildings and walls could be rebuilt. Even a whole rest. They were too important to the duchy not to be repaired.

      Ronan looked around. As near as he could tell, nothing threatened them nearby. They would need to get to the next rest, and as soon as possible.

      But the cloud of smoke overhead put lie to his thoughts of safety.

      If the last few days had taught him anything, it was that no place in the world was safe, at least, not for him.

      If he wanted to stay alive, he was going to have to fight.
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      When Laran woke up, two sensations overwhelmed him.

      The first was surprise. He should be dead. The mere fact he was alive terrified him.

      The second was a powerful feeling of deja vu. He was propped up against a tree, and his sword sat in his lap. The only difference between this day and the one a few weeks ago was that this time he wasn’t surrounded by wolves.

      This time it was demons.

      He closed his eyes, rested the back of his head against the tree, and swore to himself.

      Why didn’t they just kill him? They could save both him and them the trouble.

      He sat there for a while, teetering on the edge of despair.

      But some fight remained in him, a spark no amount of cold water could extinguish. He opened his eyes and looked around. The demons were familiar. They all shared a vaguely human shape, and he recognized them as being the ones he’d fought back at the rest. Only four, but they all stared at him with the patience of trees, waiting for him to make a mistake.

      They were somewhere in the woods, deep under the shade of the tall pines.

      Goldeneye had to be around here somewhere. It always was. Laran tilted his head over and saw the demon, resting against a tree about twenty feet away. Its position mirrored Laran’s.

      “So long as you make no move to attack any of us, your life is safe,” Goldeneye said.

      “You’d just let me walk away?”

      “Once we’ve had a chance to talk.” The demon sounded as though he was on the verge of falling asleep. Like speaking was as hard as swimming across the ocean.

      Laran sympathized. Every part of his body ached. His stomach growled and his tongue was dry and stuck to the roof of his mouth. He wanted food, drink, and then a bed he could sleep in for a week. His onda felt weak, depleted after the battle at Tazo Rest. Even if he wanted to fight the demons, he wouldn’t last more than a couple of passes.

      Hell, he didn’t even want to speak loudly enough for the demon to hear him. “May I approach?”

      Goldeneye nodded. “Within five paces.”

      Slowly, Laran pushed himself to his feet. He returned the sword to his hip and stretched. He walked toward the demon, his steps deliberate. The other four demons kept a loose formation around him, but as he neared Goldeneye, they drew closer.

      He stopped seven paces away, just to be safe.

      Upon closer inspection, Goldeneye looked almost worse off than Ronan felt. He saw no visible wounds, but the demon was breathing heavily, and it closed its eye for long periods of time.

      Despite the more pressing questions, Laran couldn’t help but follow his curiosity. “What’s wrong?”

      The demon growled, and Laran wondered if he’d somehow asked the question that would get him killed. “It was a long night.”

      The demon didn’t elaborate further, and Laran wondered what happened after he’d been knocked out. He wanted to press, but had the feeling that line of inquiry might not end well for him.

      “Why am I still alive?”

      Goldeneye stared at him for a long time without answering. Laran felt as though he was being judged like some prized cattle.

      Finally, the demon answered, “Because of all the humans I have crossed paths with, you alone might understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “That your kind are too dangerous to let live. You don’t respect the ways of this beautiful planet. When your power grows, you seek domination instead of adaptation. You lie to one another and kill for metals that are only valuable because of your own twisted beliefs.”

      With every accusation, Goldeneye spoke faster, spit flying from its deformed lips. “Worst of all, you wrap yourselves in this delusion that you are somehow separate. Somehow better than everything else that blooms under the light of the sun and seeks shelter from the storms. This planet calls for your destruction, and it has called me and my siblings.”

      Laran’s stomach twisted as the demon spoke. Not because he feared for humanity, but because this demon, who’d he only met once before, understood him better than anyone had since Deandra had passed. Because this demon was the first creature that spoke truth in a world of lies. It was as if the demon took his silent thoughts and spoke them out loud.

      Any of his fellow sumar would have drawn their weapons. Demons were the most dangerous enemy humanity faced, and Goldeneye was more dangerous than most. It was his sworn duty to protect humanity, so it was his duty to sacrifice his own life here if necessary.

      But humanity was rotten at the core. Hell, all he had to do was think of any of his last few days with Jamie. He’d not met a single one who didn’t let their selfish concerns overwhelm their reason.

      Perhaps it was time to let go of the devotion to duty he had wrapped so tightly around himself.

      Instead of attacking the weakened demon, he asked another question. “What happened last night? Why are you so interested in Ronan?”

      “Ronan.” The demon spoke the name as though it was tasting a fine wine, letting it roll around on his tongue. “The boy still lives. He escaped through a tunnel and survived until daybreak.”

      Relief washed over Laran, adding another element to the wild mix of emotions battling in his chest. Laran barely knew the boy, but hated the idea of him having to die. Ronan had been through so much already. It was a foolish sentiment, though, considering the demons’ goals. Goldeneye spoke about the extinction of all humanity. Ronan’s life was little more than a drop in a very deep well.

      Had he fallen so far that he would even consider Goldeneye’s words? It wasn’t just the Jamies that would die. It was the Ronans, too.

      Goldeneye coughed and wheezed, startling Laran out of his dark thoughts.

      The demon had possessed every advantage last night. Harra to burrow under and break the walls of the rest. Legions of chikara and wildlife, seemingly at its command. Not to mention these human shaped demons, who were stronger than most.

      Yet Ronan still lived, and Goldeneye was here, near the end of its strength.

      Why hadn’t Goldeneye sent the lesser demons after Ronan? They seemed to tolerate this daylight well enough, even though they stood in deep shade.

      The only answer that made sense was that there were limits to what Goldeneye could do. Its powers were still frightening, but they weren’t absolute. If not for the four demons surrounding him, Laran might have thrown aside his exhaustion for one clean strike at Goldeneye’s neck.

      The other demons stepped closer, as though sensing his intent.

      “You would consider attacking me, even after I’ve spared you a second time?”

      “You want to kill off humanity. You can hardly blame me.”

      The corner of Goldeneye’s mouth turned up in a bitter smile. “You don’t care about humanity.”

      Laran hated feeling like Goldeneye had some sort of window into his soul. “You still never answered my question. Why Ronan?”

      “A power grows within him that is an abomination. We seek to control it before it destroys the world.”

      “You think that boy has the power to destroy the world? A few months ago he was beaten up by a group of children as a training exercise.”

      Goldeneye stood up. It didn’t move as fast as it had before, and as it stepped forward, Laran once again considered cutting it down. The demons moved in so that they were practically touching.

      Goldeneye spoke slowly, emphasizing every word. “Though I walk like one of you, and though I know your language, we are nothing alike. I shall tell you no lies, nor shall I seek to convince you. Ronan—”

      The demon spoke the name like a curse, “—possesses a power that could doom us all. In our language, we call him leveren. We have seen his kind before. He must be stopped.”

      When Laran didn’t answer, Goldeneyes continued. “You say I wish to destroy humanity, but that is not true. I only wish to cull humanity, to teach it the proper ways of the worlds. You, as sumar, understand this. You need no walls to protect you. Your steps are light, and the planet welcomes you as it does me and mine. It is your cities and your walls that lead you to believe you can control this world. So they must fall to teach your people.”

      “Tens of thousands will die.”

      “Hundreds. But those that survive will be so much different. They’ll be so much better.”

      Laran shook his head. Not because he disagreed, but because he was horrified that he saw the truth in the monster’s statements. In his darker moments, he had entertained similar thoughts. Let the walls come down, and let humanity learn how to fight and walk the land once again. Of course, it would be a disaster, but people only grew when they were forced to push themselves. He’d be less than half as skilled today if he’d taken some easy cuvar position inside Lindra.

      Hell, he wouldn’t be that much different than Jamie.

      The thought made him shudder.

      “What do you want from me, truly?”

      “To prepare the way. We must regather our strength, but we will try again to capture Ronan.”

      “Capture?” That wasn’t what he’d expected the demon to say.

      “You believe I mean to kill him?” Goldeneye sounded surprised.

      “You said he needed to be stopped.”

      “When will you learn that I do not speak in the half-truths so many of you humans favor? Yes, he must be stopped. But if I wanted him killed, I would have said I wanted him killed.”

      Laran’s confusion must have been written on his face.

      “Ronan’s power is not good or evil. It simply is. But so long as he is polluted by human ideals, he will pose a risk to us all. He must be instructed in our ways. He must be shown how to harness and how to develop his power.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Better than anyone else. All we need is time with him.”

      “How would you have me prepare the way for you?”

      “Teach him what you know. Share with him your love and respect for the wild. Already, we can feel the bond between you and Ronan. Tell him about this meeting, and of our shared dream. Perhaps, when we come for him again, there will be no need to fight.”

      Laran’s head spun. He didn’t think the demon lied. At least, he could detect no traces of a lie. Was this the solution? Ronan would get the teacher he wanted, even if it wasn’t the teacher he’d imagined. If Laran could somehow convince him, there would be no need for bloodshed.

      It would mean turning his back on the oath he’d made to Gwen, but that had been an oath made with imperfect information. But he’d long believed that if something sounded too good to be true, it was usually was.

      “There must be a catch.”

      “I’ve told you nothing but the truth. I’ve told you my plans, and I’ve given you the most peaceful way to protect Ronan.”

      “There’s more you aren’t telling me.”

      “Of course. But there is a difference between being honest and revealing weakness. I am trying to save your world.”

      Laran was unsettled. Undecided. His darkest thoughts had been exposed to the light of day, and the light hadn’t banished them.

      For the first time since he’d become a sumar, he felt lost.

      “Are we done here?” he asked.

      Goldeneye smiled, as though once again it understood Laran’s thoughts. It pointed north.

      “We are. By now, Ronan should be on the road and moving east. If you hurry, you should be able to catch him before long.” It paused. “Think on what I said.”

      Laran stepped away from Goldeneye, and the rest of the demons responded by giving him extra space. He nodded, turned his back, and walked away, halfway expecting the demons to chase after him.

      But the forest behind him was silent, and when he did glance back, they were gone.

      He swore softly to himself. Although he didn’t want to, he suspected he’d be thinking about the demon’s words every step of the way back to Ronan.

      As he contemplated breaking his oath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie led the stunned survivors east, toward Sasa Rest. He took the point, as he was the only one even vaguely qualified to do so. The decision had been made with far less debate than Jamie would have liked. Sasa was closer and the walls were thicker, but it was east.

      The opposite direction of where he wanted to go.

      He cursed their foolishness. Why couldn’t they see, after last night, that no walls could protect them? It wasn’t like a harra could only burrow for so many feet before tiring. What had happened last night could happen in any rest, town, or city in the world. Not even his beloved Lindra was safe.

      He kept glancing back. If anyone cared enough to lift their eyes from their shuffling feet, they would have assumed he was checking on them. But truthfully, he couldn’t care less about any of them. He was looking back west, toward Lindra.

      Last night had torn a veil from his thoughts, and for the first time, he saw the world clearly. He saw himself clearly.

      Maybe Gwen was right. Maybe places like Gutan would advance. But Jamie didn’t see how. They’d all been living in a state of delusion, believing that their walls somehow kept them safe. But they’d done nothing but trap themselves. And he was a coward who would do nothing to stop any of it.

      His throat tightened as he remembered their escape through the tunnels. By rights, he should be in pieces in whatever passed for a harra’s stomach. They’d been coming straight for the tunnel, and had only turned aside at the last moment. He’d been lucky before, but never like that.

      The world had sent him a message, and he understood. The signs had been there for a while, now, written plainly for everyone with eyes to see. Tightening food supplies and fewer caravans were only the beginning.

      Humanity was dying.

      Gwen, he was certain, knew it. She had chosen to fight, but that wouldn’t be his way.

      His delusion had been that he might somehow matter. That his life might have meaning.

      He almost laughed out loud at the thought now. It hurt to admit, but his father had been right. He would never amount to more than he was now. They were all dead, no matter how they struggled. He might as well burn up his share of father’s wealth on wine and women. Then, when the end came, he could at least say he’d enjoyed the time allotted to him.

      They’d been walking almost since he’d killed the harra. None of them had been eager to return to the rest, even in the daylight. The amount of smoke billowing from it made it clear there was nothing they could salvage, anyway. The decision to travel to Sasa Rest had only taken a few minutes.

      He glanced back again, imagining the tall buildings of Lindra in the distance. He’d been a fool to leave them.

      The others looked like they might collapse at any moment. Jamie couldn’t blame them. He felt much the same. No one had gotten any meaningful sleep last night, and they were all carrying the trauma of the rest’s destruction. Several of them hadn’t been in condition to walk the road even before the attack. Even the caravan owners, more familiar with the road, were used to riding in carts and carriages.

      Not only that, but all the cuvar who normally patrolled this stretch of road were dead, their bodies little more than ashes in the ruins of the rest.

      If there was anything going their way, it was that the road was blissfully empty of wildlife. Even with focused onda, Jamie didn’t hear more than the occasional squirrel in the trees. He wondered if their display last night had somehow wearied them. He couldn’t even hear a bird chirping.

      The only creature in these woods with the slightest bit of gumption was Ronan. The boy stood tall among the refugees, his back straight and his eyes wandering ahead. Throughout the morning, he’d gone from person to person, helping in whatever ways he was able. Sometimes it was nothing more than a kind word or a gesture. Other times, he disappeared off the trail, bringing back some leaves for someone to chew.

      Ronan had tried to approach him, but Jamie had brushed him off and demanded he remain with the others.

      The sight of the boy infuriated him.

      Besides, he needed time to think, and he couldn’t do that with the brat asking a dozen questions a minute.

      Around noon, Jamie saw a hawk in the sky and swore. The bird circled high above, floating on invisible winds. Jamie watched if for a moment, silently praying that a cuvar with a bow was just around the corner.

      After last night, Laran’s fears seemed a lot less like paranoia and a lot more like reasonable caution. The demon watched them, and there wasn’t a damn thing Jamie could do about it.

      They were a few miles out from Sasa Rest when they came across their first pair of cuvar. The others cried out in relief as Jamie spoke with them. The conversation was quick, and although the cuvar’s skepticism was apparent, the needs of the travelers were obvious. They ran back to the rest and returned less than an hour later with a cart big enough for all.

      Jamie wasn’t above accepting the ride. Before long, he was being bounced along the road toward the rest. He closed his eyes and did his best to shut out the world.

      He opened them again when the cries of joy and relief intensified. The walls of Sasa Rest welcomed them, and even though Jamie had spent the whole morning thinking about how safety was an illusion, he smiled and relaxed at the sight.

      He let the others get settled while he spoke with the rest’s commander. Like the cuvar under him, the commander was skeptical at first, but Jamie eventually convinced her. Or, at the least, convinced her to speak with the others. Once that was done, Jamie wandered away to the rest’s gardens, quiet at this time of day.

      Though his stomach longed for food and his body for rest, he didn’t want to be around anyone at the moment.

      So of course, Ronan sought him out. Because the damn kid didn’t know how to be anything except a thorn in his side.

      Jamie glared at him with all the frustration he could muster, but it slid off of Ronan harmlessly. There was a light in his eyes that shone even in the light of the dying day. Jamie had seen that look before, and it made him sick every time.

      Ronan had found a purpose.

      Jamie sighed and resigned himself to the conversation. Ronan sat down on the bench next to him. “I’m sorry about Laran.”

      Jamie snorted. “Don’t be. He gave his word that he would escort you to Gutan, and he died doing his best to keep that word. It’s all he would have wanted.”

      “You really didn’t like him, did you?”

      “He was a rigid asshole.” Jamie grimaced even as he said the words. “Still, he was the best sumar I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’ll miss him,” Ronan admitted. “I feel like I could have learned a lot from him.”

      Perhaps it had been meant as an indirect insult, but Jamie didn’t think so. That wasn’t Ronan’s way. “You would have.”

      The boy didn’t say anything for nearly a full minute. They’d reached the issue Ronan had sought him out to discuss, and he was nervous about breaching the subject. Jamie almost preempted him. He’d known what the boy would do from the very early hours of the morning. But he figured he’d let the boy squirm for a bit. It was one of the last times he’d have a chance to do so.

      Finally, Ronan spoke. “I’ll be leaving for Gutan in the morning.”

      The statement held the question, the challenge that Jamie had been wrestling with for days now.

      There was no fighting against what he was. He reached inside his clothing to the pockets sewn within. He pulled out the papers he’d received from Gwen. They were the last gift he could give to Ronan. He handed them over.

      “I’ll be returning to Lindra,” he said.

      Ronan’s face fell and the light in his eyes dimmed. Jamie cursed to himself. The boy might be young, but he was no fool, and he saw the world clearly. He had to have known Jamie was going to leave, just as Jamie knew Ronan was going to continue his quest.

      The boy’s disappointment only lasted a moment, and then the smile was on his face again. Jamie had imagined a number of ways this conversation would play out, but he’d never once imagined Ronan would stand and bow deeply to him.

      “I understand. Thank you, truly, for all you’ve done. I’m not sure I would still be alive today if not for you.”

      A lump formed in Jamie’s throat even as Ronan stabbed the verbal knives into his heart.

      Had their positions been reversed, Jamie would have raged at Ronan. He would have called him a coward, an oathbreaker, and worse. Or he would have been bitter and sarcastic.

      Jamie had been prepared for any and all such reactions. Hell, he would have welcomed them as confirmations of all the things he believed about himself.

      Ronan, though, was as genuine as a person could be. When he said he understood, Jamie believed he really did. The boy was annoying as hell, but he saw the truth of things. When Ronan said thanks, he meant it with every fiber of his being.

      Somehow, all of that made Jamie feel smaller than an ant, and less useful besides. It should have been him that died last night, not Laran.

      As Jamie believed Ronan when he said he understood, there was little else to say. He stood up, feeling more awkward in his own skin than he had as a young man attempting to talk to women. He bowed to Ronan and almost fell forward in the process.

      Fortunately, he found his balance and righted himself. “I hope you believe me when I say that I do wish you the best on your journey. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

      “Take care of yourself. I could ask for no more.”

      Jamie snorted. “Well, as you’ve probably guessed, that’s the one thing I’m actually good at.”

      It was an offhand comment, but Ronan gave him a confused look. “Do you actually believe that?”

      Jamie found himself at a loss for words. He never knew how to handle this boy.

      Ronan didn’t wait long for a response. “You’re far more than you think, Jamie. I saw the way you fought those harra, and with daggers, no less. Once you overcome your cowardice, I’m excited to see who you’ll become.”

      With that, he turned and walked away. If he’d spoken with anger, Jamie might have defended himself. But the young man was just too damn sincere. He’d only spoken of Jamie’s cowardice as a fact, without judgment.

      It wasn’t like being stabbed with a knife. It was like being carefully dissected by the small blades of the healers. Ronan’s words didn’t hurt, but they exposed the fears at Jamie’s roots to the light, and he didn’t approve.

      That night he paid for a private room and had the food brought to it. He ate every scrap and drank every drop, then collapsed into bed, a whole bottle of wine dulling his thoughts. If the harra came again tonight, he planned on dying in his sleep.

      By the time he roused himself from bed the next morning, the morning was halfway done. Jamie spoke to some of the cuvar on the wall. The rest had been quiet the night before, and Ronan had left at first light.

      Jamie looked east and wished him well. Then he resupplied himself and took off west. If he hurried, he could be home within two weeks.
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      Ronan walked away from Sasa Rest at a quick, steady pace. The border of Gutan waited for him, less than a week away. A week beyond that, the city of Gutan, where he would find instruction.

      Finally, his future was clear.

      He wasn’t some hopeless weakling, unable to use onda. Not anymore. He was something else entirely.

      Looking back on his life, he wondered if all his struggles had been for this. Years of trials in the obuka had taught him patience and humility. His mestres had also given him the fundamental understandings he required to develop his abilities on his own. Working with Kayle had taught him how to heal, and had taught him about the rich bounty the plants of the woods offered. More recently, Laran’s sacrifice had shown him the importance of duty, and Jamie’s cowardice had taught him the necessity of courage.

      When Ronan had climbed out of Tazo Rest’s tunnel, covered in mud, he had emerged a new man. This world was alive, and when he pushed his onda away, he became a part of something larger.

      He was grateful for last night’s exhaustion, because without it he wasn’t sure he would have fallen asleep. He’d still woken up early and had spent the last hours before dawn quizzing the cuvar about the road between Sasa and Gutan. They hadn’t had much to say, but it was enough. After another three days of traveling, the forest would start to thin and transform into open grasslands. Two more days of that and he would be at the border of Gutan. From there, he could head north into the mountains, or south toward the capital of the duchy.

      The cuvar couldn’t tell him anything beyond that. Thanks to the current treaty between the dukes of Gutan and Lindra, no cuvar or sumar were allowed past the border without permission.

      Ronan didn’t worry. There were plenty of rests along the way, and he assumed that as he drew closer he would learn more about the land ahead.

      He tightened the straps on his small pack. Though he’d been freed from doubt, the journey ahead still intimidated him. Danger lurked in the shadows. Its harbinger floated above him, drifting on currents of warm air.

      The hawk that had been his companion over the last several days flew overhead, circling around but never breaking line of sight for long. The demon tracked him, and the only question in Ronan’s mind was when it would attack again.

      When the time came, he would need to be ready. So every step became a training exercise.

      As he walked, he practiced pushing his onda away and explored this new world of possibility.

      Every living thing possessed onda. Every child learned as much in their first lessons in the obuka. It was a fact always accepted without question, and it was only now Ronan started to wonder how his mestres had been so certain.

      Mostly, they’d been correct. Out here, surrounded by trees, birds, bugs, and so much more, when Ronan pushed his own onda away he felt the flow of energy surrounding him. It was like learning a different language. This feeling of onda was a tree. That, jumping from branch to branch, was a squirrel. He drifted among new sensations, the boundaries of his own body growing fuzzy.

      There were moments when he wondered how much different he was from the ants in their colonies or the birds in their nests. His onda didn’t feel that much different than theirs.

      When he stopped pushing his onda away, it returned flowing as it always had to his body, and the heightened senses disappeared. If he stood next to a tree, it was just a tree, the same as it always had been. Then he pushed his onda away, and he could feel the onda flowing through the tree’s leaves down into its roots, where it joined with powerful currents of energy.

      He discovered his techniques were like muscles. The more he used them, the further he could push his onda. So he practiced, cataloging everything he could identify. Every bird, every bug, every plant, every insect. Though the road was quiet, the world around him teemed with life.

      The more he practiced, the more he learned. He didn’t need to make physical contact with anything to feel its onda. It was more like a call and response routine he’d seen during festivals, when performers would cue the audience to shout back at them. He pushed his onda away, and the onda surrounding him responded.

      There was only one glaring exception to the rule.

      Chikara had no onda.

      Ronan had felt the harra at Tazo Rest as inky stains in the ocean of onda that surrounded them. He wasn’t sure if he was misremembering or not, but later that morning, he became certain. He’d been walking and practicing his techniques, pleased with how far he could sense.

      Then he felt a darkness nearby, like a small hole in the bright firmament. The sun was high in the sky, and he sensed no movement from the darkness, so Ronan risked approaching.

      He found what he was looking for nestled in a burrow under a tree. Ronan only saw the tail and nose, but it was enough for him to identify the chikara. It was a little sketri, sleeping through the day. Ronan pushed his onda out to confirm, and there could be no doubt.

      So chikara were alive, but had no onda.

      Ronan was certain that meant something, but what, he couldn’t guess. He left the sketri alone and returned to the road. Maybe someone in Gutan would have answers.

      Not long after noon, he got the first opportunity to put his new techniques to the test. By the time the wolves found him, he could push his onda for several minutes at a time before he lost focus.

      The two predators padded out silently behind him. Had he been limited to the physical senses of his body, he might not have noticed them until it was too late. But he felt the unfamiliar onda preparing to ambush him. He stopped and turned.

      Ronan hadn’t yet cataloged wolves, but there was something about the onda of these two that still struck him as being wrong.

      It took him a few seconds to figure out why.

      In everything he’d cataloged thus far, onda had always flowed freely within. These wolves, though, had their onda channels knotted up.

      Ronan made sure to keep pushing his onda away.

      “Leave,” he said.

      The command rippled away from him, carried by an intricate weave of onda that expanded outward, weakening with distance. When it washed over the wolves, their onda shifted. Some of the knots in their onda channels became undone, and others were tied.

      Physically, the wolves flinched back and whimpered, as though they’d been struck. But they didn’t retreat.

      He dropped into a fighting stance, ready for them to attack.

      To his surprise, they looked at him for a few seconds longer, then turned away and disappeared back into the woods.

      Ronan waited for them to double back, but they never did. Eventually, he had to let his onda return. He’d been pushing himself hard all day.

      He kept his physical senses alert, but used most of his remaining strength to hurry to the next rest as quickly as possible. He smiled when the walls came into view. It was a small place called Damock Rest, but they had beds and food, and right now, that was all Ronan wanted. The cuvar at the gate let him in without question, and Ronan felt his shoulders relax.

      He knew the walls only provided the illusion of safety, but his mind and body craved it all the same.

      The meal was nothing special, but it was filling. Ronan ate his share, listening to the conversation. Word of Tazo Rest had spread quickly, and the gloom of the travelers was palpable. One caravan that had been heading toward Avgan was turning around.

      The already quiet roads were only about to get quieter, Ronan thought.

      After the meal, dusk was just beginning to fall, so he decided to check the walls. The cuvar patrolling gave him strange looks, not sure what to make of the young loner on the road. But Ronan was used to stares, so he ignored them and found a quiet place on the wall where he could look out into the woods. Once he was certain no one would bother him, he closed his eyes and pushed out his onda.

      The forest opened itself to him, and after his day of training, he recognized a few birds settling down for the night. Nothing in that direction struck him as being out of the ordinary. He sensed nothing that worried him.

      Curious, he turned his attention to the rest.

      What he sensed made him frown.

      Of course, there was onda in the rest. Cuvar wandered the walls, and inside the main building guests were turning in. But the expression of onda was muted. Compared to the vibrancy of the woods he’d experienced all day, it was as though he was seeing the world only in grays.

      He let his onda return. Although his brain swam with questions, he knew there would be no answers tonight. Better to get some sleep and prepare for the day tomorrow.

      The shouts of two cuvar on the wall caught his attention. Stomach sinking, Ronan followed the point of their fingers. Two kojot had wandered past the line of the forest and were staring at the wall.

      Memories of Tazo Rest’s fall hit Ronan hard. After last night, at Sasa, he’d thought he might be safe in the rests, at least for a while. Now he wondered if he hadn’t doomed this rest to the same fate as Tazo.

      He considered running. He wasn’t sure the cuvar would even let him leave, but Ronan could lead the chikara away from the rest. Then he realized he was panicking before thinking. He had weapons, now.

      Ronan pushed out his onda. Because of the dullness behind him, he found he could extend it farther than before. He felt the dark stains of the kojot, denser and knottier than the sketri’s from this afternoon. It wasn’t onda, but the kutya had responded on the road, so maybe this would work.

      There was no harm in trying.

      Leave.

      He felt his command ripple toward them, and when it struck, the kojot both turned to him. The darkness within them shifted, just as the wolves’ onda had earlier in the day. They were about to obey. He was certain of it.

      From off in the distance, he felt something new. A ripple of darkness washed like a small wave over the kojot, and both the chikara began to growl as they stared at him. They stepped closer.

      Despite the danger, the moment helped Ronan understand what had been happening. That was the demon hunting him, that was what it felt like.

      The more he knew about his enemy, the better he could fight it.

      Leave. He issued the command again, and this time the kojot yelped and stepped back.

      The darkness within them was knotted tighter than before. A knot like that would be physically painful, but they were only chikara. They didn’t belong here. He was certain of that, now.

      The kojot turned to leave, but were pinned in place as an answering command came again from deep in the woods.

      LEAVE! Ronan threw every bit of his will into the command, imagining it as though he was shouting at an army to retreat.

      The kojot made a high-pitched squealing sound Ronan had never heard. Then they turned around and sprinted back into the forest as though their tails were on fire. Ronan grinned. Maybe he was stronger than the demon. Or maybe he was just closer, as the demon’s commands felt like they had traveled over a great distance.

      But for now, it didn’t matter. He had won. He could fight.

      The cuvar at the wall watched the scene, whispering to one another. When the kojot didn’t return, they resumed their rounds. Ronan chuckled as the nerves dumped out of his body. From the cuvar’s perspective, the nocturnal visit hadn’t been that meaningful. Chikara were fundamentally mysterious, and whatever danger they presented had passed.

      But Ronan’s mind danced with new questions and enticing possibilities. What were the limits of this ability? Did it work every time? Fire ran through his veins as he imagined leading an army of chikara, even bigger than the one that had attacked the rest two nights ago, against the demons.

      He could single-handedly escort large caravans. He could protect whole cities.

      And what if he could train others to do as he did?

      He could change the world. And it had all started on this night.

      No longer would sumar have to risk their lives. His father would still be alive. As would so many other parents.

      Humanity would finally be able to spread and flourish.

      The vision of the future burned away any hesitation.

      Ronan watched the woods for a while longer, but when he was sure nothing else approached, he turned in for the night. There was still a long way to go.

      But someday, he was sure he would make the dream a reality.
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      Laran hurried, as well as he was able, through the woods, casting glances behind him every few steps. It seemed impossible that the demons wouldn’t follow him, but he never caught sight of one.

      After less than an hour, his legs gave out from underneath him. He fell to his hands and knees and panted.

      Why was he so damn tired? His limbs felt like heavy stones had been tied around them, and his breath came in labored pants. Had he not known better, he would have said that he’d been running for three days straight.

      After a few moments, he pushed himself back to his feet and resumed. He focused his onda, intending to use it to push through the exhaustion.

      The moment he did, he almost completely blacked out. He fell again, his stomach writhing as though trying to escape from the confines of his body.

      What was wrong with him?

      He crawled to a tree and leaned against it. He closed his eyes and turned his attention inward, to his onda. It didn’t take him long to find the problem. Instead of flowing smoothly through his body from his core, like it should, it was knotted up in a messy bundle.

      He didn’t know how the hell that had happened, but now that he knew the problem, he could do something about it. In a way, it was almost like dealing with any other injury. He focused on the knot, willing it to unravel as he slowly pulsed onda through it.

      The effort made sweat drip down his face, but before long his breath came easier. The knot remained, but he’d greatly lessened it. He should be able to walk and at least return to the Tazo Rest to see where the others had gone. So long as he didn’t have to rely on focused onda, he should at least remain upright.

      Laran resumed his journey, but too many of his thoughts were locked on the memories of Goldeneye.

      If someone had told him, three months ago, that he would even consider striking a bargain with a demon, he would have thrown them forcibly beyond the walls of a rest in the middle of the night. Yet here he was, turning the Goldeneye’s words over in his thoughts, examining them from every angle.

      Dammit.

      He didn’t actually want to see humanity destroyed, did he? He’d spent his entire adult life upholding the oath of a sumar. His brothers and sisters were the point of the spear. They both protected and fought, exploring lands no human foot had trod for centuries. Why had he so often risked his life, if not for the future of humanity?

      Laran swore again and pushed the thoughts aside. Thought was like a rope. Certainly helpful on occasion, but one had to be careful not to strangle themselves. How many times had he seen good people sent astray by some convoluted, twisted, set of logic?

      He would know what was right when the time came.

      Reaching Tazo Rest’s ruins took him a little over three hours. Partly it was due to distance, but mostly it was due to his own weakness. He was surprised the demons had taken him so far away for their discussion. That, too, seemed unnecessary, and he wondered if Goldeneye had possessed some ulterior motive for the location. That damned demon was too clever by far.

      Laran slowed to a stop when he first saw the full extent of the damage to the rest. Though he’d watched the harra tear a hole in the wall and dig several under it, he still hadn’t expected the rest to be so thoroughly destroyed.

      But what else had he expected? It wasn’t like they were winning when he’d been defeated by the group of demons. So why was he so surprised by the destruction?

      He didn’t have an answer, but he kept walking toward the rest. He entered through the hole the harra had made and studied the wreck. The buildings and the grounds had been burned. Little remained.

      The rest would be rebuilt. It was needed to support the travel and trade between cities, and was far too valuable to fall forever. But it would be at least a year or three before the rest was anywhere near self-sufficient again.

      His stomach knotted when he saw the pile of charred bones that had once been the cuvar who defended the rest. Though he didn’t care to closely examine them, it looked as though they’d all been thrown together and burned like everything else.

      That was when he understood what it was about the scene that didn’t sit right with him.

      This wasn’t the indifference of nature.

      This attack had been deliberate. Planned and orchestrated, guided by malicious intent.

      Demons and chikara had always been predators that hunted humans. For better or for worse, that had always been the way of things. But Laran had never gotten upset at the state of affairs, no more than he would get upset at a wolf hunting a rabbit. Demons and chikara needed to eat, too, and if they viewed humans as prey, well, so what?

      But this coordination, this malice, wasn’t natural. He didn’t expect scenes like this from the chikara, but from humans.

      As soon as that realization struck, Laran understood that he would never agree to help Goldeneye. Though the demon might echo some of his own thoughts, he was more human than demon, and couldn’t be trusted.

      Laran spent a few more minutes exploring the ruins, but there was little to see. Everyone was dead.

      He left the walls and searched for the exit of the hidden escape. The main house of the rest was closer to the north wall than any other, so he started his search in that direction.

      His guess paid off handsomely. It didn’t take long for him to find a small clearing with a wooden door in the ground. From the amount of disturbed vegetation, Laran assumed it had once been better hidden. But it was surrounded by tracks, including the pair of boots he had come to recognize as Jamie’s.

      Perhaps even more telling, the rapidly decaying remains of a harra lay nearby. As far as Laran remembered, Jamie had been the only ondist with the refugees fleeing from the rest.

      So the spoiled noble wasn’t completely useless after all. It was impressive work, considering the man preferred daggers to a sword.

      He continued his study of the area.

      They had gathered here. From the way the tracks shuffled in place, it looked like they had spent at least a few minutes debating which way to go. But from here, all the tracks led east. Laran could guess at their reasoning well enough. Sasa Rest was larger, with thicker walls. And it was one day closer to Gutan, although Laran didn’t know how much that fact played in the decision. He had a hard time imagining Jamie continuing with Lady Gwen’s task after the events of last night.

      He debated what to do. It was already late afternoon. Despite everything he’d just witnessed, his two greatest desires were a meal and a nap. He could follow the tracks right away, but he saw little point. He was nearing his limit, and they’d either made Sasa Rest or they hadn’t. There was nothing he could do today for them.

      Deandra had always told him to worry more about himself. They’d never quite seen eye to eye on the matter, but she argued that he couldn’t take care of others if he didn’t care for himself, first. Today, that advice seemed wholly appropriate. If he could untangle the last of the knot in his onda tonight, he could easily catch the others tomorrow. Hell, after what they’d been through, they’d probably just stay at Sasa Rest. He’d hardly blame them.

      So he went about preparing camp for the night. Most of his supplies had been lost at the rest, but he was able to scavenge enough undamaged food from the remains that he ate well. After, he worked on healing his onda and finally passed out from exhaustion.

      The next morning he was up early. Enough food remained for another meal, and he broke his fast greedily before setting out on his journey.

      Healing his onda had taken him too long the night before, and he was still troubled about it. In a way, it was like he had been seriously injured, but without the accompanying wound. He’d never experienced anything like it before. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to him during all those hours he was unconscious around Goldeneye.

      For now, he hoped it didn’t matter. He’d unknotted the last of what he’d sensed last night, and a full meal and a night of sleep had left him as ready for the day ahead as he’d ever be. Today he’d catch up to Ronan and they would figure out their next steps. He looked forward to the remainder of the day.

      The feeling lasted right up until the moment when he encountered Jamie on the road. From the mile markers, they weren’t more than two miles from Sasa Rest. Jamie was alone and traveling in the direction of Lindra.

      Laran knew exactly what had happened the moment he saw Jamie’s familiar gait in the distance.

      It wasn’t a surprise, of course. He’d expected no less ever since the two of them had left Lindra together. But still, after all that he’d been through, all that he’d just learned, it was a sight he had no patience for.

      Jamie saw him, too. Laran noted how his step faltered, then hurried toward him. Laran was confused, until he recalled the other man had probably thought him dead.

      The only reason he lived was because a demon thought he could be bargained with. That a demon had seen him as a potential ally.

      That his own honor was so poorly evaluated, while Jamie stood before him, as yellow-bellied as ever, was more than he could bear.

      When they were only a dozen paces apart, Laran shouted, “You coward!”

      Jamie had been hurrying forward, that damn grin on his face as it always was. But when he heard Laran, he slowed, and a mask of practiced indifference dropped across his face. “Good to see you, too.”

      Laran didn’t want to talk about his own adventures, and fortunately, Jamie had given him a great reason not to. “Why did you leave Ronan?”

      Jamie’s shoulders slumped, but he still met Laran’s angry stare. “Because you were right about me. There was a time when I thought that maybe I could be more. That maybe I was. Gwen even had me believing it. But now I’ve seen what we’re up against. We can’t beat that. So I’m going home. I’m going to drink and fuck my way through the end of the world, and I’m going to love every minute of it.”

      He paused and took a deep breath. “You should be able to catch up with the boy, though. He left Sasa traveling east early this morning, but I don’t think he’ll travel more than one rest at a time. You’d be proud of him, I think. He’s serious about trying to help, about trying to find a way to use his gift to make a difference.”

      Jamie finished and made to step around Laran.

      Laran studied Jamie as he dropped his eyes to the dirt. He took several steps, cutting the distance between them in half. The cocky noble he’d grown so used to traveling with was gone, replaced by this shell of a man.

      Laran had dreamed of the day he could finally leave Jamie behind, but not like this. The man was an ass and a liar. There was no doubt of that. But he wasn’t without merit. The decaying corpses of the harra, less than a day behind, were proof enough of that. And he’d helped Laran with Warwick, although there’d been no need.

      Jamie could be more. His hopes weren’t entirely misplaced. But if he left this fight behind, there’d be nothing left. Sometimes, surrendering was the best course of action, yet it could break a person worse than any defeat.

      Laran put his hand on Jamie’s shoulder and stopped him. He had a dozen things he wanted to say, but he’d never had a way with people, so he kept it simple.

      “You can’t leave.”

      He wasn’t expecting Jamie’s face to twist in anger. “Of course I can. You best remove that hand from my shoulder, or I’ll remove it for you.”

      Laran frowned. Why was Jamie suddenly treating him like an enemy? He just wanted Jamie to stay and fight, for his own good as much as Ronan’s. He opened his mouth, but before he could explain, Jamie’s fist caught him in the side of the face.

      Laran staggered back. Jamie hadn’t used onda, but the blow had still hurt. He shook his head to clear it, just in time to see Jamie charging him.
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      Punching Laran might have been the best moment of Jamie’s year. Watching that pompous face snap around in surprise as he followed through with his right hand brought him a greater feeling of success than stealing the book from the aklatan had.

      Laran staggered, confusion written on every line on his face.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, Jamie knew fighting Laran was a fool’s move. He might as well take on a pair of demons with his hands tied behind his back. But he was so tired of Laran’s blind obedience to his oaths. If the sumar wanted to die on Ronan’s ridiculous journey, so be it. But for him to tell Jamie he couldn’t leave?

      The last time someone had told Jamie what he couldn’t do, it had been his father, prohibiting him from joining the ranks of the sumar.

      Before Laran recovered, Jamie launched himself at the stunned sumar. He left his knives in their sheaths. As much as he despised Laran, he had no desire to kill him. He just wanted to hit Laran, preferably far more than Laran hit him in return. He didn’t even focus his onda.

      Laran avoided the next punch, but Jamie connected with a kick to the side of his torso. It forced Laran back, but the older man’s instincts and experience started to surpass Jamie’s element of surprise.

      They traded blows. A few times, Jamie considered bringing the fight to the ground, but he wanted the satisfaction of knocking Laran off his feet. Laran must have sensed something of Jamie’s intent, because he also didn’t focus his onda or draw his sword.

      Jamie knew Laran was the stronger ondist, and he possessed a wider variety of techniques than Jamie. If they’d been fighting to the death, Jamie might as well have built the pyre before starting, just to save some time after.

      Without focusing their onda, and without their weapons, the duel was close. They were both fast and strong, trained for years in the grueling style of the obukan. Laran had experience, but Jamie was younger and had slept well in a comfortable bed.

      Laran landed several powerful hits, rocking Jamie back before he caught his balance. Laran pursued, throwing a combination that should have sent Jamie onto his ass.

      It didn’t. Jamie stayed ahead of the blows, which came in slower than he expected.

      Laran was tiring, and fast.

      Jamie seized the opportunity to end the fight quickly. He stepped in close and delivered his own combination. His landed solidly, and as Laran stumbled, Jamie knocked him down with a powerful kick. Laran fell onto his back and lay there, staring up at the clouds.

      The anger and frustration that had built like a slow-moving spring thunderstorm over their past weeks together blew itself out, leaving only sun behind. Jamie had proved his point.

      No one told him what to do.

      He stepped over to Laran, extending his hand to help the older man up. He wasn’t prepared when Laran reached out, hooked his ankles, and pulled him down.

      Jamie hit the ground hard and coughed. He lay beside Laran, watching puffy clouds drift by. “Ouch.”

      Laran snorted. “You started it.”

      Jamie groaned. “I hate you so much.”

      “Feeling’s mutual.”

      Neither of them moved. Jamie noticed that it took Laran time to bring his breathing back to normal.

      He had a dozen questions for the sumar, but settled on the most straightforward. “What happened to you?”

      “The demons nearly killed me. Then Goldeneye tried to convince me to betray Ronan.”

      It had been a bizarre couple of weeks, but Laran’s statement still won the award for the strangest revelation of the month. Jamie rolled his head over so he could stare at Laran. From anyone else, Jamie would have laughed for hours. But Laran never lied, and Jamie was certain he was physically incapable of telling a joke.

      “What?”

      “Yeah.”

      Jamie went back to staring at the sky. “So, you going to betray us, then?”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Not quite as decisive a statement as I’d hoped.”

      Laran sighed. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I don’t hold most of humanity in high regard.”

      Now it was Jamie’s turn to snort. “No shit.”

      Laran continued as if he hadn’t heard. “It frightens me, to know that I can sympathize more with a demon than I can with my own people. I’m not sure what that says about me.”

      “Nothing we didn’t already know.”

      Laran took that insult like a punch, but he didn’t deny the truth of the statement.

      After a while, he sat up. “So why are you leaving, really?”

      “Two nights ago I saw a demon control more of the wild than I ever dreamed possible. I spent most of that night huddled in a tunnel, unable to do anything but cower. I’m damn surprised I’m not in pieces in the belly of a harra right now.” He sat up and swallowed hard. “I’m no help anyway. When shit like this happens, I run. It’s best for everyone if I return to Lindra.”

      “Do you truly believe that? I saw the harra outside Tazo, and I know you did that.”

      Jamie looked down at his hands. How did he explain this to someone like Laran? He clenched them into fists. “You’ve been a sumar for a long time. And there are no old, foolish sumar. You know the difference between difficult and impossible, right?”

      Laran nodded, the expression on his face telling Jamie he didn’t like the direction Jamie was taking.

      “I like a challenge,” Jamie said, refusing to meet Laran’s gaze. “Once I was out of the tunnels, thats what those harra were.”

      He sniffed. Some pollen must have been irritating his nose. “But as soon as I realize something is impossible, I break.”

      Jamie held up a hand to cut Laran off. “It’s just the truth. It happened in those tunnels. When you see Ronan, you can ask him. I was next to useless. And it’s happened before.”

      He didn’t want to bring the memories up, but he did. “Back when I was sumar, I was excited for my first expedition to Nacillian ruins. It was a large part of why I had joined in the first place. I was still green, just under a year into my service.”

      Even after all these years, the memories were still too fresh. “Our commander timed our arrival poorly, and we were forced to camp outside the ruins the night before. As you’d expect, chikara descended upon us.”

      Jamie gave a bitter laugh. “The hell of it is, they gave me a commendation after the fact. I escaped with two of the academics. But I could have saved more. I was good enough. I ran, too early. Sure, I got two out safe, but I could have saved all of them. After that, I never accepted another mission to the ruins. I only took easy work. As soon as my first term was over, I quit.”

      He stared at Laran. “So there you have it. All the worst things you’ve thought about me are true. It just took me a while to figure out what everyone else already knew.”

      Laran didn’t answer right away. But Jamie didn’t expect his response. “Do you want to be a coward?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then don’t be.”

      Jamie almost hit Laran again.

      “You say it like it’s easy,” he spat out the words.

      Laran shook his head. “Not easy. Just simple. I’ve wanted to give in to fear more times than I can count. But you push it aside. You do the next thing that needs doing. Then the next. I don’t even want to think about what waits for us, given what we’ve already seen. So right now, I’m just doing the next thing, which is getting back to Ronan. If you don’t want to be a coward, you’ll come with me.”

      Jamie considered, then said, “I didn’t think you were capable of stringing that many words together at once.”

      “Stick around. I’m full of surprises.”

      Jamie snorted, then shook his head. “That kid is something else.”

      Laran nodded. “And here I thought we’d never agree on anything.”

      Laran looked down at his hands as he stretched out his fingers. “That young man is the first person I’ve met worth fighting for, in more years than I care to admit.”

      “He really went out of his way to help the others on the journey yesterday,” Jamie agreed.

      Laran stood and extended his hand. “I want to help him. And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I want your help, too.”

      Jamie took Laran’s hand. “You do? I don’t remember hitting you that hard on the head.”

      Laran rolled his eyes, then turned serious. “Now that we’ve fought, I have a better sense of you. You’re a strong fighter, and yes, I want you by my side.”

      Jamie turned away and cleared his throat. “I will admit, beating the crap out of you was the most fun I’ve had in a while.”

      “Play your cards right, I might even let you have another go.”

      Jamie’s greatest surprise was that it wasn’t harder to decide. “Fine, but only if you agree that I’m in charge. I don’t trust a man who’s always talking to demons.”

      Laran shook his head, but agreed to Jamie’s demands.

      Then it was Jamie’s turn to be serious. “Swear to me, if we do this, that you won’t betray Ronan.”

      Laran didn’t promise right away, which made Jamie’s insides twist. But eventually, he nodded. “I promise I will not betray Ronan.”

      “Good. Now that we have that out of the way, let’s get going.”

      Jamie led them back toward Sasa Rest.
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      Their long and quick strides chewed up the distance. As they walked, they caught one another up on the details of their days apart. Jamie told his quickly, and Laran was interested mostly in Ronan’s apparent ability to command chikara.

      Jamie found Laran’s tale far more intriguing, and they were talking about it even after they passed through Sasa Rest.

      “Do you think it actually wants Ronan alive?” Jamie asked. “Or was that just something it said to make the betrayal easier to swallow?”

      Laran shrugged.

      “Because it certainly felt like those harra wanted to kill us in the tunnel.”

      “It’s also possible it was starting to lose control. Its powers are impressive, but it has limits. If not for its guards, I think I could have killed it, and I didn’t have a chance the first time we met.”

      Jamie chewed on that for a bit. “I suppose it’s probably a mistake to think that it has human motivations, too. It may walk almost like us and speak our language, but that doesn’t mean it thinks anything like us.”

      Laran seemed disturbed by that thought, but didn’t share his concern with Jamie.

      “Why are you weaker now?” Jamie asked.

      Laran started at that, and looked like he was about to protest, but didn’t. “I’m not quite sure. After Goldeneye let me go, I noticed my onda was all knotted up, though there was no wound to match. I thought I healed it, but I’m still not up to full strength. When we rest tonight, I’ll try again.”

      “Good. We’ll need you at your best if we’re planning on safely escorting Ronan to Gutan.”

      “Agreed. It’s still at least two weeks away. More than enough time for Goldeneye to regroup its forces.”

      “Although the border is only a handful of days away. Maybe Goldeneye respects the treaty between the duchies.”

      Laran rolled his eyes so hard Jamie was worried he might hurt himself.

      Their travel felt different than it had before. Jamie still didn’t like Laran, but he couldn’t deny he felt safer with the sumar around. The shadows of the forest seemed lighter, and he no longer jumped every time he heard something small racing through the over dead leaves.

      It was late afternoon when Laran held out his hand, gesturing for Jamie to stop. They were miles from Damock Rest, and at Laran’s reduced pace, Jamie expected they wouldn’t reach it until after nightfall. He realized it was foolish to expect the next rest to protect them any better than the last, but old habits died hard, and sleeping behind a thick wall was always more comforting than roughing it in the open.

      One moment, Laran was on the road less than a step ahead of Jamie, the next he was racing into the woods without explanation. Jamie cursed and ran after him. Well ahead of them, obscured by dozens of trees, something ran away from their approach. Jamie thought he saw the shape of a wolf, but he couldn’t be sure.

      Laran stopped almost as suddenly as he’d started. It was all Jamie could do not to run into him. The sumar dropped into an easy squat and examined the tracks of the creature that had just fled. The prints were those of a wolf, confirming Jamie’s guess.

      While Laran stared at the tracks right in front of him, Jamie looked around. What he saw made all the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

      He reached down and tapped Laran on the shoulder. “Laran?”

      The sumar waved him away. He was staring at the tracks as though they were a code he could break through the force of his gaze alone.

      Jamie shook his head. He admired Laran’s eye for detail, but his inability to notice the bigger problem was almost comical. He tapped Laran harder on the shoulder.

      It was enough to get the sumar to twist and snarl at him. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      Jamie pointed to the woods about thirty paces ahead of them. Laran’s eyes followed his finger, and he stood up, mouth hanging open.

      “Oh.” He swallowed. “Shit.”

      Jamie couldn’t help but milk the moment for all it was worth. “Good thing you brought an expert tracker like me along.”

      He made a show of studying the scene, mimicking Laran’s focus. “I think they’re heading east.”

      Laran glared daggers into him, but said nothing. For once, Jamie had the right of it.

      A wide trail, unlike anything Jamie had ever seen out in nature, had been gouged out in front of them. Hundreds of prints, left by animals of every kind. They had carved a road in a day, and all of them were heading east, in the direction they believed Ronan to be.

      Jamie spoke what they both had to be thinking. “We need to hurry, before it’s too late.”
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      After driving the kojot away, Ronan had been far too excited to sleep. So now he sat at a long table in Damock Rest’s common room, sandwiched between two enormous cuvar who Ronan thought were brothers. As Ronan listened to them he wondered if, as children, their growing bodies had been forced to choose between packing on more muscle or developing their brains. The cuvar on Ronan’s right had an arm that was easily as thick as Ronan’s leg, and he was the shrimp of the pair.

      Their conversation, unfortunately, lacked a certain—depth. Any word with more than two syllables was a struggle, and their preferred language seemed to be a particularly complex series of grunts.

      Ronan found them to be excellent companions. They shared of their food freely, and although they weren’t much for telling stories, they answered his questions about the area. Before long, Ronan found himself grunting along with them as they passed a jug of ale back and forth. He only took sips, compared to their long pulls, but it still made him feel as though he was part of the festivities.

      They were finishing their meal when the main entrance to the rest burst open, and two familiar figures stepped through. The smaller figure, in particular, made Ronan’s heart skip a beat.

      He stood. “Laran! You’re alive!”

      Seeing the sumar here, standing and in the flesh, was one of the greatest gifts and surprises he could have asked for. Ronan wiped his eyes as they embraced.

      Unfortunately, the celebration didn’t last long. Almost as quickly as he’d arrived, Laran was gone again, seeking the commander of the cuvar in the rest. From the haunted look on his face, Ronan suspected the news wasn’t good.

      The two giant cuvar stood and made way for Jamie, giving Ronan a farewell grunt as they sought new entertainment for the evening. Jamie didn’t meet Ronan’s eye.

      Ronan saw a few of Jamie’s new bruises and laughed to himself. “So, you decided to come back.”

      Jamie rubbed at his jaw. “Laran made a surprisingly convincing argument.”

      Ronan grinned at the thought of their “argument.” It was probably for the best. The two of them had needed to work out their differences for a while.

      “I’m glad you’re back.”

      Jamie nodded, his thoughts elsewhere. “Me too, although I suspect I’m going to regret that soon enough.”

      “Why?”

      Jamie filled him in on what they’d learned. He mentioned the deal the demon had tried to strike with Laran, and even though Jamie told Ronan he’d gotten Laran to swear an oath, the knowledge the demon had tried to turn the sumar unsettled Ronan. After a quiet moment of reflection, Ronan realized it was because he could well believe Laran would turn. Not against Ronan, specifically, but against humanity as a whole.

      When Jamie finished his story, Ronan only had one question. “So, what should we do?”

      Jamie shrugged. “I’m sure Laran has ideas. I think both of us want nothing more than to get you to Gutan as quickly as possible.”

      A few minutes later, Laran joined them, carrying an enormous bowl of food. Both Jamie and Ronan stared at it. Ronan had never seen Laran eat more than a small portion of food, and Jamie usually claimed he’d seen songbirds eat more filling meals. Laran either didn’t notice or ignored them as he shoveled heaped servings of stew down his throat.

      After a few hasty bites, he told them he’d spoken with the cuvar commander. The commander, of course, was skeptical of their claims, but Laran had enough authority to order the commander to have his ondists on full alert for the night.

      Ronan approved. If nothing happened, the worst consequence would be a few squads of unhappy and tired cuvar. But the consequences of failing to take action were potentially much worse.

      He did have one worry, though. “Would it be wiser if we leave?”

      Jamie and Laran both stared at him. A few days ago, he might have wilted under so much attention from the pair, but he wasn’t intimidated any more.

      He focused on Laran. “Jamie told me you spoke with Goldeneye. It wants me. So, it stands to reason that if we leave, the rest won’t be under any more threat than usual.”

      “True,” Laran admitted. “And noble, but misguided. Goldeneye wants you, so we need to do everything we can to keep you out of its hands.”

      Ronan started to protest, but Jamie cut him off. “It’s good to think of the others. The fact you’d even think leaving was the right idea marks you as a better person than me.”

      Laran scoffed. “Like there was ever any doubt.”

      Jamie ignored the jibe, but Ronan couldn’t help but smile. The two of them still didn’t like each other much, but they’d figured something out on the road.

      Jamie continued. “Right now, you need to think bigger. If Goldeneye wants you, it means it either believes you can help it, or that you can hurt it. Given what we’ve already seen of its ability, it’s important not to give it any aid. That means keeping you and it away from one another, even at the cost of other lives.”

      “I’m not worth a whole rest,” Ronan argued.

      Jamie shrugged. “Truthfully, I agree. But that’s mostly because I happen to be in this rest. But Goldeneye is willing to risk a lot to get to you. If it wasn’t faking its weakness around Laran, it expended more than it probably should have. And, as much as I hate to admit it, it seems like the demons know more about what’s going on around here than we do. If it thinks you’re that valuable, we need to treat you that way, too.”

      “But we already know being in a rest doesn’t matter. Why risk lives for no gain?” Ronan didn’t like the idea of others dying on his behalf.

      “There, you’re wrong,” Laran said. “Yes, the rests aren’t as safe as we once thought, but don’t sell the cuvar stationed here short. Strong as I am, I’d still rather have thick, defensible walls and a few squads of cuvar at my back in a big fight. If nothing else, it costs Goldeneye more to attack a rest.”

      Ronan understood the points the others made. He did. And he still didn’t like them, but didn’t think he’d convince them. “Fine. So we stay the night. What next?”

      “I suppose it depends on whether or not they attack tonight. If they do, we’ll have to survive and deal with whatever comes after. If not, we make all possible haste to Gutan. Hurrying, we can make two or three rests a day,” Laran answered.

      “What about horses?” Ronan asked.

      “Would you trust your life to a horse, knowing what Goldeneye is capable of?” Laran asked.

      Ronan was embarrassed to admit that thought hadn’t occurred to him. “But I think I can fight its influence.”

      “What?” Jamie asked.

      Ronan explained his own discoveries, leaving both of his escorts speechless. He saw they grasped the implications just as well as he did.

      Finally, Laran nodded. “Well, I guess I see why Goldeneye is so interested in you.”

      They spoke together for a while longer, but there was little else to say, at least about the tasks ahead of them.

      With a yawn, Jamie stood up. “Well, I’m off to bed.”

      Ronan couldn’t believe the man. “You ran all this way to catch up with me. You know Goldeneye is gathering an even larger attack. And you’re going to bed?”

      Jamie looked confused. “Of course. The cuvar are up on the walls. If anything happens, they’ll sound the alarm. I’m not going to stay up when there’s no need.”

      With that, he bid them farewell. Ronan turned his attention to Laran. “Are you also going to go to sleep?”

      “Eventually.” He grimaced. “Jamie has the right of it. The cuvar can both help protect us and give us the rest we need. But I’m not quite ready to retire yet. You?”

      “I’ll need a few minutes. You two gave me a lot to think about.”

      “Want another drink?”

      Ronan nodded, and a few minutes later Laran reappeared with two small glasses of wine. He handed one to Ronan. Ronan took a sip, but before their evening could settle into the periods of long silence that so often defined time with Laran, Ronan asked him a question.

      “You’ve seen a lot of battles in your time, right?”

      Laran nodded. “More than most.”

      Ronan ran one of his fingers around the lip of the glass. “When Tazo Rest was under attack, I don’t think I’ve ever been more scared. But since then, everything seems more clear.”

      Ronan frowned, knowing he wasn’t articulating his point clearly. “Does that make sense?”

      “Very much,” Laran answered.

      He took a sip and settled into his chair, waiting for Ronan to ask an actual question.

      “It feels wrong.” Ronan pointed west, toward Sasa Rest. “I know that a lot of people died that night so that I and the others could escape. Others had their whole lives ruined in a single night. But here I am, feeling more alive than ever. Why?”

      Laran shook his head gently. “It’s not wrong. You’ve just come closer to your own death than you ever have before. It changes people. Or, at least, it should. People who know their death might lurk around any dark corner are those who recognize just how precious their days are.”

      Ronan knew then that Laran understood. “I want to make my days matter. I want to make this gift mean something.”

      Laran’s face twisted a little at that, as though he’d eaten something bitter. “Why?”

      Ronan was shocked. “You wouldn’t, if you were in my place?”

      Laran looked down at his hands, calloused from years of wielding a sword. “To tell the truth, I’m not sure anymore.”

      Ronan might have been courting the same type of argument Laran and Jamie had debated earlier in the day, but he felt the risk was worth it. With what Jamie had told him, he needed to know he could trust Laran moving forward.

      “Why is it that you hate humanity so much?”

      Laran leaned back, studying Ronan. “One might ask why you don’t. Your father died in service to the duke, but your family struggled to survive after. You were beaten and mocked in the obuka, ridiculed from the first days when people learned you couldn’t focus onda. Why would you want to help them?”

      “I know my reasons for wanting to help. I want to know why you don’t care.”

      Laran shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Ronan stared daggers, pinning him in place.

      “Fine,” Laran said. “Believe it or not, when I was younger, I was a lot like you. Felt like I should change the world. I was near the top of my class at the obuka, and when I graduated I was accepted as a sumar recruit. Loved every minute. I’d grown up on a small farm, and had never been terribly fond of crowds. I loved exploring the wild, and it was in the sumar I met a woman who felt much the same.

      “Her name was Deandra. She was tall and thin, but far stronger than she looked. She had light hair and blue eyes, and she was one of the first people who ever bested me in a duel.”

      “How?” Ronan knew the question didn’t really matter, but he wanted to know all the same.

      “Speed. She was skilled at manipulating the flow of onda through her body, focusing it in different parts. It’s not a new technique, but she developed it to an extent greater than anyone else I’ve met. When she wanted, she could move faster than a first-rank sumar.”

      “Did she love you back?”

      Laran nodded. “Though I’ll never know why. We ended up shifting our duties so we could serve on missions together. Between the two of us, we quickly developed a strong reputation. We were assigned more difficult missions.”

      He twirled his empty wine glass in his hand. “Neither of us were terribly popular, though. Both of us felt the sumar weren’t doing enough. The sumar still explored the wild, but they played it safe. A few times, our arguments with other sumar almost came to blows. Anyway, one day we were ordered to explore a collection of recently discovered Nacillian ruins.”

      Ronan couldn’t help but interject. “You’ve been in ruins?”

      He regretted the question almost as soon as it had left his lips. Of course Laran had been in ruins. He’d been a sumar longer than Ronan had been alive.

      “Yes. A group of us went, and it was a promising start. We’d worked our way through several buildings and had figured out how to barricade ourselves through the night so we didn’t have to fear chikara attacks. But one day, we found a nest of demons.”

      Laran went silent for a minute then, lost in his memories. When he continued, his voice was lower.

      “Deandra and I were the strongest there, but we weren’t in command of the mission. We were the ones who found the nest, and we ran back for help, the demons in pursuit. I take it you know the sumar oath?”

      Ronan nodded. They had been required to memorize it as part of their training at the obuka.

      “You remember what it says about fighting beside other sumar?”

      Ronan nodded again, the words coming easily.
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        * * *

      

      To stand together,

      In light of day and dark of night.
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        * * *

      

      Laran’s face went hard at Ronan’s recitation. “That day, our brothers and sisters did not stand together. Though they were too much for Deandra and me, I’m certain that had the others joined we would have been able to fight them off without losing a soul.”

      When he didn’t speak for several minutes, Ronan gently pushed him forward. “What did they do?”

      “We were inside a building and they shut the doors from the outside to protect themselves. Deandra and I were trapped and alone.”

      Ronan didn’t need Laran to tell the rest of the story. “They broke their oaths.”

      “As do almost all people, eventually. It makes offers like Goldeneye’s more appealing than they should be.”

      “But it was demons that killed her.”

      Laran viciously shook his head. “Do you get mad at a cow for grazing? Or a wolf for hunting prey? Before I met Goldeneye, I would have said the same about demons. They might be a bit smarter than most creatures, but they only obeyed the instincts they were born with. Until Goldeneye, I believed only humans got to choose. And they choose to succumb to fear and greed far more often than not.”

      “I’m sorry for what happened.”

      Laran waved it away. “Long time ago, now.”

      “If I only ever helped the people who deserved it, I would never have to worry about helping anyone ever again.”

      “What was that?”

      “Something Mother used to say to me.” Ronan kept his gaze locked on Laran. “I can’t say that you’re wrong about humans. Nor can I promise to always keep my word, though I’ll certainly try my best. But I’m not going to use my gifts to help others because they deserve it. I’m going to help others because it’s what I want to do.”

      Laran swallowed hard. “That’s the best reason there is.”

      He stood up, and Ronan did the same. The sumar offered him a small bow. “I know why you ask. And you should know, you have my word. I’ll do everything I can to get you safely to Gutan. Not because Lady Gwen asked me to, but because I want to.”

      Ronan’s heart lifted even as he bowed. With people like Laran, and even with people like Jamie, at his side, he couldn’t fail.
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      Laran woke up the next morning surprised he hadn’t had to fight in the night. After his talk with Ronan, he’d gone to bed, expecting the horns to call him to battle at any minute. But he’d slept through the night and into the morning far later than usual.

      He swore when he saw how high the sun was in the sky. He hadn’t slept in this late for, what, years?

      It served as yet another piece of evidence that he wasn’t as strong as he needed to be. Before he crawled out of bed he observed the flow of onda through his body. As near as he could tell, he was fine.

      Maybe he was just tired.

      But he didn’t like coincidences, so he really didn’t like that this exhaustion had taken root at the same time he’d been taken by the demons.

      Maybe Ronan would know. He seemed to have some idea of Goldeneye’s capabilities, and he might be the only person who could help him. Besides, Ronan had trained as a healer. No matter what was wrong with him, the boy was the best chance he had.

      Finding him didn’t prove to be a challenge. Both he and Jamie were in the common room, looking like they had been ready to go for several hours. Given the time of the day, they probably had been ready for several hours.

      Jamie, of course, met him with that damn grin on his face. “Well, look who it is! And here I thought we’d just have to spend an extra day here so you could get your beauty sleep.”

      Jamie frowned. “You still don’t look great, though.”

      Laran ignored him. “Ronan, may I speak with you in private?”

      Jamie looked offended, but Ronan agreed and Laran led Ronan back to his room.

      “What’s wrong?” Ronan asked.

      “I’m not sure. For the last few days, I’ve felt more tired than usual. I was wondering if you could check my onda. I worry Goldeneye might have done something to me.”

      “Sure.” Ronan closed his eyes.

      Laran steeled himself for a new sensation, but he noticed nothing. Less than a minute later, Ronan opened his eyes. “There is something that doesn’t feel quite right. Around your head. But to be honest, I can’t tell you more than that. It’s subtle. If I wasn’t looking, I don’t think I would have noticed anything.”

      “Is there anything you can do about it?”

      Ronan thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I could try, but I don’t know nearly enough about how these techniques work. I could make it worse, or even kill you if I’m not careful.”

      “Thanks for taking a look.”

      “Any time. It’s the least I can do after all you’ve done for me.”

      Ronan took his leave and Laran prepared for the day ahead. The twisted onda channels in his head were worrisome, but it seemed a small problem among much larger ones. They’d already lost too much valuable daylight, and he doubted Goldeneye would give them many more peaceful nights. A few minutes later they were on the road.

      Laran ranged ahead of Jamie and Ronan, never leaving their sight for long. He scouted both north and south of the road, searching for any tracks that resembled the nightmare they’d come across yesterday.

      But nothing struck him as extraordinary. He came upon a few dead animals, and there were plenty of signs of life, but nothing that alarmed him. After the last few days, he couldn’t decide if that frightened or reassured him. There was nothing for it, though, except to keep his eyes and ears open.

      He wished the situation was reversed, and that they could choose when to move and when to strike. But Gutan was their only hope for safety. This battlefield belonged to Goldeneye, all they could do was hurry across it with all the speed they could muster.

      It was late afternoon when their greatest fear came to pass.

      Ronan was the one who noticed first. He called for a stop, and the worry in his voice made Laran’s stomach tighten. They were out here alone, with the nearest cuvar likely miles away. As word of Tazo Rest spread, rest commanders kept their cuvar closer.

      “What is it?” Jamie asked, the tension in his voice evidence that he shared Laran’s concern.

      Ronan closed his eyes. “Something is happening.”

      Laran stopped Jamie from snapping at Ronan. Yes, the young man’s information was frustratingly vague, but they were all ranging through unexplored territory here. Ronan’s brow furrowed in concentration. Then his eyes snapped open.

      “They’re coming,” he announced.

      “What’s coming?” Laran asked.

      Ronan’s eyes grew wider. “Everything.”

      Laran reached for his sword, but he couldn’t sense whatever Ronan did. Perhaps the forest was a bit quieter than he’d expect, but he noticed nothing that alarmed him.

      “What do we do?”

      When he didn’t get an answer, Laran turned to Ronan. The boy had turned whiter than a hare’s coat in winter. Ronan shook his head, mouthing soundless words.

      Jamie drew his daggers. “I’m going to guess that’s bad.”

      Laran pulled out his sword. “It could be worse.”

      Jamie snorted. “How?”

      “At least you’ll die with me.”

      Jamie laughed. “I’m going to haunt you on the other side of the veil, just for that.”

      The hairs on the back of Laran’s hand stood at attention. A moment later, he heard what had frightened Ronan. It was a low-pitched rumbling. Not a harra, but the sound of a stampede. It grew louder quickly. Off in the distance, trees trembled. Laran guessed the stampede was less than half a mile away. The sound came from all directions.

      Laran glanced back to Ronan. “Can we escape?”

      Ronan shook his head.

      It had been a slim chance anyway. Humans were dangerous predators, but there were plenty of faster animals out there. Even if they could dodge the initial stampede, Goldeneye would just pursue them.

      The ground beneath Laran’s feet began to vibrate. The rumbling grew so loud it became hard to think. The danger was maybe a quarter-mile away and advancing fast. Just how many animals had Goldeneye sent after them?

      Laran knew the answer. He had seen their tracks the day before.

      More than he could hunt and kill in a lifetime.

      He wondered if maybe he should have taken Goldeneye up on its offer.

      Laran twirled his sword. He also didn’t want to have to kill so many animals. Left alone, they wouldn’t have attacked today. It seemed unfair they would have to suffer in this battle between humans and demons. He was considering simply sheathing his sword and accepting his end when Ronan cried out from behind him.

      “Come close!”

      Laran didn’t need to be told twice, but he still wasn’t as fast as Jamie. Within a second, they were at Ronan’s side.

      “What do you need?” Jamie asked.

      “For now, for you two to be quiet.”

      Laran and Jamie obediently sealed their lips, and Ronan closed his eyes. The stampede was close. Laran saw it, now. Wolves ran alongside deer, and robins darted through the trees. Behind the leaders, he made out bears, coyotes, and even squirrels jumping from branch to branch.

      The first animals were less than a hundred feet away.

      “If you’re going to do something,” Jamie shouted, his voice cracking like an adolescent boy’s. “You should do it now!”

      Laran felt the onda passing through his body like a calm wave. It sent a tingle from the base of his neck all the way to the tips of his fingers and toes.

      It wasn’t much. Compared to the cacophony of the stampede, it was nothing at all. Like trying to whisper under a waterfall.

      But the wave carried with it a note of command. Laran fought the sudden urge to walk away from Ronan, and wondered how much of that had come from the young man. The animals closest to them suddenly shifted direction, as though an immovable barrier stood between them.

      Then they were in the midst of the stampede. Animals of all types filled the road, charging from the woods on one side to the woods on the other. But as soon as any came too close to the group, they divided, running to either side. Laran was reminded of a rushing river, splitting apart against a large stone.

      The stampede passed, leaving them untouched. A few smaller animals trickled across the road, but Laran and the others avoided them easily. Laran wondered what Goldeneye hoped to accomplish by sending squirrels against them.

      Before they could congratulate Ronan, Laran’s onda went mad. It felt as if someone had reached into his gut, grabbed his onda, then twisted, pulled, and pummeled it like a baker kneading bread. Laran almost fell to his knees, and judging from how pale Jamie’s face was, the other escort felt the same.

      “It’s trying to bring them back,” Ronan said through gritted teeth.

      He knelt, bracing himself with his hands. He groaned, and then a moment later, shouted a wordless cry.

      Laran’s onda calmed, and the animals, who had felt as though they were massing for a second attempt, began to disperse. The wolves snapped at the deer who ran deep into the woods. Birds took flight to the upper branches.

      Laran stared at Ronan, open mouthed. What wonder was this, that nature would obey the boy’s commands?

      The young man had a proud smile on his face.

      “Take that,” he said.

      Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he fell face-first onto the road.

      The tension building up in Laran snapped like a dry twig. He laughed. Not only had they escaped a certain death, Ronan had overpowered Goldeneye! Jamie, slower to recover, looked at him as though he’d lost his wits.

      “You do realize that in all the time we’ve traveled together, you’ve not laughed once,” Jamie said. “And I’ll admit that right now, I fail to see what’s so funny. We just about died.”

      “But we didn’t.” Laran’s giddy laughter subsided. “Did you feel it? Did you feel what he’s capable of?”

      “I felt like a toy being argued over by two children,” Jamie complained. “I’m not sure I appreciated it.”

      “We need to get him to the next rest. After that, I imagine Goldeneye is exhausted, too.”

      Unfortunately, Laran was quickly proved wrong. They were bending down to pick Ronan up when the demon and its four companions stepped onto the road. Laran caught the motion first and swore. He let Ronan down gently and stood between demons and the young man.

      Jamie did the same. They stood side by side, but Jamie kept glancing toward the woods like he was just waiting for the right moment to run away. Laran didn’t trust him to stand and fight when he was needed most. Not after what Jamie had confessed to him yesterday.

      “How do you want to play this?” Jamie asked quietly.

      “Kill them all,” Laran said. “Goldeneye should be weak after that attempt. We take out the demons guarding it, then kill it. Then the rest of this trip to Gutan should get a lot easier.”

      “I admire your optimism. That’s a lot of demons.”

      Behind them, Ronan stirred back to wakefulness. He pushed himself up to hands and knees.

      His face fell when he saw the demons gathered. “They just don’t quit, do they?”

      The demons charged at them before Laran could answer.

      Laran prepared for them, studying them as they approached. The guards did seem faster than Goldeneye. He and Jamie would each be responsible for two, which would be no small feat, but they could do it.

      They had to do it.

      Having seen what Ronan could do firsthand, there was no longer a doubt in Laran’s mind.

      He focused his onda, preparing to strike before they reached him.

      Then his onda twisted again, far more violently than it had before.

      Kneel.

      It wasn’t so much a verbal command as an impulse, a desire that consumed all thought. Laran didn’t even have to think about it. He was dropping to his knees before he even spared the motion a thought.

      Rise, Laran.

      The impulses were like distorted mirror images of one another. Goldeneye was rough and vicious. Ronan was calm and cool.

      Laran’s onda recovered, and he stood. Beside him, Jamie’s eyes went wide, but he hadn’t kneeled. Was Laran more susceptible than Jamie? He gripped his sword tight and swore he would never bend his knee again.

      The next time, it felt as though Goldeneye had taken a hammer and slammed it across the side of his head. His onda channels became twisted so tightly he believed he’d been stabbed through the stomach.

      KNEEL!

      Laran was on his knees in an instant, bowing toward the charging demons. Jamie swore and turned on Laran, daggers coming up to attack.

      Behind him, Ronan grunted.

      Be free of this.

      Quiet as Ronan sounded, the will behind his technique was no less than Goldeneye’s. Cool onda flowed through Laran’s twisted channels, untangling them, and healing them all at once. Laran’s head felt like it exploded, and he collapsed, unable to move.

      His body felt mangled. Onda flowed freely through his body, but he couldn’t command it. It felt like a cloud. He lay flat on the ground, forced to watch but unable to help. Behind him, Ronan fell again, pushed to his limit and beyond. Because he’d needed to protect Laran.

      Laran knew he needed to rise.

      Good as Jamie was, he couldn’t fight four demons and Goldeneye. No one was that strong.

      But he couldn’t move.

      A few moments later, the point became moot, anyway.

      Because Jamie sheathed his daggers and fled.

      Laran cursed the coward, but he lacked even the strength to shout an insult.

      He closed his eyes and waited for death to take him.
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      Fuck all of this.

      Jamie ran, his long legs increasing the distance between him and certain death with every step.

      Laran, the traitor, had bowed to the demons. After all that talk about hating humans for their lies and deceit, he had proven himself the worst liar of all.

      Jamie should have known. He was smarter than this.

      The man who stood on the street corner loudly proclaiming that husbands who beat their wives should be sentenced to death was the one most likely to hit his own in anger. The gambler who swore all the other players were fools was the one most likely to lose everything he owned.

      And the sumar who claimed he couldn’t trust anyone else was the one who didn’t deserve trust.

      Such had always been the way of the world, a battlefield where Jamie was a seasoned veteran.

      Why had he thought Laran was any different?

      Jamie had seen the demons swipe up Ronan and take him away. They hadn’t bothered with Jamie any more than they had with Laran. Ronan had trusted them both, and together they’d amounted to less than one competent third-rank sumar.

      Jamie would have fought beside Laran.

      Damn it all, but he would have.

      He skidded to a stop. His breath still came easy. Running had always come naturally to him, and there were few creatures that could outrun him over long distances.

      Laran. Traitor.

      Ronan was lost. It was a terrible loss, but there was no denying the truth of it. If the boy wasn’t dead yet, he soon would be.

      But Laran, well, he was a different story. Ronan’s kidnapping called out for justice, and if Jamie did nothing, the sumar would walk free as humanity perished.

      Jamie came to a stop. Fighting Laran was a terrifying prospect, especially knowing it would be for real this time. But Laran’s own advice damned him. What should he do, now that fear threatened to take him?

      Do the next thing.

      And in this case, the next thing that needed doing was killing Laran for betraying them. It was as simple as that.

      Jamie turned around and marched back. The last time they’d fought, he’d beaten Laran. This time, he’d use his daggers and make the victory permanent.

      It didn’t take him long to return to the road, and Laran was still there. He was sprawled out on the road, his eyes closed. He looked like he was taking a nap. Jamie drew his daggers and stepped from the woods.

      Jamie stopped short of the other man. He wasn’t fool enough to trust appearances. Besides, as much as he hated Laran, he would at least grant the sumar the honor of standing up to greet his punishment.

      “You awake?”

      “Wish I wasn’t.”

      “Stand up.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to kill you for betraying Ronan.”

      Laran lay still for a moment, then grunted. “I suppose I can see how I might have made that impression.”

      He rolled over so he was on his back. “But at least I didn’t flee like a coward.”

      Jamie snarled. “At least I’m alive to do this.”

      Laran groaned and stood up. He shook out his arms and legs and jumped up and down a few times. To Jamie’s dismay, he looked light and strong on his feet. Far better than he had the last time they’d dueled.

      Laran grunted again. “I’ll be damned.”

      “Stop ignoring me,” Jamie said, trying to keep his mounting worry out of his voice. “Let’s finish this.”

      “I’m not ignoring you, but we’re also not fighting.”

      “Like hell we aren’t.” If Laran didn’t plan on taking him seriously, well, that was his own problem.

      Jamie had gotten him up, which satisfied what small demands his honor had requested. Jamie lunged forward.

      Then he was on his back, staring up at the sunny sky. His chest hurt.

      “Huh.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure how he’d gotten there.

      Laran stood over him and held out his hand. “I didn’t betray Ronan.”

      “You bowed.”

      “I was compelled. Goldeneye did something to me the night he attacked Tazo Rest.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You can ask Ronan.”

      “Convenient being as he’s dead.”

      “He’s not dead. We need to get him back.”

      Maybe it was the sudden beating he’d taken, but it took Jamie a few moments to understand. “Are you serious?”

      “As you once said yourself, I’m not much for telling jokes.”

      Dammit. What was it about Laran that let him slip through Jamie’s defenses? Of course Laran was lying.

      Right?

      This was all some trick, making Jamie easier to kill later.

      Except he knew that wasn’t true. If Laran had knocked him down this easily, he could have simply killed Jamie.

      Damn his foolishness, but he believed the sumar.

      Jamie sheathed his daggers and took Laran’s hand. Laran pulled him up.

      The two men stood there, staring at each other for a long moment.

      Laran, for once, was the one to break the silence. “I’m not going to betray Ronan. And after what I just saw, I’ll die trying to save him. I swear it.”

      “You really want to follow them, don’t you?”

      “I do. Will you join me?”

      By this point, Jamie was mostly just tired of arguing himself. At least death would be more peaceful. “I will.”

      “Good. But I need you to swear something to me.”

      Jamie didn’t like the sound of that. Oaths weren’t really something he was fond of making. “What?”

      “I need you to swear you won’t run. Against five demons, we’ve got to fight together. Otherwise, there’s not much point in trying.”

      “I thought you just swore you’d die trying to save Ronan.”

      “And I will, although I’d rather not. But if I’m going to die, it’s not going to be because I trusted you when I shouldn’t have.”

      Jamie rolled his eyes, but he supposed he couldn’t fault Laran. He had just run away without even getting his daggers bloody. “Fine.”

      Laran arched an eyebrow. “Say it, please.”

      “What are you, a mestre now?”

      Laran wasn’t in the mood. “Jamie.”

      “Fine. I hereby swear that I will not run away from any fights as we pursue this harebrained scheme to rescue Ronan.” Jamie harrumphed. “Now do you want to make a blood pact or something? Because I’m not cutting myself for you.”

      The corner of Laran’s mouth turned up in a smile. “No need.”

      He looked up to the sky. “But we should hurry. It’ll be night soon. Can you keep up?”

      “You couldn’t outrun me if you had three horses.”

      “Then let’s go. I’ll track. Can you keep an eye on the surroundings?”

      “Does it pay well?”

      “You’re such an ass.”

      Jamie just shrugged.

      Laran turned and followed the tracks. The demons had grabbed Ronan and turned off the road. Five sets of tracks were obvious enough that even Jamie thought he could follow them, but with Laran’s sharp eye in the lead, they were able to run after the fleeing demons.

      The sudden pursuit didn’t even give Jamie time to realize how terrified he should be.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later Laran finally called for their halt. Jamie stopped beside him and enjoyed the moment of ease.

      The moment lasted until he looked around.

      He knew they had been running through the woods. But he hadn’t really given much thought to their position or direction until now. His attention had been on discovering any potential ambushes before they struck. Now, for the first time, he realized just how deep of a hole they had dug for themselves.

      The demons had taken Ronan north. The tracks were clear as day underneath their feet. But they hadn’t yet crossed another road, and Jamie knew why. The woods here were thick and old, trees taller than buildings blocking out the light of the sun. It wasn’t the Darkwood, but it wasn’t that different. Here, the shadows were so deep and so permanent, chikara sometimes roamed during the sunniest days.

      Jamie pulled up the map of Lindra’s duchy in his mind. He knew which rests they were between, and knew approximately how far they’d run.

      He swore.

      Laran nodded. “Figured it out, did you?”

      “They’re heading toward Waterstone.”

      “That’s been my guess, too. They’re not even trying to hide it. They’re running in a pretty straight line.”

      “Why would they be heading toward a Nacillian ruin?”

      Laran scratched at his chin. “Defensible, surrounded by chikara, and rarely visited by humans. Seems straightforward enough.”

      “It feels like it has to be something more, doesn’t it? Goldeneye could take Ronan anywhere and be safe. With its ability, he can control anything outside a city wall with nothing more than a thought. So why Waterstone?”

      Laran grunted.

      “You’ve got a point.” He spat out the words like they were bitter.

      Jamie grinned and tried to ease his companion’s mood. “First time for everything.”

      “Doesn’t really change anything, does it?”

      Jamie thought for a moment. “Not really. Even if it is just some sort of a fort for Goldeneye and its favorite demons, we’ve still got to get Ronan out. You ever been there?”

      Laran nodded. “You?”

      “Nope. I had my moment of cowardice outside of Caltaris.”

      Laran pointed north, toward Waterstone. “It’s an unsettling place. Nothing grows there, and the buildings don’t seem to decay. Stepping inside its boundary makes it feel like you’re stepping into a nightmare. Last time I was there, I swore I saw ghosts.”

      “You? Saw ghosts?”

      “Yes. Years later, and I still can’t explain it.”

      Jamie shivered. “It’s not too early to tell you I’ve decided to break my oath and run away, is it?”

      “Don’t even joke about it.”

      “Right.” Jamie searched himself for courage, but couldn’t find it anywhere.

      He spoke before he could turn tail and run. “So, we going, or not?”

      Laran grinned, and it was a terrifying sight to behold. “Oh, we’re going. We’ve got demons to hunt.”
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      After the duel over Laran, Ronan slipped in and out of consciousness like a swimmer poking their head briefly above the water to gasp for air before diving down again. His last coherent memory was of Laran fainting as the battle over his spirit ended. Ronan had freed Laran’s onda. In that, at least, he knew he’d done well.

      After that, there was only a jumble of impressions.

      Startling awake to what felt like a punch in the stomach as he was tossed over a demon’s shoulder.

      The smells of pine after a quick rain shower passed through.

      Delirious and nauseous, he vomited all over the back of the demon that carried him.

      The rancid stench of said demon.

      The sight of almost-human feet hurrying deeper into the forest.

      Whenever he surfaced, he fought to stay awake, to influence his fate in any way he could. But like a struggling swimmer, he was always pulled back under.

      When he finally found his way back to consciousness, he was nowhere that he recognized. He looked up and panicked for a moment when he saw the sun dangerously close to the horizon. Then a bitter laugh escaped his throat. Old habits, he supposed. The demons already had him. What did it matter if night fell?

      Ronan looked around. He wasn’t bound, but that didn’t matter. The four guardian demons surrounded him in a wide, loose circle. Even if he managed to slip past them, it was a long way back to a road. A long way filled with chikara hunting at night.

      One long glance was enough to tell him where he was. He’d never been in Nacillian ruins before, but he’d heard plenty of stories over the years. And thanks to his fascination with Mother’s maps, he even knew which set of ruins it was. Only one was this large and close enough for them to reach in a day.

      He was on a road, but it was made of no material he’d ever seen. Though not smooth, it was far more even than the packed dirt that made up most roads in the duchy. He imagined driving a cart over this would be far easier than the rough bumping they currently endured.

      But it was the buildings that consumed most of his attention. They weren’t much taller than the highest in Avgan, but that was where the similarities ended. One building down the road looked like an egg that had been stretched to the sky. Another was a collection of sharp angles that violated every understanding Ronan had about how buildings should be designed. And yet he found it pleasing to look at.

      The buildings, like the road, contained some materials Ronan had never seen and others he knew or could guess at. The building across from him looked like it had more glass than one would find in all of Avgan.

      He was so focused on the buildings that he temporarily forgot the danger he was in.

      That peace only lasted until he caught movement in the corner of his eye. The other demons were unnaturally still, more like statues than living beings. Which made Goldeneye’s appearance even more striking.

      “You’re awake.”

      Though Ronan had listened to Laran’s tale of the speaking demon, the voice still caught him by surprise. It was gravelly, yes, but it was far closer to human than Ronan had expected. He nodded.

      “You push yourself too hard, too fast. Your intuition is impressive, but you’re as likely to burn out early and become useless as you are to become strong.”

      He hadn’t expected the demon’s first words to him to be of concern. “Why do you care? The stronger I get, the better I’ll be able to fight you.”

      Goldeneye chuckled. “You won’t be able to stand against me for long. But to answer your question, I care because you are a key, prophesied a long time ago by my ancestors. You arrived a bit earlier than I expected, though.”

      The comment was casual, but it rocked Ronan back. Demons speaking, he’d had a few days to come to terms with. But they had prophecies? About him? That couldn’t be true.

      “What’s a key?”

      Goldeneye put its thumb and forefinger together and mimed turning a lock. “A key. Opens doors.”

      “Yes, I know what a key is. But how am I one? And what prophecy do you have about me?”

      A misshapen grin spread across Goldeneye’s face. “One of our most important ones. I suppose it’s not about you, specifically. You’re just the first of many keys.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what any of that means?”

      “There’s no need. I’ll show you.” Goldeneye gestured for him to follow.

      Ronan looked around. He saw nothing that moved. With the other demons so still, it was as if he and Goldeneye were the only two left alive.

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to go with you.”

      He pushed out his onda, ready to do battle. As polite as Goldeneye seemed, it was still a demon that hoped to wipe out humanity. Far better to die fighting than to let his curiosity aid the enemy.

      He nearly jumped straight up at the result. When he pushed his onda away, it came right back to him. It was as if he was trying to push a shovel through stone instead of dirt.

      He stared at Goldeneye, thinking of Laran. “What did you do to me?”

      “Nothing.” Goldeneye’s grin grew wider, but with its asymmetrical face, the result looked almost like a sneer. “Your techniques won’t work here.”

      It paused. “You could say that you are cut off while within the ruins. Onda doesn’t flow here.”

      Half a dozen questions demanded answers, but Goldeneye snapped its fingers, and the four demons sprang to life, leaping toward Ronan. They stopped a few feet away.

      “Now, I’d prefer to remain civil. You can fight and struggle all you want, but neither your compliance nor your consent is necessary,” Goldeneye said.

      It left the question hanging unspoken in the air.

      Maybe it seemed like a choice, but it wasn’t one. Ronan couldn’t fight, and cooperation might open up more opportunities later. He stood and gestured for Goldeneye to lead the way.

      The ruins were eerily silent. The usual sounds of the forest that Ronan had gotten used to over the past few days were absent. No birds sang, and there were few bushes or trees for animals to scamper through or around.

      Come to think of it, there weren’t any bushes or trees around. Not even weeds dared to grow.

      It was as if the ruins rejected all forms of life. Was that why his technique didn’t work? Was his onda trapped, with nowhere to go?

      They turned a corner of a building onto an even wider road, and Ronan saw they were heading deeper into the ruins. The other four demons followed close behind, leaving Ronan no chance to escape.

      The ruins were both as ominous as he’d imagined and nothing like he’d feared. The buildings all looked as though they’d been built recently. Without weeds or decay, the whole place looked cleaner than Kayle’s spotless kitchen. Every time they crossed another alley or road, Ronan expected to see a group of children playing, or a harried mother running from chore to chore. This place seemed less like a ruin and more like a thriving city everyone had simply left for a week or two.

      There weren’t any skeletons or bodies.

      With one step, he felt as though he’d passed through a transparent veil. The air turned suddenly warmer, and they were no longer alone. Ghosts filled the roads. Human shaped outlines, going about their days just as Ronan used to in Avgan.

      He jumped as one walked through him, leaving his skin cold and clammy. “What the hell?”

      Goldeneye turned with a somber expression. “You have nothing to fear. Time and space are thin here.”

      “What does that even mean?” Ronan hated the terror in his voice, but there was only so much a person could be expected to calmly accept in one month, and he was well past that limit. “Why bring me to Waterstone?”

      Goldeneye just motioned him forward. “Come. You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Like a child, Ronan wanted to plant his feet and stubbornly refuse, but the four demons at his back reminded him he had no real choice in the matter. He followed, and less than a minute later he took another step that turned the air colder. The ghosts vanished, but that did nothing to ease Ronan’s fears.

      Goldeneye stopped outside of a building. Ronan studied it, searching for any clue as to its purpose. It was squat and blocky, closer to the architecture Ronan was familiar with than many of the buildings they had passed. From the outside, it seemed nothing special, but Goldeneye stared at it as though it were the duke’s castle. The demon reached out and touched the wall, his reverence apparent.

      Goldeneye spoke softly. “From humble beginnings, the end of all worlds began.”

      It had the feel of a sacred quote, but Ronan had never heard it before.

      The sun set below the buildings in the distance, casting them in long shadows. Ronan shivered, and he swore he saw a ghost step through the door before him.

      Goldeneye turned to the other demons. It said nothing, but Ronan felt as though they were communicating. Two of the demons took up positions in front of the door, and the other two ran around to the opposite side of the building.

      Then Goldeneye gestured to Ronan. “Come. It awaits.”

      Ronan swallowed hard and looked around. As far as his sight could carry, he was alone. He tried pushing out his onda, but as before, it returned to him immediately. His only option was to follow. So he did. Goldeneye pulled open the door and let Ronan step through first. Ronan found himself in a hallway, not unlike the long hallway in the obuka. Framed paintings hung here, too, somehow untouched by age. They were portraits of people, dressed in strange clothes.

      “Are those Nacillians?” Ronan asked.

      “They were.”

      Goldeneye’s tone revealed that it knew more, but it wasn’t interested in sharing. It led Ronan down the hall.

      “Why are we here?”

      “To do what any key should do. We’re going to open a door.”

      “Why?”

      “To let my family through.”

      Ronan stopped in his tracks. ”No.”

      He never even saw Goldeneye move, but he felt the fist that doubled him over in pain. He wheezed, wondering why there was suddenly no more air to breathe. Goldeneye scooped him up like he was an infant and carried him down the rest of the hall.

      Before he could regain his bearings, Goldeneye tossed him into a room. The door shut and something clicked, leaving him in darkness.

      Ronan lay there for a few minutes, catching his breath. It didn’t sound like Goldeneye would be returning anytime soon, so he pushed himself to his feet and sought the door. It didn’t take him long to find, but it wouldn’t open. He slammed into it a few times, but it was too sturdy for him to budge.

      His breaths came faster as fear clutched at his heart and squeezed. He was trapped, and as always, Goldeneye seemed to have all the answers, seemed to know everything.

      Prophecy?

      He could waste all his time seeking questions, but he wouldn’t find answers in this room. Escape came first. He sat down and closed his eyes. He had to find a way to push his onda out in this place. It was the only chance he had.

      His focus was interrupted when soft white light started burning above his head. He blinked as he stared up. He couldn’t begin to fathom how it worked, but it wasn’t even the biggest mystery in the room.

      The light allowed him to see his surroundings for the first time since entering. The room was perfectly square. The walls and most of the floor were white, but one large, flat, and smooth stone sat in the center of the room. Two stone pillars jutted from the base of the stone, a little higher than Ronan’s waist. Runes had been etched on both of the pillars and the stone, but Ronan couldn’t decipher them. He’d never even seen such symbols before.

      The only other feature of note was the huge pane of glass along one of the walls. Ronan saw Goldeneye on the other side. Shouting, he ran at the window and lowered his shoulder.

      Goldeneye laughed when Ronan struck it and was repelled.

      It was clear like glass, but softer to the touch and far less breakable.

      Goldeneye’s voice echoed in the room, as though it were coming from everywhere at once.

      “Rest for now, leveren. Your time will come soon enough. All must be made ready.” It laughed, a vicious sound. “It’s not often this world sees such distinguished visitors.”
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      Despite their best efforts, Laran and Jamie didn’t make it to Waterstone by nightfall. The fault was Laran’s. Physically, he felt fine, and if his brief duel against Jamie had been any indication, he was more than capable of fighting, at least in short bursts.

      The problem was his onda.

      Laran was used to being able to focus it at will. Most days, he’d been able to keep it tightly focused all day with very little rest, and at one point, had even thought that he might one day ascend to first-rank. He knew he was close to having the skills necessary to pass the trials.

      His onda still obeyed him, but it was like a squirrel, always darting off one way and then another. He hadn’t had so much trouble focusing it since he’d just started at the obuka. Hell, even then it had come easier.

      It had to be because of the battle Ronan and Goldeneye had fought over him, but the reason didn’t much matter right now. All that mattered was that he could only focus it for short bursts. Otherwise, it reverted naturally to its childish cloud-like state.

      So, his pace had been too slow, and Jamie had been forced to wait for him. Laran guessed they were still two or three miles away from the outskirts of the ruins, and the chikara were already stirring to life from their daily daylight slumber. Though the fact surprised neither of them, they were both disappointed to find the area around Waterstone was packed full of the dangerous beasts. Chikara always seemed drawn to Nacillian ruins, which made exploring the ruins for answers a dangerous business.

      Jamie spoke as they ran. “We’re not going to make it to the ruins before they’re all over us.”

      “I’m open to other suggestions. You have a secret flying technique?”

      “No.” Jamie paled. “Dammit, I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but aren’t there tunnels leading to the ruins?”

      Laran nodded. “But the sumar keep them gated and locked. They don’t want anything escaping from the city. And I don’t have a key.”

      Somehow, even after a day of running, Jamie was still able to wear that same shit-eating grin without even breaking stride. “There’s no lock in the world that can keep me out. And I know harra don’t attack Nacillian tunnels.”

      “We think.” Then Laran understood the import of what Jamie had said.

      Suddenly, he understood why Lady Gwen had wanted Jamie to come with on this trip. It was a question that had been bothering him ever since they’d left Lindra together. And now he felt like a fool for not having seen it earlier.

      It was clear as day. “You’re a damned thief!”

      “Who just so happens to be able to read Nacillian.”

      “WHAT?”

      “I’m a man of many talents, and I get the feeling we’re going to need all of them tonight.”

      Laran had nothing to say. All he could do was shake his head. Lady Gwen was either a mad genius or the luckiest woman in all of history.

      Jamie grunted. “Well, you said I was in charge, so I’m making the decision. Do you know where the nearest tunnel entrance is?”

      Laran did. He’d scouted this area several times, a responsibility that also entailed ensuring the gates were locked. And Jamie was right. The chikara avoided the tunnels like they did the ruins themselves. No one knew why, but they stayed away. If Jamie could get the two of them in, they’d have a safe path to the ruins.

      The only problem was that he would have to trust Jamie’s word. “Can you truly get us in?”

      Jamie looked offended. “I can open any lock in under three minutes.”

      Laran bit his lower lip. More chikara were stirring to life, and some were starting to move. It wouldn’t be long before a whole lot of them pursued. If they stopped for three minutes, they might not be able to escape.

      Laran swore and changed course. “If we die while you’re fumbling with a lock, I’m going to find some way to kill you a second time.”

      Jamie, who lacked a reassuring bone in his body, just laughed.

      The nearest gate was less than a quarter mile away, and they reached it quickly. It was a heavy wooden cover set over a hole in the ground, locked with a thick padlock. Jamie pulled a set of thin tools from one of his inner pockets while Laran took up position guarding him.

      So many shadows and shapes moved in the woods it was almost as if the trees themselves were moving. Laran blinked and tried to focus his onda. He succeeded, for a minute, before it dispersed through his body again. He cursed silently and hoped Jamie was as good with locks as he claimed. If it came to a fight, he wasn’t sure how long he would last.

      “Hurry, please,” he said.

      “Proper manners won’t make this go any faster,” Jamie said.

      A pair of kojot emerged from the woods, rushing toward the pair, fangs bared. They leaped as one, and Laran didn’t even have to focus his onda to cut them out of the air.

      “Goddamn rusty padlock,” Jamie muttered.

      Laran glanced back. The gate seemed as firmly locked as ever, and Jamie appeared to be spending more time trying to curse it open than pick the lock. “If you can’t do it, say so. We might still be able to get out of here.”

      As if they wanted to make Laran a liar, another three kojot stepped out of the woods. They snarled, then launched themselves at him.

      Laran had no choice. He focused his onda, cutting at one while sliding to the side. As he turned to face the two remaining kojot, he heard a sudden rustling behind him.

      Clever.

      Two more kojot attacked from behind, and it was all Laran could do to get out of their way.

      Unfortunately, he’d left Jamie wide open to attack, and all four kojot turned their attention to the man bent over a padlock.

      Laran pushed focused onda into his legs. It felt slimy and slippery, but by some miracle he held on. He shot forward, sword cutting a bloody path through the kojot. Two he killed, one he wounded, and one he missed completely. He tried to stop, but then his onda escaped his control.

      So as not to break his legs, he let himself tumble.

      The uninjured kojot attacked, seeing Laran as easy prey. Laran tried to focus his onda, just as he had every day since he was a child. But it refused to respond, indifferent to his demands. He forced himself to hands and knees, getting his sword up at the last moment. The kojot gouged his arms, but died on his blade.

      Unfortunately, the last of the pack was still mobile, and still considered Jamie its breakfast. It limped toward him and jumped at the thief. Laran cried out, but he couldn’t help. He was too weak. The kojot opened its jaws wide, aimed straight for Jamie’s neck.

      In one smooth motion, Jamie turned and killed the kojot with one of his daggers. He gave the blade a flourish, wiped it off on the kojot’s fur, and disappeared the knife.

      Laran grunted. No wonder the ladies loved him. All style, and so little substance.

      Jamie stood and gave an extravagant bow as he gestured toward the open door. “Your passage, my good friend.”

      Laran was so grateful he didn’t say anything. He wouldn’t have made it to Waterstone running through the forest.

      Already more chikara gathered, undeterred by the dead kojot surrounding the pair.

      “After you,” Jamie said. “I’ll shut the gate behind us.”

      Laran didn’t argue. He dropped into the tunnel, landing softly. Then he made way for Jamie, who followed suit, pulling the gate closed as he dropped.

      Jamie lit a small lantern from his pack and they started running.

      Laran had only been in the tunnels once before, when he’d been much younger. Like everything about the Nacillian, Laran couldn’t explain them. Unlike the rough tunnels he was more familiar with, these were completely uniform. No water dripped from cracks, and nothing grew within. It was thought that once these tunnels had carried water, but now, except for after a hard rain, they were dry.

      Jamie was tall enough he had to watch his head, but Laran ran without problem. He struggled to judge distance in the unchanging tunnel, but he figured they’d gotten about halfway to Waterstone when he felt the vibrations under his feet.

      Jamie felt them, too.

      “You can’t be serious! I’m never going underground again,” the thief said as his face turned pale. “I thought harra left these tunnels alone.”

      Again, Laran was impressed by how sensitive the thief was to his surroundings. Most sumar wouldn’t have been able to feel that. Then again, staring at Jamie’s face, it looked like the thief had been waiting for something just like this to happen.

      “As far as I know, they don’t. But with Goldeneye, I suppose we can’t take anything for granted.”

      Jamie nodded, clearly not reassured. Encouragement wasn’t a skill that came naturally to Laran. He supposed he had to give Jamie more credit. After almost dying in one tunnel, it took no small amount of courage to suggest traveling in one again.

      “We’re getting close,” Laran said. “Let’s go.”

      They ran faster.

      Laran struggled to tell how close the harra were coming while he ran, but the vibrations seemed to vary in strength. The harra weren’t trying to break through the tunnel just yet.

      A few minutes later, the vibrations grew stronger. Laran tried to focus his onda to lend his legs more strength, but all he summoned was a brief burst of speed that faded quickly.

      The harra finally burst through the tunnel, maybe a hundred feet behind them. Jamie swore and almost fell, but he kept his feet and ran even faster, pulling ahead of Laran. It brought to mind an old sumar joke. You don’t need to be the fastest in the group. You just have to be faster than the slowest sumar.

      The harra passed through the tunnel without problem, rising up and surfacing before passing out of sight. Laran felt it dive back into the ground, the vibrations fading.

      But, just like at Tazo Rest, it wasn’t the harra that were the problem. They were only the harbinger of worse fates. Kojot dropped from the surface into the tunnel, falling on top of one another as more and more poured in.

      Up ahead, Laran saw a gate in the tunnel. It was open, beckoning them in. Jamie was running like the wind, and Laran was falling farther and farther behind. His heart pounded as the memory of that day with Deandra played in his mind. Jamie would reach the door first, and there wasn’t a soul in the world that would blame him for shutting it immediately behind him.

      The mass of kojot had found their bearings and were coming after him. The tunnel filled with the chikara, snarling and yapping as they pursued their prey.

      Laran glanced back, and his heart sank. The kojot were too fast, and there was just too much distance to cover. Not when he couldn’t focus his onda.

      He wasn’t going to make it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The gate loomed large in front of Jamie. Though he didn’t dare look, he heard the kojot advancing behind him, dozens of clawed feet scratched against the hard, smooth surface of the tunnel. Laran’s softer footsteps were drowned out by the cacophony of the kojot’s pursuit.

      Jamie didn’t even realize Laran was in trouble until the sumar shouted over the racket. “Go!”

      Confused, Jamie risked a quick glance back.

      Laran was too far behind him, the kojot close on his heels.

      All day, Laran had struggled to keep up with Jamie, though he never said why. Jamie had attributed it to exhaustion, or the lasting damage from whatever Goldeneye had done to the sumar. Defending Jamie as he picked the lock shouldn’t have been a challenge for Laran, but he’d struggled there, too. Still, it was only now that Jamie realized just how serious Laran’s problems were.

      The glance told Jamie everything he needed to know. Laran was too far away, and the kojot too close. Laran didn’t have a chance.

      So of course the ass was going to sacrifice himself.

      Jamie’s first thought was to accept the sacrifice. Laran would protect him long enough to get the gate shut. From there, the future was open. He could sneak around Waterstone and search for Ronan. Or, he could hide and wait for daylight, then leave this whole nightmare behind.

      But his stomach clenched at the thought.

      Swearing, he skidded to a stop, dropped the lantern, and drew his daggers. “Get to the gate!”

      Laran stared at him, open-mouthed, but continued running.

      Confident Laran could make it to the gate, Jamie charged at the kojot.

      He couldn’t cut them all down, but he might be able to disorient them for a few seconds.

      The leaders of the pack leaped at him, jaws open and teeth bared. Jamie slid beneath them, straight into the middle of the pack. He didn’t use any special techniques so much as he stabbed and sliced at anything that moved. He fought to his feet, then ran back toward the gate, kojot biting at his ankles.

      His idea, poor as it was, had worked. Kojot weren’t dumb, but they tended to focus on one target at a time. The leaders of the pack had turned around when they’d missed him, and for one or two precious seconds, the pack had slowed to focus on him.

      Jamie raced past the leaders, dodging their attacks. He focused his onda and pushed it toward his legs, trying to duplicate what he’d seen Laran do back at Tazo. The kojot pack followed, no more than a dozen feet behind him.

      Laran was at the gate, closing it even as Jamie ran. Jamie leaped through the narrowing gap, and Laran slammed it shut behind him. Jamie heard a large deadbolt sliding into place, even as kojot struck the other side of the door. He came to a stop, wiped his blades off, and sheathed them. Sweat dripped from his forehead.

      They’d lost their lantern, but the tunnel wasn’t as dark here as it had been where they entered. There was a faint light off in the distance.

      Once Jamie’s eyes adjusted, he looked himself over. He had a dozen new cuts, and infection would be a worry later, but it didn’t look like he was about to die anytime in the next few minutes.

      Too late, he noticed Laran standing next to him, holding a deep bow.

      The sight made him feel distinctly uncomfortable. “There’s no need for any of that.”

      “You saved my life.”

      Jamie stuck a finger through one of many new holes in his clothes. “Couldn’t save my clothes, though. I really liked this shirt, too.”

      Laran finally straightened from his bow.

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to look another sumar in the eye and tell them you, of all people, are the one I owe my life to.”

      Jamie grinned. “Don’t worry about it. If we make it out of this alive, I’ll be sure to tell everyone for you.”

      Laran’s response was drier than the tunnels. “Great.”

      Jamie took the lead, walking toward the dim light up ahead. Glad as he was they were still both alive, there was a question that needed to be answered. Mostly because Jamie figured his life was about to depend on it.

      “You going to tell me what’s wrong with you?”

      “Can’t focus my onda.”

      The confession stopped Jamie in his tracks. “What?”

      “Not sure why. Something that either Ronan or Goldeneye did to me, I think. But it’s like my first day at the obuka, all over again. Except this time it’s harder.”

      “I just risked my life for you, and you can’t even use onda?”

      “I can, just not very well or for very long.”

      “We’re doomed, aren’t we?”

      Laran ignored the comment and took the lead. “It doesn’t change anything. I told you I would lay down my life to save Ronan. That’s still true.”

      Jamie hurried after Laran. “Sure, but when you said that before, I assumed you’d be able to take out at least a demon or three.”

      Laran didn’t respond to that, either, and Jamie swore to himself. He supposed it didn’t matter. He felt like he’d become swept up in a strong river current. All he could do was fight to keep his head above water.

      It didn’t take them long to reach the source of light. A grate was above them, letting in the last light of day.

      “What’s our plan?” Jamie asked.

      “Search for Ronan, kill the demons that have him.” Laran stared up at the grate. “I’m hoping the place isn’t crawling with chikara.”

      Jamie agreed. Chikara didn’t usually wander inside Nacillian ruins, but apparently Goldeneye’s presence changed everything they thought they knew. He let Laran lead the way. He boosted Laran up to the grate, which slid aside without a problem. Then he shoved Laran out of the tunnel, following a moment later.

      He was in Waterstone.

      The sight sent a shiver down his spine.

      One of the places he’d always wanted to visit, but had never had the courage for.

      At the moment, he was feeling like staying away from the ruins had been the right choice. The roads here were too clean and too empty to be natural. Even a street devoid of people in Lindra had the decency to allow weeds to grow.

      Not here. The only inhabitants of this place were the shadows that always seemed to move in and out of the edges of his vision. Plus, he supposed, the fools who had decided to chase a group of demons.

      Fortunately, the chikara did not seem interested in entering the proper ruins. At least not yet.

      Creepy as they were, Jamie would take empty streets over chikara filled ones any day.

      He spoke in a whisper, even though there was no one around to hear him. “Any ideas where they are?”

      The ruins were enormous, and if the demons were hidden inside one of the numerous buildings, it could easily take more than a day to find Ronan.

      Laran shrugged. “Work our way toward the center, then extend outward?”

      It was as good a plan as any, so Jamie let Laran lead him toward the center of the ruins. The empty buildings towered over him, like giants angry that he was invading their territory.

      Would he ever feel comfortable enough to visit this place to study it? The duke still sent out expeditions every year, convinced the ruins held answers both about their world and about the Fall. Between his ability to read Nacillian and his training as a sumar, any expedition would be happy to have him. But for a dozen reasons, it had never seemed the best use of his time.

      Now that he was here, though, he wondered.

      That the Nacillian had been far more advanced went without saying. Every child knew that. It didn’t require much imagination to dream of what this place had once been like. What they might accomplish if they could learn the secrets of the Nacille.

      He was so distracted he ran into Laran when the sumar stopped and took a step back.

      Perhaps he’d been following a bit too close behind.

      Laran glared at him, then hurried over to the corner of a building. He poked his head around and gestured for Jamie to do the same.

      Jamie saw the reason Laran had stopped. Maybe three-quarters of a mile away, two figures stood in the street. Though they didn’t move, there was no doubt they didn’t belong. They were the first figures he’d seen in the streets.

      Two demons, guarding a building.

      Thanks to the grid-like layout of the streets, it wasn’t hard for the pair to work their way closer to the demons unobserved. They simply retreated one road and then walked toward the demons. Soon they only had one building between them and their foes.

      They gathered themselves, and Jamie studied Laran. The sumar showed no signs of obvious distress, but he lacked the confidence Jamie was used to seeing from him.

      “You certain you can do this?”

      “No choice,” Laran said.

      Jamie bowed to him. “Good luck, then.”

      Laran returned the bow. “You, too.”

      They jumped out of hiding and ran toward the two demons. As soon as the demons spotted them, they sprang into motion. The sight made Jamie uneasy. Although they ran on two legs, their gait lacked the symmetry of a human run. Jamie’s instinct was to fight them as he would a human opponent, but he wasn’t sure if that was the correct approach.

      He should have asked Laran before. He’d fought this breed of demon.

      Each demon chose an opponent, and the battle became a pair of duels. Jamie avoided a swipe of the demon’s claws, but his counter was knocked aside contemptuously. He retreated a few paces and glanced over at Laran.

      For the moment, the sumar more than held his own. He drove his demon back under a furious assault, resulting in the demon losing one of its arms.

      Then Jamie had to focus on his own demon as it jumped at him. Its claws ripped through Jamie’s already ruined shirt, cutting three parallel gashes down his left arm. Jamie gritted his teeth against the pain and retreated again.

      Fighting with two daggers usually served him well. The average cuvar in the duchy couldn’t last more than a pass or two against the style he’d developed, and blades were far easier to carry around than a sword.

      If they had a downside, though, it was that he had to get in close to his opponents. He didn’t have the extra length of steel protecting him that he would with a sword. Most days, he didn’t mind. He liked fighting up close.

      But he couldn’t convince his body it wanted to close with this demon.

      His demon didn’t share the same fear. It attacked again, closing the distance between them faster than its uneven steps should have been able to. Jamie swore he would stand his ground, but as the claws attacked from both left and right, he retreated again.

      His hands were sweating, loosening his grip on his daggers.

      Was he nothing more than a coward?

      In the corner of his vision, he saw two more demons come around the corner in that bizarre sprint-shamble all these seemed to share. One joined the battle against Laran, overwhelming him in an instant. Jamie had just enough time to watch the sumar retreat half a dozen steps under the renewed assault before he had to worry about his own life.

      The second demon didn’t even have the decency to stand side by side with its partner. It angled around Jamie, looking to cut open his back.

      Definitely not sporting.

      Not only that, but it prevented Jamie from retreating the way he had. If he tried it now, he’d only be backing into the bloodthirsty claws of another demon.

      Jamie swore as both demons attacked him at once, eager to tear him into tiny shreds.
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      Goldeneye didn’t seem to care that Ronan was unobserved in the room, so Ronan did all he could to make the demon regret its laxity. He explored the seams of the room with his fingertips, then slammed against the door over and over. The door seemed thinner than the door on his old house back in Avgan, but whatever material it was made from was too sturdy for him to break. The only option he didn’t explore was the stone structure in the middle of the room. Some instinct told him not to approach, and he listened. It wasn’t like it was going to provide him an exit, anyway.

      Eventually, he admitted defeat. The only way out of this room was if Goldeneye came and let him escape.

      Lacking other options, Ronan sat down in a far corner and tried his techniques for pushing onda away. On his first attempt, his onda returned as quickly as it had before. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. He’d barely pushed it past his body thanks to his distracted mind.

      On his second attempt, it reached farther, and he finally felt it connect with something.

      But it wasn’t pleasant.

      It was a hungry void, consuming all the onda it touched. Ronan felt his own being pulled away violently, leaving nothing behind. Deeper and deeper it went, down a stomach that would never feel full.

      Ronan pulled on his onda, and for a moment, the battle for his life was evenly balanced.

      He pulled, and finally the maw gave up its prize. His onda snapped back into his body, and Ronan opened his eyes to the sting of sweat beading down his forehead.

      He scrambled back, pushing himself as far into the corner as he could.

      It was the stone in the center in the room that had tried to kill him. It devoured onda, and if Ronan had been forced to guess, it was the reason why not so much as a weed could grow in these ruins.

      And he was locked in a room with it.

      Needless to say, he stopped trying to push his onda away.

      His breathing had just returned to normal when something in the door clicked and Goldeneye came in.

      It looked at Ronan and grinned. “You’ve touched it, then.”

      Ronan couldn’t keep the fear out of his voice. “What is it?”

      “It is many things, but today, it will serve as a door.”

      “A door to where?”

      “Home.”

      Ronan frowned, trying to understand. “You’re not from here?”

      The demon didn’t answer as it approached Ronan, but Ronan’s mind was racing. If demons weren’t from here, where did they come from, and why did Goldeneye want to open a door?

      A sudden hope bloomed in his chest. “Do you want to go home?”

      The demon chuckled, a low scratchy sound that set Ronan’s teeth on edge.

      “The door isn’t for me to go through. It is for my family to come join me.”

      The hope in Ronan’s chest died faster than it had bloomed. The demon stopped a step short of Ronan and squatted down next to him.

      Its complete lack of respect for Ronan felt like a slap in the face. “A few words before we begin.”

      “I’m not going to help you.”

      Goldeneye ignored him. “I have opened the connection with the other doors. I do not think you yet possess the strength to open more than one, especially from here. But one will be enough for now. Other leveren will eventually appear to finish what you begin today. When you make contact with the pillars of eternity, do not try to control your onda. It will bring you only pain. The door knows what to do. It just needs a key.”

      Ronan wished he hadn’t pushed himself into a corner, because now there was no place to run. “Are you even listening? I’m not going to help you!”

      Goldeneye stood up. “Come. Our time draws short. Your obnoxious sumar are outside, attempting a rescue. Best to finish before any more of my family falls to their blades.”

      Once again, Ronan dared to hope. Laran and Jamie had come for him? He felt tears gathering in the corners of his eyes.

      If they had braved both demons and the Nacillian ruins for his sake, the least he could do was give them the time they needed to reach him.

      Laran had said Goldeneye was as strong as a first-rank sumar, so Ronan didn’t delude himself. He couldn’t even push out his onda and test the limits of his techniques.

      But he could run.

      He stood to his feet, slowly, still backed up in the corner of the room. Then he took a deep breath and sprinted for the open door.

      He didn’t make it two steps.

      Goldeneye’s fist found his stomach, and Ronan folded over it like a piece of paper. He collapsed to the floor, and Goldeneye reached down to pick him up.

      “There’s no point in struggling,” the demon said.

      Ronan pushed himself back to his feet and answered with his fists.

      Goldeneye snorted with derision as Ronan landed several ineffectual blows. The demon didn’t even try to block the punches. It just grabbed Ronan by the neck and threw him on top of the stone platform.

      Ronan hit hard, but was on hands and knees trying to scramble away in a moment. But Goldeneye was there, and its strong foot forced Ronan flat against the stone.

      “Grab the pillars.”

      “Never,” Ronan grunted.

      Goldeneye increased the pressure on Ronan’s back. “I can break your spine.”

      Ronan groaned as the pain increased. It was getting difficult to breathe, and blackness crowded the edge of his vision. But he’d be damned if he voluntarily helped Goldeneye.

      Goldeneye sighed, then reached down and grabbed each of Ronan’s wrists. The pressure on his back disappeared, but it didn’t help Ronan in the least. Goldeneye’s hands were stronger than iron, and Ronan watched, helpless against the demon’s greater strength, as his arms were pulled apart and he was stood up.

      The demon forced him to place his left hand against one pillar. The stone felt smooth under his hand. He pulled back, but Goldeneye left him no escape. Ronan fought with everything he had, but his strength simply didn’t compare. The demon forced his right hand ever closer to the stone, and Ronan looked to the door, hoping desperately that someone would come to save him.

      No one did.

      Ronan’s hand touched the pillar and his back arched as an overwhelming power flowed through his body. It was a bottomless well of onda, tearing through his onda channels and ripping his body into pieces. He fought the current and tried to pull his hands away from the pillars, but it was as if someone had nailed his palms into place.

      Sensation threatened to break his mind just as the power threatened to break his bones and flay the skin from his body. His arms felt as though he held them in burning oil, his hands as though he submerged them in icy water. Ants with sharp legs danced across his skin, and his stomach melted in his gut.

      Through it all, he fought. Onda had never been his enemy. It was the fabric of life itself. If only he could find a way to direct it, to control it. There had to be something he could do. He just had to find a way to transcend this power.

      Time lost meaning. The fight could have lasted a second, or it could have been an hour.

      One bitter thought almost destroyed him. For years, he had sought to possess a mere fraction of this power. Now that it was his, he couldn’t control it. Life, as always, mocked him.

      The onda continued to burn, eating away at his body and mind.

      When the door to Goldeneye’s home opened, it wasn’t something Ronan saw so much as felt. The room faded from sight, and he and Goldeneye were no longer alone.

      Ronan fell to his knees, though his hands refused to move from the pillars.

      Darkness consumed most of the light in the room, and the air grew thin. The whole room shimmered, as though a mirage. Ronan split in two, torn between realities.

      He screamed, the agony of the struggle beating at the last of his will.

      Something else was near. Large and malevolent, Ronan’s bruised mind could only comprehend parts of it.

      The building around him shook. Cracks appeared in the walls, but the only sound Ronan heard was the mad laughter of Goldeneye.

      Its family was at the door, and they were moments away from coming through.
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      Laran swore as the demon on his right came close to taking off his right leg with a powerful swipe. Fighting against one demon was difficult enough. Two was nearly impossible. With his difficulty focusing his onda, he might as well have taken on a pack of kojot blindfolded.

      But he was still alive. He hadn’t broken his oath to keep Ronan safe yet. Though if the fight continued like this, it wouldn’t be long.

      He couldn’t turn the tide of the battle. Onda slipped in and out of his grasp, and he failed to exploit the small openings he created. His head pounded with every beat of his heart and his body ached. He neared his limit.

      A dozen paces away, Jamie wasn’t doing any better. He fought well with his daggers, but they were terrible weapons against these demons. The thief was bleeding from half a dozen wounds and looked even less likely to win than Laran.

      Laran dodged one demon and cut at the other. He lost focus of his onda as he cut, and the second demon easily avoided the sword.

      If they couldn’t beat these demons, what hope did he have against Goldeneye?

      He knew the answer to that question already, but at least he’d die trying to keep his word. There were worse people to die next to than Jamie. He stumbled away from another attack, then focused his onda long enough to leap away from the second demon.

      As he landed, the air around them pulsed with power, sending human and demon alike to the ground. It was the first respite Laran had experienced in the whole battle.

      The wave of power blasted past them, and from the buildings behind the fighters, glass shattered and fell like jagged darts. He tried to move, but he’d already surpassed his limit. His body refused to obey, and he watched the deadly rain drop toward him.

      Someone picked him up from the side, carried him a few steps, then was blasted sideways by another, even stronger, wave of power. They fell together, hitting the road hard and bouncing before coming to a rest.

      Laran blinked as he stared up at the sky. Beside him, someone groaned, and Laran turned to realize he was laying partially on top of Jamie. It felt as though his mind and body had broken apart.

      “What was that?” he mumbled.

      Jamie pushed him to a sitting position. “Don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

      He sat up next to Laran and pointed to the demons. “It looks like they liked it even less.”

      He spoke true. The demons were writhing in agony. Then Laran’s eyes traveled to the building the demons had been guarding. Though the blasts had damaged every building nearby, the epicenter remained unharmed.

      Except that it shimmered, almost becoming translucent before solidifying again. Laran stared at it, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. He startled when Jamie pulled him up. The thief was already standing.

      “Can you fight?” Jamie asked.

      Laran couldn’t answer that question immediately. But Jamie let go of him and he could stand, so he figured that was good enough. “A bit.”

      “Let’s kill them before they regain their bearings.”

      Laran couldn’t argue with that. Whatever had happened, the demons were just starting to come to their senses. He grasped at onda, lost it, grasped again, and grabbed hold. He focused it, grateful for the strength that trickled into his exhausted limbs.

      Jamie reached the demons first, punching a dozen holes into the nearest demon with his daggers before moving on to the next.

      Laran beheaded the one whose arm he had taken off, and Jamie leaped on top of one just getting to its feet. He stabbed it through the eye, and it fell instantly.

      Laran couldn’t reach the last demon before it regained its feet. It avoided his first attack, but before he could attack again, he lost his focused onda. Laran retreated. The demon rushed into the gap, not giving Laran any time to focus again. Laran almost tripped over one of the dead demons, providing the demon exactly the opening it sought. It struck out at him, and Laran had no way of avoiding it.

      Then Jamie was there, saving Laran’s life for the second time in as many minutes. He thrust one of his daggers clean through the demon’s arm and twisted it away from Laran.

      The demon let out a high-pitch screech and swiped at Jamie, who abandoned his dagger and jumped back.

      The movement gave Laran a clean look at the demon’s neck. He cut, not even bothering to focus his onda. His sword sliced into the demon’s neck, getting caught on one of the vertebra. The demon died, blood pouring from its wound.

      Laran freed his sword, and Jamie found his dagger and did the same.

      As one they looked toward the building the demons had been guarding. It continued to shimmer, even though they stood no more than thirty feet outside of it. The effect wasn’t limited to the building, either. The air around them quivered, and Laran heard a low hum growing louder in the back of his mind.

      “Does it feel hot to you, too?” Jamie asked.

      Laran, who’d been sweating for the better part of an hour since their entrance into the ruins, hadn’t noticed. Once Jamie noted it, though, Laran agreed. The air was unnaturally hot and possessed an odor he couldn’t quite place. Not exactly sulfurous, but close.

      “You have any idea what’s happening?”

      Jamie shook his head. “Was hoping you’d be able to tell me.”

      “I don’t have a damn clue.”

      Jamie pointed toward the building. “Guessing Ronan’s in there, though.”

      “Probably Goldeneye, too.”

      Jamie grunted. “Well, let’s go in before I develop even a little bit of sense and walk away from all of this.”

      Laran nodded and led the way, stepping forward cautiously. Everything felt thin, for lack of a better word. Like it lacked solidity. When he reached the door the demons had been guarding, he felt it fading in and out of his grip. When it felt firm, Laran pulled it open.

      Before they could step in, though, a vibration filled both ground and air. In a way, it reminded Laran of a harra, but it was wrong. It was far too big, for one, and the feel wasn’t right. Laran frowned, and soon he was struggling to hold onto his sword, as it, too, vibrated.

      As the building faded, Laran thought he caught sight of something in the distance, coming right for them.

      But then the building returned, as solid as he expected, and he blinked as though it was an illusion.

      His heart sank when Jamie spoke beside him. “Did you see that?”

      They looked at each other, both pairs of eyes going wide.

      The building faded again, and this time, the monster was far closer.

      Laran pulled at Jamie’s arm, first to realize how much danger they were in. “Run!”
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      Jamie didn’t need Laran’s encouragement. He was already turning to leave as the sumar shouted at him. He didn’t have the slightest clue what that giant bastard was, but he recognized danger when he saw it.

      They were across the road and almost to the cover of the adjacent buildings when an ear-splitting crack filled the air. Jamie turned to see the front of the shimmering building split like wood before an axe. It bulged, the same way the ground did in the moment before a harra broke the surface. Jamie angled closer to cover as the front of the building exploded.

      Huge chunks of Nacillian stone tumbled through the air as shards of glass shot into the road. The ground rumbled as the stone crashed around him, and he pressed himself up tight against the building he was using for cover.

      As the last of the stone landed, Jamie risked peeking out.

      If there was a good piece of news, it was that the monster had solved the problem of opening the front door for them. The whole front of the building the demons had been guarding was gone, revealing hallways and rooms filled with strange objects. Jamie didn’t see Ronan, but only the front part of the building had suffered damage. If the boy was deeper in, he might still be alive.

      Though the odds of that being true were slimmer with every passing second.

      The bad news, though, was that an enormous monster stood between them and the building. In some ways, it reminded Jamie of a harra, with its long, segmented body. But the similarities ended there. For one, it was far larger than even an elder harra. Jamie guessed that it stood nearly ten feet tall and had to be at least thirty long. It moved forward on dozens of legs, almost like an oversized centipede. It had a head that was roughly triangular and a thin neck that looked like its weakest spot.

      Unfortunately, just behind the neck, in the place Jamie thought of as the “shoulders” of the monster, were four long, narrow limbs that ended in long, curved claws that reminded Jamie of the blade of a scythe. It only took Jamie a few seconds of observation to see that those four limbs were how the monster interacted with the world. They were coordinated, agile, and sharp as Laran’s sword. Anyone wanting to target the neck would have to fight their way through them.

      It was, in short, the most terrifying thing Jamie had ever seen. Even the nightmares he’d suffered from as a child paled in comparison.

      He considered it a testament to his bravery that his pants remained unsoiled.

      The monster turned toward him, its dozens of legs chewing up the distance with soul-crushing speed.

      He knew he should turn and run. He shouted at his legs to run, but he was rooted in place. What was the point? He couldn’t outrun it, and he suspected there were far more dangers on their way. The easiest way out was to cut his own neck and call it a day.

      When Laran stepped between Jamie and the monster, Jamie didn’t understand. The monster towered over Laran, and as soon as it set eyes on the sumar, those four bladed limbs reached forward to slice him into pieces.

      Jamie squeezed his eyes shut, not wanting to watch Laran’s gruesome death.

      A moment later he cracked his eyes back open, and was surprised to see Laran not only standing, but halting the monster’s advance. It stirred his stoney heart.

      Gwen had once asked him why he had become a sumar, when it had made no real sense to do so. His answer had only been part of the truth.

      Like most children, he had grown up on the legends of the sumar. They were the sword of humanity, while cuvar were the shields. Sumar were the ones who braved the wild, exploring the darkest shadows in the quest to find answers. Once, humanity had ruled this world. But it had fallen.

      The sumar were the brave souls who sought to find out why, who fought to return humanity to a place where they no longer had to cower each night behind the walls.

      Yes, he’d known that every story was probably more fiction than truth, but it was what those stories represented that mattered. Even as he’d aged and learned more about the ways of the world, that idealistic seed still grew. That was why he’d joined the sumar. To be among the bravest and best of humanity.

      And that was why he’d only served the one term.

      Because there were amazing sumar in the world. People who fought with every breath for answers, pushing ever deeper into the wild.

      But most were not. Though they were, by requirement, all skilled ondists, many joined the sumar for the higher pay. Most sumar took the easiest assignments possible, and Jamie had become no exception. When his mettle had been truly tested, he’d failed. He was no hero.

      In the end, he’d become disappointed both with himself and with the sumar. They weren’t evil or malicious, but they weren’t inspiring, either.

      But then there was Laran.

      The older sumar was bitter, broken, and about as much fun as stepping on a nail.

      But damn.

      He could barely control his onda, and he hadn’t hesitated a second before fighting this monster.

      Laran was the sumar he’d always hoped to meet when he was younger. As the man stood, impossibly, against the monster, Jamie suddenly wished they would have met years ago, before cynicism had rooted deep in his heart.

      Monster and sumar traded blows again, and though Laran gave no ground, Jamie also saw that he couldn’t win. Jamie didn’t understand how Laran was able to stand against those four limbs, but it made what had to come next perfectly clear.

      He tightened his grip on his daggers.

      Of all the damn foolhardy things he had done, this, by far, was the worst.

      But it was the next thing.

      Laran was the better sword, even as he struggled to control his onda. Hell, he was the one Ronan looked up to. The boy had always understood. If only one of them should have the chance to leave this place alive, it was the sumar.

      Jamie cursed at himself as he sheathed his daggers and found fist-sized stone. He ran forward a few steps and whipped it at the monster.

      His aim was almost perfect. He’d been going for the monster’s left eye, and his throw struck right between the eyes. The monster reared back and retreated a few steps, giving Laran a chance to breathe.

      “Over here, you ugly fucker!” Jamie shouted as he ran away from Laran.

      The monster turned, Laran temporarily forgotten.

      Jamie saw Laran turn, mouth agape.

      It made Jamie smile. Hopefully he’d be remembered for doing something useful, at least.

      “Save Ronan!” he shouted. “I’ll kill this one.”

      He sounded far more confident than he felt, and was pleased when he saw Laran give him a quick, deep bow, then run toward the destroyed building.

      Good.

      Now Ronan had at least a chance.

      Jamie sprinted as fast as his legs could carry him, passing two or three buildings before turning to face the monster. The monster pursued, skittering forward, those four limbs already reaching toward him.

      Now, all he had to do was figure out how to kill this thing.

      He dodged the monster’s first few cuts.

      A smile grew on his face. The monster had seemed quicker when it fought Laran. Maybe the sumar had tired it out.

      He was still smiling like a fool when the monster struck him with the backside of one of its limbs, sending him through the window of an adjacent building.
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      When the enormous chikara crashed into their world, it felt as though Ronan’s heart had been ripped from his chest. Goldeneye’s gravelly laughter echoed in the small room, and Ronan couldn’t hold on for much longer. But no matter how hard he fought, onda wouldn’t listen to his commands. It wouldn’t fall under his control.

      The building shook and trembled as the chikara destroyed it. The cracks in the walls of the room widened, but the chikara hadn’t become solid until it had passed a few dozen feet away from the epicenter of Ronan’s door. He wished the room would collapse around him, killing him and Goldeneye both, but he had no such luck.

      The separation of his soul continued, torn between this world and whatever place Goldeneye called home. One moment, sweat trickled down between his shoulder blades as a wave of humidity rolled over him. The next, he shivered at the freezing temperature of the stone his hands held. Whenever he tried to focus on one sensation, another demanded his attention.

      Tears rolled down his face.

      He had failed.

      The door was open. Already he’d let a new monster into the world, and there were legions more on their way. His body wouldn’t hold out for long. Maybe a few more minutes, at most.

      But it would be enough for Goldeneye.

      For all he’d learned in the past weeks, all the strength he’d gained, it still wasn’t enough.

      He screamed, burning the last of his strength in one final attempt to pull away from the stone. But his hands might as well have been the stone of the pillar themselves. He would be connected to these pillars until the onda rushing through him burned him from the inside out.

      Finally, his strength failed him.

      Ronan surrendered, allowing the onda free reign through his body.

      And the pain vanished, as though it had been an illusion.

      In every important respect, nothing about Ronan’s situation had changed. His hands were still stuck to the pillars. Vast amounts of onda still burned the channels in his body. The door remained open, and Ronan hadn’t the slightest clue how to close it.

      But it no longer hurt. His body was still being consumed by onda, but it was as if he had stepped outside of his body and could observe it from a distance.

      With the pain gone, Ronan’s awareness roamed, following onda wherever it led him. He searched Goldeneye’s home first, wondering if there was something there that would teach him how to close the door. It was an oppressive, red-tinged world, hot and humid. As near as he could tell, there was no onda anywhere in this world, either.

      How did anything live without onda?

      Interesting as the question was, the answer wouldn’t help him close the door, and there was no time for exploration. Ronan brought his attention back to his world, to the stone structure he was locked onto.

      This stone pedestal had onda channels carved into it. Ronan could trace the flow of the life-giving power through the stone just as he could through his own body. And it was connected to a deep well of onda, an unbelievable power.

      He’d never heard of stone conducting onda before, but the Nacillian had clearly figured out how. And unlike his body, the stone didn’t burn. It could accept this onda and more. Even more interesting, not all the channels in the stone were being used. There were small—gates—he supposed, that guided the onda. He tried to shove the enormous flow of onda against the gates, hoping that might close the door.

      His efforts were rewarded with nothing but excruciating pain. The moment he tried to control onda, agony exploded from the bottom of his feet to the crown of his head.

      Had anything happened as a result, Ronan might have pushed through. But the gates in the stone didn’t budge.

      He continued the search, growing ever more desperate. His awareness moved with blazing speed, but more demons and chikara were nearing the door between worlds. A pack of kojot were only seconds away. It was almost as if they were being called by the door he’d made.

      The thought gave him an idea.

      Goldeneye had said that Laran and Jamie were near. Could he call to them? Rely on them one last time to save him?

      He pushed his awareness out farther than before, and was surprised at how easy it was. Part of it, at least, was that there was no onda anywhere else in the ruins. Goldeneye didn’t possess any, either. Ronan sensed the demon as an inky stain, surrounded by onda but not a part of it, like a drop of oil placed in water. Just like the chikara.

      It was interesting, but not necessary information at the moment.

      He found his two escorts without problem, though he doubted what his senses told him. Laran’s onda felt familiar, though Ronan couldn’t say why, exactly. He was running toward Ronan, but he kept losing focus of his onda. Ronan sensed every shift, from powerful and condensed to cloudy and weak. Against the darkness that was Goldeneye, the veteran sumar would be destroyed.

      But the truly surprising part was Jamie. At the moment, the only other source of onda in the ruins was face to face with the largest chikara Ronan had ever heard of.

      And he wasn’t running.

      Fascinated, Ronan couldn’t help but watch through his extended senses. Jamie’s onda was tightly condensed, giving him the speed and strength to stay in front of the monster. For now, he was alive, which was miracle enough. But he was less likely to beat the monster than Laran was Goldeneye. The difference in strength was too great.

      It couldn’t end like this! After everything they’d been through, there had to be something he could do. His life had to mean something more.

      He observed, hopeless, as Laran charged through the rooms of the building Goldeneye had locked him in. The demon seemed unaware of the threat, focused entirely on Ronan.

      A pack of kojot burst through the door connecting the worlds, racing through the hallways of the building. Fortunately, they took a different path than the one Laran used to approach. Thanks to the walls, the two forces never knew how close they had come to one another.

      More chikara approached the door from the other side, a veritable flood, and Ronan could do nothing but watch as they neared. If the door stood open for much longer, Ronan wasn’t sure the duchy would survive. He pulled again, more out of desperation than any actual hope it would work.

      His hands didn’t move.

      He fought the tears that gathered on his face. He hadn’t been able to fight his whole life, and even as a healer, he hadn’t been able to save Mother. Why was he so damned useless?

      Laran reached the room, and Ronan dared to hope.

      Laran leaped at the demon, sword ready to make the killing cut.

      But Goldeneye noticed the attack before it struck, and Laran and Goldeneye began to fight.

      Although fight was a generous term for the beating Goldeneye gave Laran.

      Goldeneye didn’t possess the sharp claws of its brethren, and Laran was armed with a sword. But it didn’t matter one damn bit. Ronan watched the battle almost as if he was two separate observers. One watched the duel happening right in front of him with open eyes. Laran fought valiantly, his sword technique nearly flawless. The second observer watched the flow of onda. In that realm, Laran’s fight was desperate. He rarely could focus his onda for more than a second or two, and it just wasn’t enough to threaten Goldeneye.

      Laran never backed down, no matter how hopeless the cause. Goldeneye kicked him down, and he was back on his feet a moment later.

      Ronan couldn’t stand to watch the beating, so he focused instead on Laran’s onda. If he could just figure out what was happening, maybe he could help Laran focus. He reached out his attention, narrowing his awareness until nothing but the sumar remained.

      It worked better than Ronan expected. He could feel Laran’s onda as though it were his own. He sensed as it slipped out of Laran’s grasp, how it fought against being focused.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat.

      Laran had possessed far more onda than Ronan did. A lifetime of focusing it and strengthening his onda pathways had made him considerably stronger than Ronan. Despite the difference in quantity, though, Laran’s onda felt exactly like Ronan’s.

      And with that knowledge, Ronan knew how he could help.
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      Laran wiped the blood out of his eye with his left hand. Here he was, so close to Ronan. The boy stood on a stone pedestal, one hand on each of two stone pillars. He didn’t appear to be in any pain, but Laran saw how Ronan flexed and pulled away. Some force was keeping him trapped.

      If Goldeneye would simply make a single mistake, Laran planned on charging past it and trying to tackle Ronan off.

      But Goldeneye remained stubbornly in between him and Ronan, and Laran didn’t have the strength, onda, or luck to get past it. Hell, right now Goldeneye wasn’t even paying him much attention. It seemed more than content to let him sit in a corner of the room and stew on his failures.

      Laran wiped away more blood, trying to keep both eyes open. The wound on his forehead wasn’t much deeper than a scratch, but it bled as though someone had severed an artery.

      Laran stood back up. His legs wobbled underneath him, threatening to give out. Everything hurt, and he was bleeding from at least a dozen cuts. But dammit, he was going to save Ronan.

      He began the difficult process of focusing his onda. Slowly, as though he was wrestling a small bear, he began to submit it. The cloud of strength in his stomach hardened and shrunk. A welcome wave of strength renewed his limbs.

      But just dueling Goldeneye wasn’t enough. Laran needed a win, and he needed it with his next move. He didn’t have many more in him, and there was no telling when Goldeneye would tire of him.

      The lightning strike was his best option. He and Goldeneye were less than a dozen feet apart, and the demon didn’t expect him to have much left.

      With one quick, perfect cut, this could all be over.

      Laran groaned as he forced the focused onda lower in his body. It felt like lighting his legs on fire, but he held onto the technique, embracing the pain as proof that he was no coward. That he would keep his promises no matter the cost. He pushed even more down, leaving little left. He needed it all, and there was no point holding back.

      Goldeneye continued to ignore him, and Laran hoped it would be the last mistake the demon ever made.

      Finally, he could push no harder. His legs were as full as they would ever be, and already onda was trickling out, back to his core where it belonged.

      He shifted, preparing for the strike. His arms felt like limp noodles, but all he needed was for them to make the cut precisely. The sharpness of the blade would do the rest.

      Goldeneye noticed the shift and turned its full attention to Laran. But it didn’t matter.

      It was already too late for the demon.

      Laran released his technique, sprinting forward, faster than he’d ever run before. He closed the distance between them in an eye blink, snapping his sword forward and right at Goldeneye’s neck. Though he had no breath to shout, he silently cried out in victory.

      He never saw the punch.

      All his momentum stopped in a moment as he folded around Goldeneye’s fist. Ribs broke, sending a wave of fire up his chest. His sword went flying out of his hand and across the room, missing Ronan by only a few inches. He would have fallen, but Goldeneye held him up, draped over its fist. He hung there for several seconds before Goldeneye relaxed its arm and let him collapse to the ground.

      Laran coughed up blood.

      All Goldeneye had done was duck under the swing and punch him. A simple enough move.

      But the speed and strength were beyond compare. Laran didn’t think even a first-rank sumar could move so fast.

      Goldeneye laughed. “A good effort, but wasted.”

      It prodded Laran with its foot. “I’d hoped you, of all people, might see reason.”

      Genuine regret laced the demon’s words, and then its voice became as hard as steel. “No matter.”

      It raised up its foot to crush Laran’s skull, and Laran could do nothing but watch his end.

      “Push it away!” Ronan shouted.

      Goldeneye froze, its foot inches above Laran’s head. It turned and looked over at Ronan, who was staring at the duelists with wide-open eyes.

      Laran was as confused as the demon. Push the demon’s foot away? He lacked the strength.

      But Ronan was no fool. He meant something more.

      Then Laran felt a tug on his onda, a gentle pull. Against every self-preservation instinct he possessed, he closed his eyes to focus on the feeling. It had to be Ronan, showing him the technique.

      Laran would have laughed if not for his broken ribs. What did Ronan possibly think he could accomplish?

      Then he realized he was being just as great a fool. He was lying here, ready to die. What difference did it make if he was vomiting his empty stomach out as he did?

      He took a deep breath, then followed Ronan’s lead. The technique was easy enough. It was the same breathing pattern as the most basic of focusing techniques, but on the exhale he gently pushed out instead of focusing.

      The whole world shifted around him. Everything felt different than before.

      Richer.

      More vibrant.

      He sensed Goldeneye’s foot coming down, just as he knew exactly how he should respond. His arm snapped up, knocking the killing foot off course. It crashed down hard onto the floor just above Laran’s head. Then Laran lashed out with his foot, slamming into the demon’s calf.

      Goldeneye lost its balance and stumbled backward. Laran rose smoothly to his feet, feeling as though the actions were being pulled out of him, rather than coming from any conscious plan. His ribs screamed at him and his body ached, but it felt as though it was happening to someone else.

      Goldeneye didn’t give him any chance to recover. It struck with a powerful series of blows, faster and stronger than any it had thrown before.

      Laran didn’t feel that much faster, but he knew where Goldeneye was going to attack, and it was child’s play to deflect the punches before they could complete their deadly purpose. For the first time, Laran stood toe to toe with Goldeneye and didn’t get pushed back.

      The demon retreated a step. Laran’s first instinct was to stay in place and accept the moment of peace. It was what he felt compelled to do. But he’d trained his whole life as a warrior, and he knew better than to let an opponent gather their wits when they were retreating.

      He attacked, and the world snapped back to the way it had always been. Goldeneye backhanded him and sent him spinning back down to the ground.

      “Don’t stop!” Ronan shouted. “Keep pushing and wait! Trust it!”

      Those were his last words before Goldeneye stepped onto the pedestal and kicked him in the gut. Ronan slumped, nearly unconscious, but Laran noticed the boy’s hands remained firmly locked on the pillars.

      Goldeneye turned back to him as the building around them faded completely. They were no longer in the room, but on a barren plain. It was hot and humid here and the sky was blood red. Dust billowed in the distance, and it didn’t take a sumar to understand why.

      Chikara of all sizes and shapes ran toward them. Laran figured he had maybe a minute before they reached him.

      He stood up. He didn’t know where he was or what was happening, but Goldeneye stood before him. Ronan hadn’t led him wrong, yet. He pushed out his onda. It felt different, here, but Laran ignored that for now. Goldeneye approached, and they fought once more.

      Goldeneye was fast, strong, and accurate. Laran had never faced a more dangerous opponent. But he kept one step ahead of the demon, deflecting blows that would have cracked stone open. He retreated and waited, always worried about the approaching chikara but trusting Ronan. Goldeneye’s strikes grew more erratic, more powerful.

      Laran saw potential openings, but he never felt that pull that was becoming more familiar with every exchange. That sense of rightness.

      So he waited, and the chikara grew closer. They’d already covered half the distance that remained.

      Goldeneye launched a kick that missed completely, and it was wide open for a strike. The chikara were almost upon them, now, and the temptation was overwhelming.

      Laran breathed and pushed out his onda, waiting.

      Goldeneye stumbled, righted itself, and roared in outrage. “You’ll never stand against the sunslayers!”

      Laran didn’t understand. But he didn’t have to.

      Goldeneye sprinted forward, moving faster than ever. It released a primal scream as it brought its fist back.

      There.

      Laran felt it like a thread, pulling his own fist forward. He lashed out, catching Goldeneye right in the throat.

      The demon fell, clutching its neck.

      Laran stepped forward, still pushing onda away. He didn’t understand how the process could feel so natural. But its guidance was clear.

      Laran put his hand on each side of the misshapen head. Goldeneye tried to snarl, but Laran twisted hard, and Goldeneye fell to the ground, never to move again.
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      Jamie shook his head, clearing the cobwebs from his thoughts.

      Somehow, he was still alive, and the chikara had lost interest in him. It was already moving down the road, toward a destination Jamie couldn’t begin to guess. He stood up and checked himself. The glass had cut him in a few places on the way through, but those wounds just matched those the kojot had given him earlier.

      He walked toward the broken glass and looked out. The chikara had its back to him and was marching away, skittering slowly like the giant it was.

      Good riddance.

      It wasn’t a thought he was proud of, but so long as it was out of their hair, he figured the problem wasn’t his to deal with anymore. After all, they were here for Ronan. Let the sumar deal with it someday.

      Of course, the moment he had the thought, the chikara stopped in place and turned back toward the building where Ronan and Laran were.

      “Why?” Jamie whined. “Why couldn’t you just once leave us alone?”

      The chikara scurried quickly toward the building, but stopped well short. The building still shimmered, once again looking like a mirage in the distance. The chikara didn’t seem interested in getting much closer than it already was. It shuffled back and forth, and Jamie would have sworn it looked agitated.

      Of course, for all he knew, it was celebrating.

      Jamie didn’t particularly want to jump out of the window and attract the chikara’s attention, so he searched the building for stairs. Even the Nacille had stairs. He found them near the back and hurried down. He ran to the next building over and opened the door, grateful he had a three-story structure between him and the chikara. Again, he found the stairs. This time, he ran all the way to the top, where another door led him to the flat ceiling of the building. He stepped out, ran to the edge closest to the chikara, then ducked down low.

      He’d been out of sight for a minute, maybe two at the most, and the scene outside the building hadn’t changed much. Whatever was twisting reality around the building was growing more severe, and the chikara had backed up a few feet, bringing it even closer to Jamie’s hiding spot. Its attention was still focused on the building, leaving Jamie in relative safety.

      Jamie studied the beast, wondering if there was some way to predict its movements. The legs and body weren’t much of a problem, but those limbs on top would dice him up like a choice cut of livestock at the butchers. He’d been lucky to get hit by the back of one last time. Had it been the sharp side, his top half would be crawling around searching for the bottom half.

      So how did he kill it? The neck was the thinnest part of its body, but it had interlocking armor plates and was in easy reach of all four deadly arms. He might, if he was lucky, get one dagger under one of the plates, but unless he hit something instantly vital, he’d be in pieces a moment later.

      Not really the way he wanted to go. There wasn’t a soft bed or a beautiful woman for miles.

      He grimaced. The distortion around the building was getting more severe. Everything in his vision was swimming, and Jamie couldn’t help but wonder if the chikara below him had friends that it was hoping to have over for company.

      He swore and wondered if there was anyone alive who knew how to fight this thing. He was certain no sumar had ever faced it before. Hell, it would probably even stump Gwen.

      Shit.

      The realization hit him even harder than the chikara just had. He’d heard of this beast before. In the book he’d stolen for Gwen. It was the subject of one of the myths he hadn’t believed. A great Nacillian warrior had killed one of these. But how?

      Jamie rummaged through his memory, tossing aside random facts as he searched for the one that would help him.

      It was a perzon. In the story it had only had two arms, but Jamie supposed it had been several hundred years since the story had been written. Plenty of time to figure out how to grow a few extra arms, if one put their mind to it. It had been killed, instantly, by a dagger wedged under the armored plates in the very center of its neck.

      Jamie had one last chance to make a sensible decision. If he ran, he could escape the ruins. No one in the world would blame him for running from this. Hell, if he really thought about it, he almost had a duty to escape. If they all died here, no one would have any warning about what was coming.

      It almost got him to leave. He stood up and took a few steps away from the edge, but the thoughts of Ronan and Laran in that building stopped him.

      Do the next thing.

      Easy enough to say.

      Much harder to pull off, when the next thing was killing a monster of legend.

      Damn but Laran gave shitty advice.

      He took a deep breath and focused his onda. Shame none of the boys from the Broken Binding were here to see this. He’d never have to buy another drink again. He tightened his grip on his daggers and ran.

      Jamie leaped from the building, and although he was only in the air for a second or two, those moments were the longest of his life. He imagined the perzon turning around and spotting him, unlimbering those long arms, and cutting him apart before he could land. Or it would shuffle to the side, letting him fall to the hard road below.

      But it remained oblivious to the danger dropping down on it from above.

      Jamie landed about halfway up on its body, and then all thought disappeared as he dueled with the perzon.

      It immediately knew that something was on top of it. The four arms came up and the long, segmented body of the beast wiggled left and right.

      Without onda, Jamie certainly would have lost his balance. As it was, every step tested his limits, but he remained upright as the real danger approached. One arm twisted at what seemed like an impossible angle and cut at him. He hurdled the sharp limb, landed, and immediately rolled as the second limb came for him.

      Had he been on a more steady surface, the roll would have brought him back to his feet, but the back of a perzon was far from predictable. It shook again, and this time he wasn’t able to shift his weight with a quick step. He felt himself sliding off the rounded edge of the creature.

      As he completed his roll, he dug both foot and knife into the side of the creature. His first foot skidded and slipped off, but the second caught the edge of a segment. Pushing off that foot, he managed to scramble back to the top of the chikara.

      He managed one step forward, and then another, and then the other two arms came for him, slicing at different angles. On instinct alone, Jamie dove forward, twisting in the air to avoid the sharp limbs. He felt the rush of air as they missed.

      Jamie landed hard, but bounced to his feet before the perzon could attempt to throw him off again. He ran, only a few steps away from the neck. Then he remembered before, when the arms had caught him by surprise. He risked a glance back, and sure enough, the first arm was coming back to cut him down.

      He slid and the arm passed overhead.

      His heels found purchase on the armored segments of the perzon’s neck. He saw where he could slide his dagger in between the plates. Though he didn’t dare look, he had no doubt another arm came for him.

      He jammed his dagger in the small gap. His aim was true, and he felt immediate resistance on the other tip of the blade. He put his whole weight behind his right arm and shoved the weapon deeper. The perzon’s body resisted for a moment, and then the dagger plunged in, stopping only when the guard slammed into the armored plate.

      The perzon fell, every one of its legs giving out at once.

      It released an angry, high-pitched screech as it died. As the screech faded, Jamie heard the powerful arms fall limp around him.

      He nearly cried with relief.

      Then he swore he’d never make fun of Gwen reading myths and legends ever again.

      The building in front of him still shimmered, though.

      He may have slain a mythical monster, but the fight wasn’t over yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Ronan’s mind bent under the sensory assault. It felt as though everything was happening all at once, and he knew it all. Laran, flowing with the currents of onda with more power and grace than Ronan ever had. And Goldeneye, dead on the prairies of his own world. Ronan felt the demon’s strength, its inky darkness, return to the world it had been born from. Not onda, but its distorted and twisted cousin.

      Just beyond the boundary of the door, Jamie fought the enormous chikara. If not for everything happening all at once, Ronan would have let out a whoop of joy as the chikara died. It would vanish from this world in less than a day, leaving no evidence of the feat.

      If they lived through this, though, Ronan suspected Jamie would spread the word of his deeds far and wide.

      He let his attention drift back to the door the stone platform had created. Though Goldeneye was dead, the chikara still ran for the passage. If he didn’t find a way to close the door soon, all their efforts would still be for nothing.

      Laran stumbled toward Ronan. He stepped up onto the platform, wrapped his arms around Ronan, and pulled. Ronan added his meager strength to Laran’s, but his hands remained locked in place.

      He couldn’t be physically moved, and if he fought the flow of onda, it would burn even faster through his body.

      Laran kept pulling, but Ronan ignored the sumar. The Nacille had built this room, and as far as he knew, they weren’t the type to practice sacrifice. Goldeneye had needed to prepare the stone, somehow. It stood to reason there had to be some way to stop it.

      The only answer that remained had to be the different channels carved into the stone.

      Before Ronan could attempt to manipulate them again, the first wave of chikara tore his attention away. They reached the door in the other world and pushed through, emerging in Ronan’s. He stared, fascinated, as ghostly images emerged in the room, then grew more solid as they ran away from the stone pedestal.

      The chikara paid Laran and Ronan no mind. Their only desire seemed to be to leave the room and get as far away from the door as possible.

      Poor Jamie was right in their way, though. Ronan felt him cut through a few of the first wave, then hide in a room as a second wave passed. By the time he made it to Ronan’s room, several dozen chikara had escaped.

      Ronan stared openmouthed when he caught sight of Jamie. The man’s clothes were torn and ragged, he was covered in blood, and moved about as fast as an old man with one foot on the other side of the veil. He would have to clean up just to look terrible.

      And he was in danger of being trampled over.

      Ronan felt the next wave of chikara coming from the other side of the door. If the last waves had been any indication, Jamie was standing right about where they’d become solid.

      “Get up here!” Ronan cried.

      Jamie looked like he was about to curse at Ronan, but he shuffled over just as the next wave of chikara hit the door. The ghostly images passed through him a heartbeat before turning solid, and he turned pale at the sight. He hurried the last few steps and clambered up onto the pedestal.

      “Help me pull!” Laran said.

      Jamie shuffled around and helped Laran, but Ronan already knew the result.

      This wave of chikara crashed through the walls of their room. Before long, this building would collapse.

      Ronan went back to focusing on the stone. He couldn’t control the onda flowing through him, the onda that came from the stone. Could he guide his own somehow? He pushed his own onda out into the powerful currents, working at the tiny gate. The gate fluttered as a trickle of onda pushed against it. But it wouldn’t open. Ronan didn’t have enough.

      The effort almost dropped him to his knees. If not for Laran and Jamie’s support, he might have fallen, never to stand again.

      He gathered himself for another try. The stone mixed his onda with the massive well it pulled from, but it was only his own onda that responded to his gentle nudges.

      “I need more strength,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Laran stopped pulling at him. “What did you say?”

      “I think I can close the door. I just need more onda.”

      Laran didn’t hesitate. “Then take mine.”

      Laran pushed his onda away, and Ronan guided it. It, too, responded to his will. He closed his eyes and focused, guiding their combined onda. The tiny gate fluttered more violently than before, but it wasn’t quite enough to change the direction of the current.

      Ronan didn’t let go. “More!”

      He felt Laran push even more onda out, risking his life again. It still wasn’t enough.

      “You can have mine, too,” Jamie said. “But it won’t be for long.”

      Jamie pushed at his onda.

      Just as before, the effort brought the man to his knees, and he started vomiting over the stone pedestal. Focused onda wasn’t meant to be pushed away from the body. But Jamie held on tight to Ronan and kept pushing, and the focused strength gave Ronan hope.

      He guided the onda against the gate one last time.

      It fluttered for a moment, and Ronan feared his efforts had been for nothing.

      Then it snapped open, and the flow of onda within the stone shifted.

      The pedestal rumbled beneath their feet, and the temperature of the air shifted. The heat and humidity vanished, as though they’d never been anything more than an illusion.

      The force that had held Ronan’s hands in place finally released its grip, and when he opened his eyes, the room around him was solid, albeit, less structurally sound than it had been at the start of the day. Several chikara lay dying in the room. It looked like they had been cut in half as the door closed.

      Ronan slumped to hands and knees, immensely grateful not to be attached to the stone anymore. Laran sat crosslegged beside him, and Jamie sprawled out in his own vomit. For a long time, they just sat there together, silent.

      Laran was the one who spoke first.

      Ronan was so surprised it made him wonder if Jamie was asleep. “Don’t suppose any of you know a good place to sleep around here?”

      Jamie laughed. “I don’t think even a rest would take us in looking like this.”

      Laran looked at over at Ronan. “My friend will need a shower, too. He can’t handle his onda.”

      Jamie snorted, then chuckled.

      It was a dumb joke, but it was the first one Ronan had ever heard Laran make.

      Soon, they were all laughing like children. Ronan wiped a tear from his eye.

      It was good to be alive.
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      Laran, as he usually did, woke up before the others. Ronan would be up shortly, but they’d have to fight over who was responsible for waking Jamie. Ever since Waterstone, Jamie had insisted on sleeping in, saying he’d worked hard enough to earn that, at least.

      They still left early enough most mornings, so Laran didn’t fight it. Jamie’s ways weren’t his, but Laran had seen the corpse of the perzon.

      Even he had to give Jamie credit for an impressive piece of work, there.

      Most mornings Laran trained by himself, and sometimes Ronan joined, too. Laran had regained some of his ability to focus onda, but it was still much harder than it should have been. At times, he despaired over ever returning to the warrior he’d once been. Ronan and he agreed his problem was due to Ronan and Goldeneye fighting over him on the road, but Ronan didn’t dare try to fix it. He didn’t understand his power well enough, and Laran agreed. Training usually helped, but he wasn’t feeling the desire today. Instead, he rested on a log near where they’d made camp and enjoyed the peace and quiet of the morning.

      Camping had been Ronan’s idea. After their eventual escape from Waterstone, they’d been forced to spend a night far away from any rest.

      Jamie had complained incessantly, but Ronan had apparently enjoyed it. It had been the first time he’d spent a night far from protective walls, and he’d kept watch the same as the others.

      He was a good kid.

      Laran had never thought much about having children. Back when he’d been considering marriage, he and Deandra had spoken of it, but it had never been more than a distant dream. Now, he couldn’t envision a future in which he was a father. He didn’t want even a fraction of that responsibility.

      But if he did ever have a child, he wouldn’t be disappointed if they turned out half as well as Ronan. The boy was the best of them by far. Cynicism couldn’t stick to him, and that was saying something after another week of travel with Jamie. Laran couldn’t guess what Ronan’s future held, but his gut told him the boy would do well.

      Ronan woke next, and after packing up his supplies, sat down on the log next to Laran.

      “Hard to believe,” he said.

      Laran grunted. He sensed the boy wanted to talk, but Laran couldn’t think of anything to say.

      Ronan turned to gesture at Jamie. “I think it’s your turn.”

      “You should do it. Last time he tried to stab me.”

      Jamie rolled onto his side and groaned. “You two know I can hear you, right?”

      “Will wonders never cease?” Laran asked. “Did you wake up on your own before noon?”

      Jamie extended his middle finger high in the air, but he was awake.

      Before long, they were on the road again. Most days they broke their fast before setting off, but today there was a different energy in the air. They were all eager to be moving as soon as possible. Today was the day they would reach the border with Gutan. They ate as they walked.

      Laran took the lead, scouting out ahead of them. By this time, it was habit. Since Goldeneye had died, the wild had become a much more comfortable place for all three of them. Beast and chikara alike behaved more like he expected them to, and outside of one chikara attack three days ago, the rest of the trip had been uneventful.

      Now the big question was if travel through Gutan would be equally easy.

      Laran was nervous about the switch. He’d been through Gutan a few times over the years, but he didn’t know the area like he did the forests of Lindra. Here, he was confident he could protect Ronan from most threats. Once they crossed the border, there were many more unknowns.

      But they would face the problems as they came. After the hell Goldeneye had put them through, there wasn’t much that scared him anymore.

      It was midmorning when they crested a rise and got their first view of the border.

      It stopped them in their tracks.

      “Huh,” Jamie said.

      Laran shared Jamie’s sentiments.

      Only Ronan found words. “Are they all sumar?”

      It was impressive the boy recognized the uniforms. Though, Laran supposed, he had been in the obuka just a couple of months ago. Recognizing the uniforms of the different duchies would have been a standard part of the curriculum.

      “Sure looks that way,” Jamie said. “You think they’re here for us?”

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” Laran answered.

      Two dozen sumar had set up a camp perhaps a quarter mile past the border checkpoint. At the moment, they were busy training.

      Laran led the group to the checkpoint, where Lady Gwen’s torn papers raised several eyebrows. Jamie hadn’t been able to keep them completely away from the kojot’s claws in the tunnel. But the seal was legitimate, and the cuvar at the checkpoint waved them through once they announced themselves. Laran got the sense they were expected.

      They reached the sumar a few minutes later. The group had called a halt to their training, and their commander approached.

      Laran led with a bow, answered in kind by the commander of the group. Laran’s eyes bulged a bit as they took in the woman’s insignia. She was a first-rank sumar.

      She spoke first. “Are you Laran, Jamie, and Ronan?”

      So, they had been expected. Lady Gwen’s hand at work, no doubt, sending word ahead via bird. It was more than impressive that she was able to summon such a force.

      “We are.”

      A look of relief passed over her face. “Good. We were starting to worry that something had happened to you.”

      She looked at their recent scars, then amended her statement. “Well, it looks like something did happen. We were worried the wild had killed you.”

      “Tried its damnest,” Jamie said with wide smile.

      The commander was not impressed, and she grew in Laran’s estimation. “My name is Amara. Our orders are to escort Ronan to Gutan with all haste.”

      “All of you?” Laran couldn’t hide his surprise.

      Amara alone was stronger than the three of them combined.

      Amara nodded. “Apparently, our duke believes this young man is vital to our future. Your Lady Gwen was able to convince him as much with a single letter. We’ve been waiting here for nearly a week.”

      Laran digested this news. “You have orders?”

      Amara handed over two sheets of paper, as though she’d expected no less. Laran looked them over quickly. One was from Gutan’s duke, stating exactly what Amara had just said. The other, smaller sheet of paper was from Lady Gwen. Laran recognized the handwriting and the seal. It told them to trust the Gutanese. It also told them that their task could be considered complete.

      Laran accepted the help gladly. He’d always respected the Gutanese sumar, and this was no small percentage of their fighting force. He handed the papers over for Jamie to inspect.

      While Jamie looked over the papers, Laran wondered what he should do. Gwen told him his task was complete, but he’d given his word to see Ronan all the way to Gutan.

      Jamie had no such dilemma. As soon as he finished reading the letters, he handed them back to Amara.

      “Well, Ronan,” he said. “It looks like this is where we part ways.”

      “What?” The surprise and hurt on the boy’s face pained Laran.

      “Gwen says we’ve done enough.” Jamie gestured to the sumar gathered not far away. “Besides, you’ll be much safer with them than you ever were with us.”

      “You’re just going to leave me?”

      Jamie bowed deeply toward Ronan. “Damn straight.”

      Then he stepped closer and embraced Ronan. Ronan returned the affection, and eventually they broke apart. Jamie didn’t explain any further, but it looked like he didn’t have to. Ronan had tears in his eyes, but a smile on his face.

      “I hope I’ll see you again soon.”

      “Only if you bring some fine wine and entertainment. I think I’m done with this adventuring for a good long while.”

      Laran wasn’t so sure. Jamie’s claim lacked the conviction it had a few weeks ago. He wouldn’t be surprised to see Jamie beyond the walls again soon, but he said nothing. If he did, Jamie would hide in his mansion just to spite him.

      The two embraced again, and when they broke apart, Ronan turned to Laran, a question on his face.

      Jamie’s choice made Laran’s easier. “I’ll be returning, too.”

      “Why?” Ronan asked. There was no accusation in his voice, just a bit of surprise and a lot of curiosity.

      “You’ll be able to tell the story of what happened to them,” Laran gestured to the Gutanese sumar. “But we’ll need to do the same in Lindra, and we both know Jamie won’t tell it honestly.”

      Laran turned serious. “You’ll be safe with them, and that’s what matters most. I want to study with Gwen to see if we can get to the bottom of what happened to me.”

      He smiled. “And finally, I don’t trust Jamie to find his way back without someone holding his hand.”

      Ronan laughed. “I’ll miss your company on the road.”

      Laran gave a pointed glance at Jamie. “Not as much as I will yours. But this is best. I hope you’ll be able to learn more about your abilities in Gutan, and I’ll train in Lindra. When we meet again, we can compare notes.”

      Ronan stepped forward and embraced Laran, pinning his arms to his side.

      After a minute, he stepped away. “I’ll look forward to our next meeting, then.”

      “As will I. I’m sure if you write to Lady Gwen your messages will find me. I have the feeling she won’t be letting me too far out of her sight, and I did make the mistake of promising her a full year. Though at this rate, I’m not sure I’ll survive my oath to her.”

      Jamie scoffed. “If I have anything to say about it you’ll be nowhere but out of her sight.”

      They said their farewells, then, on the road and a few weeks earlier than expected. But as Laran watched the Gutanese travel out of sight, Ronan in their midst, it felt like the right decision. There was too much to be done, and Ronan’s safety was as good as guaranteed.

      He’d kept his word. At least close enough.

      He and Jamie turned around and started walking back toward the checkpoint and Lindra.

      Jamie elbowed him. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to care about anyone else.”

      “I’m sure a few weeks with you will remedy the situation.”

      “A few weeks with me and you’ll have a lady under each arm and gold spilling out your pockets.”

      Laran didn’t dignify that with an answer.

      They were silent until after they passed the checkpoint, and then Jamie continued, his demeanor sincere for once. “You think he’ll be good?”

      Laran had wondered the same often, and he had his own answer. “I do.”

      Jamie looked satisfied, and Laran knew exactly how the other man felt. Getting Ronan to Gutan had mattered. And despite everything, they’d succeeded.

      He didn’t know what came next.

      But they’d done all they could do. And that was enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Bazel felt the moment Abethu died.

      They had always been connected, even back home. Their malkin called to one another across distances great and small. But on this world, blinding in its brilliance, the malkin was even clearer thanks to its contrast. They couldn’t communicate, but they always had a sense of one another’s location and spirit.

      And, of course, he couldn’t miss the gate his brother had opened.

      It had been a thing of beauty, the culmination of his brother flexing his powers for days on end. Wide and powerful, calling all toward it.

      For a while, he’d wondered if the day of victory was actually at hand. It was years earlier than expected, but who was he to complain? Then Abethu had died, and the gate had been closed.

      He bit down on the human arm he’d been eating. These pests still had strength in them, then.

      Bazel didn’t mourn. He didn’t even think of it. Mourning implied a loss, and there was no loss here. Abethu had been the first of them through, and through his link with Bazel, was able to let the academics know that he had survived the gate. Since then, he had been among the most active, learning the most about the humans and how they might be wiped out.

      And this last week!

      Abethu had brought nothing but glory to his name. He’d pushed himself harder and to greater lengths than anyone back home would have believed possible. He’d died as gloriously as he’d lived. Bazel hadn’t been certain his brother had deserved to become a sunslayer, but he had no doubts now. Abethu had done the order proud.

      Though the gate had fallen, its mere presence excited Bazel. As the sun grew stronger, the creation of the gates would become easier, the barrier between their world and this one growing weaker.

      If he had his way, they would tear the barrier to shreds and let all his brothers and sisters escape onto this bountiful planet.

      Abethu hadn’t failed. He had shown them the path to their prophesied victory.

      Bazel finished the arm, giving thanks to his brother.

      Abethu might have been the weakest of them, but even he was strong enough to defeat almost anyone on this planet. The humans were numerous and yet so weak. Even their corpses provided but scant sustenance. They didn’t deserve to live, especially behind their walls.

      But he acknowledged that he had underestimated the vermin. If Abethu was defeated, it meant at least some strength still resided in humanity. He’d have to be more careful as he proceeded. He’d have to investigate this new strength and evaluate whether it was a danger. Better by far to be prepared than caught by surprise. The lessons of Abethu’s death would not be wasted on him, and he would make the humans pay.

      He ordered the lesser demons around the camp to clean up after him. They’d just eaten the last of the Gutanese captives, and it was time to move to richer hunting grounds.

      Bazel sighed.

      His brother had found a leveren. Which meant there would be more, soon.

      Abethu had cleared the way.

      Now Bazel would guide his brothers and sisters to their ultimate destination.
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        An ancient ritual gone wrong. An evil reborn. Only these friends can stop it.
        
        Every few years, the warden purges the forest of Silverwood of its evil in an ancient ritual, but this time, a magical widow and her servant survive and start plotting to take over the land.
        Isaac, the warden’s son, has long been marked for greatness, but he feels ill-suited for his path and runs away, making his first friends in the nearby town of Lutra. They call their circle of friends The Willows, based off their favorite swimming spot.
        Now, the politics and problems of Silverwood drag Isaac and his friends away from the town and into a web of conflict where they are unsure of where to go and who to trust and can only fight for their own survival.
        As Isaac faces his destiny, buried secrets from Silverwood’s past emerge, and each of the Willows ask themselves how far they will go to help their new friend.
        The Chronicles of Narnia meets The Magicians in the first volume of a magical fantasy series suitable for all ages, where imperfect heroes struggle with their destinies and the finest treasures are the friends who stand with you when the monsters come.
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        He's a gambler, womanizer, opportunist, and inebriate ... and the kingdom's only chance.
        Greymond, the Scattered Kingdom has been without a king for hundreds of years, a place ruled by squabbling barons and dukes. Occasionally, rumors arise: a king of the old blood has returned to claim his throne. These days, such claims are met with groans and eye-rolls. Pretenders abound … and are generally ignored.
        But scheming powers are plotting, machinations that have been in the works for years, and this time …
        Enter Merrik Niles. A thief hired by dangerous people to steal a map, he instead keeps it for himself, hoping to follow it to some mysterious prize.
        The treasure turns out to be an ancient artifact connected to Greymond’s last king, and when Merrik touches it, he triggers long-dormant magic. Now, three ghosts have taken up permanent residence inside his mind: A cunning, smart-mouthed jester. A master swordsman. And a powerful wizard. 
        At first, Merrik believes he’s going mad, but at times, these troublesome ghosts lend him their powers... for good or for bad.
        Merrik is swept along in a scheme to put a fair-haired pretender on the throne of Greymond, making him the target of powerful enemies across the Scattered Kingdom who prefer the realm as it is.
        All the while, a new army rises across the mountains … and they’re coming.
        Follow Merrik’s exploits as a reluctant hero in the next Epic Fantasy series by Victor Gischler, the bestselling author of Ink Mage. It's perfect for readers of Mark Lawrence, Brent Weeks, and Jay Kristoff.
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        Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon.
        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
        But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein.
        Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction.
        Until she too finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal...
        The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all.
        Black Talon is the first book in the Dragonblood Assassin Series from #1 Audible and Washington Post bestseller Jaime Castle & Epic Fantasy legend Andy Peloquin. It's perfect for fans of the Forgotten Realms, Joe Abercrombie, David Dalglish, and Kel Kade.
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